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CHAPTER ONE






DON’T CALL ME KIDDO. I REALLY hate it. People been calling me that way too long. Fever and Ma and Uncle Spade all call me kiddo, and it makes me crazy. See how I ain’t smiling? People who know me, know that means trouble. Oh man. Look at me, all wet and shaking and messed up—JEEZ, and blood on my fist. I ain’t a good guy. Even my own ma says that. I just left her and Fever again, but I ain’t never going back.


Gosh, my knuckles hurt. Look, I can’t barely make a fist. I’m used to the pain, but this hurts different. I been bare-fist fighting a long time now and I know how to keep from busting my bones or shattering my wrist. Learned the hard way. I’ve cracked a bunch of ribs and fractured my eye socket in a few spots. Can’t count how many times my nose has been snapped. But believe me, I done some damage too, sent guys to the hospital a bunch. I was real good at winning. So what I’m saying is, I don’t care that my fist hurts. What’s peeving me is this dried blood on my knuckles. Listen, soon I’m going to need some ice for this swelling.


See, Fever and me, we’d got this parking lot together. We planned it and bought it and built it together, him and me. Used most of my leftover fight money. It was a big deal, us two working together after me being away almost six years. And tonight was opening night, but junk went wrong. This is Fever’s blood on my knuckles. He got me so peeved I popped him in the face. I usually got better control than that. I gotta calm down now. Take a deep breath.


What happened was, back on my twelve-and-a-half birthday, we was suddenly homeless and got put in the Downtown City Shelter. I didn’t got no shoes and my feet were real cold and real dirty, so this super-nice social-worker lady, she tried to find me sneakers that’d fit, which ain’t easy. Me being already six foot tall with my feet as big then as they are now. I rubbed them while I waited, locked in that old lady’s office, listening to Ma stomp around outside the door and wail about how she wanted to kill herself. Fever hollered too. Pounded on the door, saying, I KNOW YOU’RE IN THERE, WYATT! Made me smile, knowing they were finally thinking about me. Fever hollered at all the city workers how he wanted to kill me. Those workers gave them both pills to quiet down, then put them in locked rooms. Later, even though I still didn’t got no shoes, I took some of those pills too. And when I woke up, there my uncle was, kneeling by my cot, whispering:


—Come on, kiddo, let’s get you out of here. You’re coming with me.

















CHAPTER TWO






MY UNCLE SPADE, HE was the one guy who made my world seem special. He was like a parade. Back when I was little, when we still had a house, he’d suddenly be there, busting through my folks’ door, flipping on lights, cranking up the hi-fi, tossing bottles of booze and decks of cards on the table, talking so loud Ma’d holler at him to shut up. He’d spin me around almost like a hug, then send me out to his car to grab gifts he’d brung from all over—maps and wigs and combs and caps and candy. He’d make Fever play cards till morning, me sleeping by their feet on the floor, waking in time to see him sneak out like Santa Claus. Jeez, back then you’d have thought he was the best thing in the world.


So leaving the shelter with him was exciting. He swooped me into his shiny white rumbling Chevy, and I listened to every word he said. I remember hoping my mustache would grow in as dark and smooth as his. I wanted to get a tattoo and swig back beers and whiskeys and cup a ladyfriend in my arm easy as a sack of groceries. I was such a idiot. I didn’t get none of who I was. I was nobody. I was a scrawny, pale, scared, empty, bumbling kid. Jeez, I used to watch his every move. Copy him. Think I could handle a Lucky Strike, pretending to smoke a toothpick.


Surprised me how easy it was to forget Ma and Fever the way we raced down the highway, windows open, that old life spilling away from me. No more school. No more stinky jeans. No more fixing my own food. No more being alone in that dark, damp house. Before they lost it. Them two was never around (always had a job or a second job or beers that needed drinking), and that place was so quiet and empty even my hollering meant nothing. Then suddenly I had somebody who’d listen to me (or pretend at least). Somebody who’d buy me things, drag me along with him everywhere he went, and introduce me to all kinds of folks. That was being loved, wasn’t it?


I’d never been traveling before and so everything we did was like…vacation. And what kid wouldn’t want to be on a vacation all the time? I woke up when I wanted, ate what I wanted, and played all day.


That first night in the Chevy, Uncle Spade shook my foot, said he needed smokes. I dragged myself out of the car, the cold air waking me. There stood this giganto truck stop, like Las Vegas it was lit up so beautiful. WOW. Flashing lottery signs, white semis with custom-painted cabs covered in ladies and flames and glitter, that smell of gas and open fields and fried food. Like magic. You only get to see something for the first time once.


Inside, I wandered the aisles barefoot. My uncle hollered to me while he filled himself a soda from the machine.


—GET YOURSELF WHAT YOU WANT, KIDDO, AND SEE IF THEY GOT SHOES.


I couldn’t hardly stand it and I couldn’t stop smiling. Get myself what I want? When could I ever do that before? I didn’t never have money, and I didn’t never just pick stuff at a store. So I thought real careful about it. I still remember exactly what I got: one extra-large grape soda, a chocolate bar, a cherry sucker, a bag of extra-cheesy tortilla chips, and a pair of red and white flip-flops (since they didn’t got no shoes). Uncle Spade, he didn’t even blink. He paid with a hundred, saying nothing, like people just buy what they want and carry hundred-dollar bills in their pockets to spend all the time. I grinned like crazy, climbing back in the Chevy, not sleeping for a long time, afraid I’d make a mess. Took me a long time to learn how not to be such a scaredy-cat.

















CHAPTER THREE







WHEN I WOKE UP, WE were pulling down a long, dusty driveway. Uncle Spade didn’t tell me where we was. He never bothered telling much if he didn’t have to. He’d just pull his big old Chevy over and tell me to hop out. He’d stuff his pack of smokes in his pocket, smooth down his mustache, and start walking. Could have been a motel or a carnival or a ladyfriend’s house. That morning I didn’t know whose weedy yard full of rusted cars and farm tools we was in. Asked him about it, but he just pretended he didn’t hear nothing, stretched his legs, and wiped the sweat off his forehead. My heart was racing pretty good. Problem was, I’d never really been anywhere before or talked to many people.


We stepped up on that porch and heard screeching, like a cat getting its tail pulled, and man, my heart beat faster. When the screen door slammed behind us, first thing me and Uncle Spade saw was a little old lady leaning her cheek up against the side of this super-tall clock. Spade called out:


—MA?


And boy, that made me peeved, finding out I’m seeing my own nana. His holler made her jump, that clock swaying. She spun around, squinting toward his shout, a copper key on a leather cord swinging around her neck. Her eyes looked full of lard. I didn’t remember her too good from before, but she was my nana. I must’ve been only six, maybe seven, when Fever and Ma brought me to that house ’cause my grandpa’d died. I remembered Nana was already shrunk and had the hump, but she looked more like Fever and Spade back then. Now she just looked shriveled. What I didn’t remember was the stink of the place or the living room stacked with crates of broke glass or the piles of cats laying around.


So how come he didn’t prepare me a little, maybe warn me she’s going to act like a crazy witch? I got mixed up inside with mad and scared and confused. And it wouldn’t be the last time. I just had to get used to Uncle Spade not caring what I thought.


—HOW THE HECK DID YOU GET IN HERE? Nana shouted, not ’cause she was deaf, but ’cause she was real peeved. A bunch of the cats glared at her and scurried out the back door.


Spade told her the door’d been wide open. He smoothed down his hair, so I smoothed mine down too and made myself smile, but she just kept shouting:


—WHO ARE YOU?


She closed her left eye, moving her head around to get a sight of us.


—Ma? What the heck are you doing, Crazy Lady?


—Walter? That you?


—No, Ma, he explained. Your other son. What are you doing? Hiding? You get stuck?


Walter is Fever, who’s my dad. I call him Fever ’cause when I was little I couldn’t say father and Dad never fit. And my uncle, he’s really Franklin, but only his ma and one of his ladyfriends is allowed to call him that. He’s Spade ’cause of the farm. As a kid, my uncle got his nickname for using a spade to kill mice and stuff. He’d swing one so quick, he’d take off a muskrat’s head before it knew it got hit. In the City, people took his nickname as a challenge to beat him at poker. Only a few real stupid guys made the mistake of thinking the nickname came from his thick, curly black hair. They’d joke about it, and his spade-swinging hand’d raise up quick and crack a nose for the comment.


Nana jutted her head out like a bird.


—I’m moving the dang thing, she said, so I can read him in the light and wind him up. And SHOOT, I can move him any way I want, YOU HEAR ME?




Only Nana said the cuss words I won’t say, ones old ladies shouldn’t use in front of their grandsons. She probably didn’t recognize me, since I’d grown so big I had to duck under the doorjamb when I walked in. Nana asked who else was there, her head bobbing again till she aimed her better eye at me. I just hung back, shaking and grinning like a idiot and trying not to smell the cat stink. Uncle Spade explained I was Walter’s boy, Wyatt, didn’t she remember?


Nana nodded, thinking, saying sure she remembered, then turned her back to us. She opened the clock’s belly and reached between some weights and chains. With the string still around her neck, Nana used that copper key. Springs tightened inside, filling the room with this creepy sound like metal hangers in a empty closet. More cats skittered off. I asked my uncle what was wrong with her, and he whispered how she’d lost her marbles, but I didn’t know what that meant.


—She’s loony, I’m telling you, Spade explained. Just look…it’s summer, for Christ’s sake, and she’s still got a freaking wreath.


He was right. One hung off the banister, needles crunching under our feet. Nana shut the clock, bent down, and shoved a crate out of her way. Each one was full of a different colored glass, broke brown bottles and broke white plates and broke green glasses. Then she stood on her tiptoes, facing the clock, peering up, looking like she was waiting for a kiss.




—Ma, it’s seven a.m…. MA! YOU HEAR ME? I’m telling you the time.


—I can dang well see the time. It’s seven-oh-three, RUDE SON.


She shuffled around more crates and Uncle Spade stepped into the room, kicking a black cat out of his way. She touched the front of his sweaty T-shirt with her crooked fingers like she was checking if he was real. That was all either of us got. The only hugs I remember getting was from Miss Paz, my third-grade teacher. I always waited by the door after class to say good-bye, hoping she’d reach down and put her arms around me.


Nana pushed Spade aside and waved me closer. Like with the clock, she leaned up and squinted her eyes at me, grabbing hold of my face. She pulled me down till her hot breath hit my cheek, smelling like onions and coffee. I held my breath, us getting eye to eye. Hers were yellow like the lace curtains. She seemed to be part of the house, skin puckered and spotted like the wallpaper. Even her fuzzy hair looked like cat fur.


—Jesus. You look like Walter, but you’re bigger. So big. Just like your papu. But more handsome than any of them. Wyatt? You’re Wyatt, then? Huh…, she said, and thought about my name a bit before letting go of my face. Big as the granddad you was named after.


I liked that, even if he was dead.


Spade and me sat at her rickety, burn-marked kitchen table while Nana made coffee. She had trouble finding everything and I wanted to help, but I was still scared of her. Besides, them two kept mumbling a conversation with no break. Uncle Spade told her stories about good jobs and good pay. All of them made up. So I just sat there, practicing politeness.


That night, Uncle Spade slept in his old bedroom—the one him and Fever had shared. He stuck me in the big, open attic. There wasn’t no space for me to lay down on the crate-covered floor downstairs. Besides, the cats freaked me out. At Fever and Ma’s, I’d stopped sleeping in my bed a couple years before, once my ankles started sticking over the footboard. I sat on the mattress to do homework and dragged my pillow to the rug for sleep. So that night I lay on a pile of fuzzy blankets and watched spiderwebs sway from the roof beams, listening to bugs singing outside, the house creaking, tree branches scraping…. The last thing I remember before I fell asleep was thinking how it was too quiet and too noisy at the same time.















CHAPTER FOUR







THE NEXT MORNING I jumped awake to the sound of Uncle Spade kicking more cats and banging out the front door. He started up the Chevy and my heart ran fast. I could’ve swore he was leaving me. It all made sense—him and Fever’d made some secret plan to ditch me with the old lady, of course. He was probably sick of listening to me.


I scrambled over a basket of yarn and swiped a rack of deer horns out of my way to stumble down the dark back stairs. I ran my hands along the walls, my bare feet thumping all the way, then busted through the kitchen and out onto the back porch in my underpants, stubbing my big toe on something that rolled down the steps and broke like glass on the hard dirt. Nana’s whole yard was all dry and cracked like her knuckles.




—UNCLE SPADE, I shouted. WAIT!


The car was there. He’d backed around near a metal shed by a old rotted tree stump. When he turned his head to hear me over the engine growl, the car choked and died. He started cussing, but that was okay. At least I’d stopped him.


—UNCLE SPADE! WHERE’RE YOU GOING?


My toe stung like a bee bite, throbbing all the way up into my head. I leaned my elbows on my knees to catch my breath. Leaning down, I could see what I’d kicked. It was one of those plaster elf kind of things with a red hat and white beard, his round belly broke open.


—Dang, I muttered.


—What’s up your butt, Wyatt? Chill out and stop breaking things.


—Where you going?


He leaned out his window, grabbing a piece of the door.


—I’m gonna drag that junk washer from the front yard into the ditch back here. Crazy naked kid, get some freaking clothes on so you don’t scare your nana. And then get out here to help me, will you?


—Yeah, sure, I said, turning red for all my skin showing.


I stood up, covering my parts with my fists, and took a step down to see if I could fix that elf. As I picked up his head, I noticed a whole pack of eyes watching me from under the porch—creepy cat eyes mixed with more of them goblins holding tools and pushing wheelbarrows, all of them looking past the dead one to me. I shivered and shoved the broke pieces under there with the others.


—Wyatt, what the bleep are you doing? You gone loony as your nana? Haul it upstairs and get dressed, Uncle Spade said, starting the engine.


When I came back down, Nana’s bottom jutted out the refrigerator, her head stuck way inside. She was getting her good eye close to the foods, and once she found what she wanted, she backed herself out with a big clear-glass bottle of milk, which she opened up and sniffed.


—Don’t worry about breaking my elf, Nana told me.


I nodded, relieved. A greasy-looking gray cat rubbed against my leg and I brushed it away. Nana said us two was making biscuits and gravy together, so find some flour in the cupboards. I rooted through the tin cans without labels and brown paper sacks full of nuts and dried peppers. Biscuits and gravy sure sounded good. Since Fever and Ma had three jobs each, usually, and spent their extra time out with their pals, I always got my own food—the cereal was in the box and the soup was in the can, you know?


A empty metal sound flew in the open windows, making the cat bolt, but not surprising Nana at all. Spade must’ve got the washer to where he wanted it. Nana leaned down near the front burner on the stove and held out a lit match. She was awful close, but her hair didn’t catch fire.




—Wyatt! Where are you? GET OUT HERE! Uncle Spade hollered.


—SHUT UP OUT THERE! Nana hollered back, brushing a dirty curtain out of her way and leaning over the sink. HE’S ALREADY HELPING ME IN HERE. WE’RE MAKING SUPPER.


I leaned in behind her to see Uncle Spade by the shed holding three more of those plaster midgets.


—SUPPER? he called back. NO, BREAKFAST, MA. HE’S COOKING? COME ON.


—DON’T COME-ON ME. THE BOY IS HELPING ME COOK.


—OKAY, BUT—


—NOT OKAY. YOU SHUT YOUR MOUTH AND GET TO WORK. WE’LL CALL YOU WHEN BISCUITS IS READY.


Nana clattered a fry pan onto the lit burner. I really wanted to go outside and get away from the mildew smell, but it never seemed like there was much choice with Nana. I watched Spade take the elf-things around the shed to the ditch and heard them smash against the washer. Nana didn’t pay attention. She just scooped some white butter out of a tin can with her fingers and dropped it in the pan, wiping the rest on the front of her housedress.


—Find that flour?


I placed the open bag carefully in her hands. She got to work, asking for a spoon or a slab of bacon from the fridge. Everything I found and handed to her, she held up to her face and checked out. I wondered if her seeing was like looking up through the surface of the water in the tub. Or like after crying. I squinched my eyes up and looked through my eyelashes, all the lights and reflections stretching and smearing like wet paint. You don’t really think about other people being different until you meet somebody like Nana.


As she put the biscuits in the oven, she asked me why we were visiting, and I bit the inside of my cheek. I stopped blurring my eyes. I wondered what I should tell her. Maybe she already knew and was testing me….


—I don’t know, Nana, I said. It’s just a trip.


—Spade don’t come visit but once a year and this is number two, so I figure he needs something. Instead he brings you—Did we make the coffee yet?


—No, Nana, it’s in your hands.


—I don’t understand him looking all over for something when there ain’t nothing to find.


—Looking for something?


—Oh, he don’t know what it is and I sure don’t, but he’s looking. Else he never would’ve left your papu and me, taking off with his big brother to the City. Didn’t find it there neither, did he?


She shook her head as she closed the coffeepot and wiped her hands on her front again, then reached in a pocket and dug around. I didn’t say nothing, just glad she didn’t ask about my folks, ’cause I don’t know if I could’ve told her the truth, and I sure don’t think I could’ve explained my leaving. So I stirred the gravy, bits of bacon floating around in it, and waited. Finally she pulled out Papu’s old tobacco pipe and slid it between her lips, the plastic tip clacking against her teeth. She didn’t light it, just sucked on it. That was just one of her weirdo things, like holding them pieces of broke glass up to the light and looking through them one by one when she thought we weren’t looking.


—I’m just afraid if he don’t watch out, Franklin’s gonna run right off the end of the earth.


I laughed.


—Why you laughing? If you don’t take care, he might drive you off the edge with him.


—But Nana, there ain’t no end of the earth. You mean, into the ocean?


She took the pipe out, clicked her tongue, and said:


—Oh, I see. You been educated in city schools. Sit down and let me tell you something. You’re still young enough to unlearn the lies. See, the government tells you there’s all kinds of things out there—space and Communists and Arabs—but we all know there’s three places only, heaven and Earth and hell. Holy Bible says so, don’t it?


—But Nana, there’s lots of photos of space and news shows on TV about Arabs.




—You ever been to space? Nana leaned forward, shaking the chimney end of the pipe. YOU EVER KNOW A ARAB, A REAL TURBANED PERSON?


—No, I said, my voice tiny. But Nana…


—Wyatt, I am telling you not to trust pictures and not to trust the government. You got to trust in God. He provides.


I raised up out of my seat a little, stretching my neck to see if I could find my uncle, see if maybe he was coming inside soon. I thought she had to been joking with me. Possibly she was going to laugh in a minute, like Spade does sometimes, and slap me on the shoulder, saying something like, I sure got you good. But she just kept going, and I couldn’t exactly argue with her, could I?


—Wyatt, tell me. You ever see a curve in the earth?


—I seen hills.


—Hills, sure, but a CURVE to the land? No? ’Cause there ain’t none. The world’s flat.


—But we don’t got to see the curve to know it’s there.


—You think like that and you’ll fall into the pits of hell. Go ahead. Follow him in.


—Maybe we could travel and find the edge and just look over?


—Can’t just look over into hell without your soul getting sucked straight down in. You see what I’m saying? Folks need to stay in one place. I live off this land. Never gone more than thirty miles from here, because there ain’t no need.


—WHAT THE HECK ARE YOU TWO GIRLS DOING IN THERE? Spade hollered from the back porch, kicking dirt off his boots. Nana leaned in, fumbling to find my knee, and squeezed it tight with her nails.


—You think about it good and hard, Wyatt, she whispered. Your uncle, he won’t listen.


—Yes, Nana. I’ll think about it, I said, looking toward the screen door as he swung it open, carrying a red plastic box. Nana stood up and announced that the biscuits would be done as soon as we scrubbed our hands.


I went to the sink, avoiding both of them. I wanted to bust out the window screen, scramble out, and run to the woods. I was trying hard to get along with everybody and be good, but all they did was confuse me and get me peeved.


—You ain’t too used to cooking, now, are you, kiddo? ’Cause after we eat, I’m taking you out back and putting you to work. Hard labor. Something you have to learn. Not this cooking crud. Got me?


—Franklin, Nana said, eyeing the box. Get that off my table.


—Come here, Wyatt. You got to see this. My old tackle box.


Uncle Spade opened it up to three different drawers full of feathers, threads, and wire. He pulled out one that sort of looked like a hooked wasp and handed it to me, telling me how he’d made all them lures with Fever when they was kids. I nodded, saying nothing, still peeved at him and Nana and not caring what box of junk he’d found.


—GET IT OFF MY TABLE, Nana yelled, so he scooped up the box and dropped it by the upstairs steps.


We sat, and I watched Nana bow her head to pray for us. Then we ate, not talking, and I was happy for the quiet. Nobody in my family made any sense. Ma wore this gold cross on a chain but never went to church. Her and Fever and Spade all said their Jesuses and Christs like they was cusswords. And now, the first time anybody was talking God stuff, I was getting hollered at. Nothing was ever just said. It was either shouting or quiet. As I chewed, I got to thinking maybe I wasn’t really related to a single one of them. Only problem was we all had the same pasty white skin, leaf green eyes, and scraggly black hair. But how could I feel so different on my insides? I didn’t want to holler at anybody. I didn’t want to be hateful. I just wanted people to be happy, maybe smile sometimes, you know? And I didn’t want to be alone, like everybody else wanted to be. I was so scared of being left on my own, but right then, feeling so peeved and confused, I just kept staring at the kitchen window, picturing busting out, running as fast and as far as I could.
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