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			PROLOGUE: 
The Snake Well
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			She was making the sounds.

			“Pretty,” Hank gasped, then sidled closer to the tree that was nearest to him in the birch grove. He had pure white hair, white as a bar of Ivory soap. His momma told him it was so white because he was an angel from heaven. Hank put his arm around the tree and looked down toward the clearing where the hole was.

			The man was on top of the girl. He was doing something to her back. He did it and stopped and then looked at what he had done. The cutting thing in his hand was bright, then became dark. He moved slowly along her back. She wasn’t wearing anything. Hank clutched harder to the side of the birch tree.

			The man’s back was bare, too. He was standing up and the girl was in the tall grass below him. They were next to the hole that Hank’s momma told him to stay away from on account of the snakes.

			The girl kept on and on, making the sounds, louder and louder. Hank moved to the next tree, just a foot and a half from him. He put his palm on its papery bark and went down to it, rocking from side to side.

			The man stood up in the grass. He raised his other arm. There was no hand on it. The arm ended at the wrist.

			The man put down the shining thing and picked up something long that shimmered, and began winding it around the girl’s foot. She was making the sounds, getting higher and louder and faster. It was like someone was tickling her all over and wouldn’t stop, no matter how hard she begged.

			“Pretty,’’ Hank whimpered as he reached out to another tree. Before he could stop, his hand missed the tree, and he fell forward, rolling down the side of the hill through the tall grass. The sky scattered over him.

			When Hank stopped, the man was poking him with his one big hand the way a snake strikes from the other side of a log. “Well, looky here, if it ain’t that half-wit boy.” Hank could feel and smell the man’s breath on the back of his neck. Hank went to jump up, but he felt the other thing twisting down sharp into his back, the hard, bony stump where there was no hand. Hank screamed and squirmed to get away, but the man held him fixed. He rolled Hank over with a laugh.

			Hank looked at the face. It was like the man’s eyes had been taken out and the eyes he had now had once belonged to something else. They were like eyes Hank had seen before, down by the river when the still water would ripple with the head of a water moccasin and all he could see would be eyes bobbing and rippling through the stagnant water. To Hank it seemed that the moccasin had crawled in through one of the empty sockets of the man’s face and coiled up inside his head and was now trying to look back out through the holes, only its eyes were smaller and didn’t fit. The man’s lips were so jagged and scarred it looked like something had chewed on them. His tongue darted out and licked the ragged lips.

			“Pretty, ” Hank gasped, catching sight of the girl.

			“You ever seen so many of them old, sweet dreams?” the man asked, mocking. “Old Luther, lie’s got him a heap more of them sweet dreams. A whole heap more.”

			“Heapmore,’’ Hank gasped in terror, looking at the unspeakable things that covered the girl’s slender white body.

			All at once Hank felt the hand dropping him, and without looking around again he scrambled forward into the tall grass, then got up on his feet. He ran as fast as he could back up the hill, tripping twice, grabbing on to weeds and briars and grass, pulling himself up frantically, but always coming from behind him he heard the sounds the girl was making by the hole, the high squealing, delirious and uncontrollable, as if she couldn’t even catch her breath, drowning out the other noises of the morning.

			Hank stopped at the very top of the hill. It had suddenly gotten quiet. Hank looked back down, but he could no longer see the girl. The man was standing by the side of the big hole and holding the rope into it. Only now the rope was no longer winding and twisted, but running straight as a table leg into the darkness of the hole.

			Hank tried to call out, but the only sound he made was a deep and terrible sob.
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			Four days later, Catherine Kline was found.

			It was Dr. Kennedy—or Doc, as everybody called him—- who carried the girl down the spiral stairway of the abandoned Randolph mansion, five miles out of town. Her body was wrapped entirely in the blanket the Doc had brought along with him. Even before finding Catherine, he had told Charlie McAlister, the town’s young sheriff, that he wanted no one else to see her. Although Doc did not offer an explanation, Charlie had enough respect for the older man not to ask him why.

			“Is she alive?” Charlie asked. Doc nodded. “Barely. And God only knows how.”

			Back in Lucerne, Doc carried the girl from the car to the door around the side of his house that led to the medical office in the basement. Catherine was still wrapped in the blanket when Doc set her down on the examination table. It was then that Charlie saw the side of her leg, only a few inches where the blanket had come loose. He stared at what had been done to her flesh. Doc glanced at him, then quickly pulled the blanket over the exposed part of her body. “Prison tattoos. They were cut in with a razor, then ink was rubbed in,” Doc said, struggling to sound professional even at that moment. “They’re all over her body,” he whispered, his voice finally cracking. “Every inch of her.”

			Charlie stepped back, feeling faint and dizzy. “Why. . . why would anybody—”

			Doc shook his head. “The things he put on her. . .” But he didn’t explain himself. Instead he looked back at Charlie. Doc’s eyes were full of tears. He shook his head helplessly. “What am I supposed to tell her folks, Charlie? How can I let them even see her like this? How can I—”

			At that moment Charlie heard a voice from behind him. When he turned around, he saw Rev. Kline, the girl’s father, standing in the doorway. “I saw your car,” Kline said, hut his eyes were not on Charlie. He was staring at the hidden mound of his child’s body through the door of the examination room. “Is she alive?”

			Charlie stepped back. Rev. Kline, his face ashen and yet still composed, walked slowly into the examination room.

			“Why is she covered up like that?” he asked. 

			Doc took Charlie by the arm. “Go outside,” he said, his voice urgent and commanding, like a father ordering his child to leave a burning building in which the father was trapped. “Quick.”

			Charlie had just closed the door behind him when he heard it. A sound he would never forget as long as he lived, the sound Rev. Kline made as he pulled back the blanket from his daughter’s body.
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			Charlie drove around for an hour before finally going home. And even then, he sat out in his car for another ten minutes. It was difficult for him to begin to absorb what had happened. Six days before, when twelve-year-old Catherine Kline had disappeared, he had told her parents that everything would be okay. He had said it because he believed it. His world, up until that afternoon, simply didn’t allow for such things as this. He had been taught to believe in the fundamental goodness of his fellow human beings, to believe if some of them erred they did so simply because they walked in less light than others. But now as what he had seen began to sink in, he realized that sometimes it was not a matter of more or less light. Sometimes it was a question of absolute darkness.

			Charlie looked up and saw his wife. She was standing on the front porch. Until the period of Catherine’s illness, when the Klines began to keep their daughter in, Lou Anne had been her Sunday school teacher at the Methodist church. She told Charlie that she’d never seen a more beautiful child in her life. “Sometimes it’s like she’s from another world,” Lou Anne once told him. “The way she takes to the Bible stories. When I tell them, most of the children look out the window or fidget or pull on each other’s dresses. But with Catherine, you just have to look into her eyes. It’s like she’s actually watching it all take place right in front of her—like she’s really there.”

			And now, what was there to say?

			“Charlie?” Lou Anne called out.

			He stepped out of the ear. Lou Anne ran a few feet toward him, then stopped. He looked up at her face. On her cheeks were two purplish spots: they had appeared the night the girl had been reported missing, same as they always did whenever she got worried or upset by something.

			“Charlie?” she repeated.

			He looked up at her and took a deep breath. “We found her, he said hoarsely. He heard his wife’s voice break: “She’s not dead, is she, Charlie?” He didn’t look at her; he couldn’t. “Doc, he figures she won’t last the night.”

			Lou Anne made a stifled noise, her hand up to her mouth.

			“It was Luther,” Charlie said. “Doc’s sure of it.”

			Lou Anne stood there, her hand still covering her mouth, her eyes filled with tears. “But why, Charlie? Why would anybody want to hurt Catherine?”

			Charlie walked over to his wife and put his arms around her. He buried his face into her neck. “Christ,” he whispered, holding on to her as tightly as he could. “I wish I knew.”
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			That evening, Lou Anne found Charlie in their room, sitting on the edge of the bed. He was staring somberly into the crib they had set up there three months before, right after Charlie had brought her and their newborn son, Larry, back from the hospital. Usually, when Charlie sat over the crib, it was to play and talk to the baby. To tell him what a great baseball player he was going to be when he grew up, to tickle him under the chin, or to perform little puppet shows with the assortment of stuffed animals that accompanied the child’s sleep. But tonight Charlie seemed a million miles away. Lou Anne came over to him and put her hands on his shoulders. Startled, he turned around, his eyes momentarily panicked. “Sorry. I’m just jumpy, that’s all.” He looked back down at the sleeping child. “I feel like I want to stay here forever, he said. “To watch over him. To make sure nothing ever hurts him.”

			Lou Anne shook her head.

			“Sitting here, looking at him, all I can think about is how they must feel right now, Rev. Kline and Sadie. We waited ten years for Larry, and look how we feel about him. They waited even longer for Catherine. And then, after all that, something happens, something you could never have prepared for, no matter how hard you tried. Something that comes one night and sweeps everything away.” Lou Anne was sitting next to him now, and he had reached one hand over to rest it on her knee. “And yet you know what people will be saying a week from now, don’t you?” Charlie looked at her directly. “They’ll all be telling each other the same thing: Life goes on. Life goes on,” he said softly. “Even me. I’ll be saying it, too. Only what if sometimes life doesn’t go on? How can it ever go on again for the Klines?”

			Lou Anne said nothing. She knew better. To everybody else Charlie was the image of even-tempered cheerfulness, but she, and she alone, knew that there was another side to him. A melancholy side that Charlie fought against. She put her arm across his broad shoulders.

			At that moment the baby stirred and opened his eyes. They were deep blue, like Charlies. The child stared up blankly, momentarily disoriented. Then he broke into a grin. Lou Anne went over and picked the boy up from the crib. She held it close against her and smiled. The baby leaned toward Charlie, extending one hand. “I think he wants you, Charlie,” Lou Anne said, then gently put the child into her husband’s arms.

			Charlie looked down at the happy face of his son. Lou Anne had wanted to name him after his father, but Charlie had resisted. They had compromised and named him after Charlie’s dad. Larry.

			Lou Anne had never come across a man as effortlessly gentle with a child. She watched as Charlie s face changed its expression, moving almost imperceptibly from deep gloom to joy. “Life does go on, Charlie,” she whispered to him. “It has to. For his sake, if nothing else.”

			Charlie looked into his son’s eyes and nodded. “Nothing’s ever going to happen to you,” he said. “You hear that, Larry? Your daddy’s going to see to it. At least he’s going to do his damnedest.”

		


		
			3

			It was nearly evening the next day when Doc and Charlie found Luther. Acting on a hunch of Doc’s, they had decided to check a clearing deep in the woods, the place referred to in local stories simply as the snake well. There, in the growing twilight, Charlie saw Luther sitting on the ground, his back propped against the crumbled sides of the well. His head was hanging limp, his mouth open. Earlier Doc had read Charlie the report he had obtained from the state mental hospital from which Luther had escaped. Self-mutilation was part of his extreme psychosis, along with “visions and auditory hallucinations.” Yet despite being forewarned, Charlie had to fight off nausea as he stared into the slack face for the first time. “Shit,” he whispered. As the two men stepped closer, Charlie, noticing the peculiar cast of Luther’s eyes, asked Doc: “Is he dead?”

			“No. That’s catatonia.” Charlie looked at the glassy, lifeless eyes. “You sure?” he whispered.

			Doc didn’t answer. He was talking to Luther. “Get up. We’re not going to hurt you,” he said, his rifle pointed at Luther’s temple.

			To Charlie’s astonishment, Luther suddenly came to life. He looked up and twisted his disfigured mouth into a grin. “Can’t hurt old Luther no more, ” he said, his words slurred. “Can’t nobody hurt him no more.”

			“Don’t count on it. You make one wrong move, I’ll blow your head off. Now get up,” Doc said, his voice shaking with rage.

			But Luther’s expression didn’t change. “You seen it? You seen the bomination? I done her up right, purple and scarlet, just like it says in Scripture. Ain’t that right?” Luther said, staring at Doc. “He come and showed me them words in them Revelations, and he says, ‘Luther, you go and do likewise.’ ”

			“Who? Who showed you?” Charlie asked, glancing at Doc.

			“Why, the one that come to me down where they had me. Every night he come, whispering them words of his, teaching me Scripture,” Luther said. “Last night, too. He done said, ‘I ain’t leaving you. I ain’t forgetting about you none. I’ll be coming for you tomorrow. You done just right. Just right.’’ Them’s his words.”

			“Who’s coming for you?” Charlie persisted.

			But Luther never answered. He sprang up and knocked one shoulder into Doc, making him drop the gun, then went tearing off through the woods. Doc picked up his rifle, and followed closely by Charlie, chased after him, through bushes and vines for what seemed like ages until they came to the shallows at the edge of the Allatoona River. They stopped on the bank opposite the shallows and watched as Luther tried to cross the river. “He’ll never make it,” Doc said. A moment later Luther gave out a scream, but by then the quicksand was already up to his knees. Twisting around, he struggled to get loose, but with each jerk of his legs, he only sank in deeper.

			“Don’t move!” Doc called out. “Charlie, we’ve got to do something.”

			Charlie stood there a moment, not sure what to do next. Then, before he knew he had come to a decision, he hurried out into the shallows, lay on his stomach in the water, and reached out toward Luther.

			“Take my hand, goddamnit!” Charlie yelled.

			The quicksand was already up to Luther’s chest. One arm, his good one, was still clear of the ooze. Carefully inching forward, Charlie strained to reach it but fell short. He got up, not knowing where the quicksand began, and moved closer. Again he threw himself on his stomach and extended his hand. ‘“TAKE IT!” he shouted, his only thought now to rescue the other man and pull him to the safety of the shore.

			The quicksand was up to Luther’s neck now. Suddenly the screaming stopped. Charlie saw that Luther’s head was now completely submerged, his one good arm alone on the surface, struggling to grab hold of something. Pushing himself a dangerous few inches closer, Charlie strained every muscle and took hold. Then, yelling at Doc, he ordered, “Grab my legs! Start pulling me back!”

			Charlie began to tug on the hand, desperately trying to dredge Luther out of the quicksand. “Keep holding me, Doc! Charlie shouted and all at once he heard a sucking sound and felt the quicksand give. He looked up and saw that Luther’s head, covered with ooze, had regained the surface. “We got him now!” Charlie twisted his hand around to strengthen his grip. But at that moment something happened: Afterward Charlie would try to convince himself that Luther’s reaction was just typical of a desperate and drowning man. That was how Charlie would explain it later. But at the time Charlie was aware of the sudden strength that surged from Luther’s arm, wrenching his hand around suddenly so that instead of Charlie holding Luther’s hand, it was Luther who held Charlie. And he wasn’t just holding him, he was pulling him toward the quicksand.

			“For Christ’s sake help me, Doc!” Charlie yelled. Just then Luther’s eyes opened. Later Charlie would tell himself it had been some kind of optical illusion: The declining sunlight must have struck Luther’s irises at a strange angle, making his eves flash with the same sharp, otherworldly gleam that Charlie had seen in the eyes of certain animals— cats, mainly, but also snakes. Burning with hideous mockery, these eyes could only belong to something inhuman and terrible, something that looked out at Charlie through Luther’s sockets, as if through a mask.

			Luther’s mouth opened. He seemed to grin, as if laughing soundlessly.

			“DOC!” Charlie screamed, feeling himself being dragged under, down into the quicksand.

			But Doc no longer had hold of him. The next second Charlie heard the crack of a rifle reverberating from one side of the river to the other. He looked back and saw where the bullet had struck Luther, right between the eves. There was not a flicker of expression anywhere in the man’s dead face.

			And all at once, Charlie’s hand was free.

			Panting and shaken, Charlie staggered back to the river bank. Doc took hold of his arm, but neither man spoke a word. All around them the darkness was closing in. They watched as Luther s body again sank from view beneath the ooze, his fingers clenched as though still reaching for Charlie’s hand until they disappeared into the darkness of the shallows.

			The next day Charlie brought a team of men out to the river to recover the body. For the following three days every foot of the shallows was dredged and probed. But no trace of the body was ever found.
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			Catherine Kline lived for four months. When death finally took the girl Doc continued to shield her from prying eyes, instructing the town’s undertaker, Tommy Lee Anderson, to leave a coffin on Doc’s back porch. Later that night Charlie McAlister accompanied Doc out to the old Confederate graveyard, where the two men silently lowered the coffin into the ground.

			Around four o’clock the next morning, Rev. Kline walked behind the barn of Jesse Millard’s farmhouse, where all his farming equipment was kept. There the minister turned on Jesse Millard’s new thresher, sucked his breath in, then carefully crawled under the machine. He looked up into the deadly whirlwind inches above him and then, in a paroxysm of despair, lifted his body into the blades.
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			Doc stood at the window of his house. In his hand he held a syringe, its contents sufficient to kill a grown man within seconds. He looked down at it and saw that his hand was trembling. “If only I knew,’’ he whispered to himself. “If only I could be sure.” He stared out into the darkness that had engulfed the little town, his eyes fixed on the horizon of stars. He looked at them with the sad, unspeakable love another man might feel thumbing through an album of old photographs as one by one the much-loved, now-dead faces came before him. Slowly Doc pulled the heavy black drapes across his windows.

			They would not be drawn back again for fifteen years.

		


		
			Part One: 
The Return
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			On the last Friday in May, right before six o’clock in the evening, a Trailways bus turned off old Georgia 44 and into K.J. Thompson’s Texaco, the one and only service station in the sleepy backwater town of Lucerne.

			Twenty minutes earlier, K.J. and his black mechanic, Carl, had locked up and gone home for the day. Across the street, Tom Harlan had retired to the back room of Becky’s Department Store to go over his accounts. Charlie McAlister was normally just closing up his sheriff’s office about then, but today he had taken his son—Larry had just turned fourteen—to Willard for a Little League game. The only other person around was the town’s barber, Slim McGee, who, for the past hour, had been restlessly pacing the floor of his barbershop, checking outside every five minutes to see if Charlie had gotten back. There was something Slim had to talk to him about.

			Earlier in the afternoon Big Phil Beck had dropped by to get his sideburns trimmed. One of those men who felt obliged to have an opinion on everything—from the origin of the universe to the best brand of fertilizer—Big Phil was always ready to correct other people’s misguided ideas. And while he would talk anywhere, his favorite place to expound his views was the big chair at Slim’s barbershop, speaking to whoever was present—even if it happened to be only Slim McGee—in a tone of voice that most men can produce only with the help of an amplified sound system. It was from this chair that ten years earlier, Big Phil had ignited the bitterest of the town s barbershop controversies by claiming to have evidence that Martin Luther King—or Martin Lucifer Coon, as Big Phil persisted in calling him—had been a Russian spy dyed to look just like a Negro. When Mack Taylor challenged him on this, asking in particular about his lips, Big Phil—not to be backed into a corner—said that the Communists had their ways. From that point the exchange became quickly overheated, with an exasperated Mack Taylor finally declaring that Big Phil didn’t know his ass from a hole in the ground. “Least I ain’t no nigger-lover,” Big Phil replied coolly. After which it took Slim and Charlie McAlister a good five minutes to persuade Mack to stop beating Big Phil’s head against Slim’s barber pole.

			Today Big Phil was at it again, airing his theory on kudzu—the fast-growing vine that, at this time of the year in Georgia, was scattering itself like wildfire across anything that stood still for longer than an hour or two. Well, Big Phil declared, it was all part of a Japanese plot to undermine American agriculture. He had seen documents in The Lightning Bolt to prove it.

			For the past hour now Slim had been mulling over this question, dismayed that Charlie wasn’t around to shed some light on it. Ordinarily, when Slim would become too agitated by one of Big Phil’s pronouncements, he would run next door, saying, “I’m going to check that out with Charlie.” Bursting into the sheriff’s office, Slim would lay it all out before Charlie, then ask him, “What you think about it?” Charlie would only shake his head, as if overwhelmed by the complexity of the issue before him. “Well, Slim, I guess there’s a little truth to both sides.” And Slim, his mouth open in wonderment at the coincidence, would exclaim, “Why, you know, Charlie, that’s exactly what I was thinking!”

			Stepping outside his shop for the fifteenth time in the past hour, Slim looked over to where Charlie usually parked his car. It was still vacant. He glanced over at K. J.’s and stared suspiciously at the kudzu that was creeping up the side of the station. He hadn’t noticed it there the day before, and Slim found himself wondering if it might be some new experimental kind of kudzu, even worse than the old. “Them damn japs,” he whispered, shaking his head. Slim was about to go back inside when he heard a groaning noise from down the highway. Just then the Trailways bus made its turn into K. J.’s Texaco.

			Puzzled, Slim watched as someone got off the bus, someone Slim had never laid eyes on before. A boy who, judging from the puniness of his looks, couldn’t have been more than eight or nine. He was dressed poorly, in a frayed T-shirt and blue jeans two sizes too big. He did not look up as the bus pulled off but remained exactly where the bus had set him out, looking neither to the left nor the right, in front or behind, just standing there with a battered cardboard box clutched tightly to his thin chest as if, all around, people were jostling to pry it loose. But there wasn’t a soul in sight. “Well, I’ll be,’’ Slim muttered to himself, looking around to see if anybody was coming to fetch the boy. He had to be somebody’s kin—a nephew or grandson—only it was peculiar that nobody had told Slim about it.

			Slim waited a little longer to see if anyone showed up; then, determined to figure out what was going on, he walked down the steps and crossed Philippi, Lucerne’s main street. He stopped a few feet from the boy and nodded. “Howdy.”

			The boy didn’t look up. He didn’t even seem to hear Slim.

			“Somebody coming to fetch you, young fella?” But again there was no response, except a slight wince.

			“You waiting on some kinfolk? You tell me who it is and maybe I can help you find them.” Then seeing that this didn’t work and beginning to wonder if the boy was deaf and dumb as well as puny. Slim sighed and tried once more. “Maybe if you was to tell me your name, son.” Without looking up at Slim, the boy began to stutter something. It took Slim a moment or two to figure out what he was saving.

			“Well, Jamey, you got you a last name, too?”

			The boy didn’t say. He didn’t even seem to be breathing. He reminded Slim of a cornered rabbit, like he was hoping Slim would forget about him if he just stayed still long enough.

			Again Slim asked his name, this time putting his hand on the boy’s skinny shoulder. He could feel clear through to the bone. The boy flinched away, then looked up for a second, his eyes watery and frightened. There was a tic on his left cheek, throbbing like a sparrow’s heart.

			“I wasn’t going to hurt you none.”

			“I-I-I w-was s-suppose to w-w-wait,” the boy stuttered back.

			“Who told you to wait?”

			But Slim didn’t find out. For at that moment, Abigail Parker’s battered Studebaker pulled into the lot of the Texaco. She stopped next to the boy and flung open the door on the passenger’s side.

			“You Jamey?” she said with a snarl, sounding mean as ever.

			The boy glanced at her, looking scared out of his wits, then nodded.

			“What you waiting on?” she demanded. “Ain’t you never seen a car before?” Noticing that Slim was still watching her, she scowled at him as if he were a doubtful piece of produce—a wilted head of lettuce or a bruised tomato. “You got staring problems?”

			“He your nephew or something, Abigail?”

			“Ain’t got no nephew. Ain’t got no kin at all,” Abigail barked. Staring Slim straight in the eye, challenging him to take it or leave it, she added, “This here’s orphan boy Jamey, and I done took him in out of the goodness of my heart.” And with that, the boy stepped in the car, managing to get the door only halfway shut before Abigail pulled back off onto Philippi, her tires squealing.
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			“Where was you yesterday?” Slim asked Charlie the next morning, and before Charlie could remind Slim about his son’s game, Slim had launched into the story of Abigail’s orphan.

			At first Charlie was a little wary. Only a week before, Slim had hurried into Charlie’s office, announcing in the same breathless voice that Becky had killed her husband’s girlfriend just that morning. Startled, Charlie had said, “Becky Lovett?”

			“Becky Lovett?” Slim had repeated. “What about Becky Lovett, Charlie?”

			At which point, Charlie had realized that Slim wasn’t referring to the town’s seventy-six-year-old postmistress. “I was talking about Becky on World Turns. You know, that pretty little girl with them bangs: What’s Becky Lovett got to do with anything, Charlie?” So when Charlie heard about Abigail’s mystery orphan, he thought it best to double-check. “We are talking about Abigail Parker, aren’t we?”

			“Course I am. How many Abigails we got around here?” And off he went, reciting for Charlie the events of the previous afternoon. “And the way that orphan was acting, kind of retardlike.”

			“Sounds like he was shy.”

			“No, sir, Charlie,” Slim said authoritatively, “he had them retard eyes.”

			Charlie frowned, but before he could say anything, Slim had gone back to the subject of Abigail. “You tell me, Charlie, what’s an old biddy like Abigail doing taking in some poor retard orphan boy. Why, she’s the meanest woman in three counties. Wouldn’t cross the street to give a dying man a drink of water. And cheap? Why, she’s so cheap she charges the squirrels in them pecan trees of hers rent in the wintertime. Even if that orphan retard is a mite puny, he’s still got to eat. So if he ain’t no kin to her, what’s she doing taking him in? Ain’t out of no goodness of her heart. And that’s a fact.”

			Slim’s point was well taken, and within days a great flurry of speculation had erupted throughout Lucerne concerning the boy’s true identity. It was this, more than the word “orphan” with its fine scriptural ring, that explained the sudden outpouring of Christian charity from Lucy Babcock, president of the Baptist Women’s Circle. Four days after the boy’s arrival, she dropped by Abigail’s house, accompanied by three other Circle ladies, all of them armed to the teeth with chocolate chip cookies and raisin cake. But Abigail didn’t give an inch. She met the ladies at the door of the house and immediately whisked the sweets away, saying they were bad for a growing boy, especially one as puny as her orphan. She didn’t see as they could hurt her any, though, especially considering the fuss that had been gone to. Undaunted, the Baptist Circle ladies vainly tried to pry loose Abigail’s secret, “Why, Abigail, it sure was mighty Christian of you, taking in that orphan boy. And him coming all the way from . . . Now where did you say you got him?” But no matter how craftily the question was put, Abigail was prepared with her all purpose answer. “I don’t hold with digging up dirt. And 1 don’t hold with them that do.” Whereupon, sweets in hand, Abigail slammed the screen door in their faces.

			But even Abigail couldn’t keep people from guessing. Maybe he was the child of a dead relative. For despite her words to Slim, Abigail did have kin, though she had long ago disowned them all, seizing on the slightest pretext to sever the relation: A squabble over a dead aunt’s china. A nephew’s fondness for Coca-Cola. A cousin’s unflattering remarks about her overly liberal use of sorghum syrup. And once Abigail cut someone, they stayed cut. There was even a story that told how years before—right after her feud with old Doc—Abigail had one night taken out her pair of sewing scissors and laboriously excised every reference in her family Bible to forgiving those who trespass against us.

			Still, there were some who paid no attention to the gossip surrounding the orphan’s arrival, insisting that the boy should be treated like anybody else. This, at least, was the position taken by Charlie’s wife, Lou Anne, at the weekly meeting of the Methodist Circle. Thinking to triumph where the Baptist ladies had failed, the Methodist women were planning their line of assault on Abigail. Twice Lou Anne had offered her own viewpoint: Just leave Jamey alone and don’t carry him any more raisin cakes and cookies. “He’s a boy, not a funeral.” But each time she was ignored. “Why, Lou Anne, you know old Abigail’s hiding something,” Slim’s wife, Edna May, explained. “Why, the writing’s right there on the wall for all to see. As the Bible says, Them that got eyes, let ’em look.” When ‘Edna May was asked what exactly she was getting at, her face darkened and her voice dropped. “That boy, he’s the fruit of forbidden lust,” Edna explained. “All you got to do is look at him, afflicted the way he is. He’s bearing the sins of his momma and daddy on them slumpy little shoulders, all right. Incest, most likely,” Edna May whispered to the Methodist ladies. “And you want to know why old Abigail took him in? Wasn’t no goodness of her heart.” Edna May then told how, just the day before, she had seen Abigail wearing a brand-new dress and a hat. A red hat with a feather. “Where you think Abigail got the money to be spending on finery? It’s cause somebody’s paying her to take in that orphan, that’s why.”

			“But who’d want to pay her?” Sarah Bradley asked.

			“Them whose sins is a-sitting on that poor little retard’s head,” Edna May went on, displaying her compassionate side.

			“But why would they want to send him here?”

			Edna May drew herself up, folding her arms across her chest with majestical superiority. She looked around the room. It was just the question she had been waiting for. “Ain’t it clear by now? That boy come from right here. Why, his momma, she could be somebody we know. Somebody we ain’t never suspected. Somebody sitting right here in this room. But all these years she’s been carrying around this here deep dark secret in her heart.

			Up to this point Lou Anne had been able to sit listening to Edna May without saving a word. Only Mabel Jackson noticed the way Lou Anne’s left foot kept rapidly beating out a furious rhythm, like a metronome set on presto. When Edna May got to the incest part, however, something else began to happen: Lou Anne’s delicate skin give way to two purplish spots. The veins on her temples, too, began to protrude, growing more prominent until Mabel was convinced Lou Anne was about to have some kind of apoplectic fit. Finally unable to control herself anymore, Lou Anne stood up, her black eyes flashing fire. “You call yourself Christians!” she said, trembling from head to foot. “Can’t you see he’s just a scared and lonely boy? Can’t you treat him that wav, instead of sitting here picking his life apart ?” Just as Edna May was gathering all her righteous indignation to respond, Lou Anne turned and got her things. She walked to the door and stopped. “Every one of you should be ashamed. Ashamed!”

			When Charlie came home for lunch that day—it was a Friday, exactly a week after the orphan boy’s arrival—he found his wife sitting at her piano. She was playing Mozart but hitting the keys with a fury Charlie would have reserved for hammering nails into a hardwood floor.

			She got up without a word and went into the kitchen. She jerked open the refrigerator door, slapped a single slice of bologna between two pieces of bread, put the sandwich on a plate, then carried it to the kitchen table, slamming it down with so much force that the plate shattered into three pieces. She looked at it and suddenly Charlie heard a word that had never, to his knowledge, issued from his wife’s mouth before. “Shit,” she cried, then ran from the room.

			Dumbfounded, Charlie followed her back into their bedroom. She was lying face-down, her head buried in a pillow. He went over to her and put his hand on her back. “Something the matter?”

			“How can people be so cruel? They sit there with their Bibles. They pray, they go to church. And then they act like a bunch of vultures!”

			“Something happen at the Circle this morning?”

			Still without looking around, Lou Anne nodded. “I made a fool of myself.”

			And then, rubbing his wife’s back, Charlie listened as she told him of the incident. “I just couldn’t sit there another second listening to that talk. Why can’t they be decent, Charlie?” Lou Anne asked, finally turning around and looking at Charlie, her eyes puffy. He stroked her hair. She still wore it long, even though she had turned forty-one a month before, and people were beginning to talk about how it was time for Lou Anne to start wearing it short, as befitting middle-aged decency. “Over my dead body,” Charlie had told her when she had last brought up the issue. And as Charlie looked at her now, he sincerely couldn’t see anything about her that had changed since he had first laid eyes on her twenty-five vears before.

			“You don’t know what it’s like. You’ve always gotten along with everybody. But I remember. I know what it means to be an outcast and a misfit. To have people whisper about you behind your back.” Charlie suddenly understood why his wife had taken the matter of the orphan boy so personally. Lou Anne’s father had died when she was six, her mother four year later. At the age of ten she began being carted from relative to relative, finally ending up with her invalid and demanding Aunt Beulah. When Charlie first met Lou Anne she was withdrawn and painfully shy, hardly able to look him—or anyone else—in the eye. When he started seeing her, his friends had all reacted with disbelief. “She just ain’t your type,” they said. “She’s weird, Charlie. Always got her nose in a book. Even likes that funny Liberace music.” In contrast, Charlie was the captain of the football team as well as the class president. All the cheerleaders had crushes on him.

			Charlie reached over to the nightstand and pulled a Kleenex out of the drawer. “Here, blow your nose.” He even held the Kleenex for her. “Good girl. You feel all better now?’’

			“You’re making fun of me.”

			Charlie smiled. “That’s what you said when I started courting you, remember? Was I making fun of you then too?”

			This time Lou Anne smiled.

			“I’m still not sure,” Lou Anne said. “It was bad enough having the captain of the football team even come out there to see me. I figured somebody had to put you up to it on a dare.”

			“Actually, Bubba Carter and me did have this bet,” Charlie said with a straight face.

			“Bet you five bucks you can’t sit in the same room with that crazy Lou Anne girl. Is that how it was?” Lou Anne asked, indignant.

			Charlie nodded. “And I said, ‘Listen here, Bubba. For fifteen bucks not only can I sit in the same room with her for five minutes but I can listen to her play her Liberace music.’”

			“And you won, huh?”

			“Yep. I won.” Charlie leaned over and kissed Lou Anne on the neck. She giggled and pushed him away. “You’re lying,” she said.

			“No, I am not.” Charlie was on the bed now. He had gotten Lou Anne into what he always called one of his rastlin’ holds, with his arms tight around her waist. She pretended to struggle a little longer, then sighed. “I still remember that, Charlie. It was the nicest, sweetest moment in my life.”

			“What you talking about, woman?” Charlie said in the redneck drawl he used to tease her.

			“You know.”

			Charlie smiled. “Oh, that.” It had happened the fourth evening Charlie came to call on Lou Anne at her Aunt Beulah’s. The other times he dropped by he had asked Lou Anne to play her favorite piece of music for him, but she had always led the conversation in another direction. Finally she had been persuaded that Charlie meant what he said. Though nervous and justifiably apprehensive—after all, one of her uncles, on hearing her play Beethoven, had told her he’d rather hear his pet bulldog pass gas—she sat down at the keyboard and began to play, She played as if she were alone. And when she finished, she didn’t turn around. She was afraid to. Afraid she would see Charlie grinning or snickering. Afraid he might not even be there. But a second later, she felt his strong hand on her shoulder. He leaned over and kissed her on her neck, then whispered: “Lord God, I love you.”

			Later that same evening, she had asked Charlie if there was a special song he liked. Now it was his turn to be shy. 

			“Not really. Well. . . maybe . . . .” Lou Anne had laughed. 

			“Tell me.” 

			“You promise you won’t laugh at me?” 

			“I promise.” 

			And Charlie told her, “The Streets of Laredo.” 

			“Course, what d’you expect from a dumb old redneck?” he said. Without saying a word, she walked back to her piano and began playing, so beautifully that Charlie got tears in his eyes. “You mind playing it again?” All told, she played it five times that one night. And she had played it many more times since.

			“Sometimes,” Lou Anne said, now taking hold of Charlie’s hand, “I think that’s the only reason you married me. Because I could play that damn song for you.”

			He tightened his hold on her. “Tell you the truth, honey,” Charlie said in a whisper, “there’s something you do I like a whole lot more than ‘The Streets of Laredo.’ ”

			She tried to jump up. “Charlie! It’s one o’clock in the afternoon.”

			“I won’t tell the Circle ladies if you don’t.”

			“Good grief. I can’t believe you. That’s what this whole thing is all about. And here I thought you were trying to cheer me up.”

			“Can’t think of a better way. Can you?”

			“Charlie! You got your—”

			“Mom? Dad?”

			Charlie jumped from the bed. Lou Anne sat up. Larry, their fourteen-year-old son, was standing in the doorway, his face crimson.

			“Your mom and I, we were just having a discussion.”

			“Is everything okay?” Larry asked. “I saw the broken plate in the kitchen. I was wondering if—”

			“Everything’s fine.” Charlie turned back to Lou Anne. “Well, you about ready to fix lunch? You got two hungry men on your hands, looks like.”

			“I’ll be in the kitchen,” Larry said tactfully.

			“He must think we’re horrible.”

			Charlie shrugged, and again lapsing into his redneck drawl, he said, “Well, he must’ve done figured we was horrible at least once.”

			[image: ]

			Out in the kitchen, Lou Anne made sandwiches and carried them to the table. Charlie took a few bites then looked up, as if an idea had just that second occurred to him. “Son, you know what I was just thinking?”

			Larry shook his head, his suspicions already aroused by the deliberate casualness of his dad’s comment. Often it was this kind of offhand comment that ended up with Larry spending all afternoon cutting the lawn or painting the house. “No, sir.”

			“Well, if was thinking it’d be mighty neighborly if you were to go over to Abigail Parker’s house this afternoon. Kind of introduce yourself to the new boy. Make him feel at home. I mean, let’s look at it this way, son. Suppose you’d just come into a new town where you didn’t know anybody from Adam, I expect you’d kind of like it if somebody was friendly with you. Wouldn’t you?”

			“I guess,’ Larry murmured, staring into his glass of milk.

			“He’s just your age, too. You’d probably find you two boys have a lot in common. Most boys do.”

			This time Larry made a scowl. “But don’t you know what everybody’s saying about him?” Larry said. “They’re calling him a retard.”

			“By everybody, I reckon you mean Clemson McGee?”

			Larry shook his head. “No, sir. Everybody.”

			“Well, have you ever thought maybe everybody could be wrong?”

			At that moment there was a thunderous rattle at the screen door that led from the backyard into the kitchen. “Larry! Me and Randy, we was going to play ball. You want to come?” It was Clemson McGee himself. Larry looked over at his parents. “I already told him I would.”

			Charlie glanced at Lou Anne, and she nodded. A few seconds later, Larry, his half-eaten sandwich in his hand, had dashed out the door. Charlie and Lou Anne could hear Clemson s scandalized voice as the two boys ran around the side of the house. “They was saying you should what?”

			Well? Charlie looked over at his wife and sighed. “I guess we could make him go over there.”

			But Lou Anne shook her head. “If he does it, I want him to do it for the right reason. Otherwise he’ll just resent it. And probably even hold it against the boy.”

			Charlie nodded. “Course, you can’t really blame Clemson. He comes by that kind of talk naturally. He’s just repeating what Slim and Edna May say around the house. You can’t even blame them. They just don’t know any better. It’s a wonder they do as well as they do,” Charlie added, repeating one of his mother’s favorite maxims.

			“Who can you blame?” Lou Anne said as she picked up the dirty plates from the table and carried them over to the sink. She looked out the window. She could see Larry walking alongside Clemson. They stopped at the corner for Randy Whitlow. “I don’t want Larry to become just another good old boy.”

			“I don’t, either. But you can’t make somebody think for himself. You know that.”

			She nodded. Charlie went up behind his wife and put his arms around her. “I could always do what Frank wants me to. At least it’d mean getting away from here.”

			Before, when Charlie had brought up this topic, Lou Anne had always talked him out of it, But this time she said nothing. Charlie waited, half hoping she’d say, “Don’t be silly. You know we’re happier right where we are.” But she didn’t.

			“Anyways, you think about it,” he said, unwrapping his arms.

			When Charlie closed the screen door behind him, his wife was still staring out the window, her hands resting on the edge of the sink.

		


		
			3

			The town of Lucerne, with its four hundred inhabitants, makes only the merest pinprick on the Georgia map, but like many country towns, the Lucerne you see when passing through is only the tip of the demographic iceberg. Out beyond its fringe, submerged by woods and rolling farmyards, there is a second Lucerne, spread out across the landscape like a shadow cast by the first. This Lucerne lies scattered in isolated patches of shacks and shanties, along twisting dirt roads that sprout off in every direction from the town, sometimes connecting back up with a paved highway miles and miles away, but more often either petering out into a slope of red clay or else circling back to the town itself. Along these roads the poorer families live, both white and black, their homes resembling abandoned hovels with a blackened barn set a little ways behind, and a few harsh acres of okra and field peas lying beyond.

			It was after five-thirty and Tom Harlan was finishing up his usual afternoon round of deliveries to this outlying region. He had started making such deliveries years before, after watching an old woman trudge nearly eight miles into town just to buy a box of laundry powder at his general store. “It just ain’t right,” he had told his friend Doc. “Her having to come all that way. He had given the woman a ride back to her home and soon began making rounds every afternoon.

			Tom was about a half mile from town when he slowed down his truck, then pulled off onto the clay shoulder of the highway. There, only thirty feet in front of him, was the old Methodist billboard, large enough to have advertised a Holiday Inn if there had been one around. In big black letters it read:

			CHRIST
OUR ONLY HOPE

			except that where the comma should go there was a cross lying on its side, as if being carried up Calvary on invisible shoulders.

			Tom got out of his pickup. He shook his head, then walked over to the sign. He reached up and started to pull away a few of the early shoots of kudzu that were already crisscrossing the sign’s face. But seeing that it was impossible to loosen them without damaging the sign itself, he stopped.

			When it had first been put up, fourteen years before, the sign had been meant to comfort, though now, after years of exposure, it seemed only to remind people of what they would rather forget. The idea had been Miss Amelia’s, head of the Methodist Sunday school. She had paid for it from collections taken each Sunday from her various departments. To her it was a way of setting up a memorial to the preacher’s girl, while at the same time giving consolation to the townspeople. But Tom didn’t see it that way. To him it just didn’t set right. Better, he thought, to let the poor dead girl be. And, at the very least, to leave Jesus out of it. “I told Miss Amelia,” Tom muttered to himself. “I told her what would happen. Didn’t I, Doc?”

			Tom sighed. In a month the sign would he totally invisible, completely sunken under the kudzu, as much a part of the surrounding countryside as the pine trees or the scrub brush.

			Though when you thought about it, it was one of those blessings in disguise. After all, back then, right after it had happened, no one in town could talk or think of anything else. If somebody heard a tree limb rustling against a windowpane, it was him scratching to get in, or whispering his crazy words. Women would awaken in the middle of the night and hurry to their child’s bedroom, terrified they would find the bed empty and the window screen torn loose, terrified that he had returned once more. And yet, in time, people gradually stopped talking. In time they even managed to push most of it from their minds. If Sarah Bradley stayed awake nights it wasn’t on account of some peculiar noise in her attic, but more likely because she was wondering if what Edna May had said about Miss Amelia having liquor on her breath at the last Circle meeting was true.

			Eventually, what had happened to the preacher’s daughter came to take on a different light. Familiarity reduced the events to a different perspective. After all, as Edna May McGee was always pointing out to Tom, we are all given a cross to bear. Just look at the Whitlows, losing their fine-looking older boy in a hunting accident. Or take the way the Wilsons handled it when their little girl died of leukemia. None of them threw themselves under a thresher or went clean raving out of their minds or locked themselves in a dark old house. Why, Cynthia Wilson was right there in church the very next Sunday, along with her husband and her two other children, each of them dressed as nice as could be, all singing at the top of their lungs. Besides, Edna May went on, what kind of example did it set, having a man of the cloth go on like that, and his wife, too? If either one of them had half the faith they talked about having, they’d see it was all part of God’s infinite wisdom. “We just got to trust the Lord,” Edna May would say. “No matter what cross he puts on our shoulders.”

			But as Tom stared absently at the sign, recalling Edna May’s words, he couldn’t keep from asking himself, How? How could God countenance such evil, let alone have designed it? Tom shook his head and recalled something old Doc had once said to him: There are things in this world it’s wiser to pretend that God knows nothing about.

			“You were right, Doc. You were right.” Tom stood there a moment longer. He was about to turn around and head back to the pickup when something caught his eye. He put his hand up to shield the afternoon sun and squinted. It was an old woman, dressed only in a white nightgown, walking right at the edge of the woods, about sixty or seventy feet from Tom. She stopped and looked around but didn’t seem to notice him. And even at that distance, Tom could hear her singing a hymn, and then he knew who it was.

			“Sadie!” he called out, then took off after her. By the time he had gotten to the edge of the woods, the old woman had already pushed her way twenty feet into them. She stopped and turned back around to him. The strap of her nightgown was hanging down her arm, exposing a pale, sagging breast. Even at that distance, Tom could see the stains on the gown. Food stains, Coke stains, urine stains, he didn’t know. Her thin white hair was wild. And yet, as she turned back to him, she gave him the sweetest, happiest smile Tom had ever seen. Like the smile of someone who had just heard the best news of her life. “Why, Tom,” she said. “You’re coming, too?”

			“Where?”

			“Why, down to the river. To the shallows.”

			Tom opened his mouth to say something, but he was wheezing too hard. Sixty-nine and a lifelong smoker, Tom had fallen prey to emphysema five years earlier. Still, he managed to get out, “Come back.”

			“That’s right, Tom. He’s come back.”

			Tom stared at her. “Who? Who’s come back?”

			She was still beaming. “Why, don’t you remember, Tom?” Sadie said. Suddenly her smile sagged. “I was so sad when it happened. When he took little Catherine. I didn’t understand then, you see,” she said, glancing back into the woods, in the direction of the river. “But I understand now. I know all about Newjesus, Tom.”

			“New Jesus?” Tom said with a gasp.

			Again she was smiling. “I’m going on now, Tom. It was nice talking with you again.”

			“NO!” Tom yelled. He tried to run after her, but aside from thick undergrowth, Tom simply didn’t have enough endurance. He stopped and watched her disappear, still singing.

			Bent double, trying to get his breath back, Tom heard the words over the sound of his own ragged wheeze: Lo, He comes with clouds descending. Once for favored sinners slain...

		


		
			4

			Charlie McAlister stopped by the post office. Inside his box, along with various flyers, was a letter from his brother, Frank. He stared down at it. Just what he needed. Without opening it, Charlie carried it outside and sat down on the front steps of the old, pre-Civil War building, its crumbling stone overrun by vines.

			He knew what the letter would say. Three years younger than Charlie, Frank was the owner of a successful Buick dealership in Atlanta. Two weeks before, he had come through Lucerne, on his way to Orlando to conclude what he’d called the biggest deal of his life: the purchase of the largest Buick dealership in central Florida. Frank had even brought along a bottle of Chivas Regal to celebrate with. “Liquid gold.” When Frank was on his fourth drink, the conversation took a sentimental turn. “When we was kids, I was always running to Charlie to get me out of this jam or that mess. And old Charlie, he was always there. A regular rock of Gibraltar. And smart? Talk about smart, you should have seen him, always sneaking off to read a book, knowing how to spell every word in the dictionary. Wasn’t a teacher in that little old schoolhouse didn’t think he wasn’t going to make something of himself. Be president. Or a senator, at least. So a while back I start asking myself, How come it is I’m up here in Atlanta, living in a house that costs five hundred thou, pulling in three hundred a year, and big brother’s down in this little nowhere town, not making shit, if you pardon my French.” Frank poured himself another drink. “But that’s all going to change now, Charlie.”

			Surprised by this remark, Charlie had looked at Frank. “Oh?”

			“Guess who I’ve decided to have run my new dealership?” Charlie would finally be able to buy his family all “the good things in life,” as Frank explained. A nice car, a good stereo, a VCR, a computer for Larry to play videogames on. “Hell, you wouldn’t even have a color TV if I hadn’t given you our old one last year for Christmas.”

			True to form, Lou Anne had rallied to Charlie’s defense. “He looks after us just fine,” she told Frank. But Charlie knew Frank was right. He couldn’t afford to get his family those things. Every time he thought of his wife’s little collection of classical records, he felt a stab of pain in his heart. She was Lucerne’s solitary piano teacher, and each record represented a week of extra lessons, in addition to the regular scrimping. Even then she always needed to have Charlie talk her into the purchase, just once, he thought, it would be nice to take her to a record store and say: “Buy every damn thing you’ve ever wanted.”

			But it wasn’t only the lack of material things. Frank had brought up another point. “I mean, Charlie, what the heck kind of future can a smart kid like Larry have in a hick town like this?”

			It was a question Charlie had been asking himself a lot recently. In fact, the last time he had really blown up at anybody had been over the very same issue. Slim had been going on about Clemson, saying how he was going to go to barber college in Willard as soon as he was old enough, then come back to Lucerne and take over that second chair in his daddy’s shop. Turning to Charlie, Slim had added as an afterthought: “Reckon your Larry could just take over your job, too. You could make him a deputy or something, let him kind of get used to it.” But almost before Slim could get his last words out, Charlie had jumped all over him: “I’ll tell you one thing. My son’s not going to wind up being sheriff of some two-bit little town.” To which a startled Slim could only reply, “Sure, Charlie, if you say so.”

			Charlie hated to admit it, but it looked like Slim had accidentally stumbled across something profound—the only true test of whether a man was happy with his lot—namely, whether he would be content to see his son doing the same thing.

			Charlie wanted something else for his son, something large and good, something that would carry him far beyond the limits of Lucerne.

			And there was no doubt, fifty to sixty thousand dollars a year would make a difference in his son’s life. The only question was, what kind of difference?

			Frank’s son, Randall, was completely spoiled by his “advantages,” and Charlie didn’t want that for his son, either. In fact, he was beginning to realize now that there was just no way he could guarantee anything for Larry’s life. He had done his best to raise him, but what kind of man he would turn out to be, that was pretty much up to Larry. For better or for worse.

			Not that Charlie—so far—had much to complain of. Larry had reached the age of fourteen without mishap or heartbreak, either for his parents or for himself. In fact, if Charlie could locate any problem in his son’s life it was simply that the boy had never really faced any real problems. Towheaded and sturdily built, a good student and a born athlete, Larry was the kind of boy who instantly made friends with everyone—he even got along with all the old ladies in town. There were times when Charlie wished that maybe his son’s life weren’t quite so relentlessly untroubled. His mother used to say: Some people are born with good dispositions, but it takes a little suffering to produce character. Charlie looked back down at the letter. Without opening it, he crunched it down into the pocket of his khaki trousers. He took out a Kool and lit it.

			From where he was sitting, he could look out over a good half of Lucerne. What had Frank called it? A one-horse pisshole of a town. Frank was right. All you had to do was look at K. J.’s Texaco. After years of neglect and disrepair the station now had reached a point where it was virtually impossible to tell whether it was simply closed for the night or whether it had been permanently shut down. Much like Lucerne itself.

			Thirty years before, things had been different. Back then the Randolph cotton mill was at its peak, attracting people to Lucerne from as far away as Augusta and Albany. Highway 44 was still the only way of getting from Macon to Savannah and K. J.’s Texaco the only service station for the 160 miles in between. In its heyday the station had boasted two pairs of rest rooms, the one in the front marked “White,” and the one around back, “Coloreds,” though with the coming of the Civil Rights Act that had changed. Texaco instructed K. J. to integrate, which he did in his own fashion, painting over the old words, though if you cared to look, you could still read them through the thin coat of whitewash. While nobody ever said anything about it, the custom continued to be observed for the next few years, at least by K. J. and Carl. Until one day the toilet in the white men’s room got so clogged that only a plumber sent down from Willard could save it, and K. J., torn between laying out thirty, forty bucks, on the one hand, and using the old Coloreds, on the other, chose to keep the money and abandon tradition. He put a sign on the door of the broken john that read: “Temporarily Out of Order Use Coloreds.” But as it often happened around Lucerne, the temporary had a way of going on for a pretty good while.

			Charlie eased back and felt a breeze, with its hint of a cool and quiet evening. It was one of those moments when he suddenly understood why, in spite of its drawbacks, he continued living in a place like Lucerne. One of those moments when, instead of just moving slow as usual, everything seemed to stop altogether. It never lasted very long, but while it did, it gave the little town an elusive and mysterious air.

			It usually hit him right in the evening and especially at that time of the year, right after the time change when people were still being surprised by how much daylight was left after supper and still trying to fill the time by cleaning the dishes, watching the news, watering the lawn, or walking up to the post office. Or, if that failed, sitting out on the porch for a few minutes after all the talk and the gossip of the day had been exhausted, when the first fireflies started to show themselves and even the dogs had run out of things to say.

			Like right then.

			For a split second, it was as if everything were holding its breath, listening, waiting. It reminded Charlie of when he was a child, how his daddy used to swing him and his brother in an old rubber tire tied to a tree by the barn. Sometimes his daddy would pull Charlie back as far and as high as he could lift him, holding him and the tire suspended at that point for as long as he could. Sometimes those few moments seemed like an eternity as Charlie could already feel in his stomach the thrill of the hurtling fall, of the earth rising up and the barn slipping away beneath his feet, feeling it taut in the rope, wondering how much longer his daddy could keep the world like that, perfect, frozen, outside of time. Until, breaking like a soap bubble at a finger’s touch, the illusion vanished and he was hurled back down.

			Charlie rubbed his nose. Off behind him a dog had barked, breaking the fragile spell. Probably Annie Teague’s basset, he thought. That was another one of the things that came from living in a town as small as Lucerne—you got to know everybody s dog by name and half of them by their bark.

			And speaking of dogs, Charlie stood up, walked out into the middle of the highway, and greeted an old friend.

			“Evening, Ralph,” Charlie said with a smile. “Life been treating you alright?”

			The old hound dog did not look up at Charlie. The only sign of acknowledgment was the merest twitch of his tail. Nobody could remember who first called the dog “Ralph” or where he had actually come from. But there was no question about it, he had become a town fixture. And while, strictly speaking, Ralph didn’t belong to anybody, there was always somebody who made sure he got fed. Tom Harlan, mainly. Today the dog was in his customary place, curled up smack dab in the center of Highway 44, one half on one side of the faded white line, one half on the other.

			Earlier in the afternoon, Charlie had watched from his window as Tom Harlan had come out of Becky’s Department Store, broom in hand, determined to shoo the dog away. Anybody else seeing it—anybody new to Lucerne, that is—would have figured Tom was angry. Far from it. What made him go through that charade, three, sometimes four times a week, was his anxiety that something might happen to Ralph. “You know how fast some of these trucks come down that highway,” Tom once confessed to Charlie. “Why, one day he’s going to be out there sleeping and . . .” Here Tom took off his glasses and shook his head. “Well, I’m not going to blame myself, I know that.”

			Charlie stared at Ralph. He could see Tom’s side of it. Still, he had to admit that Ralph seemed to know what he was doing. And, as if to prove the point, just as Charlie was about to turn around, the old dog stood up and stretched. Licking his side, he sauntered off to a little cluster of cool grass, well clear of the road.

			Just the other day Slim had been talking about Ralph’s famous sixth sense, saying how somebody should write in a letter to That’s Incredible to tell them how Ralph always knew when the trucks were coming, way before you could either see or hear them up the road. Charlie, humoring Slim, told him he ought to give it some thought.

			Charlie put his hand up to his eyes and squinted down the road. It was empty, as far as he could tell. He bent down to the asphalt top of the road and put his palms down flat against the surface, to see if he could detect any vibrations. Across the way, Ralph lay curled up in his new position, one eye open, casually watching Charlie.

			Suddenly Charlie jumped up and turned around. Flustered, Charlie managed to nod, “Evening, Reverend.” But as soon as he did, Charlie lost any sense of embarrassment. He had only to look into the old minister’s race, scarred and ravaged by the blades of Jesse Millard s thresher fourteen years before, to recall what counted and what didn’t.

			Kline nodded back, painfully shifting the weight of his maimed torso from his right crutch to his left, his leg braces creaking with each move. And before Charlie could say a word, he realized something was wrong, just seeing the Reverend there in daylight was enough to tell him that. The few times Rev. Kline had to leave the parish house, he did so after dark, slowly, agonizingly making his way down the streets of Lucerne, like a mangled ghost in search of the body it once had inhabited. Charlie knew, too, that the old man s avoidance of daylight had nothing to do with anything as trivial as shame or the desire for obscurity. It was simply part of Kline’s profound sense of courtesy: He refused to inflict even the sight of himself on others, refused to remind them of what everyone wanted to forget.

			Charlie said, “Something wrong?”

			Kline nodded at Charlie, his tragic eyes conveying a kind of apology for his presence. “It’s Sadie,” he said softly. “She’s gone off on one of her wandering spells again, Charlie.” That was how decent people always spoke of it. Sadie’s wandering spells. Since the night Catherine Kline had been buried, her mother would go off on one of her spells every few months or so. Mostly at night and not very far. She might be discovered on someone’s back porch, searching through a stack of old newspapers. When asked what she was doing, she would look up and give her sweet, addled smile. “I’m looking for little Catherine. Have you seen her?” Whereupon Charlie would be called and would lead her back to the parish house, listening to her delirious, senile babble.

			“How long has she been gone?”

			“Since early this morning. I didn’t want to worry you, Charlie. I know you get called on enough as it is.” Kline hesitated, his scarred face darkening. “But I’m afraid, Charlie.”

			“Afraid?”

			Kline looked away. “Something’s happened to her, Charlie. It’s gotten worse this past week. She’s been talking so . . . crazy. About Catherine.”

			“What d’you mean?”

			Kline was silent for a moment, then he muttered something, his voice and face stricken. Charlie looked up, not sure he had heard correctly. Blasphemy?

			Kline went on, shaking his head: “I told her, ‘Sadie, it’s not right to talk that way. God doesn’t do such things. What happened to Catherine was the act of a madman. How could God even ...” His voice broke and there were tears in the old man’s eyes.

			“I’ll find her,” Charlie said quickly, and before he could stop himself, added, “Don’t you worry. Everything will be okay.”

			Pulling out onto the highway, Charlie glanced back at Kline as the old man made his slow and painful way back down Philippi. His own final words man echoed mockingly in his mind. Everything will be okay. Fourteen years before, he had said the same thing to the Klines. Everything will be okay. Don’t worry. Well bring Catherine back.

			And they did. Alive even. Only, in retrospect, it would have been better for everyone if they hadn’t.
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			Tom Harlan had just gotten back into his pickup truck when he saw Charlie’s car. He jumped out and flagged him down. As soon as Charlie pulled onto the shoulder of the highway, Tom ran over. State she’s in, no telling what could happen to her back there. Especially if she goes where she says she was going,” he said, pointing over to the woods.

			Charlie stared grimly where the old woman had disappeared—the shallows—what Blount County people called a stretch of the Allatoona about four miles down from where the old two-lane bridge allowed Highway 44 to cross the river. Here the Allatoona seemed to stop its flow, and at spots the water was only inches deep. The whole area was riddled with pits of quicksand, their locations shifting invisibly, treacherously over the years.

			Tom rubbed his leathery jaw and shook his head. “The way she was talking. . .”

			Tom didn’t need to finish his sentence. “I guess I’d best check it out,” Charlie answered.

			“Need some company?” Tom asked, still wheezing from his attack of emphysema.

			Charlie looked at Tom and shook his head. “Appreciate the offer, but I think I can handle it.” Charlie glanced back in the bed of Tom’s pickup. There was one box of groceries left; Charlie knew whose it was. “ ’Sides, looks like you still got old Doc’s things to deliver. Best you go on and do that. I’ll call if I need you.”
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			Fifteen minutes later, Charlie arrived at the spot where the dirt road petered out. From where he parked, he could hear the riser but still couldn’t see it. He glanced up at the sky. Although the sun hadn’t gone down yet, it was low on the horizon and no longer visible behind the trees that crowded close to the river on both sides. Charlie took his flashlight out of the glove compartment and walked to where the path began. He glanced down at his watch. No more than a half hour of good light left. He hoped Tom Harlan’s hunch was right. If Sadie wasn’t by the river, there would be no finding her tonight.

			Soon the path brought him to the Allatoona. He stopped and scanned it, enjoying the coolness that rose up from the gently flowing water. Here and there a branch or tree limb rolled over in the current, bobbing up, then sinking down, moving straight for a few seconds, then shifting sideways and submerging again. This was a safe and frequented section of the river. The bank on Charlie’s side came right down to the water’s edge but was still well shaded by the trees, some of which grew half in the water. It was here that Charlie and his son set up their poles whenever they went fishing.

			The shallows were farther down, roughly a mile and a half, though, due to the condition of the path that followed parallel to the river’s course, the distance seemed much greater. At best, he could expect to get there just at nightfall. He switched the flashlight on and off twice, to make sure the batteries were still working. Then he took a deep breath and started down the overgrown path.

			Fifteen minutes later, he stopped and glanced back behind him. A bend in the river seemed to seal off his return route. The river’s surface no longer showed any reflection of light. The shadows cast by the trees on either side had met. “Damn,” he muttered to himself. Again he checked the river for any object being carried downstream, but he saw only the usual flotsam of leaves and branches. Charlie turned back, but something caught his eye. He stopped and looked at the other side of the river.

			Something was slipping over the now dark brown water, gliding along the surface as if buoyed by magic. It was a water moccasin, a big one, seven or eight feet long, Charlie estimated. He glanced behind him to be sure one wasn’t lurking there, too. They were plentiful along the riverbanks, especially the closer you came to the shallows. He looked back to the other side. The moccasin had disappeared. Charlie tried to spit, but his throat was too dry. Ever since he had been a boy, he’d been terrified of the damn things. He still remembered the day he had come down to go swimming with Frank. Charlie had decided to play a prank on his younger brother. Taking a deep breath, he had slid underwater, managing to keep himself submerged for what seemed like five minutes. He could hear his brother’s panicked voice urgently calling out for him: “Charlie... Charlie! Finally, when he couldn’t hold out a second longer, he burst to the surface, gasping. Frank was still yelling. All at once Charlie realized what he had been yelling about: It wasn’t because he was afraid Charlie had drowned. It was because of what had come to the part of the river they were swimming in. There, only inches from Charlie’s face, was the white, cottony mouth of a hissing moccasin, its fangs extended, iridescent scales glistening in the morning light. But worst of all were its eyes. Charlie had never imagined such malevolence.

			Somehow, Charlie still wasn’t sure how, he had gotten back to the riverbank. Though according to Frank’s account, he had not merely walked on water but had also walked backward.

			Now, just to play it safe, Charlie reached over and picked up a good-sized stick. “Come and get me now, you slimy little bastard,” Charlie said aloud, and continued along the remnants of a path.

			He walked for twenty more minutes until he came to the sharpest bend along that stretch of river. On the other side were the shallows. Even if he’d been blind, he would have known where he was. A swarm of mosquitoes brooded over this part of the river, and the stench of the stagnant water blew up with them. He swiped the insects from his face and glanced behind him. The river was already deep in twilight.

			How the hell do I get into these situations? Charlie thought, then clicked the flashlight on and pushed aside a huge clump of privet. He took a few more steps and stopped.

			Go on, he told himself. There’s nothing to be afraid of. But still he didn’t move. Don’t think about it, he went on telling himself. Don’t think about what happened here. And yet he couldn’t help it. It had been just about the same time of evening when he and old Doc had chased Luther to this spot. And right out there was where Charlie had gotten his last glimpse of Luther’s eyes before he had gone down for the final time.

			Charlie jumped. He had heard something. It sounded like it was coming up from the river, as if the slow current’s usual lulling murmur had been transformed into one solitary, clear voice. He listened.

			Lo, He comes with clouds descending ....

			With his flashlight Charlie scanned the riverbank, but it was empty as far as he could tell. “Sadie?” he called out, then aimed the light out onto the water. He was about to call again when he saw a patch of white. Only twenty-five or thirty feet up from where he was, about eight or ten feet out into the shallows. It was Sadie Kline. The river at that point was no more than a foot deep. And yet, in the flashlight’s weak beam, he could see that the water was up to her waist.

			She’s caught in the quicksand, Charlie thought. And yet, she wasn’t moving or flailing. It was the worst thing you could do in such a situation, but it was what everyone did. Sadie was perfectly still.

			“Oh, there you are,” Sadie spoke. But she wasn’t looking at Charlie. She was staring into the dark water, as if addressing something right beneath the surface. “I knew you were here. You just didn’t want them to find you, did you?”

			Charlie ran along the bank, closest to the spot where Sadie was. That was when he realized she wasn’t stuck. She was just sitting in the shallow water, on what he hoped was one of the solid parts of the river bottom.

			“SADIE!” he yelled. “It’s me, Charlie.”

			Sadie looked up.

			“I’m coming out to get you. Don’t move. You understand?” 

			“It’s Charlie McAlister,” Sadie said, again looking into the water. “Do you remember Charlie? Yes. That’s right. He’s the one. But he didn’t understand, either, just like the Reverend and I didn’t understand. We didn’t have enough faith. ‘Things like that don’t happen anymore.’ That’s what we told little Catherine. We thought she had gone crazy—those things she told us about her angel. But I see so clearly now. It was all part of the wonderful plan.”

			Charlie listened. Sadie’s mind was gone. And yet, hearing her words he felt a shudder pass through his body, as if something slimy had just been dropped down the back of his neck. “I’m coming to get you, Sadie. You hear me?”

			Clutching his flashlight as tightly as he could, Charlie stepped down to the water’s edge. “Go on, Charlie,” he urged himself. He tried the river bottom with his foot. It seemed solid enough—she had to have gotten out there somehow. But then she weighed only about eighty or ninety pounds to Charlie’s a hundred and ninety. Still, he didn’t have much choice. Charlie held his breath and took a few wary steps.

			She was still talking. “Yes, that’s right. He’s Larry’s daddy, she said. “He is a nice boy. Oh? Really? You’ve got a plan for him, too? Charlie? Did you hear that? He says Larry’s going to help, too. Just like my little Catherine helped.”

			Charlie stopped. He was shining the light right in front of Sadie Kline. There was something there, submerged less than an inch under the surface of the river, disrupting the slow current around and over it.

			A log. That’s what it has to be, Charlie thought. That’s all it could be. Just a—

			“Did you hear that, Charlie? He wants Larry. Just like he wanted my little Catherine. Isn’t that good news?”

			Who? Ask her who she’s talking to, Charlie thought. But he couldn’t. It was too crazy. And things, right then, were crazy enough. He stepped within a few feet of Sadie. “Here. Take my hand, Sadie. Take my hand.”

			Charlie eased a little closer. He reached for the old woman’s bare shoulder but couldn’t quite make it. He took another step.

			Suddenly the river bottom gave out from under his right foot with a sickening ease. “Christ!” he yelled as he fell over on his side, his hand going out to break his fall. It shot through the slimy bottom. And touched something down there. Something hard.

			Charlie dropped the light and threw his free hand back, managing to grab Sadie, giving him just enough leverage to pull himself from the ooze. Panting hard, he got to his knees and felt for solid bottom.

			Come on, Sadie, I’m taking you back home,” he said, standing upright again. He saw where the flashlight was still glowing and stooped down to pick it up.

			He stopped, and for a moment felt his head going dizzy.

			The beam was enough to illuminate the patch of the shallow water in front of Sadie. In the dim underwater glow he saw something round and white. Large enough to be a human head, to have once been a head. He stared and saw two dark holes that peered up at the sky. Charlie took a deep breath, then reached down and snatched up the flashlight. Again the water went dark.

			“You see,” Sadie said, “he’s always been here. The whole time. He was just waiting. Waiting for Newjesus to come back to Lucerne.”

			Charlie swallowed hard—it felt like there was a baseball in his throat. He clutched Sadie’s nightgown and yanked her up. “We’re getting out of here. Right now.” Charlie clasped the old woman’s fragile upper arm. “Move,” he said.

			“All right, Charlie,” she said sweetly. “I can’t wait to tell the Reverend about the good news.”

			Charlie said nothing, and his breath shook when he exhaled. Still holding the old woman, he guided them hack to the riverbank. Except for his light and the moon that was already showing itself over the top of the woods, it was completely dark. Once on dry land, he stopped to catch his breath. He shone the flashlight on Sadie. She was smiling. Her nightgown was wet and slimy with algae and the ooze of the river bottom. Charlie pulled up the one strap that had fallen.

			“I hope we can get back before you catch pneumonia,” Charlie said. He took off his shirt, which, though wet, was more substantial than Sadie’s nightgown. He wrapped it around her.

			She had started singing her hymn again.

			Lo, He comes with clouds descending....

			“It doesn’t matter anymore, Charlie,” she said, smiling like an excited girl. “Newjesus is coming.”

			Charlie took hold of Sadie’s brittle hand and led her along the dark path. When they got to the sharp bend in the river, Sadie stopped.

			“Look, Charlie.”

			He turned around. Where the moonlight fell in patches, he could see the swarm of mosquitoes lying like a thick haze on the river. Right where he had found Sadie a small tree was sticking out of the water at an angle, the stump end rising above the surface.

			“It’s him,” she said. “Reaching back up. Didn’t I say he was coming back? Tonight. He’s coming back to Lucerne.”

			It’s just an old log, Charlie thought. That’s all. Just a log that got upended from the shifting river bottom. What he had seen earlier in the water had probably been just a rock, washed white and smooth in the current. It was too crazy to think anything else.

			“Come on, Sadie,” Charlie said, forcibly turning her away. “We got a long walk ahead of us.”
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			Tom Harlan pulled his pickup into the gravel driveway of Doc’s place and parked in front of the wooden shack that served as a garage. From the truck he took the last box of goods and carried it up the steep, creaky back steps. He opened the screen door to the porch and peered into the gloom.

			There, sitting right in front of the kitchen door, was the box of groceries he had brought the week before. He set down the box he was carrying and reached into the old one, pulling out a bottle of milk. “Spoiled,” Tom said with a scowl.

			It’s not like you, Doc, letting something go to waste like that,” he mumbled to himself.

			It was a crazy habit, he knew, but one he had found hard to break. After all, for most of their adult lives, the two men had spent almost every evening in each other’s company. And during the day, when they weren’t together, if Tom thought of something to tell Doc, he would tear off a piece of paper and jot it down, to make sure he wouldn’t forget.

			During the first couple of years after Doc had shut himself in, Tom went on in the same way, making his notes and cutting out his clippings, then setting them into a notebook. He even put a title on it: THINGS TO TELL DOC. The idea was that when Doc got all better, Tom could bring it around and show it to him. “See,” he’d say, “I didn’t forget you. Not for a single day.” And it was true. Tom hadn’t. Not for a single hour. And even if he had now stopped actually jotting things down, it was impossible for him to stop thinking. And that was how the talking started. At first he’d catch himself saying things like, “Wait till Doc hears about this,” or “Won’t Doc be pleased by that.” Back then he’d get embarrassed about it. It seemed too much like a weakness, and Tom had never had much use for weakness. Doc even less. But gradually it developed, until sometimes Tom found himself carrying on whole conversations with Doc, usually when he was by himself at night and sitting out on his own front porch, looking over the dark fields of okra and peas.

			The only problem was, Doc didn’t talk back. There were times when Tom wanted to know what Doc might think. Other times in his life, before his friend’s decline, Tom would come to him with a problem and, out of the blue, Doc would hit on a solution that would never have occurred to Tom by himself.

			Like the night back in 1963 when Doc figured out a way to save the town.

			For over a century the Randolph cotton mill had provided the town with its livelihood. Then, without a word of explanation or warning, Simon Randolph, heir and sole surviving member of the Randolph family, issued an order to shut down the mill indefinitely. Two nights later Simon was seen wandering through the empty mill, only hours before a mysterious fire broke out. By the next morning the mill was gone forever and there was no doubt in anyone’s mind that Simon had done it himself.

			Three days after the fire Doc spoke with Tom—who at that time was mayor of Lucerne—about the town’s future. Frankly, Tom wasn’t sure it still had one. Without the mill, there just wasn’t enough work to keep Lucerne going. But Doc convinced Tom otherwise. With the help of a banker friend over in Willard, old Doc finagled some loans, enough for Tom to buy up the stores in town as, one by one, they were threatened with foreclosures. First among these was Trulock’s Drugs, the Matthew’s Farm Supply and Feed, followed by Becky’s Department Store. And, somehow, the town managed to get by, exactly as old Doc said it would. And Tom had in time become the most prosperous man in the county.

			“Course, you were right, Doc. Just like always,” Tom said. Tom opened the door of the pickup, then looked back at the house. He used to know every nook and cranny of it. But now he could only wonder, with a shudder, what the place must look like after fourteen years.

			There was a time, Tom remembered, when Doc kept every window in the house open to let the light pour in. Doc had a strange, passionate love of light, saying that people always took it for granted, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, whereas to him light was a source of mystery and puzzlement, the key, he once told Tom, to all the other mysteries. Tom could remember Doc sitting out on his porch and holding the palm of his hand into a shaft of sunlight. “If only I could understand this, Tom, I think I could understand everything.” But now all the windows were sealed, heavy drapes drawn across them.

			Tom looked up at the attic windows and frowned. They, too, were dark, but darker than the other windows in the house. At first, Tom had not thought much about them. Then, coming by a little early one afternoon, he noticed that while the other back windows were ablaze with the reflection of the sun, the attic windows were still dark. Not just dark. Black.

			Eventually Tom figured it out: Doc must have painted them, blacked them out the way people used to do during World War II.

			But that was not the only thing that puzzled Tom. One day he had walked over to the garage then reached his hand out to one of the boards. There was a small crack in it, just large enough to look through. Other little cracks in the roof let in just enough light to make out what was inside.

			He had told no one what he’d seen. Not even Charlie McAlister. After all, ask anyone in Lucerne and they would tell you, swearing by every word of it, that since the night little Catherine Kline was buried nearly fifteen years ago, old Doc hadn’t stepped two feet outside his house.

			But they were wrong and Tom knew it.

			Doc did leave his house, though Tom Harlan didn’t have the slightest idea where he went and what he did. Ail he knew were the times when he would put his eye to the crack and, looking inside, see only the sawdust floor and the marks left by Doc s car.

			Tom leaned over and put his eye to the tiny hole, but it was far too dark by now to make out whether anything was inside. He stepped back and glanced up at the house once more. In a soft voice he said, “If you ever need me, Doc, you know I’ll be there for you.”
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			It took Charlie just over an hour to get Sadie back to her house. Rev.  Kline met them at the door.

			Charlie tried to keep the conversation to an absolute minimum, mentioning nothing of the crazy stuff Sadie had been saying. After all, Rev. Kline probably had to hear enough of it as it was.

			Back home, Charlie was equally tight-lipped with Lou Anne. Sadie had gone off on one of her wandering spells, that was all. Then, when Lou Anne asked him if he was hungry, he shook his head no. “We got any of Frank’s liquid gold left?”

			Lou Anne nodded. There was half a bottle of Chivas Regal in the pantry.

			“You okay, Charlie?”

			“I just need to think some things over. I’ll he out in the tree house,” he answered, filling a jelly glass as he spoke.

			Half an hour later, Charlie was sitting in his son’s tree house, his back against the railing. They had installed a light the year before, but Charlie preferred the darkness, sipping every now and then from the glass.

			“Dad?”

			Charlie looked around and saw his son’s head sticking through the opening in the floor of the tree house.

			“Okay if I come up?”

			“I reckon,” Charlie said with a sigh, eyeing his son. “No one told you to come out and cheer me up, did they?”

			Larry shook his head. “Mom didn’t ask me to come out here. Honest.”

			“Okay,” Charlie said. “I believe you.” But Larry, like his dad, was a lousy liar.

			Larry sat down across from Charlie. Overhead the leaves of the big tree rustled in the night wind. “I was just thinking, son.”

			“About what?”

			“About all those things your Uncle Frank gets his family. The big TV, the nice stereo, the computer, the videogames. I bet you wouldn’t mind having some of that stuff, would you?”

			Larry shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe some of them.”

			Charlie frowned and took another drink, this time a big one. “I reckon I let you both down. You and your mom.”

			Larry shook his head without saying anything.

			But the liquor had Charlie talking. “When you get to be my age, son, you start to look back, trying to make sense of your life, I guess. You start wondering how you got where you are. Like me being sheriff. When I was a boy, if somebody had asked me what I’d be doing thirty years down the road, the last thing in the world I would have thought of would be. . . well, what I am doing now. I still remember the day the mill closed down. I had worked my way up to foreman. Tom Harlan was mayor and he came to me and offered me the sheriff’s job. He said it would just be temporary. And that was how I figured it, too. Something to bring a little money in until I could find something better. Only, somehow, it just went on, year after year. And I kinda got used to it. Everybody else did, too. Hell, you probably can’t even imagine me doing anything else. But you know what I wanted to be back when I was your age? i wanted to be a veterinarian. I even remember what made me decide. One day, when I was about eleven, I came across one of our cats out in the barn and it was about to have kittens. And she looked so scared. I got this funny feeling that she wanted me to stay out there with her. The way she kept looking up at me with her eyes and meowing. So I lay down next to her and kept petting her hack and every now and then she’d look up at me, just to make sure I was still there with her, I guess. I watched them come out, one by one. And you know, she knew exactly what to do for those kittens, scared as hell, but still doing the right thing. Anyway, that’s where I got the idea of becoming a vet. So I could help out a little bit in this world. Only...

			“Only what?”

			Charlie’s head felt light now and the words tumbled out.

			“Well, things just didn’t work out. My daddy died and I kind of had to take care of everything. So I got the first job that came along. Out at the old Randolph mill. And I did pretty well. Well enough to send Frank to college down in Waynesborough. Course, I kept thinking the way everybody does that one day, when everything’s taken care of, one day I’ll go back and do what I want. But things just don’t work the way you’d like them to sometimes.”

			Larry frowned. “Couldn’t you still? Go back to college, I mean?”

			Charlie shook his head. “I’m forty-three. Too old to be starting life over again. Charlie took another drink and sighed. “I reckon some people would think I was a fool for not jumping at your Uncle Frank’s offer. Maybe it’s just my stubborn pride. Too proud to work for my kid brother.”

			Larry stood up and went over to the little cabin. He clicked on the light, then turned it off. “Course, I reckon if we moved down to Orlando, like Uncle Frank wants us to, it would mean leaving the tree house behind.”

			“Yep.”

			Larry clicked the light on again, frowning. “You probably wouldn’t like me hanging around your showroom, either, the way I always hang around down at your office.”

			“Hadn’t thought about it.”

			“You’d start going off on business trips, too, the way Uncle Frank’s always doing.”

			“Don’t know.”

			“We sure have put a lot of work into this tree house,” Larry said. “Remember when we started building it? It was only going to be a couple of boards, just big enough for me to sit on, Remember, Dad?”

			“I remember, son.

			“And then you said, ‘If you’re going to do something, you should do it right.’ And we drove over to Willard and got all those things. The wood and the wire and stuff.” Larry paused. “I guess you appreciate something more when you make it yourself, right?”

			Charlie looked at his son then with genuine admiration. “How’d you get so smart at fourteen?”

			Putting his hand on the boy’s shoulders, Charlie managed to get to his feet. He drained his glass and shook his head. “This stuff sure has got a kick to it. You mind helping me down that ladder?”

			Once Larry had negotiated Charlie down out of the tree house, they stood for a moment in the backyard. “My daddy once said every man should get drunk once with his son. But only once. He wasn’t much of a drinker, either. Kept promising that when I turned twenty, he’d take me out and we’d have a few beers together.” Charlie said. “Anyway, I reckon this is our one time.”

			“But I’m not drunk,” Larry said.

			“Course not. You’re only fourteen. Besides, your momma’d kill me.”

			“Maybe when I turn twenty-one.”

			“Maybe.”

			There was a long silence as the two of them stood there with their arms around each other, Larry leaning forward every now and then as his dad swayed tipsily. “Dad, we’re pretty happy, aren’t we? Larry said suddenly. Charlie looked down. Then, giving his son a kiss in the middle of his head, he smiled and nodded. “We sure as hell are, son. We sure as hell are.”
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			Hank was watching.

			“Heapmore. . . heapmore,” he whispered, his lips trembling as it stood in the wedge of moonlight that came down the side of the barn. The eyes seemed to fill the dark holes, the same eyes he had seen at the well so many years before.

			He was on the cot that his momma set out for him on the back porch of their house, where he slept in the summertime when the nights were warm. He was thirty-two years old.

			“Heapmore.”

			It came closer, crossing down from the barn into a strip of darkness.

			“Heap—”

			He waited, watching, the way he had watched so long ago that day in the woods by the side of the well. The man had whispered mockingly to him, his breath warm against Hank’s ear as he whispered of the thing that was always coming, growing louder and louder the closer it came, the thing that sometimes came to Hank when he would open his eyes in his sleep and see its shadow and hear the sound of it closing in on him. Desperately, frantically, he would try to name his fear, to tell his momma what he had witnessed in the dark perception of his mind, to tell her that the man hadn’t gone, to make her see that he was only waiting out there in the other darkness. “Heap—”

			Hank jumped, turned around, and saw her. She was standing with the light from the kitchen behind her and was wearing her white nightgown. “You awake?” Momma whispered. “Hank, baby. You awake?”

			She sat down on the cot, the way she always did, her big arms around him to stop the trembling. He tried to tell her. But she only stroked his hair and whispered, “Baby, there ain’t no heapmores out there. Your momma done checked before she went to bed. Ain’t no heapmores nowhere.”

			He went on trying; he had to tell her.

			“Hush. I done told you, baby, them heapmores, they’s only in them dreams you got.” Pushing him back down on the cot, she fluffed his pillow. “You want your momma to tell you how it’s going to be?” she said. Then began the story she always told him of the day that was coming closer and closer and how you could almost hear it sometimes if you woke up in the middle of the night and listened real good. “The Lord’s judgment on the wicked,” she whispered, and spoke of the terrible wailing of the condemned sinners, the gnashing of the teeth, the skin being stripped from their bodies. How their eyes would be gouged out by red-hot pokers and their fingers sliced off one by one, how their maimed and disfigured bodies would be dragged down by punishing demons, pulled down into holes that would open up all over the surface of the earth, hissing with steam and overflowing with liquid fire.

			Pulling him closer to her, she whispered, “But where’s we going to be that day, baby? You remember what’s going to happen to your momma and her baby?”

			His eyes still on the darkness beyond the screen, Hank nodded.

			“That’s right. You and me, we going to be took up when the rapture comes.” Inside the house, on the walls, there were pictures of the way it was going to look, pictures that his momma had cut out of a newspaper and taped on the walls, next to the pictures of Jesus. Hank would stare at them for hours. One showed a man waking up in his bed and looking over at the other side, the side his wife slept on. Only she was gone, and where she had been sleeping there was only a hollow in the sheets and the nightgown she had left behind when she had been taken up. Another showed a bicycle careening into a fence, the boy who had been riding it vanished, and the boys who had been with him moments before gaping in disbelief at the empty bicycle seat. There were others: A little girl taken from a swing as her daddy was swinging her. An old woman caught up in the rapture when stepping on a bus. A man yanked into righteousness driving a semi-truck.

			“And where we going to be took, baby? You remember?”

			“Clouds,” Hank whispered.

			“That’s right, baby. You and me and all them righteous ones, we’s going to be sitting up on clouds, soft as a feather cushion. And what we going to be doing, baby?”

			“Lemonade.”

			“That’s right. We’s all going to be drinking lemonade from big glasses that don’t never get empty. And the ice in it, it don’t never melt. Drinking lemonade and sitting on them clouds, watching the Lord’s judgment on the wicked, watching all them sinners hollering and carrying on like you ain’t never heard. Just the way your momma done promised it would be. And it’s coming, your momma can feel it in her bones, any day, any night, it’ll sweep down on us, in a twinkling of an eye. Why, baby, it might be just about to happen. Maybe tonight, just when the sun is about ready to start coming up.”

			“Clouds . . . lemonade,” Hank repeated, but his eyes were still on the darkness.

			Then, getting up, his momma stroked his head some more and told him not to worry about any of them heapmores. She had checked all around, under the cot and in the crawl space and out in the barn. “Ain’t no heapmores no place,” she told him. Telling him to have sweet dreams, she went back inside the house and left Hank in the darkness of the porch.

			“Heap,” he whispered. “Heap—”
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			“Who?”

			“Charlie, wake up.”

			Charlie burbled a name, then, sitting up suddenly, as if something had stung him on the back, he looked straight at his wife. “Damn,” he muttered, putting his hand to his forehead. It was pounding with an unfamiliar pain.

			“Aura Lee just called.”

			“Jesus, what time is it?”

			“Almost two o clock. Hank ran off again.”

			“Hank?” Charlie murmured, his eyes still closed.

			“I told Aura Lee he’d be okay. But she says she still wants to talk to you.”

			This time Charlie didn’t answer.

			“Charlie? Did you hear me?”

			He rolled over again and stared up at his wife.

			“I think you had too much of that liquid gold Frank left,” Lou Anne said.

			Charlie closed his eyes and nodded. “I was wondering what it was. Thought maybe I was dying.” He groaned. “I better get out there.”

			“Can’t it wait until the morning, Charlie? You know he’ll turn up okay. He always does.”

			“Problem is, one of these nights he’s going to turn up on Big Phil Beck’s back porch.” It was something Big Phil said every time Hank disappeared for more than a couple of days: “I catch him snooping around my little Vicky’s window, I’m getting out my shotgun and blow away what little brains that retard’s got in that ugly white head of his.” Probably just talk, but Charlie didn’t care to find out.

			“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Charlie said. Swinging his legs over the side of the bed, he cradled his head in his hands. “Shit, how do people put up with this kind of thing? It feels like somebody’s running around my brain with a power drill.” He pulled his boots on, stood up, then stepped over to the bed, leaned down, and kissed his wife good-bye.

			Twenty minutes later, Charlie pulled his car halfway up Aura Lee Hargis’s clay driveway, got out, and made his way through the dark and cluttered front yard. He stopped and righted an old garbage can whose bottom was rusted clean through. Like many country people, Aura Lee never threw anything away, but left it where it fell or else stored it out of view in the crawl space underneath her house.

			Suddenly the screen door on the dimly lit porch opened with an explosive bang. Aura Lee stepped out, squinting down fiercely at Charlie, a shotgun clutched tightly in her hands.

			He stopped. “Aura Lee, it’s me. Charlie McAlister.”

			“What done took you so long?”

			Charlie stared up at the woman. Aura Lee, he wanted to say, it’s the middle of the night. I left my wife and boy at home to come help you find your crazy son. But instead he said, “I got here as fast as I could.” He stood there waiting for the woman to lower the gun, then said, “I’d feel a whole lot better if you’d put that gun down. Don’t want it going off accidentally.”

			“It ain’t going off accidentally,” she declared. “My daddy taught me how to shoot before you was born.”

			“I’m sure he did. But if you don’t put it down, I’m afraid I’m going to have to go on back home, Aura Lee.”

			She hesitated, then lowered the weapon. Charlie mounted the porch steps and reached out to take it. Aura Lee looked at him for a moment, and then let him take it from her and set it down in one of the chairs on the porch.

			“Now let’s just go inside and talk about what happened.” Aura Lee pushed open the screen door and led Charlie into the parlor. On the far wall was a tattered sofa covered with yellowed, unraveling doilies. Above it, scattered all over the rest of the walls, were the pictures Aura Lee had cut out of her newspaper, The Rapture Gazette, and glued into cheap frames bought on sale at Becky’s. Intermingled with these were garishly colored pictures of Jesus, all different sizes. A big one-hundred-dollar Bible lay open in the middle of the table, a two-inch-wide blue ribbon wedged between its pages.

			“I ain’t done nothing but pray since my baby run off,” Aura Lee said. “Pray and wring my hands and read Scripture.” Apparently this wasn’t the only thing that Aura Lee read, Charlie saw, since spread on the sofa was a copy of one of her magazines. Its headline announced: UFO SIGHTED HOVERING OVER ELVIS’S GRAVE

			“Getting down on my knees, too. Praying and asking the Lord to send me my baby back.”

			Charlie nodded sympathetically. “Well, you just sit down right there and take it easy. We’re going to find your boy.” But Aura Lee wasn’t listening. “That’s when I first heard them noises. I was in here a-praying. Only they wasn’t near as loud.”

			“What noises?”

			“Right off, when I first heard them, I thought it was Hank. Hank a-scratching at the back door trying to get in. So I go back and I go out on that porch and I take a look, a-calling out, Hank, baby, that you? But I don’t see nothing. Not a thing. So I come back inside and I commence my praying again. And then I hear it some more. And that’s when I seen where it was coming from.”

			“Where?”

			“From underneath.”

			“Underneath what, Aura Lee?”

			“From that old crawl space,” she said, her voice suddenly dropping to a whisper.

			Charlie stared at her, then looked down at his feet. Most of the little houses around Lucerne had their floor raised up on concrete slabs, leaving about four feet between the floor and ground. Sometimes the crawl space was left open, though at Aura Lee’s, the area had been loosely walled in by lattice and cheap paneling.

			“At first, they was awful soft. So soft I started wondering if maybe I wasn’t just hearing things.” Aura Lee nodded her head. “But they was there, all right.”

			Charlie frowned. “Could just be some animal got up under the house.”

			“Wasn’t no animal,” Aura Lee said, shaking her head firmly now.

			“You know how raccoons are. Always on the prowl for something to eat. Or a cat,” Charlie suggested.

			“Wasn’t no coon. Wasn’t no cat, neither.”

			Suddenly Aura Lee stood bolt upright, a strange look coming over her eyes.

			“Aura Lee, what is—”

			“Hush up.”

			“What’s wrong?”

			This time she said nothing, just stood there, her head cocked to one side, her mouth open. Slowly her eyes rolled toward him. “You hear that?”

			Charlie listened, but all he could make out was the sound of the crickets through the open windows. “No, I don’t hear—”

			Aura Lee hurried over to a corner of the little parlor. She looked around on the floor, as if she had just dropped something. “There,” she whispered.

			“What?”

			“You hear it now?”

			Charlie jerked around, suddenly conscious that something was wrong behind him. He frowned, looking at the tattered screen in the window by the big Bible. The crickets had stopped. They were not making a single sound. Charlie went over to one of the windows and looked out.

			“Listen there,” Aura Lee said, “Ain’t it like I said?”

			This time there was no mistaking it. Aura Lee was right. It was a kind of faint scratching, slow and deliberate, not the kind of noise you might expect a raccoon or a trapped cat would make if it was trying to get out.

			Charlie went over to where Aura Lee was standing. Suddenly, she dropped to her knees. Putting her hands on the bare boards, she set her face down on the floor, pressing her right ear against it, her mouth open. It was the way doctors used to listen to a patient’s heartbeat before they had stethoscopes, Charlie caught himself thinking.

			“Listen there.”

			“Maybe it’s Hank,” he said, though his voice was barely audible.

			“I done called out for him,” she said. “But there was nothing. Just that scratching. Keeping on and on.”

			“You wait here,” Charlie told Aura Lee, half way onto the front porch already. “He could be hurt.” Running to his car he nearly fell into a gulley, but steadying himself, he opened the door and pulled his flashlight out of the glove compartment. The flashlight was supposed to be waterproof, but still, he hadn’t actually tested its claim until it had fallen into the shallows earlier.

			The flashlight came on. Charlie made his way through the tall weeds on the side of the house, shining the light at the lattice that surrounded most of the crawl space, searching for an opening that would allow him to squeeze under.

			“Shit,” he whispered, tripping over an old pot. He knocked it out of his way and kept walking until he came to the back of the house.

			It was dark all around, except for the yellow beam of the flashlight. Shining it up in front of him, he saw where the kudzu had engulfed what used to be a toolshed.

			He looked around. The crickets were still not making a single sound, as if they were out there, hidden in the bushes, watching something Charlie couldn’t see.

			Turning back around, he pointed his light at the corner of the house and there he saw it, an opening in the rotted lattice-work just big enough for a man to crawl into.

			Charlie kneeled down and shone his flashlight inside.

			“Hank?” he called out. “You in there?”

			He stood up. If the noise was coming from under the parlor, then Hank had to be a good way into the crawl space. Nearly in the exact center of it. Damn.

			Charlie kneeled hack down and took a deep breath, then peeked into the crawl space.

			“Hank?”

			Charlie did not move. Already he could feel it, the fear spreading through him like something physical, reminding him of when he had been knocked out for an appendix operation years before. For a terrible, dizzying instant he had actually felt the anesthetic as it coursed through his bloodstream, then nothing. Only now it just kept on, moving through his system, leaving a taste of cold metal in his mouth. Lifting his flashlight, he ducked his head a bit lower and slipped into the darkness. He stopped a foot inside and shone the light around him.

			“Hank?”

			He scanned the light over the piles of debris. Old coils of hose, buckets, cans, pipes. He crawled a few feet farther, clanking through junk. Then, raising his hand, he felt for the coarse, unsanded underside of the floorboards. They were only inches above his head. He would have to keep crawling on his knees.

			Again he called out Hank’s name.

			But now even the scratching had stopped, and he couldn’t tell where it had been before.

			There was no sense to it. If Hank had been making the noises, why would he have stopped right when help was at hand?

			“Hank?”

			Ahead of him, in the weak beam of the light, was a wall partitioning one part of the crawl space from another. In the center of it was a little opening, just big enough to wiggle through. Charlie didn’t move. He was about to call out Hank’s name again when he heard a rustling noise. Something was on the other side, and it was moving now. Charlie waited. That was the part of the crawl space underneath Aura Lee’s parlor. That was where the scratching originally had been coming from.

			He hesitated, then crawled forward.

			“Hank, it’s just me, Charlie. There’s nothing else down here to hurt you any. I just want to get you out and take you back—”

			He stopped. Again he had heard the sound of something moving on the other side of the partition. He pointed the light into the opening. Suddenly the light began to go dim.

			“Damnit to hell,” he muttered to himself, knocking the flashlight on the dirt beneath him. The light flickered on, blinked off again, then everything was dark. Charlie couldn’t make out a single thing, not even the opening through which he had entered. There was only the after-image of the light looming up against the darkness.

			I knew you were always there. You just didn’t want them to find you, Sadie’s voice echoed in his head. The sound was closer now. He moved back, carefully as he could. He held his breath and listened. Somehow he just couldn’t picture Hank making it. Not to mention some kind of animal. There was something too deliberate about it, like someone trying to be as quiet as possible and yet still creeping closer. Charlie reached around behind him, groping blindly for an unobstructed path back out of the crawl space. But his hand knocked against something sharp and cutting. He put his hand to his mouth, unable to tell in the darkness if he was bleeding. He must have gotten turned around in the darkness. And unless the flashlight came back on there was no way for him to get out without groping along inch by careful inch, which would probably take fifteen minutes. He banged the flashlight on the dirt, but there was only a momentary flicker. You just didn’t want them to find you, did you?

			Don’t think about it, he thought. Sadie was crazy. Everybody in Lucerne knew that. He wants your Larry. Just like he wanted my little Catherine.

			Stop it, Charlie. Just be calm until your eyes adjust and you can see the moonlight coming in. But as he sat there, it didn’t seem to be getting any less dark.

			He jerked around, his heart jumping into his throat. From someplace in the dark he had heard it again. Holding his breath, he listened.

			“Hank?”

			He recognized the sound. It was the thing Hank always said, that crazy word of his. A word that seemed to hold some secret terror for the poor afflicted soul but that no one had ever deciphered. Only now there was something wrong about the way it sounded, as though the voice that uttered it was deeper than Hank’s could ever go. Much deeper. And the word wasn’t being repeated at Hank’s rattling speed but slowly. Slowly, like whoever was saying it was moving, speaking and moving at the same time.

			“Heapmore...Heapmore”

			“Hank,” Charlie said again, though this time he could hardly get the name out. “That you?”

			He’s always been here. The whole time. He was just waiting.

			“Hank?”

			It was right on him. Charlie could almost feel the breath as the word kept coming.

			Charlie twisted around quickly and reached through the dark space in the direction he hoped would take him back to the opening. Then he felt something that nearly stopped his heart.

			It was flesh. Only too cold to be alive. The flesh of an arm, right above the wrist. It’s him, reaching back up. Reaching . . . And then suddenly Charlie felt it slide away, like a snake slipping out of his grasp, slipping away easily because there was nothing at the end of the wrist to stop the sliding, because there was no hand, only a smooth stump.

			“Christ,” Charlie said with a gasp. He tried to jump to his feet, but instead he knocked his head hard against the underside of the floorboards above him. He fell back into the dirt, dropping the flashlight. Suddenly it went on, the light’s yellow beam showing into the hole in the partition. Dazed with the pain and struggling to keep conscious, Charlie blinked and looked at the thing in the light. He saw them. The same eyes he had seen long ago sinking down into the quicksand, eyes that had stared out at him from another man’s face. The ravaged mouth opened and twisted into an obscene mockery of a grin. And then all around him the darkness poured in as he felt the hand reach out and take hold of his. As it pulled him down and down Charlie heard it echoing all around him like a whisper in the bottom of a well. “Heapmore.’’
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			Larry sat up in bed. Blinking groggily, he looked around his room. Then, peering over at the nightstand between the two twin beds, he saw that it was after two o’clock. He was shivering. Both the sheets and the bedspread were on the floor, piled in a heap. In the moonlight he stared down at them, baffled by their condition. Unlike many teenage boys, Larry had never been a rowdy sleeper. Usually, when he woke up in the morning the bedspread was tucked in around the edge of the bed, just as it had been when he went to sleep. Larry picked the spread up. It was almost as if somebody had pulled the covers off him in the middle of the night.

			He was putting it back on when he heard a noise—a low, scraping sound. He got on his knees and looked out the open window, next to his bed. “Anybody there?”

			He pushed the window screen out. It had been pried loose and unfastened. In the night wind, its bottom edge scraped against the sill. He stared out through the screen at the dark yard, then poked his head through the window and peered down into the azalea bushes a few feet below the sill.

			“Anybody—” But this time Larry couldn’t get the last word out. From somewhere inside the room he had heard another noise. Dropping the screen, he turned and looked around, staring at the shadows in every corner. He had to get up, he thought. Get up and turn on the light. Then he could see and everything would be okay. He eased his feet over the edge of the bed, then stopped abruptly.

			Something wasn’t right.

			He stared down at the sheet that still lay twisted on the floor. At first he thought his eyes were playing tricks on him. But he wasn’t mistaken. The sheet was moving, winding slowly in a patch of moonlight, as if something had hold of it by the other end and was twisting it around.

			Only the other end was under the bed.

			Larry jerked his feet back off the floor.

			There was something underneath him. Right under the bed.

			I’m having a nightmare, Larry thought. That has to be what it is. This was how his worst nightmares always started. Not being chased by monsters, but in his own room at night, alone, surrounded by darkness. Now the door to his room would open, Larry thought, and something would be standing there. Or maybe the thing had already gotten into the room. Was hiding under the bed.

			He pushed himself back into the corner. Wake up, he told himself. Just wake up. That’s all you can do.

			And yet all around him everything in the room told him he was already awake.

			But that, too, was part of it. Part of the trick. It always seemed real, didn’t it?

			He pressed his back harder against the wall and watched as the sheet was drawn underneath the bed.

			Larry held his breath. And then he heard scratching noises. They were definitely coming from under the bed.

			Suddenly he felt a hand come up beside the wall behind him and take hold of him by the elbow, as if trying to pull him down the narrow gap between the bed and the wall.

			Larry sprang up from the bed, collided against the nightstand, and, a moment later, was sprawled on the floor, his face only inches from the darkness beneath his bed. He was trying to scream when he saw the face.

			“Goddamnit, Clemson,” Larry said, knocking the boy off of him. “What the hell are you doing here, you son-of-a-bitch?” Larry got to his feet and stared down at the other boy. Clemson was rolling around on the floor, laughing. “It’s not funny,” Larry said. “Get up. You hear?”

			Clemson stopped laughing just long enough to emit a few more monsterlike growls, curling his hands into claws. Larry leaned down and picked the other boy up by his collar.

			“If you ever do that again, I’ll kill you.”

			“Sure bet I scared you, huh?” Clemson McGee said, pulling himself out of Larry’s grasp.

			“Course you scared me,” Larry said. “How’d you feel if somebody pulled that kind of shit on you?”

			“You piss your pants?”

			“No, Clemson, I didn’t piss my pants,” Larry said angrily.

			“I wish you could’ve seen your face! I ain’t never seen nobody so scared in my whole life,” Clemson chortled.

			Larry turned around to the window. Alvin Anderson was peeking in through the window. “He scare you, Larry? He done snuck in through your window. Randy, he’s out here waiting.”

			“Waiting for what?”

			Me and Randy and Alvin, we was going to go look at that new retard, Abigail’s orphan.” Clemson explained. “We was all spending the night over at Randy’s house and we done snuck out when his momma and daddy went to bed.”

			“You wanta come?” Alvin asked.

			Larry frowned. “How you planning to look at him at two o’clock in the morning? He’s in bed probably. Same place you’d be if you had any sense.”

			“Ain’t you heard?”

			“Heard what?”

			“What Miss Eula Watkins told my momma. I just figured everbody’d heard it by now.”

			Larry had to admit that Clemson had a point, seeing how Clemson’s momma and Eula Watkins were two of the biggest gossips in the town. Miss Eula, in her eighties, lived in the house cater-cornered to Abigail Parker’s.

			“She was telling my momma how two nights ago, she done got up about three o’clock in the morning, and she seen him, just a-standing at one of them windows over in Abigail’s house.”

			“What was Miss Eula doing up at three in the morning?” Larry asked.

			“I reckon she had to go pee,” Clemson said impatiently. “She told my momma it made chill bumps go all up and down, seeing him a-standing there thataways, not moving a wink, just standing and staring out. Kind of like he was waiting.”

			“Waiting for what?” Larry asked with a skeptical scowl.

			“Waiting for something to come.”

			“She was just seeing things. You know how Miss Eula is.”

			“She wasn’t seeing things nohow. Cause the next night, she said she done seen the same thing. She stood peeking out from behind that curtain of hers for plumb half an hour and he didn’t budge, not a bit. My momma says there ought to be some kind of law protecting us from them crazed retards.” Clemson concluded authoritatively, “Anyways, we figured you’d want to come and look at him yourself.”

			“I’m going back to bed.”

			“Reckon you’re too scared. Ain’t that right? Figure something’s going to come out and grab you?”

			“I ain’t scared, Clemson,” Larry said. He got up and glanced back at the clock. Of course, he had a good idea of what would happen to him if his folks found out. But he probably wouldn’t be able to fall asleep anyway. He looked back at Clemson. “Okay. But I still think it’s a pretty dumb idea, if you ask me.”
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			Five minutes later, the four boys were making their way through the dark streets, dodging patches of asphalt that were illuminated by the moonlight falling through the trees. When they got to the long front yard of Eula Watkins’ house, they crouched down and stopped. Staring up at the dark, hulking side of Abigail Parkers’, Larry shook his head, “I don’t see anything.”

			“You just wait.”

			“Shit, I’m not sitting out here to no three o’clock.” 

			“Which window did she see him in?”

			“One of them high ones. On the second floor. Way up yonder,” Clemson said. “Miss Eula says she done watched him standing there, just a-drooling.”

			“Drooling?” Larry said. “What’d he be drooling for?” 

			“Don’t you know nothing at all? That’s how retards do. Ain’t nothing in the world can make a retard stop his drooling. That’s how you know they retards.”

			“Hank don’t drool,” Randy said.

			“Yes, he does. Only his momma wipes it off before anybody sees it.”

			“Look.”

			It was Alvin who spoke. A fat twelve-year-old, he was the only child of the town’s one undertaker, Tommy Lee Anderson. Alvin pointed up at the side of Abigail’s house. “Looky there.”

			A light had gone on in one of the topmost windows. It was very dim, too dim to be an electric light, and there was something else peculiar about it. “Look, it’s like it’s flickering or something.

			The boys, all holding their breath, watched the weak light’s tenuous glow against the windowpane.

			“It’s a candle. He got him a candle.”

			“I’m going to get me a closer look,” Clemson said, scurrying forward through Eula’s tall unmowed grass, still keeping crouched down.

			“Me, too.”

			“Wait up.”

			Within a few moments, all the boys had crept within ten yards of Abigail’s house.

			“What’d you think he’s—”

			A shadow had moved to the window.

			“Hush, I told you. Ain’t it like I done said?”

			“Yeah,” Larry mumbled, looking up at the dark silhouette in the window. Although Larry had heard about the peculiar boy—Abigail’s orphan, as everybody called him— this was the first time he had seen him with his own eyes. He squinted up, moving back a little to get a better view.

			The boy was standing at the window, and his eyes seemed fixed on some point in the darkness. Turning around, Larry looked to see if something might not be out there. But all he could see were Miss Eula’s house and the pecan trees that stood around it. And, of course, an open space where you could see the stars. But, aside from that, there was nothing.

			“Ain’t it spooky?” Clemson asked, moving back until he was crouched down next to Larry.

			Larry frowned. “What’s he doing?”

			“Don’t know,” Clemson said, craning his neck to get a better view. “Looks like he’s moving his lips.”

			“Like he’s talking to somebody,” Larry said.

			“What’s going on?” Randy asked, coming back to where Clemson and Larry were crouched.

			At that moment there was a tremendous gust of wind that knocked the pecan trees against the side of Abigail’s house.

			“Shit, you feel that?”

			“Look,” Clemson said with a gasp, grabbing hold of Larry’s arm.

			Larry jumped and turned around to where Clemson had nodded. Larry stared wide-eyed into the dark fringe of woods that came up within thirty yards of Abigail’s back porch and caught a glimpse of something moving in the moonlight.

			“What is it?” Alvin said, pressing himself close up against Larry’s side.

			“Hush up,” Clemson said hissing. But it was too late. Whoever it was had heard them. Larry couldn’t make out the face, hut when the figure stopped he could feel it staring through the darkness, right at him.

			“Shit, I’m getting out of here.”

			But Larry took hold of Clemson’s arm before the other boy could turn around. The dark figure stood there for another moment, frozen, and then turned and hurried back into the woods.

			“Let’s go,” Larry said.
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			The four boys stopped to catch their breath at the old schoolhouse. Alvin, panting loudly from the run back, looked over at Larry. “Who was it?” Alvin said with a gasp, his voice squeaking on the final syllable.

			Larry shook his head. “Don’t know.”

			“Who you think it could’ve been?” Alvin said, this time appealing to Clemson. But none of the hoys was able to answer Alvin’s question. Clemson stood up and looked back in the direction they had come from. “Whoever it was,” he said, “he come for him.”

			“Who?”

			“Why, Abigail’s orphan. What d’you think he was a-standing at that window for, way he was? He was waiting. Waiting for what we seen a-sneaking up through old Abigail’s backyard. And that candle, bet it was some kind of signal. I knowed it from the first. Something ain’t right about it. No, sir. Ain’t right at all.”

			The other boys, except for Larry, nodded their agreement. They sat there quietly, the silence interrupted only by Alvin’s heavy breathing. Clemson stood up. “Reckon we best be getting on back home.” The other boys got up, but Larry remained a moment longer on the ground with his legs crossed, his face in a frown, his eyes fixed on the darkness.
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			Back in his room, Larry rearranged the covers. He got into bed and closed his eyes, but immediately he opened them again.

			As he stared at the wall, Larry remembered an old woman’s voice speaking to him from long ago. “You got you a worsest nightmare, too,” it whispered. “Just a-waiting for you at the top of that old ladder.”

			It was a voice he had heard years before, when he was eight. The voice of the old black woman, Hattie.

			Like every other child in Lucerne, Larry had been aware of Hattie for as long as he could remember, though what stood out most vividly in his mind was the famous suitcase she carried around, even if only for a journey of a few feet. It was alleged to be full of what Hattie called her secrets, strange concoctions to ward off evil dreams and “hants,” plus an old pair of reading glasses and a mysterious Bible that had belonged to her daddy. According to Hattie, when she put on these glasses and opened the Bible, she could read things in it that no one else even suspected were there.

			Larry had even heard the story of how Hattie had come by her strange powers.

			Over a century before, in the days of slavery, the first Randolph patriarch had four of his runaway slaves brought into the woods in the middle of the night, to a place called the snake well. There he ordered a rope to be tied around each of their ankles, then lowered them, one by one, into the well. Their screams, according to the legend, could be heard as far as five miles away in the slave quarters of the Randolph plantation.

			At sunrise the four slaves were hauled back up. Three were dead. One, an old man, was alive. Afterward this slave was found to possess a strange gift. By asking a single question, he could divine at once the exact way in which a man would die, although not the moment of death. His single question was, “Tell your worstest nightmare.” Fingertips on the speaker’s eyelids, the old man would sink deep into a trance in which, according to legend, he was able to see beyond the point of maximum terror, where the dreamer had always awakened before. Here, behind the last door—the door that the dreamer was never able to open himself—the old man could behold the secret of his death.

			At first people flocked to the old man to ask how they would die. But as the accuracy of his powers became apparent, people began avoiding him. He died at the age of a hundred and three, living in absolute solitude except for the child that had been born to him in his ninety-sixth year. This girl was with him on his deathbed, at which time the old man whispered into her ear the way in which she was to die. By fire. Then putting his hands on her eyes, he passed on to her the power that had come to him in the bottom of the well.

			The girl’s name was Hattie.

			Hattie’s little shack was near the Allatoona, only a hundred or so yards from the river’s edge. Larry had been by it many times on his way fishing, both alone and with his dad. The property belonged to Lou Anne’s invalid aunt, Beulah, who charged Hattie five dollars a month for the privilege of living in the rundown shanty.

			The incident began inauspiciously enough. Larry’s dad had dropped him off at his Great-aunt Beulah’s house, where for the obligatory fifteen minutes before fishing Larry managed to endure Beulah’s suffocating bedroom as the cranky old woman listed her most recent ailments.

			Toward evening, Larry was walking back to Beulah’s when he noticed Hattie standing at the door to her shack. She waved him over.

			Inside the shack Larry looked around and saw there was only one chair in the place, the creaky rocker Hattie was sitting in. Not wanting to be impolite, Larry said nothing and sat on the floor.

			“Come closer, honey,” Hattie said. Shaking her head, she said with a grin, “My, my, you such a pretty child. There was a pretty child once I used to tell my stories to. You ain’t never seen a prettier little girl, honey, than she was.” She leaned back in her rocker.

			Larry, unsure what to say, smiled and shrugged. Outside it was just getting dark. Then just as Larry was about to say that he had to be getting back, Hattie whispered, “I reckon there’s a question you be wanting to ask old Hattie. Ain’t that so?” Surprised, Larry shook his head. “No. Not really.”

			She stopped rocking and leaned forward. “I knew your momma long time ago. I know you, too. Ain’t a day goes by, old Hattie ain’t thought of you, honey. Not a day.”

			“Me?”

			“So you sure you ain’t got a question for old Hattie, hon?”

			Larry frowned, looking down at the floor. Then he looked at her and at the old suitcase that sat next to the rocker.

			“Reckon you done heard about the suitcase. Maybe you done heard some other stories, too? Ain’t that so?”

			Larry nodded. Then, screwing up his courage, he asked, “Are they true? Those stories about the things you can do?”

			Hattie had looked down at him, then laughed. “There’s so many stories, hon, reckon some of them bound to be true.

			Larrv hesitated, then said, “I mean, can you see ghosts and things?”

			Hattie squinted hard down at him, no longer smiling. Then she rocked back and forth slowly and said, “Reckon that kind of depends on what you want to call a ghost. Who knows? Maybe you done seen one yourself.”

			Larry laughed nervously. “I sure think I’d remember if I had.”

			But Hattie didn’t laugh. “What make you so sure, honey?” She pursed her lips. Then, leaning over to the other side of her creaking old rocker, she spat a wad of chewing tobacco into her brass spittoon. “In your dreams, you ever seen a dead man?” Hattie had stopped rocking. She looked down at Larry, her eyes hard and piercing, as if she could see right through him, into the most secret parts of his mind. “You ever see a dead boy? A dead white boy?”

			Larry stared up at her, his mouth open. There were chill bumps all over the back of his neck. He waited a second. Then, without saying a word, he nodded.

			Then Hattie started rocking again, a flicker of a smile on her lips. “You tell Hattie about it.”

			And Larry told her. Just three weeks before, Lester Eubanks had been shot in a hunting accident. Larry and the rest of his class had gone to Tommy Lee Anderson’s funeral parlor to view Lester’s body. That same night Larry had seen the boy in a dream. His face and voice had been exactly the way Larry remembered them when he was alive. He had come up to the window of Larry’s bedroom and kept talking and tapping on the screen. “Nobody wants to play with me anymore, Larry. And just because I’m dead.” Larry had awakened in a cold sweat, and without even waiting to check the window had gone running to his parents’ bedroom, where he remained the rest of the night.

			“That dead white boy, what you think he was?”

			“I guess it was just a dream,” Larry answered. “That’s what my mom told me, anyway, that he was really only inside my head.”

			“That dead white boy, he seem like he was inside your head? Or he seem like he was out a-scratching at the window?”

			Squirming uncomfortably, Larry sat up. But before he could say anything, Hattie went on. “If that boy be dead, how could he be a-scratching at that window of yours? Less he was a ghost?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“That dead white boy, hon, he just come slipping down that old ladder. That ladder Jacob seen.”

			“You mean Jacob’s ladder? In the Bible?”

			Hattie nodded. “Old Jacob had him a dream. And in that dream, he seen him a ladder. And what you think he see going up and down that ladder?”

			“Angels,” Larry said, remembering the story from Miss Amelia’s Sunday school class.

			Hattie looked at him, and to his surprise, burst into laughter, rocking back and forth. “Reckon the white widow ladies over at the Methodist church be telling you all about them angels? You believe in them, hon,” Hattie whispered, more than a trace of mockery in her voice, “you believe in them angels the white widow ladies always going on about?” 

			Yes, they’re in the Bible, Larry thought. But somehow, with Hattie’s eyes on him, he couldn’t say it. All he could do was remember the goofy-looking pictures of them in his illustrated Bible, with huge floppy wings sprouting from their backs, and long blond hair so that he could never decide if they were supposed to be boys or girls. “I’m not sure,” he whispered, looking down. “Maybe. . . .”

			Larry could now smell the strong odor of whiskey on Hattie’s breath. “Reckon there’s something the white widow ladies done forgot to tell you about that ladder,” looking to either side, then scooting the rocking chair closer. “Bible say, Jacob was afraid, mighty afraid. He seen them things on that ladder, he get chill bumps all up and down his spine. Cause what he seen coming down, they wasn’t like nothing they be telling you in no Sunday school.”

			“What d’you mean?”

			Hattie grinnned. “Why, it was one of them things you catch out of the corner of your eye, only it’s getting to be evening, and when you go to look around, it’s gone. Like that dead white boy was gone when you went back to look. And how you think he got there, hon?” She whispered. “Why, he come down that ladder, same ladder as Jacob seen, same ladder as always been there, always will be, too. Only when we sees it, we’s afraid the way old Jacob was, and we says to ourselves, ‘Ain t no ladder, ain’t nothing coming down it, neither.’ We says, ‘Them dreams, why, there ain’t nothing to them. They’s just our ‘magination, just some old collards I done et too much of last night.’”

			Hattie took another drink and stood up. “Hattie’s going to tell you a story, honey. Come here to Hattie,” the old woman whispered, holding out her gnarled hand to him. Larry stood up and walked slowly to where she was standing, right next to the wood-burning stove. “You give Hattie your hand.” Larry hesitated, then, swallowing hard and looking at the glowing door of the stove, he placed his hand into hers. She rubbed it gently with her other hand and then, to Larry’s astonishment, she tightened her grip, holding it with a strength he wouldn’t have imagined in her. “You promise Hattie, she whispered, her breath now reeking of whiskey.

			“Promise what?”

			Hattie looked from Larry back to the stove and pulled his hand toward the glowing door, holding it so close that he could feel the heat of the fire clear through to the bone. “Promise Hattie you won’t never whisper a word of what she’s going to tell you.”

			Larry nodded, staring at the glowing door. “I promise.”

			“Say: If I ever tell on Hattie, let my hand be burnt clean off, let the fire of Hattie’s stove eat it clean through to the bone. Say it.”

			And Larry said it. Hattie moved his hand away from the heat but still held on to it as hard as she could. “You listen good to what Hattie’s going to tell you. You listen and you remember. You remember when Hattie’s gone. You burn this here story into your heart.”

			Hattie let go of Larry’s hand and went back to the rocking chair. She waved for Larry to come to her. He rubbed his hand and went uneasily back to the spot where he had been sitting. “Sit down by Hattie and listen.”

			Hattie’s eyes were closed as she whispered the first words of the story: “Long, long time ago there was a man.” At first, as Hattie told her tale, Larry automatically pictured the people in it the way he always imagined characters from the Bible. When Hattie first spoke of a man called Simon, Larry imagined him wearing a long robe and turban, with sandals on his feet, his face half hidden by a long, flowing beard.

			But then, as the story unfolded further, Hattie came to speak of the crazy man who came in the middle of the night to take the girl away. Hattie told him where she had been taken.

			“The snake well?” Larry asked in wonderment. “But that’s. . . that’s here.”

			And Hattie nodded. “Yes, hon, it’s here. Out in them woods.”

			At that moment, everything went topsy-turvy in Larry’s mind, as if he had just learned that Abraham and Isaac had lived a little way out of town, on one of the dirt roads around Lucerne, or that David had fought Goliath down by the Allatoona River, or that the foot of Jacob’s ladder rested on the floor of his own tree house.

			“Why you think I done picked you out to tell all them secrets to? Why you think Hattie picked you out and not some other white boy?”

			“I don’t know.”

			She leaned closer to him. “‘Cause one day something’s going to come down that ladder for you, honey. You’ll be a-praying for it to be some old nightmare, but it won’t be. Cause there won’t be no waking from it.”

			Larry swallowed hard. “What’s it going to be?”

			Hattie looked up and stared out the window of the little shack, at the dark woods all behind it. “Even Hattie don’t know what shape it’ll come round as this time.”

			She looked at Larry. “And won’t be no power in the world can stop it. Except one…”

			Hattie stared into Larry’s eyes and then grabbed him by both shoulders and pulled him toward her. “What he don’t never look for. What he don’t know nothing about.” Then, easing her grip on him a little, she said, “You love your momma? You love your daddy?”

			“Yeah. Of course,” Larry said.

			Hattie shook her head. “You think what you be feeling is love, honey? It ain’t. You know why? Cause you ain’t got to give up nothing for it. There’s a love in this world, just a speck of it here and there, that ain’t like that. A hard love. Harder than anything else in this whole world. Cause you got to give up everything for it. Sometimes even your own life. Do you understand?”

			Larry didn’t move.

			“And that’s what you’ll be called on to do, honey. You going to have to love somebody so much that there won’t be nothing you won’t do. Won’t be nothing. Cause what’ll be coming down that old ladder for you, it’s going to ask for everything. And you’re going to have to give it everything.” Hattie whispered. “And that’s why Hattie done told you everything she knows. So’s when that moment comes, you’ll be strong and ready and you won’t be afraid of nothing. Even your worstest nightmare. Do you hear my words?”

			“Yes,” Larry said softly. He looked down for a moment, his head dizzied at the old woman’s words. He went to say, “When is it going—” But Hattie put her hand over his mouth and shook her head. “Hush, I done said all I could.”

			Larry got up off the floor and went to the door of the shack. He stopped and turned around.

			“You say good-bye to old Hattie now.”

			He had said good-bye, then walked back to his Great-aunt Beulah’s.

			He did not see Hattie again. Nearly two weeks after Hattie told him the story, there was a fire in her shack, apparently caused by the wood-burning stove. When they found her body, she was sitting in her rocking chair, her whiskey bottle clutched in her gnarled hands.

			Larry lay there, still unable to sleep. Outside his window a limb knocked against the side of the house. Startled, he turned around and looked out into the night.

			What would it be, he suddenly found himself wondering, if it ever came? His worst nightmare?

			A shadow moved across the yard next door. Larry watched the shadow then realized it was just that of a branch. Turning back around, he stared up at the ceiling.

			Yet if Larry had to guess at what it would be, the answer was simple.

			The well.
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			When Charlie came to, he was lying flat on his back, staring up at the moon. The clouds were moving across it fast, the way children scurry past a house if they think it’s haunted, anxious to get somewhere else. He felt the pain and, jerking himself up onto his elbow, Charlie put his hand on the top of his head. There was a big knot and some dried blood.

			“Shit,” he mumbled, then got up on his feet and looked around, trying to figure out where he was in the middle of the night and what he was doing there. He blinked at the lattice only two yards in front of him and at the dark windows of the house. It was Aura Lee’s. And then some of it came back to him: He had been down in the crawlspace, trying to find Hank. And he must have hit his head on something. Charlie peered down at the grass, remembering the flashlight he had taken with him into the crawl space. But it wasn’t anywhere. He must have dropped it inside, he figured. He walked over to the opening in the lattice and squatted down. He peered in. There was no use looking for it now. He stood up again and looked around him. Then a question occurred to him: How had he gotten out?

			Suddenly he looked behind him, at the clump of kudzu that descended from the toolshed. A figure was crouched down in the shadows. But the moonlight was bright enough for Charlie to make out the snow-white hair. He walked over to him.

			“Hank? You all right?”

			The man stared up at him, his lips trembling. “Heapmore,” he whispered softly, his voice a whisp of sound.

			“It’s okay now. I’m going to take you inside.” And then Charlie put his hand under the man’s arm and gently lifted him to his feet.

			“What you doing?”

			Startled, Charlie jumped and turned around. Aura Lee was standing by the corner of the house. She was pointing her shotgun right at Charlie’s head.

			“It’s just me, Aura Lee. I found Hank.”

			She stepped closer. “I done been calling out for you,” she said, still not lowering the shotgun. “My baby hurt any?”

			Charlie nodded. “He’s fine.”

			Aura Lee came a little closer and took Hank’s hand in hers. “You’re going to be fine, baby,” she told him. But Hank’s eyes were still on Charlie. “Heap,” he said whimpering.

			“Ain’t no heapmores,” Aura Lee said. “Sheriffs been under the house, looking all around, and he didn’t find a single heapmore. Ain’t that right?”

			Charlie felt the bump on his head and nodded. “That’s right.”

			But when Aura Lee went to lead Hank back around the house, he didn’t budge an inch. His lips moved in the shape of his word, but no sound came out. Charlie looked uneasily into his eyes, then felt a shuddery tingle on the back of his neck. Hank’s eyes seemed to make up for what his tongue lacked, conveying a desperation so intense that Charlie had to look away.

			“Heap—”

			This time Charlie put his hand under Hank’s arm and together with his momma, they walked him back around the house and up onto the porch. It was here that Charlie said his good-byes. “He’ll be fine in the morning. Looks like he just got a good scare.”

			Hank was still standing on the front porch when Charlie turned and disappeared around the bend.
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			He was back there again. It was night and he was standing outside.  He was looking up at the second floor of the old house.

			At first it was just a bright light in the upper window. He watched it as it began to glow brighter and brighter. And from behind him he heard the hoarse whisper, and he was afraid.

			“Who am I, Jamey? Tell me who I am.”

			“I don’t know. I don’t want to know.”

			The other windows on the second floor began to glow in the same way and he watched as the flames began to rise into the windows.

			That was when they started screaming. He could recognize each one of the screams. They were the screams of the other boys who slept in the room with him.

			“Stop it,” he pleaded. “Make it stop.”

			The man was laughing now. “Keep looking at that window, Jamey. Watch.”

			And then he saw his friend. The boy who had talked with him each night as they fell asleep. He was trying to open the window to get out and he was screaming. He looked right down at Jamey and screamed, “Help me, Jamey! Help me, please! I’m on fire! I’m all on fire!” And he watched as the flames spread over his screaming face and as the face blackened and burned. The boy’s hands beat and beat and beat on the window until they, too, were burning and blackening.

			“Who am I, Jameyboy?”

			“The nightmare man,” he whispered.

			And then he heard the laughter. “And where does the nightmare man come from?”

			“From me,” the boy heard himself whispering through his tears as he watched his friend’s body as it turned into a blackened shadow against the fiery windowpane of the flaming house.
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			With a scream, Jamey sat up in his bed and looked around him. He swallowed hard. He looked at the window and then back at the door.

			Then he remembered. It was the new room in Abigail Parker’s house. He wasn’t at that other place anymore.

			He lay back down and stared up at the ceiling, listening.

			It was the same noise as on the other nights since he had been here. He knew now what it was: The sound of the screen door on Abigail’s back porch as it was quietly pulled open.

			And then he heard the other sounds. Those, too, he knew. They came from the back stairway, the slow, soft sound of footsteps in the darkness. The sound of footsteps that no one was meant to hear.

			He waited and listened. The footsteps were in the hallway now. They stopped, and the boy heard the doorknob as it was slowly turned.

			Please, he whispered to himself, his eyes fixed on the door. Go back, go back to where you came from. Go back tonight.

			Slowly the door opened, and in the moonlight Jamey saw the man’s face.

			“Jamey. . .”

		


		
			Part Two: 
Abigail’s Orphan
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			The next morning, after Larry had finished eating breakfast, he got his football and was heading out into the backyard when Charlie took him by the shoulder. “Hold on there, partner. Where you tearing off to?” Charlie asked him.

			Larry looked at his dad’s face and knew at once that he wasn’t happy about something.

			“Me and Clemson were going to play some football.”

			Charlie said nothing to this but merely lit a cigarette he’d taken out of his shirt pocket. Then, raising his eyebrows slightly always a bad sign, Larry knew—he coughed into palm of his hand. Larry recognized these deliberate delaying tactics from previous experience.

			“Something wrong, Dad?”

			“I don’t know, son. I thought maybe you could tell me that.”

			“I do something?”

			‘Well, I don’t know yet if you did or didn’t. Miss Eula came by the office this morning, about eight-thirty.”

			“Miss Eula Watkins?”

			“That’s the one. Seems last night she was up around two-thirty in the morning and she saw a whole mess of boys over in Abigail Parker’s yard.”

			“Oh?” Larry could feel his cheeks blushing. The night before, when he had gotten safely back, he figured there would be no further consequences. He hadn’t reckoned on Miss Eula.

			Larry glanced up at his father. He could almost feel him saying, “You tell me you weren’t with them, son, and I’ll just take your word for it.”

			But Larry couldn’t say it. He bit the edge of his lip and glanced down.

			“You with them?” Charlie asked finally.

			“Yes, sir,” Larry mumbled.

			“Whose idea was it?”

			“Clemson’s, mainly. And Alvin’s. You know how they are, Dad.”

			“But you still went along with them, didn’t you?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And what exactly was it you boys were doing out there at that time of night? You mind telling me that?”

			Larry hung his head. “Well, Clemson said he wanted to go look at the new retard.”

			“Meaning who?”

			“That orphan, the one that came to stay with—”

			“You know his name by now, don’t you, son?”

			Larry looked up. “Yes, sir. Jamey. Clemson and Randy and Alvin said they were going over to take a look at him.” 

			“At two-thirty in the morning?”

			“Well, Clemson said Miss Eula told his mom that new— Jamey, I mean—was supposed to be standing up at this window, looking out all night or something.”

			Charlie nodded impatiently. “Yeah, I know all about that. Miss Eula told me, too.” Shaking his head, Charlie tossed his half-smoked cigarette to the ground. “I swear, I don’t know what gets into people sometimes. Maybe I couldn’t expect any better from Clemson or Randall or Miss Eula. But I sure as hell figured I could expect more from you, son.”

			Larry looked up. “You mean sneaking out at night?” 

			Charlie shook his head. “I don’t mind about the sneaking out. That’s what boys your age are supposed to do, every now and then. It’s what you were sneaking out for that I don’t like.”

			Larry frowned. Then, halfheartedly mustering a defense, he said, “It wasn’t like we hurt anybody.”

			But Charlie wasn’t impressed. “It ever occur to you that maybe that boy Jamey has feelings, too? Just like you and me? Just like Clemson and Randall even? You all ever stop to think about that?”

			“Guess not.”

			“Well, it’s about time you did,” Charlie said. Then, shaking his head, he looked at his son. “I guess you think that’s all you got to do, just say you’re sorry and everything’s okay.”

			“I’ll do whatever you want me to, Dad,”

			Charlie stared down at his son. “There’s only one thing I want you to do. And that’s the right thing.”

			Larry blinked. “What d’you mean?”

			“I was kind of hoping you’d find out on your own, son. After all, that’s what growing up is all about.” Then, turning around, Charlie walked toward his car. He opened the front door and stopped, looking back to Larry. “You just think about it, okay?”

			[image: ]

			Larry thought about it all day along, but it wasn’t until the next morning—in the middle of Miss Amelia Amos’ Sunday school class—that he finally realized what the right thing was, and then only after he had already done it.

			“This morning we have a very special guest and I want all of you to make him feel right at home,” Miss Amelia said to the class. “He’s a little older than most of us, but that doesn’t mean he can’t enjoy our Bible class just as much as we do.”

			“No, ma’am, Miss Amelia,” Alvin said loudly. Alvin always talked about Miss Amelia whenever he thought she couldn’t hear him, but when she was looking, he was all sweetness.

			“That’s right, Alvin, honey,” Miss Amelia said.

			Alvin beamed, and the moment Miss Amelia turned to one of the other kids, he poked Larry in the ribs. “I got her eating out of the palm of my hand.”

			Miss Amelia continued, “Because, boys and girls, Bible school is for anyone who comes to Jesus the way He asks us to. And you remember how He asks us to come to Him?” Miss Amelia looked around the class. Alvin, his hand straight up in the air, kept saying, “I know, I know, Miss Amelia.”

			“Well, Alvin, honey, you tell the others, then.”

			Alvin looked all around him, a nauseating grin on his fat face. “Like a little child.”

			“That’s right, hon,” Miss Amelia said, then went to the door of the classroom and opened it. “Hank, honey, you and your momma come on in now.”

			Alvin leaned over to Larry. “Here comes the retard. You think he’s going to pee on himself, way he done last time his momma brought him? I thought I was going to laugh my ass off. You remember, Larry?”

			Larry did. He had been chosen to help clean up the place where Hank had been sitting.

			“Ain’t that something? Thirty years old if he’s a day and still don’t know how to pee by hisself,” Alvin said with a snicker.

			Hank was led to his seat. He waited, looking around the room, then gave his quick karate-chop nod. He sat down bolt upright in the chair.

			“And now, boys and girls, let’s sing a song about our favorite thing in the whole wide world. Can anybody tell me what that is?” 

			“Jesus!”

			“That’s right, Alvin.” Miss Amelia went over to the battered old stand-up piano at the front of the room. She turned back around to the class. “Why don’t we sing a song now that we all know. Were going to sing ‘Sunbeam,’” she said, smiling in particular at Hank.

			“Jesus wants me for a sunbeam, a sunbeam, a sunbeam, Jesus wants me for a sunbeam, to shine for Him each day.” 

			The children, at varying pitches and different rhythms, joined in, and as she played, she kept turning back to them, looking over her shoulder, giving nods of encouragement.

			Hank sat stiffly, staring silently at Miss Amelia. He looked like a spring that had been pressed down too tight.

			Then, with another elaborate flourish, the chorus began. Hank waited until everyone was repeating the word “sunbeam,” and tonelessly, at the top of his lungs, he began to yell “Sunbeam, sunbeam, sunbeam!”

			Miss Amelia gave Hank a smile of approval. His momma gave a nod. Finally, Miss Amelia made a grand and triumphant cadence to the last repeat of the chorus, but even after the music had ended, Hank did not stop.

			“‘Sunbeam’ is over,” his momma told him, poking at his shoulder. With the same automatic suddenness, he stopped. His mouth open, he stared at Miss Amelia, panting slightly like a dog on a hot summer’s day.

			“That was very good, wasn’t it? Doesn’t Hank sing well?”

			“Yes, ma’am!” Alvin called out.

			“Now can you tell us what Jesus wants you to be, Hank?” Miss Amelia asked.

			Hank looked up at her, his eyes filled with panic.

			“Say, Sunbeam, Hank,” his momma told him.

			He was silent, then suddenly he barked out, “Sunbeam, sunbeam, sunbeam.”

			Hank’s eyes were fixed on the door. Larry turned around to see what had caught his attention, and filling the doorway was Abigail Parker. She was wearing a big red hat with an even bigger feather sticking out of it. In her enormous hands she was clutching a boy by his narrow shoulders. She gave him a good shake, like an old carpet she had taken out for an airing. “Miss Amelia, this here’s little orphan Jamey, what there is of him.” Larry looked at the boy closely for the first time. From the stories he had heard, he had expected him to be frail and puny, like a child wasting away from a disease. Abigail’s orphan looked even worse.

			The other children stared up at the strange boy with unconcealed curiosity.

			Suddenly Larry noticed that the orphan boy was looking at him. It was the look you give somebody you’ve seen before, but can’t quite place. “Shit,” Larry whispered to himself, blushing with embarrassment. He must have spotted him the other night.

			“You go on sit now, you hear? And mind Miss Amelia good,” Abigail said to the boy. “You send him on home when you finish with him,” she said to Miss Amelia.

			“Last week we talked about Joseph and his dreams,” Miss Amelia began. “And today we’re going to learn how he was put down into that well. Can anybody tell me who put him into the well?”

			But none of the children seemed to be aware of Miss Amelia’s question. They were all staring at Hank. His eyes were nearly bulging from his head, and his lips were trembling.

			“Shit,” Alvin whispered into Larry’s ear, “He’s fixing to have him one of his heapmore fits.”

			Hank’s momma nudged him with his elbow. “Be still, baby” she told him. “Ain’t nothing here’s going to—”

			Suddenly Hank stood up, knocking his chair back over behind him. He was trembling all over now, his eyes still fixed on the orphan boy. He hadn’t taken his eyes off the orphan boy since he had first entered the room.

			“Looky there. I told you.” Alvin chortled.

			“Hank, honey,” Miss Amelia said. “Something wrong?”

			Hank was crying. Crying aloud a single word, over and over: “Pretty. . . pretty. . . pretty. . .”

			The orphan boy sat there, his face even paler than when he had first stepped into the room, his eyes down. Aura Lee looked at him with a scowl. “It’s that orphan got him so worked up. That’s what it is.”

			Miss Amelia nodded. “Larry, honey,” she said, “why don’t you take Jamey here outside for a little while?”

			[image: ]

			Ten minutes later, Larry was walking the orphan boy back to Abigail’s. Miss Amelia had told Larry she thought it would be best if they went on home, seeing that Hank was still pretty agitated. “But you come back next Sunday,” she told Jamey.

			Larry kept trying to think of something to say to the other boy, but the best he could manage was, “I’m sorry about what happened. Hank just gets that way sometimes. Nobody ever could figure out why he has those fits of his. He’s . . . slow, you know.”

			Jamey, up until that moment, had not spoken a word to Larry since they had left the annex. Then in a soft voice and with only a trace of his stammer, he suddenly said, “I used to know somebody like that. At this place where I used to be. He was like Hank. Only w-worse.”

			“Worse than Hank?”

			The other boy nodded. “He h-had hydrocephalus.” He stopped walking. “You ever wonder why some people are born like that?”

			“Sometimes,” Larry said.

			The other boy frowned. “It’s something I used to think about, where I was before. If I was God, would I have let people be like that? Would I let them have things like that wrong with them?”

			Intrigued, Larry asked, “What did you decide?”

			“That I wouldn’t,” Jamey said. “I mean, I tried to think of ways it might work out better for people to be like that, but I couldn’t.”

			Larry shrugged.

			“I guess I always kind of figured God must know what He’s doing. I mean, If He didn’t, who would?”

			“I don’t know,” Jamey said, his voice sad and forlorn. He nodded at Larry and said, “Appreciate you bringing me home. Guess I’ll be s-seeing you.”

			Larry watched as he brushed through Abigail’s weed-ridden yard. He had just gotten to the steps when Larry had a sudden inspiration.

			“You supposed to do anything today?”

			Jamey shook his head. “Why don’t you and me go back to my house for a while. We could play a little baseball or something?” Larry asked, hardly able to believe what he was saying.

			“I d-don’t know.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I’ve never played baseball before.”

			“Where you from?” he almost blurted. Instead he ran up to where Jamey was standing and patted him on the shoulder. “Come on, it’s easy.”

			Fifteen minutes later, the two boys were in the McAlister’s backyard. Larry was wearing his baseball cap, the one Charlie had gotten for him the last time they had gone up to Atlanta to see a Braves’ game. “This is how Dale Murphy does it,” he began, turning to Jamey. “Don’t choke it, see, put your hands right there, where I’m holding mine. Got it?” Giving him the bat, Larry watched Jamey take the same posture. “Get your butt out more, Jamey. That’s good. You just keep your eye on the ball. I’ll tell you when to swing.”

			Larry went through his elaborate warm-up motions— tipping the brim of his cap, rubbing his nose, frowning, shaking his head as if he didn’t like the catcher’s sign, and at last made his pitch. “Swing!”

			Jamey did, but too late.

			Larry shook his head. “One more time. It takes anybody a while to get the hang of it, Jamey. Besides, even Dale Murphy has his off days.”

			After a few more pointers, Larry returned to the mound. And again the pitch came sailing in. Just as Larry went to yell “Swing!” there was a loud crack and the ball went flying off Jamey’s bat, hurtling through the leaves of the pecan trees. Throwing down his cap, Larry watched it. “Holy shit!”

			Larry ran toward the fence to catch the ball, but it was already over on the other side. He turned and sped toward the gate, then stopped dead. There, standing right in front of him, his big red face twisted into the worst scowl that Larry had ever seen in his life, was Clemson McGee.

			“What’s that retard doing here?” Clemson exclaimed. Larry glanced over at Jamey. “Hush up, Clemson, he’ll hear you.”

			“So? Retards ain’t got no feelings.”

			“He’s not a retard,” Larry said defensively, his voice dropping to a whisper. “He just stutters at first.”

			“What’s a matter with you?” Clemson demanded. “Don’t you know a retard when you see one? Why, just look at him. I bet he even drools just like them retards do. I bet he got that retard drool all over your yard.”

			“Just shut up, okay?”

			“You make me,” Clemson said. Then, looking right at Jamey, he started in, yelling loud enough for Jamey to hear him. “Retard . . . retard . . . re—”

			Before Clemson could get the second syllable out, Larry had punched him in the mouth, knocking him onto the yard. Larry, nearly as startled by his action as Clemson, immediately kneeled down. “You okay?”

			“Get away from me!” Clemson screamed. “I ain’t never coming over here again. Alvin neither, you hear? We ain’t never coming around no more.”

			“Wait a second, Clemson.”

			But Clemson was already back up on his feet. “I’m going to tell everybody, you hear? How you done started hanging around with that retard.” With that, Clemson stormed out of the yard.

			Larry turned around and looked helplessly at Jamey, not sure what to say. That was when Larry noticed that his mother was standing at the kitchen door. From the look on her face, it was obvious to Larry that she had witnessed the incident with Clemson. She smiled and walked outside toward Jamey. “You going to stay and have supper with us, aren’t you, Jamey? I’ve already set your place.”

			Jamey’s eyes were fixed to the ground. “I th-think maybe I’d better go home.”

			But Larry was already standing next to Jamey, his hand on his back. “Come on, stay and eat. Maybe we can spend the night in the tree house.”

			And soon after supper they were dragging two sleeping bags out of the storage room into the backyard.

			Jamey looked up at the enormous old oak tree. “It’s so high,” he said, “you can hardly even see the tree house.” “Yeah. We built it that way on purpose, me and Dad. That’s why we made the ladder like we did.”

			Looking around, Jamey frowned. “What ladder?”

			Larry smiled proudly. “Watch.” Larry raised both his hands into the air. “You’d better stand back a little.” Closing his eyes, Larry began to whisper a litany of words that could be used only to coax hidden powers from their secret sources.

			And as Jamey watched, his head back, his mouth open, the lowermost leaves of the oak tree rustled, as if stirred by a wind that seemed to stir nothing else, and slowly the foot of the ladder loomed down from the dark vastness of leaves, moving toward them inch by inch. “I’m calling you, ladder. Come down to us, ladder,” Larry whispered in solemn invocation. Then, as the ladder’s foot came to rest on the ground between them, Larry opened his eyes again and looked at Jamey for his reaction.

			“How did you do that?” Jamey gasped in amazement. “It’s a secret,” Larry said, laughing. “Promise you won’t tell anybody? Only me and Dad know.” Larry then displayed the elaborate mechanism of trolleys, pulleys, and fishing line that he and his dad had devised to achieve the invisible- ladder effect. “It took us about a week just to get everything right,” Larry said as he clambered up the silvery aluminum ladder, both of the sleeping bags with him. jamey followed.

			Once the two boys were securely in the tree house, Larry reached over the side of the railings and, pulling out another wire, he slowly drew the ladder back up to them. “See . . . somebody going by wouldn’t even know we were up here. It would just look like a regular tree.”

			Ten minutes later, they were both lying in their sleeping bags. Larry glanced over at Jamey, whose eyes seemed fixed on the dark horizon. “Do you like the stars?” Jamey asked.

			“Sure,” Larry said after a moment. “I guess.” Realizing that this wasn’t much of an answer, he went on. “You interested in astronomy?”

			Jamey nodded.

			Larry waited a moment, thinking Jamey would start talking again. But he didn’t. He just lay there, looking up at the sky.

			“You know the names of the stars and stuff?” Larry asked, more to be polite than anything else.

			“A little,” Jamey said, and began to point at the various stars overhead, naming them and saying something about their size or how far away they were from earth. “Betelgeuse, it’s in Orion. It’s a red giant. And down there, that’s Sirius. It’s the brightest star. I mean, the brightest one to us, here on earth. Betelgeuse would be a lot brighter if we were the same distance from it. If Betelgeuse was where the sun is, we’d be inside it right now,” Jamey whispered, something like a smile flickering on his face. “And those up there, they’re the Pleiades. Some of them are still being formed.”

			Larry blinked. “The what?”

			Jamey told him, speaking without condescension or even surprise that Larry did not know all these things. He talked about the stars with a kind of affection, the way another boy might talk about his hunting dogs or the way Larry spoke about baseball. Then a thought occurred to Larry. It was something he had seen on TV once. “What about black holes? Aren’t they supposed to be sucking everything in or something like that?”

			“Yes,” Jamey answered. “Once something falls in, it’s gone. Forever. Even light. And one day, billions of years from now, there will be nothing left but light, the light the stars left behind them, because by then all the stars will have stopped burning.”

			“What about us?”

			“We will have been dead billions of years. Everything will be dead. Except for the lost light that will still be traveling from all the stars that have died.”

			Larry frowned.

			“Sometimes I wonder what it would be like to be the very last beam of light in the whole universe, traveling all alone up there through the cold and dark. Because one day, that’s all that’ll be left. Just that one little beam traveling through dead and empty space. And then it, too, will be gone forever. Then everything will be dark.”

			“And then?”

			Jamey looked at Larry. “Then the universe will be dead.”

			Larry swallowed hard. You mean, there won’t be anything else? Nothing at all?”

			“No. Not unless there’s always been something else. Something that’s hidden from us.”

			“What?”

			“I don’t know,” Jamey said softly. “But haven’t you ever felt it? Something out there all around us, only we can’t see it. Just like we can’t see the stars in the day. But they’re still there anyway. Maybe there’s something else like that. . . another world.”

			Larry nodded. Wasn’t that what Hattie had been talking about? The shadow you catch from the corner of your eye at twilight? Larry had a crazy idea—he would tell Jamey the secrets Hattie had told him, secrets he had never imparted to another human being, not even his mother and father. It was strange because, after all, he hadn’t even known Jamey for a whole day yet. But there was something about him, some peculiar quality that made Larry certain he would understand it all.

			He looked over at Jamey. He was still staring up at the stars.

			No, Larry thought, wait a little while. Settling back down on the floor of the tree house, Larry remembered the first time he had laid eyes on Jamey—only two days before— the night he and Clemson and Alvin had seen him standing in the window at Abigail’s, staring out into the darkness at what appeared to be nothing.

			Jamey hadn’t been staring at nothing. He had been looking at the stars that night. And the candle he was holding, it was probably because Abigail kept the house so dark. Maybe it was all he had to read by. Maybe it was even the only light in his room.

			“Tell me some more about the stars,” Larry whispered, leaning his head back down. The last thing he remembered before going to sleep was Jamey’s soothing voice, without any trace of a stutter or even hesitation, making it all seem at once so simple and yet so mysterious. He spoke of how long ago people thought the stars made a music as they moved, the music of the spheres. Larry closed his eyes and tried to hear it, but couldn’t, and Jamey told him the music was always there, only we didn’t recognize it because we were expecting it to sound like something else, like ordinary music. “What does it sound like, then?” Larry asked, his eyes still closed. And Jamey told him to wait until there was no other sound, not a dog barking or a leaf rustling or even the low murmur of his own breathing, and then if he listened hard, he could catch it, though only for a second or two.

			“The stars’ music is what’s left when nothing else is there. Only we call it silence,” Jamey told him. Jamey had told him, too, about how all the stars we see now are the fragments of different pieces of time, and that the light that came into our eyes at any moment represented nearly the whole span of the universe’s history, some of the beams being merely four or five years old, but others going back thousands and even millions and billions of years, and how this vast array somehow managed to crowd itself onto less than an inch of retina at the back of our eye. “Maybe that’s how God sees everything,” Jamey said, “with all of time laid out at once before Him. Maybe He lets us see the stars so that we would have an image of eternity, and to make us understand that it was not merely going on and on forever, but everything being held together all at once, the past and the present and the future.” And as Larry listened to Jamey’s words, it seemed to Larry that his body was gently floating out among the leaves, rising up through the topmost branches into the night sky, drifting higher and higher, like the helium balloon Larry had bought years ago at the Blount County fair that had slipped out of his hand. He had watched it as it rose up and up, finally disappearing as a tiny speck in the blue haze of twilight.
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			When Larry woke up, he wasn’t sure where he was. He looked around and saw the empty sleeping bag next to his own. He sat up and just as he was about to call out, he saw Jamey. He was standing in the far corner of the tree house, with his back to Larry, looking out through the leaves into the dark woods behind the McAlister house.

			“Jamey?” Larry asked, both groggy and puzzled. “You okay?”

			Jamey nodded but still did not turn around. Larry waited a moment, then stepped over to the other boy. “You’re shaking,” Larry said. “You’re shaking all over. What’s wrong?” 

			“Nothing.”

			Larry put his hand on Jamey’s frail shoulder and felt the shivering. It couldn’t be that he was cold, the weather was too warm for that. And then, too, Jamey’s T-shirt was wet through and through, like he had been running. “Tell me what’s wrong?”

			“It will g-go away,” Jamev said, stammering for the first time that evening. Larry frowned. Suddenly it occurred to him what had happened. “You had a nightmare, didn’t you?” Jamey hesitated a second, then nodded, but still keeping his back to Larry.

			“Guess it was a pretty bad one, huh?”

			Again Jamey nodded. “I’ll be okay. It goes away after a while...’’

			“You feel like talking about it?”

			Jamey said nothing. He didn’t even move. At first Larry thought maybe he hadn’t heard him, so he repeated the question, adding, “Sometimes it helps if you talk about it with somebody. I’ve had some pretty bad ones, too.” Larry waited for him to respond, “Jamey?”

			“I can’t talk about it. I promised someone I would never tell anybody else about my nightmare. This man who used to come and see me where I was...b-before. He’d come and bring me books to read. And we’d talk about the stars. But once he asked me about my d-dreams. And I told him. And that’s when he made me promise never to tell anybody else about them.”

			“Why?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“But what difference could it make?”

			Again Jamey shook his head. “I don’t know.”

			“I mean, it’s only a nightmare. What could there be—” Suddenly Jamey turned around and looked at Larry straight in the eyes. Larry flinched back slightly, his mouth open. Somehow, for an instant, it didn’t even seem like Jamey. And then Larry realized why. It was Jamey’s eyes. Before, even when they talked, Jamey had looked directly at him only for a second or two at most, then always quickly looked away. With other people he avoided their glance altogether. Now Larry knew why. It wasn’t shyness. It had nothing to do with shyness. If Jamey always looked away, it was because he had no other way of controlling the impression his eyes gave—the feeling that he was looking right through you, right down into the deepest reaches of your soul.

			Larry nodded. “It’s okay. I understand, I guess,” he said uneasily, then stepped back a few feet. Jamey looked at him for a moment more, then lowered his eyes.

			Overhead the limbs of the huge old tree shook briefly in a gust of wind. Larry glanced up and shivered. “Let’s go back to sleep now. All right?”

			The two boys lay back down in the sleeping bags. Looking up through the branches of the tree, Larry racked his brain to think what Jamey’s nightmare could be, a nightmare so terrible someone had asked him never to talk about it.

			Put it out of your mind, Larry told himself. But no sooner had he shut his eyes than he opened them again. He sat up quickly and looked down into the darkness of the yard.

			At first he could see no one. But as he glanced over toward the fence, he made out a shadow where there shouldn’t have been one. He shivered and then heard the voice again. Only this time he understood what it was saying. “J-j-j-Jamey,” it called out in a mock stutter. Larry jumped to his feet. “Goddamnit,” Larry said with an angry hiss.

			“What’s wrong?” Jamey asked, sitting up.

			The face was still in a shadow, but Larry figured there was only one person it could be. “It’s that asshole, Clemson, I bet.”

			“J-j-j-Jamey.” The voice called out again. Larry gritted his teeth. And yet, as he listened to the voice, there was something wrong about it. Whoever was saying the word was obviously disguising his voice, but, somehow Larry couldn’t imagine Clemson’s voice sounding like this. At best, Clemson’s voice, with its nasal twang and drawl, could be irritating. But this voice wasn’t anything like that. Larry could feel it in the pit of his stomach. This voice was scary.

			“Wh-who are y-y-you, Jamey?” The voice called out. “Wh-wh-where d-d-d-did you c-c-come fr-from?”

			“Goddamn you,” Larry said, hissing. Still, it had to be Clemson. Larry turned and started to go toward the ladder. But Jamey took hold of his arm.

			“What are you doing?”

			“I’m going down there and I’ll beat the hell out of that jackass.”

			Jamey shook his head. “No.”

			Larry stared at Jamey, who was listening, listening hard.

			Y-y-your d-d-d-daddy’s b-b-been w-w-w-waiting for you, Jameyboy.”

			“I’m going down.”

			“It’s not who you think it is,” Jamey said.

			Larry frowned. “Who is it, then?”

			But Jamey’s eyes were no longer on Larry. They were looking away, out into the darkness. “I’ve heard it before, the same voice.” 

			“Where?”

			Jamey shook his head.

			“Where, Jamey?”

			“In my nightmares.”

			Larry stared at the other boy. He wanted to say he had to be mistaken, that it was just Clemson being an asshole. But as he looked into Jamey’s eyes, he realized it was better to say nothing. He had never seen anyone more terrified in all his life.

			Larry turned around and walked to the railing of the tree house. But the voice had stopped calling out. Larry peered down again at the spot where he had seen the figure. Nothing was there now.

			“He’s gone,” Larry said. He turned back to Jamey. “It was just Clemson. I should go over to his house right now and beat his ass.”

			But Jamey said nothing. And, coming closer to the other boy, Larry saw he was trembling. “It’s okay. I told you, it was just Clemson, acting like a turd. It’s okay now. He’s gone.” 

			Jamey nodded. “Yeah,” he said, but he was still trembling. The two boys settled back down again in their sleeping bags. Larry wanted to say something to make things right, but he didn’t know how he could say it without bringing the whole unpleasant business up again. So instead he shook his head and whispered, “I’ll get him back. Just you wait and see. I’ll get him back tomorrow.”
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			The next morning, when Larry and Jamey arrived at the bus stop, Clemson and Alvin were there. The moment Larry saw Clemson he knew at once he had been running his mouth again, judging from the way both the other boys were looking at him. Earlier, Larry had been confidently planning to walk right up to Clemson and punch him out on the spot. But, for some reason, when he was actually confronted with the situation, Larry didn’t do this. He told himself it was for Jamey’s sake, since, after all, if a fight broke out, Clemson was bound to start flapping off at the mouth about Jamey, which was the last thing Jamey needed his first day at a new school. Better just to hope that Clemson would keep his mouth shut. But there was something else that gave Larry pause. It was the way the other kids were looking at him, at him and Jamey together. Larry had seen that look before. It was the way people looked at Hank. Still, Larry had to say something. “I don’t appreciate you coming around spying on me,” he said to Clemson.

			“Spying on you?” Clemson asked.

			“You know what I’m talking about.”

			“I ain’t been spying on nobody.”

			“Yeah. Then what were you doing out in my backyard at one o’clock in the morning, say?”

			“What are you talking about? I ain’t been in nobody’s backyard. What was I supposed to be doing, huh?”

			“You know what you were doing.”

			“You was just seeing things.”

			“I wasn’t seeing things.”

			“Reckon maybe you was afraid somebody’d catch you two doing them things, huh? You and him?” Clemson said. “What you two do up in that tree house?”

			Larry frowned. He had no idea what Clemson was getting at. But apparently he was the only one who didn’t, for no sooner had Clemson gotten his words out than Alvin started giggling and two girls behind him glanced at each other, as if they were in on the same secret.

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Ain’t no point lying about it. Everybody knows.”

			“Knows what?” Larry said, grabbing Clemson by the shoulder.

			But at that point the school bus pulled up and Clemson and Alvin hopped on ahead of everybody else. Larry looked back at Jamey. “That son-of-a-bitch.”

			On the long ride over to Willard Larry sat next to Jamey, although the two boys did not exchange a single word. Larry kept straining his ears to hear what Clemson was whispering to Alvin four rows back.

			Finally, toward the end of the ride, Larry got up and sat down by Alike Lowe to ask him if he knew what Clemson was saying. To Larry’s astonishment, the boy jumped up, saying, “I ain’t sitting by you no more.” Then, without another word, Mike went to the back of the bus and plopped down next to Clemson and Alvin, who whispered and snickered for the rest of the ride.

			It was between the second and third periods that Larry discovered what was going on. Right after the bell rang, Larry was confronted by Clemson in the hallway. Screwing up his face, he looked at Larry and said, “We know what you do.”

			Alvin Anderson, standing right behind Clemson, had the same smile on his face.

			“What d’you mean?”

			“You and that retard,” Alvin chimed in. “We know what you do. Up in that tree house at night.”

			Larry frowned. He didn’t have the slightest idea what the two boys were talking about.

			“Everybody knows.”

			“Yeah, everybody knows.”

			Then, in a singsong voice, Clemson started saying it, with Larry standing there in disbelief. “Queers . . . queers . . .queers.” Then, laughing and giggling, both Clemson and Alvin walked away.

			Larry watched for a moment, the blood rushing to his head. A second later, his school books scattered across the hallway, he lunged after Clemson and, jumping on top of him, began to pound his face with both fists. “You take that back, you son-of-a-bitch. You shut your goddamn mouth, you hear?”

			When the fight was finally broken up, none of the boys told the principal what had caused it. Clemson looked over at Larry. “Why don’t you ask him and that retard?” Nor did Larry say any more about it to his parents when they heard about the fight. Only that Clemson had better keep his mouth shut in the future.

			Sent home early from school, Larry did not see Jamey again that day. That evening, too, passed without the two boys speaking to each other. Larry spent most of the time shut up in his room, his feet planted between his Braves’ and Falcons’ pennants.

			The whole incident left Larry numb and angry and bitter. Before, during the course of his boyhood, there hadn’t been a single adversity he hadn’t been able to handle, and what troubles had come his way had been minor. A bully in second grade. A cranky teacher in the fourth. But each of these difficulties had been overcome.

			But this was different. He just didn’t know what to do.

			The next day was the same. When his mother came in to get him up, he told her he was sick and couldn’t go to school. And while he didn’t show a fever, he looked so completely miserable that she didn’t have the heart to press him. “Okay, honey,” she told him. “You just stay in bed and rest today.”

			Larry stayed in the bed, but he didn’t rest. Going from one contorted position to another, he kept trying to come up with ways of getting back at Clemson and Alvin. Maybe he could say the same thing about them. Maybe he could catch Clemson alone and thrash him within an inch of his life. Or he could do it in the schoolyard, in front of everybody.

			Yet each time he imagined how he was going to get even with Clemson, there was always one element missing from the picture.

			Jamey.

			Each time he envisioned the scene, it was composed of Clemson and Alvin and all the other kids. But Jamey was never there. It was like he had vanished. Without a trace. And even in the epilogue to the fantasy, Jamey was absent. Instead, Larry saw himself riding back to Lucerne on the school bus, sitting down next to Judy Triseott and laughing and talking to her. Everybody knew she had a crush on him. And she was kind of pretty. Maybe Don Badger would be sitting across the aisle.

			But in all these vivid fantasies, Jamey had somehow missed the bus. Or at least he was sitting someplace well out of sight.

			At four o’clock in the afternoon, Larry got dressed. He stepped into the backyard, then went up into the tree house and sat down.

			He stayed like that for a while, then got up. He stood against the railing a moment, idly pulling leaves from the overhead branches.

			And as he stood there, staring absently at Miss Simpson’s house across the way, it dawned on him. Or, rather, it finally broke through the barriers he had erected against it. And, for a moment, he saw something in himself that lie had never suspected.

			He realized that he was a coward.

			It wasn’t Clemson that scared him. He had taken him before and knew he could take him again. That wasn’t what had kept him away from school today. And it certainly wasn’t what kept him from going over to Abigail’s the day before, when Jamey got back from school. Or what kept him from going over right then, at that moment.

			No, it was something else.

			He had not wanted to go to school that day because he knew what he would have to do if he went. He would have to sit by Jamey on the bus, both over and back. And, in the cafeteria, he would have to stand in the line with him, then sit until the next period eating lunch with the other boy, sitting by themselves, as was bound to happen, trying to act like nothing was wrong, while, all around them, everyone in the cafeteria would be watching them, laughing and whispering and poking each other in the side.

			He knew he would have to do that or else...

			Larry stood there, amazed that it could even occur to him. But it had occurred, and it was too late to push the ugly idea hack into its dark corner.

			Or else he could ignore Jamey. All he’d have to do would be to act like Jamey didn’t exist.

			And hadn’t he been doing that already? At least in his imagination? In his mind he had already pushed Jamey off the school bus anyway.

			Only before he hadn’t reckoned with the way Jamey’s face would look, watching Larry go and sit by somebody else. Watching as Larry didn’t even glance at him.

			“Shit,” he whispered.

			He stood there a moment longer. Then, just as he was about to go down the ladder, he heard a voice coming from below him, from the backyard.

			It was Jamey.

			Once Jamey was in the tree house, they both sat down, though Larry didn’t look at the other boy. They said nothing for a little while.

			Jamey broke the ice. “Your m-momma said you were sick,” Jamey said.

			“Yeah.”

			“Was that why you didn’t come to school today?”

			Larry nodded.

			Jamey waited a moment. “I thought maybe it was because of what happened yesterday. What Clemson said.”

			“Did anybody say anything to you? Like Clemson said to me?” Larry asked.

			Jamey looked down and nodded. “A little.”

			“What d’you do?”

			“I just told them the truth.”

			Larry glanced up. “What d’you mean?”

			“I said it wasn’t true. I said the reason you had been n-nice to me was. . . was because you felt s-sorry for me.” 

			Larry stared at the other boy. “Who’d you say that to?” 

			Jamey shrugged. “Some of the guys, your friends.” 

			Larry sucked in his cheeks. “I wish you hadn’t said that.” 

			“I’m sorry. I just thought it might help if people knew.” 

			“Knew what?”

			“Why you were nice to me,” Jamey said matter-of-factly. “I didn’t want them saying things about you. I didn’t want anybody to hurt you, I guess. I don’t mind what people say about me. I guess you get used to it. So when people say mean things, I don’t pay attention to them. Sometimes they don’t want to be mean. But they just don’t know any better. Like Clemson. I think he was just hurt, because you used to be real good friends and then, when I came, you stopped being friends. 1 don’t think he wanted to hurt you.”

			“He didn’t hurt me.”

			“I think he did,” Jamey said, looking for a moment into Larry’s eyes.

			Larry got up and turned his back to Jamey. He stared out through the leaves at the woods behind the house.

			“Maybe it was at first. I mean, maybe that’s the reason I was nice to you right at first. But it’s not why I was nice to you later. You’re my friend. I guess you’re the best friend I ever bad. In my whole life. And that’s why I wish you hadn’t said it, Jamey. Because it makes me feel like shit just to think about it.”

			Jamey sat there a little longer. Then, getting up, he walked over to Larry, who had turned back around. Jamey reached out to put his hand on Larry’s shoulder, but stopped. Staring down at the deck of the tree house, he said, “The reason I came over was to say, if you don’t want to sit by me on the bus or talk to me at school. I’ll understand. Even if you don’t want me to come over here anymore, that’ll be okay. I just don’t want p-people saying things about you.” Jamey stood there a moment. “I’ll just go on back now. Abigail wants me to mop the kitchen floor. So, anyway, I appreciate what you’ve done. Showing me about b-baseball and everything.” Then, turning around, Jamey started toward the ladder.

			“Jamey.”

			The boy stopped and turned around. Larry stood there. With a quick, automatic motion, he wiped his eyes. “You want to go fishing? I’ll show you my favorite spot, okay?”

			Jamey smiled. “You want me to?”

			“Sure.”
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			Half an hour later, the two boys were making their way down to  the river.

			“I wish there was still some more of the school year left,” Larry said.

			“Why?” Jamey asked, looking surprised.

			“Because when I beat the shit out of Clemson, I want everybody to be there to see it.” It was something Larry had overlooked in his fantasies: The summer vacation meant he would no longer have the easily available audience of the schoolyard to witness Clemson s humiliation at his hands. “I wish there was a way of getting everybody together to see me smash his face in and hear him begging me for mercy.”

			“Why do you want to beat him up?” Jamey asked.

			Larry stopped and looked at the other boy like he had just dropped from the moon. “Why d’you think? To show him he can’t treat me and you that way,” Larry said, clearly baffled by the other boy’s slow comprehension of what seemed obvious to him. “I mean, you’re not telling me you haven’t ever wanted to do something like that? Just slug somebody in the face? Just once? Somebody who was making fun of you?”

			Jamey said nothing.

			“I mean, sometimes you just got to stand up to people. You just can’t let them walk all over you. Sometimes you got to be a man and fight back.”

			“But what if there’s nothing you can do?”

			“Hell, you can always do something. I mean, even if it’s just learn how to fight.” Suddenly Larry got an inspiration. “Say, I could show you how to do it, Jamey. I could teach you, the way I’ve been teaching you about baseball. How about it, Jamey?”

			Jamey didn’t say anything for a moment. And then, in a strangely sad tone of voice, he said, “That’s not what I meant.”

			“I don’t get it. What?”

			“Maybe there’s nothing you can ever do. To stop things like that. To stop people from hurting each other and being mean.”

			“Well, at least you can try. By teaching them a lesson,” Larry said.

			“How can you teach somebody by hitting them? Won’t that only make them want to hit back?” Jamey asked with a frown. “Look at Clemson. You can’t make him see he’s wrong by beating him up. It won’t change him, really, the way he is inside, what he’s thinking.”

			“I don’t care what he’s thinking, so long as he keeps his mouth shut.”

			“Maybe so,” Jamey said, making Larry at once regret what he had said.

			“Seriously, Jamey, what else can you do?”

			Jamey hesitated. “Maybe all you can do is show people how they should act. Show them instead of telling them. Or making them.”

			Larry frowned. Although every instinct he had was against it, there was something in the way Jamey put it that made it hard for Larry to ignore the idea. “I don’t know. I sure would like to beat Clemson to a pulp, I know that.”’

			“What if I promised—”

			“Promised what?”

			To let you teach me how to fight. If my way doesn’t work.”

			Larry considered the offer. “How long? I mean, how long do I have to do it your way?”

			“A week?” Jamey asked timidly.

			“A whole week?” Larry said, “You expect me to let him go around saving that shit about us for a whole week?”

			“Can’t we just try it? Both of us?”

			Larry hesitated. Then, with a sigh of frustration, he said, I guess. But I’m just doing this for you.”

			As the two boys made their way down to the river, Larry found himself puzzled by something. Ever since he was little, he had been told to be good. That was how things were: Everybody was supposed to want to be good. And yet, for the first time, Larry began to wonder if people had any idea of what such a thing would really mean. After all, what would happen if somebody actually tried to be good? So good that you could put up with Clemson mocking you for the rest of your life, take it and never even want to hit him back?

			Larry couldn’t help feeling he knew the answer: It would be awful. Unbelievably awful. But wasn’t that what everybody wanted? Or said they wanted?

			Larry snapped out of his reverie. He turned back around and saw that Jamey had stopped a few yards behind him. They were now only about a hundred feet from the river.

			“Jamey?” he called out, puzzled by the strange look on the other boy’s face. Then, glancing to the left, Larry realized what had caught Jamey’s eye.

			About thirty yards away, close to the fringe of pine woods, were the ruins of a burned-out shack. Hattie’s shack.

			Before Larry could say anything, Jamey started toward it. Larry followed behind until the two boys were standing in the middle of it.

			It was then that Larry noticed Jamey was shivering slightly, just the way he had been doing after he had had his nightmare.

			“Jamey, what’s wrong?”

			“Nothing,” the other boy whispered.

			Larry walked over to him. “Somebody died here,” Larry said uneasily. “This old black woman. She got burned up.” He looked over at Jamey. Tell him, a voice inside of Larry whispered, tell him the stories. “It was kind of creepy,” Larry went on, “because she knew how she was going to die.

			I mean, about how she was going to be burnt up.” He hesitated. “There was something else, too.”

			“What?”

			“She told me these stories once. I had to promise not to tell anybody, ever.”

			“What kind of stories?” Jamey asked. Larry glanced at him. He was still trembling. It was crazy, but as he stared at Jamey, Larry got the feeling that, somehow, Jamey knew what the stories were.

			“It happened before we were born,” Larry said. “This man—his name was Luther—he was crazy. They had sent him down to Milledgeville, you know, where they put people like that. But one night he got out and he came back here. And he did something. Something terrible.” Larry glanced over at Jamey. His eyes were still fixed on the burnt out ruin of the shack. He was still trembling. In fact, if anything, the trembling had gotten worse. As bad as the night when Jamey had spoken of his nightmare. “He took this little girl out into the woods, and he put these tattoos on her. Only he called them ‘abominations.’ And I guess he raped her, too. Because that was the whole idea. I mean, she was supposed to have this child.”

			“What child?” Jamey whispered.

			“The one they talk about in the Book of Revelations. The child that was supposed to grow up and become the Antichrist.” Larry said. “The thing is, my mom, she knew the girl. She used to teach her in Sunday school. She told me once how the girl used to talk about Jesus like...like she could really see him and hear him. It was kind of spooky, you know? Anyway, Hattie told me that was why Luther picked her. Because she was so good. Because it was worse that way. And that was why he did those other things to her.”

			“What other things?” Jamey asked, his eyes still on the shack.

			It was for Larry always the worst, most terrifying part of the whole story. “Hattie told me she woke up the night the girl was taken. It was right before sunset, when it’s darkest. And she said she went to the window of her shack. And she could hear it, this sound, coming from back in the woods. And she knew what it was.”

			“What sound?”

			“It was like laughing. Only it wasn’t. And Hattie said she knew where it was coming from. It was coming from this place called the snake well. And Hattie said she could see it, like in a vision. She said she saw how Luther had tied a rope around her ankle, and had lowered the girl into the snake well, headfirst. And how all night long he had kept her down there, only inches above where all the water moccasins were squirming and slithering. And how he kept whispering down the well to her, “Where’s Jesus? Where’s Jesus now?” And Hattie said how the girl kept begging and crying to be let back up, but Luther wouldn’t do it. He just kept saying, “Where’s Jesus to help you? Where’d he go to?” Larry bit the edge of his lip. “Pretty sick, huh? Anyway, Hattie said, that finally the girl stopped begging, stopped crying even. And for a while there was nothing. Not a sound from the well. And then this other sound started up, coming out of the well. And that’s when Luther knew she was ready, knew that she had come to hate Jesus as much as he did. Because she was. . . laughing. Like the laugh somebody gives to mock something they hate. And that’s what Luther had wanted. For her to laugh at Jesus, to mock and hate him, and to mock and hate herself for having trusted Jesus to help her. Only she was crazy with it, crazy with the hatred and the mockery. Like her mind had snapped. And that’s when he brought her back up.” Larry shivered and glanced over at Jamey. “Anyway, that’s just one of the stories Hattie told me.”

			But Jamey didn’t seem to hear him. He had walked over to the ruins of the shack. He was staring down at the blackened wood-burning stove. “I’ve heard laughter like that,” Jamey said.

			“When?”

			“It was back at one of the places where they sent me. This home. The night this fire broke out. A fire like this one, only worse. All the children there got killed.”

			“Were you in it?”

			Jamey, his eyes fixed on the stove, nodded yes. Larry looked at him. “How did you get out?”

			“I don’t know,” Jamey said softly.

			“What d’you mean? You said everybody got killed. How come—”

			Suddenly Jamey looked up at Larry, looked at him straight in the eyes. Please, Jamey’s eyes said, please don’t ask me anything else. And Larry got the message. He turned away and glanced at the sun. It was just over the top of the trees. There would only be an hour or so of fishing time left. “Come on,” Larry said, “the river’s only a little further.”

			Ten minutes later, the two boys had set up their fishing poles. Larry told Jamey a couple of stories about fish he had caught from this spot, in an effort to get their mood back to normal. But his heart wasn’t in it, any more than Jamey’s. He was sorry now that he had told as much of Hattie’s stories as he had. Sorry, too, that Jamey had been reminded of something that was better forgotten. And yet as much as Larry wanted to put it out of his mind, he kept recalling what Jamey had started to say. How he had heard such laughter—- such terrible mocking laughter—before. Had heard it the night the fire broke out. Who, Larry wanted to ask Jamey, who had been laughing? And why?

			“Shit, doesn’t look like we’re getting even a bite.” Larry said after a little more brooding. He stood up and was about to ask Jamey if he wanted to go on back to Lucerne when something caught his attention. Larry turned around and peered into the bushes that came right up to the riverbank. “I thought I heard something back there.”

			The bushes were rustling. “Who is it?” he yelled.

			But there was no answer. Larry stepped closer to the bushes. He was about to call out again when Clemson jumped up out of the undergrowth, over by Jamey, shouting: “Orphan boy! Retard! Don’t even know who your momma was. Your daddy, neither. Why, I bet she sold it on the street. I bet she was a whore. I bet she dumped him in some trash can, seeing how he was a retard. Orphan boy, orphan boy—”

			“You bastard!”

			“I ain’t the bastard. It’s that retard’s the bastard.”

			Larry lunged toward Clemson, but Jamey took hold of his arm.

			Larry jerked his arm away running up the slope. He fell on top of Clemson, smashing him in the face and screaming, “You take that shit back, you son-of-a-bitch! You take it back, every word. You apologize to him. You hear? Right now!”

			Knocking Clemson’s face, the two boys rolled down the slope, right to the riverbank. Alvin, who hadn’t said a word, came after them. Managing to get on top for a moment, Clemson knocked Larry in the side of the head. Suddenly Alvin shouted something. As the boys had fallen toward the water, Clemson’s foot had knocked a dead log out of place.

			“Goddamn, look!” Alvin cried.

			“Larry!” Jamey shouted.

			Clemson had ended up on top of Larry when they stopped rolling. Prying his head around, Larry stared at what the other boys were screaming about. There, only about six or seven inches from his face, he saw the huge, white, open jaws of a water moccasin. Its eyes were fixed on Larry.

			“Clemson, get up.”

			That was when Clemson saw the snake, too. “Shit, it’s going to bite us,” he said, whimpering.

			“Get up.”

			“I c-c-can’t,” Clemson stuttered.

			Going to the edge of the bank, Alvin picked up a stone and threw it down at the moccasin, missing it by a couple of inches. Then, when he leaned down to get another one, Jamey ran over to him, grabbing hold of his arm. “Don’t!”

			“You blind? It’s going to bite them. Look at how it’s all reared up.”

			But Jamey’s grip tightened on Alvin’s arm.

			“Goddamn,” Alvin squealed, dropping the stone, “let go...”

			Then, a second later, easing himself carefully down the bank of the river, Jamey stood just a few feet from where the snake was, his eyes fixed on it. Without looking at Larry and Clemson, he started talking to them, his voice calm and reassuring. “It’s all right,” he said. “Just don’t move. It won’t do anything if you don’t move. Just. . . just be real still.”

			“It’s going to bite me!” Clemson wailed.

			“Hush, don’t say anything,” Jamey said in the same soft, even soothing voice. “Just he as still as you can. . . .” Then, easing himself a little closer to the moccasin, Jamey kneeled down. Larry, pinned under Clemson’s dead weight, watched as Jamey lifted up his hand, moving it slowly, without any sudden jerks, imperceptibly reaching it around the blind side of the moccasin. By now the snake had noticed him kneeling there. The snake turned its head, its jaws still wide open, its yellow eyes fixed on him. Jamey stopped, staying absolutely motionless for a few seconds. Then, moving his lips as little as possible, he went on to the two boys: “I’ll tell you when to get up, okay? Then, when I say so, you get up and run behind me. It’s not going to hurt you. I can tell it’s not the kind that can hurt you.”

			Larry stared at the snake, his heart beating a hundred miles an hour. It was the biggest moccasin he had ever laid eyes on, five or seven feet at least. It sure as hell looked like the type that could hurt you.

			“I’m not going to hurt you,” Jamey whispered, his eyes returning the snake’s stare. “None of us want to hurt you.”

			“Shit,” Alvin said, a good safe distance back, “he’s talking to it.” He picked up another rock.

			“Don’t throw anything,” Jamey said without turning around. “He’s okay now. He’s going to be okay.”

			Then suddenly, moving like lightning, Jamey grabbed the neck of the moccasin.

			“Run!” he shouted.

			But Clemson didn’t move. Larry watched as the huge length of the snake flared up into the air, writhing wildly. But Jamey kept it there, holding its head in the same spot, while the snake’s tail lashed furiously, thrashing the water’s edge, and then, as it hit the back of Clemson’s legs, the boy screamed and jumped up from Larry. A second later, Larry was up, too.

			“Run, Jamey!” Larry shouted. “For Christ’s sake, drop it!”

			Then, in a sudden twist of the head, the moccasin jerked around and Larry watched with horror as its fangs went into the side of Jamey’s hand, right between his index finger and his thumb, sinking in.

			“JAMEY!” Larry screamed, running toward him.

			“No! Get back!” Jamey yelled. Then, prying open the snake’s jaws with his other hand, he flung the huge, hideous thing into the river. A moment later, it slithered into a patch of reflected sunlight and disappeared.

			Larry stood there a second, then ran toward Jamey.

			“Jesus, it bit you, Jamey. We gotta get back.”

			“No, it’s okay. It just grazed me a little.”

			I saw it. I saw the teeth go in, Larry said. “Give me your hand.”

			“No, I’m okay.”

			Grabbing Jamey’s hand, Larry looked at the palm. He saw the two little holes, a trickle of blood easing from them. “I told you. Look. . . we got to do something.” Then, turning around, he yelled at Clemson and Alvin, both standing stunned on the edge of the riverbank, “You got a knife?”

			Alvin shook his head, but Clemson nodded, his mouth still open. “Here,” he said, passing it down to Larry. Hesitating a little, he came down to the water’s edge. “Goddamn,” Clemson said, looking at Jamey’s palm. “You got to suck it out. I remember from when I was in Boy Scouts. If a snake bites you, you got to suck that poison out, quick.”

			Larry took the knife. “It’s going to hurt,” he said, looking right at Jamey.

			“Go ahead,” Jamey said, sitting down on the sand. Holding his hand out, Larry took it, hesitating a moment. Then, swallowing hard, he took Clemson’s knife and began cutting into the other boy’s palm, his teeth clenched, his hair matted to his forehead. As he made the four cuts, two each way, he glanced up at Jamey. He hadn’t made a sound. Not even a whimper. He just sat there, staring into the water in front of him.

			“You need one of them turny kits,” Clemson said. Taking his shirt off, he ripped the sleeve, and kneeling down next to Jamey, he began tying it around his arm.

			Not too tight, Alvin said, coming down to where the other boys were.

			“You okay?” Larry asked when he had finished.

			Jamey nodded, just looking a shade paler than usual.

			“We got to carry him back,” Clemson said. “In Boy Scouts, they said you ain’t supposed to move no one after no snake bite.”

			And so, together the two boys eased Jamey to his feet and started back up the slope. At the top, Clemson stopped a moment. “That was the bravest thing I ever seen in my life,” he said. “I don’t care what them stupid rednecks say about you no more. You’re all right. You hear? Ain’t nobody going to go pushing you around no more, calling you names, neither, not while I’m around,” Clemson said. “No, sir. Ain’t that right, Alvin?”

			And Alvin, still not knowing what to make of the whole thing, nodded. “I seen it all. I seen it. . . way he had hold of that moccasin. I seen him take hold of it. With his bare hands.”

			“Come on,” Larry said. “We got to hurry.”
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			In the emergency room of Matilda Henderson Memorial Hospital over in Willard, Larry was still numb from the shock of the experience. “I’ve never seen anything like it, Dad. Even on TV. He just kept holding it there, it seemed like for an hour. I mean, I know it wasn’t an hour really, it just seemed like it.”

			Just then the doctor stepped out into the waiting room. Larry quickly jumped to his feet. “Is Jamey okay?”

			“He’s an awful lucky boy, let me tell you that,” the doctor said. Looking at Larry, he frowned. “You sure it was a water moccasin?”

			“Yes, sir,” Larry said in astonishment. “I know a water moccasin when I see one.”

			“Yeah. That’s what I figured, too, but I just wanted to double-check. Not that any venomless snake could do what this one did. The fangs went pretty deep, nearly an inch and a half. The best I can figure is maybe the snake was dry because it had just struck at something else, maybe only a few minutes before. But even then you’d think there’d still be enough venom to cause a fair degree of swelling around the wound. You can look at it and see there isn’t, though. I put a bandage on anyway and gave him a tetanus shot. Otherwise he’s good as new.”

			That night, back in Lucerne, the two boys were lying out in the tree house. Since he had left the hospital, Jamey had hardly spoken a word. Larry kept wanting to talk about the incident. After all, it had occurred to Larry that Jamey had succeeded in what he had set out to do. He had taught

			Clemson a lesson, but in a way that Larry could never have imagined. Jamey hadn’t beaten Clemson up. Instead, he had saved his life. For no matter what the doctor over in Willard said, Larry had looked right into the moccasin’s mouth, at the fangs. He had actually seen the venom oozing down them.

			For the third time since they were in the tree house, Larry reached over and looked at Jamey’s hand, at the place where the fangs had gone in. He kept expecting to see something. At least a black-and-blue mark, or a little swelling.

			“I still don’t understand why it didn’t hurt you any,” Larry said. He looked over at the other boy. Jamey was staring out into the woods behind Larry’s house. And once again, he was trembling.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I’m scared,” Jamey whispered.

			Larry frowned. “Of what?”

			Jamey shook her head. “I d-don’t know,” he said feebly. Larry moved closer to him.

			“What is it? What’s wrong? Tell me.”

			“It h-happened before,” Jamey stammered. “The same thing. That fire, the one in that home I was in, it should have killed me, too. But it didn’t. Just like that moccasin didn’t.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The fire started next to my bed. The place, it was way out in the country. By the time the firemen got to it, the fire was all over. They started going through the home, to pull out all the bodies. And that’s when they found me.” Jamey whispered. “I was asleep. I wasn’t burned at all. Nowhere. But even my mattress, it was burned black. But I was okay.”

			“Damn,” Larry muttered softly.

			“Remember what I said about that laughter, hearing laughter like that. That was the night I heard it.”

			“Who was making it?”

			Jamey trembled. “The nightmare man. Sometimes I can still hear the way he laughed that night, and the things he said to me. The crazy things...” Just as Larry was about to ask: ‘What things?’ Jamey sat up. “I want you to tell me the rest of those stories. About the things that happened here. The stories that old woman told you.”

			Larry blinked. “You mean, right now?”

			Jamey nodded.

			“Okay.”

			A minute later, the two boys were back on top of the sleeping bags. Jamey sat there with his head down on his knees while Larry gathered his thoughts. Then he began, speaking awkwardly at first, having to repeat this and backtracking to explain that, but gradually putting together all the various pieces of the intricate mosaic of the story. He began by going back to how he had first heard of the story and how Hattie had sworn him to secrecy. “Some of the stuff she told me I’m not too sure about. Like I told you before, she was kind of. . . crazy, I guess. But some of the other stuff everybody knows about. Anyway, there was this real rich man who used to live here, called Simon Randolph.”

			Jamey sat and listened as Larry went on, telling him about the Randolph family and the huge, fantastically designed mansion that Simon’s grandfather had built about five miles out of Lucerne, long before Simon was born, and how many rooms it was supposed to have and of the ballroom on the third floor that, according to Hattie, was larger than a football field. And Simon himself, well, all the women in that part of Georgia had tried to attract his attention, but without success. Instead, it seemed there was only one thing in the world that Simon showed any feeling for, and that was his painting. At first his passion was indulged; but as Simon grew up, his father became concerned that Simon’s artistic bent might jeopardize the family’s business. After all, Simon was the only Randolph heir, male or female, and as Simon went, so went the whole Randolph fortune. Still, despite his father’s disapproval, Simon continued to pursue his painting to the exclusion of all other interests. Finally, when he was nearly twenty, his father died, and the first thing Simon did upon taking over the estate was to shut up the huge old house he had been raised in. He set off for Italy, where he spent the next couple of years studying painting and where it was also rumored that he had been converted to the Roman Catholic Church. There was even a story circulated for a time that Simon had contemplated taking some kind of religious vow, but nothing seemed to have come of that.

			This lasted nearly ten years. Then one day Simon returned. He opened up the house again, but it was not the same. In fact, Simon was not the same. Whereas before he had been infallibly pleasant and well-mannered, he was now surly and brusque. To account for this change, various explanations cropped up, one that he had been jilted by a woman, most likely an Italian countess. Others said Simon’s mind had been twisted and poisoned by the Church of Rome. But there was another and more probable explanation—namely, that Simon was simply bitter at his failure to prove himself the great artist he had always felt himself to be. Then, too, there was the incident that happened right after Simon returned from Italy. Ordering his servants to gather together the paintings and drawings of his youth, he had them all piled in a heap behind the house. “Now burn them,” he had ordered. “All of them.”

			Shortly after this, people began to suspect that Simon’s problem went more deeply than simply having been disappointed in his artistic aspirations. Simon spent both his days and nights locked up in his studio, refusing to let anyone enter the room either to clean it or to bring him his food. The handful of servants Simon kept on told of hearing Simon late at night pacing back and forth or talking loudly to himself, or suddenly breaking into strange, frightening bouts of laughter that often went on for a half hour at a time. Finally, there was the report of the oldest servant, a black man named Jasper Washington, who claimed that he would sometimes hear not one but two sets of footsteps coming from the upstairs floor in the middle of the night.

			By this time only one man still came to see Simon, the town’s Methodist minister, with whom Simon had long been friends. Having always respected the minister for his learning as well as for his high character, Simon continued to allow his presence.

			It was on one of the minister’s visits that Simon first communicated his secret. He had begun seeing visions. Simon said they had all started simply enough, coming to him in a dream. At first, however, he did not grasp what was happening, dismissing it all as the play of his imagination. But then one night, after the same dream had continued for nearly a week, Simon began to think perhaps he was losing his mind. “But then,” Simon went on, “he told me why I had been chosen, and of the work I had been chosen to accomplish.”

			“What is that?” the minister had asked him.

			To create the greatest work of art any human being has ever been called upon to create. Something beside which the Sistine Chapel pales,” Simon had whispered, his eyes dancing wildly. “I have been asked to paint the Second Coming.”

			“And who had asked you to do this?” the minister asked, still not sure whether Simon was serious.

			“A messenger of the Lord. An angel who comes to me in my sleep, in my dreams. Each night he unfurls some new piece of the great vision, and each morning, on waking up, I must commit that piece of it to my canvas.”

			Week after week the minister returned to the house, concerned with what evidently was happening to Simon’s mind. But on each visit he was greeted with the same proud, joyous confidence. Then one day the minister found Simon in a different frame of mind, gloomy, downcast, visibly upset by something. He asked Simon if something had happened. Was the messenger still coming?

			Simon nodded yes.

			“The visions, then? Is he still giving you the visions?”

			Simon’s dazed and vacant eyes momentarily flickered. “They aren’t visions,” he whispered.

			“What are they, then?”

			“Nightmares,” Simon whispered. He looked for a moment at the minister and said with a croak. “It isn’t what I thought it would be. The Second Coming. It isn’t what I thought—”

			“Can’t you just stop?” the minister asked, disturbed by Simon’s expression no less than by his words.

			But Simon only shook his head. “Too late,” he whispered. And then, without another word, he turned away and slowly ascended the stairway of the mammoth mansion.

			For the next two months Simon refused to open his doors to anyone, even the minister. He was absolutely alone now. Finally, one night in midsummer, the minister made one last try to see Simon. This time Simon let him in.

			Although only two months had passed, Simon looked as though he had aged twenty years. His hair had turned white; his cheeks were sunken; his eyes were vacant. Everything about him showed plainly that he was a dying man.

			Simon had been given the final vision. It was on this that Simon had been working, day and night for the past two months. It was this that was literally draining him of his life, stroke by stroke.

			“What is this vision?” the minister had asked.

			“His face.”

			“You mean, the face of Christ?”

			Looking into the minister’s eyes, Simon shook his head. “I thought it was at first, but now I don’t know any longer.”

			“When will it be finished?”

			“Tonight.”

			“Tonight?”

			Simon went on, “I have been shown everything. Everything except the eyes. And tonight I must paint the eyes.”

			It was the last time the minister saw Simon.

			Two nights later, only hours after the Randolph mill had been burned to the ground, a farmer told of a strange incident. He claimed to have seen Simon Randolph wandering, more dead than alive, by the side of a narrow dirt road not too far from the mill. The farmer got out and asked what was wrong, but Simon didn’t seem to hear him. He just kept walking in the direction of the river, mumbling the same words over and over again.

			“The eyes...the eyes.”

			No one, after that night, ever saw Simon Randolph again. Naturally, people being the way they are, there were claims from time to time of seeing a ghostly figure walking through an orchard or peeping into a window. Still, the general consensus was that Simon had drowned out in the river. If he had kept on walking the way he was going that night, there would have been no avoiding it.

			Shortly afterward, word got around of Simon’s visions and the paintings he had made of them. The Randolph house was carefully examined in the hope of coming across these “masterpieces.” But no trace of them was found. There simply were no paintings. The studio Simon had worked in was empty. Even the paints and brushes were dry, looking as if they hadn’t been touched in months. Some concluded that Simon destroyed the paintings just as he had destroyed the earlier ones. Others maintained he had never painted them at all. Crazy as he was, he only thought he was painting them, which would explain why no one was ever allowed to see what they looked like.

			But there was another school of thought. It insisted that Simon had merely hidden the paintings somewhere. Perhaps buried them in one of his fields; or, more probably, concealed them in a secret room that only Simon knew how to enter.

			At this point in the story, Larry told Jamey, Hattie had gotten a certain spooky look in her eyes, dropping her voice to a hush as she continued.

			There was a boy who had come to Lucerne. A strange boy. No one knew much about him. They just assumed his parents had died and left him on his own. He said his name was Luther. Going about from farm to farm, he took up odd jobs lasting a day or two and then moved on.

			There was something, people said, about the way he looked at you, something that made a shiver run up your spine. And then, too, there was his hand. His right hand had been cut off at the wrist, clean as if an ax had sliced it. When asked how he came by it, the boy grinned—a mean, shuddery grin—and said, it was all on account of Jesus. His daddy, inflamed by the words of an itinerant preacher, had taken to heart the passage in the Gospel about cutting off the offending hand. And one night, when drunk, he had caught his boy out in the toolshed doing something with that hand he ought not to have been doing.

			For the most part people didn’t take either the boy or his story seriously. At least, not until the last night he went to the Randolph house.

			No one knows who told the boy the story of the paintings. But from the first moment he heard it, it seemed to become his obsession. Each evening he would walk the five miles out to the old house, by then deserted, and would search it once more, tapping on the walls, pulling up floorboards, peeking into cracks.

			Some said he was interested in the money, laboring under the doubtful impression that the paintings would be worth something. Others said he was a plain sex maniac and just wanted to get his hands on some dirty pictures, figuring that Simon wouldn’t have gone to so much trouble hiding them if they hadn’t been real eye-poppers.

			But there was yet another view. The boy, it was whispered, simply wanted to look into the eyes that drove Simon Randolph to the final pitch of madness. The eyes of Him in whose name the boy’s daddy had whacked off his right hand. The boy would stare into those eyes until they blinked.

			One night the boy Luther showed up at Tim Jackson’s farmhouse, announcing that he had found the way into the secret room. Taking out his only thing of value—a watch—he offered it in exchange for a pickax. Tim Jackson, not wishing to pass up a good deal, agreed.

			The next morning, after Tim Jackson’s story had gotten around, people went out to the place, curious to see what the hoy had been talking about. After a thorough search, they found not a single splinter of wood. No wall had been hacked out, no secret compartment opened. It was just as it always had been.

			They found the boy sitting on the cupola, his legs dangling through the railing. He was staring out into the woods behind the house.

			Those who saw him said they had never seen a face that looked the way his did. And never wanted to see another one.

			He was grinning, his eyes crazy on the nothingness in front of him.

			“I seen him,” he whispered in a kind of demented exaltation, though seeming to speak to nobody. “I seen him.”

			He was sent off two days later to the charity wards at the Milledgeville Hospital for the Insane. There he waited, as Hattie put it, just biding his time, staring in the same crazy way at the walls and whispering the same words over and over. Stayed there until the night when, somehow, he managed to slip between the bars in the window of the cell they kept him in.

			It was at this point that Hattie would tie in the other strand of the story.

			The minister, while shaken by what had happened at the Randolph house, was able to resume his normal life. Some years earlier, the minister’s wife had given birth to their first and only child, a girl they named Catherine. To her parents, both well into their forties, the girl was nothing less than a godsend, a blessing to them, much as Isaac had been to Abraham and Sarah. And for the next three or fours years, the minister was able to push from his mind the incident with Simon, dismissing it as an isolated case of insanity and nothing more.

			Here, in the original telling of the story, Hattie had stopped and taken a sip of whiskey, her face darkening with the recollection. “And then one night old Hattie had a dream. And the Lord, he done told her to go to that little girl.” And Hattie told of how she turned up at the parish house one day, her famous suitcase in hand, asking the minister and his wife if there was any work she could do for them. Kline and his wife, both good-hearted people, looked at the old woman’s gnarled and arthritic hands and asked her what kind of work she was able to do. “I’ll come and tell my stories,” she said. Just as Rev. Kline was about to ask her what she meant, his four-year-old daughter, Catherine, stepped into the room. Hattie kneeled down and opened her arms. “Why, just look at that sweet little angel,” Hattie said. And the girl ran to her. “What stories?” she asked. “I want to hear them.”

			And so for the next year Hattie walked the five miles every day to the parish house. Then one afternoon the minister happened to overhear the two of them talking quietly in Catherine’s room. Hattie had told Catherine of the power she had gotten from her daddy. The girl had looked at Hattie and whispered, “How will I die?” The old woman’s face had darkened over and she shook her head. “Don’t be asking me that.” But the girl had persisted. Finally, stroking her hair and pulling the child to her, Hattie had said, “Terrible—”

			Walking past the room, Rev. Kline snatched Hattie aside and told her to leave his house at once. Hattie looked him in the eyes, sadly shaking her head. “Ain’t nothing you can do to stop it a-coming,” she told him. “Can’t lock enough windows, can’t bolt enough doors. ’Cause what’s coming, it don’t need no door.” And then Hattie left, never to set foot in the Klines’ house again.

			Hattie had continued her story for Larry. “He loved his girl in the goodness of his heart. And he couldn’t bear to think of that sweet angel of his suffering. So he done everything he could to keep all that suffering away from his child. But you see, honey, ain’t nobody can keep suffering away, or darkness, neither. Ain’t nobody can suffer in somebody else’s place. Best we can do in this world, if we love somebody, is to get them ready for it, make them strong and ready for the suffering that’s a-coming. And that’s what old Hattie was tryin’ to do, best she knew how.”

			Then Hattie went on to say how even before she came to the Klines’ house, the preacher and his wife had already begun to notice there was something peculiar about the girl. Despite all her sweetness—which no one ever denied—there was something about their daughter that made people feel uneasy. Something too candid and penetrating about her eyes when they looked, at you. And something too remote and dreamlike when they looked away, as if they were fixed on some invisible presence that hovered right behind your back or over your shoulder. Though, as she got older, the flicker turned into something else. Into conversation and games. Into laughter and tears that nothing anyone else could see had brought on. And then the “incidents” began. Like the day when Catherine and the rest of her Sunday school class went on a picnic down by the Allatoona. Right when everyone was ready to go back home, they noticed that Catherine was missing. Afraid that something had happened to her, parties were sent out to try to find her. When they did, sometime later, she was standing on the bank of the river, gazing at something, smiling and even talking to it. But judging from the account of those who found her, there was nothing there but thin air. When asked who she was talking to, she turned and said, with genuine surprise, “Don’t you see him, too?” But they didn’t. Turning back around, her smile suddenly dissolved. “He’s gone now. He was so nice. But he’s gone.” She was seven.

			Later there were other episodes. Once Miss Amelia, the Sunday school teacher, came across Catherine in an empty room in the Methodist annex. She was standing with Hank. She was eleven and he was fourteen. Catherine was saying, “You can kiss me if you’d like to.” Hank, trembling and whispering the word “pretty,” had leaned forward toward Catherine, at which point Miss Amelia had screamed at him to stop. Later she asked Catherine why she had done it. “I felt sorry for him,” Catherine explained. “I thought he’d like to.”

			Yet even this was not as disturbing to the Klines as their daughter’s continuing fantasies. They had started when the girl was only three. Then Rev. Kline and his wife had simply acted as if there were nothing unusual in their daughter’s fantasy life, explaining her behavior as the result of an intelligent child’s overactive imagination. If she seemed to see things that weren’t there, she was doing no more than a thousand other normal children. And if she also talked to these creatures of hers, that, too, was not so peculiar. But the fantasies went on, and, after Hattie’s dismissal, became increasingly upsetting to her parents, though now they were at least able to blame their child’s behavior on the stories Hattie had told her. Still, Rev. Kline continued to hope that his daughter would suddenly grow out of it. But, as night after night he and his wife lay awake listening to the whispers coming from their daughter’s room, they began to wonder if that day would ever come.

			When Catherine was twelve, her father decided it was no longer enough to hope it would all go away. And so, one night, when he came upstairs to kiss his child good night, he sat down on the edge of her bed. Earlier that week he had talked to old Doc about the problem and had been given the name of a good child psychologist in Macon. He began by telling Catherine that there was someone in Macon who wanted to talk to her about her imaginary playmates, and how they were going to drive up the next day so she could see the man.

			“Is he a doctor?” she asked, without looking up at her father.

			He hesitated, then nodded. “Yes, honey.”

			“Is something wrong with me?” she whispered, her eyes sadly gazing down.

			Rev. Kline shook his head, heartstruck by the sadness in his daughter’s voice. Then, hugging her close to him, he kissed her on the back of the neck. “No, honey. It isn’t anything like that. Nothing like that at all. It’s just that sometimes little boys and girls think they see things that aren’t there. Sometimes they even talk to them. But when we start to grow up, they all go away. And, honey, you’re going to be a big girl soon. And that’s why we want you to talk to this doctor, honey. Because we think... we think it’s time that they all go away for you.”

			“But what if they don’t go, Daddy?”

			“They will. The doctor, he’ll be able to make them go away. I promise.” And then, as he had done many times before, Rev. Kline tried to explain it to her, saying it was simply her imagination playing tricks on her, adding how the doctor would help her see that he was right. As he spoke, Catherine said nothing, simply resting her head on her father’s chest, letting him stroke her long, honey-colored hair. Yet. when he had finished and went to lift Catherine up to kiss her, he saw that her eyes—the bluest, most heart- breakingly beautiful eyes he had ever seen—were full of tears. “What’s wrong, Catherine?” Collapsing her face back onto her father s chest, she started to sob softly, whispering, “I just want to be good, Daddy, I just want to make you happy.”

			“But you do make us happy, honey. You make us happier than anything in this whole world ever could.”

			But Catherine shook her head. “I’m afraid, Daddy.”

			“Of what?”

			“That you and mommy won’t love me anymore,” she said, trembling all over. “I’m scared of them now.” She looked into her father’s eyes, her own eyes for the first time giving him a glimpse of the terrible secret she carried inside her. They want me to do something, something very bad, Daddy. Something that will make you and mommy not love me anymore.”

			Rev. Kline stared at his daughter. “There’s nothing like that, honey; nothing like that in the world. Nothing you could ever do that would make us stop loving you.”

			Catherine, her cheeks wet with tears, only looked down and shook her head.

			And again he pulled her to him and kissed her. In a voice that would haunt him for the rest of his life, Rev. Kline heard his daughter whisper, “There is, Daddy. I know.” And hearing his daughter s words, Rev. Kline knew that there was not any power on earth, not even a father’s love, that could free Catherine of her terrible secret.

			For the next two months, Catherine saw the psychologist. During this period, it seemed as if the Reverend’s prayers had miraculously been answered. From the first visit, Catherine began to show signs of improvement. The midnight whispering stopped. Even the sideways glances and the inexplicable laughter. Sadie Kline was overjoyed and told her husband that they had gotten their little girl back. And yet there were moments when the Reverend had to wonder, moments when he seemed to catch a glimpse of some hidden, agonizing struggle that Catherine was carrying on within herself. Sometimes in the middle of the night he would go into her room to check on her and he would find her motionless and yet awake, with beads of sweat on her forehead, her hair matted. Holding his hand on her head, he would ask her if she was sick or feverish. But she would only shake her head and whisper, “I’m okay, Daddy. I’ll go to sleep soon, I promise.” At other times he would find her weeping by the back steps of the house, unable to give any reason for her tears.

			Then one Sunday, two weeks after the psychologist decided he no longer needed to see her, Rev. Kline was holding one of his regular services. In the middle of his sermon, he happened to glance down at the front row, where his wife and his little girl always sat, and saw in horror that Catherine was standing. Every inch of her body was trembling violently. Her mouth hung partially open, her eyes fixed on something that seemed to be hovering right behind the Reverend’s head. Her mother, leaning over, asked what was wrong, if she was sick. But Catherine didn’t answer. People were beginning to notice them. Sadie asked Catherine if she would like to leave, that they would go on home if she felt bad. Then, all at once, Catherine began screaming, bursting into tears, and throwing herself down on her mother in total despair, crying over and over again, “I’m sorry. . . I’m so sorry, Momma. I tried to make them go away, but they won’t. They won’t.”

			It was shortly after this incident that Rev. Kline and his wife started keeping Catherine at home, telling people she was suffering from a serious illness, though when the town gossips inquired what this might be, the Reverend and his wife never managed to give a cogent answer. “Plumb lost her mind,” Edna May McGee explained. “Sees them things of hers nearly every hour of the day, laughing and crying and a-talking with them. Bless her little heart. Why, there ain’t no hope for her at all. Not a speck.” And even those who weren’t inclined to rumormongering began to wonder.

			What really happened at the Kline house during that period no one, not even Hattie, could say for sure, though there was enough speculation, most of it based on the way that both Kline and his wife seemed to be deteriorating with every passing day. “I ain’t never seen nobody go down so fast,” Edna May declared. “Don’t know which of them two it’s been harder on, that girl of theirs going crazy like she done.”

			Then something happened. And although no one really knew how it all came about, it was this point that everything else in the story led up to.

			One night the girl disappeared. Her mother, accustomed to checking on her through the night, went up to Catherine’s room a little after three in the morning. Pushing the door open, she stared at the moonlight as it spread itself across the empty bed. “Catherine?” she called. Then, going to the bathroom down the hall, she turned on the light inside. But again nothing. A few moments later, Sadie Kline had awakened her husband and together they went through the house and searched the backyard.

			For three days, people looked for the girl. On the afternoon of the third day, Larry’s daddy was notified by the authorities at Milledgeville that, somehow, Luther had escaped, though they quickly added that considering his severely catatonic state, it was doubtful he could pose any threat to anyone. Indeed, they even felt it unlikely he could have gotten more than a few miles from the mental institute.

			They were wrong.

			“I told you about what Hattie said. I mean, what Luther did to Catherine at the snake well. About the crazy laughter.”

			Jamey nodded. “How long did she live?”

			“Only about four months,” Larry said. “So I guess, even if she was carrying Luther’s child—like Luther wanted her to—the child would have died with her anyway. Of course, nobody knew for sure, since the old Doc, he wouldn’t let anyone lay eyes on her, except her parents. Because of what Luther put all over her. And her parents, they kind of went crazy when they saw what he had done to Catherine.” Larry paused. “Anyway, that’s what Hattie told me. Only, she made it sound like…”

			“Like what?”

			“Like it wasn’t really over yet. Like all that stuff, it was leading up to something else. Something even worse,” Larry said, then, recalling Hattie’s words to him, he shivered. “And the craziest part-of all was, she made it sound like I’ve got something to do with it. Like it would be up to me to keep it from happening, the terrible thing that was coming.”

			This time Jamey didn’t say a word.

			“Anyway, I guess we should go to sleep now.”

			“Okay,” Jamey whispered. Larry glanced over at him.

			He was still trembling.
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			Across town a single light burned in the Kline house.

			The old preacher sat at the kitchen table, listening. His wife had gotten up again, waking at this hour or that, not knowing sometimes whether it was day or night, as if, to her, it no longer made any difference.

			He sat there, surrounded by the wreck of their kitchen. The stacks of unwashed dishes, the grease-splotched top of the old gas oven, the glasses with their thin crusts of stale milk at the bottom, the splattered food, the cockroach that, mounting a moldy loaf of bread, stopped a moment, as if to survey the vast treasure contained in the loosened Colonial wrapper.

			He was about to stand up, to go over and seal the wrapper. But as he went to unlock his brace, he decided against it. Instead, he sat there and watched the cockroach disappear inside the opened end.

			What did it matter? The bread would go to the birds anyway.

			From the hallway, he heard Sadie’s voice. It was another of her hymns. Or, at least, it was supposed to be. Had been at one time. Long ago.

			And, listening to it, he remembered the way she used to sing when she was young. She had the most beautiful voice he had ever heard. He listened, his mind going back to those Sundays when Sadie would sing a solo in the church. He would close his eyes and feel the presence of something good all around him.

			Grace, he had thought at the time.

			Coming into the doorway of the kitchen, she stood a moment, though without seeming to notice him. She kept lifting her hand up and down, beating out time as if for some invisible choir.

			“Sadie,” he whispered, “something wake you, honey?”

			She looked at him suddenly, blinking. He saw that look three or four times a day now, but each time it still froze his heart. It was a look of surprise, a look that said, “Why, who are you?”

			She hesitated a moment, then stepped closer into the kitchen, for a better look. She tilted her head, giving her little frown, looking as delicate as a bird. In the light he could see the various streaks and stains on her nightgown. The orange juice, the milk, the urine.

			For a while, he had tried his best to keep her as she used to be. Brushing her hair, washing her clothes, bathing her, even, at times, putting on a little makeup, some rouge on her cheeks, just to give them the old color. But all of that was long gone. Now he did what he had to, taking care only of what could not be ignored. The times when Sadie relieved herself on the sofa, or threw up the little food that she ate, or when, at any hour of the day, he might find her wandering in the backyard, half in, half out of her old tattered nightgown. Or the times when he would not find her at all. With dread he envisioned a day, not too far off, when he would be forced to lie helpless in his bedroom, unable to move, while Sadie fluttered around him like a ghost.

			All at once, she broke into a smile. It was like the eager smile of a little girl with a secret to tell. She went up to him, beaming with excitement. “I saw him again. Tonight.”

			“Saw what, hon?”

			“Don’t you remember? I told you. He’s come back.” She waited a moment, tilting her head from side to side, scrutinizing his face. “Why, aren’t you happy? Aren’t you happy he’s come back?”

			Kline stared down at the grease-stained floor and gave a weak nod. “Who’s come back?”

			“Don’t you remember? Simon told you all about him long, long ago. When you went to his house. It came to him one night. . . an angel of light. And now. . . he’s come back. Come back to finish what he began. I tried to tell Charlie the other day down by the river. About the wonderful plans he has for little Larry.” Sadie said, her face beaming. She glanced over to the counter. “Why, look there.” She went over and picked up the loaf of Colonial bread. He watched her, looking at the thin wisps of her white hair and the pink flesh visible underneath. “Oh, there’s enough in here for them all, she said. “There must be four or five pieces. Don’t you think that will be enough?”

			Rev. Kline nodded. “Yes, hon.”

			“I know they’ll be happy, don’t you?”

			He made his way over to the window, and lowering his head, he looked out at the backyard.

			Sadie was standing in the moonlight, breaking off pieces of bread and tossing them onto the grass.

			“Here, birds,” she called out. “Here, I’ve brought you some nice bread. Here, birds.

			He watched her scattering the crumbs.

			After a few moments, he turned from the window and slowly made his way back to his dark bedroom. He unlocked his leg brace and eased himself into his bed.

			He stared up into the darkness. The darkness in which he lived most of his life without ever having to reckon it. When he still had his faith, he had simply believed that light would triumph, that in the end the whole universe would be pervaded with it, shot through with the blinding glory of the Lord, Satan and night put under Him forever.

			But it wasn’t going to be that way. And even if at certain moments he still heard something whispering otherwise, something that told him he was wrong, he no longer believed it would be without its agony.

			The garden of agony, he remembered. Gethsemane. He should have understood back then, before everything happened, before his world was crushed under. He should have recalled Jesus’ words in that garden, on the eve of His crucifixion. “Let this cup pass from me,” He had begged, even Jesus. Even God Himself had not wanted the agony, the suffering, the darkness of Good Friday. Even God did not want such things in His universe. No matter that there would be some final resurrection. It could not eradicate what had been suffered.

			But if God did not want it, how did it get there? So much darkness?

			Kline remembered the words Jehovah spoke to Job out of the whirlwind. A challenge: “And as for darkness, where is its place?” Job did not answer. But then, Kline thought, neither did Jehovah.

			Upstairs, he could hear his wife’s footsteps. Lying there motionless, he waited, bracing himself to hear the words he could not stop, the words his wife always spoke in the same way, as when long ago she used to put Catherine to bed.

			He listened as the door creaked open upstairs. The door to Catherine s room.

			He held his breath. Then he heard it. His wife’s voice, so sweet when she said it. So soothing.

			“Good night, Catherine,” she said, her voice drifting down through the dark and desolate house. “And don’t you worry any more, honey. We believe you. We believe you now. Your daddy, too. So there’s nothing to worry about anymore. We believe you.”
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			Larry opened his eyes, blinking groggily at the leaves over his head. Propping himself up on his elbow, he remembered. He was outside. In the tree house. Scowling the sleep away, Larry lifted himself up on his elbow, then rubbed his eyes. “Jamey?” He looked at the other sleeping bag. It was empty.

			He stared at it a moment, confused. Then, twisting around, he looked to the other side of the tree house, but Jamey wasn’t there, either.

			Larry jumped up and went to the railing, then looked at the house. Maybe Jamey had gone inside. Larry quickly went down the ladder and was about to start toward the kitchen door when he heard something, a noise coming from farther back in the dark yard.

			“Jamey?’

			Larry waited for a response, then went back farther into the yard and looked around. But everything struck him as wrong. It was as if under the cover of darkness, his backyard had undergone a peculiar transformation, making what was as familiar to him as the back of his hand seem strange and spooky and full of mystery. He took a step, stumbling over a bush that had never seemed to be in that spot before. He got up and looked over to the far corner, the one right on the other side of the old tire swing his daddy had put up for him when he was little.

			That was when Larry saw him.

			He waited, not sure what to do. Then, calling out the boy’s name again, he stepped over toward him slowly, stopping every now and then to make sure it really was Jamey after all.

			“Jamey? You okay?” he called out, only ten feet away. But still, even though he had used a normal tone of voice, Jamey had not looked around at him. He sat crouched down right next to a huge pecan tree, his frail body trembling all over.

			Larry went and stooped down next to the boy. “Jamey, what’s wrong?”

			But it was the same as before. Nothing. Not the slightest trace of a reaction.

			That was when Larry heard what the other boy was whispering.

			It was a terrible, pathetic, mechanical sobbing. Over and over, the same whispered plea: “No. . . I don’t want to see them. Don’t make me go there, please. I don’t want to see them. ’

			Larry’s eyes widened. He told himself, at first, that it was just a practical joke and that Jamey was just acting this way to scare him. But then, as he stared into the other boy’s pale and frightened face, Larry felt a quick, tingling chill: It was no joke.

			“Who are you talking to? Jamey? Who’s going to make you see what? What are you talking about? Jamey?”

			But Jamey’s eyes were still fixed on something else. Larry, looking up, tried to figure what Jamey was staring at. Moving closer, he pushed on the bushes right in front of the other boy, drawing them to one side. Beyond was nothing but woods.

			Suddenly Jamey stopped whispering, though his mouth remained open and his eyes fixed. For a second Larry thought he was beginning to come around and patted him on the shoulder a couple of times, saying everything was okay. But even though Jamey was silent now, he was shaking just as violently as before.

			“Jamey. . . say something,” Larry said, shaking the other boy’s shoulder. “Jamey.”

			Suddenly Larry stopped. Kneeling down at once, his mouth open, he realized what was wrong. Staring into the other boy’s pale, blank face, Larry said, “You’re asleep . . . aren’t you?” He waited. Then, when there was not a flicker of recognition, he raised his hand and lowered it in front of Jamey’s eyes, repeating the motion a few more times.

			Not a blink.

			Suddenly Jamey stood up. He stood absolutely still for a moment. Then, before Larry could say a word, Jamey started walking through the bushes, heading out of the McAlister yard. Larry looked at him, not knowing what to do. Casting a backward glance at the dark windows of his house, Larry knew he couldn’t possibly get inside and wake his dad quickly enough. By then, Jamey would already have gotten away. There was nothing else for Larry to do but stay with him. He turned and hopped over some bushes, following after Jamey until he came abreast of him out on the narrow little asphalt-topped street that ran next to the McAlisters’ house.

			“It’s okay. I’m coming with you. You just take it easy. Hear?” Larry said, not sure why he was talking to Jamey, except that it made him feel better to do it. He glanced over at the house on the corner. It was the McInness place, just an ordinary house, its windows dark, like all the other windows in Lucerne at that hour of the night. Of course, he knew that they were all inside, asleep. Mr. McInness and his wife, Francine, and their little girl, Judy. He knew that. And yet, from just looking at the desolate darkness of the porch and windows, he couldn’t keep from feeling that something else was going on inside: something horrible and sinister. Like a nest of vampires. Or maybe there was something watching from the attic. Or how they might all be laid out stiff and dead, each one in his or her own bed.

			He knew it was just his imagination making him think like that. And yet, as he thought about it, was the truth any stranger? And an image rose in Larry’s mind: He could see them, each of them dead to the world, shrouded in darkness, their eyes closed, their mouths slightly agape. Just looking at them, how could you tell whether they were dead or not? And then there was the fact that inside each of them something was going on, a dream world was unfolding, a world totally inaccessible to anyone else, each little world locked away, separate. Or at least it was supposed to be locked away and separate.

			Suddenly Larry remembered about Jamey’s nightmare. The one that was so terrible that he had been asked never to tell anyone about it. He looked at Jamey. Was he having it at that moment, right then? Is that what he didn’t want to see?

			Stop thinking like that, Larry told himself. Stop—

			He looked up. There, not more than a hundred feet away, the asphalt road came to an abrupt, cracked end. From then on it twisted off into a clay road that kept up until it became nothing but dirt. A road everybody called simply the cutoff.

			“Jamey,” he whispered, “please, wake up.”

			They were at the end of the asphalt now. Jamey stumbled at the rough, fissured edge of the road but was only momentarily staggered, and a second later was walking as before, with that strange, hypnotized, zombie walk.

			The McInness house was far behind them now. Larry looked at it one last time, then went to turn around. As he did, he caught something out of the corner of his eye. He stopped, waiting to see if it would show itself again. But it didn’t.

			A dog, he thought. Or a rabbit.

			That was all.

			Turning back around, he saw Jamey was already a hundred feet ahead of him, only his white t-shirt visible in the moonlight as he walked farther down the narrow road, the woods steep on either side, always reminding him of that movie where Moses had ordered the Red Sea to part, each wing of water pulling itself back into a taut rolling wall, restless as an angered dog on a leash, just waiting to collapse back over the Egyptian host.

			Larry sniffed, rubbing his nose. Then, lurching onto the clay part of the road, he began hurrying after Jamey. Larry stumbled, then righted himself and tried to be more careful about the gullies and potholes. But, despite the moonlight, the road was hard to see, and more than once he had to lag behind Jamey, just to keep from tripping. Which was another strange thing. Always before, whenever he and Jamey had walked out on the old dirt roads, it was Larry who had to do the leading, while Jamey followed cautiously. But tonight it was different. Jamey’s feet moved over the twisted ridges and gullies as if they had memorized each of their ups and downs, each rock, each ditch, as if he knew them all by heart. Or as if something else were leading him.

			Still, Larry managed to keep up. And five minutes down the road, they came, side by side, to the spot where the pine trees and scrub bushes were slowly being taken over by kudzu, leading to a stretch where everything else had been submerged beneath a huge sea of the stuff, at points rising up in swells fifty or sixty feet above the road.

			Once, years before, he had heard Big Phil Beck teasing poor Hank about the kudzu, saying how smart and tricky it was and how fast it moved, claiming there was evidence of houses that had been covered up by it in a single night, with the people still in their beds, vines growing out of their mouths and eye sockets. Hank had listened in absolute terror, his eyes half bulging out of his head, until Tom Harlan, overhearing the conversation, put an abrupt end to it. But for Larry, even if he knew better, that was how the kudzu had always struck him as holding a secret, inscrutable menace, as if the world would end neither with fire nor water, but underneath a mountain of twisting, entangling vines.

			Glancing to the side, Larry saw one pillar of kudzu that draped a dead oak. In the moonlight it looked like a monstrous man. A man with half his face oozing off. And to his side something like an arm stuck out. Only it was not quite an arm. More like—

			A stump, Larry thought suddenly.

			He stopped, then turned away from it. “Shit,” he whispered. That was the last thing he had wanted to start thinking about. The stories. . .

			Suppressing a violent shudder, he looked up the road.

			You got to do it, he told himself. You got to wake him up before he gets too far. After all, what if he didn’t wake up? What if he kept on going until he got to the very end of the cutoff?

			Larry stopped.

			The end of the cutoff. The Randolph house was at the end of the cutoff.

			“Jamey!” he yelled out. He stared at the other boy. That was where he was going. Out to the Randolph house. And again he heard Jamey’s whispering, “Don’t make me go there, please. I don’t want to see them.”

			See what?

			“Shit,” Larry said with a hiss. He couldn’t be talking about that. About them. The boy was farther up the road now, about ready to go over and disappear down the other side of one of the many little rises in the dirt road’s winding course. Why hadn’t he awakened Jamey earlier, when they were in the backyard? He should have tackled him or yelled out for his dad. Done anything. Now he could yell his lungs off and it wouldn’t do him any good at all.

			But as he watched the way the other boy was walking, Larry realized why he hadn’t even tried to wake him a single time all the way out.

			He was afraid. He was afraid that he wouldn’t be able to wake him. That he would shake him and shake him and that nothing would happen. That he would yell and scream and shout but that Jamey would just keep walking.

			And then what?

			Stop him now, he told himself. No matter what you have to do. You’re bigger. You’re stronger. You can just carry him back if you have to. But stop him before. . . .

			Larry ran as fast as he could to the top of the rise, then jumped around ahead of Jamey. He grabbed the other boy’s thin arms. “WAKE UP, JAMEY! STOP! YOU GOT TO STOP! YOU HEAR ME? JAMEY!”

			Jamey stopped. His eyes were halfway open, his mouth slack. Then all at once his mouth twisted itself into a grin—a grin Larry had never seen on the other boy’s face and that, prior to that very moment, he couldn’t have imagined being there even if Jamey had stood in front of a mirror practicing it for three weeks in a row. “They out there, Jameyboy, just a-waiting for you. Them eyes are just a-waiting.”

			Larry froze. He let go of Jamey’s arm as if it had suddenly turned red-hot.

			It wasn’t Jamey’s voice coming out of the other boy’s mouth. It was someone else’s voice—a man’s, not a boy’s. But that was only part of it, and not the worst part, either. What made Larry feel a shudder from head to toe was the way the voice sounded, its tone automatically conjuring up in Larry’s mind the shadowy outline of a face to match it—a face that, if Larry had actually seen it at that moment, would have made him jump out of his skin. A face that could peek out at you only from the dimmest shadow regions of your darkest nightmare.

			“Jamey?”

			The grin hovered a moment, then vanished.

			“Jamey. . . . what was that? Who. . . who was that?”

			But Jamey had already started walking again, faster this time. Larry watched him as he made his way up toward the next rise. Larry glanced back behind him and whispered a quick, “Goddamnit, Jamey.” He hesitated, divided, not knowing what to do. Still, he told himself, no matter what, he just couldn’t let Jamey continue walking like that by himself. It was just too dangerous.

			“Wait up!” he called out and, hurrying as fast as- he could, followed after Jamey. But the other boy had stopped at the top of a rise. Larry, coming even with him, did the same thing. He looked at Jamey’s face and then looked at what the other boy was staring at.

			There, in the moonlight, it looked even larger and spookier than Larry remembered it. Half hidden by a canopy of kudzu, the Randolph house loomed against the horizon, its tower—the highest spot in Blount County—rising up fifty or sixty feet into the darkness. The same tower where, fourteen years before, Larry’s dad and old Doc had found the Klines’ daughter.

			And again Jamey started up, somehow moving even faster, more urgently than before. Larry followed after him, pushing aside the weeds and bushes as the two of them made their way up to what he could see of the dilapidated and overgrown front porch.

			A few moments later, Jamey went up the ancient rotten boards onto the porch itself. Larry managed to grab hold of Jamey’s arm again and said, “What are you doing? Don’t you know what this place is? Jamey? Wake up, please. Don’t go in there.”

			But Jamey pulled his arm away and trampled through the kudzu until he had disappeared through the gaping hole that had once been the front door of the house.

			“Wait up,” Larry said, nearly tripping as he hurried after the other boy.

			Jamey had stopped in the middle of the cavernous hallway. Larry, standing on the threshold, let his eyes adjust: There was enough moonlight filtering in through the various broken windows for Larry to make out at least the bare outline of the room. Directly in front of Jamey was an old set of stairs, its banister a wreck. Larry noticed something glinting in a patch of moonlight and walked over to it carefully, trying to avoid the debris scattered all over the floor. It was just an old mirror, cracked down the middle.

			Larry turned around. But the spot where Jamey had been standing only moments before was now empty.

			“Shit,” Larry whispered. He quickly went to the front door, wondering if the other boy had gone back outside. But the porch was desolate.

			He was somewhere inside the house.

			Larry stood there another moment. Then, swallowing hard, he walked back into the old house until he came to the first big doorway that led out of the main hall. He peered into the doorway and in the dim moonlight saw a long, narrow corridor. He hesitated, then stepped into it, trying to knock the cobwebs away with his hands. But new ones kept coming, coiling around his wrist and getting caught in his hair. “Shit,” he muttered, quickly rubbing them off. Then, backing up, he returned to the main hallway. Nobody could have made it through those cobwebs, he figured. He checked the other side hall and saw that it was in the same condition. Which left only one choice—the stairway.

			Jamey had to he up there someplace, wandering around in pitch darkness, going from room to room.

			Larry called out Jamey’s name once more. Then, carefully trying the first step with the tip of his shoe, Larry started up the staircase. Not putting much trust in the decayed banister, he went cautiously from one step to another, feeling each one to make sure it didn’t give way beneath him, startled each time by the loud creak of the boards. Halfway up, he stopped.

			Suddenly a question hit him.

			If Jamey had come up the stairs, why hadn’t Larry heard the boards creaking in the same way? Jamey might weigh fifteen or twenty pounds less than Larry, but that couldn’t have made too much difference. Only a ghost could climb these stairs without making a racket.

			Suddenly Larry jumped. There had been a noise. At first he thought it was from farther up on the staircase. He looked back down and scanned the huge hallway.

			Just shadows. The same shadows that had filled the house long ago when, alone in the middle of the night, Simon Randolph would wait for the thing to come to him. The thing that called itself an angel.

			Again he heard it. Only now he was sure it was coming from below.

			“Jamey?”

			Larry listened to it, straining to catch the sound, and all at once he realized: It was the sound of somebody walking down there, the sound of footsteps.

			“Jamey? Answer me...”

			He stared down, and in the dim moonlight coming through the broken windows he saw a figure. It was a man. At least it was much too big to be Jamey.

			Putting his hand tightly on the banister and trying to make as little noise as he possibly could, Larry began to back his way up the rest of the steps, praying each time that the creaking wouldn’t give him away. When he had made it to the landing, he stopped, listening for footsteps.

			But now there was not a sound.

			He stared down in the darkness, down to the bottom of the steps. It’s down there, he thought. Whatever it is, it’s right down there.

			He heard it. The sound seemed to suck the air right out of his lungs, as if he had been dragged under water with a sudden tug.

			The boards of the first step gave out a sharp creak, echoing in the cavernous room.

			It was coming up the steps.

			Quickly Larry turned and ran, tripping for a second on something in the darkness. Then, righting himself, he scrambled his way to the second flight of steps. They were in even worse shape than the first. As Larry groped his way in the darkness, he could feel them suddenly falling away, the next step opening into thin air, and himself slipping back down, down toward whatever was waiting for him at the bottom step. But he kept moving until he reached the third floor.

			Brushing away some cobwebs, he looked around, trying to catch his breath, hearing nothing anymore but the fear pounding in his temples. Still, one thing had improved: Here the moonlight not only came in through the windows but also through the various holes in the roof. Now, at least, he could see where he was going.

			“Jamey!” he called out. “Where the hell are you?”

			He hurried down the hall. He stopped to check one room after the other. Then at the very end of the hallway, he peered into the last room. “Jamey?”

			But the other boy didn’t hear him. Didn’t even notice that he was there. He was standing in a patch of moonlight, looking into a huge fireplace, the same trancelike look on his face.

			“Somebody’s down there,” Larry said. “He’s coming up the stairs. You got to wake up, Jamey. We got to get out of here.”

			But Jamey didn’t answer or even look around at him.

			“Jamey? Somebody’s—” But Larry stopped. He watched, his mouth open, as Jamey crouched down a little and stepped into the mouth of the fireplace. “What are you doing?”

			Jamey stepped into the fireplace and put his hand on the bricks behind it. Then Larry watched—hardly believing his eyes—as Jamey, without a sound, began to climb straight up the soot-black wall.

			Larry gasped in disbelief. He stood there until Jamey disappeared into the dark chimney. “Jamey,” he whispered hoarsely, then looked back at the bricks on the wall behind the fireplace. In what little moonlight there was, he saw that some of the bricks were missing. That’s how Jamey had been able to climb up, by using the gaps in the brick as a kind of foothold. He craned his neck, looking up, but there was no trace of Jamey. He had simply disappeared into the darkness. Larry glanced around behind him. It was then he thought: I’m dreaming. I’m just having a dream. But before he had time to absorb the thought, he heard the footsteps again, but this time right outside the room. He turned and looked up. “Jamey,” he whispered. If anything bad had happened to him up there, Larry thought, he would have heard something—a scream, a yell for help, even just a gasp. Besides, maybe Jamey, in some strange, incomprehensible way, knew what he was doing.

			Larry jerked his head around. The footsteps were getting closer. He looked up and, finding the first missing brick, put his foot into the space. He glanced back behind him with a shudder and started up. He climbed for about ten feet and then felt a ledge right above him. He lifted himself onto it and, turning around, blinked in amazement. There was light, dim light, but enough to make out a door right in front of him, a door that had been violently broken through, leaving jagged edges around the hole in the middle. Larry touched one of the splintered edges. It had been done with an ax, it looked like.

			And all at once it hit Larry, the very realization nearly knocking him back off the ledge. The door had been broken out with a pickax. The pickax Luther had traded his gold watch for. The debris from it had fallen into the charred logs of the fireplace. Anyone seeing them there would have simply taken them for pieces of unburned firewood.

			That was where the door led to. The hidden room.

			“Jamey?” Larry called out, feeling goosebumps covering every inch of his body. He peered through the hole in the door and saw, in the dim, flickering light, a cramped and narrow passageway leading to yet another broken-out door. It was from there that the unsteady light was coming.

			“Jamey?”

			He was back there, in the room now. Larry waited a second, then began to crawl along the passageway. He stopped in front of the second door and again called for Jamey. He pushed the door all the way open and looked inside.

			The room was not very large, the ceiling was just high enough for him to stand up in. Jamey was sitting on the floor. Next to him was a candle—that explained the unsteadiness of the light. But that was not what riveted Larry’s attention. His mouth open, he stared at the thing Jamey was peering into. It was a canvas, without a frame. Larry kneeled down next to Jamey and stared at the canvas in the flickering light of the candle. He had never seen anything like it. At first he thought it was a photograph. Every detail was etched on so perfectly, so precisely, that it was hard to imagine how anybody could ever have painted it. Only it couldn’t have been a photograph. At least, none he had ever seen, for a photograph had to be a photograph of something, something you could see with your own two eyes. But what he saw in front of him wasn’t like that. You could never see anything like that. There was something too strange about it, as if everything were floating in mist, only the mist was made up of all different colors. And there was something else about it. As the candlelight flickered over the surface, the canvas seemed to be moving, swirling mists within mists, like looking at the bottom of a shallow stream as the water rushed and rippled over the many-colored pebbles.

			His mouth open, Larry stared at it harder and suddenly it seemed to emerge in front of his eyes, not like something that had been there all along, but something that had just floated to the surface of the stream, or like a photographic print developing in its solution.

			It was a girl. She was naked, her long hair tattered and streaked with slime. Her eyes were glassy, her mouth distended. Looking into it, Larry could almost hear the sounds she was making. The crazy, uncontrollable laughter.

			“It’s Catherine, isn’t it?” Larry looked over at Jamey, but his eyes were still fixed on the picture. Larry looked back at the picture and, somehow, it seemed to happen again. He saw the things float to the surface of the picture, covering the girl’s skin with them, covering her until not an inch was left.

			He knew what they were. He had heard about them. The tattoos, crudely cut into the skin with the blade of a razor, then dabbed with ink until the wound had absorbed it. Once they were on, there was no way of getting them off.

			That much Larry knew already. But what he didn’t know—what no one knew except those few who had seen her—was how thickly they covered her slender body. The tattoos Larry had seen were always the kind men get in the Navy. The name of their sweetheart. The insignia of the Marine Corps. A rose. And, in the back of his mind, that was what Larry had always thought of.

			But these tattoos were different.

			The girl’s body seemed to crawl with them. Snakes undulated around her shoulders and arms, their mouths biting into her nipples, her stomach alive with huge, bloated penises. Crudely etched drops of sperm dripped down her sides, while scattered everywhere were open orifices: Mouths gaping, some with tongues darting out, some with blood oozing from them, vaginas spread wide, like ghastly jaws, bristling with hair. Into some of these had been stuck the penises, into others the snakes’ tails. And, running down from her navel, one huge snake, the largest, seemed to disappear, headfirst, between the girl’s spread-eagled legs.

			“Jesus,” Larry whispered, for the first time realizing why Doc had never allowed anyone else to see the girl after Luther had finished with her.

			Larry stood up and turned away.

			“Let’s get out of here, Jamey, ” he said. “It’s not right to look at them. They made Luther go crazy, just looking at them.”

			But Jamey was already staring at another picture, holding the flashlight in front of it. Larry looked around the room and saw that there were other pictures, all over, piled in each corner. One of the paintings caught his eye. He went toward it, staring down into the murky canvas. And once again he watched it, watched as the image seemed to rise up from some great depth, appearing to form before his eyes.

			He told himself: It’s just the shadows cast from the flickering candle. It had to be. He realized what he was looking at. His mouth went slack. “Jamey,” he said with a gasp.

			From behind him there was not a sound. His eyes still fixed on the image before him, Larry took another step back.

			“Look, Jamey. It’s...” Larry stopped, shaking his head. He couldn’t even say it.

			But there, on the thing in front of him, emerging from the darkness, was a face, a face that Larry had instantly recognized. It was Jamey’s. Only, in the swirling, flickering image, Larry saw something he had never seen before. In the picture Jamey’s eyes were wide. He was screaming. Screaming at something that must have been right in front of him. Larry moved closer, peering into the eyes. And, for a moment, as the details emerged, it was like something was glowing in the pupils of the eyes, the reflection of the thing in front of him.

			“Jamey,” Larry whispered. “It’s you.”

			Turning around, Larry saw that Jamey wasn’t where he had been a few moments before. He was now sitting in front of another picture. The one farthest back.

			Larry stared at him, feeling a chill that ran from his head to his foot.

			His face there in the dim glow, it was like the face Larry had just been looking at in the painting. A face that seemed to be looking down into some unfathomable horror, into the secret behind all darkness.

			Larry went toward him.

			“What is it? ” Then he gasped.

			Before, when Jamey had been looking into the picture of Catherine, his eyes had only seemed far away. But now they showed something else. Terror. That’s what Larry saw in the eyes of the other boy. Total and absolute terror.

			“Jamey, what is it?”

			And suddenly Larry heard the same voice that had somehow come out of Jamey’s mouth back when they had stopped on the dirt road. Only the voice sounded even meaner now, with a mocking, cruel meanness.

			“You take you a good look, Jameyboy. A real good look,” the voice said with a hiss. And then there was another voice. Jamey’s. It whispered desperately: “The eyes. . . the eyes. .”

			“The—” Larry stopped. It was right there in front of them. The last vision that the angel had given to Simon. The face. . .

			Sweat standing out on his forehead, his mouth open, his eyes full of horror, Jamey continued to whisper the same words over and over.

			“Jamey!” Larry called out. “Please, don’t look at it!”

			“The eyes,” Jamey whispered. “The eyes. . .”

			“Stop it! Look away! Jamey!”

			Larry suddenly vaulted across the floor, taking hold of Jamey’s arm. It was cold. Cold as ice. “Let’s get out of here, Jamey. Please. Here, you hold on to me. I’ll get you out.” Larry lifted the other boy to his feet. His body felt limp, like there was not a muscle in it. Half shoving, half dragging him, Larry got him through the first door and partway into the narrow corridor. Larry stopped, leaning back against the cold bare stone wall, to catch his breath. He looked at Jamey. His eyes still seemed glazed, and yet something told Larry that Jamey was no longer asleep. “Jamey. . . ?”

			And for the first time since he had found Jamey in the backyard that night, the other boy actually looked at him, looked at him in the dim light and met his eyes. Larry had never seen anything like it. Confused, dazed, numb with terror, Jamey’s eyes stared at Larry. “Why isn’t it over? The nightmare. Why isn’t it over?”

			Larry shook his head. He was about to say, “Because it’s not a nightmare.” But at that moment he heard something. He looked around, toward the door that opened back into the fireplace. He listened. The noises—muffled scraping; heavy, labored breathing; even a few half-caught words—were coming from the other side of the first door, from down in the fireplace. Or maybe even higher up. And before his mind could grasp it, his body knew what he had heard, and as he went to whisper. “Oh, shit,” Larry felt himself nearly gagging on the word and on the fear that had prompted it.

			Somebody was down there. Somebody had found the footholds and was struggling to come up. To come up to the hidden room. He waited a second, hoping he was wrong, hoping to see that it was just his overheated imagination. But he wasn’t wrong.

			“Christ!” he whispered, “we got to go back to that room. We got to hide. Jamey?”

			Jamey didn’t budge. “No,” he whispered. “We can’t hide from him. He’s the nightmare man. We can’t get away. He’ll find me. He’ll always find me.”

			“What are you talking about?” Larry gasped. But before Jamey could answer, Larry heard it again. The noise was closer now. It was coming from the ledge. Whoever, whatever it was had gotten to the ledge, was lifting itself up to it.

			“Shit, Jamey, move!” Larry said with a hiss. Again grabbing the other boy while still managing to hold on to the flashlight, Larry yanked him back into the hidden room. Inside, Larry took the candle up from the floor. “Here, Jamey, get behind this,” Larry said, lifting one of the canvases back from the wall and wedging Jamey behind it. Extinguishing the candle with his fingertips, Larry scooted next to the other boy, pressing as close to him as he could, then let the canvas fall back against them. His knees up, Larry could feel the chill damp of the stone walls against his already wet t-shirt. The room was totally dark, darker than anything Larry could ever have imagined darkness to be. Pressed against Jamey’s frail body, he could feel that he was shivering all over. “Try to be still.”

			Larry held his breath, listening. A thought occurred to him: Maybe it was just his dad. He might have followed him out to the Randolph house. And now he was coming up, just to make sure he and Jamey hadn’t hurt themselves. But if it were his dad. why hadn’t he called out for them?

			Please, he thought, call out. Call out my name and be my dad. Call out—

			At that moment Larry’s heart leaped and he was on the point of shouting, “Dad, it’s us! Me and Jamey!” The room had suddenly ceased to be pitch black: There was a dim light coming from the corridor. It had to be his dad. Who else...who else could it be? After all, no one else had even stepped foot into the room before tonight. No one except Simon and Luther.

			Larry’s heart racing wildly, he watched the light. Call out, call out and everything will be okay.

			And yet all he could hear was labored breathing. The breathing of someone either very sick or very old or both. It was a sound that Larry had never heard his father make. A sound he couldn’t even imagine him making.

			All at once, Larry saw it, the harsh, sudden explosion of light against his retinas. He closed his eyes: It was a flashlight. Whoever it was had just pointed it into the room, by accident aiming it directly at Larry. He moved back, pressing even harder against Jamey, then waited.

			The light turned away. Larry, from where he was crouched, could see only the dark outline of the stooping figure as it entered the room. It stopped, then moved to one of the paintings, the one Larry had first looked at. He waited, holding his breath. The figure was motionless for nearly a minute, then gave out a low moan. “Catherine,” it said with a croak. Then it moved deeper into the room and closer to Larry. The beam of the flashlight fell on a few more canvases, then came to rest on the last one. Here the figure crouched down, peering into the painting. Larry could see only part of the figure’s face, but enough to tell that it was a man and that the man was old.

			Suddenly Larry heard the old man make another sound. At first it was a low gurgle, as if the figure was unable to catch his breath and was gasping hopelessly tor air. But somehow it went on, growing louder, as if at any moment it would become something recognizable, a wail or a sob, and yet, as Larry listened to it in horror, it refused to resolve itself into anything so definite and simple but simply kept on building up, growing louder and more agonized, until it became like nothing Larry had ever heard come from a human being before. It seemed to be wrenched out of him, out of the depths of the old man’s soul, like a cry that could come to utterance only by tearing apart the creature that expressed it. Only once before had Larry heard anything so terrible. He had been out in the woods, hunting with his father. All night they had listened to the sound of an animal in agonizing pain. The next morning they found out what had caused it. Only thirty yards from where they had camped, Larry’s dad found a steel trap. Inside, bloody and mangled, was the foot of a raccoon, and nothing else. The animal in its struggle to escape had chewed through its own leg.

			Then all at once the sound became a word. A name.

			Jamey.

			Larry’s blood froze. He flinched back hard against the stone wall. And yet as he waited for the man to grab him he realized that it wasn’t what he had thought. The man hadn’t said the name because he had seen them. His gaze was still fixed on the painting, on the last painting, the one that had pushed Simon Randolph into the final despair of madness. The old man was looking into that face, into those eyes. But the name he had spoken was Jamey’s.

			Suddenly the old man stood up, wobbling, lurching back, knocking to the floor another one of the dark paintings. “He tricked me. . . he tricked me,” he hissed. “It was all a trick. He knew what I would do. He knew I would be too weak.”

			Then, pushing his way through the paintings, the old man turned and staggered back to the doorway. A moment later, he was gone. And again the room was black. Larry breathed openly for the first time since the man had entered the room. Next to him he could feel Jamey s trembling body.

			“Jamey?” he whispered.

			But the other boy didn’t answer. That was when Larry realized he was sobbing.

			Jamey, it’s okay. He’s gone,” Larry said, putting his arm around Jamey’s shoulder.

			“I wasn’t crazy,” Jamey said, his voice choked. “I wasn’t.” As Larry listened to the other boy’s strange words he was struck by the tone in which he spoke them, not like somebody vindicating himself, but almost the exact opposite, as if he had just been robbed of some last shred of hope, as if something he had wished for more deeply than anything else in the world had just been snatched away from him forever. “I wasn’t just crazy. . . .”

			“It’s going to be alright, Jamey. Okay? Please. Believe me. Well leave in just a little bit. Just a little bit.”

			Then, moving from behind the painting, Larry managed to get to his feet in the darkness. He listened. There was no longer any sound coming from outside the room. Larry groped his way back to where Jamey was and said, “I think we can go now.” Larry reached down and felt until he found the other boy’s shoulder in the darkness. He took hold of it. “Come on. We got to get back.”

			After helping Jamey up, Larry felt his way back to the door, guiding Jamey by the arm. Slowly, carefully they made their way through the corridor and down the back of the chimney wall until once again they could see in the moonlight. Larry stopped and looked at the other boy.

			“It wasn’t a dream,” Jamey whispered. Larry shook his head. And then, still holding Jamey by the arm, he led him back out of the Randolph house.
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			The whole way back, Larry kept turning everything over and over in his mind. Several times he had been on the point of saying something to Jamey, but just glancing at the other boy’s face, he figured it would be better to wait.

			They did not stop until they were safely back in the tree house. Trembling, Jamey sat down on the sleeping bag, his knees drawn up to him. Larry stood a moment, looking at his friend’s pale, stricken face, then sat down next to him. He put his arm around his shoulder, then said, “It’s okay. We just got the hell scared out of us. But that’s what you get going to a spooky house in the middle of the night. Right?”

			But Jamey said nothing. His eyes were fixed on something off the edge of the tree house, something in the darkness beyond.

			“I thought about it the whole way back, Jamey. I mean, about how the paintings looked like they were moving and everything. It was just the way the candle lit them up. And probably there was dust all over them, too. Then, when we started messing with them, the paintings, the dust started to come off and it just made them look like they were, you know, coming alive or something.”

			“Didn’t you see it?” Jamey whispered. “The last painting?” Larry looked away from Jamey’s eyes. He hesitated, then said: “Damn, Jamey. . . it was dark and we were scared, and that candle, it was making us see things crazy. You know?” 

			“It was me,” Jamey whispered.

			Larry stood up and, almost angrily, said, “It couldn’t have been. How? Don’t you remember what I told you about those paintings, Jamey? I mean, just think about it. How could it be you? That painting, it was made a long time ago. Years and years before you were born. So how could it be you?”

			“Because he was painting what was going to happen. What he thought was the Second Coming. Only it wasn’t.”

			“Simon was crazy, just plain crazy. The whole thing’s crazy, Jamey. You’re making a lot out of. . . nothing. I mean, how could any of that stuff have anything to do with you? It’s nuts.”

			Jamey said nothing for a moment, then he whispered—in the saddest tone of voice Larry had ever heard from anyone: “He said my name, Larry. He looked at it and he said my name. He knew.”

			Larry frowned. “That old guy? So what? I mean, we don’t even know who that old guy in there was. Maybe he didn’t really say it, anyway. Maybe you just thought that’s what he said. I mean, when you’re scared, you just start seeing and hearing crazy things. Everybody does, Jamey. Besides, I got a pretty good look at him and I know he’s not even from around here. He was probably some old guv just passing through, a bum or something, lost, looking for someplace to sleep, something to steal. It wasn’t even anybody from here. I know everybody from Lucerne. Everybody.”

			“Not everybody, ” Jamey said with sudden vehemence.

			“How could there be somebody from around here I don’t know but who knows who you are?”

			“There is.”

			His mouth open, Larry waited a moment, expecting Jamey to explain what he meant. And then, all at once, he understood. “You know who it was, don’t you?”

			Jamey didn’t move for a moment, then nodded. “Yes.”

			“Who? Tell me, Jamey.”

			Suddenly Jamey stood up. “I got to get back,” he said, carefully avoiding Larry’s gaze.

			“Who was it, Jamey?” Larry said, taking hold of the other boy’s arm.

			“I can’t.”

			“Why?”

			“I just c-c-can’t, Larry.”

			“But why?”

			“Because I promised him. I promised that nobody else would ever know about us. Him and me. ’

			“What are you talking about?”

			“I have to go now.”

			“Wait. . .” Larry said, again taking hold of Jamey’s arm.

			“I have to. Let me go, please,” Jamey said, pulling his arm loose. He turned and quickly went down the ladder from the tree house. Larry stood there a moment, then hurried down after him. He caught up with the other boy at the gate leading out of the backyard.

			“Tell me who that old man was, Jamey.”

			Jamey looked up at him, his eyes feverish and confused. There were tears in them. “You have to promise me. You have to swear. . . swear never to tell anybody. Even your dad. Never to say what we saw tonight.”

			“I swear, Jamey.”

			Jamey looked into Larry’s eyes for a second. “It was old Doc,” Jamey whispered.

			Larry’s mouth dropped. He shook his head and was on the point of saying, “That’s crazy.” But before he could get the words out, the other boy had turned and started running. Larry stood there and watched until he could no longer make out Jamey’s t-shirt in the darkness.
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And the Darkness He Called Night
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			At a little after six the next morning, Miss Etila Watkins stepped out onto her hack porch. Up in her eighties and stooped over nearly double, Miss Eula shuffled slowly toward the screen door, carrying a saucer of milk for her cat. She managed to push the door open with her elbow, then called out the cat’s name. When the cat didn’t appear, she craned her neck and looked around to the other side of the porch steps.

			“Where’d you go to, you bad cat?”

			She shook her head, then went down the steps.

			“May Belle?” she called out. She squinted over at the woodpile. The cat was sniffing at something on the other side, her tail sticking straight up into the air. “May Belle?” The cat turned around and looked at Miss Eula but still did not come toward her. “What you got there? You ain’t got a bird, have you?” And, at her usual snail’s pace, Miss Eula hobbled over to the cat.

			She stopped. “What you got—”

			She dropped the saucer of milk and gasped. The cat was licking a hand. The hand was clutched to a gun. Miss Eula stepped around to the other side of the woodpile and saw him. He was lying on his back, his eyes open, his mouth slack. Miss Eula looked at the man’s eyes. She had never seen anything like them in all her many years. The eyes seemed to be fixed on something hovering overhead, something so terrible that he would have to go on looking at it even after he had crossed over to the other side. “I know who you are,” Miss Eula whispered. “1 know who you are.”
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			Totally exhausted, Larry had fallen asleep the moment he put his head against his pillow. But what sleep came failed to bring much rest with it. Instead, his dreams seemed to be a continuation of the previous night, both elaborating and distorting the incidents he had witnessed out at the Randolph house. Painted faces loomed up from the dark; they grinned at him from the canvas, then twisted and changed. A voice kept repeating desperately, “He tricked me. ... he tricked me.” In the last, worst sequence, Larry was being chased through the woods by something. He fell and found himself staring down into the dark nothingness of the snake well. Unable to move or scream, he had watched as a face—a monstrously disfigured face—had emerged from the well, grinning, leering, the eyes glowing like the eyes of the water moccasin. Only they were set in Jamey’s face. When he awoke from this dream, Larry sat up in bed. He looked and saw the light all around him. The clock by his bed told him it was five minutes after nine.

			It was just a dream, he told himself. Maybe it was all just a dream; the Randolph house, the paintings, the old man, Jamey’s last words to him by the gate. He got up and went into the hallway. He stopped and listened. From the kitchen he could hear two men talking. One was his dad. The other, Tom Harlan. But what struck Larry was the way their voices sounded. It was the voice he had always heard adults use whenever something terrible has happened.

			Larry crept on tiptoe to the passage leading into the kitchen. From there he saw his mother, too. She was cooking breakfast. Tom was standing by the door. Charlie sat with his back to Larry and shook his head.

			“I’ll tell you one thing,” Tom said. “He sure was the smartest man I ever met. One of the finest, too. Ain’t a person in this whole county doesn’t owe him a debt of gratitude. Always doing what he could. Didn’t matter what time of the day or night it was, either. If you were sick, he was there. I just hope that’s how people can remember him. Instead of. . . you know ... the way he got to be.”

			“I think they will, Tom,” Larry’s dad said.

			There was a pause. Lou Anne asked Tom if he was sure he didn’t want to stay and have some breakfast with them. But Tom declined. “I got to be going over to Tommy Lee’s. Make some arrangements. Then I’ll need to be getting some telegrams off. Notify the next of kin, what there is of it. I think his daughter died about three years back, and that leaves mainly the boy. His grandson. What was his name? He used to come down here in the summers, back before. . . you know. Let’s see, he was about fifteen that last summer he come down here. So that’d make him about twenty-nine. Smart boy, way I remember it. Took after Doc. They was real close, those two. Doc, he was more like a father to that boy.”

			Charlie got up and walked to the screen door. He pushed it open. Tom started to go through the doorway but stopped. “Sure is puzzling,” he said. “Wonder what it was going on in his mind at the last.” He shook his head sadly. “It just don’t make sense to me, Charlie. I figure he must have had a stroke and he knew it and that he was trying to get somewhere. But what’d he be doing in Miss Eula’s woodpile? And why’d he be carrying a gun, Charlie?” Tom again shook his head. “Just can’t figure it. What’d he be needing a gun for? It just ain’t like him. Hell, he gave up hunting when he was fourteen. The only time I ever seen him with a gun after that was...you know...”

			Charlie nodded. He knew, they all knew. It was that day, years before, when he and old Doc had found Luther in the woods. The day old Doc had saved Charlie’s life.

			“I can’t figure it either, Tom.”

			The two men stood there awkwardly. “Well, got some things to do. Be seeing you.”

			Larry waited a moment, then went back to his room. Five minutes later, he was dressed and standing in the corner of Miss Eula Watkins yard. He walked over to the woodpile. Right behind it was the woods. Go straight through them and you would come out at old Doc’s place. Larry stared down at the woodpile, then looked up on the other side of it.

			There, not even twenty yards away, was Abigail Parker’s house. It faced the side where Jamey had his room.

			“Shit,” Larry whispered to himself.

			He stood there, wondering if Jamey was awake yet. Wondering if he had even gone to sleep at all. Wondering...

			And again he heard the words the old Doc had whispered at the Randolph house, the same words that returned to Larry in his dreams that morning. “He tricked me...he tricked me.”

			Of course, he would have to tell Jamey. And yet, as he stood there, looking back from the woodpile to the boy’s window, Larry shuddered at the prospect. Let him sleep for now, he told himself. There’d be plenty of time later.
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			For the next two days Larry did little more than mope in his room. He kept expecting Jamey to appear, but Jamey didn’t. Twice Larry worked up enough courage to go over to Abigail’s and knock on her front door. But each time he was greeted by Abigail in the same harsh, peremptory way. She came to the door, peered down at him, then snapped, “My orphan, he ain’t fit to be seen.” When Larry asked if she meant Jamey was sick, Abigail said with a snort, “I say he was sick? I said, ‘he ain’t fit to be seen.’”

			And so it went until two days before old Doc’s funeral was to take place. This time Larry decided that no matter what Abigail told him, he was going to see Jamey, even if it meant sneaking up the back steps.

			It was a little before eight in the evening when Larry mounted the gloomy front porch. He was just about to knock when suddenly he became aware of a noise coming from inside the house. He stopped, listening. At first he thought it was the TV. But then he realized it was Abigail. She was yelling, “Go on! Get out! Right this minute, you hear me! Go on!”

			Larry stood there with his mouth open, not knowing whether he should go on standing where he was or turn and run for his life.

			He squinted at the dark hallway on the other side of the screen door, but he couldn’t make out anything in the customary gloom of the place.

			Suddenly the screen door flew open. Larry automatically backed down two steps, keeping his eyes fixed on the front door. Somebody stepped outside.

			“I hear you,” the man said.

			Larry blinked. He had naturally expected to see Jamey. But it wasn’t Jamey.

			The screen door slammed shut and Abigail yelled out one last “Git!” The man stood there a moment. Then, swaying a bit, he turned around and walked to the steps. Larry was too dumbfounded to move, but just stood there looking up at the man.

			“Evening,” Larry said uncertainly.

			The man stared back at him, then said, “You here to see Jamey?”

			Larry nodded yes. “Is he okay?”

			“Beats the shit out of me,” the man said brusquely and with a northern-sounding accent.

			Larry frowned, not sure what to make of this last remark. Or anything else. And as he stood there, it was impossible for him not to notice that the man smelled strongly of liquor. Without another word, the man started down the steps, not quite staggering but not quite walking straight, either. Larry stood there, watching him, not knowing whether to offer to help him. “Evening,” he called out to him in a whisper. But he either did not hear or didn’t care to answer if he did.

			Larry went back up the steps to the porch, where he stopped and looked down into the street. The man had gotten up to the corner, where he stopped and lit a cigarette. He stood there a moment, inhaling, then continued walking. A moment later, he was on the other side of Harper T. Boone’s tomatoes.

			Staying at a safe distance, Larry followed the stranger, losing sight of him only when he turned at the corner of Asbery and Coke streets. Larry ran to catch up. Suddenly he stopped, his mouth open, and stared at the startling spectacle that met his eyes.

			“Goddamn,” he whispered. Always before, as long as Larry had any memory, old Doc’s house, that house, sat in isolation on its corner, looming up in absolute darkness, as remote from the touch of light as the dark side of the moon. But not tonight. Tonight every window in the place was brightly lit up, every curtain or drape drawn back.

			Larry stood there, staring at the house in wonderment. A figure stepped out onto the side porch. It was the man Larry had seen leaving Abigail’s moments before. Even at that distance he could tell by the man’s slight sway.

			“Shit,” Larry whispered. He waited another second, then turned around and ran back home. He threw open the screen door to the kitchen and, even before he had a chance to notice who all was there, he blurted it out, as if it were a near-miraculous prodigy he had witnessed and one, moreover, requiring immediate and decisive action on everyone’s part: “Mom, Dad, there’s somebody in Doc’s house!” He stood there, then saw that it wasn’t just his folks who were sitting around the kitchen table. With them, smiling in her usual sweet-natured way, was Miss Amelia Amos. Larry nodded and said hello to her.

			“Why, Larry,” Miss Amelia said, addressing him as if he had been a whole Sunday school room full of preschoolers, “You look out of breath. You must have been running.”

			He nodded at her—he had never been sure exactly what he was supposed to say to Miss Amelia’s remarks—then looked at his dad. “Really. I just saw it. There’s a man. And he was at Abigail’s, but she threw him out. And then I went by Doc’s and I saw him. Standing on the porch. And every light in the house was on.”

			“Why, Larry, honey, I expect that’s just old Doc’s grandson,” Miss Amelia explained. “I went by to see him earlier. Such a nice sweet young boy.”

			Larry frowned at this description. The man he had seen on Abigail’s porch hadn’t exactly been brimming over with sweetness, and it looked like he hadn’t been a young boy in at least two decades. But Larry knew Miss Abigail’s ways: As Big Phil once remarked, every male was a young boy to Miss Amelia until the moment Tommy Lee Anderson put the embalming fluid in.

			“You remember him, don’t you, Charlie?”

			Larry’s dad nodded.

			“Old Doc, he used to think the world of that boy. And such a smart boy, too. Why, the questions he’d ask and the things he’d talk about,” Miss Amelia went on. “Old Doc, he used to call him the Little Philosopher. Remember, Charlie?”

			“He was a smart boy, all right.” He turned to his wife and said, “You remember him, don’t you?” And she, too, nodded.

			“That’s how I could always tell it was summertime,” Miss Amelia went on, “seeing those two taking their evening walks, old Doc and his grandson. Somebody really should ask him for supper. Don’t you think that would be a nice idea, Lou Anne, honey?”

			Larry recognized this as one of Miss Amelia’s ultimatums. Apparently so did his mom, for no sooner had Miss Amelia issued it than Lou Anne turned to Charlie and said, “Why don’t you go over tomorrow and ask him to come to supper?”

			“That’s so sweet of you, Lou Anne,” Miss Amelia said. “I know he’ll appreciate it.”

			Larry frowned in consternation. “But Mom, he was—”

			“He was what, honey?” Miss Amelia said, beaming.

			“He was drunk,” Larry blurted out, “drunk as a dog.”

			Miss Amelia tilted her head, as if she hadn’t heard him right. Then, in precisely the same tone of voice she used when evaluating a particularly wretched crayon drawing in vacation Bible school—usually one of Larry’s—Miss Amelia smiled and said, “My...isn’t that a surprise.”

			“And Abigail threw him out!”

			“Wonder what he would have been doing at Abigail’s,” Charlie said.

			“Why, don’t you remember? Abigail married old Doc’s first cousin, Lester Parker. So I imagine it was just family business,” Miss Amelia explained, as if that put everything right. One of those little family disagreements that everybody has now and then. Isn’t that right?” Miss Amelia looked up at the clock over the refrigerator. “Oh, my, I didn’t realize it was so late. I still have so much to do. I thought I’d write a little something for the funeral.”

			Miss Amelia’s “little somethings” were well known around Lucerne. They were poems she composed on the occasion of any major transition—births, marriages, deaths. Miss Amelia drew her inspiration only from the really big stuff. The one on Larry’s birth was still tucked away inside the Bible he had been awarded for five straight years of Sunday school attendance, and had concluded with these memorable lines:

			Today Lucerne hearts are gay and merry,

			As we thank you. Lord, for our little Larry.

			Lou Anne and Charlie walked Miss Amelia to the door, with Larry trailing along. Here Miss Amelia stopped and looked back at Larry. “I nearly forgot to ask you, hon. How is that little friend of yours?”

			“Jamey?” Larry asked. He glanced away quickly and mumbled. “He’s been...sick.”

			“Oh? I’m so sorry to hear that. But I want you to know how proud we all are of you, hon.”

			Larry frowned, drawing a blank. “What for?”

			“Why, because the Lord likes to see us helping out those who are less fortunate than we are. The downtrodden and the afflicted.” Then she beamed at him. “You’re earning yourself crowns in heaven, hon.” This was one of Miss Amelia’s fundamental principles—that heaven was organized along much the same lines as her Sunday school department, with awards going to those who showed the greatest capacity for prolonged and pointless suffering.

			Larry looked at his mom. He knew from experience that there was only one response left to him. He lowered his head and said, “Yes’m, Miss Amelia.”

			When the old woman had left, Larry wandered back to the kitchen. His dad came in after him and patted Larry on the back. “You did good, son.”

			Larry shook his head. “Why does she have to think everything’s sweet and nice?” Larry asked his dad. He shrugged and said that was just her way. Then he smiled and said, “Why, don’t you think everything’s sweet and nice?”

			“No,” Larry said softly. “I guess I just don’t understand why people pretend it is, when it isn’t.”

			“I reckon some folks just like to make the best of things, son.”

			“Yeah, but—”

			“But what?”

			“What do you do when something happens, something that isn’t nice at all, something that’s pretty. . . horrible?” Charlie dropped his smile. He detected a genuine tone of concern in his son’s voice. “Why? Has something like that happened to you?”

			Larry kept his eyes fixed on the table. It was an issue he had been turning over and over in his mind ever since he and Jamey had gotten back from the Randolph house. Should he tell his dad about it? He wasn’t so much worried about getting into trouble over it. After all, he really didn’t have much choice. It wasn’t even a question of breaking his promise to Jamey: Larry knew that, if worse came to worst, he would tell his dad if he had to. What held him back was something else—something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. He kept trying to convince himself that he just didn’t want his dad to think that they were lying or, even worse, that they were crazy. And, after all, what else could his dad think, hearing a story like that? But as he sat there, mindful of his father’s scrutiny, he suddenly became aware of the real source of his reluctance to talk about it—a source that, until that moment, he had not consciously suspected. Larry realized that what held him back was not a fear that his dad would think they were crazy, but the exact opposite—the fear that he wouldn’t think they were crazy that he would go out there to the Randolph house as soon as he had heard the story, crawl through the passageway into the hidden room, and that, in the strong beams of an unwavering flashlight, see the same face that Larry had glimpsed in the swirl of shadows.

			He looked at his dad. “No, sir,” he said softly. “I’m okay.”

			“Jamey too?”

			Larry nodded yes.

			“Couldn’t help noticing that he hasn’t been around in the past couple of days. You sure everything’s all right between you two?”

			“Yes, sir,” Larry said, then—again keeping his eyes averted—he fell back on the old story. “Jamey, he’s just been sick.”

			A little later, Larry sat out in the tree house alone. He stood up and went to the railing and then, with the same restlessness, lay down on his back and looked up through the leaves. Maybe, he suddenly found himself wondering, maybe Miss Amelia did have the right idea. Maybe it was better just not to see things, to pretend that the world was all sweetness and light and that whatever shadows might chance to fall across the bright surface of things were merely passing and harmless—like the times when he would be playing baseball and would watch the course of a cloud’s shadow as it glided with nearly supernatural rapidity across the diamond, leaping over the bleachers, only to disappear without a trace in the neighboring stand of pine trees.

			Maybe that was all it was, he told himself. He stood up and went back again to the railing.

			Suddenly his heart jumped. He heard somebody’s voice down in the yard. “Jamey?” he called out hopefully, then went over to the ladder and looked down.

			But it was just Clemson. He scooted up, followed closely by Alvin Anderson. “We just thought we’d drop by,” Clemson explained. Then he looked around and said with obvious disappointment, “Where’s Jamey? He ain’t with you?”

			Larry shook his head and again used what had become the old standby. “He’s sick.”

			“Shit,” Clemson said.

			“What’s the matter?”

			“Alvin and me, we had us a bet.”

			“On what?”

			Clemson gave out one of his raucous laughs. “I done bet that Alvin here’s crazy as a loon.”

			“I done told you, I ain’t crazy. I know I seen it. With my own eyes.”

			“You ain’t seen nothing, boy. You was dreaming, I told you. Having one of them parlor dreams,” Clemson said mock-sinisterly. Many years ago Alvin had made the mistake of taking Clemson into his confidence, relating to him the nightmares he had been having about his daddy’s funeral parlor, located, as it was, in the basement of the Anderson house. Afterward, every time Alvin’s daddy, Tommy Lee, had a corpse laid out downstairs, Clemson would start in, saying, “Old Mrs. So-and-so been climbing up them basement steps to get you yet, oozing that old embalming fluid out her nose?” Or other variations on the same theme: That the corpse in residence had somehow come alive and, in the middle of the night, would crawl up the creaky set of steps that led to the main part of the house from the basement, heading straight to poor Alvin’s room, to perform all manner of vile and unspeakable acts on the hapless boy’s sleeping body.

			“I wasn’t dreaming,” Alvin insisted. “I done seen him, like I told you.”

			“Seen who?”

			“Jamey,” Alvin said.

			And again Clemson roared. “You ain’t seen nothing. You’s just scared on account of how old Doc’s down there a-lying out. You afraid he’s going to start up them old steps you got, oozing that...”

			“I ain’t scared of nothing,” Alvin protested. “I seen him, Larry. Honest. Last night.”

			Larry stared into Alvin’s face. He might have been many things, but Alvin was no liar. At least, not about this. “What happened?”

			“I woke up in the middle of the night. And I thought I heard something. Something from the basement.”

			“Bet you done nearly shit in your pants,” Clemson said with a cackle.

			“Hush up and let him finish, Clemson.”

			“So’s I get out of my bed and I go to check, to see if that door’s been locked good.”

			Larry knew what Alvin meant: It was the door leading to the basement steps. Alvin would sometimes have his mom check on it two or three times right before going to sleep, to make sure it was closed and locked tight.

			“Anyhow, I seen it was open. And then I seen him, Larry. ”

			“Who?”

			“Jamey. He was just standing there, looking down them steps. And I called out to him, saying, ‘What you doing? What you doing here?’ But he don’t say nothing. Like he ain’t even heard me. And then—”

			“Go on, Alvin.”

			“Then he starts down them steps, real slow-like. Down them steps to that old parlor.”

			“You was just dreaming and you know it. What’d Jamey be doing down in that parlor for? Less he wanted to see old Doc.” Clemson put forward this last remark to Larry, as if it were the most amusing thing he had ever heard in his life. “Say, Larry.”

			But Larry wasn’t laughing. He wasn’t even smiling. “Did he...I mean, was he acting like...like he was sleepwalking?”

			Alvin nodded yes.

			That’s just crazy talk, Alvin,” Clemson said angrily. “Ain’t that right, Larry? Why, sounds like something Miss Eula Watkins’d come up with, don’t it? I told you once, Alvin,” Clemson went on, standing up, “he done saved my life and I ain’t going to let nobody go running their mouths about him, hear?”

			“I ain’t running my mouth, Clemson. I done seen it. I swear I did, Larry,” Aivin said, turning back to him.

			Clemson shook his head in disgust. “You ever heard anything crazier in your life? I’m going.” And with that, Clemson climbed back down the ladder.

			Larry and Alvin sat there in silence. After a few moments, Alvin looked over at Larry. “There’s something else, something I didn’t tell Clemson about. Right when he started to go down them steps, Jamey looked over at me. And—”

			“And what?”

			Alvin looked down. “He starts up grinning, Larry. I seen it before, the same grin, I seen it before in them nightmares I get sometimes. In them faces coming up the steps from down in the parlor. I ain’t never seen nobody grin thataway, Larry.”

			Alvin sat there uneasily, then looked up. “I reckon I best be getting on home,” he said. Just as he was about to go down the ladder, he stopped and looked back. “Don’t tell nobody. Okay, Larry?”

			“Okay.”

			When Alvin left, Larry went over to the railing and watched as the boy half waddled, half ran through the gateway from the backyard.

			He knew what Alvin was talking about. He had seen the same grin that night on the dirt road leading to the Randolph house. The same mean, shuddery grin. It sure as hell wasn’t Jamey’s.

			Larry stared at the empty gateway.

			Whose was it, then?
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			At old Doc’s, all the lights were still on. Jerry Robins had just made himself another drink and had carried it out to the side porch. The porch where he and Doc used to sleep during the summer.

			The cots were gone now. And Doc was lying over in Tommy Lee Anderson’s parlor.

			Robins looked out into the dark yard.

			It had been a long time since he had been there. Fifteen years. Fifteen years spent without the person he had loved more than anyone in the world. And what had come in between? He closed his eyes and saw a swirl of confused images: A failed marriage, three failed careers, a failed life, a lingering sense of loss and betrayal.

			Robins pushed open the screen door and walked down three steps.

			“Love child,” he whispered to himself, swaying in the darkness.

			Was it really so crazy as he had thought at first? He didn’t know now. Though when he first heard about it, earlier that day over at the lawyer’s office in Willard, he had scoffed at the very idea. But looking up, staring at the vast expanse of darkness overhead, he realized he couldn’t be sure. There was enough darkness out there to work its way into any man’s soul, even Doc’s.

			Did that explain who Jamey was? How he had come to be?

			“Love child . . .”

			Robins went back to the porch and sat down in Doc’s old rocking chair—the same one Doc used to sit in when, late at night, he would read to Robins.

			He smiled, remembering back to the first night he had spent with the old man. It had started back up in Atlanta, when Robins was seven. His father had died two years before and his mother had decided that he was in need of what she called a strong male role model. “And that’s why I’ve thought of this nice surprise for you,” she said, smiling. “You’re going to spend the summer with Grandpa.” He was terrified. He had met his grandfather only once before, at Robins’s father’s funeral, and remembered him as a curt, eccentric man who never did much more than mumble or snarl. He begged his momma not to make him go. But she was dead set on it. She had decided it would build character if he went. And so he did.

			The first day was awful. His granddaddy hardly spoke a word to him. And when he did, Robins had trouble figuring out exactly what he had said. Finally, at about nine-thirty, his grandfather said that it was time to go to bed. Then he added, “If you want, you can sleep out on the porch. I got two cots setup. Robins had never slept on a porch before, but he agreed.

			Robins still remembered the impact of that first night. Lying there, on the screened-in porch, he was made aware for the first time in his life of the immense power of simple darkness. The night that was all around them seemed a world apart from those he had been familiar with up in Atlanta, with their slow, almost imperceptible transition from daylight to darkness. And even then, it was a limited, domesticated kind of darkness, rendered tolerable by a vast, continuous network of electric lights and neon signs, by four-lane streets brilliantly, perpetually lit. In cities like that, you could ease your way into the isolation of sleep, step by step, like a reluctant child being led for the first time into the sea.

			In Lucerne it was different. The first step and you were in over your head.

			In a little country town like Lucerne, there was nothing to cushion the fall of darkness. When night came, it was with a darkness pure and undiluted, seeming less like the absence of light than like the presence of something more powerful, more elemental than the day, something that returned to claim its own, to take possession of what the light had merely usurped from it. Vast in its sweep and current, the night carried before it all it came up against, leaving in its wake only a flotsam of dim porch lights and gasping fireflies. For darkness did not fall on Lucerne so much as engulf it, pouring over roofs and treetops, swirling down chimneys and smashing through windows, submerging everything into the darkness of the surrounding woods, leaving the streets as dark and empty as those of a city the sea had swallowed. By eleven, all that was left was the town’s solitary streetlight, in front of the post office. But this, instead of dispelling the dark, served only to intensify it, multiplying the play of shadows like a match dropped into a well to gauge its depth.

			Only here, the night was bottomless.

			“It’s so dark,’’ Robins had whispered to his grandfather, lying only three feet away, on the other cot.

			“Better to see the stars with,” the old man replied in his gruff voice, sounding not unlike the wolf imitating little Red Riding Hood’s grandmother in the fairy tale.

			And, looking out, Robins gazed at them: More stars than he had ever imagined there to be, so many more than he had ever seen up in Atlanta.

			Then Doc had propped himself up on his elbow and said, “Tell me what you know about the stars.”

			Robins had blinked. He didn’t know much and said something about the Big Dipper.

			“That’s all you know?”

			“Yes, sir.

			Doc had chortled, “Hell, I was born knowing more about them than that.” He then proceeded to tell Robins about how far the stars were and how long it look for their light to reach us. From where Robins was lying on his cot, he could just barely catch a glimpse of Betelgeuse. He watched it in fascination as his grandfather described the incomprehensible journey each speck of light had undertaken simply to reach his eye at that precise moment. “Why, every star in the sky might have gone out and we wouldn’t know about it for years.

			“Where do they go when it’s daylight?” Robins had asked.

			Doc had laughed. “Oh, there’re still out there. You just can’t tell. It’s the darkness lets you see them.”

			“Where did the dark come from. Grandpa?” Robins had asked, staring up at it through the screen.

			Doc was silent for a moment. Robins remembered actually sitting up, to look over and see if, maybe, his grandfather had suddenly fallen asleep. But he was just thinking. Then he laughed and said, “You got a peculiar mind, son. Most kids, they want to know where the stars come from, not the dark. Reckon they don’t even think about the dark—overlook it, kind of. Course, what’s most important is exactly what most folks overlook,” Doc said. Then he sat up and stared at the boy. “Where do you think it came from, son?” 

			Robins thought a moment, then offered tentatively, “Did God make it? The darkness?”

			Doc frowned and looked away. “Funny, I never thought of it before, son. What you hear is that God created everything. From scratch. What they used to call ex nihilo. That’s Latin for ‘out of nothing.’ It’s not like when we make things, where we always start out with something or other, like a piece of wood or a lump of clay. He didn’t have anything like that. Least, according to the Bible. He just had nothing. Except for this funny stuff—this thing called darkness. Because the Bible says, ‘And darkness was upon the face of the deep. . . . ’ And I reckon that means it was already there. Before anything else ever was. Before light. Before anything at all, it was. Doc paused. “Kind of like, it was outside God’s control, like maybe he couldn’t make it, but couldn’t unmake it, either. Like... he just kind of had to work around it. But there was one thing he could do with it, though.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Well, he gave it a name. ‘And the darkness he called night,’ it says. Maybe that’s all he could do with it. Just set it off, divide it from the light, give us something to call it by.”

			“Could he make it go away?”

			“Reckon not. Maybe what He did, maybe it was the best He could do. Filling up the universe with as much light as He could fit in. Reckon we can’t blame Him that so much of it’s still left over. I suppose He did His best. ’

			“Tell me some more, Grandpa,” Robins had whispered. And Doc told him some more. Robins had listened for as long as he could, trying to understand his grandfather’s words, and when he got too sleepy to understand them, he went on listening to them as if they were a kind of music. There was something about his voice that gave Robins a sense of actually floating out there, serene among the stars, half in sleep and half out of it—something soothing, reassuring about the voice, as if he could trust it to go on and on, always wise, always comforting. That night he could not remember falling asleep or when his grandfather’s voice passed over into the voice of his dream.

			That summer he was the happiest he had ever been in his life, before or since. His grandfather showed him a thousand things—how to hunt, how to look in a telescope, how to mend a broken bone, how to fly-cast, how to use a compass, how to start a fire, how to make a lean-to, how to catch and throw a ball, how to ride a horse, how to swim, how to use an encyclopedia, how to read a thermometer.

			This went on for eight summers running. And then the letter came. His mother didn’t let him read it, but she paraphrased it for him. It was the middle of June, and he was excited about going down to see his grandfather the very next week. Again, she took him to her room and sat him down. Only this time she wasn’t smiling. In her best graceful-under-stress tone of voice, she announced that Granddad had written, saying he had better things to do that summer than entertain his grandson.

			Robins had been stunned, both by the bald pronouncement and by his mother’s refusal to “go into it,” as she said. The most he had ever gotten from her in the way of an explanation was that it looked like they had both better start learning to get along without Granddad. And, until his death, that was what they did. Robins returned to the town, for the first time, after receiving the telegram from Tom Harlan, to attend Doc’s funeral. Robins had just turned twenty-nine.

			And what had come in between?

			Somehow, in his mind, the entire past fifteen years resolved themselves into a series of lonely late-night bouts of reflective drinking. Nights when he would decide to cast away his past, to remake his life, to get a fresh start. Like the night when he decided to go to graduate school in philosophy. The night he decided to get married. The night he decided to get divorced. The night he decided to settle down, once and for all, doing something really practical— medicine, just like his grandfather. The night when, after having been in practice in Atlanta for almost three years, he decided to chuck it. That’s when he decided to become a writer. How had he overlooked it? All along, that was what he was meant to be. He retired to his room with a typewriter and two reams of paper and, for the next three months, watched every game show and soap opera on TV. He seldom made it to Family Feud sober and sometimes was drunk before he caught his first glimpse of Jane Pauley. At last, it occurred to him: Maybe he wasn’t meant to be a writer, after all. Then what? For the first time he got drunk in the dark, by himself, and decided to do...nothing. He was a failure. Not in the normal sense. He did everything well and many things brilliantly. In med school, he had graduated second in his class, even though he had started losing interest in the middle of his second year. No, he wasn’t a failure that way, but in some subtler, more cunningly destructive sense. It wasn’t his mind. It was his soul. He always wanted something more—something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Each time he thought he’d find it by reading Plato, by having a devoted wife, by seeing children healed, by putting down on paper every dark nuance of his soul. Yet, when he tried to do this, he found his soul just had too many dark nuances. As soon as he pinned one down, three fluttered off. It was hopeless.

			What did he want? What was that elusive thing that would, somehow, make him happy and content? For a while, after he abandoned his writing career, he told himself that he would simply have to start living without illusion. He liked that phrase, living without illusion. He used it a lot in bars, especially when he was telling people his philosophy of life.

			But standing on the porch of Doc’s, Robins realized he still had at least one illusion left. For fifteen years he had harbored a conviction, irrational and yet deeply seated, that one day his grandfather would explain everything to him, put it all into perspective, make it clear why he had abandoned him. For that was how Robins felt. Abandoned and betrayed by the one person he had ever really loved.

			He saw now that there would never be an explanation. At least, not from Doc.

			Then from whom? Abigail? He had heard her theory already. And what about Jamey himself? It was unlikely. When he had barged into Abigail’s house earlier that evening, to ask Jamey about Doc, the boy had suddenly started stuttering so badly that he could hardly get a word out. It was as if he had accidentally touched some incredibly painful spot in the boy’s soul.

			Robins frowned, still embarrassed by the recollection. Even when he had been prying at the boy, he kept telling himself that it was none of his business. No matter who the boy was or where he had come from, Robins knew he had no right to be poking into his life like that. And yet Robins couldn’t help it, couldn’t shake the feeling that somehow the boy was at the bottom of the change that had come over old Doc those many years before, though, of course, considering the boy’s age, he could have been nothing more than the unwitting cause of such a change. It would just be too much of a coincidence to assume anything else.

			It was strange, Robins thought, but until that morning he had not even known about the boy’s existence. He had gone to the lawyer’s office over in Willard, expecting to be the only person present. The lawyer, a thin, pink-faced man named Jesse Spalding, had been entrusted with carrying out the terms of old Doc’s will. Lawyer Spalding had just begun talking when there was a loud knock on the frosted glass door to the office. Spalding jumped up, excusing himself, and opening the door, he smiled at the sharp-faced woman who was standing there, an enormous red hat on her head, with an equally enormous feather sticking out from the top of it. The lawyer, motioning her in, looked behind her, then stuck his head out into the hallway. “Where’s the boy?” he asked.

			The woman said, “I done told you about that. He ain’t to know. He ain’t to know so much as a breath—”

			“Yes, I appreciate that,” Spalding said. “Still, I thought he would be here with you.”

			“Ain’t no point in digging up dirt. Not if you don’t have to,” the woman said emphatically. At which point Spalding remembered himself and, indicating Robins, introduced him to Abigail Parker.

			“I recollect who he is,” she said promptly.

			Robins, staring up at her in astonishment, said, “You do?”

			Ignoring this remark, she said to Spalding, “His momma used to pack him up and send him down of a summer.”

			Staring up at her, Robins frowned. Looking at the chisel-sharp tip of her nose, it came back to him. He had seen her from time to time during his summer visits. He and his grandfather might be walking down one side of a narrow street, while Abigail was coming up on the other. When they came beside each other, his granddad always tipped his hat and said, in mock-genteel tones, “Why, afternoon, Abigail.” To which Abigail never gave so much as a grunt, her nose raised defiantly, determined not to show the slightest acknowledgment of their existence. As far as Robins could remember, the grudge had arisen years before, when Abigail’s husband had died, and she believed that old Doc had played some role in depriving her of her rightful inheritance.

			The lawyer cleared his throat and said, “I still would have preferred for the boy to be made aware of—”

			“Aware of what?” Abigail broke in sharply. “Of his taint? No, sir, it’s a secret I’m taking with me to the grave. Why, ain’t it enough he’s bearing the marks of sin upon his body, afflicted as he is? Bearing the taint of lustful defilements? The sins of the father? Ain’t that punishment enough for one lifetime?”

			Here Robins, his mouth open in astonishment at Abigail’s outburst, broke in. “What on earth are you two talking about?”

			Abigail glanced at him. “Don’t he know?”

			“I was fixing to tell him later.”

			“Well, you might as well go on. Seeing how you done already let the cat out of the bag.”

			Spalding turned to Robins and cleared his throat. “There . . . ah . .. there was a child.”

			“A child?”

			“A boy.”

			“Spit it out. Go on,” Abigail prompted. “A love child.” 

			“A love child?” Robins repeated with a grimace.

			“Yes,” Spalding confirmed. “Sometime back, it seems. I’m not certain of any of the details, of course. I just know what the late Dr. Kennedy entrusted to me.”

			“A love child? You’ve got to be kidding.”

			“No,” Spalding said, looking down at his desk in embarrassment.

			“With who?”

			“Pardon?”

			“If he had a love child, who did he have it with?” 

			“Why,” Spalding began uneasily, “the late Dr. Kennedy did not go into that with me. He only said he wished the mother to remain anonymous.”

			“Some piece of white trash, I reckon. Why, everybody knew how he was, going around to white trash and niggers, too—didn’t make no difference to him—talking to them just like they was white. Ma’aming an old nigger woman just like he was talking to the Queen of Spain. And telling them how to wash up and what to eat and sticking his nose in where nobody wanted it anyways,” Abigail said. “What I figure he done is paid her to keep her mouth shut about it. Then he delivered the baby hisself and sent it on up to some orphanage, saying how it was from some poor white-trash girl. Which was half true, anyways. And then later on, sitting up there all alone in that house of his, not seeing nobody and not having nothing else to do, his conscience starts to bother him and that’s when he comes to me, knowing there wasn’t a soul in this whole world he could trust more than Abigail Parker. Even after the wrong he had done her about her Lester’s money.”

			Lester was Abigail’s husband.

			Spalding gave a grim, embarrassed smile, then said, “Be that as it may, there still are some things we must attend to.” 

			That was when Spalding, more from desperation than anything else, turned to the details of old Doc’s will. The bulk of the money—which was considerable—went to providing for Jamey. The money was to be handed over on a regular basis to Abigail, who would spend it at her discretion, presumably for the boy’s needs, and taking—again at her own discretion—what she required for her “expenses” in keeping the boy.

			All that was given to Robins was the house.

			After Spalding had explained various little details, Abigail arose, saying she had heard what she had come to hear and how she had to be getting back, seeing how it was close to lunchtime. “Why, you just wait and see how I fatten him up. He ain’t never had the looking-after that his Abigail give him. No, sir.”

			As soon as Abigail left, Robins asked: “And this boy, how old is he?”

			“Fourteen.”

			Robins thought a moment. “Then he would have been born after my grandfather shut himself off. Or at least, right about the same time.”

			“So it would appear,” Spalding said. Then, getting back up, he handed Robins some legal papers to sign. Robins, turning the matter over in his mind, did as he was asked.

			At first, Robins found the story ridiculous. Old Doc was just not that kind of man. He had idolized his wife, both when she was alive and after her death. And in all the summers Robins had spent in Lucerne, he had never known his grandfather even to glance at a woman.

			Though, when Robins thought about it, he began to wonder. Who really knew for sure? Stranger things had happened. And would it really have been so out of character for Doc to have kept that part of his nature scrupulously hidden from everybody, and especially from his grandson?

			He looked up at the stars and at the vast pool of darkness all around them.

			Was it really so implausible? As strong a man as Doc had been, there must have been moments when the darkness overcame him, when it wormed its way into his soul. Was that the answer to the riddle? Robins wondered. The darkness? Did that explain why Doc had done what he had done?

			Robins probably would never know.

			He stood up. One more drink, he told himself, just to help him fall asleep. He stood there, looking out at the backyard. “‘And the darkness he called night,’” he whispered to himself.

			He turned around and staggered into the house.
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			“Doc,” Miss Amelia said with a gasp as she jerked herself bolt upright in her bed, her eyes fixed on the window. “Doc?” She lay motionless for a second, then jumped up and went to the window. She looked out into the dark yard. She scanned it, tilting her head one way, then another. No, it had just been a dream. But such a bad dream.

			Miss Amelia went back and sat down on the edge of her bed, trying to recompose herself. “You’re just being such a silly, ” she told herself out loud, and in the same voice she used when scolding her preschoolers. She glanced over at the clock, then frowned in disappointment: It was only a little after eleven-thirty. Somehow it didn’t seem like that could be right. But pulling the clock closer to her, she saw she hadn’t made a mistake.

			It was still a long way to morning.

			Miss Amelia looked on the floor by the bed and saw where she had knocked off her Sunday school lesson book as well as the memo pad she had been writing on earlier. She leaned over and picked them up. On the memo pad were some lines she had jotted down when she had come back from the McAlisters earlier in the evening, lines she particularly wanted to include in her poem for old Doc’s funeral. She read them over, reciting them aloud:

			You gave us all so much, oh, best of docs,
You cured our mumps, measles, and chicken pox.
You healed us of our stomach aches and headaches, too. You made us better when we had the flu.
But most of all. Lucerne is grateful
That you were always kind and never hateful.
You sat by our beds when we were ailing,
You came to us without ever failing.

			This was as far as she had gotten.

			Miss Amelia set the memo pad on the nightstand next to her, then looked toward the window again.

			Such a crazy dream, she thought. So, so crazy. Somehow or other she was walking down a dirt road at night and she heard a voice call to her. She turned around and saw old Doc.

			Come look, Miss Amelia, he said. “Come see what I’ve done.” That was the beginning of the craziness: Doc was talking to her like a little boy, like one of the boys in her Sunday school class. “Doc? That you?” She had called out in surprise, remembering that he was, after all, dead, and making a note not to mention anything about it to him, out of politeness. But she did wonder. “What is it you want me to see?” But Doc just smiled and said, “Come look.” And Miss Amelia had walked over to where he was standing, and that was when she saw the sign. It was the one she had taken up contributions for after the Kline girl’s death, the sign that read “CHRIST OUR ONLY HOPE.” Only something was wrong about it. There were holes all over it and in the dark she could see the things slithering in and out of them. “Come closer,” Doc said. And then she looked into one of the holes—it was in the middle of the word “CHRIST”—and saw the gleaming eyes of the water moccasin, its tongue flicking out at her. You like em? Doc asked. And she remembered how she was trying so hard to smile, to make him think she was pleased by what he had done to the sign. “That’s real nice,” she managed to whisper. And then he said, “You want to see something else real nice?” And then he grinned at her and she saw that there was something funny about his face now, especially his mouth. He opened it and inside she thought she saw something gleam. Suddenly he took hold of her. “Remember the night I kissed you?” he whispered. And she nodded. As Doc pulled her to him, she saw his tongue flick out toward her. That was when she woke up.

			Miss Amelia shivered. “Snakes,” she whispered to herself, glancing around the floor uneasily. She had never liked them, any of them. Not even the ones her daddy used to tell her did good things for the farmers: black snakes. But water moccasins were the worst. She had seen her first one when she was a little girl and her brother had taken her to the Allatoona, to one of the swimming holes. Her brother had chased after the moccasin and killed it with a stick. He then cut its head off and showed it to her. She could still recollect vividly what it had looked like, the fangs and the dead tongue, but the eyes somehow still alive, still full of purposeless but unfathomable evil. He had held it close to her face and said with a hiss, “It can still kill you. They’re so mean, they don’t even have to be alive to kill you. See.” And he twisted the head back in such a way that a trickle of poison came dripping down the fangs. 

			He had taken it home with them and put it in a jar full of alcohol under his bed. Every now and then he’d take it out in the middle of the night and look at it. “Can it still kill you now?” she had asked after a couple of months had passed. He nodded solemnly. “Can’t never get the poison out.” And sometimes looking at it would make her brother wax philosophical and deep. “You think God made all them moccasins out there?” he’d ask her. And she would stare into the eyes, still alive even after having been a year or more in its jar. Then she would shake her head. “No.” God couldn’t have made them. But her brother would smile and say, “But God made everything. Moccasins, too. Ain’t that what the Bible says?” And she’d say, “Yes, He made everything. Except water moccasins.” 

			“Then where’d you think they come from?” he’d ask.

			Miss Amelia, remembering her brother’s questions, still did not know the answer, even after all these years. Where had they come from? And why had such things been put here? Black snakes—even if she didn’t like them, at least she knew that they served a good purpose. And even garden snakes. But moccasins were different. They couldn’t have been created, not by God, not for any purpose or good use. Which meant that, somehow, they always had to have been, eternally, before the Creation—as if they had lain coiled and piled up on top of each other in the void, sleeping, resting in the cool of that primordial darkness, as if at the bottom of some infinite well.

			Miss Amelia shivered and whispered to herself, “Silly Miss Amelia, you’ve got to stop thinking like that. Think of nice, sweet things. Think of all the nice things God made. Kittens and puppy dogs and . . .”

			But even as she tried to review her usual litany of sweet things, she kept seeing it hovering in front of her—the eyes still alive, staring directly at her.

			“Stop, just stop it right now,” she scolded herself. She got up from the bed and stepped out into the hallway. She walked to the edge of the stairs leading to the bottom floor, then stopped.

			A glass of warm milk—maybe that would do the trick. A glass of warm milk and all she would have to do would be to close her eyes and drift off.

			But staring down into the dark first floor of the house, Amelia couldn’t bring herself to go down the steps.

			“Stop it now,” she told herself again. “You just have to stop thinking like that. Think sweet, nice thoughts.”

			Still she couldn’t do it. What if, on going from the last step into the downstairs hallway, what if she felt something squishy under her foot, something slimy? What if she looked around and saw every inch of the floor was covered with them, pile upon pile?

			It was crazy, she told herself. Yet, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t bring herself to take even one step down the dark stairway.

			She shook her head and said to herself, “Well, if you’re going to be a silly about it.” Then she walked back down the hallway and stopped at the bathroom.

			Suddenly it came to her. The perfect solution. A warm bath. She had done it before, the other times she had been bothered by insomnia, and it had always worked. Sitting in a tub filled to the edge with warm water always gave her that nice drifting sensation, relaxing every part of her body.

			Stepping inside the bathroom, she hung her robe up, then went over to the tub. Like most everything else in Miss Amelia’s house, it was old-fashioned, raised up off the floor by four little legs, all designed in the shape of lion’s claws. She went over to it and put the black rubber plug into the drain, then turned the water on. She had always liked her water very hot. As a child, her daddy used to tell her he didn’t see how she could stand it.

			She watched the water cascade onto the white porcelain, churning as it it were not just hot but boiling, tilling the tub. Then Miss Amelia removed her gown and set it on the hook behind the door.

			Going back to the tub, she put the tip of her finger in.

			Suddenly she heard something. Or at least she thought she did, though she couldn’t be sure because of all the noise the water was making as it came rushing from the tap. Quickly turning both knobs, Miss Amelia strained to hear if it was still there.

			But there was nothing.

			She waited. Then, just to be sure, she went to the door of the bathroom and opened it a crack, listening to see if there was any sound in the hallway or coming from downstairs.

			But again nothing.

			When the water was high enough, Miss Amelia turned off the tap and eased herself into the huge old tub, watching the steam rise from the surface as she sank beneath the water, up to her chin.

			All around her she felt the water’s warmth, felt, too, as if she were drifting back along a great warm river. She closed her eyes and again heard the voice from her dream: “Remember the night I kissed you?

			It had been thirty years ago, about four months after Doc’s wife had died. He had taken it hard and was terribly lonely. He had come by Amelia’s after supper and the two of them had talked together all evening. Then, right before he was to leave, he took hold of her and kissed her. Kissed her hard. She had flinched back, flustered by the sudden outburst of emotion, letting out a startled, “Oh, my!” Miss Amelia had never been kissed that way, even as a girl. Then Doc had poured his heart out, had told her how lonely and unbearable the nights had become for him, how he would lay awake, alone, and feel it closing in all around him. “There’s too much darkness, he had told her, “too much for anyone to face alone. Don’t you ever feel it?” he asked her. And what did she say?

			She told him that, personally, she had always found a night-light helpful.

			She still remembered how his face looked. How sad and weary. He didn’t say another word, merely turned and walked out of her house. Neither of them ever mentioned the incident again.

			And now Doc was laying out in the basement of Tommy Lee Anderson’s. And she was still alone. Still using a night-light.

			“Such silly, foolish thoughts,” she said to herself. Then, reasserting her usual cheerful nature, she began one of her “happy exercises,” forcing herself to think back to a time when everything was pleasant and nice. Like the very first day her brother took her swimming in the Allatoona—before the incident with the snake, of course. They had brought a huge black inner tube and he had set her inside it, swimming along next to her, her arms dangling into the sun- warmed water, buoyant as a breeze in the air, her hair dripping down behind her in the current. She would close her eyes then, too, and imagine herself floating out through space, over mountains and hills and valleys, gilding like a great and majestic bird, far, far above all crawling creeping things, soaring and soaring higher still, peaceful and safe.

			There was not a snake in the world.
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			“Who’s that?”

			Abigail Parker peeked into the dark second-floor hallway. A few moments earlier she had awakened and heard a noise right outside her door—it sounded like footsteps. But looking from one end of the hall to the other, she saw nothing. She pulled her housecoat tight and stepped outside her door.

			“Jamey?”

			But there was no answer.

			She walked to the door of his room and eased it open. She blinked inside and saw the empty bed. “Jamey?”

			She snorted. “Reckon he’s over at that friend of his.” She turned around and went back to her room. She was about to get back into the bed when she remembered that she had forgotten to check her money before going to sleep. She got up and went over to her armoire. It was huge, nearly the size of the wall. She reached underneath it, pulled out the key, and put it in the lock. Then, after jiggling around just the right way, she opened up the panels of the double door. She reached up and pulled out the hatbox she kept hidden inside, then carried it back to her bed.

			She took the top off and peered inside. There, nestled in the bottom, under her brand-new red hat—the very one that Edna May McGee had remarked on at the Circle meeting— was the money lawyer Spalding had been instructed to give to her every week for Jamey’s upkeep. She took it out and, a smile of satisfaction hovering on her lips, counted it, every last dollar, then returned the money to the hatbox and the hatbox to the armoire. She went to lock the doors back up, but the key didn’t want to work. She turned and twisted it every which way, but the latch just wouldn’t take hold. Finally she twisted it with all her might—which was considerable—and heard the top of the key snap. She looked down and saw that it had broken off. She snarled at it and flung it down to the floor. She stood there and then walked back to her bed and lay down. But she didn’t close her eyes. She kept looking at the armoire, at the open doors and the darkness inside. She got up again and went to try to close the doors, but no matter what she did, the doors always kept coming open again. She got into her bed and sat staring at the armoire.

			It wasn’t merely that Abigail didn’t like leaving the armoire unlocked on account of the money—though that was a concern. There was something else that bothered her about leaving its doors open. When she was little, she and her brothers used to play hide-and-seek in it, the main closet part being large enough to contain two or even three of them. Then one night her cousins had played a trick on her. She had gone to hide inside it and they had locked her in. When she realized she was trapped, she began crying and yelling for help, though it wasn’t until her daddy came home—three hours later—that she was let out. That same night she had a nightmare about being locked inside again. Only this time, she remembered, there was something else in there with her. Something awful, something she could feel breathing on the back of her neck.

			Abigail frowned, then got up from the bed again. She went over and pulled her chair out from in front of her vanity, then carried it over to the armoire. She closed the two doors and set the chair right in front of them, to keep them closed. She stepped back.

			It was okay now.

			She rolled over and promptly went to sleep.
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			Miss Amelia’s first thought was, I’ve fallen asleep and drowned.

			She blinked, sitting up some. The room was pitch black. The water was cold, cold as ice. She looked at the door, trying to see if there was light under the crack. There wasn’t. She sat there, trying to remember if she had left the light on in the hall. Maybe, without realizing it, she had turned them off—that meant it could simply be the one bulb over the bathroom sink that had blown.

			No.

			She had left the hall light on. She distinctly remembered now. And the bedroom light.

			It was the main fuse. It had to be.

			That just happened sometimes. Especially in such an old house with poor wiring.

			She sat there, telling herself to stay calm. She had just fallen asleep for a moment. That’s all. That was why the water was so cold. She tried to visualize what she had to do. Get out of the tub, grope along the wall for her robe, and put it on. And then she had to get down the steps into the front hall. And then? Find the basement door in the dark.

			She stopped. Even if she made it that far, she knew she just couldn’t go down those last steps into the basement.

			She could get up, she thought, and call Charlie.

			What if the phone lines were cut? she suddenly wondered. She stared in front of her, at the darkness. Why did she even think such a thing? No, she had to keep control of herself That was the most important thing. Not to panic.

			She tried to reach up for the handle to help herself out of the water, but it wasn’t there.

			Maybe it had fallen off. No, she thought, that was stupid.

			That was when she heard it. The noise coming from the other side of the door.

			There were footsteps. Footsteps coming closer.

			Her breath caught in her throat. The tip of her tongue felt like it was touching cold metal. She looked toward the door. But there was nothing but darkness, undifferentiated, without circumference or breadth or height. No wall, no floor, no ceiling, but all as if she were floating at the bottom of an infinite void.

			She listened.

			Call out, she told herself. Ask who it is. 

			Then she heard a new sound. It was the doorknob. Someone was slowly twisting it around.

			Call out. Be polite but firm.

			She looked but still there was only blackness. Maybe she still had her eyes closed. Maybe she had forgotten to open her eyes—that was why everything was so dark. All she had to do was open them and everything would be as it was. She lifted up her hand and felt her face, felt her eyes. They were soft and cold, like something horrible to scare children with at a church Halloween booth. She drew her hand away.

			The doorknob clicked.

			That was when it came to her. She must be dreaming. That was it. Maybe she had never gotten into the bathtub at all. She was still asleep in her bed, warm and dry. That was it. She had fallen asleep, only she didn’t realize it. It had happened before, ever since she was a child.

			The door creaked open slowly and behind it was just more of the same darkness.

			Wake up, she told herself. That was how she could wake herself up. By screaming.

			She opened her mouth.

			Nothing. There was not a sound.

			She heard footsteps on the bathroom tile.

			SCREAM!

			No, of course not. If it was a nightmare, how could she scream? You can never scream in a nightmare. Always, when the thing is after you, when you know you have to escape from it down the long and dark passageway, that is when every muscle stops, the throat contracts, everything becomes frozen in silence.

			She reached up again. This time, to her horror, she felt the cold metal of the handle. Its familiar reality seemed to blister the palm of her hand. She let go of it as if it had been a red-hot poker.

			She heard it, down at the other end of the tub, the soft splashing, like a child playing in his water.

			She shook her head, gasping and jerking her legs back toward her, hut even then she felt the thing slither up against her ankle. She gasped and jerked back, but felt it again. She pushed her hands down into the water, trying to knock it away.

			It was then she heard the voice, so close to her that it sounded like the mouth was right next to her ear. It recited in a singsong voice:

			Poor Miss Amelia, so nice and sweet.
Felt a slithering by her feet.
Oh, my, she thinks, as one bites her thumb. Where did all these snakes come from?
If the world is such a lovely place,
Why are their fangs sticking in my face?

			She had heard the voice before somewhere. But as she was about to say, “Who are you?’’ she again heard something dropped into the water.

			“Sweet Jesus,” she whimpered.

			There was more than one now.

			“No, please.”

			She felt one across her leg, swishing quickly away.

			And again she heard more of them being dropped into the water in the darkness. Whole buckets full, it sounded like.

			Wake up, she told herself. Dear God, let me wake up before...

			She felt them all around her now, wiggling crazily in the pitch-black water. She knocked against one and suddenly felt a sharp, stinging pain in the palm of her hand as the fangs went into her skin. Then all at once she felt her head as it was twisted painfully against the back of the tub. She went to scream but felt something on her lips.

			It was a mouth. At first it was as if she were being kissed, kissed hard, painfully hard. But then she felt as the mouth opened, wider and wider. And then she tasted something vile and sickening oozing out from the mouth that held hers down, and felt the tickle of the thing as it slithered in between her teeth, wiggling wildly against her tongue, then pushing deeper and deeper into her throat. She tried to bite down on it, but what she felt was no longer the soft tongue but was hard and scaly. She gagged and felt it pushing down into her, the enormous head of the thing slithering down and down into her throat.
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			Abigail Parker sat up sharply in her bed. She tensed, listening. From somewhere she heard a voice calling out to her. Calling her by name. She got out of her bed and went to the window, peering down into the yard. Leaves blocked what darkness didn’t.

			“Abigail, it’s me, honey. Come down and let me show you something,” the sweet singsong voice called out.

			“Amelia?” Abigail whispered in disbelief. She glanced over at the clock by her bed. It was a little after four-thirty. What was Miss Amelia doing on her lawn at that time of night?

			Abigail hesitated. Then, buttoning up her nightgown, she hurried down the steps, into the hallway, then turned on her porch light. She peeped through the window, to try to catch a glimpse of Amelia. But she wasn’t on the porch. Apparently she was out somewhere in the yard. Abigail unbolted her door and cracked it. “Amelia? That you out there?” She waited, then opened the door a little wider, squinting out into the dark.

			“Turn off the porch light, hon, then you’ll see me.”

			Abigail did. She looked back again and frowned. “I still don’t see nothing,” she said, more to herself than to whoever was out there in the darkness.

			“Why, I’m right over here, hon. Here I am.”

			Abigail stepped onto the porch. There, right beneath the nearest pecan tree, she saw something move. “That you, Amelia?”

			“Course it’s me. Who you expecting, Abigail?”

			“I wasn’t expecting nobody. Not at four-thirty in the morning.”

			“It’s such a lovely night, hon. Why don’t you come on out here with me. It’s so strange. But I used to be afraid of the dark. But we change as we grow older, don’t we? And now I see how wrong I was about it. So very wrong. And wrong about many other things. That’s why I came right over here, as soon as I heard the good news. To show you where you went wrong, too, hon. Just like he showed me.”

			“Who showed you? What are you talking about, anyways?” Abigail said, stepping nearer to the edge of her porch and still not able to make out Amelia’s face

			“Why, Newjesus...”

			Abigail scowled. “Amelia, you been drinking?”

			“No, of course not.”

			“Then what’s got into you?”

			“Newjesus. He’s got into me. Right down deep inside of me. And he wants to get right down deep inside of you, too.” 

			“What the hell you talkin about? What’s this Newjesus?”

			The figure under the pecan tree had stepped closer to the porch, the face dimly lit by a patch of moonlight. Abigail stared at the figure, knowing something was wrong about the way Amelia looked but not knowing yet quite what it was.

			“How’d you get so wet?” Abigail asked. “How’d your hair get so wet?” Abigail went to the porch steps. She squinted. “And what done happened to your mouth?”

			“I was called,” Amelia said. “To be one of his Twelve.” 

			“Twelve what? What you talking about? I ain’t standing here listening to no more of—”

			Just then Amelia stepped into clear view for the first time. Her face was covered with welts, her mouth was bleeding, her cheeks had been ripped. But worst of all, it was the way her eyes looked.

			“You look like. . . like you was dead.”

			“No, hon. I’ve just been born again. Born in the blood of Newjesus. Just like you’re going to be.”

			Abigail shook her head and let out a scream. She turned and ran to the front door. She slammed it behind her and locked the bolt. She run up the stairway to her room and locked the door. She looked around. She hurried to the other side of the armoire and put her shoulder against it. She strained with all her might, trying to push it even an inch, but it wouldn’t budge. She stepped back and looked at it. Even if she could just move it a foot, it would be enough to keep the door from being forced open.

			“Please, Lord,” she whispered. She went back around it and this time kneeled down so she could get better leverage. She remembered back to all the stories she had heard about women who had saved their babies by lifting up the front of cars. If you were frightened enough, you could do anything.

			She pushed all her weight against the armoire. Suddenly, her heart leaping, she felt the armoire make a jerky motion as it creaked an inch toward the door. She pushed again, even harder this time, straining with every fiber of her being. Again it creaked and moved an inch. She kept on like this until she had moved the huge piece a full two feet. It was totally blocking the door now. There was no way anybody was going to get through it.

			Still badly shaken, Abigail backed away from the armoire. She sat down on the edge of the bed and listened to see if she could hear any noises from downstairs.

			But there was only a faint scratching. Abigail turned and looked at the window. That was where it was coming from. There at the bottom of the windowpane she could see the fingernails scratching against the glass while Miss Amelia’s voice called out: “He’s going to get you sooner or later, hon. Why don’t you just make it easy on yourself. Let Newjesus inside of you.”

			Abigail turned and, seeing the armoire, she went over to it and pushed the double panel doors even farther back. She looked inside, then crouched down and scooted herself into the main closet section. She reached out and pulled the doors shut as best she could.

			All Abigail could hear in the darkness was the sound of her own heavy panicked breathing. She reached over to her side and felt her hatbox. But there was something funny about it. The top wasn’t on, and she remembered having put it back on when she checked it earlier that night. “The money, somebody done took my money,” she said with a whimper. She felt inside the box.

			But what her hands touched was neither her brand-new red hat nor the money she had hidden under it. What she touched was hair. Human hair. She reached down lower and felt—one after the other—the eyes, a nose, an empty, sagging mouth. It was a head. Her hands trembling, she felt at the hole at the base of the neck.

			One of the doors of the armoire creaked open. Abigail stared down at what she had in her hand.

			It was her own face.

			At that moment she felt the arms come out from behind her, from somewhere in the darkness of the armoire and she heard the same sweet, syrupy voice whispering all around her, “Open up and let Newjesus inside.”
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			At about ten o’clock the next morning, Charlie walked over to old Doc’s place. Robins was already up and around, trying to sort through his grandfather’s enormous library. Charlie, after some initial chitchat, extended an offer to have supper with them that evening, though, going on Robins’s somewhat dismal appearance—in addition to the information Larry had given the night before—Charlie was careful to provide the other man with a way out. “Course, if you’re busy or something.” But to Charlie’s surprise Robins accepted and said he would be there at five.

			At four the doorbell rang and Larry answered it.

			“How’s it going?” Robins asked him airily, swaying just enough for Larry to realize that the man was in much the same state as he had been the previous evening. “Remember me? I’m the one Abigail kicked out.”

			Larry nodded, not sure whether this was meant as a joke. “Come on in. Mom’s still making supper. But Dad’s in the living room.”

			He led the man into the other room, where, after the initial pleasantries, Robins sat down in one of the big over-stuffered chairs and, for the next half hour, stared glumly at the TV set. Charlie, for his part, did his best to keep the conversation flowing smoothly, but each question Robins would answer with a simple “Yes” or “No.” Finally, right when Lou Anne announced that supper would be ready in fifteen minutes, Robins looked up and said, “You got anything to drink?”

			Lou Anne glanced at Charlie. But Charlie understood at once. “We have any more of that whiskey that Frank left?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			Robins stood up. “Don’t worry about it,’ he said. Then, reaching into the inside pocket of his coat, he pulled out a little metal flask and, looking at Lou Anne, said, “Just get me a glass with some ice. ’

			Lou Anne brought him one and Robins proceeded to pour the contents of the flask into it. He was about to take a sip when he looked up at Lou Anne and Charlie, “You don’t mind, do you?”

			“No, go right ahead.”

			And Robins did, downing the glass in a few skillful swallows. When he finished, he poured the rest of the contents of the flask into his glass, then carried it into the dining room. Robins sat down across from Larry and stared balefully at Lou Anne’s prize pot roast. “I guess I should have told you. I’m a vegetarian.”

			“Oh?” Lou Anne said, glancing over the various dishes. “Well...we have some green beans you can eat.”

			Robins picked up the plate and poked at the beans with the tip of his fork. He shook his head. “Bacon fat. Can’t eat it.”

			“How about some biscuits?”

			“How’d you cook them? In lard?”

			Lou Anne nodded yes.

			“Can’t eat them.” Robins said. “Don’t worry about me. You go on and help yourselves.”

			“Well,” Lou Anne said, “there must be something I can fix for you. It won’t be any trouble, really.”

			“Actually, I’m not that hungry anyway. Go on and sit down.”

			For the next fifteen minutes, the only significant bit of conversation was when Lou Anne asked Robins if he was a Methodist like old Doc had been. To which Robins shook his head. “Nope,” he said, downing the contents of his glass. “Me . .. I’m just a lapsed nihilist.”

			“But a ‘nihilist,’” Lou Anne said. “Isn’t that a person who doesn’t believe in anything?”

			Robins nodded yes.

			“But don’t you think we all need something to believe in? Something beyond ourselves?” Lou Anne asked, glancing at Charlie.

			Robins looked up and said, “No.” Then he shrugged and added, “Just look at me.”

			“But you said you were lapsed. So that must mean you do believe in something after all,” Lou Anne offered.

			“I do my best,” Robins said. And once again they were all at a dead end. By this point, however, both Charlie and Lou Anne had exhausted their resources. Besides, everyone had almost finished. Just dessert and the ordeal would be over.

			Then suddenly Robins looked up. “There is something that I wonder about, though,” he began. “Why do we need to believe in anything in the first place? I mean, look at the animal world. Animals are all nihilists. They believe in nothing whatsoever. They don’t need illusions, though perhaps that’s because they don’t possess any of the great intolerable truths that all humans know. After all, they don’t know that they will one day die. We do. Even the stupidest of us. So maybe it’s truth that drives us to illusion and our knowledge that makes us gullible.” Robins hesitated and just when Larry thought he was finished, he started up again, expanding the idea, developing the theme, twisting it and turning it every which way, bringing in quotations from the Bible, references to astronomy, quoting men with Greek and hard-sounding names. Larry, his spoon hovering in front of his mouth, listened to the flow of words, all carefully chosen, each phrase finely balanced and arranged. And yet, despite the precision with which he spoke, even Larry could tell that Robins wasn’t just saying something to be saying something, or even to be showing off. He seemed, instead, to be driven by something inside of him, some deep impulse that took control of him, forcing him to follow out the line of argument to the very end, compelling him not just to see one or even two sides of the question but to turn it over and over, examining it from its most hidden angle. Robins spoke with an intensity that made you listen even when, like Larry, you didn’t understand some of the words he used or even if you couldn’t follow where exactly he was leading to. Finally when Robins finished, he looked up in embarrassment and said, “Sorry, I guess I got kind of carried away.” And then before Lou Anne could say something to the contrary, he looked over at Larry and said, “I think we’ve talked enough about me. What are you interested in?”

			“Me?” Larry asked. Then, after a glance at his dad, he shrugged. “Not much, I reckon. Just the usual things. Baseball. . . model cars . . . you know.”

			“Baseball, huh? You collect baseball cards?”

			“Some.”

			“You mind showing me your collection?”

			“It’s not a very good one. I only got about a hundred.” 

			“I’d still like to see them.”

			Then, after a little prompting from his mom, Larry got up and walked with Robins back to his room. He got an old shoebox out of his closet and set it down on the bed. Robins began going through them. He picked out a card. Then, putting it back in its place, he said, “You know there used to be a guy who played for the major leagues and he had only one arm?”

			Larry shook his head.

			“His batting average was two-eighteen. Not bad. Just think what the guy could do with two arms. Anyway, that was during World War II, and they couldn’t be too fussy about who they got to play for them. There was even one pitcher, just about your age. Fifteen. Of course, his ERA was sixty- seven point fifty.” And Robins went on, telling Larry one baseball anecdote after another, embellishing them with precise statistics and dates. At the end, Larry said, “Gosh, you know a lot about baseball.”

			“Yeah, I learned a lot of it from my granddad. A lot about baseball. A lot about a lot of things. I guess I was pretty interested in it way back in the olden days.”

			Larry smiled, thinking Robins meant “the olden days” as a joke. After all, Larry could tell that he wasn’t very old, only twenty-nine, in fact. “Why aren’t you anymore? Interested in baseball, I mean.”

			“I don’t know. Things like that just happen.”

			“You sure know a lot about it not to be interested in it anymore.”

			Robins shrugged, putting the top back on the shoebox. “I suppose it’s possible to know everything and be interested in nothing.” Then, looking even more glum than he had appeared at the supper table, he added. “Which, I’m afraid, is probably the way God feels about us. What d’you think?” 

			Larry, dumbfounded by the casualness of this remark, glanced down. “I don’t know. It seems like He’d have to be kind of interested in us. I mean, if He made the world and everything. And if—”

			“If what?” Robins asked.

			Larry looked down, a little embarrassed. “I mean, if it’s true about Him sending Jesus here for us.”

			“Sending him to be crucified, you mean?”

			Larry nodded, struck by Robins s tone. There was something not quite mocking in it, but still disturbing. Almost a kind of bitterness. He looked up at Robins, expecting some clarification. “Don’t you believe Jesus was really crucified?”

			“Sure, I believe he was crucified, all right,” Robins said matter-of-factly. “That was the easy part.”

			“I guess I don’t understand.”

			“If the only way God can show any interest in us is by having some poor guy nailed to a cross, I say. Thanks just the same, but save your interest for another planet.”

			Larry stared up at Robins, visibly taken aback. Not simply by the statement itself, but by the way it was said. That same strange bitter quality in Robins’s voice. Robins then stood up and carried the shoebox back to the closet. “Better to have a millstone tied around your neck,” he mumbled. 

			“Sir?”

			Robins shook his head, then said, “Don’t worry about it. I was just shooting my mouth. I do that a lot, you may have noticed.”

			Larry nodded uneasily. An awkward pause followed. Robins had walked over to the window and looked outside. “You’re a friend of Jamey’s, aren’t you? That’s why you were over there the other night, wasn’t it?”

			Larry nodded. “Yes.”

			There was a pause. Still standing with his back to Larry, Robins went on, “He’s pretty much of a loner, isn’t he? Except for you.”

			“I guess. . . .”

			You seem like a nice kid. So I guess he must be a pretty nice kid, too. Since you’re friends.”

			“Yeah, he is. And real smart, too. He knows all about the stars. I mean, you wouldn’t believe how much he knows.” 

			Suddenly Robins turned around, as if something had just struck him. “The stars?”

			“Yeah.”

			“He say how he came to know so much about them?” 

			Larry shook his head. “I guess from reading books.”

			“At the orphanage, huh?”

			Larry nodded, puzzled by the slightly cynical tone of Robins’s question. “Oh, there’s something else I almost forgot. He saved my life. Me and this other boy’s.”

			“Oh?’ Robins asked, raising his eyebrows. “How’d he do that?”

			Larry sat down by the edge of the other twin bed and began to tell Robins about the incident down by the river. Robins listened silently. “You sure it was a water moccasin?” 

			“I’m sure,” Larry said. “I know one of them when I see it.” Robins nodded, then asked why the other two boys—Clemson and Alvin—were teasing them in the first place. And Larry, with some embarrassment, told him about the incident that had started the whole thing. “Why didn’t you just beat them up?” 

			“Well,” Larry explained. “That’s what I wanted to do, but Jamey wouldn’t let me.” And from there Larry went on to tell Robins about the deal he had made with Jamey, to let Jamey try to work things out in his own way. “And the thing is, he did do it his own way. He didn’t hit them. He didn’t even tell them that they were doing wrong. He just—”

			“Just what?”

			“Just did what he did, and that’s all.”

			“Well,” Robins said with a smile, “in this case, it was quite a lot.” Robins thought a moment. “I’d say he sounds like a pretty unusual boy.” Then Robins walked over to the window. “I wonder, has he ever said anything to you about where he was before coming here? Anything like that?”

			“No. We kind of don’t talk about that. I guess he doesn’t like to remember. You know?”

			“Yeah, I suppose everybody’s got something they’d rather not remember. Though strange how life keeps reminding you.” Robins hesitated. Then, turning around, he looked at Larry. “Did Jamey ever say anything to you about my grandfather? Old Doc?”

			“Old Doc?” Larry repeated. The question came as a total shock, and his face registered it. Robins glanced over at him and frowned. “I say something wrong?” Larry shook his head. But then, just as Robins seemed about to follow up this question with another, Lou Anne tapped on the door and stepped into the room. “Y’all ready for dessert now?”

			Larry jumped up from the bed. “Sure, Mom.” And then, as if dying of hunger, he rushed from the room, nearly knocking his mom down on the way. Lou Anne, puzzled by his behavior, shook her head and told Robins, “I guess he really is ready for dessert.” But Robins, still looking out the window, said nothing.

			Over dessert, Charlie and Robins began talking with each other. Robins was telling about his first visit to Lucerne and how terrified he had been of his grandfather. Yet, while everyone else seemed amused by Robins’s stories, Larry kept his eyes fixed on the apple crumb pudding in front of him, as if he had been studying its behavior for a science project. Finally, when he finished, he asked to be excused, saying he was going out to play in the tree house. Soon afterward, the phone rang and Lou Anne answered it. She came back to the dining room and sighed. “It’s Amy again. Beulah still wants you to come there and check on all the damn windows and doors again. Just tell her you don’t have the time.”

			Charlie smiled at his wife. “The damn windows and doors, huh?”

			When Charlie went into the kitchen to talk to Amy on the phone, Robins frowned. “Beulah? Isn’t she the one who lives out in that farmhouse, stays up in her room all the time? Supposed to be an invalid of some sort?”

			Lou Anne nodded. She also happens to be my great-aunt, which makes her think that she can call Charlie out there any time of the day or night. I swear, one day I’m going to tie him down in his bed if he doesn’t stop letting people like that take advantage of him.”

			Robins then said he remembered her, and that when he was a boy, he and Doc used to drive out and see her whenever one of her many little ailments—of which she had dozens and dozens—started acting up. “Thing I remember most, though, is she was always asking my grandfather about dreams. Where they came from. What he thought they meant. That kind of thing.”

			“Well, she’s still having them. I keep telling Charlie that’s all it is, her thinking that something’s going to come and get her in her sleep, crawling in through the window. That’s all. When I used to live out there, I’d have to check the windows two or three times a night, and even then she wouldn’t trust me.”

			When Charlie returned, he was putting on his coat. “Don’t worry, honey,” he said, trying to forestall any outburst from Lou Anne, “I’m just going for a little drive in the country. You feel like getting out?” he asked Robins.

			“Sure. Why not?”

			Lou Anne shook her head and got up from the table. “I swear, Charlie. One day—”

			“One day what, honeybun?” Charlie said as he went over and put his arms around his wife. She tried to keep her indignation, but Charlie had already started kissing her on the neck. Finally Lou Anne pulled away. “If you want to move in with Beulah, you’re welcome to. That’s all I have to say.”

			“But honeybun,” Charlie said, looking shocked, “who’d play ‘The Streets of Laredo’ for me?”

			“Just see if you ever get me to play that song for you again.” And with that, Lou Anne carried the rest of the dishes into the kitchen. Robins looked at Charlie. “She’s not really mad, is she?”

			“Lou Anne? Course not. She’s got the temper of an angel.” Then, as if to demonstrate this for Robins, Charlie called out into the kitchen: “You want me to give Beulah your regards, honey?”

			At that moment they heard a plate hit the floor and shatter into what sounded like a hundred pieces. “Reckon we best be going,” Charlie advised.
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			Out at Beulah’s, Charlie led Robins up into the old woman’s foul-smelling, nearly airtight bedroom. On the way out, Robins had told Charlie that if the old woman really was being bothered by her nightmares, maybe there was something he could do about it, explaining that he had always had an interest in the psychology of dreams. Charlie told him he figured it was worth a try but added that Beulah wasn’t the easiest person to get along with. Robins nodded and said, “Yeah, I remember.”

			Amy led the two men into Beulah’s room, and Charlie introduced Robins. “My grandfather used to bring me out here when I was little,” he went on to explain.

			“You a doctor?” Beulah asked, eyeing Robins suspiciously.

			Robins nodded yes. “I used to have a practice up in Atlanta.”

			“I ain’t paying no great big doctor bill,” she snapped. “You expecting to rob me blind, you ain’t.” But she quickly calmed back down when Robins assured that there would be no bill. “I just came along to see if I could help out any.” But when she thought about it for a moment, she again cast a suspicious eye on him: “What kind of doctor are you if you don’t charge none?

			“I guess not a very smart one,” Robins said with a laugh. This didn’t seem to hit Beulah’s funny bone, wherever it was. She scrutinized him hard and said, “You do kindly favor old Doc,” she said. “I sure know one thing. Your granddaddy, he was a mighty fine doctor,” she allowed. “Wasn’t no time of the day or night he wouldn’t come. Them new doctors, over there in Willard, why, they won’t come even when you offer to pay them a little something for their trouble. Ain’t that right, Amy?”

			And Amy nodded, “Yes’m, Beulah. That’s right.”

			And another thing, I ain’t taking off my clothes, neither, so you can get that clean out of your head right now.”

			Robins deliberated, as if this last condition presented a considerable sacrifice on his part. But he finally nodded his head. “I can live with that, Beulah.”

			“I sure hope so,” Beulah declared in no uncertain terms. “Actually, all I need to do is talk to you a little in private. Assuming you think you can trust me.”

			At this point Charlie excused himself—he was finding it increasingly hard to keep a straight face—by saying that while they were talking, he and Amy would go down and check all the windows and doors.

			“Don t you forget about them windows down in the basement, neither. You hear?”

			“Yes’m, Beulah,” Amy said, closing the door behind her. When Charlie and Amy left, Robins stood in the middle of the room for a moment, scratching his head. He glanced over at the heavily draped window. “Kind of stuffy in here. You don’t mind if I open a window, do you?’’

			Beulah lifted up her head in alarm. “You leave that window be,” she said with a hiss.

			Robins looked back at her. “Beulah, it’s stifling in here. You got to get some fresh air.” 

			“I don’t want no fresh air. You just leave that window be. You hear?”

			Robins nodded. Then, coming back to the side of the bed, he looked at her. Beulah, I was just thinking you might sleep a little better if you were more comfortable.”

			“I’m plenty comfortable way I am,” Beulah said, snorting. 

			“Well. Charlie tells me you’ve been having some bad dreams. I thought maybe if you got some air, it’d help ” 

			“That ain’t got nothing to do with it.”

			“Okay, Beulah,” Robins said. He sat down on the edge of the old woman’s bed, “So why don’t you begin by telling me your dreams.

			She said nothing. Her hands kneaded the quilt that rested on top of her.

			“You don’t have to worry about me telling anybody. I’ll keep anything you say in confidence. If there’s something...well, something sexual or something you’re ashamed of dreaming about, that’s normal.”

			“I ain’t no sex fiend,” Beulah said.

			“I know you’re not. That’s why I want you to get those dreams off your chest. Understand?”

			Beulah’s eyes were fixed at a point behind Robins. He turned around and saw that it was her closet. “You keep looking over there. Does your dream have something to do with the closet? Something that maybe comes out of it in the night?”

			From the way the old woman looked up at him, Robins knew he was getting warm. She waited, then nodded.

			Suddenly Beulah looked at Robins. Her lips trembling, she whispered, “You believe in The Judgment?”

			Robins frowned. “The Judgment?”

			“I show you something, you promise you won’t never tell nobody?”

			“Of course.”

			“Lock that door there,” Beulah said. Robins went over and did as she told him. “You see that closet back yonder? You go look inside.”

			Robins walked over to the closet next to Beulah’s dresser. He opened the door to it and looked inside. It was full of Beulah’s nightgowns, huge as tents but frilly enough to be worn by a twelve-year-old girl. “What am I supposed to be looking for, Beulah?”

			“Look down at the bottom, you’ll see.”

			Robins crouched down and peered at the back of the closet. “What am I supposed—” But he stopped. There, about three feet back, was a small door, no more than four feet high and two feet wide. It was latched.

			“Open that door and reach back.”

			Robins unlatched the door and looked inside. The door led into part of the attic.

			“Reach back now.”

			“Okay. Whatever you say, Beulah.” Robins extended his hand into the darkness and felt around for a moment. His fingers brushed against something. He reached farther and took hold of the thing. He pulled it toward him.

			“You got it?”

			“I think so.” Robins managed to stand it up and pull it out the little door. He picked it up and showed it to Beulah. “This what you talking about?”

			Beulah said nothing. Her eyes wide, she stared at what he had in his hands, then nodded. “Carry it here.”

			Robins did as he was told, setting it down on the bed.

			“Now open it,” she whispered.

			Robins stared down at the battered old suitcase, its clasps rusted. “Okay.” He sat on the edge of the bed and opened it.

			“You see them?”

			Inside the suitcase were only two things. An old Bible, torn and dog-eared; and a cracked pair of reading glasses. “This it?”

			Beulah nodded. “Take them out. Give them to me.”

			Robins handed her the Bible and the glasses. Beulah took them, her hands trembling slightly. “These here, they used to belong to this old nigger woman, used to live down in this shack by the river. She used to pay me ten dollars a month, rent money.”

			Robins frowned. Something clicked in his mind. “The one who carried an old suitcase around with her all the time?” Then, looking back down at the bed, he said, “This suitcase.”

			Beulah nodded yes.

			“I remember seeing her,” Robins said, “back when I was a boy and would come down here in the summer. My grandfather said she was supposed to have some kind of. . . second sight.”

			“Hattie,” Beulah whispered.

			“Yeah, Hattie. I remember now.”

			“I was with her the night she died,” Beulah said. “She come up here and give me that. She says, ‘Beulah, you keep this here suitcase for me. You put it someplace safe. You keep hold of it till The Judgment.’ That was the night she done burned. She knowed . . . she knowed, Beulah whispered, staring down at the old Bible and the reading glasses. Her voice now had taken on a strange, remote quality. “She told me that night she knowed she was going to die. On account of this here vision she’d seen. She done told me, ‘Beulah, I seen it last night, a-coming down old Jacob’s ladder, I seen The Judgment that’s a-coming.’ And I says, ‘Tell me about The Judgment, Hattie.’ But she looks at me and she says, ‘You don’t want to be knowing that. It ain’t fit for you to know.’ But I says, ‘Tell me anyways.’ And she says, ‘The Judgment, it ain’t going to be like nobody’s a-thinking,’ she says. ‘Ain’t going to be no trumpet...ain’t going to be no riding on no clouds, neither. And the one coming, he ain’t what nobody in this whole world’ll be looking for to come. I seen his face. But it ain’t the face people be expecting to see at The Judgment.” Beulah kneaded the quilt with her hands. “Then I says to her, ‘How’m I going to be judged at The Judgment?’ And she says, ‘I done told you enough. You don’t want to be knowing no more.’ But I says, ‘You tell me anyhow.’ And then she looks off real peculiar-like and says, ‘You remember how Jesus done had his Twelve?’ And I says, ‘Of course.’ And she says, ‘This one, the one that come to the Judgment, he’ll have his Twelve, just like Jesus. And Beulah,’ she says to me, looking me right in the eyes, ‘you’re going to be one of them. Only it ain’t going to be like Jesus. It ain’t going to be at all like Jesus.’ And I says, ‘What you mean?’ And her face gets to looking strange and she says, ‘Don’t be asking me no more.’ And I says, ‘You tell me. What’s it going to be like?’ And she looks at me and says. . .”

			Robins said, “Go on.”

			“She says to me, Beulah, it’s going to be like your worstest nightmare. Only there ain’t going to be no waking from it. Ain’t never going to be no waking from it,” Beulah whispered.

			Robins shook his head. “Is that why you keep all the doors and windows locked, Beulah?”

			Beulah nodded absently.

			“You really believe something like that’s going to happen to you?” Robins said. “I mean, doesn’t it sound a little. ..farfetched?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t know no more. Don’t know what sounds crazy and what don’t.”

			“I’ve felt that way myself plenty of times, Beulah,” Robins said. “But you will admit that it does sound a little peculiar, won’t you?”

			Beulah shook her head. “I seen her eyes when she was saying them things. I seen the way her eyes looked when she was a-talking.”

			And Robins, for his part, thought he could almost see the same thing in Beulah’s eyes. Did it really matter, after all, that the whole story was crazy, as long as it had seized hold of Beulah the way it had? Robins didn’t know. He sat there and said, “I expect you’ve got some idea what this worst nightmare’s going to be like.”

			Again Beulah nodded.

			“I know, cause it done started,” she whispered. “These last couple nights.”

			“Can you tell me about it?”

			“When I was little,” Beulah began, “I come down with something. My momma, she called this here doctor to come out and see me. He come out and he says, ‘Your little girl, she’s going to need some bleeding done. Some bleeding done,’” she repeated, licking her lips quickly. “And then he gets him out these little bottles and I seen them big old suckers inside. Them bloodsuckers a-squirming and a-wiggling inside. And he looks at me and he says, ‘these here ain’t going to hurt none. Why, you won’t hardly feel nothing,’ And then he commences. . .” Here Beulah stopped, her lower lip quivering. “Him and my momma and my daddy, they had to strap me down so’s I couldn’t move none. And he commences to putting them things on me.”

			Robins looked down. He had heard his grandfather tell such stories, explaining that you could still find some country doctors who used medicinal leeches as late as the thirties. “Is that what you’ve been dreaming about, Beulah?”

			“I reach down to feel of my legs. And that’s when I feel them things. All over my legs, end to end, soft and wet and fat.”

			“Yeah,” Robins mumbled. “Sounds like a pretty bad dream, all right.” He stood up and took out of Beulah’s hands the Bible and the reading glasses. He set them in the suitcase and carried it to the closet. When he had put the suitcase back where he found it, he went over to Beulah and took the old woman’s hand. It was trembling. She looked up at him and for a moment reminded Robins of a child, a child afraid of the darkness she soon would have to face alone. He squeezed her hand. “Maybe it sounds hard to believe, but no matter how real they might seem to you, they’re still just dreams. You understand?”

			“But how them dreams get inside me, if I don’t want them there?”

			Robins looked at her. It was a good question. A question he had asked himself more than once. “Maybe there’s something inside all of us that we don’t understand.”

			“But who let it in? Who let it in there, anyhow?”

			“I can’t answer that, Beulah.”

			He looked down at the old woman, at her pathetic lacy nightgown, at her trembling hands with their tiny brown spots. Who could answer that? It was a question that still baffled him. A question that could be asked of more things than just dreams. Madness, despair, each of the thousand self-destructive furies that plague the race. Who let them all in?

			“I thought you was a doctor. Ain’t they got some kind of pill for it?”

			Robins shook his head. “Not that I know of. The best way we have of figuring it is that there’s something in our unconscious mind. In our psyche. And sometimes—”

			“Don’t you give me no gobbledygook doctor talk. You ain’t got no pills for it, all the gobbledygook in the world don’t make no difference.’’

			“Yeah. I guess you’re right,” Robins conceded.

			“Well, what you going to do about it?”

			He shook his head. “The only thing I can do. And that’s to tell you, if you need me, I’ll be here.”

			“That ain’t much.”

			“Well, it’s the best offer I can come up with.”

			Beulah frowned. Robins let go of the old woman’s hand and walked to the door. He turned around and looked back at the bed. Beulah’s eyes were fixed on the closet. She was mumbling to herself. He caught only a few fragments, but enough to let him know what she was talking about. “You ain’t never... waking up....” He turned around and, after unlocking the door, walked downstairs to Charlie.
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			On the way back to Lucerne, Robins gave Charlie a sketch of his conversation with Beulah, dwelling on how her eyes looked when she spoke of the Judgment that was coming. “She kept talking about that old black woman: Hattie,” Robins said. “I guess you remember her, too.”

			Charlie nodded. “Old Hattie was pretty hard to forget, I’d say.”

			“Yeah,” Robins murmured. He was silent for a little way, looking out over the countryside: It was just beginning to disappear into twilight. “Did you know, my grandfather used to go out to her shack. I went there with him a couple of times. He was supposed to be treating her arthritis. But I kind of got the idea he really went there just to listen to her. Sometimes he’d let me fish down by the river, but a few times I’d sit there with them and listen to Hattie talk. Talk about the things she had seen. Her second sight. Talk about Jacob’s ladder. I remember the way my grandfather used to listen to her with such respect. I mean, genuine respect. And when we left, he’d always talk about her the same way. Once I recall driving back and I asked him if her stories were true. If she really did have the second sight. I guess I was expecting a simple ‘Yes’ or ‘No.’ But Doc, of course, he didn’t set much store by ‘Yes’ or ‘No.’”

			Charlie smiled. It was one of Doc’s habits, both endearing and maddening. You could never pin him down, never put him in anybody else’s pigeonhole. And even when he was asked to state his opinion, he’d never say it outright. Sometimes he’d never say it at all. Instead he’d offer you a story, a parable, an illustration—anything to get the other person thinking.

			“It was the same way when he’d teach me about math. He’d give me a problem to do and when I couldn’t do it, I’d ask him for the answer. But he’d always give me another problem to do, instead. A few times I’d lose my patience and say, ‘Please, just tell me what the answer is.’ But he’d shake his head and say, ‘Answers don’t mean nothing. It’s the getting of the answers that counts.’And I’d tell him that was the problem. I kept getting the wrong answer. But he said, ‘There’s only one wrong answer in this world, son. And that’s the one somebody else has handed you. Any answer you come up with yourself isn’t ever wrong—it’s maybe just meandering a bit, trying to find its way home.’ I know now he was trying to get me to think for myself. Even when he used to say something really beautiful or profound—and he said a lot of things that were both—he’d always caution me by saying, Course, son, that might all be just a whole lot of CM—cow manure, that is.’ Not that he really believed it was. He just didn’t want me taking it on faith. Like he used to say, ‘Insight is when you make something yourself, from scratch. Opinion is when you buy it at the store.”’

			“You got these written down someplace?” Charlie said with a laugh.

			Robins grinned, too. “As a matter of fact, I do. I’ve got a whole notebook at home. Seriously.

			“I believe you.”

			“Anyway, seems like I was leading up to something.”

			“About Hattie, I think.”

			Robins nodded. “Let me see. How did he put it? We were driving back, along this same road here, and I asked him if the things Hattie claimed to see and know were really true. And he said that it depended on what kind of truth I was looking for, and I asked him how many kinds of truth there were, and he thought a moment and said, ‘As far as I can see, two.’ And, of course, playing the straight man, I said, ‘What are they, Grandpa?’ And he said that the first kind of truth is what you call newspaper truth. Now, the moment he said that I knew right off, it wasn’t going to be the kind of truth Doc liked. After all, he hadn’t read a newspaper in thirty years. But still I played along and said, ‘What’s newspaper truth?’ And he said that it’s what most people mean when they say something’s true. If something was true like that, it meant anybody could just open their eyes and see it was true. They didn’t have to think about it any, which meant that nobody could argue about it. He said that it’s the kind of truth any fool can see. But there was something else that made it newspaper truth—namely, when you’re finished with it, you just throw it away. And then I asked him what the other kind of truth was. And he said, ‘It’s one you can’t just throw away when you’re finished with it. And that’s because you’re never finished with it.’ In fact, that’s what he called it, unfinished truth. And then he looked over at me and said, ‘You confused yet?’ And I nodded yes. And he said, ‘Good. Few things are more important for a man than knowing when he’s confused. And then he proceeded to give me an example of the two kinds of truth. ‘Suppose you read in the newspaper about this fellow who left home a while back, and how he took some of his daddy’s money with him and wasted it on all kinds of ne’er-do-welling. Then, when he’s flat broke, he decides he’d better hightail it on home, only he’s worried about what his daddy’s going to say to him when he gets back. But you read in the paper that it all worked out real nice and his daddy was tickled pink to see him again and gave him a big party. Now suppose we want to check out all these facts and we find, yes, indeed, everything happened just the way the story said it did, and that the reporter who wrote it up—say, as a human-interest story—got all his facts straight. Now, that’s newspaper truth. But let’s suppose we hear somebody else tell this story. Say, Jesus. Only he calls his story a parable, the parable of the prodigal son. Now suppose we’re out there listening to him and we say, ‘Hold on a moment, Jesus. You sure you got your facts straight? Have you checked it all out good?’ Or we might try to pin him down some, saving things like, ‘Who’s this fellow you’re talking about, anyway? What’s his name? Where did he live? What’s his address? What day did he come back on? How many months was he gone?’ You know, the kind of questions a good reporter asks. Now, what do you think Jesus would have said to all this?”

			Charlie laughed. “Don’t know.”

			“Well, my grandfather said Jesus probably would have laughed, too. Or maybe cried. Because the guy asking questions like that totally missed the point. He thought he was listening to a newspaper story. But Jesus didn’t tell the story for that reason. He didn’t care about something that was true just once and in just one place: He cared about what was true always and everywhere. And even if Jesus happened to get his parable from something that actually happened, he wasn’t interested in the facts of the story. He was interested in what lay half hidden behind the facts. In what it meant for everybody and for all time. But this deeper meaning, let’s call it, wasn’t something you could see by just opening your eyes. It was something you had to think about, meditate on, connect up with the stirrings of your own heart. And that’s because the real truth—the only kind worth going after—was hidden and had to be looked for hard. But he said this kind of truth also had its advantages. You could never be finished with it or throw it away, because the more you thought about the world, the more deeply you looked into your own heart, the richer and deeper the story became. Until finally you saw that its truth could never be exhausted, not in a single lifetime, not in the lifetime of all humanity. And that was why some people turned away from it. Because they were like impatient children: They want it all now, right now. They want all the questions answered for them at one stroke. Just the way I was with the math problems he’d give. And most people are like that: They just want the answers, without the work required to get them. And why? So they won’t be bothered by them anymore and can go back to being children again. But, my grandfather said, that’s why God made truth hard, and why He hides it. So we could never go back to being children again once we grasp even a particle of the truth. Because even the smallest particle of it made us aware of how much more there was than we could ever be done with. I remember, he put it in a nice, folksy way. He said, ‘If God hadn’t hidden the truth, we would never have gotten off our butts to go looking for it. And that’s also why part of it will always stay hidden, too. Because God respects us too much to treat us like children.’”

			Charlie smiled. “That sounds like old Doc.”

			“Anyway, I guess that’s why he kind of took up with Hattie. Why he would even listen to her tell her ideas about the Bible. It was better, he said, than listening to some minister who went on about the Bible’s literal truth, as if it were just a collection of newspaper articles. Hattie wasn’t like that. Hattie, he said, didn’t read the Bible with her lips but with her heart.’’ Robins paused and looked out the window at the landscape as it rolled by. “Alies Vergaengliche ist nur ein Gleichnis,” he said softly. 

			Charlie looked over at him and said, “Gesundheit.”

			Robins laughed. “It’s from the final chorus of Goethe’s Faust.”

			“Of course. How could I forget something like that?”

			“It means, everything transitory—passing—is only a parable. A similitude. My grandfather used to love to quote it, saying that anyone who really thought like that had a kind of second sight. The ability to see in every event both the literal truth and the deeper truth. The way Hattie saw things, in other words. Like the way she looked upon dreams. Kind of like Jacob in the Bible did. What for somebody else would have been just a nightmare, too much undigested pottage in the stomach, for her became a key to unlock the awesomeness of existence.” Robins paused a second, then said, “Maybe it was because of Hattie, but that was one of my grandfather’s favorite stories to explain. Jacob’s ladder. And what lie always dwelled upon was Jacob’s terror at his vision. His dread and horror at what he saw coming down. A terror that came out of the realization that the world around him, the everyday world he was so comfortable in, was not the only world. That there was another one, alien and awful, unyielding and incomprehensible. But even that wasn’t the worst part of it. The worst part wasn’t his vision of the other world but his vision of the ladder. Because, from then on, Jacob knew that this other world could erupt at any moment into his own world and that the two worlds were invisibly intertwined. From that night on, the world could never be the same for him again. Remember, when he awoke from his dream, Jacob set a stone to mark the place where he had slept. My grandfather said, ‘Think about that stone. Before the dream, it was just a stone. A worthless, meaningless hulk of rock. Something Jacob might have thoughtfully kicked aside to lay his head down. But after the vision, it was totally transformed. It looked no different; it felt no different to the touch. And yet it had become something unspeakably holy. Why? Because it was a reminder. A reminder that no matter how insignificant or meaningless something might appear to us, there could be another side to it, hidden, a side that attached it to that other world. ‘Think,’ my grandfather said, ‘from that night on, Jacob would never set his foot down anywhere on earth without wondering, Perhaps this, too, is a holy place. Perhaps this, too, is a place that God has touched.”

			When Robins finished, both of the men were silent for a few minutes. It was dark outside now. Robins stared at the kudzu-engulfed woods they were passing along, then whispered. “It’s funny, isn’t it? How much it all comes back to you sometimes? The past. I guess I’d forgotten how much I remembered. We do that, don’t we?”

			“I reckon,” Charlie said. “I’ll tell you one thing, though. You sure got a lot of your grandfather in you.”

			“More than I realized, I guess. Coming back down here made me see that, in an odd way. You don’t know how much I wanted to be like him as a boy. I wanted to be as wise and as good, as strong and as just. I just wish I’d had a little more time with him,” Robins said sadly. “I guess everybody feels that kind of loss sometimes, a loss you can’t ever go back and make good again. A loss that always keeps you wondering later on, What if...What if...But I suppose that’s pretty stupid.”

			“If it is,” Charlie said, “I reckon we’re all pretty stupid from time to time.”

			“Yeah.”

			By now they were back in Lucerne. Charlie pulled in front of old Doc’s place, but Robins didn’t get out. It was clear that he still had something on his mind. “I guess what I’ve always wondered about is why my grandfather cut himself off from the world the way he did. Cut himself off from me the way he did. For a while I was haunted by the fear that it was something I’d done. Or something I should have done but didn’t. But then, when I got older and maybe a little wiser, I started explaining it to myself in a different way.” 

			“How’s that?”

			Robins collected his thoughts. “I had to ask myself what would make a man like my grandfather suddenly turn against the world. How a man that good, that strong could simply pull the drapes and lock the doors. It’s the kind of thing where it’s easy to say, ‘Well, the poor guy just went crazy.’ But I couldn’t buy that. I knew him too well.

			“My grandfather did good because he was obsessed by it, by his vision of what the world could be like, what people could be like. He loved that vision the way an ordinary man loves a woman. And that’s what he dedicated his life to. Not just to doing good. That’s not so hard. In fact, there was nothing Doc hated more than do-gooders. He used to say you can’t do good for somebody else, you can only try to help them do good for themselves. Otherwise, it’s like handing money to a drunk. You have to find the spark of soul that is still smoldering in every human being, no matter how debased or mutilated or crippled. Sometimes, he said, you had to look pretty hard, but it’s always there, even if only God can see it. And then you have to try to get that spark going again. You have to try to awaken it.”

			“That’s a pretty fine idea,” Charlie said quietly.

			Robins nodded, staring out at the night landscape.

			“My granddad had problems with certain parts of the Bible, like the story of the Flood. What worried him wasn’t so much whether or not it was true, but the way it made God look. After all, if God was supposed to be so good, why would he want to destroy the world? But he told me later that he came to understand what the story of the Flood really meant. He called it the last, final temptation, a temptation so great that even God had felt it, and for a moment, succumbed to it. A temptation born out of the despair, the despair that comes from seeing the chasm between the world as it is and the world as it could be. And anger at seeing how the gift of Creation had been squandered and abused, anger at seeing the divinely kindled sparks being put out one by one. And so, in a moment of anger and despair, God had wished to undo the act of Creation, to douse out with his own hand the sparks he had scattered, to extinguish them all in a single stroke, to return everything to what it had once been, vast and impenetrable night. Only a flicker of hope stayed His hand. And somehow He went on with it.’’

			Robins stopped for a moment, then said, “I remember, when my grandfather told me his version of the story of the Flood, I felt something I never thought I could feel. I felt compassion for God. I always figured He was the one who was supposed to feel compassion for us. Not us for Him. But the thought went through my mind that we were all in it together, both God and us, and that we both had to face the sufferings and pain and disappointments of Creation... together. Only, unlike us, God couldn’t grow callous and uncaring, or harden His heart. He couldn’t close His eyes or turn away. He couldn’t even blink. . . not for a moment.”

			Here Robins paused and, strangely, laughed. “I guess that’s why later on I came to the conclusion that God didn’t exist...that He couldn’t exist. That pity would have killed Him long, long ago. It also made me understand why my grandfather did what he did.”

			“How’d you mean?”

			“He didn’t cut himself off from the world. He cut the world off from himself. He had to. He couldn’t go on in it. He couldn’t even go on looking at it. So that in the end the shadow overcame the light. “In fact,” Robins said as a sudden afterthought, “I remember an incident. One night he and I went out to see Hattie. I was fourteen, and it was the last summer I spent down here. I stayed down by the river and when I went back to Hattie’s cabin, I saw my grandfather standing outside. I’d never seen him look so downcast and gloomy. Like he was carrying the problems of the world on his shoulders. And I asked him what was wrong, but he said nothing. The whole way back home he was silent, and I knew that wasn’t like him. That night he sat out on the porch by himself. I went out there a couple of times, to see if he was okay, if he had cheered up any. The last time I remember he asked me to sit with him. He didn’t say a word for a while and then finally I asked him, ‘Why are you so sad?’ He shook his head. ‘Sometimes I get afraid, son.’ ‘Of what?’ I asked him. He hesitated a moment and said, ‘Of all the darkness there is. Sometimes I wonder if maybe the light in the world just isn’t strong enough to bear it, all the darkness there is. Sometimes I wonder if I’m strong enough.’ I didn’t know what to say to him, so I said, ‘Grandpa, you’re strong enough for anything.’ But he just shook his head sadly and whispered, ‘I wish that were true. I wish that were true.’ We sat there a little longer and then he got up and went over to the Kline house. That was back when their girl was ... I never was sure what it was . . . but apparently she was having some kind of mental problems. I knew my grandfather was fond of her, and her parents, too. I guess that was weighing on him pretty heavy, too.”

			Charlie looked at Robins. He frowned and, just from his expression, Robins knew something was wrong. “What is it?” 

			“Nothing.”

			“No, tell me.”

			Charlie sighed. “I guess it never occurred to me. I figured you would have known, somehow. But, thinking back, I reckon it happened right before you were supposed to come down here that last summer.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“You want to drive around a bit? I’ll tell you about it.” Robins nodded. “Sure.”

			[image: ]

			An hour later the two men were a little way outside Lucerne. Charlie had just finished telling Robins what had happened back fourteen years ago, beginning with the night that Catherine Kline had disappeared. They were parked on the side of the road, right by the sign that Miss Amelia had put up in memory of the Klines’ daughter. Robins stared at it. “I guess that puts a lot of things in a different light,” he said. “I mean, about my grandfather. Makes it a little more understandable what he did. Why he did it. I just wish I had known before.”

			“Yeah.”

			And again the two men were silent for a while. Through the open windows of the car, they could hear the crickets all around them. Finally Charlie started the car up and said, “You ready to go on back?”

			Robins nodded. “I guess I was right after all. I just didn’t know how right.”

			“What d’you mean?”

			“The darkness broke him. Seeing a child like that—a child he loved the way he loved that girl—seeing what happened to her, it must have killed something inside him. The spark just went out, all at once.”

			“Reckon so.”

			“It’s odd,” Robins whispered, “but sometimes it seems like in the very best things in this world there lurks a danger—in love, in goodness itself, in the passion for bringing light and justice to the world. Like all these things have another side to them, a dark and fearful side.”

			“How’s that?”

			“Because what happens when love fails. . . when even goodness fails? What happens is. . . despair. As if the higher the soul aspires, the deeper it falls—when it falls. I guess that’s why, before coming back down here this time, I had just about convinced myself that real wisdom consists in—” 

			“In what?”

			“In letting the spark just...just die. A painless, easy death,” Robins whispered. “But, you know, I see now even that’s not as easy as it seems.”

			“What changed your mind?”

			“I guess being here. Thinking about old Doc. And also something else...”

			“What?”

			“Something your son told me. About Jamey. That friend of his. Seems like the boy’s had a pretty rough time of it in life. Had some pretty hard knocks. And yet, somehow, he’s managed to keep his spark going. Going strong enough that he was willing to risk his life for your son. Without even giving it a moment’s thought. As if it were the most obvious thing in the world. So I figured, if somebody like that can keep the spark going, maybe...maybe we all can. Somehow.”

			“Well,” Charlie said softly, “it sure doesn’t sound to me like you’ve let yours die.”

			“I guess it’s another in the long line of my failures,” Robins said with a hollow laugh. “Maybe you see now why I called myself a lapsed nihilist. Even when I tried to believe in nothing, I failed.”

			“Have you ever thought that maybe at Judgment Day, what’ll be weighed to our credit won’t be what we succeeded at but what we failed at, provided it was worth failing at?”

			Again Robins laughed, though this time not so hollowly. “Maybe.”

			They were now back in Lucerne. As Charlie was about to turn onto the street where old Doc’s place was, Robins said, “Take me by the funeral home, okay?”

			“You sure?”

			Robins nodded. “I’d like to just be with Doc by myself for a while.”

			“Well, maybe you’d better let me talk with Tommy Lee first, okay?” Charlie said. “He can be a might fussy sometimes.”

			When they got to Anderson’s Funeral Home—in the basement of Tommy Lee Anderson s house—Charlie got out and went up to the front door, leaving Robins alone in the car. At first, Tommy Lee was resistant, but Charlie made it clear that Robins wouldn’t take ‘No’ for an answer.

			Charlie walked Robins around the back of the old house. They stood there, waiting on the porch steps in the dark for Tommy Lee to let them in. Robins looked up at Charlie. “I can walk back,” he said.

			Charlie put his arm over Robins’s shoulder. “Just don’t let that spark go out, not quite yet. Okay?”

			Then Tommy Lee opened the door.
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			As soon as Priscilla Anderson heard her husband down in the basement, she turned to her son. “Hon, you reckon we got time to eat us some ice cream?” Alvin nodded and together the two of them scurried into the kitchen. Soon they were sitting at the kitchen table eating chocolate chip ice cream out of two large bowls. Priscilla was just starting on her second helping when she heard a sound and cocked her head. “You hear something, Alvin?”

			Alvin looked up, his spoon raised halfway to his pink, open mouth. They waited a moment, motionless. Then Priscilla jumped out of her chair. “Lord, hon, I think it’s your daddy coming up from the parlor already.” She hurried over to the sink, turned the tap on full blast, and put her bowl underneath it until all traces of the ice cream had been washed away. “You bring yours over here, hon. Hurry,” she whispered to Alvin, who was sucking on a large chunk of chocolate he had found.

			But it was too late. Tommy Lee had already come into the kitchen. Priscilla glanced at him and tried to smile. “I was just letting Alvin finish up the little bit of chocolate chip before I threw it out.” But Tommy Lee wasn’t listening. He didn’t even look in Alvin’s direction, though Alvin, for his part, was watching his daddy closely, the spoonful of ice cream still raised before his open mouth. Priscilla went over and put her hands protectively on her son’s fat, slumping shoulders. “You go put your dish in the sink. Hurry up now.” Alvin obediently pulled back his chair, his eyes still warily on his dad.

			Unlike his wife and son, Tommy Lee was tall and thin, even emaciated. With monotonous regularity—the only type he knew—Tommy Lee would point out to Priscilla that Alvin sure didn’t take after his side of the family leaving no doubt as to whose side he did. “And if he’s this fat now,” he would add, “just think what he’ll be like later on. After all, you and your momma didn’t start to balloon up till after you was married off.”

			Hoping to keep her husband’s mind on his work, Priscilla smiled and began babbling questions. “He still down in the parlor, old Doc’s grandson? What’s he like? He nice?”

			“Supposed to be some kind of doctor fellow,” Tommy Lee said with a snort of contempt. Tommy Lee had never had much of an opinion of doctors. Priscilla figured he saw them as a kind of competition.

			Tommy Lee walked to the refrigerator and opened it. He looked inside with a scowl. “You two guzzle down that half gallon of milk I got yesterday?”

			Priscilla craned her neck to look inside the refrigerator. “I was going to buy some more today. Why don’t I fix you some nice iced tea?”

			Tommy Lee reached in and pulled out a Nehi. Priscilla tried to take the bottle so she could open it for him, but Tommy Lee brushed past her. He opened the bottle himself. Then, as he sipped from it, he stared at Alvin. “Look at that there, his undershirt don’t even cover his belly good.” Tommy Lee spoke as if his son were an exhibit or a display, a habit he had picked up from being an undertaker all his life, like his daddy and granddaddy before him. Down in the parlor you didn’t have to worry about the feelings of the people you worked with. You could say anything about them you pleased, and Tommy Lee did. He was always criticizing the corpses, coming back upstairs and saying how fat old Mrs. So-and-so was without her corset and how Mr. So-and-so wore false teeth, and even mentioning other things that were even less decent.

			Setting the Nehi down, Tommy Lee leaned over and poked with his finger at the pink ridge of fat sticking out from the space between Alvin’s tight undershirt and his pants. “Look there, you see that?”

			Why, I just got to get him some new clothes,” Priscilla said apologetically, hurrying over and rubbing Alvin’s shoulders. “He’s just been growing so fast.”

			“It ain’t growing,” Tommy Lee said. “It’s ballooning up. Ain’t the same thing at all.”

			Priscilla kept her hands protectively on Alvin’s shoulders. “He say anything?”

			Tommy Lee gulped his Nehi, then lowered the bottle and grimaced. “Who? Old Doc?” he asked in a specimen of the undertaker humor that Priscilla had gotten used to.

			Priscilla turned up the corners of her mouth. “That Robins fellow. ’

			“Nope,” Tommy Lee said. “Real queer-acting. Said he wanted to be with old Doc. Hope they have them a real good time.” Tommy Lee took another sip from the Nehi. “Sure hope his eyes don’t come open again. I never did think I was going to get them eyes of his shut. All morning, every time I like to turn around, they was open again, staring up. I ain’t never had one do me thataway. And the way them eyes was looking. Like he seen it coming.”

			Priscilla was stroking Alvin’s stringy hair, but her hand stopped. Using her why-don t-we-all-be-sweet tone of voice, she said, “Alvin honey, ain’t there something on TV you’d like to watch?”

			But Alvin was still looking at his dad.

			“Ain’t no two alike,” Tommy Lee continued authoritatively. “Corpses, they got them a kind of personality. Like old Doc down yonder. You look in them eyes of his and it’s like you’re seeing something. Something that ain’t fit to be seen.”

			Priscilla gave Alvin a shove now. “You go on and find you a show on TV to watch, hear?”

			“Yes’m,” Alvin mumbled, reluctantly going into the living room.

			It was only after she had heard the TV come on that Priscilla went over to Tommy Lee and said with a hiss, “I didn’t want you going on in front of the boy.”

			Tommy Lee had emptied his Nehi now and set it on the counter, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

			“It’s just on account of them dreams, Tommy Lee,” she whispered.

			Tommy Lee scowled. They had argued over it before, many times. Wasn’t it bad enough, them living right on top of the parlor? Priscilla would say. Why, Alvin couldn’t even pass by the steps leading down there, into the basement, without turning white as a sheet. Couldn’t Tommy Lee see he just wasn’t meant to be an undertaker?

			But Tommy Lee was of a different mind. “I ain’t saying it don’t take some getting used to.” Which is what Tommy Lee had had in mind when, on the boy’s twelfth birthday, he took hold of Alvin’s hand and dragging him all the way down the basement steps, he had forced the boy to look at one of the corpses. It was the body of Lester Eubanks, who was just eight at the time of the hunting accident that killed him. Shrieking with terror, Alvin had broken loose from his daddy and come running like crazy up the steps, hiding in his mother’s arms.

			That was the night he had started having his nightmares. Since that time Priscilla always tried to change the subject, or sent Alvin up to his room or out to the store, whenever Tommy Lee began talking about the corpses. Anything to keep him from hearing more than he had to.

			“How you expect him to ever take over the home if he don’t know nothing about fixing up corpses?” Tommy Lee asked now. When he was Alvin’s age, he had already started working down in the parlor, helping his daddy with whatever he could. “Why, I wasn’t much older than he is now when my daddy showed me about the embalming.”

			“But, hon,” Priscilla said, “Alvin ain’t cut out for undertaking.”

			“And I reckon I know whose doing that is!”

			“Now, hon, you know I ain’t never done anything to discourage him. You know that, Tommy Lee.” Priscilla was sweating from the exertion of speaking to her husband, and the sweat was pulling strands of hair into her face.

			“Coddling. That’s what you done,” Tommy Lee shouted. “I told you what you should’ve done when he started having them dreams in the first place. You remember what I said? Let him sink or swim.”

			Priscilla was trying to keep her own voice low. “I do, Tommy Lee. But sometimes them dreams of his are so bad, why, I just don’t have the heart to leave him be.”

			All at once, Tommy Lee got a strange, even crazy look in his eyes. “You don’t think I had me some bad ones, too? I’ve had me some nightmares when I was a boy. Why, I seen them corpses sit up and grin at me. I seen them reach up and take hold of me by the neck. I seen them open them jaws so wide, so wide it was like they was going to...”

			Priscilla stared at her husband, taken aback by his sudden vehemence. “Like they was going to what, Tommy Lee?” 

			“Never you mind. I done got over them. Reckon Alvin would, too, if you’d let him be. Ain’t nobody yet died on account of a bad dream from what I hear,” Tommy Lee said. He turned and brushed past his wife. “I reckon I better go on back down and see if them two’s done with their socializing.”

			Priscilla went over to the sink and started to finish lip the dishes. Within a couple of minutes she heard her husband letting Robins out by the back door to the parlor. She craned her neck and looked out the window over the sink. A dark figure made its way across the yard.

			She stared at the dark trees and the woods that came to the side of the parlor. Suddenly she shivered, remembering her husband’s words about the corpses sitting up. “Crazy thoughts,” she whispered to herself and turned the tap on. She stared down into the sink as the water swirled into the drain. Right down below her was old Doc. Right under her feet.

			She was freezing cold now. Somehow she knew with absolute certainty that old Doc’s eyes had just snapped open.

			[image: ]

			When Robins left the funeral home, he walked across the Andersons’ yard toward old Doc’s place, cutting through a familiar path and coming out in the backyard. He stopped and stared up at the house. There was a full moon overhead, and all the windows showed its reflection. All but the windows at the very top. The ones in the attic.

			Robins frowned. Somehow they didn’t look just dark. They looked black. Not black from shadow, but darkened by something else.

			A thought hit him. He went up the back steps and quickly made his way to the third floor. He opened the door leading up to the attic and stared at the dusty steps. He clicked on the light and made his way up.

			He stopped and looked around. The place was full of the thousand various things Doc could never bring himself to throw out. Old books, medical equipment, the telescope Robins had looked through as a boy, the woodworking tools. It was a treasure trove of memories. Robins made his way among them and walked toward one of the windows. It was clear. But it was one of the side windows. He turned around and looked to where the back windows would be. There was a wall nearly hidden behind boxes piled up one upon the other. He walked over to it and began taking them down. His hands were shaking and his eyes watered from the dust. It took him only a minute to clear away enough space to realize what the boxes were meant to hide.

			There was another room. A room that hadn’t been there when, as a boy, he used to come up into the attic to play and explore among the ancient junk. The partitioning walls showed obvious signs of hurried workmanship and in the center was a door. Robins cleared the way to it, then pulled it open. The light from the main part of the attic exposed only bits and pieces of the narrow room. He blinked and saw the windows. He walked inside and went to them. The panes had been covered with black paint. He turned around.

			There was a bed in one corner of the little room and a table in another. Robins walked to the table, reached down, and pulled something out into the light.

			It was a child’s crib, folded up.

			“Christ,” he whispered.
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			Amy stayed up in Beulah’s room until about ten o’clock that night, reading to the old woman from a magazine about the twenty-seven growths an eighty-five-year-old woman had removed from her neck. Beulah couldn’t keep her mind on the article; she kept interrupting Amy with questions about whether she had double-checked the lock on the back door and whether she was sure she had locked up after Charlie and Robins had left. Each time Amy smiled and said, “Yes’m, Beulah, you know I did.” But that didn’t seem to satisfy her. Her eyes kept ranging around the room, as if looking for some neglected opening. And every ten minutes or so, she would hunch her shoulders, shivering with a chill, despite the warmth of the room. “I feel it somewheres, Amy.”

			“Feel what, Beulah?”

			“Something ain’t closed up in this house. Something ain’t closed good.” Beulah paused and seemed to sniff the air. “Them windows down in the basement,” she whispered, kneading her quilt thoughtfully. “How big are them windows down yonder? They big enough for a man to crawl through? A man sucking in his gut, holding it?”

			“Beulah, I done told you, ain’t nobody coming through them basement windows. Charlie and me already checked them.”

			Beulah frowned, her eyes flitting around the room warily. Then, shivering once more, she shook her head. “I feel it, that cold wind coming in from somewheres.”

			“Well, if you need me you just knock with your stick, hear?” Amy said. “You sleep good now.”

			Beulah said nothing, just gave Amy one of her sharp nods. But, just as Amy was about to go, she called back. “Sit a spell more.”

			Amy came and sat in the depression Beulah’s body made on the bed. Beulah hesitated, then glanced up at the girl. “You ever have one of them nightmares?”

			Amy nodded. “Course I have, Beulah. I reckon everybody’s had nightmares.”

			Beulah licked her blistered lips, her eyes fixed on the closet door. “What’s the worstest one you ever had?”

			Amy looked away. “Reckon that’s easy,” the girl said. “It was right after my momma died. Right before I come to live with you.”

			Beulah shut her eyes, but she was still listening.

			“Well, I dreamed I was alone in that old house we used to live in. And I could hear my momma calling out from somewhere, like she was hurt. And she kept calling, ‘Amy, Amy, honey. Come and help your momma.’ And I kept looking all around for her, looking everywhere I could. And then. . .” Here Amy hesitated. A shiver passed over her.

			“Go on,” Beulah insisted, opening her eyes.

			“Well, I found her in the strangest place. She was way back in the pantry. But all I could see was her arm a-reaching out, like she wanted me to take it. Only”—Amy bit her lip—“only I was afraid to. But Momma kept on saying, ‘Help me, honey. I don’t want to be alone way down here.’ And that’s when I seen where her hand was coming from. It was coming from down under the house. And I said, ‘Momma, you re dead, ain’t you? We done buried you just the other day.’ But she kept saying, ‘You ain’t going to leave me by myself, honey? You ain’t going to leave your momma all alone?’ And I says, ‘Momma, I have to. I can’t come down there with you.’ And I says, ‘Maybe you can come up here with me.’ And that’s when I done took hold of her hand.” Amy stopped. There were tears in her eyes.

			“What happened?” Beulah whispered.

			“I couldn’t bring her up. I couldn’t move her none. And I says, ‘Momma, let go. I can’t lift you. Let go now, Momma.’ But she didn’t. She didn’t let go. And that’s when she commenced pulling me down and down. . . and. . .” Amy put her hands around her, shivering again. “It was so real.” 

			“Where you think them nightmares come from?”

			Amy shook her head. “Don’t rightly know, Beulah. I reckon there must be something inside us. Something funny-like.”

			Beulah was quiet for a moment, then said, “You come closer.” Amy moved nearer Beulah, and the old woman took her hand. “I know I ain’t been the easiest person in this world to live with. I know I get a might cranky sometimes.” 

			“Reckon everybody does, Beulah,” Amy said. “’Sides, you been mighty good to me. Taking me in after my momma died. Don’t know what I’d a done. All I knew to do was look after my momma. All my life, that’s what I done. Wasn’t nothing else I could do, Beulah. ‘Sides, this way least I got somebody. And you got somebody, too. And that ain’t so bad, is it, Beulah? There’s some in this world don’t have nobody. Nobody at all. It’s them I feel sorry for.”

			Beulah looked at Amy. There were tears in the girl’s eyes. “You know,” Beulah said, “I ain’t never kissed you. Long as you been here. Course, I reckon maybe that ain’t much of a treat, kissing a cranky old woman.”

			Amy smiled. Then she leaned over and she kissed Beulah on the cheek. Suddenly Beulah grabbed hold of her, pulling Amy to her with such strength that the girl gave out a little cry. “It’s just I ain’t never been happy,” Beulah said, hugging the girl close to her. “I don’t know why. I just ain’t never seen the happiness...Beulah held Amy to her for a full minute, then let her go.

			“You watch,” Amy said, clearly surprised at Beulah’s outburst, “I bet anything we going to start to be real happy soon. Both you and me, Beulah. Why, tomorrow I can curl your hair. You like me to curl your hair,” she cajoled, still holding Beulah’s hand. “And then you’ll feel better about everything. Ain’t that right?”

			“Maybe,” Beulah whispered.

			Beulah watched as the girl closed the door behind her, then listened to her footsteps as she made her way down the stairs. When the noises stopped, Beulah reached over and turned out the lamp on the table next to her. She closed her eyes. “Ain’t nothing but dreams,” she whispered to herself. “Whatever comes, ain’t nothing but dreams. And tomorrow Amy’s going to curl my hair real nice.” Suddenly she remembered. She lifted up and looked at the closet. She had forgotten to ask Amy to check the little door in the closet that Robins had opened when he had returned the old suitcase to the attic. She reached over to the side of her bed, where she kept her knocking cane, but stopped.

			Beulah frowned. No, she told herself, Amy probably was undressed and in bed. Maybe even asleep already. She stared at the closet door in the sliver of moonlight that the drapes let in.

			Wasn’t no sense to it, she told herself. No sense at all.

			Beulah set her cane back against the wall. She was going to start doing better, she told herself. Start being a little sweeter. Maybe, she thought, she’d give Amy a little something tomorrow and let her go into Lucerne and pick out a dress for herself at Becky’s.
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			Rev. Kline sat up on the edge of the bed, and reaching down, adjusted the brace on his leg, then locked it into place.

			“Sadie?” he whispered, looking through the door into the dark hallway in front of his room. He waited, listening, but he was no longer sure it was his wife. Maybe it was simply one of those groaning noises that swept through the old house at night, hauntingly like human cries.

			He looked over at the clock by the bed. It was after midnight. But he knew that made no difference. Long ago, his wife had lost any sense of time, together with so much else. He would wake up and find her wandering the dark hall at any hour of the night. Standing on the porch. Or out in the backyard. Sometimes she even seemed to think it was daytime.

			“Sadie?” he whispered, stepping out into the hall. He cocked his ear and heard the sad, familiar singing. He listened. It was “Jesus Is All the World to Me.” Or at least it was meant to be. She was standing on tiptoe, looking up into one open cabinet above the kitchen counter, exploring it the way bored children do.

			“You hungry, Sadie?” he asked. But Sadie didn’t turn around. She opened another cabinet door and looked into the grimy shelves, empty except for some old Campbell’s soup cans and the upturned bodies of dead roaches.

			“I’ll fix you a sandwich, hon,” he said, hobbling into the kitchen. Going to the pantry, he reached up to the top shelf, where he kept most of the food—high enough so Sadie couldn’t reach it. “I’ll fix you a peanut butter sandwich, if you’re hungry.”

			“So many blessings,” Sadie said suddenly, cheerfully. “Why, I can hardly count them. So many blessings,” she repeated, still exploring the empty shelf as if it were overrun with blessings, not roaches.

			Untwisting the jar of peanut butter, Rev. Kline looked up at his wife. She was putting something in her mouth, smiling as if it were a piece of candy. Humming to herself, she reached back into the filthy shelf, rubbing her fingers into the corners. Pulling her hand back out, she peeked around at him, her eyes sparkling like a mischievous child’s.

			Kline watched her in the dim light, staring at her fingertips, at the crumbled pieces of a dead cockroach that adhered to them.

			“My husband, the Reverend Kline,” Sadie said, her voice high and light, “he doesn’t like me to do it. He’s so mean to me sometimes. He doesn’t let me have any fun. Yum-yum.”

			He looked back down and realized that it no longer even made him sick to his stomach to watch her do it.

			He had gotten used to it. Like so much else.

			“Come and sit down,” he told his wife, spreading peanut butter on one slice of bread, then placing it on the other side of the table. “Come and sit down, Sadie.”

			She turned around, smiling sweetly now. “The birds, they like the bread so much,” she said. “It makes me happy to see them eating it.”

			“I know it does.”

			“I like to hear them fluttering all around me. Like angels, aren’t they? A lot like angels,” she added with determination.

			“Yes, honey,” he said, wrapping the loaf of bread back up and setting it on the highest shelf.

			He turned around.

			Her face had changed. She was no longer smiling.

			Kline looked at her and felt his heart stop. Her face looked the way it used to before the strokes. Only sadder. Her mouth was open, like someone who had just remembered something. Or someone who is suddenly puzzled by something she thought she understood but now realizes she was all wrong.

			“Sadie?” he whispered, feeling a lump in his throat. “Sadie? What is it?” No answer. “Honey?”

			“Why didn’t we believe her?” she whispered, her voice steady and determined. But still sad. “Why didn’t we believe what she told us?”

			Kline waited, saying nothing, afraid that his slightest motion might break the spell.

			“I know it was peculiar,” Sadie went on. “what she told us. But still, she was our little girl. We should have believed her.”

			Kline nodded, his eyes still fixed on her. “Yes,” he whispered. “I know.”

			“Remember. . . remember what she said right before she went up to heaven? What she told us about the angel?” She looked at him, her eyes full of tears. “You should have believed her, but you didn’t. And... I couldn’t, either.” With each word her voice became firmer, almost strident. Sadie looked back down. “It’s too late, isn’t it?” Then she licked her thin lips and began to sing. Not the way she sang when she wandered down the dark halls at night, but the way she used to sing. Maybe the voice was wearier, but otherwise it was the same:

			Lo, He comes with clouds descending 
Once for favored sinners slain.
Thousand, thousand saints attending 
Swell the triumph of his train Hallelujah! Hallelujah! Hallelujah!
God appears on earth to reign,
God appears on earth to reign.

			She stopped, a frown coming over her face. “It’s not going to be like that, is it?”

			“I don’t know anymore, Sadie.” Kline was frightened now. For a moment he had his wife back, but what she was saying scared him.

			“Maybe we expected too much of Him.”

			“Of who, Sadie?”

			“Of Jesus,” she said. “Maybe He has come again. Many, many times. Only we didn’t know it. Because...because we didn’t know what to look for. We wanted the clouds descending, the saints attending. We wanted triumph. But...would that be Jesus?”

			Kline shook his head. “I don’t know anymore,” he said again.

			“Maybe He’ll keep on coming until we understand.”

			“Understand what?” Kline asked slowly.

			“That Jesus can’t reign on earth. He can only be... crucified. Because . . . because . . .”

			“Because what, Sadie?”

			“Because,” she said. Though this time it was not leading to anything else. It was a statement by itself.

			She sat there, then shook her head. “I’m tired,” she whispered. “So tired.”

			Kline waited in silence, watching her. She pushed herself back from the table, leaving the sandwich untouched, then walked out of the kitchen into the dark hallway.

			“Sadie?” he called out. Reaching down, he adjusted his leg brace and hobbled after her, moving as fast as he could. “Please, don’t go yet, Sadie. Please.”

			But she did not stop, did not even turn around. He followed her to the steps, clutching the bottom of the banister. “Please,” he called to her, “don’t. . . don’t leave.”

			But again she whispered. “I’m so tired.”

			He watched her as she began up the stairway to the second floor of the old house, to the room where she slept.

			“Honey, you know I can’t come up there. Please, stay down here tonight. Please.”

			But the stairs were empty.

			Kline stood there; then, pushing himself from the banister, he slowly clanked back into his dark bedroom. Loosening his leg brace, he sat down on the edge of his bed.

			He stared at the floor, elbows on his knees.

			Slowly he eased himself back, laying his head on the pillow.

			He listened to the footsteps overhead.

			Then, holding his breath, he strained to catch the other sound drifting down.

			It was a hymn. Although he could catch only a few wisps of melody, it was enough for him to recognize it:

			There is a fountain filled with blood 
Drawn from Emmanuel’s veins 
And sinners plunged beneath that flood 
Lose all their guilty stains. . . .
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			Beulah gasped, jerking her head up sharply from the pillow.

			She stared into the dark room, her mouth open. Hunching her shoulders, she shivered. Straining to sit up as far as she could, she reached down and lifted up the covers from the lower part of her body, squinting into the darkness underneath them, trying to see her own legs. But there wasn’t enough light.

			Reaching down, groaning with the strain, she began to feel under her gown, first the upper part of her legs, then her knees, feeling desperately for the things. Then lower, as far as she could reach, she patted her skin.

			They weren’t there.

			She blinked. For a moment, she had thought it was starting up again, the way it had for the past week. Each time she would wake and find the lower part of her body covered with them, so thick there was not so much as a fingertip of skin left exposed. And, waking up just then, she thought she had felt the same cold clamminess down there as in the dreams.

			Feeling a little more, just to make sure, Beulah eased back onto her pillow, propping it up a little bit behind her.

			She pinched herself on the fat underhang of her arm, to see if she was really awake. She felt the sting; she was awake, all right.

			Swallowing, she felt that her throat was dry. She was thirsty. Reaching over instinctively, she went to grab the top of her cane, the one she used to call Amy. But her hand grasped at thin air. Turning over as far as she could on her side, she blinked at the wall next to the bed.

			The cane wasn’t there.

			It had fallen, she told herself. Fallen on the floor beside the bed. Trying to see where it had slipped down to, Beulah strained to get as close to the edge of the bed as she could, looking down to the floor. But she could see only part of it, and even then it was too dark to make anything out.

			Still, she told herself, it had to be right down by the side of the bed, between the bed and the nightstand.

			“Amy?” she called out, her voice hoarse and rasping. “Amy, get up here!”

			She waited, listening, but there was no response from downstairs. Not any sound at all.

			She called out again, a couple of times. Then, murmuring under her breath, Beulah lay back down flat on her back and letting her arm go dangling over the side of the bed, strained to reach the floor. Owing to the old-fashioned design of the bed, sitting high up the way it did, there was still an inch or so between her fingertip and the floor. She strained and moved her hand blindly but felt nothing.

			“AMY!” she called out, still flat on her back. “AMY! You get up here right now, you—”

			Beulah suddenly stopped, her mouth wide open, caught in mid-scream. She blinked, her lips quivering. A bead of sweat rolled down the side of her face.

			She had touched something on the floor. Something wet and cold and soft. She pulled her hand back. It was covered with them.

			Frantically she shook her hand, then reached over and turned the light on. They were all over her hand and wrist, oozing up her arm.

			That was when she saw it.

			The walls seemed to be moving, undulating in the shadows. And not just the walls, but also the bedposts, her dresser, her nightstand, the lampshade, the quilt—they were moving, churning, teeming with the gray, oozing things. She lifted up the quilt. They were on either side of her, too.

			Suddenly she heard the sound of cloth tearing, ripping. She looked up, stared up at the canopy of her bed. It was sagging down under the weight of a huge and shapeless mass, like it was filled with rainwater. The tear was right over her head. And, one by one at first, then in piles and heaps, they began to tumble out, falling through the rip in the canopy, falling onto Beulah. She opened her mouth to scream again and felt the sudden sickening plop as a thing fell against her lips, curling at the touch, rolling back down against her tongue.

			She choked and reached into her mouth, pulling the thing out. But her hand was covered with them now, too. A thing in her mouth uncurled, dangling right in front of her face. She looked at it. It wasn’t a leech.

			It was a finger. A human finger, severed at the bottom joint. She dropped it, then lifted up and looked at the things on the bed. It was crawling with them. All the same. Every one of them the same.

			Suddenly she felt it. Something grabbed a hold of her right leg and she felt herself sliding down toward the end of the bed, her huge body collapsing onto the floor. She went to grab hold of something, but the floor was covered with the same things, inches deep. She tried to look up, to see what had taken hold of her, feeling the pressure and the imprint of a single hand. But all she could see was the closet, its door open, and the darkness inside. It was pulling her into it. And not just into the closet, but deeper, until she knew that her leg was being pulled into the attic space through the little door. “I ain’t going to fit,” she said with a gasp. “I ain’t going to—”
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			Amy sat up in bed.

			The scream had lasted only a second. And, as Amy sat there rubbing her eyes, she wasn’t even sure she had heard anything at all.

			“Beulah?” she called out, reaching over to the little nightstand and clicking on the lamp. Wincing from the sudden bright light, Amy stood up and went over to where she had laid out her robe. She put it on quickly, tying the belt, then looked up at the cracked plaster on the ceiling, waiting for Beulah to begin knocking against her floor with the cane. But there was nothing. Not a sound.

			“Beulah?” Amy called out again, louder this time, cocking her ear.

			Still nothing.

			She stood there. The sound must have been part of a dream, but she couldn’t remember if she had been dreaming about anything in the first place.

			A wisp of a memory rose. A woman’s cry for help. Amy shivered.

			“Beulah? You all right?”

			Amy hurried to the steps, then stopped and began to climb them slowly, looking back down behind her at every other step.

			“Beulah?” she whispered.

			Amy stopped right at the last step and stared down to the far end of the dark, bleak corridor toward Beulah’s room. She let go of the rail and went up the last step, walking down the hall until she came to a halt only a few feet in front of Beulah’s room. She frowned. The door was slightly open.

			“Beulah? You call me a while back? Something wrong?”

			Amy stood there another moment, her heart beginning to race faster and faster. “Beulah? You ain’t sick, are you?”

			She stopped short. Blinking, she pushed the door the rest of the way and stared into the room. She stepped over toward the bed, then suddenly stopped. She stared at the empty pillow, at the twisted sheets and coverlets, at the quilt that had been thrown to one side of the bed. It was empty.

			She went to the edge of the bed, her mouth open. But underneath the coverlet were just the crumpled sheets. Suddenly a thought came to her: Beulah must have rolled over somehow, rolled over and fallen off on the other side. Hurrying around the foot of the bed, Amy peeked into the narrow space on the other side, between the bed and the wall. She kneeled down and patted the floor, since it was too dark to see anything. But the floor was empty, too. Amy was at a total loss. “Beulah?”

			Amy walked slowly around the room, almost on tiptoe, peeking into every corner, looking behind the dresser and opening the drawers, much as if Beulah had lost a glove that might have slipped into any tiny crevice. She got down on her hands and knees and looked underneath the bed. But there was still not a trace of Beulah.

			Amy got back up and went into the hallway. She looked from one end of it to the other. She just couldn’t understand it. Beulah had not moved from that bed in years. For as long as Amy had been there, the most Beulah had been able to do under her own power was to lift her head and move her arms.

			Downstairs in the main hallway Amy stopped, looking from the parlor into the dining room, calling out for Beulah at intervals. “Where’d you go to, Beulah?” she said with a whimper, like a little child playing hide-and-seek with somebody who was letting the game go on too long. “You come out now, Beulah.”

			Call the sheriff, she told herself. Tell him Beulah’s gone.

			Scurrying into the kitchen, Amy switched on the light and went straight to the telephone fastened on the wall by the back door. “Where’d I put Charlie’s number?” She turned around and ran back to the cupboard and started opening the drawers to find the number. Suddenly she stopped.

			There were goosebumps all up and down her arms. She looked up at the ceiling. She recognized the sound. It was Beulah’s cane.

			The thump came again, louder this time.

			Amy went to call out, but the name almost gagged her. Instead, she could only get it out in a broken whisper. “Beulah. . .?”

			There was something wrong about it. Amy listened, her goose bumps rising up again in another wave. The thumping was too slow, far too slow. Beulah’s tapping was always rapid and continuous, like the angry beat of a drum.

			“Beulah?”

			Somehow Beulah must have gotten back into her room. And the strange way she was tapping, it was because she must have hurt herself, so badly she couldn’t even call out, could just barely lift the cane and let it drop.

			The door was still open to Beulah’s room.

			Amy crept toward it, still hearing the sound of the cane tapping against the floor.

			“Beulah, you all right?”

			That was when she heard it, low and distinct. “Amy, hon. I done...done hurt myself,” the voice called out, the words spoken in a muffled tone.

			Amy didn’t move.

			“You come help me, honey. Oh, Amy, I hurt so bad.”

			Amy hesitated, then walked to the door of Beulah’s room. She looked inside. The bed was still empty.

			“Beulah?”

			“Over here, hon.”

			But Amy still didn’t see where the voice was coming from. “Where?”

			“Here.”

			Even though Amy had stepped into the room, Beulah’s voice still, somehow, sounded far away. “I don’t see you, Beulah. Where?” Amy wanted desperately to help.

			That was when she noticed something peculiar. The door to Beulah’s closet was standing wide open. “I’m in here,” the voice said with a rasp.

			“What you in there for, Beulah?”

			“Hiding.”

			“From what?” Amy gasped.

			“What come to get me. Oh, Amy, I hurt all over. You come and help me, hon. Help me back to bed.”

			Amy stepped toward the door of the closet. She stooped down and looked inside. “Beulah?”

			Beulah wasn’t there. In the spaces between her row of nightgowns, there was nothing. Nothing at all.

			“Where are you?”

			“Back here.”

			And then Amy realized what Beulah was talking about. It was the little door that led into part of the attic of the old house. “What you doing in there? How’d you—” But Amy stopped. Her eyes opening wide, she watched as Beulah’s arm reached out through the tiny door toward her. Yet not reaching out so much as seeming to uncoil itself.

			“Help me, hon.”

			Amy shook her head. “How’d you fit in there, Beulah, anyways? It ain’t big enough for all of you.”

			“He done pulled me in,” Beulah’s voice said with a gasp. “He’s done got me by the legs, pulling.”

			“Who?” Amy said. “Who’s got you?”

			But Beulah said nothing. Amy watched, speechless, as the arm kept coming out from the tiny door, reaching farther and farther. But the arm wasn’t fat the way it should have been, the way Beulah’s arm was fat. It was thin and long and it wound out between the gauzy nightgowns.

			“Beulah!”

			But at that moment Amy felt the thing take hold of her by the foot. Amy screamed, struggling to push the hand away, but its grip was too strong. As her slender body slid back into the darkness of the attic, she heard the voice as it whispered to her, “We are the first fruits. . . the first fruits of them that sleep.”
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			“Alvin?”

			Priscilla Anderson blinked and looked around her. She waited. But, after a moment, she realized what she had heard. It must have been on the TV. Somebody must have screamed on the TV. She sat up and looked at the little black-and-white set perched on top of an old chest of drawers. It was one of Tommy Lee’s habits—he could fall asleep only with the TV going. She looked at the show that was on. It was Johnny Carson. She frowned, puzzled. Who would scream on the Johnny Carson show?

			Maybe it was Alvin, she thought. He might have had one of his nightmares again, one of his parlor dreams. Priscilla squinted over at Tommy Lee. He was asleep. She eased herself out of bed and put on her pink powder puff bedroom slippers. She walked on tiptoe to the door of the bedroom, then went out into the hallway. She stopped in front of Alvin’s room and quietly eased the door open, though just enough for her to put her eye against the crack.

			“Hon?” she whispered.

			Pushing the door all the way open, Priscilla stepped inside, looking from the empty bed to the closet, then back again.

			Alvin wasn’t anywhere. She turned back around and went out into the hallway and walked down to the bathroom. But it was dark and the door was open.

			Hearing the door slam against Alvin’s dresser, Priscilla nearly jumped out of her skin. She raced back to her son’s bedroom and looked around, clutching her chest. “Why, Tommy Lee, you nearly scared me to death. I was—”

			“You was in here coddling. That’s what…” But Tommy Lee broke off, glancing down at the empty bed. He stepped over to it and lifted up the cover. “Where’s the boy?”

			“I don’t know, hon. I just come in here to check on him.”

			Tommy Lee was staring at the bed. “Where’d he go to?” 

			“I don’t know. I was just trying to find him. I was looking for him when you come in.”

			Tommy Lee wasn’t listening. He was standing in front of the window and staring out into the dark, at the woods that came right up to the back of the house.

			‘What’s wrong, Tommy Lee?” she said.

			“I thought I done heard something,” he whispered, squinting into the dark. “Hush,” he whispered. Then, his mouth open, he listened, swallowing hard, so hard that Priscilla saw his Adam’s apple bounce. This time she heard it, too.

			“What was it, Tommy Lee?”

			“Didn’t you hear?”

			“I heard something, Tommy Lee. Only I ain’t sure—” 

			“It was somebody calling out ‘Daddy”’ 

			“Something must have happened to Alvin!” Priscilla exclaimed. But as she started to turn around in a flurry, Tommy Lee took hold of her arm.

			“You wait,” he whispered.

			“Hon, Alvin must have done hurt hisself out there.” 

			Tommy Lee shook his head. “It ain’t coming from out there. It ain’t coming from outside at all.” Tommy Lee’s voice croaked. “The parlor.”

			“The parlor?” Priscilla repeated, shaking her head. “Why, that can’t be. Alvin, he ain’t going to be down there in the middle of the night. You know that. Why, he don’t even like to go past that door during the day. Especially seeing how old Doc’s still a-laying out.”

			“Hush up and listen.”

			Priscilla heard it this time, too. Tommy Lee had been right. The noise was coming from downstairs. She looked at her husband, wide-eyed, her mouth hanging open for a second. “What’d Alvin be doing down there?”

			“Don’t know. But I’m sure as hell going to find out, I’ll tell you.”

			With Priscilla following closely after him, he turned and walked back down the hallway, toward the door leading into the basement.

			Both of them stopped.

			The door was partway open. It was one of Tommy Lee’s very few concessions. The door leading down to the parlor was always closed. Closed and locked at night. The few times he had forgotten merely to shut it behind him when he came up, Alvin had nearly had a fit.

			“He’s down there, all right.”

			“Hon, something ain’t right,” Priscilla whispered, clutching Tommy Lee’s arm.

			Tommy Lee stood there, giving a slight nod of his head. Then they heard it again. It was Alvin’s voice. And he was calling out from downstairs, from down in the funeral parlor that he had stepped foot in only once before in his life, and then only after his daddy dragged him down there screaming and yelling.

			“Tommy Lee,” Priscilla said, gasping.

			“Daddy? Daddy?” the voice said. “Alvin’s been a good boy, Daddy. Come look.”

			“What’s he talking about?”

			“How the hell should I know?”

			“He don’t sound like hisself,” Priscilla said, tightening her grip on Tommy Lee’s arm. Tommy Lee pulled away and pushed the door all the way open, peering down the long and narrow flight of basement steps.

			“Shit, he don’t even have the light on.”

			“What’d he be doing down there in the dark? It ain’t right.” Then, leaning forward a little, as if over some great chasm, she called out, “Alvin, honey, what you doing down there. Why you—”

			“Daddy, come look, Daddy. Come look.”

			“I’m scared, ’ Priscilla said, pulling Tommy Lee back. But jerking his arm away, Tommy Lee said, “If this is some trick, he’s going to be real sorry.” Reaching behind the door, Tommy Lee went to click on the basement light. 

			“Goddamn.”

			“What’s wrong?”

			“The bulb must’ve blown.”

			“What you going to do?”

			“What you think? I’m going down there.”

			“But there ain’t no light, Tommy Lee!” Priscilla pleaded. “I know my way around.”

			Tommy Lee started down the basement steps, holding on to the railing. From behind him he could still hear Priscilla going on in the same vein. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t like Alvin.

			At the bottom of the steps, Tommy Lee stopped a moment, waiting for his eyes to adjust. There was enough moonlight coming in through the basement window for him to make out everything he needed to see to keep from running into something. He looked around.

			“Alvin? Where’d you go to?”

			Tommy Lee squinted into the dark corners. “Alvin, you come out right now if you know what’s good for you.” From upstairs Tommy Lee heard his wife calling down, “You seen him yet?”

			“No, I don’t see him!” Tommy Lee yelled back up. Then, cautiously, he stepped deeper into the dark parlor.

			“Here, Daddy.”

			Tommy Lee jerked around. “Where?”

			“Over here.”

			Not sure where the voice was coming from, Tommy Lee looked all around him.

			“Don’t it look lifelike, Daddy? Come and see. Don’t he look like he could just sit up and talk to you?”

			Tommy Lee frowned. He was looking straight at the open coffin over in the corner. The coffin he had set old Doc in the other day, right after he had finished the embalming. But that wasn’t what had caught his attention. It was what Alvin said. They were Tommy Lee’s own words. Words he had used that day when he had taken Alvin down to see the body of the little boy he had just finished fixing up. The exact same words.

			“Alvin?”

			“Come look, Daddy.”

			That was where the voice was coming from. The coffin. Old Doc’s coffin.

			Tommy Lee stood there a moment longer. Upstairs he could hear his wife calling him, but he didn’t answer her. Tommy Lee began walking toward the coffin.

			“You done messed up old Doc, I’m going to tan your hide, you hear?” But somehow, even to Tommy Lee, the words had a hollow ring. “You hear?” he repeated, trying to make them sound a little more convincing.

			“Ain’t it lifelike?”

			Only a few feet from the coffin, Tommy Lee stopped. “That ain’t. . . that ain’t the old. . .” But he didn’t finish.

			Even in the darkness, Tommy Lee could tell it wasn’t old Doc. His hair wasn’t white. It was dark. “What you done, Alvin? What you done with old Doc?”

			He stood there a moment, then took a few steps closer to the coffin.

			He stared inside.

			His mouth fell slack and he felt his legs weakening under him. “What you done?” he whispered, his eyes fixed on the face in the coffin. “This...this some joke?” He stepped closer, as if, as the shadows lifted, he’d see it was just a trick, that Alvin had done something to old Doc to make him look that way. 

			Standing right over it, Tommy Lee reached down his hand and held it only inches from the head lying on the satin pillow, his fingers nearly touching the motionless face.

			But it wasn’t a trick.

			“What you done, boy?” Tommy Lee whispered, staring down at the thing. “How’d you make it look that way? Alvin, how’d you—”

			“Don’t it look lifelike? Like it could sit up and talk to you?”

			Tommy Lee jumped and looked on the other side of the coffin. Alvin was standing there, grinning. “Look, Daddy. Look real close.”

			And staring at the thing, Tommy Lee Anderson looked down into his own face, his own hands clasped over his own best suit. “It’s me,” he said. Then, as Tommy Lee stood there watching, the eyes slowly opened. He watched the mouth as it twisted into a grin. Unable to move, he looked down into the eyes.

			“Where’d you get them? Where’d you get them eyes from? Them ain’t—”

			Suddenly Tommy Lee felt the thing in the coffin grab his arm. He tried to jerk back, but it held him there. Tommy Lee went to scream, but not a single sound came out.

			The eyes were looking at him. And, for a moment, the thing held his hand there, right in front of its mouth. Then, opening it wide, so wide that Tommy Lee thought the cheeks would rip apart, it crammed Tommy Lee’s hand into the gaping hole.

			“No,” Tommy Lee said with a gasp, watching as the thing kept pushing his arm farther and farther into its mouth, the hand, the wrist, the lower arm, as he felt himself being sucked down into it, being devoured whole, and as he fell toward it, into it, he could hear only the mocking words of the boy as the darkness of the thing swallowed him up.

			“Ain’t nobody died of a bad dream yet. Ain’t nobody died from no dream.’’
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			Upstairs, Priscilla stood at the door to the basement, peeking in, still calling out for Tommy Lee, still hearing not a sound.

			“You want me to go call the sheriff, hon?” she asked, her voice frantic. “Tommy Lee? You hear me?”

			Suddenly she heard a scuffling sound. She held her breath. “That you? You got Alvin with you? You bringing him back up?”

			She listened in the darkness.

			Somebody was coming up the steps, creaking them one by one.

			“Tommy Lee, that you? Why don’t you answer me, hon? Hon? Why—”

			“Momma?”

			Priscilla’s heart skipped a beat. “Alvin!”

			“He wants you, Momma.”

			“Alvin? That you?”

			“He says, You come on down.’”

			“What you been doing down there?”

			“Daddy says, ‘You go get your momma. You bring her on down.’”

			“Something happen?” she asked, her voice cracking. “What your daddy need me down there for? He say?”

			“‘You bring your momma on down. ”

			“Alvin, you come up first. You let me see you first. You... you just don’t sound right to me, hon. You sound...kind of...”

			The creaking of the steps had stopped. Priscilla, still standing in the doorway, could see the outline of her son a few steps down, though his face and body were dark.

			“Alvin? What’s wrong with you, hon?”

			“I’m tired, Momma. I had me one of them bad dreams.” Priscilla tilted her head from one side to the other, trying to make out Alvin’s face. “Well, you come on up then.”

			“It was so bad. It was about you and Daddy. Something awful. Something terrible, Momma. Something down in the parlor. Something waiting for you down in the parlor, Momma. Waiting...waiting to do things to you. I was so scared.”

			“Well...Look... see, ain’t nothing happened to your momma. Now, you come on up.”

			“Here,” Alvin said, “you help me.”

			She saw the shadowy outline of the boy’s hands come up from where he was standing. He was holding them out for her to take, to help him up the last few steps.

			But instead of taking them, Priscilla could just stand there, clutching her housecoat tighter to her.

			“I want to kiss my momma. I want to feel my momma’s big arms around me,” he said. “And Daddy, too. He wants you, too, Momma. We both want you. You help me up.”

			“Why, you can make them last steps. You can make them last steps yourself, Alvin.”

			“No, Momma, you got to help me. You help me, Momma.”

			She stood there, then nodded. “Okay, hon. I’ll help you. I’ll...” Then, slowly, she extended both her hands.

			The hands on the steps reached out toward hers and took them. His hands were covered with something wet.

			Priscilla’s nostrils suddenly were filled with the nauseating but familiar stench. It was the smell of embalming fluid. “What you been into?” But looking at the hands in the light she saw that it wasn’t just embalming fluid on them. It was also blood. “What you—?”

			“Ain’t you happy for me, Momma? Out of all the fat boys in this whole wide world, your Alvin’s done been chosen to be one of them special ones. And his momma, she done been chosen, too.”

			Suddenly what was attached to the hands came up the last few steps. Priscilla looked into its face, lit by the light from the hallway.

			“We got us a brand Newjesus.”

			“You ain’t my Alvin,” she said with a gasp. But before she could even get the scream out, the thing yanked her down into darkness.
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			Larry lay in his bed, staring up at the ceiling. He looked over at the clock on the nightstand and saw that it was after one. He frowned, still unable to fall asleep. Every time he had heard the slightest noise outside, the rustle of a branch against his window, or a dog two houses down, he had sat up and looked out the window, checking every corner of the dark yard for a sign of Jamey. Twice he had been sure he had heard him calling Larry’s name, but each time it had turned out to have been his imagination.

			“Shit,” he whispered, rolling back over. Since the night the two boys had gone out to the Randolph house, Larry had not heard a single word from Jamey. After Abigail’s reception the night before—the night he had encountered Robins on her front porch—Larry had gone over three times, in each case determined to sneak up Abigail’s back stairs. But somehow he couldn’t work up the courage to do it. And, as he lay there, he realized it wasn’t Abigail he was afraid of. It was Jamey.

			He wasn’t sure what exactly made him afraid. Certainly he was not afraid Jamey would do anything to him. It was nothing like that. It was a deeper fear What happened that night at the Randolph house had somehow changed, not just their relationship, but everything else as well. He kept trying to explain away what had happened, what they had witnessed, just as he had tried to smooth it all out with Jamey that same night. After all, it was one of those basic convictions that Larry had been raised on, something repeated to him by both his father and his mother, the belief that if you don’t give up, you can work anything out. That there was no obstacle you couldn’t overcome if you just made the right effort. But for the first time in his life, Larry found himself wondering if it was still true. Things sometimes did happen, horrible things, and there was nothing anybody could do about them.

			Lying there in bed, Larry realized he could never go back to believing the old way. He knew now there was something in the world his parents had wanted to hide from him, something so dark and terrible that no mother, no father would ever wish for their child to hear of it, let alone see it. But Larry had seen it at the Randolph house. In the painting of Catherine, in the lines that disfigured her body. Catherine’s father had desperately wanted to keep the world’s dark secret from her, too. But he had failed. As much as he had loved his daughter, he had failed her. And the darkness had destroyed them both.

			Larry remembered again what Hattie had spoken to him that day long ago. For so long he had tried to tell himself that she had just been trying to scare him, that things really were the way his parents told him they were, fair and reasonable and just. But what if they were wrong and Hattie was right? What if she had really been trying to make him strong for the suffering, strong enough to face it bravely? Strong enough to do whatever he had to do, even knowing that whatever he did. it would not stop what was coming, could not diminish the power of the darkness? Strong enough even to know and accept that the darkness still would be there when he was gone?

			Larry sat up on the edge of the bed.

			He had to talk to Jamey. And he knew what he had to talk to him about. He had to tell him that no matter what it meant, he would be with him, he would stay with him through everything. No matter what.
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			Fifteen minutes later, Larry pushed open the screen door on Abigail Parker’s back porch. He looked around, letting his eves adjust, then found the door that led up the back stairs. He pushed it open and made his way to the second floor.

			He stopped before entering the dark hallway and looked it up and down. He caught his breath, then went to the door of Jamey s room.

			It was standing open.

			“Jamey? It’s me. You awake?”

			He turned the light on and blinked.

			“Jamey?”

			Larry stood there, confused. There in front of him was Jamey’s bed, but it was empty. He stepped over to it. The covers had been thrown back. The sheets were twisted and crumpled. But that was not what caught Larry’s attention.

			He lifted the covers farther back and sat down on the end, staring at the end of it. There, attached to the bedpost, was a piece of rope. He pulled on it. It was tied tight. Pushing the sheets back, he saw that there was another piece ol rope, of about the same length. It was tied to the other bedpost. He pulled them together. They reached to the middle of the bed. The loose ends were both knotted into a noose.

			Larry stood up, then pulled the sheets and cover back to the way he had found them. “Shit,” he whispered. He turned and quickly made his way down the back steps of the house.

			Outside, something caught his eye. He blinked, then took a step forward. In a far corner of the yard he saw Jamey. He was standing there, looking right at Larry.

			“Jamey?”

			The other boy didn’t move. Larry walked closer. He looked at Jamey s clothes. His trousers were covered with briars, and not just at the cuffs, but all over. His t-shirt was ripped in several places.

			“What happened to you, Jamey? Where have you been?” Larry called, his voice registering the shock he felt at Jamey’s appearance.

			The other boy said nothing. He simply stood there, trembling all over, his eyes filled with fear and panic. He shook his head and made a low, gasping sound.

			“You were sleepwalking. Like you did that night, the night we went to the Randolph house. That’s why you had those ropes in your bed. To keep you from going anywhere. Right?” Larry asked, stepping closer to his friend. “But it didn’t work, did it? You went anyway. Where, Jamey?”

			Jamey stepped back, still making the stricken, gasping noises, like an animal in pain.

			“Where did you go, Jamey? How did you get these?” Larry asked, reaching out and touching the stains that covered the T-shirt. It was blood. “You must have cut yourself.” Larry took hold of the boy’s arms, first the right, then the left. But there was not the slightest trace of a cut on either of them. That was when the stench filled Larry’s nostrils. “Jesus, Jamey, what is that?” Larry said, nearly gagging on the odor.

			“I don’t know,” Jamey said.

			“Where did you go to?”

			“I don’t remember.”

			“You got to tell me what’s going on, Jamey,” Larry said. “I’m . . . scared.”

			Jamey turned his face away, his eyes fixed on the woods. “I did something tonight,” he whispered, his voice broken with sobs. “Like I did at...that place.”

			“What d’you mean?”

			“Like the fire. I did something like it again tonight, Larry,” Jamey said, looking up. Larry stared into the other hoy’s eyes. Never in his life had Larry seen eyes like that— eyes that pierced him to the heart, overwhelming, staggering in their sadness.

			Larry shook his head. “What are you talking about, Jamey?”

			“The nightmare man,” Jamey said, gasping. “He got out again. Like he did before. That time. When the fire. . . when they all got burned . . . when they all—”

			“Jamey. What is it?”

			“He came out then, too. That’s why they thought I started that fire, because of what he did when I was asleep. That’s why they sent me there, to that place.” Jamey’s voice broke and he sobbed.

			“What place?” Larry asked gently, his arm on Jamey’s shoulder despite the smell.

			“Where Doc found me. Where those people put me. It wasn’t an orphanage,” Jamey went on in a desperate torrent of words. “It was a crazy house. The one they send you when there’s no place else for you to go. The one at Milledgeville. The one where he was.”

			Larry shook his head. But before Larry could grab Jamey to stop him, he turned and hurled himself back into the fringe of woods. Larry stood there and watched as the white t-shirt disappeared among the dark leaves. “Jamey!” he called out.
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			When Larry found him again, Jamey was sitting on a dead log, his head down, his shoulders hunched. He was sobbing. Larry sat down next to him.

			“I’m not going to leave you, Jamey. So you got to talk to me now. Maybe we can figure it out together,” Larry said. “Tell me about the fire. And why they thought you did it.” 

			“Because I did.”

			“But how? You couldn’t.”

			“Nobody else could’ve,” Jamey said, still keeping his head down. Larry reached over to touch the other boy’s back, but as if Larry’s hand had been red-hot, Jamey jumped up and walked to the edge of the little clearing. He kept his back to Larry. “After the fire, they made me go see a psychiatrist. He asked me things. I thought he wanted to help me, so I told him about everything, even about the nightmare man and the things he said. I told him I wanted the nightmare man to go away. And I thought because he was a doctor, he could help me. But he didn’t,” Jamey whispered.

			“What did the man in the nightmare say?”

			Jamey was trembling all over now. He shook his head, still without turning around. “He said I was special. That I wasn’t like other people. ‘I’ll look after you and help you,’ was what he said.’’

			“Help you how?’’

			“Help me to become this...thing.”

			“What thing?”

			“He said it was our secret. But that one day the whole world would know. Know who I really was.” Jamey’s voice broke in a sob.

			“What, Jamey? You’ve got to tell me.”

			“It was so crazy,” Jamey whispered, then looked up at Larry. There were tears in his eyes, his face looked stricken. Larry waited for Jamey to say the words. “He said I was New...Jesus. Only he made it sound like one word: Newjesus.” 

			Larry, his mouth open, stared at the other boy. His voice, as he spoke, had sounded hollow, distant. Larry waited a moment, letting it sink in, then went to say something but found himself swallowing so hard that he had to gasp. “Shit.” 

			“I never wanted him to say those things about me. I wanted the doctors to get him to stop, to stop whispering and laughing and mocking. But they didn’t believe me. They thought I was crazy. They said the nightmare man was part of me. Like I had this other personality inside of me.” 

			“Why?”

			“Because,” Jamey said softly, “he came out once.” 

			“Came out how?”

			“They wanted to find out about the fire, what I really remembered about it. So they hypnotized me. Only what they heard was him. Laughing, that terrible, mocking laughter. ‘Why, doesn’t old Jesus help them burning children,’ he kept saying. ‘Why don’t he lift a finger to help them little kids all burning and blackening?’ ”

			Larry sucked in his breath. The words of the nightmare man, they were like the words Luther had whispered mockingly to Catherine at the bottom of the snake well, ‘Where’s old Jesus now? Where’s old Jesus to help you now?’

			“He wanted me to hate Jesus, to hate God. For letting something like that happen,” Jamey went on, his voice again sounding so distant. “And he keeps doing it, keeps making things like that happen. Terrible things. Until I do what he wants. Become what he wants me to be.”

			“Shit,” Larry said again and grabbed Jamey’s arm. “Let’s get out of here, Jamey.”

			The two boys were silent as they made their way out of the woods and back onto the dark streets of the little town. Larry kept glancing over at the other boy. They were only a few blocks from home when Jamey stopped. He was staring down one of the streets that branched off from Philippi. “I...I r-remember...I c-came by here...earlier... something happened down there. At the end of that street.” Jamey lifted up his hands and stared at them. “That’s where I got...this on me. This stuff. The smell...it’s...from there.”

			Larry swallowed hard and stared down to the end of the desolate street. There’s nothing down that way...except...” Larry stopped himself. Except the Anderson Funeral Home. “Jamey?”

			But he had already started walking in the direction of the funeral home.

			There was not a light on anywhere, either in the upstairs or coming from the basement. Jamey’s damp forehead glistened in the moonlight, his eyes looked dazed and frightened. “I remember now,” he said, his voice stern and low. Larry realized then how old he suddenly sounded.

			“Don’t go down there, Jamey!” Larry called out. He stood there, looking around, trying to think of something to make him stop. Goddamnit, Larry said to himself, his heart beating violently, both from the running and from plain fear.

			Larry took a few cautious steps toward the open doorway to the parlor and called out the other boy’s name. But there was no answer. He stopped and tried to see if he could make out anything in the darkness of the parlor. But it was pitch black.

			“Jamey?”

			He waited for an answer, for a sound, for anything to indicate that Jamey was inside. He went to the threshold of the door.

			“Larry?”

			Larry quickly spun around. He thought the voice had come from behind him. But it hadn’t. He turned back and peered through the doorway. And again he heard the voice calling his name.

			It was someone else. Something was off in the way the voice sounded. Too sweet. Too syrupy.

			“Larry...it’s me.”

			And then Larry realized who it was.

			“Alvin? That you? What are you doing down there?”

			“Oh, I ain’t afraid of the parlor no more now, Larry. I like it now. I like it down here, on account of it’s so dark. Come see how dark it is.”

			At that moment Larry saw something in the shadows of the parlor. A figure was standing there, not much more than two or three yards from him. Only it was too big to be Alvin. Way too big.

			“Who’s that?”

			“Why, it’s me, Larry. It’s Alvin,” the voice said, coming out of the same huge figure. Suddenly Larry jumped back. There was someone else in there. “Who’s that?” Larry said.

			“Why, Larry, ain’t you excited ‘bout tomorrow night?”

			“What about tomorrow night?”

			“Why that’s when Newjesus is going to ascend his throne of glory. Ain’t it going to be something, Larry? And you know the best part?”

			“What?” Larry said with a croak.

			“You’re going to help him, Larry. You’re going to help Newjesus take that last step up to the throne of glory. Cause he can’t take that last step less you’re there to help him up.”

			“How am I going to help him?” Larry was very cold now and his voice was trembling.

			“Why, don’t you know yet?” the voice said, smooth as syrup. “Ain’t them others done told you about that old snake well?”

			“Hush up, Alvin,” the other figure said with a hiss. “He ain’t supposed to know yet.”

			“They say I ain’t supposed to tell you no more, Larry.”

			“Who? Who’s in there with you?”

			“Them others. . . them others that was called. We’s disciples now, Larry. Ain’t but five of us now. But tomorrow night them others going to be called. Enough so’s it’ll make Twelve. Just like Oldjesus done had, Larry. And then we’s going unto all the world, teaching and preaching about Newjesus.’’

			There was a harsh, mean laugh from the figure next to Alvin. “We’s going to do more than teaching and preaching. A whole heapmore…”

			“That’s right. We’s going to make everything just the way it was a long, long time ago, before God set all them stars out. Before He come up with all that old light. I don’t like it no more, Larry. I like this better. I like the darkness now. Why, I like it better than ice cream and candy, Larry. And you will, too. just wait till you see what’s down in that old well tomorrow. Ain’t no stars down there. Ain’t a speck of that old light down in that well, Larry.”

			“Hush...” a new voice said, hissing.

			“They don’t want me to say no more, Larry.” Alvin started giggling. “But you want to take a peek at your surprise?”

			Larry, holding the doorway for support, his legs going weak, heard other voices. A woman’s first. “Look behind you, hon.” Then a man’s. “Go on, Larry, you look behind you.” And then Alvin’s again. “You go on and take a peek, Larry. Ain’t going to hurt none just to look.”

			The blood rushing from his head, Larry at once became aware of the horrible stench. And then, before he had a chance to move, he felt a hand around his neck, pulling him back. And then another arm wrapped around him. Gasping, unable even to scream, he stared down at the arm. It was dripping with slime dredged up from the bottom of the Allatoona. It reached up, and sharp against his chin Larry felt the stump where the hand should have been, pushing, twisting his neck back until Larry’s eyes were fixed on the hideously disfigured mouth, the lips ripped away, the green teeth broken out on one side. The forked nib of tongue reached out, flicking toward his eyes, and ail above him the stars and the night slipped away, reeling and sliding beneath his feet, until the thing let go and he felt himself falling and falling.

			And then he was no longer falling. Someone was holding him, pulling him back away from the door of the parlor. It was Jamey. “It was...you,” he said with a gasp, trying to wriggle away now. “Just you.”

			“No,” Jamey whispered. “He’s gone...back.”

			“Back where?’’

			Jamey shook his head. He was crying. “Don’t you understand yet?”

			Larry stared at the other boy’s face. He realized what he meant. “No. No, Jamey. That’s crazy.”

			“You saw him.”

			“It was Luther. That’s who it was. We got to tell my dad he’s back.”

			“No,” Jamey said. “He’s been here. He’ll be here as long as I’m alive.”

			Larry had staggered to his feet. “No, Jamey.”

			“He’s the nightmare man. He always was,” Jamey said. “And that’s why I know what I have to do now. Just promise me you won’t try to find me. Promise you’ll leave. . . you and your momma and daddy. Please. Right now. Go as far away as you can. There’s nothing you can do for me anymore. Nothing anybody can do. Except me.”

			“What are you going to do, Jamey?”

			“The only thing I can do.”

			“Tell me.”

			“I can’t.” Jamey quickly looked away. “You’d try to stop me.” Without saying another word, Jamey turned and began running as fast as he could in the direction of the woods behind the Anderson Funeral Home. Larry ran after him but stopped at the fringe of the woods.

			“Jamey?”

			And all at once he understood what Jamey had meant. “No, Jamey! NO! NO!” he shouted. But all that came back to him was the echo from the depths of the woods. He waited a second longer, then turned and ran back to his house.

		


		
			Part Four: 
In the Forests of the Night
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			“Is he asleep yet?”

			Robins looked up at Charlie, then closed the door of Larry’s bedroom. “He’s asleep.” The two men stood there awkwardly, then Charlie asked Robins if he’d like a little breakfast.

			Lou Anne was out in the kitchen. Charlie kissed her absently, then walked over to the back door. It was open, except for the screen. He looked out at the tree house and at the brilliant morning sunlight filtering and scattering through its leaves. “It’s going to he a pretty day, looks like,” he said softly. “A real pretty one.”

			He walked back and sat down at the kitchen table, across from Robins. Lou Anne brought them coffee. “Did Larry say anything else?”

			Robins shook his head no.

			Charlie sipped from his cup. At five that morning he had been awakened by his son. He had been standing by the side of his bed, his face pale, his hair wet and matted to his forehead, his mouth open, his eyes distraught. Charlie, slow waker that he was, knew something terrible was wrong and jumped up from the bed. “What is it, son?” But Larry had only stood there, his body heaving, trying to catch his breath. Charlie put his arms around him and eased him down to the edge of the bed. By that time, Lou Anne was awake, too. Larry looked at his mother, then back at Charlie. Then with something strangely close to bitterness in his voice, Larry whispered, “Why did you lie to me?” and broke down in tears.

			“Larry? What is it?” Lou Anne asked him, pulling him against her, stroking his fair hair. “What’s wrong?”

			But for the next fifteen minutes Larry had sobbed convulsively and without restraint, a half-dozen conflicting emotions all vying for expression at one time. But there was something absolute and final about the outburst. Larry was crying the way that only a child can cry when the most precious certainty in his world has suddenly been shattered and he realizes, for the first time, that not everything can be put back together

			It had been Lou Anne’s idea to call Robins. By the time he got there, Larry had stopped crying and began telling them what had happened. And then, after Robins arrived, Larry told them what had grabbed him down in the parlor, about the stump and the mutilated mouth, told them who he had seen and what words had been said. He looked from his mom to his dad and then to Robins, and then finally Larry went through what Jamey had said to him at last. “I know what he meant,” Larry finally said. “I know what he was talking about. He’s going to kill himself. Tonight. Unless we can find him.”

			Robins asked his first question after a lapse of a minute, looking up from his cup of coffee. “You know him a hell of a lot better than I do. Could Jamey be crazy?”

			Lou Anne looked at Charlie. “No. Not like that.”

			“Well,” Robins said, standing up and pacing around the table, “assuming Larry got his facts straight; it’s not just schizophrenia. I mean, it’s one thing to have two conflicting moods or two conflicting attitudes. It’s another whole thing, though, to have two different personalities. The thing is, in most documented cases, you have this same pattern, and the normal personality has only the dimmest idea of what the other personality is like. They often have no idea of the other personality at all. Consequently, nobody who hadn’t seen that other part would even dream it existed.” Robins thought a moment. “The thing I keep wondering is, could Jamey have some reason for making all that up? To get sympathy or attention?”

			Lou Anne shook her head and appealed to Charlie. “You know what he’s like. I can’t believe he’d simply make up something like that.”

			“Well, is it easier to think he’s psychotic?” Robins asked them both.

			Lou Anne stood there, then shook her head. “No,” she whispered.

			“But in that case,” Robins went on, “if we rule out the possibility that he’s lying and that he’s psychotic, what does that leave us with?”

			The three of them said nothing for the next few moments. Charlie shook his head. “I can’t buy it. This is life. Things like this don’t happen.”

			But they do, Charlie, Lou Anne said, her voice suddenly passionate. “It’s not that things like this don’t happen. It’s that we don’t want to see them, to admit them. Because if we allowed them, then we would have to change everything about the way we feel and think and live. And maybe we’re too scared or lazy to do that. So when things like this happen, we try to pretend life’s going on in the same old way. But it won’t work this time.”

			Charlie shook his head. “I don’t know.” He stood up and carried his empty cup to the sink. “But there’s one thing I can do. Check out the Anderson Funeral Home, try to figure out what Larry really saw there last night. Assuming he really did see something,” Charlie added with a frown. “He sure as hell thought he did, I know that much.”

			Robins got up, too, and walked to the car with Charlie. Outside, by the gate, Robins stopped. “There’s something I know about Jamey I think I’d better tell you.”

			Surprised by Robins’s words as well as by his tone of voice, Charlie raised his eyebrows. “Oh?”

			“Old Doc brought him here, just as he told your son. I found out through my grandfather’s lawyer. Old Doc left the boy nearly everything. He was the one who arranged for Abigail to take him in.” Robins hesitated. “I know it sounds hard to believe, but according to Abigail, my grandfather told her that Jamey was his child.”

			“Who by?” Charlie asked, obviously stunned, and then, before Robins had a chance to provide an answer, said, “I mean, that’s kind of crazy, isn’t it?”

			“That’s what I thought, too,” Robins said. “The only problem is, I don’t know how else to explain why my grandfather would have even known the boy, much less whv he would make him the major beneficiary of his will. And there’s something else. Last night, I found a hidden room up in the attic of old Doc’s place. There was a crib in it.”

			“Jesus.” Charlie shook his head. “It’s pretty hard to swallow. But then I’m finding a lot pretty hard to swallow right now,” he said, rubbing his head. “I need to shift through some of this stuff first. . . kind of think it out on my own.” He waited a moment, then said, “I guess I’ll be going over to Tommy Lee’s.” He drew a deep breath. “You mind staying here with Lou Anne?”

			“Sure,” Robins answered.

		


		
			2

			At the Anderson Funeral Home Charlie got out of his car and went to the front door. When there was no answer, he walked around the side of the house. The first thing he saw was the back door standing wide open.

			“Tommy Lee? You in here?” Charlie called out. He waited, then walked inside. At the end of the little hallway, he turned and looked into the main room. The room where old Doc had been laid out.

			“Shit,” Charlie whispered.

			Doc’s coffin lay overturned on the floor. Around it was a pool of blood. Charlie stood there staring down at it, then walked to where the coffin lay. He nudged it with his foot. It slid across the blood. There was no point in turning it over: Charlie could tell by the ease with which it had moved that the coffin had to be empty.

			He kneeled down anyway and lifted the coffin up. Something tumbled out. Charlie dropped the coffin and jumped back, then saw that it was only clothing. He lifted the coffin again and pulled out a pair of men’s black trousers, a shirt, a pair of shoes, some socks, necktie. They all belonged to old Doc; they were the things he had been laid out in. But there were a few other items, too. A pair of men’s pajamas, soaked in blood, shredded. As if something had not merely ripped and sliced them up, but also had half devoured them. Charlie held them up, then dropped them, the blood sticky on his thumb and index finger.

			Shakily Charlie got to his feet and looked around the parlor, wiping his fingers off on his trousers. He went to the steps that led upstairs, to the living area of the house. Something was lying on the middle steps. Charlie went up four steps and stooped over.

			It was a woman’s housecoat, a nightgown, and a pair of once pink powder puff slippers. They were soaked in blood. But there was something else on them, too, something that had seeped not only onto the slippers and nightgown but on the steps as well. He put his fingers to one of the steps, then smelled it. He had noticed the same smell the few times he had gone back to see Tommy Lee in the area where he worked on the corpses. It was embalming fluid.

			Charlie rubbed the stuff on the side of his trousers, then walked quickly up the rest of the steps. The door at the top was open and, as he stepped into the upstairs hallway, he called out Tommy Lee’s name, then Priscilla’s, and then Alvin’s. But there was not a sound.

			They were gone, every one of them.
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			Charlie sat in his car and stared at the Andersons’ house. What do I do now? he thought.

			He started up the car and drove directly to Abigail Parkers. Not that he figured Jamey would be there, but maybe Abigail would be able to shed some light on why old Doc had brought him to Lucerne in the first place.

			He got out of his car and went up to the front porch. He knocked. No answer. “Abigail! Miss Parker!” he yelled, cupping his hands around his mouth. There still was no response, so Charlie walked around the side of the house where Abigail s battered old Studebaker was parked. He looked around and saw that on the back porch the screen door was open. He walked up the outside steps and looked around the cluttered porch. “Jamey! Abigail!” he called, but the only answer was the creaking of the boards under his feet.

			He went up the steps and found Jamey’s room. The bed was just as Larry had described. Charlie picked up the end of one of the pieces of rope and stared at it. Then he went back out into the hallway and walked to Abigail’s room.

			The door was shut. He knocked on it, then tried to push it open, but something was in the way. Something heavy. He leaned his shoulder against the door and began to push. Little by little the door gave, allowing him to see through the crack at what was blocking the way. It was the unfinished back of a huge piece of furniture. An armoire. Charlie swallowed hard, then commenced pushing with all his strength until finally he had pushed the armoire far enough hack for him to slip through the doorway into Abigail’s room.

			“Shit,’’ he said aloud.

			He saw the hatbox on the floor and picked it up. He turned it over. Four neatly tied packets of money dropped to the floor. But Charlie didn’t even look at them. He was staring at something else at the foot of the armoire. It was a woman’s nightgown. And like the one he had found at the Anderson Funeral Home, this one, too, was covered with blood. He looked around the room. There was not a trace of Abigail.
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			“Honey? What’s wrong?”

			Charlie stood at the doorway into his kitchen. He glanced at his wife, then quickly looked away. “Nothing.”

			“What did you find?”

			He hesitated. Then, looking at Robins, who was seated at the kitchen table, he said, “You want to step outside a second?”

			Lou Anne looked from Robins back to her husband. “What is it, Charlie?”

			“I just need to talk to Jerry here a little bit.”

			But Lou Anne was firm. “You can say it to me, whatever it is. If it’s important, I want to know, Charlie.’

			“Lou Anne, I—”

			But Lou Anne shook her head. “I’ve lived with you for twenty years. Don’t you think I can tell just by looking at your face, Charlie?”

			Charlie stood there a moment longer, looking confused, dazed, unsure what to do next. Then again he nodded and sat down. “Okay.”

			[image: ]

			When he had finished telling Robins and his wife what he had found and what he hadn’t found, he suddenly got up. “Shit, I don’t know anymore. I just don’t know anymore. We got to figure something out, though. Some way of making sense of everything. Without going crazy.”

			“How?” Robins asked softly.

			As the two men lapsed into silence, Lou Anne stood up quickly and walked out of the room. Charlie looked over at Robins, then followed her.

			She was sitting in a chair in their living room, her eyes fixed on the floor. Charlie went over and put his hands on her shoulders, in her hair. “You okay?” He kissed the top of her head.

			She nodded. Then, still without looking up at him, she said, Didn’t it remind you of something, Charlie? Finding their clothes like that, just lying on the floor?”

			“Of what?”

			“All I could think of when you told me was that newspaper Aura Lee Hargis carries around with her, the one she clips out pictures from and puts on her walls.” Charlie realized what his wife was talking about. The staged photographs from The Rapture Gazette, the ones that showed what the moment of rapture would be like, just before the Last Judgment when the righteous were to be bodily transported to heaven. The empty bicycles, the beds left vacant except for a discarded pair of pajamas.

			Except what you found was all upside down, twisted around, a deliberate mockery of what people like Aura Lee think it’s going to be like, Lou Anne whispered.

			Charlie frowned, moving around in front of the chair. “What exactly are you getting at, honey?”

			She looked right into his eyes. “What else has to happen, Charlie? What’s it going to take to convince you that something terrible is taking place here? Right here in Lucerne. And that it’s been building up to this for years and years? Simon, Luther, Catherine.”

			For Christ’s sake, honey, don’t you hear what you’re saying? Charlie said. “If you’re right, then”—he shook his head, unable to countenance the idea—“then the whole world is upside down.” He walked to the window. Everything out there—the sunlight in the leaves and on the grass, the cloudless sky—everything told him that the world was just as it had always been, that everything would be okay.

			And as if Lou Anne could read his mind, she stood up and said, “Remember what you thought the night Catherine disappeared? You thought it would be all right then, too, didn’t you? You couldn’t even imagine things turning out the way they did. But they did turn out like that, Charlie. Didn’t they?”

			Charlie nodded yes. “I don’t know why, but I just can’t let go of the idea that there’s always a way of working things out. I guess it’s how I was brought up. To look on the bright side, I reckon,” he said, looking up, his eyes smiling despite the irony of what he had just said.

			“I know you were. And everybody admires you for it. But Charlie, there’s another side, too. It’s dark, darker than we’ve ever wanted to see. But it doesn’t help to pretend it’s not there. To wish it away. Or even just to wait and hope it will go away on its own. Because it won’t. Christ, Charlie, haven’t we learned that vet? We kept saying: ‘It’s in the past. Let the dead bury the dead.’ But they won’t. They keep coming back. Over and over. Simon, Luther, Catherine. They’re still out there, whispering to that boy. And to us, too. Haunting us.” Charlie noticed then how ferocious Lou Anne could look when she said something she really meant. Like now. Her eyes were flashing and the sunlight was streaming in through the window behind her like a halo. She looked beautiful.

			“But if it’s as you say, what can I do? I just can’t accept not being able to do something. I guess I have to feel that I can make a difference. Do something to straighten everything out.”

			“I know.” A cloud had blocked the sun now and she was just Lou Anne again. Charlie stood and embraced her, breathing the smell at the hollow of her neck.

			Lou Anne said nothing. Charlie waited, then let her go and walked to the door. “I can’t give up the way I think. I just can’t, honey. No matter what, I have to go on the way I am. I don’t know what’s wrong with Jamey, but whatever it is, I’m going on the assumption that there’s something I can do to help. Him and Larry both. I’ll be damned if I’m going to give up on either one of them.”

		


		
			4

			This time Robins went along with Charlie. The two men first drove down to Charlie’s office. Inside, Charlie picked up the telephone receiver. “I got the number of the GBI someplace around here,” he said, opening the top drawer of his cluttered desk. “Just never have had much call to use it.”

			“The Georgia Bureau of Investigation? What are you going to tell them?” Robins asked.

			Charlie shook his head. “Problem is, if I tell them too little, they won’t pay it any attention. And if I tell them too much, they’ll think I’m crazy.”

			“Maybe you shouldn’t call them at all,” Robins said after a moment. “What exactly would you say about Jamey? Or about what Larry told you he saw last night? You just going to leave it out? And if you do, what do you have to go on? Some bloodstains on some clothing? People who should be there but who aren’t? More than likely, they’ll figure it’s a hoax. At least until you can come up with a body.”

			“You got a point.”

			“Basically, we got two choices here. The first is that Jamey—or some part of Jamey—is behind what’s going on. Maybe he’s killing these people in his sleep or when that other personality takes over. The second choice is ...well, that something’s going on here that’s way out of anybody’s control, including the GBI. If it’s just Jamey doing it, then you and I probably can take care of it. At least we can find him and lock him up by ourselves. And if it’s more than Jamey, then I’m not sure what anybody can do.”

			Yeah, Charlie said. He had found the number of the GBI, had written it on a piece of paper, and was staring down at it. “I just keep thinking that there must be some other way of explaining it. Something I’ve overlooked.” Charlie held up the piece of paper, then let it flutter down onto his desk. “Maybe it would make more sense if you and I just tried to handle it ourselves. At least for as long as we can.” Charlie paused, then picked up the slip of paper, folded it, and put it in his pocket. He stood up. “You feel like doing some exploring?” Charlie headed for the door. “This hunch I got. Something Larry said. About what Alvin told Larry last night. How they were all going out to wait at the well. I think we’d better check it out—that is, if I can still find the place. Anyway, you up for it?”

			Robins nodded. “Sure.”
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			A few minutes after Charlie and Robins left the sheriff’s office, Lou Anne walked back to her bedroom. She found her copy of The New English Bible and sat down on the edge of her bed. She had just started to read in it when she heard a peculiar noise. She got up and called out Charlie’s name, thinking he must have forgotten something and come back. But then she realized the sound had come from Larry’s room. She went to his door and quietly opened it.

			The bed was empty. And his window was standing wide open.

			“Larry?” she called out. But she knew there would be no answer.
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			It was nearly one o’clock when Charlie pulled his car onto the shoulder of the dirt road. He got out and stood in the dust. “I think this is about as close as we’re going to get to it from the road,” he said.

			“How far back is it?”

			“A pretty good ways. It took me nearly an hour to get there the one time I went out to it, and that was only because your granddad was leading the way, nearly fifteen years ago.”

			Soon the two men were deep in the woods. Charlie stopped to help Robins disentangle his foot from the ground crawlers. “I wish I could tell you that any of this looks familiar. But it doesn’t.”

			“Are we lost?”

			Charlie didn’t answer. “Let’s try this way.”

			Another twenty minutes passed and the two men seemed to be going in a circle. “Shit,” Charlie whispered. “Sorry I got you into this.”

			“You think we should just try to get back?”

			“I reckon.”

			“Which way is back?” Robins asked, looking around him at the nearly impenetrable wall of forest.

			“I think this is.” And so they again started up. Nearly a half hour passed before they stopped. Charlie looked around. “Seems like we’re just getting in deeper.” He glanced back at Robins. But Robins was staring off to his right.

			“Look. What’s that over there?”

			Charlie squinted. “I’m not sure.” The two men pushed their way through a clump of privet and looked down into a little clearing.

			“Is this it?”

			Charlie nodded yes. There, in the middle of the clearing, was the old well, its walls crumbled down, its mouth covered with a thicket of vines and leaves. But there was something else, too.

			The two men stared at it. It was a rope. One end was tied to a nearby tree, the other descended through the leaves into the well. It was taut as the string of a bow.

			Robins went down the little slope. When he got to the well, he bent over and pulled away some of the leaves. “Something’s down there,” Robins said.

			By this time Charlie had come over to where Robins was standing. Without saying a word, Charlie took the rope in his hands and began to pull. Robins went around behind and began hauling on the rough rope. As the two men pulled in silence, Robins kept his eyes on the leaves covering the mouth of the well. Suddenly, and at the same moment, both men stopped.

			Something was sticking up from the mouth of the well.

			Robins stared at it. “Hold on, Charlie,” he said, letting go of the rope. He went over and pushed away the leaves from around the thing.

			It was a foot.

			He could see only a little way into the darkness, but enough to make out the spot where the rope was tied around the ankle. He reached down and took hold of the wet and slimy leg. “Christ,” he said with a gasp, then began to pull the body up.

			Suddenly the face broke through the leaves, a vine catching around the boy’s neck and holding it there.

			Robins stared at it.

			The face was covered with leeches. Over the eyes and all through the wet scalp. Down the neck and under the wet shirt. Everywhere. Even in the limply open mouth.

			Suddenly Robins felt himself getting dizzy and, before he could recover, the body had slipped out of his grasp. “Grab it!” Robins yelled. But Charlie didn’t move. He just stood there, watching as the body plunged back down through the leaves. The old damp rope went taut against the sharp edge of one of the rocks that made the mouth of the well. A second later, it snapped. Robins listened, then heard the sickening sound of the body hitting the muck at the bottom of the well. He pushed the leaves aside and peered down but saw nothing but the darkness.

			“Who was it?” Robins asked.

			“Tommy Lee’s boy. Alvin. The one Larry said he saw last night. The one who kept talking about how they were all coming out to the well.”

			The two men just stood there, not having any idea what to do next.

			“God knows how many more could be down there,” Charlie said. “It’s a mighty deep well.”

			Robins looked through the entangled vines and leaves at the black patches. He understood what Charlie meant. “Christ,” he whispered.
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			Sneaking out of his house and across the yard, Larry took the back route to Abigail’s. He hadn’t really expected to find Jamey there. He just didn’t know where else to look for him and had vaguely hoped that being in Jamey’s room would provide him with a clue as to the other boy’s whereabouts. But as Larry looked around the bleak room, he saw nothing to provide him with a single lead. He went to the window and looked out over Miss Eula Watkins’s backyard. It was the same window Jamey had been standing at when Larry had first laid eyes on him, the night that he and Randy and Clemson and Alvin had come here to stare at the new retard. Jamey had been holding a candle, and Larry remembered that someone, Clemson, had said it was a signal. A signal for something out there waiting. Later, after Larry became friends with Jamey, Larry thought he had figured it all out, how Jamey was just looking up at the stars, using the candle because it was the only light available to him. But as Larry stood there, he wondered if maybe Alvin hadn’t been right all along. Maybe Jamey was expecting someone. Old Doc. Or what if he had been having one of his nightmares? And waiting for the voice, or the nightmare man himself, the creature that had taken hold of Larry the night before?

			And, with a shudder, Larry wondered if that’s what they had seen coming out of the woods that night. The figure that had stopped upon seeing them, then disappeared back into the darkness. And if so, how long had he been out there, waiting and watching? How many nights had Larry been awakened by a noise and, looking out his own window, seen a shadow in his yard—a shadow that he had always told himself was that of a tree or a bush? But what if all along it had been the shadow of something else, his shadow?

			Stop it, he told himself.

			He turned from the window and looked back at the bed. Then an idea occurred to him. He knew exactly where Jamey had gone to. He had to be there.

			Larry hesitated a second, then hurried down Abigail’s back stairs.
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			Larry found Jamey down by the river, at the spot where they used to go fishing.

			Jamey did not see Larry as he came up. The other boy was sitting with his legs crossed, his eyes fixed on the river. Larry tried to make as little noise as he could, but just as he got within four feet of the other boy, Jamey, without turning around, whispered to him, “Why couldn’t you believe me? Why didn’t you leave?”

			Larry came around and sat down on the riverbank. He looked at the other boy’s face. “Because, Jamey, how could we?”

			Jamey sat motionless, his eyes fixed on the river in front of them. “Why did you have to be my friend?” Jamey said sadly. “If you hadn’t become my friend, then there would be nothing he could do to me.”

			“What d’you mean?”

			“He knows how to twist good things into bad. Anything. Even the best things, Larry,” Jamey whispered. “It’s like the way he tricked old Doc into bringing me back here.”

			“I don’t understand,” Larry said. “What are you talking about?”

			“The reason old Doc changed his mind about me and took me from that place,” Jamey began, obviously referring to Milledgeville. “Remember me telling you about that boy, the one who had hydrocephalus? That’s where I got to know him. He was younger than me, and he was scared to be there, and he used to cry all the time. He kept wanting his momma to come to see him, but she never did. Anyway, I used to tell him stories. And I guess because of the way he looked, nobody had ever liked to touch him very much. So sometimes when I was telling him a story I’d hold his hand and he’d stop crying. Then one night he got real, real sick. They said he was dying. He was real sick, all right, and he had a bad fever and he was talking kind of crazy. He kept asking me to tell him a story. So I held his hand and told him one. The next day...” Jamey stopped, his eyes fixed on the river.

			“Did he die?” Larry asked.

			Jamey shook his head. “He was okay. When they went in the next morning to check on him, there wasn’t anything wrong with him. Nothing. Nothing at all. Even his hydrocephalus.”

			“You mean, he wasn’t sick?”

			“His head was like everybody else’s. Old Doc heard about it and he kept asking me how I did it. And he kept looking at me in this strange way, like he thought it was because of something I’d done that the boy got okay. He kept asking me exactly what story I’d been telling him.”

			“What story was it?”

			Suddenly Jamey stood up, his eyes still fixed on the river. “J-Just a story so he’d feel better. That’s all. I told Doc that was all. I wasn’t trying to do anything else.”

			“What story, Jamey?”

			Jamey turned around and looked at Larry for a moment. “I didn’t care about the story. I only wanted him to be happy before he died. I didn’t even believe it, about how Jesus used to heal people. I only wanted him to feel better. So I made up this story, how Jesus would come and heal him, too. I didn’t think he would even live through the night. I just wanted to help him, that’s all. But he said something, something so strange. He looked at me and he said, He’s here already. Jesus is here already....’” Jamey whispered. “I d-didn’t know what he meant, except that he was just so sick with fever, and was talking crazy. But when I told old Doc about what the boy said, about Jesus, Doc got this strange, scary look. And he said, ‘Don’t you see what he meant?’ And then old Doc started talking to himself, saying they had all made a terrible mistake. And that’s why he got me out of that hospital and brought me here,” Jamey said, he turned and looked back at Larry. “But it was all just a trick. That boy getting healed up like that. A trick to make Doc bring me back to Lucerne, so it could all happen, just the way Simon saw it would. A trick to make old Doc think I was...” Here Jamey stopped and gave out a strange and forlorn laugh. “Jesus or something. Pretty crazy, isn’t it? But when he saw the last painting at the Randolph house, he realized who 1 really was and what 1 was meant to be. That’s why he tried to kill me.”

			“When?”

			“The night we went to the Randolph house, old Doc was waiting for me at Abigail’s when I got back. He knew who I was and that’s why he wanted to kill me, before I could become the thing in the painting. He said that what happened to the boy down in Milledgeville was to fool him into bringing me back here, where I started. He was pointing his gun right at me, but I didn’t even want to run. Not after what I had seen out at the Randolph house. I wanted him to shoot me. But then he looked at me and he began crying and he said, ‘Just tell me the truth. Who are you? What are you?’ I told him that I was just Jamey, that’s all. And then he started mumbling again, saying, ‘What if this is just another trick? To make me kill you?’

			“And then he said, ‘If only I could be sure.’ And that’s when he lowered the gun and ran out of my room. Then he had his stroke.”

			There was a long silence. Then, looking up at Jamey, Larry whispered, “Remember what happened when the water moccasin bit you?”

			Jamey nodded.

			“You got upset afterward because it was like those other things that happened to you. Living through that fire. Or healing the boy at Milledgeville. Something people aren’t supposed to be able to do.”

			“But I told you. He did all that, not me. It was part of his plan. His way of tricking everybody. Of making them do what he wanted them to do.”

			“What if it’s not, Jamey?” Larry said. “What if that boy was right?”

			“No. That’s crazy, Larry.”

			“But you are special, Jamey.”

			“Don’t you see? That’s one of his tricks. Just like he did in the Bible, when he tempted Jesus. He was whispering, ‘You’re special. You’re different. You deserve to rule.’ And if Jesus had started to believe that, he would have stopped being Jesus. Everything he taught was to make people see that nobody’s special, that we’re all alike deep down. We all hurt the same, get scared the same, get lonely the same, die the same. That’s what the Golden Rule really means. That nobody has a right to treat himself like he’s special. Even the way Jesus died, so lonely and sad, it was just to show how even He wasn’t special.”

			“But He was, Jamey,” Larry said, staring into the other boy’s eyes. “The same way you are.”

			Jamey stepped back and shook his head. His eyes full of terror, he looked into Larry’s face as if into a stranger’s. “He’s using you now,” Jamey whispered.

			“What if it’s true, Jamey?” Larry yelled. He grabbed the other boy’s arm. “What if he did everything just to keep you from seeing who you are? What if you really healed that boy, Jamey?”

			Jamey jerked his arm away. “I told you! I know who I am! You don’t! I know where 1 came from.” His eyes frenzied with despair, Jamey looked at the woods behind. “Back there. That’s where I came from.”

			“Where, Jamey? Where did you come from?”

			“From the well,” Jamey said with a gasp.

			Larry stepped back from the other boy. He shook his head, his face pale. “What are you talking about? I don’t understand, Jamey. How could you come from the well?” Jamey turned, the tears in his eyes, and ran breathlessly into the woods. Larry watched the other boy disappear, his legs weakening beneath him as the meaning of Jamey’s word sank into him. “No, Jamey,” he whispered. “It’s not true. It can’t be true, Jamey. It can’t be.”
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			Robins was standing outside the sheriff’s office, smoking a cigarette. He glanced down at his watch. Nearly six o’clock. Ever since they had gotten back to Lucerne, Charlie had been on the telephone. First to the GBI, then to a crew of divers over in Willard. They had promised to be in Lucerne first thing in the morning to retrieve the Anderson boy’s body, as well as to find out it there were any more at the bottom of the well.

			First thing in the morning, Robins thought. He glanced up at the sky. There was less than an hour’s light left.

			Just as Robins was about to toss his cigarette away, Charlie stepped outside. “Goddamnit,” he muttered. Robins looked at him and asked him what was wrong. “The line went dead,” Charlie told him. “Right when I was talking to—” Both men turned around. Slim McGee had just emerged from his barber shop. “Charlie, your phone working?” he asked. Charlie shook his head. “Mine, neither. I was just talking to Edna May, asking her what we was going to have for supper, when I don’t hear nothing. Nothing at all Guess maybe the line’s down.”

			Charlie nodded, then glanced at Robins. “Reckon so.” 

			“You think maybe the phone over at Becky’s still working?” Charlie said he wasn’t sure but that he and Rollins would go over and check. Then, without letting Slim get in another question, Charlie took Robins by the elbow and led him down the steps into the street. Already that day there had been a few close calls with Slim. Since they had gotten back from the well, Slim had poked his head into Charlie’s office twice. Once was to ask why old Doc’s funeral hadn’t taken place, and Charlie—not accustomed to lying even when it was helpful to do so—had looked over at Robins with an expression of desperate appeal. Robins had picked up on this and had offered an explanation, though unfortunately it was not one that Slim could stay content with for very long. Telling Slim that they had postponed the funeral awaiting the arrival of some distant kin, Slim nodded at first, then started frowning. “What kin?” he asked. “I didn’t think old Doc had any kin except you.” Robins had improvised, but Slim persisted, until finally Charlie told him they had some important matters to take care of. But Slim wouldn’t be put off. “What kind of matters, Charlie? Something I should know about?” Finally Charlie had just about shut the door in Slim’s face. Whenever there was trouble, Charlie noticed, people just picked up on it. No matter how cleverly you tried to conceal it. Eye contact, conversational tone, even the way a person stands invariably changed their form enough to make even a Slim McGee start scratching his head. “You sure there ain’t something going on, Charlie?” Slim called out as the two men crossed the road to Becky’s. To which Charlie responded, “Not a thing, Slim. Not a thing.”

			But when they got to the steps of Becky’s, Robins turned to Charlie. “You think you’re going to be able to keep things quiet much longer?”

			Charlie shook his head. “No.”

			“What are you going to start telling people?”

			“I don’t know. You got any suggestions?”

			Robins frowned. “Not really.” The two men stood there. Charlie looked back over at the Texaco and at what he could see of the houses along Philippi Street.

			“Besides, you really think they’d be better off not knowing?” Robins asked. “There’s something out there, Charlie. Maybe it’s Jamey. Maybe it’s something else, dredged up from the past, from the bottom of the Allatoona River, even. But it sure as hell’s out there, and I get this feeling it’s not finished yet. You got to face the fact, Charlie, there’s no reason to think that anybody around here is safe. Especially once it gets dark.”

			“I know, I know,” Charlie said. “But what am I supposed to do—go from door to door, telling them . . . telling them . . . what?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Besides, I know how some folks’d react. Big Phil Beck and some of his good old boy friends, they’d get them up a vigilante crew and, shit, probably start shooting at anything that moved. Jamey. You. Me.” Charlie shook his head.

			“What about Tom Harlan? You can trust him, can’t you?” 

			“Yeah. Besides, I’m sure he’s already got an idea something’s up.”

			At that moment the door to Becky’s was opened and Tom Harlan stepped out. He stopped short when he saw the two other men. “I was just coming to talk to you, Charlie. See if your phone was dead, too.”

			Charlie hesitated. “You want to go inside, Tom? There’s something we need to talk about.”
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			Inside, Tom listened to the whole story without saving a word, except when Robins told him the part about how Jamey was old Doc’s child, including what Robins had found up in the attic. I always wondered about those windows. 

			“I just never thought...never imagined it was anything like that.” Tom sat looking down at his ledger books in front of him. “I reckon maybe there’s something I should have told you before, Charlie.” And then Tom explained the various times he had checked old Doc’s garage and found his car missing. “I reckon that’s where he went them times. Up there to see that boy. It makes sense now. I just figured . . . figured we owed old Doc his privacy. Reckon maybe I was wrong about that, Charlie.”

			Then, just as the three men started to go back over the whole story again, there was a knock on the door to Becky’s. Tom said he’d get rid of whoever it was and went to the door. He stopped and turned around. “It’s Lou Anne, Charlie.” Tom unlocked the door and let her in. Just from looking at her face, Charlie knew something was wrong. “Larry’s gone. I kept trying to get you. But the line was busy and then the phone. I’m not sure, but I think it must have—”

			“Gone dead.”

			“How did you know?”

			“The line must be down,” Charlie said. “Everybody’s phone’s dead.”

			“Everybody’s?”

			Nobody said a word for a moment. Then Lou Anne went over to Charlie and took his arm. “What’s happening?”

			“I don’t know, honey. I don’t know.”
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			Tom stayed at Becky’s to finish up some work, while Charlie took Robins and Lou Anne back to the house. Charlie let them out and told them he was going to try to find Larry. But just as he was about to pull away, he saw his son in his rearview mirror. The boy was standing in the middle of the street, about three houses down. Charlie turned the car around and drove to him. “You okay, son?”

			Larry nodded at his dad, but his eyes looked dazed and confused, as if he weren’t sure that it really was his father.

			“Get in. I’ll drive you home.”

			Larry did. Charlie was on the point of taking him to task for sneaking off, but seeing how the boy was acting, decided to put it off. “Did you find Jamey?”

			Larry nodded yes. He was staring out the window. 

			“Where was he?”

			“Down by the river.”

			“Where is he now?”

			“Out there. In the woods.”

			“What happened, son?”

			Larry shook his head, his eyes still fixed on some distant point in space. “Nothing.”

			“Larry? Son? What’s—”

			Suddenly Larry turned and looked at his father. “Dad,” he whispered, “something terrible’s going to happen tonight. I know it is. Something…” The boy stopped.

			Charlie was on the point of saying, “No, son. Nothing’s going to happen. I can take care of it.” But as he looked into his son’s eyes, he remembered what Larry had whispered through his tears to him that morning, standing at the edge of Charlie’s bed, the words: “Why did you lie to me?” Charlie wasn’t going to lie to him anymore. He looked away. “Well, I guess we got to do our best, son. To keep it from happening. Sometimes that’s all a man can do.”
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			Back at the house, Larry repeated to his parents and Robins what Jamey had told him down by the river. The hardest part for Larry to get out, and the only place where he stumbled, were the words Jamey had spoken to him at the last. “He said he came from the well.”

			“What did he mean?”

			“I don’t know,” Larry lied.

			Lou Anne’s face turned pale. She looked at Charlie, then got up and went to the window. She stood there for a moment and then, without saying a word, walked out of the living room.

			Robins glanced over at Charlie uneasily. Then Robins, too, stood up and walked into the kitchen. Charlie followed him. “Have you ever heard of a case like that boy’s. . . the one down in Milledgeville? Of somebody just healing up like that?”

			Robins shook his head. “No. If it happened, it would be”—Robins hesitated, then shrugged—“there’s no use not saying it. It would be a miracle. And that’s clearly what my grandfather thought it was. Assuming Jamey was telling your son the truth.

			“That’s what I figured,” Charlie said. He waited a moment, then asked Robins to go back into the living room with Larry. “I need to talk to Lou Anne a little bit.”

			Charlie tapped on the door to his bedroom, then stepped inside. His wife was sitting on the bed. In front of her was her copy of The New English Bible. She was staring at it absently. “Honey? You okay?”

			She nodded.

			Charlie walked over to the bed and sat down next to her. He put his arms around her shoulders and pulled her to him. I’m scared, Charlie,” she whispered. “I’ve never been scared like this. I’m scared something’s going to happen that...not just to us. But to everybody.”

			Charlie stared at his wife, then said, “What are you getting at, honey?”

			“I’m not sure,” she said. She clutched her arms, as if she had just felt a chill. “It’s just something I used to be haunted by when I was a girl. Sometimes I’d lay awake and wonder about it. In church they talked all the time about Jesus coming back. And they always made it sound like everybody would know about it. As if there would be big headlines in all the newspapers. But that wasn’t how He came the first time. And so I started wondering, what would really happen to him if He came again, was born the way He was, to a young girl, a girl who lived in a little town someplace unimportant? And that’s when the idea started haunting me. The thought that maybe Jesus had already come back, had already been born again into the world. Imagine what would happen if they took him down to Milledgeville. And suppose he were as naive and trusting as Jamey and simply told the doctors what he heard inside his head. That’s why when I was a girl, I’d have these strange visions at night, of Jesus sitting somewhere, in a padded cell, whispering to himself, ‘Forgive them. Forgive them this time, too.’ But don’t you see, this time it would be worse. This time, if we kill him, it will be because we still haven’t learned to see with the heart, to see with the inward part of us, our soul.” Lou Anne stared at Charlie for a moment, then looked down. “Think of what he’s been through, Charlie, if everything is true. Think of the nightmare he lived through, being locked away. And still, despite everything that was done to him, he managed to keep hold of his goodness.” 

			“Still, honey, there’s a difference between being a real good person and being what you’re thinking he is.”

			Lou Anne nodded. “I know that. But it’s just all the other things that happened. Simon. And Luther. And Catherine. Don’t you see, Charlie, if it is true, and we pretend it isn’t, we could be letting something terrible happen. And not just to him, but to all of us.”
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			Five minutes later, Charlie was in the backyard, standing under the tree house. It was dark.

			“What do you make of it?” Charlie asked after a moment. “Could Jamey have one of those dual personalities? Is it possible he’s doing these things—what happened to Alvin and the others-—without even knowing it?”

			“It’s happened before,” Robins said. “Sometimes the contrast between the two personalities can be just about as great as between Jamey and whatever it is that comes out. It’s something I’ve been thinking about, Charlie. There’s no way a boy like Jamey could have gone through what he has without, somewhere inside him, there being a lot of hate.”

			Charlie said nothing for a moment, then looked back up at Robins. “It’s something I always wondered about. Remember when I told you about me and your grandfather, how we found Luther out by that well, right after he did those things to the Kline girl? Well, I can still see the way his eyes looked when we came across him. Dead. Empty. As if there were nothing behind them. They stayed the same way the whole time, the whole time he was going down in that quicksand. Dead and empty. But when I pulled him back up, his eyes opened. And what I saw in them wasn’t the same. I can’t express it, except they weren’t his eyes anymore.”

			“What are you getting at, Charlie?”

			“Could he have had one of those split personalities, too? One that whispered to him down at Milledgeville. One that told him to do those things to Catherine. And one that came out right at the last, that looked at me and took hold of my hand.”

			“I suppose it’s possible. But I still don’t see what you’re leading up to.”

			“Maybe nothing. Just what Jamey said to my son at the very last. About how he came from the well,” Charlie said. “I guess what I’m asking is, you think there might be a chance something like that could be passed on?”

			“Passed on?” Robins asked, frowning. “How?”

			Charlie stood there, thinking. “You stay here with them. I’ll be back in a little bit.”

			“Where you going to, Charlie?”

			“There’s something I got to find out.”

			Robins was about to ask him what, but Charlie was already out the door. He was running.
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			Charlie drove to the edge of the little town. He parked his car in front of the old parish house and got out. He stood there a moment, looking up at the place, his heart pounding. Then quickly he went to the front screen door and started knocking. He stopped when he heard the old preacher’s heavy footsteps as he made his painful way toward the door.

			“Somebody there?” the preacher called out.

			Charlie stood still. Then, nodding, he whispered, “It’s me, Charlie.”

			“Oh?” the preacher said, obviously trying to sound pleased but only sounding very tired. Then, starting up toward the screen door again, he said, “What brings you by?”

			“I need to talk to you.”

			“Oh?” Kline said. Then he stopped and readjusted his leg brace. He unlatched the screen door and pulled it back. “I’m afraid the house is in need of a little tidying. But we can go into the parlor, if that’s all right.”

			Charlie nodded and stepped inside. Careful to keep pace with Kline, he went into the gloomy parlor with its stench of must and stale urine. There was only one little lamp on, at the far corner, so that Charlie had to look around to make sure Sadie wasn’t hidden in any of the shadows—there was no point in inflicting any more pain than he had to.

			“Sit down, Charlie,” Kline said, again adjusting his brace and nodding to the sofa. “I was just dozing a little,” he added. “I do that now after supper. It’s such a peaceful time. After supper.”

			Charlie nodded. Kline stared at him, and though he tried to manage a smile, his expression was a different one as he whispered, “Is there something wrong, Charlie?”

			“I don’t know.” Charlie looked at the other man, his face registering his struggle. “I came by to ask you something.” Charlie stood quickly up, looking as if he might go running straight from the room. But instead he turned and walked to the window, keeping his back to the old preacher. “That night, the night of your accident. The night you went out to Jesse Millard’s farm.”

			There was absolute silence in the room. Kline stared up at Charlie, his mouth slightly open. Then, looking down, he nodded, “I remember, Charlie.”

			“It was the night Catherine died.”

			Again, his eyes still on the floor, Kline nodded. “Yes.” 

			“Believe me, I know how painful this is to you. I wouldn’t even think about bringing it up unless I thought it was pretty important. I hope you realize that.”

			“I do,” Kline said, his voice hoarse.

			“There’s something I’ve got to know about that night,” Charlie said. “About what happened.” Charlie waited a moment, then went on. “I always took old Doc’s word for how Catherine died. Always thought it was a wonder she held on as long as she did, after what happened. I reckon I just thought it best to let the dead bury the dead. But now I’ve got to know.” Charlie kept his eyes fixed on the window. He moved his lips, as if rehearsing what he was going to say. Then, in a barely audible voice, he got it out: “Catherine died in childbirth, didn’t she?”

			Charlie waited but heard nothing. He was about ready to repeat his question when Kline nodded. “Yes, she did.”

			Then, still staring out the window, Charlie said, “It was Luther’s child, wasn’t it?”

			At that moment Charlie heard another voice in the room. He turned around.

			“Tell him.”

			It was Sadie Kline. She was standing in the doorway, dressed in her tattered and splotched nightgown. “Tell him,” she repeated, looking at her husband.

			Kline stared at her. “Sadie.” He fumbled with his leg brace in an effort to stand up. “Please, go back to your room.” 

			“Not until you tell him.”

			Kline rose and, looking at Charlie, stuttered a helpless, “Please, excuse me. Sadie’s, she’s not been herself. She’s not—”

			“Tell him. About the angel.”

			“Sadie, please.”

			“It wasn’t Luther,” she said, coming into the room, her white hair sticking up all over her pink scalp, her eyes on fire. “It wasn’t him at all. It was the angel. She told us so. She said the angel gave her the baby.”

			“You know what she was like, honey. She was sick. She didn’t know what she was saying.”

			“No, that’s not true. Don’t you remember? Before she died, she looked up at you and said we had to look after the baby because an angel had given it to her. And that we had to watch over it, to see that no one came to hurt it. Remember?” 

			Kline, his face ashen, nodded.

			She shook her head, her eyes filled with tears. “We were wrong not to believe her. So wrong.”

			“Yes,” Kline whispered. And then slowly he walked her into the hallway. He stood watching as she made her way back down into the darkness of the other part of the house. Then he turned back to Charlie.

			“Did Catherine say those things to you?”

			Kline nodded. “You remember how Catherine got to be, those last few months before the tragedy. Before Luther came back. Something had gotten hold of her mind, something so terrible. We couldn’t even let her leave the house. We couldn’t take the chance that she might talk to other people. She kept telling us how...how an angel had come to her and given her a baby. Only the Doc knew about the things she said. He saw her every day, back then. She even began to show signs of...of pregnancy. The Doc said it was just what’s called hysterical pregnancy. It had to be that. There was nothing else it could be, Charlie. She was so completely innocent. And even after the tragedy, after what Luther did to her, she went on talking about it. Even worse than before. Begging for us to let her child live, pleading with us to look after it for her. But there was a child inside of her. A real child. The child that Luther had made in her out at that God-forsaken spot. His child. We thought, of course, it would die. It was so premature, only the fourth month. But it didn’t die.” Kline said with a bitter rasp. “Somehow it lived.”

			“I know how painful this is. But is it possible, I mean, could there have been a child all along? Even before Luther took her to the well?” Charlie asked, aware of the implications of his question, and yet desperate to avoid the truth that was dawning on him.

			Kline stood there. And suddenly he whispered something Charlie had not expected to hear. “I’ve always wondered.” 

			“What d’you mean?”

			“It was something she said to me. Five months before that awful night, the night Luther took her. She said there was something she had done, something that neither I nor her momma could ever forgive her for. Something so terrible, that if we knew about it, we could no longer love her.” Kline said softly. “Sometimes, looking back, I’ve thought perhaps that was what she meant. But knowing how Catherine was, so innocent, how could I believe such a thing, Charlie?” Charlie stood there, as if lost in thought. And suddenly he remembered something. The day that he and Doc had found Catherine out at the Randolph house, something happened that had always gnawed at him. Doc did not want him to see Catherine. Even before he knew what Luther had done to her body. “Is it possible that Doc might have lied to you?”

			“What are you getting at, Charlie?”

			“Maybe he knew she was really pregnant all along. Maybe he only told you that business about the hysterical pregnancy, just to keep you and Sadie from knowing what had really happened to Catherine.”

			“But why would he do that?”

			Charlie shook his head. “To protect you. To protect Catherine. Even, to protect the father.”

			“But why would he have wanted to protect the father? And, besides, who could it have been, Charlie?”

			As he stood there, Charlie’s mind reeled. The crazy phrase he had heard from Robins kept screaming in his brain, obscene and ridiculous: Love-child. Yet he had to ask it. He looked up at Kline. “Old Doc was with her so much back then. Is it...I mean...could it—”

			Kline shook his head. “No, Charlie. That’s craziness,” he said sternly. “Not a man like Doc. You can’t ask me to believe that. Not for a moment. We know the truth already. The child was Luther’s child.”

			Charlie nodded. Kline was right. “You said it lived,” Charlie whispered. “What happened to the child after Catherine died?”

			“You must understand. We knew what it was. Whose it was. We had no choice. How could we be responsible for bringing something like that into the world? And yet I knew I couldn’t kill it myself. And I knew of only one man who could, whose strength of character was sufficient to do what had to be done.”

			“Old Doc?” Charlie said. And Kline nodded.

			“Is it possible that old Doc didn’t do it?”

			He had no choice, Charlie. He knew what it was, too.” 

			“But do you know for sure? Do you really know whether he actually killed it?”

			Kline shook his head. “He killed it the night Catherine died. You and Doc buried them both. Her and that creature.” 

			“Then it would still be out there, with her,” Charlie whispered to himself. He turned to leave. “I appreciate you talking to me like this.”

			But Kline reached out and took hold of his arm. “What is it, Charlie? Why have you asked me this tonight?”

			Charlie looked into the old man’s eyes. They were desperate, stricken. Kline’s lips moved, but no sound came out. The old man let go of Charlie and turned away. Charlie stared at him, wanting to say something, anything that would comfort him. But before he could get a word out, he heard Kline whisper, “I was wrong, wasn’t I? I was lacking in faith. I failed both God and my child.”

			“No,” Charlie said. He walked over to Kline and put his hand on his shoulder. “You did your best. You did all you knew to do.”

			“It wasn’t enough, though, was it?”

			Suddenly Charlie felt a hand on his arm. He turned around and saw Sadie Kline. “I’ll tell him,” she said softly. “I’ll explain everything to him.”

			Charlie looked into her face. Somehow it no longer seemed old or withered. Even her skin seemed radiant.

			Charlie nodded, then looked back at Kline. At the door he glanced back at the old couple. Sadie had her arms around her husband. He was weeping softly.
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			When Charlie left the Kline house, he went straight back home. Tom Harlan was there now, along with the others. Charlie got Robins by himself and, explaining as little as possible, told Robins to come with him. Then, taking Tom Harlan aside, he said, “You got some shovels over at Becky’s, don’t you?” 

			Tom nodded and said, “Of course I do.”

			“Give me the keys to the store.” Tom gave Charlie a puzzled look and said, “What d’you need shovels for?”

			“I just got to check something. I’d appreciate it if you could stay here till we get back.”

			As Tom pulled the keys out of his pocket, he nodded. “Of course, Charlie, anything you want me to do.”

			[image: ]

			On the way out to the cemetery, Charlie told Robins what he had found out from Rev. Kline. “He thought your grandfather killed Luther’s child. If he did, then he would have buried it with Catherine.”

			Fifteen minutes later, they had parked the car and had found the grave site. The marker read simply, “Our Beloved Daughter, Catherine.”

			“I’ve never dug up a grave before,” Robins said. 

			“Neither have I,” Charlie echoed, staring down at it. Nearly an hour later, they cleared away the last bit of dirt. Charlie pried the lid of the coffin open and told Robins to hand him the flashlight. The two men stared into the coffin. “Jesus,” Charlie whispered. “Look.”

			Stretched out in the coffin, wearing a white lace dress, was the body of a girl—a girl who looked as if she might have fallen asleep only moments before.

			Robins took the flashlight and scanned the body. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

			“Me neither,” Charlie said.

			“What about those marks? The tattoos.”

			“Gone. Everyone one of them, just gone,” Charlie said with amazement.

			“Do you see anything else?”

			Charlie kneeled down closer and shook his head. “She’s alone,” Charlie said softly.

			“Then Jamey, he’s the child.”

			“Yeah. Hers. And Luther’s.”

			“Christ,” Robins whispered.

			“That’s what he meant when he told my son he came from the well. He knows who he is.”

			Suddenly Robins turned around. “Charlie, look.” Charlie pointed the flashlight right behind them.

			There, less than a couple of yards away, a man was standing, his eyes fixed on the opened grave. He stepped forward slowly, awkwardly, seeming not even to be aware of the two men standing there.

			He came to the edge of the grave and kneeled down. His hand trembling, he reached down toward the girl’s face. “Pretty,” he whispered softly. “Pretty.”

			Charlie stood there a moment. Then he reached down and touched the man’s shoulder.

			“Hank,” he said softly. “It’s me, Charlie.”

			But Hank only shook his head, still staring down at the girl. Putting his hand under the man’s arm, Charlie slowly lifted him up. Hank turned to him. And even in the moonlight Charlie could see that there were tears in his eyes.

			“Come on, Hank. I’m going to take you back home now. Okay?”

			[image: ]

			The whole way back to Lucerne, neither Charlie nor Robins said a word. Hank, likewise silent, sat in the back seat, his hands in his lap, and stared out at the dark countryside that they passed through.

			Pulling up in front of old Doc’s, Charlie and Robins got out of the car, leaving Hank where he was.

			“I remember who it is now. 1 used to see him when I was a boy,” Robins said, then glanced at Charlie. “What do you think he was doing out there?”

			“I’m not sure,” Charlie said, staring into the back seat of the car. “Sometimes he just runs off in the middle of the night. Been doing it ever since—”

			“What is it, Charlie?”

			“Ever since about the time Catherine died. I never put the two things together before.”

			“You think he went out there the other times? Or was trying to? To the grave?”

			Charlie shook his head. “I don’t see how he could have even known whose grave it was, considering his condition.” Robins looked back at Hank. His face was turned to the window, and his lips were moving. He was whispering something, the same sound over and over. Robins listened, but couldn’t make it out.
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			When the two men got to the house, Charlie headed back to the hall closet. He reached up and pulled down a box, then carried it into his son’s room.

			“Here,” Charlie said. “There’s a gun inside. I don’t expect you’ll have to use it. Just keep it with you. And no matter what happens, stay here. You understand me?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“I know how you feel. But if what Jamey said is true, the best thing for everybody is for you to stay right where you are.”

			Again Larry nodded.

			“Are you going to find him, Dad?”

			“We’re going to try.”

			[image: ]

			Back in the kitchen, Robins had just finished telling Tom Harlan what they had found—and hadn’t found—out at the cemetery. Hank was sitting in a chair in the corner, staring out through the screen door into the backyard. Robins was drinking a cup of instant coffee. Lou Anne was in her room. Still, as Charlie spoke, he was careful to keep his voice low.

			“So old Doc let the child live, without telling anybody. Even the Klines,” Tom said. “I guess that explains a lot, doesn’t it? Explains why he withdrew the way he did. And why he sent Jamey off. Because he couldn’t have anybody finding out who the boy really was. Not even the boy himself.”

			Charlie nodded, then said, “Only later, it looks like he started to wonder if he had done the right thing. He certainly kept up with him. Probably, at first, to see if the boy was going to turn out to he like Luther. Or worse. And then, I guess, from what Jamey told Larry, old Doc began to wonder if. . . if maybe he was wrong.”

			There was silence in the room. Even Hank sat absolutely rigid. Then Robins set his coffee down. “The way we found Catherine tonight, it made me think of something. In the legends about saints, there are some called the ‘Incorruptibles.’ Even long after death their bodies are said to look as if they were simply sleeping. I guess what I’m getting at is, maybe we shouldn’t dismiss anything too quickly right now. No matter how crazy we might think it sounds. There’s just too much that doesn’t make sense otherwise.”

			“Meaning what?” Charlie asked.

			“Alvin’s body out in that well. The things your son saw last night. Catherine’s condition. And everything that’s happened to Jamey. The boy down at Milledgeville, the moccasin, the—”

			Robins stopped. He turned around and saw that Lou Anne was standing in the doorway to the kitchen.

			“Honey?” Charlie was on the point of asking her how long she had been there listening. But just from looking at her face, he knew the answer. “There’s something I think you ought to read,” Lou Anne said. She went over to the kitchen table and set a book down on it. It was The New English Bible. She opened it and pointed at something she had put a check mark next to. “Read that.”

			Robins walked over to the table. Charlie read silently what his wife had marked. It wasn’t part of the text but was in the accompanying notes, a gloss on the second chapter of Second Thessalonians. “It’s the chapter where St. Paul talks about the coming of the Antichrist,” Lou Anne said. When Charlie had finished reading, he handed the book to Robins. 

			“Read it aloud.”

			Robins nodded. “...the man doomed to perdition...” 

			“That’s how the Antichrist is described,” Lou Anne explained.

			“...this ‘man’ is an evil imitation of Jesus, and his coming is described in terms similar to that of Jesus.’”

			“Then look down farther. Right here.”

			Robins did and again read aloud. ‘“The author’s dismay at the wicked one’s likeness to Jesus continues.” He stopped and looked up at Lou Anne. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at. What does this have to do with Jamey?”

			“Don’t you see? Everything that happened before, and what’s happening now, what if it’s like a mockery, an evil imitation of the way Jesus came the first time? Simon Randolph was like the prophets. His paintings were supposed to depict the Coming. And the birth, what happened at the well, it’s all been a mockery of the birth of Jesus. A young girl—a virgin—told by an angel that she would be given a child, only to be abducted in the middle of the night and taken out to be tortured and raped. It’s the story of the Nativity, only twisted. And now, remember those things Larry said he heard at the Anderson’s Funeral Home—that Alvin told him? How Newjesus would have twelve disciples, just like the old Jesus, and how they would be sent out into the world. Some had already been called, but the rest would be called tonight,” Lou Anne said. “That’s what it all is. A mockery. Like a black mass, where the crucifix is turned upside down and the words are read backward.” Lou Anne stopped and looked at Charlie. “There’s something else. There, read what the notes say about the ‘Day of Judgment.’”

			Robins looked back down and read: “That day cannot come before the final rebellion against God, when wickedness will be revealed in human form, the man doomed to perdition.” 

			“But in the notes it says that the word translated as ‘rebellion’ is literally ‘apostasy.’”

			“Apostasy?” Tom Harlan repeated. He, too, was now standing by Robins, looking at the text over his shoulder.

			She nodded. “It doesn’t actually mean the same thing as rebellion. It doesn’t mean rebellion at all. It means abandoning faith,” she whispered.

			Charlie stared at his wife. “What are you getting at, honey?”

			Suddenly she shivered. Clutching her arms in her hands, she looked at Charlie. “It means that the Antichrist wouldn’t be an evil person to begin with. He could be good. Like Jesus was, to begin with, but then something might happen that would cause him to lose his faith, to have it just destroyed. Completely. Like in the garden of Gethsemane, where Jesus had to pray, and he’s described as sweating blood. Because he knows what has to happen, he can already see the horror of the crucifixion that’s coming, and he’s afraid. He begs for it not to have to happen. I’ve always wondered, what could Jesus be afraid of? It couldn’t just be that He was afraid of dying. I never understood it until right now. He wasn’t afraid of death or pain. He was afraid that on the cross He would despair of His whole life, His purpose, of the purpose of the universe, even of God’s goodness. ‘Father, father, why has Thou forsaken me?’ Why did He say those words? Why did they even put them in the Bible? It was as if it was there, for everybody to see, that Jesus had lost His faith. At the end He believed that God had betrayed and abandoned Him.”

			“Honey...” Charlie started to say, taken aback by his wife’s tone of voice. He got up and went to put his hand on her shoulder, but she jumped away, standing up and walking over to the window over the sink. She stared out into the darkness of the backyard. “What if everything we’ve always wanted to believe is wrong? What if those were Jesus’s last words and there was nothing else? We keep trying to tell ourselves that goodness and light will win in the end. But what if we’re wrong? What if there is too much darkness? Maybe there’s enough horror to make Jamey lose faith, abandon hope, to make him despair. Only this time with a despair that will crush him entirely, so that he will have no choice but to become the Antichrist?”

			The three men exchanged glances, but no one said a word for the next minute. Robins closed the Bible and walked to the screen door. “I used to wonder about those words, too. The last words on the cross. But maybe Jamey gave us the key to them in the things he told your son this afternoon down by the river.”

			“How so?”

			“He said that when Jesus died on the cross, it was to show that even He wasn’t special. Somehow it had never occurred to me before, but if God was to take on human suffering, it could only be by forgetting that He was God. At that last moment on the cross, He had to believe that it was really all in vain. He had to believe that He had been forsaken. Because that’s the essence of suffering. It isn’t just pain. We can bear pain if we know that some good will come of it. But suffering is more. Suffering is the sickening sense that pain is pointless. That’s the heart of real human suffering—despair. ”

			“The same thing Jamey’s feeling right now,” Lou Anne said softly. “He could be what your grandfather once thought he was. What that poor boy down at Milledgeville thought he was. Without even knowing it. And tonight would be the moment of ultimate temptation. The moment that would decide which course he would take.”

			No one in the room said a word.

			Charlie turned and looked at the door. “All I know, all any of us knows for sure, is that there’s a boy out there, as alone as anyone has ever been.”

			“Not quite,” Robins said. “There’s something out there with him. Something that’s been waiting a long time for this night.”

			Suddenly Hank stood bolt upright, his eyes seeming to start from their sockets. “Heapmore,” he whispered, his lips trembling. He stood frozen for a moment and then turned to the screen door. “Heapmore...heapmore...” he repeated, his voice getting louder and more frantic in its urgency. He looked back for a moment at Charlie, looked him directly in the eyes, piercing, pleading. “Heapmore.” And then Hank turned around and slammed the screen door wide open.

			“Stop him!” Charlie yelled.

			Robins ran, but smacked right into the screen door as it bounced back into place. He knocked it open with his foot and tore into the backyard, with Charlie closely following him.

			“Where is he?”

			Charlie looked around. “Over there.”

			Hank was again standing absolutely still, his face turned back to them. And even at that distance—nearly forty feet— they could hear the sound he continued to make, each repetition more desperate than the one before.

			“It’s okay, Hank,” Charlie said, walking toward him. Hank again turned and began running as fast as he could.

			“Darnnit,” Charlie said. He started to follow after him again, but Robins took hold of his arm.

			“He’s trying to get you to follow him.”

			“I got to go after him,” Charlie said.

			But Robins kept his grasp on Charlie’s arm. “What if he’s part of it now?”

			Charlie looked back at the dark figure at the end of the driveway. He shook his head. “No, he’s just scared. I don’t know why. But I sure think I’d better find out.”

			“I’ll go with you.’’

			“No. You stay here with the others. Don’t leave, no matter what. Understand? And make sure Larry doesn’t try anything stupid. Okay?”

			“Look. He’s moving again.”

			Charlie nodded. Hank was now running down the street, in the direction that would take him to one of the little dirt roads that branched at the edge of the town. “I got to go,” Charlie said, then ran to his car and opened the door. Robins was right behind him.

			“You shouldn’t be out there by yourself, Charlie.”

			“I don’t have much choice.” Charlie said, “just stay here with my family.” Robins nodded reluctantly, then turned and hurried back around the house. Charlie pulled the car back out of the driveway. He glanced down and saw that once again Hank had stopped momentarily, this time at the end of the street. Charlie looked back to the house. He realized he hadn’t said good-bye to Lou Anne. Of course, Robins would tell her where Charlie was going. Yet, for a split second, Charlie was seized with an overwhelming urge to jump from the car and go back inside, to take hold of his wife and to kiss her like he had never kissed her before. To say something to her that would miraculously convey how much she had meant to him all the years they had been together, to tell her that she had been his light, his one love. Instead, he glanced back at Hank—he was running again, close to the point of disappearing into the darkness of the deserted street. Charlie looked back at the house one last time and whispered, “Good-bye, honey.”
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			It had been a half hour since Charlie had gone after Hank. Robins and Tom Harlan were sitting out on the back steps of the McAlister house.

			“I shouldn’t have let him go by himself,” Robins said, glancing down at his watch.

			“Charlie knows what he’s doing. He’s got a good head on his shoulders,” Tom said.

			“I feel so useless just sitting here.” Robins said. And, as if a change of posture might do the trick, he stood up. “Christ, there must be something we can do.”

			Tom stood up, too. “Maybe there is.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Well, he didn’t tell me to stay here. I can go looking for him.” Tom nodded. “If Charlie’s out there on one of them dirt roads, he’s going to need an old-timer like me to find him. ’Sides, I reckon I’m the most dispensable one of us. I mean, if I get lost out there, won’t be like the end of the world,” Tom said. “I left my truck over behind Becky’s. I can be there in ten minutes. Anyways, you tell Lou Anne what I’m doing. Just don’t say nothing to alarm her. Tell her I just had some errand to go on or something.”

			Robins walked Tom to the gate. “I was going to tell you to call us when you got to your store. But I guess there’s no point in trying to do that.”

			“Well, I’ll try anyhow. Maybe the phones will be back on then. See you later.”

			Robins watched Tom until he got out of sight, then went back inside the house. Lou Anne was in the living room, the telephone receiver to her ear.

			“Is it working?”

			She jumped and turned around. “Lord, you scared me.”

			Robins apologized and Lou Anne shook her head. “It’s not your fault. I guess we’re all jumpy. Where’s Tom?”

			“He had to get something from the store,” Robins said. “Is the phone working?”

			Lou Anne shook her head and put the receiver back down. “There’s something I don’t understand. You know, the last time this happened—I mean, when the line went down—- we had about a dozen people come by to ask Charlie if he knew about... to see if there was something he could do. But tonight, nobody’s come by. No one at all.” She glanced back up at Robins, then walked to the window. “Everything’s so dark out there. All the houses are so dark,” she whispered.

			“They’re always pretty dark at this time of night, if I remember right,” Robins said. “Probably most everybody else around here is in bed, asleep.”

			Lou Anne nodded, but the thought clearly didn’t offer much consolation. “I guess,” she said softly. “I just wish Charlie would get back.”

			“Me, too.”

			The two of them said nothing for a few moments. Then, clutching her arms to her again, Lou Anne shivered. “There’s something that keeps going through my head. What Larry told us this morning how twelve would be called. And how they needed five more tonight.”

			Robins frowned and quickly looked away.

			“Tonight,” she whispered, “in the kitchen, I kept counting everybody, over and over. Everybody here.”

			Robins thought a moment. “But, including Larry and Hank, there were six people here.”

			“What if Hank was already one of them? That would leave five. You and me, Charlie and Tom, and Larry. That would make the five, wouldn’t it?”

			Robins stared at her.

			Suddenly both of them jumped. This time it was Larry. He was standing at the threshold of the living room. “Has Dad gotten back yet?”

			Lou Anne, recomposing herself, said, “No, not yet, honey. But he’ll be back. Real soon.”

			Larry stood there, looking from his mother to Robins. He went over to her and she put her arms around him. “Maybe...maybe he’s found Jamey,” he said. “Maybe he’s bringing him back right now.”

			“That’s probably what happened,” she whispered, stroking her son’s hair. Robins was looking out the window. For God’s sake, Charlie, he thought, get back here. Get back here quick.
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			Tom Harlan, keys in hand, stopped on the front steps of Becky’s Department Store. He turned around and looked back down into the middle of the old Highway 44. He squinted, unable to make out much in the darkness. “Ralph, that you?” he called out. He hesitated, then went back down the steps. He knew he had heard something—it sounded like a growl—and figured it must have been the town’s hound dog. Though, to the best of Tom’s recollection, Ralph hadn’t growled at anybody in the past seven years.

			“Ralph?” Tom called again and looked at the spot in the middle of the road where Ralph usually could be found, both during the day and at this time of night. But Ralph wasn’t there. Maybe Ralph was finally showing some sense. Tom turned back around and started up the steps, but once again he heard the same sound. Then he realized that the growling was not coming from the road but from the far side of the store.

			Tom quickly went down the steps and walked over to where the sound seemed to be coming from. That side of Becky’s was pitch black, the shadow of the old building obscuring even the little bit of moonlight that was otherwise available.

			“Ralph? What’s the matter?”

			Tom waited, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness. He stepped closer and, for the first time, saw the dog. It was definitely Ralph; he could tell by the silhouette. But there was something very wrong about him. At first Tom figured that the dog was growling at him, but from the way he was standing, he couldn’t have been. He was facing away from Tom. Whatever was bothering him was farther back in the shadows behind the old building. Back where Tom always parked his old pickup truck.

			“Ralph, who it is, boy?”

			The growling was louder now, more intense and frantic. The dog was moving back, away from whatever it was he had fixed on. Tom knew dogs well. And he knew the difference between the way a dog growls when it is warning something off, and the way it growls when it’s scared. And there was no question in his mind why Ralph was growling now. He was scared.

			“What’s back there?” Tom said.

			Then, all at once, the dog lunged forward into the darkness behind the building.

			“Ralph...”

			Tom waited to hear something. Anything. More growling. Barking. Yelping. Anything. But there was not a sound. It was as if the dog had lunged and jumped into thin air, into a black hole.

			Tom took a few steps around toward the back of the store. He could see the outline of his pickup truck at the edge of the shadow cast by the building. He called out twice more tor the dog. but still there wasn’t the least sound from it, or, for that matter, from anything. Not even the crickets.

			Then he heard it, his knees going weak beneath him. It was a voice. A voice he knew at once. A voice he hadn’t heard in fourteen years.

			“Tom,” it called out again.

			“Doc,” he whispered.
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			It was almost twelve o clock. Robins watched as Lou Anne went to the window at the front of the house. She pulled back the curtain and looked out, just as she had done every five minutes for the past hour and a half.

			“Is it okay if I make myself another cup of coffee?”

			She nodded. “You know where everything is?”

			“By now I should,” Robins said and walked into the kitchen. He took his old cup and held it under the tap. He was just about to turn the water on when Lou Anne came into the room.

			“I just thought of something,” she said. “I should have remembered it when you told me about finding Hank by Catherine’s grave. An incident that happened years ago.”

			“What incident?”

			“Nobody thought much about it at the time. I just remember how upset Miss Amelia—the Sunday school teacher— got. Good Lord,” Lou Anne whispered. She walked over and sat down at the kitchen table.

			“What is it?”

			She shook her head. “Maybe. . . maybe this whole thing’s been wrong. What everyone thought. Your grandfather. And the Klines.”

			“Lou Anne? Tell me.”

			“It happened during one of the Sunday school outings. Miss Amelia noticed that both Catherine and Hank weren’t with the other children. When she went looking for them, she found them off by themselves. She had a fit, because Hank was kissing Catherine. Later, when she got Catherine by herself, she told her that she shouldn’t let Hank do anything to her like that.”

			“What are you getting at?” Robins said. Then, all at once, he realized. “You think it could have been Hank?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“But why wouldn’t Catherine have told anybody about it?”

			“It could be that she wanted to protect him. She knew what would have happened if people found out. She knew he would be locked up or sent away someplace.” Lou Anne suddenly stood up. “What did Charlie say earlier tonight? Rev. Kline told him Catherine kept saying she got the child from an angel. That an angel had given her the child. Remember?”

			Robins nodded.

			She stood there, as if lost in thought, then turned to Robins. “It’s something Aura Lee—Hank’s momma—used to say to him. I know I must have heard her say it a hundred times. She would stroke his hair and tell him that God had made it white like that, white as a bar of Ivory soap, she used to say, because he was really an angel sent down from Heaven. An angel,” Lou Anne whispered. “That’s what Catherine meant.”
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			Charlie pulled his car over to the side of the road again. “Shit, ” he whispered. After an hour of wandering down every little dirt road and cutoff, Charlie had again caught sight of Hank, or what he at least figured had been Hank. He had followed him for another fifteen minutes, only to lose sight of him when the narrow dirt road made its final rise before its destination.

			Still, even though he had lost Hank, he at least knew now where he had been leading him. What he had been leading him to.

			He opened the car door and stepped out. He looked up at it. There, right underneath the sliver of moon, was the hulking ruins of the old Randolph house, its rambling shadows merging into the darkness of the kudzu all around, the all-engulfing vines having even mounted the full fifty feet of the rickety cupola that spired up from the roof of the house, and that, in silhouette, looked like a lighthouse that a green sea had swallowed.

			Charlie looked around, then called out Hank’s name. If he was around, he wasn’t letting Charlie know where.

			After shutting the car door, Charlie walked across the dirt road, toward the house. Maybe it was an accident, but Charlie couldn’t shake the feeling that Hank had brought him here deliberately. Earlier they had found him at Catherine’s grave, and now he had led Charlie back to the place where, fifteen years ago, he and old Doc had discovered the girl’s mutilated, tortured body dangling from a crossbeam in the cupola. And as he stood there, staring up at it, Charlie shuddered, as if he could still hear the sounds she had been making.

			Charlie frowned. “Hank?”

			There, moving through the weeds and kudzu toward the half-collapsed front porch of the house, was a shadow. Charlie called out again, then started up the rise, walking at first, then running. He tripped over a knot of vine, then righted himself.

			“Hank?”

			He stopped and stared at the shadow. It wasn’t Hank. Charlie, still not sure who it was, started running again, faster this time, reaching out to touch the figure’s back just as it was about to mount the dilapidated steps of the Randolph house.

			“My God,” he said with a gasp.

			The figure in front of him turned around. Charlie looked into the vacant eyes. It was Tom Harlan. He tried to say the other man’s name, but the sound evaporated in his throat. There was not a trace or flicker of expression in the familiar face. The slack mouth twisted. “I’m going to wait for Newjesus,” the mouth said, but in a voice that was not remotely Tom Harlan’s, “in the upper room.” Suddenly the mouth twisted one notch more, making a hideous grin. “Your boy, he’s up there waiting for you.”

			“Larry?”

			“In the upper room.”

			“The upper room,” Charlie repeated. He had heard the phrase before. It was the name of the Baptist bulletin his mother used to get. It referred to the room in the inn where Jesus’s disciples went after the crucifixion. But that wasn’t what it meant now. It meant the hidden room, the room Larry and Jamey had found that night.

			The thing turned back around and continued to walk up the steps. “No, Tom!” Charlie shouted. He looked back down at his car. His flashlight was in the glove compartment, the flashlight he had replaced when he lost his old one in Aura Lee s crawl space. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his cigarette lighter. It would have to do.
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			It was after one.

			Larry had just gone back to his room after checking again with his mother and Dr. Robins, to see if they had found out anything about his dad. He sat down on the bed, then looked over at the drawer he had put the gun in after his dad had given it to him. He pulled the drawer up and took the gun out. “Damnit,” he whispered to himself.

			Now they were both out there someplace, nobody knew where, both Jamey and his dad.

			And he was still sitting there in his room.

			He stood up, carrying the gun with him, and went to the window. He put his face close to it, so he could see out into the backyard.

			“Dad, Jamey, where the hell are you?”

			Just now his mother had told him they would both be okay. That right that minute they probably were together, on their way back. Larry hadn’t said anything. After all, maybe she believed it.

			He was just about to turn away from the window when he noticed something. A dim patch of white. It shone for a moment, about ten or fifteen feet back from where the tree house rose up.

			It was Jamey’s t-shirt. It had to be.

			Larry glanced around, then ran over and locked the door to his room. He went back to the window, unfastening the screen for the second time that day. He set the gun down on the sill and pulled himself into the window. When he dropped down into the azalea bushes outside, he reached back onto the sill and took hold of the gun. A moment later, he was standing under the tree house.

			“Jamey,” he whispered.

			But there was no trace of him now.

			Larry looked back at the door leading into the kitchen. The light was on inside, but it was empty. Apparently his mother and Robins still were in the living room. Above him he heard the pecan trees rustling.

			He looked up and saw the stars in the cloudless sky. He stared at Orion and remembered which was Betelgeuse and which was Rigel. If only they could all be up there, far away, where nothing bad could ever happen to any of them, any of the people he loved so much. He stared at Orion’s belt and it seemed he remembered Jamey saying how one of the stars in it was a nebula. Jamey had explained to him what that word meant, but he could no longer remember. He absently reminded himself to ask Jamey about it the next time he saw him. And then he remembered. Would there even be a next time?

			Suddenly Larry jumped and turned around. He had heard something, a noise coming from farther back in the dark yard.

			“Jamey?”

			That was when Larry saw him.

			He waited, not sure what to do. Then, calling out the boy’s name again, he stepped over toward him slowly, stopping every now and then to make sure it really was Jamey after all.

			“Jamey?” he called out, only ten feet away. But still, even though he had used a normal tone of voice, Jamey had not looked around at him. He was standing motionless, with his back to Larry, wearing his white t-shirt, his frail body trembling all over.

			“Jamey, what’s wrong?”

			But it was the same as before. Nothing. Not the slightest trace of a reaction.

			Then Jamey said something, still without turning around. “Come with me.”

			“Jamey? What’s wrong?”

			“Your dad, he’s at the Randolph house, They’ve got him.”

			“Who?”

			“Hurry.”

			“Wait. Let me go get Dr. Robins and tell my mom.” “No. If they come, something will happen to them, too. Only you can do it. Only you.”

			“Wait.” Larry reached out to take hold of his arm, but just as he was about to touch him, Jamey turned and began to move rapidly toward the far corner of the dark yard. “Hurry!” he called out.

			Larry clutched the gun. He glanced back at the house and then hurried after the dark figure.
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			Charlie was on the third floor of the Randolph house. In his hand was his cigarette lighter, unlit. Charlie stood there in the pitch blackness, waiting for the metal top of the lighter to cool down again. He felt it, then clicked it back on.

			There, right in front of him, was the room. The room that, moments before, he had watched Tom Harlan—or whatever it now was—disappear into. Charlie stepped into it and saw the fireplace. It was empty. Charlie went over to it and heard a scuffling noise from up inside.

			“Tom?” he called out. “Larry? You up there? If you’re up there, call out. Say anything, son. Just let me know you’re really there. It had to be a trick, Charlie told himself. The boy couldn’t be there. And yet, even as he told himself this, he knew he didn’t have any choice. He would have to find out for himself. He knew, too, that there was only one way of doing it.

			He held the lighter into the fireplace and saw the foothold in the back of it. He clicked the lighter off and put it in his pocket, then groped in the darkness for the holes. He put his foot in the first one and began to climb up.

			When he felt the ledge, Charlie pulled himself up onto it. He half teetered there, in the absolute darkness. He reached out to catch himself on the walls and felt them not just moist, as he expected, but wet, as if something was pouring out of the very stones of the house. His lungs heaved with the stifling atmosphere, more soot than air, as Charlie tried to catch his breath, tried to fight back the gagging nausea that filled him, both from the cramped, suffocating space and from the pure fear that coursed through every vein in his body. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the lighter. He clicked it on and there in front of him he made out the broken door and the narrow passageway that led into the secret room.

			“Larry?”

			There was not a sound coming from anywhere except himself. He lurched forward and began to crawl through the passageway. When he came to the second door, he pulled himself through and carefully stood up. He held the lighter out in front of him and saw it.

			He kneeled down in front of it.

			“Jesus.”

			He stared into the thing. The surface of the painting seemed to be swirling, the dark, confused images moving with such dizzying speed that, for a moment, Charlie thought it was because he was about to faint. But as he continued to stare into it, the outline of something began to congeal. It was a face. An old woman’s face. She was smiling at him. Only, as he looked closer, he saw that something wasn’t right about it. The face was swollen in places. One cheek sagged down and, as he looked, the flesh seemed to melt away, showing the bone underneath, and the teeth. She was looking at something. At a figure. It was stooped down, as if examining something. And in its hand there was something glowing.

			It was a cigarette lighter.

			And, all at once, Charlie was able to make it out. It was a picture of himself. Of himself bending down. Bending down in the secret room.

			Suddenly he jumped back and looked up. From somewhere in the dark recesses of the room he heard a voice.

			“Hush now. We don’t want to scare our nice visitor, now, do we? We don’t want to scare him away after he’s come so far. Isn’t that right?”

			Without taking a step, Charlie lifted the lighter and saw where its dim glow fell. Then, in a hoarse whisper, he called out, “Amelia? Miss Amelia?”

			Nothing.

			“Miss—”

			The name caught in this throat.

			“Why, what a pleasant surprise,” she said, stepping forward. “Why, look, boys and girls, see who’s come to visit us. You know what we say when we have a nice, lovely guest. We say, ‘Welcome to the upper room. ”’

			She had moved closer now and Charlie could make out her face. It was swollen and discolored with massive welts, just like the face in the painting.

			“I was just telling the boys and girls my very favorite story about Newjesus. The one about the sweet old lady who was taking a bath. She thought everything else in this world was just as sweet as she was. But she was wrong, wasn’t she, boys and girls. And Newjesus, he was nice enough to show her just how wrong she was. Does anybody remember how?”

			“I do, I do. Miss Amelia!”

			Charlie held the lighter out and saw what the voice was coming from. The face was covered with leeches. It was Alvin Anderson.

			“Why don’t you tell us, Alvin, hon?”

			“Water moccasins!”

			“That’s right. This sweet old lady was taking a bath and suddenly all the lights went out in her house and then, before she knew what was happening, boys and girls, she heard plop-plop, plop-plop. Because that’s the sound that big fat water moccasins make when you drop them into a bathtub. And my, I wish you could have heard that sweet old lady screaming and hollering. But wasn’t she just being silly, boys and girls? Because that’s just the way we’re chosen. Chosen to be disciples for Newjesus. Because Newjesus’s disciples aren’t called the way Oldjesus’s disciples were, no, indeed. Isn’t that right, Beulah, honey?”

			“My God,” Charlie said with a gasp. In the dim glow he now saw Beulah’s body slumped down on the floor, the eyes empty, her gown torn and shredded, streaks of blood covering her huge arms and legs.

			“Now, boys and girls, have you studied the lesson for today? It’s a story. A story about how Newjesus came into the world.”

			Charlie stared at the face in front of him. The face that had once been Miss Amelia’s. But now there was something different about it. The eyes no longer seemed dead. They were alive with something he had never seen in Miss Amelia’s face. They were the eyes he had not looked into for fifteen years, not since that evening when he had watched them staring up at him as they sank down beneath the quicksand shoal of the Allatoona River.

			“No,” Charlie whispered. Then, turning around, he started to go back into the passageway, but suddenly he felt it, a blow out of the darkness, and, reeling with the pain, he staggered against the wall, taking hold of something to his side. And from in front of him he heard the same singsong voice, “That’s right. How thoughtful of you, Alvin, to get our nice visitor a chair.”

			Charlie sank down into it, the lighter rolling from his grasp. The room whirled about him, but instead of going dark, it seemed to be filled with an eerie light from some other hidden source as the same voice went on as before, the same syrupy voice coming to him through the darkness from what once had been Miss Amelia’s face but that now had his eyes. And it began.

			“Once upon a time there was this foolish, silly little girl, and her name was Catherine. All you had to do was to look at her and you knew that she wasn’t at all like other little girls. No, indeed. She didn’t like to play with dolls. She didn’t like for her momma to buy her pretty little dresses. She didn’t like anything like that. She was so silly and foolish, boys and girls, that she would do good even when she didn’t have to, even when there was nobody around to see her doing it. This little girl was even foolish enough to want to be sweet and nice with someone no one else saw any point in being nice to. Can anyone tell me who I’m talking about?”

			All the hands went up at once. “Me! Me! Ask me!” Alvin called out.

			“Why don’t you tell us, Alvin.”

			“It was Hank.”

			“That’s right. Even this retarded boy called Hank. Boys and girls, she would actually let this nasty boy kiss her sometimes. Can you imagine that? Having those nasty lips touch you? But she didn’t mind. Because she felt so sorry for him. Now, can you think of anything sillier than that? Being kind to somebody just because nobody else is?

			“But one day, boys and girls, this little girl got taught a lesson. This retarded boy she had been so nice to, well, he got her alone and he did something to her, something very, very nasty, much nastier than just drooling on her cheeks, boys and girls. Now, can any one of you guess what this was?”

			From deep in the room Charlie heard a voice.

			“1 know! I know! Let me tell, Miss Amelia!”

			“Yes, Alvin, honey. You think you can tell us what he did?”

			There was a sharp burst of laughter. “He fucked her! He fucked her in her tight little pussy!”

			Miss Amelia nodded and smiled. “That’s right, Alvin. I can see how good you’ve been studying your lesson for today. Because that’s exactly what he did. He took that nasty thing he has and he stuck it up her little pussy. Very good, Alvin. Now, what would you do if something like that happened, boys and girls? Why, I bet you’d go running to your momma and daddy. But not this little girl. Do you know why? Because she was so silly she still felt sorry for him. Because she knew what would happen to him if people found out what he had done to her. And she knew that if he hadn’t been like he was, he would never have hurt her. Have you ever heard of anything so foolish in all your life, boys and girls? Then one night little Catherine had a dream and in that dream she saw an angel. And do you know what that angel said to her? Well, he told little Catherine that she should go ahead and have that baby, and that God would look after it and see that when her baby grew up he would bring goodness into the world, goodness like the goodness that Oldjesus brought. Because that’s how silly old God thinks. Why, He thinks He can take something bad and nasty, like what Hank did to Catherine, and twist it around into something good and holy. But we know better, don’t we, boys and girls? Because just look what happened to little Catherine. How well did God look after her, boys and girls? That’s right, after having done nothing to hurt anybody in this world, how did God reward little Catherine? Why, He let old Luther come and take her off in the middle of the night, let him take her out to that old snake well, and kept her down inside of it until poor little Catherine had nearly lost her mind. And then he took out his old razor and his bottles of ink and for two days he cut those marks into her skin. And all this time, when these things were happening to little Catherine, she kept praying, praying for God to help her. But what did He do? That’s right. He did just what He did when Oldjesus was on the cross. He didn’t lift a finger. But little Catherine, she still hadn’t learned her lesson. Because she still wanted to stay alive. Stay alive to have her baby, because she still believed in the promise that stupid angel had given her. Now, have you ever heard anything so silly in your life? And, somehow, boys and girls, she did stay alive and she had her baby. The baby that God promised her He’d look after. But we know what His promises are like, don t we? Because what happened to this baby? Did little Catherine’s momma and daddy want to raise him like their own? No, indeed. Even after Catherine tried to tell them the baby came from an angel, they didn’t believe her. After all, things like that don’t really happen, do they, boys and girls? They believed they knew better. And that’s why they didn’t even want that baby to live. And you know what? That baby would have been killed if there hadn’t been someone who felt sorry for it and wanted to help it, the way he tried to help Oldjesus way back long ago. Do you know who it was? He has so many names. Some of them bad. Like Satan and Lucifer. But some of them are pretty names, like the Son of Morning, the Prince of the Air. And that’s who came down to try to help that boy, so he wouldn’t grow up to be silly and foolish the way his momma was. And that’s why he went to so much trouble to make sure this boy saw what this world was really like. He wanted him to see what kind of bad, nasty place God had made down here. Because he thought if he showed that boy what this world was like, and how many bad things happened in it, the boy wouldn’t grow up with those silly ideas about loving God. He wanted that boy to choose to be on his side and to help him with his own plan. And such a nice plan, too, boys and girls. Much better than anything silly old God could think of. That’s why we call him the Son of Morning. We don’t mean morning when the sun comes up. We mean the time right before that, when it’s darkest, when it’s pitch black, and nothing is moving. The time when everything’s asleep, when people are so deep in sleep that they’re not even dreaming. Because that’s what he wants for us. He wants to end our pain and suffering, to take away all our troubles. He wants to take us back to that time before silly old God messed everything up by saying, ‘Let there be light.’ Because that was the first mistake. Light. And without the light, there couldn’t have been that second mistake—the creation of the universe.

			“And that’s why the Son of Morning cared so much about Catherine’s baby. Because he wanted her child to grow up and help him get things back to how they used to be. And what did he want this boy to grow up to be? Why, Newjesus, that’s who. Wouldn’t that just show God? God had been planning to make him silly, and instead the Son of Morning was going to make him smart and clever. But you know what, boys and girls? After all that’s been done for him, this boy still doesn’t appreciate it. Even now he wants to go on being silly and foolish. And that’s making the Son of Morning so unhappy, boys and girls, because just look at all the trouble he’s gone to getting everything ready for him, calling the disciples and making straight the way. But the Son of Morning thinks he knows what the problem is, boys and girls, and he thinks he can fix it. The problem is that this boy still loves God, even after everything that’s happened to him. But, you know, there’s somebody this boy loves nearly a much as he loves God, somebody he loves more than his own life. You know who that is?”

			“I know, I know, Miss Amelia!”

			“Alvin, I think we should let our special visitor try to see if he can guess who it is, don’t you? Charlie? Do you know?”

			“My son,” Charlie whispered, struggling to get up. “My son.”

			“That’s right, Charlie. And the Son of Morning, he’s going to use little Larry to teach Jameyboy a lesson. A lesson about trusting in Oldjesus. Alvin, hon, can you tell what that lesson’s going to be?”

			“The snake well!” Alvin yelled out.

			“That’s right. And what’s Oldjesus going to do to help little Larry?”

			“He ain’t going to do shit,” Alvin said.

			“That’s right, Oldjesus, he ain’t going to do shit, Alvin. Why, he’s not going to lift a finger to help little Larry. And little Larry, he’s going to go on screaming and begging, just the way Catherine did. But where silly Oldjesus going to be?”

			“Up in heaven, sitting on his butt!”

			“That’s right. And Jameyboy, he’ll have to listen to little Larry going on and on, screaming and begging. And do you know the only thing that will make it stop. Can you tell us what will get that screaming to stop?” the Miss Amelia thing said.

			“Newjesus!”

			“That’s right, Alvin. That’s the only thing that can get all that screaming and begging to stop. When Jameyboy sees there ain’t no other way. Except to become what his daddy’s always wanted him to become.”

			And moving as if through a dream, Charlie got to his feet again, whispering, “I’ve got to save Larry.” He pushed his way back to the first door, then crouched down and began to crawl along the narrow, suffocating passageway. Suddenly he felt something take hold of his feet, pulling him back into the room. He put his hands out, trying to find something on the wet and slimy walls to grasp hold, something to keep whatever had him from dragging him back into the hidden room. With all his strength, he pushed himself up until his head knocked against the top of the passageway. Then he felt the thing let go of his foot. He heaved himself forward. He looked up and saw in the eerie light the doorway in front of him, the doorway that led out to the ledge and down to the fireplace. He reached for it and again he felt something take hold of his leg. He knew that the ledge had to be only a few inches from his hand. He twisted around and reached as far as he could to try to get ahold on it, to give himself leverage against whatever was pulling him back. His right hand flailed in the darkness in front of him.

			Then all at once Charlie felt the thing that seized hold of his hand. He looked up, and even before he could see the face, he knew what had him, knew from the old and terrible strength that held his hand in its. It was the same hand that had grabbed him fifteen years before, reaching up out of the shallows of the Allatoona. Charlie gasped, and in the dreamlike light, he saw the same eyes, the same ghastly mouth twisted into its hideous grin.

			He felt the horrible strength pull him down.

		


		
			17

			For over a half hour Larry had been tagging behind Jamey, following him as the other boy pushed deeper and deeper into the woods. But each time he got just close enough to Jamey to reach out and touch him, Jamey would somehow elude his grasp, either by walking faster or by Larry himself getting tangled up in one of the ground crawlers that seemed to be everywhere. Back when Jamey had turned off the dirt road, plunging into the woods, Larry had called out to him, telling him he was going the wrong way, that the Randolph house was straight ahead, but Jamey hadn’t even seemed to hear him. Somehow, Larry told himself, Jamey must know what he was doing. He had to.

			“Slow down, please!” Larry called out, reaching down to pull a vine from around his shoe. “I can’t go this fast! Jamey!”

			And this time, as soon as Larry had gotten the words out, Jamey stopped. Larry pushed his way through the thicket and came within only a few yards of the other boy. “For God’s sake, Jamey, tell me where we’re going. Where’s my dad? Jamey?”

			That was when he heard the words. Jamey was saying something. But somehow Larry got the shuddery sensation that the other boy wasn’t saying the words to him but to someone else.

			“Jamey? Who are you talking to?” Larry asked, looking all around and seeing nothing but a few patches of moonlight shifting down through the thick leaves overhead. “Jamey—

			Suddenly Larry caught the other boy’s words. “Wait at the well. Wait at the well.” Saying it over and over again, mechanically, like a record that had gotten stuck.

			“The well,” Larry whispered. “Jamey? What are you talking about?”

			But Jamey had already pushed Larry away and had started walking again.

			“No, Jamey. That’s crazy. You can’t go out there. Don’t you remember about the well? That’s where…” Larry stood there, unable to say another word.

			That was where he was going. The snake well. Larry stood there, feeling the same way he did in the worst part of his worst nightmare, when the forbidden door was on the point of opening and he knew without seeing it who was standing on the other side, whose eyes were already looking at him, whose mouth was already twisted into its hideous grin.

			“NO!” Larry yelled, lunging furiously after the other boy. And this time, by a superhuman effort, Larry managed to reach out and finally take hold of Jamey’s t-shirt. Suddenly Jamey stopped. Not realizing this until too late, Larry knocked right into him: Then, grabbing hold of the other boy’s shoulder to try to keep them both from falling, Larry said, “What’s wrong?”

			Jamey wasn’t moving.

			“What is it?”

			Still holding him, Larry could feel the other boy’s rapid breathing, even his heartbeat, as frantic as a rabbit’s.

			“Jamey...?”

			The boy jerked around to one side, then the other.

			“What’s wrong?” Larry repeated. It reminded him of the first time he had gone hunting with his dad. They had caught sight of a deer through the bushes. The deer seemed to sense something—something it didn’t comprehend, and yet somehow knowing that whatever it was, it was definitely something to stay away from.

			“Jamey?” Larry whispered again. Then, letting go of the boy’s shoulder, he looked behind him. There was a noise back in the underbrush. It kept on a moment, then stopped. Larry squinted hard, scanning the few patches of moonlight that fell across the tangle of woods all around them, but he couldn’t even make out the path they had come by. The woods had closed back around them as seamlessly as if it had been some dark, vast, shifting ocean.

			“Jamey, what’s wrong? What is it?” And, as he looked at the other boy s profile, a horrible thought came to him. “Jamey? Are you asleep? Are you—”

			Jamey started up again, but Larry grabbed hold of his arm. It was cold. That was when he realized. Since they had started walking, Jamey had not looked at him once the whole time, not for a split second. Not once had Larry even caught a glimpse of his eyes. Jamey,” he whispered, “look at me. Look at me. Let me see your eyes, Jamey.”

			But the other boy didn’t look around. And, before Larry knew what was happening, Jamey had jerked himself loose from Larry’s grasp.

			“Goddamnit,” Larry yelled. “Don’t!” He went to catch hold of the other boy, but tripped over another one of the ground crawlers. He scrambled back and made a quick kicking motion with his leg, trying to snap it. But even this didn’t work. Glancing up, pushing the hair out of his eyes, he called out, “Jamey!” He stumbled forward and pulled as hard as he could on the vine. Finally it snapped. He almost fell to the ground, but then righted himself with the help of the side of a tree. He glanced up ahead.

			“JAMEY!” he cried, the word breaking in his throat. He stood there and listened to the echo of his shout as it came back to him from the woods, his voice, with each new echo, sounding more forlorn and more desperate than the one preceding, until the last repetition faded and dwindled into nothing, dissolved into the other sounds of the woods, lost in them somewhere, like Larry himself. Then, starting up again, Larry tried to run as fast as he could through the treacherous underbrush. But by the time he had gotten to the place where Jamey had slipped into the darkness of the woods, there was no longer any sign of him.

			He was gone. And Larry was lost. Totally lost.

			Larry bent over, trying to catch his breath, feeling a helpless sense of desolation, not knowing what to do, not even knowing anymore which way to go, whether to keep on trying to find Jamey or to turn back, assuming he could even begin to retrace his steps.

			He looked back the way they had come and remembered how far it was. And how dark.

			He straightened up and started walking again, but at a much slower pace. He went on like that for five minutes, stopping every now and then to call out for Jamey. Finally, exhausted, he found a patch of moonlight, like an oasis in a desert of night, and sat down on an old hollowed-out log. He rested there, his head hanging, picking some of the briars off his shirt and blue jeans, trying to catch his breath, waiting for his second wind. In his head he heard the dull pounding of his blood, though what he seemed to be hearing was not his own blood but two voices, first Jamey’s, trancelike, hypnotic, saying over and over, “Wait at the well. Wait at the well.” And then Larry’s own, asking, “Wait for who? Wait for who?”

			Larry got back up on his feet. He looked around for the slightest clue, the least trace of a sound that could guide him. But there was only the impenetrable darkness of the woods, and even worse, the thousand peculiar, unplaceable little noises of the night, that always were just at the point of becoming something else—crickets that for a split second would seem to whisper a warning to him, leaves whose rustling momentarily began to sound like the groaning of something half human, fallen branches that cackled mockingly underfoot.

			Shit, he said aloud, just to hear a recognizable sound, then lurched aimlessly into the woods, pushing back a dark veil of leaves. He had gotten only a few feet when he tripped over something. He tried to catch himself, but it was too late. He found himself tumbling over and over in the dark, down a steep incline, crashing through briars and vines. Then he stopped. He lay there. He felt down to his ankle. It hurt and, for a moment, he was afraid he had sprained it. He got to his feet and tried it gently. There was a slight pain, but nothing major.

			Scooting around, he was about to try to get up on his feet when, looking up into the little clearing in front of him, he stopped.

			About fifteen yards from where he had landed there was a little mound of something silhouetted in the moonlight. Larry walked toward it. He frowned. It rose less than a foot off the ground, most of it entangled with weeds and vines, but here and there he could see the crumbling brick of the ledge. He took a few wary steps closer toward the thing. “Jesus,” he whispered.

			It wasn’t just a mound. In the middle, under the thatch of vines and leaves, he could see the black circle of the hole. A hole about four feet across.

			It was the well. The snake well. Overgrown with vines and crawlers but still gaping. Lurking underneath was the hole, the sides slick with algae, the bottom so deep that it reflected neither the moon nor the stars.

			He took a few steps toward it. DON’T LOOK. DON’T GO ANY CLOSER. But despite the voice screaming at him inside his head, Larry stood there by the edge of the well, staring down through the gaps in the covering vines. His mouth open, his throat dry, he held his breath, listening...listening if he could hear them down there at the bottom of the well, the water moccasins, and in his mind’s eye he could see them, coil upon slimy coil, their bodies entangled and knotted, their eyes like the eyes he had looked into that day by the river, eyes that peered out at him from another world, like creatures that had slithered out of the first nightmare.

			And all at once it went through Larry’s head. This is it. This is what you always wondered about before, all those times you would lie awake in the middle of the night, staring up at the ceiling, hearing Hattie’s words drift down, remembering her warning. This is your worst nightmare. The worst there could ever be for you. The one Hattie said was waiting for you, waiting to come down to you from Jacob’s ladder. Only it’s just starting. It’s just—

			That was when he heard it. Something was snapping loose. He looked at the vines all around the mouth of the well. They were snapping loose from the edge of it, moving down. And suddenly Larry understood what was making them. There was something underneath them, something in the well that was clutching up at them, struggling to pull itself up the slick sides of the well, clinging to the vines.

			Then he heard a different sound. It was a voice. A human voice muffled in the darkness of the well. A boy’s voice. “Help me,” it said to him with a whimper, shuddering with terror. “Help me, Larry.”

			Larry felt his knees nearly give way beneath him. “Jamey?” 

			“Help me.”

			RUN! Even if it’s Jamey, RUN!

			But he couldn’t move. He watched as more and more of the vines were being sucked down, faster now, as if all the vines on the well were connected up with all the other vines and crawlers on the floor of the woods around, as if something wanted to pull the whole dark forest back down into the bottom of the well.

			“Help me.”

			A hand. There was a hand clutching one of the vines. It let go and reached up, the fingers opening, feeling the darkness, reached up toward Larry, and the voice beneath it said with a whimper, “I’m slipping back down, Larry.”

			Larry stared at the hand, white in the patch of moonlight. Severed at the wrist by a wedge of shadow, it looked unconnected to anything, floating up above the vines. “Hurry, Larry. I’m slipping. I’m...”

			And Larry watched as the hand began to sink down into the shadows. “JAMEY!” he shouted and, leaning over the well, he took hold of the hand. It was cold. Cold and slimy like the sides of the well. He pulled on it, expecting to have to struggle to bring the boy back up, but the hand rose with sickening, dizzying ease. And before Larry could utter a sound, it was there.

			The face looked up at him through the tangle of vines. And all around it were other hands reaching up through them, their fingers wiggling, clutching, pulling. The face was Jamey’s. Had once been Jamey’s. The eves opened. They were the eyes Larry had stared into at the river’s edge that day. Larry tried to jerk away, but his hand was caught, squeezed tight by the hand of the thing that once had been Jamey. The mouth twisted and grinned and Larry watched as the forked nib of tongue slithered out between the lips, the thin strip of tongue rising straight up from out of the boy’s teeth, the same tongue that had flicked from the jaws of the water moccasin, only longer, twisting upward farther and farther.

			The mouth was opening wider now, and Larry could see something dark inside it, something where the tongue should have been. Suddenly the jaws began to rip, unsnap along the cheek, until the mouth was wide enough for what was inside to show in the moonlight, and Larry saw what was at the end of the narrow, wiggling tongue as the eyes of the moccasin began to gleam inside the gaping mouth, its head pushing its way up from the back of the throat, and then quickly its body followed, coil on coil slithering out between the teeth. The eyes were open. The pupils seemed to be dilating, wider and wider, sucking the irises into them, and then, somehow, they got wider still, until what was left were two empty black holes.

			’’NO!’’ Larry yelled and with all his might yanked his hand back, freeing it from the thing that had held him. Still screaming, he turned and ran wildly, desperately toward the slope at the edge of the clearing. But he had gone no more than ten feet when he was jerked to the ground, face first.

			“GODDAMNIT!” he cried as he felt the thing get tight around his ankle. Twisting around, he went to strike at whatever had gotten hold of him, but when he looked up, he saw nothing. And yet something kept tightening around his ankle.

			It was a vine. His foot had just gotten caught in a loop of a ground crawler, just as it had several times already that night. He went to pull his foot loose when he suddenly realized something. Before, when the vine had tightened, he thought it was because he had been pulling against it. But now, keeping his foot still, he saw that something else was doing it. Something was pulling on the vine from the other end, from the end that went down into the well. Larry, his chest heaving, tried to free his foot, but the knot was too tight. Grabbing hold of some other vines around him, he tried to keep from moving, but, looking up, he saw that they were all being pulled back toward the well, the whole floor of the woods around him being sucked back toward it. Choking back the tears, Larry screamed at the top of his lungs, grasping desperately for anything but feeling everything slipping backward, back toward what was waiting for him in the darkness of the well.

			Larry looked over his shoulder. His foot had hit the side of the well. And the clammy hands taking hold of his ankle, pulling him over the edge.

			Suddenly everything seemed to stop. The hands slipped away easily. The vine went slack. The floor of the woods were no longer moving around him. Through his tears Larry saw someone’s foot right in front of him.

			“Larry.”

			He looked up slowly. A pair of khaki trousers. Panting, scarcely able to get his breath, Larry said with a gasp, “Dad?”

			“You’re okay. It’s just a nightmare. Take my hands and I’ll put you out of it.”

			“Quick...please!” Larry cried, struggling to get to his feet, extending his hands. “Hurry!” And as Larry reached up he felt the strong hand take hold of his wrist, pulling him, lifting him, just as easily as his father had once lifted him up into his arms when Larry had been four or five, to carry him from the sofa where he had fallen asleep back to his bed. And then he felt himself buoyed up in the cradle of the strong arms and the voice whispering, “It’ll be okay. I’ll make everything okay. Just like it used to be.” And the arms pushed Larry against the strong chest and held him there. “I can make it like it always should have been. For you. And for everyone, son.” And lying there in the powerful arms, Larry stared up and saw the night sky through the trees, a clear and cloudless night. Only there was something strange and wrong about it. Something that should have been there but wasn’t.

			There were no stars. Not a single star in the cloudless sky.

			“It’s better, isn’t it?”

			And then Larry turned his head back toward the well. He was not going away from it. He was being carried back to it, back toward the well.

			“DAD! What are you doing?”

			It had his dad s face. And yet there was something wrong there, too, something missing, just as there had been something missing in the midnight sky.

			“NOOOOO!”

			It was a scream, but it wasn’t Larry. It came from someplace else.

			They weren’t moving. Larry twisted around in the arms and saw that he was being held directly over the mouth of the well. And the arms were no longer holding him level, but the arm underneath his head was lowering, tilting downward, and Larry felt his body slipping out of the cradle of the arms, easing down head first, sliding toward the mouth of the well.

			“NOOOOOOOOOOQOOOOO!”

			Larry heard the scream again. Closer this time. He struggled, flailing, his body twisted around now so that he was staring directly down into the blackness. He kept trying desperately to push himself away from the emptiness of the well, but there was nothing but the cover of leaves to push against. And then as his hands knocked wildly against the tangle of vines he felt the other hand from down in the well take hold of his, pulling him toward them as the thing that had held him kept pushing. And in one last effort Larry grabbed at the arm of the thing pushing and he felt it, the smooth stump at the wrist.

			“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO—OOOOOOOOOO!”

			It let go and Larry felt the sickening, blinding plunge of his body, ripping the vines. He grabbed at them and then suddenly felt something take hold of his shirt, pulling him back up, someone’s hand under his arm lifting him back to the mouth of the well, dragging him over it. He tumbled down the side and was again lifted up by someone in the darkness. Larry, his legs too weak to support him, collapsed against the other body. He looked at the arm that now had hold of him, and then at the face. “Jamey.”

			“You’re okay,” Jamey reassured him as he pulled him away from the well. “You’re okay.”

			A few moments later, the two boys were at the top of the rise. Larry looked back down. He was still shaky, but he could now at least walk without holding on to Jamey. In a patch of moonlight Larry could see the mouth of the well. It was still and quiet. He looked back at Jamey. “It’s gone now,” Larry said. “I thought it was my dad. It looked like my dad, Jamey.”

			“He can look like anything.”

			“You said my dad needed help. Where is he?”

			“That wasn’t me,” Jamey said. “It was him. He just told you that to get you to come out here.”

			“Then he was lying about my dad. He’s okay then, right?”

			Larry looked at the other boy and waited for him to answer. But Jamey didn’t.

			“Jamey?”

			“Come on. Let’s go.”

			Larry started to follow the other boy, but then he stopped to glance back once more at the well. “Is that it? Is that what he was going to do to me? Put me down there in the well?”

			The other boy looked at him, his eyes unspeakably sad. He shook his head.

			“Then what is it, Jamey?” Larry asked, his voice cracking. Jamey hesitated, then said, “We have to get out of here.”
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			“Come here quick.”

			Robins jumped up from the chair and followed Lou Anne back into the hallway. “What is it?” But as he came to the door of Larry’s bedroom, he realized.

			“He’s gone,” Lou Anne said.

			Robins stepped into the boy’s room and saw that the screen in the window had been unfastened. “He must have sneaked out again. Check around back.”

			Lou Anne shook her head. “He’s not there. He’s gone to try to find them,” she whispered. “I shouldn’t have left him alone. I should have realized what he’d do.”

			Robins stared at her.

			“We’ve got to find them,” she said. “We just can’t stay here and wait.”

			“I’ll go.”

			She grabbed his arm. “No. I’m going with you.”

			But Robins shook his head. “It’s too risky.”

			“Is it better for me to stay here by myself?”

			Robins frowned. “I guess you’re right,” he said. “I’ll go over to old Doc’s and get my car. You wait here.”

			“No. I don’t want either of us to be alone. I’ll go with you.”

			Robins hestiated.

			“We have to find them,” Lou Anne said. “At least, I have to.”

			“Okay. Let’s go.”

		


		
			19

			The two boys had walked in silence for nearly forty minutes. Every so often Jamey would stop long enough for Larry to rest, and then they would start up again. Only once had Larry asked Jamey where they were going. “You’ll see,” Jamey replied softly, “just rest right now.”

			Finally they came clear of the woods and stepped onto the dirt road. Larry looked around and thought he recognized it. But it wasn’t until they came to the top of the rise that he was finally certain. There, looming up in the darkness, was the Randolph house. Larry stopped, frozen, and looked at the other boy. “What are you doing, Jamey? Why are we going there?”

			Jamey turned his eyes away. “Because now I know what I have to do.”

			“What?” Then, before Jamey had a chance to answer, Larry blurted out, “Jamey, let me see your eyes again. Just to make sure.”

			Jamey turned back around and looked right into Larry’s gaze. Larry looked at the face, at the eyes. They did not look the way they had the past few times Larry had seen Jamey. There was nothing frightened or desperate about them. In fact, Jamey’s eyes now had the same strange serenity that Larry had seen in them that day down by the river, when Jamey had confronted the water moccasin, whispering to it, staring back into its eyes, his voice so soothing, reassuring.

			“See,” Jamey whispered. “It’s really me this time. And I understand now. I know what I...what we have to do now. Trust me.”

			And Larry nodded. “I trust you, Jamey,” he whispered. Still he didn’t move for a moment but watched as the other boy walked down the narrow, sloping road. Then, calling out for Jamey to wait, Larry hurried after him.

			They had been inside the Randolph house for the past ten minutes, groping through one dark corridor after another, Larry sticking close behind Jamey, even holding on to his t-shirt most of the time. Larry still didn’t know where Jamey was leading him, or why, but at least he knew it wasn’t back to the room upstairs, which was a relief. Suddenly, Jamey crouched down right in front of Larry and disappeared.

			“Jamey? Where’d you go to?”

			“Here,” the other boy said. Larry squinted. For the first time Larry could see the dim glow of moonlight filtering in from somewhere. Jamey’s hand was extended back to him through a small doorway. Larry hesitated.

			“It’s all right,” Jamey told him.

			Larry crouched down and took the other boy’s hand. Carefully Jamey guided him through the short passageway into the other room.

			Larry righted himself and looked up. “Holy shit,” he whispered, tilting his head back and staring into the empty space above them. They were at the bottom of the towerlike cupola, the moonlight pouring in through the rows of tiny windows that circled the structure, weaving and crisscrossing it with huge phantom cobwebs of light. All around the cylindrical sides of it wound the spiral staircase, dusty and decrepit. Larry held his breath and could hear the boards of the massive tower as they groaned with the slightest touch of wind.

			“Come,” Jamey said.

			“Where?”

			“Up there?”

			“What for, Jamey?”

			Jamey hesitated, then said softly, “You can see the stars from up there. I’d like to see them again. One more time.”

			“One more time? What d’you mean, Jamey?”

			But the other hoy had already begun to climb the steps, his hand on the creaky banister. “The steps are old, but they’ll hold us, ” Jamey told him.

			Larry again followed him, stopping every now and then to look back down at the patches of moonlight on the floor below. Here and there the banister had fallen off, and at these places Jamey stopped and helped Larry with his hand. At last, to Larry’s relief, they stepped from the staircase onto the covered roof of the cupola. Larry looked over the railing and gasped. Spread out all around beneath them were the woods, rising now and then into something like a hill, then descending gracefully into a valley, only to rise again in a farther hill. In the moonlight, the woods looked more tranquil and beautiful than he had ever thought they could look. As Larry gazed down at them, it was impossible for him even to imagine that these were the same woods that, less than a half hour before, had seemed like a twisting labyrinth of ground crawlers and hidden terrors.

			“It all looks so quiet and peaceful from up here,” Larry said.

			“Sometimes, if you get far enough away, everything does,” Jamey said. “Like the stars. Who knows what’s really out there—what people have to go through out there in all those million worlds. Looking at them from here, it’s hard to believe anyone anywhere could ever hurt.”

			Larry nodded and he, too, looked at the stars, more brilliant and scattered more thickly than he had ever seen them before.

			The two boys stood there for a moment and then Jamey sat down. Then Larry noticed that he was carrying something. It glinted in the moonlight. Larry stared at it, then whispered, “Where did you get that, Jamey?”

			It was a gun. The gun Larry’s dad had given him and that Larry had dropped by the well.

			“I picked it up.”

			“What did you bring it here for?”

			Jamey didn’t answer. His face was turned away, his eyes fixed on the stars.

			“Jamey?”

			“You saw it,” the other boy whispered. “In the well. You saw the face. You saw what Simon saw in his last vision. My face.”

			“But it wasn’t you, Jamey. You’re okay. It wasn’t you, was it?”

			Jamey looked down. “Not now. Not the way I am now. But the way he wants me to be.”

			Larry shook his head.

			“It’s true. I know it’s true now. He created me. I’m his child. Not Luther’s—he only used Luther. I’m the child of what you saw. Of that thing. I know that now. And that’s why—”

			“Why what?”

			“Why I know what I have to do,” Jamey whispered. “Only I can’t do it without you, Larry.”

			“Do what? What am I supposed to do?”

			Jamey didn’t move for a moment and then, still without looking at Larry, he went to hand him the gun. But Larry just looked at it without taking it.

			Suddenly Larry understood. “You want me to kill you.” 

			Jamey said nothing.

			Larry jumped to his feet and knocked against the railing. He heard a crack, as if it were starting to break, but Jamey already had hold of him, pulling him back to safety. The two boys stood there, holding on to each other. Tears in his eyes, Larry shook his head. “I can’t, Jamey Don’t ask me to. We can get help. My dad, he’ll know what to—”

			“He’s dead, Larry.”

			Larry stared into the other boy’s eyes and felt the tower underneath him as it swayed in a sudden gust of wind. Larry went to pull himself away, but Jamey held him. “And it will happen to others, too. To your mother. And to you. What happened to you just now at the well, it was just the beginning, Larry. There is no other way.”

			“My dad’s dead,” Larry whispered, then slowly sank down to the floor of the cupola. Jamey kneeled down, still holding on to him.

			“I can’t cry,” Larry said softly, “I should cry, but I can’t. I can’t cry anymore.”

			“Don’t. Not now. You can cry later. Right now you have to do what I ask you to do, Larry,” Jamey said to him. “Last night, out in the woods, I thought I could kill myself and end everything... all the trouble for everyone else. But I couldn’t. I was afraid.”

			“To die?” Larry asked.

			Jamey shook his head. “No, of something worse.” 

			“What?”

			“I was so alone out there. I hated myself and I hated the world. I hated that I was ever born. I even hated God for letting me be made. I knew that was what he wanted, Satan, and I thought what if, in those last seconds as I was dying, I heard him whispering to me, only his voice of all the voices in the world? And I asked myself, what would I do? Would I do what he asked me to do? I didn’t know, Larry. And it scared me. He only needs me to whisper it once. Just a single time. ‘Yes, you were right. You were always right.’ And in that single second I would become him. That’s why I knew I couldn’t do it alone. Why I knew I needed you.”

			“But why me?”

			“Because if you do it, I’ll know why you’re doing it, because you don’t want anything bad to happen to me. Because you love me. And I won’t be alone. I’ll know why I’m doing it, too. I’ll know it’s because I love you. And because now I know that no matter what happens to me the world is a good place and has good things in it. I know that now because of you. Because you’ve shown it to me, Larry.” 

			Larry shook his head. He was trembling all over. “But I’ll miss you, Jamey.”

			Neither boy said anything for a few moments. Then, looking up at Jamey, Larry said, “When am I supposed to do it, Jamey?”

			“You can wait until I’m asleep. I haven’t slept in a long time,” Jamey whispered. “It will be nice going to sleep and not having to worry. Or to wonder.”

			Larry was on the point of asking when Jamey was going to sleep, but as he looked into the other boy’s eyes, he knew there was no need for the question. It couldn’t be very long. And already even Jamey’s tone of voice was that of someone struggling against sleep, fighting if off.

			“There’s just one thing, Larry,” Jamey whispered, his eyes down. “One thing you have to promise me.”

			“What is it?”

			“First promise me you’ll do it, no matter what. Promise?” 

			Larry nodded yes.

			“You have to do it the moment you see I’m asleep. You can’t wait. Not for a minute. Not even for a second.”

			“Why?”

			“Because he will do something to trick you. He might come as somebody else. As your dad again, or maybe as Dr. Robins, or your momma. But no matter who you see coming up those steps, don’t listen. At the first sound of the steps creaking, you’ll know it’s him. And that’s when you have to do it. If you wait, it will be too late. Do you understand?” Larry shivered, then nodded. He looked out over the railing, at the moonlit expanse of woods all around them. “Okay,” he whispered.

			Again, neither boy spoke a word, both listening to the gentle sound of the wind as it swayed the tower. Then Larry looked back at Jamey.

			“Where you’re going, Jamey, you think maybe there’s some way you can...”

			“Can what?”

			“Talk to me from there?”

			Jamey looked away. “Maybe. Maybe there’ll be ways. Only you’ll have to look for them, sometimes very hard.”

			“Like what?”

			“Maybe it will be in ways you’re not thinking of.”

			“Tell me, Jamey.”

			Jamey frowned. “Your momma could be playing something on the piano. Something you’ve heard before but never paid attention to. But suddenly, this time, you’ll hear it, like you’re listening to it for the first time. And listening, you’ll see how she feels inside. Or maybe you’ll remember one day something your dad said to you. Something you didn’t understand when you first heard it. But suddenly now, you’ll see it so clearly. Do you understand?”

			“I think so,” Larry said, without being sure he really did. And again he looked out over the woods. They stretched to the horizon, then merged into the vast deep pool of stars, as if the two worlds were joined seamlessly, effortlessly at some hidden point in the distance. He looked back over at Jamey and, in alarm, saw that the other boy’s eyes were closed. “Jamey, you awake?”

			Jamey opened his eyes. “Yes. But I don’t know how much longer I can stay awake.”

			Larry, seeing that Jamey had no place to put his head, told him to rest it on his leg. Don’t worry, I’ll move you if my leg gets tired.’

			For nearly a minute, the two of them said not a word. Larry felt the wind on his face. It was strange how calm he felt, as if everything else had been a dream, a nightmare, and only this was real. The well, what Jamey had said about his father—they all seemed illusionary, something that, on waking, would disappear as if in a puff of smoke, leaving behind only the pleasant sense of having been returned to a world that had nearly been lost to him, and that, for that very reason, seemed far more precious than if it had never been threatened. Like those nightmares he had as a little boy that, on escaping from them, made even the most taken-for-granted items of the ordinary world seem incomprehensibly wonderful—the solid nightstand next to him, the steady and impassable walls of his room, the light that dispelled all shadows.

			Larry looked down at the gun.

			“Is there really someplace,” he whispered, “where you’ll go, Jamey? Where people go to when the die?”

			Jamey said nothing for a moment. Again worried that the other boy had fallen asleep, Larry moved his leg and called out Jamey s name. “Is there, Jamey?”

			“I think so,” Jamey whispered, his voice sleepy.

			“Tell me about it, please,” Larry said. “Tell me what it’s like.

			“Okay,” Jamey said. And, speaking in his soft and soothing voice, Jamey began to talk of it, of this other world that was always present, but only hidden from our waking eyes. As Larry listened, he tried to fix every word, every sentence in his memory, paying special attention to precisely those things he didn’t understand, telling himself that if he memorized them he could come back later on, when he was older, and that, recalling them, maybe he could see what he had missed before. He listened as Jamey told him that the other world wasn’t anyplace else but that it was always around us, only we can’t see it most of the time. It was like the stars that way. You could easily see the stars at night, but during the day you couldn’t see them at all. Some people thought the stars went away during the day, but of course they didn’t really go away but were hidden. And then Jamey went on to say other things, harder things that Larry just couldn’t follow or keep up with, no matter how much he wrinkled his forehead or pressed his fingers against his temple. Words slipped away from him no matter how hard he tried to keep them in place. And then when Jamey stopped talking, Larry began to ask more questions. At first they were real questions, asked to clear up something Jamey had said to him. But as he felt the other boy slipping away into sleep, Larry started to ask questions just to ask questions, just so he could keep Jamey awake a few minutes, even a few seconds more, anything to postpone the inevitable coming of sleep. Until, finally, looking down at his friend’s exhausted face, something inside of Larry whispered, Let him sleep. 

			Let him sleep.

			And yet he couldn’t. Not yet. There was so much more he wanted to know, even if he couldn’t remember what it was right then. Looking up, he thought back to that first night they slept out in the tree house and Jamey had explained to him about the stars. Larry looked out and saw, tilted right upon the far horizon, Orion. And above that the Pleiades, called the Seven Sisters. Jamey had said whole galaxies were being born that very moment in that swirl of stellar light, galaxies in which our whole solar system would be lost like a speck of dust.

			Larry wiggled his leg. “Jamey, Jamey,” he whispered desperately, “tell me about the stars. Tell me about the stars again.”

			But there was nothing. Not a sound from the other boy.

			Larry looked down at his face. “Jamey?”

			He was asleep.

			Larry sat there, his heart beating through his chest, remembering what Jamey had told him. He had to do it the moment he fell asleep. And that if he didn’t, then...then...Larry lifted his hand to shake the other boy, but stopped. Instead he only whispered again, “Please, don’t go to sleep now. I don’t want to do it right now, Jamey. I want to hear you talk some more. Please don’t. I don’t want to be alone now.”

			Then Larry heard something. A noise coming from down beneath them. He turned and stared at the dark opening a few feet behind him. It was where the spiral staircase came out into the landing. In the moonlight Larry could see the top three or four steps. That was where the noise was coming from. The whole tower was creaking, creaking because there was somebody coming up the steps from below. Somebody walking very slowly up to them.

			Larry shook Jamey. “Somebody’s coming,” he told him, “there’s somebody coming up the steps.” But the boy’s eyes didn’t open. “Jamey?” Then, putting his hand behind Jamey’s neck, Larry slid his leg out, then carefully eased Jamey’s head onto the floor of the cupola. Larry stood and went to where the steps came out. From there he could see down only about a fourth of the way. The stairs were empty. But he could still feel it in the vibrations, the footsteps coming closer and closer.

			Larry went back and picked up the gun. He clutched it to him and then in a choking voice called out, “Who is it? Who’s down there?”

			But there was no answer. Nothing but the steady creaking. Jamey’s words pounding against his temple. “Promise me...you have to do it the moment you see I’m asleep.” Larry aimed the gun at Jamey’s sleeping body. He pointed it first at the head and then at the side and then at the shoulder. Why had he promised him? It was crazy, he realized. There was no way he could do it. “Jamey, wake up! Wake up!” he shouted.

			Then suddenly he heard a voice coming from the spiral staircase.

			Larry jerked back around and looked at the opening in the landing. It could come as anybody, Jamey had warned him. His dad. Or Dr. Robins. Or even—

			Larry suddenly froze. It was calling up to him in a voice that pierced right through him.

			“Larry? Honey? You okay? It’s me.”

			He stood there. “Momma?” he whispered.

			“It’s going to be fine. Everything’s going to be fine. Jamey was just confused. But we’re going to get him help. The best help there is. Don’t you see, things like that don’t happen, honey. Not really. We’re coming up there to get you, to take you and Jamey back where you belong. Honey?”

			The creaking on the steps was closer now. Larry stepped in front of the opening. He saw a figure in the shadows, about ten or twelve steps down the staircase. “Honey, I’m coming up.”

			It’s a trick, Larry told himself. He clutched the gun and pointed it down.

			Suddenly he saw her.

			“Momma,” he whispered.

			The figure slowly mounted the steps, the moonlight finally filtering down upon the face.

			“What happened to...to...” But Larry couldn’t get the words out. He stared down at the huge, gaping wound that had once been a mouth. Even in the moonlight he could see the greenish tint of the broken teeth, the shreds of torn lips and cheek.

			And right there before his eyes, he watched as her face transformed itself completely into the other lace. The face of his nightmare. It was on the last step.

			Larry went to the railing, his back pressed up against it, the gun still in his hand. He pressed the trigger and let off three shots in a row. The thing just stood there, the bullets ripping bloodlessly into its face, the mouth not registering even a flicker of response. He fired twice more. Then he realized: There was only one bullet left.

			“What are you going to do to me?” Larry heard himself gasping out.

			The mouth twisted. “Ain’t you already done figured it yet?”

			“You going to take me back down to the well?”

			The thing in front of him gave out a hideous sharp screech that was meant to be a laugh, and as he did, Larry watched the river slime ooze down from the mutilated lips. “Ain’t going to put you in no well.”

			It stepped closer to him. “Even Jameyboy here, smart as he is, why, even he couldn’t figure it. ’Cause it’s a whole heap worser than any well. Worser than any nightmare any boy ever did have.”

			Larry kept the gun pointed at the thing. It was so close now that he could smell the stench from the mouth. It reached up and Larry saw the stump.

			Suddenly Larry heard other voices. They were coming from down the stairwell. “He done guessed it yet?” Alvin’s voice called out. “I know. . . I know what it is.” And another voice said, “Well, hon, why don’t we see if Larry can figure it out for himself.”

			“What is it?” Larry whispered, his voice begging, pleading. His back pressed against the railing, he heard the wood crack. Instinctively Larry grabbed the railing and felt it give. It couldn’t hold much longer.

			“Reckon Jameyboy was thinking he was going to get away from his old daddy, ain’t that right?” the thing said. “Reckon it’s too late now.”

			DO IT, Larry told himself. DO IT NOW. He looked at Jamey. He was asleep. He wouldn’t know. He wouldn’t feel a thing. DO IT.

			Larry pointed the gun at the other boy. “I’m sorry, Jamey,” he whispered, his voice choking. “I’m—”

			He went to squeeze the trigger and suddenly heard something. A laugh. He looked at the thing. It was grinning. Larry stared at it. “I know,” Larry whispered, suddenly understanding. “I know what it is now. The worst thing. The worst thing that could happen to me. I know what it is now.”

			All at once the hideous grin dissolved.

			“That’s what you wanted me to do, isn’t it? To kill him. You wanted me to be so afraid that I’d kill him. Because he isn’t what you said he was, is he? The thing. He’s...he’s...”

			And there, as Larry looked on, the face again transformed itself. The mask was dropped. Larry stared into the very face of hell.

			“Do it,” it said with a hiss.

			Larry shook his head. “You’re afraid,” Larry whispered. “Because I know now. I know the secret. Only you knew who he really was. You just wanted him to think he was yours. But he wasn’t. He never was.”

			“DO IT!”

			“And you’re afraid of what I’ll do. Because if I’m dead, there’s no way you can hurt me. There’s no way you can trick Jamey into becoming what you want him to become. If I’m dead, there’s nothing you could do.”

			Then, closing his eyes, Larry put the barrel of the gun against his own chest and pointed it directly at his heart.

			“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” the thing screeched.

			In the darkness he felt the cold trigger, then pulled it.

			The gun exploded and yet, as Larry reeled backward, crashing through the railing and falling down into the bottomless night, there was another sound, louder and even more terrible still. It was as if the darkness itself had given out a howl, a scream of despair and defeat.
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			Hank stood up, shuddering at the sound that had pierced the darkness all around him. His lips trembling, he watched where the dark thing had hit into the bushes. “Heapmore,” he whispered and then slowly crept through the tall grass toward the thing that had fallen from the high place. He stopped and looked down at it.

			It was a boy. He lay in the grass, and Hank could see his eyes in the moonlight. They were open wide and fixed on the stars. But his head was on wrong, crooked and twisted, and there was blood coming from his mouth. On his shirt there was blood, and it, too, was coming out.

			Trembling all over, Hank squatted down and touched the boy. He didn’t move.

			Hank stood up and looked around. He went to say his word but was too frightened, and when it came out of his throat it was not a word but a sob. Hank stepped back, then turned and saw him.

			It was the other boy. He stood there, and Hank saw the tears in his eyes. Hank stepped back and watched as the other boy bent down over the boy who had fallen. He looked at the boy and then reached out and put his hand onto the fallen boy’s face. He whispered something to him. And then he kept his hand there on the boy’s face.

			Hank listened and heard the boy whisper.

			Hank waited and then, creeping closer again, he watched as the fallen boy moved, as he sat up, and Hank saw that his neck wasn’t crooked and twisted anymore. “Jamey?” the boy whispered.

			But the other boy only said, “Hush. Go back to sleep, go back to sleep, Larry.’’ The boy closed his eyes and now was asleep. And then the boy who was kneeling whispered. “Thank you.”

			Hank stepped back and watched the boy who was awake bend down and pick up the sleeping boy in his arms. He held the boy there a moment and then turned and began to walk, carrying the boy away. Hank watched and then saw the lights from the car that had stopped at the place where the woods stopped and the road began. And he heard the calling out of new voices, a man’s and a woman’s.

			Hank crouched down and waited. The woman was making a crying sound, and then he heard a man call out, “Wait! Don’t go, Jamey! Not yet! Not yet!”

			Hank stood up.

			One of the boys, the one who had carried the sleeping boy. was walking back away from the road. Hank watched him in the moonlight as he walked back and back, closer to the woods, and then watched him as he disappeared into the darkness under the trees. The man was still calling after him.

		


		
			Epilogue: 
Jacob’s Ladder
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			A week had passed.

			Robins had come by the McAlister house to check on Larry’s progress. The day before, for the first time, Larry had been able to walk around, though with the aid of a crutch. This afternoon Robins helped Larry walk outside. Robins set out two chairs under the tree house, eased Larry into one of them, then set down in the other.

			Larry was silent for a few minutes, then nodded toward the far corner of the backyard. “Right over there’s where I taught Jamey how to play baseball. He could have gotten pretty good at it, I think.”

			Robins stood up. He walked around the tree. “Looks like a pretty nice tree house up there.”

			“Yeah, me and Dad built it,” Larry said. He stared down at the cast on his leg. “You talked to those guys again?”

			Robins said he had. He knew what Larry was referring to. Earlier that afternoon, for the fifth time that week, Robins had talked to an agent from the GBI. “They still think it was Jamey, don’t they?” Larry asked.

			“‘Fraid so.”

			“Can’t you explain to them? What he was like?”

			“I’ve tried. But you’ve got to remember. They didn’t know him the way we did. They didn’t go through the things you did. Besides, once they found out about Jamey’s past— the fire at the foster home, the psychiatric evaluation—I guess I would have come to the same conclusion in their shoes.”

			“Will they keep looking for him?”

			“For a while, I expect.”

			“They won’t find him,” Larry said firmly. Robins glanced back over at him, struck by the tone in which he had said this. Larry looked up and frowned. “I had this dream last night. Jamey was in it.”

			“Oh?”

			“I mean, he was in it. Really in it,” Larry said. “He told me some things.”

			“Like what?”

			“He thanked me,” Larry said, looking up at Robins with genuine puzzlement. “He said I had taught him something important he had never understood before. Only—”

			“Only what?”

			“I don’t see how I could have,” Larry said with a frown. “How can you teach somebody something you don’t know anything about yourself?”

			Robins shrugged. “I’m not sure. Did he tell you what it was?” Larry nodded. “He told me, nobody can ever suffer for somebody else. We can only suffer along with them. And then he said that’s all even God can do. Even He can’t stop us from suffering. He can only suffer with us.” Larry looked up at Robins. “I’m not sure I understand what it means. Do you?”

			Robins stared down at the boy and nodded pensively. “Maybe. Maybe it means that in the end the best you or anybody can do for someone else is just to help them to face whatever they have to face. Darkness. Loneliness. Death. Because there’s nobody who can make those things go away. Not our mother or father. Not our best friend. Not even God. All we can do is help each other to face them the way we have to. And always remember that maybe we’re not as alone as we think we are. It’s kind of like the way your dad brought you up, by showing you what it is to be strong and to have courage, so you would be able to do the right thing when you had to. Like you did that night out at the Randolph house.” 

			“Yeah,” Larry whispered. His head was down, and tears were in his eyes. There was a pause. Then Larry looked up. “Who do you think he was? Jamey, I mean?”

			Robins reflected a moment, then shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m not sure what difference it makes anymore. I used to think everything had to be one thing or another. But I’m not so sure now.”

			“You think he was who that boy down at Milledgeville thought he was?”

			“I don’t know,” Robins whispered.

			“I do,” Larry said softly.
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			A half hour later, Larry was back in his room. Robins was in the kitchen with Lou Anne. He looked up from the cup of coffee she had made for him. “Larry asked me who I thought Jamey was.” 

			Lou Anne looked at Robins. “What did you say?”

			The truth. That I didn’t know. He waited, examining Lou Anne’s face. “You know, though, don’t you?”

			“Yes.”

			Robins stared into his cup. “Maybe it’s because I don’t want to believe that He could come again, only to be treated the same way. I keep going back to Jesus’s words on the cross ‘Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.’ I keep wondering if as a species we will ever be good enough even to be held accountable for our sins.”

			Lou Anne stood up and went to the window. “I’ve been thinking, too. What if all those ideas we’re raised with are wrong? What if it had to be this way?”

			“What way?”

			“The Last Judgment and the Second Coming, maybe they’re not events waiting to happen in the distant future. What if, instead, they’re always with us, at every moment? Maybe throughout the world there’s always a Second Coming and a Last Judgment. Isn’t that what Jesus said? There’s a passage in the Bible where he talked about returning as judge. He says He will come and accuse us, saying, ‘I was hungry and you didn’t feed me. I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink.’ And we’ll look at him with surprise and say, ‘When did you come to us? When did we refuse you these things?’ And he says, ‘As you’ve done unto the least of these, so have you done unto me.’” Lou Anne looked at Robins again. “Wasn’t He trying to tell us that it didn’t make any difference what we called Him? That He would come again, over and over. To judge, but not like we imagined. Not with fire and brimstone, but with a look, a glance. To judge us without even whispering a single word. And wasn’t Jamey, for most of his life, the least of these? How else could the world see him? Just think of Rev. Kline. As good a man as he was, what was his first impulse? To murder the child. All he saw in him was the horror of how he came to be—the offspring of a mental defective and an insane girl. The product of rape. Abandoned. Orphaned. Carted from one unloving foster home to another. And finally locked in a state-run mental institute, exposed to the most sickening side of human existence. How could there be a harsher judge of us than that? And yet he didn’t judge us. He forgave us. Didn’t he?”

			“I sure hope he did, Robins whispered. The two of them said nothing to each other for the next few minutes. Outside, it was evening.

			Finally, Robins stood up and carried his coffee cup to the kitchen sink. “I guess I’ll be going. If there’s anything I can do, now or ever, for you and Larry, just ask. You understand?” 

			“Okay,” Lou Anne whispered.
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			When Robins left, Lou Anne went into the den. She sat down at the piano and began to play softly the first few notes of a Mozart piano sonata. But by the time she got to the third bar it had become “The Streets of Laredo.”

			She stopped and looked around. Larry was standing at the door, leaning against his crutch. He looked at her and there were tears in his eyes. He walked over to the sofa and sat down on it. 

			“Play it some more,” he told her. “Please.”

			She looked at him and nodded. Then she began playing it again, softly, slowly, sadly.

			She played it until her son was asleep. She got up and got a blanket and spread it over him, then sat back down at the piano. Outside she could hear the crickets.

			And then, just for herself this time, she played it again.

		


		
			2

			Rev. Kline stood on the back porch of his house and watched his wife standing in the heavy shadows under their pecan trees, slowly and carefully pulling off crumbs from a slice of bread she was holding in her hand. He adjusted his brace, then went down the steps toward her.

			“Sadie,” he whispered, “it’s getting kind of late, hon. Why don’t you come on in?”

			“I will,” she said, turning around and smiling at him. “It’s such a nice night, isn’t it?”

			He nodded.

			“The birds are happy tonight about something. Sometimes I can tell. Some nights I’ll come out and I know that something’s made them sad. But some nights I know they’re happy. Tonight they’re happy.’’

			She stood there, smiling absently. “The birds love God, too. Sometimes I think they love Him in the best way. They don’t expect Him to be like this or that, or to be here or there. They wait for Him and sometimes they’re surprised.” 

			Sadie turned, scattering the rest of the bread into the yard, and together the two of them began walking back to the porch. She stopped and looked up at the night sky. “The stars are so lovely, aren’t they?” she said, smiling again. Then she frowned for a moment. It was as if she had noticed something in the distance. “It’s funny, but sometimes I almost think I can see it out there, out there among the stars.”

			“See what?”

			“Jacob’s ladder,” she whispered. “And I can almost see them coming down it and going back up. Sometimes they help us. But sometimes we help them, too. Don’t we?” Kline nodded.

			Together they began up the porch steps, Sadie waiting for her husband to adjust his brace. Then, in her old voice, she began singing, though quietly so no one could have heard unless he had been standing beside her.

			Come, O thou Traveler unknown 
Whom still I hold, but cannot see 
My company before is gone 
And I am left alone with thee 
With thee all night I mean to stay 
And wrestle till the break of day 
With thee all night I mean to stay 
And wrestle till the break of day.
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			Robins was standing in the backyard of old Doc’s house. It was the spot where he and his grandfather used to sit out on the long summer evenings. He stood there and looked up at the night. From long ago he heard his grandfather’s voice, quoting in the German that he loved so much his two favorite lines from Faust. It was the scene in which Faust first sees Mephistopheles. He asks the apparition who he is, and the devil replies: 

			Ein Teil von jener Kraft 

			Die das Bose will und stets das Cute schafft.

			Doc had given Robins a rough translation: “ I’m just a part of that power that wishes to do evil but always ends up doing good.’ Kind of an interesting way for the devil to introduce himself, isn’t it?” Doc had asked Robins. “Makes you wonder.” When Robins asked what he meant, his grandfather said, “What he’s getting at is how evil isn’t anything by itself. It feeds off goodness. By twisting it into something else. But it always seems like something goes wrong with his plans and the thing that was meant to be evil turns right back around and becomes good!” And Robins asked if that was really true. Doc thought a moment. “I don’t know. Sometimes I’ve found myself wondering if the devil didn’t say that to set a trap. To make you think evil wasn’t such a bad thing, after all. You know, to put us off our guard. Make us less wary of its power. In fact, I’ve often wondered if the statement wasn’t really upside down, that what the devil was really counting on was just the opposite: That whatever good men try to do, I can twist it so it comes out evil.

			Robins, looking up at the house, realized that was precisely how his grandfather must have felt at the end of his life. He must have thought his own goodness—in letting the child live—had been turned against him, so that he had been tricked not only into letting the child live but also into bringing him back to Lucerne. Though even at the end, Doc still wasn’t sure, Robins reflected. After all, his grandfather could no more bring himself to kill the boy then than he could bring himself to kill him fourteen years earlier when, acting on an obscure but irresistible impulse to simple decency, he had hidden Catherine’s child in the attic of the old house.

			Robins walked toward the house, going up the steps, and onto the side porch, the porch where he and his grandfather slept so many years before. Robins pulled open the screen door. He turned one last time to look up at the stars—the stars that both the old man and the strange boy had loved so much. 

			As Robins stood there he could again hear his grandfather’s voice and words he had spoken so long ago, words that, when Robins first heard them as a boy, he had not been able to make heads or tails of: “The wonder is not that there’s so much darkness,” his grandfather had told him. “The wonder is there’s any light at all.”

			Looking up that night, Robins finally understood.
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