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To Maja, without whom this would not be.


To Ramsey and Wren, without whom this would not matter.




If I’ve killed one man, I’ve killed two—


The vampire who said he was you


And drank my blood for a year,


Seven years, if you want to know.


Daddy, you can lie back now.


There’s a stake in your fat black heart


And the villagers never liked you.


They are dancing and stamping on you.


They always knew it was you.


Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I’m through.


SYLVIA PLATH, “DADDY”





I
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I ONLY HAVE TO CLOSE my eyes to see that son of a bitch Zukowski, passed out like he was on the dining hall floor. Then came the looks of revulsion on the other kids’ faces at the sight of me trying to shake him awake while shouting out for help. After an ambulance came and hauled him off, Mister McGovern grabbed my arm and dragged me down the hall and blurted out, It wasn’t something sexual between you two, was it?


•  •  •


LISTEN, CLAREMONT PREP may be an all-boys school, but that doesn’t make it a gaybo factory. And even if it was, Lord knows I wouldn’t be with the likes of Zukowski. For the record, Ariel J. Zukowski wears horn-rimmed glasses. He combs his greasy hair to the side in a desperate attempt to look debonair. But despite his prodigious effort, he’s still a dork. Which, believe it or not, has nothing to do with why I wanted to see him dead.


Then there’s the issue of his mole-infested face, which is why nobody sits with him. Which, if I may harken back to my very first day at Claremont, five years ago, was how I ended up taking pity on the little twerp in the first place. But what was I supposed to do? Sit at a table filled with those other namby-pambys while he ate in the corner all by himself?


Like a schmuck, I sat down beside him and there I was, brimming with butterflies because it was, after all, the first day of school, and that god-awful quiet between us sitting there together was made worse by the giddy buzz of chatter from the tables around us, where kids were going on endlessly about their summer up the Hamptons or wherever it is they play croquet.


Then, out of nowhere, Zukowski took his sandwich from his lunch tray and pushed it over to me and said that I could have it. He’s got some kind of weird allergy and couldn’t eat it anyway. I was stunned. You see, sitting there in my wrinkly button-down and wrong-color tie, I’d steeled myself in preparation for nonstop douchebaggery, but that smushed Saran-wrapped triangle gave me hope. Funny thing is, I’d just assumed that Zukowski was sitting there alone like that because he wasn’t as, well, shall we say, refined as the others. So you can imagine my surprise when I found out that it was his first day, too. The revelation came as something of a miracle because I thought for sure that I was the only new kid. You see, starting up at a place like Claremont in the fifth grade is a kamikaze mission. The other kids have been going here since kindergarten—not to mention that their fathers and grandfathers all went here since kindergarten, too. So right off the bat we were the oddballs, which was something great to have in common, even if it was the only thing.


Which it wasn’t. After school that first day, I discovered that he took the subway, just like me. On the way to the station, I told him that in a way you could say that I grew up around money because my mom was the housekeeper for mattress magnate Zachariah Blumenthal, who lives on the Upper East Side with his fat wife, their twins, and a pet iguana that has his own room. Zukowski didn’t care one bit because his dad’s just a plumber.


He said that the only reason they gave him a bunch of dough to come to Claremont is because he’s some sort of whiz kid. So I asked him, What’s one hundred twenty-one divided by eleven times five add two and take away ten? He promptly responded with, Forty-seven. Thinking that even a busted clock is right twice a day, I fired off another one. Okay, hotshot, so what’s fourteen times fourteen divided by two plus twenty take away three? He paused for a second, and then said, One hundred fifteen.


Sweet mother of God. I bet you’re smart enough to bring up the whole school’s average!


He curtsied like a real faggot and asked what my excuse was. I’m NYCHA, I told him. Of course he didn’t know what the hell that was.


When I explained that I had been awarded the honors of a student of outstanding scholarly accomplishment by the New York City Housing Authority, he looked at me like I was joking. The funny part was that I’d left out the corny bit about me having won it in a writing competition among my semiliterate neighbors in the Jacob Riis Houses.


On East Fifty-Ninth Street you have to go underground to board the train. When we got to the top of the stairwell, I told him flat out, You’re a jackass, Zukowski. A real fairy. I’ve seen kids like you my whole life, strutting around with your glasses on and your head up your ass. And now that I’ve got you up close, I oughta punch you. But I won’t. Because I like you. Don’t ask me why, but I do.


We had what Mom calls rapport. Even if he was a blowhard, he wasn’t a douche. Besides, Mom had told me that not being too picky was the key to making friends. So we shook hands, and I just stood there watching him prance down the smut-covered stairwell, thinking that all I had to do was to sit behind him in Coach Picareaux’s pre-algebra class and I’d do just fine.


Me and Mom eat at the HoJo’s up on East Seventy-Second on the days she works late. Seeing as how I only had one token left, I hightailed it uptown on foot and jumped into a booth beside her and squeezed her like she was the very last of the toothpaste. As we were catching up I told Mom that there was another kid there who was just like me, or at least kind of like me, or at least he was more like me than I thought anybody would be!


And for the most part, Zukowski was. For five whole years. Then came the day in the ninth grade when we went more than a few blocks out of our way to check out the St. Michael’s Academy girls’ field hockey team practice after school. And let me tell you, if Claremont’s more of a mansion than an actual school building, St. Michael’s is a full-on manor estate with castle and moat. We passed the Guggenheim and saw the girls up ahead, lined up at midfield doing warm-up exercises. We took up our usual position at the wrought-iron bars some twenty yards behind them, which I thought was discreet, but apparently it wasn’t because no sooner had they started their windmill routine than one of the girls in the back row caught sight of me from between her legs. She shot straight up and shouted for us to stop gawking. When we didn’t just run off like a couple of pansies, she picked up her field hockey stick and started straight for us like she meant business.


Zukowski yelped like a poodle and booked it. The girl stepped up to the fence and just sort of stood there looking at me like I was something her biology teacher had just brought into class on a petri dish. I stood there, fully aware of the entire squad behind her—coach included. They were ready to charge me at the drop of that stick, while I stood there with mouth agape, staring at her like an imbecile. She was friggin’ hot.


She rolled her eyes. You go to Claremont?


Yeah.


Well, stop ogling us. We don’t like it.


Okay.


Before I knew it a screeching whistle sent her galloping back to the field. Zukowski, still in awe that I had talked to a girl, reappeared from behind the sculpted bushes in front of the Russian consulate.


We hopped on the downtown 6 train, hooting and hollering like a couple of lunatics who’d just won the lottery. You see, even if it wasn’t exactly a friendly interaction, it was the first time we’d made contact with a St. Michael’s girl. Zukowski didn’t care one bit who it was she brought when the time came for our inevitable double date. He thought that the best thing we could do would be to take them back to my place and play Spin the Bottle. But even if Mom was hardly ever home, what with her practically raising the Blumenthal twins like she was, there was no way I was bringing them back to my apartment. Zukowski’s house was out of the question, too. Never mind that it was two hours away on the Q line; his mom hung their laundry out to dry in the windows, and the whole place stank of goulash.


Instead we decided it was better to take them to a matinee, because we could sit in the back row and get them plastered on peppermint schnapps we’d hustle from one of the drunkards in Times Square, who were rumored to be so desperate for a nip they’d damn near suck on your balls for a spare quarter. Only problem there being that all the theaters were showing Midnight Cowboy, which, it turns out, isn’t a cowboy movie at all.


So there we were, back at square one, wondering how on earth two kids like us could leverage our status as Claremont boys to nab a couple of St. Michael’s girls. We got off at Astor Place and cut through Tompkins Square Park, kicking at the sandy path on our way to my place, because even if neither of us would say it outright, we both knew that our ship was sunk before it’d even got out of port. That’s when Zukowski elbowed me in the gut and pointed at this big-bellied woman pushing a stroller coming the opposite way. He said we’d have a better chance getting her.


I smacked him on the head. Fuckwad. Pregnant women can’t fuck. That’s how babies get brain damage. Jesus, don’t you know anything?


Zukowski skipped off toward the fountain, yelling Leggo-my-Eggo-I’m-preggo! Only I’m not looking back at Mister Dildo Breath scaring away the pigeons but in front of us. I look up toward Avenue C and what do I see but this big-as-hell billboard on the side of the Con Ed Building promoting the one hundredth anniversary of big-league ball. I think to myself, Jesus. Has it only been a hundred years? For some reason I just kind of assumed that baseball had been around forever. And that’s when the answer to all my problems hit me—the only rub being the extra bread needed for two tickets to a game. You see, even if being a Claremont boy was a big selling point in most quarters, we weren’t supposed to be stone broke, and a St. Michael’s girl paying her own way was out of the question.


•  •  •


ZUKOWSKI THOUGHT I was crazy. Maybe I was. But he sure was singing a different tune come game day, when we met that chick and her friend on the Fifty-Ninth Street subway platform, where we hopped onto the 7 because the Mets were our team. All of us were chatting on the train ride out to Queens and happy once we hit the elevated because the clouds were starting to break up and we could tell that it wasn’t going to rain after all. Me and Suzie Hartwell were already starting to get hot and heavy on the way there, even as more and more people piled on with every stop.


When we finally got to Shea, Suzie and I untangled ourselves to exit. Zukowski and his date, Amanda something, who wore crooked glasses and a ponytail and kind of had the same mole thing going on, spilled out with the rest of the train. We walked past the goony-looking scalpers hawking tickets for an arm and a leg in their singsong way. The afternoon sun warmed our faces as we sat down, and right smack in front of us was an infield raked as smooth as our Japanese teacher Mister Yamaguchi’s sand garden. Everything was so pristine it felt like the inside of a cathedral. Not that I’ve ever been in one, mind you. It’s just what I imagine it to feel like.


By the seventh inning the Mets were getting clobbered. Suzie got up and said she had to use the restroom. Okay, I figured. That was just a polite way of saying that she wanted to make out some more. So I winked at Zukowski and got up and left with her. Only it turned out she really had to use the bathroom. So we threaded our way past the inevitable beer line to the ladies’ room, and on our way back she was taking her time, walking real slow and twirling a long strand of brown hair between her fingers. She asked me if anyone had ever told me that I looked a little like Omar Sharif.


Sharif? I didn’t know who he played for. She laughed and pulled me behind one of those hulking I beams supporting the grandstands above and we started smooching. A few seconds into it, she took out her chewing gum and told me I was pressing too hard. I promised to do it more softly next time. Only when the next time came, she said for me to stop sticking my tongue so far down her throat. So I told her no problem; I’d fix that, too.


I could tell that I was getting the hang of it after a minute or so because she was combing her fingers through my hair. I made do with planting my hands on the soft angora at her waist because first, it was our first date, and second, we were in public, and third, I was starting to really dig her. Suzie came up for air for the third time in fifteen minutes, which I suppose wasn’t too bad, and, after she put her chewing gum back into her mouth, told me that I had an awfully big mouth. I buried my hot face in her cool, soft hair and pretended not to care.


When we got back to our seats, Zukowski handed me back my popcorn with a wink. What took you so long?


The line to the restroom practically went out to the parking lot.


You lovebirds missed a whole inning.


I turned to the game at the crack of a bat. Chacón was shouting out for the high, looping fly ball sailing out to shallow left in Spanish. Thomas plowed straight into him, and the ball just sat there in the grass like a hot potato. Ashburn picked it up and threw it in, holding the runner at second. What a circus. The crowd was booing so loud that I couldn’t hear a word Zukowski was saying. I tossed a handful of popcorn toward the field, then sat back down and explained to Suzie that Chacón was from Puerto Rico, which is why he wasn’t able to call off Thomas in English. She asked if that was where my family was from. I’m from Georgia, I answered, half expecting some stupid joke about the South. She gave me a surprised look. Oh. So—you’re American?


I turned back to Cookie Rojas standing there, digging himself a trench in the batter’s box, and prayed for him to knock a line-drive foul ball straight into Suzie’s teeth. Zukowski accepted the hot dog being relayed to him by Amanda, then leaned in over me so far he was practically sitting in my lap.


Yeah. His dad’s white. His mom’s just colored, is all.


The little prick shoved the hot dog in his mouth and sat back to watch the game. Suzie did a double take: first to Zukowski, then to me, then back at Zukowski.


Whaddya mean?


Ouch! Hey! That was my foot, Huey! Whadja do that for? Then, to Suzie: Whaddya mean, “Whaddya mean”?


You mean he’s not—?


What?


I dunno.


No. He’s colored.


Suzie’s gum went still in her mouth. I couldn’t get myself to look at anything but Rojas and that trench he’d dug for himself. I wished I could climb into it with him. Zukowski kept munching on that damned hot dog of his. Right next to my face. Like it was the best damned ballpark frank he’d ever eaten. When Suzie just sat there speechless, Zukowski leaned in over my lap toward her and said, You probably just don’t know what to look for.


•  •  •


MISTER MCGOVERN SAT back in his chair, kicked up his feet beside Zukowski’s lunch tray, and nudged his thin, wire-framed glasses up the bridge of his nose.


“What to look for”?


Mister McGovern looked confused as he puzzled over those words. I could tell that he felt uncomfortable talking about the fact that most people don’t think I look like I’m colored. I slumped in my seat and said never mind. He knew damn well what Zukowski had meant. But how could someone like Mister McGovern possibly understand what it felt like to be outed in the middle of a ball game, sitting as I was, between my friend and my girl having a bonding moment at my expense.


Zukowski’s sandwich had one bite taken out of it. Mister McGovern asked how the peanut butter smeared in with the tuna fish had gotten there.


If you don’t mind my saying so, sir—he doesn’t have a single friend in this place. It could have been anybody.


A pack of Winstons sat in a square glass ashtray on the corner of Mister McGovern’s desk. He reached over the lunch tray for them.


Horseshit. You locked him out of the gym naked last week. The week before that, you stuffed his textbooks down the john. Before that it was the dog shit you smeared through the air vent in his locker. Not to mention that you punched him in the mouth at the pep rally. What do you take me for?





II
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THE SECOND TIME I SAW Zukowski, he was standing in the gym with his Keds tied so tight they seemed to strangle his pigeon feet.


Zukowski, right?


Yeah.


How ya doing?


Good. You?


Good. Good.


I took in the dusty light glaring down from the narrow slit windows above the rafters, the cinder walls covered in a thick coat of fresh paint. The wooden stands teetered all the way up to the blue-and-gold banner. I tried to whistle. I mean, wow. Just, wow.


Say, what are you doing here?


Trying out.


You?


A door marked EXIT creaked open, and Coach Picareaux limped in with his duffel bag stuffed with basketballs knocking against one leg. First, we did jumping jacks, which were a breeze. Then came wind sprints—which were considerably less of a breeze. By the end of the fourth one, I was looking at Coach Picareaux like he couldn’t be serious. By the middle of the sixth—or maybe it was the fifth—I turned back a few feet shy of the blue lion they’ve got painted on one of the walls, clutching my gut as I trudged back toward the other side. By the ninth one, I was hacking so hard I was surprised not to see blood when I went down on all fours and spit.


Then came free throws. I hit the rim twice. The rest were air balls.


Coach Picareaux was a heavyset man who wore black polyester slacks up around his gut and a golfing shirt so tight it pinched in all the gray hairs around his flabby bicep. The rest of the guys loved him for his encyclopedic knowledge of baseball, basketball, hockey, football, golf, tennis, lawn bowling, lacrosse, track and field, Formula One, the Tour de France, the America’s Cup—you name it. Everything but algebra. Me, I loved him because he once let me win at Shipwreck.


He lined us up on the baseline and called Lichenberger and Vernonblood forward and instructed them to pick sides for a basketball game. A few minutes later, I was wearing a yellow mesh vest over my T-shirt that ballooned like a dress despite my best efforts to prevent it. Zukowski managed to get the ball early on and make an impression with all the fancy stuff he could do. Like dribble without looking at the ball.


The principal problem for me, so far as I could tell, was that I didn’t seem to inspire much confidence in my teammates, and, to my great dismay, Zukowski least of all. At first, Lichenberger and Hamilton were the only two on our squad moving the ball up the court, which was bad enough. But then they gave it to Zukowski, of all people. Not only was he shorter than me—by a whole inch—but he wouldn’t pass me the ball. It was bad enough the first time. But when it happened a second and a third and a fourth time, I confronted him.


Stop hogging it!


Damn it, Huey! Go under the net!


Let someone else dribble it for once!


We’re not taking turns—this is a scrimmage! Now go wait for a pass under the net like you’re supposed to!


I said, give it!


The whistle shrieked. I hung back by the goalpost and leaned my ass against it, clutching the tops of my knees, gasping for air, sweating like a pig. My butt hole itched. My ass felt buttery. I felt like I was going to shit myself. I spit a long string so thick the phlegm stretched out like taffy. I tried to wipe it off but only managed to smear it across my face. Then it stuck to my arm. By the time I finally got rid of it, the boys were charging back down the court, full speed, panting like wolves, straight for me.


The ball bounced off Vernonblood’s sneaker. I snatched it up before the big goon could recover it and ran with it in the opposite direction like I was going for a touchdown. Everyone in the gym was hollering for me to stop. To get them all to shut up, I halted dead in my tracks and held the ball over my head like I’d seen the others do.


Zukowski was hollering himself red in the face. Huey! What in hell are you doing?!


Not so much fun now, is it?


Pass it!


Go to hell!


Goddamnit! Pass it already!


See? How do you like it?


Coach Picareaux was fed up and wanted to know What in the Lord’s name game are you playing?


Keep Away, Coach!


And boy did it feel good, for all of the fifteen seconds or so that I got to do it. I handed the ball off to Lichenberger, smiled at Zukowski, and hobbled down the court after the others.


•  •  •


I STARTED PACKING up the second the big announcement hit the intercom: Coach Picareaux had finally posted the lineup outside his office door. The fifth period bell rang, and I shot out of my seat and bolted downstairs. Rumor had it that the fourteenth spot was selected by lottery. So even if tryouts hadn’t gone so well, I figured I still had a shot. The team roster was up, just like the announcement had said, and Zukowski was standing underneath it. Lichenberger, Vernonblood, and Hamilton were behind him. Bilmore and everyone else shoved past me on their way to the door. They all, every last one of them, crowded around Zukowski, shouting, wanting to know if they had made it or not.


They were all clawing at it like savages. Frankly, I was surprised the stingy bit of masking tape was holding. As Zukowski ran his finger down the mimeograph, with that mountain of assholes slowly caving in on him, I turned around and split. So there I was, walking back down the now quiet hall the same way I’d come, up the flight of stairs where cardboard pumpkin cutouts taped up along the slick wall were decorated with orange and black glitter sprinkled on white glue. I ran my finger along the grout and knocked them down, one by one. I walked out of a pair of swinging double doors and to the right, past a portrait of one of the headmasters from the days of Ye Old Governor William Bradford. I walked up to him and, after careful consideration, lobbed a loogie right between his eyes.


I stopped at the glass trophy case that’s set into the wall by the entrance. It reminded me of Dr. No’s aquarium except without the water and fish. Among the dusty memorabilia were a collection of daguerreotypes crammed in on the top shelf. And let me tell you, a bunch of fourth and fifth and sixth graders never looked more noble. One of the kids in the front row was holding one of those old-style basketballs, and something about it reminded me of someone I used to know. I dunno. Maybe it was the dark brown leather they used back then.


I passed the janitor on my way out. Clyde was a bowlegged colored man who’d introduced himself to me on the very first day of school. At the time, I just figured Mister McGovern had given him a heads-up about me or something. That sort of thing seemed to be happening all the time since I’d started at Claremont. Me being called aside, I mean.


Huey, here, meet Mister So and So. I told him all about you—what a promising young scholar you are.


And Mister So and So: Glad to have you—a real fine addition to our school, young man. Can’t wait to see you out on the court. Make us proud.


Clyde was standing at the foot of the steps, holding one of those wide brooms that’s really hard to push because of how stiff the bristles are. He was leaning on it, looking over all the sagging garbage bags chock full of leaves that he hadn’t yet tied up. As I made my way down the steps, he told me to cheer up. Said he’d worked at Claremont for God knows how long and was awfully glad to see me. Then he held out his hand and slapped me five. Clyde could try and make me feel better all he wanted, but it was no use. I felt like I was the only colored kid on the planet who didn’t know how to put a ball through a hoop.


•  •  •


THAT CHRISTMAS MISTER Blumenthal gave Mom tickets to see The Nutcracker. Wanting nothing more than to finally meet this new friend of mine that she’d been hearing so much about, Mom kept nagging me to invite Zukowski until I couldn’t stand it anymore. So one night after school the three of us were on our way to the show, chitchatting on the bus about this and that—still getting to know each other, I suppose—and Zukowski asked Mom how she liked New York.


I knew that Zukowski was just trying to make small talk, but Mom didn’t. She started blabbing nonstop about how she didn’t think the city was all it was cracked up to be, how she’d come here expecting a professional life she hadn’t been able to find down South and here she’d become, of all things, a housekeeper.


But I suppose I’d do it again. If nothing else, at least now I know what became of all the women who left Akersburg when I was a kid—waves and waves of them. Because I’d always wondered. They had so many dreams. Fantasies, really. And I grew up hearing about them all the time—dreams of finding a sanctuary up here for people like me. Where we could live like everyone else. And I needed to see for myself if that was true.


I suppose I can see where you’re coming from, Missus Fairchild. But it’s still gotta be better here—I mean, people are living in the Dark Ages down there, aren’t they? Killing colored folks left and right. Not just Dr. King, I mean. Ordinary colored folks. Like that one that got lynched just for swimming in that pool. You remember that, right?


Mom looked out the dark window and went quiet. All this time she had been pouring her heart out, I was bursting at the seams, wanting nothing more than for her to shut her big fat mouth. And this was why. Even Zukowski, who was pretty damned inept when it came to reading body language, noticed the uncomfortable silence. I could tell that he was wondering what he’d said wrong. So I slung an arm over his shoulder and told him not to worry about it. It wasn’t his fault. Poor fella. How was he supposed to know that he’d just stepped in a pile of dog shit?


There we were—the three of us—sitting on a crowded city bus lurching its way down Broadway on a snowy December evening. Outside, people in long wool coats were caroling down the bright, window-lit street, and us on our way to see, of all things cheery and uplifting, The Nutcracker. How was I supposed to tell Zukowski that we only had one pool in all of Akersburg, and come summertime, it was like a second home to me, which was the only reason Dad and I had turned up in our swim trunks the day after the shit had pretty much hit the fan?





III
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EVEN IF THE BILLBOARD OUT front said that the Camelot was the perfect rest stop for snowbirds passing through Akersburg on their way to Florida, it owed its survival to the moms who brought us kids to the pool out back. Mister Abrams opened it to us kids six weeks a year. The rest of the time, it was only for his motel guests. But for those six steamy, hot weeks of summer he practically let us have the full run of the place. I ran in that day expecting to see a bunch of my friends horsing around, only to find the place empty. Dad strolled in behind me asking if anyone was here yet.


I slid the patio door open and stripped down to my trunks while Dad went on like a broken record about how nice it was to have the pool all to ourselves for a change. He eased himself in and held up his hands like he was about to catch a football. The agreement had been for me to jump in on the count of three, but on two a voice boomed out, You can’t be in there!


It was Mister Abrams. Dad hoisted himself up the stepladder and headed on over to see what was the matter. As the two of them stood there talking, I went to check out the Coke machine sitting underneath the wraparound staircase leading to the catwalk above, only before I’d even reached it, Dad shouted out for me to pack up. Pool’s closed, he said.


What’s more, he was just as tight-lipped out in the parking lot as he had been poolside. So I kept my mouth shut, like I always do when I don’t know what the heck’s going on; that is, until we pulled back onto Cordele Road.


What was that all about?


Dad started explaining about this time last year when my friend Derrick had lit a brush fire out behind his shed and his mom had called the fire department all the way up from Blakely, when she could just as well have put the damned thing out with her garden hose.


The point is . . . People overreact. Derrick probably just got caught tinkling in it, is all.


Which I knew perfectly well was true. Derrick claimed that it wasn’t so bad so long as you did it in the deep end. Being only eight and highly impressionable, I believed him. Besides, it was pretty much what all of us kids did. Which meant that Dad had no idea what the heck he was talking about.


When we got home, Mom was preparing her hot comb over the stove, and the whole house stank of bergamot. I immediately asked her if Derrick had come by.


He wasn’t at the pool? She asked the question as if Derrick being there was a given. Dad plopped himself down at the kitchen table and answered with a quick Nope.


When the comb was smoking hot, Mom hollered out to Miss Della that she was ready. Mom had been doing Miss Della’s hair since before it’d turned gray, which I’m pretty sure made her Mom’s longest-standing customer. Anyway, Dad was going on about how we’d found empty deck chairs scattered around the pool and a half-empty beach ball rolling over the terrace like a tumbleweed.


Not a soul in the place. And just as Huey’s set to hop in, Stanley comes out and tells us he’s closed. Can you believe it?


For business?


No. Just the pool.


The bathroom door opened, and Miss Della appeared in the doorway with her hair in a plastic bag and jumped right into the conversation. You didn’t hear about the two colored boys caught swimming in there last night?


I stepped back as Miss Della teetered past, the garbage bag wrapped around her neck like a four-sided apron.


Mom pulled a chair up to the sink. Trespassing?


That’s the question everybody’s asking. Why, your buddy Nestor saw them on his way home from work. From what I’ve heard, he was driving by as they were heading across Cordele Road with a shoe in each hand, and Stanley’s front office lit up like a Christmas tree. When Nestor sped up to get a closer look, they hightailed it on out of there, so scared the one didn’t bother coming back for the shoe he dropped. Nestor pulled over. And you know damned well that Nestor being Nestor, he got out of his tow truck and fetched it—then went straight to the police and handed it over, along with the story of what he’d seen.


What kind of shoe was it?


Hell if I know. But apparently the sheriff’s wondering if Stanley ain’t been letting coloreds in after hours for a small fee.


You’re kidding.


Do I look like I’m playing a practical joke?


Akersburg was a nice place to live, but like any place, we had our problems. Mostly with colored people. Anyway, Miss Della was the Orbachs’ housekeeper. Whenever I saw her around their house, it was always Yes, ma’am and No, ma’am and Right away, ma’am. But the second she stepped foot in our house, I never heard a woman cuss so much in all my life. She didn’t give a damn what Mom or Dad thought—except where it concerned her hair.


Mom eased Miss Della into a chair and sent me out to help Toby clean the points and adjust the timing. Toby had been around as long as I could remember. It didn’t matter if it was the cistern or a watch: if a man made it, Toby could fix it. I watched from the open doorway as Mom tipped Miss Della’s head back over the kitchen sink and rinsed out the blue grease. All the while, foul-mouthed old Miss Della jabbered on like a windup toy.


Toby had the hood of our truck up and was struggling to get the distributor cap off. He was cussing under his breath because he could only turn the wrench in tiny increments. I walked up behind him and coughed. Toby emerged from the engine compartment with a grateful look on his face. Getting that damn distributor hold-down bolt off was one of the few things I could help him with. My hands were small enough to give me easy access. He helped me up onto the bumper, handed me the wrench, and said for me to Have at it.


•  •  •


WHEN IT GOT too dark to go on, Toby sent me inside to wash up. Miss Della was gone, and Mom and Dad were sitting at the kitchen table trying to figure out what colored man in Akersburg had gumption enough to swim in the Camelot’s pool. When I said to Dad never mind who, but why, he told me to go back outside and continue helping Toby. When I showed him the grease covering my hands, he handed me a gingersnap and told me there would be another one waiting just as soon as Toby and I finished up.


It was pitch black out. From the front window, Toby was visible under the pool of flickering patio light. He let the hood slap shut and a square of dust kicked out from under it. I let the curtain fall back over the front window. He’s done!


Then help your mother.


His lazy ass had moved into the den. From the sound of it, he was lying on his back watching The Price Is Right. Mom was sweeping crisps of hair from the kitchen floor. She asked me to start in on the dishes. A few minutes later, Toby was standing beside me. He reached over and washed his hands in the sink, then took the Pyrex that I’d been struggling to get clean, scraped off the rice caked on it, and handed it back. Toby then pulled a plate of rice and beans from the oven and limped out to the back porch.


I stood there with that dish in my hand, stunned. Dad stalked in from the TV room cursing Mister Abrams’s pool, hot weather, and Mondays. He complimented me on how clean I’d gotten the Pyrex, then asked Mom how much she’d bid on a new-model Westinghouse slow cooker. When she said eleven or twelve dollars probably, he demanded to know when in the Lord’s name that old skinflint Stanley was going to get around to cleaning that damned pool of his.


I didn’t see what the big deal was, especially considering that everyone trespassed occasionally. Sometimes there was no getting around it. You had to cut through one place to get to some other place. I had. And my buddy Derrick had, too. He bragged about it. Besides, if dirt was the issue, there were plenty of people who could take care of that, Miss Della being the first who came to mind. Missus Orbach was always boasting about how sparkling clean Miss Della got her bathroom.


I dragged a chair up to the cupboard and pulled down a milk glass. I thought that’s what chlorine was for.


That’d be like using a Band-Aid to fix a broken neck.


Mom dumped a mound of hair in the wastebasket and mused about how Mister Abrams had originally built his ramshackle motel to cater to the countrified Negros who lived on the outskirts of town back in the days of the sprawling pecan plantations. Of course, it didn’t have a pool back then.


Never mind all that, honey. The real issue here is that I paid up front for those swim lessons. Stanley asked if I wanted a receipt and I said, ‘What’s a receipt between old friends?’ Son of a bitch if that wasn’t a mistake. I want my money back.


You what?


Goddamnit, Pea. Horsing around in a pool isn’t the same thing as knowing how to swim! I figured it was a good opportunity to ask Danny if he wouldn’t mind giving Huey a few lessons. Hell. The boy was captain of the high school swim team. I thought it was a great idea. Instead of just sitting around on his rump playing lifeguard, he might as well give Huey a few pointers. The money was just to make it worth his trouble.


Mom pulled down a coffee tin from the cupboard and counted what was left. Dad winked at me and asked Mom if there was any more pie left. She pointed to the back porch and complained about him spending money we didn’t have.


Although Toby never ate with us, he usually waited in the kitchen while Mom packed up leftovers for him. When he limped past Dad on his way in, rinsed off his plate, put it away, and left by the front door, I figured he was giving me the cold shoulder for pestering him so much to let me file down the points. Even though he was always complaining about how much work it took to keep the carburetor in sound working order—taking it off every other week to adjust it—he never let me do that part. Getting the distributor cap off was one thing, but adjusting the timing was something else. He paused in the doorway and looked my way, then wiped his mouth on the back of his hand and headed out. It wasn’t much. Just a look—enough for me to know that he wasn’t sore at me.


Mom stood at the stove yapping to Dad about how he just needed rest. She suggested he put his head back down and try his hand at another catnap. Instead, he paced up and down the kitchen, eating straight out of the pie dish while complaining bitterly about how he was too tired to work and too restless to sleep, and how prices are going through the roof, and that thirteen dollars is a ridiculous amount to ask retail for a slow cooker, even if it is a Westinghouse.


Dad was starting to drive me crazy. I helped myself to that second gingersnap and ducked out the back door. About a hundred yards out, a light flickered upstairs at the Orbachs’. I propped myself up by the banister and stood on my tippy-toes to see if Derrick’s bedroom light was on; maybe he knew what the heck was going on. It wasn’t. I plopped myself down on the stoop and gazed out over the saddest-looking peanut crop you ever did see, all the while wondering what to make of all the fuss.


•  •  •


THAT POOL WAS the only thing I had to look forward to for the entire month of July. It was practically the only time I got out of the house. Six days a week I’d drag my feet from bedroom to bathroom to kitchen and out onto our creaky back porch, where I’d work for most of the day. Then, come Saturday, you couldn’t find a happier kid on the planet, goofing off, making waves in that pool as I did. I kicked at the dirt and headed for the silhouette of the Orbachs’ house, the light still blinking in the distance.


The Orbachs had a one-eared mutt named Pip. Derrick said they didn’t let her inside because she was a work dog. I’d never seen her work a stitch in her life, unless you count the way she ran up to me at the fence posts that separated our fields from theirs. Pip jumped up on me, wagging her tail and sniffing and licking me all over. She pranced alongside me all the way up to Derrick’s bedroom window. I told her to keep quiet and knelt down and combed my fingers through the dirt, looking for an acorn or a pebble—anything that would reach the second-floor window without breaking it. But Pip wouldn’t let up. Frustrated with me for not playing with her, she barked. Before I was able to muzzle her, the front door opened. Missus Orbach was standing in the doorway glaring at me.


Damn you, Huey!


I bolted. Missus Orbach was on top of me before I’d even made the line of fence posts. She grabbed me by the neck and I squawked so loud birds flushed and field mice scattered. She dragged me across the field, under the clothesline, and around the side of our house. She mounted the bottommost step and banged on the front door.


Dad poked his head out.


I found him creeping around!


On account of the pool being closed, Pop! I swear it! Christ almighty, I gotta come up with something else to do on Saturdays now! Either that or get to the bottom of who did it so Mister Abrams can open it back up!


What’d I tell you about poking your nose in other people’s business, Huey?


If not me, then who? The police? The last case they cracked was. Well, Mister Nussbaum still hasn’t gotten his pig back.


Dad told me to apologize.


But my lessons! Don’t you get it? Danny packs up and goes back to college in four more weeks. No lifeguard, no swim lessons. It’s as simple as that. Mister Abrams is always saying that he doesn’t trust any of the other teenagers to look after us kids! So unless I get to the bottom of this, and quick, I may as well kiss that pool goodbye! Besides, you already paid for my damned lessons. Said so yourself. You don’t wanna lose that money, do you?


Dad apologized to Missus Orbach. He walked her down the stoop and assured her that whatever was going on with me, he’d sort it out. Missus Orbach said that I sounded like a prairie dog scurrying around in her hedgerows and that I was lucky not to have been shot, then disappeared in the darkness.


•  •  •


AKERSBURG IS MORE of an administrative center for all the local farmers than an actual town. So I just assumed that it was like Dad had said: people just get riled up over the least little thing, just to have something to talk about. Gives them a sense of community. So I pretty much wrote off the matter concerning Mister Abrams’s pool, hoping that all the hubbub would blow over in a couple of days and that would be that. But after the fifth day, Mom and I were watching TV after supper when we heard a loud knock knock knock knock knock knock knock knock knock at the front door.


Mom didn’t take late appointments. She turned down the volume and went to see who it was.


Mister Abrams gave an embarrassed grin in the milky light cast from above the front door. Mom opened it further and invited him in. I shot up in my seat, hoping that he’d come to announce that whatever the heck had been going on was all better now and us kids were welcome back. He took off his hat and told her that he’d just come by to have a quick word with Dad. Mom hung his hat up and led him into the kitchen. Dad was out back repairing stack poles with Toby. She went to get him.


I slid down from Dad’s easy chair and followed Mister Abrams into the kitchen. When the storm door smacked shut behind Mom, he pulled from his overcoat what looked like a candied apple wrapped in fancy tissue paper. He wiped his fingers on his coat and unwrapped the paper, then held out a baseball. He told me to take it.


I did.


Mister Abrams said that it was a home-run ball. He told me what inning it had been hit and how warm the night.


You know who Roger Maris is, right?


I nodded.


Mister Abrams went on about how Maris had been hopelessly out of position, even though it wouldn’t have mattered in the end, unless perhaps Maris had been sitting high up in the bleachers beside Mister Abrams himself. His knuckles went so white I could see the bone as he tightened his fists around an imaginary bat and mimicked the glorious swing of the man who had hit that ball so hard it shot from his bat like a rocket.


A rocket, Huey, a rocket! Willie Mays made that mark, son. Will! Eee! Mays!


Mister Abrams stood up straight and caught his breath. He wagged his hand at the ball in mine and said that he didn’t care what people said about the Babe. Everyone knew in their heart of hearts that Willie Mays was a god among men.


Well. The ball did smell like a pinecone. And the scuff from where the bat had smacked it was beautiful. But I was suspicious. It was the first time I’d heard anyone talk as if it was possible to comment on a game with nothing in mind other than the game itself, and it stunned me. Because the old man slouching in front of me, with breath like camphor rub, had just spoken of a baseball player as a baseball player and nothing else. And just like that, a light clicked on.


The back patio light. Mister Abrams mussed up my hair and told me that he wanted me to have the ball.


Dad walked in with a paper plate in hand and asked Mister Abrams if he’d care for a cup of coffee. Mister Abrams wasn’t interested in coffee. He apologized about having been so testy the previous week, then glanced at Mom and said that surely she’d heard how the police were claiming two colored boys had swum in his pool.


Mom made as if it was the first she’d heard of it.


Dad, too. And all for a lousy dip. Christ, what’s the world coming to?


There’s no place for colored folks to cool themselves is what the world’s coming to, dear.


Mom was prone to exaggeration. They had the run of pretty much all of Lake Offal. Dad and I had even seen them there once, on our way out to Kolomoki Mounds State Park. We’d stopped to watch them for a minute; Dad wanted me to see that they could swim just fine.


Dad kicked off each of his boots. I went over and stood beside him in the kitchen doorway, wondering why in the heck those people were always getting themselves into trouble. Mom was at the sink with her back to me and her hands in soapy dishwater. Her backside shimmied as she spoke over her shoulder while scrubbing.


Well, did they catch them?


Not yet.


But they know who it was?


Mister Abrams said that the sheriff was still tossing around names but that he had no proof. He wiped his forehead with the inside of his elbow, and the desperate expression on his face softened.


Listen, Buck. I’ve done every damned thing they’ve asked: had it drained and scrubbed, even had a newfangled chemical treatment applied that’s supposed to keep out mold, figuring, what the hell. Even if it costs me an arm and a leg. If doing it will make people happy then I may as well. But if Prinket thinks that being sheriff means that he needs to keep coming up with more things for me to do, then I got a mind to go into town and tell him that he can pay for it himself. Because there’s the day or two it’s gonna take for the water to warm back up to think about. Not to mention that all those chemicals are gonna take a few days for me to get just right. Now they’re saying that’s not enough. I don’t know what the hell they want me to do—put up razor wire? An electric fence? Hire out a night watchman? Build a watchtower? Maybe tear it up and start over? What? All I know is that if people don’t start coming back soon, my goose is cooked. And I gotta be honest—I thought that you, of all people, would understand.


Dad’s face was deadpan. Well, we don’t.


Mom turned around with a coffee cup in one hand and a soapy scrub brush in the other. Mister Abrams looked searchingly at her. When she didn’t say anything, he groped agitatedly through his pockets only to find that his car keys were already in his hand. He winked at me on his way out. As soon as the front door clapped shut behind him, Mom picked up the crinkly wrapping paper from the kitchen table and, folding it, said how it hadn’t even been a week yet and Mister Abrams was already acting like a ruined man.


Dad tossed the paper plate into the trash and told her that this should be a lesson to her: greed was a shameful thing. And he wasn’t none too happy about Mister Abrams having gone off and put us in a bind.


Not to mention the money he owes me. Shame on him. Of course we can’t go back there now. What’d he bring you, anyway?


A baseball.


A baseball? Christ. That old fool don’t even realize that being cheap is what got him into this mess. Go on and get yourself ready for bed.


But it’s only seven.


Then pick up your room.


Dad just wanted to get rid of me, telling me to pick up my room when he knew perfectly well that I already had. I stopped at the front window on my way. Our driveway was a rutted gravel path covered with dead, rotten leaves from the previous fall and lined with garbage cans and a bunch of junk we never used. I blinked as Mister Abrams backed out his Pontiac. And then blinked some more. I couldn’t stop blinking.





IV
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AS MUCH AS I WOULD have liked to tell Zukowski about all that had happened that summer, the truth is, I’d gone to great lengths to avoid talking about anything relating to Akersburg those first few years at Claremont. And I do mean anything. Don’t get me wrong. It’s not that I’m ashamed of where I’m from or anything like that, but I could only take so much of Bilmore and Hamilton busting my balls about the way I talked. So when they kept up their My Fair Lady routine all the way through Halloween—The rain in Spain stays mainly in the plain—I started to feel that maybe I ought to just throw in the towel and hop on a Greyhound back home to Dad’s.


Of course, that wasn’t going to happen. But I did forbid Mom from coming within ten blocks of school. I tried to explain to her how the parents of the other kids at Claremont don’t talk like we do: how the DuPont kid has this way of talking that makes everything he says sound smart, how Bilmore gets ferried back and forth from school in a black sedan, and how Hamilton lives in a penthouse apartment overlooking Central Park. Not to be mean or anything, but just so she would know that these were high-class people she was sending me to school with. You’d think she’d have understood, based on the amount of time she spent with the Blumenthal twins, but honestly, she didn’t.


She didn’t even have the sense to change out of that black-and-white maid’s outfit the Blumenthals make her wear when I met her on the day of The Nutcracker. Shortly after we took our seats, I leaned over and hush-whispered for her to at least have the good sense to keep her coat on until they dimmed the lights. Talk about embarrassing. It was starting to seem like she was doing it on purpose.


•  •  •


A FEW DAYS later, I was sitting in class humming Tchaikovsky’s “Russian Dance” when Mister Yamaguchi sent me to Mister McGovern’s office even though I instantly apologized and told him I didn’t mean to be disrespectful. It was just such a catchy number. You can imagine my surprise when I got there only to find Mom sitting in front of his desk wearing that same full length Windermere coat, nodding—a little too eagerly, if you ask me—as Mister McGovern gave his Sermon on the Mount about all that it means to be a Claremont boy.


Mister McGovern stopped talking at the sight of me standing in the doorway. He pointed to a chair and told me to have a seat, then informed me that certain irregularities had been discovered on my last Japanese exam. Which—I’m not going to lie—troubled me immensely. Aside from Clyde, Mister McGovern was my biggest fan in the place. He held me up as a kind of modern day Horatio Alger.


Now, of course, I’m not saying you did anything wrong. But just as a formality, would you mind telling me how you arrived at this answer here?


Mister McGovern held out my exam.


Mom elbowed me. Go ahead, cupcake. Tell him.


Yes, Huey. Just walk me through your thought process.


Thought process? I’d scribbled six different verb conjugations and their associated gerunds in little itty-bitty characters on the back of a grocery receipt on the train ride into school the morning of the exam. When I just sat there staring wide-eyed at the blue booklet in his hand, amazed that Mister McGovern even knew kanji and hiragana—who knew?—he turned to another page.


Tell you what—how about we try another one instead?


I cleared my throat. I had nothing—absolutely nothing.


My God, Huey! Don’t tell me you cheated!


I know, I know, I know. Cheating kind of defeats the purpose of going to a place like Claremont. But for crying out loud, everyone does it. Okay, maybe not everyone. But Zukowski doesn’t need to, and Lichenberger studies so damned much only because he’s paranoid he’s going to be written out of his grandfather’s will if he doesn’t. And to make matters worse, Mister McGovern had the nerve to come off like I was the only student in the history of the place to ever cheat.


Mister McGovern sat back and frowned. You want people to think that’s the only way someone like you can get ahead in life? Is that what you want?





V
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LISTEN, I WASN’T ALWAYS ASHAMED of Mom. It was just that she was the darkest white person I knew. I never thought twice about it in the context of Mister Abrams’s pool. Heck, what was the difference between her and Missus Burns, who was always slopping on the Coppertone, doing her damnedest to brown up every bit as much as Cleopatra? Which is why I always begged Mom to come along to Mister Abrams’s pool. Imagine: here it was, the closest thing we had to a country club, and she, the prettiest housewife in Akersburg, refused to step foot in the place. It didn’t matter that the rest of the moms all went—even Missus Orbach, whose one-piece made her look like a beach ball in sunglasses. Mom absolutely, positively, refused. After a while I stopped pleading with her. Then the pool closed, and suddenly it didn’t matter anymore.


A few days after Mister Abrams gave me that home-run ball, I was tossing it to myself out front when the door creaked open and Mom stepped out with an armful of laundry.


Poor Stanley.


Dad was sitting on the front stoop, showing me the proper way to sort through a pile of stack poles.


Poor Stanley? Poor us. They got every white man in town complaining about how they’re being made to take a bath with those colored boys. They got no choice but to close the pool until they find out who did it.


Close the pool? Don’t be ridiculous.


Sorting through a pile of stack poles might seem like a piece of cake, but it isn’t. Never mind that the pile went all the way up to our roof and was home to all kinds of vermin—each pole was eight feet tall and strong enough to support five hundred pounds of peanut hay. We literally had thousands of them that we reused every year. When I realized that pitching in was the only way to get Dad to shut up about how important our work was, I squatted down and propped the end of the mangy-looking one I’d kicked down from atop the pile across my lap and tried to decide if it should go into the scrap heap or not. And as I looked it over for what Dad called “seams” or “beams” or “reams” or something—I hadn’t really been paying attention—I started to wonder how in the world it hadn’t been tossed on the junk heap years ago. The son of a bitch had to have been over a hundred years old for all the gouges, pits, and what looked like whip lashes covering it.


I hesitated. Staring down at the gnarled and knobby end in my hand, I felt kinda bad. I mean, this thing looked like there wasn’t anything it hadn’t had heaped upon it over the years. Instead of taking it to the junk heap, I dragged it across the yard, over to the truck. I leaned it up against the rear bumper, then hopped up and into the truck bed and lifted it over the tailgate until it was in the truck bed with me. As I stood there looking down at it, sorta proud of myself for having spared it, everything around me was nice and quiet except for the chick chick chick chiiiiiiiiick of the field sprayer across the road and the squeaky sound of the rusty nails Dad and Toby were pulling from dry sweet gum.


Mom came out with another basket of laundry. There’s a plate of peaches for you on the porch.


Lord knows I was hot and sticky. The shade felt nice, and the peaches were cold and juicy. Mom was standing in the bright sunlight, wringing out a pair of Dad’s boxers like a dishrag. And as I sat there atop the stoop, slurping up slice after slice, she went on about how her grampa had picked peaches in the orchard surrounding the Camelot before there even was a Camelot. How, as a girl, she’d seen him walking down Cordele Road on his way home from work after having stopped off there for an “iced tea,” shortly after it had opened, back when it was called the CanTab.


I leaned back against a piece of cordwood. She took a clothespin from her mouth and pinned it up, then explained how her grampa had to scratch the CanTab out of his Green Book shortly after they built Turner Airfield.


I wiped peach juice from my chin. What’s a Green Book?


It’s like the Yellow Pages, only for colored people—listing places where they’re welcome. Anyway, the motel’s not in there anymore. The furniture—threw it out. The carpet—tore it out. Wood paneling gone—tore that out, too. Anything in that motel that held even a trace odor of Mister Abrams’s old customers had to go. Then he outfitted it with a new pool. Been the Camelot ever since.


I sat up. The Green Book still exist?


Of course.


Can I see one?


I don’t see why not.


Mom reached down into the laundry basket and fished around for another clothespin. The porch floorboards were itchy and creaked under my weight, but that didn’t stop me from dozing off. While I was lying there half asleep, Dad came out onto the front stoop, wiping his hands on a red rag. He helped himself to a peach slice and asked if I wanted to go for a drive.


I shot up so fast I bumped my head on the rail. It felt like forever since Dad had asked if I’d wanted to go into town, six days a week of having to go without that pool having turned into seven. I darted into the house for my shoes and notepad before he changed his mind. This was my big chance. Green Book, Yellow Book, Purple Book, or whatever book, there was more to the Camelot than met the eye. That much was for sure. I needed to know more—lots more. Who knew where it might lead?


The sun burned the top of my head before I’d even cleared the three lopsided steps out front. I stood there with my shoes in one hand and a pencil and notepad in the other. Dad disappeared around the side of the house. The sky was a crisp blue, and skylarks swirled about in the trees. The laundry was all up, and the bed sheets wafted in the breeze. Mom was hunched over in her vegetable garden, patting down a tomato vine.


You coming?


Mom tossed her garden shears into a bucket, came over, and took up the plate. The screen door clicked shut, and she was gone. Her voice rang out from inside.


Maybe next time.


•  •  •


AKERSBURG HAS A business route that branches off a two-lane highway that takes traffic straight through the center of town. At its northern edge, Main Street merges onto Cordele Road, and a couple of miles up we passed the Camelot. Judging from the way Mom and Dad had been talking, I expected to find yellow tape strung around it and a bunch of patrol cars out front. But Mister Abrams’s Pontiac was sitting all by itself underneath the carport of the otherwise empty parking lot.


How long before we can go for a swim?


Filter’s busted.


Busted?


I know. Can you believe it? Probably got clogged or something. God knows from what. Could have been from all those little frogs that are always getting in there, for all we know.


The town council had issued a notice decreeing that the Camelot’s pool was closed until further notice. I turned to Dad with my pencil still in my hand. Detective Joe Friday wrote stuff down, that much I knew. But what, I had no idea.


I doodled little frogs instead. Wouldn’t stop me.


Dad chuckled. And here that ol’ fussbudget went to all that expense of applying a fancy chemical treatment, and after all that headache it turns out it’s just his filter.


Why doesn’t he just ask Toby to fix it?


Borrow Toby for half a day—in July? Are you kidding me? Not on your life. That boy’s up to his gills with work. But I’m sure he’ll buy a new one soon. Probably have it in, oh, I dunno—best case, a couple of weeks.


I looked down at my fingers and counted. Two whole weeks? But that only leaves eleven days until Danny’s gotta go back to Fayetteville!


The order fulfillment alone is bound to take a week.


Order fulfillment?


You didn’t think a pool filter just arrives here magically, did you? No, sir. A stock clerk’s gotta package it up first. Likely to arrive with bubble wrap stuffed all around it so it doesn’t break in transit. Then he’s gonna have to invoice it and ship it. Didn’t think of that, did you?


Mister Abrams is gonna turn us kids away all that time?


What choice has he got? Our health is a matter of the public trust. Next thing you know, you have the Black Death getting spread. Could be catastrophic.


The tattered billboard leaning off to the side of the road announced that the Camelot was the only place with a pool for the next seventy-five miles. I screwed myself up in my seat.


Know what I don’t understand?


What’s that?


You remember how we were the only ones there?


Dad grinned.


Well, how’d everyone else know?


The moms probably called around.


The Norkfolk Southern Railway cuts right smack through the center of Akersburg on its way to Blakely. We followed the dirt road running alongside it for a good quarter mile before turning off to park. Dad tossed me a couple of plasterer’s buckets from the back, and we started up the dirt road on foot.


There must have been at least five hundred head of cattle in the confinement feed lot, and every single one of them was making such a squawk I couldn’t hear myself think. Their handlers were gouging cattle prods into their hindquarters, trying to get them up a ramp and into a paneled boxcar. One ambled over. Or maybe he was shoved, I dunno. I could only see a foot or two into the boxcar. After that, it was a dark well filled with bloodcurdling squeals I thought only pigs were capable of making. Anyway, this one cow was crammed in at one end of the boxcar, sorta pinned in, trying desperately to poke his snout through the slats. I reached up and petted his bristly hair, caked flat with dried mud.


I stroked his rubbery snout and told the poor fella not to worry because with any luck they’d get the dirty business done and out of the way before he knew what had hit him. Then I asked Dad how they did it. But before he could answer, I told him how it’d be neat if maybe someday soon we could setup a sanctuary, kinda like the wildlife preserves they got down in the Everglades for the heron that people love so much, only for cattle. Then I looked into this big, dumb animal’s beady eyes and gave it to him straight. I told him that it was nothing he’d done. Life just wasn’t fair. The trick was just to be so bony no one wanted to eat you and—who knows?—maybe grow some wings.


I turned to Dad and asked him to level with me.


Like I was saying—there’s a beefy fella whose job it is to hold him steady, and another burly fella holding the ax. You always gotta have two. One’s just not enough. And they do it from behind so the poor bastard doesn’t see it coming. Because the meat doesn’t taste nearly as good if he does. And if he can get the blade just right behind the ear here—


I mean, how come no one called us?


Dad kicked at the dirt and grimaced like he was afraid that was something I was going to ask, then looked away.


Huey, there’s something about your mother that you oughta know. No matter what she does, she can’t help but stir up resentment in this town on account of how good-looking she is. Now, you may not know this, being just a boy, and her son at that—but she’s a knockout. Okay? There, I said it. Because it’s the God’s honest truth. I dunno. You’re observant. Maybe you’ve noticed that it causes her more than her fair share of grief. Which is why she doesn’t even like coming into town anymore—it’s too much of a hassle. No matter how modest she tries to be about it, people resent her. The other moms see how their husbands look at her, and they don’t like it. Doesn’t matter that it’s unwanted attention, either. No one ever looks at them like that, or offers them the same courtesies, which gets under their skin. And they blame her. So ask yourself: why on earth would they have called her?


Dad shook his head disconsolately. Huey, I’m not proud of it, but that’s the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help me God. Okay? Now you know. And you and me had both better just get used to it.


•  •  •


BUSKIN BROTHERS WAS the local consolidator and supplier for all the farmers in Early County. They didn’t sell a whole lot, but what they did sell, they sold a lot of. Dad stood at the counter shooting the breeze with Mister Buskin’s eldest son, Stuart.


Still no leads?


It’s like a ghost done it. Personally, I don’t even see how that’s possible. We’ve got the boy’s shoe sitting in some evidence box, for crying out loud.
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