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INTO THE TWILIGHT, ENDLESSLY GROUSING





The Boy


Sometimes I’d take the boy fishing. He was not my boy but somebody else’s, and that was good, his appetite and the cost of food being what they were. Mostly, I used him to hold down the bow of my canoe, instead of the bags of lead shot I usually employed for that purpose. He was smarter than the lead shot but not so much you would notice.

“I wonder what causes the tides,” he said once.

“The moon,” I told him.

“The moon!” he cried, doubling over with laughter. “You expect me to believe that? You must think I’m stupid!”

I treated myself to a thoughtful pause.

“The earth is round,” I said.

“So?” he said. “Everybody knows that.”

“Just checking,” I said.

The boy was about sixteen that year, the year I used him for lead shot. Whenever he ran out of money, which was often, he would come over to my cabin on the river and work for me. Mostly, I would have him dig holes in the ground. When you own a cabin on a river, you always have need for lots of holes in the ground. I enjoyed listening to him complain about the pay, because then I knew I wasn’t paying him too much. I prefer to err on the side of not enough, because it is wrong to spoil youngsters by paying them too much.

Whenever he complained about the pay, I would tell him about my first job. I was fourteen and worked for a farmer all one summer digging holes in the ground. The farmer was so cruel and sadistic that he had probably once been a commandant in charge of a slave labor camp. But I was the only one who suspected his previous employment. Everyone else thought he was a fair and decent and good-hearted man. But they didn’t dig holes for him.

“Vork! Vork!” the farmer would scream at me.

About once a week I would get mad and resign my position. Then the farmer would come and tell my mother what a fine worker I was and that he wanted me back to dig more holes. He told her that my work habits had improved greatly under his supervision, and now my pace was such that he could often detect movement with the naked eye. So Mom would make me go back to digging holes.

“Vork! Vork!” the farmer would scream.

By the end of summer, I hadn’t earned quite enough money to buy my first deer rifle. The farmer gave me a bonus to make up the difference! I was astounded. Furthermore, I became the only person he would let hunt deer on his property, because I had been such a good and loyal worker and also because there were no deer there.

“So,” I said to the boy, “do you see the moral to this story?”

“No,” he said. “It’s a boring story and I don’t want to hear it ever again.”

“Vork! Vork!” I shouted at him.

Sometimes, when the fishing was good, I would go out in the canoe almost every morning. I would get up very early and rush down to the river still buttoning my shirt, but the boy would be there already, waiting. I suspected he slept in the canoe, just so I couldn’t slip away without him. We would paddle off to fish the channels that flowed between the islands where the river merged with the lake. As we paddled along we would exchange our theories about the purpose of human life. My theory was that the purpose of life was to perfect ourselves through learning and discipline in order to fulfill our cosmic responsibilities as part of the self-consciousness of the universe. He thought the purpose of human life was for him to buy a car.

At the beginning of summer, the boy knew nothing about fishing, but by July he knew everything and had begun to advise me.

“That fly you’re tying on is too big,” he’d say. “Better go to a sixteen. And switch to a black gnat.”

“How do you know all this?” I said.

“It’s easy,” he said. “I think like a fish.”

“I can’t argue with that,” I said.

He enjoyed teasing me, because now he almost always caught more fish than I did. I would chuckle good-naturedly, swack the water just so with the paddle, and soak him to the skin.

The boy had a talent for getting on my nerves. I could remember how peaceful it had once been, when I was a solitary paddler, slipping quietly along the channels between the islands, doing everything just right, becoming one with nature and the mosquitoes and deerflies. But now the boy was always there, yakking, advising me on fishing technique, philosophizing about cars, complaining about the lunch I’d brought along and the pay he was getting for digging holes.

And then one morning he wasn’t waiting for me at the canoe. He didn’t come the next morning either. Or the following week. It was a relief. I was glad to be rid of him. Having nothing else to do, I asked around about him the next time I was in town. Most folks had no idea who he was, but the lady who runs the grocery said she thought he lived out on such-and-such road. Still having nothing else to do, I drove out the road and found an ancient mobile home approaching terminal depreciation, under some scraggly pines. No one was home. A man stood watching me over a nearby fence.

“They’s gone,” he said. “Just packed up and left one day. Headed for Oklahoma. I’m from Oklahoma myself.”

“Oklahoma,” I said. “Any fishing there?”

“Good fishin’.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

I went out fishing the next morning but it wasn’t the same. A boy works a whole lot better than bags of lead shot for holding down the bow of a canoe, no question about it.

About a week later, another boy showed up at my cabin, apparently having heard I was short a boy. He was a redheaded kid with glasses that kept slipping down his freckled nose.

“I hear you got some work here,” he said.

“I do,” I said.

“What’s the pay?”

I told him. He managed to stifle any hint of elation.

“What’s the work?”

“I got all these holes I need filled up.”

“I guess I can do that.” He watched me for a moment, pushing his glasses back up his freckled nose. “What you doin’ there to your canoe?”

“Nothing much,” I said. “Just removing some bags of lead shot from the bow.”



 Mountain Men


After hours of prospecting highway ditches, Crazy Eddie Muldoon and I hit the mother lode of empties. We had been working the ditches along the highway, picking up singles here and there and the occasional double. At half a cent a beer bottle, though, we were still well short of the eighteen cents we’d need for two tickets to the Saturday matinee, to say nothing of five cents each for popcorn. Then Eddie came up with one of his fabulous ideas.

“I got an idea, Pat. Let’s go check out Lovers Leap. It’s a parking place up on top of Nob Hill.”

“Lovers Leap?” I said. “I wonder why they call it Lovers Leap.”

“Don’t you know nothin’, Pat? Lovers go up there to leap off.”

“You mean they kill themselves!”

“The leap ain’t that high. I ’spect about all they’d do is break a leg.”

“Lovers must be pretty strange.”

“Yeah. Love drives ’em crazy. Good thing you and me are going to be mountain men. We won’t have to put up with all that dumb love stuff.”

Fortunately, there were no lovers at Lovers Leap when we arrived, although neither Eddie nor I would have minded seeing one or two of them fly off into space. What we did find were dozens of beer bottles scattered all over the place. Eddie said maybe the lovers didn’t leap from the knob at all. Maybe they just got drunk and fell off.

After filling our gunnysacks with empties and loading the sacks on Eddie’s wagon, we still had enough time to exchange our loot for hard cash and make it to the Saturday matinee if we hurried. The two-mile hike to town was hot and dusty, and by the time we came to Pig Weed’s Saloon, we were dying of thirst. The sounds of laughter and honky-tonk music drifted out, beckoning in the sinful.

“Sounds like the folks in Pig Weed’s are having a good time,” Eddie said.

“My mom says all kinds of evil stuff goes on in there,” I said.

“You ever seen any evil, Pat?”

“Naw. You?”

“Nope. Boy, Ma would tan me good if she ever caught me in Pig Weed’s Saloon.”

“Mine, too!”

Jake was tending the bar when we hauled our wagon through the saloon’s swinging doors. “Hey, if it ain’t Pat and Eddie!”

We parked our wagon and climbed up on bar stools.

“Hi, Jake,” Eddie said. “We brought you some more empties.”

“I can see that. Looks like you hit the jackpot this time. What’ll it be, boys?”

“The usual, Jake,” I said.

“Let’s see, that’s two double shots of whiskey with beer chasers, as I recall.”

“You bet,” Eddie said.

Jake reached into a cooler, hauled out two icy bottles of Orange Crush, and set them on the bar in front of us. “It’s on the house.”

“Thanks, Jake.”

Miz Weed came out of her office smoking a cigar. “Oh bleep!” she rasped. “Not you two twerps again! Pat and Eddie, how many times I got to tell you, sell your empties someplace else! Your mothers would skin both you and me alive, they ever catch you in here.”

“Oh, you don’t have to worry, Miz Weed,” Eddie said. “Mom says she’d never set foot in this ‘pit of sin.’”

“Is that right, Eddie? Your mom said ‘pit of sin’?”

“Yep. So don’t you worry about her showing up. Anyway, Jake gives us the best price for our empties.”

Jake put a finger to his lips and shook his head.

“I bet he does,” Miz Weed said. “Jake’s mighty generous with my money. Well, finish your pops, and then scat! This pit of sin ain’t no place for two seven-year-old boys.”

“Gee, Miz Weed,” I said. “If you’re afraid of us seeing some evil, neither Eddie nor I would mind a bit.”

The way she rolled her eyes up toward the ceiling, I could see Miz Weed was giving my comment some serious consideration, but at that very moment the swinging doors burst open with a bang and a rattle. The joyous ruckus of the saloon died an instant death. Jake’s jaw sagged. Every head swiveled toward the intruder. Eddie and I wheeled around on our stools.

Looming there in the doorway stood the most frightening figure I’d ever seen or even imagined. He was tall and lean, with a huge hawkish nose and a shaggy mustache that drooped down past the edges of a grim mouth. Mean little eyes squinted out from beneath bushy eyebrows. Rivers of sweat had cut little channels down his face through what appeared to be a crust composed of dirt, smoke, grit, and the odd flying insect. Escaping from beneath a broad-brimmed hat, gray-streaked hair hung down almost to his shoulders. Grease and grime coated his buckskin shirt, and from his belt hung the largest knife I’d ever seen. In one hand he carried a rifle.

Behind us, Jake mumbled, “I can see this ain’t gonna be one of my better days.”

After glancing about the room to make sure everyone was properly terrified, the man strode up to the bar right next to Eddie and me. He laid the rifle on the bar within easy reach, probably just in case some fool might have an attack of lunacy and cause him a bit of annoyance.

“Whiskey!” he growled.

“Yes sir!” Jake set a shot glass of whiskey in front of him.

“You call thet whiskey!” The man picked up his rifle and swept the glass off the bar with it.

“What am I thinking of!” Jake set the bottle on the bar. The man tilted up the bottle and chugalugged a goodly portion. Then he growled at Jake, “Now get me some pliers.”

“Pliers! Pliers!” Jake croaked, rummaging about under the bar. “We got some here someplace. Hope we got some. Don’t have much call for … Ah! Here they are!”

The man grabbed the pliers, opened his craterous mouth, and stuck the pliers back in so far they must have touched his tonsils. He then clamped down and began wrenching on the pliers, all the while making the most terrible, ghastly, sickening sounds I’d ever heard. And then he hauled out a massive tooth and flung it on the bar in front of Jake.

“Thar, gol-dang ya!” he said to the tooth. “You and me is parted company. Let thet be a lesson to you, causin’ me thet kinda misery.”

He spat a glob of blood on the floor, took another gulp of whiskey, plunked a silver dollar on the bar, picked up the bottle and his rifle, glanced about the room one more time to make sure everyone was behaving himself, and strode out the door.

The collective sigh of relief heaved by the saloon’s patrons rattled the windows. Thinking I might have just witnessed some evil, I turned to Jake. He was mopping sweat off his forehead with a bar towel. “What was that?”

“That, Patrick, was a mountain man, somehow left over from history.”

“Gee, a real mountain man!” Eddie said.

“As real as you could find nowadays, I reckon,” Jake said. “This here was only the second time I ever seen him. He burst in here one night a couple years ago and roared out at somebody, ‘Now I got you, you no-good thievin’ rat!’ Well, half the boys in here fit that description, and they jumped up and run out the back door. Don’t know if he ever did catch the feller he was after. If he did catch him, I don’t imagine there was much reason to wait breakfast on him in the morning.”

“Gripes, Jake,” I said. “Where does the mountain man live anyway?”

“Oh, I think he mostly roams the mountains, but I understand he’s got a little cabin up Trapper Crick. Course, nobody in his right mind ever goes up there. If he does, I don’t reckon he comes back. So I’m not sure about the cabin.”

Miz Weed, who had been rushing about throwing open all the windows, suddenly noticed us again. She wasn’t too pleased, or so I judged from the really bad word she blurted out. “You twerps got exactly thirty seconds to get your business done with Jake and your butts outta here!”

“Gee whiz, Miz Weed, we—”

“Twenty-five seconds!”

Jake grabbed the mountain man’s dollar off the bar and handed it to us. “You boys git.”

“But, Jake, you didn’t even count the empties!”

“Yep, I did,” he whispered. “Got X-ray vision can see right through those ole gunnysacks. Come out a dollar even.”

“Wow, a whole dollar!” Eddie cried. “Thanks, Jake!”

“Not so loud,” Jake said, glancing over at Miz Weed, who paused from counting off seconds to glare at her bartender.

We set the sacks on the floor, grabbed the wagon, and headed for the door. Jake’s X-ray vision wasn’t all that good. There wasn’t more than twenty cents’ worth of empties in those sacks. Sometimes we felt bad about taking advantage of Jake, but the feeling never lasted long enough to make a nuisance of itself.

At the door, Eddie suddenly stopped and turned. “What’s that mountain man’s name anyway, Jake?”

“Crabtree,” Jake said. “Rancid is what folks call him. Rancid Crabtree.”

“Rancid Crabtree? How come they call him Rancid?”

“You got a cold, Eddie?” Jake said. “You didn’t smell nothin’?”

We sniffed. Why yes, a pungent odor still lingered in the air, even after the brisk breeze Miz Weed had let in through the windows.

“You’re right,” Eddie said. “I guess I was too scared to smell when we were at the bar with him and you.”

Jake gave us a crazed look. “Just as well, I’d say,” he grunted, tossing back a shot of whiskey. “You boys don’t get any of your weird ideas, hear? You’ll steer clear of Crabtree, if you know what’s good for you!”

Eddie and I plodded off toward town and the matinee, both of us enjoying the warm and satisfying feeling that comes from sudden wealth. With a whole dollar, we could buy out half the town. We could buy real estate, if we had any use for it.

“Hold up a sec,” Eddie said. He pointed far off to a thickly forested area between two mountains. “You know what? Trapper Crick flows out of there.”

“So?” I said, reluctantly distracted from contemplating the purchasing potential of our dollar.

“Well, I was just thinking,” Eddie said. “Maybe we should sneak up there, find Crabtree’s cabin, and spy on him. Maybe we could see him do some mountain man stuff. Maybe he’d shoot a bear or something. What do you think?”

“Didn’t you hear what Jake said about Crabtree, Eddie? Anybody who goes up there probably doesn’t come back.”

“Oh, you know what a kidder Jake is. How about it?”

“Sounds okay to me,” I said. “I’ll tell you what, you can sneak up and spy on Crabtree while I stand watch.”

“I was kinda thinking we’d do it the other way around,” Eddie said. “Where was you thinking you’d stand watch?”

“Right about here,” I said. “But maybe not quite this close.”

Before spying on Crabtree, we had to wait a few days for the image of the fierce old mountain man to fade below our terror threshold. Most of our adventures resulted from our level of boredom rising above our level of fear. One morning when we had nothing else to do but sit on the Muldoon corral fence and use ourselves as bait for mosquitoes, Eddie determined that his boredom had just about reached critical mass. “We’ve waited long enough. Let’s go spy on Crabtree.”

“Geez, Eddie, I don’t know,” I said, wiping out three mosquitoes on my arm with one swat. “I’m not that bored yet. Besides, if old Crabtree catches us, he might kill us.”

“Of course he’ll kill us, Pat, if he catches us. That’s what mountain men do when they catch somebody spying on them. But he ain’t going to catch us.”

“Yeah but—”

“C’mon, you can’t chicken out on me now. Don’t you want to be a mountain man?”

“Sure.”

“See, we can spy on old Crabtree and learn how to do all kinds of mountain man stuff. It’ll save us a whole bunch of time if we don’t have to learn it all on our own. Otherwise, we’ll be stuck in school practically forever.”

Eddie was right, I could see that. The faster we learned how to be mountain men, the sooner we could leave school, go off into the wilderness, and live off the land. Second grade had been a terrible bore the previous year. And it wasn’t one bit better this year! Right now it looked as if I might never get out of second grade.

“You’re right, Eddie. Let’s go.” “Great! But we better tell Ma and Pa first.”

“Why tell them, Eddie? They’ll probably just get all nervous and shaky like always and then tell us we can’t go, because it’s too dangerous.”

“I know, but I don’t like them to worry. You don’t say nothin’, okay? I’ll handle this.”

Both of Eddie’s parents seemed to suffer from some kind of nervous disorder. In fact, Mr. Muldoon’s face would begin to twitch every time he saw Eddie and me together, and Mrs. Muldoon would wring her hands and sometimes even chew on a fingernail. I’d told Eddie I thought maybe his folks had some kind of strange disease, but he said he was pretty sure their nervous condition was just a result of drinking too much coffee. “Coffee’s awful bad for the nerves,” he’d explained.

Both Eddie’s parents were in the kitchen when we burst in on them.

“Good cripes!” Mr. Muldoon yelped, frantically brushing spilled hot coffee off his pants. “How many times I got to tell you boys, walk through the door just as if you was regular human beings. You don’t have to take it off the hinges!”

“Sorry, Pa,” Eddie said. “Anyway, I just want to let you know Pat and I are going on a hike.”

“A hike?” Mrs. Muldoon said, chewing a fingernail.

“You’re not taking any of my tools, are you?” Mr. Muldoon said. “You boys stay away from my tools. I don’t want you chopping down any more trees, or building deep-sea-diving outfits with my milk buckets, or building airplanes on top of the barn roof, or digging pit traps in the pasture to capture wild animals, or starting campfires, or—”

“Naw, we’re just going on a hike, Pa.”

Mr. Muldoon’s face twitched. “Well, I guess there isn’t too much harm in that. For gosh sakes, just don’t build nothin’!”

“Lord save us, no!” Mrs. Muldoon cried, wringing her hands. “And don’t build any more rafts out of fence posts! You’ll drown for sure.”

“That’s right,” Mr. Muldoon said. “Besides, I need all the fence posts I got left!”

“You make sure your hike doesn’t take you anywhere near that pit of sin, Pig Weed’s Saloon,” Mrs. Muldoon said.

“We won’t go near Pig Weed’s,” Eddie said. “We’ll stay clear of that evil place.”

“Well,” Mrs. Muldoon said, “I guess I could make you a sack lunch for your little hike.”

“Oh,” Mr. Muldoon said, “and no more snares! The last one I caught my foot in nearly broke my leg. Can you think of anything else, Sarah?” His face twitched again.

“It’s just so hard to cover everything, Herb. It’s just so hard.”

Eddie was probably right. His folks must have drunk way too much coffee.

An hour later, Eddie and I were working our way up the Trapper Creek trail. The trail was overgrown with brush on both sides and obviously didn’t get much use.

“Remember what Jake said?” I asked Eddie. “How he suspected that anybody that came up Trapper Creek probably didn’t come back?”

“Yeah, I been thinking about that. Maybe we shouldn’t stick to the trail. Let’s cut up over that ridge. We might be able to see Crabtree’s cabin from there.”

We crossed a log over the creek and climbed up to the ridge. Sure enough, tucked away in a clearing down below was a little cabin. Eddie and I lay down side by side so we could just peek over the rocky lip of the ridge. An overgrown logging road entered the clearing from the far side, and at the end of the road an ancient truck rusted its way toward oblivion. All kinds of interesting junk was strewn about among tall weeds: a set of bedsprings, part of a milk separator, a broken table, a gas tank, a wheel from a hay wagon, and dozens of things we couldn’t even recognize. And then there were the bones, gleaming whitely in the sun.

“Any of those bones look human to you?” I whispered to Eddie.

“Most of them,” Eddie whispered back. “I don’t see no human skulls, though. He probably keeps a collection of them in his cabin. I reckon old Crabtree just tosses his victims out in the yard after he kills them.”

“Geez!” I whispered. “Let’s get out of here!”

“Don’t worry, Pat, he won’t ever spot us up here. Besides, we want to see him do some mountain man stuff.”

We lay there for what seemed like hours without catching a glimpse of Crabtree. Wisps of smoke drifted up out of the stone chimney, so we were pretty sure he was home. Then I noticed a faint odor. It seemed to be growing stronger.

“You smell that, Eddie?”

“Yeah. It’s pretty awful.”

“What do you suppose it is?”

“I don’t know. Maybe Crabtree is burning some rotten old hides in his stove.”

“It keeps getting stronger.”

“Wind must have shifted and be blowing the smoke up here.”

The hair on the back of my neck lifted. My hair was always a pretty good detector of danger. “I’m getting a little scared, Eddie. Something doesn’t feel right.”

“Y-yeah. Uh, I don’t want you to get too scared, Pat. We b-b-better head on home.”

I started to push back from the ledge but my feet bumped into a rock. I moved my feet to one side to get around it. But the rock moved, too. This seemed a rather bad omen. I turned and looked up. Towering over us was—Rancid Crabtree!

What happened next was all kind of a blur. I do recall being snatched up by the back of my shirt, and I had this image of Eddie’s legs running like crazy but unable to get any traction because they were way up in the air. And then something was pulled over my head and I was flipped upside down. The next thing I knew, I was being bounced along on Crabtree’s shoulder like a bag of grain. At one point I was dropped on the ground. I heard a paper sack being opened and then the rustle of waxed paper followed by chewing sounds. Crabtree was eating our lunch! Then I was hoisted back up and carted off again. Finally, I was dropped on a hard surface of some kind. All this while I’d tried to keep my breathing to a minimum so as not to call attention to myself, but now I stopped breathing altogether and listened for sounds of Crabtree. Silence. The odor was fading. The murderous old mountain man had probably left me in one of his secret places, intending to come back later and finish me off. And then I heard a muffled cry from Eddie.

“Help!”

A door opened.

“Help!”

“For heaven’s sakes!” Mrs. Muldoon said. “What are you boys doing in those gunnysacks! How in the world? Why, the sacks are tied shut! And here’s a note! I can barely make it out. Let’s see: ‘Keep … these … younguns out of my … hair … or else! Yours truly … Rancid Crabtree. P.S. Thanks for … the lunch!’ My goodness, what terrible spelling.”

“Forget the spelling, Ma,” Eddie said. “Get us out of these sacks.”

Mrs. Muldoon seemed to be thinking about what to do next. “Oh, I will, Eddie, I will. But first I think I’ll make myself a nice cup of tea, put my feet up, and treat myself to a little peace and quiet.” The door closed.

“Geez, I don’t know what gets into Ma,” Eddie said. “Well, I’ll tell you one thing, Pat. Next time old Crabtree won’t find us so easy to catch.”

“Next time! What do you mean, next time, Eddie? He catches us again, he’ll kill us for sure!”

“Naw, this is great. See, if he was going to kill us, he’d have killed us this time. Instead, he just hauled us back home. He ain’t as fierce as everybody thinks.”

“Yeah, well, next time you go without me.”

“C’mon, Pat, don’t you want to learn to be a mountain man? You want to spend the rest of your life in second grade?”

One thing about Eddie, he knew how to push all the right buttons.

As punishment for “tormenting” Rancid Crabtree, both Crazy Eddie and I were placed under house arrest for a whole week. Talk about your miscarriage of justice. You’d think we’d stuck Crabtree in a gunnysack and kidnapped him!

Under the terms of our parole the following week, Eddie and I were forbidden to associate with any dangerous and unsavory characters—namely each other—for an unspecified period of time. So our only means of communication was Morse code, blinked with flashlights at night across the fields between our homes. One night Eddie blinked out this message to me: C-T-H-L-T-M-E-S-N-I-B. I blinked back a terse reply: B-I-P-F-O-G. As Eddie often pointed out, one of these days we’d actually have to learn Morse code. That way the message wouldn’t always have to be the same: “Meet me at the Big Tree.”

I slipped out my bedroom window and ran to the Big Tree, a solitary cottonwood in the middle of our hay field. Eddie was already there.

“I got our next raid on old Crabtree all worked out,” he said.

“What raid? You know we’re not supposed to bother Crabtree anymore.”

“Us bother him? He’s the one tied us up in gunnysacks and carted us home like a couple weaner pigs. It was just like he kidnapped us, and our folks didn’t even call the sheriff on him or nothin’. Shucks, I even heard Pa say he wished he’d come up with that gunnysack idea. Nope, we got to take revenge on Crabtree ourselves.”

“Revenge? Eddie, don’t you understand? That old mountain man will kill us just for showing up, let alone us trying to take revenge on him.”

“Well, not revenge really. What we’ll do is set a trap for him. See, I got it all drawn out here.” He turned his flashlight on a sheet of tablet paper. “This here is a wild-animal pit trap, just like the one we caught Pa in.”
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