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Chapter One

 


The line where the wall and ceiling
met was indistinct, the two planes appearing to brush together
haphazardly and merge into a geometric illusion that tilted first
one way and then another, so that the room seemed to rock and sway
like the deck of a ship on the open sea. Broder tried hard to get
his bearings. He strained to focus his eyes on a point up and out,
through the medical paraphernalia that hung over his bed like a
tangle of gleaming metal and plastic vines, searching for some
familiar sight.

Powerful effigies hammered at his
brain and demanded recognition. He struggled to block them, to push
them aside and throw up a protective barrier against further
intrusion, but they were too strong. In his mind's eye he saw
Donnie Shand and Ray-Gene and Colletta, and he felt a confusing mix
of euphoria and remorse. Donnie Shand and Ray-Gene were the only
close friends he'd ever had. He wanted to hate them for what they
did to Colletta, but how could he, when he was the one most at
fault? Ray-Gene was gone now and he never expected to see Donnie
Shand again, but Colletta had come back into his life, as if by
magic, and things could never be the same.

She had materialized from nowhere:
"Hey, Jimmie. I heard you had a hard landing. How ya'
doin'?"

The pure and sweet Carolina accent,
the soft, almost timid whisper. Even in his languid, drug-induced
stupor he'd known it was her. Suddenly he was fifteen again and in
love, stretched serenely in the grass under the delicate canopy of
a chinaberry tree in Colletta's backyard on a balmy spring night in
Conway. Overhead, a pale-shining moon seemed adrift in an endless
starlit sky. Donnie Shand and Ray-Gene surely must be somewhere
nearby.

But this was all wrong. He was
supposed to be on his way to Iraq. That was the mission he'd
trained hard for, readying himself to jump from an airplane in the
black of night and join in a swift strike against the enemy. Any
enemy. Broder was a good soldier who didn't ask questions, he just
followed orders. Orders were what made the Army a safe haven—no
decisions to make, always somebody to tell you what to do and when
to do it, just don't screw up too big or too often and you've got
it made. Life as a paratrooper suited him well. Life as a
paratrooper was the only life he wanted.

And then the once-in-a-thousand-jumps
training accident spoiled everything. A sudden wind shift that
turned his chute upside down a hundred feet above the ground, the
oppressive weight of full combat gear, the thudding impact that
left him battered and broken. It was a minor incident by Airborne
standards, they said. Sure it was. His right leg was splintered
almost beyond repair.

How long had he been here? Two days .
. . two weeks? He'd had too many surgeries and too much morphine,
living in a shadow world, in and out of consciousness, barely aware
of his surroundings.

What he slowly came to recognize as a
human voice intruded on the silence, emanating from an
invisible-faced image at the foot of his bed, a silhouette backlit
by the dim glow of a fixture on the wall: "Are you
Broder?"

"Yes. I'm Broder."

"I'm Lieutenant Colonel Hewlett," the
image said. "How are we tonight, Sergeant Broder?"

"I'm doing okay, sir." He would take
the image at its word; if the image said it was a colonel, he would
speak to it as a colonel.

"Do you know what day it is?" the
image was asking.

"Maybe Wednesday, sir?"

"It's Sunday. Do you know what year it
is?"

"Yes, sir. It's 2003."

"Do you know where you
are?"

"Sir, I think I'm in the
hospital."

"Do you know which
hospital?"

"I guess I'm still at Fort Bragg, sir.
I don't remember being moved."

"Yes, you're still at Fort Bragg.
You've not been moved. Do you recall what got you here?"

"Sir, I had a bad jump."

"That's what I'm here to talk to you
about, sergeant. That bad jump. How much of it do you
remember?"

"I think it just went wrong all at
once, at the last second. There was nothing I could do. Am I in
trouble, sir?"

The silhouette had taken more complete
form. Broder could make out the likeness of a face, but it was
unfamiliar, a face he didn't recall having seen before. The face
spoke with authority, the way a colonel would speak. "Of course
not," the face said. "Accidents happen. Nobody's blaming you. We
always investigate training injuries."

"I understand," Broder told the face,
"but I don't know how much I can help. I don't think I handled it
very well, sir."

"There will be time enough to sort all
that out, sergeant. I'll come back in a couple of days, after
you've had time to get your head cleared up a little. And you'll be
talking to Captain Oates, the safety officer. Meanwhile, get some
sleep. You got a nasty break in that leg and that's all you need to
worry about for now."

"Sir . . ."

"Yes, sergeant?"

"When will I be able to jump
again?"

"All in good time, sergeant. For now
let's just worry about getting you back on your feet.
Okay?"

"Okay, sir."

The image disappeared and Broder sank
back into his hazy dream world. His mind conjured the exquisite
pleasures of the jump. He imagined the familiar sensations spawned
by the torturous velocity of a fall through empty space and the
buoyancy of floating above the earth, and granted his senses free
reign to revel uninhibited in the breathtaking rush of cold air and
the paradoxical noise of the wind and silence of nothingness. This
was the world in which he found peace. It was a calming world,
solitary, inhabited by no strange-faced images who talked like
colonels and free of disturbing effigies from his past.

When he woke the next day, Broder
would not remember speaking with Colonel Hewlett, but he would
remember that Colletta had been there and that memory would bring
pain.

* * * * *

The team was at loose ends, hunched
together on the back-porch steps at Ray-Gene's house and facing
another monotonous day of sultry Carolina summer. Jimmie poked at
the dirt with a stick and Colletta gazed off to the east, intent on
a wispy cloud formation miles away, over the ocean. Donnie Shand
swatted at a fly.

"Jaybo found a dead rat back there by
the fence last night," Ray-Gene said, to no one in
particular.

"Rats are dangerous," Colletta said.
"They eat people."

"Rats don't eat people," Donnie Shand
scoffed.

"They do if they're
hungry."

"No, they don't. Where'd you ever hear
such a thing, Colletta?"

"Yes, they do. Rats ate off my
grandpa's toes and fingers and part of his nose."

"How could they? Why didn't he fight
'em off?"

"He was dead. He died and nobody knew
it, and he'd laid there for a long time before they found him. And
the rats had been chewin' on him. My daddy said so."

The boys were still skeptical.
Colletta didn't make things up, but every now and then her
gullibility got her in over her head. They sometimes found her
stubbornness irritating, especially when she insisted on defending
positions they saw as indefensible, but on the whole they
grudgingly respected her for the way she stuck to her
guns.

This hadn't always been the case. When
she first showed up early that summer after third grade and
commenced to tag along, the boys had made clear that she wasn't
wanted. They weren't offended by her dirty face and tousled hair,
her ragged dresses, or her bare feet with soles calloused tough as
leather—these things were common in their small world, and in any
case not important. But she was a girl and this was a boys'
team.

A less persistent girl might have been
disheartened, but Colletta had hung on tenaciously, her confidence
undiminished. She knew she could do anything they could do, and
pledged to herself that she'd hold her own with any one of the
three in a fair fight, toe-to-toe and nose-to-nose. Fighting wasn't
in her nature, though, and in fact her sweet disposition made it
fun for the boys to have her around; they soon learned to tolerate
her without complaint. From there it was only a matter of time
before they came to take her presence for granted.

Donnie Shand had been the first to
welcome her to the team, properly. "It don't matter anymore that
you're a girl," he announced matter-of-factly. "We like you good
enough, Colletta."

Donnie Shand's acceptance was crucial.
He was their leader. His full name was Donald Jackson Shand, and
more often than not he was simply "DJ" within the group. He was the
oldest of the three boys and would have been a grade ahead of the
others except that he'd been held back for missing too many days of
school. This didn't matter much, he insisted, because he had a mind
of his own and school didn't affect him much one way or the other.
In the eyes of Ray-Gene and Jimmie and, now, Colletta, Donnie Shand
could do no wrong.

As to Ray-Gene and Jimmie, they'd been
best friends for as long as either could remember. They took a
blood oath at least once a month that they'd be best friends
forever, a pact that in the beginning had involved the ritual
scratching of forearms and swapping of blood-smears. They'd
replaced that ceremony with a mere verbal pledge after Ray-Gene got
a nasty infection and Grandma Freeman ordered an end to their
"behavin' like mindless fools." They were the only boys their age
on the block and thought nothing of the fact that they lived on
opposite sides of the street, even though the grownups around them
seemed to consider this enormously important. Their street was a
dividing line and Conway, South Carolina, was a tranquil place
where black people and white people respectfully tolerated each
other in their day-to-day lives but still preferred to sleep at
night in homes among their own.

"My daddy would skin me alive if he
found me playing with a nigger," Colletta declared, looking
straight at Ray-Gene.

"Your daddy's a good-for-nothing
drunk," Jimmie said fiercely, quick to defend his
friend.

"You oughtn't to say stuff like that,
Colletta," Donnie Shand said. His manner was stern, but softened
quickly. "I know you didn't mean nothing by it, but you oughtn't to
say it about Ray-Gene."

Colletta looked hurt and, this time,
said nothing more. She'd only hoped to change the subject from
rats, which she considered disgusting.

Ray-Gene took no offense. The problem
was Colletta's daddy's, not hers, and Colletta had never been mean
to him or said disparaging things. He could tell that she liked him
and cared nothing about his color, and he liked her, too, had
already come to feel almost as close to her as he did to Jimmie and
Donnie Shand. These were the people who mattered most to Ray-Gene,
with the possible exception of Grandma Freeman, and he could easily
enough ignore the slurs of adults as long as his friends treated
him as an equal.

As on any other day, skin color was
not nearly as important in this little coterie as the never-ending
struggle to find something interesting to do.

"Somebody's got to come up with an
idea," Donnie Shand urged. "Just settin' around here sure ain't
much fun."

"I wish we had us a way to get to the
beach," Ray-Gene said. "It don’t seem right that we got all summer
and don't have a chance to go to the beach like everybody
else."

"Everybody don't get to the beach,"
Donnie Shand said, "but yeah, I guess it'd be fun if we could. My
dad might take us some weekend, but y'all know we ain't gettin' to
the beach today so forget about it."

"Then maybe we could go back to the
creek again."

Donnie Shand was slow to answer. It
was his responsibility to provoke his followers, not to become a
follower himself, and he made a show of weighing Ray-Gene's
suggestion solemnly while the other three waited hopefully. "I
guess we could," he said at last. "We ain't been to the creek for a
while."

Jimmie and Colletta were already up
and starting around the house toward the street and Ray-Gene
quickly fell in behind. Colletta paused at the sidewalk and Jimmie
and Ray-Gene stopped beside her, so that Donnie Shand could take
the lead.

"Grandma Freeman sends Jaybo down to
the creek to hunt frogs sometimes," Ray-Gene said. "You ever spear
a frog, DJ?"

"Of course I have. Nothing to
it."

"I get confused about Jaybo,
Ray-Gene," Colletta said. "I know he ain't your brother. Is he your
cousin or what?"

Ray-Gene answered patiently, "Jaybo's
my uncle. He lived with Grandma Freeman before me and my sisters
moved in there."

"How old is he?"

"Fifteen."

"Is he nice?"

"He used to be real mean to me, but
now he's not so bad."

"How come you're named Ray-Gene Kepley
if your grandma's named Freeman?"

"Because my daddy was Landon Kepley.
My momma's name was Freeman before she was married."

Donnie Shand had set a quick pace.
Jimmie stayed almost at his side, step by step, while Colletta and
Ray-Gene were beginning to fall behind. Colletta still had
questions.

"How come you live with your grandma?"
she asked.

"Because my daddy's dead and my momma
lives in Detroit," Ray-Gene said. "She's gonna send for me and my
sisters someday."

"I've got a little brother named
Hunter."

"We know that, Colletta."

"My grandma's got owls-shiners. She
don't know me anymore."

"How can your own grandma not know
you?"

"I told you, she's got owls-shiners.
She don't even know my momma most of the time."

"I never heard of anything like that,"
Ray-Gene declared. "You sure you know what you're talking about,
Colletta?"

Donnie Shand turned and looked back at
the stragglers with a severe frown. "If you two don't shut up
you'll have all the dogs in the neighborhood chasing us before we
get in a mile of the creek," he scolded. "Can't y'all just be quiet
for a while?"

The rebuke was effective. They walked
silently on past the last house in town, skirted the edge of a
barren slough and made their way through a thicket of scrubby live
oak to the bank of the creek. The stream was slow-running and
stagnant, reflecting the hot and dry summer. Donnie Shand led them
ahead toward the best wading hole.

Jimmie suddenly halted, and grabbed
Donnie's arm. "I saw somebody," he said, low-voiced. "Somebody's up
there by them trees."

"Be quiet!" Donnie Shand directed.
"Walk slow and be quiet till we see who it is."

It was Jaybo. He stood with his back
to the trunk of a thick cypress tree, his pants down around his
knees, with a full erection pointing like a stout lance toward the
approaching intruders. He barely paid them heed. The younger boys
slipped quietly closer, their eyes fixed on Jaybo's penis. Colletta
stayed back a step further, but also stared at Jaybo.

"Don't act like you ain't seen one
before," Jaybo said, hardly looking up. "You little boys come on up
close and see what a man looks like."

"I've seen yours before," Ray-Gene
said. "And I know what you're doin.' You're gonna squirt like a
fountain."

"Just don't get too close," Jaybo
warned. "I don't want nobody to get splattered. 'Cept you, little
girl. You come over here and put your hand on it."

"He can't boss you, Colletta," Donnie
Shand whispered. "You don't have to do what he says."

Colletta hesitated, then stepped
forward bravely. "I've seen my daddy's before," she told Jaybo.
"I'm not afraid of yours."

"Get hold of it then!" Jaybo demanded.
He reached out and caught Colletta's small hand and forced her to
grab onto his hard flesh. He made four or five quick thrusts and
ejaculated in an explosion that left the four onlookers
awestruck.

"You keep your mouth shut, Ray-Gene,"
Jaybo said. "You tell your grandma anything about this and I'll
break your neck. You got me?"

"I ain't telling nobody,
Jaybo."

The older boy hitched up his tattered
trousers and pushed off through the underbrush toward
town.

Colletta studied the milky fluid that
was Jaybo's excretion, dripping through the blades of tall grass.
"It looks like runny-nose snot," she said, wrinkling her
nose.

"Don't step in that, Colletta, it's
nasty," Donnie warned.

"I wouldn't step in that
stuff!"

"Look here, y'all," Donnie Shand said,
anxious to regain control, "if we're going to have any fun we'd
better get at it. We ought not to be gone too long or else we'll be
in trouble." He motioned his followers forward with a wave of his
hand and, creeping stealthily along the creek bank, led them on to
the strand of clean, usually thigh-deep water that was their
target. Thick stands of cypress and willow grew right to the
water's edge along most of the creek, but here a wide sand bar
forced the stream away from the bank and made it easier to spot the
menacing cotton mouth moccasins that were nearly invisible lurking
among the willow roots.

They splashed lethargically in the
water for a time, but the creek was too low to offer much respite
from the dreary heat that had built up by mid-morning and the
confrontation with Jaybo had dampened their spirits. When Donnie
Shand said they'd better go, the others promptly fell into line
without a murmur of dissent and started back the way they had come,
like a ragtag army trudging home after defeat in battle.

An ill-defined sense that their little
wilderness no longer offered sanctuary would go unspoken. It wasn't
as if they had been accosted by dangerous strangers, nor even that
they had been particularly offended by Jaybo's crude behavior. But
he oughtn't to have made Colletta touch him, and the boys felt
guilty that they'd made no move to protect her.

They were half-way back to town before
Ray-Gene broke the long silence: "I wish we could make us some
money. There's lots of stuff we could do if we had
money."

Colletta picked up quickly on
Ray-Gene's proposal. If she had money she'd buy them all Baby Ruth
candy bars. Maybe they could work for somebody, and she'd be
willing to work for just about anybody and do just about anything
for money, and she knew there was stuff they could do, and didn't
DJ think maybe they could find work if they went out and looked?
She was ready to try, and she had no doubt that Ray-Gene and Jimmie
were, too.

"Don't be stupid," Donnie Shand said.
"We ain't old enough to work, not for pay anyhow."

Colletta was not easily deterred.
"Maybe we could sell flowers," she said. "They sell flowers all the
time over by the road where people go to Myrtle Beach."

"Where would we get the flowers?"
Jimmie asked.

"There's lots of Queen Anne's lace
around that cotton field over there," Colletta said, gesturing
toward the west. "Nobody'd probably care if we got a ton of
it."

Jimmie shook his head. "Them's just
weeds," he said.

"No they're not. Queen Anne's lace is
flowers, Jimmie."

Donnie Shand stopped walking and the
others promptly halted, too, in lock step, and stood by while he
traced a wide, smooth arc in the dust with the toe of his shoe.
This was the signal they wanted, the response they always hoped for
when they needed Donnie's careful reasoning. Their leader was about
to come up with a plan.

"Sometimes my mom pays me for work in
the yard," Donnie announced presently, with obvious satisfaction.
"There might be stuff for us to do if y'all wanted to
help."

"I'm willing to work," Ray-Gene
said.

Colletta and Jimmie agreed.

Donnie was cautious: "I ain't
promising nothing, understand, but maybe she'd at least give us a
dollar."

"That's a dollar more'n we got now,"
Ray-Gene said.

Donnie Shand set out for home, walking
even faster than usual, but his followers eagerly fell into his
quick pace. The sudden prospect of having money to spend had
brought a new sense of exhilaration. Their day might turn out good,
after all.

#

The Shand house was a block over from
the street where the other three lived and two blocks toward
downtown. The front of the house was shaded by a scraggly sweetgum
tree, with overgrown butterfly bushes forming a wall of textured
greenery against the faded white clapboard siding. One side of the
house was nearly hidden under an overburden of ivy vines. A narrow
sand path led from the sidewalk to the front door.

Angling across the yard, Donnie Shand
halted abruptly beside the sweetgum tree and raised a hand to
signal those coming behind. They heard angry words, and saw their
leader's mother and father, apparently oblivious to their approach,
embroiled in heated argument at the doorstep.

While Donnie and his followers looked
on, helpless and afraid, Langly Shand struck his wife full in the
face with a closed fist, knocking her back against the door. Blood
poured from her nose and she looked stunned, but only for an
instant. "You good-for-nothing son-of-a-bitch," she screamed. "I'll
kill you this time, I swear I will." She picked up a brick from
beside the step and charged him, landing a blow on his head that
caused his knees to buckle. She struck him again and Donnie's
father slumped to the ground, blood spouting from a gash over his
left ear. He tried weakly to raise himself up. She lifted her arm
high and brought the brick crashing down on his skull a third time
and he lay still.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 
























































































































Chapter Two

 


Lieutenant Colonel Eldon Hewlett stood
at the foot of Broder's bed, ramrod straight. He looked much
younger than Broder would have expected, tall and gaunt, not an
impressive figure, with a pock-marked face and an ugly two-inch
scar on his left cheek. Broder was two days off morphine and his
head was clear at last. He knew Colonel Hewlett's reputation.
Hewlett was Airborne through and through, tough as nails, and drove
his men hard. If paratroopers were trained right, Hewlett preached,
they would win their battles in combat and, more important, survive
to fight another day. His men didn't like him much, but they
respected him immensely.

Broder also knew that high esteem had
not been easy for Hewlett to come by. A great many men in the
division, especially among the senior NCOs, still held a deeply
ingrained mistrust of black officers. And according to the
ever-active Fort Bragg grapevine, the colonel refused to go out of
his way to cultivate friendships; defenders praised him for not
being an ass-kisser, but detractors charged that he wasn't a team
player.

Although he had no recollection of
their meeting, Broder understood that the colonel had visited him a
few days earlier. He worried about what might have taken place.
What had he said to Hewlett, addle-headed as he'd been, and why did
he merit this high-level attention in the first place?

"I've talked with your doctors," the
colonel was saying. He smiled as he spoke, and the smile softened
his piercing black eyes and caught Broder thoroughly off guard.
"They say you've come through surgery with flying colors. You'll be
in and out of rehab before you know it. Do you have a family,
sergeant?"

"No, sir, I'm single. Well, yes, my
parents. And I have an older brother in Tennessee. They don't know
anything about this, though."

"Where are your parents?"

"They live in South
Carolina."

"They tell me you've had a visitor. A
pretty young woman?"

"Yes, sir. She's someone who was a
friend a long time ago."

"It's good to keep in touch with old
friends, Broder."

"Yes, sir."

"If you feel up to it, sergeant, I'd
like to ask you a few questions about your accident."

"I'm okay, sir."

"Good. How well do you remember what
happened?"

"I remember everything until right
before I hit the ground, then it's a little fuzzy after
that."

"Tell me what you
remember."

Despite his direct language, the
colonel's manner was cordial, not demanding, and Broder sensed for
the first time that Hewlett truly might be after the facts and not
concerned about placing blame. "It was a routine jump," he said.
"The jump master released us right over the target and everything
looked good. I saw the guys in front of me hit the ground without
any problem and I had everything tucked in, ready to land. Then—I
don't know how to explain it, sir, all at once it seemed like I was
upside down and that's the last thing I remember."

"You don't recall the landing itself,
don't know what position you were in when you hit the
ground?"

"No, sir. I'm sorry, but I don't
remember hitting the ground at all."

"That's okay. More of it may come back
to you. Do you know what happened to the men behind
you?"

"No, sir. Nobody's told me
anything."

"Well, it may make you feel better to
know that a couple of them were caught in the same updraft. They
had more time to deal with it, though, and came out of it a lot
better off than you. One got a sprained ankle and the other one
escaped with a few cuts and bruises."

Confirmation that his bad jump was a
result of unusual wind conditions came as a great relief to Broder.
Ever since he'd become clear-headed enough to think about his
accident, he had worried that no witness would affirm his account
and he'd be found at fault, guilty of poor performance at best and,
possibly, something more. Selfishly, he might have felt better
learning that others also had been seriously hurt. But he told the
colonel, "I'm glad to hear that, sir."

"What we're interested in, sergeant,
is finding out everything we can from your experience," Colonel
Hewlett said. "How can we prevent this from happening again? Maybe
a change in equipment, or is there something we could add to our
training that would help the next man deal with it better than you
did? That sort of thing."

"I guess I didn't handle it very well,
sir."

"Don't misunderstand me. You've got a
damned good record. Nobody's blaming you for what happened, Broder.
You got a freaky gust of wind at the worst time possible and you
didn't have a chance to recover. The same thing could have happened
to me or to anybody else. Plenty of people saw it, and nobody
thinks it's your fault. Do I make myself clear on that?"

"Yes, sir. Thank you."

Hewlett stepped around to the side of
the bed. He put a hand on Broder's shoulder and said, "Captain
Oates will be talking with you more on this, sergeant. We've all
got the same interest in saving the next soldier from what you've
been through. We'd rather have you out jumping somewhere than lying
here on your back."

"The sooner, the better, sir. How long
do you think it'll be before I can jump again?"

"Let's don't worry about that just
yet, sergeant. You've had a pretty rough time. I'm
sorry."

"I guess it could have been worse,"
Broder said, grateful for the sympathy.

"Are they treating you well
here?"

"Yes, sir. They've been
great."

"Good. Take advantage of the time off.
Get some rest. Make it a vacation, like you're in one of those
exclusive resorts up in the mountains. I'll be around to see you
again." Hewlett turned to go, then hesitated. "That old friend who
came to visit—is she anything special to you, Broder?"

"No, sir. Nothing special. Just an old
friend."

As Colonel Eldon Hewlett disappeared
through the door to the hallway, Broder felt a sudden onrush of
remorse. How could he have said that Colletta was nothing special?
But on the other hand, how could he begin to tell the colonel all
the things that Colletta had meant to him, how much he'd loved her,
how their lives had been intertwined, how circumstances had
wrenched them apart? How could he tell these things to anyone, when
there was so much that he'd tried to forget, so much that he didn't
understand, himself?

* * * * *

In the end, Donnie Shand's mother was
not charged in the killing of her husband. The county prosecutor,
always sensitive to public pressure, wanted to bring her to trial,
but police argued that this was a clear case of self-defense and
the broken jaw Langly Shand inflicted before she hit him with the
brick was compelling evidence in her favor. Then there were the
half-dozen police reports that screamed out a record of systematic
abuse. She had been hauled to the emergency room more than once by
sympathetic officers, who now contended that she'd been driven to
smash her husband's skull in a fit of rage that was the shocking
but perhaps inevitable breaking point of a woman who'd suffered too
long without fighting back. They felt guilty for not having put
Langly away and sparing her the trauma of taking his
life.

Wilma
Shand found little solace in escaping action by the authorities.
For her, the fact that she had not intended to kill her brutal husband only made matters worse. The
incident and its aftermath left her an emotional wreck, barely able
to cope with even the simplest demands of daily
life.

Donnie Shand never talked about what
happened. When he wasn't around, Ray-Gene and Jimmie spoke of
little else, recalling every detail of the killing and reviewing
the gruesome event over and over as if it were a horror movie they
couldn’t wait to see again even though it left them feeling
helpless and afraid. Colletta refused to join their discussions and
tried to avoid the subject, a tormenting memory that she had a hard
time putting out of her mind. The mere sight of a red brick made
her ill.

They didn't see much of their leader
during the remainder of that memorable summer. When he did appear
he usually was with his mother and sisters, and he often went a
week or more without leaving the Shand house at all. They sought to
reassure one another, said don't worry, school would be starting
again soon and they'd see him every day and things would be back to
normal. But when school days returned in the fall, they knew at
once that something was very different. They perceived a trait in
Donnie Shand they hadn't observed before, and it was a trait they
didn't like. Colletta called it "meanness." Jimmie and Ray-Gene
hated that, but couldn't think of a better way to describe it. DJ
wasn't malevolent, but there was an edge, a cold detachment that
was new.

Jimmie brooded about this until it was
beginning to keep him awake at night, and finally turned to his
mother for advice. He knew that Donnie Shand had always been
something of an enigma to her, but had sensed that she was
especially sympathetic toward Donnie in his current
plight.

"Your friend's been through a terrible
thing," his mother said. "No child should be witness to something
like that. It wouldn't be natural if it didn't change him
some."

"I just wish that terrible thing had
never happened, and we could just go back to like it used to
be."

"You can't unbreak an egg, Jimmie.
What's done is done. You'll just have to give him time, and I'm
sure he'll come around."

He marveled at her patience, as usual,
because it had never occurred to him that patience was an
instrument of survival for Allou Broder, that the obligation she
felt to balance his uncommunicative but volatile father and keep
the family on an even keel had taught her to be slow to anger and
even slower to condemn. He hoped his mother was right. He wanted
things to be back like they used to be, and yearned for the day
their little team would be guided once again by Donnie's steady
hand. He tried to be patient, like his mother said.

Through the weeks of fall and early
winter, Donnie Shand maintained a cold and uncaring façade. The
holidays came and went, and school started again with no apparent
change in his attitude. Ray-Gene, in particular, worked hard to
draw Donnie out and make him talk about his feelings, hoping every
morning that this would be the day when DJ came around. At the end
of every day, he went home disappointed.

 


Colletta
and Jimmie were on the front row, watching intently as dramatic
events took place before their eyes on the brilliantly lit screen
of one of the school's ubiquitous television sets. They and a
couple of hundred other students, herded together in the gymnasium
on a crisp January morning, cheered wildly as the
rocket-boosted Challenger
space shuttle lifted skyward and arched
gracefully over the Atlantic Ocean. Classes had been dismissed so
that they could witness the launch in Florida because NASA had
invited a teacher from somewhere up North to ride with the
astronauts, and their principal thought putting a teacher in space
was an occasion not to be missed.

"It's beautiful," Colletta whispered.
"I want to go up in space someday. Wouldn't that be
great?"

"It'd be kind of scary, though,"
Jimmie said. "I don't know if I . . ."

As he
spoke, the Challenger suddenly exploded into a massive ball of creamy-orange flame.
His response to Colletta was left unfinished, while the boisterous
cheering around them turned to stunned silence. Expressions of
disbelief marked the faces of teachers and students alike, and
their principal, shaken and pale, huddled with her faculty and
decided that it would be best to cancel school for the rest of the
day.

Colletta and Jimmie slipped out
quietly through a side door and walked slowly away from the
building, stunned and subdued. Colletta's face was tear-stained.
"That was terrible," she said. "You know they were all killed. I've
never seen anything so bad before."

"I feel real sorry for that poor
teacher," Jimmie said. "She looked nice, didn't you
think?"

"Yes," Colletta sniffed. She started
to say more, but her eyes brimmed with tears and she clamped her
teeth together hard to keep from sobbing aloud.

"I wish we wouldn't have seen it,"
Jimmie told her. "Don't cry, Colletta." He took her hand and they
moved along in silence.

Donnie Shand came behind them, walking
faster. "How come y'all are so slow?" he mumbled.

"We were feeling bad about that
teacher," Jimmie said. "Wasn't that awful?"

"Who cares about that
teacher!"

"But don't you feel sad about her, DJ?
She looked real happy about going into space, and now she's
dead."

"Why should I feel sad about her? I
didn't know any of them people. They'll all probably get a million
dollars or something. Why should I care?" Donnie Shand quickened
his pace, and turned the corner toward his house without saying
anything more.

"How could he not care?" Colletta
said, more bewildered than angry. "How could anybody not care?
Everything was so beautiful, and then they all just blew up. I
don’t know what makes DJ tick, and I don't like him
anymore."

"I wish he was still nice, like he
used to be," Jimmie said. "My mom still says we have to give him
time. She says it's not easy to get over what DJ's been
through."

"Maybe so. But I don't think what
happened is any excuse for him acting the way he does."

"It's hard for me, too, but I guess we
have to be patient a little longer."

During the days to come, in spite of
their determined efforts, Ray-Gene and Jimmie had little success in
overcoming Colletta's bitterness. It was Donnie Shand who had
changed, she insisted, and Donnie Shand was the only one who could
set things right. Donnie kept his distance, although there were
occasional signs that he missed the steady company of his teammates
and wanted things to be back to normal. Ray-Gene and Jimmie spent
much of their time analyzing the situation. Besides the
understandable impact of losing his father, they worried that
they'd overlooked something less obvious, some subtle but critical
key to comprehending Donnie's troubles better and setting things
back on the right path.

Their failure to find an easy
answer—any answer at all, for that matter—was very much on their
minds as they left school on a blustery Friday in late February.
The span of daylight hours had grown noticeably longer, and a cold
rain that had marred much of the afternoon had blown off to the
east, over the ocean. They were in no hurry.

"You don't have a daddy, either,"
Jimmie was saying. "How come it never seems to bother you too
much?"

"It's different for me," Ray-Gene
replied. "My daddy was killed on a loggin' truck right after I was
born. I can't even remember him. But DJ had a daddy and then lost
him. That'd be a lot harder."

"Yeah, that's what I been thinking.
And then he had to worry about his momma going to prison or
something. Remember how scared he was? That'd be hard,
too."

"Sure it would. Me and you and
Colletta have to stick together and help him out. His sisters are
busy takin' care of their momma and nobody's looking out for him.
DJ needs us to be his friends."

Although the brightening weather had
made them even more reluctant to rush, when they spotted Donnie
Shand just ahead they stepped up their pace to catch up. Donnie
reacted coolly to their greetings. But he didn't speed up the way
he did when he wanted to be alone, and Jimmie and Ray-Gene took
this as a promising sign. They fell into step, one on each
side.

"Come on with us to Ray-Gene's house,"
Jimmie urged. "You don't have to be home yet."

"I don't know," Donnie answered. "My
mom gets worried if I'm late."

"You won't be that late," Ray-Gene
said. "Grandma Freeman always makes pies on Friday. We've been
walking slow so they'll be ready when we get there. She won't care
if there's three of us."

"I guess I could go," Donnie Shand
said. "But just for a little bit. I don't want to make my momma
nervous."

Jimmie looked sideways at Ray-Gene,
who grinned and winked and delivered a thumbs-up signal behind his
back. They took a shortcut across a trash-strewn vacant lot, ducked
under the branches of an overgrown cherry laurel at the corner and
ran the rest of the way to Grandma Freeman's house.

Jaybo sat on the steps, blocking their
way. He surveyed them with cold eyes. "What you little shits want?"
he demanded.

"Grandma Freeman made us a pie,"
Ray-Gene said. "She always lets us have some when we get home from
school."

"She got sick and didn't make any pie.
Don't bother her."

"We'll go in and see her,
then."

"I told you, y'all can't bother her."
Jaybo stood up, towering above them on the top step. He was large
for his age, already a good six feet tall, powerfully built.
"Anyway, I got something important for you to do."

Donnie Shand and Jimmie had stayed
back, reluctant to get too close to the menacing Jaybo. Ray-Gene
was not intimidated. "What do you want us for?" he asked. "It can't
take too long, because Jimmie and DJ ought to be gettin' home
before dark."

"It won't take long," Jaybo said, his
attitude less sullen. He pulled two twenty-dollar bills from his
pocket and thrust them toward Ray-Gene. "Go to the Barbecue Shack
and give this to Sam. Tell him it's for my stuff. Don't give it to
nobody else. If Sam ain't there, bring me my money back.
Understand?"

"Sure, Jaybo. We'll get it for
you."

Their immense relief to get away from
Jaybo without further harassment was clear in the expressions on
Jimmie's and Donnie Shand's faces. Donnie still claimed to have
reservations, and said maybe he ought to get on home just in case
his mother needed him, but relented quickly when they renewed their
pleas. The three of them hurried to the Barbecue Shack—mindful that
Jaybo was waiting—and found Sam wiping tables.

Sam was a huge man with a clean-shaven
head and heavy black beard, wearing a dirty apron over dingy white
pants and sweat-stained T-shirt. Each of his hairy forearms was
marked by a garish indigo tattoo of a stout chain that ended with a
ship's anchor just above the wrist. His face brightened as the boys
entered, and he greeted them pleasantly: "Hey, Ray-Gene. Who're
your friends here?"

Ray-Gene flashed his irresistible
smile. "Hey, Sam," he said. "This is Donnie Shand and Jimmie
Broder."

"Good to meet you, fellows," Sam said,
vigorously swabing a beefy hand with his rag and extending it
toward Jimmie.

"I've been here before," Jimmie told
him. "My dad likes your barbecue a lot."

"Who is your daddy?"

"He's Popeye Broder. Maybe you know
him."

"I believe maybe I do," Sam said. He
solemnly shook hands with the two new boys, then turned back to
Ray-Gene: "How's your pretty sister?"

"You mean Ravonelle?"

"I reckon. Is she the one your grandma
usually sends along to get meat?"

"Yeah, that's her. She's
okay."

Sam took Jaybo's money and went to the
back. He returned in short order and handed Ray-Gene a slim
brown-paper bag, its top rolled down tightly. "Tell Jaybo I
appreciate his business," he said. "How is Jaybo? Seems like I
ain't seen him in a while."

"Jaybo's doin' good," Ray-Gene
answered. "I'll tell him what you said." He clutched the bag
firmly. "We best be gettin' back."

They walked away from the Barbecue
Shack at a fast pace, Ray-Gene afraid to be too slow getting back
to Grandma Freeman's house with Jaybo's merchandise. Donnie Shand
and Jimmie split off at Donnie's street, slowed to a leisurely
pace, then stopped to look at movie posters in the windows of a
video store that used to be a Walgreens. Jimmie noticed that DJ
seemed more relaxed, apparently no longer feeling any pressure to
rush home to be with his mother.

A gangling, black and white
mixed-breed dog limped across the street and slunk toward them,
cautiously, a mixture of fear and hopeful expectation in its eyes.
Jimmie instinctively reached for it and the dog was about to
submit, but suddenly snapped at him instead, clamping its jaws onto
his outstretched hand. The animal's teeth punctured his flesh like
little daggers. Jimmie wailed in pain.

Donnie Shand sprang forward. He
grabbed the dog by the throat and squeezed until the animal
released its grip. Blood dripped from Jimmie's fingers.

"Call and get help," Donnie demanded
of an old man coming out of the video store. "Hurry up. This dog
might be mad."

The dog fought Donnie's choke hold.
Its struggle was almost successful, and Donnie frantically regained
his grip only after the dog had inflicted a nasty slash in the
flesh of his left forearm.

"Turn him loose, DJ," Jimmie yelled.
"Let him go or he'll hurt you bad."

"No he won't. He'll calm down." Donnie
Shand panted from exertion, but kept a firm hold on the dog. "If he
gets loose you'll have to get rabies shots."

The old man, meanwhile, after standing
mutely for what seemed to the boys an eternity, had finally
gathered his wits and run back into the video store, where someone
called for help. A police car was on the scene within minutes,
followed almost at once by an animal control officer in a white
van. When they arrived the dog sat placidly at Donnie Shand's feet
while he gingerly stroked its neck and said soothing words. The
fear was gone from the animal's eyes, and it surrendered obediently
to the woman from animal control, patiently allowed itself to be
muzzled and entered her heavily screened van without
protest.

The police officer directed the boys
into his patrol car and rushed them—red lights flashing—to a
hospital emergency room, where their wounds were cleaned and
dressed and they got tetanus shots. "You're a brave fellow," he
told Donnie Shand. "Most people would have let the dog get away.
I'm not saying what you did was wise, but it sure was
brave."

Donnie Shand would talk for weeks
about how swift the police response had been, how their crisis was
dealt with like an important emergency. "It was like there'd been a
bank robbery, or a big accident where people got killed," he told
Colletta, who listened in wide-eyed excitement. But all Jimmie
could talk about was how DJ had come to his rescue, how courageous
he'd been to take on the dog bare-handed the way he did, how he'd
hung on even after the dog slashed his arm, how he'd been in
control of the situation from the beginning. Ray-Gene said that was
"cool under fire," just what they should expect of a
leader.

They looked up to Donnie Shand more
than ever, made him their common cause. He would never know the
scheming and plotting that went on among the other three in their
resolve to make him happy. Colletta mothered him to a point that
embarrassed Jimmie and Ray-Gene, but they in turn were deferential
to him far beyond their usual manner. No decision was made, no
question settled until Donnie had been consulted. They were certain
they could see results, and told one another that he was coming
around, responding exactly as they hoped he would. He'd soon be his
old self again, their leader, the Donnie Shand they remembered from
an earlier time, before his momma crushed his daddy's head with a
brick.

 




Chapter Three

 


The orthopedic ward of Fort Bragg's
medical center was nearly empty, and Broder was happy for the
solitude. Medical people came and went. Only Rondell Wilson, the
stout orderly who had become both the hope and the dread of his
life, showed up regularly at his bedside. Wilson was a gentle soul
with the hands of a brain surgeon and the arms of an Olympic weight
lifter, and it was clear that Broder's physical well-being had
become his top priority.

After some tough days, Broder had
reached a point where his level of pain no longer overrode his
ability to look ahead. He lay quietly and pondered what was to
come. He wished he could be in a C-130 at this very minute,
checking gear, coming in low and fast over a precariously tight
drop-zone, readying himself for a jump. Absorbed in his aimless
contemplation, he was startled by her voice.

"Hey, Jimmie. Feelin' better
today?"

"Colletta."

Her name was all he could manage.
Colletta had hardly been out of his thoughts since that first
night, when she had materialized like an apparition out of nowhere,
but now he was struck as speechless as a bewildered child by her
sudden close presence. He'd wondered when—or if—she would come
again, desperately hoping she would and fearful she might not. So
many questions he wanted to ask, so many answers he was afraid to
hear.

"I would have got back sooner but I've
been awful busy at work," Colletta said. "You look better. Been up
and around some?"

"Yes."

He wanted to say it was good to see
her, that he'd missed her. He wanted to tell her that merely having
her brush against his life again, if only in a few fleeting
strokes, had reawakened old feelings, brought a flood of memories.
He wanted to speak to her as freely and easily as he might have at
some instant long past, before those things happened, those
terribly destructive things that turned their lives in different
directions.

But it was Colletta who spoke again,
who asked, "You're not going to overdo it, though?"

"I just do what they tell
me."

"Of course you do. You're a
soldier."

How could he have forgotten how pretty
she was, how easily he lost himself in her soft brown eyes? He
wanted to reach out to her and have her come to him the way she
once had and pretend that the intervening years had never taken
place.

"How did you know I was here?" he
said.

"You made the headlines. There was a
little story in the post newspaper about the accident. I knew it
was you."

"It could have been another
Broder."

"I knew you were here,
Jimmie."

"How?"

"I saw you—three months
ago."

"Where?"

"I work at the Mexicana in
Fayetteville. You came in one night with a couple of other guys.
You had on civilian clothes, but I saw the Fort Bragg tag on your
red Mustang. That's what you always wanted—a red Mustang. I'm glad
you got one."

"I never dreamed you were within a
million miles of here. Why didn't you say something, let me know .
. .?"

"I didn't know if you'd want to see
me. I didn't know how you'd act."

"After all this time, Colletta, I
hardly know what to say. How've you been?"

"I've had some rough spots here and
there, but I've done okay. I'm clean, Jimmie. Things are working
out."

"And the boy?"

Colletta hesitated, as if uncertain
how to answer, and Rondell Wilson barged in just at that awkward
moment and spared her the need to reply. Much as he hated to
interrupt, Wilson announced, there was a schedule that must be
kept; it was time to cover Broder's leg-cast with plastic and drag
him into a shower, and after that push him through a punishing
round of physical therapy. Wilson pretended gleeful blood-lust for
the pain he was about to inflict on his favorite patient, an act
Broder had come to expect and even appreciate.

"Damn, Wilson, I thought I might get
by today without your torture," Broder said, not entirely in jest.
"I'm sorry, Colletta. It looks like I've got to go. Wilson has his
orders, and Wilson's a man who always follows orders. Will you come
see me again?"

"Yes. Whenever I get a chance." She
leaned in quickly and kissed him lightly on the cheek. "Don't let
'em hurt you, Jimmie."

The two men stared after her as she
glided from the room. The stab of disappointment Broder experienced
was not far removed from true physical pain, like the proverbial
sensation of a cold steel dagger in the chest, but this was
balanced by the white heat of anger he felt toward himself for his
own hopelessly bungling ineptitude.

"You're a lucky man, Broder," Wilson
said, almost in a whisper. "What'd you ever do to deserve a woman
like that?"

"There's nothing between us. Not
anymore."

"Eyes confess the secrets of the
heart, Broder, and your eyes tell me you're crazy about that girl.
You gonna tell me about her, or not?"

"Nothing to tell."

"You keep on saying that, and your
tongue's going to get all tangled up in your own lies."

"It's a long story,
Wilson."

"You and me got all day,
Broder."

But Broder knew that Wilson wouldn't
push it. There were secrets in his past that he didn't want to talk
about, and Wilson would respect his silence—for now. His new friend
would wait patiently, confident that he would need to talk sooner
or later and determined to be there when that time came. In his
awareness of this, Broder found some small solace.

* * * * *

The summer of 1989 would transform the
lives of Donnie Shand and his three young compatriots in ways none
of them could have imagined. They would come to look back on this
dark season and ask how they could have permitted it to happen, how
they could have let the innocence of childhood slip away so easily.
But it was not complicated. One thing would lead to another in an
unplanned progression of events, until there was no undoing the
damage.

Hot weather had come early to the
Carolina coast, with spring rains sparse and signs of serious
drought apparent by mid-May. Jimmie remarked that beach traffic
already was at a volume normal for July and August, and Donnie
Shand said yes, he'd noticed, and they ought to take advantage of
it as soon as school was out for the summer, and he'd been working
on a plan. Then, "We can get us a ride to Myrtle Beach," as if this
somehow should be understood as the first step in an elaborate if
still-secret scheme.

"What do you want to go for?" That
from Ray-Gene, always the one who would ask the obvious question
and unintentionally red-flag the fallibility of DJ's
designs.

"I'll tell you when we get
there."

"How we goin' to get a ride? We don't
have a car and we couldn't drive one if we did."

"My sister's boyfriend works for a
dealer and moves cars around, Ray-Gene. Sometimes he goes to Myrtle
Beach. He'll give us a ride." Donnie Shand stated these facts in a
tone that warned against further discussion.

Ray-Gene meant to say more but thought
better of it. He wouldn't press Donnie too hard without support,
and none was forthcoming. Jimmie squeezed Colletta's arm, a cryptic
signal they'd developed that said—in this circumstance—"Let's just
wait and see what happens."

Donnie's word proved good. Two weeks
after the end of school, he announced that he'd arranged their
first trip to the coast and the next day a slender, blond,
acne-faced teenaged boy named Luther picked them up in an old but
immaculate white Chrysler and drove them to Myrtle Beach. Luther
followed Donnie's directions without question. He went several
blocks out of his way to drop off his passengers on South Ocean
Boulevard, just yards from the water's edge.

"Meet me back on this corner in an
hour or you'll have to walk home," he advised sternly. "And be on
time. The boss doesn't cut me much slack."

Parking lots of the better beach-front
hotels were nearly full, with license plates from East Coast
states, the Midwest and Canada predominate. The clean, wide beach
was busy with people but not crowded, and Donnie Shand led his
followers down to the surf line and stood gazing out over the calm
Atlantic. To anyone who noticed, they might have been awe-struck
visitors, seeing the endless stretch of blue ocean for the first
time.

Colletta looked at Jimmie with a
quizzical expression. Jimmie shrugged his shoulders. Whatever DJ
had in mind, they'd wait for him to initiate any
discussion.

A formation of brown pelicans skimmed
the surface of the sea and Donnie watched in apparent fascination
until one broke ranks and dived after a fish. Then, almost as if
the plummeting bird had been the signal he needed, he turned his
back to the water and looked to his right and left, up and down the
broad expanse of tannish-white sandy shore. "There are a lot of
rich people here," he said. "I'm fixin' to find a way we can make
us some money here this summer, if y'all are interested. Let's just
look around for a little bit and check things out."

He led them back to the high-tide
mark, beyond which the dry sand was deep and loose and pulled
doggedly at their feet. An old couple lay asleep on blankets in the
shade of an enormous beach umbrella. The rhythmic roar of the surf
drowned out the music from a radio that lay face-up between them. A
bulky beach bag sat close beside the old woman's arm, a blue
calfskin wallet clearly visible among an assortment of keys,
lotions, tissues, glasses cases, other personal items. Without
breaking stride, Donnie Shand stooped and plucked the wallet from
the bag.

Colletta gasped but said nothing.
Neither Ray-Gene nor Jimmie uttered a sound. Donnie walked as fast
as he could in the restraining sand, bounded up the half-dozen
steps that led to street level and collapsed on a sun-bleached
wooden bench under a scrub palmetto.

"DJ, you can't do that!" Jimmie
whispered hoarsely. "You can't steal from that old
lady."

Donnie was visibly excited. His hands
shook, his breath came in spasms like a spent animal's. "I don't
know why I did it," he said. "I didn't mean to. I just saw it
layin' there so obvious and all. Anybody could have took it. Those
old people ought to be more careful."

"That's no excuse," Colletta said. Her
eyes flashed with anger. "We don't steal, DJ. We've never
stole anything in our lives, and you know it. You've got to take it
back."

Donnie Shand opened the wallet and
poked through its contents, fingering a New Jersey driver's license
and a Visa bank card, and charge cards from Saks Fifth Avenue and
Bloomingdale's. There were photos of children, and what he quickly
counted out as nearly one hundred dollars in cash. This was more
money than Donnie had ever seen in a single stack of bills before,
much less held in his hands.

"Don't even look at that money,"
Ray-Gene demanded. "It's not ours. Colletta's right, DJ, you have
to give it back. You're gonna get us in all kinds of
trouble."

"Shut up," Donnie snapped. "I'm not
asking any of y'all to get involved. I took it and it's up to me to
decide what to do with it." His voice rose in pitch, defiant,
determined. "If you're scared, go on up by the street corner and
leave me alone." The others knew that nothing they said would make
any difference.

On the ride back to Conway, Ray-Gene,
Colletta and Jimmie slumped in the back seat of Luther's luxurious
old Chrysler as if in mourning. Donnie Shand sat sullenly in the
front passenger seat, staring silently through the side window,
pretending interest in the passing scene.

"Did y'all have fun at the beach?"
Luther asked pleasantly.

No one responded.

"You're a gloomy lot. Excuse me for
trying to make friendly conversation!"

"Yeah, we had fun," Donnie said. His
tone was mocking, which led the exasperated Luther to say nothing
more.

 


Donnie Shand's ill-gotten fortune
lasted two days.

Ray-Gene rushed to forewarn him, in a
voice quaking with both trepidation and despair, "I blurted out to
Jaybo that you had money, DJ. I'm sorry, I didn't mean to do it, it
just slipped out. Jaybo's gonna give you trouble, man. He knows you
stole it so you can't tell anybody. I'm sorry, DJ. I didn't mean
to. I wish I could take it back—"

"You're stupid, Ray-Gene. Why'd you go
and tell Jaybo?"

"I told you. I just blurted it out
without thinking. I didn't mean to do it, DJ. I swear I
didn't."

"So what do you think Jaybo's goin' to
do?"

"He said he'd take it. He meant it,
too. Don't mess with Jaybo, DJ. Jaybo would hurt somebody bad for
money like that. And I think he followed me here."

On the last point, Ray-Gene proved to
be wrong. The two boys cowered in a back room of the Shand house
for the rest of the afternoon, surreptitiously slipping to a front
window from time to time and furtively peeping out from behind the
curtains. Jaybo was nowhere about.

But the following Monday, after
Ray-Gene stopped by to ask DJ to go with him to the grocery store
and pick up some sugar for Grandma Freeman, their luck changed.
Jaybo was waiting, sitting menacingly on the curb in front of the
house. He stood as they came closer and surveyed them with cold,
calculating eyes. "Say, young Donnie, Ray-Gene tells me you come
into some money recently," he said in a low voice. "Is he telling
me straight?"

"Leave us alone, Jaybo," Ray-Gene
pleaded. "DJ's money is none of your business."

Jaybo grabbed Ray-Gene by the collar
and pulled him close. "Don't give me no trouble, little man," he
ordered. "This is between Donnie and me." He pushed Ray-Gene hard,
so that his slender nephew went sprawling on the concrete. "Now,
like I was saying, young Donnie, was Ray-Gene here telling me
straight? You got some money or not?"

Under Jaybo's withering stare, Donnie
Shand's resolve instantly faded and he admitted that he had money,
knowing full well that Jaybo already knew. Jaybo threatened to tell
Donnie's mother and maybe even call the police, and warned that
Donnie was sure to spend time in jail for stealing from old people.
Donnie accepted without resistance Jaybo's offer to keep his mouth
shut for three-fourths of what Donnie had.

"You understand, I'm bein' generous
because you're Ray-Gene's friend," Jaybo said. "I'm not takin' all
your money. And maybe I'll throw in a little something for your
trouble."

Donnie showed up at Grandma Freeman's
house an hour later with seventy dollars in hand, precisely as he'd
promised. Jaybo was waiting on the front steps. He took the money
and slapped Donnie on the shoulder.

"You're a wise man, young Donnie,"
Jaybo said. "Now I won't have to make no trouble for you. You know
what? I kind of like you, little man. You and me can get along just
fine if we try real hard. What say we be friends—work together, you
know?"

"Sure, Jaybo," Donnie said
somberly.

"Now look here, since you were
cooperative and all and didn't make it hard for me, I'm gonna give
you a little something for your trouble." Jaybo drew a small white
packet from the front of his shirt and held it toward Donnie.
"Here. This is good stuff. Try it and see if you don't like
it."

Donnie accepted what he'd been offered
without saying anything more. On his way home he threw it in the
gutter. He didn't know what it was, but intuition told him that
anything coming from Jaybo was not something good. He was furious
over the loss of his money, furious at Ray-Gene for telling Jaybo,
and furious at himself for giving up so easily. He'd only just
begun to consider how he would spend the money and now it was
gone.

The next day, Ray-Gene, consumed with
guilt, told Jimmie and Colletta everything that had happened,
beginning with how he'd inadvertently let DJ's secret slip and how
quick Jaybo had picked up on it. He felt terrible about what he'd
done. He knew better than to tell Jaybo, of course, knew that to
his bullying uncle his blunder had extended an open invitation to
pounce on Donnie Shand and take advantage of the younger boy's
predicament. No moral compunction stood in Jaybo's way, and no
fear. He could strong-arm Donnie without the slightest danger of
ever having to answer for his deed.

"Don't be too hard on yourself,
Ray-Gene," Colletta urged. "DJ ought not to have stole that money
in the first place. There wasn't any good that could have come from
it."

"Colletta's right," Jimmie said. "DJ
had no right to that old lady's money. We should have told
somebody."

"Yeah, but not Jaybo," Ray-Gene
said.

"We should have persuaded DJ to give
the money back," Colletta argued. "It's not in his nature to steal.
We shouldn't have stood by and let him get hisself in trouble like
that."

"But once we got back home there
wasn't any way for him to give it back, Colletta," Ray-Gene said.
"He couldn't have found them old people if he'd wanted to. And
y'all know we wasn't going to tell on DJ, get him in that
kind of trouble. I just wish we wouldn't have gone to Myrtle Beach
in the first place."

"I have to admit I kinda feel sorry
for DJ," Jimmie said. "I don't think he meant to steal that money.
It was just too easy. And then once we got in the car and started
back, there wasn't anything he could do. He might have done
something good with it if Jaybo hadn't took it from
him."

Colletta was coming around. She hated
to disagree with Ray-Gene and Jimmie. "I feel sorry for him, too,"
she admitted. "DJ tries hard to do right, but it's not been easy
for him. 'Specially since that thing with his daddy."

Ray-Gene put arms over their shoulders
the way Donnie Shand would have and the three stood side-by-side,
in a crescent, leaning their heads forward as if in a football
huddle. Jimmie let his breath out in a long, audible sigh. "We're
all in this together," he said. "DJ's still our best friend and you
know he wouldn't let any of us down. We need to help him
out."

"Help him how?" Colletta asked. "You
know we can't make Jaybo give him his money back."

"We can help him get some more,"
Ray-Gene said. "That's what I'm goin' to do. It's my fault he lost
it, and I'm goin' to help him get some more."

"Like I said, we're all in this
together," Jimmie repeated. "We'll all help DJ. You with us,
Colletta?"

"You know I am, Jimmie. But I don't
know what you have in mind."

"Whatever it takes."

"Jaybo knows how to get money,"
Ray-Gene said. "He may do bad things, but he knows how to get
money. He didn't have to take DJ's 'cause he gets plenty. I don't
know how, but I know he always has it."

"I'd hate to get messed up with
Jaybo," Jimmie said. "There's got to be some other way. Colletta,
what do you think?"

"Go ahead and ask Jaybo, Ray-Gene,"
Colletta said. "Maybe he'd have some ideas we wouldn't think of. We
have to find some way to get DJ's money back. Maybe Jaybo could
tell us some ways that wouldn't be too bad."











Chapter Four

 


Captain Homer Oates had none of
Colonel Hewlett's pleasant demeanor. He was the colonel's opposite
in physical stature, short and squat, with broad shoulders and a
thick, bull-like neck. He had a large, cleanly shaved head, a wide,
flat face marked by a fat nose and narrow gray eyes that were
almost invisible behind what seemed to be a permanent
scowl.

Rondell Wilson had alerted his
favorite patient: "Watch out for Oates, Broder, he's a mean
bastard. He always has the red-ass for somebody. Just hope it ain't
you!"

From the minute Oates walked into the
room, Broder felt himself on the defensive. The captain's tone was
accusatory. There was no sign of the sympathy Colonel Hewlett had
expressed for Broder's injuries, no underlying appeal for facts
that might save another paratrooper from going through what he had.
Captain Oates was here to place blame.

"There's a lot of ground we need to
cover, Broder," the captain said. "I don't want to have to go over
any of this more than once. Understand?"

"Yes, sir."

"Had you been drinking the night you
made the bad jump?"

"Absolutely not, captain. There's no
way I'd ever drink when we were scheduled for an
exercise."

"How about drugs? Do you take drugs,
Broder?"

"No!"

"So your head was clear that night? No
alcohol, no drugs involved. Is that what you're saying?"

"Yes, sir. That's exactly what I'm
saying."

"That's good, Broder. Because if I
find out you used drugs or alcohol before a jump I'll have you in
civilian clothes before the end of the week! Understand
me?"

"Yes, sir. I understand
you."

Broder was livid. He was astonished by
Oates's attitude, the officer's obvious determination to make him
liable, somehow, for the accident. Hadn't Colonel Hewlett said
unequivocally that no one thought the hard landing was his fault?
What the hell was going on? He’s really out to get me. Be
careful, he’ll twist anything I say and try to use it against
me.

"I don't know what you've heard about
me, Broder," the captain said loudly, "but I'm the last man in
Uncle Sam's Army you want to cross. I play fair, but with me it's
hardball all the way. Until I know for sure what happened out there
that night, everything's on the table. You understand what I'm
saying?"

"I understand, captain, but you're on
the wrong track."

"Are you a career man,
Broder?"

"Yes, sir. I've pretty much decided to
stay."

"Even if you can't jump?"

"I'd never considered that—not getting
to jump."

"Well, you'd better start thinking
about it, Broder. I may not know yet what you did out there, but
this much I know for certain: With that leg, your jumping days are
finished."

Broder was jarred by the captain's
words. Despite the pain, and slow realization that his injuries
were severe, he'd refused to think about the possible long-term
consequences of his hard landing. Airborne was his life. What would
he do if he couldn't jump?

"One more thing," the captain said.
"Broder—is that a South Carolina name, sergeant?"

"Yes, captain, I'm from South
Carolina."

"I thought so. I know some important
people in South Carolina. Think I'll find out if any of them ever
heard of you."

Captain Oates left the room as he had
entered, antagonistic and unrelenting. In his view, it seemed,
accidents did not just happen. Someone caused them, and he
was determined to point an accusing finger. Like a combative bull
terrier, he would not turn loose until his opponent was fully
subdued, and it was pretty clear that in this instance he saw
Broder as his opponent.

Rondell Wilson had waited outside the
door, all ears. He slipped into the room quietly and approached
Broder gingerly. "I'm sorry, Broder," he said, "it looks like that
nasty son'bitch has got it in for you. I was afraid of that. But
don't worry, much as he'd like to he can't hang anything on you. It
wasn't your fault."

"You know what, Wilson—if I can't jump
again I don't care. If they want to blame me for what happened,
screw 'em. Screw Oates, screw the 82nd Airborne Division, screw the
whole goddammed United States Army!"

"I know how you feel. But I think
Colonel Hewlett will take care of Oates pretty quick. The colonel's
a fair guy, Broder."

"Like I said, I don't really
care."

Broder wanted and needed a rough
session in rehab, a forced jaunt on the treadmill, anything that
would bring on enough physical pain to override his anger and
despair following the captain's pronouncement on his jumpless
future. Unfortunately, though, his prescribed activities for the
day were finished and Rondell Wilson's duty stint was
over.

"Don't let Oates get you down," Wilson
said. "And don't get down on yourself. First thing we have to worry
about is getting you back in shape, and on that front the battle
goes on. I'll be around in the morning to pick up right where we
left off."

Broder would be left alone with his
thoughts during the long, restless night. He felt isolated and
helpless, his mind awash in a roiling mixture of doubt and
apprehension. It was as if that single bad jump had stripped his
life of every promise. He craved a consoling voice, the simple
nearness of another human being. He thought about Colletta and he
thought about the child. He wondered where Colletta was and who she
was with. Her last visit had been cut short, interrupted by his
therapy, and they'd had precious little time to talk. He must have
seemed foolish in his awkwardness; this was Colletta, but he'd
reacted to her as he might have to a stranger. He longed to see her
again, to have another chance. Would she come back? And if she did,
where would it lead?

Sometime between darkness and light,
when he should be waking, Broder finally slept.

* * * * *

Jaybo did not offer the money-making
scheme that Ray-Gene, Colletta and Jimmie had hoped for. When
Ray-Gene tried to ask, timidly, without revealing that they wanted
the money for Donnie Shand, Jaybo laughed at him, told him to get
lost. Jaybo already had made clear that the subject of Donnie's
money was never to be brought up, and you stayed away from things
that Jaybo didn't want to talk about.

But Ray-Gene was still burdened with
guilt, and he was adamant with Colletta and Jimmie. "It's been
almost two weeks and we still don't have a plan," he complained.
"We got to come up with something, right now. I keep thinking about
what DJ said, down on the beach—that there was lots of rich people
there and he was goin' to find a way for us to make money off
'em."

"That ain't no help, Ray-Gene,"
Colletta said. "He didn't say how he planned to do it."

Ray-Gene shrugged. "Maybe he'll tell
us what he had in mind. Don't you think so, Jimmie?"

"I don't believe DJ had a plan,"
Jimmie answered. "I know it's not right, but if we could get back
to the beach maybe we could pick up a dollar or two here and there
the same way DJ did." Colletta and Ray-Gene frowned in dismay, but
before they could state their objections, Jimmie shushed them:
"Y'all wait a minute. I said it's not right. But we knew it wasn't
right, what DJ did in the first place, and we still promised to do
something to get his money back, didn't we? I ain't talking about
stealing a lot of money from some old lady again. I was just
thinkin' we could pick up a little bit at a time, maybe even come
right out and ask people for money if we have
to."

"How we goin' to get back to the
beach?" Colletta's question manifested acquiescence. She was
reluctant, but she'd been as determined as Jimmie or Ray-Gene to
get Donnie Shand's money back and she had no better
proposition.

"I s'pose we could call Luther again,"
Jimmie said. "I'll bet he goes over there about every day. Don't
you think he'd give us a ride, like before?"

"You know how to get to Luther?"
Ray-Gene asked.

"I know where he works."

Ray-Gene and Colletta, however much
they might protest later, were relieved. They had vowed to get the
money for Donnie Shand, agonized over the challenge until it loomed
insurmountably large, and for the time being they were willing to
ignore the conspicuous pitfalls in what Jimmie proposed.

Colletta had insisted in the beginning
that they not tell Donnie what they meant to do; they should wait
and surprise him with the money. The boys had voiced no objection
then, but now they weren't so sure. This was something new, and
Donnie Shand was the one they'd always relied on to lead them into
untested waters. Certainly waters as murky as these.

Jimmie began to rationalize: "None of
us knows Luther. DJ's the one that knows him."

First Ray-Gene, then Colletta fell
into line. They ought to bring Donnie in on their plan in any case,
because he'd feel better just knowing they wanted to get his money
back. He would be their leader again. They hadn’t the temerity to
admit that they needed DJ to help them figure out how to approach
people and ask for money.

 


Like Jaybo, unfortunately, Donnie
Shand did not respond the way they had hoped. "It would be like
begging," he proclaimed. "Y'all would get throwed off the beach,
for starters. They don't allow beggars on the beach. Don't you know
anything?"

"We wanted to get your money back, is
all," Ray-Gene said. He was not defiant, and Colletta and Jimmie
detected a note of supplication in his voice. "We just couldn't
think of any other way to do it."

"Well, that way won't work," Donnie
told him, this time more softly.

Donnie Shand already had made up his
mind. He intended to get his money back the same way he got it the
first time, with or without the help of his friends. Stealing cash
from the old woman on the beach was an act he'd committed on the
spur of the moment, with no prior intent, but he'd been astonished
at how easy it was. His initial pangs of conscience had quickly
evaporated once the money was in his hands.

And whatever their reservations, the
team would play along. Jimmie, in desperation, already had declared
himself willing to snatch money from people on the beach. Colletta
had promised to help and would stick to her word. Ray-Gene felt
strongly that what they were about to do was wrong, but it was his
fault that Donnie lost the money to Jaybo in the first place and he
considered himself more obligated than anyone to help get it back.
He would not let DJ down again.

The scheme was no longer open to
discussion.

 


Donnie Shand proved masterful at the
plotting and planning necessary to get them to the coast, conning
rides from Luther when he could, sometimes mandating that they
hitchhike. They set their sights on South Carolina's crowded Grand
Strand beaches, careful not to be seen frequently on the same
stretch of glistening sands because, as Donnie explained, "We don't
want anybody to get to rememberin' us."

The team approached its dishonorable
endeavor like toddlers taking tentative first steps, and after
three days on the beach had little to show for its effort. Donnie
demanded a review session. What had they done wrong? What had they
done right? How could they do it better? By the end of the week
they'd perfected their method and not only become confident, but in
some instances recklessly daring. Harried women with little ones to
look after were an easy touch for Colletta, who made a fuss over
the cute children and distracted proud mothers while the boys
ambled by and stealthily made off with purses and beachbags. They
took only cash, even the nickels and dimes, and hurried on along
the beach like other frolicking teenagers.

Donnie Shand kept careful account of
the money. None of the others dared ask how big their take had
been, though by the end of the third week they'd begun to wonder if
they weren't getting close to replacing what Jaybo had taken. When
Donnie signaled an end to the day's work, they huddled in the shade
of a barnacle-encrusted fishing pier, just above the high-water
line of a gently lapping surf. Donnie grinned in a satisfied way
they hadn't seen for a long time.

"Look here, y'all," he said, "it's
time we divided up the money. I never intended to keep it all
myself—just to take care of it till we had enough to worry about.
Well, y'all are going to be surprised to hear we made nearly a
hundred dollars this week. With what we already had, it makes
more'n fifty dollars apiece."

Colletta flared. "Damn you, DJ," she
exploded. "Why didn't you tell us when you got your money back? You
know that's what we all agreed to. You had no right to keep us out
there stealing once you got your seventy dollars!"

"I never agreed to any limit like
that!"

"You did and you know it. You think
we're fools or something?"

"Now look, Colletta, I admit that's
all I planned to do in the beginning. But you've seen how
easy it is! How else're we ever gonna have a chance at money
like this? You ain't ever had fifty dollars in your whole
life."

Colletta spun on her heel and walked
swiftly up the beach, away from the three boys.

"She's right, DJ," Ray-Gene said. "You
should've let us know when you had your money. That's all we ever
promised to do." Jimmie nodded in agreement.

Donnie Shand stood awkwardly, his face
marked by an expression of uncertainty. Waters of a rising tide
swirled around his bare feet. He clamped his jaw firmly, a sign of
determination Ray-Gene and Jimmie were familiar with, and they knew
Donnie's mind was made up. Fire and brimstone would not dislodge
him from the stance he was about to reveal. "Y'all can do whatever
you want," he said. "I'm not fixin' to quit. I can do it by myself
and keep all the money, or we can be a team like we've always been.
I don't care one way or another." He turned and walked after
Colletta and, after a moment's hesitation, Ray-Gene and Jimmie
followed.

Luther picked them up at the
prescribed street corner at the appointed time in a sky-blue
Mercury and they rode back to Conway in painful silence.

Donnie wasn't seen again for days. In
the meantime, his team commiserated over the way they'd been duped
and promised one another they'd never be fooled by Donnie Shand
again. But no one mentioned the subject when Donnie eventually
showed up; he said nothing of the money and they were afraid to
ask. Colletta's newest threat never to associate with him again was
soon forgotten, along with his pledge to go on stealing on the
beach without them. Jimmie and Ray-Gene chose to pretend that none
of the summer's shameful activities even had happened.

In any case, they soon were
overwhelmed by a new and unexpected turn of events.

 


 


"We're moving," Colletta told them
tearfully. "My daddy wants to go back to Georgetown and get a job
on a fishing boat. I don't want to go. I don't want to leave y'all,
you're the best friends I'll ever have."

The three boys sat as if dumbstruck
until Donnie Shand felt obligated to speak: "How come it took him
so long to decide?"

"When my grandma died, they sold her
house in McClellanville," Colletta explained. "Daddy says as soon
as we get the money, we can move to Georgetown."

"How long will it take to get the
money, you think?" Ray-Gene asked. "Are you goin' to be moving
right now?"

"I don't know how long. Daddy says the
sooner the better, but that's all I know."

Jimmie felt as though all the air had
been sucked from his lungs, and the blood from his veins. Colletta
had been a constant element in his life for almost as far back as
he could remember. He was closer to her than to either Ray-Gene or
Donnie Shand, although this was something he hadn't realized until
this very minute. Ray-Gene and Donnie were friends, but Colletta
was dear to his heart. He understood, for the first time, that he
loved Colletta, not just as a friend but as a girl.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 





































































 


 


 


 





Chapter Five

 


Rondell Wilson worried about Broder,
who for the past week had grown more moody and dispirited by the
hour, only half-heartedly going through the motions of the
demanding physical therapy that was his only hope for full
recovery. The young sergeant did as he was told, but Wilson no
longer saw the determination that had marked Broder's early days on
the orthopedic ward and made Wilson proud to be part of his rehab
team. Wilson was close to Broder. So close, in fact, that the
professional detachment he was supposed to maintain was getting
more difficult to come by.

"You're never going to get out of
here, Broder, if you don't work harder," Wilson threatened. "You
know what I think? I think you're lazy!"

"Think whatever you like," Broder
replied, his voice flat and without feeling.

This wasn't the response Wilson had
hoped for. He wanted Broder angry, emotional. He could work with
emotion, stretch emotion into something powerful, mold it into
tenacity. A tenacious patient could be energized to work toward
rehabilitation, and rehabilitation was Wilson's job. "You up to a
good workout today?" he asked.

"Whatever you say."

"I could use a little more
enthusiasm."

"Tell me what to do and I'll do it,"
Broder said.

"Heard anything more from Captain
Oatmeal?"

"No."

"When's your girlfriend coming
back?"

"I don't have a girlfriend, Wilson.
I've told you that."

"You know who I'm talking about. And
you're not fooling me with that 'There's nothing between us'
crap."

"Like I've said before, there's
nothing between us."

Wilson had bided his time, willing to
wait until Broder wanted to talk about Colletta. But given the
extent of Broder's injuries, full rehabilitation was a challenge
under the best of circumstances and if Colletta was at the heart of
Broder's problem, he was reluctant to wait any longer. "Okay,
Broder," he said, "let's lay it on the line. Something's eating at
you. My guess is it's one of three things. Either it's Captain
Oates's petty little smear campaign, or the threat that you'll
never jump again, or it's the girl. You're pissed at Oates, you're
worried about your future in Airborne, and that girl you're crazy
about hasn't been back to see you. Am I on the playing
field?"

"Okay, so I'm pissed at Oates," Broder
said placidly. "Me and half the other guys in the 82nd Airborne
Division, probably."

"So that's your problem?"

"If you insist I've got a problem,
that's my problem."

"And the girl?"

"There's no girl to talk about,
Wilson."

"Yeah, well let's get you down to PT
and you can try again to sell me on that. But I already told you,
Broder, you're not fooling me. Now get a move on!"

It was no secret to Wilson that
Broder's first early morning steps on the treadmill were still pure
torture. He'd heard too many times from too many patients how the
pain shot up and down a patched-together leg like a high-voltage
electrical impulse. He'd seen the tears that stung Broder's eyes,
watched him grit his teeth to hide the hurt. Even so, Wilson kept
up his tough front. He badgered his patient mercilessly, challenged
him to do more: "Come on Broder, put out! You're Airborne! How the
hell did they ever make a paratrooper out of you if you didn't work
harder than that?"

When the long session ended, Wilson
was encouraged. Broder had shown an occasional flash of fighting
spirit, more determination to tackle the hard work he'd have to do
to regain use of his crumpled leg and get back on his feet. Broder
might understand Wilson's little game, but that didn't matter so
long as he responded.

Rondell Wilson fancied himself
unusually perceptive in understanding what made other people tick.
It was pathetically simple in this case; he could read Broder like
an open book. Although Captain Oates and the threat he posed to a
future in Airborne had Broder worried, Oates wasn't the real
problem. It was Colletta who caused Broder's melancholy and
endangered his will to recover. Or, more accurately, the absence of
Colletta. Every day, Wilson had hoped fervently that she'd show up
again, and every day he'd been disappointed.

And it was not Colletta who waited for
them upstairs, but Captain Homer Oates, who stood scowling in a
corner of Broder's room. "Stay cool, Broder," Wilson whispered. "I
won't be far away." He stayed just outside the door, straining to
hear. The captain made it easy, wasting no time on small talk but
going straight to the point in a loud voice that to Wilson sounded
almost gleeful.

"I've found out something interesting
about you, Sergeant Broder," the captain said. "Seems like a
certain Judge Pillory in South Carolina knows you pretty well. I
know things about you that I'll bet you didn't tell your
momma!"

* * * * *

Ray-Gene, in his usual sweet manner,
tried to put the best face on Colletta's news. "It'll be fun moving
to a new place," he told her. "And we'll all come see you sometime.
I'll bet old Luther could drive us over there. Maybe you could even
get us a ride on that fishing boat your daddy's goin' to work
on!"

"Sure, Colletta," Donnie Shand added.
"You'll like it in Georgetown. We used to go there all the time to
visit my mother's Aunt Pearl, back when my dad was still here.
There's plenty of boats in Georgetown. You'll like all the
boats."

"I can see all the boats I want on the
Waccamaw River," Colletta said sarcastically. "I don't need to go
to Georgetown for boats. Y'all act like you don't even care I'm
moving away!"

"I care," Jimmie told her. "We all
care, Colletta. We care a lot, don't we DJ?"

"Sure we do," Donnie said quickly. "I
didn't mean we don't care. I was just trying to make you feel
better, Colletta. If your daddy says you've got to move you don't
get a say, so you might as well make the best of it. That's all I
meant." It clearly had hurt Donnie to be misunderstood, but he
brightened again with a new idea. "We'll get you a present before
you go, Jimmie and Ray-Gene and me, maybe even have you a
party."

"Sure, Colletta," Ray-Gene said,
"we'll all get you a present before you go."

"Y'all don't need to do that,"
Colletta said. "It's good of you to think about it, but you needn't
go to all that trouble. I'd like it if you could come see me in
Georgetown, though."

Nothing Donnie Shand or Ray-Gene could
say would bring consolation to Jimmie. The thought of not seeing
Colletta every day was unbearable. He lay awake that night until
almost daybreak, hurting in a way he'd never hurt before. He
understood now that the promise of seeing Colletta had been his
reason to get out of bed in the morning, to go to school when it
was in session, to look forward to tomorrow when he went to sleep
at night. Colletta had become the center of his happiness. If she
moved away, he could hardly imagine that he would want to go on
living.

Every day, Jimmie expected the worst.
Colletta would say the time had come. Although she was still there
when school opened for the fall semester, it was only because the
sale of her grandmother's house had fallen through when the buyer's
loan application was rejected. Another family was interested and
Mr. Saylor was confident the house would sell at any moment; he
warned his daughter to be ready to leave Conway forever.

Jimmie was grateful for the reprieve,
even if it might be short-lived. He walked with Colletta to school
in the morning and back home in the afternoon. When they were in a
classroom together he worked for a seat alongside or directly
behind her, and they sat side-by-side in the cafeteria at
lunchtime. He ached to tell Colletta how he felt, that he was in
love with her and would rather die than have her move away because
life without her would be unbearable.

Day after day he struggled to get up
his nerve, but day after day his courage failed. What if Colletta
thought him foolish? What if she laughed at him?

For her part, Colletta kept him up to
date about what was going on. "My daddy and momma are going to
Georgetown tomorrow to look for somewhere for us to live," she told
him on a Friday afternoon, apprehension lining her face.

"What if they find a
place?"

Colletta quickly looked away, but he'd
already seen that her eyes glistened with tears. He took her hand
and held tight, then put his arm across her shoulders. Colletta
leaned against him and in a moment her slender body began to shake
with the force of her sobs.

"Don't cry, Colletta," he urged.
"It'll be all right. Please don't cry."

"It won't be all right. I love you,
Jimmie. I don't want to move away from Conway. What are we going to
do?"

"I love you, too, Colletta. You know I
do."

"I don't mean like a friend, Jimmie. I
mean I really love you."

"I know. I really love you, too. I
don't know what I'll do if you move away. I don't think I could
stand not seeing you every day."

They stood holding each other tightly
for a long time, Colletta laying her head on his shoulder. Jimmie
felt an elation such as he'd never experienced before. For this
moment in time, the future he dreaded so terribly much didn't
matter. He held Colletta in his arms and she loved him the same way
he loved her.

 


Jimmie walked on air. Ray-Gene
noticed, and said he looked all cheerful for some reason. Jimmie
said it was Ray-Gene's imagination.

"Yeah, well, you're happy about
something," Ray-Gene insisted. "I know you, Jimmie Broder. I can
see it on your face, whether you own up to it or not. Anyway,
there's stuff I need to talk to you about. Me and DJ was talking
about gettin' that present for Colletta. You want to do it, too,
right?"

"Sure I do."

Ray-Gene was visibly excited. He'd
never given a present to anyone outside his family, and then only
at Christmas. He had jewelry in mind, he said, something nice,
something gold or silver. His sister Ravonelle said you could keep
jewelry forever, and always remember who gave it to you, and he
liked to think about Colletta having their present forever and
remembering years from now that it came from the old team in
Conway, and didn't Jimmie think that was a good idea?

"Yes, it sounds good," Jimmie
said.

"DJ said don't worry about the money,"
Ray-Gene told him. "He's still got plenty."

"That's the money we helped him steal,
Ray-Gene."

"That doesn't matter now, Jimmie. If
we're going to get something for Colletta we have to pay for it.
Some of that money ought to be hers, anyway."

The discussion was hard for Jimmie,
because it forced him once again to face the reality of Colletta's
leaving. He had refused to look ahead to that day, even though he'd
come to accept its inevitability, particularly after the Saylors
found a place they wanted in Georgetown and Mr. Saylor said they
could get it as soon as the sale closed on the house in
McClellanville. Jimmie tried hard not to let Ray-Gene see the pain
he felt in his heart.

The next day, the three boys went to a
mall and paid almost forty dollars for a pretty sterling silver
bracelet. A helpful saleswoman assured them it was an appropriate
present for someone moving away. Donnie had it wrapped and tied
with yellow ribbon, then they went as a group and offered their
gift to Colletta, who was deeply moved and promised to keep the
bracelet as long as she lived and said she would never, ever forget
them. Even Donnie Shand, usually stoic, became emotional. "The team
won't be the same without you, Colletta," he said, then turned and
walked away quickly to hide his distress. Ray-Gene promptly
followed suit, leaving Colletta and Jimmie alone.

They sat in the grass under the
chinaberry tree in Colletta's backyard, close together so that
their bare arms touched. The day was hot, although the sky was
overcast, and oppressively humid.

"They say there's a big storm coming,"
Colletta said.

"Are you afraid?"

"I don't even care. All I can think
about is having to move away."

Jimmie put his hand on Colletta's
smaller one. "We can write every day," he said. "I'll find some way
to get to Georgetown to see you, and it won't be long before we're
grown up and can be on our own. I'll have a car and everything and
after that nobody can keep us apart."

"That seems so far off, Jimmie. But
I'll write, too. Every day."

"I just wish you didn't have to
move."

"I don't want to. If I had a grandma
or somebody who lived in Conway, I'd stay. Even a cousin. But
there's nobody for me to live with."

"I wish you could come and live at our
house."

"You know I can't do that."

"We'll get married someday, as soon as
we're old enough."

"Promise?"

"Of course I do. I promise,
Colletta."

#

When the big storm came, Conway was
spared its worst fury. Hurricane Hugo slammed into the coast of
South Carolina further south, wreaking massive damage, and
virtually annihilated McClellanville. The storm destroyed the
modest house Colletta's father had hoped to sell and left only a
vacant lot that was of little value and mounds of rubble to be
disposed of. With no insurance on the property, Jacob Saylor saw
his dreams of a cash infusion and a chance to start over in another
town dashed in Hugo's destruction. He leaned heavier than ever on
his old crutch, the bottle, and grew uglier in disposition with
every passing day. Little Hunter was terrified of him, and even
Colletta came to fear him when he was at his worst. The occasional
dark mood they'd learned long ago to be wary of became his normal,
everyday state.

Colletta was too embarrassed to tell
anyone what was going on at home, but she worried about Hunter and
in the end that worry led her to confide in Jimmie.

"You don't really think your daddy
would hurt Hunter, do you?" Jimmie asked. "Your daddy's never been
like that before."

"He wouldn't do it on purpose,"
Colletta said, "but when he's drunk sometimes he loses control. He
gets awful impatient with Hunter and I'm scared he might do
something he didn't mean to and Hunter might be right in the middle
of it. Hunter's still such a little boy, Jimmie. It wouldn't take
much at all to hurt him bad."

Jimmie's ecstasy that Colletta
wouldn't be moving away was tempered by a new anxiety. He was not
so much afraid for Hunter as for Colletta. What if her concern for
Hunter caused her to do something reckless? What if she tried to
interfere with Mr. Saylor in one of his drunken rages? His mind
flashed back to that gruesome scene years earlier in front of
Donnie Shand's house. He imagined Colletta being the one struck
instead of Donnie's father, and in his mind's eye he saw Colletta
lying crumpled on the ground, not moving. It was an image he could
not shake.

He felt sure he should tell someone
about Colletta's situation—an adult, a person who could do
something to help—but Colletta had asked him not to and he'd agreed
to keep her secret. He'd be careful not to say anything to DJ or
Ray-Gene. He was enormously conflicted, proud that Colletta trusted
him enough to tell him what was going on but very much afraid
something bad would happen. He could never forgive himself if it
did. How could he live with the fact that he might have prevented
it but did nothing?

Over time, relieved that she had
someone to share things with, Colletta came to talk freely with
Jimmie about her homelife. She told him when her father lost his
job, and how her mother's part-time work at an IGA supermarket
wasn't enough to support the family. She admitted that sometimes
there was little or no food on the table.

Jimmie turned to his mother. Allou
Broder would never abide letting a child go hungry.

"You can bring Colletta home for
supper any time you want," she told him. "We don't have much, but
we share what we have. She's always welcome at our
table."

"Can she come tonight?"

"Yes, of course."

"Can she bring Hunter?"

"Yes, Jimmie, she can bring her
brother. Tell them to be here at six o'clock. I'll cook some ham
hocks with blackeyed peas and make grits and biscuits and gravy.
There will be plenty to go around."

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 












































 





Chapter Six

 


Rondell Wilson met her in the hallway
before she reached Broder's room and greeted her lightly, "Hey,
Colletta. Nice to see you again."

"Hey, yourself, Wilson. How's your
favorite patient?"

"Broder? He's no favorite of mine."
But Wilson's broad grin gave him away.

"Like hell he's not," Colletta said.
"You like him as much as he likes you. And he likes you a lot. He
told me so."

"Sure he did. Anyway, who believes
anything he says?"

"No kiddin', Wilson. How's he
doing?"

Wilson turned serious. He put a hand
on Colletta's arm and looked her straight in the eye. "He's still
in for some hard time, Colletta," he told her. "He's at that point
now where there isn't going to be any dramatic progress. In the
beginning, just being able to walk was a huge accomplishment. Now,
it's slow going. Broder's tough, but he's like everybody else: He
gets discouraged. He worries a lot about his future. Do all you can
to cheer him up, okay?"

"I'll do my best."

She waited at the door while Rondell
Wilson, in his rambling, long-gaited walk, made his way on down the
hall, away from Broder's room. She waited an instant longer,
inhaled a deep breath, and made sure she wore her best smile when
she entered. Broder lay with his face toward the window. She
thought he was asleep, but as she slipped quietly past the foot of
his bed he looked up, his eyes widening.

"Hey, Jimmie. How ya'
doin'?"

"They say I'm making progress. Some
days it's hard to tell."

Colletta stooped and kissed him softly
on the forehead. "You're looking great," she said. "Wilson says
you're coming along real good."

"I didn't know if you'd come
back."

"I told you I would. I would have been
back sooner, but it's hard to find the time. I've had to put in a
lot of extra hours at work. I can't afford to turn it down when I
get the chance."

"I'm glad you came, Colletta. I wanted
to see you again."

"Me, too. We didn't have much time to
talk when I was here last."

"How's the boy?"

"He's doing real good, Jimmie. I wish
you could see him."

Broder took her hand. "How've you
been, Colletta? Really? It's been such a long time . . ." He
stopped in mid-sentence, let his eyes run over her face. She still
looked like a schoolgirl, hardly changed from those days in Conway
before their lives had been so abruptly ripped apart.

"I'm clean now, Jimmie, if that's what
you're asking. It will never be easy, but I'm in control of my life
again, and things are going okay."

"I didn't mean that, but I'm glad. You
can't begin to know how often I thought about you, wondered how
things were working out."

"I've thought about you too,
Jimmie."

Broder pulled himself up to a sitting
position and worked his heavy leg-cast over the edge of his bed. He
grasped the hospital robe that Wilson was careful to place on a
chair at his side, within arm's reach, and drew it around his
shoulders. Colletta retrieved a pair of aluminum crutches that
stood against the wall in a corner of the room. He struggled up
from the bed, fitted the crutches under his arms and motioned
toward the door.

"Let's take a walk down the hall," he
said. "I'm supposed to do this more often than I do, but I usually
don't have anyone to walk with me and who wants to walk
alone!"

"Doesn't Wilson get you up and
around?"

"Yes, but he's got other things to do.
Says he can't be nursemaid to me all day."

"Oh, yeah, I can hear Wilson saying
that. He pretends to give you a hard time, I know, but he seems to
take his work very seriously from what I've seen. I'm glad you have
somebody good to look after you."

They made their way slowly down the
hallway, past mostly empty patient rooms and a nurses' station, to
a small visitors' lounge. Although no one was in the room, a
television set blared from the corner, broadcasting a used car
commercial to any who might "need new wheels from the man who
deals." Colletta turned it off. She held Broder's crutches while he
gingerly lowered himself onto a hard, vinyl-clad sofa, leaned
heavily against the arm and extended his leg-cast sideways toward
the opposite end. Colletta pulled a chair close, facing
him.

"Is there anything you need that I can
bring next time I come?" she asked.

"No, but it's sweet of you to ask.
They take pretty good care of me here."

"How's your momma, Jimmie?"

Broder told her about his mother's
health problems, minor so far, and injuries his father had suffered
in an accident that involved a drunk driver, how his father had
missed work because of it and had trouble getting a settlement from
the insurance company. He made conversation with these personal
family reports that was not personal conversation.

"I didn't know," Colletta said. "Your
daddy always worked so hard. And you know how much I loved your
momma. She was always good to me, Jimmie. Did you know she sent me
money when I was in Wilmington?"

"No. She never told me."

"She stayed in touch for a long time.
That's how I kept up with your whereabouts in the beginning. But I
hadn't heard from her in several months before I moved last time. I
worried that something might have happened. It's been a long time
since I was back there."

"Back 'there'--meaning
Conway?"

"Yes. I'm not sure I could face it.
Too many ghosts, Jimmie."

"We had some good times, Colletta, in
the beginning. I wish we could go back and do it all different,
take away that terrible thing, but we don't get to live our lives
over again."

Colletta paled at his words, barely
perceptibly, but enough that Broder saw. He'd been thoughtless and
said the wrong things. He wished he could bite his tongue, go back
and begin over, be more careful. He had wanted desperately to see
her, waiting and hoping through empty days, and now that she was
here he'd surely made her sorry she came.

Colletta looked away. "We were foolish
children," she said. "We did things we knew were wrong because we
could get away with it, and then it all caught up with us. We can't
blame anyone else, Jimmie. We never gave ourselves much of a
chance. Still, if I'd been stronger . . ."

"I"m sorry. I didn't mean to open
painful wounds."

"You can't open a wound that's never
healed. Pain is like a circle in the water, Jimmie, after something
makes a splash. It just keeps on growing, like it'll go on
forever."

"But in the end it runs itself
out."

"Yes, but if the splash is big enough
it can pull you under at the start."

"You didn't get pulled under,
Colletta."

"But I wanted to, and I almost
did."

* * * * *

Donnie Shand dropped out of school
early in ninth grade. Once he had a driver's license, no amount of
pleading from his mother, no logical argument from his sisters, no
admonishment from school authority could persuade him otherwise. He
inherited Luther's job at the auto dealer soon after
that.

Money in his pocket and a car. These
had always been at the top of Donnie's priority list. Now he had
both.

Ray-Gene and Jimmie envied him, happy
that he had what he wanted, and lived vicariously through the
assorted automobiles they saw Donnie driving like his own. Even
Colletta was impressed when he showed up one day at the end of
school in a two-year-old Mustang coupe, yellow with black racing
stripes, and announced that it would be his until the dealer sold
it on the lot or shipped it off to a wholesaler's auction. Ray-Gene
and Jimmie crawled into the cramped back seat of the Mustang and
let her sit up front.

Colletta and Jimmie were supposed to
go by the IGA after school and pick up groceries, and DJ was proud
to offer them a lift. "She can get her stuff and then have a ride
home," he said. "That's better than packin' a heavy sack of
potatoes all the way to her house, right Jimmie?" He tried hard to
appear nonchalant as he chauffeured them to the supermarket, waited
with Ray-Gene while Colletta and Jimmie hurried through the store,
then dropped them off at the Saylor house. As he drove away,
slowly, as if reluctant to leave, Jimmie pledged to Ray-Gene and
Colletta that he'd have a car like that someday.

"When I get a job," he said, "the
first thing I plan to do is buy me a red Mustang
convertible."

Donnie Shand's absence had helped draw
Jimmie and Ray-Gene closer.

Jimmie admired Ray-Gene's even
temperament and envied his patience, and was often astonished by
his ability to rise above things and make the best of a bad
situation. Ray-Gene easily might have been overrun in the frequent
squabbles that broke out among his sisters, his grandmother and the
oppressive Jaybo, but stood his ground firmly and had come to be
the mediator they relied on. Jimmie gave him great credit for the
deceptive level of harmony outsiders saw in Grandma Freeman's
household.

Ray-Gene, in turn, counted Jimmie's
goodwill among those things he treasured most. He believed he was
privileged to have a personal, insider's view of the relationship
between Jimmie and Colletta. Ray-Gene loved Colletta too, with the
innocent love of a childhood friend, deemed it an honor that he'd
been witness to their romance from the beginning. He'd been there
since the day the two of them first met and was still close to
both, and in his mind nothing could ever jeopardize this
friendship; he and they and Donnie Shand still formed an
inseparable team.

Colletta's home situation was worse
than ever. Her father no longer made the slightest effort to deal
with his demons except to drown them in alcohol, and while she'd
learned not to fear him, she held little hope that he would ever
give up his drinking binges. She took care of Hunter while her
mother worked long hours at the IGA. Her mother had warned that Mr.
Saylor was likely to leave one day and not come back, convinced
that it was inevitable that he'd fall into the Waccamaw River some
night and drown, get hit over the head and killed in a deserted
alley, or suffer some other such ignoble fate invited by his
condition.

"I feel awful to say it, but to tell
you the truth it's just a big relief when he's not home," Colletta
admitted to Jimmie. "I know that's bad of me, but I can't help
it."

"It's not bad of you," Jimmie said.
"There's nothing you can do for him at home, and no place else if
he won't try to help himself. It's not your fault,
Colletta."

"I know you're right, but I still feel
guilty."

Ray-Gene knew some of what Colletta
was going through at home, and guessed more, although there was
much he was not aware of. He extracted a solemn promise that Jimmie
would let him know if a time came when he could help. "I'm both of
y'alls' best friend," he said. "What kind of friend would I be if I
wasn't there when you needed me?"

#

The day after Donnie Shand auditioned
the yellow Mustang, Colletta came home from school to an empty
house. Hunter, always there first, was nowhere to be found. She was
frantic. She paced the floor for an hour, watching out the window
and listening for the rattle of the doorknob, then set out toward
Hunter's school and carefully traced his usual route. Still no sign
of her brother. Then she ran to find Jimmie, very much
afraid.

"I'll bet he's at the IGA," Jimmie
told her. "He probably went to see your momma, and she kept him
there until she gets off work."

But Colletta said Hunter had clear
instructions never to go to the store alone, and usually did as he
was told. She thought they should hurry and tell her mother, but
she didn't expect to find Hunter there. They were half-way to the
IGA when they met Ray-Gene.

As Jimmie had, Ray-Gene tried to be
reassuring: "Don't worry, Colletta. Hunter's old enough to get
around on his own. No way that boy would get lost in his own
neighborhood!"

"But if he's not lost, where is he?"
Colletta answered. "That's what scares me, Ray-Gene."

Colletta was over-protective, but
Jimmie and Ray-Gene understood why. They reinforced her caution
much of the time, themselves, because Hunter was pallid-looking and
timid, frail from chronic poor health. Like his sister, they wanted
to shield him from the world as much as they could.

Hunter had not been seen at the IGA.
Wanda Saylor called the police, and a pompous desk sergeant told
her there wasn't much he could do until the boy had been missing
for twenty-four hours. He would have a squad car cruise the
neighborhood, which he seemed to think was a quite generous
concession. In what she'd later describe as a most condescending
tone, he suggested that she was an over-wrought mother who should
run along home, where she'd no doubt find the little boy sitting on
the steps waiting for his supper.

They all held their breath, hoping the
desk sergeant was right, but when they got back to the house it was
still empty.

Ultimately, Hunter's disappearance was
solved with help from an unexpected source. Jaybo reported
gleefully that he'd seen Hunter with the boy's father earlier in
the afternoon, at the Shark's Tooth tavern three blocks
away.

Colletta and the boys were greatly
relieved, but Colletta's mother was furious. "I can't take any more
of that man!" she declared, her usually sallow face reddening. "I
wish he'd die and burn in hell! God forgive me, but I really
do."

Ray-Gene and Jimmie, who'd never heard
Mrs. Saylor raise her voice before, pretended not to notice the
outburst, hoping to spare Colletta's feelings. "Jimmie and me'll go
get Hunter," Ray-Gene whispered. "Don't worry Colletta, and tell
your momma everything will be all right. We'll come straight back
in no time at all. Is that okay?"

"Are you sure y'all want to be
involved in this?" Colletta asked. "You don't have to. It's not
your problem."

"Sure we do," Jimmie told her. "You
stay here and try to calm your mother down some. It won't take us
long."

"Thank you, both of you. But be
careful. When my daddy's drunk he can be awful mean," Colletta
said. "I don't think he'd do anything, but he can say terrible
things. Hunter's probably scared to death."

The boys found the Shark's Tooth
nearly deserted. A lone bartender looked up when they entered,
surprised, and signaled them to stop. "Minors aren't allowed in
here," the man said gruffly. "You fellas move on along,
now."

"We just want to pick up Hunter,"
Jimmie told him. "He's Mr. Saylor's little boy and somebody told us
he's here. We just want to get him and leave. You don't want him in
here either, do you?"

"Okay, then," the bartender said. He
motioned with a nod of the head toward the back. "Be careful what
you say to Saylor. He's not in a very good mood."

It took a moment for their vision to
adjust to the darkened interior. When they could make out the rear
of the room more clearly, they saw Colletta's father slouched in a
booth by the wall, far back, and Hunter's head barely visible over
the back of the seat. They walked closer and Jimmie said, quietly,
"Your momma wants you to come home, Hunter."

Hunter turned and a look of surprise
swept his face. He started to get up. His father grabbed at him and
missed, but Hunter recognized there was going to be a problem and
quickly sat back down. "Hold on!" Mr. Saylor commanded. His voice
was coarse, his words slurred. "You don't go anywhere until I say
so."

"We just wanted to get Hunter and take
him home in time for supper," Jimmie said, still keeping his voice
low. "His momma and Colletta will be waiting supper for him. They
expect us to be right back."

"Is that you Jimmie?" Jacob Saylor
said, scowling through bleary eyes and shading his face from the
dim overhead light with a wavering hand. "It is you, boy. What'n
hell you doing here?"

"We just came to get Hunter, Mr.
Saylor."

"I ain't said Hunter could go. Hunter
and me are having a nice talk. He don't spend time with his daddy
like he used to."

"You ought to let him come with us,
Mr. Saylor," Ray-Gene said. "Hunter's probably hungry. Don't you
want to get home for supper, Hunter?"

The man shaded his face again, trying
to focus his eyes on Ray-Gene. "Who are you?" he demanded. "I know
you. You're that nigger boy that's always hanging around
Colletta."

"This is Ray-Gene," Jimmie said
calmly. "He's a good friend of me and Colletta both. You know
Ray-Gene, Mr. Saylor."

"Ain't that what I just said? I know
him. I told Colletta not to have no part of him."

"Sir, we don't want any trouble,"
Jimmie said. "We just want to take Hunter home for supper. If
you'll just let him leave with us, we won't bother you any
more."

"Take him, then," Mr. Saylor said
savagely. "I'm through talking with him anyhow. You two don't come
around here again. And you, nigger boy, don't come around my house.
I've got a gun and I know how to use it."

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



































































Chapter Seven

 


Broder's day was off to a
better-than-average beginning. There was still a great deal of
pain, but it was less intense now and easier to control; a couple
of little pills and his torment could be made bearable for hours at
a time. He'd actually looked forward to the arrival of Rondell
Wilson, who charged into his room at precisely 0700 hours,
pretending enthusiasm for their morning routine of raw physical
therapy.

"Nobody but the Army would turn a
sadistic brute like you loose on innocent patients this time of
day," Broder said.

"Innocent? You? Give me a break,
Broder," Wilson shot back. "And we need the early start, because
I'm going to run your sorry butt through about a week's worth of
work before noon."

Wilson had insisted from the outset
that the most reliable measure of progress would be Broder's
performance in these morning therapy sessions. For Broder, this had
led to a roller-coaster ride of emotions, as he made great strides
in the early days of his confinement, then went through a prolonged
slow period when he'd seemed to make no headway at all. But he'd
advanced rapidly of late. Forced motion that would have been
excruciating scarcely a week earlier hardly merited a groan, and
now it was Broder who became the pretender. "Go easy, Wilson," he
complained. "You're never satisfied until I beg for
mercy."

"You're doing great," Wilson told him,
finally being serious. "Before you know it, they're going to pull
you out of here and put you back on duty."

"Can't say I look forward to that.
What the hell are they going to do with me if I can't
jump?"

"Have you heard anything more from
Colonel Hewlett or Captain Oatmeal?"

"Nothing. You know a lot more about
this than I do, Wilson. What do you think? Is there any chance of
me jumping again?"

"I wish I could tell you, Broder. Most
of the guys who come through here aren't hurt nearly as bad as you
were, and as far as I know most of them go back to jumping. Truth
is, though, a lot of the time I never know what happens after they
leave here. They might make 'em truck drivers, for all I
know."

Broder had come to know Rondell Wilson
better than he'd known any other man he'd claimed as a friend since
going Airborne. He knew that Wilson was the fifth and youngest
child of two Philadelphia school teachers, that Wilson's father had
served in the U.S. Navy and his mother had once hoped to become a
concert pianist, that two of his three sisters and his older
brother were married and had seven children among them and Wilson
loved his nieces and nephews like they were his own. He knew that
Wilson had enlisted in the Army as a way to pay for a college
education, and still entertained hopes of going to medical school
"some day." He also knew that Wilson perceived, deep down, that
medical school probably never would happen, and that was a shame,
because Rondell Wilson was smart and competent and had the
compassion for his fellow human beings that every doctor ought to
possess.

After about their third day of
contact, Broder had come to realize that Wilson was the perfect
grownup image of his boyhood companion, Ray-Gene. Wilson's gentle
nature was so like Ray-Gene's that he had to remind himself from
time to time that this was not his long-lost friend from Conway,
that he would never see Ray-Gene again, that those days were gone
forever except in his memory.

He was not sure why he'd come to feel
such closeness with Wilson after only a brief acquaintance.
Wilson's likeness to Ray-Gene was part of the reason, no doubt, and
so was the fact that Wilson was crazy about Colletta. But there was
more to it than all that. The two of them were compatible, and he
would have counted Rondell Wilson a friend, trusted him and leaned
on him, even if there'd never been a Ray-Gene or a Colletta or a
Conway, South Carolina.

"You've got to face the possibility of
being grounded, you know," Wilson was saying. "They're not going to
kick you out, but they may say you can't jump again."

"You know how I feel about that,
Wilson."

"Yeah, I know. If you can't jump, you
don't want any part of this damned circus. I know how you feel,
Broder, and I understand. Believe me, I do."

"Did you ever jump out of an
airplane?"

"Me? Are you kidding? Never in a
million years will you see this man jump out of anything higher
than a ground-floor window. You got to be crazy, man, to want to
jump out of airplanes!"

Broder had never tried to explain why
he loved jumping. Could he explain it? You had to experience the
exhilaration, the sheer terror of the low-level night jump, all the
known and unknown possibilities, the conquering sensation of relief
when an emphatic jerk of the harness told you the chute had opened,
let all these liven your senses the way nothing else ever could.
He'd never be able to put into words how the jump purified, how it
offered an escape to a sheltered world where painful memories and
worries about the future could never intrude. Jumping had been his
salvation and he worshipped at its throne, but that wasn't
something he cared to try and explain to Rondell Wilson. "I think
if you haven't done it you'd never understand what it feels like,"
he said simply.

"Okay, let's say they threw me out of
a C-130 and I liked it," Wilson said. "Even so, I wouldn't care to
come floating down somewhere in enemy territory with people
shooting at me. Doesn't that idea scare you a little?"

"That's what I'm trained to do,
Wilson. I don't pretend I wouldn't be afraid, but I'd be ready for
it."

"Better you than me, man. I'd just as
soon stay back here and help put the pieces back together. But I'm
glad somebody's willing to do it, so I don't have to. Now let's
talk about something else. When do you expect Colletta to come see
you again?"

"I haven't a clue."

"Can't you call her or
something?"

"She never gave me a number, and I
don't think I should bother her at work. Besides, what excuse would
I have for calling?"

Rondell
Wilson fixed a deliberately exaggerated stare on Broder, held it
for a long moment, then laughed and shook his head. "I like you,
Broder," he said, "but you are one obtuse dude. Let her know you
want to see her, man, beg her to come if you have to. When you get
out of this place you can go see her, but for now she's got to take
the initiative and come to you. Women don't like that, man. She
needs to know you want her to come, and she needs to hear it from
you."

* * * * *

Popeye Broder was a taciturn man whose
formal education had ended with the seventh grade, ensuring a life
of hard work at low pay. Popeye was not his real name, of course.
His real name was Curtis, which he hated. His father—a grandfather
Jimmie never knew—nicknamed him Popeye because his bulging biceps
were disproportionate to the rest of his body. This physical
imbalance had come about through Curtis's determination, as a
youth, to be a strong man, without knowing precisely how to go
about it. His starting point was to stick a metal coffee can onto
each end of a three-foot length of electrical conduit pipe, then
fill the whole thing with concrete. He worked out vigorously with
this heavy homemade barbell twice a day for three years, and built
the strong arms he wanted while the rest of his body went
unattended to.

Jimmie rarely went to his father with
problems, and when he did he was rarely satisfied with the
response. Popeye Broder was inclined to predict that most problems
would go away in time if they were simply ignored. He said as much
about Mr. Saylor's gun: "I'd not worry about it too much. He was
just drunk. He probably won't remember any of it when he sobers
up—if he ever does."

Jimmie had hoped for something more
specific, something he could use to reassure Ray-Gene, who had
tried hard not to show the sting he felt from Mr. Saylor's words
that day at the Shark's Tooth tavern. The racist slur had been
nasty and unexpected, but Jimmie could tell it was the threat of
violence that bothered Ray-Gene most. Ray-Gene was afraid to go
anywhere near Colletta's house.

Nonetheless, Jimmie repeated his
father's words. Mr. Saylor was drunk, probably didn't know what he
was saying. Ray-Gene had done nothing to offend him or make him
angry and the man had never voiced a grudge toward Ray-Gene before,
at least not to his face. "Don't worry about that old drunk," he
said. "He's not going to hurt you, Ray-Gene."

"He's mean, Jimmie. Sometimes people
just say when they're drunk the stuff they're scared to say sober,"
Ray-Gene countered. "You don't know that he wouldn't shoot me if I
happened by some day when he was in a bad mood."

Jimmie made no effort to refute
Ray-Gene's argument. He'd seen the look in Mr. Saylor's eyes that
day in the tavern and, for whatever reason, there was real hatred
behind the man's threatening words. Colletta's father was
malicious, and the last thing in the world Jimmie wanted was to
have something bad happen to Ray-Gene. He loved Ray-Gene much as he
loved his own brother.

The boys had been careful not to let
Colletta know there'd been a confrontation at the tavern. Colletta
and her mother, overwhelmingly relieved at the sight of Hunter,
hadn't asked what it took to get him away from his father, and they
chose to ignore questions conveniently not asked. Hunter apparently
had taken the whole episode in stride and found nothing in it worth
talking about, thus inadvertently helping them keep their
secret.

Jimmie tried hard to coax more
information from Colletta without making her suspicious. The notion
of her father having a gun in the house distressed him greatly.
There was real danger that Mr. Saylor, in one of his drunken rages,
might shoot someone, intentionally or by accident, and much as
Jimmie was concerned for the safety of Ray-Gene and Hunter, he
worried about Colletta most of all.

He began to have nightmares, and
although his dreams had different settings they all had a common
thread. Colletta was in every one, always threatened by some
invisible force and calling to him for help. And no matter how
desperately he struggled, he was always held back by some equally
invisible force, unable to reach her, frantic and
helpless.

One night the dream was different.
This time he and Colletta, along with Ray-Gene and Donnie Shand,
were once again caught up in that awful quarrel between Donnie's
mother and father, and stood frozen in terror as Wilma Shand
smashed a brick into her husband's skull. Jimmie held Colletta
tight and tried to shield her, but Langly Shand's blood splattered
on her face and hands. Colletta screamed and Jimmie tried to help
her wipe it away. The harder they wiped, the more profusely the
blood flowed down Colletta's arms and hands and dripped from the
tips of her fingers into black, endless space.

Jimmie lay awake the rest of the
night, afraid to go back to sleep. He'd been wrong to avoid talking
with Colletta about her father's gun. He needed to confront the
issue head-on.
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They knocked on doors all afternoon,
but nobody wanted fourteen-year-olds, and Grandma Freeman told them
why. They were too young for a real job, "and who's goin' to pay
y'all when they got children of their own to do chores for
nothing?" Her explanation did little to lift their dampened
spirits.

"Maybe things will be better next
summer," Ray-Gene said. "But, yeah, I know, you wanted money now to
buy Colletta a Christmas present."

"That's what I was hopin' for," Jimmie
told him.

"If I had money and a car, I'd take
Grandma Freeman to Baltimore for Christmas. She's always talked
about visiting family in Baltimore once when she was young, and I
think she'd like to go back again."

"Why doesn't Jaybo take
her?"

"Jaybo said one time he was goin' to,
but he won't ever get to it. You know how Jaybo talks. You know,
acts like he could go anywhere he wants to, any time he wants. He
just likes to flash his money like he's rich."

"You think Jaybo really is
rich?"

"Jaybo's got plenty, but he's not
rich."

"I still don't understand who Jaybo
works for."

"Jaybo says he works for a company
that don't have a name," Ray-Gene said. "He won't talk about it.
Ravonelle says he's goin' to get in big trouble someday, and I
don't want to know anything about it."

"Anyway, I was thinking about that
idea of a trip for Christmas. If I could, I'd take Colletta
somewhere—maybe to visit her aunt in Wilmington, or
something."

Jimmie couldn't get his mind off
Colletta's Christmas present. Christmas spending was modest at the
Broder house, and he'd never done Christmas shopping because he'd
never had money for gifts and no one had ever expected anything
from him. But now he wanted to buy something special for Colletta
and he was beginning to fret over it. Ray-Gene wasn't much
help.

On Sunday afternoon, he decided to
press the issue with his mother. He was afraid to wait much
longer.

"I suppose we can come up with the
money, if you find something that's not too expensive," Allou
Broder told him. "Any idea what you want to get her?"

"I didn't start looking
yet."

Jimmie wanted suggestions, but his
mother didn't volunteer advice and he hated to ask. Besides, no
one else knew Colletta as well as he did. He'd know the right
thing when he saw it. He stopped by the Saylor house later in the
day. Hunter was ill, and Colletta worried that it might be
something Jimmie could catch, but he insisted on coming in. "I
don't get colds and stuff very easy," he argued. "There's more of
it in school anyway, and I have to go there every day."

Colletta's mother was working and Mr.
Saylor, as best Jimmie could tell, was nowhere about. This might be
a good time to talk to her about the gun.

Colletta made hot chocolate, thin
because she had to use water in place of milk, and served it in a
chipped china mug. Jimmie was hardly company, and she was not
embarrassed by the shabbiness of her home. She asked about Jimmie's
momma, whether he'd seen Ray-Gene.

"I saw Ray-Gene yesterday. Me and him
went out looking for a job."

"Any luck?"

"No."

"I don't think you have to work,
Jimmie," she said. "I think school's more important, don't
you?"

"I guess so. It would be good to earn
some money, though. My brother's got a job now and I think he's
goin' to be moving out on his own pretty soon."

"You mean like moving away? Away from
Conway?"

"Probably. He's not talked about it
much."

He wanted to steer the conversation
toward Mr. Saylor's gun. It would be easy just to ask Colletta
right out if there was a gun in the house, but he'd hate to explain
how he knew about it, how Ray-Gene had been threatened by her daddy
that day at the Shark's Tooth tavern. But nothing he could think of
would lead them to talk about guns, so he gave up and turned to
something else. "Ray-Gene says Jaybo works for a company that
doesn't have a name," he said. "You ever hear of that
before?"

"I wouldn't believe anything Jaybo
says," Colletta answered. "He's a complete no-account, Jimmie.
Don't you think Ray-Gene knows that?"

"He's not afraid of Jaybo anymore, not
like he used to be."

"He ought to be. Jaybo's going to get
in real trouble someday. I just hope it doesn't affect Ray-Gene too
much when it happens."

"Does Ray-Gene come around here
much?"

"I don't think he's been here in a
month or more."

She doesn't know why, Jimmie
thought, but I can't tell her Ray-Gene's afraid.

Colletta stood. She said she ought to
check on Hunter, and if he was awake fix him something to eat.
Hunter not only was awake, but hungry, and Colletta said she needed
to fry eggs and potatoes, and she'd like Jimmie to stay and eat
with them. If he wanted to help he could peel and slice some
potatoes while she made biscuits and flour-and-water gravy. She
already had four whole sweet potatoes half-baked in the oven, to
finish with the biscuits, and she would put a pan of shelled pecans
in at the end for toasting.

Jimmie followed her to the kitchen and
pitched in with a paring knife. Her larder offered little to work
with, but Colletta took her cooking seriously. Any discussion of
Mr. Saylor's gun would have to wait.

Hunter came to the table pale and
drawn, clearly weakened by whatever ailment he was stricken with.
He broke into a wide grin when he saw Jimmie. "Hey, Jimmie," he
said. "I didn't know you was here."

"I just stopped by to see how you were
feeling," Jimmie lied. "You doin' better?"

"I feel pretty good. Better than
yesterday, anyhow."

"That's not saying much," Colletta
said. "Yesterday you puked all day. You were sick enough to
die!"

Hunter had a good appetite. Fried eggs
and potatoes, biscuits and gravy flew off his plate. He ate one of
the large sweet potatoes and shared another with Jimmie. He started
to scoop up a handful of pecan halves, but they were still hot from
the oven and Hunter groaned from burned fingers.

"My lord, Hunter, you act like you've
not eat for a week," Colletta complained.

But Jimmie could see how her eyes
brightened when she watched Hunter at the table, gratified that he
ate heartily. She and Jimmie started clearing plates while Hunter
waited for the pan of pecans to cool, and looked up, surprised,
when his father entered the kitchen.

"What are you doing up, boy?" Mr.
Saylor boomed, startling them all with his angry voice. "Ain't you
supposed to be sick?"

Hunter froze. Colletta put down the
plates Jimmie had just handed her, turned calmly toward her father.
"He's better, Daddy. You should have been here to see him eat," she
said. "You want some supper?"

Mr. Saylor eyed Hunter almost
belligerently. There was an instant in which he seemed confused,
then his face softened. He scuffed Hunter's hair roughly with his
big hand and smiled. "I'm glad you're better," he said. "Good to
see you up and around, boy. Thanks, honey," he said to Colletta,
"but I don't believe I feel like any supper right now."

Jimmie had stood by silently,
expecting some show of displeasure from Mr. Saylor upon finding him
in the kitchen with Hunter and Colletta. Mr. Saylor looked toward
him and nodded, mumbled his name in what apparently was intended as
a greeting, and turned back toward the front of the
house.

"I'd better go," Jimmie whispered to
Colletta.

"No, please stay. At least for a
little while. Daddy's not in a bad mood today. He'll be glad to
have you visit."

"Are you sure?"

"I'm sure, Jimmie. You'll
see."

Hunter, meanwhile, had relaxed, and
went back to his pursuit of toasted pecans. He spread a handful on
the table and attacked them vigorously, as if still very hungry. He
chewed with a smacking noise that made Jimmie and Colletta
laugh.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 































 


 





Chapter Eight

 


Broder had looked forward to this
meeting with Colonel Hewlett. He hoped that a face-to-face
confrontation with the colonel would bring some relief from the
anxiety he'd felt after his sessions with Captain Oates, sessions
that had left him angry and discouraged. He'd been in the Army long
enough to know that if Oates was out to get him, for whatever
reason, the captain could make his life very unpleasant. He was out
of the medical center for the first time since his bad jump, pushed
in a wheelchair by Rondell Wilson down the block to division
headquarters. Simply being outdoors again raised his
spirits.

They were ushered promptly into the
colonel's office, where Wilson left him. Broder wasn't sure of the
correct military protocol, dressed as he was in washed-out hospital
pajamas and robe and unable to stand at attention. He saluted
smartly from his sitting position and hoped not to look
foolish.

The colonel looked up from the
paperwork on his desk as if only now aware that he had a visitor.
"We can dispense with the formalities, sergeant," he said, casually
brushing aside the salute with a wave of his hand. "I appreciate
your coming here. I wanted to talk to you and my schedule is
crowded this morning. I'm supposed to be off to check on a field
exercise and need to be in the air before noon."

"Thank you for seeing me,
sir."

"First off, how's the rehab coming,
Broder?"

"I'm doing well, sir. They tell me
I'll be back on duty before too long."

"All in good time, sergeant," the
colonel said, "all in good time. The reason I wanted to see you—and
what I say here does not go beyond these walls,
understood?"

"Yes, sir. Understood."

"The reason I wanted to see you is—and
I'm sticking my neck way our here, Broder—I've heard some things
about Captain Oates that disturb me. Now, hear me out. I've looked
at your record, sergeant, and I believe Oates is barking up the
wrong tree. I see nothing that should cause anyone to be looking
for alcohol or drug use on your part, yet that seems to be what
Oates would like to find. Does this square with your
experience?"

"Yes, sir, it does. In fact, Captain
Oates virtually accused me of being either drunk or high on drugs
when the accident happened."

"And you have no idea why he would
think that?"

"No, sir. No idea."

"I have to ask you, Broder, and you'd
damn-well better be straight with me. Have you ever jumped after
drinking or using drugs?"

"No, sir. Absolutely not."

"Never?"

"Never."

"I believe you, Broder. Like I said, I
looked at your record. You're a good soldier. There's something
going on here that I don't like, and I intend to find out what it
is. If you're willing, I need your help. If I'm wrong we could both
be in a world of hurt. The last thing I want is to see a good
career ruined, and that goes for sergeants as well as captains. But
if my suspicions are valid, there's something rotten going on that
has to be dug out and crushed. If you don't want to get involved I
understand. If you do, I'll stand behind you all the way, though I
have to tell you up front we both could get shot down in the end if
we're not very, very careful."

Broder hardly knew how to respond.
This was not what he'd expected. He was completely in the dark as
to whatever the colonel was asking, but under the circumstances,
especially given the good things the colonel had said about him and
the implied trust, how could he refuse?

"I'll help, sir," he told Colonel
Hewlett. "Just tell me what to do."

"For now, do nothing. If I'm on the
right track, somebody else will make the first move. And don't
worry, Sergeant Broder, I'll know what's going on. And I'll be in
touch when I need to. Nobody's going to abandon you."

"Yes, sir."

Colonel Hewlett stood, pushed an
intercom button on his phone and directed that Rondell Wilson be
sent in. The meeting was over. Wilson appeared promptly and
vigorously wheeled Broder from the colonel's office.

"Well, what did he say?" Wilson
demanded, as soon as they were out of the building. "Have they done
their investigation, or what?"

Broder was hesitant. He obviously
couldn't reveal what went on in Colonel Hewlett's office, but he
hated to lie to Wilson. How could he tell Wilson anything? "I guess
they're still working on it," he said. "But I think everything's
going to turn out okay." To his great relief, Wilson didn't push
for more detailed information.

Broder was confused and scared by what
he'd just heard, and the obvious questions began to form in his own
mind. What was the "something rotten" the colonel was afraid of? He
had gone into the meeting with Hewlett merely hoping to hear the
colonel say that his training accident had been investigated and
he'd been cleared of any fault. It seemed now that he was being
dragged into something as sinister as it was mysterious, something
that had nothing to do with his bad jump or his own future, and
something that, for now, he had no choice but to keep to
himself.

* * * * *

Just before Christmas, Donnie Shand
lost his job. Ray-Gene heard about it first, and told Jimmie. "DJ
and his boss had a big argument," Ray-Gene reported. "It's goin' to
be hard for him now. He liked having a car and money. You think
he'll get another job as good as that one?"

"I doubt it. Me and you found out how
hard it is to get a job, Ray-Gene. DJ will never be able to buy a
car like that Mustang," Jimmie said.

"You think it's his own fault they
sacked him?"

"I think we'll never know. You know
how DJ is."

Jimmie guessed that Donnie would not
admit to being wrong, if in fact the problem was of his own making.
Ray-Gene claimed to have seen first-hand just how nasty Donnie's
boss could be; he was inclined to give Donnie the benefit of the
doubt. They agreed that if Donnie didn't want to talk about his
sudden and unexpected unemployment, they wouldn't pry.

They hadn't seen Colletta since school
let out for the holidays, almost a week earlier. Jimmie said she
would be just as upset over DJ's misfortune as they
were.

"You ought to be the one to tell her,"
Ray-Gene advised.

"Suppose so. I hate to have to give
her bad news, but I don't want her to hear it from somebody else. I
need to go over there anyway, and take her my Christmas
present."

He'd bought a red sweater for
Colletta, a beautifully knit, soft and feminine garment that his
mother said any girl would like. He knew Colletta would be
surprised, and fidgeted with anticipation on his way to the Saylor
house, eager to see her response. The door opened slowly to his
knock, just a sliver, and Hunter peered cautiously through the
crack, grinned when he saw Jimmie and threw the door open
wide.

"Hey, Jimmie."

"Hey, Hunter. You get all
well?"

Hunter looked healthier than he had
for some while. There was color in his face and an aspect of
vitality, or at the very least something bordering on vitality,
that had been absent for several months.

"I'm feelin' real good, Jimmie. You
okay?"

"Sure, Hunter, I'm okay. Is Colletta
home?"

Hunter shook his head, indicating not.
"She went to Momma's store to bring home some stuff for supper. She
ought to be back d'rectly," he said.

"Are you here by yourself,
then?"

"Yes."

"You're gettin' big enough to stay by
yourself, I guess. I just didn't know if Colletta would leave
you."

"She don't like to, but sometimes she
has to. You want to come in and visit a while, Jimmie?"

Hunter stood aside, further extending
his invitation. Jimmie stepped into the living room and Hunter
closed the door. "You can set over here," Hunter said, indicating a
worn sofa that sat with its back against the front wall, under the
window. Jimmie did Hunter's bidding, gingerly placing the paper bag
that held Colletta's present on the floor at the end of the sofa
and settling himself onto a bumpy cushion.

Hunter sat beside him. When Jimmie put
his arm on the arm of the sofa, Hunter moved closer to the opposite
end and raised his small arm into a similar position, unconsciously
mimicking every move of the older boy.

"Where's your daddy today?" Jimmie
asked.

"He's at work."

"Where's he work at?"

"I don't know," Hunter said. "He
started there just the other day. It's someplace our mom found out
about."

"How is your daddy these days, Hunter
. . . I mean is he acting better, you know, not being so tough on
you and Colletta?"

"He's been real good,
Jimmie."

Hunter started to cry. He tried to
hold back, and at first there was only a soft whimper, but then he
could no longer control himself and his distress gushed forth in
violent spasms. Jimmie moved closer to the little boy and put an
arm across his quaking shoulders. After an awkward couple of
minutes, Hunter slipped from under his arm, got off the sofa and
ran from the room. In a moment he returned, wiping his nose on a
dingy piece of cloth, and sat beside Jimmie again, saying not a
word.

"Are you okay now?" Jimmie asked,
feeling self-conscious, as if he was somehow invading Hunter's
privacy. "I hope I didn't say something wrong."

"I'm sorry, Jimmie. You didn't say
nothing wrong. I oughtn't to have acted like that, crying like a
baby."

"Everybody feels like cryin'
sometimes, Hunter. Nothing wrong with it."

"Do you ever cry?" There was pleading
in Hunter's voice that directed Jimmie to respond
affirmatively.

"Sure I do. And I'm a lot bigger than
you, Hunter."

Jimmie's answer brought an expression
of immense relief to Hunter's pale face. He smiled, started to
speak, but his words were clipped short by a powerful hiccup that
jerked his body and sent him instead into peals of laughter. He
hiccuped again, laughed even harder, and ended up sliding from the
sofa and rolling on the floor, laugh-tears streaming down his
cheeks. Jimmie laughed too, uncontrollably for a time, and rolled
on the floor beside the younger boy. They had wrung out their
emotions completely before they tried talking again.

"I'm wore out, Jimmie," Hunter said
finally, "but I feel good."

"Me too. Laughing does that to
you."

"I'm sorry I cried, Jimmie." Hunter
looked somber again, suddenly withdrawn.

"I told you, don't worry about
it."

"Want to know why?"

"If you want to tell me. You don't
have to."

"It was because we're not having no
Christmas."

"Of course you are," Jimmie told him.
"Everybody has Christmas, Hunter."

"No we're not. Daddy lost all the
money my mom had saved for Christmas. Then there was bills to pay.
I heard them talkin' about it."

"But your daddy's working now, didn't
you say? He'll earn that money back in no time. I'll bet y'all have
a real good Christmas, Hunter."

"I don't care. Christmas don't mean
much to me."

#

Allou Broder was clearly moved by
Jimmie's generous spirit when he begged that whatever Christmas
present was hidden away for him, he be allowed to take to Hunter
instead. This was the best solution he'd thought of, running home
with Colletta's present under his arm, not willing to give it when
Hunter would be left empty-handed. He told his mother about
Hunter's crying, and the revelation about the Saylor family's money
problems, how Hunter expected no Christmas. His eyes were misty as
he repeated Hunter's story.

"Mr. Saylor drinks up all the money
they get, Momma. They ought to lock him up or something," he said
bitterly.

"Maybe he can't help himself," his
mother replied. "But you're right, of course, Colletta and Hunter
have to pay for it. And their mother too, who's doing her best
under hard circumstances. But you don't have to give up your
Christmas for Hunter. That wouldn't be fair."

"I don't mind. Honestly, I
don't."

She would hear no more of it. Hunter
would not be left out at Christmas, she promised, and that night
they went out and bought a blue wool boy's sweater and a Chinese
checkers game, then candy, nuts and oranges. "You can give Hunter
the sweater and checkers," Allou Broder said. "The other things
will just be something from our family to theirs."

Jimmie felt ten feet tall when he went
back to the Saylor house the next day, as early as he dared.
Colletta greeted him at the door. Hunter was asleep. Jimmie
surmised that no one else was in the house. "I brought you some
stuff for Christmas," he told Colletta. "Here's my presents for you
and Hunter, and my momma sent some things."

"You didn't have to do that," Colletta
said. "I didn't get you anything yet."

"I don't want you to, Colletta. Please
don't get me anything, okay?"

He thought Colletta looked very
pretty. She looked older. He wanted to see her in the red sweater.
But what if it didn't fit, or she didn't like it? His
self-confidence—all the satisfaction he'd felt merely
getting her a Christmas present—instantly evaporated. "You
can save these till Christmas if you want to," he said.

He was relieved when Colletta agreed.
She would like very much to open hers now, but she'd rather save
Hunter's until Christmas morning and she wouldn't feel right not
waiting with him.

"The other things are for everybody,"
Jimmie told her. "My mom got them. They're from the Broders to the
Saylors."

"Tell your momma thank you. We
appreciate it."

"Are your mom and dad working
today?"

The pain apparent in her eyes, the
color that shaded her cheeks told him what he didn't want her to
have to say in words. But Colletta had long since stopped trying to
conceal from him what went on in her house, and she would not
attempt to deceive him now. "Daddy's not working," she said softly.
"He came in real late last night, and we could smell his alcohol
all the way in the back room. When Momma tried to get him up this
morning, he cussed her and said he didn't have a job to go back to.
We don't know what happened yet."

"I'm sorry, Colletta."

"It's humiliating, Jimmie. And it
makes it awful hard on our mom."

Jimmie felt a tide of anger rising
within him, outrage at the man who caused Colletta's distress, the
man who was responsible for Hunter's empty holiday, the man whose
family was made to suffer endlessly because of what Jimmie could
see only as a father's selfishness and uncaring. How could a man do
such things to the people he ought to love most of all?

"Co-lett-a!" The furious roar
emanated from a bedroom. "Colletta, goddammitalltohell, girl, where
are you? Git in here. I need you!"

"I'm coming, Daddy." Colletta barely
raised her voice. "I'm coming. Stay right here, Jimmie. I'll see
what he wants."

Hunter, dazed and sleepy-headed,
stumbled from another room, a barefooted ragamuffin in a tattered,
over-sized gray shirt and dingy cotton underpants. He looked around
as if uncertain where he was, then spied Jimmie. "Hey, Jimmie," he
said placidly, "I didn't know you was here."

"Hey, Hunter. How you feeling today?
No hiccups this morning?"

Hunter giggled and put his hand over
his mouth. Mr. Saylor's angry voice erupted again, and Hunter was
plainly apprehensive. Jimmie took the boy by the arm and led him to
the battered sofa by the wall. They sat side by side, Hunter
leaning heavily against his older and stronger friend as if seeking
protection.

Mr. Saylor emerged shortly, red-faced
and scruffy, shoeless but otherwise fully dressed in work clothes
he obviously had slept in. Colletta was behind him, holding back,
keeping space between them as if two-steps distance might spare her
the hurt of association.

"You didn't tell me anybody was here,"
Mr. Saylor complained, speaking to Colletta but not looking
back.

"It's just me, Mr. Saylor," Jimmie
said. "Nobody you have to worry about."

"You're out early, boy." Mr. Saylor's
voice was no longer gruff, but whiny now, pathetic. "You wanna have
breakfast with us? Colletta's about to fix me some."

"No, sir. I've had breakfast. I just
come by to bring some Christmas presents. My mother sent some
things, from the Broder family to the Saylors. She said merry
Christmas."

"Here, Daddy," Colletta said, stooping
to lift a paper grocery sack that held the separate bag of oranges,
the candy and nuts. "This is what Jimmie brought us."

Her father glanced at what Colletta
held toward him, then turned away, toward the kitchen. His back was
to Jimmie, but there was no mistaking that the Broder family
representative was the target of his stinging words: "Take that
stuff and get the hell out of here! We don't need no
charity."

 


 








 


 


 


 





Chapter Nine

 


If this was the same Captain Homer
Oates, he was acting out of character, smiling and pleasant,
conversing with the young sergeant as if the two were old friends.
Broder tried hard to play the captain's game, whatever it was, and
at the same time keep his guard up. He'd never trusted Oates; he
saw no reason to trust him now. I wish Wilson was here, he
thought, he'll never believe me when I tell him about this.
But he hadn't seen Rondell Wilson since mid-morning.

Captain Oates painted a rosy picture
of Broder's future in the 82nd Airborne Division and said, "You'll
always be Airborne, sergeant, even if you never leave the ground
again."

"Yes, sir, I understand that," Broder
replied. "But if I can't jump, I really don't want to
stay."

"Nonsense. It takes a lot of men on
the ground to support every soldier that jumps. Good men. There's
always a place for a bright and capable young guy like you, Broder,
whether you jump or not. That's what I wanted to talk to you about.
Looks like I may have a spot open in HQ detachment. It's a training
cadre position, but I need a man who can take charge of things, get
things done. More of an administrative role. This is my slot and I
can use it pretty much as I damn well please."

"I'm afraid I don't follow you,
captain."

"I'm offering you a job, Broder. I
want you on my team! I can have a hold clamped on your assignment
for at least a year, maybe two. The world hasn't stopped while
you've been here in the hospital. Everybody you know has shipped
out, scattered all over the Mid-East, and you're damned sure not
going to be sent over there to catch up with 'em."

Broder was speechless. Could this be
the same man who just days earlier had virtually accused him of
lying about his bad jump? The same man who threatened to force him
out of Airborne, out of the military altogether? Oates's startling
change in attitude left him surprised and confused.

"Just give it some thought, sergeant,"
the captain went on. "I don't have to have an answer right now.
You're not going anywhere. But when your new orders come through,
I'd like you assigned to me. By choice, Broder. I don't want to
have to go out and shanghai you. I could do that, you
know."

Broder caught the subtle but clear
threat, the nasty hint of the real Homer Oates. "Yes, sir," he
said, "I'll think about it." He added no word of thanks. Military
courtesy might force him to respond to Oates's phony entreaty, but
he would be damned straight to hell before he'd go an inch further
than he had to.

Later in the day, Broder reported
Oates's proposition to a skeptical Rondell Wilson.

"Man, how do you expect me to believe
anything you say if you try to feed me crap like that?" Wilson
demanded. "Number one, Oates has never—repeat, never—been
civil to anybody in his entire existence. Number two, he doesn't
like you, Broder. Thinks you drink and do drugs before jumping,
nasty stuff like that. Didn't he make that clear enough before?
Come on, man, you must be having more of those funny dreams you get
on the pain medicine!"

"Damn it, Wilson, it happened just the
way I told you. That's exactly what the man said."

"Okay, Broder. If you say so. Still
seems mighty peculiar to me."

"I didn't say it wasn't peculiar. I
just told you what happened. Oates acted like a recruiter, trying
to get me in his outfit. I have no idea what's going on, Wilson,
but to tell you the truth it scares the hell out of me."

"Don't trust him, Broder," Wilson said
firmly. "Oates has a bad reputation, and as far as I can see he's
earned it. He scares me too. For your sake, man, I wish I knew what
he's up to. But guess what. You and me have got more immediate
things to concern our lazy butts with. Time for me to take you to
the gym and show you some real pain. Think you're up to
it?"

"I can take anything you can dish out,
Wilson. Let's go."

Rondell Wilson was as good as his
word. He pushed his patient hard through a two-hour rehab routine
rigorous enough that both were exhausted when it ended. The sheer
physical demands of therapy left little time to worry about other
things, giving Broder a mental rest. He needed the respite, because
the prolonged stretches when Wilson wasn't around, leaving him no
one to talk to, gave him too much time to think.

Broder lay awake that night,
contemplating his situation and trying to make sense of what was
going on. What had he gotten himself into with Colonel Hewlett? The
recent exchange in the colonel's office seemed more puzzling every
day. But it was Captain Oates who had tossed him the sharpest curve
yet, first treating him like a criminal and threatening to throw
the book at him and now talking as if he was a man the captain
wanted and needed in his own outfit, and was determined to
get.

He had come to accept, grudgingly,
that he probably would never jump again, and he was close to
certain that if he couldn't jump he had no desire to stay in the
Army. But what would he do on the outside? Military life was the
only life he'd had since he left Conway as a naive and confused
youth looking to find his way in the world. The Army was all he
knew.

His thoughts quickly drifted to
Colletta. It had been five days since her last visit. She promised
to return, though she didn't say when, and he hoped it would be
soon. Now that she'd come back into his life, two days without
seeing Colletta seemed an eternity.

He thought about the boy. How old
would he be? What did he look like? Surely Colletta had pictures of
the child, but she'd volunteered none and Broder had not had the
courage to ask. In his mind's eye he saw Colletta as a pretty
little girl, a guileless playmate with a dirty face, and wondered
if the boy might mirror that image.

Broder finally drifted into a light
and troubled slumber, but it did not last. His mind was awash in
worries, stresses that would not permit the peace of deep and
restful sleep.

He sat on the side of the bed and
rested his face in his hands. Ahead of him lay weeks of painful
therapy, and after that, what? How had he become embroiled in this
mysterious, menacing predicament that placed him squarely between
Colonel Hewlett and Captain Oates in some corrupt competition in
which he wanted no part? He felt as if he'd been snared by forces
that were about to drag him deeper into a dark hole from which he
might never escape.

For the first time, Broder understood
that he might be treading dangerous ground. He thrived on dangers
he understood—jumping from airplanes in the dark, facing the
withering fire of unseen enemies on the ground. He was trained and
ready for these, knew how to handle them. But this was danger of a
different kind. This was something secret and malevolent and it
left him uncertain and afraid.

* * * * *

Ray-Gene and Jimmie lay sprawled on a
patch of sparse centipede grass in the splotchy shade of a gaunt
pecan tree in back of Jimmie's house, hoping for inspiration,
facing another long, hot Conway summer. Ray-Gene swirled a pine
stick, poked listlessly at an ant hill. He mumbled to Jimmie, "You
got to paint that scuppernong arbor, didn't you say?"

"Yeah, sometime I do," Jimmie replied.
"I just don't want to start it yet. You seen DJ lately?"

"Yeah, I saw him a couple of days
ago."

"What's he doin' these
days?"

"He didn't tell me much. I asked did
he have a job and got no answer. Believe it or not, he seems to be
real friendly with Jaybo now. The two of them are always goin' off
together, but I don't know where."

"I never thought I'd live to see
Donnie Shand and Jaybo friends."

"Well, they are. Least they act like
they are. How 'bout Colletta? Seen her recently?"

"It's been almost a week. It makes me
crazy not to be able to see her more, Ray-Gene. I was used to
seeing her every day at school, but since school let out it's been
a lot harder. I'm afraid to go over there most of the time because
you never know how that old drunk father of her's is going to act.
I can't call her and find out if he's there because they don't have
a phone."

"Seems to me like y'all need a signal
of some kind," Ray-Gene said. "You know, hang a rag on the door
when he's gone, something like that. How come she don't come over
here?"

"He orders her to stay home with
Hunter, and gets mad as hell if he comes home and finds them gone.
I told her not to risk it."

"You think he's still mad at me? I've
not been close to Colletta's house since he threatened to shoot me.
Maybe he's madder at you now than me."

A rustle of footsteps interrupted
their conversation, as someone rushed up from behind. It was
Hunter, panting and exhausted, his usually pale face flushed and
sweaty. "Colletta got a broke arm," he gasped. "She fell in the
kitchen, off a chair. She told me to come and find you, Jimmie. Can
you come and help her, please?"

Jimmie and Ray-Gene were up in an
instant, rushing toward the gate. Hunter started after them. "I
don't think I can run any more," he said. "I'm all out of breath.
You go on, Jimmie. I'll get home in a little bit."

"Yeah, Jimmie, go on," Ray-Gene said.
"I'll take care of Hunter. Is there anything else I can
do?"

Jimmie was half-way to the street,
running hard. "Just come on over to Colletta's house as soon as you
can," he called over his shoulder. "I'll figure out what to do when
I get there."

Jimmie raced to the Saylor house,
bounded up the steps and shoved open the unlocked door. Colletta
was slumped on a straight-backed chair in the kitchen, holding her
left arm gingerly across her lap, her face tear-stained and white.
The scene before him affected Jimmie in a way nothing ever had
before. A wave of panic swept through him, a desperate sense that
he must do something quickly coupled with feelings of uncertainty
and helplessness.

Colletta smiled wanly. "Didn't I make
a fool of myself?" she said. "I'm sorry, Jimmie, I didn't know who
else to go to."

"You did the right thing, Colletta.
I'll help you. You got to get to the emergency room."

"I guess so. But how're we going to
get there?"

"I'll call the police or something,"
Jimmie declared.

"Police wouldn't come for something
like this, would they? There wasn't a crime or
anything."

"I'll call for an ambulance, then. How
bad does it hurt?"

"It hurts a lot," Colletta said, her
lip trembling. "But I don't need an ambulance. I just need somebody
to get me to a doctor."

"How 'bout I call us a
taxi?"

"You got any money?"

"No. But they oughtn't to charge us in
a case like this. An emergency, I mean."

The front door banged open and
Ray-Gene hurried into the kitchen. Hunter, close behind, looked at
Colletta's swollen arm, which was taking on a bluish-purple tint,
and began to cry. "Don't cry, Hunter," Colletta said, in her best
soothing voice. "I'll be all right. Jimmie and Ray-Gene will take
care of me. You did good by getting over there so fast."

"It looks like it hurts awful," Hunter
said. "What are they gonna do, Colletta?"

"We're going to get her to the
emergency room, Hunter," Jimmie told him. "We were just trying to
decide the best way to get her there."

Ray-Gene leaned forward and put a hand
on Colletta's shoulder. "I'll get Jaybo," he said. "He'll get us to
the emergency room as fast as anybody could. Y'all wait right here.
Jimmie, you can get her some aspirin or something. Better have
Hunter get a drink of water and lay down and rest. I'll be right
back."

#

It was mid-afternoon by the time the
medics released Colletta, her forearm in a heavy cast carried
across her chest, close to her body, in a stout sling tied behind
her neck. X-rays had clearly imaged a severe fracture just above
her wrist. Setting the bone had proved extremely painful, but
Colletta stood up to it bravely, astonishing Jimmie with her stoic
courage. She'd permitted no one but him to stay with her through
the full range of treatment, forcing Hunter, despite his protests,
to wait in a lounge with Jaybo and Ray-Gene.

Hunter had been scared and anxious,
even though Ray-Gene assured him repeatedly that Colletta would be
all right, and was visibly relieved when he saw his sister. The
pain-killing medication prescribed and administered in the
emergency room had done its work well. Colletta was giddy, almost
festive.

Hunter hugged her and peppered her
with questions, while Jaybo insisted on signing his name on her
cast, in bold black strokes. Once Jimmie and Ray-Gene recognized
that Jaybo's action was fitting, they followed suit. A couple of
nurses added initials and an x-ray technician drew a prominent
smiley face at the tip of the cast, where it crossed over the back
of Colletta's hand.

Jaybo drove them all back to the
Saylor house, pulled his Oldsmobile up tight against the curb for
his passengers to alight. Jimmie held the door open, and took
Colletta's right arm to help her from the car. "I don't know how to
thank you," she said to Jaybo. "I'm really grateful to you, and you
too, Ray-Gene. I won't ever forget what you did for me."

Jaybo waited for Hunter to scramble
out, and said, "Forget it." Ray-Gene waved silently from the
passenger seat as Jaybo drove away.

Hunter rushed ahead while Jimmie led
Colletta up the steps and into the house, urging her to walk
slowly. All the medicine might make her dizzy, Jimmie warned; this
was not a time she'd want to fall. Colletta laughed at his
coddling, but let him hold her good arm and guide her to the sofa
in the living room. He made sure she was safely seated before
leaving her side. Hunter stood at the arm of the sofa, as if on
guard.

"I'll get you some water," Jimmie
said. "That arm's goin' to hurt a lot, Colletta. Did they give you
enough pills?"

"They just gave me four or five, I
think. But I have a prescription for some more."

Hunter looked at Jimmie and frowned.
"How much do prescriptions cost?" he asked.

"Depends on what it is," Jimmie told
him. "Seems like ordinary pain medicine oughtn't to cost too much.
Colletta, do you want me to take your prescription over to the IGA
and give it to your mother? She ought to get it filled pretty soon,
before you run out of pills."

"Maybe after a while. But I wish you'd
stay around for a little bit before you go. I don't know what I
would have done if Hunter hadn't found you, or if Ray-Gene hadn't
got Jaybo to take us to the emergency room. I think I might have
passed out before Momma got home, it hurt so bad."

"Sure, I'll stay," Jimmie said. "Just
as long as you want. Hunter did good. I wish I had found some way
to get you to the doctor, but I hadn't thought of anything yet when
Ray-Gene said Jaybo would do it. I guess we have to feel better
about Jaybo now."

Hunter smiled at Jimmie's words of
praise. He still hovered solicitously over his sister. Colletta
took his arm, drew him around the end of the sofa and motioned for
him to sit beside her. "I appreciate what Jaybo did," she said,
"but I still don't think he's a good person. I wouldn't want Hunter
around him much. That was the first time Ray-Gene had been here in
a long time. Was he with you when Hunter found y'all?"

"We were in my back yard looking for
something to do. Hunter took care of that, all right!"
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