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To Sandy, my darling, my one, my all: this is for you.
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I opened to my beloved; but my beloved had withdrawn himself, and was gone: my soul failed when he spake: I sought him, but I could not find him; I called him, but he gave me no answer.

—THE SONG OF SOLOMON






Prologue



At the end of our dirt road, on the top of a green hill, beside a live-oak tree draped with Spanish moss, there was a little white church, and beside that little white church was a little white house, where the pastor lived. His name was Ned Jeffries, but everybody called him Pastor. He was a small man, and thin, with dark hair and squinty eyes. He wasn’t a very friendly man, and some people said he was too sour, even for a Baptist preacher. Momma didn’t like him much; she said he was too cold, that he didn’t like people. But Daddy said it wasn’t that Pastor didn’t like people, he just liked God more. “That’s terrible,” Momma said. “That’s a terrible thing to say.” Daddy said, “What I mean to say is, he finds God more interesting.” Momma said she never heard of such a thing. “Any man who finds God more interesting than people has no business in a church.” Daddy didn’t say anything after that.

Now Pastor had a wife, who we called Miss Mavis, and she was the prettiest lady in town. Daddy told my brother Bertram she was the prettiest lady in town because all the other pretty ladies in town talked about her, about how her looks were slipping, and that’s how you tell who the prettiest lady in town is.

I didn’t know much about that, but she sure seemed pretty to me. On Sundays she wore a white dress, and most of the time she wore her hair up, except for some dark strands that would come loose and hang beside her round face, the ends curling under to touch her neck. She was a lot prettier than Pastor. Her teeth were small and even; Pastor’s were long and yellow. Her eyes were large and blue; his were squinty, like I said, and very dark, almost black. She was a very pretty woman who looked even prettier next to her husband. His homeliness made her shine. They would stand together after the service just outside the main doors, greeting everybody as they came out, her smiling and laughing and him grinning like it hurt, putting his limp hand in yours and giving it a quick shake while he was looking at the next person in line. “It’s good to see you,” he’d say, and when my turn came he’d put a sweaty hand on my head and say, “And how good it is to see you, Robert Lee.” I wouldn’t say anything back and Momma would poke me, and later in the car she would turn around in her seat and say, “You must start talking to the pastor, Robert Lee.” And Bertram, my brother, would say, “Shiny don’t talk to nobody.” And Momma would tell Bertram to hush.

They had a daughter together, Pastor and Miss Mavis, their only child. They named her Sharon-Rose. She was a big girl for her age, with long, golden hair and a round face like her momma. She was three years older than me so I didn’t know her very well, until that summer came when she moved in with us, because God burned her house to the ground, and me and her became engaged to be married, through no fault of my own.

But it wasn’t Sharon-Rose’s fault, either, when I think about it. It was more Miss Mavis’s fault, for making her take a bath so late. But that wasn’t really Miss Mavis’s fault, because she wouldn’t have been in my house taking a bath if it hadn’t been for the fire, which wouldn’t have happened if Halley Martin hadn’t killed Walter Hughes years and years before I was even born.

So maybe it was Halley Martin’s fault I got engaged at the age of seven. Everybody said the fire that night was God’s will, but that was hard to think about, God willing Halley Martin to fall in love, so Walter Hughes would die, so Miss Mavis would marry Pastor and have Sharon-Rose, so their house would burn down, so they would have to move in with us, just so I would be engaged to a girl I didn’t even like.

God’s ways are mysterious indeed. That’s what Momma always said. I never knew what she meant by that, but I started to understand, just a little, beginning on that night when the pastor’s house burned clear to the ground.








One



Bertram?”

“What?”

“Bertram, can you sleep?”

“Uh-huh. I’m in a deep, deep sleep, Shiny.”

“Bertram, they ain’t really coming to live with us, are they?”

“I don’t know. Shut up and go to sleep, Shiny.”

But I couldn’t sleep. I watched the leaf-shadows dance and twist on the ceiling. I listened to Bertram breathe. I raised my arm in the dark and sniffed it. It smelled like smoke. I sniffed my fingertips. They smelled like smoke too. I threw back the covers and sniffed my knees.

“Shiny, what are you doin’?”

“Sniffing my knees.”

“There’s something not right about you.”

“I smell like smoke. You smell like smoke, Bertram?”

“Well, I don’t know. You s’pose I should start pokin’ my nose into all my parts, like a dog?” He snorted. “Go to sleep, Shiny.”

“I can’t sleep.”

“Then sniff yourself quieter!”

I watched the leaf-shadows dance some more.

“Momma said they were,” I said. “She said it tonight on the way back from the fire. Miss Mavis and Sharon-Rose are coming tomorrow, and Pastor too if he don’t die in the hospital.”

“So what do you care if they do?”

“Well, where’re they going to sleep?”

“Didn’t Momma tell you? They’re taking your bed. You’ll have to sniff yourself on the sofa.”

“But Bertram, why do they have to stay with us?”

“I told you I don’t know! Now, shut up. Shut up! Shut up, shut up, shut up!”

“But Bertram…”

“If you don’t shut up I’m coming over there and shutting you up!”

I didn’t want him to come over and shut me up, so I shut up. I tried to sleep. It’s hard to sleep when you know it’s almost morning and soon the sun will be shining through your window and all the wide world will be awake, except the crickets, which I didn’t even know where crickets went during the day. I never saw a cricket in the sun. Where did crickets sleep? They must go underground. I never dug up a cricket, though. Worms and roly-poleys and tiny snails, but never a cricket. Did they sleep in holes like rabbits? Were there cricket holes? Did they live in hollow logs or under dry leaves? I could hear them now, chirping under my window. Momma said crickets sing because they’re lonely. Come to think of it, I never saw two crickets together, though I could hear whole choirs of them, singing. I couldn’t figure out how there could be so many of them and still all of them so lonely. But here I was with Bertram in the bed right next to mine, and I felt lonely. I didn’t want the Jeffries to come live with us. There was something strange and sad about Miss Mavis, and Sharon-Rose was a girl. I didn’t know much about girls, but I knew enough to stay clear of them. I didn’t understand half the things they talked about, and they smelled funny. Sharon-Rose smelled like burnt oranges, but I had only caught a whiff of it this night, and she had just come from a fire so I wasn’t sure if it was her natural smell or if she picked it up inside her burning house before she ran out.

She saw me and Bertram standing beneath the arms of the live-oak tree. I saw her standing with Miss Mavis and Momma by the big red fire truck at the edge of the dirt road. Bertram had taken me halfway up the hill to get a better look at the fire. I had never seen a house-fire before. Even halfway up it was hot on my face, and I could see it reflected in my brother’s eyes, dancing.

It was a hot night, made all the hotter by the fire. I saw Daddy with the other volunteer firemen trudging up the hill, dragging the fire hose. Daddy held the nozzle on his shoulder while the man behind him gave the signal to start the pump. Just a trickle came out at first, then a huge stream shot out, and I heard Daddy grunt and saw him go to his knees. The man behind him helped him up. They aimed the hose at Pastor’s house, but it was mostly gone, though the front was still burning pretty good.

Beside me, Bertram laughed. “Like spittin’ on the fires of hell,” he said.

Just then a man came out of the house. He was burning. His whole body was on fire. He walked onto the front porch, his arms spread out, and he was burning; he was burning alive. The man with Daddy gave a shout and tried to aim the hose at the burning man, but Daddy shouted, “No!” and dropped the hose and ran toward the house. The man on fire didn’t move; he just stood on the front steps with his arms flung out and his head back, and I don’t know if it was the wind or the crackle of the fire, but it sounded to me like he laughed, like he was laughing at the smoke-filled sky.

Daddy grabbed him by the shoulders and flung him to the ground. He rolled him like a log back and forth till the flames were out. Then a lady came running up the hill, her white robe flying behind her, her dark hair loose and flowing. The man with Daddy tried to stop her, but she just reared back her fist and smashed it into the middle of his face. Daddy was coming back down the hill, yelling for the stretcher-men to come up. The lady fell to her knees before the burnt-up man, and lifted her face to the sky. It was Miss Mavis.

“Oh, God! Oh, dear God!” she screamed. “I have given up my husband to the fire!” She pulled Pastor up. He was limp as a rag doll. “Don’t die!” she yelled at him, slapping at his face. “Don’t you dare die on me, Ned Jeffries!”

She was popping him pretty good by the time Daddy and the stretcher-men reached them. It took all four men to pull her off. Daddy held her as the other men loaded Pastor onto the stretcher, and Miss Mavis leaned on him as they all came back off the hill. The man she punched, whose nose was now the size of a sweet potato, said, “What about the house, Bertram?”

“Forget it, Pete,” Daddy said. “Let it burn.”

I said, “Let’s go, Bertram.”

“No. I want to watch the rest of it burn.”

“I’m scared,” I said.

“Then go and wait on the road with the other women. I’m gonna watch it burn.”

I looked down the hill to the dirt road. They were putting Pastor into the ambulance. I could see Momma standing with Miss Mavis, her robe now black with soot, as dark as her hair, which fell forward like a curtain over her face. Coming up the hill toward us was Sharon-Rose, wrapped in an old yellow blanket, her gold hair all knotted and teased around her wide, round face. She was barefoot, and when she got close I could see her bare legs poking through a crack in the blanket. Her legs were plump and slightly pink, the color of the sky just before sunset.

I looked away. Bertram saw her coming and hissed between his teeth.

“Hey, Bertram Parker,” Sharon-Rose said. “Hey, Robert Lee Parker.”

Bertram didn’t say anything. He was watching the fire. I slid around him, till I had him between me and her. She was watching the fire too.

“It’s all gone now,” she said. “Everything. Even my shoes. Gone, gone, gone.”

The ambulance sirens screamed to life, and I must have jumped a little, because she looked over at me and said to Bertram, “What’s the matter with your little brother, Bertram?”

Bertram looked at her for a long time. It was the first time he looked at her. Then he bared his teeth and said, “We got to go.”

He started down the hill so quick I had to trot after him to catch up. Sharon-Rose followed us.

“Hey! Hey, you boys. You little Parker boys! Wait up! Wait up for me!”

“Don’t look back, Shiny, hear?” Bertram said. “Just keep walking.”

“It’s God’s will, this fire,” Sharon-Rose said, catching up. “My daddy says everything that happens under the sun is God’s will.”

“Then what did your daddy do to make God mad enough to burn him up?” Bertram asked.

“My daddy is a hero, Bertram Parker. He saved me and Momma’s life.”

It seemed like the whole town of Homeland had turned out to watch this fire. There were cars up and down the road and people standing around in their robes and pajamas. Momma and Miss Mavis were standing inside a ring of people. I heard Miss Mavis say, “It’s my fault. It’s all my fault.”

And Momma said, “Hush, Mavis. Everything’s going to be all right.”

And Miss Mavis said, “No. His blood is on my hands now.”

Sharon-Rose stepped up, pushing people out of the way, and they parted when they saw who it was. Miss Mavis looked down at her like she had never seen Sharon-Rose before.

Sharon-Rose said, “Don’t worry, Momma. Daddy’s gonna be all right. Didn’t you hear him, Momma? Didn’t you hear him when they put him in the ambulance? He said, ‘Jesus.’ He said, ‘Jesus,’ plain as day. ‘Jesus, Jesus, Jesus,’ he said.”

 

They moved in with us the next night. Miss Mavis took Momma’s sewing room and Sharon-Rose got our sofa, so now we had a sofa that smelled like a girl, and I didn’t think that was a smell you could get out. At noon the next day a bunch of old ladies came over with covered dishes. Momma pushed back the furniture in the living room and set up a long table in the middle. The table was nearly the length of the whole room but still didn’t seem big enough to hold all the food. There was meat loaf and chicken and barbecue pork and sausage. There was green bean casserole and squash casserole and spinach casserole and black-eyed pea casserole and some I didn’t even know what kind of casseroles they were. There was cucumber salad and tossed salad and potato salad and egg salad. There was oranges and strawberries and watermelon. There were pies and cakes, and Momma baked her oatmeal cookies. The whole house smelled of food and old lady smell, which smelled like medicine and perfume and hair spray, and all the old ladies went around talking about the fire and what were poor Pastor and Miss Mavis going to do now? Me and Bertram walked around the table filling our plates, and I heard old ladies saying that Pastor was dead; that he was burned so bad he didn’t even look human, but like one of those Egyptian mummies after they’re unwrapped after five thousand years in a sunless tomb, their faces all black and caved in; that, no, he wasn’t burned bad at all, but the smoke had blinded him and addled his brain; that his brain wasn’t addled, but both his lungs had collapsed and he was breathing with a pump; and that he was all these things, burned and addled and blind and crying for Jesus to take him home. I sat with my plate on my knees in the corner by the window so I wouldn’t have to listen to any more. Whatever he was now, I sure didn’t want him in my house. It’d be worse than having a ghost. Bertram sat beside me and said he guessed this was better than Christmas and Thanksgiving dinners put together, and he wished a house burned down every day.

“Where’s Sharon-Rose?” I asked.

“Who cares?”

After we ate, Miss Willifred Peters stood in the middle of the room, and we all held hands and said a prayer for Pastor and his family. She thanked God for not killing anybody and praised him for his infinite kindness and mercy. When Miss Willifred prayed, her head bobbed up and down like those funny dogs you see in the back of cars. Everybody said, “Amen,” then Miss Willifred clapped her hands and announced committees had been formed by the Homeland Baptist Ladies Prayer and Sewing Club to help the Jeffries in their Hour of Need. There was the Clothing and Essentials Committee, the Rebuilding of the Parsonage Committee, the Medical Bills Repayment Committee, and the Food and Entertainment Committee. Then she thanked the volunteers for signing up and led a prayer for all the volunteers and all the committees. Then Miss Rachel Cook suggested they combine all the committees into one big Save the Jeffries Committee since everyone was on all the committees anyway and who had the time for four committees when one would do just as well?

Miss Willifred said, “Well, I should hope that one would always have the time to do the Lord’s work.”

“It’s not the work I object to,” Miss Rachel said. “It’s the time.”

“Well, Rachel Cook, I had no idea you had more important things to do than aid our pastor in his most dire need,” said Miss Willifred.

“Willie,” Miss Rachel said, “my only point was we’re all on every committee, and even if we weren’t, we can’t expect all the folks in Homeland, which I need not remind everyone is a small town with limited resources, to commit their funds four ways instead of into one large pot, which the big committee would then decide how to divvy up.”

Miss Willifred didn’t say anything, but her face was turning bright red.

Miss Rachel went on. “With four committees after the same pool of money, one, if not all, is going to be short-changed. People are going to say, ‘I already gave to the Clothing and Essentials, I can’t afford to give to Parsonage Rebuilding too.’ It’s conceivable the Jeffries could end up with four thousand dollars in Food and Entertainment and nothing in Medical Bills Repayment.”

“What’s ‘Entertainment’ mean, anyway?” somebody said. “Is the church sending the Jeffries on a trip to Hawaii?”

Everybody laughed at that except Miss Willifred.

“Perhaps we should all put this to a vote,” she said.

There was an awful fuss about whether it should be a voice vote, a show of hands, a secret ballot, or a referral to the Board of Deacons to decide the whole thing so everybody could get back to supper. The whole house was full of the sound of old Baptist ladies chirping and squeaking.

Bertram said, “I can’t take it anymore, Shiny. Let’s go.”

We set our plates on the floor and went outside. The driveway and yard were filled with the old ladies’ cars; the noon sun glinted off the chrome and stung our eyes. The heat pressed down on my head. Sometimes in July it got so hot it felt like you were being squeezed by a giant fist. The hot air shimmered over the dirt road and across the road in Mr. Newton’s pasture, making the cypress trees twist at the edge of the horizon like they were trying to screw themselves into the cool ground to get away from the sun. I climbed onto the porch swing, and Bertram sat on the bottom step. He took out his pocketknife and found a stick and began to whittle, his back toward me. Bertram had dark hair like Daddy, and a solid, blocky body like his too. In the summer his dark hair got shaved a half inch from his head, to let his scalp breathe, Daddy said. With his hair short like that his head looked too small for his body, so all summer he walked around with a shrunken head. My hair was cut short for the summer too, but I had a small head and a skinny body. And my hair was very light. When it was short I looked like I had no hair at all; in the sunlight it seemed to float above my head like a fine, golden mist. If I stayed out too long in the sun my scalp got burned, and nothing hurts worse than a sunburned head. I wondered what it must feel like to get burned head to toe like the pastor. He must have been burnt pretty bad—his whole body was lit up when he came out of that house. When you pick up a piece of burnt chicken, the skin just cracks and falls off like loose paint. Thinking of that made me a little sick.

“Bertram?”

“Yeah-a.”

“How did their house catch fire?”

“I dunno.”

“Why can’t one of those old Baptist ladies take ’em in? Why’s it have to be us?”

“Shiny, you know Momma would take in every stray dog and cat in town if she could.”

“Yeah-a. But the Jeffries aren’t dogs or cats. And that Sharon-Rose. She makes me nervous, Bertram.”

Bertram spat into the ground and said, “You stay away from her. There’s something not right about that girl. I see her at school, and all she does all day long is whisper to herself.”

“What’s she whisper?”

“How should I know? She whispers it, stupid. Sometimes it sounds like she’s singing. Sometimes like she’s talking to somebody, but nobody’s there. She don’t have no friends. When we go outside, she stands off by herself or she sits under a tree and reads a book.”

“Well,” I said, “sometimes I do that. Read a book, I mean.”

Bertram said, “Well, there’s something not right about you either.”

“But they aren’t going to stay with us the whole rest of the summer, are they?”

“What makes you think I know anything about anything, Shiny? Jeez! You think Momma and Daddy asked me what I thought before they took ’em in?”

“It’s just—we only got one bathroom for the two of us, and that Sharon-Rose—”

“That’s right, Shiny,” Bertram said. “So you better be careful and keep that door locked or Sharon-Rose might come in there and pee on you.”

Just then our car pulled up and Daddy got out. Sharon-Rose hopped out of the back while Daddy walked around to help Miss Mavis out of the car.

“Why, here’s that Bertram Parker and his little brother, Robert Lee Parker!” Sharon-Rose yelled, running toward us, like she was surprised to find us at our own home. “Guess where we’ve been!”

“The hospital,” Bertram said, not looking at her.

“The hospital!” Sharon-Rose said. “The hospital, and your daddy bought me a chocolate shake in the cafeteria. I never been to that cafeteria, but it’s three times as big as our cafeteria at school, and I swear I had the best chocolate shake I ever had in my life. I never would have thought a hospital would have such delicious chocolate shakes! But I sucked it down too fast and my right eyeball felt like it was going to pop right out of its socket! You ever have that happen to you? Where your very eyeball’s going to pop out of its socket?”

Bertram looked at her and said, “No.”

Daddy was leading Miss Mavis through the maze of cars parked willy-nilly by the Baptist ladies. Miss Mavis wore a wide-brimmed hat pulled low over her eyes and carried several bags. Daddy had some bags too, in his free hand.

“Oh,” Sharon-Rose said. “And after the hospital we went to the store and I got three new outfits. I’ll show them to you.”

“We don’t want to see them,” Bertram said. He stood up so Daddy and Miss Mavis could pass.

“I don’t think I can do this, Bertram,” Miss Mavis said to Daddy.

“You’ll be all right,” Daddy said.

“No,” Miss Mavis said, “I won’t.”

“They care for you, Mavis. Boys, help us with these bags.”

Bertram took Daddy’s bags and I took Miss Mavis’s. She smiled at me; it was a sad smile, but even sad as she was, she was still pretty.

“Thank you,” she whispered, clutching at Daddy’s arm. “Thank you.”

We followed them inside, and all the old ladies stopped their bickering and set upon Miss Mavis and Sharon-Rose, circling them and kind of herding them toward the table of food. Miss Mavis kept saying, no, no, she wasn’t hungry, she really couldn’t eat a bite, but Sharon-Rose, who almost lost an eyeball to a chocolate shake, went at that food like she hadn’t eaten in a week. “He’s wrapped tight as a mummy, only cleaner,” she said, meaning Pastor. Daddy told us to put the bags in the sewing room, and when we came out Miss Mavis was nowhere to be seen. Sharon-Rose was sitting on the piano bench, the food stacked like a small mountain on the plate she balanced on her broad knees. She ate quick, like she was afraid someone might come and snatch the food away.

“Looks like they’re going to need that Food and Entertainment Committee after all,” Bertram said.

We went into the kitchen, where the old ladies were washing dishes, clattering the plates while they chattered about Miss Mavis and how drawn she looked. How worn and drawn. Momma was there, pulling a fresh batch of oatmeal cookies from the oven.

“Oh, Robert Lee,” she said, “I knew if there were oatmeal cookies in the oven you couldn’t be far away.”

She slid the cookies onto a plate to cool and handed one to me. An old lady I didn’t know, with very thick glasses and a pointy nose like a witch, stared down at me and said, “Why, is this your youngest, Annie? How old is he now?”

“How old are you, Robert Lee?” Momma asked.

“Seven,” I told the old lady.

“Seven!” the old lady said. “Why, he’s small enough to be five! What is he, a runt?”

“I was small for my age, Miss Alice. He’ll grow,” Momma said.

“I hope so! Small men make for big mistakes, I always say. Napoleon was a very small man, you know.”

“So is Harry Truman,” Momma said.

“I never liked that man,” Miss Alice said. “Eat vegetables!” she shouted at me. “Make you grow! Milk! Give you strong bones! And meat, red meat, lots of red meat, the redder the better. Don’t overcook the child’s meat, Annie Parker, or you’re asking for trouble. My Alfred, rest his soul, never ate red meat his whole life, and he was a small man. A very small man, and he made my life miserable!”

“Come on, Shiny,” Bertram said, and we snuck outside through the kitchen door.

We cut through the side yard, down to the dirt road. The air was heavy and we walked as if wet blankets were thrown over our shoulders. I picked up a long stick and trailed it in the dirt. By late afternoon it would rain, but now the sun was hot and fierce against our necks. I wished I’d remembered my hat.

“Bertram, what’s a runt?”

“Never mind.”

“No, what is it?”

“Like when a dog has puppies. The littlest puppy’s called the runt.”

“Oh.”

I watched Bertram’s wide back and big shoulders as he walked in front of me.

“It’s just some old lady talking, Shiny,” Bertram said. “Don’t listen to her.”

“I won’t.”

“You heard Momma.”

“But Momma is still pretty little.”

He didn’t say anything.

The weeds grew tall and thick on the right side of the road where the ditch had been dug to drain the water from the heavy summer rains. Water lay in there now—brown, sludgy water, covered here and there with green slime. On the other side of the ditch was the barbed-wire fence separating Mr. Newton’s land from the road. From deep in the pasture, the cypress stands looked cool and inviting.

“Let’s go to the fort,” I said.

“No. There’s something I want to see.”

We came around the curve and up ahead I saw the church. All that was left standing of the house was the chimney, pointing up at the sky like a fat, black finger. I dropped my stick.

“I don’t think we’re supposed to go up there, Bertram.”

“You don’t have to come if you don’t want. Go on back to the house with the other ladies.”

He walked on without looking back. I turned and there was my house, dancing in the heat. I could have a slice of cold watermelon on the porch. I could crawl under the house and lay on the cool ground and no one would find me, especially Sharon-Rose. I turned back. Bertram was still walking toward the hill.

“Bertram, wait for me!”

I ran after him.

“What’s to see, Bertram? It’s just a burnt-up old house.”

“You asked me what started the fire.”

“Yeah-a.”

“Well, maybe we can find out. Look for some clues. You know, like the Hardy boys.”

“Why don’t we just ask Sharon-Rose?”

“I did ask Sharon-Rose.”

“What’s she say?”

“She said it was God.”

He stopped and looked down at me.

“You think it was God, Shiny?”

“No. I guess not.”

“Neither do I.”

The road was empty. The air was still. The winds would come in late afternoon, with the rains. We climbed the hill and stopped to rest in the thin shade of the oak tree. We sat with our backs against the tree and watched the empty road. Bertram stuck a piece of grass in his mouth and chewed on the stalk slowly.

“What’s the matter, Bertram?” I asked.

“Something’s not right about it, Shiny. Last night Sharon-Rose said her daddy saved her and her momma.”

“Yeah-a.”

“But he was the last to come out. If he got them out, why was he still in there?”

“Maybe he went back to get something.”

“I didn’t see him come out with anything. Did you?”

“Miss Mavis said it was all her fault,” I said.

“That still don’t explain why he was still in that house. You heard what else she said. She said his blood was on her hands.”

“What are you talking about, Bertram?” I suddenly felt all cold.

“Maybe she’s telling the truth. Maybe she hit him over the head with something and then set the house on fire to cover it up.”

“No, Bertram.”

“But she didn’t hit him hard enough to knock him all the way out, so he wakes up…”

“No! Stop it, Bertram!”

He looked at me long and cold.

“Miss Mavis would never do something like that,” I said.

“How d’you know?”

“I just know.”

“Well, I don’t just know. People kill each other every day, Shiny.”

“What people?”

“All kinds.”

“Not around here.”

“Oh, you think we got the only town in the whole world where people don’t kill each other? The way I look at it, we got one of two things living with us—a murderer or an arsonist, and I’d kinda like to know which it is before I go to bed tonight.”

He threw down the chewed-up stalk of grass and headed for the house. I watched him go. I was shivering all over, scared and mad at the same time. I knew Miss Mavis wasn’t a murderer, but I didn’t know what an arsonist was, and I was too scared to ask. Bertram was kicking around in the charred wood and ashes, raising little clouds of soot. Here and there in the ruins smoke still lingered, rising lazily toward the bright sky. Bertram found a stick and poked at the piles of smoking junk. He gave a little “whoop!” and yelled for me to come and look. I didn’t want to. More than anything I wanted to turn and run, run back to the house and find Momma and ask her what an arsonist was and if anyone had ever killed anyone in Homeland.

“Come on, Shiny. Quick!”

I came, but I didn’t come quick. I stopped at the edge of the black and gray mess, where the porch used to be, where Pastor came out on fire, his arms raised up to the sky. Bertram held up something long and thick, crusted black.

“What is it?” I asked.

“A candlestick. I think.” He rubbed on it with his thumb. “It’s heavy enough, Shiny.” He swung it around a couple of times. “We gotta figure how to analyze this for blood…”

“Hey! Hey, you boys! You Parker boys!”

It was Sharon-Rose. She was huffing up the hill, lifting her big knees high as she ran. She stopped by me, sucking for air, squatting on her haunches, her face covered with red and white blotches.

“What…you’re doin’…is…ill-legal, Bertram Parker. And you…Robert Lee Parker are…his accomplished in crime.”

“What crime, Sharon-Rose?” Bertram asked.

“Trespassing!”

She saw the candlestick in his hand.

“And stealing!” she yelled. “Drop that!”

“I will not.”

“I told you to drop that!”

“Make me.”

She puffed out her cheeks, then swung her head toward me.

“You’re staring at me. Why’re you always staring at me?”

Bertram said, “Maybe he stares because he can’t believe how big and fat and ugly you are.”

Sharon-Rose shook her head hard, like a bull shaking off a fly. Then she launched herself at him. I never saw anyone move so fast, and especially not a girl. Ashes and bits of wood flew from behind her feet. It was like something you’d see in a cartoon. Bertram stood still; he never expected her to come for him—you could see it in his face. He’d look the same if she sprouted wings and flew into the sky. He didn’t even raise the candlestick to bop her with. She slammed smack into him, and the candlestick flew into the air, turning end over end. She landed on top of him with a puff of boiling soot. I saw her big, soot-black fist raise up and swoosh back down. I heard Bertram go, “Oof!” and another fat fist came up.

I yelled, “Bertram!” but I didn’t move. I wanted to move. Bertram was my brother. She was going to beat him to death and I was going to watch her do it. And when we buried him everyone in town would stare at me and they would whisper, “There goes that boy who let his brother get beaten to death by a girl.” And Momma and Daddy would lock me in our room. And Bertram would come back and haunt me for letting him die. He’d haunt me for the rest of my life. But even though I knew all that would happen if I let her kill him, I still couldn’t move. Sharon-Rose was sitting on his chest hitting him with both fists, swinging her arms high before each pop. The more I tried to move, the more frozen I was to the spot. Nothing was going to make me move.

Then Bertram yelled, “Shiny!” and I don’t think I moved faster in my whole life; I don’t think the bottom of my shoes got dirty. One second I was standing in the grass and the next I was on Sharon-Rose’s back.

I grabbed a fistful of that thick blond hair and yanked back, like a bronco rider at the rodeo. Sharon-Rose gave a yell and reached back, sitting up at the same time, trying to throw me off.

“That’s it, Shiny!” Bertram yelled, and he rolled quick to his side, throwing her off—and right on top of me. She landed on my stomach, knocking the wind out of me. Bertram yelled, “God damn you, Sharon-Rose!” and picked up the candlestick.

“Well, well, well!” a voice boomed out. “What do we have here?”

I opened my mouth and nothing came out. Air gushed down my throat, air mixed with ash, and I sat up coughing and spitting, and Sharon-Rose sat down beside me, patting my back like she felt real sorry for me. Bertram dropped the candlestick.

Standing against the sun, rising up tall and black, with a big gun on his hip, a man was frowning down at us.

“It’s me, Sheriff Trimbul,” Sharon-Rose said. “Sharon-Rose Jeffries, and this is Bertram Parker, a criminal, and this is his criminal brother, Robert Lee Parker, who they call Shiny, I don’t know why.”

“Well, I can’t say why either, Miss Sharon-Rose,” Sheriff Trimbul said, “seein’ he’s black as a tar-baby.”

“I would like you, Sheriff Trimbul, to place these two criminal boys under arrest.”

“On what charges, Miss Sharon-Rose, should I arrest them?”

“Trespassin’! I caught ’em at it red-handed. Stealin’ too!”

“Oh, is that so? Well, now. Trespassing is a serious crime.”

He put his arm around her shoulders. “Come on over here with me and let’s talk about it.”

He led her away. She leaned against him, sniffing and snuffling and wiping his shirtfront black, like we were the ones beating up on her. I looked over at Bertram. His face was covered with soot caked up from blood and spit. His right eye was swelling up.

“I told you we shouldn’t have come here,” I whispered. “Now we’re gonna go to jail.” Talking made my chest hurt.

“Hush,” he said. He spat a wad of dirt out of his mouth and wiped his lips with the back of his hand. He was watching Sharon-Rose and Sheriff Trimbul. She stood next to him, her head down, listening while he whispered into her ear. She began to shake her head back and forth, real quick, and then she began to cry, the tears cutting pink trails down her black face.

Bertram sucked in his breath.

“We ain’t goin’ to jail, Shiny,” he said. “Sharon-Rose is.”

 

Sheriff Trimbul didn’t take Sharon-Rose to prison. He drove her back to our house in his police car. Bertram and me rode in the back; Sharon-Rose got to ride in the front next to Sheriff Trimbul and the neat radio and the shotgun. Sheriff Trimbul told us the next time he caught us tramping around that burned-down house he was going to arrest us because little kids had no business playing with fire. Bertram poked me when he said that and nodded toward Sharon-Rose. His eye was nearly swollen all the way shut, and he whispered to me as we walked up to the house that if I ever told anyone a girl beat him up he would kill me and scatter my dried bones in the cypress swamp.

He tried to make it to our room before Momma and Daddy saw him, but Miss Willifred shouted, “Poor child!” so loud everybody turned to look. Soon we were surrounded by a dozen jabbering old Baptist ladies, poking us and asking questions, and Sheriff Trimbul was saying, “No, no, no, just children tussling,” and Daddy came over and took Bertram away. I was glad I didn’t have to watch what happened next to Bertram. Momma took me to the bathroom to wash me up. I heard Sheriff Trimbul say, “Where’s Miss Mavis?” and Miss Willifred say, “She’s lying down, poor thing,” before Momma closed the door and swatted me on the behind.

“It wasn’t my idea, Momma!” I cried.

“It doesn’t matter whose idea it was, Robert Lee. You should know better.”

I was going to tell her I did know better, that it was all Bertram’s fault and I tried to stop him the whole time, but it felt like tattling, so I bit my lower lip to keep it shut. Momma told me to stop pouting. She wet a washcloth and scrubbed my face and hands.

“Ow, Momma!”

“Hush. I am very disappointed in you, Robert Lee. I’ve told you a thousand times you are too small to be fighting with Bertram.”

“I wasn’t fighting with Bertram. I was fighting with Sharon-Rose.”

Momma stared at me for a long, terrible time. “You struck a girl?”

“Yeah-a, I did, but—”

She backhanded me across the mouth. She had never hit me like that before, and I don’t know if it was the slap or the fact that she had never hit me like that before, but I busted out into tears. I thought my head would burst from the pressure of all those tears. It hurt a thousand times worse than what Sharon-Rose did to me.

Momma’s eyes were small and cold. “A gentleman never strikes a girl. Never. Do you understand me?”

“But she was killing Bertram!”

“Sharon-Rose Jeffries was killing your brother?”

“Yes, ma’am! I swear she was. She was sitting on him and beatin’ him, Momma! I couldn’t let her do that. I couldn’t let her do that to Bertram!”

“Well! She must be one strong little girl, is all I can say.”

She ran the washcloth over my cheeks and eyes. I was bawling like a baby. There was the taste of blood in my mouth. Momma said, “Hush now, or those ladies will think I’m murdering you in here.” She took me into her arms and hugged me, saying “Hush, baby, shush now, baby,” until my crying turned to hiccupping.

“Was I supposed to let her kill him, Momma?”

“No, of course not. But you’re never to go to that house again, hear?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And you must be gentle with Sharon-Rose. She has lost all she had in the world. She may also lose her daddy. Can you imagine such a thing, Robert Lee? Losing all you have in the world and your only daddy?”

I snuffled against her shoulder.

“Bertram says she’s crazy. Bertram says—”

“I’m not interested in Bertram’s opinion on the matter. I want you to ask yourself how you would feel.”

“Momma, does Pastor really look like a mummy?”

Momma laughed. “Did Sharon-Rose say that?”

I nodded.

“Well, I suppose some would say he looks like a mummy. But I would say he looks more like a caterpillar in a cocoon. And you know what a caterpillar turns into.”

She kissed my cheek and looked into my eyes.

“Is Pastor going to die, Momma?” I asked.

“I don’t know. He’s hurt very badly, and the Lord’s ways are mysterious and not for us to question.”

She dried my face and combed my hair and told me one more time to try to understand Sharon-Rose. Then she said: “And one more thing. My momma always told me, if you can’t get along with someone, just stay away from them.”

“How can I stay away from her, Momma? She’s in our house.”

“Well, there’s always your room, you know.”

We went back into the living room. I looked for Bertram and Daddy, but they weren’t there. Daddy probably took him outside to the toolshed. I felt bad for him, but at the same time I was glad it wasn’t me. The old ladies were packing up the food. Sheriff Trimbul sat off in a corner with a big plateful. He chewed with his mouth open, and I could hear his teeth clicking together from across the room. He smiled and waved at me, and I gave a little wave back. A couple old ladies made over me and told Momma, “Boys will be boys,” and everybody nodded like it was a very smart thing to say. I didn’t see Sharon-Rose. She was probably hiding from Sheriff Trimbul.
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“Bertram?”

“Yeah-a.”

“Did Daddy whip you bad?”

“Pretty bad.”

“I’m sorry, Bertram.”

“Why’re you sorry? You didn’t do nothing.”

“Well, I’m still sorry.”

“Well, you’re still stupid.”

Our door swung open and Momma’s shadow fell across the floor.

“Time for your prayers,” she said.

She sat on Bertram’s bed and he said his prayer. When he got to the part about dying before he waked, my heart gave a little jump. When he was done, Momma came over to my bed and sat beside me.

“Hi, Momma,” I said.

“Hi, Robert Lee,” she said. She ran a hand over my forehead.

I folded my hands and closed my eyes and said my prayer.

“Momma,” I said.

“Yes, honey?”

“Bertram said people kill each other every day.”

“Oh, Shiny,” Bertram said.

“Now, why would Bertram say that?” Momma said.

“Do they, Momma?”

“Yes, I suppose somewhere in the world…”

“Here, Momma? Do they do it here?”

“In Homeland? Oh, my goodness, no. Not for years and years anyway.”

Bertram sat up. “When, Momma?”

“Twenty years ago or more.”

“What happened?”

“Oh, you don’t need to hear about that.”

Bertram said, “Yes, we do!”

Momma sighed. “There was a killing here in Homeland. The only one ever, as far as I know, since the war, anyway.”

“What war, Momma?” I asked.

“The Civil War, dear.”

“Come on and tell us, Momma!” Bertram said.

Momma closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she opened them again she didn’t look at me, but at some spot over my head.

“Years ago, years before either of you were born, there was a man named Halley Martin, and this Halley Martin killed another man in…in a bar fight.”

“What’d he do, Momma?” Bertram asked. “Did he shoot him?”

“No. Halley Martin stabbed him. Stabbed him with a hunting knife.”

She pulled the covers up close under my chin.

“Now that was twenty years ago, a long, long time, Robert Lee, and Halley Martin is in prison, far, far away.” She kissed me on the forehead.

“Did you know him, Momma?” Bertram asked.

“Everyone knew Halley Martin.”

“Who did he kill?”

“No. No more tonight.”

“But, Momma!—”

“Hush now, Bertram.” She smiled at me, running her hand over my stubby head of hair. “There’s no more killers running around the streets of Homeland.”

“You promise, Momma?”

“Yes, I promise, Robert Lee.” She kissed my forehead again.

“Halley,” I said. “That’s a funny name.”

“It’s the name of a comet. A very famous comet. He was named after it.”

I laid awake for a long time after she left. I laid until Bertram’s breathing got heavy and long. I laid and watched the leaf-shadows dancing on the ceiling. When I was real little, something got in my lungs and I woke up not able to breathe. I woke up choking and sucking at the air, but no air would come down my throat. I started kicking at the wall by my bed till Momma heard and came running. I never saw Momma so scared. She grabbed me and shook me and slapped me hard on the back, screaming for Daddy, but by the time he got there the fit was gone, and after the doctor left Momma held me for a long time. I was scared to go back to sleep. I just knew if I went back to sleep my lungs would stop working again, and I would die before I waked. But Momma pointed at my bedpost and told me there was a guardian angel sitting there, and though I couldn’t see him, he was always there, watching over me. And if something ever happened to me he would fly up right away to heaven and tell God about it so he could help me. Momma said everyone has a guardian angel, because looking after the whole world and all the people in it was a big job, even for God, which was why we all had angels in the first place. I wondered what Pastor’s angel was doing the night of the fire, why he wasn’t there to save Pastor from getting burned up. Maybe the angel was asleep or had to go to the bathroom or something. Or maybe if God gets mad at you the angel looks after someone God likes better. Bertram told Sharon-Rose God must be mad at her daddy, but you’d think God would like a preacher most of all. Daddy said Pastor liked God more than people, so why would God be mad at him? It didn’t seem right. God might be mad at Pastor, but burning him up and burning his house up hurt Miss Mavis and Sharon-Rose too. It even hurt me and Bertram, since we both had to live with her now. Why didn’t God just make the Pastor catch fire walking down the road or off in the woods, so no one else would get hurt? Then I thought maybe he was mad at all of us, and that’s why things turned out the way they did. I closed my eyes and prayed: I’m sorry, God, if I made you mad at me. And then I asked my guardian angel to fly up to heaven and tell him, just in case God was too busy with more important prayers than mine.

I still couldn’t sleep. Bertram was snoring. Nothing bothered Bertram. He was the bravest person I knew, besides Daddy. Nothing, not even a killer sleeping on the other side of our wall, could keep him awake.

I wondered if my guardian angel had come back from delivering my message to God. What would my angel do if Sharon-Rose snuck into our room and lit my bed on fire? Bertram would sleep right through it, and before Momma or Daddy or even God could do anything about it I would be like the pastor, like a burned drumstick, my black skin breaking off in sheets, my eyeballs melting and dripping out of their sockets…

I threw back my covers and sat up. The house was very still. Sometimes when I went to the bathroom late at night the floor would creak, just outside our door. I listened for that creak now, straining my ears, but all I could hear was the crickets singing under the window. Momma had left the door open a crack, but no light shone through. My room never seemed so dark as it did that night. Maybe Sharon-Rose was already in the kitchen, hunting up some matches. Maybe she had no need to hunt them up; maybe she still had some with her, from when she set her own house on fire…

If she came in the room I could hit her with one of Bertram’s Little League trophies, but they were on a shelf across the room and she moved fast for a big girl. Momma said a gentleman never strikes a girl, but a gentleman might have to if he saw some crazy girl coming at him with a lit match.

I slipped out of the bed and tiptoed to the door. I put my eye to the crack. The hall was empty. I could see the night-light in the bathroom casting a yellow band across the floor. It would only take a second to go down the hall and turn right into the living room. If she was on the sofa, if she was sleeping, then maybe I could go to sleep. I eased open the door and slipped into the hallway. I kept on my tiptoes, but the floor creaked anyway. I stopped, pressing my back against the wall, holding my breath, but I didn’t hear anything except the grandfather clock’s slow tick-tock, tick-tock. I kept against the wall, moving sideways, until I came to the corner. Just around that corner was the sofa. I eased forward slow as a snail and looked down.

There was a big blue lump on the sofa. In the gray light it didn’t look like it was moving. I stared at it for a long time. If she was under that blue blanket, she was sleeping like the dead. I lifted a corner of the blanket. What I saw was long and pale and pink with five blood-red blotches at the end, and it took me a minute to figure out it was her foot. It was her toenails painted blood-red. Then the far corner of the blanket flew up, a hand shot out in the dark, and I saw her wide face rise up like a pale ghost coming out of the grave, and then we were nose to nose, me and her. She had hold of my wrist, squeezing it tight. Her breath smelled like rotten apples. Her long hair was tangled and sticking up every which way.

“What’re you doin’ here, boy?” Sharon-Rose hissed. “You sneakin’ ’round me again? Why you always sneakin’ ’round me so? You some kind of nasty boy, is that what you are?”

I didn’t say anything; none of her questions had any answers I knew. She was squeezing my wrist so hard the blood pounded in my fingertips.

“You’re a strange boy, I always knew that,” she said. “You never talk; you just watch things. You’re always watching and looking and staring at things. And now you come in here and stare at me. How’d you like me to sneak into your little room in the middle of the night and stare at your naked feet?”

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “Please. Please let me go.”

“I think I won’t let you go. I think I’ll drag you right into Momma’s bedroom and you can tell her why you’re in here spying on me in the middle of the night.”

I yanked my arm back, hard as I could. Her nails scraped across my wrist and she fell back with a little “ooohh!”

I took off, hitting my shoulder on the wall, falling through my doorway, slamming the door closed. Bertram rolled over and opened his eyes.

“What is it, Shiny?”

I couldn’t catch my breath. There were four red stripes across my wrist where she scratched me.

“Sharon-Rose,” I gasped.

“What? She sneakin’ in here?”

“No.”

I climbed into my bed. My heart was pounding hard in my chest. I was hot all over. My wrist stung. She was going to tell on me, I knew she was. Then Daddy would take me to the toolshed. I had never been to the toolshed with Daddy before, not for getting into trouble.

Bertram snorted. “She come in here I’ll bash her head in with my baseball bat.” He flopped around for a bit then lay still. The baseball bat. I forgot about that baseball bat. I got out of bed and dug into the closet till I found the bat. I tucked it under the covers with me and felt better right away. It gave me the same feeling I used to get sleeping with my teddy bear.

Safe.
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Daddy never took me to the toolshed. I don’t know if Sharon-Rose ever told. She didn’t tell me she told; she never said a word about it. Maybe she forgot or thought it was a dream. I don’t know, but from that night on I took Momma’s advice and stayed as far away from her as I could. That month of July was the longest month of July I ever saw. It was the longest month I ever saw period. It seemed ten months long. The mornings came hot and sticky, and we all would eat breakfast together. Momma scrambled eggs and made fresh biscuits with sausage gravy. There was bacon and grits and fried potatoes, and sometimes, if I begged, waffles. Miss Mavis would come out of the sewing room long enough to nibble on some biscuit and drink some coffee, and then she’d disappear into her room again. She looked pretty as ever, except her eyes, which were red and cupped with black circles, like all she did all day was cry. Sharon-Rose would pile her plate full and eat with her mouth about an inch from the food, her eyes darting back and forth as if looking for more food that might foolishly land on the table in front of her. Bertram and me would wait till she was done and in the bathroom brushing her teeth with a lot of spitting and coughing and slobbery type noises coming through the door, and then we’d slip outside and cut across Mr. Newton’s pasture into the cypress swamp, where we’d work on our fort or hunt frogs, or sometimes we’d just lie on our backs on the cool, damp ground and wait for lunchtime.

After lunch Miss Mavis and Sharon-Rose would dress and wait for one of the old ladies on the Daily Drive to See the Pastor Committee to pick them up for their daily drive to see the pastor. This was the best time of the day, when it was just me and Bertram and Momma and you could almost forget they lived with us except for the lingering smell of Miss Mavis’s perfume and whatever that strange odor was that Sharon-Rose carried around with her. It was just like the old days of June before God got mad at everybody. Sometimes, if Momma wasn’t busy, we’d sit down for a game of Chinese checkers, or work a puzzle, or Momma would read to me on the porch. I would lay my head in her lap, close my eyes, and let the words fall down from her lips, scattering on my face like soft summer rain.

In the afternoons the real rain would come. It rained every afternoon in the summer. The fat black clouds would come rolling in about three every afternoon. They’d come in over the cypresses, tall and black, like great dark ships, till their sails covered the sun. Bertram and me would go outside and sit on the curb and dig our bare toes into the dirt and watch the lightning flicker inside the boiling gray of the clouds. The heavy air would begin to stir, and a wind would come rushing ahead of the clouds, cooling the sweat on our foreheads, making us suddenly grateful for the heat, since the swift wind felt so cool. We’d wait till the first fat drops of rain popped on the dirt road, and then we’d run inside before Momma could call us in. She’d fuss at us, tell us lightning strikes was the leading cause of death in Florida, didn’t we know that? And then she’d fix a snack, some cookies or blackberry cobbler or cheese and crackers, and we’d take our little plates onto the porch and eat as the rain came straight down, pinging and popping on the tin roof. Sometimes I’d doze off on the swing, and my dreams would be sweet.

By five or so the clouds moved on and it was almost time for Daddy to get home. Momma would be in the kitchen getting dinner started, and me and Bertram would watch TV until Sharon-Rose and her momma came walking through the door; then it was time for me and Bertram to find someplace else to be. Sharon-Rose would go straight for the TV and stare at cartoons, her mouth hanging open a little, her bare legs crossed under her Indian style.

We ate as soon as Daddy washed up and changed his shirt. He never ate dinner in his work shirt. He said a gentleman never does. After dinner we’d watch some more TV or Daddy would read a book while me and Bertram and Sharon-Rose played a game. We’d play Clue or Old Maid or Go Fish, and once we made the mistake of playing Monopoly. I didn’t understand much of that game, except I kept having to pay Bertram a lot of money just to move my metal dog around the board. After an hour I was bored, but Bertram wouldn’t let me stop playing, no matter how much I begged. Sharon-Rose and him took it real serious.

“You think you’re so smart, Bertram Parker,” she said.

“Who’s got more money?” Bertram said.

“Money don’t have nothing to do with being smart,” she said.

“Then you must be the richest girl in the world,” Bertram said.

By the second hour, when Bertram had houses and hotels all over the board, Sharon-Rose was losing bad. She was almost out of money and was having to turn her cards over just to pay Bertram the rent. Then she landed her wheelbarrow on Bertram’s Park Place for the third time in a row. She turned to me and said, “Give me some money.”

“Hey,” Bertram said.

“He don’t care,” Sharon-Rose said. “Do you, Robert Lee?”

“I care, Sharon-Rose,” Bertram said.

“I don’t care, Bertram,” I said. “She can have it.”

“No,” Bertram said, real soft. “She can’t.”

Sharon-Rose reached over and snatched up my pile of money.

“Hey!” Bertram said. He said, teeth clinched tight, “Put that back.”

Sharon-Rose said, “But I’ll lose.”

“That’s the point.”

He grabbed her wrist. For a terrible moment they looked at each other. I thought, Oh, no, here we go again.

“Please, Bertram,” I whispered. My voice was shaking. “Please, don’t.”

Bertram let her go. She dropped my money into her pile and gave Bertram a big smile.

“Pay me the rent,” he growled, which she did.

“Well,” she said brightly, “I guess money does have something to do with being smart.”

“Smart rhymes with fart,” Bertram said, and I laughed out loud. Sharon-Rose shook her head and muttered, Boys.

By the third hour I was so bored and sleepy I dozed off. When I woke up Bertram and Sharon-Rose were gone. So was the game. I never found out who won, and I never saw that game again either, not for the rest of that summer.

On Sundays we got up early and dressed for church. I had a brown suit with a clip-on bow tie. Bertram’s suit was blue, with a clip-on long tie. We’d pack ourselves into the car, Daddy and Momma and Miss Mavis up front, me and Bertram and Sharon-Rose in the back, and by the time we reached the top of the hill the warring smells of Daddy’s cologne and Miss Mavis’s and Momma’s perfumes and the Sharon-Rose smell was enough to make me gag. At church either Daddy or one of the other deacons would give the sermon; then, after that, Miss Willifred would give an update on Pastor’s condition.

He was getting better, she said, but it was a long, long road ahead. He’d had three operations already, and the doctors were saying there may be more, maybe six or seven more, and when she said that everybody gasped and Momma whispered for the Lord to have mercy. Miss Mavis shut her eyes and took a deep, shuddering breath. I looked over at Sharon-Rose. She was picking her nose.

Then one day, near the end of that endless July, Miss Willifred got up and announced that the day of Jubilee was nigh: Pastor was coming home in two weeks.

Coming to our home.

 

“Bertram?”

“Yeah-a.”

“You awake?”

“No, I’m having a dream my stupid little brother is about to ask me a dumb question.”

“Will Pastor still look like a mummy?”

“No. They take the wrapping off at the hospital. When he comes in he’s going to be black and crinkly, and his skin’s gonna be hanging down his cheeks and neck like a turkey’s beard.”

“Stop it,” I said.

“And he don’t have hair, y’know. He don’t have hair nowhere on his body. Not on his head and not on his eyebrows, or his arms or his legs. His tongue is burned black as a snake’s, and his eyeballs hang out and swing on their stalks like—”

“Stop!”

“Well, damn it, Shiny, how’m I s’posed to know what he looks like?”

“It’s somebody else’s turn to take ’em. It’s not fair we got to take ’em the whole time.”

“You must be on the Who’s Gonna Take ’Em Next Committee.”

That gave me an idea. “Why can’t Miss Willifred take ’em, she loves ’em all so much.”

“Miss Willifred’s just an old busybody who likes poking around in other people’s business. She don’t actually want to help nobody.”

It was too much for me all of a sudden. Miss Mavis in her white robe and pale, wide face, flitting around like a ghost, never saying a word to anyone; Sharon-Rose with her loud voice and painted toenails and that funny smell and the way she looked at me sometimes like she could see right through my clothes; Pastor coming back from the hospital burned crisp down to his bones so they must rattle inside his black skin when he moved.

It was all too much.

“Shiny? Shiny, what’re you doin’ over there?”

He turned on our lamp.

“You cryin’ again?”

He sat on the edge of his bed and looked at me. His face glowed in the soft yellow light.

“Why’re you so scared all the time, Shiny?”

“I’m not scared,” I said, trying to catch my breath. “I just don’t want them around no more.”

He frowned and nodded. “You tell Momma that?”

“Yeah-ess.”

“And it didn’t do no good.”

I shook my head no. It didn’t.

“She just starts in on that Christian duty crap,” he said. “And Daddy says he’s got to set an example since he’s a deacon.”

He scrubbed the top of his head. “But I’m like you, Shiny. I can’t take it no more. That Sharon-Rose, she’s crazy, and that used to be funny, but it ain’t so funny when it’s under your own roof. I’m thinkin’ she’s just been biding her time, waiting for her daddy to get home.”

“And what’s she gonna do then?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. I been thinkin’ about this a lot, Shiny. I even thought about leavin’.”

“Leaving what?”

“Leaving here, stupid.”

“You’re running away?” That almost got me started again. He saw my bottom lip go out, and then he got up and sat beside me.

“No. I ain’t runnin’ away. I meant goin’ over to Granma’s, at least till school starts back. Maybe by then somebody else will take them in or maybe they’ll have a new house for them. I heard Daddy talking on the phone about getting money to buy them a house.”

“I’ll come with you,” I said.

“Momma would never let us go,” he said. “Momma would see right through it and tell us we can’t run from our problems.”

“We could still ask her.”

“I ain’t gonna ask now.”

“Why?”

“Because this is my house. I ain’t lettin’ no one, especially that crazy girl, chase me out of my own house. So I got an idea.”

He put his arm around me and leaned down, so close his lips brushed my ear. He whispered for a long time. When he was done he said, “Now this has got to be our secret, Shiny. You can’t tell no one, not even Momma. Especially not Momma.”

“I can’t lie, Bertram. I tried before. She can always tell.”

“It ain’t lyin’, Shiny. It’s just—not telling the whole truth.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You don’t have to. Just do like I say, and they’ll be out of here ’fore you can say ‘shoo.’”

 

Miss Willifred Peters stood on her front porch and watched me and Bertram walk up the driveway. She was leaning on a cane and squinting at us through her thick glasses, her mouth small and puckered and bright pink. Her nose crinkled and kind of bobbed up and down, like a rabbit’s, sniffing at us or using her nose to push up her glasses, I couldn’t tell which. We stopped in the cool shade of one of the huge oak trees that grew by the walkway leading to her porch.

“Mornin’, Miss Peters!” Bertram called.

“Good morning, Mr. Bertram Parker Junior,” Miss Willifred said. “You are Mr. Bertram Parker Junior, are you not?”

“Yes, ma’am. And this here is my little brother, Robert Lee.”

“I believe I know who your brother is, Bertram Parker,” Miss Willifred said crossly. She was a very old lady, older even than Granma, who was very old, at least sixty or maybe even sixty-one. She didn’t have gray hair like Granma; Miss Willifred’s hair was bluish gray, leaning more toward blue than gray, and she wore it piled high on her head, like Momma’s towel when she comes out of the tub after washing. Bertram poked me in the ribs, and I squeaked, “Mornin’, Miss Peters!”

“You boys out for a leisurely stroll this morning, or are you on your way to town on important business?”

“Important business, Miss Peters,” Bertram said. “But our business ain’t in town. It’s with you.”

“With me? Now what could your business have to do with me? You aren’t selling magazine subscriptions, are you?”

“No, ma’am.” Bertram took a deep breath and launched into it. I couldn’t look at her while he talked. I looked up and spied a mockingbird watching me from his perch in the oak tree. I know what you’re up to, the mockingbird said. I closed my eyes and prayed she wouldn’t notice me or ask me a question. If she did I’d probably let out a scream and take off down the road, and I wouldn’t stop until I was safe under my bed.

“It’s about Pastor Jeffries,” Bertram said. “Me and Shi—Robert Lee feel just awful about what happened and all, especially after what we did to Sharon-Rose.”

I opened my eyes. The mockingbird was still staring at me, his head cocked sideways. You don’t try to stare down a mockingbird when his babies are young. A mockingbird will come right at you and try to peck your eyeballs out. I looked away. I know what you’re up to, the mockingbird said.

“So our daddy said we ought to try to help out, all we can and all.”

Bertram poked me and I shuffled up the walk, keeping my head down and my hands deep in my pockets. I stopped at the bottom step. My shoes were scuffed and caked with the yellow mud of our dirt road. I was surprised how dirty my shoes were, but there’s so much to notice in the world it’s hard to get around to noticing it all.

“Go on, Robert Lee,” Bertram said.

I dug the wad of bills and change from my pocket and offered it up to Miss Willifred.

Bertram said, “It’s for the committees, Miss Peters. Seven dollars and eighty-four cents. We broke open our piggy bank.”

“Did you now?”

Her voice had gone soft. I raised my head. She was smiling down at me, her face doubly crinkly.

“My, what sweet Christian boys you are! And you walked all this way just to give it to me! You are a credit to your parents, both of you!”

Bertram gave her a quick bobbing nod. We were a credit.

“But you must be very tired from your mission of mercy,” Miss Willifred said. She patted the top of my head with one dried-up hand. “Are you hot and tired, Mr. Robert Lee?”

I nodded.

“Well, what would you boys say to a nice tall glass of lemonade?”

“Oh, we can’t stay,” Bertram said. “We just come by to give you all our money, every penny we have in the world, Miss Peters.”

“No, no, no,” Miss Willifred said, “I insist; really, I do insist. Now, Mr. Robert Lee, you just put that money right back in your pocket for now. You keep it safe for me till our little visit is over. You should know, Bertram Parker, that it’s a terrible breach of etiquette to refuse.”

“Well,” Bertram said slowly, like he was thinking about it, “I guess it would be okay, but we can’t stay long. Momma’s expecting us.”

She put that old dry hand back on my head and guided me up the steps to the screen door. That’s what happens to you when you’re little, people pull you around by the top of your head.

“Now let me do the talking, Shiny,” Bertram whispered. “Don’t say nothin’.”

I didn’t plan on saying a word. Miss Willifred’s house was dark and hot and close as a closet, full of shadows and that strange old lady smell. It was real quiet, except for the tick-tock of the grandfather clock in the front hall. We followed her into the kitchen.

“Now you boys sit down and rest your tired little feet, and I will make you the most delicious lemonade you’ve ever tasted.”

We rested our tired little feet sitting on metal straight-back chairs at a square table with a cracked top. The top was yellow and white checkerboard. The white squares were faded almost to yellow and the yellow squares almost to white. Miss Willifred cut six lemons in half and squeezed the juice into a tall pitcher. Then she dumped in about two pounds of sugar and filled the pitcher with water and ice. While she worked, she talked. She said folks had it wrong about the younger generations and that me and Bertram were living proof of that. She thought just the world of Momma and Daddy: Not everyone would have taken the Jeffries in like we did; in fact, no one else had offered. She had such a small house, hardly enough room for her and her cat, Patches, and had we ever met Patches? She called for him, but the cat never came. That was fine with me. Cats stare at you, mean as mockingbirds, and I didn’t like any animal that stared. She poured three tall glasses of lemonade and sat down with us. She was wearing blue house slippers with red bunnies on them. Her toenails were long and that dark yellow color of old people’s toenails. Our glasses were decorated with bright yellow smiley suns and pink and blue flowers that smiled back up at the sun. It was good lemonade. I drank half my glass without taking a breath.

Bertram said, “Thank you, Miss Peters, ma’am, for taking our money and everything. We didn’t think nothin’ about it till Sheriff Trimbul kept coming ’round the house, talking to Miss Mavis and Sharon-Rose and all. He made Sharon-Rose cry, even. We hated to see that, didn’t we, Shiny?”

I nodded.

“We got pretty close to her,” Bertram said. “Why, she’s almost like a sister to us, Miss Peters.”

Miss Willifred’s big eyes blinked quick behind her thick glasses. She leaned over and lowered her voice, like she was afraid someone might be hiding under the table, listening.

“Well, there is what one might call a cloud of suspicion about that whole fire,” she whispered. Her breath smelled sour. “The way Mavis behaved, of course, and Pastor, laughing the way he did, coming out of the house. But you know how scandal has always followed that Mavis Howell.”

“Mavis Howell?”

“I say ‘Howell.’ That’s what she was till Ned Jeffries came to town and married her. You boys wouldn’t remember that. ‘Trouble will come of this,’ I said at the time, and I suppose it has. I just suppose it has. The word is, you see, the word is that he is being paroled.”

“Paroled?” Bertram asked.

“Released.”

“Pastor?”

“Oh, no, no, no, not Pastor. One isn’t paroled from the hospital, after all, though for some of us that can be tragically the case.”

Bertram said, “Who was paroled?”

“Why, Halley Martin, of course.”

We must have had funny looks on our faces, because she laughed.

“You mean to tell me you never heard the story of Halley Martin and Mavis Howell? Well, my! It’s only the biggest scandal ever to happen in our town! Well!” She poured herself another glass of lemonade and filled our glasses till the ice danced just below the rims. My mouth had gone dry when she said Halley Martin, and I was grateful for the drink.

“Halley Martin. Halley Martin. What can I say about Halley Martin? It must be near twenty years since he’s been gone. Yes, twenty years now—”

“Paroled,” Bertram said. “You mean they’re letting him out of prison?”

She nodded. “I don’t know for certain, y’see. Not for absolutely certain, but that is the word about town, and my word comes from a very reliable source. So one could say the timing of this fire is very…strange. Strange, indeed.”

She sipped her lemonade and gave a little smack with her lips. “Needs more sugar,” she said. “He was a very handsome man. An extremely handsome man. All the young girls were crazy for him, despite his background. His father named him Halley after the comet, you know. Halley’s comet. His daddy claimed he saw the comet streak across the sky at the precise moment of his birth. Well, it wasn’t the comet; it was a meteor shower, but Freddy Martin wasn’t an educated man, none of the Martins were. He’s dead now, Freddy, from the moonshine, rest his soul, but he was a mean man. An extremely mean man. When he discovered his mistake, he legally changed Halley’s name to Hyram, but by that time Halley was already thirteen or fourteen and no one bothered to call him Hyram, except his daddy, who would beat him every time he didn’t answer to it…”

“Our momma says Halley Martin killed a man,” Bertram said.

“Oh yes. Halley Martin killed Walter Hughes at the old Charhouse Bar out on old Highway 70. It’s not there now. Tore it down years ago. There’s a Piggly Wiggly there now. Some say you can hear the poor soul of Walter Hughes wailing in the vegetable aisle. Their prices aren’t bad, but I prefer to shop at the A&P on Walnut.”

“Why’d he kill him, Miss Peters?” Bertram asked.

“Unrequited love,” Miss Willifred said, and laughed out loud at the confused look on our faces. “Halley Martin loved Mavis Howell, you see. And Walter Hughes was her intended. Mr. Walter Hughes was in the way. Well, that isn’t what Halley said at the trial. He said—” She stopped. Her crinkly face went red. “Well, I suppose that’s not fit for you to hear.”

“You think he did it, Miss Peters?” Bertram asked. “You think Halley Martin come back and set that fire to kill the pastor?”

“Oh, no, no. Halley’s still in prison, up in Starke, far as I know. His parole date isn’t till sometime next month. But I will say this,” she leaned forward again and I got a face full of that sour breath. It made my stomach flop over. “I will say this: You can bet your stars Mavis Howell Jeffries knows he’s getting out, and they always said she loved him more than God himself.”

 

It was late afternoon, and the rains were on their way by the time we got out of there. I had drunk three of those big smiley glasses of lemonade and was feeling kind of sick. My stomach was swollen big, and my lips were fat and puffy from all the sugar. I didn’t understand half of what Miss Willifred had talked about, but Bertram acted like he did. He nodded a lot and smiled a lot and sometimes said, “Really!” and “You don’t say!” which he must have got from Daddy, because Daddy said that a lot. I didn’t say anything. I tried to pretend I was a Hardy boy, but I got bored with that since I didn’t know how a Hardy boy was supposed to act. Her kitchen was warm, and once I almost nodded off. Miss Willifred talked on and on about Miss Mavis, how she was the most courted girl in three counties, how every young man wanted to marry her, and how she met Halley Martin when he took a job working for her daddy, who was the richest man in town, who owned most of the orange groves in the county, who lost everything after two years of bad freezes, leaving Miss Mavis and her momma penniless when he died. And she told how after they took Halley Martin to prison, Miss Mavis planted the live-oak tree that stands at the top of the hill by the church. She made Pastor build his church right there, Miss Willifred said, by the tree, so Miss Mavis could look out her window and see that tree. “She loved him then and she loves him still,” Miss Willifred said, “sure as that tree’s still standing.” Bertram told her he didn’t understand why Miss Mavis got engaged if she loved Halley so much, or why she married the pastor, and Miss Willifred said her daddy forbade her seeing Halley, as he was common, and Walter Hughes was from good stock. And as for Pastor, she said, that is a true mystery.

Then Bertram wanted to know how Halley Martin killed Walter Hughes, and Miss Willifred told how Halley just walked up to him and took out a big hunting knife and gutted Walter like he was a pig, from gut to neck, so all his insides spilled onto the floor.

That was when I had started feeling sick.

We started for home. The wind began to pick up, cooling the sweat on the back of our necks. The fat black clouds were moving in, and we were nowhere near our house. I told Bertram I had to pee and he waited while I ducked behind some bushes by the side of the road.

“Zip up your pants,” he told me when I came out again.

“How’s this goin’ to get ’em out of our house, Bertram?”

“Never mind. You just wait till tonight.”

“Tonight?”

“Yeah-a. And don’t worry about nothin’. All you got to do is be yourself.”

“Be myself?”

“Yeah. Act scared. Cry a lot. You know, be yourself.”

From far off thunder rolled. Bertram looked at the sky behind us. “We better hurry,” he said.

By the time we reached our dirt road the sky was dark and the wind had died to nothing. It was that time right before a storm when the whole world holds its breath, with the clouds low enough to touch, and the birds hunker in the trees with their heads down, and dogs stop their barking and slink beneath porches and parked cars, tongues drooping out of their mouths and ears flat on their heads. Then the ground shakes with the first crack of thunder, a crack so loud it sounds like the sky itself is splitting open and all the stars and planets and moons and the black of space itself will fall through the crack and crash on your head. The dirt of the road begins to pop and explode from the first fat drops of rain, and soon you’re slipping in the yellow mud as you run, the rain smashing down on your head like it hates you, the thunder rattling the bones inside your skin. You feel heavy and slow, like you’re running in slow motion, and when your brother yells at you to run it sounds like he’s talking through a sock; the rain knocks his words to the ground.

“Follow me, Shiny!”

Bertram ran on ahead, his head down, his big arms pumping, and I tried to run faster to catch up. I slipped and fell face down in the mud and laid there, because at first I couldn’t figure what happened. One second I was running, the next I had a mouthful of yellow mud. Bertram grabbed my arms and yanked me up. I was blind, gasping, spitting the rain and mud out of my mouth as Bertram pulled me to the grass by the side of the road. I had mud in my teeth and on my tongue, and that made me sick, just thinking about it.

“We’re almost there!” Bertram yelled. I wiped the back of my hand over my eyes and saw he wasn’t talking about our house; he was talking about the church, just up the hill in front of us.

“No!” I yelled as Bertram dragged me up the hill.

“Shut up!” he shouted back. He kicked open the church door and shoved me into the dimness inside.

It seemed real quiet after being under the naked sky, but the rain drummed like an engine running over our heads. The church was spooky, all empty, it not being Sunday. We stood just inside the door, shivering in our wet clothes, rainwater dripping from our eyelashes. Bertram was watching the storm through the crack in the door. I ran my tongue over my teeth, feeling more mud and those little jagged-edged stones that littered the road. I glanced at the front of the church. The light shone through the stained-glass windows, and patterns of Jesus fell over the big wooden cross at the far wall.

Bertram said, “Somebody’s coming.”

“Who’s coming, Bertram?”

“Hide,” he said. “Hide, Shiny.”

He turned me around and pushed me toward the back row of pews.

“Who’s coming, Bertram?”

“Shut up, Shiny! Get down!”

He yanked me down between the two back pews. He pressed his finger to his lips as the door creaked open and footsteps clicked on the bare wooden floor. A shadow glided past us, going up the aisle. Bertram eased up and peeked over the back of the pew. I took a deep breath and copied him. The shadow had stopped a few steps away from the big cross and was looking up at it. The person was wearing a white poncho that shimmered in the gray rain-light. Then the hood was pulled back, and dark hair fell down. I would have known that dark hair anywhere. It was Miss Mavis.

She sank to her knees. She went down so slow and smooth it looked like she was sinking into the floor. The rain drummed over us, but we could hear her crying. It wasn’t a wailing kind of crying; it wasn’t the yelling and screaming kind, like she cried the night her husband burned. It was slow and soft like the rain when it’s just about to end.

The door behind us creaked again, and Bertram shoved me down. We hunkered low as the wood floor creaked with the weight of heavy feet. I saw a flash of a brown uniform and heard Miss Mavis give a little “oooh!”

“I’m sorry, Miss Mavis,” Sheriff Trimbul said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

Neither of them said anything for a long time. Then Miss Mavis said, “You’ve been following me.”

“Well,” Sheriff Trimbul said. “Well, yes. A bit. I guess I have.”

“No,” she said, “not a bit. You’ve been following me every day since the fire. You follow us to the hospital every day, and then you follow us back to the Parkers’.”

“Well,” Sheriff Trimbul said slowly, “I s’pose you know the reason for that.”

“What do you want from me, Sheriff? I told you what happened that night. I told you everything. If it’s a crime, you should arrest me. If it isn’t, you need to leave me alone.”

She didn’t sound angry, just sad, the most terrible sad I ever heard anyone sound.

Bertram and me eased up again. Sheriff Trimbul was next to her now, looking down at her, kind of smiling, but serious about it, like when we do something bad and Daddy has to talk to us about it, but he thinks it’s kind of funny only he can’t let Momma know that.

“He’s coming home tomorrow, Miss Mavis,” he said.

“I know that,” she said.

“He’ll come back here.”

“Of course he will,” Miss Mavis said. “Where else would he go?”

“That’s my point. And kind of the answer to your question. Why I’ve been following you about, so to speak. My friends up in Starke have let me know…well, he hasn’t made any secret of his intentions. You’ve seen the old house, you know all that’s goin’ on over there—”

“He would never harm me,” she said.

“It’s not you I’m worried about,” he said, “begging your pardon. Now, he’s made it clear what he wants when he gets here, and he can’t have that unless certain parties are out of the picture.”

“He’s not a violent man,” she said. “He never was.”

“All the same, better safe than sorry is my motto, Miss Mavis.”

He took a long white envelope from his pocket and held it out to her.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“Two tickets to Atlanta, unrestricted. You and your little girl can use them whenever you like.”

Miss Mavis laughed. “And what would we do in Atlanta?”

“My cousin Ruth has an extra room. Free to use as long as you like. Her address is in here too, and her number. She’ll pick you up at the station—”

Miss Mavis handed the envelope back to him. “Thank you, Sheriff, but my place is here. I will not run away.”

“Don’t think of it as running away. Twenty years is a long time, Miss Mavis. And twenty years up in Starke is a very long time. You know what happened to him in there. Any man who’s been through what he’s been through gonna be looking for some—justice. Oh, I don’t know if that’s what you’d call it, but all the same, I’m a one-man operation down here and I can’t be in two places at once. I can’t watch over you and Ned, so I—”

“Excuse me, Sheriff, but it isn’t my business to do your job. If you fear for me or fear for Ned, then it’s your responsibility to protect us.”

“Well, dear Jesus, woman, what d’you think I’m tryin’ to do!” His voice boomed out in the empty church. His face had gone red; he was mad, you could tell, but Miss Mavis wasn’t giving in.

“You cannot bully me, Sheriff Trimbul. I’ve had my full share of bullies, and I know all their tricks. I will not leave this place. I will not leave. Whatever my fate is, I will face it here.”

They stared at each other, neither of them saying anything.

Then Sheriff Trimbul laughed.

“All right,” he said, stretching the word into two: rye-ite. “All right, but humor an old man, Miss Mavis. Take the tickets. Throw ’em away if you like, or give ’em away, but if you took them it’d sure help me sleep better at night.”

She took her time, but she took the envelope.

“Ned comes home tomorrow?” he asked.

She nodded.

“I just—I’m just getting too old for trouble, Miss Mavis.”

She shook her head slowly.

“That won’t make any difference,” she said.

 

Momma asked us where’d we been all afternoon, when we came through the door still wet from the rain. Bertram told her we were out on an errand of mercy, which I guess meant giving Miss Willifred the money, but I had been so dizzy from all the talk of gut-spilling and the sugar that I forgot to give her the money back, so I don’t know how merciful we were. Momma said, “What errand of mercy, Bertram?”

Bertram said, “We’ll have to tell you later, Momma,” and she gave him a funny look, but she didn’t ask us any more questions.

After we changed into dry clothes, Bertram closed the door, sat me on the bed, and looked me close in the eye.

“Now it’s time for Phase Two of the operation,” he said.

“What operation?”

“We got to move quick, ’fore she gets back.”

“’Fore who gets back, Bertram?”

“Miss Mavis,” he hissed. He tiptoed to the door and cracked it open. I came up behind him.

“Don’t stand so close, Shiny,” he whispered. “You stand so damn close all the time it’s like you’re tryin’ to climb into my clothes.” He turned and lowered his face down to mine. “Okay, Sharon-Rose is in the kitchen with Momma. I’ll be the lookout…”

“Lookout for what?”

He told me what I was going to do for this phase of the operation.

“I’m not going to do that, Bertram.”

“You want them out of here?”

“You said all I had to do was wait for tonight, be myself…”

“Yeah-a.”

“Well, doin’ somethin’ like that ain’t myself. It ain’t myself at all.”

“Look, you got to do it, Shiny. I’m too big. You’re little; you won’t make much noise, and if somethin’ happens you can get under the bed quicker and quieter than me.”

“Maybe we should just let ’em stay, Bertram…”

“Either they’re goin’ or I am, and I ain’t goin’. Now come on, Shiny, it’s just like spies!”

He stepped out of the doorway and gave me a little shove toward the sewing room door. I looked back at him and he gave me a small wave of his hand. “Go on,” he whispered. “I’ll whistle if I see somebody comin’!”

I could hear Sharon-Rose and Momma talking in the kitchen, just five or so steps from the sewing room door. Sharon-Rose was saying, “You’re a much better cook than my momma, Miss Parker. My momma can’t cook worth a lick, ’less it’s fried. Daddy says it’s ’cause nobody ever taught her, her being rich and spoiled and all. Will you teach me how to cook, Miss Parker?” I didn’t hear Momma’s answer; I was already in the sewing room. I eased the door halfway shut and then just stood there. I’d played in this room since before I could remember playing here, but now it seemed like I was in a stranger’s house. The room smelled like Miss Mavis’s perfume laid over the smell of Sharon-Rose, that smell of burnt oranges. There wasn’t much else of the two of them in there. They had lost everything in the fire. Just a few new dresses and Miss Mavis’s makeup stuff on the little sitting table in the corner. Momma had put some fresh-cut flowers in a green vase on the table. The air was close, where the wetness of the rain had seeped in through cracks around the window too tiny to see, warm and heavy on my face.

“Check everything,” Bertram had told me, “’specially the closet and under the bed. And stick your hand under the mattress—you know, between the mattress and springs. People hide stuff there all the time.” I wondered how he knew that. I made up my mind to check between his mattress and springs, to see what he had tucked under there. I didn’t feel like a Hardy boy right then, or even much of a spy. I just felt small and scared and kind of dirty, like I was doing something very bad. Lying on the bed was an old comic book, its scorched cover yellow and the top edges curled up crinkly and black. Sharon-Rose or maybe Miss Mavis must have rescued it from the fire. I glanced behind me, then knelt down and looked under the bed. There was nothing under there but a few balls of dust and an old roll of yarn. I felt the air getting closer and closer, and my heart was real high up in my throat. I got up and opened the closet door. It was stuffed to the ceiling with winter clothes and Momma’s sewing supplies and old shoes and the bow-and-arrow set that Bertram got last Christmas but that got taken away after Momma caught him hauling me outside to play William Tell.

There were no clues in the closet I could see, but I didn’t really know what I was looking for. It all sounds really easy in books, finding clues and catching the bad guys, but I didn’t think there was much of either in our house. All at once, more than scared I felt stupid. Stupid and ashamed of myself. I started for the door, then remembered what Bertram said about the mattress. For a second I didn’t move. I knew I had a choice now. I could look, like Bertram said. I could not look and tell Bertram I didn’t, which might get me beaten up. Or I could not look and tell Bertram I did, which was a lie and a sin, and God seemed pretty mad enough at everybody already. I decided to look.

I didn’t actually look with my eyes. What I did was stick my arm as far as it would go under the mattress and kind of sweep my hand around. My fingers touched something under there. It felt like paper. I looked toward the door, then pulled the papers out. They were folded three times each and tied up in a little bundle, and there was a lot of them. There was a whole fistful. I was still squatting there with all these papers in my hand when the floor creaked. It seemed like it took me forever to look up at the person standing there in the doorway, like the heavy air was pressing my head down, and I knew who it was before I saw her—I would know that perfume anywhere.

“Well, good afternoon, Mister Robert Lee,” Miss Mavis said.

 

I hid under my bed until Momma called us to dinner.

“You got to come out now, Shiny,” Bertram said.

“You were supposed to whistle!” I yelled at him.

“I did whistle.”

“I didn’t hear you!”

“That ain’t my fault! Tell me what she said.”

“She didn’t say anything. I told you, I just ran out, Bertram. I just ran out as fast as I could.”

“What did you do with the clues?”

“Dropped ’em.”

“You could have stuffed ’em down your pants or somethin’.”

“Bertram, I ain’t spyin’ no more. It ain’t right.”

“There’s lots of things not right,” he said. I was going to ask him what he meant by that, but Momma came into the room.

“I have been calling you boys for ten minutes!” she said. “Where’s Robert Lee?”

“Here I am, Momma,” I said, and I crawled out from under the bed.

“What in the world…?” she said.

“I lost a penny,” Bertram said.

 

Momma carried a plate to Miss Mavis, who was holed up in the sewing room. Bertram asked Daddy what she did in there all the time, and Daddy said she was sewing a shroud for her husband. Bertram asked what a shroud was and Daddy said never mind, we were too young to understand, it was a joke. We were too young, I guess, because I didn’t get it.

At dinner Sharon-Rose bent over her plate like always, but somehow managed to talk and shovel at the same time.

“My daddy’s coming home tomorrow,” she said. She didn’t sound happy about it. “That means I won’t get no more of that hospital ice cream.”

“Maybe you’ll have some tragic accident and you can have it twenty-four hours a day,” Bertram said.

“Bertram,” Daddy said.

“He was talking crazy again today,” Sharon-Rose said.

Momma said, “Your father is taking a great deal of pain medication, Sharon-Rose. Sometimes that causes people to say strange things.”

“Well,” Sharon-Rose said, “he’s said strange things long as I can remember. These things now are a lot stranger, though.”

“What’s he say?” Bertram asked.

“Never mind,” Daddy said.

“Says a lot about Jesus,” Sharon-Rose said. “And the Judgment. The hordes of heaven.”

“What hordes of heaven?” Bertram asked.

Momma gave Daddy a look, but he smiled a little and waved his hand.

“You know. All the angels and saints and dead souls pouring down like rain, heavenly rain, raindrops of heavenly light.”

“Oh, what a beautiful way to express it, Sharon-Rose!” Momma said.

Sharon-Rose shrugged. A drop of gravy clung to her chin, quivering while she talked. “Daddy said it. He’s saying all kinds of strange things, when he’s awake. Most of the time he just lays there, droolin’ and opening his mouth like a fish.” She made her mouth into an O and puffed her cheeks in and out. Bertram laughed. Momma told him to hush.

“We shall all be very glad to have him home,” Momma said.

“Oh, he looks just awful,” Sharon-Rose said. “His face is all red and crinkly and puckered, like your hands get when you stay too long in the tub, and—”

“I think we shouldn’t discuss this at the dinner table,” Daddy said, which shut her up. He was the only person I ever saw who could shut Sharon-Rose up.

After dinner we helped Momma get the house ready for Pastor’s big coming-home party, though he had no real home to come home to. Bertram and me dusted the shelves and knickknacks. Then he helped Daddy move the big table in from the toolshed and we pushed the furniture back and set it up. Sharon-Rose disappeared into her momma’s room for a while, and when she came out her eyes were big and red, like she’d been crying. Momma showed me a big banner that said WELCOME HOME PASTOR NED. It had blue and yellow and red balloons drawn on it and a single gold cross over the pastor’s name. She told me she wouldn’t be surprised if the whole town turned out to see him, and that made me nervous, thinking of fitting the whole town into our living room. I was more tired than I ever remember being in my whole life, so I was happy for once when bedtime came. Momma said our prayers, and after she kissed my head, she asked Bertram what our mission of mercy was. She hadn’t forgotten. Momma never forgot.

“We gave our money to Miss Willifred.”

“Why?”

“For all the committees.”

“And why did you do that, Bertram?”

“Ain’t we—”

“Aren’t we,” Momma said.

“Aren’t we supposed to help them, Momma?”

“You never seemed to care about it before.”

“We were hopin’ it would help them get their own place soon,” Bertram said.

Momma smiled. “How sweet of you! And how thoughtful that you’ve become so concerned with their welfare, Bertram.” She looked down at me. Her face glowed in the soft yellow light, framed by her blond hair, and it looked like the dark of her eyes went on forever, and I thought how wrong I was to ever think Miss Mavis was the prettiest lady I’d ever seen.

“Is that true, Shiny?” she asked.

“I forgot to give it to her, Momma.”

“You forgot?”

Bertram said, “You idiot!”

Momma said, “Hush that talk, Bertram.”

“I’m sorry, Momma,” I said. “It was all the lemonade, and I was scared…” My eyes felt hot.

“Scared?” she said.

“Shiny’s been awful scared, Momma,” Bertram said. “I never seen him so scared in his whole life, and you know I’ve seen him scared a lot. He was about to pee his pants he was so scared.”

“I was not! That was the lemonade!”

“Well,” Momma said, “what got you scared?”

“Go on,” Bertram said. “Tell her.”

“Halley Martin,” I said.

“Halley Martin?” Momma said.

“Halley Martin,” Bertram said. “Miss Willifred told us all about him.”

“Oh, she did, did she?”

“Yes’m. She sure did,” Bertram said. “How he killed Walter Hughes with a hunting knife and spilled his guts out all over the floor, and how they sent him to prison for twenty years, and how he’s getting out and he’s coming back, and now something bad’s going to happen, worse than the fire, something really bad because he has intentions, Momma…”

“Intentions? What intentions?”

“She don’t know,” Bertram said.

“She doesn’t know,” Momma said.

“No, she don’t,” Bertram said. “She said nobody knows, but he’s coming back, Momma. They’re letting him go, and Miss Willifred said we should hide all the knives in the house…”

That was too much for me, after all I heard that day, after getting caught in the loud, crackling storm, after hearing Sharon-Rose talk about her daddy’s red, puckered face. It was just too much. I let loose with all I had, and Momma sat me up and held me and ran her smooth hand over the back of my stubbly head. She rocked me back and forth, “hushing” me softly while I pressed my nose into her sweet-smelling neck.

Bertram yelled, “See Momma, see! He can’t take it! You can’t make him take it anymore! It’s messing him up, Momma. There’s got to be some other place they can go.”

“They are staying with us,” Momma said.

“But Momma…”

“Your father and I have made a promise and we intend to keep it, Bertram.”

“Then send us away!”

She stopped rocking me. “And where do you propose we send you, Bertram?”

“Granma’s. We could stay with her until the Jeffries move out.”

“Bertram, this is your home.”

“But Momma, the mad slasher’s coming!”

“Halley Martin is many things,” Momma said, “but he is no mad slasher.”

“He slashed that Walter Hughes.”

“And there are many people in this town who think Walter Hughes got what he deserved. Not that it makes what Halley did right, but…”

“Why’s that, Momma?”

“Never mind.”

“That’s what everybody’s been saying, Momma, but I do mind.”

“Don’t,” Momma said.

“I got to mind—”

“We will not discuss this.”

“But why, Momma?”

“Because there are certain things children have no business knowing about!” Momma’s voice was cold and hard, and her eyes shone wet in the soft, yellow light. Bertram flinched just as if she had slapped him. She lowered her voice and kept going.

“I don’t know everything that old busybody Willifred Peters told you, but you must remember she is not known for her grasp of all the facts. Halley Martin did kill Walter Hughes. It was a terrible crime that divided this town for many years. He has paid for what he did, paid terribly as I hear it, and now it is our Christian duty to forgive him and trust that everything will be all right.”

“I’d have a lot more trust if they weren’t in our house, Momma,” Bertram said.

“Do you really think, Bertram Parker, in your heart of hearts, that your father and I would ever let anything happen to you or your brother, that we would ever do anything that would place you in danger?”

Bertram bit his bottom lip. In his heart of hearts the answer was no, but if he said no, then we weren’t going anywhere, and neither was Sharon-Rose. Momma was rubbing the back of my head again while she watched Bertram wrestle with his heart of hearts.

“No, ma’am,” he said.

“Of course not.” Momma kissed the top of my head. “And you, Robert Lee Parker, you are much too young to be filling your head with such grown-up business. This is your childhood, Shiny, the only one you’re ever going to have, so make the most of it.”

She gave me one last hug and Bertram a little pat on the cheek.

“Good night, Bertram,” she said.

“Good night, Momma,” Bertram said.

“Good night, Momma,” I said. “Good night, Bertram.”

“Shut up,” he said. Momma was gone. She left our door open a crack, so when Bertram snapped off the lamp a band of light leaped across the room and shone on the wall beside Bertram’s bed and glinted off the trophies. I heard Bertram breathing heavy in the dark. It wasn’t the slow, deep, sleep-breathing kind, but a hard, fast breathing, like he was running up a hill. It was going to bust out of him, and I was waiting. He commenced to flopping around, snapping the sheets, and pounding on his pillow. I closed my eyes and waited for it. Sometimes you had to wait a long time, and sometimes, when he was real excited, you only had to wait a minute or two. It was less than a minute tonight.

“Christian duty!” he said. “Christian duty! I don’t think it’s my Christian duty to get stabbed in my sleep by a crazy man or set on fire by some fat, weirdo girl. This is my home, she says, well, nobody asked me if they could come here. I’ll just run off, and then what’re they goin’ to do about it? I’ll hide out in the fort till they’re gone or everybody’s dead, ’cause it’s my Christian duty to save my own butt. I’ll go to Granma’s; she won’t make me come back. Or maybe, that’s what I’ll do, I’ll get those tickets; I’ll take those train tickets from Miss Mavis and I’ll go to Atlanta and stay with cousin Ruth. There’s two tickets so you can come with me, Shiny. We’ll enjoy our childhoods far away from this crazy place. I don’t know what Walter Hughes done to deserve to be gutted like that, but I bet he didn’t think he deserved it!”

I didn’t know what to say, so I said, “Don’t go, Bertram.”

“I will go.”

“Momma says it’s going to be all right.”

“Momma don’t know that. You think they really can protect us, Shiny? That window over your head, what’s Momma and Daddy gonna do if Martin slips in through it in the middle of the night? Why, he’d have us slit wide open before Momma and Daddy could sit up in bed—”

“But Momma said—”

“‘But Momma said, but Momma said,’” Bertram whined, making fun. “I s’pose if Momma said the world was flat you’d believe her.”

“Momma wouldn’t lie to me, Bertram.”

“Oh, no, of course not! No grown-up lies to kids!”

“No,” I said, “they don’t.”

“Jesus, Shiny, sometimes you can be so stupid.” He flopped on his bed like a fish. Then he said, “So, are you with me?”

“With you?”

“Are you coming with me?”

“I don’t know where you’re going.”

“I’m running away, you idiot! Are you coming with me?”

I thought about it. “I don’t think so, Bertram.”

“Okay, then. Fine. Good for you. Only you’re going to be sorry when you’re choking on your own blood in the middle of the night. Try yellin’ for your precious Momma then.”

He flopped around some more, then like some switch had been clicked off, he fell asleep. I laid awake and listened to the crickets and watched the leaf-shadows dance. I pressed the flat of my hand against the wall beside my bed. On the other side of that wall Momma and Daddy slept. Bertram was wrong, but I couldn’t put into words why he was wrong. You just felt it when she held you or rubbed the back of your head. You felt it when Daddy let you climb on his back and swung you around the room till your head was loose on your neck and blood sang in your ears. You even felt it when she popped you in the mouth or he swatted your butt. It was something that went deeper than the darkness in Momma’s eyes, and there was nothing bigger or stronger than it was, not even Halley Martin. Next to it, Halley Martin was no bigger than a flea.

I fell asleep the easiest I’d done since Sharon-Rose had come to live with us.

 

The next morning the sun woke me up shining through my window, warm and friendly until later that day, when it would turn mean. I went into the kitchen and everybody was there except Bertram and Miss Mavis. I asked where Bertram was, and Momma said he must still be asleep, so I ran back to our room and poked the lump under the sheets. It was Bertram’s pillow. I ran back into the kitchen and told them Bertram had run away. Daddy left the room and Momma asked what had happened, and I said Bertram was either going to Granma’s or Atlanta, and Momma asked, “Why Atlanta?” and I said I didn’t know. I figured Bertram was in enough trouble. Daddy came back in jingling his keys and told Momma he’d be back shortly, like he knew exactly where Bertram would go. He was smiling. Momma said she was glad Daddy found all this so amusing, and Daddy said this was part of being a boy, and Sharon-Rose looked over at me like I was some strange creature that had just popped into the kitchen. I decided it was best to pop out of it and wait for Bertram in our room.

I passed the sewing room and a soft voice called out to me, “Robert Lee.”

I stopped. Miss Mavis was sitting on the bed, her hands folded in her lap, and she was smiling at me, that same sad smile I’d seen when she caught me kneeling by the bed, those crinkled, yellowed papers in my sinful hand. Miss Mavis’s hair was wet, and a big blue comb lay beside her on the white bedspread. She had no makeup on, and it was the first and only time I saw her that way. She looked the same, but different. Her eyes looked smaller and farther back in her face somehow, and they were darker, not the bright, glowing kind of blue as usual, but the purply blue of the sky when the sun is just about to set. She was wearing one of Daddy’s white robes, which made her look shrunk, like a little girl with a grown-up lady’s face. Her mouth looked smaller too, without the lipstick. It was like looking at a ghost of Miss Mavis, her pale face and dark hair and white robe, and the way she seemed to float on the white bedspread.

She held out her hand and waved me inside, saying, “Don’t be afraid, I’m not angry with you, Robert Lee. Come in; I want to chat.”

I came two steps into the room and stopped. I felt like I had just fallen down a deep well.

“I can’t, Miss Mavis,” I said, my voice shaking. “My brother Bertram’s run away.”

“Why did he do that?”

I couldn’t say, “Because he’s afraid you’re going to kill us all or Halley Martin is or maybe your daughter’s going to burn us all to a crisp,” so I didn’t say anything.

“I’m sure he’ll come back,” she said. “Has he ever run away before?”

I shook my head no.

“I suppose all this is a little overwhelming, particularly for you children,” she said.

“Miss Mavis, I’m sorry,” I blurted out. I couldn’t hold it in any longer. “Bertram told me to! He made me come in here and look for clues. I didn’t look at them, those papers, I didn’t look at one of them, I swear I didn’t, Miss Mavis!”

“I know, child,” she said softly. “They are all that’s left, all I managed to bring out.” She laughed. It was not a happy laugh. Even Miss Mavis’s laugh had turned sad. “I’m sorry, Robert Lee. I’m sorry. I know our being here is not easy for you, your family. But you see, there was simply nowhere else to go…”

I had about fifty places I wanted to go to right then, but I didn’t move. I don’t know what I was waiting for, but there was something about the way she was looking at me, like her eyes were the pin and I was the bug. All of a sudden I thought of that mockingbird in Miss Willifred’s tree, I don’t know why.

“Oh, we have relatives in Inverness, but I can’t leave Ned here. I—we are all he has now.” She looked around the little room, and I didn’t feel so pinned down, but I didn’t want to just run away. It was like she was shrinking right before my eyes, getting smaller and smaller inside that white robe of Daddy’s.

“Miss Mavis…” I said.

She went on like she hadn’t heard me. “Do you know, when I was your age, Robert Lee, I lived in a house three times the size of this one, and I slept in a four-poster bed with a white canopy and mosquito netting, and I had everything I wanted. I was the richest little girl in town, and now my little girl has the clothes on her back and a scorched comic book.” She spoke real calm, not crying-like. She spoke like she was talking about someone else. “And I have a collection of old letters.” They were lying beside her on the bed. She picked them up and held them on her lap, and she picked at their edges with her fingernails. “Letters never sent. See the old stamps?” She thought I’d be interested in the old-timey stamps, I guess. Miss Mavis was one of those grown-ups who felt they had to entertain you.

“Why not?” I asked. I couldn’t help myself. “Why didn’t you send them, Miss Mavis?”

“I should have left them to burn.” She was looking at me and not looking at me at the same time. “I should have left them to the fire. I left him. I left my own husband, but I saved these letters.” She laughed that same strange, sad laugh. “Why do you suppose I did that?” She shook her head all at once, as if she was shaking herself out of a dream. “I know you didn’t read them, Robert Lee. They were never meant to be read. I really don’t know what their purpose is, but the Lord will show the way. I have always believed that. The Lord will show the way. If we stop believing that, then we are lost.” She put the packet of unmailed letters down and folded her hands in her lap again and smiled at me, and for a moment her eyes sparkled, and I caught the faintest peek of the old Miss Mavis, more sparkly and alive than most people are, and all of a sudden there seemed to be less air in the room and I was working hard just to breathe. “All things, in the end, are delivered, Shiny Parker. Perhaps it is his will that these letters be finally delivered.”

“Delivered where, Miss Mavis?” I asked. My voice sounded like it was coming from another room. I don’t know why, but it felt like the space between us was as wide as the space between the stars. She was shining like a faraway star, all in white like that. Her face glowed with all the sadness in it.

“To the place they came from,” she said. “Where they were written, because that’s where he is coming, after all this time, after all these many years. Of all places, to that very house, to my house. It is his, now, and he is coming home.”

And Miss Mavis sounded thrilled and scared and sad and happy all at the same time, and we both knew who she was talking about, and I remembered Miss Willifred saying how Miss Mavis loved him then and loved him still, and then I remembered the tree with its mossy arms growing at the top of the hill, and now her face was shining, and her eyes shone brightest of all, and the light in her eyes glittered like knife blades, turning in the sun.

 

“If he makes it to the highway a car will smash him for sure,” Sharon-Rose said. She had found me standing on the porch, watching the road for Daddy’s car. “I’d run away too if I thought it would do any good. My daddy’s coming home today and it ain’t even like he’s my daddy anymore.”

She sounded sad, not like Sharon-Rose at all. She looked down at me, her tangled blond hair curling around her wide face. For the first time she looked like her momma. Maybe it was because she was sad. Bertram called her a crazy girl and said he hated her, and I was scared of her, and thought I hated her too, for coming to live with us and taking over our TV and being nasty every chance she got, but right then all I felt was sad; it was like the sadness I saw in her eyes was dribbling out and falling all over me, like she was leaking sadness on me. Momma said all God wanted from us was to love everybody, which didn’t make any sense when she said it, because some people are just too hard to love, but right then I saw how maybe you could. Well, maybe not love, exactly. I didn’t love Sharon-Rose, I just understood all of a sudden she wasn’t any more happy about things than I was.

“If he don’t come back,” she said, “if he don’t come back, maybe your momma and daddy will adopt me and I can be your sister.”

“Daddy will bring him back,” I said.

“Why’d he run away, Shiny?”

“I don’t know.” I couldn’t tell her he was afraid she’d burn him alive.

“When’d he set out?”

“I don’t know.”

“There’s not much you do know, is there? Well, he’s probably halfway to Timbuktu by now.”

“Where’s that?”

“I don’t know exactly. On the other side of the world, in China, I think. Where they got those big fat statues of men in diapers.”

Momma came out on the porch and stood beside me. She put a hand on my shoulder. She had just come out when we saw Daddy’s car come up the road. He and Bertram got out. Bertram was carrying his blue cardboard suitcase. He went straight to the toolshed and Daddy followed him inside.

“Ooohhh, he’s in for it now,” Sharon-Rose said. “Gonna get a whoopin’ now.” She sounded like her old self again.

Momma took us back inside. I felt just miserable, like I always did when Bertram was marched into the toolshed, which seemed to be happening a lot since Sharon-Rose came to live with us. Afterward, he went straight to our room and closed the door, and when I knocked he shouted at me to go away or he’d bash my head in. I went away.

The old ladies were the first to come, two to a car, because old ladies always traveled in pairs. Miss Willifred came with Miss Rachel, and Miss Willifred took charge the minute she hit the door. She told Daddy and Momma where to hang the banner and how to set the table and what table to put the punch bowl on. All the old ladies came in carrying plates and bowls covered with shiny foil, and soon you couldn’t see the white tablecloth for all the food. Miss Willifred said nobody needed more proof how badly the church needed a social hall because once everybody arrived we’d all be sitting in each other’s laps. Miss Rachel said no one listened to her when she suggested they rent the VFW hall. Nobody said anything to that, so I guess they still weren’t listening. Soon the whole house smelled like casserole and talcum. Miss Nadine came in wearing a blue dress with a white ribbon in her gray hair, carrying a folder full of sheet music. She plunked a few times on the piano and frowned. Her lipstick was painted outside her thin lips, and her face was chalky from all the powder, like someone had dumped a sack of flour over her head. She was all white, except for that blue dress; even her hands were white. She looked like a yard statue come to life. She lowered her head over the piano keys and plunked some more. She yelled over at Momma, “How long since you had this piano tuned?” and Momma said she didn’t know, and Miss Nadine yelled back, “What good is there in a piano if you won’t keep it tuned!” and Momma came over and said nobody ever played it once Bertram quit piano lessons because his teacher said his fingers were too short and fat and he was generally too awkward to ever play it well. Miss Nadine grabbed my hand and told Momma to look at my long, slender fingers, and Momma said I was too young, and Miss Nadine sniffed and said Mozart was writing whole symphonies at my age, and Momma said, “Well, then, it’s probably too late to start now.” Miss Nadine let me go and I got out of there as fast as I could. She had a hard grip for an old lady, and her hand was freezing cold.

I went outside and crawled under the porch. I laid on my stomach on the cool, hard-packed ground and watched through the latticework as the cars pulled up and parked by the curb. First the old men came, packed five or six to a car; they were the husbands of the old ladies inside who hadn’t lost a husband yet. The old men wore white suits and wide-brimmed straw hats. They all had carnations stuck in their lapels, and some leaned on canes and grumbled about the porch steps as they came up. There was Mr. Lattimer and Mr. Talbot and Mr. Crawley. There was Mr. Franks and Mr. Goddard and Mr. Michaels. Mr. Taylor came, and Mr. Shelby and Mr. Carlson, who was a deacon at the church like Daddy.

After the old men, the families came in their wood-paneled station wagons and low-slung cars with big, shiny tail fins. I saw some kids from my Sunday school class. There was Peter Hilliard in a brown jacket with patches on the elbows. There was Justin Lockhart with his little sister Emily pulling on his pants leg and yelling she had to pee. There was Christy Buchanon, who picked her nose when she thought nobody was looking, but I guess everybody does that, so you couldn’t fault her for it. There was John Listrom, who everybody called Jugs because of his big ears. I watched them through a big spiderweb that I was scared to pull down since I didn’t know how old it was and the spider might be close by and waiting to pounce the minute my hand touched the strands. Momma said I shouldn’t lay up under the porch because there might be black widows under there, and one bite from a black widow is the end of you. But I liked it under the porch. It was cool even on the hottest days, and though it was dark, it was a nice kind of dark. Not the kind of dark when the lightning hits at night and knocks out the electricity, but a comfortable kind of dark, like when you wake up having to pee and it’s still night, and after you pee you snuggle back down in your covers and you feel that hollow space in your gut where the pee used to be, and it feels so good, empty and warm, and the dark all around you that meant you didn’t have to get up yet; there was still a few minutes left to sleep and dream.

The older kids came up the drive next, the boys slouching along two or three to a group, glancing at the girls, who clustered around one another and giggled a lot. The girls wore yellow or pink or orange dresses. The boys wore blue or brown jackets, and their hair was long and slicked back, shining in the sun. Now everywhere I looked I saw cars; I guess the whole congregation had turned out for Pastor’s party, and all Homeland besides. Except the black people. There weren’t any black people at our church, and once I asked Momma why that was, and she said because they have their own church. Black people were lucky that way. They had their own church and their own school. They had their own private seats at the diner downtown. They even had their own bathrooms and water fountains. Nobody could use them except other black people. Daddy said they had all been slaves once, but there was a war about it, and then they weren’t slaves anymore. Maybe that’s why they had all those private things now, to make up for it. I was curious about black people. They all seemed friendly enough, but there was something right behind their yellow-looking eyes and bright teeth that was lost and angry, something like the look Miss Mavis had in the church that day with Sheriff Trimbul. There was an old black doorman at the bank where Daddy worked who said hello when you came in and tipped his hat to you and held the door open for the old ladies. His name was Jasper Johnson, and he called me Mr. Robert Lee and he always had a sucker or a piece of gum for me when I came to visit Daddy. He wore a red jacket and black pants with a thin stripe down each leg, and his shoes were shiny enough to comb your hair in. “Now don’t you tell your daddy,” he would whisper, bending over to look me eye to eye. “It be our secret, you an’ me.” His breath smelled like oranges. He liked to show me tricks too. He could make a quarter come out of my ear or flip it so it always came up heads. Jasper Johnson was the only black person I knew to talk to. On the night of the fire some black people came to watch, but they stood apart from the white people, and their children played on the dirt road like they came out every night and played in the light of a house-fire.

There was a bunch of clumping and bumping over my head, and for a minute I was scared the floor would fall down on me from the weight of all those people. You think you live in a little town till everybody in it is inside your house.

I heard Momma calling from right above me, “Robert Lee! Robert Lee Parker! Shiny!” I scrambled out the side where the latticework was broken, and she was standing with her hands on her hips. She fussed at me for crawling under the porch on today of all days. Pastor and Daddy would be here any minute. She took me by the shoulders and pushed me back into the house, guiding me through the knots of people standing around. She took me to the bathroom and washed me up. She was wearing a white apron over her dress. Her hair was up in a bun and she smelled like vanilla. After I was washed and my face was stinging from the washcloth, she took me to our room and banged on the door until Bertram opened it.

“You’re not dressed,” Momma said.

Bertram said, “And I ain’t gettin’ dressed either.”

She pulled me past him into the room and took my Sunday suit out of the closet. “You do know how to pick your moments to vex me, Bertram Parker. Here I have a hundred guests in my home and you choose this moment to be contentious.”

“I ain’t doin’ nothin’ to you, Momma.”

Momma pulled my pants off. I lost my balance and fell back onto the bed. She said, “You are choosing to vex me, Bertram. You know better than to say ‘ain’t’ and ‘nothin’ and you’re saying it for the same reason you’re refusing to get dressed. So before you say anything else, you decide whether I should involve your father when he gets back home. Sit up, Robert Lee.”

She buttoned my white shirt.

“You’ve already been to the toolshed once today,” she said. She clipped my bow tie, pulling the ends of the collar down to hide the metal clasps. Her hands moved quick, like they always did when she was mad or in a hurry. Now she was both.

“You will discover in life that we are obliged to do things we find distasteful, Bertram,” she said. “Whether we must do it to please others or simply because if we don’t, no one else will. Today you are obliged to attend this party. Put on your pants, Robert Lee.”

I stood up and pulled on the long brown pants, and right away my legs began to itch.

“Now I’m telling you for the last time. Get dressed, Bertram. You have five minutes. Then I want both of you outside to greet the pastor when he arrives. They’ll be here any minute.”

She left the room. I sat back down on the bed, just another little kid dressed up like an old man. It didn’t feel right being dressed for Sunday on a Saturday. Bertram was standing by the closet, his arms folded across his chest. He saw me watching him and said, “What’re you looking at?” I looked down at my bare feet dangling over the edge of the bed. If you stare at your bare feet long enough they start to look strange, like flippers or long, flat hands with stubby, curled-up fingers. It starts to feel like they don’t belong to you, or they’re so strange-looking you wish they didn’t. I wondered if everything was that way, even things you saw a thousand times, since you never had much of a chance to sit around and stare at your own feet.

Bertram said, “What are you doing?”

“Staring at my feet.”

“Why?”

“They don’t look like they should belong to me.”

“My God, you’re weird.”

I got up and pulled my socks from the sock drawer. Bertram watched me like he had never seen me pull socks from the sock drawer before. I sat down on the bed and slipped on my socks. Bertram kept staring, and it started to feel funny, him watching me, till I felt like I had never done this before. Fresh socks feel good when you first put them on. I went to the closet and Bertram didn’t move; I had to step around him to reach my shoes. I walked back to the bed and sat down and worked on a knot in my laces. I kept my head down, but he was still watching me, I could feel it. The more I worked with it, the tighter the knot got. Bertram stared and I fumbled with the laces, and finally it got to be too much for me and I said, “Please, Bertram.”

“Please what?”

“Stop staring at me.”

“I’ll stare if I want. Whatcha gonna do to stop me?”

I didn’t know what I’d do, so I didn’t say anything.

“You know, Shiny,” he said, “sometimes I look at you and I just want to stomp your little fuzzy head into mush.”

I gave up on the knot and tried to force my foot into the shoe. It wouldn’t go; my heel was hanging out the back. I pulled that one off and slipped on the other one. My fingers felt thick as sausages trying to tie those laces.

“Oh, you’re such a good little boy,” Bertram said. “You’re so sweet and lovable, always doin’ what your momma says.”

I couldn’t see myself walking through our house full of people with one shoe in my hand, and if I asked Bertram to help me he’d probably shove that shoe into my mouth. I held it on my lap and sat still.

“Oh, now you’re going to cry, I suppose,” Bertram said. “What good has all that crying ever done you, Shiny? You cry and cry and cry. You cry every day. I can’t remember a day when you didn’t cry. Tell me what it ever got you, Shiny.”

I threw the shoe at him. It hit him smack in the middle of the forehead. He couldn’t believe I threw it, and I couldn’t believe I threw it. For a minute we just looked at each other, then he was on me. I guess I screamed, I don’t remember, but he wasn’t on me long before Momma pulled him off and threw him on his bed.

“He hit me with his shoe!” he screamed.

“He made fun of me!” I yelled.

“Hush now, both of you! What is in you to do this to me today, Bertram Parker?”

“What’s in me?!” Bertram screamed in her face. She slapped him hard across the cheek, and his face got red and puckered, and now he was crying, an angry, hateful crying while he stared up at her. He said something softly.

“What did you say?” Momma asked.

“I said, Where’s Shiny’s slap, for hitting me with his shoe?”

She made like she was going to hit him again. I said, “I did, Momma. I threw my shoe at him. It’s my fault, Momma. Don’t hit him any more, Momma. Please don’t hit him any more.”

She didn’t look at me.

“Get your clothes on, Bertram. Robert Lee, fetch me that shoe.”

I handed her the shoe and she had the knot out in two seconds. She handed it back to me and I slipped it on my foot as fast as I could. I decided I’d rather be in a houseful of people than alone in this room with Bertram. Momma put her hands on my shoulders and walked me out.

“You have five minutes, Bertram,” she said, and shut the door on him still sitting on his bed with his red screwed-up face and wet, shaking lips.

“I did throw my shoe at him, Momma,” I said.

“We’ll discuss it later,” she said.

We had to jiggle and duck and slide our way down the hall. Momma kept a firm hand on my shoulder or I would have been crushed. In the living room you couldn’t see the long table for all the people crowded around it. The air felt warm and heavy and shook from all the babbling. From nowhere big grown-up hands landed on my head and gave it a rub.

“Would you like a plate, Shiny?” Momma asked.

Just then the sewing room door opened and Miss Mavis came out with Sharon-Rose. Miss Mavis was wearing a white dress with lace around the collar and a white bow in her hair. She looked like the old Miss Mavis, before the fire came and made her sad. Sharon-Rose wore a pink dress with a pink bow in her hair. She looked about as comfortable in a dress as I would. Miss Mavis was all alive, smiling and laughing and hugging everybody, and her big eyes danced, and somehow her being so alive and pretty made everybody else seem small and dull, like they were all behind some foggy piece of glass; and you could see the other ladies move away from her after a smile or a hello, dropping their eyes just a little while the men fought with the crowd to get near her. Momma left my side and disappeared into the kitchen. I saw Sharon-Rose eyeing me, so I ducked behind a fat lady’s butt. I made my way to the front of the room and crouched by the window so I could watch for Daddy.

I peeked through the blinds. The light outside was angry-bright, glinting off the car chrome and windshields, stabbing my eyes with little darts of light. The earth had rolled to snuggle against the sun, and heat puddles shone on the dirt road. The front door flew open and a girl in a bright orange dress jumped into the room, “They’re here! They’re here!” she yelled. The old ladies moved around the room, in that quick, jittery way old ladies have, shushing everybody and flapping their thin, spotty hands palms down, like they were patting the air. And the teenaged kids piled in from the porch. I had to snatch my hand back quick before one of them stepped on it. I felt someone beside me. It was Bertram. He was wearing his Sunday suit and had a mark on his forehead like a tiny triangle where my shoe hit him. He looked like a picture I saw in a book of a Hindu. I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t say anything. He wasn’t looking at me, anyway. He was staring out the window.

The room was quiet now, as quiet as a room full of a hundred people can get. A few old ladies were still shush, shushing, though they were the only ones talking. Momma, Miss Mavis, and Sharon-Rose were standing right in front of the door. Miss Mavis had her hands folded in front of her, like a bride stands at the altar, and Sharon-Rose stood with her head down, kind of pigeon-toed, her face hidden by her falling blond hair.

Beside me, Bertram said, “There they are.”

They came slowly up the drive, weaving between the parked cars, a tall man in a black hat and a smaller man with a white robe or poncho hung over his thin shoulders, his face down, his arm through the crooked elbow of the tall man, who was my daddy, and in the white-robed man’s other hand was a wooden cane.

It hurt just to watch Pastor walk, he moved so slow. He walked like he was slogging through knee-deep mud. For some reason Bertram started whispering, “God, God, God, oh God,” and he must have said it a hundred times by the time Pastor and Daddy reached the front porch. They were out of our sight now, but you could hear the clumps on the stairs and then on the wooden boards. There was the heavy clumps of their feet, and the light clumps of the cane hitting the boards. Clump-clump, clump-clump, clump-clump. Clump. The room now was completely still and perfectly quiet. Even the old ladies had stopped shushing and Bertram had stopped praying. There was only two sounds in the world now: the clumps outside and my own heart, clumping in my chest.

The pastor had finally come home.
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