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Praise for Racing the Rain


“[A] celebration of the purity of the sport.”


—Fort Worth Star-Telegram

“For a young man or woman, the twenty-first-century onslaught against purity and potential offers very few havens, but John L. Parker, Jr.’s lovely novel Racing the Rain reminds us that within amateur sports, especially a good footrace, all of us, athletes and spectators alike, might find what is most valuable in any life—the spirit to accomplish impossible things.”

—Bob Shacochis, National Book Award winner and author of The Woman Who Lost Her Soul

“Much of the intrigue of the book lies in discovering how Cassidy developed into the elite runner he became, when and how his talent revealed itself, and how he came to recognize his extraordinary ability to focus, train, and endure pain with purpose. But Racing the Rain offers myriad other delights, not the least of which is the friendship Cassidy strikes up with a (real-life) swamp man named Trapper Nelson. . . . [The book is] loaded with elegance and evocative writing. . . . A worthy, compelling, and satisfying conclusion to the Quenton Cassidy trilogy.”

—Paste Magazine

“In Racing the Rain, John L. Parker, Jr., not only creates the indomitable Quenton Cassidy but perfectly captures the world that teaches him to be so enduring. From diving the Atlantic deeps to paddling the intracoastal waterways, young Cassidy develops the metabolism of a champion. Parker shows that the wilds of his beloved Loxahatchee River are just as good a cradle for a miler as the Colorado mountains or the Oregon woods. I was with him all the way.” 


—Kenny Moore, former senior writer, Sports Illustrated, and 1968 and 1972 Olympic marathoner


“I absolutely loved this book. . . . Filled with vivid descriptions that tingle the senses, Racing the Rain is a story of innocence and coming of age, and of ignoring self-doubt and overcoming limitations imposed by others. John L. Parker, Jr., shows us that with hard work, perseverance, friendships, and loyalty, dreams do come true.” 

—Marshall Ulrich, extreme endurance athlete and author of Running on Empty: An Ultramarathoner’s Story of Love, Loss, and a Record-Setting Run Across America

“If you liked the way Parker captured the endurance, determination, and mind-set of elite training in Once a Runner, you’ll appreciate Racing the Rain.”


—Northwest Runner magazine

“If you, too, are a Quenton Cassidy geek, you must read the prequel to John L. Parker, Jr.’s classic novel, Once a Runner. It’s called Racing the Rain and it evocatively reveals why Cassidy became consumed with ‘The Trial of Miles; Miles of Trials.’ ”


—David Willey, Runner’s World


For Ramsey W. Dulin, Esq., and Caldwell W. Smith, MD,
Friends of My Youth, who were there . . .


It’s a treat, being a long-distance runner, out in the world by yourself . . .

—Alan Sillitoe, The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Some characters and situations in this book were inspired by actual people and historical events, though I have used (and perhaps misused) them in entirely fictional ways. Seemingly, the most obviously “made-up” character in the book would have to be Trapper Nelson, of course. Rest assured, dear reader, that this amazing being lived and breathed and walked upon this earth.


CHAPTER 1



THE VERY EDGE OF THINGS

The first- and second-fastest kids in the second grade stood at the end of Rosedale Street in the early June heat, their bird chests heaving, asphalt fumes stinging their noses. They were so thin a mesh of blue veins showed under brown skin.

“It’s cuh-cuh-coming,” the smaller boy said, nodding toward the angry purple smudge on the horizon behind them. His skull was slightly elongated, somehow giving him a studious air.

“Couple minutes,” said the other, taller but just as brown and skinny, scrunching his bare toes into the sun-softened tar.

It would have been difficult for an adult to appreciate their boundless sense of possibilities as they stood waiting: the vastness of the coming summer, the endless expanse of school years ahead, the insignificance of their tiny lives when measured against any grown-up conception of time.

But for now they were simply oblivious to everything but the dark specter approaching Rosedale Street.

The sky darkened suddenly, and from nowhere a chilly wind began whipping through the Spanish moss in the live oaks across Bumby Avenue, raising goose bumps on their forearms. The boys leaned into a half crouch with hands on knees and waited.

The first fat drops splatted on the roadway, making little hissy puffs of steam, and as they began landing on the boys’ skin, a crack of thunder split the sky. They took off down the street in a blur of spindly legs and arms.

They were fairly evenly matched but were not really racing each other as much as simply trying to stay ahead of the deluge at their heels.

This moment always seemed magical to them: a bright tropical day loomed in front as a purple monsoon came on from behind. And they were thrilled as only children can be thrilled to exist for a moment at the very edge of things, at the buzzy existential margin of all possibilities. One might go fetch a Popsicle or be struck by lightning or live to a well-tended old age with golf clubs in the trunk. Whirl was king and all was in play.

All they knew was that for this moment in time they were racing the rain, and they were laughing laughing laughing.


CHAPTER 2



ANTS

The skinniest of the boys was named Quenton Cassidy. The year before, in the first grade, he had marched up to his gangly bespectacled best friend Stiggs at recess and announced: “I’m the fastest kid in first grade.”

“No, you aren’t,” Stiggs said. “He is.”

He was pointing to Demski, a spindly creature with an oblong skull and a crew cut so severe as to make his hair invisible. He was squatting in the roots of a huge live oak next to the jungle bars, enthralled by a very active colony of red ants. Demski lived on Homer Circle two blocks from Cassidy, and because his mom wouldn’t let him play pickup football, no one had paid him much attention. When they marched over, Demski didn’t look up.

“Whatcha doin’, looking at ants?” Cassidy said.

Demski nodded.

“What are they up to?” Stiggs said.

Demski shrugged. “Buh-buh-buh-building stuff, I guess.”

Cassidy and Stiggs leaned over to get a better look.

“There sure are a lot of them,” Cassidy said.

Demski nodded.

“He wants to race you,” Stiggs said. “He says he’s the fastest kid in first grade.”

“Okay,” said Demski without enthusiasm.

Several other kids had gathered around because three people watching ants apparently constituted some kind of quorum.

“Race, race!” they chanted.

“Monkey bars to home plate on the first diamond,” said Stiggs, assuming authority as usual. “I say, ‘Ready, set, go,’ and you take off. Randleman, you go stand at home in case it’s close, which it won’t be.”

Randleman, a sturdy, good-natured kid, loped off.

“Ready. Set. Go!” said Stiggs. Demski took off, but Cassidy was holding his hand up.

“Time out!” he said. “Kings X! I need to take my shoes off. I have to run barefoot.” Demski circled back, eyeing Cassidy dispassionately as he removed his Thom McAns and the ridiculous argyle socks his mother made him wear because they were a Christmas present from his great-aunt Mary and she had diabetes.

“All right, dammit,” said Stiggs, who was just learning to cuss. “Take your damn shoes off. Anything else you need? Want to change your clothes or have a little snack?” The small crowd laughed. Stiggs, everyone agreed, was the wittiest kid in first grade.

When Cassidy was finally ready and he and Demski were crouched side by side, Stiggs held his arm in the air dramatically.

“Ready. Set. Go!” Apropos of nothing, he added another “Dammit.”

Ed Demski really was the fastest kid in first grade, so it wasn’t much of a contest, though Cassidy surprised everyone by making it close.

Stiggs was standing by the monkey bars, arms folded smugly across his chest, as Cassidy came back to get his shoes and socks, still panting.

“What do you say now, big mouth?” Stiggs said as the bell rang.

Cassidy sat on the ground with spindly legs crossed, vigorously shaking sand out of a shoe. He looked up at Stiggs and brightened.

“Hey, Stiggs,” he said, “guess what? I’m the second-fastest kid in first grade!”


CHAPTER 3



PARCHED

They were always thirsty.

It would be ninety-two in the shade by midmorning and they would stop their front yard ball game and disperse to houses known to serve Kool-Aid, returning with faint clown smiles of various flavors. Or they would gobble plasticky water from the hose after running it for a while to get all the hot out. At the school gym they’d take a break from the shirts-and-skins basketball game to crowd around the rumbling old watercooler, urging the guy in front to goddamn hurry up! Hey, spaz, leave some for the fish! Hey, ya big jerk, you’re not a camel!

Sometimes they’d see the edges of a little grin protruding from either side of the pencil-thin stream of frigid water, and they’d go thirst crazy.

“Dammit, Stiggs!” And a writhing body would be pulled away from the fountain and briefly pummeled.

If anyone had money, they would race their bicycles through the wavy afternoon heat to the A&W, where the root beer mugs were frozen so solidly they gave off smoke in the afternoon heat and at some point a perfectly round medallion of ice would detach from the bottom and float majestically up through the bubbles to bob around in the foamy surface before being crunched by little teeth. Sometimes they’d pedal to Palm Drugs for a five-cent Pepsi, which the soda jerk would have to mix manually and which they would nurse for a half hour or more, not leaving the blessed air-conditioning until they had pried the last melting morsel of ice from the bottom of the glass with a straw.

Food mattered little to them and they tried not to waste too much time at their Formica kitchen tables, but their thirst was another matter. It would make them so desperate they would sometimes gulp water right from the lake or the river they were swimming in, despite admonitions from adults.

He and Stiggs and Randleman were on Rosedale Street; Joe and Johnny Augenblick, proprietors of a decent backyard basketball court, were one street over on Betty Drive, as were Buddy Lockridge and Billy Claytor. Demski was two blocks away on Homer Circle. The girls were playmates of last resort, but some of them were okay: Libby Claytor, Patty Robertson, Bonnie Johnson, and of course the adorable Maria DaRosa. They even knew some kids from six and seven blocks away, all the way up to Chelsea Street and Christy Avenue, though they seemed a bit foreign and exotic.

Cassidy was vaguely proud that his own roots went deeper than most of the others’, whose families came after the war, pouring back down to the sunny reptile farms and honky-tonk beaches dad had discovered in boot camp or flight school. Many were among the new breed of electronic warrior more at home with soldering irons, capacitors, and resistors than with guns and tanks. They worked on Air Force radar at Fort Murphy or Navy sonar at Lake Gem Mary or on one of dozens of cold war projects up and down the state, some as civilians, some still “in.” Others came down to start businesses or to take jobs in the newly awakened economy. No one had heard the term “baby boom,” but they were all nonetheless in the business of producing offspring, herds of skinny young’uns who grew up in baking pastel cinder-block houses in those wondrous days when air-conditioning was just a cruel rumor.

Cassidy would never forget endless summer nights perspiring on damp sheets, the faint hope of sleep just a fever dream. The droning arc of the rotating fan would bring a few seconds of blessed relief before sweeping past and lingering uselessly for a moment at the far end of its cycle.

Most of the children around Rosedale Street had never hurled a snowball, but they had flung many a rotten orange. That was one reason they loved winter, when the heat would finally back off, and abundant ammunition lay all around on the ground, courtesy of the remnants of the old citrus groves their houses were built among.

Most of the year they lived like simians, sometimes sitting right in the trees while munching on the flora. Or they would pull fruit from limbs as they ran by: loquats, a kind of sweet yellow plum with a single big seed; Brazilian cherries, which were miniature red-orange pumpkins that grew on hedges and were sweet but had a slightly nasty aftertaste; pink-fleshed guavas and red-yellow mangoes; fat little fig bananas; and of course citrus of all kinds, most of which dropped unnoticed from ignored trees. After a few days the oranges were mushy and fermented, perfect for rendering friends and enemies sticky, smelly, and spoiling for revenge. Mothers did a lot of laundry.

They got sandspurs in their feet, sunburns on their backs, and boils all over from the sandy soil. They were bitten by mosquitoes, chiggers, and occasionally each other. They were as at home in water as they were on land, and by the age of twelve many of them had landed their first sailfish or marlin. Most could throw a cast net, paddle a canoe, and handle a gaff.

In the happy midpoint of the twentieth century, Quenton Cassidy and the other kids on Rosedale Street grew up this way in Citrus City, a pebble toss away from the Atlantic Ocean, in the southern part of a coral peninsula the Spaniards named for flowers.


CHAPTER 4



NUCLEAR OBLIVION

By third grade, softball had become Cassidy’s second-favorite sport, so there was nothing unusual about being still sweaty from a before-school game of scrub. This morning it made his iron-hard desk seat even more uncomfortable than usual, not helped by the fact that he’d picked up some well-placed grains of sand in his underwear sliding into home for no particular reason.

A determined bumblebee was trying to bump his way through one of the window screens, and Cassidy watched it with interest as he desperately maneuvered his itchy butt cheeks around.

Mrs. Chickering, whose elaborately rhinestoned eyeglasses lent wings to her pretty dark eyes, was going on and on about the exports of Paraguay. She stopped in midsentence, marking her place with a forefinger and lowering her book. She focused her lovely eyes on Cassidy with ill-concealed exasperation.

“Quenton, do you need the hall pass?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Then will you please stop squirming?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The class tittered, as it always did when someone got in trouble. Mrs. Chickering went back to discussing “hardwoods,” a mystery to Cassidy. It seemed to him that wood in general was hard (his satanic desk seat being a case in point), and if it wasn’t, then what good was it anyway? What use could possibly be made of soft wood?

Such are the diversions of a lively child stunned by humidity and boredom. Trying to take his mind from his inflamed backside, he surreptitiously kept track of the relentless bee.

At long last Mrs. Chickering put her book away and picked up a mimeographed sheet from her desk.

“All right, children, we have art after lunch, so Miss Baskind will be here. I expect that you will be well-behaved ladies and gentlemen and that no one will have to come fetch me from the teachers’ lounge,” she said. An excited murmur swept through the room. Everyone liked art.

“All right, settle down. In a few minutes we will be heading to assembly. As always, there will be no talking once we are in line, and no talking while we are marching to the auditorium. Does everyone understand that? Carl Wagner? Olivia Lattermore? Quenton Cassidy?”

The class chatterboxes dutifully muttered assent, but Mrs. Chickering paused for an interminable few seconds to emphasize her point. Not before everyone was suitably uncomfortable did she continue reading from the sheet.

“This morning in the auditorium we will see a movie from the United States Office of Civil Defense featuring Bert, the civil defense turtle. After assembly we will spend fifteen minutes practicing the duck-and-cover drills that we learn about in the movie.”

More murmuring now. This was shaping up to be a pretty good day. Any event that broke the monotony of memorizing the exports of South American countries was entirely welcome. No one really knew what civil defense was, but Bert was apparently a cartoon turtle of some kind, and anything having to do with cartoons, even a government turtle, was good.

It was the most natural thing in the world to Quenton Cassidy, his classmates, and everyone he knew, to be living in a booming, vaguely militarized postwar America that went to bed dreaming not only of Amana freezers and Mohawk carpeting, but also of mushroom clouds and foreign paratroopers.

The current boogeyman was the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, commonly referred to as “the Russians,” a theoretically Marxist operation that in actuality was an entire society organized around the guiding principles of the United States Post Office.

The Soviets couldn’t for the life of them produce a decent pair of Levi’s or a grade of toilet paper that didn’t actually draw blood, but they at least knew how to make big old scary rockets, and so that’s exactly what they did.

Their counterparts on our side did likewise, and so, thanks to the world’s grown-ups, Cassidy and his classmates were obliged to drill for the apocalypse.

The eerie wail of the air-raid siren would send them scrunching up under their desktops and placing their tiny hands on top of their barely closed fontanels, ostensibly safe now from instant incineration, shock wave trauma, and a general hosing down with gamma rays.

From this position Cassidy once spotted Ed Demski across the row, arms folded dutifully over his asymmetrical noggin, eyes bulging from either terror or strain, Cassidy couldn’t tell which. When he was sure he had Ed’s eye, Cassidy widened his eyes and placed the tips of his index fingers into his ears and made the universal kid noise for a massive explosion.

Ed immediately went into head-thumping paroxysms under his desk, silenced only by the sudden upside-down appearance of a narrowed pair of winged eyes belonging to a very cross Mrs. Chickering. The two were unceremoniously dispatched to Principal Fravel’s office in the care of a smirking hall monitor.

Mr. Fravel tried to make himself seem appropriately stern and authoritarian but understood at some deep and fundamental level that it was something of a miracle these two waifs were even capable of mocking one of the most fundamental and sacrosanct principles of education in mid-twentieth-century America: that there was to be no talking or horseplay during a nuclear holocaust.


CHAPTER 5



CHURCH

School desks were one thing, but church pews seemed ever harder to small children with no personal padding where it counted. Surely they were made from a kind of hardwood Paraguay would be proud to export. Thus, some of Cassidy’s most torturous and mind-numbing moments on earth were spent on the rock-hard pews of the un-air-conditioned Reeves Memorial Methodist Church. This was despite his mother furiously fanning them both with a wooden stick–handled cardboard oval displaying an advertisement for Anderson’s Dry Cleaners on South Orange Blossom Trail (“For Your Sunday Best—and All the Rest!”).

Stiggs went to the same church as Cassidy, but Randleman was—in Stiggs’s words—a “half-assed Catholic”—i.e., an Episcopalian, and went to St. Matthew’s downtown. Demski was, however, an almost unheard-of real Catholic, and it was on his account—and that of two others—that they all ate fish sticks on Friday.

But every Sunday, pious little Cassidy, suffocating in his clip-on bow tie and starched short-sleeved white shirt, listened dazedly to some deluded or cynical mountebank go on and on about the Annunciation, the Holy Trinity, or the Ascension. Cassidy was besotted for a while by the airy nuances of Protestant theological doubletalk, but then Demski showed up at school one Monday morning spouting authoritatively about “t-t-t-transubstantiation.” Cassidy didn’t think the Methodists had any ecclesiastical terms with that many syllables, so for a while he was pretty sure he was a Catholic. Seething at the idea that she had unknowingly raised a little papist under her own roof, his mother bit her tongue for the three Sundays in a row Cassidy attended Mass with the Demskis.

Little Cassidy, though he was truly entranced by the Latin gobbledygook and the profusion of robes, miters, crucifixes, and other fabulous pagan paraphernalia, soon returned to the fold, however, pronouncing that his knees just couldn’t take it.

It wasn’t until years later, in his freshman comparative religion class, that he read a chapter from a book called Religion from Tolstoy to Camus titled “The Dark Side of Religion.” One paragraph read, “The Protestant Calvin burned [at the stake] the scholarly Servetus for holding that Jesus was ‘the eternal son of God,’ rather than ‘the son of the eternal God.’ ”

It seemed to Cassidy fairly harsh punishment for the misplacement of an adjective, even if the point were granted. Perhaps Servetus had made a typo.

But that, as far as Cassidy was concerned, was just the icing on a frightening cake of apostate immolations, witch torturings, and child sacrifices that Christianity had proudly authored in its early days.

His mother, however, made no exceptions for budding heretics, so he attended church and Sunday school regularly, messed around with Stiggs in the Fellowship Hall, and never missed the potluck suppers. No one ever made baked beans as well as the ladies at Reeves Memorial.


CHAPTER 6



REGGIE HARRIS

Cassidy lolled in the grass in Carl Wagner’s front yard, waiting to fight Reggie Harris.

Now in the sixth grade, he was used to being picked on because of his small size and big mouth, but this animosity from Reggie was a surprise. They had been friends in the second and third grades, trading comic books and playing at each other’s houses. They drifted apart but were still more or less friendly. Now all of a sudden it was, “Hey, let’s fight.”

“How come?” Cassidy said.

Reggie just shrugged. “See you at Carl Wagner’s after school,” he said, going back to his disheveled desk as the bell rang.

So Cassidy sat with Stiggs and Randleman and Stiggs’s freckle-faced little brother, Timmy, who was, pound for pound, tougher than all of them, and who was now all but vibrating in anticipation. He would have gladly taken on Reggie Harris by himself.

“You stay out of this or I’ll kill you,” Cassidy told him. And to Stiggs: “Watch him, okay?”

“Here they come,” said Stiggs. “I’ll go get Carl Wagner.”

“He’s in his bedroom working on his P-51. He’s putting the decals on today but he said to come get him.”

“Did he get the Revell or the Aurora one?”

“I don’t know. The cool British one.”

Carl Wagner had been working on it all week, showing up in Miss Leydon’s class every morning with dried Testors cement on his fingertips. The dark-complected Carl Wagner, whose parents were Lebanese immigrants, was an important personage at Fern Creek Elementary because his house was right across the street from the school. Also, both his parents worked, so many important after-school events were staged at his house. No one knew why he was always referred to by both names, never just “Carl” or “Wagner.”

“Tell him Reggie’s coming and he’s bringing his brothers,” Cassidy said.

Randleman did a rolling back flip to his hands and knees and hopped up as the shirtless Reggie and the two older boys sauntered up. Timmy glowered at the three of them but sat still.

“You ready?” Reggie said.

“I guess,” said Cassidy, climbing to his feet and starting to take his shirt off.

Reggie tackled him around the waist and drove him back to the ground, his buzz-cut brown head buried under Cassidy’s sternum. When they hit the ground, it felt like Reggie’s thick forehead proceeded on down to tap the inside of Cassidy’s spine, forcing every molecule of air out of his body.

Tears of shock welled in his eyes and he tried to push Reggie’s head away so he could get his breath back, but Reggie kept flailing at him, keeping him pinned and helpless. He began to panic when he couldn’t loosen his diaphragm enough to take a breath. He was vaguely aware of Dickie Harris urging Reggie on, but he also heard Carl Wagner’s voice saying, “Let him up, this isn’t fair.” Stiggs was already holding his squirming little brother around the waist.

Fairness was a big thing in their world.

They were both undersized, wiry as lynxes, skinned-knee tough and a little on the grimy side even before the fight began. But with Reggie it looked more worked-in, with several layers of kid soil not often disturbed by enforced bathing. He was already showing traces of the deep-seated resentment and sullenness that would almost certainly one day blossom into full-blown sociopathy.

He came by it honestly, however, growing up in a low-income housing area called Sunrise Estates, where he shared a run-down cottage with his cigarette-sneaking brothers and a permanently hair-rollered, TV-obsessed mother. Their father had gone back to upstate New York to paint barns, and their mother’s life now centered around The Guiding Light, S&H Green Stamps, and the very same comic books her children read.

Some algorithm deep in Reggie Harris’s frontal lobes had apparently worked out that he was doomed.

For the time being he was merely nursing a mean streak that Quenton Cassidy suddenly found himself on the business end of. Down the road waiting for Reggie would be a succession of defeated teachers, outmanned social workers, and bored cops who would form the conduit through which Reggie and his mean streak would be processed through the elaborate drainage system of the Republic. Much of this even an innocent like Quenton Cassidy somehow understood on a primal level, but it availed him not a whit at the moment.

In desperation, he began rocking Reggie from side to side until he got him off balance enough to dump him over. Then he got to his hands and knees and tried to draw that impossible first breath. Reggie was instantly on his knees beside him, holding him in a headlock and swinging uppercuts at his rib cage.

The deep, noisy first breath came at long last, ragged and painful but quelling his panic. He might live after all, but he was still so shaky and desperate for air that he was having to will himself not to start bawling out of frustration and self-pity. It would have been, really, the worst thing he could do. His friends would be humiliated and everybody in school would know about it the next day. In their little society there was precious little sympathy for a crybaby.

He began to feel real anger toward Reggie Harris for the first time. This was something new. Most fights were semi-lighthearted scuffles more like his losing wrestling matches with Stiggs and Randleman. This felt different.

“Work the body! Work the body!” cried Donnie Harris. Cassidy wasn’t sure what that meant exactly, but it was obvious Reggie was getting more than encouragement from the peanut gallery, and it finally dawned on Cassidy what this was all about: his siblings had been trying to toughen Reggie up for the coming Rat Wars, and the undersized Cassidy must have seemed a good early palooka.

Cassidy looked over at Reggie and saw him winding up to deliver the coup de grâce. Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion now, and Cassidy easily ducked under the roundhouse, feeling the air whiffing above him as the blow sailed over.

He realized something else as he scrambled to his feet and turned to face his tormentor: Reggie wasn’t that good at this. Cassidy knew that he was not only quicker than Reggie, but he wasn’t breathing as hard. Maybe Reggie had already picked up some of his brothers’ bad habits.

Now Reggie was huffing and puffing just as Cassidy was getting back to breathing normally again. Yes, he remembered, this is how it goes.

Reggie let go another roundhouse right so far off the mark Cassidy didn’t even bother to duck. No wonder Reggie needed his brothers to egg him on. Cassidy felt something almost like pity for him and his squalid little life, but anger still gripped him.

When Reggie got ready to try the right again, Cassidy saw an opening and stepped in and hit him hard in the midsection with his left hand, sinking his little knot of a fist into the declivity under Reggie’s sternum that Cassidy’s cousin Henry called “the solar plexus, your opponent’s secret off switch.”

Reggie’s face lost its sneer and turned into a comic aggregation of circles, round eyes, and round mouth inside a round face. His hands dropped as he grabbed his knees and began struggling for breath, just as Cassidy had. Red faced now, he looked up at Cassidy almost in disbelief, and for a very brief moment Cassidy saw in his eyes something he was not expecting: a look of the old rapport they had had in their comic-book-trading days.

Cassidy lost a lot of his anger then, but not his will to finish this. As he stepped toward Reggie, thinking to get him in a headlock and wring the rest of the fight out of him, Reggie’s middle brother, Dickie, stepped between them.

“All right, round one. Time-out,” he said. He had an unfiltered cigarette behind his left ear, and he was barefoot. He had a ballpoint “tattoo” on his biceps of a cross overlaid with a dagger dripping a single drop of blood.

“Huh?” Cassidy said.

“It’s round one. Now we go to our corners and rest.”

“What corners?”

“It’s just what they call it. You seen the Friday Night Fights, ain’t you? Brought to you by Gillette blue blades in the handy dispenser? What’ll ya have, Pabst Blue Ribbon?” He was helping Reggie over to where the oldest brother, Donnie, sat in the grass, smoking a cigarette and looking disgusted. He was in high school and had a work-study job at a gas station.

“My dad drinks the beer that made Milwaukee famous,” Cassidy muttered to no one in particular. But maybe Dickie had a point. None of the fights at Fern Creek Elementary ever had “rounds,” but Cassidy had to admit he had seen them on TV.

Fingering several sore places on his face, he trudged over to where Randleman and Carl Wagner were lying in the grass poking at some kind of woolly caterpillar with a twig.

“Pretty neat!” said Carl Wagner. “You really pasted him good!”

“Why didn’t ya clean his clock when ya had the chance?” said Randleman.

“I don’t know. I guess we’re doing rounds,” Cassidy said.

“Rounds?” said Carl Wagner.

“Like boxing, on TV.”

“Aw, those old guys. Some of them are even bald! They don’t look tough to me,” said Randleman, hard to impress as usual.

“They don’t hit each other all that much,” Cassidy admitted. “They just kind of stand there and hug each other for a while and then the referee comes in and makes them stop. My dad likes it though.”

“Mine, too,” said Randleman. He had finally coaxed the caterpillar onto the twig and was holding it up for Cassidy to see. Carl Wagner reached over to run his finger down the bug’s furry back and everyone shivered in disgust.

Cassidy flopped on his back, watching the low clouds sliding across the blue summer sky. He was still breathing hard.

“I have to go finish my decals,” said Carl Wagner, chewing dried cement from his forefinger. “Are you guys going to fight any more?”

Cassidy shrugged.

Stiggs helped him up, and he and Cassidy walked over to where the Harris brothers were sitting. Randleman stayed to hold Timmy back, and Carl Wagner was given custody of the caterpillar.

“Okay, Reggie,” said Cassidy. “Ding goes the bell.”

Reggie looked up at him, glanced at his brothers, then looked away. Cassidy couldn’t believe it. He looked to Dickie, the apparent ringleader, for an explanation. Dickie looked away, too. The disgusted Donnie was already getting up to leave, rolling his pack of Luckies into the sleeve of his T-shirt.

“I’ll be ready in a minute,” said Reggie, trying to salvage something.

“I’m ready now,” said Cassidy.

Reggie didn’t say anything. Dickie was sitting cross-legged, looking down at the grass between his knees.

“I’m going to count to ten, then screw you guys, I’m going home,” said Cassidy. “One, two, three . . .”

Reggie wasn’t going to get up, any fool could see that. But Cassidy felt he had to do something to give this nonevent some kind of arguable conclusion, so no one could ever say he chickened out.

When he finished counting and Reggie hadn’t moved—hadn’t even looked at him—Cassidy returned to the others. Carl Wagner was showing the caterpillar to his little sister, Suzie, who had wandered over with her so-called babysitter, Maria DaRosa, who wasn’t much older than she was.

“What are you going to do with him?” Suzie asked.

“Well, we thought about eating him for dinner,” said Randleman.

Her eyes widened and she studied the others, ever on the alert for teasing. “You wouldn’t!”

“They might,” said Maria DaRosa. “Boys are pretty stupid, you know.”

“Why not?” said Randleman. “Course, you have to skin them first.” More wide eyes.

“Cut it out, Randleman,” said Cassidy. “They’re not going to eat him, Suzie.” Randleman was just trying to impress Maria, who was almost as good an athlete as most of the boys. But Cassidy knew she didn’t impress easily.

“We could,” said Carl Wagner defensively. “My uncle Cliff said they eat bugs in survival school. He’s a Ranger. And they had to drink water out of a stream that had green stuff growing in it!”

They all made noises of disgust. Citrus City had lots of lakes, but they were mostly clean. It was hard indeed to imagine how gross it would be to drink green slime, though they would have gladly watched someone else do it.

“Besides eating caterpillars, what are you all doing?” asked Maria DaRosa.

“Having a fight,” said Cassidy.

“With who?”

“Reggie Harris.”

“Where is he?”

Cassidy gestured behind him, but when he looked, Reggie and his brothers were gone.

“Come on, Suzie,” said Maria DaRosa. “Boys are stupid and boring.”


CHAPTER 7



WILD MAN

Cassidy stopped paddling with a nicety of judgment that allowed the canoe to glide the rest of the way, finally scrunching up onto the small beach on the intracoastal near the mouth of the Loxahatchee River.

His first love was now basketball, but he was small and skinny and regularly got trounced by the likes of Stiggs and Randleman, both of whom won much admiration on their junior high team. Cassidy, on the other hand, had had to skulk shamefacedly away from the list pinned to the bulletin board in the gym. He had not even made the first cut.

What he was good at was holding his breath underwater, at first a worthless skill until he found useful tasks to do while submerged, such as procuring various forms of dinner. He learned that grown-ups would shower him with high praise and rewards when he returned from water sports with one or more interesting entrées. He had become expert in the use of different kinds of pole spears and spear guns, but his favorite weapon was the Hawaiian sling, a sort of underwater slingshot.

Cassidy stowed the paddle in the back and took in the silence, resting in effort-induced contentment. The only sounds came from lapping wavelets and the light metallic scraping of a half dozen orange spiny lobsters in the front of the boat. Shirtless and barefoot, he got out carefully and—tides being second nature to him—pulled the boat up until it mostly lay on dry white sand, wrapping the painter round and round a cypress root. Fetching his net equipment bag from the boat, he dragged it over to a hurricane-felled palm tree and sat.

This was a good spot for mangrove snappers, but because they would be small, he decided against the Hawaiian sling he had been using all morning and instead began putting his pole spear together.

He didn’t hear the slightest sound, but when he looked up from his task, he was staring straight into the eyes of the largest and scariest-looking creature he had ever seen, either in real life or in the movies. And he had seen an angry hammerhead shark in real life.

Cassidy’s mouth dropped open, and though every molecule of his being was poised to flee, he didn’t move. He stared wordlessly at the apparition.

It was obviously a man of some kind but unlike any he had ever seen. Cassidy’s father was over six feet tall, but this man would have dwarfed him. And he was so muscular he looked like a caricature from the weight-gain comic book ads. The man was shiny from sweat and river water and was deeply tanned. Swamp muck coated his bare legs up to his knees. Cassidy was horrified to see a huge red leech attached to his thigh. He wore only cutoff army fatigues, dilapidated combat boots, no socks, and greasy burlap bags tied around his ankles. A sweaty reddish bandana circled his forehead. When he moved, Cassidy could see every strand of muscle gliding beneath taut skin.

Over one shoulder he carried a pair of wire animal traps, and over the other a live alligator that looked to be about four feet long, mouth neatly taped shut with electrical tape and feet bound together by pieces of clothesline. Tucked into his waist was a burlap bag full of something wiggling.

“Mind if I have a drink?”

The apparition dropped the traps where he stood, gesturing at Cassidy’s canteen, which he handed over wordlessly. In one long gulp the swamp man all but drained it before handing it back without comment. Cassidy noticed the man’s eyes held no malice, just intelligence and mild amusement, and he slowly let out some of the air he’d been holding.

The man placed the alligator gently under the shade of a palmetto bush, pulled the burlap bag from his belt, and tossed it down next to Cassidy before sitting matter-of-factly on the log beside him.

“You’re that Cassidy kid,” he said.

Cassidy stared, still wide-eyed, before noticing movement at his feet. He looked down to see a small head poking tentatively out of the burlap bag. He involuntarily jumped when he saw it was a snake.

“Just black snakes,” the man said. He was holding a handful of powdery sand against the big leech on his leg, drying it out. After a few moments he carefully peeled off the now white-coated creature and tossed it out into the water.

“Darn things,” he said. “Must have picked him up setting traps in Otter Creek. But I guess even leeches gotta make a living.”

Cassidy sat back down next to the burlap bag, peering at the little creature now trying to slither out. He reached down in one motion and caught the snake behind the head and pulled it smoothly out of the bag, holding it up in front of him to admire. The swamp man watched him, saying nothing.

“He’s pretty small, just a baby,” Cassidy said. The snake coiled around his wrist. Its skin was a beautiful greenish-black in a beam of strong sunlight.

“Found a whole nest of them about a mile upriver.”

Cassidy nodded, held the snake up again, then opened the bag and dropped it back in, twisting it several times and wrapping the top back up under the bottom to prevent more escape attempts.

“I see you got some bugs this morning.” The swamp man gestured toward the canoe, where the lobsters were still noisily scraping at their aluminum jail.

“Yes, sir.”

“They say you can go to forty feet and stay awhile. That true?”

“I guess maybe by the end of the summer. Can’t right now. These were only at twenty feet or so, right along the inner reef line.”

The stranger looked at him, and Cassidy had the distinct impression he was being appraised.

“I know your dad,” the man said finally. “And your uncle Joe. You don’t have to be afraid of me, son. I’m Trapper Nelson.”

Cassidy had been hearing about Trapper Nelson since he was little, and the stories were all so mythic, so gilded with hyperbole and heroic imagery he hardly knew what to make of them. Trapper Nelson was supposedly bigger and stronger than Paul Bunyan, had more powers than Superman, knew more about animals than Tarzan; he wrestled alligators for fun, laughed at poisonous snakes. He disliked civilization and lived back in the swamp way up on the Loxahatchee River, hunting and trapping for a living. He would supposedly eat just about anything that walked, swam, or crawled. No one knew more about the ocean, the swamp, or the river than Trapper Nelson. His purview encompassed both the creatures that dwelled in them and the tastiest methods for their preparation. That included possums, turtles, alligators, snakes, sharks, oysters, stingrays, conchs, manatees, catfish, and of course the more standard fare of snapper, grouper, mackerel, and snook. And it apparently included, Cassidy surmised from the man’s frank and continuing interest, spiny lobsters.

Cassidy’s older friends snickered that rich and beautiful ladies from Palm Beach would leave their oceanside mansions to come visit Trapper in his primitive compound on the river, and some reportedly spent the night. Famous and powerful men were brought around, men like Jack Dempsey and Babe Ruth, who would become giddy and childlike in his presence, awed by his strength and obvious mastery of the Florida wilds.

And here he was, sitting next to the larval Quenton Cassidy like they were waiting for a bus! Trying hard to keep his voice casual, Cassidy gestured at the alligator lying placidly in the shade.

“What are you going to do with him?”

“It’s a her, I think. Haven’t checked yet. They asked for a female. She’s headed to a zoo outside St. Louis.”

“That’s kind of sad.”

“Is it? She’ll get fed regularly, be warm in the winter and cool in the summer. And she won’t get eaten by some hungry twelve-foot cousin of hers. Sounds like a pretty good deal to me.”

“Well . . .”

“But the best part of it is I’m going to get seventy-five American greenbacks for her!” He laughed so loud that a pair of pelicans erupted from a nearby cypress and flapped away up the river.

Cassidy couldn’t help but laugh, too, but he still felt bad for the little gator, destined to be ogled and hooted at by a bunch of white-kneed Yankees.

“You play sports, Youngblood?” Trapper asked.

“Yes, sir. Well, try to. Basketball, mostly. Haven’t made the team, though.”

“Lot of good players at your school. Pretty big boys, too.”

“Yes sir. I know I’m not that big.”

“Have you tried track?”

Cassidy looked down. “I’m not fast enough,” he said.

“Hmmm. Other ways to skin a cat.”

“Sir?”

When Trapper Nelson talked about skinning something, he might not be speaking figuratively.

“Just an expression. Tell you what, you know where my place is, up the Loxahatchee, where the rope swing is? You come by sometime. I got a bunch of critters around you might find interesting. Just be sure to ask your parents first. It’s up the river a good bit, just past the bend at Cypress Creek, if you’re in the mood to paddle that far.”

“I don’t mind. I’ve been down the intracoastal almost to North Palm before,” said Cassidy.

“Good! Means you’ve got some stamina! We’ll have to go for a run sometime. You ever run on the beach?”

Cassidy looked dubious.

“No? It’s fun. I used to do my road work on the beach at Singer Island back when I was training for boxing.”

Cassidy couldn’t imagine being hit by one of those huge hands.

“Well, better get a move on,” said Trapper, slapping his knees. “Got critters need feeding. Thanks for the drink, Youngblood.” He stood and started assembling his load, then looked back toward Cassidy’s canoe.

“Say, you wouldn’t want to trade for a couple of those crawfish, would you? Looking at them has made me hungry. I don’t have much with me. Would you have any use for a black snake or two?”

“I already have a couple, and my mother said if I brought another one home I’d have to live on the carport with it.”

Trapper Nelson smiled.

“But you don’t have to trade me anything, Mr. Nelson. You can have some crawfish. I can get more.”

“If you can go to forty feet, I bet you can,” he said, ambling over to the canoe where he stood appraising the creatures for a moment before nonchalantly grabbing the two biggest ones by the base of their antennae. He came back and wrapped the top on the burlap bag around them so he could carry both in his right hand. Then he threw the little alligator over his right shoulder and balanced it there while he picked up his traps with his left hand. He smiled and nodded to Cassidy before starting back upriver in water halfway up his shins, his shrugged shoulder pinning the little gator against his tilted head.

“Hey,” Cassidy called, “I can paddle you back upriver if you want!”

“My canoe’s just past Moccasin Gap. Thanks for the lobsters! I owe you one.”

Cassidy watched him walking down the river for a few moments, then stood up suddenly and called out, “Two! You owe me two!”

Trapper’s right arm, snakes, lobsters, and all, shot into the air in agreement, and Cassidy could hear the laughter booming down the river corridor.


CHAPTER 8



POT ROAST

Dinner tonight was one of the few grown-up dishes Cassidy actually liked, so he was not engaged in his usual squirmy charade of pushing food around his plate until enough time had passed so he could politely abscond.

The timing was crucial. If his escape bid was premature, some mysterious grown-up sense of propriety would be offended and he’d be told: For goodness’ sake, we just sat down. At least eat some of your squash casserole.

This was the most dangerous kind of injunction, focusing attention on a single undesirable item, which might then take on a significance wholly out of proportion to its ostensible nutritional value. The situation could escalate into a regular casus belli, with an outcome much worse than a shortened play session. Tears, confinement to quarters, even corporal punishment were all in the offing. In such a case it would be impossible to neutralize the item in question by the usual mangling, clever plate distribution, or sleight of hand.

“You might as well just eat the damn stuff,” his uncle Henry once advised. “The collard greens probably won’t kill you, though come to think of it, the turtle patties might.”

But Cassidy considered pot roast perfectly edible, in part due to his mother’s singular obsession with her pressure cooker. He couldn’t imagine what strange alchemy was going on inside that hissing, rattling contraption, which seemed to dominate the kitchen all afternoon with its implied threat of detonation. But he certainly couldn’t argue with the results. The succulent cubes of beef parted at the touch of a fork, the potatoes and carrots emerged tender and tasty in the plentiful gravy, and the occasional half-moon of limp celery was easily separated out and pushed to the edge of the plate to wither and molder until the expiration of the known universe.

His father had no such scruples when it came to icky items. Himself a big proponent of pot roast, he had come to the table still in his Air Force khakis, incongruously stiff with starch in those places where rings of perspiration hadn’t soaked through. The master sergeant’s stripes and the metal insignia over the breast pocket always fascinated Cassidy, triggering some deep patriotic impulse.

The old man simply wolfed it all down, never bothering to separate out clearly objectionable items. Celery was no problem for him whatsoever. A chunk of turnip from some strange stew would go right down the hatch. Even those rare and possibly toxic bits of flotsam and jetsam—bay leaves, cloves, parsley sprigs—were blithely countenanced by his father. But when Cassidy found such an item, he would disgustedly and accusingly hold it up on the end of his fork. Stop making that face, his mother would say, it’s just for flavor, for heaven’s sake. No, you don’t have to eat it, just put it under the edge of your plate. Don’t look at me like that, it wouldn’t have killed you!

Cassidy had pretty much cleaned his plate save for the celery and a large and disgusting bay leaf and was preparing to make his break when his father suddenly became interested in conversation. Cassidy’s heart sank.

The sun had dropped low enough in the western sky that it now penetrated the thin cotton print curtains of the jalousied side door, filling the tiny kitchen with a harsh glare and almost unbreathably hot afternoon air. In such circumstances Cassidy couldn’t help squirming like a defendant without an alibi.

“I hear you met Vince down at the river yesterday,” the old man said.

Cassidy looked puzzled.

“That’s Trapper Nelson’s real name, honey,” said his mother. “Vincent Natulkiewicz. He made up the name Trapper Nelson because when he first showed up here, no one could pronounce his real name.”

Cassidy was amazed. “Where did he come from?” he said.

“Originally from New Jersey. He came down during the Depression. He and his brother Charlie and a friend were riding the rails down to Key West. They just hopped off here to take a break, see if they could find some work. They set up a beach camp down at Jupiter, and he just never got around to leaving.”

His father was spooning blackstrap molasses onto his plate, mashed a pat of butter into it, and spread it onto a slice of Merita white bread. Cassidy had seen this humble dessert so many times it no longer disgusted him.

“The trapping and fishing were pretty good in those days. That was back in the thirties, and it was still pretty wild around here. Those boys were making a pretty good go of it. It was a real shame—”

His mother shot his father a look.

“John,” she said. Cassidy knew this signal, and his ears perked up.

“What happened?” he said.

His father was looking at his mother, who steadily held his gaze. His father looked as if he was actually thinking of ignoring the signal.

“Oh,” he said, looking back to Cassidy, “there was a disagreement. It got out of hand. There was—”

“John.”

His father fell silent.

“It was a long time ago,” he said. “Vincent . . . Trapper was hardly even involved. It was between the other two, Charlie and this John Dykas fellow.”

“Who?”

His father looked over at his mother, who sighed and looked away.

“Fella they knew from New Jersey. They’d been bummin’ around together for years. Spent some time in Michigan, then out west, hunting and trapping. They’d get odd jobs when they could, but there wasn’t much work in those days. Eventually they caught a freight out of Jacksonville and headed down this way, the three of them.”

“What was the argument?”

“Charlie said it was about how to divide up the money they had made. Vincent supposedly was out trapping, not even there when it happened. But there are still some folks around here who won’t have anything to do with Trapper because of it. Think he got away with something,” he said.

“I didn’t know Trapper had a brother,” said Cassidy.

“Sure did. Older stepbrother, Charlie. Not as big as Trapper but three times as crazy.”

“What happened to him?”

“Judge Chillingworth sent him to Raiford for a long long time,” his father said, gazing out the back window at the royal palm tree blowing in the afternoon sea breeze. He fell silent.

“And the other one, the friend . . .”

His mother got up suddenly and began to clear the table. Cassidy could see that she wasn’t happy, but she didn’t say anything. His father leaned over. Cassidy could see the nearly skinned oval in the center of his military flattop.

“Dykas. John Dykas. He’s down there at Roselawn to this day, deader than Kelsey’s nuts.”


CHAPTER 9



UP THE LOXAHATCHEE

Very little light was coming through the cypress canopy as Cassidy paddled up to Trapper Nelson’s dock. It was early Saturday morning, but Trapper apparently was an early riser. Wet clothes hung on the line, several baskets of freshly picked vegetables and citrus sat on the porch. A nervous lynx cowered in the back of one of the wire pens and a bobcat lay stretched out in a sunbeam in another. A pit next to the garden held turtles, and a flock of noisy guinea hens fluttered around in the lower branches of a live oak, ruled over by a yellow-crested Amazon parrot who intimidated the bolder hens with a fierce-looking open beak if they got too close.

Another boat was pushing off from the dock, a fast-looking open-fisherman with an Evinrude 100 on the back. Cassidy waved at the man at the wheel, Jim Branch, a friend of his father’s. He was easy to recognize from the battered straw Panama hat he always wore. A stern-looking man wearing wire-rimmed eyeglasses sat in front of the center console, but Cassidy didn’t recognize him. He might have smiled a little at Cassidy, but it was hard to tell.

Trapper Nelson was busy at the cleaning station on the dock, working with a wooden-handled fillet knife.

“Hello and good morning!” he called out, holding up a slimy hand in greeting.

“Hello!” yelled the parrot. Then: “Willie! Cut that out!” An unholy screech followed.

“Yeah, exactly right! Cut that out, you betcha,” said Trapper Nelson, squirting the hose at him. The bird, hoping for a real shower, fluffed up the feathers on his head and turned it sideways, holding his wings out like an eagle. The startlingly beautiful red and purple showed on his shoulders and Cassidy stared, transfixed.

“Well, Youngblood, I didn’t expect to see you today. You been in a fight or something?”

“Sort of,” Cassidy said.

He sat in the canoe next to the dock with the paddle across his lap, taking in Trapper’s compound. There was the main cabin by the river, but there were also pens and cages, outbuildings, woodpiles, a water tower, fruit trees, and a garden.

“I hope the other guy looks worse,” said Trapper pleasantly.

Cassidy shrugged. “Billy Claytor said you paid kids a quarter each for box turtles,” he said.

Trapper looked up from his fish. “True enough,” he said. “You got some?”

“Yes, sir. A couple. And I know where there are more.”

“Good! I’ll take all you can get.”

“Whatcha do with them? Are they good to eat?”

Trapper laughed. “Only in a pinch. Now, gopher tortoise stew is another story. There’s a whole pit full of them over there. We used to call them ‘Hoover chickens.’ ”

“Yuck.”

“Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it. And don’t try it until you’re good and hungry.”

Cassidy made a face. His grandfather caught snapping turtles from a river. He had once paid Cassidy a quarter to eat a sliver half the size of a thimble. It wasn’t worth it.

“But box turtles, buncha folks want them for pets, put them in their gardens,” Trapper said. “They like the yellow designs on them, I guess. I don’t know why they don’t just go out in the woods and look at one when they want to, but then there’s a lot of things people do I don’t understand.”

He was working the sharp thin blade flat along the spine of a large gray grouper, removing a fillet from each side of the fish. He placed them flat on the cutting board and used his thumbnail to pin the tough skin to the board, then ran the flattened blade horizontally between the flesh and the skin to remove it, holding the pearly white meat up to the sunshine and flicking the skin into the river. It floated for no more than a second before there was a swirl of motion and something got it. He picked up the skeleton of the fish by the gills and held it up to Cassidy. It looked like nothing so much as what a cartoon cat pulls out of a garbage pail.
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