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~~Rain~~~

 


It rained again today. I lay in bed and
watched through the window as the thick gray clouds moved in over
the meadow early this morning. It took some effort, but after a
while I got up, made some coffee, took my usual spot alone on the
front porch and waited with a great yet fearful anticipation. Few
would understand why. Only my wife could really, for she knows my
story and leaves me to myself for a while at such times.

It only threatened at first, the lightening
dancing across the sky, announcing the coming of each new round of
thunder, which rolled overhead ominously as if it might be heard
around the world. The chill in the air nipped at my neck like some
determined insect, more conspicuous than it might have otherwise
been in its inability to penetrate the comforting barrier of my
coat.

It felt tranquil in a sad sort of way when
the rain started to come down, but then it always seemed to, so
hypnotic in its constancy as it fell on the street, collecting
against the granite curb, flowing down to some far off drain out of
view. A kind of metaphor for my life I thought as I watched the
stream growing ever stronger, find alternate paths around small
dams of sticks and leaves which had fallen from the trees in the
wind some time before. How everything had changed from what I once
thought it would be in this, the middle of my life. How was it that
I had arrived here where I am? I moved deeper into thoughts of my
past as the rain fell harder, as if in a trance, aware of my state
but unwilling to separate from the odd, sullen comfort of it. How
telling of our feelings and desires, these private times. Drawn to
look deep into the sadness of our losses, missed opportunities,
failures and longings, we see the future’s possibilities most
clearly. We see what is left of us, what we have left to give. They
are I think, these moments, the source of hope. Hope it seems for
some, comes in the rain.

Even as a child, throughout those most
magical times, I can remember the feeling of safety in that odd
sense of aloneness which accompanied the rain. Though sad in some
measure, it also contrasted the excitement of my loves and
affections, made so urgent and out of all proportion by the wonder
of youth. In a way I suppose it was kind of therapeutic in dealing
with the trials peculiar to that time in life. Perhaps it is still.
I only know I am strangely drawn to it, even to the point where I
am not really content if it does not rain at least a day for every
five which are sunny. I need that therapy as I get older, more now
than then, as I move toward my mortality and think of all those
wonderful memories, the times and places and people, the thrills
and excitements of the discovery of youth which will pass with me,
that will no longer exist in the world when I am gone. I suppose
that is in part, the source of the sadness of death, not just for
me, but for us all, for who of us feels no such affections for his
past? It is an oddity of this life that such images and feelings
are not consumed in our progression to maturity, that they remain
an intimacy of a stage of that time in our growth we can never
really share, that we can never even explain to those we now love.
They are to be our secrets, intended or not, always there, to haunt
us for good or for worse, most especially I think, when it rains.
But it would turn out to be different for me, for I had seen the
ends of such matters and allowed to know their purpose.

As the thunder rolled across an endless,
angry sky, as the lightening spun a web of light down to a dark
horizon, I felt a welling up inside me as I always do when it
rains, each time of both pain and wonder, ever new. I could see her
sweet young face, the innocent smile, that twinkle found only in
the eyes of a pretty young girl, the rosy cheeks, the long, golden
hair which always smelled of flowers and that look, that look that
I knew was only for me. I will never fully understand why Molly had
to die, why she had to leave me to the loneliness and despair of
dashed hopes and longings for the utter joy of passing my life in
the light of her sweetness and affections. Why couldn’t it have
been someone else? Why could it not have been I?

For a long time, after I had found out, I
couldn’t work. I didn’t sleep or eat. My every waking awareness was
consumed in a desperate attempt to discover a reason, some purpose
in it all that I might move on. That such a loss to this life, to
its wonder should be shouldered without sufficient purpose was more
than I could bear. But I could calculate no such cause my heart
could accept, a dilemma I knew would be my undoing, in fact my very
end. In time, I took some comfort in the understanding that God
could only be jealous of His creation, which so defined the scope
and measure of beauty which could exist in this harsh and tragic
life and would not let her remain to be corrupted by it. He would
have her with Him, safe, unspoiled, forever.

The images rushed past the window of my mind,
each so clear, as if yesterday’s memory, from that moment I first
met her to the fateful day I left, every occasion in between marked
by an ever-increasing excitement at the anticipation of seeing her
again. Her death had created an impenetrable wall around those
memories and feelings, the sadness of the loss of her and the joy
of having known her. It was something apart from all else,
something that could not be shared yet cried out from within the
deepest reaches of my soul for recognition of its radiance by all
the world, but which could never be articulated for that purpose
for no such words existed. The memories would have haunted me to my
death and taken from me a part of myself, a part, which I could
then not have given to the woman who became my wife. They would
have been for me an unbearable burden and pain of the thought of
such a tragedy, that such a creature as she could be taken from
those whom she had touched so deeply, before their time together
had been indulged to any proper, intended measure. They would have,
except for what happened. Except for the miracle, the miracle that
changed my life and the lives of those who were its witness. And
that of course is my story.

 


 


~~~Molly~~~

 


I was fifteen in 1965 when we moved to
Cedarville, a small town in Herkimer county in upper New York
State. The area was beautiful, populated only by small villages,
family farms and huge tracks of open countryside. We were finally
out of the Detroit, which pleased mom and dad well enough, though
sis and I didn’t think much of losing all of our friends in whom we
had made such a significant investment of our childhood. But as it
always is with kids, we would make new ones quickly enough.

They had worked diligently to arrange our
change of venue primarily to get us away from the radical
influences of the changing era which seemed to be so accelerated in
the cities. In spite of numerous attempts to awaken me to the
inevitable consequence of my repeated expulsions from school and
bouts with the law, I continued to get into trouble. Selfish and
defiant, though in a manner more subdued or reserved than was
typical of my friends, I simply ignored all the guidance offered by
others. Though sis was an ideal daughter, even by the day’s
standards, my continued failures worried them both that those
forces which were influencing me would eventually impose their
effect on her. This of course was far less tolerable a notion in
that she was their only girl. But what worried them most was my
growing lack of faith. I had arrived at a point in which I had
little belief in God or in any teachings of the church, the
intended effects of my public school education having been realized
in full. Thankfully, for the sake of his escape strategy, Dad’s
resume as a chemist for several leading edge firms made it easy for
him to make the move to the country without compromise to his
salary. In addition, the impending sale of his invention would soon
allow him to retire.

We arrived to a place on the edge of an upper
middle class neighborhood of old but well kept houses and tree
lined streets, set apart from the rest of Cedarville on a hill
overlooking the aged but well preserved downtown. With the
Pennsylvania mountains visible to the west, the Berkshires to the
east and the Adirondacks to the North, the view from our perch was
the stuff of dreams for those exhausted from the pace and
unforgiving demands of life in the city. Our road ended in a cross
street which continued down the hill and eventually made its way to
the town after passing through the middle of a rather large natural
park. The school along with its sports fields and small parks was
on the opposite side of town from our neighborhood but made for an
interesting walk each morning. It didn’t take long for us to find
short cuts through the neighborhoods, along the railroad tracks or
around the back of town by Miller’s pond. There were a few
abandoned houses, a huge barn and the old railroad station, all of
which made for good sport on rainy days or when a select few of us
wanted to be alone.

Our new house was an old Victorian, only
slightly different from the others in the neighborhood. Moderately
ornate, it conveyed that same old world sense of concern for
appearances as most of the buildings in town. Even the school, the
only one in the area, was a classic old New England style
structure. Weathered brick, granite corner stones and huge wooden
frame windows gave it a regal look, one suggestive of quality in
terms of what might take place within its walls. For sis and me, it
stood in stark contrast to the plain, sterile character of the
school buildings in Detroit, most of which were poured concrete
boxes with the simple lines, wanting in the absence of any evidence
of an attempt to display some cultural or stylistic signature. It
was a trademark of the 1800’s I suppose, one that seemed to impart
an even greater feeling of unique privilege in our time, as if it
were understood that those whose culture it was, possessed a
greater substance as a people.

I thought it odd that our house was so
similar in architecture, though not in size, to many of the older
homes in the city. It was two story, the front door accessed by
five steps which led to the front porch, a spacious six feet deep,
the full width of the front of the house. The front door was offset
to the left, immediately behind which were the stairs to the second
floor. A hall which passed straight to the rear of the house was
immediately to the right, from which the four downstairs rooms were
accessed, though they were also connected to each other by archways
which penetrated the abutting walls. The kitchen was the last room
on the right, at the back of the house. On the other side of the
hall, under the stairs and behind them were closets and the
entrance to the basement. The wood work was beautiful and typical
of the of the architecture of that era, dark and ornate trim
everywhere. It felt cozy from the beginning, which aided greatly in
our quickly coming to feel at home there. I suppose the most
exciting feature to Nancy and me, well to Nancy especially, was the
yard. We actually had one. This was something only dreamed of in
the city, where people would plant small trees, bushes and even
grass in pots on the rooftops to simulate the effect and so it
seemed odd to us at first, that so much land would be allotted to
just one family. In fact, I didn’t believe him when dad said that
some people have even more. It was revelation for our cat iggy,
having never seen the outside during his entire life to that
point.

To the left of the house was the driveway and
a two car garage, set all the way to the back of the yard. To the
right was about an acre of beautiful, grassy land, which at the far
end, boasted a birch, two maple and an oak tree, all grand in their
size and stature, majestically presiding over the property. Along
with the character of the house, they suggested a more comfortable
and substantive era, inspiring a sense of reverence for the
currents of history which had passed there before our time. Hedges
formed a border around the yard, which in summer was almost
impenetrable to the eyes of curious neighbors or passersby.

That first day, after we had finished moving
all of the furniture and enough boxes marked “essentials” into our
new house to ensure some degree of comfort in our first night’s
stay, sis and I were told to take a tour of the neighborhood and
see if we could meet some of the local kids. Neither of us wanted
to go, but we did. Had we not, mom would have poured over us with
enthusiastic predictions of better times, which was more than we
could have endured after a full day’s effort moving. So we set off
for the park, which held the greatest promise for success in our
assigned task. It was a cool, cloudy fall day, a light, occasional
breeze sending showers of colourful leaves down upon us from the
huge trees lining the roadside along the way. I can remember how
big the park seemed to me back then, which though liberating in an
indescribably wonderful manner, was another shock to our cramped,
city born sensibilities of the proper use of space. As we reached
the middle of the grassy section on the right side of the road, we
saw a young girl and boy sis’s age playing with great interest with
something in the stream that cut through the park on an angle and
made its way to the river, which ran along the side of town by the
railroad tracks. Two older boys, about my age, were standing at the
stream’s edge, watching them, as if on guard, commenting every so
often on their progress. We had started toward them when they
looked up for a brief moment to take stock of us and then back
down, as if to assign to our approach no unwelcome or intrusive
character. When we arrived to where they were standing, we saw that
the little ones had found a turtle and were playing with it in a
small pool they had created by damning the stream. The young girl
was Matty Madeson and the boy, her younger brother Johnny. Mr.
Madeson worked at the mill and her mother did hair in Marie’s Salon
downtown, both renowned in the area I would later discover for
their contributions to local families in financial trouble, of
which there were quite a few. The older boys were Pauly Telesco,
whose father worked in the only drug store in town and Bobby Miller
of the Miller’s Pond Millers, a family of some import in the town’s
long history. Pauly was a big kid, stocky and unusual looking for
someone his age. His dark hair though neat, was a little too long
and his facial features almost neutral in their aesthetic appeal
when unaroused by his circumstances. He was handsome in a sense,
though in a way which seemed impossible to convey apart from his
presence. Bobby was the size of the average fifteen year old of the
period, short hair and features which readily betrayed his age,
with an manner of facial expression whose impishness compensated
for his lack of what the girls of that time would have called good
looks. Matty was a cute girl with braces, brown hair always in
pigtails and dark green eyes. Sis took to her right off,
immediately volunteering to assist in whatever task might need
doing. She climbed down into the stream next to Matty who
instructed her as to her part, but in a matter of a few minutes the
two left the great dam project and wandered off to the swing sets,
leaving us men to finish the job. “Hey” I said, not wanting to
appear too friendly, a necessary caution in city living. “Hey”
Bobby said. Pauly just nodded. There was a short silence, which
they filled with the activity of watching Johnny, now on his own.
“You moved in the old Gallaway place?” Bobby asked without looking
up at me. “Yeah…think so” I said clumsily, having no idea who owned
the house before us, but assuming they’d know, I thought I might as
well agree. “Sis, you stay in the park.” I ordered, worried that
she might decide to run off with Matty and get lost in some corn
field or barn yard or run over by a tractor, knowing little of
rural life and equipped only with images of pitch fork wielding old
men with no teeth and corn cob pipes between their lips. “Ok” She
replied, already busy exchanging great secrets with Matty of those
mysterious certain things, which only girls talk about, a
delightful feminine propriety which I have found is rarely lost in
their maturity.

Pauly spoke little and when he did, it was
mostly in sentence fragments. There was a seriousness in his manner
I thought out of proportion for someone his age, but which
nonetheless seemed natural to him. I detected that Bobby was more
vocal and open by nature but presented a similar demeanor in
sympathy with his friend, obviously the dominant member of the
pair. After several disjointed exchanges of relevant facts about
each other, interlaced with information about the town, we
convinced Johnny to destroy the dam and watched as the water it had
barely constrained, rushed violently down the stream toward the
river. The excitement of the big event then over, Pauly looked up
at me with a glare which surprised and worried me a little. “Wanna
see somethin cool?” “Yeah, sure” I answered, happy that he had made
a gesture designed to generate the proper momentum in that, the ice
breaking stage of our new relationship. “Come on” He commanded
quietly, starting out first. We all left the stream and started for
the tree line on the far side of the park, a firestorm of autumn
colours almost shocking to see as we approached. The woods were
dense and dark, its thick canopy blocking out much of the direct
sunlight, leaving the air winter cold. We followed a very well
formed path, which opened into a clearing, still guarded from the
sun for the most part by the overhanging trees, though not quite as
dark. There was a fort in the middle, which as I remember was about
the coolest thing I had ever seen, in context of course. It had two
stories, real windows and doors and a deck on the top of an offset
portion of the first-floor roof. It was a house really and I
remember thinking that someone could actually have lived in it. Two
boys were there diligently mending some damage inflicted by the
last big thunder storm. I was surprised when we did not stop,
certain that it was our objective. “Who’s that?” I asked, curious
that no attention was directed at them by Pauly or Bobby. “Couple’a
kids…..forget it” Pauly said. Though I found it odd that he would
have described them so in that they appeared no younger than we, I
obliged and moved on in pace with them, judging from his tone that
this rather impressive accomplishment for boys so young was simply
beneath his concern. The boys stopped their work for a moment to
assess the new kid, continuing only when we had passed from their
sight as we made our way along the path back into the thick of the
woods.

We broke through into a large clearing
divided down the center by railroad tracks, arriving in Cedarville
from the East through untold miles of unblemished fields and
meadows. I can remember still so clearly, that view down its length
and the impression it left, inviting speculations of exciting
discoveries and adventures which lay along it, so in contrast to
the feelings of the safe familiarity of life in the town. But as
the tracks continued on in the other direction, along the river and
past the mill, the view seemed to impart instead a sense of
troubled lives past and changing times, a reminder of the passing
of the era which had given us all we had and been realized at a
great cost. They eventually wound their way off somewhere into
Madison County, to places beyond our understanding or concern.

The tree line of the opposite side of the
clearing marked the edge of a section of woods, which had consumed
the southeast part of the town, abandoned after the mill had closed
the first time back in the late 1940’s. The rail line was
discontinued with it, leaving the tracks to rust from lack of use.
Pauly and Bobby continued to exercise a caution in their
conversations with me, saying little during our walk along the
tracks to the old train station a good quarter-mile from where we
had exited the woods. I resolved to conform to this protocol and
engaged them with a similar economy. As we neared the building,
Bobby pointed to an old rail coach parked on a spur behind it.
“Over there” We continued to walk three abreast until we reached
the spot, stopping only when confronted by a barrier of bushes.
After forcing our way through, I could see a flat car in front of
the coach, the two still hooked to the steam engine by which they
had been hauled there. Perched on the flat car was a vintage WWII
Sherman tank, delivered to that obscure little town during the war
for some long since forgotten purpose, lost then in the confusion
of the elation of victory which had come such a short time later.
Denied its share of the glory of participation in the task for
which it had been intended, it now sat on the lonely rail siding,
rusting away in the rain, a sad unappreciated iron soldier of a
more honourable era. It was a sad sight, but the stuff of memories,
which punctuate one’s sense of his youth. I will never forget the
sight of that iron beast, so out of place in a civilian back water
like Cedarville, so foreign was the notion to us of any visible
affects of war on everyday life.

We climbed all over the tank, inside and out,
marveled at the mechanics of it and posited its awesome, lethal
purpose. The steam engine held some measure of our interest as well
but was not at that time so out of our understanding of the
technologies by which society was driven, the last of its breed
having been retired only a couple of years earlier in about 1964,
well within the scope of our memories. We stayed there for over an
hour, talking and imagining ourselves in the tank in the heat of
battle, telling stories we had heard from our dads about the war.
Both Pauly and Bobby had opened up a little during our time at the
railroad station, enough that I began to sense strongly that I was
being tested, measured against some standard, though for what I
didn’t know. Eventually it became apparent that we had consumed
completely, the immediate novelty of this particular town relic,
which defined for me a proper end of our initial meeting. It was
getting late anyway and I was comfortable that I had met at least
most their expectations, whatever they were and that it was very
likely that we three would eventually become best friends. We
jumped down off of the tank and flat car and turned to look at it
one more time. “I gotta go guys” “Come on…lets go downtown” Bobby
suggested. “Nah, gotta go help finish unpacking. T’s gonna rain
anyway.” Bobby looked up at the darkening sky. “Yeah” He mumbled.
“How do I get outta here?” I asked, looking along the tree line for
an exit. “This way” Pauly said, leading the way in the opposite
direction by which we had come. It was a respectable first day by
any estimation, these new friends sis and I had made, ensuring that
our start at the new school would be a lot easier. It would end in
sense of quiet relief I thought, though that was not to be. It was
in fact the day that would change the course of my life completely,
steering me in a direction I would not have otherwise taken to my
peril in mortal and spiritual terms.

We walked to the tree line to another path,
which cut into the woods on the opposite end of the train station
and led back toward town. I had supposed they thought it would be
quicker for me to take the road back to my house rather than
backtrack the way we had come, though to me that made little sense.
After about a hundred feet the path bridged a stream by means of
small, fallen tree, which overlay it’s banks then wound around to
the left and rose several feet to follow the edge of the pond,
which was the stream’s source. As we ascended the hill, I could
hear singing. The melody sounded a little sad but the voice was as
soft as a spring breeze. Contained within the embrace of the trees,
shrubs and a forest floor padded with leaves, it sounded muffled,
as if distant though its youthful, innocent quality remained
undiminished. It was delightful, almost surreal, painting a picture
across my mind of a beautiful daughter of the woodlands alone in
lament of some elfish concern. Though I was not about to share such
imagery with my new friends, I was sure they were similarly
affected. For an instant I wondered if it might be sis and Matty,
but I had told her not to leave the park, an instruction I knew she
would not have disobeyed and her voice, though pleasant as is the
case with all girls, could not have conjured such an image. This
sound was different, of an angelic quality, the kind gifted to only
a very few. I could see Pauly watching me out of the corner of my
eye as I looked anxiously to the top of the hill, hoping to realize
my expectations upon ascending it. I turned to him for a moment as
we walked, to confront a stern, assessing glare and in that moment
I thought I saw something in his eyes which I could not describe
nor understand. It held an appeal of wonder but at once frightened
me in the measure of its mysterious quality. He abruptly turned to
face front again.

As we crested the hill, the pond and the
source of the singing came into view. It was a young girl of
delicate build, about my age, walking along the pond’s edge, her
back to us, swaying with the graceful motions of a dancer to a
melody of her own making. She turned suddenly and faced us, her
attention now redirected by our clumsy, unanticipated intrusion on
her innocent, feminine play, never intended for young male eyes. In
that single moment, in that instantaneous flash of recognition, a
charge of excitement passed through my entire body and I realized
that nothing else in that town or in my life mattered more to me
than meeting that angel. She turned to look at me and smiled. I
froze. I could not breath. I could not think of what to think. She
was beautiful, more so than anyone I had ever seen. I felt as if I
had been punched in the stomach though the pain was in an odd sense
the greatest pleasure I had ever experienced.

She was wearing blue jeans rolled up at her
shoes and a white, long flare sleeved blouse with flowers and
butterflies embroidered around the cuffs and the neck. Her hair was
pulled back along the sides into a ponytail held by a bow of blue
ribbon. The rest draped in flowing waves of gold, over her
shoulders and down to the small of her back. Her figure was a
poetry of form, womanly and so new to her that I believe she was
not yet aware of its effect. Her face was angelic, soft, round and
delicate in feature, but somehow suggestive of a greater innocence
than was commensurate with her years.

I smiled, not in greeting but because I was
so overtaken with delight by the sight of her. I never thought eyes
could be so deep and so blue. Her crooked little smile sparkled
with a line of perfect white teeth and the hint of the most
adorable over-bite. Her hair was so golden I thought it might give
off a light of its own and her skin looked as soft as silk. And she
looked so…..clean! That imagery, typical of a young boy’s inability
to articulate such subtle notions of beauty seemed to speak to my
impressions at that moment and remain with me to this day, silly as
they are. “Hello” floated from her lips to my ears like a butterfly
fluttering in a gentle breeze. I remember thinking to myself how
badly I wanted her to speak again, not caring what she might say.
“Hi” I said clumsily. “Hi Pauly, Bobby. Where’re you going?” She
seemed anxious as she walked urgently up close to us and stood.
“Showin the new guy around:” She looked directly at me. “Hi…I’m
Molly” She said still smiling. I felt my knees wanting to give out
from under me. “Frankie.” I said, my voice breaking a little from
nervousness. “You moved into the old Gallway house?” “Yeah, I think
so…my dad got…” Pauly interrupted. “Goin ta the dance?” She turned
to face him then smiled and looked back to me. “I hope so. Mom and
I made a new dress.” She said with a real sense of pride and
excitement. Pauly acknowledge with a barely detectable expression
of approval, obviously meant only for her notice, to which she
responded with a playful shrug and a smile, then turned to face
Bobby. “Are you going?” “Yeah, sure…maybe.” Bobby said, trying to
act as if he didn’t care, though it was obvious she knew that he
did. “With Suzy?” She smiled knowingly. “Whatever.” He seemed a
little embarrassed and anxious to avoid any further discussion of
the matter. She apparently detected this and turned to Pauly. “What
about you?” “Probly” “You can go Pauly…you should” She said almost
pleadingly. “I know…I’m ok…don’t worry.” He smiled openly at her,
something I had not seen him do during the entire time we were
together. “Marla is hoping you’ll ask her.” He just nodded. Then
Molly turned to me with a curious smile. “Are you going Frankie?”
“Uh….yeah, I guess….I….” “Come on.” Pauly said as he pushed me. I
almost fell for trying to keep my eyes fixed upon her, at once
unable to watch where I was going. “Bye Molly” I said clumsily,
while stumbling. “Bye.” She said with a noticeable tone of
disappointment in her voice that we were leaving so soon. When we
had gotten a little further down the path, I looked back to see her
still there watching us, a curious expression on her face. “Who’s
that?” I asked with too much urgency in my voice. “Leave’er alone
man.” Pauly demanded. “That way.” He pointed to the right branch of
a fork in the path. It was obvious that there was something between
them, Molly and Pauly, something special, upon which I would not be
allowed to intrude. I sensed it was not romance, but something else
entirely. There was no doubt, given his forceful display, that any
questions from me about her would not be welcomed, at least not so
soon in our relationship. It would be many years before I fully
understood why.

After a short time we broke through the woods
at the far end of the park. In the distance I could see sis and
Matty still playing, her younger brother now gone, probably
retrieved by Mrs. Madeson on her way home from work. “This
dance….when is it?” “’Bout six weeks” Pauly replied. “I’ll show ya
around school tomorrow” “Cool…. thanks” For that last hundred feet
or so they said nothing. I thought it odd, as if I had done
something wrong, but they stayed with me until we reached the girls
when Pauly made it clear all was well between us. “Come on Matty.”
He directed. She got up dutifully, turning to say goodbye to sis as
she went to stand with them. “See ya” I said. Pauly just nodded.
“See ya tomorrow” Bobby replied. “Bye” Matty said meekly, which I
would come to know to be her manner around boys. The three turned
and started for town. As sis and I began up the hill toward our
house, I heard Pauly’s voice and turned to see him standing there
looking at us with his usual lack of expression. “Its Maddox… Molly
Maddox.” Was all he said, then turned and led the others toward
town. I felt relieved, my frustration fading in the wake of the
realization that he had offered that information to me for a
reason. I would have discovered her last name that next day in
school. Pauly knew that. It was offered to me to make a point, one
which excited me greatly. Sis stared at them confused, wondering
what had just happened, it having seemed kind of strange even to
someone as young as she. The lightning flashed in the distance over
the mountain as I felt a chill run through my body like a wave. I
smiled, shook my head and we walked home the way we had come. She
wouldn’t stop talking for most of the way to the house about Matty
and all of the things they had discussed, things about the town and
everyone in it. Finally she exhausted the topic and looked up at me
as we walked. “So are they nice?” “Yeah….they’re cool” I replied
quietly, thinking, still distracted by the affect of the oddities
of Pauly’s and Bobby’s manner and the utter intoxication I felt
over Molly.

We arrived to find dinner ready and dad
carrying the last of the boxes into the house. We ate sitting on
the floor and then went upstairs to our rooms to unpack. In about
two hours I had most of my things arranged in the places they would
remain for the rest of my time there in that house and was ready
for bed. I hadn’t thought it possible then, but it took so little
time for us to come to feel at home in those strange new
surroundings. In fact, that house and that town hold for me the
fondest of the memories of my youth.

I lay in bed that night for hours, thinking
of her, unable to escape the image in my mind. Confused by some
unfamiliar constraint on my thoughts, which prevented me from
considering her in the same crass, base terms, which had
characterized those of all the other girls I had met since my
epiphany, I realized for the first time the different, lofty
quality of the idyllic so in contradiction with what had been the
focus of my appetites to that moment. In Detroit I seemed to always
be in trouble for them, but this time it was different. The odd
ache in my stomach begged the question as to whether before this, I
had ever had approached such feeling for a girl. Deciding that I
have not even liked them long enough to have had such a history, I
concluded that this was something completely new, scary and likely
to endure. I prayed that I would see her the next day at school,
drifting off to sleep confident that it would be interesting living
in Cedarville after all.

 


 


~~~School~~~

 


On our first day at school, mom took us in
the car. The butterflies had free range in my stomach as we pulled
up to the courtyard in front to find hundreds of kids arriving on
bicycles, getting off the busses and out of cars, their parents as
well as their own. I scanned the area for Bobby or Pauly, but they
were nowhere to be found. A pain of an excited fear filled my heart
at the thought that I might see her. I both wanted to and not,
knowing I might be met with either welcome or disinterest, the
latter of which I didn’t think I could have born along with the
weight of the efforts which would be required to find my place in
the social hierarchy which exists in every such mass gathering of
youth. I continued to look in desperation for any one of the only
three people I knew until she appeared in the crowd suddenly, as if
my gaze had been directed by some kind of sense whose only purpose
was her detection. I thought my heart would explode. She was even
prettier than I had remembered, each step she took and gesture
displayed, a delight to the eyes. I felt dizzy. She was walking
toward the front doors of the building with three other girls, the
four of them smiling and laughing. As she passed through the crowd,
every conversation stopped that its participants might turn to
greet her in some manner. The attentions of all followed her like
the eddy currents, which trail behind a boat as it cuts through the
water. Weighing in an instant, the risks of approaching her, I
decided that I had to, notwithstanding my estimations of my chances
with one obviously so much the object of the affections of the
entire student body. “Mom, stop!...let me out!…here!…here!” I
shouted, already opening the door. “Frankie, wait till I’ve
stopped!!!!” She screamed while slamming on the brakes. I yelled my
goodbyes as I darted from the car, leaving the door open for sis,
though I doubt that she heard them. I penetrated the crowd as sis’s
laughter at my hyperbolic display of urgency became
indistinguishable from the sounds of the hundreds of conversations
taking place all around me.

With great dexterity and a careful eye, I
navigated the sea of bodies to the place where I had seen her only
to find her gone. With a lump in my throat I walked to the front
doors of the school and looked through the windows down the hall
filled with small groups of kids talking and trading information
about teachers and classes, but she had disappeared into some
recess in the labyrinth of classrooms and corridors. My heart still
racing, I resolved that I would find a way that day to get close to
her. Emotionally exhausted from the compressed intensity of the
excitement and subsequent disappointment, I faced the street, stood
and surveyed the crowd when I heard a voice whose source was to the
side of me, its tone contemptuous. “New guy, eh?” I turned and
stared at him for a moment, taking stock of where he might fit in
the pecking order by which I would soon become engaged. “Yeah.”
“That girl…that was Molly Maddox.” I looked again into the building
through the windows in the front doors, then back at him realizing
that he had been watching me from the moment I left the car.
“Yeah…so?” He smirked as the boy who was with him, leaning against
the stair railing, stood in a defiant posture. “So?...so forget
it.” He growled with such threatening tone that in that moment, any
thoughts I had entertained as to my chances with her slipped away,
displaced in proportion by my anger at his challenge to my
intentions. He must have designs on her as well I thought. “Why?” I
said with dripping sarcasm, challenging his right to be advising me
on the matter. His reaction was quick as two steps brought him and
his friend directly in front of me. “Cause you aint…” He began, but
stopped and turned to see Pauly and Bobby making their way toward
us. Both walked with a demeanor of indifference and calm I would
come to know was characteristic of them, comforting to be around in
such undiscovered country. The significance was lost to me at the
time, but as I think back on it, there was an odd reaction to their
approach which I can remember seeing for the first time that day.
Many of the kids seemed to almost feel Pauly’s presence, turning to
see him before moving out of the way, not so much as if afraid, but
rather as if unsure as to whether or not they should be. He moved
through the parting mass in calm determination with no visible
posturing or sense of the affect of his presence which one would
expect of a boy his age. It would not be the last of those aspects
of his manner by which I would be mystified. And there was
something, something in his eyes I had seen or perhaps sensed the
day before. It was indescribable, yet the object of a constant
awareness, one which worried me to some degree.

They arrived at the steps where I was
standing, both of them smirking at the prospect of my discomfort
with my newcomer status and the predicament in which I had
apparently injected myself. Pauly looked at the boy and though
expressionless, conveyed in some manner that I was with him and
thus to be left alone. The boy looked back at me for a moment, then
to his friend and the two turned and went inside. At first
frustrated and worried about a possible claim he might have on
Molly’s affections, my fears melted away with the inexplicable
understanding of Pauly’s control of all circumstances and events
which might affect her. “Frankie.” Pauly said while Bobby just
nodded. “Ready?” “Yeah.” I suppose I appeared a little depressed,
because they both looked at each other and then back at me, amused.
Pauly laughed, an occurrence I would later understand was so rare
that several kids within ear shot turned to look, smiles of
amazement on their faces that there might be an occasion
sufficiently unique to draw such emotion from him and that they
were actually there to witness it. “What?” I asked, directing my
question and frustration at them both. “Come on.” Bobby said
leading the way. We entered the building, the two of them greeting
acquaintances as we proceeded through the small groups of kids
talking and arranging their things in the lockers, which lined the
halls on both sides. A gathering of four I calculated to be the
officially recognized tough kids involved in a discussion by one of
the classroom doors, watched Pauly with suspicious eyes as we
passed. I began to wonder what I had gotten myself into, becoming
one of his companions, whether I would soon be inviting physical
challenges for the purposes of establishing or maintaining
reputations. This would have been the likely case in Detroit, but I
could already see that in a small town like Cedarville things were
very different and oddly, more complex. Pauly Telesco certainly
was.

I wondered just how tough he really was.
Though he sported none of the affects of such a perception of
himself, the indifference he displayed in the face of encounters of
any nature seemed to cut through the confidence of those who might
have otherwise felt a need to test his limits. Bobby stopped us at
his locker. “Where’s your class list?” He asked dryly. I searched
through my books and handed it to him. He studied it for a few
moments. “Your locker’s around that corner…looks like you’re in
Pauly’s English class.” He said, handing me the paper.” See you
guys at break” “Yeah.” Pauly nodded, tapped me on the shoulder and
gestured for me to follow. We made the corner and neared the
classroom as the bell began to ring. As we waited in a crowd backed
up behind the open door, I caught sight of Molly accompanied by
three other girls, each wearing an expression of having been
privileged to walk with royalty though she displayed no such sense
of herself. She was about to enter a room a little down the hall on
the opposite side, the kids talking near the entrance all turning
to offer greetings then back to each other with whispers of secrets
and of their delight in their proximity to her. The welling in my
chest was so intense it almost hurt. I felt like shouting to her in
that moment, unaware of the presence of anyone else, as if she and
I were the only two in the building. My gaze remained fixed on her
and I have no recollection of having moved within the opening of
the door of my class when she turned to see me. Her eyes gleamed
like blue beacons through a sea of the mundane faces of the others
around us. Her hair glowed as if the sun were shining down on her
alone. I watched, frozen in my place as her smile grew in a promise
of some measure of pleasure in seeing me. My whole body tingled as
I stood on my toes to see better above the heads of those between
us, raising my hand in a gesture of greeting. She continued to
watch as she moved closer and closer to the classroom door, almost
it seemed in slow motion. I was completely unaware of the logjam I
was then causing, having blocked the entry to the classroom.
Without warning, just before she disappeared into her class, I was
shoved inside, almost falling over. I can only imagine the
expression on my face at the surprise of it. How stupid I must have
looked to her. At once returned to an awareness of my
circumstances, I was confronted by the entire class, all of whom
were now smiling and at me, Pauly’s smirk confessing his guilt. On
my first day in a new school, I had found a way within the first
ten minutes to look ridiculous in front of just about everyone. In
Detroit, such an act from someone as unknown as he was to me would
have been met with a rather violent response regardless of the
chances of winning the contest. It was a simple matter of pride and
arrogance I suppose, but somehow I knew instinctively that his
intent was otherwise than to embarrass me and that that kind of
response would have been a grave mistake. As quickly as it had
arisen in me, my anger waned. “Come on.” He said passing me to lead
the way to the seats appropriate to his status in the school. As we
approached the back of the room, a boy in the far corner calculated
Pauly’s intended destination, got up and moved. I looked at him and
then at Pauly, surprised yet again at the scope of the effect of
his reputation.

We took our seats and suffered through an
hour of instruction on grammatical constructions like predicate
nominatives and the perfect and imperfect tenses. When the bell
finally rang, all I could think of was making my way out into the
hall that I might see her. I hurriedly gathered my things, got up
from my seat and turned to make for the door when I felt a hand on
my arm. “Relax man…where’ya goin?” “Well I…” Pauly interrupted.
“Yeah…I know…be cool…come on.” He led the way again, turning to
acknowledge greetings of various admirers as we made our way
outside into the corridor. I followed close behind, scanning the
crowd for her but without success. The intensity of the
disappointment grew with every step I took as the chances of
finding her decreased inversely with the growth of the crowd
walking to its next class. A look, even at a distance wasn’t too
much to ask I thought. Depressed, I listened as Pauly instructed me
as to the locations of my other morning classes, advising me with
time tested and refined methods of handling the respective teachers
I had and then where I should meet him in the cafeteria at break
time. His manner was like that of one who had decided without
concern for any thoughts I might have of the matter that I was to
be his companion. It was a situation from which I would have
otherwise extricated myself for the fear of the unknown that was
the source of his mysterious nature, but for his connection with
Molly and my belief that he controlled all access to her.

As we walked through the multitudes moving in
both directions in the hall, again I thought I saw an unusual
reaction to Pauly’s proximity from those who I calculated did not
know him but knew of him. There were no really overt demonstrations
of any particular manner of behavior on their parts, but rather
evidence of a kind of quiet understanding of a something, which set
him apart from them. A brief glance as he passed, the abrupt ending
of a conversation or a strained smile upon taking notice of him,
the slight change in course as if to grant him a little wider
berth, all of which would go unnoticed to the outsider having had
no exposure to him or to those on whom his presence had an effect.
It was clear that he was an unknown quantity and thus thought to be
outside the boundaries of the normal social scheme in the school
and in town. I wondered whether I too would become such a social
oddity, kept distant for my association with him. But I decided in
that moment that I had been drawn in too deeply by then to change
direction and that it was already too interesting and mysterious to
not see to fruition, to that point where I discovered what it was
about him that was so unique. When in his presence, I found myself
deferring to his wishes almost without thinking, assuming some
authority granted to him which preempted any sense I had of my own
license to act. My days were to be planned for me, it appeared,
which I didn’t like in any general accounting of the matter and
would not have tolerated when in Detroit, but decided it was a
price worth the benefit likely realized in being one of his
friends.

The rest of my morning was tolerable and the
kids nice enough, except for the few bullies and they were few, who
missed no opportunity to make themselves known as such. After my
last class, I made my way to the cafeteria to the area Pauly had
said he would be. I had no trouble finding them, their table being
the only one empty of other kids. With a clear demonstration of the
expenditure of the least effort possible he waved to me from the
spot, sitting with Bobby and another boy I had not yet met. As I
took a seat at the table with them, I began to wonder why they were
alone. “You guys don’t eat?” “Wait till the line thins out.” Bobby
said. I tried to be inconspicuous as I looked around the room for
her, but it didn’t go unnoticed. “She’s over there.” The new boy
said, smiling a little, pointing across the room without looking
away. Pauly glared at me like a researcher hoping for a certain
behavior from a lab animal as it confronted a simple task for which
there would be either immediate punishment or reward. Embarrassed,
I turned to see Molly in the middle of a very large group of kids,
all trying it seemed, to be as near to her as possible. A pretty
blonde girl sat next to her, obviously a close friend. The area
beyond the immediate circle her admirers formed around her was only
slightly less populated with those whom I gathered, didn’t know her
yet even from a distance felt the effect of her presence. At her
table sat a peculiar and unlikely mix of the cool and the uncool,
hippies, hippy wanna be’s, square heads and jocks, all of whom
would never have mixed under any other circumstances, each finding
the other normally, utterly intolerable. They were all brought
together, attracted to her like moths to a flame shining alone in
the dark, drawn in by a beauty which rendered the distaste of the
differences they saw in each other, inconsequential. I tried but at
that time could not yet understand what it might be about her that
could impart such an effect. She was pretty but so were so many
other girls in the school who drew no similar measure of attention
to themselves. She was sweet in her manner but surely some of the
others were as well. Unable to reason to some conclusion even from
my own desire for her, which displaced all other concerns, I
decided it was too frustrating to contemplate then and there. It
was an understanding that would just have to wait.

Though in awe of that about her which made
such an emotional impact on everyone with whom she had contact, I
felt at once jealous and resentful. I hated them all. They kept her
from me, these admirers, so undeserving of her, none of whom knew
what she was, understood her as I did, or wanted to, or needed her
as much. I wished them away, each and every one, wanting her only
for myself. “Damn.” I began but didn’t finish. Pauly glared at me.
“What?…she can’t have friends?” I turned to face him, a little
shocked by his comment and intuitive precision. “Uh…no…I mean…I
just meant…” “Yeah…I know what ya meant.” He said, turning back to
face Bobby with a look I knew was one of disappointment.
“Hey…sorry.” I said with a little sarcasm, feeling sorry for myself
at that moment. “Sure.” Pauly said, ending the discussion with a
rather sharp edge. At the time I refused to allow myself to know
that he was right because I was terrified also that I might lose
the race to win her affections to one of those then with her,
especially in light of Pauly’s inexplicable efforts to keep us
apart. But then it occurred to me in a kind of feeling I could not
explain that I would have a certain access to her that no one else
would because of our mutual relationship with him. At the very
least, it comforted me to think as much. I knew that I could never
get through the crowd around her without making a spectacle of
myself, which of course would not further my cause of endearing
myself to her. Jealously, I watched her as she engaged those around
her, her manner as delicate as her features. Her every movement and
gesture charmed, appealing to one’s deepest sense of beauty and
sensitivity. She was bewitching and I know I could never be happy
until I had her for my own. With an expression of frustration, I
turned back to see the three of them staring at me. “You’re a hard
case Holloway.” Pauly said, shaking his head. I ignored him and
turned back to watch her. “Who’s that sitting with’er?” He turned
and looked over at her table and then to me amused at the question
then smirking, grunted…“Everybody.” “Yeah.” I chuckled a little. “I
mean the blonde?” The new boy looked at me. “The Q.” “Her best
friend.” Bobby said looking over at the Molly’s table. “Yeah…she’s
the one that likes you right?” I asked. Bobby smiled and looked at
Pauly for a moment, then nodded yes. “Pretty…but not too bright I
guess.” I said, wanting to get his goat. “Get bent Holloway.” He
snapped back, looking appalled that I would dare say such a thing,
being so new. “Ya think Molly’d…” Pauly interrupted. “Just leave’er
alone man.” I looked at him disappointed, clenching my teeth, which
must have shown because he decided to soften the blow, adding….
“For now.” It was his second such admonition, a sufficient
expression of concern on his part to warrant my concession to his
wishes, especially if I wanted to continue my relationship with
him. This of course was not due entirely to respect on my part, for
I considered our friendship as necessary to my survival in both
school and town, at least initially. We settled down to talk of the
kids and teachers in the school, who was who and all the secrets,
which only the natives could know. My desire to ask about Molly
continually intruded upon my awareness to the point where I could
not concentrate on much of what they were saying. I was sure that
Pauly would eventually speak to me of her. I just didn’t know if I
could wait. I imagined losing him for a time so I would be free to
find her, but I suspected that his reaction to such a tactic on my
part would be extreme, given the obvious depth of his relationship
with her. She was special and I could only imagine what she meant
to him.

I made it through that first day of classes
and the obligatory introductions to other kids, some of whom I
thought likeable, others not, but it was not that which commanded
my attention. I didn’t see her again that day and it was only the
anticipation of that possibility which kept me going. Disappointed,
I moped home with sis who met me out in the front of the school at
the end of the day. That night in bed, I went over and over in my
mind how I must have looked to her in our brief, distant encounter
when Pauly pushed me into the classroom. Did I look like a fool?
Would she compare me to him, always so cool and in control? It
occurred to me that I had no such concern for the opinions of
anyone else. Love was hard I decided, perhaps too hard. Strangely,
it seemed as painful as it was joyful, the delight in the
anticipation of contact and affections at odds with the fear of the
discovery of one’s inadequacies and ultimate rejection tearing at
the subconscious without merci or quarter. And there was Pauly. Who
was he? What was he? I had been singled out by him in some way for
some reason when clearly there were boys who would qualify as so
much more cool than I, who like him commanded deference from
everyone. It made no sense, but then little had to at that point. I
drifted off to sleep thinking of her face and the smile she had
presented to me that day. I realized that I wanted desperately to
pray that I would see her again soon, but that desire was burdened
with the weight of my rejection of the possibility of God’s
existence, but it was right that we be together. Surely there was
some force which would see to it.

The next few days were repeats of the first.
I spent all my free time that week, during school with Pauly and
Bobby and one or two friends of theirs who joined us from time to
time. I gathered they didn’t have many, which I thought odd in a
way, given their willing, immediate befriending of me. As time
passed, I came to understand, as I had suspected earlier, that some
of the kids were afraid, not so much of Pauly but rather about him,
if that makes any sense. But then, so was I. He was approachable
but not open, so few were able to get close to him, partly because
he rarely spoke, except to Bobby and me and then only at certain
times, which were not always predictable. Even the adults in school
and the town treated him cautiously, which was unusual in that he
was so young. Time would reveal the reasons I thought so I never
pondered the issue for very long, but rather enjoyed the mystery,
just one of so many in that small town.

I saw Molly several times in school that
week, but again, only from a distance. Twice she saw me and smiled,
which relieved me greatly in that it meant, I convinced myself,
that I was not diminished in her estimation, but the weekend was a
day away and I knew that would be my chance to get close to her
while she was out in town or maybe by the pond where I first met
her. It would be like her to go there again I thought, to have such
a place to be alone.

I survived that Friday seeing her only once,
though she didn’t see me. I was in the principal’s office
delivering some attendance document my parents had signed when I
saw her leave a classroom about the middle of the hall and walk in
the opposite direction toward to the nurse’s station. The secretary
had been explaining something to me when I caught sight of her
through an office window. There was of course no contest between
the effects of these two events for my attention. Her voice faded
to a dull mumble in the background of my awareness, my other senses
becoming impotent as all my capacities were directed to the
engagement of the sight of Molly in the simple act of walking down
the hall. She held her books to her chest, her arms bent at the
elbow the way girls are apt to, her long blonde hair bobbing
slightly from side to side as she walked. I was so taken with that
image her, when I realized after a moment that it was the only time
since meeting her at the pond that I had seen her alone. She was
different somehow, the perception of the affect of her demeanor
undiluted by that of others. What was she thinking just then I
wondered. Were her thoughts of me or Pauly or of some other boy who
had found his way to her heart while I was held at bay? Was she at
all aware of the effect she had on others? I supposed that even the
rarest of birds sees itself as merely another bird, but I knew that
there were outcomes necessary to certain events and conditions
which we encounter in life, which if ignored were intolerable
affronts to those principles which define its true substance. One
of these surely was that she needed to be told each day and night
just how special she was. I knew also that I was the one to convey
those sentiments. “Francis Holloway!” I jerked around to see the
angry face of the secretary. Frustrated at her intrusion, I turned
back quickly to see Molly again, but she was gone. Only then did I
surrender to her demand for my attention. “Yes…yes maam.” “Have you
heard anything I said?” “Sorry” I mumbled, moving quickly to the
counter to take the paper she was holding for me. “Thank you.” I
walked to the door and stopped to open it. “Mr. Holloway?” Standing
within the door frame, I turned to face her. She looked out of the
window through which I had watched Molly and then back at me.
“She’s not like the other girls.” Her expression turning intense as
if to ensure her point had been made. “Yes maam…I know.” “You’d
better Mister.” She said intensely, suggestive of a mother’s
attitude concerning her own daughter. “Go back to class.” I
obliged, leaving, carrying the weight of a feeling of inadequacy
which arose from the growing understanding that the affection for
Molly knew no bounds in that town. It was a barrier through which I
would be forced to burrow if I were to attract her full attention.
Feeling a little lost, I stuck out the day and went home to face
the promise of the weekend.

That afternoon, after I had finished my
chores at home, I went down town to meet Pauly and Bobby, which had
been pre-arranged earlier that day. They were sitting on the bench
outside the drugstore watching the shoppers walking up and down the
sidewalks, taking special note of the girls accompanying their
mothers. Both saw me approaching but kept to their task. “Hey.”
Pauly turned to look at me. “Hey. Where’s your sister?” “Home,
why?” “Matty’s here…at Marie’s.” “So what’re you guys doin?”
“Nothing” Bobby replied, continuing to watch a pretty girl in spite
of the angry look on her mother’s face who directed her daughter to
her other side in an attempt to block his view. Pauly nudged his
shoulder and nodded in the direction of the doctor’s office across
the street. A girl of about seventeen walked out followed by a
rough, disheveled looking man. She was pretty, elegant even, but
wore a sad expression. The man looked frustrated, as if from worry.
I turned to look at Pauly. “Who’s that?” “Paula Maddox…’n er old
man.” He grunted. I looked back to see them get into an old beat up
car and drive away. As the car passed us, the man glared in our
direction as if he had a long, well nurtured hatred of either or
both Pauly and Bobby. I turned to look at Pauly, curious as to what
might be the nature of his reaction. He stared back at the man,
snickering in a gesture of contempt. I felt a queasiness watching
him as Mr. Maddox strained to maintain his view of us as the car
moved further down the road, understanding, with nothing yet having
been said to me about him, that he would be the source of a great
deal of pain for me in my relationship with Molly. It seemed by his
appearance alone there radiated outward to effect all who might
catch sight of him, a sense of a depravity. I began to realize at
the moment, to my dismay, that the image I had been constructing in
my mind of my new life with her in Cedarville would require some
modification. “Come on.” Bobby said and the two of them got up and
started to walk down the side walk in the direction of the park,
looking at me as they past, indicating I should follow, which of
course I did. We walked directly to the front of Marie’s hair salon
and stopped at the front door. Matty apparently saw us and came
out. “Hi Pauly…hi Bobby.” She said only smiling at me, her green
eyes sparkling in the light of the descending sun. “Hey
kitten…she’s home.” Pauly said. “Can I go over?” She asked looking
back up at me with a pleading smile. “Yeah sure…she’d like that.”
“Thanks…see ya” She danced off back into the salon. Right after the
door had closed it opened again to reveal Mrs. Madeson. She was a
sweet faced woman, a little on the heavy side with the manner of a
kind of universal mother for whom every kid in town had respect and
great affection, stern though she could be. “Hi boys.” She said
while staring across the street toward the doctor’s office. “Miss
Madeson.” Pauly and Bobby said in unison. “Was that Archie and
Paula?” “Yes maam.” Pauly replied respectfully. She shook her head
in disgust then looked back at him. “Pauly.” She said as she
smiled, touching his shoulder as if to express some sense of
pleasure at the very idea of him.. Then she looked at me. “You’re
the Holloway boy aren’t you?” “Yes maam.” “I met your mother
yesterday. Lovely woman….you watch yourself with these two.” She
said smiling, waving her finger back and forth between Pauly and
Bobby. “I will.” “Be careful boys.” She turned and went back into
the salon.

 I was
discovering little by little that there were many things going on
in that small town, secrets, currents of events flowing deep under
the surface of the activities of everyday life. Some of them I
suspected were ugly, others simply peculiar characteristics of
rural culture and though I was being informed of them by Pauly and
Bobby in doses of a size easily assimilated, it was not
sufficiently fast to satiate my curiosity. I was anxious about some
things to which they had not yet alluded and I wanted to ask, but
decided against it. The time for that would come soon enough.

Pauly and Bobby took me on a tour of the town
from one end to the other, pointing out each place of consequence
in its history as well as the reason it merited recognition. Along
the way, we were stopped by several people on the street as well as
store keepers who, seeing us passing by, employed the excuse of
re-assessing shopper density in town to come out and greet us. All
knew them both well and it was clear that Pauly was treated with an
unusual measure of respect for a fifteen-year-old boy. I wondered
what my association with them would mean in the minds of the
townspeople. As we passed the alleyway which dissected the
downtown, two men and a woman were bent over an old man, sitting
against one of buildings, trying to convince him to get up and go
with them. Pauly stopped and just stood until they noticed us. “Mr.
Katzman?” Pauly said. “Thanks, son, but we’ve got it.” He responded
and waved us on. “Who’s that?” I asked. “Mr. Wittiker.” Bobby said.
“No kiddin…figured you’d have ta be a lot bigger than this ta have
a town drunk.” I said, chuckling a little. “T’s nothing ta laugh
at...he did his part…long time ago…used ta be important…just got a
lotta problems now.” Pauly said in a chastising tone. “Those people
relatives?” Pauly smiled but kept looking forward. “No…they were
just passing by.” “Kind a strange…them stopping like that.” He
turned to me for a moment and said…”Not here.” My realization of
what he meant did not diminish my surprise. “What’re they gonna do
with’im?” I said, feeling embarrassed at my comparative lack of
compassion. “Trying ta get’im ta go to the mission…down there on
the right.” Bobby said, pointing down the alleyway. “He just…went
too far…somehow…couldn’t come back.” Pauly continued. At the time,
I had no idea what he meant.

We reached the end of the down town area and
continued on toward the mill where Matty’s dad worked. As it came
into view, a grand structure in its day, wearing the scares of time
and the harshness of its purpose, we turned left down the Mill
Fields road just before it. It was where the poorest in the town
lived, ironic in that in the previous era it was a place of great
status. The road made a lazy turn through the mill fields and then
straightened out at the opposite end as it paralleled the river.
The houses were old, no doubt the homes of the founders and
managers of the mill back in the late 1800’s, their architecture
suggestive of what was once a standard of wealth in the area.
Though noticeably run down, they were neatly kept, a testament to
the quality of the people who lived there. Some were separated by
only about twenty or thirty feet, others by several acres, which
many of the residents had employed in the planting of gardens and
the raising of animals as a supplement to their income, though
sadly it gave the area a look of desperation. Huge trees lined both
sides of the road and were scattered throughout the yards and the
lots, which separated some of the houses. Kids were playing in the
street and in the yards, while their mothers watched from distant
front porches and gatherings at neighbor’s fences. It had the
appearance and feel of a close neighborhood, of people who shared
the same troubles and joys.

Pauly and Bobby had grown silent soon after
we’d entered the street. Their gate had changed to that which I can
only call urgent defiance, which I decided I should duplicate,
judging in that moment their purpose to be the protection of some
aspect of self-image. At about the middle of the straight section
of the road, Pauly pointed to a house on the right. “That’s mine.”
I then realized that their silence and their manner were a
consequence of their shame at the poverty implied by the condition
of their neighborhood. It made me feel in a way apart from them,
separated by class status not of our making or maintenance, a
standard upon which we could have no effect. It was odd that I now
felt embarrassed for the success my dad had achieved, for which I
had otherwise been so proud. “Nice car” I nodded toward the 65 GTO
in the driveway, truly one of the most beautiful cars of that era.
“T’s my brother’s.” “He’s in Nam?” “Yeah.” “Sorry” I said sadly,
understanding by that age the odds against his surviving the war
and the feeling of desperation which was growing in us all at the
prospects of our own fates when we turned eighteen in three years.
We all turned back straight ahead, stepping purposely in unison.
When we had moved a few hundred feet further down the road, Bobby
waved to a woman standing on the porch of a house directly to our
left. She returned the wave and then retreated back inside. “Your
mom?” “Yeah” I tried to think of something to say to distract them
from the discomfort I knew they were feeling, but a discussion of
any kind seemed inappropriate. This exposition had to be completed,
after which only its revelations might be put aside. They had
brought me there in part for that reason, so that our relationship
would be clear from its foundation. We walked another few hundred
feet, passing in front of what was clearly the most run down house
on the street, when I noticed the car in the driveway. I felt a
shock of nervousness overcome me. It was the car we had seen in
town, Archie Maddox’s car. I turned to Pauly who was staring at me
with a stern eye, but then turned to look ahead again. There was no
need to even ask. It was where Molly lived. I didn’t know what to
feel or think. How could this be fair? How could this be at all? I
could not understand how a girl with a manner so gentle and so
elegant as hers could have been nurtured in a place so wanting and
in the presence of a man so despicable. I didn’t know what I was
supposed to feel, but I could not quell an odd sense of excitement,
which grew in me at the prospect of knowing where she lived.
Somehow I felt closer to her, connected in some way. I pondered
Pauly’s intentions.

It wasn’t until that night that I realized
there was another reason Pauly led us through the mill fields and
why he and Bobby hadn’t made plans for me to meet them Saturday.
Only now, looking back with the perspective of an adult, do I
appreciate fully that something about Pauly, an understanding of
life and people, which was so in advance of his years. I must
confess that still, I cannot explain it fully. Like Molly, Pauly
was one of those mysteries of life so much a part and an
inspiration of the experiences, memories and emotions which define
the form and path maturity takes for those within the reach of
their concern. Sadly, they are known to those who come after only
through stories told and tokens left behind by those who were lucky
enough to have known them. But for me there would be no longing in
my life for adventures or the witness of grand events. I would be
privileged to be a part of something much greater and remarkable,
something which flirted with the boundaries of heaven itself.

 


 


 


~~~The Meeting~~~

I awoke to a cold room the next morning, an
imposing hint of fall nearing its peak. It was early and everyone
else was still asleep. I got up and quietly made my way downstairs
to the kitchen, took the orange juice from the ice box, which is my
ritual and went to the kitchen cabinet over the sink for a glass. I
could see from the window, the dark gray horizon in the distance.
The rain was coming. Normally I would have welcomed it, it
occasionally inspiring thoughtful times, but I knew that it would
ruin any likelihood of my meeting Molly. Undeterred by the
inevitability of it all, I took a shower, dressed, got my ten speed
from the garage and made my way down the hill through the park
toward town. I had planned my enterprise the night before. First I
would go to the pond where we had first met, through town and if
still unsuccessful, for a ride through the mill fields by her
house, slowly so that I might be noticed. I would act very
surprised to see her of course, should my strategy work as planned.
I wondered for an instant if she also might be conjuring some
similar means of finding me, but discarded the notion as
ridiculous. I was hardly sufficient for such an angel by any
measure of consideration by which I might have deluded myself. It
was clear that there was work to be done on me, by me and though
difficult at the least, she was worth it. Finding he pond deserted,
I jumped back on my bike and urgently made my way to town. I began
to worry, seeing few people brave enough to risk the wrath of the
fast approaching storm. Most conspicuously, Pauly and Bobby were
nowhere to be found. Undeterred, I executed my plan with great
care, moving past her house at a speed exactly proper to the nature
of my intended performance. My anticipation I could have cut with a
knife. At the time I think I might have been less nervous playing
Russian roulette. I was heartbroken when she didn’t appear after
the third trip past her house, so I decided that I might as well
return home. The lightening was now beginning to strike all around
the area, the thunder suggestive of a heavy downpour. As I would
have to pass by the pond on my way home anyway, I thought I would
check for her there once more. My first attempt to traverse the
trail on my ten speed was so difficult that I left the bike at the
wood’s edge.

My view of the clearing around the pond grew
wider with every step toward the end of the path, each another
disappointing revelation suggestive of her absence. Finally with
the full expanse of the empty clearing before me, my hopes dashed,
I sighed and walked to the log at the edge of the pond near the
spot where I had first seen her. I sat, content in some small
measure to be near that place she had once graced with her
presence. My thoughts raced with images of her walking along the
pond’s edge, pleased to see me and of the things we might have said
as the dark, gray sky rumbled and streaks of lightning lashed out
at the horizon like the teeth an angry dog, displayed in warning of
the boundaries of his territory. A frog jumped into the water from
a rock, punctuating the quiet calm of the pond, so distinct from
the events, which hovered so far above. She would never come out in
such weather I thought, then feeling rather foolish. I looked down
at the water more depressed than I had ever been in my memory to
that time. I just had to see her, to be with her, even for a few
minutes. My hands shook with nervousness at the prospect.

 What
seemed an eternity passed, when from behind me, the snap of a twig
shattered the imposing silence immediate to the clearing. I looked
up but did not turn around. My heart raced so fast I thought it
would break out of my chest. I found myself praying over and over
to my surprise, “Oh God let it be she….let it be she.” Then the
crackle of a footstep in the leaves reached out to cut into my
awareness like a knife. “Frankie?” That angelic sound echoed
through my mind and sent a chill of excitement through my body,
like the tingling feeling left by the chill of a cold day fleeing
from the warmth of a fire. I closed my eyes briefly relishing the
moment and then turned quickly to see Molly standing ten feet
behind me, smiling. How beautiful she looked, her worn shoes and
jacket made elegant in my eyes for their having been graced to
adorn her. “Hi….Molly” I said in a manner which I think sounded
like I was conveying to her that she was in fact, Molly. She walked
over to the log and stood, looking down at me with those deep
porcelain blue eyes. “I missed you at school.” She said, the
suggestion that she had looked for me making my heart skip a beat.
“Sit?” I said, offering my hand in assistance, which she took as
she stepped onto the log and sat down next to me. The touch of her
hand was itself sufficient to reconcile my entire investment over
that first week in failed efforts to manufacture some means of
being with her. It was a fragile thing, so delicate in structure
and graceful in shape as to make me marvel, as if sculpted to be
itself a work of art. And her skin was as soft as I had imagined. I
tried to hide the fact that I was shaking from the excitement at
our being so close, but I could see by the way she looked at me
that she sensed it. This was truly heaven I thought. I had Molly
Maddox all to myself. “I saw you but you were always going to
classes” I said, noticing in her manner that she too felt a little
nervous about being alone with me. “Oh…I guess I get to talking
sometimes and I don’t notice much around me…sorry.” “Nah…that’s
cool…you’ve just got a lot of friends…from what I’ve seen.” I said,
remembering well Pauly’s displeasure with me at school. She
shrugged and smiled a little, apparently uncomfortable with the
implications of being considered a “popular girl.” For a few
moments we both said nothing, looking out over the glass smooth
waters of the pond, the autumn colours as vibrant in their
reflection as in the trees themselves. “Its so pretty here.” She
said looking around the clearing and then up at the gathering
clouds. “Yeah…beautiful.” “It going to rain…and you don’t have a
jacket.” She said, touching my arm. “I know, I was…wasn’t thinking
when I left the house…what about you…out here on a day like today?”
She looked at the ground and then up at me again with that
adorable, crooked little smile, tilting her head slightly as she
flicked her hair back from her cheek in a manner so feminine and
telling of a childlike innocence, it was all I could do to keep
from giggling at the delight of it. “I come here a lot…it’s…” She
said in a contemplative manner. “Ta think?” I asked. She was quiet
for a moment then said, almost whispering…“To dream.” As she looked
down with a shy smile, I realized by her reaction that she had
risked expressing an intimate feeling to me, hoping that I would
reveal myself to be the understanding companion she so hoped to
find, someone to share with her those thoughts and emotions which
made her so unique.

 I
brushed her long wavy hair over her shoulder. She turned her head
slightly to me and glanced at me with her eyes. It was a gesture of
affection which her welcome caused to rise in me both an excitement
and a relief, that our relationship was in her mind to be given a
chance to become romantic. Though such a simple intimacy, I felt as
if I had crossed some kind of boundary, establishing a precedent
for future contact, the anticipation of which made me reel. But I
would have to proceed cautiously, offering her only that which she
might seek in keeping with her degree of fondness for me as our
relationship grew. “It is private.” I said, with a tone I hoped
indicated understanding and insight on my part. “Its…it’s safe.”
Her smiled disappeared for a moment and her voice faded as she
looked off into the distance. “Yeah, it is…it is safe.” I almost
whispered, hoping to address in my manner, her emotional state. She
looked up at me and after a moment, her smile returned, though not
with the same display of pleasure as before. She understood why I
had come and why I had waited. A bolt of lightning flashed in the
distance over the mountains as a slow roll of thunder passed
overhead. She looked up at me. “I like it when it rains.” She said,
waiting I thought for me to respond. I looked back out to the
mountains. “I know…I do too…it makes you think…well…it makes you
feel more than think.” I didn’t turn to look at her but out of the
corner of my eye I could see a smile of satisfaction on her face,
but I was genuinely affected by the scene, having always found the
rain to be inspiring of emotions which I could otherwise not
conjure or define, so I continued, I also glad to have someone in
whom to confide such feelings. “Kind a like you could reach out…way
out there with your insides…with…with your soul…out there where
you…where you don’t know…but where anything or everything could
be.” I turned back to face her. “Every time the lightning strikes.”
She just stared at me for several moments surprised, then looked
down at her hands in her lap. “Sometimes you know…I think about the
future…about what’s going to happen…I feel like…like there’s
something special for me…something special about…life…like
there’s…there’s this magic…its out there somewhere, and I can reach
it…I can have it….that there’s a happiness that has no ending…and
it makes me so excited sometimes…I dream about it….the idea of it.”
She looked up at me. “I feel it…at times like this…do you ever feel
like that?” I stared at her, amazed at her expression of such
private thoughts I had also felt but had never been able to
articulate. My smile grew as I studied her face, so pleased to find
that my infatuation with her was justified. There was such depth to
her soul, even beyond that of my own, the source of feelings I had
always thought set me apart from the other kids. “Yeah…I’ve always
thought that there was like, this other…I mean…like, things weren’t
regular…not for me…like the way my folks live…the way they
think…that there was more, more than I or anyone could say or
explain…magic… yeah…it’s like magic…sometimes I look down the
tracks toward Columbia…I know there’re things and people and
happenins out there…ya cant see’em but you can feel that there’re
there…and you feel like if you can reach that place way out
there…that you can like see…into forever.” Her eyes sparkled with
delight at my words, clumsy though they were and her smile told of
her relief that I felt it too, unlike so many others to whom she
had appealed for some measure of understanding. “Magic.” I said
quietly, staring into her eyes. She turned and looked up at the
sky. “Pauly says that the magic’s always there…but we just can’t
see it anymore when we get older…we get worried over all the wrong
things…we forget what’s important.” “Yeah…look at most
grownups…Pauly’s pretty smart.” I said, hoping to show my
admiration for the one closest to her of anyone. She turned to me
again, the look in her eyes revealing a desire to unburden, to
express some feelings or suspicions which haunted her. “Don’t be
afraid of him….Frankie?” She asked with pleading eyes.” “Don’t
worry.” I said in as comforting a tone as I could. She smiled a
little in relief I suppose, knowing that Pauly was an acquired
taste. I realized though that it was important to her that I like
him. Staring into her eyes I asked cautiously…“He means a lot to
you doesn’t he?” “Without him…I’d…” She began but didn’t finish.
“Molly?” She looked at me then away quickly, realizing that I
hadn’t been there long enough to understand. “He…he knows things
sometimes…he understands things…I don’t know how...sometimes it
scares me…but…he’s always there…always when I need him…I don’t
know…he’s…” She said, her voice fading off at the end in the
frustration of her confusion and wonder. I sat quietly for a few
moments, after which she turned to me slowly and grinned in
embarrassment. I smiled in return and thought quickly of something
to say that might ease the mood. “It’s like he knows what you’re
thinking and feeling…its pretty intense.” At that she perked up
again. “He does…he always does.” She said softly, as if she were
sometimes as taken by the mystery which he was as everyone else, in
spite of her closeness to him. Her pretty blue eyes moved about my
face, taking stock of me in some manner while waiting for my
response. I wasn’t sure what she was thinking but I knew I was
being judged. “Ya know…you’re pretty smart too Molly.” I said,
trying to find a way to express my admiration of her, though it was
the kind of compliment which a girl rarely sought or longed to hear
in those days. She smiled. “Really?” “Hell yeah…you get straight
A’s from what I hear…’n I’ve heard the stories about you from
everyone at school…t’s no secret.” She looked down at her hands,
fidgeting in the wake of the compliment. “Thanks.” She said,
looking back up at me just staring, then changed the subject. “What
did you think of the school?” “It was pretty good” I turned
slightly toward her. “Pauly and Bobby showed me around.” “Did you
like your classes?” “Yeah, most of ‘em. Didn’t think much of
history though.” “Do you have Mr. Reynolds?” “Yeah, I think so…tall
guy…glasses?” “Yes. He’s nice, just a little boring. The secret
with him is to read the book. He goes by it word for
word…mostly…sister taught me that and it works pretty well.”
“Thanks.” There were a few moments of silence as we each adjusted
to the clumsiness of the inevitable, periodic exhaustion of the
topic of conversation. “Your sister’s really sweet.” She offered,
which surprised me because I wasn’t aware of their having met.
“Yeah…she seemed to hit it off with that Madeson girl…you know’er?”
Molly laughed heartily, which again made me smile for she became
only more enchanting when she laughed or was demonstrably happy in
some way. She looked at me curious and amazed that I did not yet
understand. “What?” I asked laughingly. “Everyone knows everyone
here Frankie.” She said playfully but in a matter of fact manner,
having assumed such a thing so obvious to all, then looked down at
the water. “Matty is a wonderful girl…she and your sister will be
best friends.” Her smile faded again. “Who’s your best friend
Molly?…Pauly?” She looked up at me with a serious expression, but
said nothing. I have no idea why I asked her that. Perhaps it was
to let her know I understood that there was something important
which lay under the appearances of the relationship between her and
Pauly and that I could be there for her too. She looked away and
around the pond. The lightning struck in the distance before us,
and a few seconds later the thunder cracked and then rolled over
our heads with such intensity that it startled us both. After
another few moments she turned to me with an almost pleading
expression. “He really likes you Frankie.” I could see mostly
sadness in her eyes. She was telling me that I needed to trust him
I think, to be there for him because he was alone. Not in the sense
of having no friends for Bobby and I were surely that, but rather
in terms of some task assigned him somehow by life in Cedarville,
the weight of which was evident in his every action. They were
special to each other, Molly and Pauly, as I had expected and I
prayed again that it was not an affection like that which I felt
for her, because I knew that I could never compete with him. I then
realized that they had been talking about me, that I had become
important to them and their relationship in some way, which I found
a comforting thought. Suddenly, the clouds broke and the rain began
to fall violently through the clearing in the trees above the pond.
Laughing, she stood up quickly and grabbed my hand. “Come on.” She
said urgently and ran down the path toward the old railroad station
with me close behind. I could hear the rain hitting the leaves
above, though little of it made it through the still thick canopy.
When we came to the clearing by the tracks, the rain was falling so
hard it was difficult to see across to the station building. We ran
east in the opposite direction of the mill, along the tree line,
which followed the tracks to what I thought was a tool shed or some
other unremarkable out-building. Still protected from the rain by
the overhanging branches of the trees, we went around to the other
side to find stairs leading down to the tunnel, which passed under
the tracks to the station platform on the other side. “Faster” She
said playfully, then ran ahead. As I followed, I was struck by the
intensity of my feelings at the time. My senses heightened by the
excitement of being with her, I felt as if nothing could escape my
notice. These memories would never leave me I thought, the smell of
the dirt floor, the musty, molding wood of the tunnel walls, the
bite of damp, chilly air and the sight of her anxiously leading me
to some other haven she thought safe and private that we might
steal some moments together alone.

I climbed the stairs at the other end of the
tunnel two at a time to the station’s covered platform. She was
standing there waiting for me, her hands at her sides, her wet hair
cascading from her shoulders, staring at me intensely as I made the
landing. Her chest heaved as she laboured to catch her breath, a
look of expectation in her eyes which stunned me as I walked slowly
toward her, expecting a smile which did not come but would have
made light, the intensity of the feelings and demeanor she was
projecting. The sensuality of the sight of her at that moment,
though unintended, revealed the metamorphosis which having begun,
would one day define the full, unaffected scope of her femininity.
Caught off guard by the inevitable impact of the effects of her
form, now in full blossom, on her own awareness and understanding
of herself, as well as a sudden revelation as to the sensuality of
their character, she surrendered to the display for only moments,
pondering the means of its control. She could see in my eyes that I
was overcome and powerless to manage the attractions and desires to
which such images appealed. It was a shock to us both, this quality
which would be so much a part of our perception of each other, her
for what it was that would define her nature as seen by others and
for me, as the reward to those efforts which would be mine in
seeing to her safety and comfort in life. I shivered at the sight
of her.

 Before
I reached her, she looked away and walked to a bench close to the
stairs and sat half facing me as invitation to take a place next to
her. My heart still beating wildly as I tried to disengage from the
feelings and thoughts which had taken control, I did and for a
moment we both endured another awkward period of silence as we each
assessed each other’s sense of satisfaction at being together. “So
do you like it here?….in Cedarville?…I know you’re probably used to
a lot more exciting things…but everybody here’s pretty nice.…don’t
you think?” She said with a sense of pride in the town.
“Oh…yeah…t’s like, not what I expected.” “What were you expecting?”
She asked, a bit surprised at my remark, revealing an innocence
about what was going on outside the boundaries of her small town, a
naiveté I would come to understand to be common to most who lived
there, the turmoil and rebellion of those times not having yet
penetrated completely the depths of provincial America. “I don’t
know…I figured the people’d be more rude…like in the city.” She
didn’t say anything for a few moments. “So what is it like there?”
Her eyes sparkled as she looked into mine, waiting, anxious to
know, the stereotypical small town girl marveling at her idea and
expectations of an exciting city life. It was thought a place of
escape I think by many who felt limited by the regimented
simplicity of a rural, village existence. “It’s ok I guess…’cept
everybody’s busy all the time…ya know…aggravated cause nothin’s
ever fast enough.” “You didn’t like it?” “I thought I did…not so
much now…I mean…t’s a lot nicer here…friendlier…more
comfortable…sort of…a feeling of being home…of being at home…its
deeper I guess… you feel it everywhere here…all the time.” I waited
for her to say or ask something but she just stared, smiling as if
she expected me to go on. I wanted to oblige though I had little to
say of any interest in my estimation, but thought I would try for
the sake of whatever illusions she held and wished to keep.
”There’s lots ta do…dances, some cool hangouts, that sorta
thing…but it’s kind a dangerous in some areas…the kids are ok, a
lot of’em, but there’re some rough guys too…you’ve gotta be
careful…t’s a lot more expensive.” As she watched me, hanging on my
every word, I could see that she was painting a picture of it in
her mind, probably editing out all of the negative aspects to which
I was alluding. I continued on. “I guess I used to get into a lot
of trouble…I mean…there’s always opportunity for that…my folks were
always mad at me.” I turned to see her staring at me, a curious
sparkle in her eyes. “What did you do?” She asked, surprised I
think at the revelation. “Ah…just fighting a lot and sneaking out
at night…got caught drinking a few times…stuff like that.” She
continued to stare saying nothing, which worried me. It had only
just occurred to me that she, unlike the city girls with whom I had
spent time, would not find such behavior cool or even amusing so I
quickly qualified my remarks. “I guess I was pretty stupid…t’s part
of the reason we moved here…they figured it’d be good for me…keep
me out of trouble.” Her smile reassured me that I had not fallen
from favour. “Everyone deserves another chance.” She said with a
quiet confidence. “Cedarville is a good place for that.” “Yeah…I
think so.“ I looked at her for a moment, delighting in her gentle
smile and dark blue eyes which looked deep into mine. “Anyway…it’s
really cool at night…all the lights…lotsa people out, cruising the
boulevards…car races out on the edge of town…everybody goes…some
bring beach chairs and coolers…t’s like a regular race track…just
free.” “Like bleachers?” “Yeah…the local bikers usually runs
things…they hold the money and decide who won if its close…t’s
pretty cool…I got to ride in one of the cars once.” “Really?…were
you scared.” “Hell yeah…I’ve never been so fast in my life…I
couldn’t believe the acceleration…you get pasted against your seat
and you can’t even sit up if you try.” “Wow.” She said, which made
me feel sort of proud. “But you probably have races here too
right?” “Yes…Spider races all the time out on the bypass…Herc and
his gang run that too…just like you said.” “Have you seen it?” I
asked, curious that she would have firsthand knowledge of such
things. “Sister and I went…but just once.” “Paula, right?” I asked,
thinking it cute that she had a special name for her sister to whom
I had heard she was very close. “Yes...she and Spider are going
steady…anyway…Pauly was pretty upset. He made me promise to never
go again.” “Yeah, well he’s right…it is dangerous.” We were both
quiet again for a moment. “What about your sister…is she happy
here?” “She’s happy anywhere really…she makes friends easy.” “What
about you?” Her question was surely a test I thought. “Don’t
know…what about me?” I smirked, but she just stared at me with a
pleased expression. “You’re nice.” She said smiling shyly. “Not
everyone’s like that…its hard for some of them…hard to…” She
stopped, looking at me with questioning eyes. “Yeah…some people…ya
just have ta show’em how I guess…they can’t seem to do it on their
own.” She glanced at me with her eyes and smiled. “What?” I asked,
laughingly. “Pauly was right about you.” She said, turning finally
to look down the length of the tracks as they disappeared into the
distance. “What did he say?” She said nothing and I began to tickle
her in demand of an answer, my feeble attempt at physical contact,
which I thought could not be misinterpreted. She laughed, trying to
stop me by grabbing my arms but had nowhere near the strength to
hold them back. I stopped after a few moments, it being a gesture
understood by us both for what it was and one of only a limited
duration for its nature. It was so exciting, touching her, though
there was little about it that could have been called sensual. But
there was a certain kind of intimacy in the physical contact, to
have passed through that barrier deemed proper for boys and girls
our age, enforced in our understanding throughout our lives to be
necessary for our protection against our own weaknesses and budding
desires. I felt as if I had moved a step closer to making her mine.
“So I hear you’re on the honour roll?” I said, redirecting her
attention. “Yes, since I was in the eighth grade…what about you…you
know, at your other school?” “Nah…I was always in trouble…I barely
passed… just never cared much about it.” “But what about college?”
Her expression turned serious. “Don’t know…I figure its Nam
anyway…why put out all that effort?” She looked down at the floor.
“Oh…yes…I forgot about that…well maybe…” I interrupted again. “T’s
ok…not something I can change.” I smiled at her and hers returned
for a few moments, but then faded. As she looked up, she flicked
her hair back from her cheek. I wondered if I would ever cease to
find her mannerisms so charming. She looked at me, realizing that I
was admiring her and giggled. “What?” She said in a kind of mousy,
shy manner. “You’re so pretty Molly.” She began to blush. “I am
not.” She said, appreciative of the compliment but fearful of the
affect such recognition had had on many other girls she knew from
school. I realized then that she truly did not see herself as
others did, even as she graciously responded to their affections
and their other overtures for her attention. It was not a foolish,
forced humility, a rejection of the understanding of an obvious
beauty, but rather a combination of innocence about such things and
a true humility of the spirit, born of a generosity in her toward
others whom she did not ever wish to see as less gifted than she in
that regard, for such want in others hurt her. She was just that
sweet. “Ya are Molly…I know you’re shy about it…just makes you more
beautiful.” “Frankie.” She said, embarrassed and unaware of how to
respond. “So what’ya wanna do when you graduate?” “I don’t know”
Her smile faded. “Maybe college. I’d like going away to school.
That would be…I’d like to paint…and after…to find a little cottage
somewhere in the country…maybe in Madison county…I’d plant flowers
gardens everywhere and have my own studio, like in an old barn…I’d
get married and have babies and we’d live there forever. We’d have
kittens and ducks and a horse to ride in a meadow…” She stopped
abruptly, realizing that she was rambling. I felt so sad at that
moment, suspicious that what I was hearing were not her plans for
the future but her dreams of escape, perhaps from Cedarville,
perhaps from her home. “Wow.” I whispered.”That sounds pretty
cool.” I tried to look as if I truly understood the longings she
had just expressed, though I doubted that I was successful. “I
didn’t know you painted?” “Yes, but…I don’t know if I’m any good.
Pauly says I am. I was planning to bring some of my things to the
city…to a gallery and see what they think.” “That’s a good
idea…show me sometime?” She looked at me with a big smile. “Sure,
if your promise not to laugh.”

 The rain, which
suddenly began to come down harder, drew our attention. We stared
at it for a moment, both affected by the feelings of cozy aloneness
which it conveyed as we enjoyed the dry protection of the station
platform. “How long’ve you lived here?” “All my life…I was born
here.” She turned a little more on the bench to face me. “What
about Pauly and Bobby?” “Bobby was born here too. The Miller family
helped settle the town…Miller’s pond is named after them…but Pauly
was adopted.” “Damn.” I said quietly, almost to myself. “Frankie?”
“Just never would’ve thought…” “He was just a baby…that’s what my
mom said.” I thought for a moment. “There’s an orphanage around
here?” I asked in a tone of surprise, the area being so rural.
“No…I’m not sure of the details…none of the grownups’ll talk about
it…but I think a priest brought him to the Telescos…mom said that
they tried to find the priest again after, but they never could…Mr.
Telesco won’t talk about it…not even to her. “A priest?…from the
church here?” “No…I don’t know where he came from…probably from
somewhere in Madison.” “Wow…that’s weird.” “What?” She asked in a
tone in which I detected a slightly proprietary quality, evidence I
figured of her great affection for Pauly. “Nothing…just he’s so
serious…t’s like he’s…I don’t know…there’s something…” She stared
at me for a moment and then looked away in a manner, which
suggested some discomfort with the intrusive nature of my
questions, then she interrupted. “He’s.…” She began but did not
finish. I looked at her and smiled. “I know Molly.” She then
relaxed on the bench, leaning against the back with her hands
between her knees. “N’ so’re you”. I continued, letting her know I
understood though was equally incapable of finding the words. She
looked at me pleased. “I’ve seen you with the kids at school…the
way you are with everybody…its pretty cool.” “Oh…thanks.” She said
almost in a whisper. “They’re nice…mostly…it’s not so hard.”
“Nah…it is hard….some of’em are jerks ….snobs…some are just too
much a pain in the a…butt…you seem ta be able to deal with all
of’em….but then, that’s like…what makes you different.” I brushed a
few locks of her hair behind her ear in a gesture of my affection
and admiration of her sweetness. She took my other hand in hers,
her touch sending an electric shock of excitement through my body.
Her skin was so soft and her hand so delicate, a graceful, fragile
sculpture which defined the very limit of the form necessary for
that purpose for which it was intended. I understood at that moment
how privileged I was to have her there with me, alone and that I
was seen by her as one to whom she would offer such a gesture. One
day I would get to kiss her I thought, dreaming of how that would
feel, holding her fragile little body against mine, enveloped in
the scent of her hair which always smelled of flowers and the feel
of her warm breath on my neck. I realized suddenly that she was
staring at me, understanding then I think, that I had been greatly
affected by her touch. “I see ya sittin with those snotty, rich
kids…and the ones they usually dump on…your… like… like….” She
interrupted. “They could all be friends…be happy and have fun with
each other…they just don’t know how…Suzy and Sarah, Becky
and…they…” She stopped and looked up at me with a grin, amused with
herself. “You don’t even know who they are, do you?” “No” I said
smiling. “But I know what you mean…I think I do.” She looked at me
grinning but then her smiled faded. “Molly?” I asked, suspecting
something to be wrong. She tried to smile again but her expression
was strained. “Just thinking…of a friend of mine.” I waited for a
few moments but she remained quiet. “Who?” “Lisa… she’s…” She
began, then hung her head in a sad gesture. “What happened?” She
looked back up at me and said…”No one can find her…she disappeared
several days ago…everyone’s…their.…” “Molly?” “Sorry…I’ll be ok.”
“She was a close friend?” “Yes…we grew up together…but they moved
to North Winfield so we couldn’t see each other every day like
before…but she would come to town a couple of times a month.”
“How?” “She hitch hiked…I kept telling her not to…that it was
dangerous for a girl to go alone…but she never listened…she said
she could take care of herself…now….she’s gone.” “Nobody has any
idea?” “No…she left to come here but never arrived…and never made
it home.” “So that’s what the cops’re doin.” She looked up at me,
curious. “The chief…and the county sheriff.” “Oh.” She sat quietly
for a moment then said….”she gave me a charm bracelet once…I felt
so…” She said but stopped, unable to express the pleasure at
receiving what she considered an expensive gift. “When she gave it
to me there was only one charm on it…I didn’t understand at
first…but then I did and I bought a charm for her and put it on…I
had to save up for it…so I put it on and gave it to her to
wear…then she gave it back a month later with another charm for
me…when she…when she disappeared, she was bringing it back to me.”
She looked deep into my eyes. “I feel…like…like there’s a part of
me missing…like…I don’t know.” “Man…that stinks.” “The police came
and talked to me…daddy thought they were there to see him…they
asked me all kinds of questions about her and where she might have
gone…her friends…things like that.” Her expression became strained.
“I didn’t have anything to tell them…I didn’t know.” I decided to
change the subject and to try to help her avoid the sadness she
felt over the fate of her friend so I began to ask her about her
sister and her real father. She perked right up and we spoke of
them for a while, after which, realizing the imbalance in our
relative contributions to the discussion, she looked down at her
hands and meekly turned in her seat to lean against me. I began to
lose my breath, so overwhelmed by the feeling of her body against
mine. I put my arm around her and with my elbow rested on the back
of the bench, began to gently stroke her soft hair as we talked,
watching the rain fall on the tracks before us. We both remained
quiet for a short while, drinking in the comforting sense of pure
solitude ushered in by its coolness and the soft constancy of so
countless a number of delicate little displays, each drop’s decent
and contact with the earth, a dance all its own. It was as if we
were the only two people who mattered for those moments, the only
two whose concerns would be given any measure of attention by God
and thus precedence over all else in existence. We were in a kind
of emotional singularity, where our feelings in those moments were
the means and forces, which gave essence to the reality around us,
governing the rain and in its solemnity, the suggestion of the
future that would be ours. “Its amazing isn’t it?” I finally said,
quietly. She smiled, taking my left hand in her’s. “Yes…its
butterflies.” She whispered, too quietly for me to be certain of
what I had heard. I kept staring at her as if to ask, but she
looked up at me and changed the subject. It is only now, when
looking back and remembering, that I realize what she had said. How
I wish I had heard it then.

We talked and laughed for what seemed like
hours and with each passing moment it became increasingly clear
that we were meant to be together. I could see into her dreams and
fears and shared her longings, a capacity she sought so desperately
in another, but had never found. She took great comfort in that and
it drew her quickly closer to me. I thought of Pauly and how one
day I would have to thank him for what he had begun. “I saw your
sister and your old man in town yesterday.” I said foolishly. She
let go of my hand, sighed quietly and got up from the bench, walked
to the edge of the platform, her arms folded to her and stood, her
back to me, watching the rain. I got up immediately and walked to
her, terrified that I had given her cause to dislike me in
broaching a forbidden subject. “Molly, I’m sorry, really….what’d I
say?…I…” She turned to me. “No…its ok. You didn’t do anything.…I’m
just…” Suddenly I heard a familiar voice from behind us. “Molly.” I
turned to see Pauly standing by the stairs to the tunnel. She
looked over at him and then back to me with a strained expression.
“I have to go.” “Molly?...but…” I stumbled in a plea for some time
to rectify my error, but she seemed already passed that with
respect to what concerned her at that moment. “Please…be his friend
Frankie.” She whispered, putting her hand on my chest, staring up
at me with pleading eyes. “Please.” I grinned in confusion.
“Yeah…yes.” She then turned and walked to him. He took her by the
arm, all the time staring at me, then led her down the stairs into
the tunnel. She turned to look at me one last time with a sad smile
as they disappeared behind the entrance wall. I sat there for a
while alone, watching the rain, thinking about our time together,
disappointed at how short it had turned out to be, but grateful for
having been alone with her at all. That hollow feeling in my chest,
which had remained with me since our first encounter was different.
Whatever its source, it seemed to have been appeased by my contact
with her, like the sharp pain of a wound eventually dulled by
attention and time. I was someone about whom she would think, to
whom she would want to show things, with whom she would want to be.
I mattered to her. I could not have been happier at that moment, to
have become a part of the very landscape of her life.

As the sound of the falling rain grew louder,
moving me from my trance, I realized that for the rest of my days,
those feelings of indescribable excitement of my first private time
with Molly, would be become ever one with that feeling of sad, safe
aloneness always ushered in by the rain. The storm had become
violent as large bolts of lightning struck randomly in the distance
and the intensity of the thunder and the falling rain grew to the
point where their sound alone was enough to instill some measure of
fear. I knew I should have headed for home but I felt that I could
only allow myself to leave after I had resolved to discover some
part of the mystery which defined Molly’s relationship with Pauly
and that aspect reserved for me. I decided finally that some
understanding would come inevitably as my exposure to the two of
them progressed and I was trusted with such intimacies. Satisfied
with that, I stood, looked down the tracks to the east, sighed at
the mystery the image conveyed and left for the tunnel to the path
on the opposite side of the tracks the way we had come. I reached
my bike at the paths end able to keep relatively dry, then tried to
navigate the way home in the temporary shelter of any tree within
some reasonable reach of my plotted course. I gave up about half
way, completely soaked by then from my desperate sprint through the
park, arriving at home to my mother standing at the door shaking
her head, directing me upstairs to clean up for dinner. I showered,
changed and came downstairs to a set table with everyone waiting.
“Sorry” I offered, my gaze directed downward in a gesture of
submission to their glares of displeasure. “Frankie, you know
better. Why on earth would you go out in weather like this and with
no jacket?” Mom snapped, then turned to glare at Iggy as he passed
by the table on the way to the kitchen and his dinner. He knew
better than to beg for scraps when mom was present. It was strange,
the love-hate relationship they had, almost a competition really,
with dad’s affection for the cat the only obstacle to her full
retaliation against him. “He’s got a girl friend.” Sis snickered.
Dad looked up and smiled and then back down again at his food.
“Laurane, leave the damned cat alone.” He said firmly. She looked
back at him with a defiant expression then turned to face me.
“Really?…what’s her name?” She asked, wide eyed and apparently
pleased. “Molly.” Sis responded in a kind of mocking manner. “Shut
up Nancy.” I sneered. “That’s enough.” Dad said sternly between
bites. “What’s her last name?” “Maddox.” “Ah, yes...I saw her
mother at the grocery…Emily I think…its strange John…she’s
extremely well thought of by the whole town...but…” “That’s nice.”
Dad mumbled. “No, John…really…everyone treats her like a
queen…they’re so…so deferential...she’s very special to them for
some reason.” “Really?” He replied, now aware of the significance
of her point. She then turned to dad with the expression of a
gossip who is in the know of some important affair “Though I didn’t
get that impression about her husband.” “Stay out of it
Laurane…none of our business” Dad said as he put down his fork and
straightened his posture in a display of authority. “Well she seems
like a sweet woman is all I meant…just seems a shame.”
“Laurane!...this isn’t like the city…these people are different…you
can really make a mess of things if you start sticking your nose in
someone else’s business…besides…” He said sternly, then nodded
toward sis and me. Pretending to be unaffected, she turned to me.
“Well, I guess your father thinks it’s going make a difference not
talking about something you’re all going to hear about probably
every day…and from strangers.” She rolled her eyes at him then
looked directly at me. "So…were you with her today?” “Yes…at the
old station.” Her look begged the question of the impropriety of
taking a girl to such a place alone.“Started raining.” I said, in
protest of the implications of her stare. “Hmm.” She moaned, as if
to leave some question of doubt as to my intentions. “I’ve heard
nothing but good things about her… everyone in town talks about
her” “Interesting.” Dad said, maneuvering his fork through his
vegetables in search of the small pieces of onion. “Oh yes. It’s
Molly this and Molly that…she must be a dear.” Mom turned to dad.
“Did you know they even named some fund raiser for the poor after
her?” “Impressive… she must be quite a girl.” Dad replied dryly.
“Yeah…she is.” I said too quickly, before I had time to review my
intended response for grammar and pronunciation. “Not “yeah”
Frankie…”yes”.” Dad instructed quietly but firmly. “Yes” I repeated
quickly for the purposes of ensuring the end of the lesson. “Is she
pretty?” Mom said smiling at me, proud at the very prospect. “Oh
man…she’s beautiful.” I said, my tone dripping with emotion. “When
she laughs, she has this way of…” Sis giggled while mom’s smile
grew ear to ear. “So is this serious?…between you two?” Mom
continued cautiously. I felt embarrassed though I’m not sure why.
“Is for me…don’t know how she feels…yet.” “So that’s why you ran
out of the car so fast last week…well I hope she turns out to be
what you expect…when will you see her again?” “Don’t know…school
probably.” Dad put his napkin down and leaned back in his chair.
“Do you intend to date this girl Frankie?” Dad asked, defining his
authority and influence in the matter. “I hope so…I mean I want to
ask her.” “You’re both a little young don’t you think?” He looked
over to mom. “Well…we don’t have to go anywhere…just wanna spend
time with her.” “Good…that’s good…just remember son, she’s
someone’s daughter…or someone’s sister.” He looked at me with
raised eyebrows. “I know dad.” “Just keep in mind how you’d feel
about Nancy out with a boy.” Nancy looked at mom and smiled at the
thought. “Yes sir.” ”Doesn’t take much to get into trouble
Frankie…being alone with a girl is a great responsibility…you have
to be…strong…for the both of you…girls can be so distracting…
overwhelm your better judgment…and they don’t have to want to or
even try to…they just…they just have to be there.” He said, his
expression stern that his point would be clear. Before I could
respond, mom decided to underline his remarks. “You know
Frankie…I’d rather have you with a nice girl from a town like this
than some girl in the city.” She suddenly looked down at her feet.
“Shoo!” She said sternly. I watched as Iggy ran to the living room,
his fur standing on end. Dad turned to look at him, then at mom and
shook his head as he looked back down to his plate.

In the silence of the following few moments,
as we all attended to our meals, I thought of what they had said,
knowing all too well that such dangers would be present in my time
with Molly and that I would be tested. But I knew full well what
they could not have known, that I would stand up to those trials,
there being no possibility that I could ever do anything that might
diminish her in any way. In that, their cautions were unnecessary.
“How do you kids like it here? Are you glad we moved?” Mom then
asked, trying to change the subject. “Yeah…yes.” I said almost
simultaneously with sis. Dad looked at me with a grin. “Good…you
know John, I really like this town…I think they’re good people…you
don’t see these kids out protesting and burning the flag…spitting
on those poor boys coming home from the war…as if they haven’t been
through enough.” Dad nodded in agreement. “That’s true for the most
part Laurane, but there’ve been a few protests over at the town
hall…had about ten people at one the other day…t’s not much…but
there’s a few who’ll keep trying.” Dad said, rearming with his fork
and taking stock of what was left in his plate. “Yes I know, but
those are the trouble makers from Utica….they come here to try to
rile up our people.” “Well, we’re probably going to see a little
more of that sort of thing in the future…I don’t think Johnson’s
doing a good job with the war…people everywhere are going to become
pretty sour on the whole thing.” “I suppose, but I just think
there’s more common sense around here.” “Yes…I think so too.” Dad
said, looking up at her, pleased at the prospect of the notion.
“Daddy…is the war good?” Nancy asked. We all looked at her at once,
surprised because it was the first time she had ever asked about
anything not concerned with her normal day of playing with dolls
and her friends. Dad put down his fork and leaned on his elbows on
the table. “Well honey…the reason for our going is a very good
one…to stop the communists from taking over a big part of the
world…they’re truly evil…they don’t believe in God and they make
prisoners out of their own people…they say they want the same good
things for everyone but what they do is take away all good things
from everyone…they kill anyone who doesn’t like what they want to
do…they’re bad and they have to be stopped.” Dad said with complete
satisfaction with his instruction, his disdain for communism and
all collectivist thought extreme. “Oh.” Was all she said, satisfied
with his answer and convinced of the authority in its delivery. “I
don’t know John…” Mom offered. “Maybe we shouldn’t have sent any
troops…we could have just continued to finance the French.” “But
they wanted out.” “I know, but I would bet that was because we
didn’t give them enough…don’t you think that if we had supplied
more money and some of our better weapons, they might have kept
their troops there?” She continued as dad sat thinking about what
she had just said. “It was their colony for quite a while and a
good source of natural resources…I just bet that it wouldn’t have
taken much to drown out all the noise from the anti-colonialists at
home…just overcome the financial drain on the French economy and
enhance their military’s ability to attack the Vietnamese force’s
supply lines with some of those special weapons you’ve talked about
and help them with our air force…that way we wouldn’t have had to
use ground troops…what do you think?” “That’s possible…you may be
right…not bad Laurane…not bad at all.” Mom smiled, pleased at his
validation of her thinking. “By the way dear…we need to paint the
kitchen.” Dad looked at her a little astonished. “Laurane…the
kitchen was painted a week before we moved in.” “Yes, but it’s the
wrong colour.” “Laurane…you picked the colour!” “Yes I know dear…”
Mom began, looking at her plate as she concentrated on cutting a
piece of meat. “But it’s the wrong colour now.” Dad stared at her
for a few moments, shrugged with a smile then looked at me and
sighed. “Sure.” Was all he said, then in his surrender, resolved to
finish his meal.

I chuckled to myself at dad’s ability to
engage her with the calm with which he did. Not until I had reached
fifteen had I begun to understand that she was as brilliant as she
was crazy, which undoubtedly made her far more difficult to handle
than one less intellectually gifted. It was an odd dichotomy of
character to be sure but her mental prowess was sufficient
compensation at least as far as I was concerned. For years I had
suspected that her behavior did not meet the measure of sanity
appropriate to motherhood, if my friend’s mothers were any gauge.
But she was never anything but loving to us and kind to others and
though I was rarely able to anticipate her such that I might not
incite some bizarre reaction on her part, it mattered little to me.
Dad seemed happy and she was such a pretty woman that I supposed
then that most, especially men, would forgive her antics and
instability. As time passed I found that I was right on that
account. Oddly, that understanding was to become quite an asset to
the development of my social judgment and general sense of
proportion as I matured. She then switched modes and went on and on
for the rest of dinner about the town and the people she had met.
Sis and I nodded occasionally and dad punctuated her remarks with
an occasional “yes dear.” I’m not sure if she realized what we were
doing, though I don’t really think she cared that much, as long as
there were bodies visible to create the illusion of listeners. She
was really quite adept at entertaining herself.

When I got into bed that night, anticipating
the pleasure of winding down from the day’s pressures, I was
confronted with a sudden revelation of some discomfort which, given
its object, could not be avoided. I had come face to face with the
personification of every aspect of those teachings of family,
church and society I had rejected in my life for their denial of
the more visceral satisfactions and to which submission would
require an effort I was simply unwilling to offer. How was it that
this girl could be so much an example of all I had previously
considered square, tedious and boring and yet have captivated me to
the point where I could think of nothing else? I was now forced to
reconcile my past and present character with my hopes of measuring
up to her estimation of what is proper in a boy friend and
ultimately, a man. This would be by no means simple and would
require immediate attention. Deciding that such matters were best
left to the vigor of the day’s constitution, I drifted off to sleep
reliving my time with Molly over and over, praying that I would
soon get another chance to be alone with her. I tried to remember
every detail, every gesture she had made, attempting to assign some
value to each that I might arrive at some estimation of her overall
feelings for me. It was hard to do, girls being such strange
creatures whose emotions are not like ours, not arising from the
same place, nor having the same affect on their thinking. They
seemed to feel their way through a big part of life I decided, a
manner I knew I would never understand but never wished to. I
supposed it was that very fact about them which made them so
mysterious and so beautiful, though at the same time so
frustrating. I would just remain confused and love each and every
moment of it.

 


 



~~~Mass~~~

 


The next morning, we left for mass for the
first time to go to the only Catholic Church in town. As we made
our way down the road through the park, I could see the steeple
standing above the trees, towering above all the other structures,
expect the old mill water tower, which stood like a guard at the
gates of the poor side of town, at the mill fields where Molly
lived. As we passed through town I was shocked to see it completely
empty, all the shops closed and locked, the white shades pulled
down, highlighting the store names and services offered, which were
painted in various colours on the windows. We continued on until we
were past the oldest homes in town which lined both sides of main
street for four blocks after the last of the shops and then made a
left onto Church Street, two blocks into the residential section.
The church sat on the highest point of the slightly sloping area,
up on the right, facing the two neighborhood streets which extended
out before it, paralleling Main Street. To the far side of the
church was the parking lot, separated by a line of trees which
blocked it entirely from view, the only access being the sidewalk
which broke through the corner of the line as it then turned to
follow the road. Church Street continued on, winding its way out of
town into the meadows and farmland beyond.

A typical old New England style wood church,
built sometime in the early 1800’s, it sported a tall spire which
defied the expectations as to what might be done with wood and
could be seen for miles. Three sets of large double front doors in
a recess supported by columns adorned the front. A working clock
faced north south and east and a real bell sounded at the start of
mass, the consecration and all other days or moments of religious
significance, the solemn sound of which could be heard for several
miles across the quite countryside. Painted all white with black
shutters and trim, it’s interior was not changed in a single aspect
from that which it was when first build, with the exception of the
electric lights. It was the pride of the town in terms of its
architecture and the only testament to the winning side of the
catholic and protestant conflicts in which the townspeople had once
been engaged so long ago. The protestant church, now boarded up,
stood alone and abandoned on the north side of town.

Father Maloney was an interesting man, fun to
be around and with a fascinating history. On many occasions, his
tales of his time in the Korean war captivated his audience to the
point where they lost track of time and were late for their other
appointments of the day. It seemed he was constantly the object of
invitations to lunch or dinner in the homes of parishioners, ours
being one on frequent occasions. Dad thought well of him, in part
for his intelligence and ability to explain church teachings at a
level sufficient for the most informed and analytical of minds. Mom
relied on his counsel often, which must have been difficult for
him, given the measure to which her thought process was out of
phase with that which defined the norm. But he handled her well and
I think was a stabilizing influence in her life, something which
was badly needed to keep her from being deflected by circumstances
off into some direction in which no one would be able to
follow.

We arrived at the front of the church to find
a large crowd, all dressed in their best, taking advantage of the
once a week opportunity to indulge in the latest gossip. “Looks
like they all come early.” Dad said while scanning the area for a
place to park the car. I searched the crowd but saw only a few kids
I knew vaguely from school. Dad followed a few other latecomers to
discover the parking lot. We parked and slowly made our way through
small, intermittent gatherings to the area immediately in front of
the church where we were swallowed up by one immense sea of people.
Mom was dragged off by a few of the women she had already
befriended, leaving dad standing alone, he having had little
opportunity to meet anyone since our arrival. A husband of one of
the women, seeing his dilemma and not wanting him to feel left out,
led him to a group of other abandoned husbands. Sis went with mom
so I was free to search the crowd for Molly. I had only moved about
twenty feet when I heard a voice to the side of me. “Frankie.” I
turned to see Pauly standing with his hands in his pockets, a
toothpick in his mouth, his expression serious as always. “Hey” I
said, then walked up to him and turned to continue searching for
her. ”Bobby come too?” “Yeah….with his old man.” He nodded toward
the courtyard. I turned back to him and opened my mouth to ask if
she would come, but he interrupted. “She’s here…over there.” He
pointed toward the front of the church by the doors. My heart began
to race at that mere anticipation of seeing her, even from a
distance. She was standing on the right side of her mother, a
pretty woman with Scotch-Irish features, but who looked as if she
were carrying an untenable burden. Her sister Paula stood on the
left, her arm in her mother’s. Mrs. Maddox had a black eye, the
edge of the bruise extending slightly below the sunglasses she was
wearing in an attempt to hide it. I looked back at Pauly who was
just staring at me. “Not now.” I looked back at Molly then at Pauly
again who nodded off toward the front walkway of the church. I
turned to see Archie Maddox walking with urgent, defiant purpose
toward Molly, Paula and their mother. “So what’s the deal with
him?” “He’s a dirt bag” Pauly grunted, spitting out the tooth pick.
“He hit’er?” “Yeah…yesterday.” I then understood why he had come to
get Molly. I stood quietly with him for a few minutes, until my
father passed us on the way into the church. “Frankie, come on…it’s
time.” He stopped and looked at Pauly. “You’re the Telesco boy?” He
asked in the manner of a statement. “Yes sir.” Dad reached out and
shook his hand. “Heard some good things about you son.” “Thank you
sir.” I nodded to him, turned and left with dad. We met mom and sis
at the front door and went in and took our seats. I finally found
Molly and her family in the crowd, sitting on our left in the pews
on the other side of the center aisle. She immediately turned to
see me and smiled as if she could feel some effect of my gaze. Her
manner was different, strained, as if she were afraid, under some
burden not normally apparent. It hurt me to see her like that, my
pretty angel, whose smile and laughter always made me so happy.

She must have felt too, her father turning to
see what had her attention because she looked away quickly and
bowed her head as if praying, but just before she turned away, I
saw a glimmer in her eyes, as if they were the source of an
illumination which could not have been the product of some optical
phenomenon for there was nothing present in the church that might
have caused it. Shocked at the sight, my mind raced with thoughts
of what its source might be, the setting in which we were,
providing a suggestion which shook me to the core. Afraid of what I
suspected would be his displeasure with my attentions, I turned
away also, pretending that I hadn’t noticed her. I felt such a
resentment build within me, not an emotional state I wished to
indulge while in church, during the mass notwithstanding my lack of
belief. This man who was given care of this angel, this prize, was
not only unappreciative of the honour bestowed upon him, but was
abusive of it as well. He was taking not only from her, but from
his wife, Molly’s sister, from me and everyone else who loved her.
As I sat brooding, it occurred to me that Pauly would probably
calculate into all of this in some mysterious manner. In the back
of my mind, where I kept it for not wishing to address the
likelihood of the need, I took comfort in the thought that Pauly
would somehow be her saviour and in that, my own.

When mass ended, I was exhausted from the
frustration of trying to manage the conflict between my empty
feeling of disbelief and my desperate desire for a source to whom
to appeal for Molly’s attentions, affections and the opportunities
to be together with her. As we walked out, I lagged behind just
outside the building by one of the pillars which supported the arch
over one of the double doors. I stood unnoticed in that void
created as the anxious crowd separated to flow around it, reforming
again outside on the walkway, where they then divided into small
groups like eddies in a river’s current, created as it flowed
around a boulder or some other manner of obstruction. Al Mackie the
police chief walked out and stood to the side of the landing and
surveyed the exiting crowd as if looking for someone. He was a big
man, stocky, ruggedly handsome with a rural kind of appearance
consequent of some quality I could not quite identify, but which
also suggested a toughness not to be lightly tested.

He looked at me and nodded and then turned
back at the crowd. After a short time, Molly and her family walked
out. I noticed that Mrs. Maddox was watching Chief who was looking
directly at her, but neither openly acknowledged the other. He then
turned to watch Archie Maddox who exited the building a little
behind his wife and daughters. As they walked passed, the chief
tapped Archie on the arm and nodded in a direction to the side of
the courtyard by the trees, out of earshot of the crowd. Mrs.
Maddox didn’t turn to notice her husband’s absence until they had
walked halfway down the front walkway of the church. Molly and
Paula stood dutifully by her side, a crowd quickly forming around
them as those anxious to talk with them took advantage of the rare
opportunity to engage them all at once. Mrs. Maddox was more than
merely a social asset in the minds of the towns people. And though
an acquaintance of desire in her own right, she was Molly’s mother
and was thus revered, to be approached and treated with great
care.

As I was turning back to the chief and Archie
Maddox, I noticed Pauly standing some distance away at the street,
watching Molly, sporting his usual serious demeanor, hands in his
pockets, his father standing beside him as if patiently awaiting
his son’s completion of some task. The chief seemed to be speaking
calmly at first, but after an openly defiant gesture from Archie,
his expression changed, becoming intense as he pointed his finger
in a threatening manner. I would have attributed no more importance
to the exchange I was witnessing than that of a minor confrontation
between a man with no integrity or character and one of great
substance locked in a disagreement of the importance of some social
protocol which had been violated, but for the look in the chief’s
eyes. The degree of anger which his expression conveyed frightened
me, in that no such intensity should have been visible at that
distance. I realized then that he had feelings for Mrs. Maddox.

Archie took a step back and said something
angrily, turned and stormed back to his family, bumping rudely into
others who were standing and talking as he made his way through the
crowd. Everyone turned to watch him, each shaking his head in
disgust. Without stopping, he gestured to Mrs. Maddox and the girls
to move, unknowingly taking them on a path directly passed Pauly. I
watched as I walked quickly toward them, anxious to hear any
comments exchanged between them. Pauly did not even glance at the
girls, but kept his gaze fixed on Archie, which did not escape his
notice. He glared back and made clear his displeasure at being
monitored, but he appeared unprepared to respond. Mr. Telesco was
also staring at him. “What the hell you looking at?” Archie growled
at the two of them. Pauly said nothing but kept staring with his
characteristic blank expression. He took the toothpick from his
mouth and flicked it away then put his hand back in his pocket, a
gesture designed to relegate Archie’s display of anger to one of no
significance to him. “Keep moving Archie.” Mr. Telesco said
quietly, but in a strained tone. “I don’t take orders from no
Guiney…got it?” Archie looked back at Pauly whose stare was
penetrating in its constancy and in the void of any detectible
emotion in his expression. Archie seemed shaken a little, grunted
and moved on to the parking lot. Mr. Telesco put his hand on
Pauly’s shoulder, turned and walked into the crowd. Pauly stood
watching the parking lot, as if contemplating the exchange.

Sis came to get me and I followed her back to
the middle of the courtyard to find dad and mom involved in
discussions with two of the small groups. Dad was now talking to
Mr. Telesco, which I thought a good sign, hoping as I was that they
would become friends. Perhaps he could come to some understanding
of my relationship with Pauly and the various mysteries involving
him. At least I hoped so because I didn’t think I ever would. After
he noticed me standing there, Mr. Telesco smiled at me knowingly,
shook Dad’s hand and left. We then set about the task of
disengaging mom who was by then in full flow, talking up a storm.
Everyone in her group was in hysterics, taken completely by
surprise by her particularly odd brand of reasoning as to the
issues of the day which were inevitably the topics of most
discussions which were inspired by the intermittency of such
gatherings. After our success, aided by an understanding on the
part of the other women that mom tended to function in social
circumstances by means of inertia, we managed to get her into the
car and made our way home.

I spent the rest of the day in my room,
carefully designing a scenario to get close enough to Molly to ask
her to the dance, now only a few of weeks away. I felt that I had
to act quickly, sometime that next week at school before someone
else could ask her, but then it occurred to me that the only kids
with whom I had ever heard of Molly spending free time, were other
girls and wondered whether it was because none of the boys had met
with Pauly’s approval. For a moment I thought that I might not
either, but that fear quickly subsided as I considered that Pauly
had likely arranged my time with Molly that previous Saturday. Even
so, taking her to the dance was far too important to me to rely on
such speculation, so I decided I would play it safe and ask her as
soon as possible. But there was something else which teased my
awareness like a stealthy insect of whose presence one is never
certain. Who was it, I thought, who is granted in life the
privilege of intimacy with those whom we know in our hearts have
been gifted a depth of soul so out of our reach and full
understanding, but whose quality and effect we can feel, feeding
our lament for our own inadequacy? Who was I to expect to seek her
out and to indulge my expectations? Were it not for Pauly’s part in
it, fueling my hopes that I might be found sufficient, I would have
retreated into a depression and remained on the path to mediocrity
which had been mine until our move to Cedarville. Taking comfort in
this calculation of my status, I drifted off to sleep convinced of
my plan and determined to see it through.

 


 


~~~Second Week at School~~~

 


The next week at school started out like the
first. Pauly and Bobby saw to it that I spent all my class breaks
with them, leaving me no time to socialize on my own and no
opportunity to seek out Molly. Monday and Tuesday passed with my
seeing her only twice during class changes and from a distance in
the cafeteria, as usual, surrounded by admirers. On Wednesday in
the morning, desperate for some contact outside of the boundaries
of Pauly and Bobby’s influence, I managed to get myself involved
with some hippies, Chuck Barecci and Bobby Kulis who had a couple
of joints and a few cigarettes which were burning holes in their
pockets. They were arrayed in the expected attire and trappings.
Long hair, held in place by red bandanas, excessive jewelry and
overly colourful clothing, challenging one’s innate sense of style
in the mating of patterns, were badges of defiance I suppose,
proudly worn, a rejection of the establishment and all its
standards. I had seen their type in the city, understood the whole
movement and thought well of it at that time though strangely, in
my new status in that small town, it all seemed a little foolish.
My decision to go with them was I suppose, that I might indulge a
little nostalgia, my new life being so qualitatively different in
most respects.

We snuck out to the sports field and sat
under the bleachers, indulging ourselves in the extreme,
overwhelming any real possibility of enjoyment. “Here…Frankie.”
Chuck said, handing me a joint. I took a few tokes and handed it to
Bobby. “T’s good stuff man…got it from my brother…brought it back
from California…he was goin out with his connections sister…dig
that.” He said, chuckling at the convenience of the arrangement. We
passed it around, talking for a while about our lives in our
previous homes and the differences of life in Cedarville. I was
disappointed in their lack of perception on the matter, which I
found to be one dimensional, devoid of any real understanding as to
why there was such a difference and what it would mean to us
growing up there. Of course, unlike them, I liked most of what I
had experienced and had begun to anticipate, even if Molly had not
been part of the calculation. That she was, placed the entire
matter on an even higher plane. I realized that I had never applied
such standards of judgment to those in Detroit like these, my two
companions. I began to feel disappointed in them, though more so in
myself. Suddenly, I could not stop thinking of what Molly would
have thought of me at that moment. It was frustrating to be caught
between an old sense of proportion in which such activities were
always readily forgiven within my own mind, understood as safe and
inconsequential and a call of conscience arising from some innate
sense of right and wrong never before realizing its effect, one I
knew intuitively was inspired by whatever it was in Molly that drew
me and all others to her. Still, my inclination to self-indulgence
was sufficiently strong to drive the apprehensions from my mind for
that moment.

When the first joint was gone, we immediately
lit the other one. I began to feel its effects, having smoked grass
several times before in Detroit. “So Hollaway…your going out with
Molly Maddox eh?” Chuck asked, handing Bobby the joint. “Yeah…well,
trying anyway…I mean…I hope so.” I offered, coughing a little from
my last exhale. “Man’re you lucky…she’s hot.” “Oh yeah…the blonde
chick.” Bobby added…I dig that hair…its like…like, so blonde
man…like it’s got its own light…ya know?” “Yeah man…yeah.” Chuck
said in that exaggerated manner, typical of one no longer
possessive of unaffected judgment, nodding and smirking, fascinated
with Bobby’s description. “And that bod. man…I mean, she’s like…ya
know…like one of those college chicks man…sure like ta…” I
interrupted Bobby before he went any further, feeling an anger
welling up within me. “Hey…don’t talk about’er like that.” I
snapped, sitting upright as if ready to act. He stopped, startled,
though his reaction seemed delayed as a consequence of the sedating
effect of the grass. “Hey man…be cool…didn’t mean nothing…its
cool…its cool.” Bobby offered, anxious to defuse the situation.
“Its ok Frankie…he’s cool…didn’t mean to insult you man…or her…k?”
Chuck offered, asserting what he fancied was his leadership status
to ensure that there would be no confrontation. He then continued,
an attempt I suppose to distract me. “So how’d ya get past Pauly?”
He asked, skipping his turn with the joint, passing it to Bobby
again. “Not sure…just did I guess…I think he kinda tested me…when I
first got here…I mean…seemed like it…he’s a trip man… hard to
figure out…never says or does what ya think…hate ta have’im ticked
at me.” Chuck just stared at me, his mouth open a little, as if he
were ready within his awareness to respond, but his body simply
refused to accommodate his intention. It was an odd image, but at
that moment, I thought that it was as if there were a kind of
pressure building within him as a function of his desire to speak,
which when it reached a certain level, would reconstitute his
ability to do so. Finally, he reacted as if so driven. “Damn…I
tried ta get into’er…figured I’d ask her out one night…but no deal
man.” “What’d she say?” I asked, surprised, knowing that Molly
would never have turned anyone down in a cruel or embarrassing way.
“Oh…she was cool man…real cool…I mean like really sweet ya
know?…that way she has…t’s like even when she’s given ya bad news
man…you’re cool with it…t’s a trip…nah…was Pauly…I mean, he wasn’t
cold or anything but he said that I shouldn’t ask her out…dig that
man…some dude saying I shouldn’t ask’er out…t’s not like he’s her
brother’er anything…so what’s up with that?…’n I was so into her.”
He stopped, closing his eyes in a rush, feeling the full effects of
the leaf. “Yeah.” I said, feeling even more unworthy at that point.
I handed the joint back to Bobby, which he flicked away toward the
third base line, then took out three cigarettes and passed one to
each of us. We sat and smoked for a while, by then having so
surrendered to the ritual of that particular act of defiance of the
establishment’s proscriptions that we did not see the gym teacher
approaching. Fortunately, we were caught only with the cigarettes
and were of course, sent to the office of the principle, Mr.
Robinson. Chuck and Bobby were dispensed with first, then sent back
to class. As I sat waiting for my turn, Mr. Fields, a new teacher
from California walked in on Mr. Robinson in a huff, but didn’t
close the door. I sat watching the secretary who was busy filing
and typing when suddenly, Mr. Robinson’s and Mr. Field’s
conversation became a little heated and loud enough to hear.
“Frank…I don’t give a damn about all that…this isn’t California…its
rural, upper New York State and we don’t subscribe to that sort’a
nonsense ‘round here.” “Look…my job is to teach, not suppress truth
for the sake of these parochial illusions about the world you all
wallow in here.” “Parochial illusions, you arrogant…” Mr. Robinson
caught himself before he finished what could only have been an
insult of even greater measure. “Look…this is a very Catholic
community …very religious and very close…we share most of the same
views on things and those we don’t, we keep to ourselves if they’re
the kind that would cause conflict between us as neighbors…at least
until its time to vote…we don’t start fights with each other over
our differences…’specially when it comes to what we expose the kids
to…I don’t want you stirring up trouble…not here…we have a nice,
quiet little town.” “I’m not arrogant Charley…I want to teach these
kids something…and what the hell’s wrong with California anyway?”
Mr. Fields said in a strained tone. Mr. Robinson chuckled
sarcastically. “Good God…those nuts out there?…the fighting and the
protests…burning the flag…women burning bras…the drugs…kids
sleeping with each other like dogs…what’s wrong with
California?…what isn’t?” “Charley that’s not…” Mr. Robinson
interrupted him. “Frank…I don’t want to hear it…you want to have
that lecture series…you meet my approval on the content…or forget
it…understand?” “That your last word?” “Damned right it is.” “I’ll
go over your head…I mean it.” “Have at it…you won’t find the
commissioner any easier than I.” Mr. Fields didn’t respond but
stormed out of the office. Mr. Robinson called to his secretary.
“Carol?” She stood and walked to the his door. “Yes sir?” “Send a
note to the commissioner that I’ll be there for the meeting on
Friday…and tell’im that he’ll probly be getting a call from Fields…
you know…fill’im in…and let me know if and when he submits the
schedule for the lectures…you have to make sure he submits an
outline before the first one.” She nodded and began to turn away
when he called her again. “Oh…and get Molly Maddox’s file out…see
if she’s in any classes with that idiot.” “Yes sir.” She said with
a smirk then, turned to look at me, worried that the he was unaware
that I had heard his comment about Mr. Fields. She smiled, a little
embarrassed, then walked to the file cabinet by her desk and after
a few moments, pulled out a single manila folder. She opened and
began to read it as she returned slowly to the doorway of his
office. “Shesss in…one class with him…fifth period.” When she
finished reading, she looked up, waiting for his response. “Pull’er
out…put’er in something else… like… maybe something with Miss
Monterella…Molly always liked her.” “Yes sir.” She said, turning to
leave. “Carol…?” He called again. She turned back and looked at
him, eyebrows raised in a questioning gesture. “Do it now.” “Yes
sir.” She turned and went back to her desk. After manipulating a
few papers, she stood and left the office. A few moments later, Mr.
Robinson appeared in his doorway, wiping his glasses with a
handkerchief, glaring at me with a fatherly scorn. He walked over
and sat down next to me and took a deep breath. “Well Mr.
Holloway…what do we do with you?” “I’m sorry sir…I was just…” I
started, but he was not about to listen to any of my nonsense.
“Frankie…look…there’s going to be a lot of this kind of thing
creeping into the town…all these idiots in California and New York
City…Detroit.” He said with emphasis. “They all think they’re so
enlightened…the drugs and all the self-indulgence…its hedonistic…
they’re just destroying the culture and the system which produces
all the things they claim to want…you really want to be part of
that kind of stupidity?” I looked down and sighed. “No sir…I’m
sorry.” I said in genuine contrition. He leaned back in his chair.
“This Barecci and…what’s his name?…Kulis?…they’re already
lost…their parents don’t care apparently…not like yours…you
know…your folks are good people…the kind we want and need in this
town…we need to maintain the culture here…it’s a great place to
live…ya know?” He said in a friendly tone, turning to look at me as
if speaking to an equal. I smiled. “Yes sir.” “Look…I’ll make you a
deal…we’ll forget about it this time…but I want your word that you
won’t get mixed up in this kind of thing again…ok?” He said,
offering his hand. I shook it and he looked at me over his reading
glasses, an image which seemed to impart urgency. “I have your
word?” He asked, branding upon the fabric of my awareness and sense
of my own character, the symbol of the value of the agreement to
which I was about to submit and the disgrace associated with its
abrogation. “Yes sir.” I said, confident in my ability to withstand
any future temptations. We shook and then stood. He slapped me on
the back and turned to return to his office. “Get on back to
class.” “Thanks Mr. Robinson.” I said, while walking to the door,
but he didn’t answer. I made it back to my next class for the last
ten minutes, after which I walked into the cafeteria to find Pauly
and Bobby sitting at their usual table with three other boys, two
of whom I hadn’t yet met. “Frankie” Pauly said while nodding
slightly, his usual economy in the exchange of greetings, always
unaffected by any span of time which might pass between them.
“How’s it goin” I responded thinking that by stringing three words
together in a single greeting I might set him off balance for a
moment or two. He moved his books so I would have room to sit. “Hey
Bobby.” I said, reverting back to our standard brand of
pleasantries. He just nodded. I looked across the cafeteria to
where Molly was sitting before I took my seat. She was as always,
distracted by the crowd surrounding her, but somehow sensed my
presence and turned to see me. Our smiles grew together, hers I
thought, suggestive of a pleasure in seeing me, which was a great
relief, given my gaff on the railroad platform the Saturday before.
I stood there oblivious to all else until Pauly’s voice broke my
trance. “Sit down man… damn.” I turned to see the five of them
staring at me. When I looked back at Molly, she waved, knowing I
would have to sit down sooner or later. I waved back and took my
seat. “We’re gonna meet downtown on Friday.” Pauly said, more like
an instruction than an offer to get together. “Cool…the drug
store?” “Yeah.” “Jim and Craig Saunders.” Bobby pointed to the two
boys sitting at our table. “Hey.” I said. They nodded in unison. I
figured that if these two were Pauly’s and Bobby’s friends, they
were probably used to one word sentences. Pauly sat quietly staring
at a big kid sitting three tables away who was getting
progressively louder as he put ever greater effort into belittling
some smaller boy. “Who’s that?” I asked, glaring at him in disgust.
Pauly said nothing, keeping his gaze directly on the bully. Bobby
looked at Pauly and then turned to me and responded. “Cobb…moved
into the boarding house a week ago…him an’is old man.” “Guy’s a
real jerk.” I said, watching him as he became more and more
aggressive. “He’s a punk” Bobby returned in a tone of satisfaction
at the act of disparaging him. “He’s a senior right?” I asked,
hoping that he wouldn’t wind up in any proximity to me during the
day. “Yeah.” Pauly replied dryly, glaring at Cobb. “He’ll get
drafted…get’is ass shot off.” I offered, thinking that would
relieve some of the building tension. “Not soon enough” Bobby said.
“Who’s the little guy” Pauly turned and looked at me, then back.
“Hey, Jimmy…sit over here.” He shouted to the boy being taunted,
who responded quickly, grabbing his books and tray, afraid to move
on his own but feeling safe somehow to leave at Pauly’s command. As
the boy took his seat at our table, Cobb glared angrily at Pauly,
resentful of his intrusion. Pauly’s expression was typically devoid
of emotion, which seemed to be very disconcerting to Cobb, judging
from his reactions. I suspected there would be a fight before we
left the cafeteria. “Mind your business Telesco.” Cobb grunted.
Pauly said nothing, but continued to look directly at him. There
was an odd intensity in his stare, consequent I think of its
constancy. The kids sitting at the tables between them fell silent,
looking back and forth between the two, worried about what appeared
to be a fight in the making, an inevitable outcome of such an
exchange continuing. Though none could have known of Cobb, he being
so new to the town, they all knew of Pauly and of what he seemed
capable, though most had never seen him in such a circumstance, but
the mystery surrounding him was a part of the very identity of the
town and awareness of everyone who lived there. The young boy was
smiling at Pauly, for whom it was obvious he had a great deal of
respect, not unlike everyone else who knew him. Grateful to his
saviour, he offered him his soda, but said nothing. Pauly looked at
him for a moment then snapped… ”eat!...glaring at the boy who
obliged, quickly consuming the rest of his lunch. “Pauly?” I said,
determined to defuse the situation, knowing that Pauly was not the
type to back down, regardless of the size and apparent capability
of his foe. He turned to look at me, ready to respond to my desire
for his attention, but the bell rang for classes and the entire
cafeteria rose to leave, slightly out of phase, rolling along like
a wave on the ocean, that is, everyone except for Pauly, Bobby and
me. The young boy stood and grabbed his books. “Thanks Pauly” He
said as he moved quickly to leave before being cut off from the
exit by Cobb. “Forget it.” Pauly said as the boy feathered his way
into the crowd, making for the doors. The Saunders brothers then
got up and followed, Jim tapping Pauly on the shoulder as he
passed, who reacted with a small nod in his direction, then turned
to look at me, realizing that I had not finished asking him my
question. Neither Pauly or Bobby seemed at all worried about
remaining to become a target of Cobb, should he choose to engage
them then and there. I realized then that Pauly had no fear, not of
Cobb or of anyone. It was not I thought for any notions he had of
himself as to his prowess in a physical confrontation, but rather
some deeper understanding of his lot and purpose in life, whatever
that happened to be. He knew something, something that none of the
rest of us did and I wanted to know what it was.

Bobby leaned on the table watching me as I
gathered the wherewithal to make the request they both knew was
coming. I was tense, as if I were going to ask my dad if I could
take the car for the first time, his most prize possession. “I
wanted to ask ya…this dance…I…I want to ask Molly” A big grin
formed slowly on his face, which made me feel much more at ease. I
didn’t think a smile like that, something he so rarely mustered,
could be followed by a “no.” “I know” He answered, still grinning.
I said nothing for a few moments, hoping he would, but he was
determined that I should suffer some through the process in so much
as I seemed intent on making myself. “Ya think…ya think she’d go
with me?” He looked at Bobby and smiled, then back at me. “Yeah…I
do.” I couldn’t control my smile of joy at his answer. If anyone
would know her feelings it would be Pauly. “Really?” “Don’t be such
a dork Holloway.” Pauly said as Bobby laughed. I waited another
moment to see if he would suggest anything. “So I should ask’er?”
“Yeah, but not now…this weekend.” “But…but. what if someone else
asks’er first…like this week?” The worry I felt of the danger of
waiting must have been obvious in my expression because Pauly’s
smile disappeared. “No one else’s gonna ask her man.” He said in a
kind of quiet, confident tone. “How can you be so sure no one’s
gonna ask her…I mean she’s so…” He interrupted with visible
impatience. “What’d I just say?…just be cool…this weekend.” His
tone was so matter of fact that my fear of the prospect of a missed
opportunity evaporated. “Yeah…this weekend” I said meekly. “There’s
issues…just wait.” He offered as reassurance. “Yeah…cool…thanks.”
“Come on…let’s go.” They got up first to leave, passing through the
door of the cafeteria into the corridor before I did, as I stopped
for a moment to rearrange my books which were falling out of my
grip. When I made it through the door I saw Cobb standing a little
down the corridor with two other bullies I had seen in action the
week before. Pauly and Bobby waited for me to catch up after which
we walked in unison, which was our habit, a product of compatible
attitudes and understandings of each other. As we passed Cobb he
made a comment about Pauly to his companions. Pauly ignored it
completely and we walked on. After we had made it about thirty feet
down the hall, Cobb called to him. “Hey Telesco…better watch it
man.” He and his friends laughed, but Pauly didn’t react. I turned
to look at him while we were walking, confused as to why he would
take such abuse delivered in front of so many people. Everyone in
the hall had stopped to watch when they heard Cobb’s voice, an
almost undetectable moan revealing their fear for him, should he
incite Pauly to action. “There’s a time for everything
Frankie…there’s a time for dealing with the likes of him…this ain’t
it.” He said, turning to face me, continuing down the hall quietly
and confidently as if it were already all arranged. Cobb did not
cease to try to provoke him, each attempt more extreme than the
previous, but again, Pauly did not react. Finally, when he had
reached the point of shouting, Pauly stopped and turned slowly to
face him at which he fell silent, a confused and anxious look on
his face. The crowd froze in place, their silence a chilling
context for the confrontation of wills as the force of each was
transmitted somehow across the expanse of the corridor. Not a sound
could be heard. It seemed an eternity before Pauly broke his gaze,
turned and continued on toward our classes with Bobby and me in
tow.

Thursday passed in usual fashion except for
Cobb’s continued indulgence in his favorite pastime, that of
taunting those smaller or weaker than he. At lunch he had another
run in with Pauly though again, it never extended beyond a short
verbal exchange, limited though Pauly’s response was. It was
obvious that Cobb was prodding him, testing his limits, but Pauly
was not to be managed. He would make his own time and place for the
settling of such matters, on his own terms and the consequences
would likely be as stark as his manner was dry. It was odd I
thought, that even Bobby and I didn’t know the full extent of the
price Cobb would pay if he persisted in probing the ends of Pauly’s
patience and none knew him better.

Monday and Thursday being our traditional TV
nights at home, we gathered around the set after dinner with snacks
mom had made earlier that day, sis and I enduring the news which
came on before the Honey Mooners. Though I never really liked the
Jackie Gleason show, finding it far too slapstick and repetitive to
be funny, it was a thrill to watch almost anything on television.
Static from weak broadcast signals and the reception of only two
stations did nothing to diminish the experience. At that time it
was only a recently, readily affordable technology to the middle
class and one that just seemed too amazing to be accessible to the
average person. The news began with the story of the missing girl,
Lisa, Molly’s friend. Her parents were interviewed and pleaded for
their daughter’s safe return while the police offered to accept
calls from anyone who might have some information as to her
whereabouts. “Good heavens John…who would do such a thing…no one
from around here…I thought we left that kind of thing behind in the
city.” Mom said, disgusted at the report. “Pass me the coffee
honey?” He said leaning over to take it from her. “People commit
crimes everywhere Laurane…just a lot more of it in the city…did you
think this area would be completely immune?” He said in an
instructive manner, leaning back in the couch, which faced the TV
set. “Yes.” She answered firmly. He looked at her surprised. “Why?”
“I’m not sure…it’s the town I guess…I just feel so…so…safe…like
everyone here is so…” She turned and looked at dad, confused that
she could not find the words, having thought I suppose that they
would come readily to her as a product of the effect of our new
life in Cedarville. “I don’t know John…there’s something going on
here…something different.” Dad looked inquisitively at her and
said…”What?” Mom shook her head in dismissal of his question. Dad
smiled. “It’s a great town Laurane…but there‘re other people out
there too…what about the people in North Winfield or Columbia?”
“That poor girl…her poor parents… do you think they’ll find her?”
Mom asked, suspecting that they would not, hoping for some measure
of hope in dad’s estimation. He looked at her an shook his head no.
“Daddy?…where is the girl?” Sis asked. “No one knows yet
sweetie…they’re trying to find her now.” He answered gently. “Why
did they take her?” “No one knows that yet either.” “Oh.” She said,
satisfied, having reached her level of tolerance of adult
conversation. “Damned cat.” Mom growled quietly but contemptuously,
pulling a wad of Iggy’s hair off of the arm of her chair. “He’s not
a fish Laurane, he’s going to shed a little.” She turned to him and
said sternly… “He’s…disrespectful.” Dad turned to her with an
incredulous look, “Baby…he’s a cat!” I waited for a few moments
then said….”She was one of Molly’s best friends.” Dad and mom
turned to look at me, a little surprised but said nothing. “Her
name is Lisa….she was on her way to visit Molly when she
disappeared.” Mom turned and stared at dad, who sat back in his
seat and waited for me to continue. “She and Molly shared a charm
bracelet…was Molly’s turn to wear it…t’s part of the reason she was
coming.” “There seems to be no end to the pain for that child.” Dad
said, sighing and shaking his head then turned back to finish
watching the news. Mom pulled another clump of hair from the chair.
Her expression soured as she shook her head and whispered
something. I watched her, smiling to myself, surprised in my
growing awareness of the complexities and idiosyncrasies of her
personality, of which until then I had been too young to discern. I
wondered if Molly had such traits. Perhaps all women did I
thought.

The honeymooners finished and sis and I went
up to our rooms. After completing my homework, I got ready for bed,
thinking about the missing girl, wondering how greatly Pauly, Bobby
and Molly felt her loss. The picture of the parents pleading for
her life haunted me as I tried to fall asleep. I could not imagine
the pain of wondering of Molly’s fate were their positions
reversed. It was plain that it would not be something I could
survive and I prayed that I would never be subject to such a test
in my life, especially concerning her. I tossed and turned all that
night, burdened with an indefinable anxiety consequent of having
entertained those fears, but there was something else, something
wrong, a feeling of fear whose quality I was unable to define but
which like a thread woven randomly through the fabric of my
awareness, the hint of evil made itself known.

Friday came and Pauly and Bobby and I agreed
to meet in the newly reopened break area, a small courtyard behind
the main building surrounded by three of the outer walls of
classroom corridors, all lined with windows. I suffered through the
next two classes, having had great difficulty concentrating,
depressed for having had no contact with Molly to that point. A
gaze, a smile, any recognition would have given me the wherewithal
to pass the day with some measure of enthusiasm. I made it to the
courtyard, moping all the way and took a seat in about the middle,
facing the door by which Pauly and Bobby would arrive, watching
through the windows for them as the crowds passed. I don’t know
what I was feeling except that I was sick of all the secrets and
posturing which kept me from her, the odd protocol which I didn’t
understand, which was so foreign to any idea I had of what would
govern my relations with other kids. I wanted the freedom to seek
her out when I wished, which of course was all the time. After a
few minutes of selfish and resentful notions over Pauly’s
interference in our affairs, I spotted her walking down the hall,
this time with only one other girl, Suzy, her best friend. My gut
was tight with anticipation and worry that she might not come into
the court yard. As she passed, each teacher standing in the door of
his class to usher in those less than enthusiastic attendees,
noticing her, extended a hand to touch her cheek or to stroke her
hair in a gesture of affection. Their initial sour expressions,
indicative of their displeasure with certain of their unresponsive
students turned quickly to smiles at the sight of her. She smiled
in return, slowing to respond to greetings and questions. It seemed
that no one could let her pass without some expression of pleasure
at her presence.

My heart was beating hard against the wall of
my chest as I watched her pass through the door, resisting with
great effort the urge to call to her. She didn’t see me and walked
with her friend to the far side of the courtyard, obviously a
favorite seat from pre-renovation times. A group of three girls and
two boys who were among the cool crowd, were teasing two other
girls who were apparently unworthy in their estimation of even
minimum consideration. Unaware of the activity she was about to
interrupt, Molly continued on a course directly for them as she
made her way toward her usual seat. I watched, amazed yet again at
the effect of her mere presence on others. As she arrived within
ear shot, the teasing stopped completely and the group fell silent,
each looking up at her with a smile, none willing to risk her
disappointment in them for their unkind play. Molly stopped to talk
to them for a few moments and then continued on, greeted with
smiles and gestures by everyone, as she made her way through the
crowd. As proud as I was to be someone for whom she had any
affection in light of her goodness, I still carried feelings of
jealousy and resentment at their solicitations of her attention.
Again my heart and mind were filled with anger at their familiarity
with her, something I wanted for myself alone. I would deny them
that if I could, a thought which haunted me for I knew it defined
the disparity of the quality of us each as individuals.

I began to wonder why Pauly and Bobby were so
late by that time, but I was pleased enough for that moment to be
so close to her. I watched intently as she talked with her friend
and then those who began to gather around them. In only a few
minutes her table was full as were all those adjacent to it, all
sitting facing her, trying to take part in the conservation in
which she tried to include them all. My eyes were fixed on her
alone, taken with every movement and mannerism. The funny little
way she laughed, they way she tilted her head just before she
flicked her long wavy hair away from her cheek and her crooked
little smile all struck so directly at every notion I had of
feminine beauty in a measure which defied even my understanding. I
thought then sitting there, that if I knew that no one else could
have her, even if she could not be mine, I might be happy enough
just admiring her from a afar. I sat and watched, and dreamed.

Cobb had come into the courtyard out of my
notice and was sitting at the opposite corner from Molly. He was
soon again involved in the torture of another, this time a chubby
young girl, who was sitting with her friend, bothering no one. His
insults grew progressively louder until most of those within thirty
feet of him were looking in his direction, a few laughing at his
jokes, a few joining in with comments of their own. But the
majority, who were disgusted with his performance, were far too
afraid to say anything. No one came to her rescue and I am sad to
say, neither did I. The weight of his attack eventually took its
toll and she began to cry. At that, for the most fleeting of
moments, I considered doing something until I saw Molly, who was
watching from her seat, horrified at the display, get up and move
quickly to sit with the girl. The back area of the courtyard grew
silent as she passed. With everyone watching, she talked quietly
with her at first then took her in her arms, hugged her and began
to whisper something in her ear. After a few moments Molly leaned
back a little to look into her eyes and with a smile stopped the
tears and inspired a giggle. A few minutes later the giggles turned
to laughter and the two hugged again. Fascinated by the spectacle,
I scanned those around her to see the few who had taken part in the
taunting of the girl, who then feeling embarrassed at their
weakness and cruelty turned away from the scene and talked quietly
amongst themselves, their forced expressions unable to hide their
shame.

Soon the comments, which were moving back and
forth through that part of the courtyard, reached Cobb who became
visibly angry at her disruption of his play, but he didn’t react
and only glared at Molly, who after a while, returned to her seat.
I wondered why he didn’t say anything, something I would have moved
to stop, having been willing to brave anything for her. Then
feeling a presence behind me, I turned to see Pauly standing
quietly staring at Cobb with Bobby at his side. “Where were ya”
“Had ta look inta something” Pauly said. The two sat at my table.
“This guy’s needs ta get his ass kicked.” Pauly looked at me. “He
will.” “When?” “Soon.” He said as he continued to stare blankly at
Cobb. I turned and looked at Molly again, back with her friends and
already involved in some discussion obviously unrelated to the
event with the girl to whom she had just so kindly given comfort.
“She’s somethin ain’t she?” Pauly said, a little smile of
admiration escaping the barrier of his always willed seriousness.
“Oh God yeah.” I said with a sigh. As we were watching her, after a
few moments, she turned to see us. At first with a confused
expression, she hesitantly raised her hand to wave, but then
smiled, as if deciding that our reasons for watching her were
unimportant. I waved back but Pauly only smiled. They were so
close, there was no need to wave or say hello. I had even
considered at times that they could read each other’s thoughts and
emotions. She turned back to her discussion with her friends.
“Damn.” I said, disappointed that she demonstrated no desire to
come to talk with me or to invite me over to be with her. Pauly
looked at me. “Don’t sweat it man.” I looked at him. “She ain’t
gonna come over and see you while she’s with her friends and we’re
here.” I looked at him confused. “Damn Frankie…you’re thick
sometimes.” He said with a snicker. Bobby chuckled. “She only has
so much time for people man…ya think she should snub them over
there so she can come talk to you?” The sneer on his face warned
that I should think carefully about how I might answer. I hung my
head a little. “No…guess I just get jealous.” “Don’t know anybody
who wouldn’t be” Pauly said, reassuringly. “Don’t know anybody who
isn’t.” “I know I shouldn’t.” “T’s not what you feel Frankie, t’s
what you do with it that matters…feelings change after a while…with
the way you think.” I looked up at him again with an embarrassed
but relieved smile. He smirked and said…“Just be cool man…you’ll
have her to yourself more than you think.” “Thanks.” He turned back
toward Cobb, who let out a loud, boorish laugh as he and his
friends continued their practice of entertaining themselves at
someone else’s expense. “What the hell’s he like that for?” I
asked, amazed at the pleasure he derived from the taunting of
others. “Got nothing inside…you should feel sorry for’im.” I looked
up at him surprised. “That’s what she’d do.” He said nodding toward
Molly, my expression confused because of the intense hatred I felt
in my heart for Cobb. He smirked and turned back to look at Cobb
again. “You’ll get it eventually.” I said nothing for a moment and
then decided I wouldn’t try to understand what he meant, at least
not then and there. “Well…it’d feel better if somebody kicked his
ass.” “You could take care of’im.” “I’ll take’im on…if he…” Pauly
interrupted me. “So would Bobby…so would most of the guys in the
school…most of the guys in the town.” I glared at him, frustrated
at the prospect to which he was alluding, that I was not unique to
her. “Pauly, I…” He smiled and interrupted again. “I know.” He said
calmly. “ ‘N so does she…its cool…stop worryin.” With my object
lesson of the day over, the bell rang and the courtyard emptied
quickly, Pauly, Bobby and I remaining until everyone had gone.
Molly smiled at the three of us and to my dismay, directed special
attention to Pauly, which I thought at that time, illuminated my
place in the hierarchy of her affections. But that only made me
more determined than ever to win her heart.

We left and finished our last few classes,
having arranged to meet after by the administration offices at the
front of the school. I made it there first, just before Pauly. When
Bobby finally arrived, we went outside and sat on one of the
benches to the side of the front courtyard and talked about the
weekend, what was happening in the war and the letters Pauly’s
brother had sent home. We all knew we were going. The war effort
was being scaled up and it was just a matter of time. The subject
dampened our mood, as it always had, but from time to time, it
needed to be discussed as a kind of psychological preparation for
the inevitable receipt of that “letter of greetings” from Uncle
Sam.

Molly had come out without our knowing. I saw
her first, standing with several girls about one hundred feet away.
I stared at her as I always did, marveling at her manner, which I
found so bewitching, having apparently drifted in my awareness,
inspiring Pauly to shove me so hard I almost fell off of the bench.
I turned to see him smiling. “What?”? “What’re ya doin man?”
“Just…watchin.” I said in a kind of pout. “Your pathetic.” He
laughed nudging Bobby. I laughed too and looked down, leaning
forward, elbows on my knees, hunching over in an attempt to
suppress my frustration. Suddenly a pair of worn shoes I knew well
entered my view of the concrete at my feet. She was so delicate in
her manner I hadn’t heard Molly approach. “Hi.” She said, the
sweetness of her voice shocking in the contrast of its gentleness.
I looked up slowly to see her smiling face as a rush of heat spread
throughout my body, reaching my fingers and toes and then
reflecting back to my chest. “Uh…hi.” I said, tripping over my own
tongue. Her smile became brighter. “Hi Pauly, Bobby.” “Hey Molly.”
They both said almost in unison. “What are you guys doing?”
“Nursing Frankie here through some trouble times.” Bobby said. They
both laughed, which caught the attention of some of those in the
crowd near us, all of whom were discussing quietly what it might be
that had inspired yet another spirited exhibition from Pauly. Molly
turned back to me smiling. “Don’t let them get to you.” “I won’t.”
I said, turning to snarl at Pauly who was still laughing. He
eventually stopped and looked up at Molly. “Your mom still working
at library?” “Yes…she almost has enough.” She replied, smiling and
proud of whatever the achievement was she had suggested. “I didn’t
see her there yesterday …she sick?” “Uhm…no, just…had to take a day
off.” Her expression became a little strained as she searched for
the right words. “Yeah.” Pauly said with a nod as if to say he
understood. “Suzy’s having a party next Friday…are you guys going?”
“Yeah…we’ll be there.” Pauly said. Bobby just nodded and smiled.
“You too right?” “Oh yes…sister’s coming too.” She said smiling,
then turning to me. “Frankie, will you be there?” “Yeah sure.” I
said, while looking into her eyes with an expression of affection
and excitement at the prospect of being there with her. “Good.” She
looked delighted, which I hoped was a product of the thought of
being with me. “Suzy’s the blonde girl you sit with at lunch?” I
asked. She started to answer but Pauly interrupted. “Yeah…you
saw’er the other day.” “Hey Molly!” One of her girl friends called
from where they had been standing. She turned to see and then back
to look directly at me. “See ya.” She said urgently. We all said
goodbye at the same time, but a bit out of synch. She turned and
started back with a little skip in her first step which changed
quickly to a graceful sway of the body of a beautiful woman, the
elegance of whose form determined the character of its movement.
She had just reached her friends when what I had feared would
happen, did. “Ah great.” I said almost to myself as the doors to
the school flung open violently. Cobb and his two friends existed
the building and stood scanning the crowd as if military commanders
fresh from a coup. Having not seen us sitting off to the side, they
walked slowly through the quickly growing crowd and stopped a few
feet from Molly and her friends to talk to four other boys who were
standing nearby and estimated as easy recruits for their cruel
games. I watched as Cobb looked back and forth between Molly and
his friends as if deciding whether or not to address her. I
adjusted my posture in my seat that I might be ready to move
quickly to her rescue if required. “Be cool.” Pauly said, already
watching closely, his manner relaxed. “Hey Maddox!” Cobb shouted,
unnecessarily loud for the distance between them. Molly turned,
startled, to see Cobb looking directly at her. “Come’ere…I got
something for ya.” His accompanying gesture was disgusting and
caused her to turn quickly away with an embarrassed expression. He
laughed, looking back at his companions for approval. “Pauly?” I
said, worried. “Not yet.” He said, his eye fixed on Cobb, his
expression that of one whose accounting of events would inspire him
to act when some predetermined measure of effect had been reached.
It was because of his demeanor on that day that I first felt afraid
of Pauly. I realized to my surprise that I pitied the target of his
righteous anger. Cobb looked over at her again. “Maddox!” Molly
hesitated for a moment but then turned again to look at him. He was
laughing, making another crass gesture, which caused her again to
turn away and direct her friends to another spot across the
courtyard to a bench by a huge tree near the street. Cobb said
something to his friends we couldn’t hear and then walked defiantly
over to where Molly was sitting. “Hey Maddox, I told you I got
something for ya.” She stood to leave. “Johnny please…please…stop.”
Her friends and the majority of kids who were witnessing the event
began to curse him and insist that he leave Molly alone, but he
only laughed, raising the back of his hand as if he were going to
strike her. “What’s a matter Maddox…you’re a little whore from what
your old man says.” “Come on.” She said to her friends who stood to
leave with her. Cobb grabbed her by the hair as she turned to walk
away and forcefully pulled her toward him. As she fell back, he let
her go, laughing hysterically. Everyone in the courtyard moaned and
then fell silent at the sight of what he had done. By then, Pauly
and I had already risen and begun to walk with urgency toward them,
along with five other boys who had been watching who were
approaching from the side. Bobby followed close behind. In moments
we arrived to stand behind Cobb. Sensing someone, he turned to see
Pauly standing closely, Bobby and I immediately to either side. He
was initially a little shocked but quickly regained his posture of
arrogance. “What’dya want Telesco.” “Molly…go on.” Pauly said
calmly without turning his gaze from Cobb. “Pauly?” “Now Molly.” He
said firmly. At that she picked up her books and left, her friends
only too eager to follow. Then Pauly turned to the boys who had
come to protect her. “Thanks man…we got it” They all slowly turned
and left, four walking back to where they had been standing before,
while the fifth one walked over to stand with Molly and her friends
to the side of the court yard by the sports fields. Pauly turned
back to Cobb, looking him directly in the eyes, saying nothing for
a few moments as the courtyard became alive with whispers while
everyone watched, not knowing what to expect. “I’ll never tell ya
this again…” He said firmly but quietly as if he were determined
that no one around us hear what he had to say. Cobb stared back at
him with a defiant smirk. “Yeah…what.” He chuckled sarcastically,
but his eyes began to betray some measure of caution in his
reaction. In addition to Pauly’s emotionless, matter of fact
manner, which greatly suggested an unlikelihood of mere posturing
and rather the threat of calculated retribution, he was as big as
Cobb, though two years younger. “Don’t ever…ever…put your hands on
Molly Maddox again.” “Yeah…I’ll…” Cobb began but Pauly interrupted.
“You’ve been warned.” He said with an edge as sharp in the intent
he meant to impart as it was absent from his tone. He said nothing
else, but stared into the eyes of his adversary with a cold and
unforgiving expression of total commitment to a threat implied in
his warning, sufficiently suggestive but still vague enough to
inspire fear of what its actually quality and measure might be.
Cobb’s arrogant demeanor evaporated and it was clear that he was
afraid. It was likely that he had heard about how serious Pauly was
and that he never threatened idly. So he said nothing, probably
feeling no need to risk any sort of provocation in that Pauly had
been so quiet, it was unlikely anyone else had heard the exchange.
After waiting some proper amount of time that his threat be taken
as unequivocal, Pauly turned to leave. Bobby and I followed,
maintaining our positions on either side of him as we walked back
toward Molly who watched, an expression of fear on her face for the
potential for violence the circumstance inspired as well as a
gratitude for all who had come to her rescue. Pauly slowed for a
few moments in his gate to watch a white van make its way down the
road toward Miller’s pond.

The boy who had gone over to stand with her
started over to meet us. Pauly stopped to talk to him as Molly and
her friends watched. “Thanks man…appreciate it.” Pauly offered as
he shook his hand. “Yeah, no problem.” He turned to leave to rejoin
his friends, but before he started out, Molly, who had moved close
to him put her hand on his arm. He stopped and turned to face her.
“Thank you.” She said, looking a little at a loss as to how to show
her full appreciation. “Tell them for me too?” She asked meekly,
looking momentarily toward his friends who were watching from a
distance. “Be careful Molly.” He took and squeezed her hand, then
turned and walked away. She turned to Pauly, put her arms around
his neck and hugged him, holding on to him for several moments in a
display of great affection. “Thank you Pauly… thank you so
much…again.” Then she walked to Bobby and hugged him, saying
nothing but as she let him go she smiled at him in a particular
manner he seemed to understand. When she put her arms around my
neck she held me tightly and whispered in my ear. “Oh Frankie…I’m
so sorry.” She let go of me and stepped back, her expression one of
shame. Surprised, I opened my mouth to ask for what she was
apologizing when a car horn sounded. She turned to see her mother
waiting to take her home. “Thank you all so much…bye.” She said
looking at each of us in turn, then grabbed her things and ran to
the car. A little confused, I turned to Pauly who was staring at me
in a way one might if trying to discern the effect of a
circumstance or event. He grinned at me in a kind of admiration.
“Come on.” He said and turned to lead the way. We followed him back
to the bench to get our things where they waited while I found sis
and then we all started the walk home. Talking and joking on the
way, we never mentioned the confrontation with Cobb, which was very
uncharacteristic for boys our age, fresh from the success of a show
down of wills. As we arrived at the entrance to the mill fields, we
stopped to decide on our next meeting. “Downtown?” I asked, finally
understanding it as a ritual and not a particular plan. “Yeah…
’bout four.” Bobby said. “Cool.” They turned and marched off down
the mill fields road. “You really like her.” Sis said in a serious
manner, indicating a level of maturity and concern I had not ever
seen in her before and had not expected then. “Yes…a lot.”
“Everybody talks about her all the time…she’s really nice…and
pretty.” “Yeah…I know.” Finally a confidant old enough to
understand and yet still so young as to not be prone to lecture or
give advice, I enjoyed talking to sis all the way home as to how I
planned to make Molly mine.

When we arrived at the house, the smell of
new paint was overwhelming. I didn’t bother to look, knowing that
the kitchen was the target of mom’s latest obsession. We went
immediately upstairs, got ready for dinner and came down to the
usual semi-formal affair mom always tried to make of it on Fridays.
“Sit, sit, sit.” She said, making room for the potatoes on the
table, enlisting sis to assist her in waitressing the meal. Dad sat
in his usual quiet manner just watching in amazement as mom
puttered about, rambling on about this and that, not requiring that
anyone listen, but only that she not be stopped. Every so often dad
punctuated her remarks with a classic “yes dear”, lubricating her
capacity to continue for another twenty minutes. After grace, we
began the usual question and answer period. “So how was school?”
“Fine.” I responded, hoping to not have to elaborate. She just
wouldn’t understand any of the stories involving Pauly and Bobby,
which were the only I had to tell. “And you baby?” Sis was all
smiles. “It was good…Matty wants me to sleep over next Friday…can
I?” “May I dear.” “May I?” Mom looked at dad who nodded yes.
“Ok…I’ll work it out with Mrs. Madeson.” “Frankie…have you asked
you little friend to the dance?” “Mom!” I growled. Dad giggled.
“What…what?” She said looking at dad with surprise. “Gees woman…his
little friend…he’s not eight Laurane.” He laughed, holding his
napkin to his mouth to try to hide his amusement. “Oh don’t take
yourselves so seriously…honestly.” She said disgusted. “Yes…I’m
gonna ask her tomorrow.” “I hear nothing but wonderful things about
this Molly.” Mom said, looking satisfied with her assessment of the
matter. “You know I met her John…and I have to say…she’s an
enchanting child…there’s just something about her.” I had never
seen mom so taken with anyone, but was glad to know that she could
see it too. Really?” Dad asked. “Where’d you meet her?” “At the
hair salon…apparently she works there sometimes to help her
mother…the child has two after school jobs…can you imagine…and
she’s only fifteen.” “Impressive.” “But…” Mom began, but then
stopped. “Laurane?” She looked up at him with a curious expression,
as if she were not certain what it was she wished to say. “In her
eyes…something I…I saw…” “Babe…what’s the matter?” She shook her
head in resignation that she would not continue. “Nothing.” Dad
turned to me. “Things are going well with you and her son?”
“Yeah…so far…Pauly’s kind of a…well he kinda keeps me from her
during the week.” “Really…why’s that?” “Not sure…but it’s not like
he doesn’t want me to be with’er…I think he arranges for me to see
her on Saturdays.” “That’s strange.” He said as he took a bite of
his food. “I’ve heard good things about him too…bit of a mystery
though…but he’s a good boy…I’m glad you have such nice friends
Frankie…a far cry from that bunch in Detroit.” Mom said, now
convinced she had been vindicated in her dislike of my old cohorts.
Dad looked at her amused and then to me with a smile. “He’s real
careful about her…real protective.” I continued. “Well that’s good
son…she seems a fine girl as your mother says…in these times…should
have someone looking out for her.” I was glad to hear that he
approved. His opinions always seemed to become standards for me by
which I judged everything, as if he were incapable of error. “What
if she says no?” Sis said laughing. “Nancy!” Mom snapped. “Got a
feelin… kinda from what Pauly said.” “What’s that son?” Dad asked,
leaning back in his chair ready take on the complexities of this
discussion of women and love, in his mind his fatherly duty I
supposed. “I told him I wanted to ask’er…ya know…if it was ok and
everything…he said yeah…but only on the weekend… tomorrow.” “So?”
“Well, then I said I wanted to ask’er during school cause I was
afraid of someone else askin’er first…an he said no one’s gonna ask
her…like it was a already arranged.” “Hmmm…well, maybe asking her
on weekend is more…romantic…private for the two of you…maybe he
wants that for her…you said she’s always surrounded by other kids
at school, right?”He raised his eyebrows as he always did when
posing something insightful or wise. It made perfect sense. I felt
relieved at the prospect that it was not some strange manipulation
of Pauly’s, some unnatural pleasure he derived from controlling her
and me. “Yeah…yeah, that makes sense.” I said nodding in approval
of his suggestion. “As for telling you that no one else’s going to
ask’er…sounds like he knows she wants to go with you…maybe word’s
gotten around.” He said almost as if a question. It was a thought
that made me swell with pride, that she might be so anxious to go
to the dance with me that she would have Pauly let it be known that
she was not to be asked by anyone else. “Yeah!” I said in a tone of
excited revelation. “It’s “yes” dear, not “yeah”.” Mom admonished.
“Yes mom.” I glanced at dad who was smirking at her targeting
skills. “Eat your potatoes dear.” Mom instructed sis, who was
building a mountain from them, with a little road down the side to
her plate. “Look, our neighborhood.” Sis said proudly. “Nancy, stop
playing with your food… John, there must be some way to help that
poor woman.” Mom said as she leveled Nancy’s creation with her
fork. “Eat sweetie.” She looked back pleadingly at dad. “Bill
Telesco told me that most of the store owners and some of the
people in town take care of her accounts every so often…have to be
crafty about it though…she’s pretty insistent on earning her
keep…but she’s very grateful…she’s working in some part time
job…library or something…but I doubt she’ll ever make enough fast
enough there.” “Well you help too.” Mom demanded as if it were an
obligation outside of the boundaries of choice. “I am Laurane …I
talked to Bill two days ago…with what every body’s planning to put
in next week…should pay off her electric and phone bills, keep the
car in gas, buy some food…maybe a few bucks left over.” “Well you’d
better…you men…if that bum isn’t going to take care of her…and
those two sweet, sweet girls…” Dad interrupted. “Laurane…relax…its
all set.” Dad looked at me and smiled. “Dad?” “Yes son?” “I’d kinda
like ta help out too.” He leaned forward, his elbows on the table
and looked at me with a thoughtful smile. “Well that’s wonderful
son…damned good of you…tell ya what…do a few things for me around
here and I’ll pay you…say…$2.50 an hour…k?” “Thanks dad…figured I
could get some part time work in town too maybe…s’that ok?” “Of
course.” Dad looked at mom who was smiling in approval. “I think
that’s wonderful Frankie.” She said, stroking Nancy’s hair and
smiling. Dad leaned back in his chair with a curious expression
then looked at mom and chuckled. “I’ve gotta tell you…there’s
something about this town…these people…its the damndest thing…and
it all seems to come back to this girl of Frankie’s.” Mom just
nodded, smiling. Dad turned to me, pausing several moments before
speaking, as if searching for words which would not prejudice my
answer. “Frankie…how do the other kids treat her?” I thought for a
moment before answering. “Like…like she’s a princess or
something…well…its more like…they’re afraid she’ll be disappointed
in them if they act like jerks…it’s hard…I can’t get near her when
we’re in school…everybody’s always around her…I mean lot’s of’em…it
makes me…I don’t know…they’re all really careful with her…all the
time…everybody…the grownups and the kids.” He thought for a few
more moments while staring at me, which made me very uncomfortable.
“And what about Pauly?” “T’s weird…its like everyone’s afraid of
him…but they like him…even the teachers…all the grownups.” “Do they
trust him?” “Yeah…uh…yes…whatever he says…its like they figure he
knows more than they do…sorta.” “Interesting.” Dad mumbled, turning
back to look at mom. “Nothing like the city eh Laurane?” They both
smiled and set back to finishing their dinners. “Ok if I go meet
the guys in town?” “Pauly and Bobby?” Dad asked, leaning back in
his chair authoritatively. “Yeah…yes.” I looked at mom who smiled
at my self-correction. “Sure.” He said, “Just get your chores done
first.” “Thanks .”

We finished dinner with small talk about the
town and school and how things were going with dad’s new invention,
some sort of epoxy which set up almost instantly upon being
contacted by the parts to be secured together. Then I excused
myself and set about my chores. After about a hour, I made for
town. I found Pauly and Bobby in the usually place, on the bench in
front of the drug store watching the girls walking with their
mothers, shopping and running errands. It always made me chuckle to
see how the mothers somehow sensed Bobby’s gaze, then with
suspicious expressions, moved their daughters to walk on the
opposite side of them to block his view. They all knew him and as I
would learn as time passed, also liked and respected him, but knew
well that the flowering of a young girl was to task even a noble
lad such as he.

These observations were a matter of great
interest to me later in life as my wife and I were raising our
daughter, those days and times when girls felt special being
protected, thinking of it as the greatest of compliments that they
were so treasured as to have their actions so strictly monitored.
It seemed odd to me at the time that this made us want them all the
more. As I approached, I noticed Cobb standing on the corner, which
was about half a block away, with two of the typical troublemakers
in the school. Neither lived in town but made the trip I suppose,
thinking it safer to temp the wrath of the establishment in other
than where they lived.

They were ridiculing those passing by, a
variation on their usual entertainment of a more focused
persecution in which they engaged during school. “Hey.” Pauly said
in typical fashion. “Hey…ya see that?” I nodded toward Cobb.
“Yeah…why?” He asked with a stern tone, challenging my assumption
that he was not aware of everything happening within the reach of
his concern. “Just…ya know…he’s gonna start trouble with somebody.”
“Probly.” He said without any evidence of concern for what should
be done about it. I found that disconcerting because I could not
shake the image and idea of him as someone who would not tolerate
injustices of a certain kind and measure, which Cobb seemed to
delight so in imposing on those weaker than he and who would, like
robin hood, leap into action to remedy the situation. “But… ” I
said, thinking I might suggest his responsibility in that regard,
as if it were his alone and not mine for some reason. “What d’ya
want me ta do Frankie?” “Well I thought…” I began but given the
sarcastic posture he had taken, decided not to finish. “You figure
its my job to kick’is ass right now? He said with a calm but
sarcastic tone. “Well…I…no…sorry.” I felt a little disappointed,
wanting to feel confident in him as a kind of saviour. “Yeah…no big
deal man.” He said with a cold authority.

I was quiet for a few moments, thinking.
Finally, I put the thought from my mind, taking comfort in my
previous estimation of him as one who would act when necessary and
with the degree of commitment to a remedy required by the
circumstance. This was his town, his area of influence I thought.
Cobb would soon come to appreciate that as well, in Pauly’s good
time of course. “Probly get drafted soon anyway… get his ass shot’n
do us all a favor.” Bobby said with a smirk. “See how tough he is
in the Nam.” “Yeah …we probly all will.” I said taking a seat at
the end of the bench. Pauly stared straight ahead at the people
passing by. “Yeah…well if that’s what’s in the card’s.” His quiet
comment was sobering in its qualification of my own. We sat and
talked for a while about girls, school and the town, always easy
topics, limited in scope, it being almost impossible to speak of
anything whose content involved the future in that we figured we
probably wouldn’t have one. Most of those we knew who had turned
eighteen were drafted soon after. Pauly and Bobby knew several who
wouldn’t be coming back and a few who probably wished they hadn’t.
So our discussions were confined to the past or the present
alone.

Suddenly the sound of motorcycles could be
heard in the distance, growing louder as they neared the center of
town. “Charter Oaks?” I asked, looking at Pauly. He just nodded,
leaning back in his seat on the bench. I could see most everyone on
the sidewalk turning to look nervously at their approach. It was
clear they were afraid, but more from their lack of familiarity
with the club’s members than of any particular knowledge of any
past actions by which they might have been judged as dangerous,
though they were surely that. Everyone froze in place as two men
pulled up into an empty parking space a hundred feet down from
where we were sitting. The sound of their engines coming to rest
was almost as imposing as that when running. The two dismounted and
walked slowly into the hardware store just in front of where they
had parked. They moved like kings walking down a palace corridor,
so sure of the lack of any need to be aware of their surroundings
that they did not once look to either side to see the effect they
had on those around them. Those in their path parted as they neared
the door. Once they were inside, everyone on the sidewalk resumed
his course, at that point a little reassured of the non violent
intentions of the two. “That Herc?” I asked, fascinated by the
contrast of their presence in such a calm, rural setting. “Yeah.”
Was all Pauly grunted, turning to look at a girl walking with her
mother down the sidewalk. “Molly’n her mom.” Bobby said looking
toward the park. Pauly and I both turned to see, but I moved as if
I were going to get up. Pauly grabbed my arm. “Sit down man…she’s
with’er mom…let’em shop.” Disappointed, I reacquired the comfort of
my earlier position, watching the two walking together arm in arm,
staring from time to time at the store windows, admiring and
talking about all the things they could never afford. Mrs. Maddox
appeared sad, discouraged I imagined that she could not give to
that child so precious to her even the most simple things which
most children take for granted. Molly was visibly diligent in her
attempts to her spare her mother’s feelings and to make her smile,
pointing to things in the window, making jokes and laughing. As we
watched them walk toward us, she stopped and kissed her mother on
the cheek, who then turned and hugged her little girl. I had to
fight the welling in my throat, not wishing to display too much
sensitivity to those most serious of my friends. Molly wanted those
things as much as any other young girl, the cloths, the makeup and
all the accessories, which were the means of the expression of
budding femininity. That want was made all the more poignant by her
sweetness and the generosity exhibited in her every interaction
with others. It tore at my heart to see her always in worn shoes
and cloths, which though neat and always clean, advertised their
age so prominently. It was so moving to see the innocence in
Molly’s sense of herself, how she would dress in her best and with
what little she had available to her and seem satisfied with how
she looked, even proud at times. But it would hurt me terribly to
see the sadness in her realization of the state of her appearance
when she found herself next to another girl who had all those nicer
things, at whom she would look not with envy, but longingly, that
she too might have even a few such trappings in her life. Knowing
her as I did, I knew that this was not only for her but that she
might make her mother proud as well, allowing her some freedom from
the feelings that she could not provide for her daughter whom she
loved so much. I was beginning to understand the pain of the love
of another. Far more than for yourself, it was for her and her pain
that you suffered and for her longings that you lamented. “Damn.”
Pauly said in disgust. I calculated the direction in which he was
looking and turned to find Archie Maddox approaching in his car
with Bob Cobb driving. “This ain’t good.” Both were scanning the
sidewalks for someone or something. “What’s he want?” Bobby said.
Pauly stood, then turned to face him. “Get my old man.” Bobby got
up and walked into the drug store. Soon he reappeared with Mr.
Telesco who spotted them immediately. “He just get here Pauly?”
“Yeah.” The car began to move faster as Archie caught sight of his
wife and daughter looking in a store window. “Pop…we gonna go
over?” Mr. Telesco’s gaze was fixed on Molly and her mother, ready
to react if needed. “No, not yet…if we get involved, he’ll take it
out on her…just be ready…see how drunk he is first…usually doesn’t
hit’er unless he’s drunk.” Stan Taylor had apparently been watching
from the window in the grocery and had seen Archie pull up. He came
out of the door, looked down at the two, now talking to Molly and
Mrs. Maddox then moved to stand with Mr. Telesco. “Stan.” Mr.
Telesco said quietly, continuing to monitor Archie’s actions.
“Bill.” Stan said, then turning to face Molly and her mother.
“Gonna take’er money again I guess.” Archie stood facing Molly and
Mrs. Maddox with his back to the street. Bill Cobb was on his left,
facing up the sidewalk in our direction, the arrogant smirk on his
face demonstrating clearly his delight with the prospect of their
mission. “Yeah….probably.” “Hey boys.” Stan said, leaning over a
little past Mr. Telesco to see us. “Mr. Taylor.” We all responded
in unison, watching and listening to the conversation between
Archie and his wife, which at the distance that separated us from
them, could just be heard. “How much ya got…I need it for gas and
food fer this job I got.” “Archie, please, I have to buy
groceries.” “Just gimme the money.” He growled, spit dripping from
the corner of his mouth. He had been drinking more heavily than
usual and was considerably more dangerous in that state. He tripped
and almost fell, caught by Cobb and returned to his balance.
“Daddy?” Molly said pleadingly. “Shut the hell up ya little whore!”
Molly took a small step back and cringed a little as Archie raised
his hand in a threat to hit her. “Archie, please.” Mrs. Maddox
cried, stepping between them in protection of her daughter. By then
a small crowd of shoppers had stopped to watch, shaking their heads
in disgust at the scene, but Archie didn’t care. I felt a hatred
welling up inside me as I mauled him over and over in my mind’s
eye. “Why don’t you get a job Archie Maddox and leave that poor
woman alone.” One of the women shouted. The crowd began to complain
in agreement. Archie wheeled around to face her and spit in her
direction, again almost falling, the look of hatred in his eyes
frightening to most of the women in the crowd. He slowly pointed
his finger at her and said, slobbering on himself…”You just
watch…watch what…watch you say you old bat…I’ll…cut your heart
out…feed it to the dogs…got it?” He began until Cobb grabbed him
and said…”Just get the money.” He turned back to Molly and her
mother. “Look, I ain’t gonna get this job without that money, now
gimme it…now!” Mrs. Maddox rummaged through her purse and pulled
out a fold of bills. Cobb laughed, hit Archie on the shoulder and
pointed in our direction. Archie smirked, made an obscene gesture
to us then turned to reach for the bills but Molly had moved in
between them in an attempt not to stop her from giving him the
money but to comfort her. He became extremely angry and began to
shout obscenities at the two of them then lunged for Molly, missing
her and knocking the bills out of Mrs. Maddox’s hand. Cobb reached
down and grabbed them as Archie turned to look in our direction.
“Your precious little…little angel…heh heh… eyah!...I’ll show you
all what I think of that little pig.” Mrs. Maddox and Molly backed
up quickly but were stopped in their escape by a store front. Cobb
laughed contemptuously, took off his belt and began to move toward
them to the gasps of the crowd, some of whom were positioning
themselves to come to act as a shield, everyone being certain that
this time they were going to attack. Archie looked down to take off
his belt, also laughing like a man intent on the fullest measure of
evil, but stopped when he heard Cobb’s laughter cease and the crowd
fall silent. It was so quiet we could have heard a pin drop.
Realizing that something was wrong, he looked slowly up to see Herc
and his man standing in the crowd across from them next to Mrs.
Maddox, their expressions as cold as ice. Herc slowly raised his
arm, placing his hand on the shoulder of a man who was readying
himself to confront Cobb and Archie. The man turned to see him then
slowly moved aside. There was a threat in his demeanor and in his
expression. Even I who had never before set eyes on him feared that
he likely placed few limits on his license to act and it was clear
that he was sufficiently moved by the threat to Molly and her
mother to indicate to Archie and Cobb that they were in grave
danger should they continue. There was death in his eyes and it was
clear that Archie could see it. I would later learn much about this
man in whose actions and words was imparted to me one of the
greatest lessons of my life.

Archie and Cobb froze in place, their anger
displaced by fear, their faces drawn and their eyes wide, both
aware just how close to the edge they were. The two backed up
slowly at first, then turned and quickly returned to their car and
sped away in the direction of the bar they frequented in the next
county. Herc and his man disappeared into the crowd as stealthfully
as they had appeared, the sound of their motorcycle engines
starting, causing everyone to again stop in place to watch them
depart, none having said a word of thanks, mostly out of fear
though gratitude was surely felt by all. It was only a look that
was necessary to stop what would have otherwise required physical
force from the others in the crowd. I wondered what kind of man he
was, this Herc and to what if any moral principles he subscribed.
It was not to be long before I would discover just how complex a
man he was.

Mr. Telesco and Mr. Taylor started to walk
toward Molly and her mother. I moved to go with them, but Pauly put
his arm on mine. “Don’t man…she’s embarrassed enough…let them
handle it.” “Yeah…sure… sorry…wasn’t thinking.” “T’s cool…just
relax…they’ve been doin this for a long time.” I leaned back again
and just watched as the two men, with smiles and arms around the
girls tried to relieve their embarrassment. The crowd quickly
dispersed, each of the onlookers aware that his presence would only
prolong the discomfort of Mrs. Maddox and Molly. All made some
gesture of understanding and sympathy as they moved on, to which
both girls responded with a thankful smile, but Mrs. Maddox could
not hold back all the tears for very long. Mr. Telesco hugged her
and started to guide them both to the grocery store. “Emily,
Emily…come on now…no need to cry.” “But…I had money to pay for
everything this time.” Mrs. Maddox said, looking at Mr. Taylor.
“Emily.” He said, gently lifting her gaze a little by her chin.
“Don’t worry about it…we’ll deal with all that later.” His smile
was disarming. She sighed and managed a smile for him. Molly and
her mother looked at each other in an understanding of the
generosity of the gesture. “How can I ever thank you.” She said,
looking at each of them in turn. “I’m so sorry.” “Awww…you don’t
need to apologize…not you…besides...we stick together here…right?”
Mr. Telesco opened the door to the grocery. “T’s not the first time
he’s done it…probably won’t be the last…we can deal with it…all of
us together…so no reason to be upset…ok?” He kissed her and smiled,
then Stan said…“Emily…now go get whatever you need, ok?…leave the
cart and I’ll have it delivered.” “Thank you.” Molly said looking
to both of them, close to tears herself. Mrs. Maddox wiped her
eyes. “Would you tell Herc…I…” Mr. Telesco smiled and touched her
check in affection, nodding that he would. Molly and her mother
turned and entered the store. The two men stood together, watching
the girls disappear down one of the isles then Mr. Telesco turned
to face the street as if thinking and said quietly…” Archie’s
getting worse…I’ve never seen him that drunk before…or that
agressive…and in front of the whole town. Stan just looked at him,
his expression conveying agreement. “If he hurts her…Molly…Herc’ll
kill him.” As the two stood there, several people who had witnessed
Archie and Cobb’s hold up of Mrs. Maddox walked up and handed them
money to pay for the grocery bill. None said a word nor stayed long
enough to receive praise for his generosity, walking off with a nod
to finish his business in town. “So…we doing this like last time?.”
Stan asked. “Yeah…John Holloway’s gonna put in too…already talked
to’im.” “Ok…let me know.” Mr. Taylor entered the grocery. Mr.
Telesco turned and to face us, then looked down the sidewalk at
Johnny Cobb and his friends. “Got eyes on son?” “Yeah.” I looked at
Pauly inquisitively, confused by the expression, but no answer was
forthcoming. “Good…you boys stay outta trouble.” “Yes sir.” We all
responded. Mr. Telesco went back into the drug store. “He always
like that with them?…Archie?” I asked, afraid of what I was
discovering about what was being revealed as the biggest obstacle
in my relationship with Molly. Pauly looked at me without
expression. “Yeah…hits’er when he’s drunk…bad sometimes.” “He hit
Molly.” “No.” He said flatly. I felt almost afraid to ask the next,
most obvious question. “Why not?” Pauly turned to me again for a
moment. “He knows better.” “Good.” I said quietly, almost to
myself. I was afraid for her and knew I would carry that fear
around with me everywhere. I sat thinking for a moment then stood
and started for the grocery store. “I’ll be right back.” “Where ya
goin?” Bobby asked. “Leave’im alone.” I heard Pauly say as I
reached the door. How he knew my purpose is to this day beyond any
understanding of mine, but he did. In spite of my selfishness to
that point in my life, I could not endure the thought of Molly and
her mother and sister suffering again, the kind of humiliation I
had just witnessed. I would do something a little noble I thought
as I walked into the store, something in which the sacrifice and
lack of recognition would be a satisfaction I had never before
experienced or understood in its motivation to others.

I walked in and looked around for Stan
Taylor, finding him by his office at the far corner of the front of
the store. As I walked toward him I looked around carefully in an
attempt to avoid Molly and her mother so as to not embarrass them
as Pauly had advised. “Hey Frankie…what’s up?” “Hi Mr. Taylor…I was
wonderin…I’m looking for some part time work.” “Gee Frankie…not
really looking for anyone just now.” “Well, there’s a catch…see, I
figured you could put my time against Mrs. Maddox’s bill.” Mr.
Taylor stared at me for a moment and then smiled. “That’s damned
fine of ya son…damned fine…tell ya what…I’ll put half your wages
against her bill and pay you the other half…deal?” “Yes
sir…thanks.” We shook hands. “Come in after school on Wednesday.”
“I’ll be here…thanks.” I turned and walked back out of the store
and stood by the bench. Pauly looked up at me. “Get the job?”
“What?” I asked, staring at him a little astonished. “Come on
man…let’s go ta the diner.” Bobby said and we all three got up and
started walking. It was a bit warmer that day than was typical,
feeling more like spring than autumn. There was that atmosphere
suggestive of exciting possibilities so characteristic of that time
of year. I felt anxious, though about what I didn’t know. On the
way we saw Chief Mackie’s patrol car drive by. We waved and he
beeped the horn but didn’t stop to talk as was his habit. Inspired
by their surprise in this change in routine, Pauly and Bobby
revisited some of the exploits of Chief Mackie, many of which were
rather interesting, especially those involving Herc and his gang.
He was not a simple man, but one who chose to live in Cedarville
for the peace and quiet that only a small town could offer, for the
whisper of the past that it was. It was a sentiment I was beginning
to understand, remembering as we passed the mill, how imposing I
thought the building in a sad sort of way, a stark reminder of the
nature of life in the town’s past. It was as if by the shear scope
and mass of its structure and its weathered façade that it seemed
to punch a hole in the fabric of time, refusing to fade from the
sight of all in the present who in the progression of their lives
would have otherwise left it behind. But it refused to be discarded
or forgotten, displaying for all to see, the scares of its trials
and conflicts in its worn brick and discoloured roof, a reminder of
the means and pains of those who had gone before us, of those who
had built the town and left for us all that we now enjoyed. It was
the past of Cedarville which gave it its character, one that
affected all who lived there.

The loneliness of the road between the mill
and the diner which passed through seemingly endless meadows and
fields always provoked feelings in me of a quiet restlessness, an
exaggerated awareness of my emotions and longings, a kind of fusion
of appreciation of the moment and the adventure of the future. It
was an odd phenomenon I suppose that at that age I found such
visceral as well as psychological pleasure in the simplicity of
walking its length. I wondered if Pauly and Bobby felt it too,
though I was not about to broach the subject for fear of the
confusion it might cause and the suspicions that I might possess a
less than masculine measure of sensitivity. Molly would understand
I thought. That was enough for me.

We got to the dinner and took Pauly and
Bobby’s usual seat in a booth three down from the register as the
song Mr. Tambourine Man by the Byrds played in the background.
Dotty the waitress seemed fond of them both and always came over to
visit for a bit. We sat, watching the people coming and going, some
stopping to talk, but all making a point to say hello. “So Herc
grew up here?” I asked, trying to continue the discussion we had
begun on our way there, but directing my question to both of them.
“Yeah…but he was a way for a while.” Pauly said, being the most
knowledgeable about Herc as I would have expected. “Nam?”
“Yeah…Special forces…two tours…he and Spider got called up at the
same time…came home bout the same time.” “Spider?” “You’ll see’im
around…he’s been at the races in Columbia…got the fastest rod in
the county…real nice.” I listened, as fascinated by the number of
consecutive words I was hearing flow from Pauly’s mouth as I was
about the story he was telling. “He in the Charter Oaks too?”
“Nah…he stays to himself.” “Pretty tough?” “Tough enough.” “What
about Herc?” I asked, apparently too frivolously. Pauly just stared
at me, waiting for a moment before he continued. “’Bout as
dangerous as you can get.” He said, his tone serious and
recommending caution. “Prably be here in about ten minutes… they
come here a lot.” “How come I never seen’im in town…I mean, besides
today?” “They don’t go… makes everyone nervous.” “You know’im?” “A
little.” I wondered just how much Pauly knew of all the town’s
deepest and darkest secrets. More than most I suspected, in spite
of his age. In any case, I was by then finally beginning to find
the mysteries of Cedarville more fascinating than frustrating.

Another hour past consumed by conversations
about jobs, our families and the upcoming dance. After a while, we
saw Chief Mackie pull into the dinner and park near the front
stairs. He got out of the car, put on his hat and carefully scanned
the parking lot. Finding nothing of concern, he came in, took off
his hat again and looked around the dinner at the clientele. “Hi
chief.” He turned to see Dotty coming out of the back from the
kitchen. “Dotty…seen Pauly?” Pauly looked up from his coffee at the
chief. Dotty just pointed and grinned. The chief turned to look and
Pauly signaled. He came over and stood by our booth table. “Boys.”
We all nodded in response. “You boys seen any strangers in town…any
strange cars?… anything in the area…anything at all?” Pauly looked
thoughtful for a moment then looked at Bobby as if indicating that
he should answer. I thought this odd at first but then figured that
the response required too many words for Pauly to bother with it,
having exhausted his capacity in our discussion of Herc and Spider.
“What kind a car?” Bobby asked. The chief shifted his weight onto
his other leg, his right hand on the butt of his gun. “Not
sure…just that it’s somebody from out a town.” No one spoke for a
moment then Pauly looked up at him and said.…”A white van.” The
chief stared at him curiously, expecting him to elaborate. “May be
nothing…just didn’t seem right.” “What kind?” “Don’t know…Dodge
maybe.” “Where’d you see it?” “Around…here and there…just a few
times.” The chief thought for a moment, rubbing his chin. “Ok…keep
your eyes open…if ya see it again…let me know, eh?” “Yeah…sure.”
Pauly said nodding once slowly. “What’s going on?” I asked, by then
too curious to ignore the implicit intrigue.
“Just…something…something the county boys‘re working on.” The chief
answered reluctantly, obviously unwilling to discuss the matter
with us. With that it seemed our discussion was over along with any
opportunity to glean even a hint of the purpose of the
investigation. Excited by the prospect of a new mystery, I began to
wonder why a man in the chief’s position would have sought us out
to make such an inquiry. In a flash of understanding it became
clear. He actually expected Pauly to know if someone who did not
belong in town had been there, even though he was probably unaware
that he did.

Then Bobby blurted out…“Archie and Cobb were
in town again.” The chief looked up at him slightly alarmed,
awaiting the news he feared. “Clipped the wife for’er grocery money
again, then split.” “Damn.” He said with a frustrated expression.
“Pauly…did he…?” “No…Herc was there…him and Dave.” The chief
sighed. “You know where they went?” Pauly sat quietly so Bobby
said….“No sir…but they headed east out’a town.” “Was Archie drunk?”
Bobby looked at Pauly as if to solicit his opinion. Pauly thought
for a moment then offered his best, experienced assessment.
“Yeah…and kinda pissed.” “What about Cobb?” The chief asked, his
curiosity unexpectedly urgent. “Drunk but not as bad as Archie…”
Pauly said, a little less confident than he usually seemed to be.
“Ok…thanks…you boys stay outta trouble.” Bobby nodded and
said…“Yeah…see ya chief.” He turned, nodded to Dotty and left with
a slow, determined gate. I looked at Pauly. “What the hell’s that
all about?” Pauly stared at his coffee, then looked up at me.
“Don’t know…should be interesting.” “Wish they’d lock up Archie ‘n
Cobb.” I said, frustrated with the disruption the two imposed on
what would otherwise be a quiet and pleasant small town life. Bobby
grinned and looked at Pauly, tapping him on the shoulder. “The
man’s in love.” “Yeah…got it bad too.” Pauly said, stirring his
coffee while looking up at me with his eyes only. Comments like
that frustrated me terribly, but not because I minded the ribbing.
That was par for the course when a teenager. It was that I could
not fathom how they could not want her too. Their apparent lack of
romantic interest in her just made no sense. These two who were so
close to her and yet for some reason were satisfied to remain at a
distance from such an angel. “How the hell can you guys…” I stopped
in the middle of my comment. They both just stared at me smirking.
“Gonna bust a gut there lover boy.” Bobby said chuckling. Pauly
just leaned back in his seat and stared at me. “Look man…there’s
something …” Pauly interrupted, smirking at me saying…“You don’t
seem ta get any a this.” I stared at him at a loss for words. He
shook his head and stood up to leave, fished in his pocket for a
few dollar bills and tossed them on the table. “So you do…ah forget
it” I said in disgust. “Come on.” I stood too and we all left. They
walked ahead of me, joking under their breath about my emotional
display. We stood on the stairs of the dinner just outside the
front door looking out at the night, at the countless stars on the
horizon over the long road to town, through the meadows and the
farmland, which lay before us.

All of us were thinking without having said
anything, about what we would do next. It was so quiet and the air
so still, inciting my awareness in that way the coming rain always
did. I felt excited somehow. There was promise in the night,
palatable yet indescribable, our futures open to endless
possibilities hidden in the darkness down that lonely road to town.
I would see Molly the next day. Pauly had likely arranged it as I
believed he had the week before. I contemplated his purpose,
thinking again of his words to me in the diner. It was true he kept
me from her during the weekdays at school, but he also kept her for
me on the weekends. Then and there I surrendered to his judgment
and the understanding that the intent of his plan was far more of
consequence than my emotional selfishness.

I took a deep breath and fixed my jacket. The
air tasted good, its coolness exciting an awareness of every
sensation of the body. There was a feeling of peace in the dark,
cool quiet of the night which is rarely felt in currents of the
effects of the day. Suddenly the quiet was broken by the sound of
eight motorcycles, which roared into the parking lot and parked in
a neat line near the front door where we were standing, their
rider’s prominent colours announcing them as the Charter Oaks. I
was afraid at first but when I saw that Pauly was unaffected, I
became calm. The bikes were a display of magnificent arrays of
chrome and custom paint, some Triumphs and some Harley Davidsons.
Their riders were all sporting identical leather jackets
embroidered with the insignia of the club, blue jeans cuffed neatly
over motorcycle boots whose leather construction seemed to impart
such an intense, purposeful appearance. The slicked back hair
typical of the greaser look of that day adorned them all, though it
was by then just becoming a remnant of the passing era defined by
the movements of the 50s.

All of them were of average build but Herc.
He was a slightly taller and bit more stocky than his men. His
hair, though slicked back was a little too long and he had a rather
rugged look, handsome but somehow threatening at the same time. His
eyes were piercing, dark and intense, projecting a seriousness of
manner proper to his station. They all dismounted almost in unison
and climbed the stairs single file. Herc stopped at the top,
hesitated for just a second, then turned to look at Pauly. “Pauly.”
He said in a monotone greeting, taking a toothpick out of his mouth
and tossing it artfully over the railing. “Herc… how’s it goin?”
Pauly said with an equal lack of animation and dry coolness.
“Pretty good…how’s yer pops?” “Doin a’right…bike looks good man .”
“Thanks.” Herc took out a smoke, lit it, took a drag and turned to
Pauly again. ”Stay cool.” “You too.” He turned and led the others
into the diner as we descended the stairs and made our way back
toward town. I chuckled to myself, having witnessed an exchange of
greetings, which given the personalities engaged was of such
intensity that the force of it could have been used to crush rocks,
while so little information had been exchanged that it would not
fill a single line on a standard sheet of paper. Peculiar these
rural people I thought and wondered if I would ever truly be one of
them.

I can remember few occasions where I had seen
so many stars. It felt like that night was just for us and the
quiet darkness over our town extended out endlessly. We felt so
free, like the night would never end and walked almost defiantly
against the prospect of any limitations on our intentions. At the
bridge near the edge of town Chief Mackie raced by again, not
taking the time to stop and talk. The county sheriff’s car followed
close behind. “This is weird man…”Bobby said. Pauly stopped
walking, turned and watched the cars as they shrank to a tiny point
of light far down the road. As he turned back to begin to walk
again with us, he looked down as if thinking. “Why?…what’s
happening?” I asked as the habitual synchro- nization of our gates
became almost pretentious in the rhythm of our footsteps on the
pavement. “Don’t know…” Pauly said, demonstrably dissatisfied with
his ignorance of the circumstances. Bobby turned back to look down
the road then tapped Pauly on the shoulder. “Wonder what the county
sheriff wants?” “The chief never asks for help with anything?” I
asked. Pauly looked at me. “Nope…nothing ever happens round here.”
“Yeah…guess not.”

The road was long and dark, the occasional
streetlight hinting at the guardrails and trees, which lined either
side and the meadow just to our left which spanned several miles
along the way. The quiet of the night was deafening, imparting a
calm, which could exist only in the total absence of the common,
expected distractions of the day. Off in the distance, the array of
lights which dotted the horizon grew more dense, evidence of our
approach to the edge of town. I felt as alert as a cat as the chill
in the air nipped at my neck. The shadows of the distant, wooded
horizon and the dim lights of the town suggested a kind of
emotional infinity. It must have been like that for the seaman of
long ago in the days of the sail, in the quiet approach of his
ship, alone on the deck at night, seeing after so long at sea, the
far off lights of a coastal harbor with its promise of
companionship and affections, the expanse separating them holding
for him that feeling of a freedom and possibility which was as
limitless as the sea itself. It was a comfort I remember to this
day as if it were yesterday. As we walked quietly for a while, I
thought of Molly, of how much I wished I were walking alone with
her at that moment, sharing those feelings and how well she would
have understood them.

When we arrived at the mill we could see a
group of kids gathered by one of the guardrails parallel to the
street outlining the parking lot. Pauly steered us in their
direction. When our approach drew their attention, their
conversation stopped as they tried to determine who we were. “Hey
Pauly.” Marla Stevens said finally, leaning forward a little on the
guardrail on which she was sitting, her hands together between her
knees, a posture which seemed to indicate an anxious pleasure at
seeing him. She had always had a crush on Pauly, at least according
to the word around school. It was thought that Pauly liked her as
well but it seemed he was every bit as plotting in his relationship
with her as he was in his management of mine with Molly. “Hi
Marla.” Pauly mumbled with a certain, evident discomfort in the
wake of his sense of the need to respond to her attentions he
understood were born of her affection for him. They all took a seat
on the guardrail as we stopped to face them. “Guys.” Tom Finn said.
I recognized him as one of the boys who moved to defend Molly
against Cobb that day at school. Bobby and I nodded to the group.
“Hi.” The rest said in unison. “Frankie….this is Steve.” Suzy said
of the other boy I didn’t know. “Hey.” He grunted reluctantly, a
typical male exchange in that era, the product of an attempt to
minimize one’s exposure to strangers thought to be possibly
dangerous. “See anybody strange in town?” Pauly asked furtively.
They all thought for a moment then Tom said…”Saw some guy in a
van.” Pauly just stared at him then asked…“What colour?” “White I
think…hard ta tell…was parked in the shade.” “Sure it wasn’t
Hoff’s?” “Nah…it was a dodge I think.” Pauly turned and looked at
Bobby for a moment. “When d’ya see it?” “Bout two hours ago…far end
a the fields...near the gate.” Tom looked at me then back at Pauly.
“Doin what?” “Went by kinda fast…why?” “Nothing…thanks.” Pauly
said, looking down, touching his chin as if thinking, then looked
over at me. “Pauly?” Suzy asked, hoping for some clarification.
“It’s ok, forget it.” He said, then walked over to lean against one
of the cars. Everyone dropped the subject, reading his gesture as
the close of the discussion.

We stayed and talked a while about the party
that next Friday at Suzy’s house, a discussion in which Pauly and
Bobby took little part. I enjoyed the company of the others rather
a lot, but I felt a barrier between us, as if by being with Pauly
and Bobby I was an outsider somehow, never to be assimilated into
the group, any group, to remain acquaintances only, always distant.
It was a feeling of honour that I was chosen to be one of them,
whatever that was and loneliness, as if I too would be made to
carry part of whatever burden it was they had seen fit to take upon
themselves or which had been assigned by some force or authority
unseen. I only knew it unnatural for one so young to be so tasked.
When we left, there was a tension I sensed in Pauly. Bobby felt it
too and remained quiet, not that they generally talked all that
much anyway. I decided to engage them, if for no other reason than
to break the uncomfortable silence. “Pauly?”. I asked cautiously.
He didn’t answer but turned to face me for a moment. “What the
hell’s goin on?” “Don’t know.” “This all about that girl who’s
missing…Lisa…?” “Could be…the county sheriff’s…” He started but did
not finish as if thinking. “Why look here?” “Don’t know…that is
pretty strange…if that’s what their doin.” “Yeah…chicks shouldn’t
hitch.” I said to myself, but he heard and turned to look at me
sternly. “T’s past that man…she’s gone.” He turned back to face
front. “Yeah… sorry.” I waited again for several minutes before
pursuing the matter further. “Pauly?…think they’ll find her alive?”
I asked, confident that he’d somehow know. He was quiet for a few
moments, then answered. “No.” I felt shocked at first at the
finality of his tone, then decided I didn’t want to talk about it
anymore, or even think about it, so I walked quietly for a time,
but in spite of my efforts, my mind still raced with torturous
thoughts of the missing girl, of concern for Molly and of the
growing mysteries in our town. The anxiety overcame me. “Molly.”
Was all I managed to utter, though having intended to express a
more relevant thought. “Damn.” Pauly mumbled to himself, having
intended that we not hear, but I did and it worried me because I
knew that he was troubled. .

When we arrived at the entrance to the Mill
fields we separated. “See ya.” I offered, feeling they might not
respond, given their mood. “Yeah…Sunday.” Bobby said, as if it were
already arranged that I would

not see them on Saturday. I looked at them
with a confused expression. They laughed, turned and walked off
down the mill fields road. Then Pauly suddenly turned back to me,
just staring, as if thinking then spoke. “Ya know…there’s an escape
hatch in that tank…behind the driver’s seat.” I looked at him
confused, wondering why he would stop to relay a piece of
information so out of context at that moment. His expression was
blank as always, his manner one of someone who had just imparted
information which would please his audience. They turned again and
continued down the road.

I made it home just about on time to find dad
waiting to close up the house. I had learned that no one in town
locked his doors. Some didn’t even lock their businesses, which
allowed chief Mackie greater freedom to monitor the area. But we
were city folks and one did not live in the city and not lock his
doors and with multiple bolts at that. It would take some time for
dad and mom to change such habits and to lose the fears which had
given rise to them. “Son.” “Hey dad.” “Stay outta trouble?” He
asked, rhetorically I suppose. I grinned. “Yeah.” “Good…I’m proud
of you son…we haven’t had any… problems…since we moved here…I want
you to know I appreciate it…especially…you know…for your mother…I
knew coming here would do the trick.” “Thanks…couldn’t get inta
much trouble with them anyway.” “Yes…that Pauly’s quiet a
character…hear a lot about him ‘round town…his father’s a good man
too.” He said as he locked the front door, his back to me as I
waited on the stairs to let him finish. “Can’t figure’im out
dad…somethin’s weird goin on ‘round here…not like the city…just
weird.” “Well, yes son…but these are rural people…they move more
slowly…they’re more personal with you…its inevitable that you’ll
get all caught up in the lives of the your friends and
neighbors…not like in the city where everybody’s really private and
keeps to himself…it’s a different culture…we have to get used to
it…but I like it here…you?.” “Oh yeah…just weird, that’s all.” “Yes
well…in time you’ll be one of them.” He smiled. “Night.” “Night
dad.” I ran up the stairs two at a time thinking of the day to
come, during which I knew I would be with Molly. Drunk with
anticipation, I jumped into bed and tried to read for a while, but
couldn’t concentrate. Over and over her face appeared in my mind
with those deep, porcelain blue eyes and that crooked little smile
that disarmed me so. I threw the book on the floor and turned off
the light, indulging my memories of all that about her which
bewitched me, imagining taking her to the dance, arriving with her
on my arm, the most wonderful girl in the town, in the state,
anywhere.

 


 


~~~Molly Comes To The House~~~

 


I awoke late the Saturday morning to the
aroma of eggs, sausage and bacon, mom’s weekend morning ceremony. I
jumped out of bed, showered and dressed, not wanting to miss either
breakfast or a minute I might spend with Molly, whom I would first
have to find, which I figured would take some time. I stood before
the mirror taking stock of my “look”, then began to wonder if I had
one, finally deciding that I was no longer certain what that meant.
Disappointed that I did not have that special something, which I
was sure Molly would soon come to realize, I ceased primping and
threw the brush to the floor. I sat on the bed depressed and
wondered where I should begin to search for her when I heard mom’s
voice from the bottom of the stairs. “Frankieee…someone’s here to
see you!” I cringed at the thought of Pauly and Bobby witnessing
one of my mother’s performances. For reasons I cannot fathom,
probably some manner of the effects of maturity on the qualities of
femininity, mothers always seem to treat their sons more like
children when their friends are present than otherwise. I knew I
had to act quickly.

I jumped up and had reached about halfway
down the hall toward the top of the stairs when I heard the sounds
of that soft, sweet angel’s voice I never thought would grace our
house. Fear and excitement exploded in my stomach at the thought of
her being there with me in such intimate surroundings. This was the
place I felt safe, where I let down my guard, where I was the most
at ease. She was about to become part of my sense of that
forever.

I ran to the middle of the stairs to see her
standing at the bottom, smiling, dressed in blue jeans, cuffed at
the bottom as always, her favorite embroidered blouse and a worn
jacket. I stood frozen for a moment, stunned at the prospect of her
having come to see me. Mom stood off to the side, her hand still on
the door, smiling as she watched us react to each other. “Molly?!”
I said, astonished. She smiled from ear to ear. “Hi Frankie.” “Go
on up honey” Mom said. Molly turned to look at her a little
confused as if questioning that she would be allowed, given the
caution normally exercised in that era. ”Its ok…go on up.” She
repeated to reassure her. Molly turned and with a smile, began to
slowly climb the stairs. Mom started back for the kitchen but
stopped to deliver an instruction. “You leave that door open young
man.” “Yes maam.” I shouted a little patronizingly, then smiled at
Molly. “Come on.” She followed me down the hall toward my room
looking at the pictures on the wall. I entered first and turned to
see her slow at the door and look around inside like someone
checking to see if it was safe. “Come on in…t’s not much but its
comfortable.” She came into the room, pushing the door as she
passed so that it would remain open. “Are you kidding?...this is
wonderful.” I realized that to her our house must have seemed
almost luxurious. “Here…have a seat.” I said picking up some books
off of the bed then realizing by a subtle expression on her face
and her smile that it kind of embarrassed her, so I moved to the
chair in the corner of the room to the side of the bed. “I was
gonna look for ya at the pond.” I said. She smiled shyly. “I just
thought…I thought I’d come here…I hope you don’t mind.” I wondered
whether she had any real understanding of how much I longed to be
with her each day. “No…are you kidding?…I’m really glad you
came…just didn’t expect it ‘s all.” I couldn’t help smiling in my
excitement to have her so close to me in my keep. “Thanks.” She
said quietly looking around the room, then got up and walked to the
bookshelf by the door with all of my airplane models. “Did you walk
here?” I asked, curious as to how she got around town. “Yes…I don’t
have a bike…not anymore…these are really cool.” “Thanks.” I said
watching her as she walked around the room slowly, looking at the
pictures on the walls of planes and cars and bands I had collected.
I marveled at her every movement, how feminine and graceful she was
with no awareness still of how womanhood had overtaken her. As she
stood, her weight on one leg with her hips canted slightly, the
graceful sweep of each curve radiated out to me a sensuality which
was overwhelming. I shivered as I closed my eyes for a moment to
gather myself.

Within my mind again, there began a struggle
between the thoughts born of the base urges of a young boy in
puberty and a reverent deference to whatever quality it was which
defined every aspect of her demeanor and was projected in her every
mannerism and gesture. It was immeasurable, the appeal of this
lovely creature whose delicate little frame housed a soul even more
fragile still. How strange and wonderful it must be to be so
beautiful I thought. My trance was broken when she finally spoke.
“Is this your old house?” She had stopped at a photograph of our
home in Detroit. I got up and walked over to stand next to her,
having hoped for such an opportunity. “Yeah…that’s a buddy’a mine
from school and my folks…and Nancy.” I said as I pointed to each in
turn. She turned to look at me with a smile and a twinkle in her
eye. “Such a pretty house…so big.” She said, marveling at idea of
living in such a place. “Eh…not that big.” “That’s your car?” She
looked at me with wide eyes. “Yeah.” “You’re rich.” She said in a
kind of sad tone, not as if envious but rather illuminating the
difference in our status just in case it might affect my feelings
for her. She was so sensitive to the concerns of those to whom she
wished to be close that she would grant relevance to such a
consideration as she would never allow to influence her feelings
for them. Her generosity was touching and my corresponding lack of
it made me feel still more unworthy of her.

I thought I would change the subject by
showing her something I figured any girl would find pleasing.
“Molly, look at this.” I walked over to the window where we could
see down into the branches of the tree in the front yard. She came
over and stood by me. I worried she might sense that I was shaking
with nervousness at being so close to her as I pointed to a bird’s
nest in the branch only a few feet from my window. Her demeanor
quickly changed as I suspected it might. “Awww…look at them.” She
said looking up at me with a sentimental smile, then back down at
the nest. “How long has it been there? She moved closer to the
window, placing her hands on the glass as she watched the birds. “A
few weeks now.” She stared at them in a kind of trance, her manner
and expression that of the gentlest of souls moved only by the
desire to offer and receive affection, sad, kept from the exercise
of that, her true nature by the selfishness of others, just as the
glass separated her from the nest. How I wanted to take her away,
to protect her from the intrusions of worldly effects, to find her
that house surrounded by flowers, her studio barn and her life free
of pain and want. I vowed to myself then and there that I would be
her earthly salvation, not realizing at the time that she would be
mine, both materially and spiritually. “Pretty cool eh?” She
continued to smile affectionately as she watched the nest.
“Butterflies.” She said almost whispering. I looked at her
curiously for a moment, intrigued and surprised by the expression,
which I had never before heard, one which I would come to
understand was used by her alone. “Molly, wanna go the diner?” She
broke her gaze from the tree and looked at me, startled for a
moment. “Yes.” “Cool…come on.” I grabbed my coat and we walked down
the stairs to see dad in the living room walking toward us. Seeing
her, he smiled. “Hello Molly.” “Hello Mr. Holloway.” “Good to see
you here...hope you’ll come over more often.” “Thank you.” She
looked at me. “ I will.” The delight of her gesture moved through
me in a wave. “Goin ta the diner…ok?” I said, my voice cracking.
“Sure…but you can eat here if you like… there’s plenty?” “No
thanks.” I said, knowing he’d understand that I wanted privacy.
“Ok…need a ride?” I looked at Molly. “Let’s walk.” She said smiling
at me. “Sure…thanks anyway.” “Be careful kids… Frankie take an
umbrella…looks like rain.” “Yes sir” “Thank you Mr. Holloway.”
Molly said with a delightful politeness, which made him grin. “Bye
Molly…say hello to your mother and sister for me.” “Yes sir…I
will.” We raced out the door and down the steps to the street. I
felt like we could fly, walking swiftly at first down the road
through the park, eventually slowing as we became settled with the
idea that we would be together for the day. She marveled at the
neighborhood, which I then realized she had never before seen up
close. As we left its boundaries she looked up at me and smiled.
“You’re very lucky.” “Yeah...I guess so…dad’s done ok.” “Yes, I
know…but I didn’t mean that.” She said facing straight ahead. I let
a few moments pass to answer, taking stock of what I might say to
her that would not make her feel sad. “Yes…I know.” She looked back
at me for a moment and smiled, then straight ahead again as she
took hold of my arm. We talked about school and our teachers and
how we couldn’t wait to graduate, which was always a sour subject
in the end because it brought up the likelihood of my being
drafted. She was so frustrated with that awareness and how it
destroyed any sense of the future for me and for all the boys she
knew would likely be called up. We didn’t indulge it long though
and changed the subject to who was seeing whom and whether or not
we thought well of the pairings.

As we passed through town I looked to see if
Pauly and Bobby were manning their usual post at the drug store,
but found it empty. The town was bustling with shoppers as it
always was on weekends, mothers with their children, moving from
store to store, some gathering on the sidewalks in small groups to
visit with each other, exchanging the latest gossip. We tried to
quickly navigate the crowds but were unable to move any more than
about 30 feet without being stopped by someone who wished to greet
Molly. I watched with jealous impatience, the evidence of which I
carefully disguised so as not to disappoint her, for she managed
each intrusion with grace and charity, always leaving the offerer
of the overture feeling the better for it. She seemed impossible to
tax, her willingness to accommodate rising naturally from somewhere
in an understanding in her of what it was that made life real, but
in a depth that few could appreciate, especially at her age. What
was it that made me so different from her I wondered. Would I have
the strength to achieve the same? I drove the thought from my
mind.

Eventually, we made it through the downtown
where the streets were no longer lined with stores but houses, the
prettiest in Cedarville. The sidewalks on either side extended past
them under huge trees, one at the corner and middle of each yard.
Their branches met in the middle to form a canopy, casting shadows
on the street below which danced as a breeze tickled their leaves
high above us. Molly was moved by the beauty of the homes and the
area, reveling in the walk through it as if she might possess a
little of that luxury by the mere enjoyment of it from a distance,
but the line of homes soon ended, giving way to open lands and
meadow which the road out of town dissected on its way to Madison
county, passing the diner along the way. It was a long walk, the
prospect of which I enjoyed, that I might be alone with her in such
a beautiful setting. We laughed and joked the entire time, enjoying
the privacy, so rare in our youthful circumstance, arriving at the
diner far too soon for my pleasure.

Four Charter Oaks motorcycles were parked
neatly in a row along the front to the left of the door, an ominous
image, given their reputation. I was a bit nervous about taking her
there to be exposed to such a rough group, but Herc seemed nice
enough when we’d seen him the night before. That she demonstrated
no fear was no consolation. It had been my experience that girls
just don’t understand violence, the types who seem to find such
pleasure in dispensing it and the need to avoid them whenever
possible. Not wanting to demonstrate any fear on my part, I gave no
hint of concern and we went in and took the booth usual to our
crowd, three down from the cash register.

We got settled and after a few moments when
Dotty came and took our orders. Herc was there and turned to see
me, nodding almost unnoticeably in acknowledgment. I nodded back
with equal moderation, as was, I suspected, the protocol. Molly
turned to see who it was to whom I had reacted, but Herc had
already turned back to his meal. Like A Rolling Stone played on the
juke box. “You know them?” I asked, already knowing the answer.
“Yes…that’s Herc and some of his gang.” She said as if they were
not even a curiosity. “Met’em here the other day.” I said trying to
inspire her to reveal what she knew of them. “With Pauly?”
“Yeah…seemed like they knew each other.” “Herc’s been around since
I can remember…since I was a little girl…Pauly knows him
somehow…I’ve asked him, but he would never tell me.” “So…is he a
pretty nice guy?” She thought for a moment. “He gave me a ride on
his motorcycle once.” She smiled, proud to have ridden with one of
the young lions of that era few would dare to approach for any
reason. “Really?” I asked, surprised. “It was dark out…he was with
his gang and they stopped….he said I shouldn’t be walking home on
the bypass alone…so he gave me a ride…they all brought me home.”
“That was nice of’’em.” “He won’t bother you if you leave him
alone…some people think he’s mean but he’s not…he’s just
very…serious…all of them are.” “Yeah…I ‘d agree with that.” I
quipped. “Sometimes, you hear things about them…one of them will
get into trouble.” “So you’re not afraid of’im?” She smiled at me
curiously. “Me?…why would he want to hurt me?” I shook my head in
amazement, realizing that she actually didn’t understand. “Molly,
you’re incredible.” “Thank you.” She said playfully. We sat quietly
for a few moments just looking at each other. I reached up and
pushed her hair behind her ear. I couldn’t believe how pretty she
was and how the sweetness within her radiated so, even when in the
most quiet, relaxed postures. It was time to ask her I decided,
feeling like a fiancé of the old world, preparing to pop the
question. The clouds broke finally and the rain poured down hard.
“Molly?” “Yes?” Her smile always disarmed me so. I felt as if I
could ask or tell her anything. “Would you…would…the dance…” She
laughed as I smiled and bowed my head in embarrassment of my
clumsiness. She gathered herself again and sat watching me with a
smile so that I might finish. “Would you…would you go to the dance
with me? ”She took my hands in hers. “Yes…I would love to.” I felt
like shouting in ecstasy to everyone in the diner, but managed to
contain the urge with a huge heave of my chest. “Really?” I said,
amazed at the quickness and ease of her answer. She giggled.
“Frankie…you’re so cute…I was hoping you would ask me.” “Really?”
She giggled again. “Stop saying “really” silly.” I squeezed her
hands in mine. “Molly…I…I…” “ I know…me too.” Her smile changed to
one of quiet understanding. “Really?” She laughed loudly enough to
cause Herc and some of his companions to look over at us, grinning
at the spectacle. Dotty brought our food and we quickly devoured
it, giggling as we fed each other French fries, completely lost in
the exciting newness of the revelations of our affections for each
other. I could not have been happier than I was then. I had the
chance to make this precious soul my own, the meaning of my life,
my happiness, which would come in seeing to hers. The rain stopped
and noticing the absence of the sound of it on the roof of the
diner, I looked out the window to see three boys walking toward
diner from the far end of the parking lot. I turned back to Molly.
“Ok so my dad and I’ll pick you up at seven ok?” “Yes…in his new
car?” “Yeah, sure.” She smiled from ear to ear. “Cool…mom and I
made a new dress.” “Yeah?” “Yes…it’s pink and has flowers right
here and lace over here and…” She stopped, looked up and laughed.
“Sorry…I forgot.” “Nah…t’s ok…I’m interested…go on.” I didn’t tell
her but I could have sat for hours and listened to her talk about
just about anything. After exhausting the subject of her dress, we
discussed the small town protocol of dating in general and of
attendance at the dance in specific, which was all very new to me
having come from the city where the rules which governed such
affairs were quite different. I listened to her, fascinated by a
quality, which seemed peculiar to girls, a kind of innate social
sense which understood all the intricacies of the pairing of males
and females.

My gaze at her was broken as I caught sight
of Herc and his gang rising to leave. He reviewed the bill and
tossed it on the counter with some folded bills. Molly sensed my
worry and turned around to see what had taken hold of my attention.
Turning back to me she said “They’re probably going to the races in
Madison. “I’d like ta see that just once.” “Pauly and Bobby will
take you…just ask them.” “Yeah?…you wanna go.” Before she could
answer I heard a voice behind me, which sent chills down my spine.
It was Cobb. The prospect of dealing with him alone was scary
enough, but I was terrified to have to face him with Molly present,
knowing the depths to which he was capable of sinking. “Hey
faggot…out with the slut eh?” He and his friends laughed in a
manner fitting their obnoxious character. I started to turn around
but noticed that Herc, who had been standing and talking to some of
his gang was watching Cobb with a rather displeased expression.
Molly looked up at Cobb and then back at me. I turned slowly, my
anger overwhelming my fear and said…“Cobb…I don’t care what ya say
ta me…but you’re not gonna talk ta’er like that…I aint…” He cut me
off. “Yeah…ya gonna do something about it?” Their manner became
more threatening as they moved closer to the table. I saw Dotty,
who was watching the event unfold, reach for the phone but then
stop after she glanced in Herc’s direction. My heart sank as I
pondered that his intent might be that I provide a show for them in
a duel with Cobb. I was sure then that I wasn’t getting out of the
diner without a fight. Molly pulled on my hands to get my
attention. “Frankie please, let’s just go.” But just as quickly my
gaze was drawn back to Herc and his group who were now slowly
walking toward us. “You aint goin nowhere you little…” He stopped
having become aware of Herc’s approach but was unable to turn
completely to look at him. Without warning, Herc put his hand up to
Cobb’s face and shoved him so hard he fell back against one of his
friends, causing them both to fall hard to the floor. He then
turned and glared at the one left standing who, never taking his
eyes off of Herc, quickly backed up until his retreat was blocked
by the counter, then falling onto one of the stools. Satisfied at
the level of fear evident in the boys expressions, Herc slowly
turned to Molly and said in a calm, quiet tone…“Hey Molly”…just as
if there had been no confrontation. “Hi Herc.” She then turned and
smiled in appreciation to each of his gang, all of whom smiled and
nodded to her. “Ya ok?” He asked, putting a toothpick in his mouth.
“Yes…thank you.” She said, flattered at his attention. He looked at
me. “Frankie right?” “Yeah… thanks.” “Sure.” He said in a kind of
playful and sarcastic manner, as if to make light of his gesture,
then turned and started for the door with his companions in tow. As
he passed Cobb and his friends, by then again standing, he stared
hard at him hesitating in his stride just a little in a final
threat. They left the diner and got on their bikes but didn’t
leave, Herc’s the closest to the door. I stood and offered a hand
to Molly, who took it, rose and stood next to me, looking first at
Cobb and then at me with an urgent expression. “Come on Frankie.”
She said in a kind of pleading tone. “Yeah…just a sec.” I took out
some money and placed it on the table then moved Molly to my right,
putting myself between her and Cobb and his friends as we started
for the door, her arm in mine. “Faggot.” He mumbled as we passed,
afraid to raise the volume of additional insults while Herc
remained within reach of him.

We went out the door and descended the stairs
as Herc watched from his bike, slouched against the high back of
the seat, one leg up on handle bars, the other on the ground, a
toothpick still in his mouth, looking as if positing the
circumstances into which he had just injected himself. We walked
the few steps to him and stopped. “Thanks again Herc.” I offered.
He stared at me for a few seconds, smirked and looked at Molly.
“Ought a be gettin’er home now eh Frankie?” Molly fidgeted, anxious
to talk to him. “Herc, please.” She started. “See ya.” He
interrupted with an authoritative tone, turning to face the diner,
flicking his toothpick away as if to punctuate the fact that our
discussion was over. I watched as it bounced off of the stainless
steel siding and disappeared into the bushes which lined the front,
then took Molly by the shoulders and guided her along our way out
of the parking lot. When we were about a block away she stopped and
turned to look back at the diner. “Frankie, do you think he’ll hurt
those boys?” “Come on Molly…let’s go.” “But Frankie…” I maneuvered
her back in the direction toward town and with my arm around her,
we continued walking. “Molly, if Cobb is in trouble with Herc…t’s
his own doing… ’sides… ’s not like he had anything good planned for
us.” I said, amazed that she could worry so about someone who was
so intent on hurting her. “Oh God…I hope he doesn’t do anything to
them.” She tried to turn back again but I gently prevented her from
doing so. “If he was gonna beat up Cobb, he’d a done it right
there…right?” She thought for a minute. “Yes…I guess.” “Don’t worry
about it Molly… they’ll be ok…I’m worried about you.” Content with
my sentiment, at least for that moment, she grabbed the edge of my
open jacket and snuggled close to me as we walked. Under a
cloud-covered sky still threatening rain, we held hands and walked
quietly along the road to town I had taken with Pauly and Bobby the
night before. As a bolt of lightning streaked violently to the
ground in an empty cornfield a few miles away, Molly took hold of
my arm. I felt a welling in my chest at the gesture, honoured that
she would seek protection in me. There was no need for words. We
found a comfort in each other, a kind of completion I thought,
where in time and in the inevitability of our union, no joys or
trials in our lives would be faced alone.

The road stretched out before us, silent and
somber, gradually fading away into the gray shadows of a cold,
distant horizon. It struck me as not unlike the path upon which my
life now unfolded, stilled by my love for Molly, of the erratic
flares of conflicting youthful desires, extending out toward a
future not always suggestive of happy times. I felt somehow, even
then, that suffering and tragedy would surround her, this girl I
loved and wanted so, but I also knew that I would gladly endure any
burden to call her mine.

Swirling shadows awash in flickering pools of
light cast suddenly upon the surface of the road by a sinking sun,
so out of place in that sullen setting, begged our attention of its
source. “Molly?” “Yes?” “Look at that.” I pointed to our left, far
off in the distance where the sky joined with a horizon of pristine
meadows and open fields. It looked as if on fire as beams of
sunlight penetrated the clouds in varying shades and intensities,
like the colours of autumn reflected in the swirling waters of a
windblown lake. We stopped and turned to face the spectacle. “Its
so beautiful.” She said after watching for a time, clutching my arm
tightly. I could hear the emotion in her voice. “My God.” I said,
in awe of the sight. “Its the door to heaven.” She said softly,
with a quiet reverence. The thought struck me as I watched the
light dance within the billowing clouds. “Molly?” She didn’t answer
for a few moments. “He lets you see it sometimes…when you need
to…when you need to understand.” She said almost whispering and
with such emotion that in the hearing of it, I believed that if
anyone were to be given insight into the nature of such overtures
by God, if there were a God, it would be she. ”Do you?…feel that
need?” I asked gently, hoping that I was not prying and for some
revelation as to her innermost feelings. She was quiet again for a
few moments, thinking I supposed, wanting to tell me I hoped.
“Yes.” She said, taking a deep breath, her eyes fixed on the
horizon. “I wish…I…I hope…” She started again, but didn’t finish. I
decided not to pursue the matter further and just squeezed her hand
in mine. “Like now…here with us? ” I said, hoping I understood. She
looked up at me for a moment, smiling. “You can feel it, can’t
you?.” “Yes… yes I do…but…I just hope I…I don’t think its for me
Molly…its….” She put her finger over my lips. “We’re together
Frankie…here...now.” She looked back to the firestorm in the sky,
her hair blowing gently in the breeze, a glow radiating from her
beautiful face as the light in the distance struggled to remain,
its rays reaching out like fingers, clinging to all upon which they
fell. I put my arm around her and held her close. She snuggled up
against me, her right hand grasping the edge of my jacket with
noticeable urgency, a meek gesture born of the fear that the vision
would be taken from us too soon. “So beautiful.” She whispered.
“You have an angel’s soul Molly.” I looked down to see her staring
at the scene with a look of such longing that I wondered if she,
for the briefest of moments, questioned her own resolve to continue
the life into which she had been delivered. I know that for the
briefest moment I began to believe.

We stood for several minutes saying nothing,
for there were no words to express what we each felt, but I knew
that we were as one in our feelings, adrift in the delight of the
discovery of each other. It was one of those rare moments so
treasured, the stuff of remembrances, which sustain one in life as
age and constancy dull the wonder of that fusion of unbridled,
youthful emotion and the ecstasy which comes from the touching of
another’s very soul. I felt such affection for her at that moment,
but also fear, the kind that accompanied all feelings of love I
thought, a fear that someone or something might take her from me.
As I stood beside her, bathed in a dying light of that heavenly
vision, I thought of the despair I would have known had it not been
I. Then the light in the clouds began to recede rapidly like a pool
of rain on thirsty desert sands and heaven’s gate withdrew back
within its spiritual boundaries, to remain until again, it might
inspire some other pure heart.

As the swirls of light faded to gray and then
to black and the horizon fell into shadows, we turned to each other
with a look of sad resignation that all such moments must end, our
disappointment tempered by the understanding of the rare privilege
we had been gifted to share. I touched her cheek as a shy smile
grew on her face. We stood for several moments saying nothing, each
of us contemplating the affect of what we had just witnessed
together. I took her in my arms and held her close. She remained
quiet and still until I let her go and she stood back to look up
into my eyes. “Oh Frankie.” “I know.” I whispered. “I can see
inside you Molly Maddox.” She broke into a satisfied smile then
looked back at the horizon. “I knew you would understand.” She said
almost in a whisper “Like the pond.” Her comment inspiring a
feeling of pride in the hearing of her confidence in me. We both
fell silent again for a few moments, drinking in the coolness of
the night air and the odd quiet that blanketed the area at night.
It seemed to be easier to breath, to think, even to feel. I wished
we would never reach the town, but might stroll together on that
lonely road for hours.

We walked the rest of the way enjoying the
quiet, my arm around her shoulder, her head nestled against my
chest. When we reached the street where Suzie lived she broke the
silence. “I really like your mom…she’s so sweet….and…funny.” She
said, hesitating in the end in the realization that she might
insult me if the intent of her comment were misinterpreted.
“Yeah…mom’s a trip.” I said, chuckling to myself at that thought,
knowing that the manner of my response would ease her mind.
“Frankie?…I’m sorry.” She whispered. “Its ok Molly…I know she’s
crazy…t’s not like I don’t know it better than anyone else….no way
ta hide it…but she’s got a good heart.” “My mom really likes her…I
mean we all do.” “Well she likes your mom a lot…both my folks
do…and you and Paula…don’t know how much they’ve been together but
all they do is talk about how great you guys are.” She stopped
walking and turned to face me a little surprised “Really?” She said
in a tone of quiet surprise. “Hell Molly, the whole town talks
about you guys like that…don’t you know?” She looked down as if
thinking it over, then looked back up at me, turning slowly to
indicate we should continue walking. She stayed so close to me that
I knew it would be ok to put my arm around her again. She let me
know that my gesture was welcomed by putting her hand in my jacket
pocket. “They’ve been so kind to us…with money and the bills we
owe…I feel so sad for my mom…I wish…” As I pulled her closer in
sympathy, she stopped talking “Don’t worry…all that’ll get better
soon.” “Thank you Frankie.” She whispered . We were almost at the
mill when I asked if we could go and sit in the park for a bit
before I took her home, to which she happily agreed. As we walked
past the entrance to the mill fields she stared down the dark road
as if it held for her a foreboding, a place to which she dreaded
the thought of returning. I watched as her gaze remained fixed upon
the entrance until the progress of our travel no longer afforded
her the opportunity. As she turned back, she reached for my hand on
her shoulder as if to satisfy herself that she was for that moment
in time, safe in my arms. I said nothing but held her more tightly
and wondered what kind of home life she must have had. Here, this
most beautiful creature, whose mere presence enhanced the lives of
any around her, this girl who inspired an entire town, made to
suffer at the hands of a moral degenerate like Archie Maddox. I
felt a hatred for him at that moment, a feeling, of which I knew
Molly incapable, even while being forced to endure his
corruptions.

We remained silent for the entire walk down
Main Street, each enjoying the same odd sense of quiet calm of the
now sleeping downtown, its stillness leaving the awarenesses free
to reach out, undiluted by the effects of the bustle of the day,
that residual essence of so many lives lived there, past and
present. We could feel it call to us in the cool night, echoing in
the distance as we walked together alone, unfettered by the
intrusions of others. When we reached the park, I guided her to a
bench near the swing sets facing the road, which divided the park
down the middle. As we sat, she snuggled close to me, her head
resting against my shoulder. The sky had cleared and it had become
colder but we felt little discomfort in it, the chill in the air
enveloping us, exciting to their limits, our every physical
sensation and emotion. I have rarely felt so alive.

I looked up above the wood-line on the far
side of the park to see a countless array of stars in the sky, a
sight I had never seen when living in the city. I pointed up with
my left arm, holding her close with my right. “Look Molly.” She
looked up at the sky. “Look at all of them.” “Yes.” She said, so
content just to be held. “That one’s for you…right there, see?” I
pointed to the brightest just above where the old railroad station
would be. She giggled. “That’s probably already got a name.” “I
don’t care…I’m renaming it…t’s for you…that’s the Molly star.” “The
Molly star.” She whispered. “It’ll always be there for you…to
remind you of us…no matter what happens.” She put both arms around
me. “Frankie.” She said with a tone of affectionate appreciation.
“Can I make a wish?” “Sure…that’s what it’s for…it’ll come true
too.” “I hope so.” She said softly, then looked back up at the
star. I remained quiet for a moment, watching her as she looked
quietly to the sky. “I’ve made one too.” She turned back to me with
a smile. “Tell me.” She said, playfully. I began in a unmistakably
serious tone…“I wish that I can buy you a house out in the country
with a barn for a studio so you can paint, with flowers everywhere
and animals and that you will marry me and we’ll have babies and we
will live happy there for the rest of our lives.” She sat up and
turned to look at me with an astonished smile. I looked back at
her, gladly having committed to her for the rest of my life.
“Frankie?” I brushed a strand of her hair back behind her ear. “I
would do anything for you Molly Maddox…no matter what…anything.” I
said looking deep into her eyes. She said nothing for a moment,
staring at me with a look of great affection. “And I would for
you.” She replied, hugging me around my neck. I held her for a few
moments and when we ended our embrace, I held her face in my hands.
“Its just a couple a years…and we can get married…go wherever we
want…I’ll work hard…get you that farm.” Overwhelmed with emotion,
seeing that longing in her eyes, I took her in my arms again. “Oh
Frankie.” She said, almost in tears, hugging me tightly. “I wish…I
just…” “T’s ok Molly…I know…it won’t be long.” She settled in her
place again next to me.

As we sat, her warm body against mine, alone
in the moonlight, it was like the heat of a fire filling my
physical sense of myself, expanding within me. What kind of person
was I, I thought. What did I really want from her? Was I what Pauly
thought me to be, what she thought me to be? How could they know or
even suspect when I had no idea. Again, I drove the thoughts from
my mind and relaxed to enjoy my time with her. As we sat, a raccoon
hobbled across the road in front of us, a ghostly figure in the
soft light of the moon. He stopped and turned to look at us,
standing on his back feet for a few moments, sniffing the air in an
attempt I suppose, to identify who it was who was watching him.
Molly giggled at the sight, leaned forward and offered her hand. To
my amazement, the animal began to respond, cautiously approaching
her, its nose wiggling, doing whatever it is raccoon noses do.
Molly beamed at the prospect, but the animal turning to look at me,
stopped and stared for several moments. “Whatcha got there fella?”
I whispered softly, bending over toward him. In his mouth was
something attached to a small piece of cloth. For a moment I
detected a horrible smell, causing me to lean back to avoid any
further exposure. At that the animal turned suddenly and scurried
off to be consumed by the shadows cast by the trees in the park
across the road from where we were sitting. Molly chuckled then she
lay against me, her arms tucked close to her chest. I felt at that
moment like she had submitted completely to me, trusting me to take
care of her and to see to those things which would be the source of
her happiness at that time in her life. If the acceptance of this
responsibility with a woman, the willingness to take on such a task
regardless of the cost made one a man, then I felt I was a man that
night.

It was getting late and I would soon have to
take her home, so I thought I would raise the subject and at the
same time get some sense of the possibility of meeting the next
week. “Molly?” “Yes?” “Am I gonna see you this week at school?” “I
think so…I…I’m not sure…but if you don’t, we’ll see each other next
week end…is that ok?.” “I can’t wait.” “Me too.” She whispered,
then lay her head again against my shoulder. I turned and kissed
her head softly and we leaned against the back of the bench and
watched the stars. It was the happiest night of my life.

I could feel her occasionally snuggling
against me, as if the periodic movement redefined the comfort and
feeling of being safe for her. To my dismay, our time together soon
passed and she had to leave. “Frankie, I have to go.” I sighed. “I
know…I wish we could stay for a while longer.” “I do too but I
can’t…I have to get home before daddy does.” She sat up and faced
me on the bench. “He comes home angry sometimes.” “I know…come on.”
I helped her up and we held hands as we walked. “We can go through
there…its faster.” She said, pointing to the path which led through
the woods past the fort, a short cut, which I was unaware led to
the mill fields. “This how you come to the pond?” “Yes…through the
old neighborhood…then by the railroad station…so nobody will know
I’m there.” “I will…now.” She looked up at me and smiled. “Yes…you
will.” We walked the rest of the way talking about the dance. I was
so proud that she was going with me and knew I would be the envy of
every boy there. I wondered about her feelings of being seen with
me, not having ever thought myself good enough, but then, she had
agreed to be my date. I supposed that I would not cease to torture
myself about such things, perhaps my way of earning in my own mind,
the interest she had shown in me.

We broke through the woods to the clearing
around the railroad tracks and crossed to the tree line on the
other side to take a path I had never before noticed. It wound
around through the woods for several hundred feet, exiting in the
back yard of one of the houses in the abandoned part of the town.
She led me through and around the house to the street, now laced
with intermittent outgrowths of weeds, which had found cracks in
the pavement, so long left unattended. We walked down the streets
illuminated only by the moonlight, the houses lining each side of
the road, run down, their yard’s overgrown with weeds as high as
those in the street, all now dead from the cold. It was a sad fate
for what was a once proud neighborhood, poor but safe and neatly
kept, if the rest of the mill fields was any example. Several cars
in various states of disrepair, left behind in driveways and a few
pieces of furniture abandoned on porches or in the front yards,
hinted at a troublesome, quick and painful departure. As we walked
I felt as if I could feel some spiritual residue of the lives of
those who had once worked, lived and dreamed there. “God Molly…you
can feel’em…you know, the people who lived here.” “Yes…it’s like
the memories…like they stayed behind…the sadness, but the happiness
too.” She said softly, as if in respect of the neighborhood’s past.
“Kind of…romantic…in a weird way…but scary too.” I said as I
stopped walking and looked around for a moment at all the houses
along the street which wound its way in a giant, stretched out “S”
shape. “I know…its spooky, but I kind of like it…t’s part of the
reason I come this way.” She said, tugging on my arm that we might
begin walking again. “Its been like this for about fifteen years
right?” “Yes…when the mill closed…there was a lot of fighting then
between some of the rich families who owned the mill and the
workers…mom said it got pretty ugly…but they all finally left…most
went to the south, to Albany I think…you know…the big city.” “T’s
sad.” I said, looking as we passed at the house closest to us which
seemed to beg the greatest sympathy, the milk box, wash basin,
child’s play pen and the chairs for relaxing at the day’s end,
speaking to the nature of the life which had abandoned it. When I
turned back I saw that Molly had been watching me with an approving
smile, her eyes sparkling in the moonlight. “Look at the moon
Frankie.” She said, squeezing my hand a little. I looked at her and
we both turned to see it together. “Its beautiful isn’t it?”
“Yeah…you don’t ever see it like this in the city.” She was quiet
for a moment, as if thinking. “Frankie?” “Yes?” “Tomorrow…at
mass...” She said in a hopeful clumsiness that I might understand
her worry without her having to say it. “I know Molly.” As I put my
arm around her, she leaned close to me and we walked slowly to the
end of the neighborhood, which was separated from the rest of the
mill fields by a heavy gate made of pipe, overgrown with bushes and
small trees. As we broke through the brush, I could see her house
about five blocks away. We walked to within a hundred feet and she
turned and stopped me, putting her hand on my chest. “Stop here
ok…please?” “Sure…Molly…look, if…” She interrupted me. “Frankie.”
She said as if she were going to say something, her expression
revealing some measure of concern, but she stopped as if thinking.
“Thank you…for today…for everything.” She leaned against me,
reached up and kissed me on the check, turned and ran toward her
house. I watched her fade into the shadows cast by the trees lining
the street which blocked the soft glow of the moonlight. In moments
she appeared again on the steps, ascending them one at a time,
cautiously, as if to ensure that she not be heard. With the door
half opened, she turned to blow me a kiss, and then went inside. I
couldn’t move until I had waited long enough to see some indication
as to where her room might be. In moments a light illuminated a
second floor window in the front left corner of the house. I was
surprised, for it was in the same location as mine. As her shadow
moved across the drawn shades, I wondered what it was that would
occupy her remaining, waking moments. I turned and left for home
feeling excited about the prospect of the discovery of all that she
was, which would define my relationship with her for the short time
we had left.

On the way back through the abandoned
neighborhood, at about the middle, alone, a little nervous and
susceptible to suggestion, I noticed that the weeds which had grown
up through the cracks in driveway of the house which had most
attracted our sympathy, had been flattened in two rows about eight
inches wide as if by the passing of a car. Curious, I turned to
follow them as they extended from the back of the old jalopy in the
driveway, into the road and down the toward the mill fields
entrance to the neighborhood. Knowing that such a ghostly ride for
the old car was impossible, I looked around at the other houses to
find that none was similarly affected. I scanned the front porch as
I passed, savouring that odd way one does, the fear of the notion
of going inside alone in the dark. Just as I had reached the border
of its yard with that of the next house, I heard what I thought was
a groan, muffled, as if emanating from inside. I turned back
suddenly, stopped and held my breath for a moment, at once hoping
that I might hear it again and praying that I would not. The second
hint of the sound lacked sufficient intensity to convince me that
it was other than my imagination. Whatever the explanation, I was
not interested in discovering it, at least not then and there. I
walked the rest of the way through the neighborhood in the middle
of the street and along the paths through the woods at an unusually
quick pace, arriving at home from my night with Molly feeling
complete and as if I had found my whole future.

When I entered the house, dad was on his
knees cleaning up the pieces of the lamp, which normally sat on the
phone table in the hall by the stairs. The aroma of fresh coffee
had overtaken all the natural odors of the house, including the
smell of the new paint in the kitchen. “What happened?” I asked,
already knowing the answer. “Frankie.” He said in sterile greeting,
uncomfortable in his task. “Iggy…’nother nail in his coffin as far
as your mom’ll be concerned…she’s not going to take this very
well…maybe I’ll say I did it.” “Good idea.” “Yes, well…she’ll
probably blame it on him anyway.” I chuckled at his dilemma. “Why’s
she hate him so much?” He looked up at me then stood with the lamp
shade in his hand, the only part of the lamp to survive the fall.
“Oh she doesn’t hate him…she hates that she can’t maneuver him…he
does what he wants.” I nodded in agreement. “How’d it go?” He
asked, his interest in my relationship with Molly by then
apparently very keen. I sighed. “Trouble?” He asked, concerned.
“Nah…it was great …she’s just…I don’t know.” He laughed a little
and sat down in the living room on the couch. I took a seat across
from him in the corner chair, hoping for some insight, which seemed
always at his disposal. Iggy walked by my feet, rubbing against my
leg as he passed, gleaning as cats often do, a little affection,
which I suppose he felt I might not have been willing to offer.
“Boy’re you in for it.” I said sarcastically, then looked back at
dad who also watched him until he had moved passed the room and
down the hall. “Well…you don’t have ta tell me son…I remember what
its like…and she’s…she’s quite a girl.” “Yeah I know…I just wonder
if I’m good enough…I mean…if you knew her…what she’s like.” He
leaned back and sighed. “Well…I don’t know what she’s like in the
way you do…obviously I can’t be close to her like that…but…I can
say this…this town…everyone…these people are strangely good to each
other… never seen anything like it…and from what I can see…it all
starts with her.” “Starts and ends.” I said, smiling then leaned
forward resting my weight on my knees. “I just wish I could figure
out what it is she sees in me…what she really wants.”
“Frankie…women…girls…they can be very…strange…all of them … you
never know why they think or do the things they do…you try to
respond somehow to whatever they finally decide they want…if they
decide to tell you…which is less often the case…I know its
confusing but…its part of what makes them…well…what they
are…certainly mysterious…you know?” I chuckled a little at the
prospect that even he didn’t understand them, which surprised me
greatly. “I guess so.” I thought for a moment. “Mom’s like that,
isn’t she?” I asked, suspecting her to be a perfect example of the
confounding nature of the female. He smiled and pulled a wad of
Iggy’s fur from the couch cushion, placing it then in the ashtray
on the coffee table. “Oh yes…yes…yes…she is just like that…I never
know what to expect…can be a bit crazy at times…expensive most of
the time…but I do love it.” He said, looking at me over his reading
glasses. “Yep…your mom’s always an adventure…God, she’s…” He smiled
and lifted his finger in emphasis of the next point to be made.
“All those other boys at school …football stars and boys with
cars…she’s chosen you and from what I’ve heard and seen of her…she
doesn’t choose lightly…she see’s in you what you see in her…at
least for now.” He said reassuringly. “I hope so dad…I like her so
much…I mean really a lot…I feel…sick sometimes it’s so strong…the
feelings…its hard to explain.” He smiled, leaned back in the couch,
slouching a little and looked up at the ceiling, as if thinking.
“Don’t worry…it’ll all work out…just don’t try to fake anything…be
yourself Frankie…girls are smart about things like that…most of
them…they have a sense…you have to keep in mind…they’re more
vulnerable...they have to be more careful about sincerity…knowing
the boy they’re with is being honest and has the proper
intentions…they pay most of the price for a mistake.” He said,
looking back at me, his eyebrows raised in emphasis of the point.
“So they have to be keen in their reading of the sincerity of the
boys they allow to get close to them…understand?” I nodded.
“Yes…just never thought about it being that complicated before.” He
smiled, rose and began to walk out of the living room.
“Complicated.” He said chuckling. “If it were only just that.”
Thanks dad.” I said, it having been made clear that I was on my own
with only the admonition to be honest. “Go on ta bed.” He said in a
tone of resignation, both disappointed and amused that he could be
only of such little help. “Good night.” I turned back down the hall
to the stairs when he called me. “Son?” He said almost too quietly.
I turned look at him. “Glad to see you staying out of trouble…means
a lot to your mother and me.” I just smiled and said…”good
night.”…then made my way to my room. I got ready and jumped into
bed and just lay there thinking of our day together, how good it
felt to hold her, to feel her hand in mine, even the sensation of
having her near me. I tried to calculate in my own mind of what
these feelings and sensations were composed, but could not even
begin. The mystery of the female was the deepest and most complex
of all. To the last, most minute quality, feature or mannerism,
they were indeed the siren’s call to the every appetite of the
male, confounding his reason and sense of proportion, his every
notion of his grasp of his place and path in life. She was pain
defining the essence of joy. There would be no conclusion to be
had, no answers to be derived. I was lost in my desires and
longings for her and nothing in my life would ever again make sense
unless measured in terms of our relationship. With that
resignation, I feel asleep.


 


 


~~~In Town With The Folks~~~

 


The next day after mass, I was treated to an
unanticipated meeting with Molly. For some reason, and I was not
about to ask, Archie hadn’t accompanied them to church. Worried
that she might not seek me out, as I so wanted to go to her, I was
overwhelmed when she braved a path through the crowd to where we
were sitting. She was wearing her best blue dress, which she wore
every Sunday, a little tattered in the hem and the sleeves, but
always clean and pressed and a blue ribbon tied in a bow in her
long blond hair. I suppose that to many others she looked as if she
were poor but to me, she was a vision. “Hi.” I whispered with a
grin so broad I think it embarrassed her a little. “Hi Frankie.”
She whispered back with a smile. “Come on.” I took her hand and
turning to get my folks approval, which came in the form of a grin
and a nod, led her through the crowd and outside. We walked to one
of the benches off to the side of the courtyard and sat, looking
around to see if we would be left alone. I caught sight of Pauly,
in his usual place by the street, staring at us for a moment and
then turning away. “Thanks for last night Frankie…I really had a
great time.” She said with a smile. “No…thank you…I hope we can do
it again next Saturday.” “I’d like that.” We both felt a little
awkward for a moment but recovered quickly. “No school
tomorrow…what’re ya gonna do?” I asked, hoping she would be
available. “I have to go shopping with my mom.” “So you’ll be
downtown?” “Yes…will you?” “Yeah…gotta get some shoes…n’my old
man’s gonna hit the hardware store.” She looked down at my feet and
I saw her expression change. She looked almost sad. I then realized
that she could not have imagined anyone needing new shoes if in
possession of any in as good condition as those I was wearing. I
looked down at hers to see the same worn shoes she always wore,
obviously her only pair. My heart sank. I felt so sorry for her.
Like a fool I carelessly made light of what to her was a luxury. I
quickly changed the subject, hoping to spare her further embarrass
-ment. “Friday’s gonna be great.” I said regarding the party,
hoping that her response would be one of excitement. “I know…I
can’t wait…Suzy had a party last year…it was really cool…everybody
came… even spider…he was so funny.” She said, taking my hand. I
sighed with such intensity that she looked at me curiously for a
moment. “Everybody should be there…there’re some friends I really
want you to meet.” “Cool…what time’ll you get there?” I asked
clumsily, my intention being to discover whether she might go there
with me. “Probably about 3:00…when can you come?” “I’ll be there
then too.” She fidgeted in her seat, obviously happy with the
arrangements. I decided at that not to complicate matters with my
request to escort her there. “Is Pauly goin?” “Yes…Marla will be
there too…I hope he spends more time with her this time than he did
at the last party…she really likes him.” “Pauly like her?” “Yes…but
he never lets himself have fun…not enough I mean…you know how
serious he is all the time…it worries me.” “Yeah…I suppose I’d be
worried too if I could figure anything out about’im.” She giggled.
“I just want him to have a good time too…Marla’s so sweet and
really smart…like him…they’d have fun together.” “Well ya can’t
force it Molly.” “I know…but he likes her…and she really likes him…
I don’t want to see her…you know…it would break her heart…and I
think he needs her.” “What’dya mean?” “You know…Pauly’s not
exactly…easy to be with…I mean for most people, he’s…kind of
confusing.” “I’ll say.” Our attention was then drawn to the chief
who had walked up to Mrs. Maddox who was standing with Paula,
talking to several other women. She walked a few feet off to the
side with him and he began to discuss something which appeared to
be of importance given his intense expression and her look of
alarm. “Oh no.” Molly said quietly, but with a tone of urgency.
“What?…what’s the matter?” I asked, looking back and forth between
them. She looked down and then toward me. “I don’t know.” She said
frustrated and sad, as if exhausted by the prospect that she or her
mother had yet another problem to endure. “Its probably daddy.” She
leaned her forehead against my shoulder. I stroked her hair as I
watched the chief and Molly’s mother. “T’s ok Molly…it’s probly no
big deal.” I said, realizing that as a comfort, it was wholly
inadequate but I could think of nothing else to say. “Hey.” I said.
She looked up at me. “I’ll do anything I can.” She smiled and
leaned against me again, watching the chief and her mother, looking
I suppose for some indication of the seriousness of the matter.

We watched as they talked, at one point, the
chief taking Mrs. Maddox in his arms in the attempt to comfort her.
Molly sat up, realizing that as a sign of a serious problem. When
they parted, Mrs. Maddox walked over to where we were sitting and
stood for a moment in an attempt to dampen the effect of her
intrusion. Paula then walked up to stand at her side. “Hello
Frankie.” Mrs. Maddox said, smiling at me approvingly. “Hi Miss
Maddox….Paula.” “Hi Frankie.” Paula said softly. “Frankie, I was
just talking with your mother…I think they’re about to leave.”
“Thanks.” “Molly, we have to go honey.” “Yes maam.” She said,
walking to stand at her mother’s side. “Mom?…what’s the matter?”
“We’ll talk about it in the car.” “Frankie?…I’ll see you tomorrow,
ok?” She took and squeezed my hand. “Bye.” She said, as the three
of them turned and headed down the row of trees along the courtyard
for the entrance to the parking lot. I watched as Molly waved just
before they disappeared behind the last tree in the row. “Had a
good time yesterday?” I turned to see Pauly standing behind me with
his hands in his pockets. I walked a few steps toward him.
“Yeah…was great…thanks.” “What’re ya thanking me for?” I smirked at
him. “Come on.” He said and turned to leave. We started walking
toward the street, where I suspected I would find my folks, it
being their usual spot to talk after mass. “Pauly?” “What?” “So
Herc knows Molly?” He chuckled a little. “Everybody knows
Molly…everybody in the county.” “Oh…yeah…I mean…he would never…you
don’t think he’d…” He stared at me blankly. “No.” He said calmly.
“Oh…I…” I began to say but he interrupted. “But he’d kill anybody
who tried.” “Yeah….yeah.” I whispered, glad in hearing it. He
looked at me and chuckled again. “T’s not so hard ta figure out
Frankie…just gotta see passed yourself a little.” At first I had no
idea what he meant, but then I began to understand, or at least I
thought I did. “What’dya mean see passed….” I began, but he
interrupted. “Tell’er I’ll be at the party…ok?” “Yeah…sure.” I
grunted, a little aggravated with him.

We stopped at the street, turned back toward
the church to watch the crowd. Pauly shook his head. “Look at’em
all man…comfortable…safe…world’s changing all around’em…they got no
idea.” “What’ya mean?” “T’s gonna be different…the changes man.”
“Bad?” He nodded his head slightly in the affirmative and
mumbled…”Yeah…t’s gonna be bad.” “So what’ya think?...the way it
all lays out?” “Sure aint like Detroit.” “I can imagine.” He said,
looking down at the ground. “Must a been a hard change for
you…comin to a town like this.” “Just different…but this is a lot
better.”I said, looking at the ground with him. “Kinda figured
you’d miss it.” “Hell no…I mean…I never realized it…ya know…cause I
was in the middle of it…it was just days passin by…fast...never
time to really get into anything…but here…I feel like
everything’s…I don’t know…deeper…ya know…ya get…involved…I don’t
know how to explain it.” He just smiled a little in
acknowledgement. “Ya think it’s….” I began, but Pauly interrupted
me with a tap on my shoulder and then pointed to my dad, trying to
get my attention from a gathering of adults about twenty feet away.
“Oh...yeah…be downtown tomorrow?” I asked him as I was about to
start over to where dad was standing. “Yeah, you?” “Yeah…with the
old lady…gotta get shoes.” “See ya at the drug store.” He said,
glaring at me and then turned and walked off toward his father who
was watching him as he headed for the parking lot. I made for the
group in whose debate my folks were embroiled and stood nearby
waiting for them to disengage. Dad soon employed a few verbal
tactics designed to properly edit the conversation for continuation
the next Sunday and we were soon in the car and on our way home.
“Did you notice Archie Maddox wasn’t there today.” Mom said,
reveling the gossip potential of that particular observation.
“Probably spent the day in a bottle in that bar in Chepachet.” Dad
said, shaking his head in disgust. “Well I have to say, that man is
worthless…that poor woman, she works to hard to try to make ends
meet and all he does is drink away what little they have…do you
know that she’s working at the library to try to earn enough money
to pay for food and clothing and the past due bills she already has
in town?...at the library for heaven’s sake…Lord knows what she
could possibly earn there.” “Really?” Dad said, seriously
interested. “You’re right…she’ll never earn enough like that.” “And
both girls have gotten jobs after school to help her out.” “Well,
Laurane, not every woman is as lucky as you.” Dad said with a big
smile. “Oh stop it…that woman needs help.” “I know…I know.” Dad
insisted with the urgency he thought necessary to defuse the
intensity of her commitment to the subject at that time.
“Well!…what’re you going to do about it?” She said as dad turned
and looked at me for support in his amazement. “Good heavens
woman…what the hell do you want me to do?” “I don’t know…you’re a
man…he’s a man…do something.” Dad tried but could not hold back the
laughter for very long. I tried as well but soon followed suit.
“You see dear…men!” Mom said to sis, petting her hair and smiling
in the delight of the comradory she felt with her daughter. Nancy,
as might have been expected, understood and defended her mother’s
rather obtuse and emotional reaction. “You know John…I can’t come
to grips with a situation like hers…if she stays with him she
suffers constantly …gets beat up…risks the girls getting
hurt...Lord knows what he’s tried with them…sheesh…I wonder just
how far he’d….” She said, stopping before finishing her thought for
the nature of it. “And you know he’ll never straighten out…he
practically steals food from their mouths…but she’s not allowed to
leave him?…it doesn’t make sense.” “I know…but that’s what a vow is
Laurane.” “No John…everyone has…what?...a kind of…” She waved her
hand around as she searched for the right word. “…baseline
expectation of what marriage is supposed to be...and that’s the
context in which she made those vows… not what she has now…he
solicited those vows from her under false pretenses.” “Yes…that’s a
good point but…well…what about “for better or for worse”.” “No
John…he doesn’t have cancer…or some sort of injury from a car
accident…he didn’t go bad after having been at least a modestly
proper husband for time…he was a bum from the beginning but he hid
it from her…now she’s trapped…he lied to her about who he was when
they got married…she married the image he presented to her…not what
he really was…is…a tree is known by its fruit”.” She said, nodding
in the satisfaction of having employed the words of no less than
Christ, which made her point invincible in her estimation. “Well
that’s not a proper application of that statement Laurane…Christ
didn’t mean that a man couldn’t change or be changed by the prayers
and efforts of another…it’s happened a lot in the history of the
church…the saints…that sort of thing.” “Well…I don’t think it’s
that simple…just not as easy as following the rules.” “Well…aren’t
we the protestant.” “Make light of it all you want John
Holloway…just remember, the rest of the town is forced to take care
of her and her children...as if most of them had anything to
spare.” “I know, I know… look…you have a good point and to tell you
the truth…I don’t know what’s right in her case…I’ve got no idea
what she should do…I guess we always go with the rules when we
don’t have an answer…it’s not easy.” I sat and listened, amazed at
the content of the discussion as well as the measure to which mom
was out performing dad. It was a rare event, at least in my
memory.

I knew that the situation with Molly, Paula
and Mrs. Maddox was getting to mom. It was only a matter of time
before she would be fully engaged in a crusade to see to the remedy
of their situation and there would be no stopping her. The
circumstances were just going to have to conform, or else. Dad saw
it coming too and I suppose was secretly formulating some kind of
plan. It was always better to anticipate mom. It was certainly less
expensive.

Dinner was a quiet affair that night, due
perhaps to mom and dad’s subdued mood, they generally being the
motive force behind the discussions at the dinner table. Sis and I
finished, said our goodnights and left for our rooms. “Frankie?” I
heard dad say as I reached the stairs. I returned to the dining
room when he gestured that I sit down again. “I need to talk to you
for a second.” He said. Mom looked at him with an anxious
expression. “John, don’t.” Dad held up his hand in response, not
taking his eyes off of me. “What’s the matter?” I asked, worried
that I had done something wrong. Dad leaned back in his seat,
preparing himself for a discussion of some depth. “Most everyone in
the town knows you and Molly… that you’re close…the word spread
pretty fast.” I looked at him confused. “So?” He smiled and shifted
his weight in his chair. “Well…you know how they all feel about
her…I mean…she’s very special…to everyone.” “I know dad…t’s part of
the reason I only get ta see her on weekends…everybody’s always in
the way.” “Yes…yes…that figures…well son…a lot of people are
worried about her…we’ve had some calls to the house here…your
mother and I…people worried about you…your intentions…you know…
what you might…well…how you might treat her…when you’re alone.” I
looked at him shocked. “You mean they don’t want me going out with
her?” He looked away for a few moments, then to my mom and then
back at me. “No…they don’t…most of them anyway.” I began to protest
but he interrupted. “I know, I know son…but you have to
understand…look, you know better than I that there’s something
different going on here…your mother and I see it...feel it…its
almost like its being whispered to you all the time but you can’t
quite make it out…do you know what I mean?” “Yes sir.” He stood and
walked toward the archway in the wall which led to the living room,
then turned to face me. “I don’t know what it is about this
place...this town…that girl…but its very unique…I can tell you that
those people…they don’t want anything or anyone to threaten
it…especially outsiders, which is what we are to some of them.”
“Dad…I can’t not see her…I can’t…” “I know son…I’m not asking you
to…just keep in mind what she is to these people…try to behave in a
way…you know…in a way they can see…put their minds at ease…you
know?” He smiled, a signal that he was finished. I smiled back and
nodded then rose to leave as he turned to take his seat on the
couch in the living room.

I got into bed early, though for no
particular reason. I dreaded those five days of school each week,
not being able to be with her but realized that such deprivation
would make the dance just a few weeks away all the more memorable
an occasion. I drifted off to sleep, dreaming of our arrival at the
door, walking in with Molly on my arm to the envy of every boy in
school.

The next morning mom awakened me with the
call to get ready to go to town. I could tell she was anxious to
shop, because breakfast wasn’t the usual feast. She rushed us all
to the car, while dad followed behind grinning like a school by on
his way home early. She always made him smile. I wasn’t sure
whether it was in spite of or because of all her quirky behaviors.
She was such a genuine character, completely unaffected but a
walking, talking idiosyncrasy.

We passed some kids playing in the stream in
the park in the spot where I had first met Pauly and Bobby. Sis
waved to Matty who was watching them from the swing sets. She
apparently had gathered our destination was town and began to run
to try to catch us. Dad caught sight of her and stopped. She got in
and she and sis got right to the business of whispering girl
secrets to each other while we drove, interrupted only for a moment
so that mom could properly acknowledge her in accordance with the
official “mom protocol”. “How’s your mother dear?” “Fine Mrs.
Holloway.” “Good…we’ll stop in and say hello…is she working today?”
”Yes maam.” Matty and sis then resumed their discussion. Dad pulled
up in front of the drug store to find Pauly and Bobby at their
usual station on the bench. We all got out at which mom dictated
the itinerary. “Dear…I’ll drop in and see Mrs. Madeson, then I need
to get a few things at the fabric shop…you go get your thingy-do at
the hardware store and we’ll meet at the grocery …we’ll pick up
some things and then go to the shoe store with Frankie.” “Ok.” Dad
said, knowing that this, shopping, was the of the expression of
every woman’s gift, a unique talent and that it did little good to
argue even if the plan outlined made no sense to us. “Then I’ll see
you back here in a bit.” Dad said, happy that he would have his
hardware experience alone, that it might be savoured. The female
insensitivity to the sensuousness of this indulgence had always
astonished him, but then he never understood “shopping” either.
“Boys.” Dad said to Pauly, Bobby and me. “Hey Mr. Holloway.” Dad
smiled, nodded and walked off to the hardware store a happy man,
free to lose himself in the world of tools. “Your old man’s pretty
cool Frankie.” Pauly said. “Thanks…so what’re you guys doing
today?” “Nothing” Bobby answered. “Gotta job…finally…start
tomorrow.” “Yeah?…where?” “Hoff’s.” “Cool… pay good?” “Enough I
guess…better than nothing.” “Yeah.” I said, crushing out a
cigarette butt still burning on the sidewalk. “How’s it goin with
Stan Taylor?” Pauly asked. “Ok…he’s pretty cool ta work for.”
“Heard from my brother.” Pauly said, sounding a little down.
“Yeah?…he’s ok?” “Yeah…he an’is boys jumped some VC in the
jungle…eight of’em…killed’em all…sent back pictures.” He said as he
took an envelope out of his pocket with a stack of eight Polaroid’s
in it. The pictures were gruesome. The dead were wearing what
looked like black pajamas, just like we had seen on the news, each
covered in horrible, gaping wounds. Blood was everywhere on the
ground and on the bodies. I had never seen a dead person before and
realized more truly that day the nature of what I would most likely
be going to face when I turned eighteen. I handed them back to
Pauly, no longer excited but depressed. “What’s the matter?” He
asked, an instructive look on his face. “T’s gross man.” With a
blank expression he put the pictures in his pocket. “Figured you
should get a look.” “Gee thanks.” I said sarcastically, more
depressed than ever as the crass reality of the war began to sink
in. They both smirked and then nodded to a woman who passed by who
knew them. “Hello boys.” She said with a smile. “Maam.” They said
in unison, as if well practiced, it being a common occurrence in
the ritual of their time on the bench each day. I looked around the
town trying to see if I knew anyone. “So where’s that idiot
Cobb?…figured he’d be hangin around town today.” Pauly looked up at
me. “He won’t be around for a while.” Pauly said. “He won’t be
gettin up for a while.” Bobby said laughing. Pauly pushed him in a
gesture of disapproval. “What happened?” Though I would never have
said it in front of Molly, I had hoped Herc would take care of
Cobb. I realized then that he had and worried as to the measure of
his enthusiasm. “Herc had a…talk with’im.” Bobby said laughing
again. “Knock it off man.” Pauly insisted. “How bad is it?” I
asked, suspecting that I already knew. Pauly stared at me for a
moment with his usual blank expression, saying nothing. “Heh… Herc…
that was cool of’im.” I said, reveling in the idea of the pain
which Cobb likely endured. “Figure he did it for you Frankie?”
Pauly said, glaring at me with one eye partly closed for emphasis
of his point. “No…I know…t’s not what I mean.” “Told ya there was a
time…this was one of ‘em.” Pauly said, leaning back on the bench in
a posture appropriate to one having made his significant point and
in that, closing the topic. “Yeah.” I smiled and chuckled a little,
pleased at the prospect. Then suddenly the significance of what he
had just said occurred to me. He had underlined that. “One of’em?”
I asked, worried at the implications. “T’s done…drop it.” The
authority in his tone took some of the worry away. Pauly seemed
always so sure of such matters and the moral measure of them.
“Yeah.” I said in a sigh of resignation. “And keep it ta yourself,
eh?” I gathered that he meant for me not to tell Molly because she
would feel guilty of it having been over her. “Yeah, sure.”
“A’right.” Pauly turned back to watching the street. I took a seat
on the end of the bench and we talked about the dance and the girls
they were taking. I didn’t know them well and was curious about
what they would be like, a girl that would have either one of them.
I tried to imagine Pauly in an intimate situation, never having
seen him anything but dry and serious. The thought was painful so I
stopped and directed my attentions elsewhere. Mom appeared from
behind a crowd of people, walking toward us on the sidewalk and
stopped at the door to the grocery. With her usual look of
determination she fished in her purse for something and then looked
up as if at us, waving. I was sure she couldn’t have seen me
sitting behind Pauly and Bobby so I turned to look the other way
and saw my dad coming from the hardware store with his prize in a
bag under his arm. He waved back and when he got even with us,
handed me the bag. “Hold this will ya Frankie?” “Yeah sure.” “Be
out in… well…your mom’s shopping.” He said as he walked away.
“Yeah.” It was interesting to see the smiles of those walking past
them, especially the women, all of whom had met her and understood.
I was thankful that they found her entertaining but also worthy of
friendship. She had become very popular.

Dad continued on to mom and stopped. They
talked for a bit and then entered the grocery. Chuckling a little,
Pauly said…” Your old man’s cool…but your mom…” He stopped, as if
it were not necessary to finish the remark but Bobby decided to.
“…Is hot!” He smiled at me. Pauly turned and looked at him with a
chastising smirk then turned back to face me. “Yeah, she’s really
pretty…no offense Holloway …but she’s crazy man.” “Yeah, I know…but
she’s got a big heart.” “I know…she’s cool.” He said in a tone
indicating full agreement. I looked at him, wondering how he’d
formed that impression. “Molly say she was comin ta town?” Pauly
asked as I turned to see Molly and her mother coming down the
sidewalk toward us. “Yeah, said she was shoppin with’er mom.” I
replied as I watch them approach. Mrs. Maddox was wearing
sunglasses again, which was not a good sign. They stopped at the
door to the grocery. Mrs. Maddox turned to Molly and the two were
talking about something, which seemed to have Mrs. Maddox very
upset. She began to cry a little but with Molly’s coaxing, was able
to gather herself again. She turned back to the door and they both
went in.

I sat there wanting to follow her in but
figured that Pauly wouldn’t approve. “What’er ya waitin for?” He
said smiling. I shook my head, wondering if I would ever figure him
out, or the unfolding of all the mysterious events of which I had
become an integral part. I got up and walked into the grocery to
see Molly and her mother standing by one of the cashiers talking to
Stan Taylor. I stopped far enough back to remain un noticed for
fear of embarrassing her, given what I suspected was the news. Mom
and dad were close by watching the scene with several other women
and a few men, mom riveted to the conversation, quiet for one of
the few times in her life, dad standing by her side with his arm
around her. Stan stood quietly, allowing Mrs. Maddox to find some
means to express at least the gist of her purpose in coming. It
appeared from her manner something she felt a great need to do.
“Stan…I…I’m so sorry…I had…” She had to fight back the tears. Molly
put her arms around her mother. “I had the money for my bill… but…
but Archie…” She bowed her head and struggled again to keep from
crying. I could hear barely auditable sighs of sympathy coming from
those watching. Stan sighed. “Not again…what the hell’s wrong with
that man.” He said shaking his head, taking Mrs.Maddox gently by
the shoulders. “Now Emily…come on...its ok…we know you’re going to
have to deal with this sort of thing from him from time to time…its
ok, really.” He crouched down a little to look into her eyes as I
had seen him do before. “It’s ok…we’ll work it out…so…you should…”
Suddenly, mom sprang into action, interrupting Stan as she walked
up to Mrs. Maddox on the opposite side of Molly and slipped her arm
in hers. “Well this is all utter nonsense…all this business about
money.” Mom began to turn her toward the interior of the store.
Molly, not quite sure what was going on stepped back, seeing her
mother’s surprise in mom’s rescue effort. “Come dear…let’s shop.”
Mom said leading Mrs. Maddox toward the isles of food. “But,
but…Laurane I can’t.” She said wiping away a few tears with her
free hand. “What about…” Mom interrupted. “Oh don’t be silly…that’s
a man thing…and look at all those men…you just let them worry about
that…now, we have things to do…come, come, come ” Mrs. Maddox
realized that she stood no chance with mom. No one ever did once
she was fully motivated. Still half facing dad, Stan Taylor and the
crowd, all by then smiling at the events unfolding before them, mom
waved her hand in a manner dispensing with the situation. “We’ll be
back in a bit.” She stopped for a moment, turning back toward the
crowd. “Molly dear….come come.” She said coaxingly. Molly moved
quickly and joined the two of them. Once mom had Mrs. Maddox turned
completely around and moving toward the first isle, she turned to
another woman they were passing whom I suppose she knew and
included her in the discussion, drawing her along with them. The
woman, a little surprised, smiled and followed, seeming to enjoy
the prospect of the adventure. As they disappeared into the depths
of the store we could hear mom’s voice gradually fade while
bombarding Mrs. Maddox with the litany of things they were going to
buy, all the most expensive foods in the store. “You know after
we’re done here, I think we should go and have lunch at that little
restaurant down the street…you know…its really cute…I hear the food
is great and they have a wine list that’s so…” Her voice became
first a mumble in the distance and was then washed out by the
non-descript background noise one expected to hear in such a place.
Dad looked around at Stan and some of the other men left standing
there all of whom started to giggle at what had just happened, the
likes of which none of them had ever before witnessed. A few of the
women looked at their husbands with a smile, turned and walked off
at which all the men removed their wallets while walking toward
Stan.

It had never occurred to me until that day,
but I wondered if sometimes mom’s antics were merely an attempt to
spare another embarrassment by drawing attention to herself. This
is not to say that she wasn’t genuinely insane. Of that I am
certain, but she, like most women of that era, had the ability to
appeal to certain moral and social expectations without being
questioned, driving resolutions which all within knowledge and
understanding of the circumstances, were accepted as proper and
necessary.

Mr. Telesco walked in and up to the
gathering. “Stan…guys.” He looked at the one other man he didn’t
know. “Bill Telesco.” He said offering his hand. “Dan Stevens.” The
two shook, then Mr. Telesco turned to look first at Stan and then
my dad. “Pauly told me…how much?” Stan finished counting the money
already collected. “If you can spare ten, I’ll throw in…’bout
twelve…that’ll take care of today…leave a little for next week.”
Stan said, calculating the split. “Well that’s done.” My dad said
as he turned toward me and smiled. Mr. Telesco took out fifteen
dollars from his wallet and gave it to Stan and asked…“So she’ll
still be able ta charge, right?” “Of course…gonna tell Mackie he’s
been at it again?” Stan looked at him pleadingly. The others stood
listening, new to the that aspect of Mrs. Maddox’s dilemma. “Is it
bad?” His tone one of surprise that Archie had hit her again so
soon. “Worse than last time.” Stan said. Dad’s expression turned to
one of concern. “He hits her a lot?” “Only on some weekends…when he
gets home from the bar or when he needs her money ta go.” Mr.
Telesco said sarcastically. “I’ll tell the chief.” “So what’s the
deal with this…Archie?” Dad asked, hoping to gain some insight into
the history of Archie’s behavior with his family and the town.
“He’s a real piece a work…came back from Nam worse than he went
in…did some things from what I hear.” Stan then injected himself in
the conversation. “He was always a parasite but, he put on a good
show for Emily…won’er over…was a regular angel at first… nobody
really knew ‘till after they were married and we started hearing
things from Chepachet…folks coming to the mill to work…but it was
too late by then.” Dad shook his head in disgust. “Cant the chief
do anything?” “Yeah, he keeps a close eye on’im…had a couple a
talks with him already…but you can’t threaten’im too much or he’ll
take it out on her.” Mr. Telesco said, gestured by pounding his
fist in his other hand. “We ought a all take’im out and beat the
hell out of’im.” Stan said, deciding that it was a sentiment which
required expression. “May come to that…save the chief some grief
too…his hands are tied.” Mr. Telesco quipped. “”I’m new here…but I
can’t figure it…to have daughters like that…especially that Molly.”
Dad began. “To treat’em like that.” He looked at both Stan and Bill
Telesco. “He wouldn’t hurt the girls would he?” Mr. Telesco looked
at Stan and then back to dad. “No…I think he knows… Herc’d
kill’im…and I don’t mean that figuratively…in fact…he’s pushing the
envelope as it is.” Mr. Telesco then slapped him on the shoulder
then turned and walked back to the drug store.

I just stood there watching, wondering how
long it would take for Molly to come back. I decided to take a seat
on the bench just to the side of the door of the store and wait.
Dad continued his discussion with the other men, which I found
interesting in that they were keeping nothing about their
respective pasts from each other, unaware that I was listening. It
turned out that Stan Taylor was not one with whom to trifle. Nor
was Mr. Telesco, each of them having done a hard tour in the war
like my dad. I imagined them taking Archie out to the back of some
building or deep into the woods and seeing to it that he never hurt
his family again, but my thoughts were repeatedly interrupted by
the knowledge that Molly would wish for no such revenge. How hard
to be her I thought, blessed with such a soul and at once cursed
with such a life so out of keeping with it.

The men all stopped talking when mom’s
relentless chattering could be heard growing ever louder in one of
the isles closest to them. The three women and Molly came out
pushing two carts full of food and headed for the cashier where the
men were still standing, all of whom turned to watch as they
approached. “Stan?…would you see that these get delivered?…this
cart’s for Emily and this one’s for me.” Before Stan could answer
mom had moved on. “Thank you so much.” She said, then looked at
Mrs. Maddox “Now…come dear.” “Laurane, I’ll meet you after…when
your…back…done with…whatever…” Dad said, ending in a sigh of
surrender. Mom started past the men before he could finish, her arm
through Emily’s, steering her for the door. “We’re going to have
lunch…you stay and talk with your friends…be back in a bit.” The
words trailed behind as they walked toward the door, Mrs. Maddox
visibly confused and amused at her captor’s methods. As they past
me, Molly looked at me with surprise and then sympathetic eyes, as
if she felt some sense of a betrayal, not stopping to remain with
me. I smiled in a way I thought would let her know I understood.
Dad just grinned at the other men and shrugged. “Good luck John.”
Stan Taylor said chuckling while shaking dad’s hand. Dad nodded to
them all then turned to walk out. “Uh…I’ll take that.” He said
reaching for his hardware store purchase as he passed. A look of
contentment came over him as he took the bag from me. I knew that
his day was complete, regardless of what mom would end up spending.
He walked out, his prize under his arm, content in the day’s
enterprise.

As I left the store I found Pauly and Bobby
gone. I had no idea what I was supposed to do with mom on a mission
and dad wandering about on one of those few occasions when he was
not tending to some concern of hers, surely a time to leave him
undisturbed. Calculating that my getting shoes was off mom’s
itinerary, I went to the bench in front of the drug store. I sat
down, thinking I would try to discover what Pauly and Bobby found
so entertaining when manning that station. It didn’t take long
before I began to really enjoy myself, not only in the monitoring
of the more unique individuals as they passed but, in the slow,
intimate appreciation of the character of the downtown and the
effects of the parochial culture in which I now lived. Life was
good in Cedarville. It was interesting and certainly full of
surprises.

In a few minutes, Kyle Reese, a boy I knew
from school happened by. “Hey Frankie” I heard from the street.
“Hey.” “Where’s Pauly ‘n Bobby?” He asked taking a posture by the
bench facing me. “Don’t know…they were here a while ago.” “So
what’s up?” “Just waiting…folks’re shoppin.” “Yeah…me too…thought I
saw your old man wanderin around over there.” He pointed Hoff’s gas
station. “Checkin out Spiders rod.” “What’s it doin there?” “Glenn
always works on it for’im…helped ‘im build that motor…t’s the
second one.” “How long’s it been sittin there?” “Few days
anyway…saw Spider workin on it last night…guess he screwed
something up after that last race.” I thought for a moment.
“Couldn’t a been Spider…he’s in North Winfield.” Kyle shrugged,
then changed the subject. “Heard you’re takin Molly ta the dance?”
“Who told you that?” “Molly told Marla, you know…the chick who digs
Pauly… then she told, well…everybody.” “Hmm.” I mumbled. I would
have no secrets in that town I thought. “Man ‘re you lucky.” I
looked up at him. “Yeah…I know.” I tried to resist the urge to ask
the questions which plagued me so but, I couldn’t. “How long’ve you
known’er?” “I don’t know…’bout ten years I guess.” “Pauly too?”
“That’s part of knowin her.” He said in a tone of mild sarcasm.
“Yeah…I guess so…so…you like’er?” “Who doesn’t?” He said, looking a
little confused that I would have even asked. “So how come ya never
asked’er out?” “Me?” “Yeah…you…why not…ya said ya liked’er, right?”
”Well, yeah…” He started. I stared keenly at him to see if he might
reveal some hint of depth of the answer in his expression. “So?” I
said, causing his smiled to disappear. Suddenly he became angry,
but then his expression turned to one of frustration. “’Cause…cause
its…you can be a real ass sometimes Holloway.” “Sorry…ok…forget
it…man.” I said, exasperated, thinking that it was just all too
complicated for such a small town. He must have felt similarly
because he quickly changed the subject. “Hear what happened to
Cobb?” “Yeah…how bad is he?” “Pretty bad…I mean nothin’s broken but
he’s hurting…be off his feet a couple a days at least.” “Good…’
guy’s an ass.” “Boy’s he gonna be pissed at you” He chuckled
sarcastically. “Molly know bout this?” “No…aint gonna either.”
“What’ya mean?” “Nobody’s gonna tell’er.” “Yeah…gotta love this
place.” I said chuckling. “Gotta go man…see ya in school tomorrow.”
“Yeah…be cool.” He walked off and disappeared into a well-populated
sidewalk of shoppers and strollers. I looked around thinking, it
was pleasant, that small town life style. Slow and quiet, it was
filled with social distractions rather than those of specific
material events like in the big city. One found himself instead
becoming concerned with issues over the actions of one person or
another as well as his problems and struggles and there was always
the latest gossip to fall back on should none of these sustain
one’s interest.

I got up and began to walk along the sidewalk
slowly, here and there a building, car or a shop inspiring the
recall of some story or event which I now understood as significant
in the small town perspective I had developed in such a short
period of time living there. These things were now important to me,
in part defining my sensibilities and the standard by which I now
judged other people and their actions. How interesting I thought,
that I was now a small town resident, with all that that means in
terms of my outlook on life and how it would affect my decisions as
to what I wanted to be and do.

As I reached the laundry, I saw dad, mom,
Mrs. Maddox and Molly walking down the sidewalk toward me. Mom had
that look she always did after having spent a fortune but, this
time dad’s expression was not one of horror but of exhausted
satisfaction. I stood as they got close and moved to the edge of
the sidewalk that I might intercept Molly from her position in the
procession. “Hi.” I said, cautiously, to try to discern her level
of receptivity in the awkwardness of the circumstance. “Hi
Frankie.” She said beaming. I turned to accompany them back toward
where we had parked our car. As we walked, I heard only Molly, the
chatter of the adults commanding none of my attention or concern.
“It was really fun…your folks are so sweet.” “Thanks…so’s your
mom.” I said, then realizing that by excluding him, I had made
issue of Archie, but she did not acknowledge it. “Thanks.” “I don’t
know what I can ever say about this…I feel so….” I could see she
was a little teary eyed so I quickly interrupted. “Don’t…really…you
don’t have to.” She looked at me a little confused and I realized
that she couldn’t understand, unable to see herself at everyone
else did. “Frankie?” I just smiled at her. She took my hand in
her’s and smiled, saying nothing, I think as a way of keeping me
from the discomfort of trying to make her feel less embarrassed. “I
hope I can see you tomorrow.” She didn’t respond, which I figured
was her way of saying to me that I would likely not, but that was
to be expected, at least if the past was anything by which to go.
“Frankie?” She spoke up a few moments later. “Yeah?” “The party on
Friday…I’ll meet you at Suzy’s ok?” “Yeah sure, but I was
thinking.” “Please?” “Sure Molly…meetin there’s cool.” “Thanks.”
She said with a big smile. We finally arrived in front of our car
and stopped to face each other. Mrs. Maddox threw her arms around
mom. “Laurane…how can I ever thank you?” Mom hugged her tightly and
patted her on the back. “Oh don’t be silly dear…it’s the least we
could do…now you just stop that and go home and have fun…make a
nice big dinner…ok?” Mom pushed Mrs. Maddox back a little, holding
her hands and looking her in the eyes. “Ok?” Mrs. Maddox smiled and
wiped a tear away from her cheek. “Thank you so much.” She hugged
dad and then stepped back as Molly walked up to them. “Mr. And Mrs.
Hollaway?” They both looked at her. “Thank you for what you did…for
all your help.” She was hesitant but then moved in to hug them
both. When dad let her go, he put his hand on her cheek. “You’re
quite a girl Miss Molly Maddox.” “Thank you.” She said with an
embarrassed grin. The two started down the sidewalk toward their
car. “Bye Frankie.” Mrs. Maddox and Molly said together as they
passed. We all stood and watched them for a minute as they made
their way through the crowd. “Well…let’s go home eh?” Dad finally
suggested. “Yeah.” I said, anxious to leave. We all got in the car
and started out down the road through town. “John?” “Yes dear?” She
looked at him seriously, her expression devoid of its usual
animated quality. “Thank you…that was wonderful of you…letting me
help them like that.” She turned back to watch the road. “No
Laurane…thank you.” She turned back to him. “For what?” “For being
you…God only knows…there’s no one like you…’sides…I’ve never gotten
more satisfaction out of spending two hundred dollars in my life.”
He said beaming. She smiled and looked back at the road. “You know
John…?” She turned to look at us. “We really don’t need ta go on
that vacation this year, do we?” Sis looked at me a little
disappointed but voiced no complaint at the prospect. “Nah.” I
said. Dad thought for a moment. “That’s about eleven hundred
dollars Laurane…she could do a lot with that.” She was looking at
dad with a smile. “You kids in agreement.” He asked, taking his
eyes off of the road for a moment to look back at us. “Sure dad…but
ya gotta make sure Archie doesn’t take it from’er.” “Yes… good
point son…we’ll just give it to her in small amounts…or pay some of
her bills…you know…call the electric company…that sort of thing.”
“Maybe we could set up some charge accounts for her at certain
stores?” Mom suggested. “Prepay.” “That’s a good idea…I’ll have a
talk with Bill Telesco about it this week.” Mom grabbed Dad’s hand
and held it most of the way home.

After dinner I went to my room lay on the
bed, thinking about the day’s events, of how it must have hurt
Molly and her mother to have been put through such an humiliating
experience in front of so many of their friends. Mrs. Maddox had
worked so hard and so long to earn the money to pay her bill at the
grocery, only to have Archie take it away to waste on liquor and
gambling. I thought about Herc. I thought about how glad I was that
there were men like him and I wished that somehow he would be
incited to act against Archie, that he would see to his excesses by
eliminating his physical ability to engage in them. How final an
action that would be. Herc would deliver upon him a punishment in
keeping with his sins against the members of his family, which
given their character, especially that of Molly, were extreme. And
it would be justice, not vengeance, lacking in any sinful character
in spite of the pleasure it would bring to so many.

 


 


~~~The Party~~~

 


The rest of the week at school was little
different from the first two, except that it seemed I was now
considered and treated by all the kids as a component of the
Pauly/Bobby entity, whatever that actually was and though I did not
really know, they did, which was all that mattered I supposed. This
of course, was of great consequence in the high school reality of
Cedarville and though it imparted a sense of status, it was also
lonely to a degree, others never allowing themselves to become too
familiar.

As I moved through each day, I took note of
how the troublemakers, though there were few, seemed to avoid most
contact with me. At least that part of my new image felt completely
gratifying, coming without a price to my personal likes and
desires, these people being the kind with whom I would not wish to
associate anyway. However, I did calculate that my new found status
would impress Cobb when on his feet again to the point of
motivating him to pursue a confrontation rather than avoiding one.
But I decided not to worry myself too much over that until I had
too, it being an inevitable confrontation.

On Wednesday I went to work at the grocery.
Mr. Taylor was a great guy to work for and the job was really
pretty easy. He had hired me just so I’d have the opportunity to
help take care of Molly, Paula and Mrs. Maddox, of some financial
benefit to them but a significant life lesson for me for which I am
eternally grateful. It was his generation I thought, always more
apt to extend themselves for others regardless of the cost. I
suppose he wanted to foster the impulse in me as a counter to the
growing trend of self indulgence which seemed to define my
generation, but then he lived in the wake of the life of Molly
Maddox.

Pauly and Bobby came to see me that day, but
didn’t stay long. I had asked Mr. Taylor to warn me if Molly or
Mrs. Maddox were to come, thinking it better not to have to answer
questions as to why I was working there. I left for home each day
feeling pretty good about what I was doing, able to help along with
the men. It was an experience and a feeling I would never forget,
which would affect every decision from then on in my life as to how
I should deal with others.

Friday came, the day of the long awaited
party at Suzy’s house and I had passed the week seeing Molly on
only three occasions from a distance, during only one of which she
saw me and waved. Disappointed, on my way to and from the grocery
store, I passed the laundry where she worked after school, just to
get a glimpse of her. As she tended to customers and her “behind
the counter” duties when alone, unaware of my watching her, I was
moved by the manner in which the humility and sweetness of her
nature was manifest in her every gesture and action. As I walked, I
renewed my commitment to becoming a better person, one in whom she
would surely see her future.

I arrived at home at once sad that I couldn’t
have her attentions when I wanted and pleased that I could have
them at all, that I was the one chosen. I set out to conquer my
chores for the day and make my way back downtown to meet Pauly and
Bobby before going to the party. As I was finishing up raking the
leaves in the side yard, dad came out. “Frankie?” I looked up from
the pile I was creating. “Yeah…uh yes?” He walked to stand by me.
“This party tonight…whose going to be there?” “Friends of Suzy’s I
guess…I don’t know most of those kids.” “What about the older
boys?” “Like who?” “This Spider fellow.” “Don’t know…why dad?” He
thought for a few moments then said…”Frankie…I don’t want any
repeats of the kinds of things that happened at those parties you
went to in Detroit…remember?” “Don’t worry dad…I’m gonna be there
with Molly.” At that he smiled and turned to leave but turned back
as if to say one more thing. “Frankie…no trouble ok?...if anything
happens…leave…you can call me to come get you.” “Dad…you don’t have
to worry.” He thought for a moment then asked…”Is Pauly going?”
“Yes.” I said, surprised at the grin of satisfaction which grew on
his face. He then turned and walked back into the house. I watched
until he was out of sight, then got back to my work, finished the
last pile, put the tools away and went upstairs to change.

When I was ready to leave and made my way
downstairs, I passed the living room to see mom standing like a
statue, looking sternly at something in the dining room. I walked
in and stood by her, scanning the room for whatever might have
inspired such a commitment of her attention. I then saw Iggy
sitting on the dining room table, staring back at her with equal
intensity, several tumbleweed type balls of his fur around him,
caught in the lace of her best table cloth. My thoughts quickly
changed from amusement at the sight of their contest and the
formulation of some attempt to solicit mercy on his behalf, to
those of leaving so as not to witness what the retribution against
him might be for that, one of his gravest transgressions to
date.

For some reason it struck me then to see her
standing there, so pretty and elegant though uncharacteristically
calm and pensive in her manner. She had an impish quality about her
I suppose you might say. I could see why dad felt about her the way
he did and why so many of his friends seemed to dote over her when
we lived in the city. As imposing a personality as she was, there
was a fragility about her, psychologically as well as physically
which was endearing. “Mom?” I said gently. She did not answer or
move. “Mom?” I said a second time, touching her arm. She turned to
face me slowly. “Yes dear?” “You ok?” “Oh yes…I’m quite alright.”
She said cheerfully, turning back to face the cat. “But he’s not.”
“Mom?…what’re you gonna do?” “Go play sweetie…don’t be too late.”
She said, her gaze fixed firmly on the cat who also had not taken
his eyes from her. “Bye mom.” “Bye dear.” I turned and left for
town. As I approached the ritual starting place for our weekend
activities, the bench in front of the drug store, I could see Pauly
and Bobby standing with two other boys, one of which I recognized
as Tom Finn. “Frankieeee.” Pauly said with uncharacteristic
enthusiasm. “Hey Pauly…Bobby…Tom.” “Holloway.” Tom said, looking
like a Pauly, Bobby group wanna be. I took a seat on the bench by
myself. “So, who’s gonna be there?” I asked. “The few people you
know and everybody you don’t.” Bobby answered. “Holloway, you takin
Molly ta the dance eh?” Tom asked, sounding a little envious.
“Yeah…why?” “Nothing…just jealous I guess.” Pauly looked at him and
chuckled. “Yeah, laugh Telesco.” Tom said as he turned to the
street to see who was out and around. Pauly stared back at him for
a moment then looked at Bobby as if something was being
acknowledged between them. Then Bobby said…“Just hope this one
doesn’t get crashed.” “Why…something happen at the last one?” I
asked. “Yeah…some idiots always show up.” I watched as Pauly showed
no sign of reacting to the comment. “Spider’s gonna drop by I
heard.” Tom said. “Yeah…maybe.” Pauly said dryly. “Kinda old isn’t
he?” I asked, confused by the notion. “He’s Suzy’s cousin.” Bobby
replied. “That’s cool.” Pauly came over and sat next to me on the
bench. “Molly meetin ya there?” “Yeah.” I replied in a kind of
disappointed tone. “What’s the matter…not good enough?” He glared
at me. “She’s gonna be there…waitin for you.” “Nah man…no
complaints…just wish I could’ a...” He turned back to face the
road, interrupting me. “Don’t jerk out on me Frankie.” “I’m not
man.” “Pay the price man…’r leave’er alone.” He said, as if in a
kind of ultimatum. I turned to him. “She’s all I want Pauly.” He
smiled a little. “Good…come on…let’s get outta here.” We all
started out for Suzy’s house just outside of town, past the
entrance to the mill fields. The road out of town stretched out to
the horizon in the remaining light of a sun already set. It was the
time of day I enjoyed most. We walked slowly while the others
talked of girls, those who might be at the party and which of them
each preferred, a discussion to which I had little to offer, Molly
being all I wished to know of the fairer sex.

Just as we were abreast of the parking lot of
the mill, the sound of a distant engine consumed in an all out
effort to apply its horsepower to the road, intruded upon our
conversation. We all stopped to see a yellow hot rod racing into
our view. It quickly arrived where we had paused to witness its
coming, screeching to a stop. The engine revved twice and then
died, the silence of the road almost deafening in contrast.
“Spider.” Pauly said to a smirking driver. “Paulllly!”! He looked
around at the rest of us. ”Hey guys.” He said then jumped out of
the car and walked to take a sit on the guardrail at the front of
the mill parking lot, which paralleled the road. “So what’s
happenin?” He asked as he lit a cigarette, flicking the match away
with the artistry of one practiced at cool gestures for the
purposes of image. Such things were important in the communications
of the status of youth. “The Q’s party.” Bobby replied, examining
along with Tom, the engine of the hot rod, visible for the lack of
side compartment doors. “Oh yeah…forgot its tonight...think I’ll
drop by later.” “350 right?” Bobby asked, turning to face spider.
“Yeah, its punched out to 375, 450 horse…dual Holly’s…6”
dumps...tranny and rear ‘r tricked out.” Bobby turned back to the
engine again, talking about its various features with Tom. “Man.” I
said, amazed at how much more extreme Spider’s car was from those I
had seen in the city. “You guys seen Herc?” Spider asked, looking
to Pauly. “Nah…not since last week.” “Damn.” Spider said, looking
at me for a moment then back to Pauly. “Ya try the clubhouse?”
Pauly suggested. “Yeah...hasn’t been there for a couple a days.”
“Everything ok?” “Nah, everything’s cool…I think anyway…county
sheriff’s been poking around lately…Herc aint gonna like that.”
“What’re they looking here for?” “Don’t know…but you know how they
are in Madison.” “Yeah…Mounties…Mackie say anything?” “Not ta me.”
Spider said, slapping his knees. “Well, if ya see’im…tell’im lookin
for’im.” “Yeah, sure.” Pauly said, looking at me with a glare in
his eyes. “So your Frankie huh?” Spider asked smirking. “Yeah.”
“A’right…so you caught the Molly girl.” He said jokingly as he
stood, flicking away his cigarette with a jugglers finesse, then
climbing into his car. “Ya done good son…don’t screw it up.” He
reached for the ignition. “Got it?” “Yeah…I got it.” He glared at
me, his smile gone and his tone intimidating. ”You better.” The
engine of the hot rod started with an explosion, the power of it
evident in the rumble of its idle. Spider nodded, pushed the stick
into first and jolted away, his rear tires disappearing in the
cloud of burning rubber, a substantial portion of which was left in
twin trails on the pavement. We watched until he had completed his
shift into fourth gear, by which time he was too far away to see
any longer then continued on to the party. “He seems pretty cool.”
I said, satisfied he was not the monster most made him out to be.
Bobby looked at me, smirking. “Yeah…well…just stay on’is good
side.” I looked back at him, interested in Spider’s history. “Ever
seem’im in a fight?” “Oh yeah.” Bobby chuckled knowingly. “What
happened?” “When he graduated, right before he got drafted, three
guys from Columbia beat up his old girlfriend’s brother…Spider went
bonzo on’em over at the diner…messed’em up real bad….got in a lot
trouble.” “What’d they do to’im?” “Nothing, cause he got drafted
right before he was supposed ta go ta court.” He looked at me.
“They don’t bother’im anymore.” “Who?” I asked, confused. “His old
girl friend’s brother.” As he laughed I just caught the sound of
Pauly chuckling to himself. “Pauly.” “Yeah?” “You think…ya know…ya
think Herc...Lisa?” “What?” “That missing girl…you know.” He
chuckled. “Why?” “Come on…the sheriff from Madison’s here lookin
around….t’s gotta be about that.” “Yeah, maybe.” “So?” “So what?”
“Would he?” I said, almost demanding. “No.” I waited for more but
he was silent. “Why not?” “Cause he’d never hurt a chick like
that.” “What about a guy…would he waste a guy…if he did something
bad enough?” “Yep.” His answer came back too fast I thought. “Ya
think?” I began but Pauly interrupted. “Got no answers for ya man.”
“Yeah…sorry.” “Don’t worry ‘bout that stuff…just have a good time.”
He said, which was all I needed to hear. I realized that I was
beginning to defer to Pauly’s judgment without thinking. It was
inevitable I suppose, but I seemed to place almost the same faith
in his assessment of events and circumstances as I did in my
dad’s.

After a few minutes, we had reached the
street to Suzy’s house, a left off of the main road from town. As
we made the turn we could see the house, newly constructed on a
big, landscaped yard, surrounded by woods, broken up by small,
cleared fields. A few cars were parked on the road, hinting at the
age range of those invited. I was starting to feel very excited,
not only about seeing Molly but about being seen with her, it being
such a point of interest and even envy of so many, to some degree,
even of the older guys like spider.

Walking up the path to the front door, we
could see the kids milling around inside through a big picture
window off to the right. As we entered, I immediately looked around
for Molly, searching through each of the small groups in the living
room, some sitting and others standing, all of whose conversations
were melded together as they were overlaid by the sound of Beatles
songs emanating from speakers placed throughout the house. Molly
was nowhere to be found. Pauly and Bobby looked around, nodding and
occasionally waving others who happened to look up from their
discussions long enough to take notice of them. We then started
through the various rooms finally making our way to a deck in the
back off the kitchen. Pauly seemed to feel claustrophobic in the
house, looking as if he were taking a deep breath of relief as he
took a seat in one of the deck chairs outside. Bobby took the seat
next to him and Tom and I sat facing them on a nearby picnic bench.
It wasn’t long before some of the kids noticed us and came out to
talk. In a short time there was little room left. Suzy had her
brother bring a set of speakers out so we could hear the music.

I looked at Pauly who smirked back at me,
then went inside to try to find Molly. In the living room where we
had first come in, I saw John who was in my English class in
school, standing with Pauly’s girl Marla and another boy and girl I
didn’t know. He looked up at me as he noticed my approach.
“Holloway …how’s it goin.” As we shook hands, I looked at the girls
and nodded. “Hi Frankie.” They said together. “Hi…hi Marla…Pauly’s
outside.” “I know.” She smiled knowingly. I looked at her a little
funny I suppose, wondering why she had not gone to be with him.
“Looking for Molly?” The other girl asked with a smile, as if she
enjoyed the prospect of Molly being involved with someone.
“Yeah…she here yet?” “Sure…down on the left.” She said, pointing to
the hall off to the right behind the living room wall. “She really
likes you Frankie.” Marla said. She and the other girl smiled and
giggled. “I’m so happy you’re taking her to the dance.”. “Yeah.”
“She’s really excited about it.” “Yeah?” I must have conveyed some
surprised delight in the manner of my question because the two
giggled again, looking at each other then back at me.
“Gawwdddd!!!...Frankie you’re so dumb sometimes.” Marla said
playfully. “Damn Holloway.” John smirked, as if he were any more
savvy, I thought to myself. “She and her mother made a new dress
just for the dance.” Marla said turning to the other girl, who then
began chatting with her over the details. I looked at John who
chuckled, as amused at the sight as I. “Marla…you gonna go see
Pauly?” I asked. She looked away from her discussion and smiled.
“Sure…when he’s ready.” I looked at her confused and shrugged. “See
you guys.” “Bye.” They all said in unison, as I started down the
hall to look for Molly. I could hear them whispering excitedly
about the relationship between her and me until I turned the corner
of the room. When I got to the end of the hall, I stopped just
before the door and carefully leaned in. Molly was standing before
a painting, which sat on an easel, apparently a place of honour in
the room. I watched as she tilted her head a little from one side
to the other as if to change her perspective slightly in analysis
of the work. She smiled, reaching out and touching the canvas ever
so gently, apparently out of some sense of attachment. The effort
required to break away from the admiration of the painting was
applied gradually, evident in her manner, as she stepped backward
once and then again, each time bringing her hand to her chest, a
decidedly female gesture which I have learned displays a welling up
of emotion or affection.

Once completely disengaged, she turned to the
displays of butterflies, which lined one wall of the room. Her back
then to me, I moved into the frame of the door, still silent, still
watching, so taken with her manner that I could not stop. She wore
a flared skirt, like all the other girls, clean and carefully
pressed but showing its age by intermittent lengths of seams and
hemline, too often repaired. Her white blouse betrayed the same
degree of wear, as well as an equal measure of care in its
maintenance. Her shoes were those she always wore, no longer able
to hide their age with polish alone. In all, she was the most
beautiful, most magnificently arrayed girl at the party. I could no
longer contain myself and remain silent. I walked into the room and
stopped just behind her. “Hi Molly.” I said, causing her to wheel
around at the shock of the intrusion upon the silence of the room.
When she saw me she smiled from ear to ear. “Hi Frankie.” She put
her hands on my shoulders and leaned in and kissed me on the cheek.
“Gees you look beautiful Molly.” She stepped back a little, taking
a pleat of either side of her skirt in hand and adjusting her
posture slightly, as if to display her outfit to me and smiled,
relieved by my remark of approval. “Thanks.” She said with a
certain measure of pride. “I was worried when I didn’t see ya out
there.” “Oh…I just wanted to wait for you in here…I was out there
for about an hour and I knew you’d be coming soon…Marla said she’d
tell you where I was.” “Everthing’s ok?” “Oh yes…I just wanted to
meet you alone first.” “I’m glad.” I wondered if something was
worrying her. ”So what’s this room?” “Its Suzy’s studio…she does
her artwork in here.” She pointed to the drawing table and supplies
at the far end of the room and then all the drawings she had done,
which were displayed unframed along two walls of the room. I turned
back to the painting, which I now could see was of a butterfly
resting on the peddle of a flower, its wings partially withdrawn.
The amount of detail and the realism defied the eye’s expectation,
given the assumed limits of oil paint. “My God…this is
unbelievable.” Out of the corner of my eye, I could see her smiling
as she watched me admire the painting. “Did Suzy paint this?” There
was silence for a moment. “I did.” She said in a way one might
expect of a mother responding to the admirers of her new baby.
“Molly…damn…you’re amazing!” “Do you really think its good?” “Are
you kidding…its almost alive…and still…kinda suggestive…ya know?”
She looked at me surprised and excited by my comment. “Yes,
yes…that’s what I was trying to do…see the colours here and here.”
She pointed to various areas of the painting. “I wanted to bring
out these colours here…around here…see?” “Yeah…t’s kinda
shocking…it really grabs you…makes you look at that part of the
picture…painting.” She looked even more surprised, as if her work
were then validated…understood by someone never influenced or
inadvertently coached by her indulgence in conversations about what
she was painting and why. Her expression then softened to a relaxed
smile. “Thank you.” I stroked her hair one time, unable any longer
to resist the desire to touch her. I then looked up at butterfly
collection on the walls. “Lotsa butterflies.” She turned to the
displays and began to explain which ones were what species and the
like. It was the second time while with her that I felt privileged
to be sharing one of her interests, something, which was important
to her. “Ya really like’em don’t ya….butterflies?” “There magic.”
She said quietly, almost whispering. I looked at her curiously. She
looked up at me and then as if a little embarrassed, turned away
from the wall. I turned back to the painting and just stared at it
for a moment, aware that she was watching me still. “Molly, why is
this here?” “I gave it to her…for a present.” “Wow…her birthday?”
“No” She said softly. I maintained my gaze at her waiting for an
answer. “Cause I love her.” I smiled as my mind raced through all
the sweet implications of such a remark and thought of just how
wonderfully and sensually complex girls were.

While facing the painting and Molly with her
back to the door, neither of us saw Suzy standing there. I reached
out to touch the canvass, wanting to feel the texture of the brush
stokes by which she was able to create such striking imagery.
“DON’T TOUCH IT!!” I heard a shout and turned to see Suzy march in
urgently with a determined expression, pick up the easel and
painting and move it to the far wall of the room, out of the likely
path of traffic. When she put it down, she doted over it, ensuring
its proper and secure seat on its pedestal. It was quite clear that
she treasured it greatly. “Suzy?” Molly said pleadingly.
“Please…don’t touch it.” She asked, this time deferentially. “He
didn’t know.” “Sorry Suzy.” I mumbled, a little embarrassed. “Come
on you guys…you’ve been in here long enough…everybody’s waiting.”
She grabbed Molly’s hand and led her from the room. Molly offered
her other hand to me and we formed a chain, moving back to the
living room. As we passed various groups of kids involved in
conversations, several boys and a few girls made comments as to how
nice Molly looked. She responded with a bright smile and a “thank
you” but was being propelled by Suzy too fast to offer much more. I
lost my grip in the first turn through the crowd and watched as
Suzy and Molly finally arrived at the couch facing the fire place
at the other end of the room where they were immediately surrounded
by six girls and two boys. She turned to me with a look of apology,
to which I just smiled. Understanding, she then smiled back and
turned to tend to her admirers. There would be plenty of time to be
with her later I thought and turned to go back to the deck and talk
to Pauly and Bobby. When I got to the door, I saw Pauly with Marla
and figured it was better to leave them alone. I found myself
sitting at the kitchen table, sufficiently entertained by watching
the others in small gatherings, some members of which would
occasionally move from one group to another as if each a buffet
dish from which their dietary resolve was insufficient to keep them
from tasting.

After a while I noticed a boy, John, in one
of the groups closest to me who seemed deliberately obnoxious. He
was never loud, but rather subtle in his insults, couching them in
what would be otherwise thought of as pleasant terms. He seemed to
enjoy most returning comments in a sarcastic tone designed to
embarrass the speaker, if only just a little. Slowly he managed to
discover in those few who chose not to leave each gathering into
which he injected himself, like personalities. I wondered how many
of them revealed this part of their character only when in the
presence of a catalyst such as John, those who otherwise might
behave in a kind manner when around others of that nature. He was
going to cause trouble, I just knew it, but there is always at
least one I thought.

After a fair amount of time and several
conversations with some of the kids I knew from school, I became
bored. I just wanted to be with Molly, but she was still held
captive in the living room, the crowd of those surrounding her much
larger by then, so I decided to go sit outside and get some fresh
air. As I passed through the living room, she saw me and looked a
little worried at what I might be feeling, but. I smiled back and
nodded to the door. She nodded back and I went out onto the porch.
It was a beautiful night. I sat down on the front steps and drank
in that feeling of freedom of spirit that accompanies being in such
broad, open spaces under an infinite sky filled with stars. After a
few minutes, I could hear the sound of an engine, obviously from a
hot rod, coming down the street toward the house. When it broke the
trees I could see that it was Spider, taking advantage of the
relatively open and unpopulated street to exercise the power of the
machine. He screeched to a halt behind the last car in the line
which had parked out front on the road, jumped out, walked to the
other side and helped Paula Maddox from her seat. They two walked
arm in arm toward the house. He smiled when he got close and
realized who I was. “Frankie …what’s happenin?” “Hey Spider…Paula.”
“Hi Frankie.” Paula said, kissing Spider before going inside. “How
come you’re out here…where’s Molly?” “Inside…got shanghaied.”
“Yeah.” He chuckled. “Hey… ya take the best…ya carry the rest.”
“Yeah.” I said, feeling a little too cool for my own good because I
was with Molly and because somebody as cool as spider was taking
time to talk with just me. “Pauly and Bobby still here?” “Yeah…out
back on the deck.” He lit a cigarette, watching the trajectory of
the match he flicked away until it hit the ground. “Talked ta
Pauly’s old man today…got a letter from his brother.” I looked up
surprised and glad because it meant he was still alive. “He’s ok?”
“Yeah…they’re moving out in a couple a days.” “Ta where?” “Didn’t
say…not supposed to…some firebase probably…t’s bad news man.”
“Damn…be hard on Pauly if anything happens to’im.” “Part a the deal
man…how old are ya.?” “Fifteen.” “Gonna be ready fer the Nam?” I
just looked at him. He stared back with a look of amusement.
“You’re goin man.” He said assertively. “Yeah…I know.” I said,
looking at the ground. “Hey…do your thing now…while you’re here…ya
know…get your time…then you’ll be ready…least as much as ya can
be…know what I mean?” “I think so.” I looked up at him. “What’s it
like?” He took a seat on the steps next to me. “Its bad man…what
can I tell ya?…but if you go knowin…you can deal with it.” “Ya mean
with getting killed?” “Yeah…it’s like an everyday thing man…like
eatin, sleepin, shavin…one minute your there, the next minute you
gone…guys you figure‘ll never get it…wack…laying on the ground,
bleedin like a stuck pig, or pieces of’em in the trees…t’s rude
man.” “How’m I ever supposed ta deal with that?” “Hey, ya
gotta…look…I was at a fire base during my tour…they’d hit us every
night sometimes, five, six nights in a row…sometimes with
everything they had…’n they do a lot a sneaking around…they got no
shame…ya never knew who was VC…little kids…women…or when you were
safe…one day everything’s quiet and nature calls…so you go ta take
care a business and mortar round comes in right on the latrine…I
mean that’s cruel…those people got no manners…a dude can’t even
take a dump in peace.” “Gees…how the hell do ya take that every
day?”. He leaned over, resting his elbows on his knees as if he
were anxious to impart some manner of wisdom. “This one day…we were
shavin and washin up, thinking everything’s quiet…every things
cool…and they flanked us…regulars…hit us on the east wall…never saw
it comin…so like all of a sudden these mortar rounds are droppin
all over the compound like rain…turns out they had most of the
buildings and gun emplacements lined up…one a the gooks we had in
the camp I guess…so we’re taking hit after hit…we couldn’t regroup
fast enough…so the l. t. calls in an air strike…he figured they’d
try ta make their way around…get behind us…overrun the camp…so the
l.t.’s screaming for everybody ta take cover and we’re all
scrambling man…it was a circus…runnin for shelter, popin gooks as
we go….n’ they’re comin over the wire everywhere…..so I jump down
inta this hole, and there’s the l.t…we’re watchin this wave of’em
comin at us, shootin at everything that moves… him and me’re
shootin back and then I hear the pilot on the radio askin “where do
we want it”…the l. t. ‘s looking around ta see if the guys still
alive’re under cover and he says…“put it on the camp”…so the pilot,
he asks him again and the l. t. he says, “on the camp man…put it on
the camp…now!”…so like I know “puffs” comin…so I duck down ‘cause I
know the whole camps goin down…even the bugs man… so were lying
there and they’re are comin at us and then ya hear this sound…this
eerie sound….like this hissin sound like thousands of snakes are
right up on the ground over our hole and then the bullets start
hittin’em…it was like they were bags a blood…this red mist
everywhere…bullets hitting like every square inch a ground over
acres…like this blanket a death….we watched’em…fallin in a wave all
the way back to the tree line, bout four hundred yards out past our
killin field…I remember this look on the faces of some of the one’s
close to us…when they knew…when they saw that C 47 up on the
horizon...’cause you cant run from the dragon man.” He shook his
head and raised his index finger in a gesture of noting an
important point. “One pass Frankie…greased a couple thousand guys
easy…five seconds.” He snapped his fingers for emphasis “Gone.”. I
sat staring at him, shocked, my mouth open in amazement. “Oh man …
how many of our guys got it.” “Ah…we lost about forty…so after, we
all came out an started cleanin up the place…HQ sent in the air cav
ta pin down any snipers or other troops that might a stayed behind
…they pounded the tree line for a while…just ta make sure…then we
dozed all the bodies into a big hole…but the thing was…the l. t.
was cool…a class dude…he took the wallets and I.D.’s from all the
gooks and made up these packages…nice and neat, laying their things
out on blankets and foldin’em up real careful, one layer on top of
another…then he personally walked out with a couple of the boys
pretty close to the tree line and left’em…so they’d know which a
their guys got greased…ya know, tell their families…that kinda
thing…no cuttin off ears in his command…so like, I’m seein all this
killing and death…and I figure it’s probly gonna happen ta me…so
what am I gonna do?” I opened my mouth to speak but nothing came
out. He chuckled. “Well…I decided that I was gonna do the rest a my
tour with my business settled man….get my accounts straight….know
what I mean?” He waited for acknowledge -ment. “I think so.” “I
mean…if your gonna go…what’d your life count for?” He looked off to
the street. “Did you do right by folks?...if ya get greased is
anybody gonna care?...did ya go out good?…did you make it count?…or
were ya just another maggot with a gun…shootin at the guys they
told ya to…some politican.” “Damn spider.” “Frankie…ya got
family…ya got friends…and now ya got the Molly girl… and that’s
something… somethin you don’t even know yet…but you could get it
with no warning man …and fer nothing…like you’re walkin point and
some gook does ya from two clicks out with a rifle and a scope…and
what’s it for?” “It doesn’t matter?” “That’s the point man…our
l.t…what’ya think he was doing?…I watched that dude taking out
their effects and the whole camp hating’im for it at first…then I
realized…getting dead’s easy there…its living right before ya go
that’s hard…but that’s what counts… you dig?” “Yeah, I think so.” I
said feeling a little better as he went on. “See…some things ya
can’t change Frankie…but you can make everything you do mean
somethin…maybe not to some of the guys with ya…some guys never get
it…but a lot of’em do…even so…its the big guy you’re gonna see if
you catch one…eh?” I nodded in acknowledgement. “So you believe in
God?” “Believe in’im?...you kiddin?…I’ve seen’im man.” “Seen’im?”
“Yep…seen’im clear as day…staring at me right through that little
hole in the barrel of an AK 47.” “Yeah…yeah.” “There’re times
Frankie…times when you’re in a situation when its hittin the
fan…and your reach this…this kind a…level…like a frequency…and you
realize when your there…none of the rules apply anymore…when ya
know that you’ve moved past some point…some line…I don’t know…some
understanding…its a zone man...and all that stuff which always
applied before…gone…invisible…and ya know that there’s something
past all this…like…like on the other side of it all…and you’ve
stepped into it…t’s like…you do things…I mean, if you’ve done
things the right way…they way it supposed to be in that kind of
situation…the way you’re expected to…you can see it…this other
side…so like, you see it and you know…aint the regular world
man…t’s like you passed a test or something.” He stopped and looked
at me frustrated. “See?” “Yeah…yeah, I think so.” He sighed a
little, hoping that I had understood some of what he was trying to
say. “So when they call ya… when the Sam sends ya greetings…be
ready…and when ya get there…be righteous man…ya shoot only when ya
gotta…ya do your time…and you either go out with a clear conscience
or come home with one…dig?” “Yeah, spider…thanks man.” “Sure kid.”
He flicked away his cigarette and stood up. “Gonna go find the Q.”
“Yeah.” He slapped me on the shoulder and went into the house. I
could hear the commotion over his arrival, his entry being a
party-stimulating event. I thought I’d go in but would wait a few
minutes for the excitement to die down.

When I went back in the house I met Molly at
the door, coming out to look for me. “Hi.” She said smiling. “Hi,
where you goin?” “To find you.” “Just talking ta spider.” “Come
on.” She took my hand and led me back into the living room. We sat
together with a group of her friends, most of whom I didn’t know,
some on the couch, some on the hearth and the floor, all of them
jockeying at first for position to sit next to her. We talked for
hours about most everything of concern to those our age. I don’t
think I’ve had that much fun before, watching Molly, how the girls
all seemed to dote over her, and the boys, though more indirectly,
that being the culture of those days. Sometimes she would turn to
me and smile, having felt me watching her, understanding I think,
my growing feelings. She would squeeze my hand and turn back to the
conversation, always generous with her attention to those who
wished it.

Eventually, Paula came over to sit with
Molly. The girls who had taken their places on the other side of
her, seats about which they would normally have been very
possessive, moved so that she could be together with her sister.
Never having seen them together before, I was amazed at the measure
to which Paula was affected by Molly’s presence and manner. She
attended to every nuance of her emotional state with a dexterity of
awareness and sensitivity I had never before seen nor thought
possible. It was clear that Paula loved her deeply but also saw in
her a quality, which defied all expectations. It was as if she knew
something about Molly, something others only felt and was unwilling
to risk leaving un-addressed any solicitation of her attention.

Molly turned to her as she took her seat.
Paula stroked her hair in return of the gesture. “Sister?” Molly
asked softly, touching Paula’s arm. The other girls sitting with
them turned to look at each other and smiled. “Yes baby?” “The
dance…uhm…that night…are you…?” She said, unable to find the words.
Paula just smiled. “Don’t worry sweetie…it’ll all be worked out…I
promise.” Molly smiled, pleased, then turned back to the
conversation with her friends. Paula looked at me, her smile fading
slowly to a pained expression, unable to continue to hide the
nature of the circumstance which would have to be confronted.
Archie would surely ruin the night for Molly if his awareness of
the event were aroused. She would have to intercede, to keep him
distracted. When she broke her gaze with me I watched quietly as
Molly and the others talked, nodding on occasion when there was
some relevance in my opinion. What had Paula endured at that house
and kept secret, carrying the pain quietly that her sister and
mother might not suffer the knowledge of it? I suddenly felt
inadequate, sitting next to them both. They were the two most
fragile women I would ever know, yet so strong in matters of
character that I realized myself to be a dwarfed by them both. I
felt small and petty. My mind wandered in thoughts of what
suffering Archie would endure were Spider to ever find out that he
had hurt the girls in any manner. I indulged the image of a
confrontation between the two in which Archie was repeatedly
beaten, drawing from it great visceral satisfaction. I had been
told of the man hiding behind the friendly demeanor so typical and
expected of Spider. To threaten him or that which was dear to him
was to release him to act without the burden of constraints. It was
a crass indulgence I know, but my only consolation in those
moments.

At one point I thought I had heard the voice
of John, the sarcastic boy I had seen in the kitchen. I turned to
see him just enter a new group of kids talking near the front door
of the house, his earlier found friends in tow. Spider was coming
into the room with Suzy on his arm, a small following directly
behind them. “Molly…Becky, Cindy.” Suzy, who was standing with two
other girls called, holding a camera in her hand. “Come on…I want
to take a picture.” Molly turned to me. “I’ll be right back ok.”
“Sure…be right here.” The three girls all moved to street side of
the room and took positions as Suzy instructed. Five other girls
fought a little to be next to Molly, Suzy claiming the place to her
right. Spider was to take the shot. I stood up and watched the
event as it unfolded, which seemed to capture the interest of most
of the others in the room, all of whom suspended their
conversations. “You girls look so hot.” He said as he readied the
camera and began to focus on them. “Molly girl…looking great.” He
said, exaggerating his pronunciation to increase the effect of the
compliment. She was beaming as she looked over at me and then back
to the camera. “Smile girls…come on!” Spider insisted. “There all
so pretty.” One girl said, who was standing off to the side near
John. “Molly and the others all reacted to the compliment with
smiles and embarrassed giggles, fidgeting in their seats. Then I
heard John’s voice and feared the worst, which was realized. “Yeah,
except for the street girl.” He said with a biting sarcasm. Molly’s
expression fell like a rock. She knew he was referring to her, to
the condition of her cloths. Moans of disgust and astonishment
could be heard throughout the room, all slowing turning to look at
John, some with the glare of hatred and others with a look of total
shock at the hurtful intent of his remark. Spider’s expression was
so intense in its display of anger that I was overcome with a
feeling of fear for possible measure of his reaction. Paula, by
then standing at his side with a horrified look on her face, moved
quickly to her sister. John looked around realizing the mistake he
had made and took a step back. Everyone who had been standing with
him moved away, staring at him in disbelief. As the girls sitting
with Molly for the picture and all of those around moved quickly to
tend to her in a desperate attempt save her feelings, one of the
boys near John walked up to him, stood deliberately too close and
cursed him. John pushed him forcefully away and the boy started
back toward him but was blocked by Spider, who with one arm,
grabbed John by the neck and slammed him back against the wall
which formed the side of the stair case to the second floor. His
body hit with such force for several moments he couldn’t catch his
breath. John started to struggle. “Don’t move…or I’ll show ya your
throat!” Spider growled, the look in his eyes leaving no doubt that
the threat was not an idle one. John froze in place. He realized
that at the moment he was on the knife edge of chance that he might
remain in one piece. Spider stood holding him against wall for
several moments as if trying to decide whether or not to hurt him.
With the exception of the music still playing there was not a sound
in the room. The tension was viscous. Finally he spoke.
“Leave…now…don’t say a word.” Spider ordered, letting go of him.
John looked around once more to see everyone in the room glaring at
him and then moved to leave. As he turned to the door, he came face
to face with Pauly Telesco, whose blank expression somehow
displayed an intensity of displeasure which was frightening. He
said nothing but just stared. John seemed very flustered and off
balance but finally, moved around Pauly to the front door, out and
down the path to the street. The sound of several conversations
about the affair rose in volume as Spider, hoping to distract
everyone from dwelling on the effects of John’s comment, especially
Molly, tried to return to the task of taking the picture. I could
only stare at her wondering at the depth of the pain and
embarrassment she was feeling. “Come on girls...girls!” Spider
commanded. Suzy got them all reseated in their places and they
posed for the picture. Molly’s smile was now forced, an attempt to
hide the pain of her humiliation, realizing that having had the
state of her outfit called to the attention of everyone, the shield
which was their love of her would be less effective in hiding its
condition. Just before Spider snapped the picture, a single tear
ran down her cheek. Everyone saw it and two girls in the crowd
watching, turned away in an attempt to keep from crying themselves
so that Molly would not see.

After the picture had been taken, she looked
over to me with sad, apologetic eyes, as if she had let me down. It
was a look of someone who wanted only to go somewhere alone and
hide. I smiled affectionately and she turned back to the attention
of Becky, who was now hugging her and whispering to her something
no one else could hear. I was crushed to see her in such pain,
thinking of what John’s single remark had taken from her, the sense
that she was as good as the other girls, that she would be
deserving of the considerations and admirations of even the most
basic social expectations of all young girls and the gift of the
image thus created to those boys they had chosen as companions. It
was a natural desire to want to belong, especially at that age,
something she was denied too often and now here again, in front of
everyone she knew and about whom she cared. After the picture, many
tried to talk to her and to again raise her spirits but it was easy
to tell she needed some time alone. Her smile was sad and her
manner nervous and of one feeling exposed. She finally, politely
disengaged from them and after looking at me, kissed Paula on the
cheek, turned and moved quickly through the crowd toward Suzy’s art
studio. I started out to follow her but saw Suzy round the corner
to the hall. When I reached the room, I moved quietly to the door
and peered in to see them in an embrace. “Oh Molly…please don’t
cry…or I’ll start crying too.” She stroked Molly’s hair “You know
what a jerk that guy is.” “I’m sorry.” Molly said. Suzy leaned back
to look at her. “You’re sorry?...for what?” “To be such a…problem.”
Suzy hugged her again. “Oh Molly … ou’re never a problem…I’d rather
have you here than anybody else…..anybody...if you weren’t going to
come I wouldn’t’ve had the party at all.” “Thank you Suzy.” “And
you do look very pretty tonight… you know how some boys are.”
“Thanks.” She wiped her tears away and she and Suzy kissed. Molly’s
smiled seemed genuine but strained against the weight of sadness. I
felt someone standing behind me and turned to see Pauly. “Let me
talk to her real quick.” He whispered. “Yeah…sure.” He walked
around me and stood in the doorway. Suzy looked at him and hugged
Molly one last time. “I’ll see you out there in a little bit ok?”
Molly nodded and sat in the artist chair as Suzy left the room. As
she passed she looked at me with an urgent expression, as if to
insist that I do something. Molly looked at Pauly and seemed
relieved to see him. “Hi.” He said in an almost fatherly tone.
“Hi.” She said with a half smile. He walked over and knelt on one
knee before her, taking her hands, which were resting on her lap.
“Ya got bit, huh?” “Yes.” She bowed her head embarrassed. “Hurt,
didn’t it?” He asked. As she nodded, tears began to roll down her
cheeks. “Well, that’s what he wanted…come on…t’s ok.” He leaned
lower and looked up into her eyes. “Molly? She lifted her gaze
again to see him. “Molly…listen ta me.” She looked as if resolved
to listen but struggling to hold back the tears. “Ya do look
pretty…just as much as any of the other girls…everybody out there’s
said so.” She grimaced and looked down again. “Listen.” He said,
lifting her gaze by her chin. “ I just said so ‘cause ya do…yeah…ya
got a little spot a wear here and there, but the outfit’s pretty
and you’re beautiful in it…a little sewing here and there doesn’t
make the dress any less than any of theirs…you only notice if yer
lookin hard for’em…and he was…just so he could be a jerk…otherwise,
like I said, its just as nice an outfit as anybody’s.” “You mean
that?” She said looking up at him, wiping her tears away. “I tell
ya things I don’t mean?” She smiled a little. “No…never.” “Well…
then, I figure we’re passed this…right?…Molly, gimme a smile.” He
said with a gentle insistence. She smiled, this time looking as if
she were feeling better. Pauly leaned in and kissed her on the
cheek and when he did, I was struck by something I could not have
imagined. It was as if there were a light around them both, a kind
of aura, not defined in a sense that it physically illuminated the
room in any greater measure than that the light present at the
moment, but rather an awareness of some undefined quality in the
effect of their intimate contact. The sensation faded as
unexpectedly as it had appeared. my mind racing with thoughts of
its source. Both fear and wonderment well up within my chest as I
stood frozen, watching them, my mind teased by the vaporous edge of
some understanding which was not then to be mine to grasp. Not
yet.

When he stood he let her hand slide from his.
Looking down at her he said…”There’s no other girl as beautiful as
you Molly Maddox…not here...not anywhere.” He then turned to face
me, my expression of amazement still unfaded. The look on his face
pierced my very soul. He walked to the door and stopped by me,
turning to face her again, glaring at me as he did. “Come on out
when you’re ready.” He said to her, then turned and left the room.
As he rounded the corner by the door way, he said softly so she
would not hear. “Go easy.” Molly was looking at me, biting her
bottom lip as if anticipating some displeasure on my part. “Hi.” I
said, kneeling down in front of her as Pauly had. “Hi” “Ya ok?”
“Yes…Frankie, I’m sorry if I embarrassed you.” “Embarrassed
me?…you, embarrass me?” “I wanted you to be…proud of me.” I bowed
my head, resting it in her lap for a moment. “Molly…listen and try
to understand…I know you find it hard to look at yourself…to see
yourself like everybody else…I know its like…like you don’t feel
comfortable thinking about yourself...but…Molly…you’re…I feel like
the luckiest guy in the world when your with me…I feel like every
other guy’s looking at me and thinking, how come she’s with
him?…like everybody...even the older guys…they’re all
jealous…wishin they were me…Molly…it’s me…I hope I’m not embarassin
you…don’t ya get it?” She said nothing and looked down at her lap
again. “Molly…you look great tonight…your dress is as pretty as
every girl out there, but you…..you’re the most beautiful…you’d
make any guy proud…its me that’s not good enough for you.” “Don’t
ever say that Frankie…that’s not…” I didn’t let her finish.
“No…Molly, I know it and I’m gonna do whatever it takes to get good
enough…but don’t you ever think you could embarrass me or
anyone…ever… ok?… there isn’t a girl out there who doesn’t wish she
were you.” “Thank you Frankie.” She knelt on the floor with me and
we embraced. “Thank you.” She whispered in my ear. I held her for a
while until I felt her body relax. “Now come on…let’s go out to the
party.” “Ok.” I could see by her smile that she truly happy again.
I stood and helped her up and we held hands as we walked out to the
living room. As soon as we rounded the corner she was descended
upon by everyone. Our attempt to make our way back toward the far
corner of the living room was like that of two insects trying to
cross a pool of molasses. Within seconds we were separated and I
watch Molly again drift away from me in the current of the crowd of
admirers intent on lifting her now already raised spirits. She
turned to me with an apologetic look, but all I could do was laugh,
which put her at ease and she turned back to deal with the
attentions of the others so concerned for her emotional state. I
turned to walk over to talk to Tom Finn and Becky, standing by the
front door when as I began to scan the sea of bodies that I might
plot the best course, I saw for a moment only through the mass of
faces the eyes of Pauly staring at me, his expression as blank.
“Hey.” I grunted. “Hi Frankie.” Becky said. “How ya doin Frankie.”
Tom put his arm around Becky in a territorial gesture. “Is Molly
ok?” Becky asked in a concerned tone. “Yeah…Pauly talked to’er
too…I think she’s ok now.” Becky looked at Tom as if there were
more to what I just said than the obvious. “What?” “Nothing” Tom
said in a short manner. Spider passed us by on his way to the door
to leave. “Be cool Frankie…Remember what I told ya.” “Yeah
man…thanks Spider.” As he left Tom and Becky looked at each other
then at me. “You guys are friends?” Tom’s tone of voice betrayed a
hint of envy. “He was telling me about Nam…what happened ta
him…what ta do if I get called…stuff like that.” “I thought he was
gonna kill that idiot John…wish somebody would.” Tom said, almost
savoring the prospect. “Hope he got the message tonight…but some
guys never learn.” I offered, in keeping with what I thought Pauly
would have said. “He made her cry.” Becky said in disgust. “Why
would anybody want to do that to Molly?… she’s so sweet.” “He’s new
in town…guess he doesn’t know yet.” Tom replied. “I heard Cobb’ll
be back at school Monday…probly see’im in town tomorrow.” “There’s
a jerk needs a continuous beatin.” I said, realizing in feeling a
fluster born of the fear that I would have to face him. “Herc
started it for ya…t’s up ta you now I guess.” He smirked. “What’re
ya gonna do if he comes after ya?” “I’ll worry about it when I have
to…he’ll probly mind his own business for a while.” “Don’t count on
it.” “I’m not…just don’t care…not right now.” “Ya aint scared
Frankie?” I looked at him thinking I might lie and say that I
wasn’t, but then thought better of it. “Yeah…I’m scared…guy’s got
fifty pounds on me…just not gonna worry ‘bout it now.” “Well…” He
stopped as he caught sight of Molly walking toward us, wearing her
coat. “Hi Molly.” Becky said with a big smile. “Hi.” She took
Becky’s hand for a moment. “Hi Tom.” She said, then looking up at
me. “Want to go for a walk?” “Yeah.” I said almost too
enthusiastically. I took her hand and we started for the door.
“Bye.” She said to Tom and Becky and we made our way down the walk
toward the street. It was chilly but I enjoyed the manner in which
it made the senses so alert. I put my arm around her and she moved
in close, leaning against me. We walked toward the main road to and
from town, not really knowing how far we’d go or in which
direction. Molly was quiet, happy it seemed to just be out together
alone for a while. The sky had cleared and the meadow across the
road to town was bathed in the soft glow of a crescent moon, the
trees, stone walls and bushes casting ghostly shadows on the grassy
fields. It was a peaceful sight, inviting even, looking as some
manner of a twilight realm, a kind of spiritual counterpart of our
coarse reality, softer and more forgiving. “Molly?” “Yes?” “I’m
really glad…ya know…that we got ta be together tonight.” I said
clumsily, my usual manner when first alone with her. “I am too
Frankie.” She put her arm around my waist. “Molly?…tomorrow…can
we…I’m gonna see ya tomorrow right?” “Yes.” “Good.” I said,
relieved. “Ya know…I’ve been feelin kinda scared.” She looked up at
me. “Why Frankie…of what?” “Don’t know…t’s like this feelin…
somethins gonna get between us…I’m scared of losing you…like yer
gonna not want ta be with me…or somethin…I don’t know.” She thought
for a moment. “Sometimes I have bad feelings about the future… what
will happen…to things…to me.” She stopped and turned to look up at
me. “But I only want to be with you Frankie…I think that you’re
meant for me…meant to be with me….It’s what I wish for… always.”
“God Molly…I’m can’t tell ya how glad I am ta hear you say
that…it’s all I want too, more than anything.” She turned and we
started walking again. “Have ya ever told Pauly…about those
feelings…ya know…when your’re scared?” I asked apprehensively, not
really wanting to hear the answer. “Yes…but he just looks at me and
smiles and says that there’s nothing to worry about…that some
things are meant to be and will be.” I didn’t say anything but I
felt that such advise coming from Pauly was all to threatening,
given the mystery which seemed to define him and his manner. “It’s
funny cause sometimes I feel like I own the world, that you and I
will always be together and happy.” She looked up again at me and
smiled. “I know, I do too.” She said softly.

We finally arrived at the main road walked
over to a short section of stone wall which formed an decorative
but incomplete gate to the entry of the street and sat facing the
meadow across the road. We stayed awhile, enjoying the privacy. It
was always the same when we were alone, excited to talk to each
other, to tell of our feelings, thoughts and dreams. It seemed we
never ran out of things to say and neither ever tired of listening
to the other.

As we talked, her every gesture and mannerism
reached to excite in me that sense or ideal of feminine beauty,
that image which every male keeps within his mind and with each,
finding its likeness or reflection so completely in that ideal, I
began to feel as if in some way that we were one. This is what is
meant by soul mates I thought, that one could so define the sensual
expectations and aspirations of another. This was now my state,
lost to her irretrievably and feeling blessed to be so. All I could
think of sitting there was how much I wanted to kiss her, to feel
her against me, her lips upon mine, the smell of her skin, her
hair, her warm breath on my neck as I held her close. I could wait
no longer. “Molly?” She stopped talking and looked at me curiously.
I gently brushed the hair back over her ear and staring into her
eyes I leaned slowly closer to her. She closed her eyes, trusting
in me completely. The kiss from her soft lips was intoxicating, the
idea of such an intimate touch from her enough to sustain me for
months, knowing that it had been and would be given only to me. I
found it difficult to breath and I trembled as I reveled in the
sensuousness of our embrace and in the realization of the nature of
her submission to me. A battle again raged deep within my very soul
between my desire to sample every aspect of her womanhood and my
boundless reverence for the purity that made her so beautiful. As
our lips parted again, her eyes opened and a smile grew on her
face. She looked up at me with a shy affection. “I’ve been wanting
ta do that for forever.” I said trembling, my hand still gently
caressing her cheek. “God Molly, that was….” “Butterflies.” She
whispered. I smiled, delighted in the knowing of what that meant to
her. “I love you Molly.” “I love you too Frankie.” I pulled her
close to me. “I promise you Molly, I’ll make you happy…I’ll do
anything to…anything.” “Me too.” She put her arms around my waist
and lay her head on my shoulder. I could hardly breath.

After a few minutes we were distracted by
approaching headlights and the sound of an engine. It was louder
than would have been in a conventional car, which suggested Spider
or someone of his ilk. The intruder began to slow quickly as it
neared the entrance to Suzy’s street. The driver, noticing us
sitting on the wall at the end, stopped in his turn and opened the
window. It was Herc. “Frankie.” His quiet authoritative manner
suggested a seriousness in his purpose. Molly and I stood and
walked to stand by his window. “Hey Herc.” I replied, kind of
impressed that he even remembered me. “Molly.” He said smiling a
little, glad to see her. “Hi Herc.” She answered, smiling shyly, to
which he reacted with a look of affection, a demonstration of
emotion he was able to hide I would come to understand, with regard
to all but her. Allowing himself that indulgence for just a few
moments, he turned to look back at me. “Seen Spider?” “He was at
Suzy’s.” I said. Molly remained silent, the protocol for girls in
any interaction with those of Herc’s status, dictating that she say
nothing unless asked if the purpose in the contact was of some
significance. He turned to look in the direction of the house.
“He’s probably still there.” I said, not understanding that he
would never go into an event like that populated with those so
young. It was not something which would be welcomed by the parents.
“Damn.”

He said quietly. “He said he needed ta talk
ta ya.” “Tell’im I’m looking for’im.” “Yeah, sure…where ya gonna
be?” “The diner…’r the club.” “Ok.” “Frankie.” He said then looked
at Molly, who understood that she should leave. “Oh…I’ll be over on
the wall.” She turned and walked back to where we had been sitting,
hopped back up to her seat and pulled her jacket closed, looking
out at the meadow across the main road to town. I looked back at
Herc. “Cobb…prably be around tomorrow.” “Yeah, I know…by the way…I
wanted ta thank ya for what ya did.” “Yeah well…don’t…he ain’t
gonna stop…I could only be so…insistent.” “So ya figure he’s comin
after me?” He just stared at me for a moment, pondering I suppose
how I could have asked such a dumb question. “Be ready.”
“Yeah…but…” I began, but he interrupted. “A guy like that…either
takes given’im a beatin every week…or just one…ya dig?” I grimaced
at the notion. “Nah…you ain’t ready.” He said, looking straight
ahead as if a little disappointed. “He isn’t stupid enough ta...” I
started, attributing to Cobb some capacity for reason but Herc
interrupted. “Yeah…he is.” I thought for a moment. “So what’s the
big deal?…why would he keep comin after….?” I stopped, afraid to
refer specifically to what Herc had done to him. “Cause a her. ”He
said, nodding toward Molly. “Oh…yeah.” I whispered, frustrated. “Ya
grew up in Detroit right?” “Yeah.” “Must a been in a few scrapes?”
“A few.” “Use your head man…he’s motivated…not some Detroit punk
looking ta make a street name.” “So I gotta really…” He took
advantage of the pause in my remark and interrupted again. “Guys
like him…he aint scared a the cops ‘r getting arrested…he don’t
think that far ahead.” “So what’ya think I should do?” “What ya can
live with.” I just stood there, thinking, looking over the top of
his car, down the road out of town. “How do ya know so much
about’im?” “I’ve seen a lotta kinds a guys….in the war….in the
city…seen what a guy’ll do when he’s cornered…..what he’ll do when
he feels cheated ….sometimes….doesn’t make any sense…’sides….his
old man…guy’s a turd….t’s why he’s hangin round with Archie.” He
pushed in the clutch and moved the stick in and out of first,
anxious to go. “Yeah, that figures.” “Get her back in the house
man….shouldn’t have’er out on the street near a party.” He said,
looking forward, ready to drive away. “Yeah…sure…hey Herc.” He
turned back toward me. “How come Cobb’s so scared of Pauly.” He
revved his engine and shoved the stick shift into first gear again.
“Same reason everybody else is.” He smirked, let out the clutch
just enough to cause the car to charge forward without burning
rubber. I could almost feel the torque of the huge motor as it was
transferred through the body against the resistance of the large
tires against the road. With frightening quickness the car was
hundreds of feet away. I watched as his taillights became lost in
the array of lights on the horizon which defined the breadth of the
town, then walked over to Molly who rose to meet me. “Is everything
ok?” “Yeah…just wanted ta talk ta Spider bout something…we should
get back to the party ok?” “Sure.” She took my arm and we walked
slowly back to the house which was still alive with action. We went
back inside and spent another hour talking and laughing with
various groups, moving from one to another every twenty minutes or
so. Finally, Molly turned to me and took my hand to see my watch.
“Frankie, I need to go.” “Ok…I’ll get your jacket.” I made my way
across the room and got our coats. It then occurred to me that I
didn’t know whether she was to go home with Pauly or someone else.
I looked around the room to find him but with no luck. I made my
way back through the crowd to Molly and helped her on with her
coat. “Molly, how did you get here?” “Mom dropped me off…why?” “Its
ok me takin you home right?” She smiled. “Of course, I was hoping
you would.” “Excellent…come on.” We cut through the crowd, saying
goodbyes along the way, finally arriving at the door where Suzy and
Bobby met us. As the girls hugged, I could see Pauly standing to
the side of the door with his arm around Marla. He nodded, as if to
say goodbye to which I responded in kind, then confident in his
approval of my walking Molly home alone. We waved to a few other
people who noticed our departure then left. “Warm enough?”
“Yes…thanks.” Her jacket was old but one of those designed for
extreme weather conditions. I put my arm around her and she
snuggled close to me as we walked, so taken with the prospect of my
care of her for the trip home that I completely forgot Herc’s
warning. We made the corner and started down the main road to town.
I felt as I had the last time we walked together alone on that
road, complete, the intoxication of the sensation of her body
against mine, wanting the walk to last forever. “Suzy’s pretty
cool.” I said, wondering about their relationship, which was
obviously a close one. “She’s my best friend, ever…and...I just
wish…” “What’s the matter?” “I miss Lisa.” “Oh…yeah…God Molly…I…”
“I’m so afraid for her….Frankie?” “Yeah?” “Do you think.…think
they’ll find her?” Frantic, I tried to think of something to say
which would comfort her but wouldn’t sound cliché, but I couldn’t.
“I wish I knew…but I…you know…I haven’t been here that long and
there’s a lot about this kind of life I don’t get…least not
yet…have you talked to Pauly about it?” She said nothing for a
moment. “Yes…but he wouldn’t answer me…he just said that I
shouldn’t think about it…that it will all get sorted out soon
enough…I don’t think that’s good…I’ve been afraid to ask again.” A
car raced by us, breaking the uncomfortable rhythm of our
discussion. “Idiot.” I said in comment of the speed at which it
passed. “That’s Mr. Banks.” “Who?” “He lives on the other side of
Miller’s pond…he’s kind of…a little crazy.” “Yeah…I’m familiar with
that.” I looked at her and we both laughed. “When he was younger…he
was always getting into trouble.” “What did he do?” “Oh, he would
fight just about anybody, according to my mom…I mean he would never
start trouble but he never backed down from it…no matter how many
boys were against him.” “Got beat up a lot eh?” “Oh yes…several
times…apparently….but he won sometimes too.” “Was he ever in the
army?” “Yes…but they made him leave…they….uhm...discharged him.”
“Why?” She looked up at me with a smirk. “They said he was crazy.”
“That’s pretty bad when they won’t take ya.” She chuckled
nervously. “Yes…I figured that…but he’s nice….just a little
strange…I mean, everybody likes him…mostly.” “He’s in town a lot?”
“Yes…he helps at the mission sometimes…the chief’s had to talk to
him a few times… he’s always chasing all the girls…he has a
band...Al Banks and the Turbins…they’re really good…he plays the
guitar.” “You saw them play?” “Yes…twice…they played at the school
dance…it was really cool.” “What about that old guy…the drunk?…Mr.
Wittiker?” The delay before her answer betrayed her sadness at his
lot. “He was in the war…world war two I mean…mom says he was a big
hero.” “What did he do?” She thought for a moment. “He saved a lot
of men who were in trouble…I think they were going to be shot by
the German soldiers who were taking over an area…he used this big
gun which was on a tank…like the one behind the railroad station…it
was on fire…and he kept the Germans away until our soldiers showed
up.” “Wow.” I whispered, ashamed of my previous thoughts about him.
“But after he came back…he started to drink…I think he was trying
to forget something…I think he saw things he just couldn’t live
with.” “A hero huh?” “Yes...he got some kinds of very special
medals…I feel so sorry for him.” “T’s too bad.” Was all I could
think of to say, hoping she would continue. “Pauly says that he did
his part and that we should all be forgiving of him…that its not
his fault.” “I guess people get tired of seeing him laying in the
gutter all the time…he doesn’t have any family?” “Yes.” “In town?”
“Yes.” Her attempt at avoiding my question inspired me to change
the subject. “Molly?” She turned and looked at me. “How about
Pauly?” She was quiet for a few moments, I think trying to
understand the intent behind my question. “Is he like…a better
friend to you than Suzie?” “No…Pauly’s more than that…its…
different.” “I thought so…don’t think I’ll ever figure’im out.”
“Why do you need to?” She said looking up at me. “Geez Molly, how
could I not want to…I mean he’s like really mysterious…seems all
the kids’re scared of’im…all the grownups treat’im like he’s one a
them.” She looked ahead again, back toward the town. “Maybe we’re
not supposed to know.” I chuckled a little. “Yeah…got a feelin
we’re not.” I said in resignation at the prospect. “I’m afraid to…I
think.” She said after a few moments. “What’d ya mean?” “I wouldn’t
know what to do without him…I need him…I know that...but I’m afraid
of the reason… whatever it is.” I said nothing for a time,
contemplating that same feeling which plagued me constantly. “God
Molly.” I said, in exclamation of the frustration of trying to
reconcile Pauly with my natural expectations of friendship and
small town relations. “Just be his friend.” She said. I pulled her
close. “I will…I am.” At that, she put her arm around my waist
again, as if relieved by my response. “Thank you.” “Maybe I’ll just
come out ‘n ask’im.” “He won’t tell you anything.” “Ya don’t think
so?” “He’ll just look at you with a serious face and say something
even more mysterious.” “Yeah…I guess so…how long have you
been…friends? I asked, wondering if that was the proper word to
use. She said nothing at first. “The first time we met, we were
really little, three or four I think. We were in the park at the
swings…its funny…from that moment…he’s been with me…when I think
back on it…he never really played like I did, or the other kids…he
was just there…to be with me while I played.” She said, wondering
about the meaning of her own words. “All the time we were growing
up…he was always the way I found the answer to things…to what I
should do.” She stopped and looked at up me. “Once…he came to me…I
was really sad after my dad died…I wrote a bunch of things in my
diary about how I felt and how really depressed I was.” She looked
pleadingly into my eyes. “He knew.” She said, still amazed at the
prospect. I looked at her equally astonished. Her eyes searched
within mine for a few moments, then she smiled, turned and we
continued on. “It doesn’t matter anyway Frankie.” I wanted to ask
her about whether she thought Pauly had been monitoring or even
regulating our relationship, but I decided it would be smarter at
that point to just let it go. “I’ll have my license in a week
Molly…I can’t wait…I can take you anywhere you want to go.”
“That’ll be neat.” “Oh yeah…’specially if they know I’m goin with
you.” “Really…why?” “They’re really happy we’re going…” I stopped
and thought for a moment. “ Molly?” “Yes?” “Are we…are we going
steady?” She stopped walking and turned to face me again, looking
up with sparkling eyes and a broad smile. “I hope so…but you
haven’t given me your ring.” “Oh…yeah… guess I gotta get one…can
you wait for a few days?” She put her arms around my neck and
whispered in my ear. “I will always wait for you Frankie Hollaway.”
I held her in an embrace for a long time, reveling in the ecstasy
of the feeling of her body against mine. It was a gesture to which
she willing submitted, understanding what it meant to me and
hopefully one of fulfillment to her as well. Suddenly, stolen away
from my moment of bliss, the sound of a car engine grew in the
silence of the night and headlights, soon found us, like spotlights
illuminating actors on a stage. Spider’s car came screeching to a
halt next to us. He just stared at us with a serious expression for
a moment, then smiled slightly. “Hey Molly girl… Frankie.” ”Hey
Spider.” I said, while Molly just waved at him playfully and
smiled. “Shouldn’t have’er out right now man…ya know?” “Oh yeah.” I
said, feeling stupid. “Get in.” He ordered, there being a
suggestion in his command of a sufficient need. Obediently, we
walked around to the other side of the car and got in together in
the front seat, with Molly between us on my seat, leaning against
me trying to stay out of the way of the shifter. He took off very
fast, burning rubber as he shifted through first and second gear.
He then leveled out in speed as we moved toward town. “Where ya
goin?” Spider said, in a serious tone, as if something might be
wrong which he was not ready to reveal. “The mill fields.” Molly
said, looking at him with a smile. “How ya doin Molly?” “Fine,
thank you…how’s it going with you?” “Good, good…car’s runnin like a
stick a dynamite.” “It’s really pretty.” She ran her hand
affectionately over the dashboard. Spider laughed. Molly smiled,
embarrassed at his response to her rather feminine assessment of
what was to him such a masculine symbol. Spider and I then had a
conversation about the car for a few minutes, by the end of which,
we had arrived at the mill fields road. He pulled over and stopped.
I got out and helped Molly out, closed the door and leaned in at
his gesture that we speak privately. “Listen man…I’ve seen
Cobb…he’s pissed…so watch out fer’im…..careful where ya take
her….ok?” “Yeah man….thanks.” “Be cool.” I leaned back and he took
off like a shot. “Is something wrong Frankie?” “Nah…..everything’s
cool…come on.” I put my arm around her and we started off down the
road. She was quiet for a minute but I could tell by her posture as
she walked that she had something on her mind. “I’ve heard things.”
“What things?” I asked, knowing exactly what was coming. “About
Johnny.” “Oh yeah, well…” “Tell me…please…nobody will tell me what
happened.” “Why worry about it…it just like, one a those things…t’s
his own fault anyway.” “Did Herc hurt him?” I didn’t answer, hoping
she would accept that and drop the subject, but she continued to
press me for answers. “Was it because of what happened in the
diner?” “Yeah…but…t’s also more than that.” She looked up at me for
a moment as if to ask me to continue. “Molly…some guys get off
on…uh, some guys’re just like…they can’t take it when somebody
else’s got somethin they want…so they always try ta get even…t’s
all they’ve got…so they never stop being mean…not till they wreck
it for somebody else….and they start hatin whatever it is they want
and don’t have…so they try to wreck that too…see?” “He hates you?”
“Yeah…and you, which is what I’m worried about.” She was quiet for
a while as we walked, thinking about what I had just said to her.
“What did I do?” She asked in a gentle, almost humble manner, as if
the possibility that she had been guilty of something existed. “He
hates ya cause he wants ya Molly…ya didn’t do anything.” “Oh.” She
said pensively, remaining quiet for while as she pondered the
problem. “So Herc hurt him for me?” “Wasn’t for me.” I said with
emphasis to make my point. “So he’d leave you alone.” “That was
sweet of him…but I don’t understand.” “What?” “I don’t even know
him that well.” “He knows you…everyone does…they won’t let anything
happen to you.” “Oh.” She said softly, thinking again about my
answers. “Boys are hard to understand sometimes.” I smiled and said
nothing, hoping again that she would lose interest in the subject.
“Will he now?” She said after a few moments. “Will he what?” “Will
Johnny leave me alone now?” “Yeah…think so…he ain’t gonna be cruzin
fer another beating from Herc…least not anytime soon…but he won’t
be leavin me alone.” “He’ll come after you?” “Probly…well, yeah…he
will…Herc won’t beat’im up for me…he knows that.” She stopped
walking and turned to me with a look of urgency on her face. “What
do we do?” “”We” aren’t gonna do anything….you stay away from
him…t’s for me ta handle…t’s my problem now.” I held her beautiful
face gently in my hands. “Understand?” “Yes.” She said, smiling.
Affectionately, I stroked her hair behind her ears. “I’ll deal with
him.” I said with a little defiance. “Haven’t got much choice
anyway.” “Frankie, I’m scared…he’s a lot older and bigger than
you.” We started us off down the road again. “I grew up in Detroit,
remember?…in the city…lot tougher guys than Cobb there.” “Boys are
always fighting.” “Yup…and mostly its over girls.” She chuckled.
The soft moonlight illuminated the mill fields road, hinting at the
beauty of the homes while hiding the stark quality of their state
of repair. I imagined the neighborhood a hundred years before, when
those houses defined upper middle class life, with men prancing
about in top hats and tails, women on their arms in long, frilly
white dresses with large, floppy brimmed hats and veils. It was a
time in which these homes were a source of pride and status for
those who lived there.

We walked quietly for a while, until we came
within a few hundred feet of her house. She stopped and we turned
to face each other. “Good night Frankie…I really had a good time.”
Her smile spoke to her sincerity. “Geez Molly…it was the best.”
“Frankie.” She said in affection. “What time tomorrow?” I asked
anxiously, almost greedily. “I don’t know…but I’ll find you.” “Well
can you just meet me…” “ Please?…just…let me find you?” “Molly?”
“Please?” She looked up at me pleadingly then over to her house for
a moment. “You’re afraid of him, aren’t ya?” Her expression became
strained. I held her close to me. “I know…I’m sorry.” I could feel
her embrace of me tighten. “Thank you.” She leaned up to kiss me.
Our lips met for the second time and the charge which went through
my body could have lit the streets of Cedarville for a month. Then
she took one step back from me and stood looking, as if to assess
my state of mind. “Goodnight.” “Goodnight.” She turned and walked
quickly across the street toward her house, disappearing in the
shadows of the trees. Reappearing within the rays of the light of
her porch, she stopped at the door and waved just before going in.
I waved back but didn’t move to leave until I saw the light go on
in her room upstairs, just as I had done the last time I walked her
home. I stood dreaming of the nature of that sanctuary, a place
blessed by her presence and her touch each and every night, a haven
where she dreamed of a young girl’s fancies, a keep for her most
private and treasured things. Though no doubt as reflective of the
poverty in which she forced to live as the rest of the house and
the cloths she wore, I imagined it to be a vault of jewels, the
finest of things for their importance to her. “Good night Molly” I
whispered to the window, then started for home. I felt even more
uncomfortable walking through the ghostly abandoned neighborhood
that night. I wondered how it was that Molly found nothing
frightening in those surroundings, that alone she would use it as a
path to and from her home, day or night. But she was such a pure
heart and I supposed that such fears plagued only those of us who
refuse to surrender our resentful and vindictive inclinations
toward others, leaving us open to the fears of vengeance of those
living as well as of that which governs the beyond in which justice
in the wake of one’s actions is imposed in no less a measure but in
a greater mystery.

As I walked down the middle of the street,
wishing to remain as far from the houses on either side as I could,
I found myself following the path of the flattened weeds I had
discovered in my previous passage, which led back to the driveway
of the house which seemed to command the most sympathy for its
condition. Thoughts of the ghosts of lives once lived there in the
currents of emotions of sadness and anger for having been forced to
leave began to affect me, made especially prominent by the presence
of the old car left behind and forgotten before its time. I
imagined it in its persistence to remain relevant, it would move in
and out of the neighborhood at night, making trips to town and to
church and school as it once had, an important asset to the family
which was its care. In an understanding of how much the appearance
of the place affected me, when I heard a bump emanate from the
house, I attributed it to my imagination. My interest to
investigate faded with the growth of the imagery so I turned and
made my way through the woods to the park and then home. As I
entered the house I found dad waiting for me as he always did,
sitting in the living room on the couch with his coffee. “Hey dad.”
“Frankie…how’d it go?” I walked in and sat catty corner to him in
the big lounge chair. “It was great…God dad…she’s just…she makes me
feel…” I couldn’t think of the words. He chuckled. “I know
son…women.”. He stopped and looked at me over his reading glasses.
“Er…girls…you’ll never figure them out…never understand what it is
they do to you…they’re a mystery alright.” “Yeah…that for sure.”
“But what a mystery they are eh?” I sighed, nodding in the
affirmative. “Dad?” “Yes?” “Can ya be in love at my age?” He
chuckled. “Hell yes Frankie…it can be the most intense at that age
sometimes.” “When were you first in love?” “I was about seventeen…I
thought she was…well...just the end of all considerations for me…
but then I met your mother.” He smiled. “And, well…there’s just no
one like your mother…nuff said?” “Yeah.” I smiled just thinking
about how mom seemed to overwhelm him in most respects, how he
would surrender to her antics, willingly, affectionately,
completely left behind in any understanding of her, but loving
every moment of the confusion she was to him. “Was it mostly cause
mom’s so pretty?” He sighed. “Yeah, she sure is pretty isn’t
she…but no…I mean…well I won’t lie to you…that’s what caught my eye
at first…but, after meeting her for just a few seconds…I was
hooked….didn’t matter what she looked like.” He raised an eyebrow
and leaned in toward me for effect and said…”Well, within reason…if
you know what I mean.” I giggled and nodded. “So…you feel you’re
really in love with Molly?” “I can’t breathe when I’m with’er.”
“Hah, yeah…I know how that feels…well, she’s quite a girl
Frankie…whole damned town’s captivated by her…hell…so am I…t’s the
damndest thing…guess you’d pretty much have to feel that way.” He
shook his head, put his coffee down and leaned forward, his elbows
on his knees. “How’s she feel about you son?” “She says the
same…but I…I just have this feeling.” I looked up at him with an
expression that must have been alarming for his changed to one of
concern. “What is it Frankie?” “T’s like something bad’s gonna
happen…like…to her more than me…like I’m gonna lose’er.” He stared
at me, trying to decide his response. “I don’t know what’s in store
for you two…there’re a lot of things in her life that aren’t
good…that could be the cause of trouble…God knows Archie’ll
probably find plenty of things to make a mess of…some of them’ll
probably affect her…but if you really love each other, that’ll see
you both through the bad times…I can’t tell you why you have that
feeling…I’d imagine its probably just the tone of her situation
now, with Archie and the hard times she’s living under…that makes
you feel like some bad times are in the offing…but we can help with
some of that.” “Yeah…yes…but its not just that…I mean…Pauly…t’s
like he’s part of the reason somehow…just that he’s around…like
he’s here cause somethin’s gonna happen….ya know what I mean?” He
leaned back again and sighed, gathering his thoughts. “Well…I have
to say…just a few weeks ago…I’d have told you there was nothing
unusual about your situation…that everything you’re dealing with is
just as natural as the rain…just that some of the circumstances
are…you know…hidden… unknown.” The sound of those words was
depressing somehow. It was as if something I had always just
accepted as special for having some transcendent quality was being
revealed to be a fraud, merely the result of some misunderstood,
clinical consequence of objective conditions. He sighed again then
continued. “But this Molly of yours…Pauly Telesco…hell, this whole
town.” He shook his head. “Its that girl…she really is special
Frankie.” I looked at him, again satisfied with my sense of my
relationship with her. “Really?” I asked, hoping for more. He
slouched in the couch and looked up at the ceiling. “ Hell I don’t
know son…I’ve tried to get a bead on this…this situation here…we
move here to this little back water and…and instead of getting
involved in a nice slow rural ebb and flow…we’re all caught up
in…in…in what?” He threw his hands up in a gesture of frustration.
“I don’t know either dad…I was kind a hoping you’d have figured it
out…some of it anyway.” He looked at me and smiled. “Whatever it is
Frankie…feels good…somehow.” “Dad?…do you believe in…ya
know…miracles?” “Yes…I do…but that kind of thing’s rare.” “Have you
ever seen one?” “Once I think…in the war.” “What happened.” He
grimaced. “There’re things that happen in a war…most of its pretty
awful if you’re in combat…you just have no idea what it’ll do to
you to see what happens to a man after…” He stopped and thought for
a moment. I could see the disgust in his expression. “The things
that men can do to each other…oh God Frankie…then something
happens…something you know can’t be…something that…that just defies
all you know that’s possible…something that just defies the physics
of a situation.” He stopped and stared at me, then smiled sadly.
“I’ll tell you some day…now’s not the time…look, I think you have a
chance at some real happiness with this girl…I think you’ve found
something real…more real than what most of us find in life…enjoy
her…don’t worry about things that might happen…just live to make
what you wish to happen…it’ll turn out ok in the end Frankie…if you
live a good life…understand?” “Yeah…thanks dad.” With that I got
up, said my goodnights and went to my room. I fell on the bed and
just lay there for a while, reveling in thoughts of the softness of
her skin, the fragrance of her hair and the music of her voice,
contemplating how unfathomably lucky I was to be the one she had
chosen. But I was beginning to understand Pauly’s warning, that
with Molly’s affections there would come some pain. He had asked me
if I was willing to endure that and I had said that I was. Of that
there was no question in my mind. I would endure anything for her.
Let Cobb come I thought, knowing he would likely win in a
confrontation, taking some sense of pride in my willingness to
confront him in light of the fear I felt. Resolved to meet head on,
anything which might try to come between us, I got up, got ready
for bed and drifted off to sleep with the image of her in my
mind.

 


 


~~~Cobb’s Challenge~~~

 


I got up that next morning as anxious about
seeing her as I was after that first moment when we met at the
pond. I could think of nothing else. Showering quickly, I dressed
and made my way down to the dining room to the feast whose aroma
had drifted up to fill the second floor. When I got near the
kitchen I could hear mom on the phone, talking while she cooked. I
stood by the door for a few moments and listened. “Oh Emily, you’re
being silly…no…of course…no that’s just ridiculous…well…why don’t
you leave that up to me?...listen dear, I simply won’t take no for
an answer…now, be a good friend and just say you will.” Dad came
out suddenly with his coffee smiling and shaking his head. “Morning
son.” “Hey dad…who’s mom talking to?” “Emily Maddox.” “What’s she
talking about?” “Shopping.” He smirked, and with an exaggerated
shrug, walked off to the front room and his paper to enjoy his
morning ritual. I went into the kitchen to find mom quiet while
Mrs. Maddox took her turn in the conversation. I wondered how she
had managed to gain sufficient advantage, temporary though it was.
Then mom fired back. “I just won’t hear of it Emily…I’ll be there
in an hour…no, no…that’s the end of it…just be ready dear.” She
turned to see me, then back to her eggs. “Ok see you then.” As she
hung up I could still hear Mrs. Maddox in mid protest, but it was
no use. Mom had decided that it was the mission for the day and it
was just going to have to be. “Well good morning Frankie.” She
said, shoving Iggy away with her foot without even looking down at
him. The cat hissed and ran out of the room into the hall. “Hey
mom…what’d she say?” “Oh she’s such a dear.” “Sounded like she
didn’t wanna go shoppin.” “Oh don’t be silly…she’s just a little
shy.” She began to load the plates of bacon and eggs and pancakes
and sausage for transportation to the dining room when sis came in
the room. “Nancy dear, call your father for breakfast and then come
help me serve.” “Ok.” She said and skipped off to find dad. “Go and
sit Frankie.” I went and took my usual seat at the table while mom
and sis brought out plate after plate. As I look back on those
times now, I find it amazing that we were all as skinny as we were.
“John...the paper dear.” Mom instructed. “What’s the plan for today
Frankie?” Dad asked, putting his paper down and snarling playfully
at mom. “Gonna meet Molly.” “Fankie’s in love.” Sis said as she
giggled. “Now, now Nancy.” Mom admonished. “Frankie, why not ask
her over for dinner one night…would you like that?” “Heck yeah.” I
said, excited and surprised, the suggestion being so unexpected.
“You know John, if you could find out when that husband of hers is
out of town or out for the night, we could have Emily and Paula
over too.” Dad look at her and thought for a moment. “That’s a nice
idea but we’d have to be careful…never know how Archie’d take
something like that. “Well, can you find out?…talk to Bill Telesco
maybe or Stan Taylor…ah…

Chief Mackie…he’d know.” Dad thought for a
moment than looked up at mom. “Say, you know Laurane…we should
invite the chief too…you know he…” Dad began, but stopped at mom’s
grimace in warning that whatever the information he was about to
convey, it was not for sis’s or my ears. “I’ll get right on it.”
Dad said with a smile in quick surrender. “Thank you dear.” Mom
replied. “Oh…ask father Maloney to come as well.” Dad nodded.
“Where you goin with Mrs. Maddox mom?” I asked, wondering whether
or not her insistence on befriending her would affect my
relationship with Molly. “Shopping for clothes…for the girls…that
dance of yours is coming up and that child needs shoes.” I looked
at her, proud as punch that she would have remembered the dance,
noticed her need for shoes and then been so determined to do
something about it. I smiled at her long enough to ensure her
notice and then looked down at my food, confident that she
understood how I felt. There were a few moments of quiet before she
decided to completely set my mind at ease. “You know, I think Emily
and the girls will be less embarrassed by taking help from me.”
“How’s that Laurane?” Dad asked. Mom looked at him with a smile.
“Because I think I make them feel more embarrassed about trying to
say no than they do by accepting the help.” Dad’s fork stopped in
the air, half way to his mouth and remained, he was so shocked that
she would understand such a thing about herself, let alone admit to
it. Then he looked at me smiling, his eyebrows raised as if to
indicate agreement and took his bite. I just watched, waiting for
him to finish chewing to see what his response might be. For a
moment, I thought that mom actually realized how others saw her,
but my illusions quickly dissolved. “Yes Laurane, I’d say that’s
about right.” “Why do you suppose that is?” She said, concentrating
on cutting her food. Dad covered his mouth with his napkin to hide
his laughter. Sis and I followed suit. Mom looked around,
surprised, completely unaware it seemed of the intensity of her
manner and the futility in trying to refuse an overture from her.
She looked around confused. “What?” “Laurane…you’re incredible.”
Dad chuckled, leaning back in his chair. Mom looked at sis. “You
see Nancy dear…men!” She snarled and finished her eggs. Dad went
back to sneaking a read of his paper while eating until mom engaged
him again. “John, I was in town yesterday and this woman was
outside on the sidewalk crying…she seemed very confused…I couldn’t
figure out what was wrong…she just seemed really out of
control…very distraught…I think it was Sarah Obrien.” “Doc Obrien’s
wife?” “Yes…I think they live in that nice neighborhood by the
church…he came out and tried to console her, but she was so
difficult…it took him about forty five minutes…he finally got her
into his car and took her home…but he and the chief had to force
her…she was very upset.” Dad leaned on his elbows on the table,
eager it seemed to learn more of what had happened. “Really?” He
asked in earnest. “Yes…I think she has some severe emotional
problems…Olga Stevens…you know that new couple?” “Yes, I met her
husband in the grocery, remember?” “Yes…well, Olga said that ever
so often she goes downtown and has some sort of break down…she’s
very difficult to handle when she gets like that… sometimes they
have to sit with her for more than an hour…it seems that the only
one that can reach her when she’s like that is Molly.” “Frankie’s
Molly?” Dad asked, “Yes.” I looked up at her, surprised, though
upon thinking about it, I have no idea as to why. Dad looked at me,
equally surprised but also delighted, judging by the expression on
his face. He then turned back to mom. “Heh.” He grunted to himself,
as if thinking about the prospect. “That’s a damned shame…they
can’t do anything for her?” “Well you would think that a doctor
would know.” “Yes, he would if anybody would.” Dad said in a vacant
tone, still looking as if in thought. “When did this all start?”
“The word around town is about five years ago…it was mild at first
but the episodes got worse as time went on.” Mom said, looking at
dad for some sort of opinion on the matter. In the instant of
hearing it, it registered in my mind as significant because it was
about the time Molly’s mother married Archie, but then in the
rational plane of my awareness, I dispensed with the notion for the
lack of any possible, logical connection. “But everyone’s pretty
nice about it…they all look after her when it happens…they usually
try to find Molly…this is a wonderful town John.” Dad nodded in
agreement. “Well…I’m glad we moved here…kids?” “Are you kiddin?” I
said. He just chuckled. “How about you Nancy?” “I love it here.”
Some food fell from her mouth. “Nancy, chew with your mouth closed
and don’t you dare speak until you’ve swallowed… Frankie? Would you
like a ride to town?…I’m leaving in a minute.” “No thanks mom…I’ll
take my bike…may I be excused?” Dad nodded and I got up to get at
my chores so I could leave. “Nancy, you get the dishes sweetie.”
Mom instructed. “Yes maam.” She said dutifully, getting up to
attend to the task.

I got up and rushed to the garage, got the
rakes and in record time, finished my chores in the side yard. With
the tools put back in their assigned places, I mounted my bike and
took off, waving bye to dad as I made the corner of the driveway at
the street, feeling as if I could ride a thousand miles an hour. I
wanted only to find her as quickly as possible, to grab every
moment I could to be together with her on that extraordinarily
beautiful day, unusually warm for October. The trees were losing
their leave quickly by then. There were seas of them on the ground
everywhere, blowing in the gentle breezes that were so common that
time of year.

I cut across the grass in the park, heading
for the path which led to the pond. I jumped off of my bike,
letting it fall against a tree and made my way up the path toward
the clearing, anxious of the possibility that she might not be
there. As I ran, I imagined her sitting there on the log waiting,
thinking Molly thoughts, thoughts of butterflies, fields of flowers
and hopefully of me. I arrived at the clearing to find it quiet,
peaceful and empty. Panting out of breadth, I stood for a few
moments, deciding finally that I should wait for a bit. Maybe I had
just beat her here I thought and walked to sit on the log. I smiled
to myself at how it made me feel to touch something she had
touched, to be in a place she had been as if some residual of that
which she was remained when she had gone. I sat for a while as I
had done before, thinking of what she might say when she arrived
and how she might look. Would she have a blue or yellow ribbon in
her hair? Would she be wearing blue jeans or a dress? The scent of
which flower would she have in her hair? My mind was racing with
images as I sat on the log, lost in thoughts of her manner, so
sweet that even the girls in whose affairs she engaged were drawn
to her. I realized that when with her, I was consumed with the
desire to see to her pleasure exclusively, to the complete
exclusion of indulging my own. I was lost in the very idea of
Molly, of all she was, not just to me, but it seemed to the entire
town with whom in some measure I would always be forced to compete
for her attention. Somehow I knew that she would never leave
Cedarville. For whatever time she would have, or that we would
have, we would be there, together.

I began to worry after a while when she
hadn’t arrive. I decided to take a ride through town and then her
neighborhood as I had done in my first ill fated attempt to meet
her a few weeks before. As I stood to leave, I thought I caught a
whiff of something putrid. It was only the slightest hint of an
order but so repulsive in its character that I thought I would be
sick. But it was gone as quickly as it had intruded. Thinking
nothing of it but the likelihood of a dead raccoon or other such
creature of the woods, I ran as fast as I could down the path to my
bike, hopped on it like a cowboy mounting his horse in a getaway
attempt and rode full speed for town. As I reached main street, I
headed toward the drug store. Pauly would surely be there and if
anyone would know of her whereabouts, it would be he. As I made my
way to Main Street, I crossed over, ridding against traffic. I
could see Pauly and Bobby in their place on the bench in front of
the drug store. The town was crowded, shoppers everywhere milling
about on the sidewalk and gathered in small groups at various store
fronts. When I reached the drug store, Bobby was occupied looking
the other way at a girl walking with her mother. Pauly, who had
been staring down at the sidewalk, elbows on his knees, turned to
me as I left my bike at the curb and walked toward them. “Frankie.”
He said with his usual lack of intonation, Bobby still busy
watching the girl. “Hey guys.” Bobby eventually turned to see me,
the girl and her mother now out of oggling range. “Hey Frankie.”
“You guys see Molly?” Pauly looked at his watch. “You’re early.”
“What’ya mean?” I asked, feeling confused and frustrated. “T’s only
9:15.” “Early for what?” Pauly just stared at me. “She’ll be there
in about half an hour.” “Where?” “The pond.” Bobby leaned back in
the bench, still watching me. “Where is she now?” “Busy.” Pauly
said flatly, which I gathered meant don’t ask. It was to be another
mystery, at least for a little while. “So what’re you guys gonna do
today?” “Headin over ta the diner…Spider’s gonna race some guy from
West Hinsfield…got a punched out goat.” Bobby said, almost as if I
should be envious. “Yeah?…who’s holdin the money?” “Herc.” Pauly
said then leaned back in the bench. “What’re you two gonna do?” He
asked. Seeing no cause to not answer, I started to think of a
response, given that at that moment, I had no idea, but Pauly
glared at Bobby. “What?” He said playfully but confused. Pauly
turned back to look at me. “Watch where ya take her…Cobb’s around.”
“Yeah…sure.” “Ya don’t think he’d…” Pauly cut me off. “Yeah, I
do…just be careful with her.” I nodded. He looked away across the
street. “I thought you grew up in the city man.” Bobby said.
“Yeah…but we didn’t do all this sneakin around.” Pauly laughed,
which took me by surprise. “Ya said your say and made your move and
it was over.” I continued, wanting to make that point clear, a way
of addressing my frustration at the small town tactics which
puzzled me so much. “City folks.” Bobby said sarcastically. I got
back on my bike and grunted…”See ya.” “Tomorrow.” Pauly said, as if
to ensure I still felt secure as part of his little circle. I
nodded and started off for the pond again but then decided since I
had about thirty minutes to do a little exploring. When I was out
of sight of Pauly and Bobby I turned left onto one of the north
side neighborhood side streets and headed in the direction of the
mill. I’d had no idea how pretty it was in that area of town, never
having seen it for some reason. Well kept Victorian houses and
meticulously landscaped yards along both sides of the streets
imparted an image which harkened back to the late 1800’s. A few
neighbors were out in their yards raking and bagging leaves, others
just visiting, some by the large oaks that lined the street in
front of their homes and others at fences which separated some of
the yards.

When I had made a loop around the center of
town, I crossed main street again and headed south toward the
church. As I made my way down the road we took to mass each Sunday,
I saw a figure walking back toward the down, down a back road which
we had never taken. Her graceful gate was unmistakable. It was
Molly, having just left the church from my estimation. I stopped
before I got so close that she might notice me and just watched,
hoping that she was on her way to the pond to meet me. As she
walked, she would skip a step every so often, as if entertaining
herself with a song. Three times along the way down the block,
someone in his yard spotted her and walked to the street to greet
her. I watched as they talked and on two of the occasions hugged
before Molly set off again. As she made the last half of the third
block, she was walking on the granite curb, balancing and singing
to herself, thinking thoughts I would have given anything to know.
She was delightful to watch, so happy by herself, moving through
her life with an angelic disposition, drawing everyone to her,
completely unaware of the depth of her affect upon them. I didn’t
need to talk to her really. I would have been satisfied just to
watch her being herself.

I maintained my distance but realized that
soon I would have to cut back across main street if I were to make
the side streets that would take me around the center of town out
of Pauly’s view. Suddenly, she turned up the walkway of the last
yard in the block, up the front steps to the front door. It was a
pretty Victorian house, neat and well kept, painted the traditional
white with black shutters. Far back from the street, the large
front yard and deep, elaborate front porch suggesting the wealth of
its owner.

I stopped and watched her go in with the man
who answered the door, a little frustrated for my entertainment
having ended. After I was sure that they were well inside, I
continued on to the end of the block, turned left and headed across
Main Street. When I arrived back at the pond, I took my place again
on the log and waited dutifully. The clearing was so quiet I could
actually hear a single leaf fall from one of the trees and touch
the ground. The water of the pond was like a sheet of glass,
reflecting perfect images from the ponds edge and the sky above. I
watched as the clouds moved in slowly overhead. Would it be alright
to try to kiss her again so soon, I wondered? Would she think me
too forward? I shuttered at the thought of doing anything which
might diminish her image of me, but I couldn’t help thinking about
it, of how wonderful it would feel. I decided I would fabricate
some manner of circumstance in which she would have to give me a
signal, some sign as to whether or not it was ok. I would play it
safe with her, always.

After some time indulging fantasies of my
time with Molly, those past and that to come, I heard the steps of
someone approaching through the woods. I turned to watch the path
which followed the edge of the pond, dropping below and behind the
small hill by the waterfall, winding its way to the tracks near the
old railroad station. Colours flickered through the trunks and
limbs of trees, which segmented my view as the mysterious figure
moved closer. For an instant I found myself engaging in rapid fire
prayer that it would be she, imploring God that if not Molly, He
facilitate the proper metamorphosis. I was, within my own mind,
behaving like some child pleading with a parent for candy he was
told he would not and should not be allowed. My hopes then faded
with the realization that I had appealed to the God whose existence
I had been taught by the Detroit school system to deny.

The figure then disappeared behind the hill,
leaving only the sound of footsteps along the path to taunt me with
promise as I waited. After the seconds, which felt like an hour, I
could see the golden locks and angel’s face of my Molly rising over
the crest. I sighed deeply, my heart aching at the sight of her.
She smiled at seeing me as she walked, her gate so graceful and her
manner so calm. “Hello Frankie.” She said, the sound of her voice
always renewing for me that feeling of having met her for the first
time. “Hi Molly.” I said as I stood, not really knowing what to do.
She climbed onto the log and took a seat next to where I was
standing, looking up at me as I retook my seat. I could not help
but stare at her, still unable to accept that she had again chosen
to spend her free time with me. She looked down, embarrassed by my
attentions. I cautiously took her hand in mind, ready to respond to
any gesture of disapproval, which thankfully, did not come. “I was
here earlier, but when you didn’t come, I went to town ta see if
you were there…Pauly and Bobby were at the drug store…as usual.”
“I’m sorry…I had to do something first.” “What?…if its ok ta ask.”
She looked off through the trees toward the railroad station and
then back to me. “Its nothing…you know, your mom and my mom went
shopping together.” “Yeah, I heard’er in the kitchen on the phone
with yours this morning.” “Your mom’s so sweet Frankie…and…” She
stopped, realizing she had no word which would convey the proper
meaning without insult, mom being a rather unusual type and hard to
describe. “T’s ok Molly…I know what ya mean…its hard to predict
what she’s gonna do.” Molly giggled which started me laughing,
imagining mom and Molly’s mother trying to stop her from buying
everything in the store. “Frankie, you’re so funny sometimes.” When
we stopped giggling, we sat quietly again for a few moments. “I
dream of this place sometimes.” She said, looking across the pond.
“What kind a dreams?” “That everything’s ok…you’re with me
sometimes.” She looked up at me. “Geez Molly, I’ll always be there
for you, if that’s what it means…your dream.” She said nothing but
kept looking into my eyes, as if she were trying to figure out
something about me. Finally she looked away. “I don’t want my
troubles to hurt you Frankie.” She said, with a sad tone and a
pained expression. “Molly.” I gently guided her gaze back to me by
her chin. “I don’t care what problems you have…I love you…I only
want to be with you…I don’t care about anything else…anything.” She
smiled and leaned against me. “I love you too Frankie Holloway.” I
put my arm around her and we sat for a while, just listening to the
sounds of the woods. An occasional breeze made its way through the
bare trees, swirling the newly fallen leaves across the flat,
trodden floor of the clearing, sounding like hundreds of little
mice, scurrying off through the brush.

We could see in the reflection of the pond,
the clouds gathering overhead, looking progressively more
threatening. The thunder rolled across the blackening sky, while
lightening lashed out at the peaks of the mountains in the
distance. The storm was coming. At that moment, as I thought of her
and held her close to me, I couldn’t help but feel that it foretold
of some impending tragedy that would befall us, some force that
would come to claim her, one that would not rest until it took her
from me. I shuttered at the thought and vowed to myself that I
would protect her somehow, some way. “Frankie? Are you ok?” She
asked, having sensed my anxiety. “Yeah.” I said with a chuckle
designed to put her at ease. “You were shaking.” “Just thinking…its
nothing.” She settled down again, sitting quietly. “Its pretty way
out there isn’t it?… over the mountains, when its going to rain.”
“Yeah…kind a moody though.” “I know, but that’s what I mean…I like
it sometimes.” “Yeah…me too.” She sat up and turned to look up at
me. “Frankie, do you believe in God?” “Sure…go ta mass every
Sunday…you know that.” I said lying, not daring to risk
disappointing her. “No, that’s not what I mean…you could go and
still not really believe…not really…I mean you might just go cause
your parents make you, or cause its habit…I mean do you really
believe.?” “Yeah, yes…I do, don’t you?”. She turned to face front
and leaned against me again. “Yes, very much…I think sometimes…”
She stopped as if she had thought better of telling me. “What?”
“Nothing.” “Molly, come on…you can tell me.” “You’ll think it’s
silly.” I pulled her close to me. “I’d never think that about
anything you said…Molly…I want to be the one you tell your secrets
to…I want ya ta trust me.” She was quiet for a moment then turned
to face me, her expression serious. “Sometimes…I think I feel
Him…like …like He’s watching me…and if I turn to look…really
fast…fast enough somehow in some direction …I’ll see Him.”
Overwhelmed by the prospect of what she had just said, I said
nothing for a moment as I tried to grasp the effect such suspicions
would have on her emotionally and what effect they might have on
me. “And if you did…see Him?” I asked slowly out of caution, unsure
that I wanted to hear her answer. Pausing for a moment before
speaking she said quietly…“I would die.” Staring at her, I was
silenced by the shocking nature of her response, as was she for the
sense of the truth in the feelings which haunted her. The thought
horrified me, an intent of God, were He real, being nothing with
which I could compete or for which there was any appeal. “Please
don’t say that Molly.” I whispered, afraid I suppose to hear myself
speak of the prospect out loud. I put my hand on her cheek as her
eyes scanned my face, then she smiled shyly and turned to face
front again. “I’m sorry Frankie.” She said in regret of having made
me feel sad. “But it’s not...completely…sad…not really…is it? I
looked at her, unable to answer. She smiled and apologized again.
“Don’t ever think you have to apologize to me Molly…and I want ya
ta feel you can tell me anything…no matter what.” She put her right
hand in my jacket pocket, holding the zippered edge with the other.
“I’m just trying ta be good enough for you.” I said nervously,
embarrassed by the expression of the notion of my inadequacy.
“Maybe its you that’s special Frankie.” She said finally, quietly,
still watching the pond. “Ha…I don’t think so.” Her remark carried
with it a tone of such sincerity, that I wondered what it was she
actually saw in me. “I guess we really can’t see ourselves like
everybody else does, can we?” She asked. Though I thought it
rhetorical, I responded anyway. “I know an angel when I see one.”
“Frankie.” She said in a quiet protest. We were both silent again,
thinking. “Frankie?…do you think there are miracles?” I pondered
the implications of her question for a moment before answering.
“Yeah…I guess so…in a way…they say stuff happens sometimes…but only
for certain people.” “Most people would think that’s crazy…most
grownups anyway.” She said. “Well, some…my dad said he thought he
saw a miracle in the war…Spider too, sort a…‘sides, ya read
about’em sometimes." Then it occurred to me that she meant
something else entirely. “Molly?…have you seen a miracle?” She sat
up, turned to look at me again with a big smile, leaned in and
kissed me, a successful attempt at redirecting my attention.
Realizing, our discussion was over, I said. “let’s go for a walk,
then we can go to my house and get my mom’s bike and go for a
ride…if you want.” She smiled, pleased with the idea. “Sure…she
won’t mind?” “For you?...nah…probably try to give you dad’s car.” I
took her hand as we got up and started down the path for the old
railroad station. As we walked I thought I detected the same odor I
had before. I stopped and looked around, back toward the pond, then
looked at her. “Smell that?” I asked, wondering if it was merely my
imagination. Her crinkled expression answered my question. “Its
probably a dead animal.” She said, looking around while holding her
nose. “Yeah…come on.” I took her hand again and we continued down
the path. “Frankie?” “Yeah?” “I saw Johnny this morning.” I stopped
walking and turned to her. “Cobb?” “Yes.” “When…where?” “By the
church…he was in a car with those two other boys…they stopped where
I was walking and…said some things.” “He didn’t touch you?” “No,
no…they just said things.” “I’ll kill’im.” I said as I turned and
led her again back down the path. “Frankie…he didn’t do anything.”
We started across to the other side of the tracks, to the station
platform, finally taking a seat on the bench on which we had spend
much of our first day together, sitting half facing each other.
“Molly…Cobb…he’s the kind a guy who aint ever gonna stop…he’s gonna
try ta hurt you…right after he takes care a me.” She thought for a
moment. “You haven’t seen him yet?” “No…just a matter of time…I
mean he’s been telling everybody about it.” She looked up at me. “I
don’t want to be the cause of fighting.” I stroked her cheek. “I
know Molly girl…but its not you doin it…its him…just cant
satisfy’im…the sweeter you are, the more he hates ya…the madder he
gets.” She sighed, realizing there was no answer to the predicament
in which we had inadvertently injected ourselves. “What will you do
Frankie?…I’m afraid you’ll get hurt.” “I’m not looking forward to
it…but t’s gonna happen Molly…he’s not gonna quit…‘n he’ll
eventually get ta you if I don’t do something.” She just stared at
me, not knowing how to respond, but I could see in her expression
that she understood the moral dilemma I was facing. “I wonder what
Pauly’d do?” I said, watching her, wondering if she might have some
insight, given their closeness and history together. “I don’t think
Cobb would ever try to fight Pauly.” She said slowly, thinking over
her remark. “Cause he’s scared of’im?” “Yes….I mean I think so…but
I can’t imagine what he’d do.” “What’ya mean?” “Pauly never does
anything you expect.” I chuckled. “That’s for sure.” I said as I
gently played with her fingers. “There’s no way to deal with
Johnny?…I mean besides fighting?” “I don’t know…what am I supposed
ta do?…I know there’s only so much ya can do ta guys like Cobb, ya
know...and not do somthin really wrong…but if you don’t put’im
outta commission right up front, he comes back ta get ya over and
over and over…which is pretty bad if he can kick you’re aaa…butt,
which I figure he can…mine I mean.” Still sitting half facing me,
she took my arm in her hands. “It doesn’t seem fair…you’re the one
who’s being hurt…and for no reason.” “Yeah, well…” I said, at a
loss for words. “I guess sometimes you have to make choices like
that…not knowing how to figure out which one is right.” I looked at
her, realizing that she was telling me she would respect whatever
decision I might make. “Yeah…yeah, I guess so.” I said, almost
whispering. “You’ll think of something.” I looked at her and
smiled. “Yeah…something…come on, let’s go get my mom’s bike.” Her
serious expression changed to a smile and we continued back to my
bike at the beginning of the path which lead to the pond. “The
dance is next week Molly.” I said as we headed up the street
through the park to my house. “I can’t wait.” She said, tugging on
my jacked a little in her excitement at the prospect. “Same here…I
have a surprise for ya too…I’m gonna give to ya that night.”
“Really?” She looked up at me with an excited smile. “Yup.” I said,
proud as punch. “Give me a hint.” She said playfully. “Nope.” “Come
on, please?” She pleaded. “Not a chance…just be patient. We joked
about it for a few minutes, then talked about the dance, who we
thought might be taking whom, what that meant in terms of the
balancing of the social scene and the implications for others
involved. We arrived at my house to find dad in the driveway under
the hood of the car. “Hey dad.” “Frankie…Hi Molly.” He said,
bursting into a big smile at the sight of her. “Hello Mr.
Holloway.” “Well, what brings you two here?” “I was hopin we could
borrow mom’s bike…for Molly, so we can go ridin.” “Sure, sure,
right there in the garage.” He led the way up the driveway through
the big door and got mom’s bike off the hooks on the wall, placing
it before her. Her eyes widened as she looked it over, touching the
various parts in admiration of the quality. “Its beautiful...it
must have been very expensive.” “Eh…that doesn’t matter…why don’t
you just keep it Molly…Laurane never rides it anymore.” Molly
looked up at dad, wide eyed and surprised. “Oh no…no, no…I
couldn’t…thanks so much but that wouldn’t be right.” She pleaded.
Dad smiled. “Young lady, it would indeed be right…it would be the
rightest thing ever, for you, Molly Maddox to have this bike…or
would you have it sit on the hooks up there and go to waste?” She
smiled back at him with delight. “Now you just take the bike young
lady…and if you give me any trouble about it…I’ll go get my wife
and you’ll just have to deal with her.” Molly giggled,
understanding well that she had no chance of winning the debate
with dad and feared any such confrontation with mom in which she
would likely be forced to go home with more than just the bike. “Oh
Mr. Holloway, thank you so much.” She stepped around the bike and
gave him a hug. Watching, I could not remember ever seeing such an
expression of contentment on dad’s face. He hugged her back and
when they parted, he touched her cheek, slapped me on the shoulder
and started back for his car. “You kids be careful, you hear?”
“Thanks dad…see ya later.” He waved with his back still toward us
as he continued walking to the car. Molly was busy admiring the
bike, amazed at the prospect of owning what to her was such a
luxury. “Come on Molly, let’s go.” We got on the bikes and raced
off out of the driveway down the street, through the park and
toward town. We rode side by side, smiling at each other, at times
holding hands as we made the end of the park. I had trouble
watching the road, finding it difficult to take my eyes off of her,
the gracefulness of her movements ever more enticing, her long
golden locks dancing behind her on the wind.

When we got to main street we turned west,
heading out of town when she called for me to follower her. We
turned again onto a side road which led into the neighborhoods on
the north side of town. She took me on a tour of all those things I
might have never seen on my own. There was an old protestant church
from the 1800’s, abandoned and left boarded up, an old grain mill,
which closed when the stream which operated its water wheel was
diverted and of course, the homes of relatives and friends. We
stopped, explored and visited and then rode as fast as we could
down the hill toward the Main Street and again, headed out of town.
I pulled up alongside of her. Everyone who saw us, waved and
smiled, calling to her in their pleasure at seeing us together, at
seeing her smiling and happy.

“Molly, let’s go ta the diner?” She nodded
and we settled back to pace ourselves for the distance, riding side
by side. As we past Suzie’s street on our left, we saw Spider’s car
pulling out to head in our direction. He honked his horn as he past
us on the road, rocketing away as if in a race, the throbbing sound
of the engine abnormally pronounced, even as the car disappeared
from our sight in the distance. We arrived at the diner just as he
was making his way up the front steps. When we got inside, we found
our usual booth table empty. Herc and two of his gang were there in
their usual seats at the counter, talking to Spider. Molly and I
sat, staring at each other, starry eyed and oblivious to everything
around us, letting our jackets fall behind us in the booth as we
held hands. “I don’t know how to thank your father and mother for
the bike…its so beautiful.” “You made him happy takin it…don’t
worry ‘bout it.” She looked down shyly, a little embarrassed. “Your
folks are so nice.” “Now ya can come up ta the house more.” I said.
she smiled. “Would you want me to?” I buried my face in my hands
and then looked up at her. “Are you kidding?” “I’d like that.” She
said taking my hands in hers. “Molly?” “Yes?” “would you…would ya
make a painting for me?” She smiled and looked at me strangely.
“What?” I asked, confused by her reaction. “I’d love to paint one
for you…its just that boys don’t usually have much interest in
things like that…I’m just surprised, that’s all.” “Well, I don’t
think I’ve ever seen anything that beautiful, and I’d love ta have
one.” She smiled from ear to ear. “A butterfly?” She said
playfully. “I want one you think I should have.” She looked at me
seriously for a few seconds and then smiled as if she had decided
on a subject. “Ok, I know what to do.” “Excellent…how long does it
take, ta paint one I mean?” “A week, if I work on it a little each
day…I’ll start tonight.” I squeezed her hands. “Thanks.” She looked
at me as if I had just satisfied a hope of hers as to some aspect
of my character. I was glad then that I hadn’t gone with my first
instinct, which was not to bother her with such a request, thinking
she would have been overwhelmed with them from others. “How many
have you painted?” “Twenty five I think.” “All butterflies?”
“Mostly…but I paint the mountains…people sometimes…parts of the
town.” She offered, with an enthusiasm that I should know she was
versatile in her art. “You really love butterflies, don’t you?”
“Yes…I…they’re…” She looked down as if embarrassed to say what she
really thought. “Molly?” I said, with a serious but sympathetic
expression, almost whispering. “Like I said before…you can tell
me…you can tell me anything.” She looked up at me with trust in her
eyes. “I think they’re magic…they’re…they’re how the angels play.”
I just stared at her, thinking that there could be no more pure a
soul than that of this beautiful girl with whom I had been so
blessed to be joined, by accident or divine intent, the means or
reason not mattering, only that it was so. Her cheeks turned a
little red as she watched me carefully to see how I would react to
such a special, private thought. I smiled back at her and put her
hands together in mine, holding them up to a kiss. “If you think
that, then I know its true.” Her expression became serious along
with my own. “Thank you Frankie.” She whispered. I kissed her hands
again. She stared at me for a moment and then leaned in and kissed
me on the lips. Such was the ecstasy of her touch that my eyes
remained closed for several moments after our lips again parted.
When finally I opened them, she was staring at me, her eyes darting
about, examining every detail and feature of my expression, as if
to try to understand my affections for her, they being so new in a
life so burdened by conflict. “One day we’ll get married and be
together every moment of every day…ta do whatever we want.” My
voice broke at the welling in my throat. “Together forever.” She
said, this time putting my hands together in hers and kissing them.
We sat quietly for a few moments, just staring at each other, not
wishing to break the mood which had grown of our expression of
affection for each other. But it was to happen anyway, by the
interruptions of those who passed our table and could not deny
themselves the chance to greet her. Politely and generously, she
lent herself to each exchange of pleasantries. It became glaring to
me and possibly to others that while I became increasingly
frustrated with their intrusions, she remained constant in her
demeanor and spirit, always pleased to make others feel happy. She
was better than I and I would either change or lose her. That
choice was inevitable. “So how many paintings have you given away?”
I asked, when the last of them had left us. “Five.” I looked at her
surprised. “What’s the matter?” “I don’t know, I just figured that
everybody’d be askin for’em.” She looked down at the table and
thought for a moment. “No…no one has ever asked for one.” “But the
way Suzy acted when I touched the one you gave her.” She was
staring at me as if she did not understand my confusion. “Molly, it
was like the most important thing she had.” “I gave Suzy one
because she’s my best friend ever.” “Who else?” “I gave one to my
mom…and I gave one to Pauly because…well…because…” She didn’t
finish though I knew what she was thinking. “And one to Paula
because she always so sweet to me.” She looked up at me with a
strained expression. “Who got the fifth one?” She said nothing for
a moment. “Mrs. Obrien.” Her smile disappeared. “The doc’s wife?”
“Yes.” She said softly, as if in some way a little sad. “She has
some…problems I’ve heard.” “Yes…but she’s very sweet…it’s just that
no one understands.” I leaned back in the booth seat. Molly was
quiet for a moment. “I’ve never been able to afford to buy any of
my friends or family a present, so I try to make them one.” “Well,
they’re beautiful Molly…I can’t figure anybody wanting anything
more…really beautiful.” I said, hoping to lighten the mood. “Thank
you…I hope they are.” She smiled and looked up at Dotty who had
come to take our order. “How you kids doing?” She asked as she
readied her order pad. “Fine, thanks.” Molly replied. “Hi dotty.” I
said, not sure whether she even recognized me. “Frankie
Holloway…you’d better be good ta this one Mr.” She said, pointing
to Molly with her pen. “That’s gonna be my life.” “Better be, or
ya’ll have ta deal with the whole damned town…ok, what can I get
for you kids.” We ordered and then talked for a while. She began to
open up a little about her life at home with her dad, mom and
sister, how hard it was and how worried she was for her mother.
When our food came I carefully changed the subject to the town’s
history, asking a lot of questions about the people of whom I was
aware but had no specific knowledge, especially the chief and Mr.
Telesco. In time she was laughing and joking with me, her smile
lighting up the room and her laughter drawing the attention of
everyone there, not for its volume but for the delight in the sound
of it. When we were about to leave, Spider got up, said his
goodbye’s to Herc and company then came over to our table. He stood
next to Molly, facing me across the table. “Hey Molly girl.” “Hi
Spider.” It was easy to see that Molly got a big kick out of the
attention he paid to her, this older, swashbuckling type, a little
dangerous but with a sense of honour rare even in that day. He
smiled at her and then turned ta me again. “Frankie!…how’s it goin
man?” “Pretty cool so far.” I answered, not sure if he was alluding
to anything in specific. He turned back to her. “He treatin ya
right?” Molly smiled at me. “Yes, he treats me very well.” “That’s
good, that’s good man, cause if he don’t…” He beat his fist in his
other hand. “D’ya win the race?” I asked, changing the subject.
“Blew’is doors in man…should a seen it.” “Wish I could a.” “He took
me outta the hole, but when I banged second…after that…it was no
contest…t’s all about traction and torque man…not revs…once ya got
all that weight moving…going top end from there’s easy…t’s those
city folks man…they just don’t get it…should a brought the little
lady here.” “We’ll be there next time.” “So you guys’re riding
bikes around?” “Yes…Frankie’s dad gave me Mrs. Holloway’s bike.”
She said with such pride, as if Spider were able to relate a
bicycle to the scale of things he could afford, his car being worth
thousands of dollars in modifications alone. “Out a sight…ya needed
one girl…ya been walking for too long.” She smiled, nodding yes,
enjoying his having made it an issue worthy of discussion by
someone of his stature. Her innocence charmed me beyond
calculation, and Spider’s sensitivity to her feelings spoke to his
character and decency. I could have watched them for an hour. He
looked at me. “The old man’s pretty cool Frankie.” “Yeah, go
figure.” ’N I gotta tell ya…your mom…I mean…wow.” He said,
gesturing a little with his hands. ”No offense.” I smiled and shook
my head. “None taken.” “Well, I gotta go.” He stood up to leave.
“Frankie, watch yourself in school Monday.” He stared at me hard
but in a way Molly wouldn’t notice, signaling that I would likely
have some trouble with Cobb. “Yeah, sure.” I said cautiously,
indicating I understood. “Be cool.” He said as he walked out of the
diner, got into his car and drove off. “He’s so nice.” Molly said,
watching his car fade into the distance. “Yeah …he is.” “Sister
likes him…well, they like each other.” “Yeah…I figured…saw’em at
the party…they goin steady?” “Yes but they try to keep my dad from
finding out so they’re really quiet about it.” “That’s so cool.”
“Sister says he’s the nicest boy she’s ever met.” “She could a done
a lot worse…come on, let’s ride back ta town.” “Ok.” She smiled,
happy and anxious to ride her new bike again. We got back on the
road and raced back toward town. I let her get in front of me so we
could ride more safely, in single file. Watching her from behind
was a romantic experience all its own. I wondered if I would
survive puberty, there being so much temptation pitted against the
reverence for the beauty of the purity with which it was
associated. It was far too contrary a set of forces between which a
fifteen year old might be capable to formulate any kind of balance
without help.

When we reached the road to the church, she
stopped and turned to me with a serious expression. “Frankie?...I…I
want to show you something.” I nodded with a smile at which she
started riding again, up church street which continued out of town
along the side of the cemetery to the meadowlands which lay beyond,
extending south for miles. As we reached the corner of stone wall
at the rear of the cemetery, she turned up a small dirt path which
wandered through a small patch of trees and bushes before opening
up to a field of tall grass which sloped slowly downward, rolling
gently along until it met the mountains so far off in the distance.
She stopped before reaching the pinnacle, slowly letting her bike
come to rest in the grass, never taking her eyes from the view on
the horizon. I followed suit, also intoxicated by the scene.

As she reached the top, she stopped, turning
to me with her hand outstretched, her smile telling of the emotions
which were then also sweeping over me in a torrent. I stood behind
her and took her in my arms as we both gazed out at the beauty
which lay before us, both unable to speak. “My God Molly…its more
beautiful than anything I’ve ever seen.” I whispered. She turned
slightly within my embrace and lay her head against my chest. We
walked slowly along through the grass which swayed in waves like
the waters of the ocean, the breeze which was the source,
encompassing us as if to cool the fire of the emotions which rose
within us both. “This is my favourite place in the whole
world…right here…this spot.” She whispered. “I feel like…like my
soul can fly…out there…over the mountains…to…” She stopped, turning
to look up at me. I could see the lament in her eyes. “Molly?” She
looked back to the horizon. “I used to come here with my dad…I miss
him so much.” I pulled her closer. “Mom…she cries sometimes …but
when I come here…its like…like I can understand better.” She turned
back to me again, waiting for some manner of acknowledgement. I
smiled as I looked off into the distance. A bolt of lightning
lashed out at the mountains in the distance. “I never knew you came
here.” She held tightly to my arms. “Its special…the most
special…in the spring…the flowers…right here at the top…so many…and
the butterflies…” She smiled and looked up at me. “Have you ever
found a place…a place where you know you belong more than
anywhere?...more than anyone else?” I thought for a moment then
said….” Not until I met you.” We both watched the lightening as it
struck the peaks of the mountains, feeling more as one then and
there than we had ever before.

When it appeared that she had been moved to
the point of crying, she took my hand and led me back to our bikes,
at which we rode out of the field, back onto church street and off
to town. We arrived and stopped finally at the middle, down near
the drug store, parked our bikes and flopped down against one of
the huge oaks, exhausted from our sprint from the diner. “Its
getting colder I think.” She said, zipping up her jacket. “Yeah,
it’s the clouds.” I looked up to see the sky now almost completely
overcast. “That was fun.” She turned to look at her new bike. “I
can’t believe that’s mine now.” I took her hand in mine. “I’m glad
ya like it.” “I love it.” She said turning to me with a smile.
“Looks like Pauly and Bobby are out doin somethin for a change.”
Molly giggled, looking over at their empty bench. “Let’s go sit on
it.” Her tone was anxious, as if she thought there some manner of
thrill in it. “Sure.” I got up first and helped her to her feet. We
held hands as we walked to the bench, stopping several times to
receive the greetings to Molly from shoppers as made our way. We
sat on the bench and looked around, Molly’s expression, one of a
child having gotten a new toy. “You never sat on this bench
before?” I asked, very curious, given her reaction. “No, never.”
She said, smiling at me. “Why not?” “I don’t know…I suppose I
thought it was like Pauly and Bobby’s special place…kind of silly I
guess.” “No, no…I get it…I probly would a stayed off it too.” She
laughed at me, apparently for not sounding or appearing to be
sincere. I stood up and walked to the edge of the sidewalk, looked
up and down the street and then turned to face her. We talked for a
while, enjoying the time in that spot considered so significant for
Pauly’s affection of it and thus so off limits in her mind. “Few
more weeks Molly…I get my license.” “I know…I’ll be great.” Her
smile betrayed some sense of worry on her part. “You can get your
own car.” “Well that’ll take a while, but the folks’ll let me use
theirs.” “It must be nice to have parents like that.” I was
surprised by her remark, but it was inevitable that she would
finally let her feelings be known, the lament of the deprivation
caused by Archie of the simple pleasures which come from having two
parents who care. Who could be continually exposed to the
contradiction of her home life and not at some point, not wish to
confide a deeply felt sadness. When she saw my reaction, she tried
to muster a smile and said. “I’m sorry.” I stood and for a moment
and just admired her, wondering how it was that I had been found
worthy above all others in that little town of Cedarville.

She sat staring back at me, thinking I hoped,
of me in some similarly flattering manner. Then suddenly, her smile
evaporated, a look of fear overtaking her face as I realized too
late that something or someone was behind me. It was only then that
I took notice of the sound of a car idling in the street close by.
I felt a hand on my shoulder right before I was whipped around,
confronting the angry face of Johnny Cobb, still bearing the scars
of having incited the displeasure of Herc. “Hey punk.” He said as
he pushed me hard with both hands. I stumbled back toward the bench
but managed to regain my footing. “So, its you and the slut again.”
At that his two friends go out of the car and walked up to stand
beside him on the sidewalk. Molly stood up and tried to pull me
back. “Frankie, don’t…Johnny please.” “Shut up ya little pig…I’ll
get to you in a minute.” “You go near’er and I’ll kill ya.” I said,
filled with an anger I had not known was within me. “Big words.” He
said, walking up to me, stopping only inches away. “Johnny please,
we don’t want any trouble.” Molly pleaded. Cobb glared at her,
angrily jerking his left arm as if he were going to hit her, but
stopped and turned his attention again to me. Hearing him threaten
Molly caused the pressure of the anger in my chest reach the
critical level. I pushed him with both hands, forcing him back one
step, but he came at me again, grabbed my shirt and tried to pull
me off the ground. I rammed my two hands up through his, breaking
his grasp, stepped back a little and punched him hard in the jaw
with a left and then a right. He fell back several steps against
the light post at the sidewalks edge. “Touch her and I swear I’ll
kill ya, you got that!…I’ll kill ya!” I started for him, but his
two companions lunged at me and along with Cobb’s help, got me
pinned up against the post. “Johnny please, please stop.” Molly
pleaded, tugging on his arm. He shoved her away again and hit me
three times, twice in the face and once in the stomach. I keeled
over in agony. “Molly, get outta here.” I managed to say while
choking for a breath, but she wouldn’t leave. Cobb laughed as his
friends propped me up so he could hit me in the face again. With
that last punch I almost lost consciousness, remaining on my feet
only because I was being held up by his companions. With my vision
blurry and the blood running into my eyes, I couldn’t make out at
first, the figure who came out of the drug store just as Cobb
cocked his arm to hit me again. In a kind of surreal display, he
flew up and back toward the store at the hand of Mr. Telesco,
almost as if he weighed nothing. When he regained his balance, Cobb
took a swing at him, but he caught the punch with his right hand,
turned Cobb’s arm around, forcing him to turn and fall to his
knees. Mr. Telesco held Cobb’s arm, twisted behind him, when he
began to struggle. I stumbled over to the bench and fell into it,
Molly taking the place next to me, fretting over my condition.
“Keep still or I’ll break it off!” Mr. Telesco commanded. Cobb then
froze, realizing that he could not escape the hold. “You two, don’t
move!” He pointed at the Cobb’s friends with his free hand. The two
boys remained in place, obviously scared and judging from their
expressions, having never expected this outcome in their vindictive
mission. “I’m going to let go now son…I suggest strongly that you
don’t try anything, understand?” He said forcefully. Cobb nodded.
He got to his feet and Mr. Telesco grabbed him by the arm and
forced him to stand with his friends. Then he saw Johnny Cobb’s
father get out of the car by which the boys had come. Mr. Telesco
was shocked at the idea of him having been part of such an ambush,
but also angered. Mr. Cobb, looking furious at the belittling of
his son in front of what was by then a crowd composed of most of
the down town shoppers, began to come around the car toward the
sidewalk. Mr. Telesco started for him before he could reach it,
meeting him on the street. “What the hell’s the matter with
you?…you drive these kids out to beat somebody up?...three on one?”
“Hey…don’t give me any a your….” He stopped and threw a right hook
at Mr. Telesco thinking he might catch him off guard. With Johnny
and his friends watching, Mr. Telesco blocked the punch with his
left arm, turning first away from it, then unwound with a backwards
right to Mr. Cobb’s side, causing him fold over at the waist. Then,
while twisting Mr. Cobb’s arm around his back, Mr. Telesco kicked
the back of his right knee, causing him to collapse to his left.
Johnny Cobb watched, shocked as Mr. Telesco held his father
captive, forcing him to kneel on the street in humiliation. Mr.
Telesco then let go of his arm, forced Mr. Cobb up by his shirt and
threw him against the car. He walked over to stand close to him.
“Take that thing you call a son and his friends and
leave…now!…don’t make me say it again.” Mr. Cobb, straightened his
shirt and nodded to Johnny and his friends who responded quickly by
getting into the car. “You aint seen the last a me Guiney.” He said
as he started back for the driver seat. “Careful how hard you push
Cobb.” “Yeah?…just wait Telesco.” “Made my bones a long time ago…I
promise you…you’re nothing but a nuisance.” “We’ll see.” He said,
as he disappeared beneath the roof of the car, which jolted forward
as if it shared the anger of its driver, then sped away. Mr.
Telesco turned to see Molly and me sitting on the bench, she
attending to the cuts on my face which were still bleeding. I could
see the anger in his face as he walked over to us. “Are you ok
Molly?” He asked, as he examined my wounds. “Yes sir.” “He didn’t
touch you did he?” He asked, looking her over. “No.” “Good…you ok
son?” “Yes sir…just hurts a little.” “I’m going to call your
folks.” “No!...no please, I’m ok, Molly and I’ll ride our bikes to
my place ok?” He looked at me doubtfully. “Frankie, this is gotta
end somewhere…you can’t have this Cobb running around stalking the
two of you…especially for her sake…you don’t know what he might do
if he finds her alone.” “I know…I’ll take care of it…we’re bein
careful…really.” I looked at him pleadingly. He just stared at me
for a few moments. “Ok, but go home…now!...straight home,
understand?” “Yes sir…and thanks.” “T’s ok son.” He said as he and
Molly helped me to stand.

Using her as support, I stumbled to our
bikes, still parked in the middle. As I put up my kickstand, I
glanced over across the street in the direction of the library and
thought I saw ever so briefly through the bustling crowd, someone
who looked like Pauly standing facing us, his hands in his pockets,
watching. I wiped my eyes and looked back to find him gone,
deciding that it had been my imagination. Molly helped me on my
bike and we rode slowly, side by side, she never taking her eyes
off of me, constantly asking if I was ok. We made our way through
the park when I had to stop for a few moments. “I feel a little
dizzy.”

“Oh God Frankie…he hit you so hard…are you
ok?” “Yeah…I’m fine…sort a.” I turned to look at her and everything
kept spinning. “Well…maybe not.” I said, deciding it was better to
admit to it then rather than after I fell in front of her, which I
was not far from doing. She turned to look behind us. “Oh no…
look.” She pointed down the street toward town. It was Cobb’s car,
shadowing us, maintaining a constant distance. “Come on...let’s
go.” She said, urgently. We started for the house again. We both
checked several times behind us to see if they were still following
to find the car each time a little closer. I knew he was just
taunting us and that they would not try to jump me again, not that
day so close to my house. That would come later, probably in school
that next Monday. However, with vindictive people like the Cobb’s,
you could never be sure and my worry was his desire to hurt Molly,
not any fight he might start with me.

Finally, we pulled into my driveway and
parked the bikes. As we reached the top of the stairs to the front
porch, dad opened the door. “Frankie, you ok son?” He walked up to
me and held my chin, looking at the cuts on my face and the
bruises, now in full bloom. “Well, looks like you had a bit of a
tumble… hurt?” “Yeah…yes, some.” “Three against one eh?” “How’d you
know?” “Bill Telesco called…said you’d be a bit worse for the
wear…he was right.” He chuckled a little. “Come on…let’s get you
cleaned up.” We walked into the house. I turned to see dad standing
by the door, looking out to the street as Cobb’s car drove slowly
past. “That the idiot?” “Yes sir.” Molly said, “They followed us
home.” “Well.” Dad started as he closed the front door. “Think
we’ll have to have a little talk with Mr. Cobb.” He said
humorously, but with a tone of an intent that was deadly serious. I
knew my father, like Mr. Telesco, had been in combat in Korea and
had been forced to commit to actions there with which few in a
civilized society would be able to contend. Like Herc and Spider
they had been across that line against which instinct and
conscience form a barrier that one might never need address his
most barbaric capacities. They had crossed it and returned,
blemished but repaired by faith and an insight into life in nature
without purpose, understanding that that line need be crossed when
circumstances do not comply with the dictates of conscience.

I was now beginning to understand what Herc
was trying to tell me and how that would be likely be understood by
Molly. Mr. Cobb was tasking the wrong men, those who would dispatch
him without a second thought, for it was he in fact dictating the
terms, defining the circumstances which like in war, would extend
beyond the boundaries of those dictates of conscience in civilized
society. “Well…let’s get you fixed up son.” Dad said, walking back
toward us. Mr. Holloway, I can do it.” Molly offered almost
enthusiastically. Dad smiled at her. “The medicine cabinet will
have everything you need…in the bathroom by Frankie’s room. “Thank
you.” Molly hurried me up the stairs. I sat on the toilet as she
rummaged through the supplies. Finding what she thought proper to
the occasion, she knelt on the floor in front of me, trying to find
the end of the medical tape on the roll. I looked at her, so
determined and dedicated to tending to my injuries, like the wife I
imagined and dreamed she would be. I would take that beating every
day I thought, if it meant I could keep her always. I took her face
in my hands. She stopped and stared at me, her deep porcelain blue
eyes sparkling in the bland light of the bathroom medicine cabinet
bulbs, her crooked little smile revealing her understanding of my
affection for her at that moment. I brought her lips to mine for a
kiss as soft as a breath, then fell to my knees on the floor with
her. I took her into my arms and just held her for a while, saying
nothing, then I kissed her neck and whispered. “I was so scared he
was gonna hurt you.” Her arms tightened around me. “But he hurt
you.” She said, almost in tears. I whispered to her again. “I’d
fight him every day forever for you Molly and consider myself
lucky.” She started to cry. “Don’t cry.” I said, holding her
tightly, knowing that she did not want me to let go. Dad came up
the stairs and stopped to see us through the open door. He smiled
knowingly and quietly continued on to his room. After a few
moments, we parted and I leaned back, holding her at her shoulders
and looked into her eyes. “You ok?” She chuckled a little,
embarrassed that she had cried. “Look at me…you were the one that
got beat up.” I gently stroked her hair. “Ah…this was just another
day in Detroit Molly.” She looked up at me with a sad smile. “Thank
you Frankie.” She said with pleading eyes, knowing that I
understood what it meant. I smiled back at her. She looked down to
gather herself and then back up at me. “Let’s get you patched up.”
She began to cut the gauze and tape for my bandages, cleaned the
wounds and applied the medicine. It hurt almost as much as the
punches that had caused them. After a bit of work, she had me
looking like a wounded soldier, fresh from the front, which was
appropriate I thought. When done, we got up from the bathroom floor
and went to my room. I opened the door for her and made a point of
seeing to it that it remained fully open, a gesture she watched
from the chair by the bed with quiet appreciation in the deference
it was to her. I walked over the stereo, put on my Buffalo
Springfield album and sat on the bed facing her. “I have to get dad
to give you a ride home Molly…we can’t go by ourselves.” “I know.”
“I could probably give Cobb a run for his money alone, but not all
three of’em.” She looked over to the shelf which formed the top of
my headboard. “What’re we going to do Frankie?” “Yeah, well…I don’t
know…I figure I’m gonna have ta deal with’im again Monday.” She
looked horrified. “Oh no…I didn’t think of that…what can you do?”
“Nothin…just take it as it comes…at least he can’t bother you…ya
know…cause Pauly’s there all the time.” “But you can’t just let
him…” I interrupted her. “Molly…its gonna happen…that’s pretty
much…just, just it.” She stared at me confused and thinking, trying
to understand my attitude and how it could all be made to make
sense somehow, even though no means of that was immediately
evident. I would have to find some way to end it, to finish the
contest he saw between us. I thought that the expected means,
appeals to the chief by my dad or Mr. Telesco would inspire only a
greater desire for reprisal in Cobb. However, it was not a decision
I intended to share with Molly. “What about his father?…you can’t
fight him.” “Don’t have to.” “But today, he brought his own son and
those boys to beat you up.” “Molly, Mr. Cobb’s gonna have ta deal
with Mr. Telesco and my dad and probly some others…he won’t bother
me…us…not him personally.” “I don’t understand.” She looked at her
hands in her lap, her fingers fondling the zipper on her coat. “You
heard what Mr. Telesco said?” “Yes…but…” Just then my dad came to
the room and knocked on the door jam. “Son, I think I’d better
drive Molly home.” “Yeah….Yes, I was gonna ask ya to.” “Molly, how
long can you stay?” Dad asked. She looked at her watch. “I should
be going in about 30 minutes.” “Ok honey…I’ll put your bike in the
trunk…just let me know when you’re ready ok?” “Thank you so much
Mr. Holloway.” He smiled, turned and left. Molly leaned back in the
chair and sighed, exhausted, thinking of the events of the day.
“So, am I an exciting date’er what?” She began to laugh. “Now
that’s what I like ta see.”

We talked for the next thirty minutes,
laughing and joking about various things and eventually, began to
make fun of what had happened that day. I changed the records as we
talked, playing all her favorite songs of the Doors, the
Youngbloods and Bob Dylan. I was surprised to find that she had
only radio at home and no record player. That I thought would be a
gift I could get for her, a real surprise and decided to see to it
that next week. It was great to have her in my room again, feeling
as if her presence there made it more special, as if she left
behind some part of herself. I would derive great comfort in that
feeling when I was alone. “Frankie, I have to go.” She said
finally, looking at her watch. I knew not to argue with her because
of the urgency of her reason for getting home at a certain time.
“Come on.” I took her hand and we walked down the stairs to the car
together. Dad was standing by the passenger door when we made it to
the driveway. He turned to face us. “Ready?” Molly looked at me as
she let go of my hand and walked to my dad. “I don’t know how to
thank you Mr. Holloway.” She put her arms and around him, her face
against his chest. Dad looked at me with a smile and put his arms
around her. He looked as he did when he hugged Nancy. “Molly, you
don’t have to.” He turned her gaze to his. “You just stay the girl
you are…for all of us…now, hop in and let’s get you home.” We
jumped into the back seat together and dad started out for the mill
fields at a modest pace, I thought to give us just a little more
time together. As we made the corner onto the road through the
park, Molly began to marvel at the interior details of the car.
“Its so beautiful Mr. Holloway.” “Thank you honey…we’re pretty
happy with it…sorry you won’t be sixteen and able to drive for the
dance Frankie…you could’ve taken Molly in it.” “Well, ya can drive
us that night in it, right?” I asked, anxiously. “Yes, of course.”
Molly smiled, excited about the prospect. I put my arm around her
and she snuggled against me. Dad stayed quiet for a bit and then
decided he should let us know what he had done while Molly and I
were in my room. “Bill Telesco and I both talked to the chief…he’ll
be havin a talk with the Cobbs.” “Dad, I can handle Johnny.” I
said, though I was scared at the prospect of facing him alone,
having to match not only capacity with him but endurance as well. I
knew I could land a few punches but that I could not last very long
if he were able to hit me back. “I’m not saying you can’t son…but
you shouldn’t have to…and we’ve got to deal with his father.” “I
suppose…I kind a figured I’d have ta fight Johnny again on Monday.”
“I’ll talk to you about that tomorrow.” I said nothing,
concentrating on having Molly in my arms for a few more minutes. As
dad got near the house, Molly jumped up, leaning on the back of the
front seat. “Mr. Holloway, could you drop me here, please?” Dad
stopped quickly, understanding her fear. “This ok honey?” “Yes,
thank you.” She turned to me and then back at dad who knew not to
watch, and then back to me again. Shyly, she leaned in to kiss me.
I could see from the side of the car where I was sitting, dad
smiling. I got out and helped Molly from the car. We kissed once
more. “Bye.” She said, looking sad to go. “Will I see you at
school?” She thought for a moment, staring into my eyes. “Come to
the laundry on Wednesday after school…ok?” “I’ll be there.” She
reached up to kiss me again and then turned and ran off to her
house, a couple of hundred feet down the street. As was now the
ritual to which I would always treat myself, I stood and watched
until I saw the light go on in her room. I got back in the car in
the back seat and dad drove off. I watched as we passed her house
first in one direction and then the other as dad turned around to
head out of the mill fields. I wondered again what her room looked
like, what she was doing and thinking at that moment, whether it
was of me. Dad was quiet on the way home, figuring no doubt, that I
was not in the mood for conversation. When we got back into the
drive way, he shut off the car and turned to the back to me. “You
ok?” “Yeah.” I said, kind of depressed. “Worried about Monday?”
“Nah…I mean, I’m not looking forward to it or anything…but
Molly…I’m scared, I can’t handle him and his friends.” I said,
emphasizing the word “and” and the idea of being jumped by the
three of them. “Well, I can’t help you with Cobb in school…” He
began to say. I tried to interrupt to no avail. “Yes, yes, I know
you don’t want me to or need it…but…no one’s going to fault you or
think less of you for letting me put an end to the three on one, or
having to deal with his father…eh?” He raised his eyebrows as if
addressing my objection. “Yeah…yes…that’d be pretty good actually.”
“Well, I’ll be talking to the chief and Bill Telesco again
tomorrow…we’ll see what we can do…of course, there’s always Pauly,
your usually with him at school on your free time right?” “Yes,
that’s true…hate to put that on him though.” “Well Frankie, he’s
your friend and I think you can count on him…from what I’ve seen
and heard of that boy, he’s not the kind to leave you to deal with
that sort of think alone.” “He wouldn’t, no.” “Keep the faith son,
do what’s right and it’ll all work out…protecting Molly is the most
important thing…I think this kid’ll eventually, really try to hurt
her.” “He would…he will.” I said with authority. “This is where you
test your mettle son.” He slapped me on the shoulder. “Come
on…looks like your mom’s home…let’s get inside and see how much
damage she did today shopping.” We both chuckled and went inside to
Mom’s shock at my condition, but dad got her to calm down after
about twenty minutes of discussion in the living room. She sent me
to my room and brought up my dinner, which she had already started
cooking. I ate and tried to relax on my bed, attempting to read
some of my model magazines but I just couldn’t concentrate, just
able to hear mom and dad talking down stairs in the living room.
When I heard Molly’s name mentioned, I could not help but to sneak
to the top of the stairs and listen, a method of espionage sis and
I had employed quite often. “John, you can’t let that ruffian
attack him again in school…you have to do something.” “I’ve got it
handled Laurane…I talked to Bill Telesco and the chief today and
the boy’s father’ll be dealt with tomorrow. As for Johnny, Frankie
can take care of him, besides, Pauly Telesco’s always with him
between classes, and they come home together every day.” “John, you
can’t just let that boy beat him up again…look at your son!”
“Honey…listen…Johnny didn’t beat him up…Frankie got the best of him
until the other two jumped in and held him down…look…this is part
of being a boy…of being a man…he was protecting the Maddox
girl…would you rather he hadn’t?” “Of course not…its just that we
should do something.” “We are Laurane, I have…just give it a
chance.” I could hear him kiss her and assumed they were now
hugging each other, given the giggling I heard coming from mom.
“So, what did you do with Emily today?” “Oh John, you should see
the things we bought those girls…new shoes and dresses and well,
some girl things…and for Emily too…she tried to refuse of course
but I didn’t let her.” I could hear dad chuckling. “What?” Mom
asked. “Molly, that dear child, is going to go to that dance with
brand new shoes” She said with such satisfaction in her tone.
“That’s great Laurane.” “Have you seen the shoes she wears now?…and
she only has that one pair. “Well then…then…you did well.” There
was a silence for a few moments then I heard mom speak again in
whispers. “John…the other day…I was with Emily and the girls
and…and…” She stopped and there was a silence again until dad
spoke. “Laurane?... what’s the matter?...Laurane?” “I think…there’s
something…about Molly.” Again, the silence was uncomfortable in its
duration. “What Laurane…what is it?” “I thought…I thought I
saw…something.” “What?” “It was in her eyes…it was almost like...”
“Baby, tell me.” Dad pleaded, tired of waiting. “Nothing…it was
nothing…anyway…the clothes…today…would you like to know what it
cost?” Mom offered, assuming I suppose that the question would
arise sooner or later. “No Laurane, I wouldn’t.” Dad said
sarcastically. “What I would like right now I think is a drink. “Go
and sit dear…I’ll get it.” I could hear dad walk to the living
room. I went back to my room and lay on the bed, my head now
hurting, my body finally coming to grips with the punishment it had
received. I fell asleep soon after, never having gotten into bed. I
awoke the next morning to see my mom’s pretty face looking down at
me, checking my injuries. My left eye was had swollen almost
completely shut and was ringed by a bruise about three inches in
diameter. I tried to get up but the pounding in my head was too
much. She made me lie back down and said that I should stay home
while they went to mass. I agreed, feeling like my head was about
to explode, but made mom promise to speak to Molly and tell her I
would be in school Monday. As I heard the car leave the driveway, I
managed to get up, get undressed and get into bed.

 


 



~~~The Week Of The Dance~~~

 


I remember nothing of Sunday, my life
beginning again when I was awakened on Monday morning for school. I
got up, took stock of my injuries, the swelling by then mostly
gone, leaving only a rather sickly, flat black and blue, no longer
possessive even of the bright colours of wounds newly inflicted, at
least indicative of a vibrant life force. I looked like “death
warmed over.” I took a shower, got dressed and made my way
downstairs for breakfast. After plenty of eggs and sausage and
mom’s advice about how to handle the day and Johnny Cobb, I led sis
out the door and down the road toward school. As we walked toward
town near the path to the pond, a gentle breeze which was moving
across the park was suddenly filled with the stench I had smelled a
few days before. It was overwhelming this time but for only a
moment, causing sis to turn and run back for the house. I stopped
and tried to discern what might be the direction of its source but
it was gone as quickly as it had appeared. I called to sis to come
back and we continued on to school. We arrived to the usual large
crowd of kids out in front, talking before the bell rang, all of
whom had already heard of my confrontation with Cobb and his
friends. A path opened up in the crowd before us as the kids took
notice of me, the conversations in proximity before us quieted as
whispers could be heard to follow from behind, like the wake of a
fishing boat, slowly making its way along the shallows near the
shore. As the density of the bodies before us thinned as we made
our way closer to the front doors, I could make out Pauly and Bobby
standing on the front landing, watching me as I approached. “Hey
guys.” I said, climbing the three stairs to stand with them, then
looked to my right to make sure sis made it into the building. I
turned back to see Pauly staring at me, assessing the damage to my
face, while Bobby smirked. “You look better now.” Pauly said
flatly, as if serious. Bobby laughed. “You were ugly anyway
Holloway.” He said sarcastically. “Three of’em at a time…man…ya big
dope.” “Wasn’t my choice.” I reached up and tested the state of the
cut over my eye. Pauly’s grin conveyed a sense of my affair as a
kind of rite of passage I thought. “Come on, let’s go.” He said,
leading the way into the building. Bobby and I followed.

Inside we took our usual formation of three
abreast, heading for our lockers, walking quietly for most of the
way, nodding only to those who greeted us as we passed by. “Sorry I
wasn’t there.” Pauly said finally, something I didn’t expect,
though his tone was equally flat in this as well. I thought for a
moment before answering, then said...”You were supposed to be, were
you?” He turned to me a smiled for just a moment. “No.” “T’s ok
anyway…your old man was there…did the cavalry thing.” “Yeah, I
heard…did old man Cobb too eh?” “Yeah…was beautiful man…ya
should’ve seen it.” “So you nailed’im…twice I heard?” Bobby said,
betraying an enthusiasm to hear the story. “Yeah, twice…once in the
jaw I think… then his boys jumped me…feel like I got hit by a
truck.” “Well…that is what ya look like…better when things like
that match up.” Pauly said, grinning and looking straight ahead as
we walked. “Yeah.” I chuckled a little. We stopped at Bobby’s
locker, our usual routine and then Pauly and I continued on to
ours. He said nothing until we stopped in front of his. “He
touch’er?” He asked without looking at me, still rummaging around
for his books. The lack of inflection in his voice was unable to
hide the intensity of his feelings on the matter of the threat to
her and his desire to know what Johnny’s intention had been. I was
developing an acute capacity to discern in the subtleties of his
manner and the smallest of gestures which betrayed his true
feelings. He was both angry and afraid. “No.” He was silent again
for a few moments, just staring into his locker. “Was he gonna?” I
didn’t answer immediately, but just stared at him, surprised that
he didn’t know. “T’s what I figured…that’s why…” I gestured to my
bruises. He looked up at the cut over my eye and then scanned
around to the gash on my lip. “Yeah…thanks.” He said flatly and
then looked away, his intent to impart some measure of gratitude
being something I was supposed to glean from my knowledge of his
character, not the nature and content of his remark. “Yeah.” I
turned and leaned back against the lockers. “Think he’ll come after
me today?” “Yep.” He turned and looked at me. “But it won’t be
three ta one this time.” He smirked then glaring at me said…“You’re
startin ta get it Holloway.” “I just looked at him blankly.” “See
ya at break.” He started off for his classes. “Pauly?” He turned
back to face me, a blank expression which almost suggested to me
that he had some idea of what I was going to ask. Such things no
longer surprised me about him so I continued. “Walkin by the
park…it’s the second time…something stinks…real bad…’n I mean real
bad…make ya ralph…like something died…that happen ‘round
here?...like with animals?” “Not in the park…least not yet.” He
stood silent as if waiting for more, but I didn’t know what to say.
He finally spoke again, by then curious as to what it might have
been. “I’ll check it out.” He said, continuing on to his classes.
“Yeah… see ya.” I said, remaining against the lockers for a few
moments, hoping to catch sight of Molly whose class was just down
the hall. When I finally picked her from the crowd, I saw that she
had already found me. Smiling, she blew me a kiss, inspiring the
two girls with her to giggle, take hold of her by the arms and
usher her into the class, whispering and smiling as they went. She
never took her eyes off of me, nor I her until she disappeared
behind the door. I sighed and walked into my class, wondering how I
would ever concentrate on school work that day with so much on my
mind. Though it was like the agony of enduring that last day of
classes before summer vacation, I survived until break and made my
way to the cafeteria to meet with Pauly and Bobby and whomever they
might have chosen to have sit with them that day. I walked up to
their table to find Tom Finn and Suzy, which was a pleasant change
though I wondered why she was not with Molly. “Hey.” “Hi Frankie.”
Suzy said, smiling. “Are you ok?” “Yeah… bit sore is all.” Tom Finn
smiled. “Have ya seen Johnny?” Tom asked, as if to suggest
something had happened to him of which I was not aware. “No, why.”
“Got a black eye and a fat lip…ya got’im good man.” Pauly nodded a
little in agreement and in approval. “I guess I’ll be seein’im
pretty soon.” “Yeah… I’d bet on it.” Tom said. I looked at him,
disappointed at the news. “T’s all over the school that ya nailed
‘im man…he’s pretty pissed.” “You boys will help right?’ Suzy
asked. “Pauly.” She said pleadingly. Pauly turned to her but said
nothing. I don’t know whether she understood because I didn’t
either, but I was no longer inclined to question Pauly’s actions or
intentions. I figured that somehow what he did and would do was
what should be done for some reason and by some standard, what I
wasn’t sure, but was satisfied to leave it at that. Suzy said her
good byes and started back to her usual place at Molly’s side. I
couldn’t take my eyes off of their table, just watching her with
her friends, the way they all wanted to be close to her, to be
involved in her conversations. “Whose that other girl she sits with
over there every day…the brunet?” I asked, breaking the continuity
of the original discussion which had continued after Suzy’s
departure. Pauly stared at me with a blank expression.
“Sarah…Peterson…somethin like that… couple a’er friends…keeps’er
from gettin picked on.” “Sarah?” “Yeah.” “’Cause Molly’s there?” I
said in understanding but also in question of my conclusion. He
looked at me, shaking his head in the affirmative. I smiled at
myself and turned to look at Molly’s table again. “Hey!” Pauly said
loudly, breaking me from my trance. I turned to face him, kind of
numb to the intensity of his call. “The drug store…after school.” I
nodded and turned back to watch Molly, noting out of the corner of
my eye, his gesture of amusement to Bobby.

We all sat and talked for until the bell
rang, got up last and wandered behind the crowd to the door. As we
passed through, I could see Cobb and his two friends standing
against the wall, staring at me. I felt a short moment of pride
displace my fear, seeing the extent of the injuries I had inflicted
with only two punches. I could help but smirk a little at him as we
walked passed. “Don’t get cocky Holloway…you aint that tough.”
Pauly admonished. “Yeah I know.” I said…just enjoyin the
moment…figured its probly my last.” He chuckled slightly. “Hey
Holloway!” Cobb shouted. Pauly nudged me. “Ignore’im…time’s later,
not now.” I nodded in agreement and walked with Pauly, Bobby, Suzy
and Tom down the hall back to our classes. We didn’t get twenty
feet and I heard the challenge I dreaded. “Holloway…after
school…you and me, on the field by the bleachers…you be there
punk.” I stopped walking as did the others after they were one step
past me. Angry, I ignored Pauly’s advise and shouted back. “You got
it chump!” I turned and we started off again, Suzy taking my arm in
a sympathetic gesture. “Smooth.” Pauly said. “Just what I told ya
not ta do.” “I know…lost my temper.” “Yeah…so who’s makin the rules
now, you or him?” I thought for a moment. “Yeah, I know.” I said
with a sigh. Realizing that I was playing it all wrong and that
Pauly really did know what he was doing and that he had a plan.
“We’ll meet ya at the front door after school… get this over
quick.” “Thanks man.” He said nothing. We all parted at the end of
the hall and made our way to our respective classes. The end of the
day finally came and I was very nervous about having to fight
again. I had always rathered such confrontations be spontaneous in
which case there was no suffering the anticipation, which was the
part I hated most. I reached the front door to find Pauly and Bobby
waiting along with Tom Finn. “Thanks guys…I appreciate it.”
“Figured ya could use another hand.” Tom offered. “Thanks.” Pauly
was staring at me. “What?” I asked, nervous and a bit jumpy. He
chuckled. “You think too much Frankie…come on.” He led the way out
to the field. Trying to understand what he had meant, I asked…”so I
shouldn’t think about it?” He looked at me for a moment then said
quietly….”You in the right?” “Yes.” “Nothing to think about then is
there?” “But…” I began but he interrupted. “You’re right and you’re
cornered…is what it is man.” “Ah.” I said, understanding finally
and realizing that there was no response to offer.

A small crowd had gathered by the bleachers
to see the fight, which only made me more nervous. When we were
about half way there, most of them turned to watch our approach. I
could see Johnny and his henchmen. I looked frantically to see if
Molly was there, not really sure of whether or not I wished her to
be. Unable to find her in the crowd, I turned toward the front of
the school where she always spent time with her friends before
leaving for home then back toward the crowd, assessing the level of
anger in Johnny’s expression. When we had just reached them, a
voice, originating from the front of the school caused everyone to
turn to see the assistant principle running toward us. “All of
you…stay where you are.” No one moved, the risk of detention for
weeks being the usual consequence of disobedience. I turned to look
at Pauly who was smirking, almost laughing at the spectacle. The
assistant principle reached the crowed, made his way to the middle
and started his lecture on the stupidity of fighting and the
relevant school rules and the consequent suspension of anyone
involved. After about three minutes we were all instructed to
leave. I looked at Pauly. “Wasn’t time.” He said laughing a little
to himself, turned and started walking toward the front school
yard. Bobby and I shrugged at each other and trotted to catch up.
Tom remained, having gotten involved with one of the girls in the
crowd. We found sis talking with her friends by the big tree in
front of the school, where she always waited and we all started for
home. Though I had some suspicions about how the assistant
principle found out about the fight, I didn’t bring up the subject,
figuring that events had taken a proper course, given Pauly’s
apparent satisfaction with the outcome. “Pauly?” He said nothing
but turned to me to await my question. “Where was Molly?” “I told
her ta go home.” “Oh…yeah…good thinking.” “I didn’t want’er ta see
you get pasted.” He said with a smile. “Yeah…pasted.” After that,
we talked about the dance mostly, the two of them commenting on my
mom’s shopping spree with Mrs. Maddox. It occurred to me, as we
approached the mill fields road where they would leave me, that
they never asked about the time I spent with Molly, what we did and
whether it was going well. But then, one never knew with Pauly. He
always had a reason, often one that would not have ever occurred to
me. “See ya.” They each said and started down the mill fields road.
“See ya.” I replied and made my way home with sis. She had said
nothing during our walk to that point, but when Pauly and Bobby
left, she started to ask a lot of questions about what was going
on. I explained everything, satisfying her curiosity to the point
where it ceased to keep her attention and she started to tell me
things about her friends and the events affecting her life in the
town, about which I had until then paid too little attention.

We got home and informed the folks of the
day’s events. Mom who was horrified, had to have the phone taken
from her hand by dad who thought it better that the situation be
handled privately. He said he would talk to me about it that night
and that I should see to my chores and then get to my job at the
grocery. The day ended without event and with some good advice and
reassurance from dad as to the soundness of Pauly’s strategy.

The next day at school was much the same,
except that teachers and the janitorial staff now patrolled all the
recesses of the building and the surrounding fields, affording no
opportunity for a confrontation of any kind. That of course was
fine with me. I had nothing to prove and rather hoped to not have
to face Johnny again, at least until my cuts and bruises had fully
healed. After some pondering of my situation in the quiet times of
the day, I came to have confidence in what Pauly meant about
controlling my situation with Cobb and what he had likely done to
facilitate that for me. Until then, Johnny had dictated the terms
and times of any confrontation we might have. He was in control.
Now, that control had been taken from him, by Pauly, as to where
the time and place would be.

I rushed through my chores after school that
day in order to get to the jewelry store in time to pick up my
ring. Dad promised to give me a ride into town, just to make sure I
accomplished my mission without the risk of ambush by Cobb. I was
far more interested in having it to present to Molly before the
dance than I was in dealing with him. We got into the car and left
for town. “Dad?” “Yes.” “T’s kinda weird buying myself a ring just
so I can give it to Molly, isn’t it?” He laughed. “Well, I suppose
when you put it that way, it is…but the whole point is that its
your ring…so when she wears it, it shows everyone that she’s yours,
see?” “Yes…but I’d really rather buy her a ring…ya know…a girl’s
ring.” “Yes, well there’s really no ritual for that at your age
Frankie…you two are still kind of young.” “Just kind a weird is
all.” I could see him smile as he drove, probably because he had
thought it equally odd when he was my age. “Aren’t you glad now
that I convinced you to order it when you started school?” I
chuckled at the benefit and reward of having listened at least
once. “Yeah…yes.” We got to the jewelers and the ring was ready as
promised. I picked out a gold chain with dad’s help, one that by
itself, she would be able to use as jewelry and we left again for
home. I felt so proud to have it to give to her. Our night at the
dance was going to be perfect. After that, Molly would wear my ring
and everybody would know that she was mine.

Wednesday came and I could barely contain my
excitement about seeing her at work after school. The day passed
slowly, as was always the case when the prospect of some pleasure
loomed at its end. We made our way home after school to the
complaints of Pauly and Bobby as to my pace, in concern of sis, who
could not quite keep up. I rushed through my chores and in spite of
the cold, got on my bike and raced off to town to the laundry.
Leaning my bike against the front of the store, I calmly walked in,
displaying a confidence for her benefit which I did not in any
measure actually possess. I could see Molly through the archway
behind the counter working diligently at a steam press, her every
motion like poetry to me, her unaware expression so beautiful in
its softness. Somehow she sensed my presence and turned to me with
a smile. She set the top element of the press back, put the garment
aside and came out to the counter, attempting to fix her hair as
she walked. “Hi.” “Hi.” I said, also unable to contain my delight
in seeing her. She looked around to see if anyone was watching and
then leaned over the counter to kiss me. “I was so worried about
the other day…I heard about the assistant principle and
everything.” “Has to happen sooner or later.” She pouted a little.
“How’d you find out?” I asked. “Everybody was talking about it…but
Pauly told me not ta worry.” I looked at her curiously. “He said it
wouldn’t happen.” “Hmmm.” I grunted, thinking. “Ya mean before we
went outside?” “Yes…he told me just after lunch break…why?” I
grinned at the prospect. “Nothing…are you finished?” “I’ll be done
in about a half an hour…we can have a few minutes…you could walk me
home?” “Yeah!” I said anxiously. “Ok, wait right outside ok, I just
have to finish this one thing.” “Sure.” She offered her hands to
me, which I took and squeezed in a private affection. Outside, I
leaned against the store window, saying the occasional hello to the
people passing by, most of whom I knew, some whose greetings I
figured were for their knowing Pauly and Bobby or Molly and that I
was part of their group.

As I stood thinking, bludgeoning Johnny Cobb
over and over in my mind’s eye, I was distracted by the sound of a
woman’s voice, crying and complaining that she should be left
alone. I looked down toward the drug store to see her standing with
her back against the wall, a small crowd gathered around her, some
pleading that she calm down, others just staring. She was
attractive, upper middle class housewife I guessed, judging by her
dress, not the sort one would expect to see in such a state. The
chief’s car pulled up and stopped on the street in front of the
crowd. He got out and walked to the edge of the clearing formed by
the circle of those who had gathered. “Sarah?…please…let me take
you home.” He pleaded gently. At that she burst into tears, burying
her face in her hands. Hearing another thump, but from across the
street, I turned to see Doc Obrien burst through the door to his
office and trot across the street to stand by the chief. “Baby,
please….it’s ok….let’s go home.” He said, but she would have none
of it, crying all the more for their attempts to calm her. The
chief turned to a woman in the crowd. “Margret, isn’t Molly working
today?” “Yes, at the laundry, I was just there.” The chief looked
at a young boy standing with his mother in the crowd. “Son, would
you go over to the laundry and ask Molly to come here?” “Yes sir.”
The boy took off running. I watched him approach as I heard the
chief and Doc Obrien return to their attempts to calm the woman,
then followed the boy into the store. “Molly, Molly!” He shouted.
She came out of the back with an urgent expression. Her boss, Mr.
Ng followed her out, looking around for the source of the
excitement. ”Stevie?” Molly asked, looking worried. ”The chief said
for you to come…it’s Mrs. Obrien again.” She looked at Mr. Ng who
bowed slightly and gestured with his hand toward the door that she
should go. She took off her apron and looked into my eyes, touching
my arm as she passed as if to apologize for the intrusion into our
plans. I followed them out and watched her run with the little boy
to the crowd. Molly politely made her way through the spectators,
who noticing her arrival began to part, making a path for her. Many
were still pleading with the her to go with the chief and the
Doc.

When Molly had passed into the clearing
around Sarah, she stopped, looked sympathetically at her for a
moment and slowly offered her arms in demonstration of
affectionate. Upon seeing her, Sarah stopped crying. Her lips were
pressed tightly together and her head tilted slightly to the side
in an expression of sad satisfaction that one who understood had
finally come to her. She put her hands to her mouth as Molly slowly
walked to her and took her into her arms. The two stood holding
each other as Sarah broke into tears, surrendering all her attempts
at restraint, understanding intuitively her need for relief. When
the tears had subsided, Molly leaned back to look into her eyes and
began to tell her something I desperately wished to hear but
couldn’t. Sarah’s expression slowly changed to an embarrassed grin
to which the crowd reacted with a low moan of an affectionate
satisfaction. Molly continued talking quietly to her for a few
moments then embraced her again. By then Sarah was wiping away her
tears as Molly rocked her gently from side to side, whispering
something in her ear. As they parted to look into each other’s
eyes, Sarah nodded, smiling, looking exhausted but relieved. Molly
took her arm with one hand and her hand in the other and turned to
lead her to the street to the chief’s car. Sarah, now in control of
her emotions, her sense of situation again established, looked
around as she moved through the crowd, embarrassed by her behavior.
Most everyone she passed touched her, offering comments of
encouragement and affection. The chief who had anticipated Molly’s
success, was waiting by the open back door of his squad car. Molly
and the Sarah got in, Molly still maintaining close physical
contact. The chief got in and the car drove off slowly, the doc
following close behind in his own car.

I watched speechless, moved beyond what I
thought my capacity as the car pulled away and she turned to face
me. As I looked into her eyes, which fixed my gaze like beacons in
a storm, for the briefest of moments I felt a shock of recognition,
a kind of revelation of an aspect of her very soul emanating from a
depth meant to shield it from the mortal eye. It was such an
intense vision that for a moment I was more frightened than I had
ever been. It seemed as if by some holy edict, it was something of
which there were never to be permitted but a suggestion. It was the
first time, but would not be the last, when I would see, not merely
ponder that there was something about Molly which was of
heaven.

I walked back to the laundry dazed and
feeling emotionally exhausted though I had endured nothing, but to
witness once again the magic of the sweetness of her soul. I sat on
the curb, waiting, hoping that she would come back to the laundry
so I could walk her home. I tried to think of what I would say to
her when or if she returned, but nothing posed within the quiet of
my mind passed the test. I could hear the conversations of those
who, having returned to their shopping, passed by where I was
sitting, still marveling at what they had just witnessed, though
none was a stranger to such events involving Molly. Some recognized
me and said hello, others congratulating me on my budding
relationship with her, ensuring that I understood how lucky I was.
I looked around the street, thinking to myself how lucky I was
indeed in that, my new, small town life.

Finally, the chief’s car pulled up in front
of the laundry. I stood up to see Molly sitting in the back seat,
smiling at me. The chief got out and started around to Molly’s
door. I felt like a child waiting anxiously to be handed another
Christmas present to open. “Thanks Molly.” He said, opening the
door and helping her from the car. She turned to him, put her hand
on his arm and smiled, then turned back to me. I put my arms around
her. “Thanks chief.” I said, standing with her as he got into his
car with a nod to us and drove off. “I’m sorry Frankie.” Molly
said, sounding as if she thought I might be upset. “For what?” “I
have to get home right away now.” Shocked at the prospect of her
apologizing to me, I stopped walking and turned her to face me.
“You’re apologizing?!...ta me?!…after that?!…what kind a jerk would
I be… if…?…I just hope I never get in the way.” She put her arms
around my neck. “Oh Frankie.” She just hugged me for a moment and
then stepped back and held my hands in hers. “Come on.” I said and
we walked into the laundry to get her things, then headed for the
park to take the short cut through the abandoned neighborhood to
her house. “Molly?” “Yes?” “How’d you do it?” She looked down at
the road as she walked, thinking of what to say. “I just let her
know I…I understand.” “Understood what?” I asked, puzzled at the
prospect. “Why she gets so scared.” She said, as if it were
obvious, or should have been. I waited for a moment to see if she
would continue but she remained silent. “Scared of what?” She
turned to look at me, her expression one of frustration as if she
were struggling to find a way to make me understand. I realized
that I probably couldn’t and decided to set her at ease. “Ya know
what Molly?” I put my arm around her and drew her close. “Ya don’t
have ta explain it….I think I kind a understand.” “She’s so sweet
Frankie…I remember when I was a little girl…she was so good to
me…to me and Paula…she’d take us out for ice cream and shopping…get
us things mom couldn’t afford…she never let us feel left out.” “So
this kind a came on over time?” “Yes…Doc doesn’t talk about it…but
I think there’s nothing he can do.” “Poor woman…but she’s got you.”
She stopped walking and turned to face me, a tear running down her
cheek. “Molly?” I asked, worried, but she put her finger on my
lips. “Ssshhhhhh.” She whispered, leaning up to kiss me, hugged me
for several moments, holding me tightly around the neck, then
turned and started walking again. I didn’t quite know what I had
said or done but she seemed moved by some memory or idea of what
had happened or perhaps my reaction to it. This was another one of
those mysteries of the nature of the female mind it did little good
to try to understand. As I had not really been able to understand
much about any of the girls I had met, especially Molly, I thought
it better to just enjoy both the sweetness and intrigue of it all
and to avoid any attempts at analysis.

When we reached the path in the park which
cut through the woods past the fort, I left my bike against a tree
and we walked holding hands, across the tracks and into the
abandoned neighborhood. We talked as we went, of things in our
pasts which we thought important to our understanding of ourselves
and life at fifteen, thinking we had reached some kind of milestone
at that age. I suppose it was the intrusion of certain elements of
maturity in our thinking that seemed to surprise even us and
brought with it some manner of urgency about what we were to do
with ourselves, no longer content to think only of the day. Driving
cars, getting drafted and deciding what to study in school were no
longer distant concerns and were to be taken seriously, as was
putting myself in harm’s way to protect the girl for whom I would
suffer any kind or measure of pain.

As I listened to Molly talk, my gaze turned
to the right, to the house in which I thought I had heard noises
when walking her home. I stared at the old car which in my
imagination would make ghostly trips through the neighborhood in
the middle of the night, leaving only the suggestion of its
movements in the trampled weeds and though they were by that time
all dead and shriveled from the cold, something about the old house
seemed wrong, different, out of place. “Molly?” She stopped talking
and turned to see me staring at the house. “What’s the matter?” We
stopped walking. “T’s kind a freaky…see that chair in the front
yard?” “Yes?” “Was on the porch on Saturday.” She thought for a
moment then looked at me and smiled. “Probably kids…playing.”
“Oh…yeah, that makes sense.” “Come on.” She giggled, took my hand
and we started off again. When we got to the gate and I helped her
over the upper pipe of which the frame was partially constructed,
she noted while waiting for me to climb over, a cigar on the
ground. “I’ve seen these before.” She picked up the remnant and
looked at me curiously. “Could be anybody’s.” She looked around on
the ground and found a whiskey bottle. “T’s nothing.” I said,
coaxing her to continue by taking her arm. We walked quietly for a
while along the now dark road, until the headlights of a car
approached. When it got a few hundred feet away, I became alarmed
at slow speed at which it was moving, as if the occupants were
searching the street. “Molly.” I looked around for some place to
hide. “Over there…come on.” “Frankie?” “Quick Molly…just in case.”
I led her to a group of bushes which marked the corner of the yard
we had just reached. We slipped behind it and watched from the
side, hidden in the shadows as the car slowly passed by. We could
hear the music playing and Cobb laughing loudly. “God, what a
jerk.” “Frankie, I’m scared…he’s looking for us.” She whispered.
“Well, maybe just for me…but I aint takin the chance…Molly, I
thought his old man was friends with yours?” “They were…but I think
that they had a fight over something.” “Great.” I said, disgusted.
“What do we do?” She asked, worried. “Not sure…yet” The car was
then on its way back. I held her as we watched it pass again,
remaining still and hidden until it was well down the road ,
heading toward town. “Come on.” I took her hand and we started
again for her house. We walked quickly until we were about one
hundred feet away, standing in the shadows of a huge oak tree at
the streets edge. I turned her to face me. “This far enough?”
“Yes.” She said, with a big smile. She put her arms around my neck.
“God Molly, I just can’t wait ta see you again…I can’t wait till
Friday.” “Same here.” She said as she kissed me. “Frankie, please,
please don’t fight with him…try to find some other way…please?.”
“I’ll try.” She kissed me again. “I have to go…I’ll see you in
school tomorrow…bye.” She turned and walked briskly to her house
and up the stairs to the front door, turning to wave just before
she closed it behind her. In moments, the light went on in her
window. “Good night Molly.” I whispered to the shadow behind the
shade, then turned to head for home. As soon as I got inside, I
called Pauly, quickly before mom had dinner ready and on the table,
but he wasn’t home. So I called Bobby to see if Pauly was there.
The phone rang three times. “Hello, Mrs. Miller…is Bobby there.”
“Yes…is this Frankie?” “Yes maam.” “Sure, I’ll get him.” I could
hear her lay the phone down as she called him. In moments I could
hear someone taking the phone from the table. “Hey Frankie.”
“Bobby… is Pauly there?” “No, why?.” “Damn…were you with’im
before?” “Yeah, but he took off about six… why, what’s up?” “I
walked Molly home…Cobb n’is boys were lookin for us…or maybe just
me…but they were on Molly’s street…went right passed’er house man.”
“That aint good.” “I know…this is ridiculous…I mean, I’m worried
about her…I don’t know what ta do.” “I think Pauly does.” “What
d’ya mean?” “He said somethin like “He won’t get to her.” “What?”
“Don’t ask me man…I don’t get it either…but ya know him…he never
explains anything.” I chuckled at the accuracy of his comment. “I
don’t think he’d try anything with her anyway.” “Why not?” “Pauly’d
kill’im…n’ he knows it.” “What if he aint there?” “He’ll be
there…always knows where she is.” “How the hell’s he do that
anyway?” “Beats me…just does.” “Yeah…well...” I said, thinking for
a moment. “ If you hear from’im, have’im call me ok?” “Yeah,
sure…be cool.” “Yeah, you too.” I hung up and turned to see dad
standing there, stirring his coffee. “Trouble son?” “Nah, just
Cobb…I can handle it.” “Are you sure?” “Yes, but thanks.” “Ok…you
let me know if you need help.” “Yes sir.” He turned and walked into
the dining room and took his seat. The smell of the cooking food
had reached a kind of critical mass, indicating that it was on the
table and that mom would be calling us to come at any moment. I
leaned back in the chair by the phone table in the downstairs hall
and thought of the events of the last few days. The pain in my head
arising from the complications of the day inspired me to just clear
my mind and take my seat at the dinner table for once on time.

The dinner conversation unfolded in the usual
manner. When mom asked how my cuts were feeling and healing, I told
her that I felt fine. Dad gave me a stare that let me know to not
involve her in the problems I was having, which I thought a good
idea, given mom’s hyper sensitivity to the idea of fighting of any
kind. So I changed the subject by telling all of them about Molly’s
handling of Sarah Obrien that day. Mom sat with her mouth opened,
astonished at the story. “Molly went up to’er, whispered a bunch of
stuff in her ear, hugged’er for a while…then Mrs. Obrien calmed
right down and just went with’er…right into the chief’s car…it was
so cool.” I said. “My heavens John…that child is blessed.” Dad
nodded in agreement. “I tried talkin to her about it but she
started to cry a little, so I changed the subject.” “Aww… she is so
sweet.” Mom said, looking at sis. “She really is neat mom…all the
kids think so.” Sis said. “Well, Frankie…I have a surprise for
you…Mrs. Maddox and the girls are coming here to dinner next
Wednesday.” I practically dropped my fork, my mouth open, unable to
believe the news. “Awright!” I practically shouted, inspiring dad
to gesture to me with his hand to keep it down. Sis laughed at me,
but stopped when I glared back at her. It would be exciting to be
able to see her again on week day and at my house. “But you have to
be prepared for the possibility that Archie won’t take off on one
of his usual trips to wherever…understand?…they can only come if he
leaves as usual.” “Yes…I know…but he always goes.” Dad nodded. ”As
long as you understand.” We talked the rest of the time about the
missing girl, Herc and Spider and the rougher side of Cedarville,
mom and dad curious as to how we avoided too close contact with
those elements.

After dinner, I went up stairs and lay on my
bed, looking at my school ring, imagining giving it to Molly before
taking her to the dance. As the thought of Cobb intruded upon my
fantasy of her, I decided to beat him senseless in my mind for a
while then went to sleep early, my bruises hurting and my head
pounding. Sleep seemed the easiest escape. The morning came
quickly.

 


 


~~~The Dance~~~

 


Thursday was a rather routine day at school.
In fact it was oddly peaceful. Cobb was in his usual spots during
break and lunch but said nothing directly to me, only mumbling
things under his breath to his cohorts. I saw Molly twice while
walking to class. On the first occasion, I decided that I was would
break tradition and go up to her. The two girls accompanying her
just smiled and looked at each other knowingly as Molly and I
talked, then hugged and parted. I watched then as the three of them
set off for class, giggling and stealing glances at me as they
whispered to each other.

The second time, I saw her walking down the
hall with three of the popular kids, two girls who were
cheerleaders and one boy from the football team, the three
generally arrogant and patronizing in their dealings with others
they thought beneath them in status. I watched as they engaged her
in a manner anything but typical of their traditional behavior, in
which they controlled completely the conversation and nature of the
occasion. Drawn to her in no less a measure than everyone else,
they readily surrendered to the effect of her nature, leaving her
instinct to govern their time together though there was no
conscious purpose in Molly’s manner to that end.

As I increased my gate to catch up to them, I
could hear portions of the conversations of those gathered in small
groups along the sides of the corridor watching Molly and her
companions pass by. “See…look!...that’s her…that’s her...with the
long blonde hair.” A girl in one of the groups said to her friends,
obviously new to Cedarville. “Wow...she’s really pretty.” One of
her friends responded, all of them watching as she moved down the
hall. “You should meet her…its really true…she’s so sweet.” Another
whispered as if their interest were better kept a secret. I smiled
at the prospect that one of the first and most important
introductions to the town and the school was Molly.

When I was about ten feet away, a very
nervous Sarah Peterson, who was standing against her locker with
two other girls who were unquestionably not part of the cool
contingent, took a deep breath and a step forward toward Molly as
she walked passed. “Molly?” She said shyly, worried about how her
intrusion might be received by those with whom Molly was walking.
Molly turned to see her, smiled and began to step toward her,
looking back at her companions. “I’ll be right back.” She said,
then turned back to face Sarah. “Hi Sarah.” She said with a smile.
“Hi…um…Molly?…” She stumbled, looking back and forth between Molly
and her companions, waiting a few yards away. “Um…could I…could I
ask you something?” Several others within ear shot turned to
witness the event, curious as to what its object might be. She
fidgeted with her fingers, trying to muster the courage to make
whatever request she thought would expose her to great
embarrassment should she be turned down. Molly put her hand on
Sarah’s arm. “Its ok…what is it Sarah?” She asked gently,
understanding Sarah’s fear. “Um…would you…would you come to my
party?” Molly’s smile grew from ear to ear, but before she could
answer, her companions began to make fun of Sarah, suggesting that
no one of any consequence would even consider an invitation from
her. Molly turned back to them and with a look of sad
disappointment, caused them to fall immediately silent. She then
turned back to Sarah, who had begun to whither in her resolve to
see her task to its end. She looked back and forth between Molly
and the others, hung her head low and backed up two steps toward
the lockers. Molly moved toward her. “I’d love to Sarah…when is
it?” Sarah’s eyes became bright again. “Really?” Molly smiled and
nodded. “This Sunday…at two oclock.” She thought for a moment and
said…I’ll see you there.” All those watching moaned in
satisfaction. She leaned in and kissed Sarah on the cheek, smiled,
turned and left with her companions. As they walked away, I decided
that it was better, the lesson they would receive than any
contribution I might have made to their gathering, so I turned and
headed back toward my next class. Seeing Molly even for even those
few moments revived me for the rest of the day. Watching her
realign the perspectives of four kids kept so distant by the
reigning social hierarchy would affect me for the rest of my
life.

As I walked down the corridors I thought of
what it was she might have said to the others and how it would
affect them in their hearts and minds. Molly Maddox asked for the
company of no one, yet all struggled and even fought to be near
her. She asked nothing of them except that they accept the
sweetness she offered, which was the defining quality of her
nature. And she expected nothing from them, but that they return
that in kind to each other. To be near her was to be disarmed
completely and to be gifted to see in the stark contrast of the
quality of her soul to one’s own, the measure of one’s
potential.

After school I went to meet Pauly and Bobby
in the front courtyard as always. I walked out to our usual bench
and found Pauly sitting alone. He watched me as I took my seat but
turned back to the crowd. I looked around as inconspicuously as I
could for Molly, but I could never seem to hide the effort from
him. He nudged me and pointed to the center of the largest
gathering. It only took a few seconds before I saw the light
reflecting from her golden locks. I smiled and settled back into
the bench. “See your buddy today?” He asked quietly, as if tired.
“Yeah…but he didn’t say anything.” “That’s what worries me.” I
turned to face him. “Think he’s plannin somethin?” “Yep .”
“Damn…you don’t suppose he’s goin ta the dance do ya?” “Kind a
doubt it…I don’t think he’s got a girl ta bring.” “Why not?” After
the fight with you, none of ‘em’ll even talk to’im.” Bobby said,
walking over to sit with us, having left the group with whom he was
talking. “Yeah?…that’s kind a cool.” I said, surprised at the news
of their reaction. “Don’t get a big head Holloway…maybe they were
doin it for her.” Pauly said, always ready to adjust my focus on
things. “Oh…yeah.” I felt kind of silly at realization, with which
I agreed. I could see out of the corner of my eye, Pauly turn to
look at me with a smirk, then away again. “Your too easy Frankie.”
He chuckled along with Bobby. “Trouble with you guys is ya never
just talk plain…this whole damned town’s like that.” I said,
jokingly in part, but also to get back at them. “How plain’s it
gotta be man?…t’s that city thinking ya gotta change.” Bobby said.
“Yeah well…” I stopped, unable to think of anything to say. The
truth was, I liked all the peculiarities of the culture in
Cedarville. He was right, that the way of life in the city was far
too bland. Small towns were rich with strange characters, social
oddities and cultural currents, difficult to understand sometimes
but always interesting. Somehow, things were communicated in a way
that sometimes just can’t be put into words. Pauly and Bobby
chuckled at me again. “So d’ya get her ring?” Pauly asked a little
sarcastically. I looked at him surprised. “How’d ya know ‘bout
that?” He smirked. “T’s all she talked about last time I
saw’er…that ‘n that ya asked for a painting.” I smiled at the
prospect of Molly being excited by her relationship with me and so
much so that she felt she had to talk about it to someone else
close to her, someone like Pauly. We sat quietly for a while,
longer than usual, as if waiting. At first I thought it was just
out of boredom, but then realized there was a purpose to it, as
there always seemed to be to whatever Pauly did. Suddenly Cobb
burst out of the front doors with his two companions in tow and
stopped on the landing, looking around I suppose for someone to
taunt. He turned to see us on the bench, grinned sarcastically and
walked down the three stairs to the courtyard. “Your ass is mine
Holloway.” He growled. I looked over at him, noting that Pauly was
watching me. “Get bent Cobb.” I said, with as mocking a tone as I
could generate in so few words, causing his expression to turn to
one of extreme anger. He made a motion as if he were going to come
after me, but then turned to see Pauly glaring at him with the
slightest trace of a smile and stopped. He gestured to his
companions and started to walk toward the street, staring at Molly
and commenting to his friends as they passed. I started to get up
just in case but Pauly held me back. “Be cool man…he won’t
bother’er here.” “How do you know?” “’Cause the whole school’ll be
on’im.” “Yeah…yeah, right.” “You gotta be careful Frankie.” I just
looked at him accusingly, as if he were suggesting that I was
afraid of a confrontation with Johnny. “Tick’im off too much the
wrong way….he’ll get back at you by goin after her.” I suddenly
felt like I had betrayed her. “Oh God…I didn’t think a that.” “T’s
ok man…for now…just be careful what ya say… especially if your
around her.” “Yeah, I got it.” “Come on.” He said as he got up,
then asked. “Where’s Nancy?” “I’ll get her.” I said looking around
for her in her usual spot. Then I noticed Pauly going over to where
Molly was standing. I stopped in place and watched, wondering what
he was up to. “Molly?” She turned to him. “Hi Pauly.” She said
smiling, taking a step to stand so close as to almost touch him.
“You should take off now.” She looked around and seeing nothing
that would pose a threat, turned back to Pauly. The girls and boys
she was with just stared at Pauly and said nothing. “Ok…right now?”
“Yeah… please.” He then leaned over and whispered something in her
ear. Molly’s expression changed suddenly. She nodded and turned to
her friends, saying something I could not hear, then turned to
leave. I looked back to find sis just where she was supposed to be.
“Nance…come on.” She came dutifully to the curb where I was
standing and we waited for Pauly and Bobby to join us. Molly walked
up to me with a smile on her face, which could not entirely hide
some measure of worry. “Hi Frankie.” She put her hand on my chest
and I held her by the shoulders. “See you Friday night?” Her smile
broadened. “Seven thirty sharp.” She said with enthusiasm then
turned and looked around at her two girl friends standing
immediately in back of her, then back to me, leaned up on her tip
toes and kissed me. She jumped back playfully then walked off for
home. As I watched her leave, I noticed that sis was looking at me
smiling. “What’re you looking at?” I said, causing her to giggle.
“You’re in love.” I looked back at Molly, still visible on the
sidewalk a few blocks down. “Yeah…you could say that.”

When Pauly and Bobby caught up with us and we
started for home. As we walked, we talked about how they had
finally decided that they were taking Marla and Suzy to the dance,
two relationships about which I was very confused, both girls being
so nice and Pauly and Bobby needing such companionship, perhaps at
least to take off the sharp edge of their respective personalities.
Pauly after all was strong medicine and could likely only be
tolerated in moderate doses, a fact of which I think he was aware,
evident in his self-arranged scarcity. It seemed to me that only
the softness of some feminine association could dilute the impact
of his nature. As we got near the mill fields road, I turned to see
Cobb’s car shadowing us. “Pauly?” “Yeah…I know…ignore’em.” He said,
aware of his presence even though he hadn’t looked back one time
during our walk. “Now what?” “Bobby and I’ll go with you to your
house.” “Pauly, I don’t…” He interrupted. “Unless ya wanna do the
three of’em again?…didn’t do so hot last time.” “Yeah, guess not.”
We passed the mill fields road and I think that Cobb and his
friends realized they weren’t going to do anything with Pauly and
Bobby around so they took off fast, passing us screaming insults.
Pauly said nothing. “Guess he doesn’t like even odds.” I said
sarcastically. “He’s a chump Frankie…I don’t think you have to
worry bout him till after the dance…so go and have a good time…you
can worry about him later.” “So what if they try ta jump you guys
when ya leave my house?” Pauly turned to look at me as we walked,
incredulous at the question. “Yeah…right.” I said, thinking I might
have almost understood, which would have to be good enough for that
moment.

We walked the final few hundred yards through
the park in silence. I searched the air with my nose for some trace
of the horrendous smell which lurked about the park at will, but to
no avail. Attributing this to the lack of any breeze, I pushed the
thought from my mind. When we got to my house, I asked them if they
wanted to come in but both said no and left for home. Pauly had
seemed satisfied with his estimation of the circumstances with
Cobb, so I took some comfort in that. I went inside and had a
normal evening and ended the night in my room, again admiring the
ring which was soon to be worn on a chain around Molly’s slender,
graceful neck for all to see. I fell asleep that night, replaying
over and over in my mind, what I would say and do when I gave it to
her.

The next morning came and I felt like I was
going to burst. I couldn’t wait to get to school and get the
progression of the day started, thinking that 7:30 was not so far
away. I showered, dressed and flew downstairs to breakfast, already
on the table. Everyone was seated, waiting for me as usual. After
the morning greetings, I sat down and began to wolf down my
breakfast. “Frankie Holloway!…don’t you dare eat like that at the
table.” “Yes maam.” It took some effort but I managed to regulate
my intake. “It’s the big night tonight eh son?” Dad asked, a little
pride evident in his tone. “Yeah…yes…I can’t wait.” “Is Pauly
going?” “Yes, I think so…why?” “Nothing…so what time would you like
to pick her up?” “Seven thirty, but I want to bring her back here
first, before we go.” “Sure…for pictures?” “Yes, and just to have
some time with her alone.” “Not too alone, understand Mr.?” Mom
said with a stern look and tone. I grinned at her. “I know mom.
Don’t worry.” “Well I do worry Frankie.” “Mom, you know how I feel
about her…I wouldn’t do anything…” I said looking at Nancy. “Well
you know.” “I’m glad to hear that.” Mom and sis talked for a minute
or two and then Dad interrupted to make an announcement. “I’ve just
gotten word that BASF has accepted my final offer and wants to buy
my patent.” Mom smiled and I almost let the food spill out of my
mouth. “Outta sight…dad!…that’s great!” “Yes, they want your father
to go out to their plant to show their chemists how his goop
works.” Dad chuckled. “You never did understand it Laurane, did
you?” Mom looked back at him annoyed. “Well how could I?” “What is
it daddy.” Nancy asked. “It’s a new kind of adhesive
sweetie…uh…glue…it bonds instantly and its like steel after it
sets.” Sis just stared at him with a smile, understanding nothing
he had just said but enjoying that he had taken the time to explain
it to her. “When do ya have to go?” I asked. “Don’t know yet…we’ll
discuss it as soon as I get a few more details worked out with the
company…probably in a week or two.” I felt good for him, that he
had finally gotten the break he had been working for so many years.
I finished my breakfast and asked to be excused, got up and went up
to my room to get my books. “Be ready to go when I come back down
sis.” “Ok” She said happily.” I made the stairs two at a time on
the way up and down, to find sis waiting at the bottom. I took her
by the hand and practically dragged her out of the door, anxious to
get to school and get the day done. We walked our usual route
without event and arrived to the morning crowd in the courtyard. As
we made our way to the front doors of the building, I was greeted
repeatedly by comments that my wounds were much less pronounced. It
only then occurred to me that Molly was going to be seen with a
date all black and blue in the face.

Pauly and Bobby were standing there as
expected, making snide comments about my appearance as we
approached. I watched to ensure sis’s entry into the building then
turned to face my haughty companions. “Ya still look like crap
man.” Bobby said, striving for the greatest insult effect. Pauly
just smirked. “He was ugly anyway.” “Yeah, well…well…” Was all I
could think of to say. “What’ya figure she sees in a this guy?…I
mean there’s you and me right?” Pauly said looking at Bobby. “Yeah,
but ya know how she is about stray dogs and cats…that kind a
thing.” “Look at’im.” He laughed, satisfied with the measure of ego
tempering he had imparted. “Come on.” He said and we turned and
went inside to Bobby’s locker. After planning what little time we
were to spend together that day, Pauly and I went to our lockers
and then to our first class, which passed at such an agonizingly
slow pace, I thought I would not be able to keep from screaming.
When the period was over, I waited by the door to see if I could
catch sight of Molly leaving for her next class. She came out
looking around, breaking into a smile upon seeing me. She stopped
to the side of the door, her two girl friends at her side, waiting
for me to come to her. “Hi.” I said, almost incapable of
controlling my excitement. “Hi.” She smiled, fidgeting a little as
she decided whether or not to make some affectionate gesture in
front of everyone. She settled for taking a step to stand very
close to me, putting her hand on my chest. “Can I walk ya to your
locker?” She looked at her friends who smiled excitedly and then
back to me. “Sure.” We turned together and walked down the hall in
the opposite direction of my next class. I figured that I would be
a little late, but I wanted so badly to see where her locker was.
It was just another piece of information about her I could know and
about which I could feel possessive. We walked to the end of the
corridor and turned down another to find a group of kids crowded
around the other end near her locker. As we continued toward them,
they all stopped talking and turned to face her, moving aside to
form a path as we got closer. When our view was no longer blocked,
we could see her locker door covered in obscene graffiti. As we got
close enough to read what had been written, Molly turned away for
its repulsive character. I stood and stared, contemplating the
meanness of the act while Molly tried to keep from crying, her two
girl friends tending to her. “Cobb.” I said, disgusted at the
lengths to which he would go. I turned to Molly. “Its ok…we’ll fix
this…what’s your combination?” She turned around to face me and
told me the number. I went and opened her locker so she wouldn’t
have to look at what was written on the door. “Molly?…get your
things.” She walked to the locker, exchanged her books and then
walked back to where her friends were standing. I closed the door
and told her to go on to her next class. She hugged me and left.
When she had disappeared into the crowd of kids moving through the
hall, I turned and headed for the janitor’s office to see if he
could do something about her locker before the class ended and she
had to come back and exchange her books again. When I got there, he
was sitting at a work bench working on a chair, which was of a
quality which suggested its owner might be one of the main office
staff. “Mr. Jenkins?” I asked, cautiously, afraid of disrupting his
concentration as he seemed consumed in his task, a screw driver in
each hand precariously suspending some manner of spring loaded
mechanism in an attempt to coax it back into a slot. “What’ya want
kid?” He grunted. “Ya think you could get some graffiti off a
locker?” “Holloway right?” He said, finally looking up at me.
“Yeah.” I was a little confused by his recognition of me. He turned
back to the chair. “Met your old man at the hardware store.” “Ah.”
I grunted, satisfied. “So can you?” “Not now kid…gotta finish
this…t’s for the principle.” “It’s a girl’s locker…some pretty
gross stuff…I was kind a hopin ya could do it before she comes back
after this class.” “Sorry kid…no way…principle’s waiting for
this…I’ll get it later.” He said sternly, struggling with the
mechanism. “What’s the locker number?” “Uh…don’t know.” I said,
frustrated that he was not even going to go out and look at it.
“I’ll look it up, soon as I’m done…what’s her name?” “Molly
Maddox.” He turned to look at me again, untangled his tools from
the chair, put them on the desk, got up and walked over to a book
case. He searched through volumes of binders and finding one in
particular, took it out and searched through it for a few moments.
“Here…Molly Maddox…647.” He put the binder back in its spot. “Come
on.” He walked out of his office into the hall with a determined
gate forcing me to move quickly to catch up with him. “So what
happened.” He asked while looking momentarily down the corridor as
we passed, as if wondering if he would be seen at other than his
assigned task. “Somebody painted lotsa pretty gross stuff on the
door.” “Damned kids.” When we arrived, he stood looking up and down
at the graffiti. After a few moments, he said “I’ll either have it
off or covered before she gets back…k?” “Yeah man…thanks a
million.” “No problem kid.” I turned and left for my class, leaving
him there still assessing the damage and calculating how he would
deal with it. As I walked down the hall to my class, I could see
from the corner of my eye, someone watching me from the door of an
empty room. I didn’t turn to look, figuring it to be one of Cobb’s
friends or even Cobb himself, obviously the culprit of the locker
graffiti. Pauly and I would handle him in due time I thought. When
I got to class with no pass, the teacher was upset, but when I told
him that I had been with the janitor and why, he was satisfied and
told me to take my seat.

Lunch break finally came and I went to meet
Pauly and Bobby in the cafeteria as usual, to find no one with them
this time. Pauly was sitting on the table bench, facing away from
the table, elbows on his knees, watching the crowd. He was more
quite and still than usual, which suggested he was contemplating
something, likely important. Bobby was sitting on the opposite
side, facing the table. As I told Pauly what happened, he continued
to look straight ahead, remaining expressionless as was his way,
though I knew him well enough then that I could detect a measure of
anger in his eyes, one that would find an outlet before too long.
When I finished my account of the event, he turned around in his
seat to face the table. “It was Cobb” I offered. “No…wasn’t
Cobb…was somebody else.” Pauly said flatly. “Who?” I asked, staring
at him, hoping that he would continue, but for a few moments he
said nothing. “You know who?” “Think so.” “What’ya wanna do?” He
turned to look at me. “Just go ta the dance man…don’t worry bout
it.” “Pauly!…what’ya think I…” He interrupted. “So what?…ya gonna
ruin her big night…for this?…she’s been waitin for this all
year…doesn’t talk about anything else…made a new dress and
stuff…use your head man.” He turned away. “But I can’t…” He
interrupted again. “Frankie, stop thinkin of yourself.” Bobby
looked at me with raised eyebrows as if to agree with Pauly.
“Yeah…yeah, sorry.” “You just deal with what’s in front of ya…dig?”
Pauly offered, his last word on the subject I suspected. We talked
for a bit about the dance before I went up to buy my lunch. They
were quiet for the most part while I ate, Pauly remaining in a
posture as if he were thinking. When the bell rang, we got up
together and took last position in the exiting crowd as we had
always done and turned right down the hall to our next class,
forced again to pass Cobb and his friends. This time they were
standing against the wall much further down the corridor. Pauly
stopped about twenty feet away and just stood there, hands in his
pockets, staring at them expressionless across a view made
intermittent by the current of bodies moving past. Cobb immediately
took notice but said nothing. Pauly stood like a statue, Bobby and
I on either side of him.

Cobb at first made some remark which only his
friends could hear, but the smirk soon disappeared from his face as
Pauly continued to stare at the three of them, his glare like a
laser, cutting through their affect of their posturing to that
place where their fears were normally kept hidden from the sight of
others. The psychological weight of his manner quickly took its
toll and the three of them turned and left for class. Pauly still
did not move, watching them until they made the corner at the end
of the corridor when we began walking to our next class, three
abreast, saying nothing, all having understood what he had done and
why.

I suffered through the rest of my classes
that day, happy with what I had seen. Without saying a word or even
making a gesture, Pauly had sent a message, the impact of which was
greater than had it been imparted by the force of any argument or
physical confrontation. I felt as if I would be able to enjoy being
at the dance with Molly without the fear of its ruination by the
vindictive intentions of Johnny Cobb.

We met after school as usual and with Molly
having left early, probably as per Pauly’s advise and wishes,
immediately started for home as well. It was then that it occurred
to me that he never remained after school unless she was there and
that they rarely spoke on those occasions. I was greatly moved by
the thought of it and made to wonder yet again what there was to
him that could not be seen but only felt.

I quickly set to my chores, finishing right
around dinner time then ran inside and upstairs to clean up at
mom’s call to come to the table. When I sat down, dad looked at me
with a smile, knowing I was feeling like I would burst. “Excited eh
son?” “Yeah…uh yes.” Mom grinned at how I almost always caught
myself. “So you want to bring her here first for a bit?” “Yes…I was
hoping mom…you could make something to eat?” “Of course…how about
those little sausages? “Excellent.” “Would you like a little wine?”
She asked out of the blue, surprising me more than at any other
time I could remember. “Could we?” Mom looked at dad who nodded
yes. “I’ll have a glass for each of you…one glass!” She said
smiling at the pleasure of seeing the effect of that, my first real
date. “Your mother and I…and Nancy…will stay upstairs so you two
can use the living room or the porch and have some time to
yourselves…if you take her to your room, you will leave the door
open all the way, understand?” Dad said with emphasis. “Yes
sir.”

We finished dinner talking about the dance,
dad’s sale of his invention and Christmas, which was coming fast. I
got rather caught up in the discussion and forgot about the time.
With dad’s reminder, I left the table for my room when he stopped
me at the bottom of the stairs. “Uh, Frankie?” I turned to see him
checking behind him to make sure we were alone. “Archie….he must be
out at some bar right?” I thought for a few moments then said…”I’m
not sure…why?” “She’d never get out of that house without a problem
if he were home…don’t you think?” “Yes…well I don’t know but…Paula
said that it would be arranged…that he wouldn’t get in the way.” At
hearing that he looked at me an expression of worried surprise.
“Dad?” He then smiled. “Nothing son…just…have a good time.”

I ran upstairs, took a shower, got dressed
and came downstairs to the praises of everyone as to how I looked,
with the expected omissions of the affects of my bruises. We sat in
the living room for a short time, until it was time to go. Mom
brought out Molly’s corsage from the refrigerator, gave me a kiss
on the cheek and a hug and told me to have a good time. Dad and I
went to the car, my heart pounding at the promise of that night
with her. We drove to mill fields road without saying a word, which
I figured was Dad’s way of making himself as invisible as he could,
to afford Molly and me at least the illusion of privacy.

As we drove through the park, dad suddenly
put his hand to his mouth and leaned over away from the closed
window. “Good Lord!…what the hell is that!?” I stared at him
confused until the stench reached me in the back seat. I pulled my
jacket over my nose, trying to breath only the air it contained
against my body. The smell had become worse in a measure I would
not have thought possible. On the verge of vomiting, I lay in the
seat trying to escape it. Dad raced through the park, the car
squealing around the turn toward town, then opened the windows to
displace the air in the car then sour with the smell. In seconds it
was gone and I worried that I would carry some of it with me in my
cloths, but dad reassured me that would not happen. Being a chemist
of some renown, I took his word on such matters as gospel. “I’ve
been smelling that the last week or so…I think it’s a dead animal
in the woods near the pond.” “Jeez…smells a lot worse than that.”
Dad said, finally closing the windows because of the cold. “Think
I’ll call the chief…we’re not going to live near that…be smelling
up the neighborhood pretty soon.” I didn’t realize how terrified I
was until we pulled up in front of her house. Dad put the car in
park and just sat there. I looked at my watch to find that it had
just turned 7:30, but remained in my seat, just looking at the
house and thinking. Finally, dad spoke up. “Well, are you going to
go and get her son?” I could say nothing for a moment, but then
answered. “I’m afraid of how I feel about her dad.” He turned
around to face me. “What do you mean?” “It just seems…you find a
girl like her…someone that’s like all you want…like the only one
you want ta be with…and all ya can do is worry bout losin’er.” He
thought for a moment. “You have to live with faith Frankie…love her
all you can…God will let happen what’s supposed to…if you try to
make it the way you want it between you.” “Yeah…guess I can’t
expect more than that.” I said quietly, thinking then that I truly
did have faith, at least the beginnings of it. “There’s no love in
the world son…none you’ll have in your life that doesn’t come with
some pain…that’s just the way it is.” “Pain…yeah…there’s always
pain alright.” I said, smirking, and got out of the car. As I
walked slowly toward the house I could see someone in the window
holding a curtain to the side, watching me. As I got close to the
stairs of the front porch the curtain then fell loose again and the
porch light came on. When I got to the top, the door opened to
reveal Molly standing about five feet back, positioned to be
evaluated. Her mother stood off to the side, both of them smiling.
I was stopped in my tracks by the sight of her, my mouth fallen
open, my hand holding the corsage, falling to my side. I could say
nothing. Though I had been very aware of her figure, quiet in
advance of her years, I had never seen her in an outfit which
allowed it to be revealed to such a degree. She wore a pink dress
with a V neck, appropriately modest but addressing her femininity
in that area with due deference. The sleeves were short and adorned
with lace and the body of it, though not inappropriately tight, was
fitted to her graceful curves, draping over the elegant flare of
her hips from her tiny waist in a gently flowing line which ended
in a clever hem which was slightly longer in the back then the
front. It was short enough to reveal the shapeliness of her legs
but again, appropriately modest. The heels she wore were a perfect
match to her outfit, thanks to mom, also making her about three
inches taller. She was breathtaking and I thought I would never be
able to take my eyes from her. I tried to speak. “Buuuaah…” Seemed
to be all my tangled tongue and short circuiting vocal cords could
produce as the sight of her . “I…uh…Molly…” She began to giggle.
“Come on in Frankie.” Mrs. Maddox said. I turned to look at her as
a way of righting myself again. She closed the door behind me. “My
God Molly…Molly…you’re so beautiful.” I said almost drooling on
myself, my eyes defying my intentions, scanning up and down as if
the image of her were to soon fade from them. Her mother quietly
left the hallway. “Thank you.” She said, bending for a moment at
the knees in a kind of curtsy. She stepped up to me and kissed me
on the cheek, then backed away again. “Molly…I…” She looked down at
my hand holding the corsage. I followed her gaze, lifting my hand a
little to see it then realizing I was being an idiot and ruining
the ritual of the event. “Oh, oh…yes.” I took it from its box and
looked at her for permission to pin it on her dress, its proper
placement being daringly near to places forbidden. She nodded, her
head tilted slightly, a sparkle in her deep, porcelain blue eyes
and that crooked little smile, following my hand as I carefully
pinned it to her dress. Mrs. Maddox, apparently watching, came back
into the hall after I had completed my responsibilities. “Frankie,
would you like to stay for a bit?” I took Molly’s hand and turned
to face her. “Thank you Mrs. Maddox, but if its ok, I’d like to
take her now?” She smiled, I think in part relieved for the
possibility of Archie’s return and the state of the house and its
furniture. I had noted while there, but had been careful to do so
unnoticed, that though full of furniture and clean to a degree I
had rarely ever seen in any home, the house was in very poor
condition. Much of the furniture was covered in blankets and quilts
to hide scars and tears and broken legs replaced by books and
blocks of wood. It sickened me and I felt a hatred for Archie well
in my chest. Mrs. Maddox looked at me with a strained smile as
Molly watched us both. “Ok, have fun kids…be careful with her
Frankie…please.” I got Molly’s coat from the rack on the wall of
the hall. It was new, also from mom’s shopping spree with Mrs.
Maddox and though it seemed a little light for the weather, typical
of that time of year, it so perfectly matched to her outfit, chosen
in part that it detracted from it as little as was possible. As I
helped Molly put it on, I looked at Mrs. Maddox, whose pleased
expression was hiding a feeling of concern for her precious
daughter. I smiled and mouthed, “don’t worry”, to which she then
nodded, letting me know she understood. The two hugged and then
with Molly’s hand on my arm, feeling like I was just about the
luckiest guy alive, I walked her down to the car where dad, acting
as chauffer, was waiting with the door open. “My, my, Molly, you
look stunning.” She could hardly contain her smile. “Thank you Mr.
Holloway.” I helped her in the car and looked at my dad, who was
grinning from ear to ear. He wiggled his eyebrows like Groucho Marx
in an expression of being immensely impressed with how Molly
looked. I just smirked back, impressed with myself in how it
reflected on me and got in the car. He closed the door, got back
into the driver seat and headed back to our house. We arrived to
find a strange car parked in our driveway. I opened the door and
helped Molly from the car and with her hand in mine, walked up to
the front door, which dad opened for us. We went inside to find
Pauly and Marla, Bobby and Suzy sitting in the living room,
enjoying some of mom’s snacks and a small glass of wine each. I
took Molly’s coat, placed it on the banister filial and walked her
to the living room. Pauly and Bobby stood up as Molly became
visible from the corner of the archway leading into the room. Marla
and Suzy gasped, their mouths open in surprise at the sight of her.
Pauly stood, his gaze fixed on her, almost like a proud father I
thought. Bobby grunted something I could not make out and looked
over at Suzy. Molly stood in the archway, her cheeks now pink from
embarrassment at the unspoken compliments being offered to her.
“Come on.” I said softly to her, pointing to the empty chair in the
far corner of the room. Once seated, I got her a glass of wine and
put a plate of food on the side table by her chair. “Molly, you
look spectacular.” Marla said, almost gawking at her, amazed,
having also never seen her in such an outfit, flattering in its
design and yet itself so flattered by the manner in which it draped
over the graceful curves of her figure. “Oh Molly.” Suzy said. “You
are so beautiful.” Molly bowed her head, having no sense of how to
deal with such attention. “Molly.” Bobby said, shaking his head as
if not believing his own eyes. “Thank you all…so much…you all look
so nice too.” She said shyly, looking very uncomfortable but
appreciative. Pauly, now sitting again, just stared at her with a
readily detectible smile, which spoke volumes to her I gathered
from her expression, as she looked up to face him. I envied him
that special, private understanding that he had with her, a means
of communication that required few words and yet said more than
most could say who employed them with even the greatest of
precision. We talked and laughed for a half an hour, mom acting as
a waitress, keeping us supplied with food and things to drink. I
was really glad they had come, these my closest friends and those
most important to Molly. I felt now like the night could only be
perfect.

As I had expected he would, Pauly stood and
signaled to Bobby when it was time for them to go. I knew from his
glance at me that he understood I needed time alone with Molly and
that I would likely only have that there at home. He knew that once
at the dance, as was the case with every event, I would have to
share her with everyone. We all stood together, Pauly, Bobby and I
watching as the girls doted over each other for a few moments.
Molly came over to stand with me as Pauly and Bobby helped the
girls on with their coats. While I was getting a hug from Marla and
Suzy, I saw Pauly walk up to Molly and whisper something in her
ear. She smiled shyly and hugged him. He smiled, touched her cheek,
took Marla by the arm and led them all out to the waiting car. It
had not even occurred to me to ask who had driven them. I turned to
dad who was about to close the door and leave us to be alone.
“Who’s that drivin the car.” “Spider.” He said in a way, oddly like
someone my age might have. “Oh…heh!” Dad turned and went upstairs.
Molly and I went back into the room and sat together on the couch.
We talked for a while, holding hands and enjoying the feeling of a
newness in our being together we had not felt before. As I look
back on it now I suppose it might have been that on that night we
both realized the measure of our devotion to each other and that it
was the first of those times to come, milestones in young lives
which define the stages of a union they share. I felt older and
more anxious at that moment than I had before. Things would be
different I thought, more serious. Molly had changed everything. I
stood up and walked to the archway, looking up the stairs,
realizing that most anything we might say would be heard, at least
in part, so I decided that I would take her out to the porch. I got
her jacket and stood in the archway.

“Molly?….would you come outside with me?” She
stood, looking at me curiously. I put on her coat, took her by the
hand and led her outside to the love seat on the side of the porch
near the side yard. As she sat to my right, I put my arm around her
and she settled against me in the seat. The night was cool but not
uncomfortable, the chill nibbling at her neck inspiring her to
snuggle ever closer as we sat looking at the stars. “Molly?” She
turned to look up at me with the bright eyes and smile of a girl
who could want nothing else. “I have something to give to you
and…and something to ask you.” “Yes?” She said with a trace of
excitement in her voice. I reached in my pocket to find the ring
and chain, a move which she followed with her eyes though I kept my
hand clasped around them so that she couldn’t see. “Molly, would
you…would you go steady with me?” She broke into a big smile.
“Yes…yes.” She put her arms around my neck and whispered. “Yes,
yes, yes.” I held her tightly for a few moments and then leaned
back a little to look at her. “Will you wear my ring?” I offered my
hand and opened it to reveal the ring and chain. With her mouth
open and her eyes wide in surprise, she slowly moved her hand to
touch the them. “Oh Frankie, yes.” I opened the clasp and reached
to place it around her neck. She moved her hair with both hands and
when I set the clasp, I retracted my hands and leaned by a little
to admire how it looked against her beautiful dress. She looked
down, trying to see and then turned to see her reflection in the
window directly behind us. Satisfied, she then turned to me and we
hugged again for several moments, whispering to each other.
“Frankie, I love you so much…thank you.” “Molly, I love you more
than I know how to say.” We parted finally and sat for a few more
moments, saying nothing, looking up at the night sky. “Where is my
star?” She asked. “Its on the other side of the house.” I pointed
with my free hand. “Oh…pooh.” She said, admiring her ring. “Its
still there, we can look at it later tonight.” “It will be fun when
we have dinner here with you on Wednesday.” “Yeah…that’s so cool…I
figured your mom would a said no…ya know…cause, well ya know.”
“He’ll be gone for three days so its ok…sister wants to get to know
you.” “Really?…why me?” “Because of what you did.” She said, still
looking down at her ring. “What I tried ta do ya mean.” “What you
did Frankie.” I smiled, intending to change the subject. It was a
night for freedom from our troubles, not one to ponder them. “When
I get my license, I want us to take a trip…you ‘n me.” “To where?”
“To the country…I was thinking maybe Waterville or Morrisville.”
“What’s out there?” I paused for a moment before answering. “A
house in a meadow, a barn in the back with a studio in it and
flower gardens everywhere and…” She interrupted. “Oh Frankie…if you
knew how I dream about that…you and me…being together, doing
whatever we want…having our own lives.” “We’ll have it Molly…I’ll
get it for you…but I’d be happy anywhere with you.” I turned to
look at her. “Even in Cedarville.” She chuckled. “I would too.” I
looked at my watch. “Molly, we should go.” I said, standing and
offering my hand to help her up. We walked to the front door and I
called for dad to come. In moments he came out and led us to the
car again, opening the door for us like a chauffeur. As we made our
way to the school, Molly sat closed to me, holding her ring with
one hand. We said nothing for the entire ride but looked
occasionally at each other and smiled, arriving to find several
small groups of kids gathered outside in the courtyard, talking,
turning to watch us as we pulled up to the curb. Dad held the door
as we got out to the whispers of the others. He stood dutifully,
staring at us, waiting for instructions. “Twelve?” He asked. I
looked at Molly. “That ok?.” She nodded, smiling and happy. I
nodded to dad and he got back into the car and drove slowly away.
Molly took my arm and we walked like a king and queen toward the
front door of the school. As the members of each of the scattered
groups of kids took notice of us, they became silent and stared,
the girls putting their hands to their mouths in amazement, the
boys staring at Molly as if she were the first female they had ever
seen. As we reached the front of the building, a boy who had been
standing there with his date anxiously opened and held the door for
us. I nodded to him in thanks, but his eyes were on Molly, a smile
on his face begging her attention, to which she generously
responded with a smile and a “Thank you”.

We were welcomed with the same reaction from
those gathered just outside the gym. When we arrived at the door,
also held open for us, I turned to her as we walked. “Ready?” She
looked up at me with a smile and a light in her eyes I had never
seen before. She was beaming, not out of any vanity that one would
expect from any other pretty girl, but out of the sheer joy of
belonging without conditions, a crowning moment for her. We entered
the gym and stood at the door to find it gloriously decorated with
streamers forming a radial design of great intricacy originating in
the center of the ceiling and radiating out its full length and
width. Balloons with long handing tails of ribbon floated freely
throughout the gym, hanging at different levels in mid air, kept in
motion by inconspicuous, strategically placed fans. Ornately
decorated, artificial columns placed throughout created a kind of
regal, ballroom effect. It was spectacular to see. Molly was beside
herself with delight. “Ohhh Frankie…look at it!” She held on to my
arm with both hands. “Spectacular.” Was all I could think to say. I
then turned and scanned the table area, which was off to the right
where the refreshment bar was located, leaving the majority of the
gym open for dancing and mingling. I caught sight of Marla and Suzy
and figured since there were no completely empty tables, Molly
would be happier sitting with our friends than with strangers,
though as I look back on it now, it occurs to me that she was
likely friends with most everyone there. I pointed to the table and
we started to walk through the crowd in that direction. We were
able to move only a few feet before being overwhelmed by admirers,
each of whom when in reach of her, could not help but stop and rave
about how she looked, the ring about her neck and how glad they
were that she had come. I received the odd slap on the back or
occasional, “Lucky guy” from some of the boys. One or two girls
glanced at me with a smile, letting me know that I was not
completely invisible. But it was Molly’s night, not mine and I was
determined to see that any events or people to engage us, by which
she would be pleased, would be accommodated no matter how displaced
it made me feel.

We finally made it to the table to find Marla
and Suzy alone. The two girls rose to meet us, hugging and kissing
Molly in greeting, raving over her outfit. I stood back and
watched, so happy for her and the attention she was getting. When
Marla and Suzy sat, taking Molly’s hands to coax her into her seat,
I jumped to take her coat. She stopped that I might lift it from
her shoulders, smiled and sat to talk with the girls. I took a seat
at her side and waited quietly for her to exhaust in sufficient
measure, those topics of concern which would be so imposing at the
outset in a meeting with her friends on such a special occasion. As
I waited several people came by to talk for a moment or two, moving
on then to dance or to meet with others. I looked around for Pauly
and Bobby who I finally caught sight of at the refreshment bar,
walking back toward our table, drinks in hand for them and the
girls. When they arrived, I noted that Pauly had brought something
for both me and Molly thought he could not have known when we would
arrive. “Thanks man.” He made no gesture in response to me, but
smiled at Molly as she took the drink. “Thank you Pauly.” Bobby was
looking at me with a smirk. “Well…look at Holloway…cleans up pretty
good, eh girls?” The girls all stopped talking and turned to me,
all agreeing at once, nothing of what they said decipherable as
each spoke over the other. I looked at Pauly who broke out into
laughter, at which everyone at the table as well as several from
surrounding tables turned to look. Bobby and the girls were staring
at him, mouths open, astonished. Only Molly looked unsurprised. She
sat, watching Pauly with a smile, happy for him and the measure of
pleasure he must have felt for the event of that night to have
reacted so. “Sorry.” Pauly said as he appeared to be attempting to
regain his normal composure. “Ya know Pauly?…I’d almost be willin
ta get beat up again ta see that.” I said, almost meaning it. The
girls giggled and Bobby teasingly elbowed him. “Ya aint got enough
face left as it is Holloway…better just forget it.” The girls
laughed and in a few moments were at it again, talking, whispering
and giggling about one thing and another, Pauly, Bobby and I
sitting there with little to do or say but to admire them. How
unaware they were of their affect on us.

Tom Finn came over and sat, his girl walking
around the table to sit with the others. “Seen Cobb?” He asked,
banging the table for emphasis. I sighed. “Is he here?” I asked in
a rather aggravated tone. “Don’t know, just heard he was comin.” I
saw Pauly watching me out of the corner of my eye. “Damn!” I said,
then turned to Pauly who glanced at Molly and then shook his head
no. She turned to me and asked. “What’s wrong Frankie?”
“Uh…nothin…just jokin with the guys.” She smiled and then turned
back to her conversation. Tom understood that it was not the topic
to have introduced there and sat back in his seat quietly, while
his date finished her discussion with the girls. “Heard your old
man’s gonna sell his invention?” Pauly asked. “Yeah…goin outta town
next week…taken my mom and sister too.” I said, displaying a kind
of satisfaction with the idea. Pauly just stared at me, then said
flatly. “Gonna be rich one day Frankie.” “My old man ya mean.” He
shook his head in disagreement. “You are.” I looked at him
curiously, as did Bobby, but neither of us asked him to elaborate.
The girls, having exhausted the topics of the greatest concern to
them, turned back to us. Molly put her hand on mine and smiled.
“Thank you.”

I kissed her on the cheek. “Wanna dance?” She
shook her head yes, excited by the prospect, it being our first
time at such an event. I took her hand as we stood, looking at the
others to take our leave and led her to the dance floor. As we
walked through the crowd, I could hear the whispers of those
standing and watching as well as those dancing, able to decipher
only certain words such as “ring”, “going steady”, “she’s so
pretty” and “beautiful dress”. I also heard “Frankie”, “bruises”
and “face like hamburger”, but that had no affect to diminish her
brilliance that night. I wondered if she had heard the comments as
well, thinking that perhaps she had, having thought I caught her
smiling to herself once or twice.

A slow song had just begun as we reached a
clear spot on the dance floor, I slowly turned her to face me, put
my arms around her waist and drew her close. She put her hands on
my shoulders, her cheek against my neck, as we swayed slowly to the
music. I could feel her body relax, as if she had let all that
which was her burden to carry in her everyday life fall away. She
was a queen that night, welcomed as such by everyone there; my
Cinderella. “Frankie.” She whispered in my ear. “I’m so happy.” It
was what I had hoped to hear. “Me too Molly.” I said, holding her
close. The feeling of her body against mine and her breath on my
neck made my mind wander through thoughts of marriage and all of
the privileges it awarded. It was all I could think of that night,
my affections for her and the accompanying desires so intense I
began to feel almost drunk with them. We danced as if no one else
was around, aware only of each other.

It wasn’t until the song had ended and we
stood apart slightly to look at each other that I noticed most of
the crowd standing around us in a circle, watching and smiling.
Molly turned to look around as well, seeing the surprise in my
expression. They all began to applaud enthusiastically. Molly
turned red with embarrassment, looking around at all of them,
smiling and excited. I jokingly bowed and then held her hand high
as if presenting her to the crowd. She curtsied, continuing our
playful reaction, then turned and buried her face in my chest like
a little girl hiding from those singing to her at her birthday
party. I nodded to them all and walked her back to our seats, to
the cheers and smiles of Pauly, Bobby and the girls. Molly took her
seat, not knowing how to react. She and the girls immediately began
to talk among themselves, leaving me to the merciless ribs and
quips from the boys sitting at our table and those who passed by to
deliver their comments.

As the night progressed, we and the crowd
became more and more relaxed, mingling with greater ease and
enthusiasm. Couples moved from table to table, visiting friends and
trying to make new ones. Molly and I danced to our hearts content
that night, each of us seeking the intimacy which that activity
afforded, the only one allowed us at that age. She even danced with
Pauly and Bobby, each of whom seemed to share with her his own
emotional bond, one deeper than I could have understood in the
short time I had known them. It was a spectacular event in terms of
the social interaction with those we knew primarily only from our
time in school. We came to know many of them better that night and
to like many of them more, seeing in them qualities not readily
apparent for the affect on their behavior of the rigid structure of
a normal school day. Personalities seemed to blossom and feelings
and emotions flowed freely in those manufactured circumstances,
designed for us at that young age, I now understand, to give us the
opportunity to learn how to be social, to learn the protocol, the
techniques and to indulge the sheer pleasure of the experience.

At one point when in a conversation with Tom
Finn and some of his friends who had come to our table with him, I
noticed Molly looking over at the wall of the gym. I turned to see
John, the boy who had insulted her at Suzy’s party. He was with a
girl but seemed to have been ostracized by everyone else for what
he had done, no one willing to sit or even talk to him. It was
glaring their rejection, everyone sneering as he walked past. I
could tell that he would soon leave, realizing that in effect, he
was subjecting his date the ridicule and resentment which he alone
deserved.

For several minutes Molly payed little
attention to the discussions taking place between those surrounding
her, her gaze fixed on John, her expression one of kind of concern
my own instincts for resentment would not have permitted. I
watched, astounded by the mystery that was her manner and
character, so contrary to the ebb and flow of the social forces
which governed the interactions of those so young. How ironic that
she was that night, the bell of the ball and he, the odd man out.
There was justice in the world I thought.

I wanted to go over and beat the hell out of
him, to embarrass him in front of everyone, to make him feel the
humiliation he had tried cause her. I knew I would never forgive
him for the way he had insulted her. For several moments in my
mind’s eye, I mauled him, over and over, saying all the things I
had wished to that night but could not for the intrusion of Spider.
It wasn’t until Molly stood up that my concentration on those
vindictive thoughts in which I was wallowing was broken and I
realized that my chest was hot from the indulgence of all the
consequent feelings of hatred. I turned to look at her when she
turned to me, smiled and started around the table on her way over
to where John was standing. Pauly looked at her and then at me with
a smile of satisfaction, both of her intent and of what was to be
my education. I watched as she began to talk to him, nodding first
deferentially to his date. She stood straight, her hips tilted
slightly as she carried her weight on her right leg, her left bent
a little, so beautiful in the way in which it accented her figure.
As she spoke she fidgeted with her hands, unaware of how it
betrayed her nervousness in the gesture she was making. After a few
moments, she moved to him and they hugged. It was a heartfelt
embrace, which if not for my awareness of the purpose behind it,
its duration would have made me uncomfortable. She then turned and
hugged his girlfriend and they talked for a few moments more. At
one point she turned and pointed to us and then grabbed John’s
date’s hand and began to lead them to our table. When they arrived,
Molly guided John to the side where we boys were all sitting,
leaving him for us to attend, taking his date to sit with Suzy and
Marla and the dates of the other’s who had joined us earlier.

I felt like a jerk, worthless, having been
unable to muster any feelings or thoughts of my own beyond that of
his repeated dismemberment in my mind and a loathing of him in my
heart, while she was able to go out of her way to see that the rift
he had caused between himself and the general population of the
school in his arrogant and mean spirited behavior at the party was
repaired. Most who had seen her gesture felt the same sense of
inadequacy if their expressions were any indication. In light of my
now illuminated moral inadequacy, I made it a point to no longer
avoid him, though Pauly was the first to engage him in a friendly
manner. In no more than a few minutes, I too was treating him as if
we had been friends for some time, to which he responded with
relief and notable enthusiasm. Only then did it occurred to me that
the event of his insult of her and her act of reconciliation would
be the instrument of his change in nature. There was an effect to
this gesture beyond that of an appeal which might have been made to
him before the fact. I realized that night that there was more to
social relations than merely presentation and posturing.

The second half of the dance passed more
quickly it seemed. We danced several more times, Molly and I and of
course Molly and every other boy who could get close to her. She
offered herself to them with a smile of genuine affection and a
flattered appreciation of their overtures, leaving none to feel
anything but that he was worthy in some undefined manner to have in
his care even for a few moments, the soul most coveted by all who
had come to know her. Finally, the D J introduced the assistant
principle who was to announce the voting for the king and queen of
the dance. He took his place at the microphone to the moans of some
in the crowd, to low for him to hear. The room became quiet after
his announcement with only whispers to be heard as the girls at
each table all discussed their choice. “You can see the ballots
being passed out right now…please take only one, write in your
choice, sign it, then put it in one of the ballot boxes around the
gym…please, vote only once.” The microphone shrieked with feedback
and he walked off the stage to the soft music the DJ had chosen for
the process of voting. As one of the girls passing out the ballots
finally arrived at our table, we each took one, glancing at each
other, everyone finally turning to Molly who, busy reading the
ballot, didn’t notice. I looked around to see most of the kids
whispering to each other and pointing to our table, while several
of the teachers there as chaperones talked amongst themselves,
watching her with satisfied smiles. Molly turned to me, oblivious
to the attention of which she was the focus. I sighed, overwhelmed
with the sweetness of the sight of her thinking about for whom we
should vote, as if anyone else had a chance. It never occurred to
her that her winning was a foregone conclusion.

“Frankie?” She said with a big smile,
mouthing the name of Pauly and Marla. I nodded and could not help
but look at Pauly, who had been watching her like a proud father,
nodded slightly toward Bobby. I looked back at Molly who had seen
him and she nodded in approval. After everyone at our table filled
out his ballot, I volunteered to take them over to one of the boxes
by the door of the gym where we had come in . I shouldn’t have, but
I couldn’t help but scan those of the others. As I had suspected,
they had all voted for Molly and me. Knowing that all of the others
followed suite, I reveled in the knowledge that it would be
literally, the crowning moment of her evening. As I turned to
return to our table, I heard the voice I had dreaded I might hear
that night, turning back to see Cobb with a girl I had never seen.
I felt a rock in my stomach, thinking he might start something
there with me in front of the entire student body. It would be like
him I thought, his intent being one of my humiliation. I stood
there just staring at him. A smirk betrayed his enjoyment of the
fear he knew I felt. He took a step forward toward me and said.
“Your mine Holloway…’n this time there won’t be any Telescos around
ta save ya…be just you ‘n me.” I tried to maintain a blank
expression. He just stared back at me, waiting for some kind of
reaction, which when not forthcoming, he smirked, shook his head
and stepped back to stand with his date. I chuckled in contempt
then turned and walked back to my table. We talked for a while,
then Molly and I got up for one more dance as the DJ started to
play music again. At the end of the song, the assistant principle
came up on stage to make the announcement that the votes had been
tallied. “Ladies and gentlemen…Miss Stephaney Horawitz and Mr.
Edward Watson.” The assistant principle said, introducing the king
and queen of last year’s dance. Everyone stopped talking and
milling about, turning to face the stage in anticipation of hearing
a result each already knew. After some remarks from the two about
their time as king and queen and as to the benefits of the titles,
they thanked Mr. Robinson then took their places at the two
microphones placed for them during the last song. “The king and
queen for Cedarville High’s Autumn Leaves Ball are…” The boy handed
the girl the envelop, which she took a little too long to begin to
open, intentionally it seemed, as she looked around the room with a
smile. “The gym had become so quiet the sounds of the tearing paper
could be heard from the back by the doors. “And the winners
are…Frankie Holloway and Molly Maddox!” She said with a chuckle and
a satisfied sigh, knowing of the inevitability. The applause was
deafening. Molly looked at me in shock, her eyes and mouth wide
open, her cheeks turning bright pink. She threw her arms around my
neck, trying to hide for a moment in our embrace, both embarrassed
by the attention and loving every moment of it. I made her stand
back a little, took her hand and raised it to the level of her
shoulder and stepped back as if presenting her to the audience, for
it was she for whom they had voted, not for me. She looked around
with a bright smile, not knowing how to react to the attention.
Keeping her hand high, I walked her toward the stage, the crowd
parting to form a path, almost as if it had been rehearsed. We
reached the top of the stairs put there expressly for that purpose
and turned to face the crowd as we reached the microphones. Molly
was trembling, looking around at the sea of bodies, all of whom had
at once expressed their affection for her by their vote and by
their applause. I thought then and there how hard it must have been
for her to assimilate such a gesture and to appear appropriately
grateful. But the grace so common in her manner was more than
sufficient to that end, even with no conscious thought being given
it on her part.

The previous year’s queen took the tiara from
a pillow on which it was offered by another girl who had come in
from off stage and slowly walked to Molly and placed it carefully
on her head. The boy who was the king shook my hand and handed me a
scepter. They then gestured to Molly as she turned to face the
crowd, who applauded and cheered enthusiastically for several
minutes. Molly turned to me to suggest that we go back down to the
dance floor, feeling uncomfortable as the object of so much
attention. I held her hand high again in presentation of her to the
crowd. She curtsied slightly, turned with me to bow to the previous
kind and queen, forcing my hand down to my side as we descended the
stairs. Our path to the middle of the dance floor had remained open
and we proceeded to the center as the music started to play. Still
holding her hand, I turned her slowly to me, took her in my arms
and we danced alone for most of the song as the others watched and
admired her. She looked up at me. “Oh Frankie…its all so perfect.”
“I know…congratulations Molly.” I said quietly, so happy for her
that she could have that time and attention, uncorrupted by the
trouble which seemed to follow her. She put her cheek against my
neck. “Thank you…thank you so much.” She whispered, not thanking me
for the compliment, but for something else, which at that time I
did not understand. When the song was finished we made the long
journey back to our table through a crowd, all of whom waited
anxiously to congratulate her. Again, I received a few gestures
from several boys and a few girls, but most were to congratulate me
for being with her, not for having been chosen.

We finally made it back to the table where we
talked for a while. After several more dances Pauly suggested that
we all leave and go to the diner before it got too late and we had
to leave for home. Everyone agreed and we all got up, got the girls
coats and started for the door. I felt less scared about having to
pass by Cobb with Pauly, figuring that he would never start
anything with him around. When we reached the corridor outside the
gym, we took turns using the phone to call for our rides, then
walked outside and mingled with some other kids, some of whom were
also waiting to be picked up, others just looking for some privacy.
It was a beautiful night, a thousand stars blanketing the sky and
an almost full moon illuminating the school, the fields and the
courtyard in a soft glow which gave rise to a romantic feeling of
secret possibilities and intimacies with those with whom we sharing
the night. The sting of the chill in the air excited the awareness,
increasing the overwhelming effect of the celebration of that so
defining occasion of youth. I wondered if one could feel more
emotionally fulfilled. We were quickly surrounded by those who were
already outside and talked about the dance and relationships and
personal plans, all of which seemed to take on a greater
significance in the context defined by the our feelings that night.
It was magic.

When dad and Spider arrived, Pauly led us all
to the curb. As Molly and I reached our car, dad, who had gotten
out and was standing by the door, held it open while I got her
seated, then we both walked around to the other side of the car and
got in. Before we drove away, he turned back to face us, waiting
for instructions. I could see his eyes go to her crown, when a
smile broke on his face. “Congratulations Molly.” “Thank you Mr.
Holloway.” She said, sitting as if she were a queen, her back
straight, her legs crossed at the ankles and her hands in her lap.
Dad looked at me and grinned in congratulations then turned back to
face front. “Where to?” “We were gonna meet everyone at the
diner…’s that ok?” “The diner it is” He said as we drove off.

Dad remained quiet as Molly and I talked
about the dance. When we arrived, he again acted as chauffer,
getting the door for us. Spider’s car was already there along with
several others. When we got inside, we walked to our usual booth
table, three down from the cash register and sat in the places
saved for us by Pauly and Bobby and their dates. To my surprise dad
walked over and sat with Spider and Herc at the far end of the
diner, near the rest rooms. They were not the seats they were in
the habit of frequenting, their attempt no doubt to grant us some
privacy. When were settled, Pauly reached across the table and
affectionately took Molly’s hands in his. His smile communicated
something only she understood, so evident in her expression.
“Congratulations Molly.” Bobby said. “Thank you.” She replied,
shyly. “Ya know…thing is…ya won even though you had Frankie with
ya.” Pauly quipped. They all laughed. “ It was your night Molly…all
yours.” I said. She leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. “It was
yours too Frankie.”

We had a grand time that night at the diner.
The place was alive with other kids from the dance and townspeople,
all of whom indulged their desires to talk to Molly and enjoy her
moment in the spotlight. She denied no one that pleasure.
Eventually, Spider, Herc and dad came over to pay their
compliments. I was surprised to see how much fun dad had with them,
unusual I thought given the difference between their ages and
stations in life.

The time then came to leave and we all stood
and said our goodbyes. On the way home, Molly and I were quiet,
more so because of the change in her mood, the magic of the night
now over and the need to confront the reality of her home life once
again. Dad stopped directly in front of the house which felt odd
given the usual need for stealth, got out and opened the door for
us. I got out and helped her from the car and stood looking down at
her. “Tomorrow ?” “Yes.” She smiled. “Molly, I feel like…like…” I
stopped, unable to think of the words to say. She put her hands on
my chest, fidgeting with my buttons while looking up at me, with an
almost pleading expression, but saying nothing. “Tonight was…” I
said stumbled, trying again to express my feelings. “Butterflies.”
She whispered. I smiled and stroked her cheek gently. “Yes…it was
butterflies.” I said softly in reverence to the meaning the word
held for her. She put her arms around my neck and I hugged her
tightly. “I love you so much.” She whispered. “I love you too.” We
parted and turned to walk up the stairs to the porch. As we reached
the top, Mrs. Maddox opened the door and stood with a pleased
expression, her arms open to receive her daughter whose smile told
of the evening’s outcome. “Congratulations baby.” Her mother said
softly, then looked at me and mouthed “thank you.” Molly blew me a
kiss then the two disappeared behind the door. The night was
over.

As the light went on I sighed, almost in
relief for being with her was always such an overwhelming
experience emotionally. I got back in the car and we headed for
home, talking about the events of the night until we pulled into
the driveway. He shoved the car in park, turned off the ignition
and turned to face me. “You’re going to have to do some fast
growing up Frankie.” “What…what’d I do?” I asked, thinking I had
committed some error and was being chastised for it. “That
girl…your Molly…I don’t think you’re going to do a lot of dating
son…I think she’s gonna be the girl you marry…the one you’re going
to want to anyway.” “I’d marry’er tomorrow dad, if I could…but
why’re ya sayin that now?…ya barely know’er.” He turned back to
face front and sighed, as if at a loss for words “I don’t know…its
just…its just…her…all the things I hear…see…there’s something about
her…it comes across…somehow…hell, I don’t know…this situation
between you both…I think its going to be different for you two.” He
turned back to face me again. “You know Frankie…the way the war’s
going, you’re probably going to get drafted…I hate to say it or
even think it, but that’s the reality… and I’d say that you’re
probably going to be thinking about marrying her before…before you
ship out…if they get you.” I looked down at the floor, thinking
about what he as suggesting. “Those are the kinds of feelings I see
the two of you developing…and you have to consider the
implications, because you two aren’t going to have the time you
should, the time kids deserve…the draft’s going to interrupt all
that…and you’re going to have to make some decisions.” I just
stared at him, feeling like I was being pushed against the wall. He
watched to see what my response might be. I could think of nothing
to say. “Well, think about it son…and if you ever want to talk…” He
said with a raised eyebrow. “Thanks dad.” I said, a little
depressed. He thought for a moment then said…“come on…I’ll buy you
a cup of coffee.” “Sure.” I said, welcoming the prospect of
discussing the possibility of being drafted and how that would
affect my relationship with Molly.

We got out of the car and went inside. Dad
locked the door and then led the way to the kitchen through the
downstairs rooms rather than through the hallway. As we passed
through the dining room, He stopped and turned toward one of the
chairs positioned on either end of a sideboard on the side of the
room which formed the outside wall of the house. I turned to see
Iggy sitting quietly, all his fur gone as if cropped in bunches by
a dull pair of scissors. Only the hair on his head and paws
remained untouched, exaggerating their size. He looked ridiculous
and it seemed by his expression, appropriately embarrassed. Dad
stood frozen in place, taking several moments before being able to
accept what his eyes were seeing. He then turned to me, his mouth
open in a half smile, his eyes wide. He looked as if on the brink
of laughter but too overwhelmed for the possibility. “I think…maybe
we should…” He stumbled. “Yeah…right.” I said, smiling, turned and
walked upstairs to my room.

When I got into bed, I thought about what dad
had said and how glorious the night had been. I imagined my
marriage to Molly and wondered whether it would be exciting and
full of adventure or quiet and comfortable like the life in
Cedarville. I drifted off to sleep to the image in my mind of a
house in a meadow, a barn in the back with a art studio and Molly,
standing in a field of flowers looking at me with her deep,
porcelain blue eyes and a crooked little smile, her hair blowing in
a gentle spring breeze.

 


 


~~~The Reckoning~~~

 


I awoke earlier than usual on Saturday,
making it downstairs before the others, except for mom, already
preparing breakfast when I walked in the kitchen. We talked for a
little while about the dance, she not having heard most of the
details the night before. Dad came down and I sat with him in the
living room until breakfast was ready. As we ate we discussed more
extensively, the sale of dad’s invention and the implications for
us as a family, which it seemed would likely to change our lives
dramatically. Sis and I pleaded that we stay in Cedarville, afraid
that he would want to move, a fear quickly belayed. I finished
early, got after my chores and left for the pond to meet Molly. The
cold October air stung my face as I raced on my bike down the hill
through the park. Winter was finally making its approach known.
Looking at my watch, I realized I was far too early to wait at the
pond and decided to see if I could catch her again by the church
and perhaps discover what it was she did in that area each Saturday
morning. I made my way to town and rode first to the drug store
where I expected to find Pauly and Bobby sitting on their bench out
front, but it was empty. It was odd I thought, their presence there
being something by which one might set his watch. I stopped and
parked my bike to walk around and look for them, checking first in
the drug store to find Mr. Telesco busy with the task of making up
an order. “Hi Mr. Telesco.” “Hey Frankie…looking for the boys?”
“Yes sir.” “Haven’t seen’em…funny cause they’re usually here by
now.” I thought for a moment and then decided to just ride by later
with Molly. “Well, tell’em I came by?” “Sure.” He said, smiled and
turned back to his task. I nodded and left to get back on my bike
to continue my mission. This time I made my way down main street
before turning left onto the road which passed in front of the
church. When I got to the point where I had seen Molly the week
before, I stopped, moved behind a huge oak at the streets edge and
waited. I was there only about five minutes when Molly came out of
the church, got onto her bike and started to ride toward town, the
way she had taken the previous Saturday. I started out to follow
her, but when I began to round the corner, I saw Father Maloney
looking out of one of the front doors and turned to ride over to
meet him. “Hey father.” “Why, if tisin’t Mr. Holloway.” “Was that
Molly Maddox who just left?” “Aye…you can catch’er if you ride
fast.” I stood staring at her for a few moments, saying nothing.
“You fancy her then do you lad?” He asked. “Oh father…you have no
idea.” “There’d be no finer girl in the world Francis Holloway…but
I’d caution you lad...she’s a big responsibility.” I turned to
looked back at him, not understanding. He estimated my confusion
and explained. “She’s a special lass…one of God’s favorites to be
sure…mind yourself with her lad.” “Don’t worry father…I
know…believe me I know…father?…does Molly come to see ya every
Saturday?” “Well son, that’d be for you ta ask’er now wouldn’t it?”
“Yes, sir.” I said, realizing that I had overstepped my bounds.
“Father…can I ask…who’s house is that two blocks down on the left,
by the corner?” “Why that’d be doc Obrien’s…why son?” It all became
clear. “Thanks father.” “You’re quite welcome…now be off with
ya…you can catch up with’er if you hurry.” “Bye.” When I arrived at
the Obrien house, I could see her bike on the porch. I turned and
rode back a few hundred feet and hid behind another of the big
trees which lined the street, entertaining myself with thoughts of
our day to come and of the time I’d spent with her.

Before I realized it, a half an hour had
passed when I could hear the steps of someone, singing. I watched
as she walked her bike to the sidewalk, got on and rode away. As I
followed behind her about two hundred feet, she turned left at the
corner and then right onto Main Street toward town and the pond.
Just as I reached the corner of Main Street, a car passed me,
separating us. Irritated at first, that someone would drive so
carelessly so close to someone riding a bike, I failed to recognize
Cobb and his friends. My heart began to beat with a fear I had
never felt before in my life. He was after Molly, thinking she was
alone. They kept pace with her but remained some distance behind. I
decided to do the same, riding directly behind him and off to the
right side, hoping he would not see me in the mirror. My mind raced
with images of what was about to happen, my being seriously beaten
by the three of them again, this time with no one near to come to
the rescue. She would then be at their mercy. Herc’s warning echoed
in my mind as I thought of how badly they could hurt her and that I
would be powerless to stop it.

When we reached the center of town, I rode as
fast as I could to pass them and get even with her. I saw their
expressions of excitement as they watched, enjoying the prospect of
the chase and the opportunity to catch us both alone. I called to
Molly who turned to see me and Cobb’s car at once. The urgent
expression on my face and my obvious attempts to catch up with her
made it clear that she was in trouble. “Ride as fast as you can…go
ta the fort!” I shouted, finally pulling up right behind her. We
turned sharply onto the road through the park, cutting onto the
grass far from the path’s beginning at the wood’s edge hoping he
would not be able to follow and would remain on the road. We could
hear the car accelerate as Cobb tried to position them to block our
way. I pulled in front of her and led the way. We dropped our bikes
at the path entrance and ran, holding hands, turning to see the
three of them following close behind. “Damn!…I never figured on
this.” I said, out of breath, practically dragging her along. “Oh
God Frankie, what are they going to do?” She pleaded, also gasping
for air. “Just run Molly.” I shouted. Several kids were playing at
the fort, all of whom stopped to watch as we ran passed. We could
hear their feet slapping the dirt path behind us as they began to
yell obscenities and suggestions of what was in store for us, Molly
being the one to pay the greater price of their anger. In agony at
the prospect I vowed that I would not let them get to her. We broke
through onto the tracks and headed for the path in the woods on the
other side which led to the abandoned neighborhood. “Over there
Molly…can ya make it?” “Yes.” She panted. I turned to see only two
of them behind us, back about three hundred feet. “Oh God.” I said,
wondering where the other one might be. Holding tightly onto
Molly’s hand, we made it into the path and wound our way around to
the back yard of the old house into which it ended, then ran along
its side to make the corner by the front. After catching my breath,
I looked around for a place to hide, then turned to see the front
door slightly ajar. “Come on.” I whispered as I led her up the
porch stairs and into the house. It was still full of furniture,
given up by those who left in the turmoil of the labor war with the
mill, which had destroyed the neighborhood. Dust covered everything
along with small pieces of the ceiling paint which had fallen over
the years. We closed the front door quietly, locked it and looked
around the room, trying to think of what to do. I looked up the
stairs to see the door of a closet directly at the top. “Molly,
Come on.” I whispered as I took her hand and led her to the top. At
the last stair I stopped to Molly’s confusion and reached over the
landing to the closet door and opened it. It was perfect, a closet
just big enough for us both. “Molly, quick…get on the landing with
me like we were gonna walk into one of the rooms, then step
sideways into the closet.” “But Frankie…what if…“ She said,
confused by my strategy. “Its ok…trust me…quick, get in.” I helped
her in and closed the door behind her then turned and looked around
at the ceiling for the entrance to the attic. Seeing nothing from
my vantage point, I walked carefully across the dusty hall floor
toward the first room, careful not to get so close I would have to
back up and distort my footprints. I could see a door in the far
corner, which I knew could not have led to another room for we were
near the rear corner of the house. Certain that it led to the attic
stairs, I walked over and opened it. Finding them, I left the door
ajar a few inches, then carefully, walked backwards to the side of
my original path so that I would leave the impression that two
people had made their way to the attic door. When I got back to the
closet, I whispered to Molly, opened the door and joined her
inside. As I closed it, I held onto the doorknob so it could not be
opened from the outside. I could feel her trembling as I held her
close with my other arm. In moments, we heard Cobb and at least one
of the boys coming up the stairs quietly, assuming I thought that
they could sneak up on us hiding somewhere in one of the upstairs
rooms. Molly’s breathing became more intense as we heard them draw
closer to our hiding place. “Shhhh.” I whispered and held her more
tightly. We could hear them at the top of the stairs. “Look
Johnny…foot prints.” He laughed as they ceased their attempts at
stealth, stomping up onto the landing, following the trail into the
room. I opened the door a crack and listened. “Johnny, there’s
stairs…it’s the attic…come on.” We could hear them making their way
up and finally, their footsteps on the attic floor above. “Molly,
don’t move…I’ll be right back.” “No!, no!...please don’t leave me!”
She pleaded in a frantic whisper. “Its ok, its ok…I’m gonna lock’em
in the attic.” I said, unable to help giggling a little. “Be right
back.” I snuck into the room to find the door to the attic wide
open, tiptoed over and closed it, hooking the latch and propping a
chair up against the door knob. I then tiptoed quickly back to the
closet, took Molly’s hand and let her quietly down the stairs. We
walked to the window to the side of the front door to check outside
for Johnny’s other friend. Feeling uncertain, I led her to the back
of the house and outside through the kitchen door. As I managed to
push the door open, jammed shut for having been unopened for so
many years, we could hear Cobb and his companions trying to bust
their way out of the attic. “Listen to those idiots.” I said,
laughing, looking up at the ceiling, then at her. “Frankie, they’re
going to be really mad.” “They already were Molly.” We moved
carefully around the back of the house to peer around the corner,
down the side toward the front yard. “Frankie?” Molly whispered.
“What are you looking for?” “I’m not sure, it may be only two of’em
up there…there were three in the car.” “What do we do?” I looked
back at her and smiled. “Come on.” We began to run to the back
corner of the yard toward a hole in the fence which separated it
from the house next door. Molly went through first. As I followed I
saw one of Cobb’s companions standing at the front corner of the
house watching us. Just before I made it all the way through the
fence, he darted around the far end of it near the street. “Molly
quick!” I shouted. She turned to look at me and I pointed with an
urgent expression to the back of the house in the yard we had just
entered. She ran dutifully for the back wall and waited for me. I
moved to the corner and peered around to find no one there. I
offered my hand to her and we moved around to the side of the
house. As we did, I could hear the boy’s footsteps approaching
fast. ”Molly, wait over there.” I said, pointing to the middle of
the wall and turned to confront him. He rounded the corner and
stopped, surprised to see us standing there waiting. Before he
could gather his wits about him, I hit him in the jaw, knocking him
down, then picked up a board which had fallen from the molding of
the roof, probably years before. As he got up I struck him across
the stomach, causing him to double over and fall to his knees.
“Frankie!” Molly screamed, shocked by the violence of my action. I
dropped the board, turned and ran, grabbing her hand as I passed.
At the front of the house we stopped and peeked around the corner
to see if Cobb and the other boy were visible. Seeing no one, we
ran to the other side of the street, down the side of the house two
over from the one directly across from where we had started. Once
in the back yard, we stopped, looking around for something we could
use to protect ourselves or somewhere we could hide. I realized
that I had made a big mistake bringing her into a place where not
even our screams could be heard.

Again, I peeked around the back corner of the
house to see the three of them coming fast toward us, the boy I had
hit well in the lead, heading deeper into the neighborhood to block
our escape while Cobb and the other boy were trying to flank us on
the other side. I led Molly to the back of the yard and into the
woods, moving deeper into the neighborhood, trying to get beyond
where the lone boy was searching for us.

We made our way down along the rear
boundaries for four lots and then cut into the back yard of the
fifth house, finding a small path which gave entry to the back yard
through the thick brush which formed its rear boundary. A small
shed of some sort divided the brush line about the middle, its rear
half covered partially by the overgrowth. As we ran across the back
yard to the right corner of the back of the house I caught sight of
a pink wind breaker laying on the back porch, which I thought odd
for its apparent newness. We leaned against the back corner of the
house, thinking of what to do knowing we would soon likely be
surrounded, I noticed the old abandoned car in the driveway,
realizing then that this was the house to which the trampled weeds
had led and in which I had thought I had heard noises when walking
Molly home. “Molly.” I whispered. She looked up at me, scared but
curious. “This is the house where I heard those noises.” “What?”
She said, too afraid to deal with any new issues, so out of the
context of what were our immediate concerns. “Never mind.” I said,
looking down the side of the house at the street then back to the
back yard at the shed. My eyes then followed the cloths line which
spanned the distance from the wall under the back porch roof of the
house to the front wall of the shed. It was on a pulley system so
that one could stand on the porch and reel the clothing in and out.
“Molly, wait here.” I said, hopping up on the porch, placing a
board so that it leaned precariously on the cloths line which was
secured to the wall of the house near a window. I then jumped down
and led her to the shed. I forced the door open and we got in.
Before closing it, I listened carefully and looked to both sides of
the yard. To our right I could hear the steps of one of the boys,
moving toward the back of the yard on the other side of the fence
which separated us from the house to our right. I could not see
Cobb and the other boy but could hear them coming up from the other
direction, in the woods along the back of the yards. It was clear
that they would meet very close to the shed. I turned to look at
Molly, barely visible in the little light which penetrated the
cracks in the vertical boards which formed the walls. I put my
finger to my lips as if to say to remain quiet. She nodded and
stood frozen in place, watching my every move. I slowly put my eye
up to what seemed the biggest crack between the boards and watched
as Cobb and the other boy looked carefully into each yard as they
approached. “You’re butt’s mine Holloway.” He said, almost as if to
himself. “I get a shot at the girl right?” The other boy asked.
“When I’m done with’er, she’s all yours.” “What about Tony?”
“That’s between you guys…give’er to him after your done.” I turned
to see Molly shaking with fear, a look of horror in her eyes. I
stepped to her and held her close, whispering in her ear. “They’ll
never touch you…I promise.” She hugged me hard. When they were
about ten feet away I separated from her, again putting my fingers
to my lips, then moved to the front of the shed and stuck my finger
through a hole near the pulley of the cloths line. Cobb and the one
boy then met up with the third who had come around the fence and
behind the thick brush line along the back yard. They were only a
few feet from the shed. “See’em?” Cobb asked. “Nope…they’re hidin.”
There was silence for a few moments. “Gotta be round here
somewhere…in one a these houses…just be quiet for a second.” I
began to turn the cloths line pulley slowly for fear of it
squeaking. I had made only about a quarter revolution of the pulley
when the board fell, causing a loud crash of glass as it hit first
the back porch window and then a bang as it hit the porch floor.
”Over there…in the house!” Cobb shouted as the three of them ran
through the path toward the back door. I quickly moved to the back
of the shed and waited a few seconds until we heard them stomping
up the porch stairs. When I heard them break open the door to the
house, I kicked out one of the boards to the back of the shed which
came away easily, the light streaming in illuminating Molly,
standing afraid and waiting for my instructions. I moved her
through the hole and we ran together along an old path toward the
tracks, no longer well trodden, but still passable. As we made it
about half way, I could hear Cobb and the boys enter the woods,
having figured out our deception. “Run Molly, they’re coming.” I
said, dragging her behind me, hoping she would be able to keep up.
“You’re dead meat Holloway!” Cobb shouted, his voice sounding
closer with each threat. As we reached the tracks we turned back
toward the path which passed the fort but could see one of the boys
who, having anticipated our escape intentions, had taken the path
by which we had entered the neighborhood, blocking our way, driving
us toward the old railroad station. We then turned and headed in
that direction, having no other choice, running as fast as we
could. But our course change had given Cobb time to catch up. As I
turned to look behind us as we passed the old path by which we had
made our way to the tracks, I could see only him, now close behind.
“Oh God…there’s only two back there.” Molly said nothing, too out
of breath to speak. As we neared the station platform I too was so
exhausted I could also barely speak. “Molly, get ready.” We both
jumped at the same time. I made it in one leap but she didn’t,
hitting the side, hurting her leg. I stopped and pulled her up and
we started across the platform for the other end of the station,
Molly limping as we ran. We made it about twenty five feet when we
were confronted by Cobb’s other companion, who stepped out from
behind the end of the station building, blocking our path. The
smirk on his face was chilling. Molly and I stopped in place just
past the station door. I was petrified, caught now with her, whom I
knew they would hurt in ways they could not hurt me, as they had
bragged earlier. We both turned to see Cobb and his other friend
now directly behind us, walking slowly up to where we were
standing. “Well, well.” He said, as he pushed me down, then
grabbing Molly from the back by her hair, holding her head back.
“The fagot and the pig.” He and his friends laughed. “What’dya
suppose we ought a do with these two?” I quickly stood up and
started for him, but he grabbed her throat with his other hand.
“Stop ‘er I’ll rip out her throat.” He said, exaggerating his tone
for effect. I stopped in place, knowing that he would do as he
threatened. The boy behind us then grabbed me by my neck and right
arm. Caught by surprise, I couldn’t break loose, no matter how much
I struggled. “I’m not so sure what we should do with Holloway, but
I got some ideas bout what we can do with Maddox here.” Cobb said
as they all laughed. “Let’er go man…or I’ll kill ya.” I said, my
anger now overtaking my fear of him. “Yeah?” he said, looking at
her as if admiring his catch. “Well Holloway…I don’t think ya
can…and anyway…I figure we could have enough fun with her ta make
it worth the risk finding out.” They all laughed again. He tossed
her back to his other friend and swung at me. I ducked and though
my arms were being held, I kicked him in the gut, causing him to
keel over for a moment. He looked up at me with hatred I have not
to this day, even through the war, ever seen in another. His
friend’s grip tightened and Cobb punched me four times, opening up
the wounds he had inflicted in our last confrontation as well as
creating two new ones. I passed out for a few moments to Molly’s
screams and pleas to him to let me go, remaining standing only for
the support of the boy holding me. There was so much blood in my
eyes which I could not wipe away while I was being held, I could
almost not see at all.

Cobb wound up and hit me again, hard in the
stomach, causing me to keel over. The boy holding me let me go and
I fell on my hands and knees on the station platform, gasping for
breath. He laughed and turned to Molly. He grabbed her from his
friend and slammed her against the station wall, his hand around
her throat. In tears from the violent treatment of me she had
witnessed, she now was confronted with the cruelty of his
intentions for her. “Please Johnny, please…don’t!” She pleaded, but
to no effect. Her desperation only made him more aggressive as if
he enjoyed her suffering. “Very nice, very nice.” He said in an
obscene manner, as he slowly unzipped and opened her coat with his
other hand. “Not bad Holloway …ya done good man.” “Cobb…don’t
touch’er man…I’m warnin ya…I’m…warnin ya…I’ll kill ya…I’ll kill ya”
I said, barely able to pronounce the words. Laughing sarcastically,
he suddenly grabbed her blouse and tore it open. She screamed and
tried to cover herself as he laughed, grabbing her arm and forcing
it against the station wall. She turned her head away in
embarrassment, closing her eyes and crying in despair of no rescue.
I struggled with all my might to try to get away and stop him, but
the grip of Cobb’s companion was too tight and I had been too badly
hurt. He laughed again, removing his hand from her throat and
backhanding her across the face. She slammed against the station
building wall again and fell to a sitting posture on the platform
floor, her eyes still closed. “You’re dead Cobb.” I said, blood
spewing from my mouth, spraying the platform below me. “You’re
dead…you hear me!...I’ll kill ya…I’ll kill ya.” He chuckled
sarcastically again, ignoring my threat. “What’dya say boys, we
take her inside and have a little fun?” “No!” I screamed as I tried
to get to my feet to get at Cobb, but his friend had grabbed me
around the neck and was holding one arm behind my back, forcing me
to stay on my knees. I could do nothing. “I’ll kill ya…I swear I’ll
kill ya.” I grunted out, almost whimpering from the feeling of
futility in my inability to protect her. “No, Johnny please…please
don’t.” Molly cried, as he looked at her for a moment, laughing at
her fear, then turned back to me. “What’s the matter Frankie?” Cobb
said contemptuously, laughing all the harder at my helplessness. “
I think he wants ta watch guys.” The anger I felt at hearing that
was so intense that I felt myself blacking out from the current of
it flowing through me. Even in my war experiences years later had I
never felt such despair and hopelessness as at that moment,
contemplating what was about to happen and how much out of my
control the circumstances were.

With my free hand I wiped the blood away from
my eyes, to see, to my surprise, too many pairs of feet directly
behind Cobb. I was so delirious at the time from the anger and the
beating I had taken, I wasn’t sure what it was I was seeing, my
mind struggling with the understanding that there should only be
one person behind him, the other of his friends then behind me,
holding me down. Molly opened her eyes and gradually stopped
crying, also staring at something behind Cobb. Suddenly the boy
holding me let go and stood up. I looked up at Cobb, who had turned
to look at him and then down at Molly, his expression changing
slowly to one of intense fear. I tried to stand but couldn’t,
regaining my balance in my position on my knees, but kept looking
up at Cobb, watching his face, as he turned slowly to confront the
steely cold, unforgiving stare of Pauly Telesco. Two boys I had
never seen before stood to either side of him, each completely
expressionless, their blonde hair, white T-shirts and rolled up
jeans giving them a look of sterile neutrality.

Pauly just stood there, staring directly into
Cobb’s eyes, never for a moment breaking his gaze. Cobb deflated
like a balloon, attempting no posturing, revealing the fear in his
expression and the trembling which progressively overtook him. I
looked at Molly who seemed in a kind of trance, unable to believe
what had happened or what was happening then. She stared up at
Cobb, not with any evidence of anger or resentment but one of
bewilderment that anyone could have such feelings in his heart.
“Look Telesco… look…I was just…well look…the kid here…he was…“ Cobb
began, but was interrupted by Pauly whose tone was as cold as an
arctic wind. “Frankie…get up.” “Yeah.” I grunted as managed to get
to my feet, my shirt soaked with blood, which dripped from the
bottom hem and onto the floor at my feet. “Take her home.” Pauly
said, flatly and with authority, never taking his eyes from Cobb. I
staggered, almost falling over while I tried to maintain my
balance, then walked to Molly and picked her up, moving her away
from the others. After a few feet we stopped and turned back to
watch them for a moment, my curiosity as to what was about to
unfold even greater than the pain which taunted every square inch
of my body. “Now Frankie!” Pauly said sternly, his glaring at Cobb
having by then completely emasculated him. We turned and we walked
together to the end of the platform, down the stairs to the tracks
and toward the path that led to the pond. I almost fell twice,
Molly’s support providing my only means of continuing. At the
beginning of the path to the pond on the other side of the tracks,
we turned to see them still standing facing each other, Cobb now
trying desperately it seemed, to talk his way out of what Pauly had
come to deliver upon him. As Cobb babbled on, Pauly said nothing,
continuing to look directly into his eyes, leaving no doubt of the
inevitability of his purpose, righteous even in Cobb’s mind as the
fear he displayed in full array and the contrition which began to
become evident in his manner and tone attested. Pauly’s two
companions moved to either side of Cobb, driving him slowly around
Pauly so that his back was to the door of the station building.
Cobb’s friends had decided to remain quiet, frozen in place from
fear of this unknown quantity which had confronted them, hoping to
escape whatever was to come. Cobb talked a little more and then
realizing he was getting nowhere with Pauly, tried to hit him with
a sucker punch. Pauly’s hand rose effortlessly to catch his fist,
which he then twisted, causing Cobb to bend over and fall to one
knee. He shoved his now stiff arm toward the inside of the station
building causing Cobb to fall into the shadows and out of our
sight. Pauly took a step forward, but then stopped and stood for a
moment, turned to look over at us, then back again and disappeared
into the darkness of the building. I will never forget that look on
his face. His anger was visible but distributed in a sense, across
the understanding of some transcendent purpose. It was an
expression of a resignation to some end, a kind of final
accounting. There would be no quarter for Cobb. Not this time.

The two boys with him, moved to put their
backs to the door, blocking the view of the entrance. Cobb’s
friends took off down the tracks toward the path through the woods
which passed by the fort. Molly and I turned and made our way past
the pond toward the street through the park. As we walked, my mind
raced with thoughts of what was happening back at the railroad
station and just how far Pauly would go. He had warned Cobb not to
put his hands on Molly, a warning from one known to be ever
serious, the severity of which was punctuated by its having been
iterated only once. It was not revenge I thought, but a reckoning.
Cobb had gone too far this time and had pushed one of those few who
understood the means to the measure of justice warranted by the
actions of those who move beyond the conventional, social standards
of conscience. I satisfied myself in thinking that Cobb, after that
day, would probably be physically incapable of hurting another,
especially my Molly, as Herc’s advice resounded over and over in my
mind.“Molly, are you ok?” I asked as she held tightly onto my arm.
“Yes…I’m ok…it’s you I’m worried about.” I turned to see her face,
now black and blue. I stopped walking and stood facing her, gently
touching the bruise around her cheek. “I’m so sorry Molly.” “Why?”
“I couldn’t protect you from him.” She gently put her arms around
my chest, careful of the injuries I had sustained. “But you did
Frankie…and you did against the three of them all at
once…again…thank you.” “But he hit you.” I said, depressed and
ashamed. She looked up at me and kissed my gently on the lips, now
bleeding less intensely. “And you tried to stop them…and I love you
for it.” She lay her head against my chest as I put my arms around
her. We hugged for a few moments and then turned to finish our
journey to my house. “Well at least it happened after the dance.” I
said, trying to make light of the events of day. She forced a
chuckle and then walked quietly for a few moments, thinking. “Pauly
is going to hurt him a lot, isn’t he?” She asked, the worry in her
tone pronounced. I thought for a few moments before answering. “I
got a feeling what he’s gonna do is what’s supposed ta happen…ya
know?” She didn’t say anything. “They were going to hurt you bad
Molly.” “I know.” She said softly. “You trust Pauly right?” “Yes…I
do.” “Then don’t think about it Molly…don’t worry about Cobb…Pauly
wouldn’t do anything that…that wasn’t…right…that wasn’t supposed to
be…you know?” She gazed up at me, then back down at the street,
thinking. “Yes, I think I do…its just…just…so much hatred.” “You
didn’t cause any of it Molly, but sometimes, someone has to take
care of it…someone has to make it stop…to make it…safe.” “Yes.” She
said, sighing at the prospect. “I guess you don’t really
understand…he couldn’t let…” I began but stopped when she turned to
look at me.

We arrived at my house and climbed the stairs
to the front door. As I fumbled for my keys it opened to mom’s
horrified expression at the sight of the two of us, bleeding and
bruised. “Oh dear God, what happened?” John!, come quickly!” She
screamed. Dad came around the corner from the living room with his
newspaper in hand. Equally shocked at the sight of us, he turned
and tossed it back into the living room, reached out and grabbed us
both and pulled us into the house. He then led us into the living
room to sit on the couch as he instructed mom to go and get
something to treat our wounds. She returned quickly and set to work
on us both. Dad sat next to Molly, leaning forward so that he could
observe mom’s efforts. “Molly?” She turned to him. “Are you ok?”
“Yes sir…thank you.” “What’s this?” He asked, holding some of her
hair all matted with blood. “That’s Frankie’s…I’m ok.” She said as
she reached for my hand, causing her coat to open, revealing her
torn blouse. “Molly?!” Dad said urgently. “Did someone?...Laurane!”
Mom turned and saw her blouse and immediately moved to kneel at her
feet. “Molly, did they touch you?” Her tone anxious. “No maam…he
tore my blouse.” Mom closed her coat and zipped it up. “They were
going to dad.” I said. “That son of a…” Dad began to relax again.
“He only hit me once.” Molly said, trying to change the focus of
his concern. “Frankie…I guess you got more than that, eh son?” I
looked at him and tried to smile. “One of those boys held his arms
again Mr. Holloway …there was nothing he could do.” Molly offered,
anxious to let him know that I did my best to protect her .
“Well…so what happened after he hit you?” Dad asked, directing his
question at me. “It was crazy…Pauly showed up outta nowhere…he was
just…there.” He looked at me confused. “He had these two guys
with’im…guys I’ve never seen before.” “Yes…I’ve never seen them
either.” Molly said, looking at my dad. “All this fighting…you
boys…and in front of Molly…what do you suppose she’s going to think
of you.” “For heaven’s sake Laurane, Frankie was protecting
her…what’d you want him to do?” “Hmpf.” She said in frustration.
“So Pauly Telesco showed up…what happened after that?” “Cobb tried
ta sucker punch’im…but Pauly just reached up and caught’is punch
with’is hand…it was like slow motion…it was amazing…I’ve never seen
anything like it.” “Really?” “Dad…he twisted his hand and Cobb fell
on his knees, then he pushed on his arm and Cobb fell inside the
old station building…then Pauly went inside…then his guys, they
moved in front of the door so we couldn’t see…so we left…I mean he
made us leave…Pauly.” “John, you need to get to the bottom of all
this…something has to be done to stop this.” “I think that part’s
already taken care of Laurane.” Mom looked at him a little
surprised, slowly coming to the understanding of what he meant.
“Molly, I’ll take you home later, but first I’m going to get Doc
Obrien to come over and look at the two of you.” “Mr. Holloway?…can
I stay for a while after that?” “Of course honey, you’re welcome
anytime, for as long as you wish…but when you have to go, I’m going
to drive you home…I don’t want you walking, not after what’s
happened.” “Yes sir…thank you.” “Why don’t you two go on upstairs
when you mother finishes…I’m going to call Doc Obrien.” “Ok.” Dad
got on the phone and made the arrangements. Mom finished with me,
cleaned the blood from Molly’s hair, pinned her blouse then Molly
helped me up the stairs to my room. I lay down and she sat beside
me. “Some date huh?” I said. She smiled and held my hand. “

We talked a while until the Doc arrived, who
rushed upstairs and into the room with mom and dad in tow, looking
first at Molly who was still sitting with me on the side of the
bed. He urgently knelt down by her gently examining the bruise on
her face. “Honey…are you ok?” “Yes…but Frankie’s really hurt.”
“Yes…we’ll get to him in a minute…so…it doesn’t hurt?” He asked, as
he searched around in his bag for something. He took out a small
jar of pills and handed them to her. “Not so much.” She said
softly. “Did he punch you or hit you with the back of his hand?”
“With the back of his hand.” “Ah…good…good… that’ll usually cause
less injury.” He looked around her face for evidence of other
affects from the blow, gently turning her head by her chin to see
if there was any other evidence of swelling. “Well, if it starts to
hurt and I think it will, you take one of these ever four
hours…ok?” He smiled at her and stroked her hair. “Yes, thank you
Doc.” He then noticed her blouse and urgently looked up at my dad.
“He didn’t?…” He asked, staring at dad with a worried expression.
As dad shook his head no, he sighed slightly in relief and turned
back to her with a smile. After examining her neck for another
moment, he then stood up with Molly, who moved to the chair in the
corner to let him sit on the bed next to me. He looked carefully at
me bruises and cuts. “Well young man…let’s have a look at you.” He
took some tubes and bottles of different medicines out of his bag,
applying them and then replacing mom’s bandages. He then checked my
chest and stomach for internal injuries. Molly watched attentively,
a worried look on her face. When he finished, he stood and looked
at my parents. “He’ll be ok…take a couple of weeks for the bruising
to go away, but I’d advise no more fighting…if he gets hit in the
same places a third time…could be a problem.” “We’ll see to that.”
Dad said authoritatively, as the three of them turned to walk
downstairs. Dad waited for mom and the Doc to pass and then leaned
back into the room. “Molly honey?” She turned to look at him with a
smile. “Let me know when you need to go ok?” “Yes, thank you Mr.
Holloway.” He smiled, turned and left. She turned back to me, both
of us staring at the other for several moments. “They were really
going to hurt me today, weren’t they?” She said, the reality of
their intent in chasing us finally sinking in. I didn’t want to
answer but thought it better to be honest with her. “Yes…they
were.” She bowed her head, sad and confused by their hatred of her.
“Looks kind a like that wasn’t supposed ta happen…doesn’t it?” She
smiled meekly, looking down at her hands as she fidgeted with her
bracelet. She came back over to the bed and sat next to me. “You’re
a mess Frankie Holloway.” She gently pushed a lock of hair behind
my ear. “And I think your beautiful.”



We shared some of the most heartfelt moments
together for the next hour. She let me know of feelings and hopes
which so occupied her mind as she grew in her affection for me,
while I tried to make her understand that I cared for nothing which
did not concern her. After a while we were joking about the fact
that our dates were likely to all end in physical injury. It was
special, that time with her, even though I had to spend it all
lying on the bed. Eventually, it came time for her to go. Dad
brought her home alone, which made me furious but the consequences
of my beating had by then taken full affect. I could only manage to
get up just long enough to undress for bed. I didn’t eat because I
couldn’t, my mouth far too sore to chew. I got under the covers and
lay still, wondering whether dad would wait to watch her light come
on, hopping he would, it somehow being in my mind and my heart a
way of ensuring, not just knowing, that she was safe in her room
where not even Archie could hurt her. It seemed so important then,
though I could not explain why.


My thoughts then turned to what Cobb’s fate
might have been and about how Pauly had just appeared to save us at
the railroad station. From where had he come? How did he know to
come? What would happen to him, after what we all would surely find
out was a final and complete disabling of Johnny Cobb. As I drifted
off to sleep, I couldn’t help feeling a sense of relief that I
would likely never have to face him again, but mostly, that she was
safe from him.

 


 


~~~Aftermath~~~

 


The next day, again, I was unable to get up
for Mass. I don’t even remember mom checking on me before they all
left. When I finally woke, it was late afternoon and I could hear
them all milling around downstairs. Sis came up to visit me for a
few minutes, filling me in on the goings on at church. Molly was
there she said, her bruise all the worse that day and an object of
urgent concern for everyone there. Apparently, Molly, Paula and
Mrs. Maddox were barely able to get away to go home, given all the
gestures of consolation and concern. But there was also a reaction
I didn’t expect. Sis said that she and mom and dad had heard
several complaints from others that I had put Molly in a position
of danger, allowed us to be cornered where she could be hurt. More
than a few approached them with advise as to how to prevent any
possible reoccurrences and what punishment might be proper for my
omissions of good judgment and dereliction in seeing to her
safety.

My heart sank as sis got up and left the room
with no message from Molly to deliver to me, but she suddenly came
running back in a few seconds later to tell me that Molly said that
she wanted me to know that she missed me, was hoping I was feeling
better and would see me in school on Monday. Satisfied, I feel
asleep again, waking a few hours later. Sis was in bed asleep and I
could hear mom and dad downstairs talking. I managed to get out of
bed and stand without falling, still dizzy from the punches to the
head. I tiptoed to the railing over the stairs, sat on the floor
and listened. Dad had just hung up the phone. “What did he say?” I
heard mom ask. “The Cobb boy’s in the hospital…he’s pretty bad.”
“Pauly Telesco did that to him?” “Apparently…Chief said he went
over to Molly’s first then over to talk to Pauly…he wants to talk
to Frankie tomorrow…figured he’d let him sleep today.” “What’s he
going to do to Pauly?” “The boy’s father’s all up in arms about
it…demanding he arrest Pauly for assault…but he says he’s got no
intention of doing anything like that.” “Then what?” “Well,
everybody in town’s pretty upset.” “With Pauly?” “No…with Cobb…you
know how they all feel about her…and he hit her.” “What about
Frankie?” She asked, incensed that he was also not the object of
their concern. Dad chuckled. “He’s a boy Laurane…and they don’t
know him…well, not like her.” “Yes, I know.” She sighed, accepting
his assessment. “How they can be mad at him, as if it were his
fault.” She complained Mom, but dad was not going to let her
continue. “Well…its not everyone, just some…anyway…the chief’s been
asked by most of the town, people calling in for the better part of
the day…they pretty much want him to just look the other way.” “Did
Pauly admit to beating him up?” “Oh yes…the chief said he didn’t
try to hide anything.” “What if his father goes to the county
sheriff or something like that?” “Chief says he probably will…he
said he’s going to threaten to charge the boy with attempted rape
if he tries something like that.” “Oh my…do you mean…?” Dad waited
for her to finish but she didn’t. “What the hell’d you think this
was all about Laurane?” I could hear mom gasp. “This is an evil boy
honey…somebody needed to do something and not after the fact, but
to keep him from the kids…both of them.” “Is there anything we can
do?” “I’m going to go and see Bill Telesco and the chief tomorrow,
let them know we’re behind the chief’s strategy and that we’ll back
him up all the way.” “I never would have thought that the Telesco
boy was capable of such violence.” Mom said, still not quite
understanding. “Laurane…good heavens woman…don’t you get
it?...don’t you see what he did?…he took the burden off of our
son’s shoulders…took it on himself…this Cobb…he was never going to
stop…Frankie would’ve had to face down that kid like Pauly just
did, or be constantly in the position with Molly of having to fight
him to protect her from God knows what…he didn’t just save them
this time…he eliminated the problem of our son having to make these
kinds of decisions or face these kinds of alternatives at
all…Pauly’s done us a great favour Laurane…one no fifteen year old
kid should have to consider.” Mom just sat silently. “Well, let’s
not worry about it tonight …I’ll know more tomorrow.” “Yes.” She
said in a sad tone of voice. “The chief’ll be over just before
Frankie leaves for school.” “Ok.” Having heard enough, I got up,
noticing sis peeking out of her door at me. I smiled, put my
fingers to my lips to tell her to remain quiet and tiptoed back to
bed and fell asleep almost as I hit the pillow, the pounding in my
head no challenge to my exhaustion in any appeal or threat to my
waking state.

The next morning I got up and ready for
school almost in slow motion, any move if too extreme in nature
resulting in significant pain which seemed to have no local focus,
but radiated over my entire body. I made it downstairs to breakfast
to find the chief sitting at the table with mom, dad and sis.
“Hello there young man.” The chief said as I took my seat, followed
by greetings from everyone else. “Hi chief.” I said, barely able to
speak from the swelling in my lips and jaw. He looked at my dad who
nodded that it was ok to begin the questioning. “Frankie, I just
wanted to get an accounting of what happened yesterday …ok?”
“Sure.” “Johnny Cobb’s in the hospital…he’s gonna be there for
quite some time…so I think you and Molly can rest easy.” “Good.” I
said, in a kind of disgusted sense of satisfaction. “So tell me
from the beginning what happened.” He said, readying his pad and
pen to take notes. I paused for a moment, taking a drink before
beginning. “I went over by the church to find Molly. She was at Doc
Obrien’s.” “Yes, she goes there every Saturday.” He noticed mom’s
curiosity as to why, so he turned to her and explained. “She spends
time with Sarah…has a special rapport with her…it’s the damndest
thing.” “We heard what they were going to do to her…they said it.”
The Chief looked at me with a sympathetic expression. “I know…go on
son.” I finished my accounting of the events which led to our
capture at the railroad station in the greatest of detail as he
feverishly tried to keep up taking notes in his pad. “So all of a
sudden, Pauly was just….there.” “What do you mean, just there?” “He
came outta no where…he wasn’t there and then he just was, standing
behind Cobb…he had these two other guys with’im…guys I’ve never
seen before… Cobb turned around and Pauly just kept starin at’im…he
never stopped…then he said for me to get Molly outta there and so
we left, but we stopped and looked when we got to the path, ya
know, the one that leads to the pond…and we watched and Cobb tried
to punch’im but Pauly just caught his hand in mid air…I couldn’t
believe it…then he pushed him inside the building and those two
guys he was with, they covered the door…standing in front of it
with their backs to it…so we left. “What about the two boys with
Cobb?” “They ran after Pauly pushed Cobb inside.” He finished
making a final note or two, then leaned back in his chair, took a
sip of his coffee and stared at me. “Did Pauly know you were going
to be there?” “He couldn’t of…we were gonna go ta the pond, not the
train station.” “’Bout what time did all this happen Frankie?”
“About 10:45.” “Interesting.” Well son, why don’t you finish up
eating and go on out and get in the squad car…I’ll give you a ride
to school.” “Yes sir.” I wolfed down the rest of my food, grabbed
my books, signaled to sis and walked to the front door. “Nance, go
get in the back of the Chief’s car…I‘ll be right out.” She obliged
with a smile, knowing I was going to eaves drop. I moved slowly to
lean against the arch way of the living room, just close enough to
hear them talking. “So what’ya think?” I heard dad say. “Doesn’t
make any sense John…I mean the kids stories jibe but…I mean…I trust
your boy…and Molly…well…” He said and then sighed. “But what.” Mom
asked. “Well…all this happened about 10:45…but I saw Pauly walking
downtown at 10:40…alone…now, I know its every bit of a ten minute
run…all out to make it to the train station from town.” They were
silent for a moment. “Damn this is good coffee Laurane.” “Thank
you.” Mom said proudly. “Anyway…” The chief continued. “So how’d he
know ta go?...where’d he find the other two boys and how’d they get
there so fast?” There was a silence then dad spoke up. “Are you
sure it was that late when you saw him?” “Yep…just finished looking
at my watch…and I just left Hoff’s, talking to Glenn…you know, he’s
got that big clock out front.” “Yes… yes.” Dad said as if in deep
thought. “Who were the other two boys?” “Don’t know…Pauly said he
was alone…but Molly said he was with two boys she didn’t know just
like Frankie said, and I know she’d never lie.” “Yes, of course
not.” Dad mumbled as if thinking. “That kid’s a mystery…that’s for
sure.” The chief said. “Never figured for so much intrigue in a
small town like this Chief…so what now?” “Well…I’m gonna have a
talk with Cobb’s father and then Bill Telesco…Pauly’s never been in
trouble before…but he’s always been real protective of Molly…even
when they were little…this aint the first time he’s got between her
and somebody else.” “Really?...what happened?” Dad asked, extremely
interested. “I’ll tell ya some other time…takes a lot a
background.” He chuckled. “It’s the damnedest thing John…he scares
the hell outta everybody…older boys too…can’t figure it.” “Well at
least he’s on our side eh?” They both laughed. “Yeah…by the way,
there’s a few things happening…I think we should talk about it
later…ya know, might affect the kids…Molly and Frankie I mean.”
“Yeah, sure…whenever you’re ready.” “I gotta tell ya Laurane,
you’re quite a cook…never had a better breakfast…but don’t tell
Dotty I said that.”They both chuckled. “Well thank you…always nice
to cook for a man who enjoys it.” “I smell…paint…you paintin a room
or something?” The chief asked, sniffing the air. “The kitchen.”
Mom said with a tone of satisfaction. Dad just ignored the comment
and continued the discussion. “Chief, what about this Herc and
Spider…I met them at the diner that weekend of the dance…they
seemed like pretty decent guys.” “Ah, they’re good boys…just don’t
cross’em…they’ve been through it all John…and neither one of ‘em’s
afraid a goin all the way…I’ll tell ya that for certain.” “I got
that impression… especially that Herc…he’s pretty intense, in a
quiet kind of way.” “Oh yeah…lotsa guys’ve made that mistake…pushin
him.” “I was impressed by what he did for the kids…I mean, he
doesn’t seem like the hero type, you know?” “Yeah…well he’s always
liked Molly ‘n Paula…Molly especially…actually…I was kind of
surprised how easy he was on Cobb.” Dad laughed. “I wouldn’t call
that easy.” “Was for him John…like I said, he never goes lookin for
trouble, but he’ll give it to you if you come askin for it…and when
he does, its both barrels.” “They don’t give you any trouble do
they?” “Nah…I don’t have ta watch them…I just watch the poor fools
who get in their way…try ta keep’em from getting hurt…by the way,
Spider’s one of the things I’ll be talking to you about later.”
“Got your hands full don’t you?” “It’s a good job…I like it…I love
this place.” “An interesting town, Cedarville.” “Sure is John and
we’re glad that you folks have moved in.” “We are too chief.”
“Good…I was worried that all this might make you want to leave.”
“No…it’d take more that this…there’s something about this place.”
There was a short silence which was punctuated with the clinging of
coffee cups being emptied and placed back in their saucers. “Oh
chief…I wanted to ask you something…there’s this smell…I think its
coming from the woods by that pond.” “Yeah?” “Its bad…I mean real
bad…the other night…I was driving Frankie to Molly’s for the
dance…I had the windows closed and it was so bad I thought I would
get sick in the car…didn’t figure a dead animal’d smell that bad.”
“Hmmm…don’t know…you’ve got a city nose John.” He said chuckling a
little. “I’ll check it out.” “Please…I’d hate to have that drifting
over to the house.” I could hear the chief get up and begin his
parting pleasantries, so I sneaked quickly outside and got into the
car. “What did they say?” Nancy asked. “Tell ya later…tonight ok?”
“Ok.” She said, happy to wait. The chief finally came out with dad
and mom in tow, talked for a minute on the porch then shook hands
and parted. He got into the car and we started out for school. I
remember how cool I thought it was, riding in the squad car,
especially when we pulled up to the crowd in front, all amply
impressed by our escort. We got out, thanked the chief and made our
way toward the building. Just as the last time I came to school
sporting the scars of battle with Cobb, the crowd parted at our
approach, falling silent except for whispers concerning the
magnitude of my injuries and for a few, that I deserved no less for
having put Molly in such a position. Their snarls and looks of
disgust struck me to the core.

As we neared the steps to the landing at the
school doors, I could see Pauly and Bobby in their usual place,
watching my approach. I reached them, stopping to watched to see
that sis entered the building, as I always did, then turned to
Pauly, who just stared at me, a barely detectable smile on his
face. I could see Bobby from the corner of my eye, watching
curiously. “I owe ya.” I offered. “Wasn’t somethin for you ta take
care of.” I turned to look at Bobby who gestured with his hands
that he had nothing of consequence to add. “Molly’s ok?…I didn’t
get ta see’er Sunday.” I asked. “Yeah…she’s fine…ya did ok Frankie…
don’t look it, but from what I hear, ya did ok.” Pauly said in an
attempt to praise, the highest I could have hoped for, second only
to that of my dad. “Thanks…but…I mean, even if he didn’t have those
two guys with’im, I still would a lost.” I said, kind of
embarrassed in the admitting of it, but feeling the necessity,
given what Pauly had done for us. “I know.” He said, not in fun but
in a very serious manner, acknowledging the willingness on my part
to face Cobb, knowing I didn’t have a chance. “Come on.” He said
and we went inside to our respective lockers in the manner and
order we always did. At Pauly’s, I waited, leaning against the
lockers, until he had gotten his books before asking him about his
surprise appearance at the railroad station. “Pauly…how’d ya know?”
He closed the door and glared at me. “What’s it matter?” I sighed
in frustration then insisted. ”It matters…it…because…” He
interrupted. “You really care that much?” I thought about it for a
moment. “Yeah…I do.” “Nah…ya just don’t like the mystery…ya said so
before, remember?” I just glared at him, frustrated with his
refusal to help me understand what had happened. “Those guys with
you…who were they?” He stared at me for a few moments before
answering. “Just be with’er Frankie…make’er happy…t’s all that
matters…forget about the rest.” He turned and walked off to class.
I stood there thinking about what he had said, suddenly realizing
the time and turning to catch Molly walking into her class down the
hall. She was standing just to the side of the door, watching me.
The bruise on her face now pronounced, a harsh reminder of our
experience and my inability to protect her, the thought of which
made me feel depressed and inadequate. I’d had my share of fights
in Detroit, but there was never anything at stake but my own health
and pride. This was different.

I stood and turned to face her, each of us
staring across the corridor at the other. As the last of the kids
entered her class, Suzy and another of her girlfriends who were
standing on the other side of the door, walked quietly to her, Suzy
putting her hand on Molly’s shoulder meekly, to let her know it was
time to go. Molly turned to her, then back to me. The other girl
took her by the arm and began to coax her away. We both continued
to watch until just before she disappeared into the classroom, when
we smiled sympathetically at each other for our having to be
parted.

It would be a hard day to get through, my
mind racing constantly, trying to make some sense of the mysteries
in my life which seemed to only thicken as time passed. I knew less
then of the forces affecting my future than I had on my first day
in Cedarville. If it was typical of small town living, it was
pretty clear that one had to be a hell of a lot more savvy than for
what life in the city required.

The classes passed, undisturbed or affected
by any awareness or contributions of mine. At lunch break, I went
to the cafeteria as always to meet Pauly and Bobby, an object of
curiosity, given my wounds. There were the usual quips about how
bad I looked and how badly I had faired against Cobb, but most were
in fun. As I made my way to the table I looked over to where Molly
always sat with her friends, surrounded as usual by a large crowd.
She seemed to sense my presence and turned from her conversation to
see me. She smiled and waved, to which I responded in kind. Several
of those with whom she had been speaking smiled and giggle at our
display, looking first and her then at me as we transmitted across
the room, through the crowd, our affections and desire to be
together. After a few moments, she blew me a kiss and turned back
to her friends so I took my seat. Pauly was listening to Suzy
talking about what she had overheard the Chief say to her father
about his fight with Cobb. He listened intently, though it was
clear he did so for her benefit alone, caring nothing about what
anyone thought of his actions or what the consequences might be.
When she was done and had gone, I decided to tell him what I had
heard that morning. “The chief was at my house this morning.” Pauly
just looked at me, his expression indicative of no greater interest
in what I had to say than that offered by Suzy, but I continued on
anyway. “He told my old man that he wasn’t gonna charge ya with
anything…and if Cobb’s old man makes a big deal about it with the
state or the county cops, he’d charge Johnny with attempted rape.”
“Thanks.” He said, in his usual monotone and a little nod. “Aw
right Pauly.” Bobby said excitedly with a smile. I watched him
carefully, trying to figure out what it was that made him so cool
in such circumstances, those which would have had anyone else
worried. “Damnit Pauly…what the hell’s wrong with you man?…you know
how much trouble they could make for you?” I growled, finally
unable to tolerate the ease with which he dispensed with the
subject and the possible ramifications. He looked at me and smiled.
“Its done…just drop it.” “But…” “But what?” He said, a slight
intensity evident in his manner. “What do ya wanna know?...what do
ya want me ta say?” “Pauly…I just don’t understand how you can be
so…so calm…like it doesn’t matter.” “Cause it doesn’t…not what they
try ta do ta me.” I was confused, as much by his expression as what
he had said. I looked over to where Molly was sitting again, then
down at the table. In my peripheral vision I could see him watching
me, a little smile on his face. “It’s you and Molly Frankie …worry
about that…worry about her…I’m fine.” There was nothing I could
say, the authority of his instruction as strong and imposing as the
righteousness of the actions against Cobb which left him in the
predicament. The conversation quickly moved to other things, the
others knowing Pauly better than I and the futility of dwelling on
such matters as they involved him.

We spent the rest of our break talking about
everything but the fight. That a fifteen year old boy would not
want to strut over such a victory was just plain unnatural I
thought. I knew I would have. However he knew to be there that day
and whoever his companions were, was not something I suspected any
of us would ever know. I resolved to never raise the subject with
him again.

On my way to one of my afternoon classes, I
got my first indication of what some in the town had in store for
me, with regard to our confrontation with Cobb. When I reached my
class room door, I was stopped by Mrs. Czel standing just outside
in the hall. “Mr. Holloway.” She said in a stern tone. I stopped
and turned to face her. A few of the kids stopped to listen. “You
were lucky mister…or should I say she was…you ought to know
better…bringing her into that area with no one around.” “We were
trying to get away…he started chasin us on main street…what what I
supposed to do?” “Welllll…” She drawled, not knowing what to say
but remaining insistent that I make sure I have a better solution
for the next time, should there be one. “If she’s with you, she’s
your responsibility…just be more careful.” She squinted at me as if
to stress her point. “Yeah…” I said in resentful agreement. “I
will.” “Go on in.” She said, our discussion over, her admonition
fixing the nature of it in my memory. I went into the room to my
desk and dropped into my seat, frustrated, insulted and embarrassed
at the suggestion of my inadequacy, knowing that it would not be
the only expression of disapproval I would be receiving.

The rest of the day passed slowly with Molly
and me seeing each other only twice while walking to classes. Sis
and I met Pauly and Bobby out front as usual in preparation for the
walk home. I came out to stand on the landing for a moment, not
looking at them but instead, scanning the crowd, wondering at the
level of disapproval which might exist within that sea of souls,
for all of whom Molly was a most special affection. “Gonna get a
little static man…gotta expect that.” Pauly offered, with the most
sympathetic tone I had ever heard from him. I turned to face him.
“I blew it.” I said, disgusted with myself. “Why?… cause one person
gave ya some grief?…what the hell’s she know...she wasn’t there.” I
turned back to the crowd. “What the hell’s any of’em know?” “Yeah…I
guess…but…if it weren’t for you…” He interrupted. “You took on
three guys Frankie…twice…come on…ought a be feeling pretty good
about it…’sides…t’s what she thinks that counts.” He nodded to the
far right corner of the courtyard, near the street. I turned to see
Molly standing there, looking at me, smiling excitedly, her books
held to her chest. I smiled back and she waved, mouthing some
affection I could not make out, turned with a playful skip and
walked off with Suzy and two other girls I didn’t know. I chuckled
and turned to Pauly. “Yeah…that’s good enough.” He smiled. “Good…so
let’s go.” We all started off across the courtyard and toward
home.

That Monday and Tuesday were one occasion
after another of both chastisement for having put Molly in harm’s
way and compliments for having faced such odds in trying to save
her, the former, fortunately, being less frequently offered. And
with each occasion, I came to understand more clearly that in their
eyes, I had allowed to be threatened the only realization they had
ever known, of all the ideals and principles, spiritual and
material for which they longed and to which they aspired. Molly was
more than just another child who lived in town. She was the beauty
they never needed to see, but desperately needed to know was there,
safe and uncorrupted.

I vacillated back and forth between and pride
self loathing, depending upon which assertion had been most
recently offered, all the while trying to remember Pauly’s words of
support. It hurt my own sense of my right to be with her in that I
could not really protect her, at least not like Pauly, though my
worry was tempered with the thought that with Cobb out of
commission, it was highly unlikely that we would ever find
ourselves in such a position again, at least any time soon. But
that was not to be the case. There would be more disruption in our
lives besides the effects of the war.

After school on Tuesday we were met out front
by Bobby. “Where’s Pauly?” I asked, looking around. “Don’t
know…said he had something ta do…took off early.” I thought for a
moment, curious as to what he would have to do that he would not be
willing tell us about. “Which way’d he go?” Bobby pointed down the
road in the opposite direction we took home. “What?...why’s he’s
goin toward Miller’s pond?” Bobby shrugged and turned to see Molly
coming toward us. “Hi” She said with her usual bright smile. “Hi.”
I responded, my breathing becoming more laboured which Bobby seemed
to notice given the look he gave me. “I can’t wait for tomorrow.”
She said with a smile. “Me too…is Paula coming?” “Yes…isn’t that
neat?” She walked up to me and kissed me. I held her close and
scanned the crowd of kids, most of whom were staring at us with
smiles, the girls pointing furtively and giggling. It seemed they
were all happy that Molly had someone, which struck me as odd for
she could have had anyone she wanted, a fact which they all knew
better than I. “Molly…do you know where Pauly went?” “No…he just
told me not to stay long and left…why?” “Nothing.” We talked for a
few minutes until her mother showed up to pick her up. She kissed
me on the cheek and ran off. I watched until the car was out of
sight then turned to Bobby. “Comin?” “Yeah.” He said and we started
off for home, picking sis up along the way across the
courtyard.

When we reached the mill fields road Bobby
decided to accompany us to the house. I supposed it was more that
he didn’t have Pauly to be with than it was his desire to be with
me, but I appreciated the company nonetheless. As we neared the
turn from main street to the road through the park, we could hear
the background chatter of police radios in the distance. Suddenly
two state police cars raced past us down the road from the
direction of Miller’s pond, an ambulance following quickly behind.
I turned to look at Bobby, surprised but he was as confused as I.
As we made the corner of the road which cut through the park, we
could see four state trooper cars, the chiefs and a county sheriff,
all parked on the grass near the path which lead to the pond. One
officer was following two police dogs which were straining at their
leashes to get to something which commanded their attention. “Oh
man…what the hell…?” We all ran up toward the scene to have one of
the officers stop us about twenty feet away. The chief then turned
to see us and signaled to the officer to let us go to him.
“Frankie.” “Chief, what happened?” I asked urgently. “What you and
your dad smelled?…found out what it was.” He said with an
expression telling of some expectation of surprise on my part, once
informed. He then nodded over toward the entrance of the path. I
turned to see Pauly leaning against a tree, watching the dogs
search the woods around the pond. “What the…?” “He called it in a
little while ago.” “What?” I asked, thinking it odd that he
expected that I would know. “A body…might be the missing girl…can’t
really tell…not much left.” “Oh man…chief?… what’re the dogs for?”
“Really wanna know?” “Yeah, please.” Animals got to it…pieces all
over the place…we found most of the body in the river over there.”
He said pointing in the direction of the railroad station. “Floated
down the river we figured…probly dumped in Miller’s pond…a few
parts were dragged up there, near the clearing…that’s what you were
smellin.” “Gross!” I said in disgust. “Listen Frankie… you’re gonna
have ta give the state boys some information…ya know…like when you
first smelled it…that sort of thing…help’em put together some kind
of idea of what happened and when.” “Yeah sure.” He then signaled
to one of the state troopers who came over and took notes on what I
had to tell him. The chief then told us to stand over by Pauly. He
turned to see us approach then turned back to watch the dogs who
apparently had just found another piece of the body. “How’d you
know?” I asked, amazed again at his anticipation of events. He
turned to me an smirked. “You found it…I didn’t.” I shook my head
and looked at Bobby who smirked back, understanding well my
surprise.

A large crowd began to gather from my
neighborhood and from town. I felt kind of important being allowed
to stand inside the police barrier which had been placed around the
investigation site. As I turned to see my folks and wave, an
ambulance pulled up onto the grass and two troopers wheeled a
gurney out with a body bag on it, the bulge of which suggested only
a part of the victim. It pained me to think of how hurt Molly would
be if it turned out to be Lisa, made to endure not only death but
the indignity of being mutilated by time and the creatures of the
woods. When the gurney had been placed in the ambulance I turned to
Pauly and asked…”Ya think that’s the girl?” He didn’t answer but
shook his head no. “How come?” Again he said nothing but turned to
look at me. His stare was penetrating, suggesting a deep
contemplation on his part, which I had apparently disturbed. He
then turned and walked down the path to the pond. “Sorry.” I said,
apologetically as he disappeared behind the trees. I looked at
Bobby who just shrugged.

The sirens of the ambulance then began to
whine as it pulled out onto the road, led by two of the troopers
all of which sped off toward the hospital in North Winfield in
Madison county. In minutes the other police followed, only the
chief remaining, by then engaged in talking to many of those in the
crowd, my parents included. We walked over to stand by them and
listen as the chief imparted all he knew about the incident. After
a while we left for the house together while the chief drove Bobby
home in his squad car.

The rumor would spread quickly through town
that the body was that of the missing girl Lisa, a belief which
would reign in confidence until the coroner’s office would release
its findings a few days later. It was just too convenient a fit.
Someone was missing and someone was found. That night at dinner,
mom was visibly shaken. Dad tried to get her thinking about
something else but to no avail. She apologized and went upstairs
early to bed. Dad talked to me for a while to make sure I wasn’t
traumatized by the event in any way then locked the house and went
upstairs to comfort mom. Sis and I did the dishes and went up to
our rooms.

I went to bed Tuesday night giving little
thought to the gruesome events of that afternoon, my mind being
occupied with more positive estimations of myself, the most recent
comments by townspeople concerning my rescue of Molly from Cobb
being of a more complimentary nature. I drifted off to sleep with
the image of her smiling face before me, excited about seeing her
that next night at my house for dinner.

 


 


~~~Molly Comes To The House For Dinner~~~

 


On Wednesday, the school day passed
insufferably slowly, my awareness of the span of each moment
heightened in the prospect of the Maddox’s coming to dinner at our
house. Just before my last class, dad picked me up and took me to
the motor vehicle department where I took my driver’s test. I
breezed through the written portion but handled the driving portion
rather clumsily. The officer who monitored the test apparently was
able to adjust his estimation of my ability by factoring out those
errors born of my anxiety. Armed with that, my ticket to freedom,
dad dropped me off at the grocery for my job.

I performed my usual routine with an urgency
so apparent that Stan Taylor stopped me to ask what it was that had
me so anxious. After telling him, he smiled and told me that it was
ok and to go on home early. When I got there, mom was busy in the
kitchen making one of her feasts, this time not for four but for
eight. It did not seem to faze her at all, as if the number to be
served were incidental. As I burst into the kitchen, she turned to
me and smiled. “Hello there young man.” “Hey mom…did she call ya?…
they’re still comin, right?” “Well of course they are…go on
upstairs and clean up.” She said, busy juggling several tasks at
once. Dutifully I made myself presentable then came back down and
fell into the chair across from the couch where dad sat reading a
book. Recognizing immediately my excitement in the occasion and in
an effort to spare me the anxiety of the remaining half hour wait
until their arrival, he engaged me in a discussion of various
things. As we talked, I lost all sense of the time which had
passed. In that disconnected state I was taken completely by
surprise by the sound of the doorbell. I jumped up and ran to the
door, fixing my hair along the way, then Dad got up and joined me
to greet them. I waited until he stood beside me then opened the
door slowly to the vision of my Molly, standing to her mother’s
right, Paula to her left.

She was wearing her Sunday dress and one of
the pair of new heels mom had bought her. She was a vision to me,
so intoxicating that I hadn’t realized that I made no
acknowledgement of Mrs. Maddox or Paula. Dad’s nudge broke my
trance. “Hi. “ I said, looking at Molly, then turned to Mrs. Maddox
and Paula. “Hi.” I smiled, feeling silly after, like a little kid
having to be corrected. Dad then took over. “Emily…hello Molly,
Paula…come on in.” He said politely, moving aside for them to
enter. Dad took Mrs. Maddox’s and Paula’s coats, while I took
Molly’s. He then with a gesture of his hand, guided them to the
living room. Mrs. Maddox sat in the chair facing the couch,
opposite the one closest to the door in which I always sat, while
Molly and Paula sat on the couch next to dad. “Well ladies…how are
you all? Dad asked, looking at each of them in turn. They all
smiled, Molly the most broadly in her excitement to be there.
“We’re all well John, thank you…and in great part, because of all
of you…and for that, thank you.” She said softly. “Ah…don’t be
silly Emily…I assure you…tis our pleasure.” Dad said playfully.
“And no one could be more deserving…” He said in almost too quiet
and serious a manner. Mrs. Maddox smiled shyly, a little
embarrassed. “Is everything…current?” Dad asked furtively, hoping
to keep from us the purpose in his question. She responded with
smile meant to put his mind at ease, though she was unable to hide
the strain by which it was mustered. “Yes…thank you…everything’s
current.”

I just stared at Molly with a smile, which
she intermittently returned in kind as we both waited for the
social formalities considered so necessary in that era to reach a
point where we were allowed to engage each other in conversation.
“Paula…I understand you’re close to this Spider fellow?” “Yes
sir…we’ve been going steady for a few months…you’ve met him,
right?” “Yes…the night of the dance…at the diner…I sat with him and
Herc…interesting group.” Paula looked down and smiled shyly. “I
know a lot of people don’t like them…cause their scared of them…but
really…they’re the best…Spider’s a real gentleman…he’d never…the
way he treats me…” She said, stopping before finishing. “Oh I’d
agree honey…I was very impressed with the two of them…though I do
understand why some people might be afraid…they’re not exactly boy
scouts. She chuckled. “No…but they’d do anything for you if you’re
honest and fair with them.” “I know.” Dad said reassuringly. “Your
mom wouldn’t let them near you if that weren’t so.” “I trust him
completely John…both of them…there aren’t many men…especially their
age with as much character as far as I am concerned…and the way
they’ve been with Molly…things that have happened in the past…”
Mrs. Maddox offered, hoping to capitalize on dad’s estimation of
her and leave him with the impression that Spider and Herc were men
he should trust and respect, though I think her efforts were
unnecessary. “That’s enough for me Emily.” He said smiling, putting
her mind at ease. Suddenly mom appeared around the corner from the
hall, scanned the room with a smile and moved immediately toward
Mrs. Maddox with her arms out to accept her in an embrace. Mrs.
Maddox rose to meet her. “Emily.” Mom said in her usual,
effervescent manner. They hugged for a few moments then mom turned
to Molly and Paula, eventually taking a seat next to dad. “So…are
you all hungry?” Mom asked. Not daring not to do otherwise,
everyone answered in the affirmative, which pleased her greatly,
cooking for others being in her mind one of the most gratifying
tasks of a housewife. We talked for another ten minutes before mom
herded us all to the table, while she and sis served the food. In
terms of quantity and selection, it was typically overdone. But mom
seemed to have only one mode of operation in such circumstances:
overkill.

The conversation was dominated for the first
part of the meal by mom, dad and Mrs. Maddox, while Molly, Paula
and I exchanged looks of approval or disapproval of the
implications of what they were saying or proposing. It didn’t take
long before the topic turned to Polici and the investigation of
him, a subject that the girls and I found oppressively boring, the
weight of it broken finally by the door bell and the arrival of
Father Maloney. After the expected greetings, he took his place at
the table. “Its surprising that a man like him could operate in
such a quiet, rural area like this.” Mrs. Maddox said. Dad waited
for someone else to comment but meeting only silence, he decided to
respond. “Well, most of his operations are probably in the
cities…but he keeps a place like this for a buffer…and a kind of
get away…its his alibi and a place to launder money, hide drugs,
that sort of thing…its an old strategy…Capone did the same thing.”
“Aye.” Father said. “This awful business here the other day…my
Lord…what is happening?” Mom, being uncomfortable with the
discussion of the finding of the body in the river tried to change
the direction of the discussion. “I guess there are unseemly
characters everywhere…I just thank God we have so few of them
here.” Then mom looked up at dad and said…”We don’t have mobsters
but we have some trouble makers.” “Why…what happened?” Dad asked.
“Oh, it was nothing I suppose…just some idiot in a van…he was
following me then cut me off and raced down the road fast…like
there are no children in this town.” “Yes…and I thought I saw
someone around the house the other night…I wasn’t sure…well…t’s
probably nothing.” Mrs. Maddox said. “Someone around your house?”
Dad asked, a concerned tone in his voice. “I thought so…I may be
mistaken…it just worries me sometimes…you know…because of the
girls.’ “Well I should think so dear…you can’t be too careful.” Mom
blurted out in a little too loud a tone then almost whispering
said…”That poor girl.” Dad looked around at everyone. ” The body
they found…it wasn’t the girl.” They all looked at him surprised,
hoping for more information. “I just talked to the chief…coroner’s
office said the body was a man’s…so the girl’s still got a chance.”
“That poor child.” Mrs. Maddox sighed. “ What do you think
happened?” “Well she was hitch-hiking, which is trouble looking for
a place to happen…I mean anyone could have been on that road and
picked her up.” The pain in Mrs. Maddox’s eyes was clear. “ I can’t
imagine…Molly…or Paula…I…” She began but stopped, the prospect
being more than she could contemplate. “Oh Emily…” Father said.
“Sorry.” Dad looked at them both and decided to break the tension.
“Can’t figure her father…a lawyer… pretty high end apparently…why
would he let his daughter run around like that?” “Its disgraceful.”
Mom snapped. “These parents today who don’t take charge of their
children.” “Cool down Laurane…we don’t know that he even knew.”
“She was coming out to see Molly.” Mrs. Maddox said sadly, looking
at her daughter. “She visited twice a month.” “It’s ok sweetie.”
Mom said, taking Mrs. Maddox’s hand in affection. “Well let’s talk
about something else.” She insisted, then turned to look at us.

Just as she did, Iggy walked through the
room, his makeover still in full effect, stopping to look up at
mom, who turned only her eyes to him. “What!” She snapped, then
after a pause said…” Go away!” Iggy grudgingly obliged as the
shocked gaze of father Maloney and all the Maddox women followed
him out of the room. Mom went back to eating and talking to father
while dad, trying his best to keep from laughing at the sight,
turned back toward Molly and asked…“Molly…I’d love to see one of
your paintings.” Dad said, inspiring an excited smile. “Thank
you…I’m painting one for Frankie.” She said looking at me for a
moment.” I should be done in a few days…but I have more at my
house…I could bring some one day.” She offered. Pleased with the
interest in her work. “Oh John, the child’s a fine painter to be
sure.” Father said, breaking away from his discussion with mom for
just a moment. Dad looked back at Molly. “I’d like that…I’m told
your quite good…like the padre said.” She began to blush a little.
“Thank you…I wanted to bring a few of them to a gallery…maybe to
Albany…to see what they think.” Dad thought for a moment then said.
“Well…I think the test of your talents can be found right here…you
know sweetie, art is something that is good if it arouses emotions
in the viewer…or suggests feelings or ideas which can’t be reached
or excited any other way…you don’t need some snob in a gallery in
the city to tell you if you’re good…from what I hear…that’s already
been established.” He said authoritatively. She seemed surprised by
his response as well as elated by what he had suggested. She had
always wanted to find some gage of her artistic ability and vision.
What dad had suggested seemed to satisfy her longing in that regard
in a way, which might not ever have occurred to her. Molly looked
to her mother who nodded in agreement. She then turned to Paula.
“Sister?…” Paula turned to face her with a smile, affectionately
brushing her hair behind her ear. Mom looked inquisitively at Mrs.
Maddox who just smiled in response. “Did Spider think the painting
I gave you was good?” “Paula nodded and said “Yes… he thought you
have an amazing sense of colour and imagery…that the butterfly
seemed alive…not just real but beyond real…t’s hard to put into
words.” “Well young lady…if you can affect a tough guy like
Spider…you’ve got what it takes…wouldn’t you say?” Dad offered.
Molly nodded a little embarrassed. Dad then changed the subject.
“So what are you kids studying in school? In her enthusiasm, Molly
answered quickly. “There’s a philosophy class I wanted to take.”
She looked at me for a moment. “With Frankie…I think that would be
neat…then there’s this physics class…they talk about Albert
Einstein and relativity theory…its really hard though…they talk
about the relativity of time…how it isn’t the same depending upon
how fast you go. ”Before she could finish, I interrupted, excited
about the subject. “Yeah…the faster you go relative to other
things, time is different…I think it goes slower…I forget what you
call it.” “It’s called time dilation dear.” Mom interrupted to our
collective surprise. “Its the consequence of the differential
between a moving object’s relation to the speed of light as a
representative physical constant and that of other objects not
moving at that rate…its a proportional relation.” She said, never
taking her eyes off of her plate. After a few moments, she looked
up at us all staring at her, mouths open in disbelief. “What?” She
asked, surprised at our reaction. “I can read.” She said,
emphasizing the word “read” for effect. “You understand relativity
theory Laurane?” Dad asked, astonished. “Yes, of course…why?” She
asked looking back at her plate. “Its rather obvious if you really
thing about it.” “How…when…when have you ever read about relativity
theory?” Dad asked, incredulous. “Oh I don’t know…one of those
papers you had lying around I suppose.” “But…but how…?” Mrs. Maddox
looked at dad and giggled, then mom turned to her and said…“So
Emily…why don’t we have lunch this Friday?”. “Oh…Laurane…I
couldn’t…its just that…” “ Oh don’t be silly…of course you can
dear…I’ll meet you at the salon about 12:30 and we’ll go from
there...we’ll go to that little place in town…you liked that one
last time didn’t you?” Mrs. Maddox opened her mouth to speak but
mom cut her off. “Oh good…then its settled.” She said, dispensing
with the subject then turned to my dad. “John…I’ll need the car.”
“Uh… yes, of course.” He said clumsily, looking at Mrs. Maddox with
an expression of total acceptance through total surrender to mom’s
insanity. She smiled back curiously, the look of a final
understanding in her expression, though it was not so easy for
Molly and Paula who looked at me with wide eyes and amazed
expressions, holding back the laughter as best they could. After
one more turn of the conversation designed to engage Molly, Paula
and I, dad and mom very diplomatically introduced the subject of
Mrs. Maddox working for him, which then led to attempts on their
part to be circumspect, the effort of which finally inspired them
to suggest that we might be more comfortable elsewhere, a
suggestion which we were only too happy to oblige.

I led the girls up to my room where we played
every record I had, joked and talked about the various mysteries of
Herc, Spider and Pauly’s personalities. Paula protested several
times at first about preventing Molly and me from being alone
together, but we each took great efforts to assure her that we
wanted her with us. Molly gave Paula the expected tour of my room,
bragging on my behalf as to my talents or knowledge in those areas
highlighted by the pictures on my wall as well as the models and
other trophies which occupied the shelves of my bookcases. She
listened attentively, nodding in agreement from time to time, every
so often glancing at me with a smile in comment as to the sweetness
of her sister.

It amazed me to watch the two of them
together. Paula doted over her, while Molly’s every word and
gesture seemed designed to ensure her approval and comfort. I could
see a reverence in Paula’s eyes as she looked at her little sister,
a look of affection beyond that offered to another of any manner of
relation. I had thought that only Pauly and I knew of some aspect
of her nature which begged one’s appeal to a higher plane for its
understanding, but it was clear to me that night that Paula knew of
it as well. The two walked back to the bed and sat together, side
by side, Paula gently tending to Molly’s hair the sides of which
were tied back in blue ribbon. Molly looked as if something were
bothering her, something she wished to express to me but was
hesitant for what she feared would be my reaction.“Frankie?…do
you…” She began but didn’t finish, looking down at the floor and
then up to Paula with a shy expression. Paula nodded with a smile
that it was ok to ask. “Frankie?…would you take me to…to see
somebody?” I looked at her confused. “Sure, but who?” She looked at
Paula again then back to me. “To see…Johnny.” She said, almost
whispering, fidgeting with her hands. As she finished, I could see
that she expected protest on my part but I could only smile, which
took her by surprise. I shook my head in amazement. “Molly, you’re
incredible…why the hell would you want to see him?…of all people?”
She looked down again as Paula took her hand. “Because…he’s…he’s
all alone…and I must have done something.” “Geez Molly, what the
hell could you’ve done?…and…and after what he did?…he was…ya
know…he was…” I tried to start but could not as I looked into her
eyes. I sighed, looking at Paula whose smile told of her pride in
the desire of her sister which lay behind her request. I felt so
frustrated at that moment, sitting before this tiny, fragile little
creature who in her delicacy, dwarfed me in ways I still felt more
than understood. I was so small in her shadow, unworthy of the
attention of anyone of substance and character for my vacuousness.
I still felt the desire to make Johnny Cobb suffer. I hoped that he
had and was still, and that he would for a long time to come. But
Molly was worried over his feeling alone, even though his state was
of his own making. I surrendered within myself to her example and
desire, hoping that I would come to feel what she did. “Yeah…I’ll
take ya.” I sighed, my disappointment in myself apparent, judging
from Paula’s reaction, then held up my license for Molly to see.
She jumped up and threw herself into my arms. “Thank you…thank you
so much.” We hugged for a few moments then I sat her back on the
bed and leaned up in my chair to get close to her. “When would you
like to go?” “Do you think we could go tomorrow?” “Sure.

The time passed all too fast and we heard
mom’s call to come down for dessert, a signal that the night was
almost over. At the table we learned that the prospect of Mrs.
Maddox working for dad was rejected because it was not something
which Archie would accept or tolerate. A different strategy had
been formulated though it was not discussed in any detail for our
benefit. We finished and then said our goodbyes to Molly, Paula and
Mrs. Maddox at the door. Mom and dad had asked father to stay for a
while. When they left I stood on the porch and watched Molly’s
smiling face through the car window as it pulled away down the
street. “Come on son.” Dad said, stepping inside, ready to close
the door. “Why don’t you head upstairs so mom and I can talk to the
padre?” “Sure.” I said, wondering what they could possibly have to
talk about unrelated to the church. Once upstairs, I waited for sis
to become comfortable with the idea of being in her room for the
night and snuck back to the stairs to see if I could hear anything
of the discussion taking place below. I took my usual seat between
the railing and my door and leaned back against the wall and
listened. “Worries me as well John…this business the other
day…bodies floating down the river like so much trash…tis a
fright’nin thing.” Who would be capable of killing someone in
Cedarville?” Mom asked. “I’m pretty sure he didn’t live here
Laurane…probably killed somewhere else.” Dad said with authority.
“Then why dump him here?…in our pretty little town?” “Why
not?...what better place…where no one would expect to find someone
dead…no one would look here for someone who was missing.” “You know
John…” Father began but mom interrupted. “Father, please… can we
change the subject?” “Of course Laurane.” He said, then remained
quiet, intending I suppose to wait for either mom or dad to choose
the new topic of discussion. “Padre…” I heard dad say in a manner
suggesting the introduction of a subject for which he had waited
until the time was right. “How long have you lived in Cedarville?”
“Oh…hmpf…twenty five years at least.” “So you’ve known most of the
people here for most of that time?” “Aye.” “And…the Maddox’s.”
“Aye, that I have, and a pleasure its been… well…excluding Archie
of course.” Dad chuckled while mom groaned a little. “John?”
“Well…Frankie and Molly are becoming quite close…and I was
just…thinking…wondering...” Dad stopped short of finishing the
question but father understood. “You’d be wanten to know about
Molly.” “Yes, actually… there’re some…issues.” He chuckled at
himself for his inability to find the words. I could hear the
father sigh. The wood of his chair creaked as he leaned back to
take stock of what he might say. There were a few moments of
silence before he began to speak again. “Well…I…shoot…” He said,
frustrated. “Father?…what’s the matter?” Dad asked, his tone
cautious. I could hear him exhale a deep breath as if contemplating
what he might say. “I don’t know John…perhaps I shouldn’t.”
“Father?...look…whatever it is…you can tell us.” “I know…t’s just…”
“I wouldn’t ask father if it weren’t for Frankie’s involvement with
the girl…there’s a relationship already formed and they’re just
getting closer…and fast…It worries me…what, I don’t know…please.” I
heard the father sigh again. “Ahhh John…you know…I’ve been a priest
now for forty years…forty years…and in all that time…in all the
places I’ve been in the world and of all the people I’ve seen…I’ve
never known anyone like that child…in fact…I never thought it
possible…that…that there could be anyone like her…I…” Father said,
stopping, unable to articulate exactly what he felt. “From the
first time I saw her…she was such a tiny little thing…so sweet…so
fragile…and those eyes…ah those eyes…that look…like she understood
something I didn’t.” He chuckled. “I suppose she did…look, I know
she’s just a child…but…thank you Laurane.” He said, the clinking
sound of a coffee cup being placed into a saucer breaking the
silence of the moment. “You’re welcome father” “There was a time…a
few years after the war…when I was assigned here to this parish…I
began to question me own faith…all the horrible things I’d seen…the
war…the changes in people…society…the selfishness and the greed…it
was…difficult…a difficult time…I didn’t think I’d make it…and then
I met the Maddox’s…then I met Molly…those little eyes…looked right
into the depths of my soul…I watched her grow up and time and time
again I saw the effect she had on others…on me…and I knew.” “Knew?”
Dad asked quietly. “I’m not a foolish or superstitious man John…you
know…before I became a priest, I studied quantum physics and
chemistry…always thought me faith was a kind of inevitability, I
guess you could say…the only way to answers to the questions that
science couldn’t offer…but for a time it seemed that the equation
was just too unbalanced and so…I began to question whether there
was a God…and a heaven.” I heard mom say something though I could
not make out what it was. He then continued. “But Molly…with her…I
knew…when she was older, she began to visit me each Saturday…we’d
talk for a while…but the answers for me were in her questions…the
answers I sought…that I needed…aye…I knew…if there were ever proof
of our being touched by the hand of the Almighty Himself…its Molly
Maddox.” There was a silence for a few moments and then Dad spoke
again. “And Pauly Telesco?” Father chuckled a little. “Aye…Pauly
Telesco…now there’s another mystery to ponder…there’s no calculatin
that one…I don’t know how John, but he’s a part of it all…a lad of
singular purpose…he has none of the manners of one so young…nor any
of the aspirations as well.” “Yes…he seems entirely consumed with
taking care of her.” Dad offered, again filling the gaps in the
discussion. “That’s pretty odd…I mean, for a boy as young as he
is.” “Aye…but its more than that as well John.” “What do you mean?”
mom asked. “He…he knows things…things he shouldn’t…impossible
things…t’s like he’s ready…anticipates…while the rest of us are
blundering around, triping over the consequences…Pauly seems to
be…prepared, I suppose is the way to put it…it’s a blazon
miracle…and never a more closed mouth lad will ya meet.”
“Yes…Frankie says he never speaks more than a few words a day to
anyone.” “Nor to me…I’ve questioned him on occasion…he’ll smile at
me and say “tis nothing at all father…and walk away…not being rude
mind ya…just bein…final…oh I don’t know John, tis a mysterious
thing to be sure…even the way he came to Cedarville.” “How’s that?”
“Brought by a priest the story goes…no one knows who or from
where…not from our diocese that’s for certain…brought to the
Telescos one night and left…Bill doesn’t fancy discussin it with
anyone but claims its all on the up and up…but still…a wee bit
mysterious for my taste, I can tell ya.” “I never would have
thought we’d walk into this sort of thing moving here…thought it’d
be quiet and calm.” Dad chuckled. “Hell, there’s more intrigue
going on here than in ten cities like Detroit.” “John…now that
we’ve talked about it…I feel I need to warn ya…and I hope…I hope
you know that I’m a serious man…not some fairy chasin kook.” “Of
course padre…I know.” “Warn the boy…tell him to be careful.”
“Careful?” “Oh John…Molly Maddox is not just some girl…she’s
special…in the eyes of the Lord and He’ll not take kindly to her
being treated otherwise, if ya take my meaning.” “Well sure father
but…” “Now don’t get me wrong… I’m not sayin that the lad would be
anything but proper with her…what I’m trying ta say is that he’s
getting involved with more than just some youthful romantic
relationship…there’s something else here John…something more…I’ve
seen things…in the war…I know you have too…things that let you know
what can happen in this world…things that aren’t supposed to be
able to happen…yet they do.” I could hear the creaking of wood
again as dad leaned back, relaxing as he contemplated what the
father had said. “Well I can tell you padre…if I’d come here
yesterday and heard you say that I’d of said you were crazy…but
after being here this last month and seeing what I’ve seen…I’d have
to agree…and not because I can explain any of it…because I have any
answers or even that I could put any of this into a kind of
perspective…but I can understand what you’re saying.” “John…as the
Lord is my witness.” I could hear mom pouring more coffee in their
cups when she asked…”I must say I’ve never seen a town where the
people are so…so accommodating with each other…there’s no…distance
between them…like with our friends in the city…even close
friends…it seems they let you in here…if that’s a way to put it…do
you know what I mean?” “Aye I do, that Laurane…there’s little work
for me here because of that child I can tell you…rarely a fight or
argument…everyone defers to his neighbor so quickly and willingly…
there’s no other place on the earth like Cedarville.” “And
Emily…the people here…” Mom started but the father interrupted. “Oh
they dote over her…Paula as well…but then that is understandable
…she’s the child’s mother…and a fine woman in all respects I’ll
have you know…and both of you…I cannot thank you enough for your
assistance to her and the girls…I hope you know how much everyone
…especially they, appreciate it.” “It’s our pleasure Father…don’t
know how we could do otherwise… who could resist?...and you know…I
have to say Padre…I’ve never been more happy than I am now… having
moved here…I feel a kind of possessiveness for this place…like I’ve
lived here all my life…but its not just because its quiet and
pleasant…quaint…its that “something more” you’re talking
about…heh…one little girl.” He said with a sigh. “I’ll talk with
Frankie…but I’d venture that he knows better than any of us does or
could.”

Unable to listen any longer for the fear
which filled my mind and heart, I got up quickly and returned to my
room. As I lay on my bed, the father’s words echoed in my mind over
and over, reinforcing my own fears of my inadequacy with regard to
my relationship with Molly. I was now to risk the wrath of God as
well, not indirectly in the sense that one is held accountable for
his misbehavior in the next life, but head on, in that His interest
in her was quite immediate and thus, it was suggested, so too would
His punishment be.

In an attempt to put the severity of such
notions from my mind, I tried to study for a few hours, then got
into bed and displaced all my fears with thoughts of how lucky I
was to have had Molly in my house for dinner. I faded off to sleep
wondering how it was that so unremarkable a boy as I could have met
whatever measure is proper to such blessed circumstances. I
pacified myself with the notion that I must have been of sufficient
character to have been allowed to be near her at all and with such
exclusivity. What potential was there in me I wondered.

The next day after school, when I arrived at
home to ask dad if I could borrow his car, he met me at the door
holding the keys up in his hand as he might have displayed a fish
he had just caught. I smiled, took them and turned for the
driveway. “Be careful son…remember what we discussed.” “Don’t
worry…” I said, not even turning to face him. “I’ll drive slow.”
The sound of the motor as it began to idle before I put the shifter
into reverse was thrilling. I was mobile, free, able to extend my
reach to places impossible before. But more than that, it was
privacy for Molly and me. I backed out of the driveway to the waves
of dad and mom on the porch and made my way down the street through
the park to the entrance of the path to the pond. I parked the car
and ran as fast as I could, slowing to a walk only when I neared
the clearing so as not to betray too much excitement on my part.
Molly was sitting there waiting, as we had planned the night before
at the dinner at my house. She turned face me with a smile then
stood, waiting for my embrace. We hugged for a few moments then I
took her hand and led her down the path. “Frankie?… what’s going
on?” “Just come on…you’ll see.” When we reached the end of the path
to the view of dad’s car parked at the street, she broke into a big
smile, turned and hugged me tightly. Still want to go see Johnny? I
asked quietly. “Yes.” she whispered, then walked side by side with
me to the passenger door. I helped her in then took off down the
street toward the road out of town and to the boarding house in
which Johnny and his father lived. She marveled at the prospect of
my having my license and what it meant for our relationship,
beaming as we drove along, holding my hand and looking out the
window at the scenery passing by. It was our ticket alone together
to that somewhere, undefined and felt more than seen. It was our
means to that far off place of infinite possibility.

The house was on a dirt road alone with
several other buildings, all pre civil war but unkempt at least to
the measure of their counterparts in Cedarville. It had character
for its age, but that it was being allowed to degenerate was very
apparent in the peeling paint, unmanicured shrubs and bushes and
the odd plywood covered window pane. I helped Molly from the car
and walked cautiously up the steps to the front door. I knocked as
Molly stood a behind me, a little afraid given Johnny’s previous
intentions for her. A woman answered quickly, her hair in curlers,
wearing a house coat. “Yes?” She said with a stern look. “We want
to see Johnny Cobb.” “Well, they don’t take ta visitors.” She began
to close the door but I stopped it with my hand. “Lady…we don’t
want any trouble…just want to talk to him for a few minutes.” She
glared at me then looked at Molly curiously. “You’re the Maddox
girl ain’t ya?” Molly smiled a little. “Yes maam.” Frowning, she
backed up and opened the door all the way, turned and led us down
the hall to the last door on our right. The interior of the house
was beautifully appointed, ornately trimmed with dark wood though
it too showed a lack of attention by the owners and occupants.
“I’ll stand for no fightin here, understand?” The woman snarled.
Molly looked at me then back at her. “Really…we just want to talk
to him.” “Well, you might get more than that if his father comes
home…I’d be gone before then if I were you.” Molly and I looked at
each other, confused as to why that would be a problem. The woman
then returned to her room at the front of the house. Molly took
hold of my arm and knocked. We stood quietly, worried about what we
might say and what might be his reaction. As the door handle began
to turn, a chill ran through my body as Molly squeezed my arm. The
door opened slowly to a gush of hot air saturated with the odor of
spaghetti and meatballs. Johnny Cobb stood before us dressed in
pajamas and a robe., astonished, frozen in place. His mouth moved
as if he were trying to speak but could say nothing. “Hi Johnny.”
She said before I could offer any sort of introduction, though I
had no idea what that might have been. He just looked back and
forth between us, unsure of how to react, having never thought such
a meeting possible and thus left unprepared. “What the hell do you
want?” He said finally, contemptuously, anticipating I suppose that
only some selfish purpose could have inspired such a visit from two
victims of his abuse. “Could…could we come in for a minute?…just to
talk?” Molly replied meekly. He looked down at her looking up at
him with a sweet, pleading smile when the look on his face
softened, then took a step back as if to instruct that we should
enter.

After closing the door, he led us through the
living room to a couch and took his seat in an easy chair directly
across from us. He walked like a man recovering from injuries,
plagued by a dull, general discomfort, the sharp pains of cuts and
bruises by then gone. He seemed tired, as if he no longer possessed
the energy, which he employed in the sport of taunting others as he
had so often in school. It was not just that his ego was badly
bruised but that he had made a kind of surrender. There was no
point any longer in posturing for our benefit. We knew that Pauly
had in some way disarmed him and that he could never reestablish
his previous image and reputation. His only course was to entertain
what we had to say that he might save some measure of face by the
manner in which he handled the discussion. The room was relatively
neat, something I had not expected from either him or his father,
though the appointments were old and not very well maintained. It
was dimly lit, the curtains kept closed and the furniture all dark
colours, which created a subdued mood. He leaned back in the chair,
just staring at us, expecting I supposed that we would do most of
the talking or that we would at least get things rolling. Molly
leaned up a little in her seat, keeping her hands on my arm as if
that awarded some manner of protection from the threat of the
discomfort of the situation. “Johnny?…I…we wanted to come to see
you…I…” “Why?” He asked sharply, but with a neutral expression.
“I…we were worried…you’re… well…” He smirked and shook his head
leaning back in his chair. “You’re amazing Maddox.” He began but
didn’t finish, only shaking his head again in disbelief. ”Johnny,
are you ok?” She continued, not understanding his reaction. He
chuckled a little sarcastically. “What do you care?” Molly looked
at him with sad eyes. “But…I do.” “Why?” He asked angrily. She
reeled back a little startled by his reaction. “I never wanted
anything to happen to you Johnny…I just…I mean…I don’t
understand…why…” She began but seemed afraid to express her thought
completely. “T’s not like ya didn’t ask for it…” I said, deciding
to just lay it on the line. He smirked a little and just stared at
me for a few moments, then looked down at the floor with a kind of
amused smile. “Frankie…please?” Molly asked softly. I had intended
to continue but did not for her sake. “Yeah…well…you wouldn’t
understand.” “Why?” I snapped when she interrupted me. “Johnny?…I’m
not sure…I mean…like if I did something…or said something…was it
the way I acted?…I never meant to make you hate me.” He looked up
at her and shook his head again, barely noticeably. “Hate you?” He
said, confused at her remark. “Why’d ya do it?”I interrupted, the
anger within me fired by my memory of that day and all those before
it when he taunted me and others. “Cause I hated you.” He said
abruptly, flatly, staring at me. “What the hell for?” I asked,
surprised. “And if ya hate me…why’d you try ta hurt her?” He glared
at me quietly as if pondering the character of his resentment.
“’Cause…” He began but stopped, the look of anger increasing in his
frustration with the prospect of speaking the words out loud. I
leaned forward, also angry, becoming more so as time passed. I
could feel the tension of Molly’s grasp on my arm as she tried to
hold me back. In an instant I realized what it was he was feeling
and I relaxed and leaned back in my seat on the couch. “Cause I
have her.” I said almost defiantly. He gaze still fixed on me, I
could see his expression soften, as if he were taking some relief
in that it had finally been expressed. He turned to look at her,
then smiled softly and looked down at the floor. Molly’s smile in
return was so indicative of an offering of affection that he began
to blush a little. Then he looked back up at me. “Yeah.” He said
with a quiet intensity, owning up to it. “Oh Johnny…” Molly said,
walking to kneel next to him by his chair, putting her hand on his.
“I’m so sorry…if I’d known…” “What?” He snapped at her. She looked
startled and at a loss for a response. “I…I…” “What’re ya gonna do
Maddox?…apologize?” Her expression turned to one of embarrassment.
“Forgive me?” The sincerity in her tone shocked us both. He looked
into her eyes, chuckling at the sentiment of her remark, which only
because it was she, he knew to be genuine. “Me…forgive you?”
“Johnny, please…tell me…I…I want things to be…good between us…I
mean…” She looked down at the floor. “I don’t want to think that
you…” Johnny interrupted, obviously dissatisfied that she did not
understand. He leaned back full in his seat, rolling his head a
little to one side. His body went completely limp as if he were too
exhausted to maintain even the normal posture one presents in the
presence of others. “You walk around …you…you don’t even get it.”
“Get what?” She asked softly and cautiously. He chuckled
sarcastically. “Get what, she says.” He looked over at me with a
smirk then to the wall to avoid looking at either of us. “Why not
me?…someone like me?…its always somebody like him…or that Telesco.”
He rolled his head to face her. “ Used ta look at you…how pretty
you are…that way you stand when you’re talking to your
friends…always thought…hell…its not fair…the way things get…divided
up…who gets what.” She looked at him with a kind of pleading
sympathy, confused as to what he meant but lamenting that she did
not understand. “Hell.” he looked back to the wall. “You’ll never
understand.” “But…Johnny …” “Molly …he means you…he wants you.” I
blurted out, still angry at his attitude. She looked at him and
sighed. “I’m so sorry.” “What the hell’re you sorry for?” I said
angrily. But she looked at me with that sweet face and the anger
flowed out of me like the air from a balloon. I leaned back in my
seat, a gesture to indicate to her that I would not interfere
again. “Johnny…I didn’t know.” “What d’ ya think he’s better than
me? …what makes him so special…I see your kind all the time…little
snots…lookin down your nose…ya don’t think I could a done things
for ya?” He said in an angry tone but then seemed to be unable to
finish. “Did I…did I do that to you?” Molly asked gently, genuinely
concerned that she might have. The absurdity of the notion was more
than I could tolerate but I realized that I had to let her deal
with the situation if she were ever to leave it behind her. Cobb
sighed, then rolled his head to face her and said calmly, almost in
a whisper…”No.”

We all sat quietly for a few moments,
thinking about what he had just said, understanding finally what
was probably what most thought when around her. I supposed that it
was not only he that resented me for the same reasons. It gave me
pause then and there and was something I began to ponder often
after that day, though Molly never really grasped his meaning, she
being incapable of seeing herself as such a prize. “Johnny?” She
said quietly, stroking his hand in a gesture of affection and
sympathy. “T’s cool…forget it.” He said in a half hearted attempt
to spare her the discomfort of continuing. “Couldn’t we start over
again?…couldn’t we be friends?” He turned away from her and looked
off to the corner of the room and said quietly in a tone of
lament…“Friends…friends” His voice faded to a whisper. She put her
other hand on his arm and looked deep into his eyes. He smiled a
little. “Don’t even see yourself…I used ta think you were just
putting it on…the way you were with everybody.” She looked at him
confused. He laughed then she looked down a little embarrassed then
back up at him, her head tilted slightly, a look of guilt on her
face. “But you wouldn’t know how would you?...yeah.” He said
reassuringly. “ We’ll be friends.” His tone betraying just a hint
of sarcasm. “Good.” Molly said smiling. She turned to look at me,
pleased that such a milestone had been reached, not understanding
that he could not merely leave behind the resentments he felt,
because she was incapable of such feelings. She thought that from
then on, all would be well. Cobb had a lot of baggage to dispense
with and it would not be an easy surrender for him to make
completely. But I had seen Molly work miracles and I doubted
nothing about her capacity to reach into the very soul of another.
If anyone could change the likes of Johnny Cobb, it was she.
“So…what about Telesco?…’spose he had a good time with all this.”
“Never said a word…not one…to anyone.” I responded reassuringly.
“Nah…he wouldn’t would he?” He said sarcastically. “What the hell’d
ya expect?” I growled then turned to look at Molly who was staring
at me curiously as if she did not understand the need for the
discussion about to take place. “Molly? Would you wait for me in
the car?” She smiled and nodded, stood, kissed Johnny on the cheek
and started for the door. Before stepping out she turned and said…”
Johnny, you can call to talk to me anytime you like…ok?” Without
turning to look at her he said flatly…”Thanks.” As the door closed
behind her I turned back to look at him. “After what you did…if you
knew how much I’ve hated you…what you were going ta do to her.” He
was quiet for a moment then looked away to the corner of the room.
“To her!...yeah well…there was more to it than just that…my…” He
tried to speak but I was in no mood to hear any of his excuses.
“Save it…you got what you asked for…as far as I’m concerned, you
didn’t get enough.” He looked down at the floor as if ashamed. “I
don’t know why you had ta be such a creep…I know you could’ve
kicked my ass anytime …but Pauly…you should a known…I mean…he
warned ya…but you had to keep on pushin…you put your hands on her.”
He stared at me blankly the whole time I was speaking, saying
nothing. Then finally he looked down and said…”Yeah.” In
resignation, realizing that there was nothing he could say. I shook
my head in disgust at his stupidity. “But…” He started, looking
almost too tired to engage the confusion and mystery of what he
intended to impart. “What?” I asked, almost contemptuously. “He’s
not…he was like…” He began, his expression all twisted in his
confusion and frustration with whatever image of the day remained
within in his mind. I could tell he was unable to finish. “Those
two guys with’im…who were they?” He glared back at me. “Don’t
know…never saw’em before…but there was… something …somethin I
just…Telesco, he’s…” He stopped, shaking his head, finally leaning
forward covering his face in his hands. I just stared at him,
wondering, as confused about Pauly as he though from the
perspective of being in his favour. I rose from the couch and
walked to stand in front of him. “You’ll get from me what you get
from her…only from me…I don’t wanna give it…she forgave ya a second
after it happened…I didn’t…’n I still don’t .” He looked up at me
and said…”ok.” I turned and started for the door when I heard him
call my name. “Holloway…watch out…there’s something…someone…” He
began but stopped. Unable to stand being near him for much longer,
I turned and left to find Molly sitting in the car quietly,
watching me through her window. I got in and sat back in the seat,
thinking. She just stared at me, curious. “I’ve tried Molly…I just
can’t…I can’t forgive him…how do you do it?” She took my hand. “He
understands now Frankie…I know he does…I wish Pauly hadn’t hit
him…I mean…I know he had to and that’s why he understands I
guess…but that’s past and he knows now…I don’t know why he was the
way he was…but it will be different now…you’ll see.” She said
smiling, happy that another aspect of her life gone sour was
remedied. We left and spent the rest of the day together driving
everywhere we thought might be interesting, then ending at the
diner. As we took our usual seat at the booth three down from the
cash register we heard Spider’s car pull up in the parking lot. He
came in with Paula, taking the seat across from us in the booth.
“It’s the Molly girl.” Spider said leaning over the table and
kissing her on the top of the head then falling into his seat.
Molly stood then and leaned in to kiss Paula as she sat. “Hi baby.”
Paula said, all smiles at the sight of her sister. “Hi…Frankie’s
got his license.” Molly offered proudly. Spider reached over and
slapped me hard on the shoulder. “Outta sight Frankie…so what’re
you guys doing today?” “Just came from Cobb’s.” I said, entertained
at the thought of their reaction. Paula and Spider looked shocked,
but quickly figured out what had motivated our visit. Their
grimaces turned to smiles as they looked at Molly who did not
understand their initial displeasure. “Sister?” “T’s ok baby…I
think it was a great idea to go.” Molly smiled, pleased with
Paula’s approval then took hold of my arm. We all had burgers and
fries and talked for over an hour until it was time for me to bring
the car home. We stood to say our goodbyes when Spider began to ask
Molly some questions while Paula looked at me with a questioning
expression and nodded toward the front door of the diner. I
followed her out to stand with her on the landing, looking out at
the meadow lands across the intersection. She said nothing at
first, then took a deep breath. “I know you love her.” She turned
to look at me with a sad smile. “How could anyone not love her?”
She turned back to face the horizon. “And I know you think you
do…but you don’t have any idea how much she loves you.” “Paula…”
“Sometimes…all day…the whole day I just worry about her…all the
trouble you two have had…that Cobb boy…we were all so frightened.”
She turned to face me. “I still am…I’m afraid every day.” I thought
to speak but couldn’t and stood looking into her eyes. “I’d die for
her Frankie… anything…I’ll do anything…anything to keep her safe.”
“My life…it means nothing to me without her…unless…unless I know
she’s ok.” I took her hand in mine. “I know.” “ It’s…its just not
fair.” She said, sounding as if she might begin to cry. “Paula?…
what happened?” “There are things…things about her…you don’t know
what...what...” “Paula…you don’t have to.” “She’s so sweet…and so
fragile…please…” She said, taking hold of my jacket with both
hands, looking with pleading eyes into mine. “ Please…oh God…be
careful with her…please keep her safe…I’m so afraid.” “I know
Paula…don’t worry…I will…I swear it.” She mustered a strained
smile. “Thank you.” She said, kissing me on the cheek as Molly and
Spider were coming out of the door, the look on Molly’s face
curious as to the nature of our conversation. We said our goodbyes
and I drove Molly to her house. I parked about a hundred feet and
away then turned off the car and turned to face her. “Frankie?” She
said softly, but pleadingly as if ready to solicit my approval.
“Molly.” I interrupted. “I’d forgive Adolf Hitler if you thought it
was a good idea. She laughed and kissed me, then sat back and
looked into my eyes. “Don’t you feel better now?” She asked with an
innocent wonder. “Yes…I do.” I responded, though I was being honest
only in part. I wanted the pleasure of having forgiven him but I
could not do it. To have been completely honest would have caused
her more pain and discomfort. I would will my forgiveness I
thought. It was the least I could do. “He just feels a lot of hurt
inside…I think he’s lonely.” “Does a good job of making himself
that way…guy’s always botherin somebody.” “Yes…I know…but I think
that’s just his way of getting rid of his anger.” She looked deep
into my eyes. “ Please Frankie…try to be friends with him?” Though
the thought curdled my blood, I smiled and said that I would,
knowing how badly she wished it. We said our goodbyes and I left
after she entered the house.

On my way home, a state police car raced up
the main road out of town toward the bypass, its lights flashing
but with no siren. It was an odd sight, there being so few events
in the town which would inspire such a display. I made my way home
to find Dad sitting alone on the couch in the dark. “Dad?” I said
as I closed the door and locked it. He turned to look at me and
smiled but then turned back to look out the window again. I walked
over to the easy chair across from the couch, my usual seat and
sat. “What’s up?” “Just thinking.” He said, pensively, sounding a
little lost. “‘’Bout what?” He turned to me with an expression as
if he were only just then aware of my presence. “This town…what’s
been going on…I don’t know what we should do.” “You don’t want to
move?” I asked, anxiously. “You know, its funny…all the trouble
we’ve had so far…I mean not just the things you’ve been
through…that’s bad enough…but now with this body and this…Archie
and the trouble you and Molly are having…it should all make me want
to leave…to take you kids out of here…but…I…” He stopped, throwing
up his hands. “But I don’t want to.” He said with an exasperated
chuckle. “I want to stay.” He finished, then turned to me with a
big grin on his face as if surprised by his own words. I smiled
back. “I know what you mean…I don’t wanna live anywhere else…ever”
“These people…this crazy small town culture…and…” He said, stopping
before finishing. “Dad?” He turned back to back to face me again, a
look of disbelief on his face. “This girl of yours…I…she’s…” His
expression was one of confusion. “Dad?” “Hell I don’t know what to
think.” He said, almost whispering, then stared at me for a few
moments, unable to find the words. “Your mother.” He looked down at
his hands in his lap and sighed, then up at me with a slightly
startled expression as if he had realized the introduction of a
subject which was to be kept from me. But in a moment he relaxed.
“I guess you know…I mean…you realize your mother…” “I know
dad….kind of hard not to.” He leaned back and smiled to himself.
“Well they’re all hard to understand…but your mother…well…t’s not
like she’s easy under even normal conditions.” He looked back up at
me shaking his head. “I’ve been worried about her…scared to
death…you know…skipin a groove with some of the things that have
happened here…I figured she’d be pleading with me to leave.” He lay
his head back against the back of the couch. “Oh Go no.” “Couldn’t
pull her out of here with horses….it’s the damndest thing…so…so
much…and that Telesco boy…” He said chuckling then turned to look
at me again, his expression serious. “Father Maloney says…he says
you should be careful with her son.” “Careful?” “I don’t know.” He
sounded tired and as if having surrendered to some understanding
which he had been inclined to resist. “ I know dad.” “Just a
child.” He mumbled to himself. “Dad?” “Nothing…its nothing…just
that…thought I knew… thought I had things all figured out…under
control…heh.” I said nothing and sat, waiting. As I watched him I
saw the level of his exasperation grow. “Just be careful Frankie…be
careful with her.” “I know dad.” “Yes…I suppose you would.” “Don’t
worry” I waited for him to respond again but he didn’t. He sat as
if pondering something difficult to articulate and thus was content
to remain silent about it until some future time which words
sufficient to the task of making his thoughts understood were
discovered. ”Dad?” “Yes?” “Goin upstairs?” “In a few…go on up…I
want to sit here for a bit.” “’Night.” I said as I turned and ran
up to my room. I decided to go to sleep early and hopped into bed,
my desires in contest with my will as I struggled not to entertain
images of Cobb’s misery as I drifted off to sleep.

 


 


~~~Spider’s Arrest~~~

 


Thursday morning I arrived at the landing at
the front of the school to find Pauly and Bobby surrounded by a
large group of kids, which was a completely unexpected occurrence.
As I approached the crowd I was surprised at the deliberateness
with which they parted to allow me through to where the two were
standing. I knew then I was recognized as one of them, a part of
the set. The discussions ceased for the most part as they all
waited to hear what might be the exchange between Pauly, Bobby and
me. I looked around at them all, a little taken aback by their
reaction, though proud of my apparent status. “Hey.” I said looking
at Pauly, nodding to Bobby. Pauly was smiling a little, very much
aware of my feelings at that moment. “Frankie.” He said in a more
than generally deferential tone, that it might impress those
watching I supposed. “What’s happenin?” I asked expecting something
significant, probably with regard to Cobb. Richard, one of the boys
in the crowd who often associated with the resident “tough guys”
spoke up first. “Spider was arrested last night…out on the bypass.”
Shocked I turned to look at Pauly who did not react. “For what?” I
asked, hoping that it was something incidental that I might
continue in my admiration of him. “T’s crap man.” Pauly said in his
usual monotone. Richard spoke again. “For that dude they found in
the river…maybe for that chick that’s missing too.” “Oh man.” I
said looking at Pauly again, who remained expressionless. “Chief
found a rifle in Spider’s car” Bobby said, looking back at Richard,
then to me. I didn’t pursue the matter any further in front of the
crowd. Pauly had said it wasn’t true, that Spider wasn’t guilty,
which was good enough for me. I decided I would talk to him more
about it later.

The bell rang and the crowd began to break
up, everyone moving inside and down the hall to his first class.
Richard stood for a few moments as the others passed around him,
just staring at me. “Ya look pretty lousy Holloway.” “Yeah,
well…t’s about how I feel.” “Still…ya done good man…takin on the
three of’’em….twice I hear…outta sight.” He said with a cool calm.
“Thanks.” I mumbled, proud that he was so impressed. “But…that’s
about all I got in me.” I added, rubbing one of the bruises on my
face. “No big deal man…he ain’t comin back.” He chuckled, glancing
at Pauly, then turned and walked inside. I looked over at Pauly who
was watching me. “Ya know him?” I asked. “Yeah.” He said, glancing
for a moment toward the door where he had just entered. “He ok?”
“He’s a’right.” “He as tough as he makes out?” “Yup.” “Gees…what
kinda town is this?” I said, rubbing my bruises again. Pauly
chuckled and nudged Bobby’s arm. “Come on.” We followed him in and
completed our usual ritual of stopping Bobby’s locker before
proceeding to ours. As he got his books, I decided to ask him about
Spider. “Pauly?…what’s gonna happen ta Spider?” He turned and
looked at me while closing his locker door. “Exactly what’s
supposed to.” The smirk on his face told of his enjoyment at the
torture this type of mystery caused me. “Yeah…I figured you’d say
something like that.” “Come on man…let’s get ta class.” He said,
slapping me on the back and walking off toward the classroom. I
followed, worried about Spider and Paula, new in their romance and
for Molly, who loved her sister deeply and would be hurt as much as
Paula by her sadness in any forced separation from Spider. The news
was to become the focus of attention for the entire town that next
week, articles appearing in the paper outlining the crime and
Spider’s alleged participation in it. But as I watched the story
and the general reaction to it unfold, I was consoled by Pauly’s
unshaken confidence in Spider’s innocence as well as Paula’s lack
of any real sense of urgency about his fate in the hands of the
law.

It was a very disturbing mix of events, the
parochial aspects of life in Cedarville and the contradictory
occasion of a murder and kidnapping. Over time one became calmed by
the relative peace of a small town, a change in character no longer
capable of dealing with such extremes so much a part of one’s
awareness of the nature of life in the city. It was especially
difficult to accept when the one accused was someone to whom you
felt closer than you might otherwise have been, given the more
intimate nature of small town relations. It would be some time
before I was able to understand all of the emotions which were
arising within me.

I went to bed that Friday night, hoping to
find Molly the next morning and to the exclusion of all else,
immerse myself in the incomparable pleasure of being in her
presence. Somehow, in some way, that she was what she was or that
she was at all, made all the confusion seem incidental. Saturday
morning I made my way downstairs to breakfast to the usual
chastisements for being late. Dad was consumed by the paper’s
articles on the war and the latest trend in the stock market, in
which he had been increasing his investments activities with
significant success. I took my seat and began to devour the food on
my plate, worried about the time available to be with Molly.
“Frankie!…slow down Mr.…you have time.” Mom said, having just
walked in from the kitchen with another plate of food. Dad looked
up and grinned and then back down to his paper. “Going to meet
Molly today son?” “Yes…at the pond.” “Heh…listen to this.” Dad
said, having found some local news item in the paper which struck
him. “The case against Policci was dismissed…lack of evidence…can’t
believe he got away with it…after all that legal maneuvering…and
the hearings.” He looked up a mom. “Why?” She asked, disgusted with
the news. Dad said nothing, scanning the paper for more details.
“The body they found in the river…they can’t identify it.” “How can
that be?” Mom asked, confused at the prospect that there might be
such a crime for which there would be no resolution. “Was just kind
of a mess left…pieces of him all over the place.” “That’s not funny
dear.” Mom snapped. “Wasn’t being funny Laurane, just being
definitive…says here…shot once in the head…rifle bullet
apparently.” Her attention was then redirected to her food. “It’s
not the end though…says they might bring in the FBI.” “Animals!”
Mom snorted between bites of her breakfast. “I’m glad we don’t have
to deal with that sort around here.” “Laurane…just because we live
in the country doesn’t mean there aren’t criminals around.”
“What?…you know of something…Polici…?” “No, no…but then we haven’t
been here that long.” He said as she just stared at him in
disbelief. “But how…” She didn’t finish. Dad chuckled. “Its ok
Laurane…there’s nothing going on around here he could possibly have
any interest in.” Dad looked back to his paper for a few moments
then looked up at me shocked. “Frankie?…isn’t Spider’s real name
Earny Conetta?” “Yes…why?” I asked, worried by the association of
his question with a reading of a newspaper story. He sighed and
began to again scan the article which had inspired his question.
“Says here he was arrested for shooting the man they found in the
river.” He and mom both stared at me, waiting for an answer, as if
it might have some impact on the case. “I know...but…Pauly says its
not true.” He smirked at me and continued reading. Mom looked at
dad, waiting for a comment or judgment on the matter. “You have a
lot of confidence in Pauly Telesco, don’t you son?” “Yes sir…the
most…he’s just…he knows things.” I began but he interrupted. “Its
ok Frankie …I understand why.” “I can’t believe it.” Mom said,
aghast at the news. “I thought he was such a nice boy.” Dad glared
at her over the top of his paper. “Doesn’t mean he did it Laurane.”
He said, raising it again hiding his face as he continued to read.
“Well I think Frankie and his friends should stay away from those
older boys…just in case.” She said, looking at me for
acknowledgement. “Actually, there’s no need for that.” “How can you
say that…you don’t even know the boy?” Mom demanded, worried about
the ease with which dad had dismissed the accusation against him.
“I know him well enough…and I know …well, let’s just say…he’s not
that kind of man.” He said, never looking up from his paper. “Just
don’t worry about it Laurane…chief’ll…keep us informed.” With a
momentary look of disgust, she then turned and involved herself
with doting over Nancy. Having become bored with the conversation
to that point, I finished my breakfast quickly and made my way out
of the house and headed for the pond, excited, my hearting pounding
with anticipation.

It was a cloudy day, as was usual for that
time of the year, which would have otherwise had me a little down.
I walked urgently toward my destination, my speed inadequate to the
weight of my longing, forcing me to savor the idea of the reward at
the end of my journey. This only multiplied the intensity of my
emotional state, which was by then not far from being out of my
control. I arrived to find Molly waiting, sitting on the log by the
pond’s edge. She didn’t hear my approach as I reached the end of
the path at the clearing. I stood and watched for a few moments as
she entertained herself tossing small pebbles into the glass smooth
water and singing so quietly I was barely able to hear her. I
marveled at the delicacy of her every movement. Finally overwhelmed
with the display, I began to walk toward her. She turned to see me,
breaking into a smile and standing, offering her arms for an
embrace. As I took her into my arms, she lay her head against my
chest in a manner I might have expected had we been apart for a
long time. She seemed a little sad I thought, though I had no
specific notions as to why. The feeling of her body against mine
was one from which I always thought I could not force myself to
part. It was heaven itself, not merely a physical sensation but a
knowing that the little body in my embrace housed the brightest of
souls. “Hi Molly.” I said softly, holding her close. “Frankie.” She
whispered, sounding relieved in a way. I like to think that it was
that I was finally there with her. “How long have you been
waiting?” “Just a little while.” “Molly?…is everything ok?” I
asked, a little worried. She looked up at me, unable to hide in her
expression that she was unhappy. “I’m fine…don’t worry.” She said,
laying her head back against my chest, seeming to wish our embrace
to last a while longer. “I wish you’d tell me when things are
bothering you.” I said, pouting a little. She was quiet for a few
moments, then separated from me, looking deep into my eyes. “It’s
my father. He’s been more…I don’t know…angry I guess…more
unpredictable…it scares me sometimes.” “He didn’t hurt you?” I
asked urgently. “No.” She said, looking down at the ground, sad.
“Its sister…I’m afraid for her.” “He hit her?” “No…its not
that…it’s just a feeling I have…but she won’t say anything…she says
everything’s ok…but I don’t believe her…I think she just doesn’t
want to worry me.” “Hmmm.” Was all I could offer, afraid to delve
into such delicate matters for fear of saying something that might
worry her more. “I can see things too you know…I understand
things.” She said, as if to solicite from me a respect for a
worldly savvy both she and I knew she did not possess. It was the
price she paid for the purity of her soul, one that left her
vulnerable and exposed to the crassness of the rest of us, none
nearly so blessed as she. “It’s ok Molly. Do what she asks…don’t
worry until she tells you there’s something to worry about…have you
talked to Pauly?” “No…not yet…but I was going to…as soon as I see
him.” “Good…he’ll probly know what’s happenin.” I said in a
confident manner. She looked up at me and smiled, relieved it
seemed in that prospect. “Frankie? …Paula’s downtown…I wanted to go
with her to visit Spider…could we?” “Yeah, sure…when do you wanna
go?” “She’s waiting there now…is that ok?” “Sure…lets go. We then
turned and walked off down the path to the park and then toward
town. When we reached main street, the clouds broke up quickly and
the sun came out. It seemed more like spring than late fall, so
warm that we took off our jackets and tied them around our wastes.
Our moods, greatly affected for the better, Molly began to skip a
little as she held my hand, excited to be together on what was
turning out to be a rather nice day.

We continued down to the drug store to find
Bobby and Pauly manning their post, unusual for a Saturday. Pauly,
leaning back in the bench, his right arm on the back, smiled as we
approached. Bobby also watching leaned over, his elbows on his
knees. “Hey Molly.” Pauly said, deliberately saying nothing to me.
“Hey Pauly.” I said in an exaggerated tone, glaring at him to make
the point. He smirked and nudged Bobby who had said nothing but
smiled at us both. “Hi Pauly…hi Bobby.” Molly said in her usual,
almost musical manner. “Where you guys goin?” Bobby asked. “To
visit Spider…have you seen Paula?” “Yeah…she’s in the salon…with
Matty…be back in a minute.” Molly looked to the store and then
back. “Thanks.” “Pauly?…can I talk to you ?” Molly asked, looking
suddenly a little worried as the nature of her question re-entered
her awareness. His expression became immediately serious as he rose
to his feet and gestured for her to move down the sidewalk a little
for privacy. I watched as she told him of her worries, his eyes
never leaving hers, his smile one of understanding, one saved for
her alone. When she finished, he said something in a very gentle
manner and stroked her hair. She nodded and leaned up to kiss him
on the cheek, then turned and came back to me. We stood and talked
to Pauly and Bobby for a few minutes until Paula came to join us.
She walked up to Molly and took her hand. “Hi baby.” She said,
touching her cheek. “Hi Frankie.” “Hey Paula.” I said, pleased to
see her and inspired by the recent dinner at my house to spend even
a few minutes together. She had always been a curiosity to me,
unique like Molly but in her own way. “Sister?…” Molly asked
pleadingly. Paula turned to her with a gentle expression and smile
that conveyed the deepest affection. “Could we come with you to see
Spider?” “Sure sweetie…but let’s go now, ok?” Molly smiled and
looked at me as she and Paula started for the chief’s office, each
of us turning to say goodbye to Pauly and Bobby as we moved past
the bench. I fell back a little, watching them walking together
talking, still holding hands, two sisters so close that I wondered
how they might manage should one or the other marry and move
away.

We were met inside the chief’s office by Mrs.
Rearson who, after indulging her extreme pleasure at being in the
presence of both Maddox girls, instructed us to take a seat in the
chief’s office, which we did, feeling by then a little less gleeful
as the understanding of Spider’s situation re-asserted itself in
our minds. Spider was in jail for murder. It would not be such an
easy circumstance to resolve. The chief came in and like Mrs.
Reason, also savoured having the two sisters together in his office
at once. It became quickly apparent that his affection for them
both was deeper than I would have otherwise thought. I wondered
then about Mrs. Maddox, as to whether there might be something
secretly between them. It was just a feeling, but one that seem to
hover above the affects of the conversation and gestures which were
exchanged between them. “So what can I do for you kids?” “I’d…I’d
like to see Spider…please… we won’t be long.” Paula said. “Well of
course honey…come on…he’s back here.” He lead the way out of his
office to the back of the lobby. “Margaret.” He said with an odd
expression as we passed by Mrs. Rearson’s desk. I turned for a
moment back to see her pick up the phone in a suspicious manner,
whisper something quickly and replace the handset. Calculating some
subterfuge on the part of her and the chief, I resolved to be
especially observant when we got to where Spider was being
detained.

We moved through a door and then down a
flight of stairs to the basement where a second, high security door
was locked. The chief inserted a huge key and opened it to reveal
an open space off to the left of a straight corridor on the right
side of which were three small cells. In the open space was a
lounge chair and a table on which were motorcycle and car magazines
haphazardly stacked, several books and a transistor radio. A few
crumbs from some kind of pastry were scattered on the floor near
the chair.

We walked back toward the cells to see Spider
standing at the bars, smiling at Paula. “Chief?” He said, his tone
one of excitement. “Spider!” The chief said scornfully. Spider’s
expression became one of frustration. Paula walked to the cell door
and they embraced as best they could through the bars, kissing for
several moments. When they stopped, the chief said…”I’ll be
upstairs…take as long as you want.” Spider turned to Molly and me
and said hello, still holding Paula’s hands, a contact for which he
had obviously been longing desperately. “It won’t be long
baby…nothing ta worry about.” He said to her. She smiled sadly and
touched his cheek. “I’m scared Spider.” “Now come on…what’d I tell
ya?… everything’s gonna be cool…trust me.” Molly walked up to stand
with Paula, looking up at Spider with sympathetic eyes.
“Spider?…I…” She bowed her head in embarrassment. “Molly” Spider
said reassuringly with a smile. “You know I could never do what
they’re saying.” She looked deep into his eyes, wanting so badly to
believe him, hoping to find some way to reconcile the events which
were of the kind so confusing to her, so beyond her ability to
comprehend. She smiled but failed to hide her frustration.

After talking for a while, Molly told Paula
we would leave them alone so that they could have some privacy. As
the two hugged, Paula whispered something to Molly, who nodded in
agreement. We then left, saying goodbye the chief on the way out.
Molly was quiet until we got to the middle on main street.
“Frankie…how could anyone do something like that?…Spider…he was
always so sweet…do you think? …Frankie, do you think he did it?”
She said, her tone sad and one of great frustration. “I hate to see
him locked up like that…sitting in that cell all day…day after
day.” “He’s not Molly.” I interrupted, smiling. “What do you
mean?…he’s not?” “He’s not locked up every day….probably not at
all.” “But…how do you know?” “Molly…didn’t you see that table and
chair off to the side...and the books and magazines? …the crumbs on
the floor?” She stopped walking and turned to look up at me.
“Molly…he’s not stayin in the cell…’cept maybe ta sleep.” “But…”
“Didn’t ya see the cell door?…it wasn’t locked.” I said chuckling a
little. “But how could you tell?” “You could see the door stickin
out…’bout a quarter of an inch…it wasn’t closed all the way.” She
began to smile. “The door doesn’t latch unless its closed all the
way…chief knows he didn’t do it…he’d never let’im outta the cell if
he thought he did.” I said with conviction. She brought her hands
to her chest, fidgeting with her fingers. “So he is innocent?”
“That’s what I figure, ’sides….that’s what Pauly says.” “Yes…yes,
he does think that.” She said, her voice fading to a whisper as she
turned and started again for the other side of main street. “But
somethin heavy’s goin on.” I mumbled, turning to see the chief
drive off toward the bypass with Paula in the front passenger seat
of the squad car. “That’s weird.” I said. “He’s probably taking her
to see Herc.” “Paula’ll go to be with Herc by herself?” She turned
and looked at me surprised. “Frankie…you still don’t understand.”
She said giggling. As we walked, she took my hand, looked up at me
and smiled, now happy with the prospect of Spider’s innocence. We
arrived at the bench in front of the drug store and sat, talking
and laughing, deciding what we might do with our day. As always, we
were continually interrupted by people who stopped to say hello to
Molly or to talk with her for a few moments, a reality of being in
her company about which I began to feel a little less
resentful.

Just as we were about to get up and head for
the diner, we heard the rumbling of engines, first at a distance
but approaching fast. The sound was unmistakable. We turned to see
five motorcycles approaching in tight formation, their riders huge,
imposing men, human billboards of tattoos of every kind and colour,
chains and leather adorning their cloths, their jackets advertising
their club as the “Pagans”. The shoppers took note quickly of the
threat and the sidewalk emptied, all instructing me to get Molly to
someplace safe. We found ourselves almost alone, accompanied only
by a few die hard spectators, most having taken up stations across
the street. I supposed that such a visit was unusual, given Herc’s
reluctance to come to town with his gang, and in the reluctance of
other gangs, in fear of inciting his displeasure. “This isn’t
good.” I said, never taking my eyes off of the approaching threat.
Finally I turned to Molly. “Get inside with Mr. Telesco…don’t come
out until they’re gone. “Frankie?…” She began. “Molly…now!…get
inside before they see you.” She rose quickly and walked into the
drug store. The riders slowed as they saw me, pulling up to park at
the sidewalk in the only two empty spaces along the street, right
in front of where I was sitting. In unison, with a flare that
seemed almost practiced, they came to a stop, extended their
kickstands, let their bikes come to rest on them and then shut off
their engines. The sudden silence was as imposing as the
contrasting throb of their exhaust which had announced their
arrival. It was a very particular sound, designed to overwhelm all
else which might engage one’s awareness, intended to project some
understanding of the power the riders. They all leaned back in
their seats, staring at me with smug expressions. The biggest one,
obviously, the leader, smirked at me. “What’s your name little
man?” “Frankie.” I said, deliberately taking a few moments to
answer. He rested his left foot on the highway peg of his bike.
“Frankie huh?…Frankie what?” He asked, lighting a cigarette and
flicking the match at me. “Holloway.” I said, with the slightest
tone of defiance, though scared out of my wits. He looked at the
man sitting immediately to his right and smiled, then back at me.
“Little smart ass, ain’t ya?” I just stared back at him, worried
that he would get off of his bike, knowing well that these were men
who would be stopped by no sense of necessary limits to the
exercise of their anger and who were capable of inflicting quickly,
great harm with little effort. “What’ya want?” I heard myself ask,
unaware of any intention I had to speak beyond what I had already
said for fear of the consequences. “Where’s the little blonde
chick?” My expression to one of terror at the prospect of his
interest in her. Reading this signal of my state of mind, he
laughed and got off of his bike and started toward me. Common sense
and the level of fear I felt at the prospect of the kind of beating
such a man might deliver with little or no provocation both
demanded that I run. But my desire to mislead him as to her
whereabouts and my wish to maintain a self image possessive of some
measure of a quality of bravery inspired to me stay. Foolishly, I
had calculated that he would do nothing too extraordinary in the
middle of town in broad daylight, but apparently it was just for
such displays of power that men like him acted.

He stopped and stood directly in front of me,
a man of at least twice my body mass, literally a wall of muscle,
an apt vehicle for the transport of a mind which sought only to
inflict a will focused on the discomfort and exploitation of
others. “Well? He said smirking at the display of fear I was unable
to hide from him. When I didn’t answer, he turned and nodded at the
one of his gang parked closest to a car parked at the sidewalk. He
withdrew a pipe from the side of his bike and smashed the driver
window. The leader then turned back to me. “Next one’s your
head…now where’s the girl?” “What girl?” I answered, stuttering in
fear. “The little blonde chick you were with when we drove up…we
saw ya man…now where is she?” He demanded, grabbing my by the
shirt. They all began to laugh as I stumbled through some
explanation of how she had run home through the woods behind the
center of town. The leader then grabbed me by the throat and picked
me up off the ground. ”Aint gonna ask again.” He growled. When I
didn’t answer for my inability to breath, he threw me over the
bench and against the drug store window, which split in half on a
diagonal, the bottom section falling to the sidewalk, shattering
into hundreds of knife sized, razor sharp chards. With the breath
knocked from me, I stood gasping for air, holding my hand out at
arm’s length in a gesture begging him to do nothing more.

As he laughed and took a step toward me, no
doubt to continue what he had begun, he turned to his gang and
said…”Trash the place boys.” They all hopped off of their bikes and
began to smash the windows of the cars which were parked to either
side of them. Two then moved quickly to the store windows next to
the drug store, throwing the contents of the window displays onto
the side walk and onto the parked cars. I had never seen so much
damage done so quickly and with such enthusiasm. More frightened
than I have ever been in my life, I decided to hit the leader as
hard as I could, there being nothing much to lose at that point. As
he bent down to grab me, I readied myself, his smirk announcing
with great clarity, his intentions. Just as he began to reach for
me, Mr. Telesco appeared from the door of the store and stood,
looking first at me and then my attacker. “That’s enough!” He
shouted. The gang members stopped, frozen in place like statues,
astonished that anyone would have the nerve to challenge them, let
alone one man. Their expressions were so odd given their character
and the circumstances that I almost felt the urge to laugh. The
leader looked back and forth twice between his gang and Mr.
Telesco, finally breaking into laughter. “What’re you gonna do
pops?” He scowled, walking up to Mr. Telesco, standing just inches
away. The others quickly took up formation around their leader.
“Think your some kinda bad ass?” Mr. Telesco said in an extremely
mocking tone. Shocked by the unexpected change in what I thought
his nature, especially in the face of such odds, I stood, frozen in
suspense, not yet aware of the blood running down my back from the
gash caused by the fracturing drug store window. The leader,
astonished by Mr. Telesco’s bravery turned to look at each of his
gang then back. “You something else old man…but we’re here on a
purpose…n’ we gonna trash this dump you don’t tell me where the
blonde chick is…you dig?” Mr. Telesco just smiled, which surprised
the leader even more, causing him to glare back with what appeared
to be a kind of cautious expression. It was not a look I thought he
would have sported often. He turned toward the chief’s office and
then back to Mr. Telesco. “What?...you waitin for the fat man ta
come save your ass?…he ain’t gonna do nothing man.” He said
sarcastically as they all laughed. “He’s…outta town.” Mr. Telesco
sighed, disgusted with the insistence of some on having to learn
the hard way. “Ok son…I feel I have the responsibility to warn
you…first, this is Herc’s town…and he’s not going to like
this…you’ll be answering to him soon enough…second…you’re dumber
than you look if you think I’d tell ya where the girl is…and
third…” Without warning, Mr. Telesco’s fist shot forward to strike
the leader’s throat with such speed that by the time I fully
comprehended the nature of the move, it had passed. When he
collapsed to his knees, Mr. Telesco kicked him in the groin,
withdrew his foot and swung in around in an arc, kicking him again
on the side of the face. He fell to the sidewalk with a loud thud
and a groan, his own body weight adding to the intensity of the
effect of the attack. Turning quickly then to the man to the right
of the leader, he leaned back to avoid a right cross thrown without
warning and with lightening quick left/right combination knocked
him to the ground as well. Then without looking to his other side,
he ducked beneath the swing of a pipe by the other Pagan within
reach. When in the crouched position, Mr. Telesco thrust his foot
into the man’s stomach causing him to double over. As he rose, with
his left hand he forced him to spin around and rise back into an
upright position, his right hand at once retrieving a switch blade
from his back pocket whose blade flung out and snapped into place
with a loud click just before being brought to the man’s neck.

It was a devilish looking thing, long and
sleek, with a hilt that folded out with the blade, a device clearly
not meant for use in some sport but rather for the purpose of
inflicting injury. The gang members left standing helped the leader
and their wounded companion from the sidewalk, tending to them both
until they had regained their awareness of the circumstances into
which they had been delivered, a most unexpected outcome. Mr.
Telesco stood waiting patiently, knowing it would not be over until
a final, unequivocal gesture had been made. These were not men to
back down over verbal threats alone. With his wits again about him,
the leader took a step forward toward Mr. Telesco. The others
followed maintaining their relative positions with respect to each
other. “Hey!…” Mr. Telesco shouted, then said quietly… ”You’re on
the edge.” They all stopped in place, standing motionless for a
moment. The leader then took one step slowly toward Mr. Telesco. A
smile grew on his face as he said calmly. ”I’ll gut’im like a pig.”
He said, turning the blade a little and shoving it into the man’s
throat just enough to draw blood, which ran down his neck in a
small stream. “You ain’t gonna do it pops…ain’t got the guts.” The
leader said as he stood, choking a little and holding his throat.
“Don’t kid yourself…made my bones a long time ago…do a slob like
you…or this one without a second thought…you can test drive that if
you want.” With a smirk, Mr. Telesco looked up at the man’s face
whom he was holding. “But I don’t think he’ll like it much.” He
chuckled sarcastically. The leader stood thinking for a moment then
mumbled a string of curses and took another step forward. Without a
moment’s hesitation, Mr. Telesco shoved the knife further into the
neck of his captive with an expression of anger and defiance, his
hand and arm in position to extend his stroke to the end of the
blade, which would penetrate into the man’s mouth. Amidst the
grunts and groans, Mr. Telesco pulled on the man’s arm, causing him
to rise up on his toes to avoid the pain. “Go on…do it…one more
step…” He said in an sterile calm, the intensity of the threat
broadcast in the very calm which was its antithesis. ”Animal…come
on man.” The man grunted. Animal just stared at them for a few
moments, then turned to his gang and said… “Ok…let’s blow this
dump.” Mr. Telesco pulled the knife from his neck and then shoved
his captive toward the rest of the gang. They all mounted their
bikes to leave, it seemed with as much anger as the pride with
which they had come. Just as the leader animal was rising to kick
start his bike, Mr. Telesco walked to stand in front of them all.
“You’re still going to have to answer to Herc for this.” Animal
spit on the ground in an insulting gesture then glared up at Mr.
Telesco. “We’ll be back pops…and you’ll all regret it…’specially
you.” He said, the last few words overwhelmed by the roar of the
bikes as they were started in unison. Mr.Telesco just stood there
watching as they rode away, apparently completely unaffected by the
experience. As the sound of their engines faded, I stood, trying to
imagine what kind of trouble we had gotten ourselves into this time
and how we might extricate ourselves. Mr. Telesco turned me around
and examined my back. “Is it bad?” I asked, worried, though I felt
little pain. “Nnnno…its not deep…probably bleed a lot thought…you
need to get home and have your mother take care of that.”
“Frankie?” I turned to see Molly standing at the door to the drug
store, a worried look. “Are you hurt?” she said, moving quickly to
me to look at my wound. “Nah…its nothing.” “Oh no…Frankie!…so much
blood.” She said, urgently moving my shirt about to try to find the
source. “T’s nothin Molly…ain’t half the beatin I got from Cobb.” I
said chuckling nervously. “Oh no…what do we do now?” She began,
overwhelmed by the prospect of our new dilemma. “What?…what did
they want?” She pleaded, looking up at Mr. Telesco. He thought for
a moment before answering. “You, it seems.” He said quietly,
looking down the road, wondering what might have inspired their
search for her. Her eyes closed as she tried to assimilate the
implications of his answer. “But why? …I don’t know any of those
men.” Shaking his head slightly he said…“I’m not sure why…I think
they just happened to see you when they rode up…but don’t worry
sweetie, whatever it is…they’ll never get near you.” “But…how?…they
said they were coming back?” She pleaded her voice shaking. “Well…
they’re going to have to deal with Herc now.” He said, with his
left hand, drawing her to him, his smile designed to put her at
ease. She put her arms around his waist and hugged him. “Thank
you…thank you so much…I’m so scared.” “T’s ok honey.” He said,
stroking her hair. “Now, go on inside and get some bandages from
behind the counter…on the right of the cash register…and fix up Mr.
Holloway here… ok?” She smiled nervously and ran inside to fetch
the bandages. She returned quickly and began to dress my wound.
Just as she finished, she hugged and kissed me more firmly than
ever before, then leaned back to look in my eyes with a seriousness
I didn’t expect. “Frankie…I don’t know how I can ever thank
you…again…I love you so much…so much.” She said, hugging me again.
“Molly…I…I…” I stumbled, She leaned away and put her finger to my
lips, smiled then kissed me again.

Just then, in the distance, we again heard
the sound of a motor cycles. “Oh no.” Molly cried, as I wheeled
around to see if they were coming back. Mr. Telesco smiled. “T’s
ok…its Herc.” He said in a calm tone, satisfied I thought with the
inevitability of what was to come, though Herc’s response would
likely be well in excess of what he might himself feel appropriate.
“How the hell’d he find out so fast?” He said to himself. We all
stood watching as Herc and Dave, one of his gang, rode slowly down
main street, pulling up to the sidewalk in front of us. Some of the
townspeople began to return, watching them with some suspicion but
also with a left handed kind of pride. Though afraid of him, he was
theirs, or they were his, that being as unclear as it was
unimportant a distinction at such times. All they knew for certain
is that his being there would ensure that no other of his kind,
those unknown quantities, would be free to threaten the peace of
their town.

When they had pulled up and shut down in the
same parking spaces, Herc leaned back in his seat and looked up at
us, his expression one of a serious man with a serious complaint.
His disgust was evident yet unpronounced in any particular manner
of expression. Dave stared at us blankly, one foot still on the
foot peg of the bike, the other on the ground, as if ready to
charge off on command, a soldier in a civilian army under Herc’s
authority to fight not the establishment but rather those who might
disturb that little piece of it they considered their own. Herc got
off the bike and walked slowly up to stand in front of us, scanning
the broken windows of the store fronts, the broken glass on the
sidewalk and the store items strewn about. He turned me around to
examine my injuries, then looking at Mr. Telesco he asked…”Pagans?”
“Yeah… five of them.” ”When they leave?” “Just a few minutes ago.”
Mr. Telesco said, pointing. “That way.” A car engine starting in
the distance broke the relative quiet of the background. Everyone
turned in the direction of the sound as the vehicle sped away, but
could see nothing, it having been parked too far down the street.
Herc looked down for a moment as if thinking, then turned to Mr.
Telesco with an inquisitive expression, wondering I suppose if he
shared the same concerns, whatever they were. “What’d they want?”
Herc asked, looking around at me and Molly. Mr. Telesco took a step
toward Herc, who looked to the ground, his ear at the ready, that
he might be able to hear Mr. Telesco’s words clearly, understanding
that he wanted to speak quietly that Molly and I would not.
Standing close Mr. Telesco whispered…” They asked for
Molly…probably saw her when they rode up…maybe they were just
looking for trouble…the kids were here and well…you know.” At that
Herc looked up at him then turned away to face the direction by
which they had left. ”Animal knows better than ta come here…doesn’t
figure… there’s something more.” “He’s trying to provoke you?”
“Nah…this aint about me…if it was just turf… he’d come at me
straight on…there’s somethin else.” They both stared at each other
for a few moments then Herc shrugged, dispensing with his concern
for the moment, turning to look at Molly. “Ok princess?” He asked,
touching Molly’s cheek. She smiled at him and
said…”Yes…thanks…Frankie made me go inside.” He then turned to me.
“Trying ta get your ass kicked by everyone in the county eh
Frankie?” We both chuckled a little then he turned back to Mr.
Telesco. “So ya had a tumble with’em?” Mr. Telesco ignored the
question and asked…”What are you going to do Herc?” Herc glared at
him, his head tilted back slightly, emphasizing the severity with
which he considered the transgression and thus the necessity of the
retribution he would bring to them. The two then turned to us. Mr.
Telesco said…”Molly…I think you’d better stay in town for a
while…the park…down town here…no walking on the farm roads or going
out past the bypass without a ride from someone, ok?” She looked at
me then back to them with a worried expression. “I’m afraid…are
those men going to get us?” She said in a frightened voice. “No.”
Herc said flatly, then turned and walked back to his bike. The two
started their engines and lifted the bikes from their the kick
stands. Before backing out to leave, Herc said something to Dave we
could not make out, the sound of the engines overwhelming all else.
The two then pulled away and rode down the street the way they had
come. “Mr. Telesco?” Molly asked. He turned to her. “What is Herc
going to do?” “Don’t know sweetie…come on kids…lets get you
home.”

When we got to my house he decided to come
inside to talk to mom to make sure that she didn’t blow the event
out of proportion, a practice to which she was inclined. Naturally,
she was visibly shaken by the sight of all the blood on my shirt
and the blood stains on Molly’s hands from having applied the
bandages, reacting hysterically at first, it being the third time I
had come home injured. After a few minutes Mr. Telesco managed to
help her regain her calm, if mom could ever be said to be capable
of such an emotional state. He then explained the event in all its
intricacies and implications. After he had finished his assessment
of the situation, I noticed an odd change in her demeanor which
displaced completely the behavior to be expected on such an
occasion. It was not unlike, though greater in measure, that state
of mind she had displayed that day when I found her in the living
room, starring quietly at Iggy, contemplating his coiffure. She
became surprisingly, and by that, disturbingly calm, a reaction
which I knew I would with some urgency have to report having
witnessed to dad who would, I hoped, know what to do. Mr. Telesco,
having decided in his ignorance of mom’s proclivities, that she was
by then handling the situation well, left, leaving Molly with us to
bring home later. I suppose he felt that he could not approach Mrs.
Maddox because of Archie and would leave that to Molly. I changed,
cleaned up and came downstairs to join Molly on the couch in the
living room. Mom fed us and let us watch some TV, which was
generally allowed only on scheduled nights with the family. Dad
came home and after a lengthy discussion with mom just out of our
ear shot, got on the phone and spoke to the chief, Mr. Telesco and
Mrs. Maddox. Because of the degree to which they were making an
issue of the event, we both became progressively more alarmed,
especially when the chief showed up at the door wanting to talk to
us both. Dad led him into the room, turned off the TV and sat down
with him in each of the two arm chairs across from the couch where
we were sitting. “Hi Molly.” The chief said smiling.
“Frankie…well…it seems we’ve had another…adventure.” He continued
after searching for the proper word. We chuckled a little.
“Frankie, can you tell me exactly what they said?…don’t leave out
anything.” I nodded, looking at Molly then back at dad who smiled
reassuringly. I gave a detailed account of what had happened,
taking great pleasure in recounting Mr. Telesco’s role in the
event, especially his having stood up to Animal, the leader. The
chief smiled and glanced at dad, then looked back to me. ”What’d he
say?” “It was great…he told him that he’d better stop…but the guy
didn’t listen…he called him pops and walked up to him with all his
guys behind him…he told him he wanted Molly but Mr. Telesco said no
way he was telling him where she was, then he hit’im in the throat
and kicked him a couple a times, then beat up two of the others,
but he made one stand up and put a knife to his neck and told the
other guys to stop…so they did…the guys neck was bleeding an
everything…so they all got back on their bikes to leave…then he
said…they were gonna have ta answer ta Herc…ya know…for comin inta
town…then they left…pretty mad.” The chief leaned back in his chair
and sighed and said…“Herc.” Dad leaned back as well and put his
hand to his chin thinking. “What do you think he’ll do?” “Don’t
know…this sorta thing won’t sit well with’im…those boys are pretty
serious about territory…that sort a thing…besides…this Animal…if he
threatened…” He said, nodding at Molly. Dad turned to look at us
but said nothing. The chief looked back at Molly and me and
said…“Frankie…Molly…you two stay in town…keep your ears open…you
hear bike engines or a car…any car you don’t know…you be
ready…ready to run…understand?” “Yes sir.” We said in unison. The
chief then stood with dad and the two walked to the door, passing
mom who stood by the archway to the living room, a lack of urgency
too out of character for her in such circumstances. As they passed,
dad looked at her curiously, when she smiled back in response,
which probably worried him all the more. As dad and the chief
talked on the front porch, I wondered where Pauly was. I wondered
what he knew and what he would do. Mom stood motionless, staring at
the front door, then turned to look at Molly and me for several
moments with an odd, blank expression. When I asked her what was
wrong she didn’t answer but turned and disappeared into the
kitchen. I didn’t know what to think at that point but I was
worried for her. We were being drawn further and further into
something beyond our understanding. Cedarville’s intrigues were
taking their toll.

Later, after spending the rest of the day
inside and in our yard, dad and I brought Molly home, as usual,
waiting a hundred feet from the house until she went inside and the
light came on in her room. We then went home to dinner in which mom
was unusually quiet, nodding and speaking only in response to the
questions asked, though with a smile and cheery demeanor. She was
conjuring some plan I was certain, a conviction which dad shared,
if his expressions were any indication. Whatever insanity it was in
which she might engage, dad would be ready. The next day at mass, a
day as nice as the one before, Mrs. Maddox wasted no time talking
in the courtyard as was the ritual. She and the girls left
immediately, though I did get to say hello as mass ended and we
were walking outside. As I watched her turn the corner for the
parking lot, by the end of the row of trees along the front
courtyard, I heard a familiar voice. “Ever get beat up this much in
the city?” I turned to see Pauly smirking at me. “No!” I said
emphatically, frustrated by the realization that this small town
life seemed a lot tougher than that I had lived in Detroit. “Well…I
wouldn’t worry bout it too much…least not those guys.” He said as
we both took a seat on the bench along the row of trees. “Why not?”
I asked but he just smiled. “Herc?” I said, but he ignored the
question. “I was right about ya Frankie…hard ta be right about most
people…only a few that you can know…very few…like Molly…but…the
rest…” He said not finishing, looking around the courtyard. “What
should I do Pauly?” I asked with a sincerity I had never displayed
to him before, being genuinely afraid for her at that moment. “Your
best man…do your best” “But…” “Just be careful…strange cars… the
sound of bikes coming…or going…anybody ya don’t know…keep ta town.”
He said, leaning his elbows on his knees and looking at the ground
thinking. “There’s something else…somebody else…the Pagans…they
were just the gofers.” “Who?…I mean…there’s nobody that has
anything… any…” I stumbled. Before I could find the words, he said
calmly…” The white van.” I leaned back in the bench and sighed. “Oh
man…”I said exhausted by the intrigue. “First Cobb, now this.”
“Heh!...you’ll look back on it and think it was fun.” “Easy for you
ta say…you didn’t get your ass kicked three times.” His smile
disappeared. “Keep her safe Frankie…t’s all that matters.” His tone
quiet and serious. “You know I will.”I said reassuringly, then
leaned back in the bench and sighed. “I don’t care about anything
else Pauly.” “I know.” We sat silently for a few moments, watching
the crowd of parishioners milling around and chatting in ever
changing groups. “Where’s your old man?” I asked, never having
known him to miss mass. “Had to deliver something somewhere in
Madison…some emergency. “Said he’d be back later today.” I leaned
back in the bench and thought quietly for a few moments, when
struck by a disturbing possibility. “Pauly?” “Yeah?” He said,
turning to look at me. “You don’t think…?” “Yeah, prably.” He said
before I could finish. “But he thought it was real…couldn’t take
the chance it wasn’t.” The chief then appeared from the crowd and
walked slowly toward us, greeting one or two people along the way.
He arrived at the bench and took his usual stance with his hand
supporting his right arm on the butt of his gun. “Boys.” “Hey
chief.” We said in unison. He sighed before speaking, trying to
think of how to say what he intended. “Pauly…need you to come with
me…its your dad.” Pauly stared up at him, expressionless as always,
saying nothing. “He’s gonna be ok…but he’s busted up pretty bad.” I
sat, my mouth opened, too shocked to speak. “How many?” Pauly asked
dryly. “Six…he took down two…but…” Pauly stood then turned to look
at me. “Remember…stay sharp.” “Don’t worry.” I said reassuringly.
“Pauly?” I began to ask, but he had started to walk away with the
chief and didn’t turn back to acknowledge me. Just then dad
appeared from the crowd, stopped and talked to them both, then
parted and came toward me. “Frankie…Bill Telesco was attacked this
morning…come on…we’re going to the hospital.” I jumped up and
followed him to the car where mom and sis were already waiting. We
drove off quickly, dad appearing to be very tense, which was unlike
him even when under pressure. “Dad?” “Yes?” “Was it the Pagans?” He
didn’t answer for a few moments then said…”Yes.” I watched as mom
remained still, staring out of the windshield. “What do we do?” I
asked, as if there were some means available to us to visit some
revenge on such a group. “Don’t need to do anything…its already
been done.” Confused, I thought for a moment. “Dad?” “Herc and some
of his gang showed up…just as it was happening.” I sat waiting for
him to finish but he didn’t. “And?” I asked emphatically. Again, he
didn’t answer right away. “Its bad Frankie…I’d rather not get into
it right now ok?” “Sure dad.”

We all remained quiet for the rest of the
trip to the hospital. As we walked into the lobby, he told sis and
me to wait while he and mom went up to the room. We sat for almost
an hour with nothing available for entertainment but a stack of out
of date, boring magazines, obviously the discards from the homes of
someone who worked there. Eventually, a procession of people we
knew from town passed by on their way out, all having come to
discover Mr. Telesco’s condition.

Finally dad and mom returned with expressions
not at all encouraging. “Come on.” Dad snapped. Sis and I jumped up
and followed them out to the car. “Dad?” “Not now Frankie.” We all
rode back home in silence, depressed and worried with no outlet for
our frustrations. For the rest of the day dad remained in the
living room diligently working on documents relating to the sale of
his invention, trying I thought to keep his mind occupied to avoid
thinking about what had happened and the inevitability of our
involvement. His quiet deliberateness established the mood within
the house for both the day and the night as one of separation and
quiet. Mom accommodated and engaged him only to supply him with
coffee and snacks as he worked. That night dad was on the phone all
during dinner talking to the chief, Mrs. Telesco and someone I
thought was Herc. Mom sent us up to bed early. I fell asleep that
night more afraid of what I didn’t know than I had ever been of
what I knew I had to face with Cobb.

 


 


~~~The Chase~~~

 


The next week passed with a sense of urgency
as expectations of continuing violence between the Charter Oaks and
the Pagans were realized in the extreme on three occasion, though
none took place near town. The tension in Cedarville was palatable,
affecting every exchange between neighbors and every local event.
It seemed that a clash within town limits between the two warrior
factions would eventually, inevitably come and there was nothing to
be served by pretending otherwise. In each battle, Herc and his
gang prevailed, but it seemed that they only succeeded in provoking
yet another retaliation. No one seemed to have any idea as to the
means to a final resolution of such a confrontation, but I knew
that Herc was relentless and knew no limit to the length he would
go once provoked. The leader of that chapter of the Pagans, had
begun something he could not finish, for men like Herc make the
mental purchase early in life that they might die in a righteous
conflict and thus know no end or boundary to the need or means to
re-impose a moral imperative once violated. Animal had awakened the
sleeping dragon.

Little by little we heard accounts of the
rumbles, as they were called, the numbers of combatants dwindling
on both sides with each counter move of one against the other. Soon
there would be no one left to fight I thought, forcing an end to
the whole thing. But it never occurred to me that there were other
chapters of both gangs, the members of which would be only too
happy to visit our area and aid in what they considered an
enterprise of honour. By Friday, I felt exhausted, having spent the
week stealing moments at a time with Molly, always worried and
wanting more. When Saturday morning came, all I could think of was
that we might spend our day together at the pond, a haven of which
no one except those in town knew. I left the house having had to
endure from dad no less than twenty minutes of continuous advise
and warnings as to how to avoid danger. I thought it strange that
mom had had so little to say, which was disturbingly odd for her,
but attributed it to some feminine chemical peculiarity, that being
a phenomenon of which I had learned recently in my dealings with
girls at school, the beginnings of sis’ metamorphosis and dad’s
explanation of the cause in part of moms’ roller coaster
personality.

When I got to the pond Molly was standing by
the log, looking down the path, waiting for me to arrive. As I left
the path into the clearing. She smiled nervously, fidgeting with
her fingers. “Frankie…” She said anxiously yet relieved that I was
there. I rushed to her and slipped my arms around her waist,
drawing her near. She threw her arms around my neck and held me
tightly for several moments, her warm breath bathing my neck.
“Frankie…I’m so scared.” She whispered, then leaned back to look
into my eyes. “Why is someone always trying to hurt us?…I just want
to be with you…to be together…why can’t they all just leave us
alone?” “I don’t know…but I promise you Molly…we’ll have our time
together soon… no one will ever hurt you…I promise…I swear it to
you.” She smiled and buried her face in my neck again, causing me
to shiver in the delight of it.

After a while we left the pond for the
railroad station, then walked along the tracks for about a half
mile, each balancing on a rail as we talked about everything under
the sun. We both began to feel less urgent about where we might go
and decided to walk into town. As we made our way toward the drug
store, we were stopped repeatedly by the shop owners and shoppers
and admonished to stay out of town. Molly of course was the object
of their concern, some even chastising me for placing her in danger
a second time. When we reached the bench we found Pauly and Bobby
leaning back in their seats, staring across the street at two men
they apparently found to be out of place. “Hey.” I said. The two
turned to see us. “Hi Pauly…hi Bobby.” Molly said in her usual
cheerful manner. When Pauly saw her he smiled, stood and waited for
us to reach them. She moved to stand directly in front of him,
looking up with a smile, he looking down at her. “Hi .” He
whispered. She put her arms around his neck while he put his around
her waist, pulling her close. They hugged for several moments,
Pauly rocking her slowly from side to side. I watched, mesmerized,
having seen them express their affection physically only once
before. Pauly looked at me and smirked a little. “Mind if I borrow
your girl for a sec?” I smiled. “Just for a sec.” To this day I can
remember an odd twinge of jealousy, devoid of any fear or sense of
a trespass committed, but rather one born of my lack of
understanding of the true nature of their relationship. They shared
something with each other as deep as that which she and I did,
though very different. It felt unfair in a way. In all the time I
had known him, I cannot remember ever being witness to another
occasion where Pauly was lost in such a flood of emotion. Holding
Molly in his arms, it seemed he was changed. The effect had
penetrated his armor, that by which he hid all that he was from the
world. “Where you guys goin?” Bobby asked. “The diner I guess.” I
answered, having just thought of the option. Molly slowly parted
from Pauly, smiling and looking into his eyes with affection, then
returned to me, taking hold of my arm with both hands, indicating
agreement with the plan. So we said our goodbyes and set off.

As we talked, as we always did about just
about everything one might expect of those of our age, I realized
that something had changed. There was something different. We were
becoming as concerned with the reasons or motivation behind our
dreams and desires as with their implications. It was sign of
growing up I thought in flattery of myself, though I expected as
much from Molly. We were becoming more philosophical, which was
necessary in a way for one to properly navigate the effects of the
events of that era.

Soon the diner came into view, about a mile
down the road. “Frankie?…do you think its right to go to the war…if
you’re drafted I mean…even if you don’t think it’s a good war?”
“Well…I gotta go…they’ll put me in jail if I don’t.” “Some of those
boys go to Canada…I mean…there’s nothing wrong with that is
there?...if they think its wrong?” I thought for a moment. “Hell I
don’t know Molly…my dad said the reasons for the war are good but
the way they’re runnin it isn’t…he says Johnson’s and that McNamara
guy are idiots…and that a lot of our guys are dying for nothing…I
mean…so I gotta go and kill people or maybe get killed for that?”
She looked up at me as we walked, holding onto my arm more tightly.
“Its not fair...I don’t think that’s right…they’re making you do
things…things you can’t justify…things you will probably have
trouble living with.” “I know…I guess that’s what happened to
Herc.” She looked up at me a little confused. “Ya know…why he’s so
quiet and so…well…you know.” “Yes…I guess he did things …he
changed…he’s not the same as he was…I guess the war changes
everybody.” She said, trying to deal with her frustration. “The
only thing that worries me Molly…is you…the possibility of never
seeing you again…if something happened to me…that’s what scares
me…that’s what I’m afraid of the most.” She leaned her head against
my shoulder in a gesture of affection and we walked the rest of the
way to the diner in silence. It was a beautiful afternoon. The sun
was out and the air smelled clean and new, more like spring than
fall. We looked around almost expecting to see the signs of the new
year, and though the trees and the sun’s proximity to the horizon
betrayed the reality of the season, we felt an excitement just the
same.

When we reached the parking lot, we heard the
roar of several motorcycles coming toward us from the north on the
bypass from a distance sufficient to render them invisible. We
turned toward the sound and waited until three of the iron horses
raced past us with the chief’s car about a hundred feet behind, its
light flashing and its sirens blaring. As quickly as they had come,
they were gone, with only the fading sound of their engines
trailing behind in the wake of their passing. “Frankie?” Molly said
nervously. “Pagans… they were Pagans…this isn’t good.” We both
turned to look back up the road from which they had come, drawn to
it by the distant sound of more engines being exercised to their
limits. In seconds, four more Pagans raced by, following it
appeared, their comrades in arms. The chief was surrounded. “How’s
the chief gonna handle all them at once?” I said, worried and
confused. Molly said nothing but turned again to look up the
bypass.

A third time the sounds of engines announced
another group of riders approaching fast, ten motorcycles coming
quickly into view. Before I could mouth the words for Molly to run
inside, they had come close enough for us to recognize as Herc and
Dave and some of their gang. As they reached the intersection which
formed the far corner of the diner parking lot, without looking
back at his followers, Herc made three hand signals and pointed
down the road to town. Five of his gang then executed the corner
with noticeable finesse and raced off toward the town with urgent
purpose, while the rest continued on down the road the chief had
taken in pursuit of the Pagans. It was an inspiring sight to see
them all roaring down the road, rushing to see to the protection of
the town from those who had intruded upon it’s quiet and peace
without provocation. They were like two armies moving troops into
position, readying for battle. I felt proud at that moment, which
was odd I suppose, Herc and his gang being no angels, hardly model
citizens by the estimations of most in town. But they were ours and
the object of their ire deserved what was to come. As I turned to
look at Molly, I could see that she was glad that Herc had been
incited to act but not pleased about the violence she knew was
inevitable. Intending to stop where we were standing, Herc and Dave
locked up their back wheels, their bikes sliding sideways as they
came to a halt before us. The move was so sudden and sufficiently
violent that it startled Molly, causing her to move quickly back a
step.

As the sound of their engines fell to an
idle, and that of their companions faded along with the increase of
the distance between us, Herc leaned toward me to speak. “Get her
home…now.” “But what…” I stared, unwilling to finish because of the
look on his face at my questioning his advice. “Now Frankie!” He
insisted in a tone which threatened no toleration of disagreement.
“Yeah sure…thanks.” I said then, in a conciliatory tone. He just
grimaced at me, revved his engine twice quickly and the two
accelerated away at a pace which shocked the expectations, raising
their feet to the foot rests in a slow, graceful motion. We were
both so struck by what had just happened, we were unable to move
until they were completely out of sight. Then I took her hand and
started back toward town. “Come on…let’s get the hell out of here.”
“Frankie?…what’s going on?” She asked as we walked, falling a
little behind. “I think Herc and his gang are helping the chief.”
“So they’re fighting again?” “Yeah…a lot I think…we gotta get
home.” “Oh God...this is so scary.” “Don’t worry Molly.”

I forced her to move at a brisk pace, worried
that we might get caught alone in the open, realizing that I had
been foolish bringing her out to the diner. After all, the Pagans
had the Charter Oaks outnumbered and the chief was alone so the
odds were in their favour, discounting Herc of course. As we passed
the road to Suzie’s, I turned to look at her house when my eye
caught sight of a white van parked across the street, about three
hundred feet away under a tree. My heart began to pound as I
realized that somehow the Pagans and whomever was in the white van
were connected. “Damnit…Molly…I think we’re gonna have ta run.”
“What’s the matter?” She asked, the anxiety in her voice suggesting
an exhaustion from yet another event which seemed to have as its
focus, her destruction.

I turned away quickly then heard the sound of
an engine starting in the distance. Come on!” I said, pulling her
off the road toward the guardrail, the only barrier to the meadow
which followed the road on our right. We ran across the field as
fast as we could, looking back now and then to see the white van
shadowing us as it moved slowly along the road, seeming in no
hurry, as if our capture were inevitable, the lone occupant in the
driver seat only a shadow. “Frankie?…where are we going?” Molly
asked, gasping for breath. “Just keep running.” I ordered, as we
made it behind a huge outcropping of stone surrounded by several
trees, about five hundred feet from the road. We fell to the ground
in each other’s arms, lying still, trying to catch our breath.
After a few minutes, Molly lifted herself up on her side, looking
down at me with fear in her eyes. “Where are we going to go?” I
thought for a moment. “To find Pauly.” At that I could see some
relief in her expression and stood to survey the road for our
pursuer. “That’s strange.” “What?…what?” She said, anxious about
what I might say. “He’s gone.” I chuckled a little. “He’s
gone?…where would he go?…why didn’t he come after us?” She asked,
sounding a little frantic, more concerned with the mystery of an
unknown intention and method on the part of the white van’s
operator than of one overtly displayed to which we might react.
“Probly waitin somewhere…maybe in town.” I took her hand and we
started back for town, through the fields. We walked for most of
the way until the obstacle the river presented forced us back onto
the road. Like an infantryman in the hedgerows of France, I slowly
and carefully parted the bushes which blocked our access to the
road, along with the view of anyone who might be trying to find us
and looked in both directions for our pursuer. Finding the way
clear, I led Molly out of the field and we started again toward
town. I had decided that I would not bring her home until I’d found
Pauly. I wasn’t sure why, except that I had sensed that there was
more going on than was obvious and that she would not be safe
there. This, of course would mean failing to get her home before
nightfall, which was only a few hours away, and though it would
render any search for us all the more difficult, it would also
eliminate our ability to see trouble before it was upon us.

For what seemed forever, as we walked along
the side of the road, not a single car passed. The sun hung just
over the peaks of the mountains in the distance and the quiet of
the meadowlands which bordered the road on both sides was like an
ether which lay upon the fields and permeated every feeling,
sensation and awareness. Molly could see that I was scared and it
only served to frighten her all the more. The angry sound in the
distance of engines straining to convey their loads ever faster,
slowly displaced the quiet at its periphery, causing us both to
gasp as we realized that we were exposed, now too far from the path
which gave us access to the fields where neither the bikes nor the
white van could follow. The sound grew louder as the bikes came
into view. “Oh no Frankie!” Molly cried. “Come on!” I shouted,
pulling her along as I ran down the road as fast as I could, hoping
to find some means of escape.


In moments they drew close enough for us to
hear their laughter over the sounds of their engines, mocking us in
our fear and attempt to escape. I turned to see the faces of four
men, each with a sick excitement in his eyes, drunk with the
prospect of their plans for us. Terrified, I led her across the
road but then realized we had run onto the bridge over the river
which turned sharply at that point. They chased us with their
bikes, keeping their pace and distance in order to generate the
greatest measure of fear within us. Desperate and terrified, as we
reached the edge of the bridge I realized our only escape was to
jump into the river. It was cold but would give us access to the
field through which to escape. I knew that none of them would
follow, given the obvious investments they had in their bikes. Just
as I began to help Molly up onto wooden the guard rail, we heard
the sound of more bikes coming fast from the direction of town, but
it didn’t appear that our pursuers had noticed their approach. Just
as we were about to jump, one of the bikers raced passed and swung
a chain, narrowly missing us both as it slammed against one of the
wooden stanchions shattering a corner of it. “Not the girl you
moron!” The leader screamed, while the others laughed. I pulled
Molly as hard as I could down along the side of the bridge, forcing
her ahead of me, hoping that another strike would hit me and not
her. As our attacker passed us and came around for another turn,
the Pagans took note of the other riders, by then almost upon them.
“Charter Oaks!” He shouted, all of them then turning their bikes
away from us, preparing to meet their enemy head on. Molly and I
ran as fast as we could toward the end of the bridge where we might
find an escape through the fields. I forced her behind the bush at
the end so that she wouldn’t be witness to what was about to
happen, then turned to see the three Charter Oaks riders pass
through the ranks of the Pagans, swinging pipes and chains of their
own, one of them popping a wheelie just before colliding with one
of the Pagans, knocking him and his bike to the ground. The bike
caught fire which spread quickly to its rider’s leg. He jumped to
his feet, screaming as he struggled to put it out. Of the other
three, only one remained still standing, turning to face his
attackers alone, a pipe in his right hand and a knife in his left.
His companions struggled to get to their feet as the Herc’s men
dismounted and with a display of their weaponry for the sake of
instilling fear, began to walk toward them with a deliberate gate.
The Pagan who’s leg had been burned was out of commission on the
side of the road, the fire now out but the damage done. He lay
moaning in agony, unable to aid his companions, leaving their ranks
three to three. “Oh God Frankie…please make them stop…please.” “I
can’t baby…I…” I began to explain when the two groups clashed,
swinging pipes and knives, striking each other over and over. The
weight of the affect of the violence was palatable. It was as if we
could feel every blow dealt across the thirty feet which separated
us from the conflict.

It quickly became clear that the day was the
Charter Oak’s. The only ones standing, they mounted their bikes
again, leaving their defeated enemy bleeding on the ground and
slowly rode toward town to where we were standing, their cloths
bearing the bloody reminder of their confrontation. When they
reached the bush, they stopped and just stared for several moments,
as if numb from consequences of the battle. Molly moved back behind
me, frightened by their condition. “Molly?” One of the riders
spoke, a man I recognized as Bradford. “Yeah.” I answered for her,
knowing that she was probably too afraid to speak. “Come on.” He
said, pointing to the bike of his companion next to him. I walked
Molly over to it and she cautiously got on behind the rider,
putting her arms slowly around his waist. I got on behind Bradford
and we rode off toward town, feeling as if we were living in an
invaded country, almost expecting to find a war zone where our
downtown used to be, like those we had seen in the movies. As we
reached the old mill, six more Charter Oaks motorcycles passed us
moving only slightly faster, one of the riders instructing Bradford
with some sort of hand signal, in response to which he nodded. They
moved quickly down the road and were out of sight.

As we made our way through the wealthy
neighborhoods on the edge of town and then through its center, a
shocked and frightened citizenry ran for cover, but never so far
that they could not watch as the marauders rode past. It was a time
about which they would at once feel resentment and pride but would
in any case remember with a thrill once the true nature of the
event was known. I had no idea where they were taking us until they
turned onto the road which cut through the park. We arrived at my
house and the witness of astonished neighbors, looking out of
windows and doors or frozen in place in yards with rakes and brooms
in hand. Molly and I got off and stood on the street in front of my
house. Bradford looked at us and then smirked, amused I suppose at
our naiveté and our ignorance of what at that time was the
seriousness of our situation. “Herc said keep her here…go ta one of
your neighbors…but DON’T GO HOME!…dig?” “Yeah…should I…?” I started
but he interrupted. “Call Telesco…now.” “Yeah…yeah sure.” He looked
away, kicked his bike into first gear and they raced off down my
street, toward Miller’s pond. As the sound of their engines was
washed away in the current of the silence which always settled over
the neighborhood at that time of day, I turned to Molly. Her eyes
were wide and her worry was born in her expression. I took her hand
in mine and led up the stairs to the porch of my house and fumbled
for my key. “Your mom and dad are home right?” She asked, hoping
for the comfort of the feeling of safety associated with their
presence. “Not yet…they’re in Albany.” I said, closing and locking
the door behind us. I then led her to the living room, guiding her
to sit on the couch. “Let me call Pauly and I’ll get ya something
ta eat.” “But he said we should go to a neighbors…he said we
shouldn’t come here.” “T’s ok…don’t worry…I don’t think they’ll
come here anytime soon…’sides…I just want to call Pauly.” She
stared at me for a moment, then just smiled and nodded. I sat down
in the phone chair and dialed his number, praying with the clicks
of each return of the dial that he would be home, but there was no
answer. Where could he be I thought anxiously, but then satisfied
myself that he was out and somehow involved in subduing the gang
who posed such a threat to us all.

I knew that she would become frightened when
she heard me hang up having talked to no one, but it was not a time
for deception, even to save her from that fear. We were both in
trouble, but it was she who would pay the greater price were we to
be captured by the Pagans or whomever had orchestrated their
invasion of Cedarville. I thought of the man in the white van.
Quietly, I stood and made my way to the kitchen to fix her
something to eat. Her silence at that moment told of her fear as
intensely as had she shouted because of it. We sat for a while
watching TV, a real treat for her, it being a luxury out of the
reach of her family. It seemed to give her some relief from the
worries of the day and soon, we had both let our guard down, laying
in each other’s arms on the couch, as if it were a normal Saturday
night with no more a care to be had than that of where we might go
next.

Eventually, she turned away from the TV and
sighed as she snuggled close to me. “Mrs. Francis Holloway.” She
said quietly with pride. “One day I will be your wife…and we’ll
have baby.” “A little girl.” I whispered. She looked up at me and
smiled. “Oh Frankie.” She said, pleased with the prospect. “And
we’ll name her Molly…after her mother…the most beautiful, sweetest
and most wonderful girl in the world.” She squeezed me tightly,
took a deep breath and whispered, the playfulness suddenly
displaced by a seriousness in her tone.” I love you Frankie…and I
don’t think I will ever be able to make you understand how much.”
Both delighted and a little shocked by her comment, I pulled her
close to me and said…” I’ll spend my life trying every day ta show
you how much I love you Molly…I promise you…you’ll never be
unhappy…not ever.” “Frankie.” She sighed. We reveled in the moment,
feeling insulated by our affections from the danger which loomed
outside, waiting to catch us off guard. Suddenly, our respite’s end
was defined by a thump on the porch.

Molly jumped up and looked at me, alarmed,
the cold reality of our circumstances reasserting itself. I put my
finger to my lips and got up quickly, tip toeing to the door to
listen for any sign of an intruder. I felt foolish at first,
hearing nothing, but a sudden second thump followed by what I
thought was whispering justified that fear, which began to shoot
through my body, originating and then ending again in my stomach. I
signaled to Molly to quietly get up and we made our way down the
hall to the door leading to the basement steps across from the
kitchen. Molly’s hand trembled in mine as I looked into her eyes
and with a smile whispered…”Don’t worry…we’ll get outta here…and
find Pauly.” “Ok.” She said, her voice shaking from fear. “Stay
right here.” “No!…don’t leave me!” She whispered pleadingly. “I’ll
just be a second…I need some sugar.” She looked at me queerly as I
turned and ran in to grab the sugar bowl from the middle of the
kitchen table. I dumped a handful in my pocket and then took her
hand again, leading her through the door to the basement.

As we reached the bottom of the basement
stairs we heard a crash of glass and then someone walking down the
hall above us. The light from the sun, by then low in the shy,
shown through the small ground level windows on the west side of
the house, in concentrated beams like flashlights focused at the
shelves of tools and chemicals on the opposite wall of the
basement. We could see the swirls of dust dancing within them as if
little creatures flying about in some sort of mating ritual
otherwise hidden from sight. As little of the focused light spread
throughout the basement, it looked almost surreal, all of the
objects around us taking on fleetingly, forms of various images
suggested by our minds in their frenzied state. “Frankie!” Molly
whispered. “I know, I know…t’s ok…I know how to get out…don’t
worry…Molly, stand over there.” I said, pointing to the middle of
the basement floor. She moved to that spot and stood, watching me,
hopeful that my plan would live up to my expectation of it.
Frantically I searched dad’s storage shelves by the stairs for two
cans of the components of his experimental epoxy. “Frankie?…what
are you going to do?” She asked, whispering, worried that I was
wasting valuable time in our getaway. “T’s my dad’s invention…this
stuff dries once you mix it together and something touches it…dries
in like half a second…hard as steel.” I whispered as loudly as I
could without allowing my voice to carry. With my pocket knife I
opened the two cans and dumped the contents of each on two of the
basement steps about the middle of the stair case. When they were
empty, I picked up three foot piece of pipe and carried it and the
empty cans with me as I led Molly to the far side of the basement
which faced the side yard. I put the cans down and opened the small
window the other side of which was under the side porch which was
just off the kitchen. I helped her through and then threw the cans
as hard as I could against the wall near the stairs. As I had
planned, the sound caught the attention of whomever was upstairs
and their footsteps could be heard rushing toward the basement
door. With my piece of pipe, I climbed through the window and we
watched as the first of our stalkers stepped into the epoxy which
set instantly, cementing his boot in place. He cursed us as one of
his companion tried to pull it free but gave up quickly and
continued down into the basement to search for us.

Giggling a little at the sight, I turned and
led Molly out from under the porch. We kept flat against the side
of the house, peeking around the front corner to see if any of them
had remained outside. Seeing only their bikes parked at the front,
I led Molly to the other side of the hedges which surrounded our
side yard and then ran quietly over to the three bikes, pouring
some of the sugar I had in my pocket into each of the gas tanks.
Just as I finished, I heard a shout from the living room window of
the house. “Hey!…get your hands off my bike!” His voice faded as he
turned and ran through the house toward the front door. As Molly
and I made the corner to the street which cut through the park, we
could hear the sound of their engines as they mounted their bikes
to pursue us. We ran fast as we could, hoping to make the path
which led to the tracks by the fort. The sound of their approach
grew quickly louder as we started to cut across the grass toward
the path entrance. My chest hurt as I ran, in part for the sound of
Molly’s panting and the realization that our getaway was demanding
more of her than she could give. When we were within only twenty
feet of the woods edge, one of the bikers turned onto the grass to
cut us off. Abruptly changing directions to avoid being caught
between him and his companions close behind us, we took advantage
of his momentum which continued to drive him forward so that we
could cut around behind him. The burn of the exhaust filled our
lungs, like the breath of unsympathetic, monstrous horse like
creatures harnessed by these men to assist them in our undoing.

The other two then turned onto the grass
estimating our destination and raced toward the entrance. One sped
directly toward the path, ignoring us, leaving our capture to his
companions. As he past us, I swung at him with the pipe and then
after missing, threw the it like a javelin through the spokes of
his front wheel. The front end slipped out from under him on the
slick grass and the bike fell to its side, its full weight on top
of his left leg. Just as the sound of the engines of the bikes of
his two companions reached what I suspect was their peak output,
the sugar in their tanks took its toll and they sputtered violently
then died, their bikes convulsing like an epileptic in a gran mal
seizure.

I led Molly around through the gap which
still remained between the two and the entrance to the path and we
raced with all our might past the fort toward the tracks. As we ran
for our lives, I wondered where Pauly was and why he had not
foreseen our dilemma and come to our rescue. Then, after a
momentary pang of guilt for having placed so much responsibility on
his shoulders, I was overcome by a sense of comfort in the
confidence in the inevitability of his eventual intervention to our
benefit.

As we exited the woods onto the tracks, I led
Molly toward the railroad station, not even entertaining the
abandoned neighborhood, given my failure in our attempted escape
from Johnny Cobb. We both turned repeatedly to see them still
behind us, screaming obscenities for having destroyed their bikes,
but unable to run with an equal commitment to our own. An
excessively sedentary lifestyle and too much beer had left them
with severe handicap. Without their machines to carry them, they
were no match for the qualities of our youth.

We reached the station house, jumped to the
platform and ran down toward the tunnel which led under the tracks.
I stopped us at the front door of the building at the sound of the
motorcycle engines which seemed to be coming from the direction of
the path which led to the pond. Out of breath, we turned to look
back at the men coming behind us, now only a couple of hundred feet
from the station. Fearing being cut off like when we were chased by
Cobb and realizing that Molly was far too exhausted to continue
further, I decided that we had to find some place to hide. With a
flash of understanding, I pulled her into the train station
building and we disappeared into the shadows making our way around
the benches and other furniture left there, to the back wall. The
sudden sound of footsteps moving quickly across the station
platform toward the door caused Molly to grab onto my arm
frantically as I pried open the rear door. We made our way through
just in time and snuck quietly toward the tank about fifty feet
away. I pulled Molly up and we both climbed into the turret,
closing the hatch behind us to the sound of the Pagans, who had
just exited the building behind us. Molly cried out in fear of our
being trapped. “Frankie!!” “Its ok…it’s ok.” I whispered. “They
can’t get in.” “Are you sure?…how do you know?… they’re so big.”
“Molly, the walls on this thing are two inches thick…solid steel.”
“Oh…oh.” She said, nervously, looking around at the interior of the
iron beast, puzzled by all the complex looking equipment. Suddenly
the dull thuds of the Pagans banging away on the turret hatch,
trying to gain entry caused us to become silent as we waited for
them to realize to the impossibility of it all. We could hear the
muffled sounds of their voices as they indulged their anger for
several minutes, finally surrendering to the inevitability of the
circumstances. “Look man…go get Danny…he’ll know how ta get in this
damned thing…we’ll hold’em here…make sure they don’t get away.” “Be
right back.” Molly looked at me frightened. “T’s ok.” I whispered.
“ As I thought frantically of some way out of our predicament.
Though we were safe from the moment, it was certain that some of
their gang were in the service and one or two might have served in
an armored division and would know some way into the tank. Then a
memory flashed within my mind. I turned to Molly and smiled. “Come
on.” I said, taking her hand and leading her into the drivers
compartment. Just behind the seat was a trap door which offered a
way out of the tank from the underneath. I quietly turned the
handles which released the hatch and lifted it, placing it against
the bulkhead. “Thanks Pauly.” I whispered to myself. Molly looked
at me confused. “Tell ya later.” I crawled through first then
helped Molly out of the tiny port. We could see through the small
openings between the tread wheels, the Pagans sitting on the end of
the station platform, smoking cigarettes and talking. Molly and I
crawled quietly underneath the tank to the rear then slipped off
the railcar and made our way into the woods. We quickly found the
path by which we had escaped from Cobb from the shed in the back
yard of one of the abandoned houses which bordered that part of the
woods. “Shhhhh.” “Frankie?…what’s wrong?” Molly whispered.
“Shhhhh.” I said again, remaining still, trying to pick out a
barely auditable sound in the distance. ”Damn!” “What’s the
matter?” She asked, frightened. “They’re comin this way.” I looked
around and realized the only way left to us was the path to the
pond. “We have to get to town.” “But how?…we can’t go back there.
Those men are still there.” “Yeah…but if we’re careful…maybe we
can…” I began but stopped, hearing the snap of a twig far too close
for comfort. “Come on.” I said pulling her along. We continued
slowly through the woods off the path back toward the station but
on the opposite end, directly across from the tunnel entrance which
led to under the tracks to the other side, near the entrance to the
path to the pond. We stopped at the woods edge, hiding behind the
bushes and watched the Pagans, now with their friend who was in the
service, as they discovered the escape hatch under the tank. They
looked around to calculate where we might have gone and as I had
hoped, set off into the woods. “That was all of them wasn’t it?”
Molly asked, shaking with fear at our proximity to our pursuers.
“Yeah…but…” “But what…but what?” She asked frantically. “Well…more
guys might have come…remember they sent for their buddy.”
“Frankie?…what do we do?” “Lets go…come on.” I took her hand and we
snuck carefully to the tunnel entrance and tiptoed down the stairs.
As we made the bottom, we could see the shadow of one of them in
the stairwell on the other end, our only exit. We both turned to
see the others now standing on the bottom stairs of the entrance by
which we had come, grinning. My heart sank as Molly began to
tremble, grabbing my arm tightly. As they took their first step
toward us, we heard a loud bang and turned to see the their
companion, who had cut off our retreat, falling down the stairs to
land in a pile on the floor of the tunnel, ”Molly!” I shouted and
we ran over the body and made our way up the stairs, out and up the
path toward the pond, one of the two still conscious bikers
following close behind, his counterpart I supposed, left to tend to
their wounded comrade. “Frankie?” Molly gasped as we ran, wondering
who it was that had saved us. “Don’t know.” I said, also out of
breath.

We passed through the clearing then down the
path which led back to the park, reaching its end to find a man
running toward us from a car parked on the road, panting for his
breath, his expression one of a angered drunk, his disheveled
clothing suggesting that he had been sleeping in them for days.
Molly stopped for a moment in place, shocked, realizing before I
did that it was Archie. “Daddy?” She cried out, hoping I thought at
that moment for some indication that he would protect us. “Get in
the car…now you little…!” He shouted, pointing at his car. “Daddy?”
She said again in a pleading tone, as I pulled her away to run
around him in the direction of town. “Molly!!” He ordered and
started to run after us as well, but gave up after he saw the biker
in pursuit of us exit the path from the pond. The biker turned to
face him, ready to remove him from the chase. I turned to see
Archie catch a punch from the him, then with two moves, knocked him
to the ground before running back to his car. We could hear the
screeching of his tires as he turned around to chase us, driving
onto the grass and hitting the biker who had by then gotten up,
knocking him down and unconscious. “Oh God Frankie…everything’s so
crazy…what’s going on?” Molly cried, exhausted from running,
keeping up only for my having pulled her along.

As we made the turn to the road which led to
town, six Pagans passed by fast on their bikes and seeing us,
skidded to a stop. Several cars which were following some distance
behind them also stopped and then drove off in fear in several
directions. Only one car remained, a huge white Buick Electra. The
driver shouted to us from the passenger window.
“Molly!…Holloway!…come on!” We ran to his car and jumped in as the
Pagans made the mistake of positioning their bikes in front of his
car to block our escape. He chuckled, looking at us both with a
crazy smile, dropped the column shift into drive and mashed the gas
pedal to the floor. The huge V8 growled as it began to spin the
tires, generating an enormous cloud of smoke which drifted slowly
forward to obscure our view to the all but that directly before us.
The expressions of the Pagans were almost comical, as four of the
six managed to drive their bikes out of his path. But two were not
so lucky. The huge car slammed into them, knocking one rider off to
the side and the other onto his hood, while pieces of chrome and
glass flew everywhere. He chuckled again as he slammed on the
brake, throwing the man hanging onto his hood for dear life, hard
onto the pavement. Before we could even guess his intent, he jammed
the shift into reverse and mashed the gas pedal to the floor once
more. The tires screamed as the car rolled backwards, revealing
what was left of the two motorcycles it had crushed. The man began
to laugh as the car wheeled completely around violently until
facing the other direction toward Miller’s pond. He slammed on the
brakes and shifted the car back into drive before we had stopped
moving. As the engine roared, the smoke from the burning rubber of
the spinning tires again engulfed the car like an amoeba consuming
prey more lethargic than even itself. Our view quickly became clear
again, as we emerged from the cloud, accelerating off so fast that
Molly screamed in fear. I was able to calm her as we put a fair
distance between us and the Pagans, then turning to see the
satisfied look in the eyes of our saviour. I grinned and shook my
head in amazement. “Pretty cool eh Frankie?…fixed’em real good…eh!”
“Uh…yeah…Mr. Banks…right?” “Yup.” He said smiling. I chuckled. “Now
what?” I asked, wondering what we were going to do, having by then
pushed the Pagans beyond the limits of any measure of patience they
might have had. We might as well have killed their children as
destroyed their bikes. “Well…the chief’s kind a occupied with the
mess up at Herc’s club house, so we aint gonna get much help from
him.” “What the hell’s goin on?” I asked, hoping that he might know
something. “Not sure…maybe some turf thing…hard ta tell with these
boys…but the Pagans comin here and trashin the place…” I sat
waiting for him to finish but he didn’t, then turned to me to see
my anticipation. “Well…ya know, they didn’t like it much…the Oaks.”
He said with a smirk.

Having checked his mirror regularly to find
no Pagans in pursuit, Mr. Banks slowed to about fifty mph, a speed
which made our trip seem like a leisurely Sunday drive along that
lonely, scenic road. After a short time we all began to relax, the
quality of our ride generating the deception that we were safe.
“Can you get us to a phone?” “Sure…I’ll drop you two off at the
station in Columbia, then come back and try to find your folks…or
the chief.” “Could you find Pauly Telesco?” He looked at me
curiously, then with a flash of understanding said... “Sure.”
“Thanks.” I sighed, tired from the worry. “Mr. Banks?” Molly asked,
looking up at him. “Would you find my mom and sister?” He smiled
back at her. “Sure kitten… soon as I get back.” He then looked at
me. “This’ll be over soon Frankie…county boys’ll be showin up any
time now.” “Where the hell’ve they been so far?” “Well…looks like
they meant ta keep the chief busy so he couldn’t call it in…they
did his cruiser radio first thing…then got’im involved in the
chase… took out the antenna at the station…then the main phone line
trunk out on the bypass…used a pickup truck to take out the
pole…they’re up ta something big…just nobody knows what.” “I think
I do.” Molly said hesitantly. We both turned to her, with confused
expressions. “Molly?” I said, surprised. “Daddy asked me to get
something for him…he wouldn’t tell me what it was…he said it was a
secret and I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone…and not to look in the
bag.” “When?” “Two weeks ago…I said I wouldn’t and he got really
mad.” “Was Cobb there too?” “Mr. Cobb?” “Yeah.” “No…it was just
after they had a fight…they weren’t talking to each other after
that.” “Why didn’t you say something sweetie?” Mr. Banks asked.
“Well…I didn’t think it had anything to do with anyone except
daddy…I didn’t think anything he did could have caused all of
this.” “Well…maybe its something else…anyway…we’re not gonna figure
it out now.” “I’m sorry Frankie…Mr. Banks.” “T’s ok Molly…how were
you supposed ta know?”

We all sat quietly for a few moments
reflecting upon the full weight of what we had just experienced and
what was likely to come. I drifted in my awareness, a little
stunned, watching the scenery pass by, the day beautiful and
inspiring of sensations which typically grow from the change in
seasons from winter to spring, unexpected in that rare warm spell
of that fall and in the contradiction of the events in which we
were embroiled. That we had gotten away at all was a miracle. I
leaned back in the seat and closed my eyes enjoying the feeling of
peace when suddenly the car was jolted forward violently, throwing
Molly against the dashboard. I got her back into the seat and we
all turned to see Archie’s car twenty feet behind us, speeding up
to slam into us again. Mr. Banks stepped hard on the gas and we
rocketed away, leaving

him far behind, for a few moments. “Daddy?”
Molly cried, turning back to see him just beginning to catch up
again. “Why’s he doing this…Frankie…what’s happening?” “I don’t
know…not yet.” I looked back as Archie accelerated to pass us on
the left. “Mr. Banks!” I shouted as he looked in the rear view
mirror, a delay which cost him the time he needed to react,
allowing Archie to pull in front of us. By the time Mr. Banks
turned back to see Archie’s brake lights, it was too late and we
slammed into the back of his car. Molly screamed as the hood flew
open from the impact and was ripped from the car. We bounced around
in the seat like rag dolls as the car fish tailed violently,
leaving the elevation of the road and flying sixty feet to the
meadowland below. Landing hard nose first, the car threw up a huge
cloud of dirt and grass as we fished tailed again several times
then flipped over twice before coming to rest on the roof. I came
to first, stunned, realizing only progressively over a minute, our
predicament. Turning to look around to assess our state of affairs,
I saw Molly lying on the roof facing away from me, not moving. A
shock of fear pierced my body, like that of a giant needle,
impaling me. “Molly!…Molly!” I screamed, reaching for her, in that
instant processing in my mind a list of horrifying possibilities in
which she was hurt and in pain, the victim not only of all those
chasing us, but of the actions of her own father. She turned to
face me, dazed but quickly regaining her senses. “Frankie?” “Come
on.” I said realizing she was ok, then turned to shake Mr. Banks,
who was just starting to regain consciousness. “I’m ok…you kids get
outta here…go on.” He said, waving toward the meadow while holding
the wound on his forehead with his other hand. “Thanks Mr.
Banks…sorry bout the car…I promise, we’ll find a way ta square with
ya.” I rattled off quickly as we rushed to get out of the car and
out of reach of Archie. “T’s ok kid…I was sick of it anyway…just
go…get’er someplace safe.” Molly and I crawled out of the window,
got to our feet and ran just as Archie was about to arrive at the
other side of the car. “Molly!…get over here girl!…NOW!” He shouted
in a rage. ”Molly!…don’t listen to’im!…come on!.” I said, chocking
a little as we ran for the tree line in the distance. She never
turned back but ran as fast as she could to keep up with me. We
could hear his screams growing fainter as we continued to run with
all our resolve and he surrendered to his exhaustion. Then I heard
what I would not have expected, a whizzing sound past my ear,
followed by a crack which echoed across the meadow around us. I
turned to see him pointing a pistol at us and forced Molly to the
ground. “Jeez!…he just took a shot at us…I don’t believe it!” “Oh
no!” She cried, unable to comprehend such an act even from him. “I
know Molly…but we gotta keep going.” Her hand still in mine, I
pulled until finally she began to follow me again as we ran in a
crouched position until we reach the bank of a small stream whose
course was sufficiently close to our goal that we might run in its
depression and remain out of Archie’s’ sights. He fired several
more shots in anger in our direction, two striking the water a few
feet before us, but by then, we were out of his view.

 


After we were certain that we were out of
pistol range, we began to walk again on the fields, hoping to reach
the tree line before it began to get dark so that we could find our
way back to my neighborhood. All during our trek, we turned to
watch at the sound of motorcycles passing by on the road in the
distance, no doubt some of them carrying Pagans in a desperate
search for us. I had no idea as to whether our course was a wise
one in terms of our predicament but it felt safe. We had no choice
but to return to the area around town, our escape from it having
been foiled by Archie. Any attempt to leave the area on foot would
have been far too risky and we did have some advantage hiding in
Cedarville given our intimate knowledge of streets, alleys and
neighborhoods.

Resolved to not repeat my errors of the
recent past, I tried hard to anticipate what might be their next
move. “Frankie?…where are we going now?” Molly asked, a tone of
hope in her voice that I might have again formulated a respectable
plan. “Well…we can’t get out of town now…not on foot…cause of the
river and the bridge over by the pond, we’d have ta walk on the
road…they’d find us for sure…so I figure, we should head back for
town…try to get to a phone…find Mr. Telesco…or my dad.” “Do you
think your parents are home yet?” She asked with a trembling voice
as she held tightly onto my arm as we walked. “Don’t know…but I
don’t think we should go back there without calling…or checkin’ it
out first.” “Why?” “Well…they’re for sure gonna go back there…leave
someone there ta wait for us…I just hope that my mom and dad don’t
walk into the middle of it all.” “You don’t think that the chief’s
back yet?…maybe the county police?” “Hell, I don’t know…from the
sound of all those bikes in the distance…no…but it sure seems like
this was all planned…so…I figure that they figured that they’d have
enough time to do whatever it was they wanted to before more cops
showed up.” “I’m so scared.” She said, looking back toward the
road, as if afraid of being surprised by Archie. “T’s ok
Molly…we’re gonna be smart about this…we’ll go ta town first and
make a few calls.” “Where’s Pauly?…why didn’t he…” She began but I
interrupted. “He did…the guy in the tunnel, remember?” She looked
up at me, unsure of what I meant. “Someone clobbered that guy on
the stairs…that’s how we got away.” “Pauly.” She said pensively and
with affection in her tone. “Where do you think he is now?” “Not
sure, but I figure we can find’im…we‘ll sneak into town and use the
phone…call my house and yours…Pauly’s and the station… we gotta
find someone.” “Frankie?” “Yeah?” “I’m so glad I’m with you.” I put
my arm around her and drew her close. We walked in silence from
there until we reached the tree line and then began to navigate the
thick of the woods toward the southeast end of the old abandoned
neighborhood. We broke through the trees in the back yard of one of
the old houses as the sun closed on the horizon, moving along the
backs of the yards close so as not to be seen. As we got to the
middle of the length of the road heading for the mill fields and
her house, we could hear what sounded several motorcycles in the
distance, their engines straining as if there were many riders
racing from one place to another in a desperate chase.

When we reached the end of the street at the
gate which led to her neighborhood, I peered slowly in both
directions from behind the bushes which formed a barrier at each
end. Finding no one, we walked quietly toward her house on the
opposite side of the street, ready to use the shrubs and trees of
the houses along the way as cover if the need arose. When we were a
block away, we could see Archie’s car in the driveway of Molly’s
house. We stopped and hid behind a tree, waiting and hoping for
some indication as to whether Mrs. Maddox was home or what Archie
might be doing there. After about five minutes, we heard the sound
of two motorcycles approaching. Only when they had reached the
house, could we see from their colours that they were Pagans,
apparently instructed to patrol Molly’s neighborhood. They stopped
at the driveway, looking over Archie’s car, then one pointed to the
house. They talked for a few moments, dismounted and began to walk
slowly toward the front door. One remained at the bottom of the
stairs while the other walked up to the porch. He turned and looked
at his companion who nodded to him, then turned back, pulled a
switch blade from his pocket and kicked the door open. He moved in
quickly, disappearing inside into the shadows. Molly gasped,
worried for her father, the man who had caused her nothing but pain
for as long as she could remember. The Pagan who remained outside
stood cautiously scanning the area, prepared to confront Archie
should he make it past his companion in an attempt at escape. After
only a few moments, a crash, muffled by the walls of the house,
sounded the clash of the two men inside. Molly grabbed my arm
tightly, afraid of the likelihood of what was to follow. Realizing
the measure of the corrupting affect the witness of such an event
would have on a soul as delicate as hers, I made her stand with her
back against the tree. She would be spared the shouldering of such
a crass memory. Several loud crashes left no doubt as to the
severity of the confrontation which ended finally with Archie
spilling out of the front door onto the porch. While watching his
adversary, still in the house and moving toward him rapidly, he
stood, pulled a pistol from his belt and aimed through the door,
firing twice. The thud of the man hitting the floor followed
quickly after, when he turned to fire at the remaining Pagan, who
was by then racing up the porch stairs after him. Before he was
able to fix his aim, the man ducked and back handed the gun from
his hand, knocking it onto the porch floor several feet away. The
two then squared off for a hand to hand duel, the prospect of which
seemed to please the Pagan as he began to laugh openly.

They turned around each other once before the
Pagan threw a punch at Archie, who ducked, drove the man’s arm
around as he came up, then with his extended arm, turned in the
opposite direction to strike him in the upper chest, causing him to
fall over onto his back onto the porch floor. Standing to his left,
Archie tried to punch the Pagan in the face as he attempted to get
up, but the Pagan moved quickly aside while pulling his switch
blade from his boot. The sound of the blade, as it clicked into
place was not unknown to Archie, who reacted with great speed and
moved to avoid the slash at his leg. As the Pagan’s arm arched
around, Archie was able to move far enough to limit the strikes
effect. He screamed as the blade cut across his shin, moving out of
the Pagan’s reach then waited for him to stand.

The two faced off again, turning slowly a
half a revolution, the eyes of each fixed on the other’s, each
waiting for the other to make the first move. After only a few
moments, which seemed an eternity, the Pagan lunged at Archie with
the knife. Archie moved to grab his hand and with both of his,
twisting his arm around while bending his hand over at the wrist.
The man began to fall backwards, groaning in pain as Archie then
kicked him in the knee, causing him to tall to rest on that leg on
the porch floor. Archie, still holding the man’s hand, swung his
leg around and in a u-shaped sweep, brought it back around so that
his foot struck him hard in the back of the head. As the man fell
to the floor, Archie grabbed the knife from his hand and turned to
grab his gun. He did not hesitate a moment before running to his
car. He got in and started the engine, shifting it into reverse
before it had settled back to an idle, causing the tires to screech
as it lurched back. He stepped hard on the gas and the tires began
to spin as the car backed out into the street, crushing their bikes
as he went. He then sped off down the road probably in search of
us. “Geez Molly….this is getting heavy.…what the hell’re we gonna
do now?” I said, turning to lean against the tree next to her.
“Couldn’t we just find Pauly?” She pleaded. I looked at her and
grinned. “Yeah… that’s what were gonna do…right now…come one.” I
took her by the hand and we started out for the mill.

Periodically we could hear the sound of bike
and car engines running at full speed, which was our warning that
things had not yet settled down. Walking silently, we held hands,
hoping for some sign of someone who would protect us. “Frankie?
Can’t we go to someone’s house?...someone on this street, or in
town?” “Yeah…well…if we do that and they find out, they’ll get you
and do God knows what to those people…I think we gotta do this
alone Molly…get you to Pauly or the chief or my dad…something like
that.” She said nothing, understanding that there was nowhere for
us to hide. When we reached the little bridge which crossed the
river as it turned away from town, we stopped. “Molly…I have an
idea….we could hide at the mission…they wouldn’t look there would
they?” She smiled, happy with the prospect of being able to settle
in somewhere and no longer feel exposed outside with so many
looking for us. “No…I don’t think they’d think to look there…Mr.
Anderson would hide us…I’m sure of it.” “Ok…least we can try it.”
We cut across the field which bordered that side of the mill fields
road and headed for the tracks, which I thought we could use as
cover until we reached the center of town. We could then approach
the mission from the rear, reducing our chances of being seen.
“See…there.” I said, pointing to a stone retaining wall about a
hundred feet away, which formed the north side of the cut through
which the tracks ran on their way west out of town. Bridging the
two sides was a catwalk which allowed access to the switch gear of
the tracks and to electrical panels located on the south side. But
these were fenced in as was the catwalk entrance. The area before
and after the walls was impassable, solid barriers of shrubs and
bushes on an extreme grade. “We’ll climb up there and take Franklin
Street to the alleys behind the restaurant and the shoe store to
mission alley.” “I can’t climb that.” She said, worried. “Don’t
worry…I’ll get you up.” I began, interrupted by the roar of
motorcycle engines in the area, probably downtown, just a few
streets away.

We reached the wall and stood at its base,
looking up at the top at least twenty feet high. It would be hard
and it was a little dangerous, though I thought less so than to
brave the streets of town. “Molly…you start and I’ll climb behind
you…that way I can help…ok?” “I’m scared Frankie…what if…” “T’s
ok.” I interrupted…I won’t let you fall…trust me.” She turned and
began to climb, I starting immediately behind her, trying to
surround her as much as I could and still reach the separations
between the stones which formed the wall. I can still remember how
it affected me to see her struggle, such a delicate and fragile
little creature, unable to understand the rank intent of those who
were chasing us. For me it was a pain worse than any even the
greatest of physical injuries might impose. It was not only that I
loved her so passionately, but that I had come to revere her as
well. Molly was as the butterflies she loved so, flourishing only
in the coincidental absence of those who would seek to destroy her
for their covetousness and resentment of that which set her so
apart from all else.

It was slow but finally, we arrived at the
summit. Molly climbed up onto the cap stones which formed the top
of the wall, remaining on her knees from fear of the height as she
turned to help me. I reached the top and as soon as I found myself
standing erect, as if it had exploded into my view I was confronted
with the angry glare of a bearded Pagan with rotten teeth and
enough muscles for three men. Molly, seeing the look of horror in
my eyes, turned to see him and screamed. As the man’s arms extended
to grab her, I punched him in the jaw as hard as I could, hurting
my hand. He turned and looked sternly at me as if my effort
amounted to little more than a mosquito bite, then backhanded me,
sending me over the wall. I grabbed quickly for the edge of the top
stone, holding on at first with only one hand as I tried to gather
my wits about me again. I could hear Molly screaming for me and to
be released as the man looked over the edge and laughed. “Hey
kid…this one’s for my bike.” He said, cursing me then pushing his
boot down on my hand while holding Molly in the manner one might a
bag of leaves. I realized that he could have crushed her with one
hand and that I should do nothing further to incite his anger while
she was within his reach. “Please! Please don’t…please leave him
alone…please!…please!” She cried, looking down at me. “Don’t hurt
her!...we’ll go with you…don’t hurt her please.” The man laughed
heartily and raised his boot to stomp my hand. “Frankie!!!!!…”
Molly cried as a loud thump preceded the man’s head first dive off
of the wall toward the tracks below. I watched him hit the ground,
then turned back to see Molly off balance on the wall’s edge, her
hand in Pauly’s, a piece of two by four in his other. “What’re ya
doin down there?…come on man…this aint no time to play…we got
things ta do.” I climbed back to the top, stood and looked at him
with a smile. “Frankie.” He said shaking his head with no definable
expression. Molly threw herself in his arms.

I turned to look at the man lying on the
tracks below. “What about him?” I asked, turning back to Pauly, who
looked down then back up at me. “What about’im…looks ok ta me.”
“Yeah.” I said with too much sarcasm, upsetting Molly who was
unable to separate her knowledge of him as a human being with that
of the necessity of having had to stop him. Pauly’s remark,
delivered as always with a dry, emotionless tone was apparently
more palatable. We turned and walked toward the Franklin street.
“We were gonna hide in the mission.” Molly said. “Do you think
that’s a good idea?” “Yeah.” Pauly said flatly. “This thing’s gonna
be over soon anyway…just need ta stay outta sight for a little
longer. “Pauly? …what the hell’s goin on…even Archie was chasin
us.” He turned to look at me, surprised. “Archie?” “Yeah…damn near
killed us both…and Mr. Banks…in his car.” “What’dya go with him
for?” “I don’t know….why?…I mean, he was…there.” “He’s crazy.”
“Didn’t have any choice…at the time…’sides…I don’t think he’s that
crazy.” Pauly chuckled a little and said….”That’s cause your mom’s
even crazier than he is.” I turned to look at him to see a genuine
smile, rare for him normally, even more unusual for the
circumstances.

When we reached the mission alley, Pauly
peered out from the corner of the building to see if it was clear.
Finding no one, he took Molly’s hand and led her quickly to the
front doors. When we got inside, I felt a deflated at the sight of
so many lost souls and the depressing condition of the facility.
Old, red vinyl covered chairs and couches, horrid examples 1960’s
lower middle class furniture, an eye sore even when new, ripped,
torn and covered with dirt, accompanied by several mismatched side
tables, provided the only furnishings in the lobby. The walls were
scared, dirty and bore the remnants of graffiti which Mr. Anderson
had unsuccessfully tried to remove. One could only imagine the
state of the rest of the building. “Molly?” Pauly said, at which
she took the lead, guiding us to an office at the far corner of the
lobby. A tall man with long hair and a short beard came out and in
seeing Molly, broke into a big smile. “Molly!” He said, taking her
in his arms and hugging her while looking suspiciously at me.
“Pauly.” He mumbled in a low, slow tone, in a manner of greeting
then let go of Molly and slowly offered his hand to me. “And
you’re…?” “Frankie Holloway.” I said. He nodded slowly as we shook
hands as if pondering that I might be other than who I said. He was
a particular kind of man, one committed to the maintenance of
others less fortunate and suspicious of those who were not so
engaged in some manner but rather as establishment conditioned
exploiters of those under his care. Though a nice man, his politics
sickened me, even at so young an age. “What can I do for you
Molly?” He asked, delighted at the prospect of helping her in any
way she might suggest. “Um…Mr. Anderson?…we need a place to
hide…those motorcycle men out there…they’re chasing us and we don’t
know where to…” “Of course sweetie.” He interrupted. “Come with me.
He led us to a third floor apartment, which was his. “So why are
these guys chasing you?” He asked opening the window which looked
out on the alley. “Don’t know yet.” Pauly said matter of fact
manner. Mr. Anderson’s expression changed to one of curiosity.
“Will they come here?” He asked, worried. No one answered at first,
then Pauly finally said…”Maybe…don’t know.” Mr. Anderson looked
down, then nodded with a half smile and looked up at Molly.
“Anything for you princess…anything.” “Thank you Mr. Anderson…thank
you so much.” Molly said, smiling. He then walked out of the
apartment and returned to his work in his office below. Pauly stood
and turned to us. “I gotta go.” Molly looked shocked and
frightened, jumping to her feet and pleading with him to stay.
“No!…no! Pauly, please…stay with us…please?” He smiled and hugged
her. “Cant…but don’t worry…you should be safe here a while…cops’ll
be here pretty soon…look…if ya gotta…climb out the window and beat
it for the railroad station if someone comes…I’ll look for ya
there…k?” We nodded as he stared at us both, then turned and walked
out the door as casually as if off to make a simple trip to the
store. Molly and I stood until the door closed behind him, then
looked at each other and hugged while I reassured her of her
safety. When we parted, I walked to the window and looked down the
length of the alley to find it clear. Its only occupant was Mr.
Wittiker lying in his usual spot about the middle of the building
wall on the opposite side. He was drunk again, unconscious,
oblivious to the war raging around him, an empty bottle by his
side. Molly looked out to see what it was that had my attention
then sighed and turned away in frustration that he was again in
such a state and that she at the moment could do nothing for him.
“We can get to’im later…’sides…he’d just be sleepin it off if he
was at the chief’s anyway…he’s ok for now…those guys won’t
bother’im.” “I know.” She said sitting on the couch to the side of
the window which faced the alley. “Its just…so degrading…for him…I
mean…I know he doesn’t know it…at least not like he is now…its
just…” “I know Molly…don’t worry…I’ll help you with’im after ok?”
She smiled through the expression of fear and said quietly. ”Thank
you.” “Molly, you have no idea what it was Archie wanted you to
do?” “Just to get something for him.” “Hmm…this’s got ta be about
that…right?” I said to her, though I was actually talking to
myself. “I mean…he’s chasin us…but so are the Pagans.” I said,
pacing back and forth before her. ”But daddy doesn’t have anything
to do with them…he always used to talk badly about them…and the
fight at my house…he shot that man.” “Yeah…he did…so they’re not
together, that’s for sure…so then what do they want that he wants?”
She shrugged and shook her head. I then had a bit of a revelation
and turned to look at her with a smile of surprise. “The guy in the
white van.” “So daddy knows the man in the white van?” “He’s got
to…cause he’s connected to the Pagans comin here looking for you.”
“How do you know?” “Has to be…I mean…there’s only three parts to
this thing, right?…Archie chasin us…the white van and the Pagans.”
I said, getting up and starting to pace in front of her again.
“Now…the Pagans…someone had ta tell’em to look for you…I mean,
before today they didn’t know you existed…since it ain’t Archie…and
we know it can’t be ‘cause he was trying ta catch you while the
Pagans were chasing us…t’s gotta be the guy in the white van…so…” I
said turning to face her for a moment then turning again to
continue pacing as I talked. “But who could he be?” She asked. I
paced as I thought for a few moments then turned to her and
grinned, quite pleased with myself. “Molly…its Cobb…that’s the
connection with Archie…see?” She looked at the floor and thought
for a moment. “He did have a fight with daddy…I mean they’re not
friends anymore.” “Makes sense…so how’d the Pagans get involved in
all this?” I turned and sat next to her while thinking, then turned
to her. “He hired’em… Cobb…yeah…he hired’em…ta get you…cause he
thinks you know where what Archie wanted you to get
is…yeah…yeah…Archie’s holdin out on’im.” I sat next to her again
and slouched in my seat. “So…now what?” I said chuckling at the
absurdity of the entire situation. Molly smiled a little and
stroked my hair behind my ear. “You’re so smart…my Frankie.” I
leaned in and kissed her, then stood and walked to the window
again. “So what should we do now?…I mean…we know…well we think we
do…nah…t’s gotta be that…gotta be.” I turned back to face her. “We
need to tell somebody…the chief or Mr. Telesco… somebody.” “We
can’t Frankie…we have to stay here right?” “Yeah…damn phones…they
sure want whatever it is pretty bad…to take out the phones and the
radio tower at the chief’s.” “He would have sent someone to the
next town wouldn’t he?” “Sure…probly Mrs. Rearson…cops ‘er probly
on their way now.” I could see the relief in her eyes at the
suggesting of it. “Gotta be a lot a money…I mean a lot.” I said to
myself though loud enough for her to hear. “Cause he’d have ta pay
off all of’em…I mean…for them to get Herc pissed off…start a
war…t’s gotta be a lot of money.” “Frankie?” She began, but I
interrupted, overwhelmed by the excitement of my discovery. “If its
enough to start all this…then it’d be enough…” I began but then
after looking at her, I realized what it was I was about to say and
stopped. “For what?” She asked, curiously. “Nothing…just thinking
out loud.” I said in a tone which did more to dilute the effect of
what I had said than the words themselves. I took my seat next to
her again and pulled her close. “ I guess we’ll have some good
stories to tell our kids eh?” She giggled nervously and nodded.
“How long will we have to wait here?” “Don’t know…can’t be more
than a half hour or so…cops gotta be on their way.” Just as I had
finished, I heard a voice from outside shout…”They’re in there!…on
the third floor!” I turned to look out the window and saw a Pagan
standing on the roof of the building across the alley, pointing at
me, looking urgently back and forth between me and his companions
on the roof. “Damn!” I said, turning to look at Molly with
disappointment in my eyes. “Frankie?” She said in a pleading tone,
hoping that somehow it was not what she knew it had to be. The look
of despair in her eyes hit me in the stomach like a punch. “Molly,
come on…we have to go…now!” I took her hand and led her quickly to
the door, peering carefully down the hall in both directions.
Finding it empty, we walked quietly toward the street side of the
building, which was opposite of the main entrance in the back. As
we moved down the corridor past the scared walls and doors, the
chipped paint and gauged molding I thought how horrid it would be
to be caught in that place but also how proper an environment it
was for those who were in pursuit of us.

As we rounded the corner and continued along
the back of the building we could hear one of the Pagans in the
lobby, arguing with Mr. Anderson, who was apparently doing his best
to protect us, while another two ran up the stairs to try to catch
us in our room. I looked around frantically for some means of
escape and finding that the windows along the outside wall opened
only a few feet onto the roof of the building next door whose front
bordered the street I struggled to open the one which appeared the
least affected by the ravages of time. But it did not gave way
without a fight, consuming much of our much needed head start in
our escape from our pursuers, by then having broken down the door
to access our room.

As I was helping Molly out the window I
stopped, thinking for a moment that the Pagans were remarkably
predictable and that I should use that to our advantage. I looked
around, spying the access door to an old dumb waiter on the inside
wall of the corridor about ten feet further down . I helped Molly
back in and led her it, opening the door to find only a rope
hanging down to the basement four floors below. She looked down and
became frightened. “No!, please no!…Frankie…I’m afraid of heights…
please!” She whispered frantically, her breathing becoming heavy.
“No, no.”I said chuckling “We’re not goin down there…hell I’m more
afraid of heights than you are.” We both turned to look urgently
down the hall at the sound of the Pagans now coming quickly toward
us, but not having yet rounded the corner of the corridor. Smiling
at Molly, who looked shocked by my demeanor, I took the rope and
shook violently after which we rushed back to the window and both
jumped out to the roof of the next building. I then closed it
quietly again and we crouched below the sill, listening for some
indication of their next move. We could hear them running past the
window, one stopping at about the dumb waiter. “Hey!… check it
out.” One shouted, the other running back to his companion. “The
little rats slid down the rope.” “Heh…kid’s got guts…come
on…they’re in the basement.” The two then charged off, headed for
the stairs at the front of the building. Molly turned to look at me
with a smirk. “Frankie…how do you know how to do those things?” She
chuckled. “They’re just stupid.” I said, looking at her with a
smile. “If I were smart, I’d know how to get us off this roof.”
Molly smiled back and leaned in to kiss me. Surprised, I leaned in
and kissed her back then turned to scan the roof for some
indication as to how we might escape into a different building. It
would only be a few minutes before the Pagans found out that they
had been tricked. We scurried toward the side of the roof,
perpendicular to the street, which was bordered by a wall which
extended about three feet over the top of the building. I looked
over the side to find a fire escape about twelve feet down which we
could easily reach. “Why does it have to be so high?” Molly asked,
scared. “I know…me too…but…” I began, but was interrupted by the
hand grabbing my left shoulder. I was wheeled around to confront
the angry face of a Pagan, his partner approaching us fast. “Pretty
smart you little punk.” He growled then back handed me hard. As I
fell back squarely against Molly in front of whom I had placed
myself, I heard her scream when my head hit the bricks of the wall,
as she fell over the side of the building. The feeling of horror in
my heart was volcanic, as I jumped quickly to my feet to try to
look to see if she had landed on the fire escape or if she had
fallen to the ground four stories below. “MOLLY!!!!!...MOLLY!!!!!’
I screamed, but before I could look, the Pagan grabbed me again,
wheeling me around, then picked me up off the ground. “Nice goin
jackass.” He said to the other man. “She aint no good dead.” His
companion scowled. “Just check.” He said sarcastically. ”I’ll throw
this one off.” I could hear Molly screaming for me.
”Frankie!…Frankie!...help!…please! “No man…Cobb says keep’em
both…she’s ok.” He said, laughing at the sight of Molly struggling
to hang on to the hand rail of the fire escape balcony, then ran
back to the window to make his way downstairs to access it from
street. The fear in my heart for Molly’s safety approached a level
which I thought would cause me to pass out. “Frankie!…please!…I
can’t hold…hold on…please!” She cried, the terror in her voice
cutting through all the fear I had of my captor. I struggled to
break free but he was too strong. My awareness of each moment an
agony knowing she was in danger of falling. As the Pagan tired of
holding me, I looked him directly in the eyes to distract his
attention from the preparation of my attack then with all my might,
punched him in the throat. He immediately let go of me, grabbed his
neck and fell to his knees. I then kicked him in the groin and
turned to see Molly hanging on to the outside of the railing of the
fire escape balcony with one hand, soon to fall from exhaustion. I
climbed over the wall and jumped to the platform below. “Hang on
baby!…Molly!…please!…hang on!…don’t let go!!” I shouted, her
whimpers announcing the end of her resolve. Frantically I dropped
to my knees and reached through the bars and grabbed her belt where
the ends folded over each other. As soon as my grip was secure, her
hand slipped off of the railing, leaving her full weight on my arm,
taxing the joint in my elbow to its capacity. I held on with all of
my might. “Hang on!” I shouted as I pulled her up as high as I
could. Just as she grabbed the top of the railing, I could see the
other Pagan round the corner of the building, looking for the fire
escape’s retractable ladder. “Hey!…he laughed, cursing us…you’re
mine Goldie Locks!” He shouted, slowly climbing the stairs, knowing
it was our only means of escape. When Molly made it back over the
rail I took her into my arms, my embrace so intense that it hurt
her. But I could not help it, the rush of emotion, both fear and
joy overwhelming and requiring that it be vented. The horror of the
possibility that she might have been hurt or worse, was a
realization which I was incapable of managing within both my mind
and heart.

In only moments he was only one floor below
us. I turned and frantically looked for some way out, but there was
none. I could not reach the roof above and the window which was
level with the landing on which we were standing had a metal
grating over it, impenetrable without tools. Amidst the curses and
threats of the Pagan as he began the final stair case to our level,
I turned to face him, a final desperate stand to protect her. As he
rounded the corner to see me there, he began to smirk, then laugh,
knowing full well that I had no chance against him. With each step
toward us the metallic rattle of the flimsy, corroded structure
announced the diminishment of the few moments I had left before
having to face what might be my end and Molly’s destruction. By the
time he had ascended half way up the staircase, he drew a knife
from his back pocket and held it up for me to see. I watched,
terrified as he pressed a button on the handle and the blade and
hilt swung out and snapped into place. “Oh God, Frankie?” Molly
cried. “T’s ok baby.”I said, praying that some miracle would save
us, having no idea of what that might be. Suddenly, the window on
the wall next to us slid open and the iron grating swung out of the
way, causing the Pagan to stop and look, cautious about the
prospect of a witness to that which he intended. The man looked at
the Pagan first, a confused expression. Then he turned to me and
finally to Molly. “Hi Molly.” He said with an unusual calm and a
smile, then looked quickly back toward the Pagan. In an instant of
understanding he reached out and grabbed her hand, pulling her into
the house. The Pagan lunged at me swinging his knife wildly, just
catching the sleeve of my shirt as I jumped back just in time. I
moved back slowly until I was up against the sill of the window,
knowing that he would lunge again as soon as I tried to slip over
the sill into the apartment. He approached me slowly then stopped,
delighting in the anticipation of his attack and the fear I felt at
the prospect. Just as he was about to make his move, a long, thick
wooden curtain rod, tipped with a rather large and threatening
decorative arrowhead slid out over my shoulder to find its target
in his throat. He froze in place, at first unable to fathom the
sudden change in his fortunes. I turned quickly to see Molly
standing at the far end of the room by the door, watching, a
frightened look on her face. Her porcelain blue eyes gleamed like
beacons across even that distance. The man stood directly behind
me. “You don’t want ta test me son…never liked you boys much…Herc’s
my cousin ya see…come on in Frankie.” The man said, never taking
his eyes off of the Pagan. I climbed into the apartment and went to
stand with Molly. “Oh…and by the way…my neighbor one floor below’s
sitting by the window with a gun” He continued, then stomped on the
floor twice and nodded in a gesture for the Pagan to look down. As
he did, a hand extended holding a pistol, then retracted again out
of sight. “Suggest you just sit up here for a while.” The Pagan
laughed for a few moments, in appreciation of the skill of the man
who had bested him, who then shoved him back a step to close and
lock the grating and then the window. He turned to us and smiled
for a moment, then led us downstairs, grabbing a sword from its
place on the wall as he passed. At the front door to the apartment
building, he stopped and thought for a moment then said…”You can’t
stay here…they’re gonna come looking…’specially now.” He nodded in
the direction of the Pagan outside the window to his apartment.
“Where should we go?” Molly asked. “Go to the laundry…wait with Mr.
Ng…just a block away.” “Could you call’im and tell’im we’re
coming?” I asked, frustrated with our lack of adult protection
under such circumstances. “The phones’re out…been out for a couple
a hours now…I’ll come out with you and go make sure that fella we
got on the fire escape stays put…then you kids run ok?” “Thank
you.” Molly said, looking up at him with sad but grateful eyes. He
smiled and touched her cheek. “Anything for you kitten.” “Thanks.”
I said, glad that there was at least one Pagan we would not have to
worry about facing. He opened the door and stepped out, casually
looking up and down the side walk, then signaled for us to follow,
the sword held at the ready. It felt good to be outside again, as
if we were freer, less likely to be caught, our options for escape
being as broad as the open area around us. When we made the corner
of the building, he looked up to see the Pagan cursing the neighbor
holding him captive then signaled for us to continue on. He
disappeared behind some bushes which blocked our view of the
walkway which followed the side of the building toward the fire
escape ladder. “Man…I feel alone now.” “I know…I do too.” Molly
replied with a frightened tone. Just then two Pagans came out of
one of the stores and started straight for us. We quickly turned
and headed in the other direction and then back down the alley.
“Frankie!” Molly whispered excitedly. “They’re still in there!” “I
know, but there’s no way out…we’ll head for the tracks again.” We
made the corner at the alley and started down toward the mission’s
main door. As we passed the side of the restaurant which made up
the right wall of the alley, from the other side of a dumpster by
the restaurant’s alley door, the front of a white Doge van came
ominously into view. I stopped in place, realizing that we had just
walked into a trap. Molly stood staring at it, as if the van itself
were the object of our worries, sitting patiently, like some jungle
cat, waiting for its prey. As we stood frozen in place, wondering
what options there might be left to us, Mr. Cobb and one of the
Pagans walked out from behind the van and stopped in the middle of
the alley, blocking our way. Slowly I turned around to see the two
Pagans we had seen on the sidewalk blocking our street side exit.
“T’s ok kid…we just wanna talk ta the girl…now don’t make this
harder than its gotta be.” Mr. Cobb said, the lack of sincerity in
his voice like a club, beating me in chest as I thought of what
would happen to her when he got whatever it was he wanted. The
Pagans began to laugh, suggesting what was in their minds as part
of their reward for their assistance in Mr. Cobb’s mission. I
turned back and forth several times as the four closed in on us,
trying desperately to think of some way out, but it was to no
avail. Again, I had failed to keep her from harm. “Frankie?” Molly
said in a low voice, terrified, knowing what was likely to be her
fate at the hands of such men. “I’ll do something…don’t
worry…something...”I whispered, as they got close enough to grab us
both. Mr. Cobb turned and led the way back to the van, the Pagans
holding tightly onto our arms.

As the van drove out of the alley and onto
the street, one of the Pagans pulled Molly toward, him with one arm
around her waist, then smirking and moaning in delight, put his
other hand around her neck, moving closer to kiss her. She gasped
at his actions and before I realized what I was doing, my right
fist was flying at his jaw. It connected squarely, though with no
effect but to cause him to shake his head once and to hit me back
with a force I did not think possible. I slammed against the van
doors, only barely conscious as blood ran down my cheek and neck,
soaking my shirt. “Little punk” He grunted. “Leave’em alone…be
plenty a time for that when we get ta the warehouse.” Mr. Cobb
said. We had only driven about two miles when I felt the van slow
then stop on the side of the main road out of town about half way
to the diner. One of the Pagans opened the side doors of the van
and shoved me out, hard. “No!!…no!!” I screamed as I heard Molly
also crying out.” Frankie!…no please...Frankie!…Frankie!” “Gonna
have some fun with your girl friend there Frankie.” He said,
laughing, then slammed the door. The van began to shrink in my view
as it raced away, the sound of Molly’s cries for me to save her,
fading in sympathy until at last, it was out of sight. I rose to my
feet, still dizzy from the punch and looked up at the sky, crying
out…”You can’t let this happen…not to her…not to her…take me!…let
them kill me!…please!” My voice fell to a whimper. “Please...take
me.” I had no idea what to do but felt I had to try to find her so
I began to run toward the diner, praying with each step that God
would intervene some way, somehow.

Before I had traversed even a few hundred
feet, I heard in the distance, the roar of a well muscled engine,
freed of all constraints, racing toward me. There was no need to
turn to see who it was. I knew that sound well. When Spider’s car
screeched to a stop, I turned to see him staring at me with a
serious expression, one rarely displayed. I got into the car saying
nothing. Understanding the state of affairs, he turned to face
front and shoved the shift into first gear. As he let out the
clutch, fear swept through my body in a wave at the violent,
deafening scream of the engine. Then the sound was overwhelmed only
by the sensation of the acceleration. As the power generated by the
huge motor was all directed at once to the wheels, the body and
frame of the car seemed to bind up as its structural rigidity was
challenged to its limits, like the tensing muscles of some angry
beheamouth lurching forward in attack. Four hundred plus horsepower
driving a fifteen hundred pound car was a mismatch, which when
applied only to some irregular purpose such as ours, could be
understood as the only means to an required end. I was pasted
against the back of my seat as I watched the scenery race by and in
seconds, we had passed the diner. The white van had just made the
turn down the bypass toward the south side of town. Spider made the
corner fast, throwing me against the door hard enough to hurt my
shoulder. In seconds we were directly behind them. “He’s got
Molly?” Spider shouted over the sound of the engine. “Yeah!” I
shouted back, my jaw sore and by then swelling. We began to pass
the van but Mr. Cobb saw us in the mirror and turned to cut us off.
Spider tried several times, first to the left and then to the right
on the shoulder of the road, but with no success. His car was build
for speed, not maneuverability. We fell back several yards when one
of the back doors of the van opened and an arm extended with a gun.
The Pagan fired several times, as Spider swerved wildly back and
forth to confound his aim. “Damnit!” He shouted. “Frankie!…strap in
man… now!” I found the seat belts and snapped them around my waist
just as Spider turned to me and asked… ”Ready?” “Yeah” I said,
nodding, knowing that whatever he was planning would be dangerous.
He dropped back into third gear and smashed the gas pedal to the
floor. The motor cried out like an angry dinosaur and the car
rocketed away. I could hear the back tires howling as the smell of
burning rubber creped forward. As he shifted into fourth gear, we
shot past the van as if it were standing still, pulling directly in
front of them. “What now?” I shouted, scared out of my wits. “Gonna
try ta make’em stop… gotta be careful…Molly’s in there…and they got
a gun…we’re gonna have to take’em on ourselves man…t’s gonna be
rough.” I nodded then with his right arm over the back of my seat,
he turned to look through the rear window as he hit his breaks,
trying to force them to a stop. As our speed dropped to about fifty
mph, one of the other Pagans took aim at us from the front,
passenger window. Spider maneuvered to his left, hoping to move far
enough to the other side of the van, using its own nose to block
the gunman’s view, but Cobb swerved to give his companion a clear
shot. Spider turned wildly back and forth as the gunman fired
several times, one bullet penetrating the back right corner of his
car and then exiting through the windshield. “Kick it out!” He
shouted as he turned to look back at the van again. “What?!” “Kick
it out!…the windshield!” I obliged, driving my foot through
shattered glass, causing it to peel out of the chrome frame. Before
I had finished, the crack of a final gun shot was followed quickly
by the sound of a bursting tire and the car began to fishtail. With
my heart in my mouth, I held onto the door handle with my right
hand and the edge of my seat with my left. Spider turned around to
face front, needing both hands to keep the car on the road.
“Damnit!” He cursed as we slowed quickly and pulled off the road
onto the grass, watching helplessly as the van raced off to some
unknown destination and the end of my love. After we had come to a
stop we both jumped out of the car and walked to the middle of the
road, staring at the van as it disappeared into the shadows cast by
the sinking sun. “Spider…what the hell’re we gonna do now?” I
shouted. “Oh God!…they’ve got her…they’ve got’er…oh God!” I
screamed, my hands on my head, out of my wits as to what to do. “Be
cool man…we’ll get’er back…just let me think.” He said, reassuring
in the determination born of his anger. I stood watching him,
hoping for a quick solution. Then the sound of an approaching car
drew us both to look in the opposite direction. It was the chief,
finally. He began to slow with marked urgency, then came to a
screeching halt in front of us. We positioned ourselves to be at
his window as he stopped. “Chief!…thank God…please…Molly… they have
Molly! “ I shouted, pointing down the road. “Get in.” He said
flatly. Spider ran around to the front seat while I got into the
back, leaning on the back of the front, bench seat as we
accelerated away as fast as the car was capable. “Chief…I don’t
know where they’re takin’er…what’re we gonna do!” I shouted unable
to purge the memory of the understanding from my mind of what would
happen to her if we couldn’t find her soon enough. “I don’t know
where they went!” “Frankie!…calm down kid and tell me what
happened.” “They’ve been chasin us all day…even Archie…but I don’t
know.” “We’ll get to that…just tell me what happened.” “The Pagans
broke into the house, when…” I began but the chief interrupted.
“Frankie!…just the part when they took Molly!” “They grabbed us at
the mission, we were hidin there…then they threw me out of the van
on the road to the diner…then…wait…they said something ‘bout a
warehouse…yeah!…do you know…?” The chief interrupted again. “I know
where they’re takin’er.” He said with confidence, increasing our
speed to ninety. “Thank God!” I cried, the desperation in the sense
of there being no chance of rescue leaving me, the hope of
possibility remaining. In only moments, the fear moved within me
again and begged for reassurance. “Are you sure?” “Yeah…if he said
warehouse…this is the only place it could be.” I prayed to myself
over and over that she’d be ok, terrified of what could be
happening to her in any moment we were separated, finally leaning
back in the seat, oblivious to the extremes of our course in my
exhaustion from the worry. He turned to Spider with a smile. “Ya
know you’ve ruined our little game?” “T’s all out now anyway.”
“Pretty much.” The chief suddenly began to slow as several
motorcycles appeared on the horizon of the road. “Oh no…not now!” I
said, worried that they were Pagans and that they would impede our
rescue attempt. “T’s ok kid…t’s Herc’s boys.” “Chief…tell’em to
come with us” I said, knowing that the more on our side the better
chance of getting her back safely. “Intend to.” He said, slowing
and opening his window to talk to them as they too slowed, seeing
our approach. “Dave.” The chief said in greeting, shouting over the
throb of the engine of his motorcycle. Dave nodded in response.
“Can ya give me a hand again?...they’ve got Molly Maddox…in a
warehouse over in Columbia…you know, the old Ashton complex?.
“We’ll follow you.” He said dryly and with no expression, tired no
doubt from the battle which had raged on for several hours.
“Troopers in town yet?” “Yeah…they’re cleanin up the mess…where’s
Herc?” Dave just nodded in the direction we were heading. The chief
nodded back, closed his window and accelerated off down the road. I
turned and watch happily as Dave and his gang pulled in behind us.
After a few moments two more bikers appeared on road moving toward
us, but the chief didn’t slow or stop. “T’s Herc!” I shouted as
they passed, turning to watch them slow, turn around and race after
us. In moments they had caught up to Dave and the rest of the gang,
the two then shouting to each other. Then Dave nodded and along
with all of his men, slowed, turned and headed back toward
Cedarville while Herc and his companion remained behind us. I
turned back to face front, confident that we were sufficiently
staffed to take on just about anyone. The chief turned on the siren
and flashing light, a caution as we approached the populated roads
of the next town. Cars began to pull over to get out of our way and
he negotiated the streets like a race car driver. As we made turn
after turn, to the right and left, making our way to the opposite
side of the town, the houses became more drab and run down until
finally, we were lost in a maze of old industrial buildings, a once
bustling manufacturing sector. “Take out the car radio too?” Spider
asked, apparently unmoved by any fear of the fight in which we
would soon be engaged. “Yeah…station house, the car… phone line
trunk out on 52…thought it through pretty well, for a bunch a
morons.” “Cobb did anyway.” Spider said. “Got no time to wait for
them…gotta move now.”Spider just nodded and looked out the
window.

The chief just chuckled as he turned off the
light and the siren and began to drive slowly along some deliberate
but unpredictable path, slowing more every few moments as we neared
the warehouse. Finally, we arrived at the street, a block from the
building, a rundown metal sided structure with two stories. It was
divided into two sections which were bridged by two closed-in
catwalks, one on the second floor. Several other large buildings
surrounded it, forming a labyrinth of alleys and intrablock roads,
populated by machinery, piping, conveyors and ducting of all
kinds.

The chief pulled into a side street and
stopped, followed by Herc and his man, who parked in front of us.
We got out and walked to the front of the car as they dismounted
their bikes. “The warehouse?” Herc asked, nodding in the direction
of the building. “These guys smart enough to patrol the perimeter?”
“Standard procedure.” Herc said, scanning the area. The chief
sighed, pulling his gun from the holster and checking it for
bullets. “Spider…if you would, cover the front. Herc and his man’ll
take care of anybody’s on perimeter…I’ll go in first…if you hear
anything, come in careful…don’t know how many’re in there.” They
all nodded. “What about me?” I asked, insulted that I wasn’t
included. “Come on Frankie.” The chief glared at me. Then Spider
looked at me and said…”Don’t make it harder than it is
man…important thing’s getting her back, dig?” “Yeah.” I couldn’t
hide my disappointment. The chief looked at Herc and mouthed
something I could not make out after which Herc moved his leather
jacket aside just enough to reveal a pistol in his belt which he
had taken from one of the Pagans. The chief smiled slightly and
nodded for all to follow him.

We all walked along the side walk along the
front of the adjacent building leading to a side street which
bordered the north end of the warehouse. Then chief then signaled
for Herc to move to the back with his companion and for Spider to
move to position at the front side of the building bordering the
main street. I followed him until he stopped at the side door and
turned to me. “Frankie…stay here and don’t move…there’s likely ta
be some shooting…if you want us to get her out safe, we can’t be
worried about you too, ok?” “Yeah sure, no problem.” I said
anxious, feeling that if I could be there to see what was
happening, she would somehow be safer. With his gun pointed
straight up and at the ready, he made his way around to the other
side of the building. I tried to wait at the door, but the
desperation of my fear and need to know what was going on was too
strong . Before even a few minutes had passed, I slipped
inside.

It was dark, a short hallway ending at a
glass door which opened onto a kind of lobby around which were
arrayed several offices and conference room. With everything in
shambles and covered with a layer of dirt, it was clear that the
facility had not been used in quiet a number of years. Ignored by
all those in what was left of the industrial section of town, it
was a perfect place to hide. I crept quietly through the lobby
area, heading for the door at the far end which I estimated was the
one which would exit into the warehouse. It had opened only a crack
when I heard Molly’s voice, crying that she knew nothing, then the
sound of an angry man and making threats meant to frighten her into
confessing. When I had opened the door just enough to poke my head
through to see if it was clear to slip inside, I felt a hand
violently grasp my jacket and yank me off my feet and into the huge
open space of the building. In a moment I found myself lying on the
ground, looking up at a Pagan who by then had been sufficiently
confounded in his efforts and plans to be really, really upset with
me. I understood in that instant that cooperation was in order if I
were to survive long enough to see that Molly did. He pulled me to
my feet and shoved me in the direction of the voices of Molly and
her tormentor, hidden from our view by several large pieces of
machinery which stood between us along the four hundred foot
expanse of the building. When we reached the center of the room
where a path, about thirty feet wide devoid of equipment, gave us a
clear view of the far wall, I could see Molly tied to a chair with
Cobb standing behind her and a Pagan to either side. They seemed
delighted by the fear which they had inspired within her. The
hatred welled up within me as my captor shoved me over and over
toward his companions. “Frankie!” Molly cried, seeing me. “Don’t
worry Molly!…I’ll…” I started to say, hoping to reassure her, but
before I could finish, I was struck in the back of the head and
fell unconscious to the floor.

I remember nothing until I awoke again,
finding myself tied to a chair next Molly, looking out to the other
end of the warehouse at a door, hoping that at any moment the chief
or Herc would burst in to save us. Mr. Cobb walked around to stand
in front of me. “How’d ya get here kid?” He asked, calmly. “I…I…
wait…” I said, still too disoriented to think of anything clever
enough to be misleading. Before I could continue, the back of his
left hand struck me on the right side of my face. I reeled from the
shock of it, almost falling over in my chair, Molly’s cries for
them to leave me alone my only awareness. He stood straight looking
down at me with a smirk, as if studying what his next move might
be. “Let me handle it.” One of the Pagans said, moving as if to
take Mr. Cobb’s place in front of me. Mr. Cobb put his hand up
without looking at the man, instructing him to stay where he was.
“Nah…nah…I know how ta make’im talk.” He said with frightening
enthusiasm as he moved to stand behind Molly, putting his hand on
her shoulder, then moving it slowly to her chest. Molly turned away
in embarrassment. “Ok kid….talk or we have some fun with your
little friend here.” “No!…no!…ok, ok…I’ll talk…I’ll
talk…please!…don’t touch her…please.” “Well?” He said dryly,
stopping to see if I would surrender the information he wanted. “I
got here with one of the charter oaks…he dropped my off outside,
but some of the Pagans came up and they started fighting to I ran
into the building…then I got hit on the…” “Shut up!” He shouted,
turning to one of the Pagans and nodding toward the other end of
the warehouse. As the man started off to investigate, Mr. Cobb
looked back at Molly, lifting her gaze to his by her chin. “Ok
little pretty…now…I’ll ask ya one more time…if I don’t get what I
want…I’ll whack Frankie here, then you’re gonna entertain the
boys…understand…now where is it!?” Molly started to cry openly,
pleading with him that she knew nothing and that she would surely
tell if she did. Seeing no sympathy in his eyes, but rather anger
and a resolve to lash out at her for his frustration, I decided to
take a chance and to stall them until the chief and Herc could make
their move. “I’ll tell ya…I know where it is…please…just let her
go…keep me…do what you want with me, but let’er go…let’er go and
I’ll take ya there.” Mr. Cobb looked at me and thought about
whether he should trust me, then pulled a gun from his belt. The
Pagan still behind Molly laughed, as if looking forward to whatever
torture Cobb had planned. Molly continued to plead for us both, her
tears tearing at my heart, yet having no effect on our captors.
“Hey man…not so fast…what about our deal?” The Pagan standing
behind us said, slowly running his hand over Molly’s shoulder and
chest. She turned away again in humiliation as I struggled to free
myself of my bonds to get at him. “Shut up you idiot!” Cobb
snapped, but the Pagan just laughed devilishly. Please…please…
look…I said I’d show ya…please…don’t touch’er…Mr. Cobb…please!” I
begged, but it was obvious from their expressions that my plea was
in vain. I hung my head in despair to the sarcastic laughs of the
three men when suddenly, there was a loud crash at the other end of
the building as the heavy metal door flew violently from its hinges
and fell to the floor. The three of them turned to see Herc walked
in, calmly stepping over it, his expression as cold as his manner
deliberate. The sound of the taps of his boots clicking on the
concrete floor, echoed throughout the building like a clock ticking
away the time until the sum of his intent had been realized. It was
surreal in a way, punctuating the relative quiet of the scene,
totally devoid of any background noise due to its remoteness.
Without even turning his head to look at the Pagan who had just
returned from a search of the perimeter and was approaching him
from the side, Herc pointed his gun and fired. The bullet entered
his stomach and passed out through his lower back, the jolt of its
impact causing him to convulse and fall to the floor like a bag of
rocks, groaning as he rolled over onto his left side, facing away
from us.

Herc continued toward us, the click of each
step an ominous countdown in the wake of this first shooting. Never
breaking his gate and without a moment’s pause, he turned the gun
on the Pagan behind Molly, who was by then reaching for his. The
absence of any hesitation which for another would have been born of
some measure of doubt in his mind as to his license to commit such
an act, contradicted all our expectations and left the second shot
a surprise which startled us all. I could hear the hiss of the
bullet as it cut through the air across the distance which
separated us to strike him in the left chest, causing him to fall
backward to the floor with a sickening thud. He then turned as
quickly to fire at the third Pagan but the shot missed and the man
ducked behind me then ran off to hide behind a piece of machinery
about thirty feet away. Herc didn’t stop or change his gate until
he stood directly in front of Cobb, his arm extending as he
approached, the barrel of the gun against his forehead. The click
of the hammer as Herc pulled it back with his thumb was cutting to
the awareness, echoing throughout the warehouse with a quiet
intensity so pronounced for its contrast to the total void of
ambient sound within the building. “They touch you Molly?” He
asked, the steely cold tone in his voice causing Cobb to tremble
and look at Molly with pleading eyes. It was a question upon whose
answer his life depended. Cobb’s expression betrayed the level of
terror he felt as he stared back into the eyes of a man he knew
recognized no limits in his delivery of the justice he thought
proper. He knew that Herc would take his life without a moment’s
hesitation and that all that he had done warranted such a penalty,
though in Herc’s mind, what he had threatened to do to Molly was
alone sufficient. “No!...no Herc, please! ” She said urgently and
without hesitation, hoping to ensure that he would not act on his
threat. “I’m ok.” Cobb’s body relaxed as Herc’s thumb let the
hammer fall slowly back to its place of rest against the chambered
round. Herc, smirked at Cobb and said, almost whispering…”Came real
close this time.” Just then we heard the chief shout… ”Freeze,
police…now!” Two shots rang out followed by the clang of metal
objects falling, then three more shots and a the thud of another
body hitting the floor. Herc stood frozen in place, expressionless
his gun still at Cobb’s head, completely unaffected by the gun
fight which had caused the rest of us to flinch and look around to
see what had happened. In moments, the chief walked out from behind
a large piece of machinery, placing his gun in his holster. When he
reached Cobb, he took his usual stance, with his right hand resting
the weight of his arm on the butt of his gun and shook his head in
disgust. “Not gonna play games with ya Cobb…not even for a second.”
He looked over at Molly. “You ok honey?” She nodded as he turned
back to Cobb . “Give me any grief…I’ll leave ya here with him.” He
said, gesturing to Herc who had placed his gun back in his belt.
“He’s got a few complaints ta settle with you…you put your hands on
her.” The chief looked down a little, glaring at him. I’ll leave
you hear with him’n I’ll never ask’im what happened or come back
here again to find out…got it?” Cobb looked at Herc and then at the
chief and finally to the floor. “Yeah…I got it.” As the chief cut
my bonds, I jumped up to receive Molly as she, once freed, jumped
into my arms. She threw her arms around my neck and held me
tightly, crying openly in release of the fear and frustrations
which she had carried during our ordeal. When she had gathered
herself sufficiently to leave, she leaned back to look at me in the
eyes, smiled and kissed me intensely on the lips. Burying her face
in my neck once more she whispered…”Oh Frankie…my Frankie …thank
you again.” After we parted she hugged the chief and Herc, we all
turned to leave. Herc shoved Cobb forward hard, almost knocking him
to the ground at which the chief smiled. “You’re in it this time
Cobb…got any idea how many people died in this little scheme of
yours?” He said nothing, afraid I thought of saying anything that
might incite Herc’s anger further.

As we reached the middle of the warehouse,
suddenly, just as Herc shoved Cobb a second time, a shot pierced
the silence sending us all, except for Herc, ducking and running
for cover. Though the whiz of the bullet as it passed identified
Cobb as its intended target, I was taking no chances and when
safely behind a large piece of machinery, covered Molly with my
body. Cobb had escaped our capture and run off toward the far end
of the building where Herc had entered, stopping at his first
victim to retrieve his gun. He then took refuge behind another
piece of equipment and a gun fight ensued between him, the unknown
gunman, Herc and the chief. Realizing the futility of such a
battle, given the density of our armor, we all crouched behind the
metal fortress where Herc and the chief began to discuss a
strategy. “I’ll flank’im..… move ‘round that way.” Herc said dryly,
pointing toward the end of the warehouse where Molly and I had been
tied to the chairs. “Yeah…I’ll make my way ‘about half way down
toward Cobb, then cover ya while ya get close to whoever it is.”
“Gotta be Archie.” Herc said, thinking out loud. “Ya think?”
“Yeah.” He then said with commitment to the idea. They both took a
few breaths then Herc moved to the edge of our barricade and
waited. The chief checked his gun then looked at Herc and nodded.
As soon as Herc started out, the chief rose up over the top, firing
twice at our unknown pursuer, then turned and fired once at Cobb
who tried to take advantage of his exposure. Seeing that Herc had
made it to the next piece of machinery that he might use as
protection, he dropped back down and waited. With a signal from
Herc he rose up again, but this time from a different spot, firing
twice across the warehouse and once at Cobb, each of whom fired
back several times, the bullets ricocheting off of the plates of
the machines behind which we were all hiding and off of the beams
and columns which formed the frame of the building.

By then Herc had made it close to where he
could charge the unknown assailant from his left flank, catching
him in a cross fire between the chief and Cobb. All was quiet as we
all took stock of our relative positions. The chief poked his head
out several times until he caught Herc’s attention, when the two
signaled something to each other in preparation of their attack.
The chief turned to sit, his back to our barricade, both hands on
his gun which he pointed to the ceiling, counting down to the
assault. Molly watched him with fear in her eyes, dreading the
thought of more deaths of which she was somehow the ultimate cause.
She buried her head in my chest as I wrapped my arms tightly around
her.

Without warning the chief jumped up and
turned, laying his arms flat over the top of the machine and firing
several times across the warehouse. At his third shot, Cobb rose up
to fire, which the chief had anticipated. He turned and fired twice
at Cobb, hitting him once in the shoulder. As he fell with a grunt,
the chief turned back to his first target and waited for his shot
of opportunity as Herc moved in on him. The man fired twice at Herc
from behind the machine, who took cover behind a pallet of bags of
some unknown material. When the bullets struck them, clouds of
powder spread out over the immediate area like smoke.

The chief looked around the area wildly,
hoping to discover some means of flushing out their adversary, then
spying a shelf of cans directly over the machine behind which our
attacker was hiding, he fired, knocking over several which hit the
ground with a crash. The man rose up startled, covered with
whatever liquid they had contained and turned to face us. It was
Archie. The chief froze for a moment, shocked by the revelation
which gave Archie time to turn his gun on him. Herc, seeing the
chief’s hesitation, rose up and took aim at Archie, but the chief
had regained his composure first and fired, hitting Archie in the
chest. He fell back with a crash against the metal wall of the
building. Herc looked at the chief who signaled for him to move to
cover Archie while he went to tend to Cobb. Molly and I stood up
and watched, ready to take cover again should either of the two
have survived. The chief, his gun poised in the ready before him,
step by step, made his way slowly around the back of the machine
which had sheltered Cobb, then lowered it and began to look around
anxiously. He turned toward Herc, who was standing at ease, shaking
his head to indicate that Archie too was gone. I told Molly to stay
where she was and the chief and I walked to where Herc was
standing. When we got there, we could see a small pool of blood and
a hole in the corrugated metal side of the building through which
Archie had passed. “Pretty sure I got him square in the chest.” The
chief said, holstering his gun. Herc looked around to make sure
Molly was not within ear shot and “Won’t get far bleedin like
that.” He said, spinning the gun on his finger like a cowboy and
with a twist, caused the butt to end up facing the chief, who took
it with a nod. “Nice shooting.” Herc quipped, then turned toward
where I had left Molly and called to her. She walked out cautiously
toward us as we all moved to meet her in the middle. “Ok?” Herc
asked. She nodded with a smile and we all started for the exit to
the warehouse. “Chief?…what about…” Molly began, the worry in her
tone obvious. “Your families are all ok.” The chief said before
Molly could finish. We both sighed at the same time. “What about
this mess?” Herc said as we passed one of the bodies of the Pagans.
I pulled Molly close to me, placing my hand on her head in such a
way so she couldn’t see. “I’ll have the troopers come take care of
it…we don’t have the resources anyway.” He led the way to the door
through which I had come in.

When we got outside, it was dark which
surprised me, though I had known it was getting late. The chief
looked around, his expression a little worried until he caught
sight of Spider, walking from around the corner of the building.
His face and the knuckles of his right hand were bloody, which
caused Herc to look at him confused until Spider nodded toward the
front of the building he was commissioned to watch. “Got one down
and two tied up back there.” Herc’s expression changed to one of
understanding that his confidence in his friend was justified.
“County boys’ll take care of’em.” The chief turned to look around
again to find Herc’s man walking slowly back toward us. When he
reached the chief, he said nothing but handed him his pistol. The
chief just nodded as the man looked at Herc, the blood on his hands
and shirt indicating clearly that his own mission had been
fulfilled.

I felt a welling up inside me in spite of
what we had just endured, an overwhelming feeling that everything
was different. Something had changed and my mind raced with
thoughts of Archie and Cobb, both shot and bleeding, running to
escape the wrath those select few like Herc and the chief whose
contentment with a status quo is better left undisturbed. I was
sure they were gone for good and the Molly and I would finally have
the uninterrupted time together for which we had so longed.

We got into the chief’s car and followed Herc
and his man as they led the way back to Cedarville. We said nothing
as we rode along, each of us exhausted and still in disbelief that
such a calamity could ever have befallen our little town. Molly
leaned against me, her hands around my arm, staring straight ahead
with glassy eyes. She looked so pretty even then, wearing the
affects of our journey through car crashes, tire smoke and treks
through the woods. I could not stop staring at her as we passed
through the town and the flashing lights from cars of numerous
state troopers and county police reflected off of the store
windows, outlining the delicate and graceful features of her face
in a surreal dance of colour and shadow, revealing somehow another
dimension of her beauty, visible only the in chaos and intensity of
such a display. How odd I thought to myself, that she is so unaware
of what shines out from within her. The chief finally broke the
silence in a voice which seemed so loud in its intrusion upon the
quiet. ”I called your folks…I’m takin Molly home first…gotta talk
to your dad Frankie.” “Sure…Mrs. Maddox?” “Pauly got her out…Paula
too…but they’re back home now.” Molly sighed, leaned against me and
closed her eyes. I put my arm around her but said nothing until we
reached her house. Herc and his man continued on out of town as the
chief turned onto the Mill fields road. He stopped directly in
front of Molly’ house, something which instinctively made us both
flinch, then smile at absence of the need. I got out and helped her
from the car. She put her arms around my neck and hugged my
tightly. “Pauly said that you were the one…the one who would see
into my dreams.” She whispered as she leaned back a little and
looked into my eyes, her smile telling of a pleasure in a knowing
that was beyond words. I began to speak but she put her finger over
my lips and smiled. “Shhhh.” She kissed me on the lips with the
softness of an angel’s breath, then slowly took a step back,
holding my hands in hers, smiling, not merely happy but also as if
relieved. She then let go and whispered…”Tomorrow.”…turned and
walked slowly up the porch stairs. Hearing her approach, her mother
and sister rushed out, each taking Molly in her arms and kissing
her repeatedly in the excitement of having her safe at home again.
They waved to us then with some reluctance to leave us without some
fanfare, knowing what we had done for her. But there would be time
for that later.

We got back in the car and the chief started
out for my house. “Been some day eh son?” “Ha…I never thought I’d
see anything like that…I thought Detroit was tough.” “Yeah,
well…this kind a thing doesn’t happen much…almost never…hell, I’ve
been in this job for fifteen years and never had so much as a peep
from Herc’s gang or the Pagans.” “Well, ya sure got it tonight.”
“This is probly it for the next twenty years or so.” He chuckled. I
was silent for a few moments, watching as we passed several
troopers again, interviewing shop owners and towns people. “Chief?”
“Yeah kid?” “I don’t know how ta thank you.” “Hey…forget it.” He
was quiet for a few moments, then he sighed. ”Molly Maddox. ”He
said quietly as if thinking. “Yeah.” I responded also almost to
myself then turned to look out the window. “Son…there’s one
thing…you’re gonna find out about it anyway.” “What?” “Your mom…one
of the reasons your folks were so late getting home…your mom ran
into a bunch of Pagans with the car.” “What!?” I shouted. “She was
driving the car down in Bridgewater and she saw six Pagans on their
bikes…your dad was just comin out of some store and she just
stomped on the gas and ran into the lot of ‘em…sent two of’em to
the hospital…trashed all the bikes…so they arrested’er…your dad
called my office and I got down there as fast as I could.” He
turned to look back at me for a moment. “Kind a crazy eh?”
“Yeah…heh…mom…she just keeps gettin nuttier.” I said jokingly
though the news troubled me greatly. Mom was becoming more unstable
as time passed and though her quirkiness had for a time been
amusing, it had become alarming, given the progressive severity of
her antics. I leaned back in the seat and closed my eyes, thinking
how badly at the moment I wanted to sleep. Dad surely had his hands
full now. At least with me and Molly, he could anticipate how we
might behave under certain likely or expected circumstances. But
mom was completely unpredictable and I knew he would never be able
to stay a step ahead of her.

We arrived at my house to find the two of
them waiting on the sidewalk by the front steps with many of our
neighbors keeping them company. As we pulled up to the curb the
chief said shaking his head. ”I gotta tell ya Frankie…your mom is
one beautiful woman.” I looked at her and chuckled, thinking for a
moment and then said…yeah…but it comes at a price chief.” He looked
at me and smiled then got out to let me out to exaggerated hugs and
welcomes and pats on the back in compliment of my having braved the
dark forces yet again. After a socially proper duration of
discussions with everyone about what had happened, we went inside.
Mom and dad sat on the living room couch facing me in the corner
easy chair, looking as if they had just found me after having left
me behind in another state during a road trip. They just stared,
half smiling, thinking of what to say, it having been so unlikely a
circumstance that some pre-canned parental comment or advice might
be at the ready. Dad just shook his head. “Dad?” “Frankie…I… I…” He
lifted his hands in exasperation, letting the fall to slap his
knees, then looked at mom. She put her hand to her mouth and began
to cry. Dad put his arm around her and rocked her a little while
looking at me. “Son…I don’t know what to say to you…that you could
get caught up in this kind of trouble in a town like this…it…it
just…” “Dad, please…don’t worry about it…I don’t care what happened
today…I don’t care if it happens again…I’ll go through it every
day…if that’s what it costs.” “But son…” He began again. “I
couldn’t be happier dad.” “Frankie…I know how you feel about
Molly…but son…this time you really came close to…” “Dad…listen…it
was no better in Detroit…remember?…I know that some bad things’ve
happened, but that’s all over now…Mr. Cobb and Archie aren’t gonna
bother us again.” “Frankie, listen…” “Dad, please…please…don’t even
think about moving somewhere else… please…I don’t want to live
anywhere else…ever…” He looked at me with a curious expression,
then at mom and back to me and with a chuckle, said…”Neither do
we.”

We talked for a long time about what had
happened, the implications and what Molly meant to me. When I had
finished, he sat quietly, staring at the window which looked out
onto the street then shook his head, made a gesture toward mom that
she didn’t see, helped her up and led her upstairs. I watched him
console her as they walked, her pain an agony to him, her comfort
and happiness his only desire. His loved her so completely that
there was no room left in his heart for any sentiment in which she
was not the focus and despite her insanity and the consequent
difficulty in taking care of her, he wished for nothing else. There
was an aspect to her nature which was equal in quality to her
physical beauty. That night I felt a deeper affection for her than
I had ever before, one that I didn’t understand, one which would
never wane.

I remained in the chair a few moments,
smiling to myself, suddenly overcome by the intensity of it all,
feeling like someone who had just cheated death and could not
contain the joy in having survived, heightened by the contrast in
the shear simplicity of the awareness of sitting comfortably and
safe. That night, as soon as my head hit the pillow, my grasp on
the waking state began to slip away, the image of Molly’s face
before me.

 


 


~~~The Snow~~~

 


By the time three weeks had passed, Molly and
I no longer felt any immediate effect of what we had been through.
That is one of the healing qualities of youth I suppose, that every
extreme is displaced by another and that youth’s sense of
proportion almost always functions in exaggeration. But there were
lessons in all that we had endured and more were to come. Mine was
not to be the peaceful, uneventful life of a rural American town it
might have. I would discover my limits in both aspects and the
failure as a man I would have otherwise been.

I was seen as a bit of a hero by the town’s
people this time, with the rarest of exceptions. For a while I
couldn’t walk down the street without being stopped and
congratulated for my efforts in trying to protect Molly. It seemed
an odd twist, a strange compensation for having had to endure so
many trials. For the first week we all waited in suspense for
Archie’s return, perhaps from some hospital or that he might show
up on the front porch some night with a dirty bandage and an
infected wound. But our worries waned with time and we satisfied
ourselves that he had probably succumbed to his injury and was
lying in some field somewhere or in a woods close by. No one
alluded to the notion or even spoke his name while Molly was
present. We all just pretended that he had never existed, a tactic
to which Paula and Mrs. Maddox were only too happy to lend
themselves. But not Molly. I knew that she was worried about him,
though at the time I was still unable to understand why.

When it was clear that he was gone for good,
dad and mom had them all over for dinner again and proposed that
Mrs. Maddox work for dad. He had quit his job, given the license
deal he had made for his invention which left us quite well off,
the money coming in far faster and in greater amounts than anyone
had expected. She was reluctant at first, until dad was able to
convince her that it was a real job and that he genuinely needed
the help. She would finally be making a decent income and she and
the girls could start to enjoy life a little, though I was to
benefit the most. I would no longer have to worry about confronting
Archie when bringing her home, or the need to stay clear of the
house. I could visit whenever I wished. We would be free to be
together, and that we were. But that time was to be more to me than
just the indulgence of my dreams of being with her every spare
moment. It would be the beginning of a time of self examination
which would ultimately culminate in a metamorphosis of character, a
change in the path I was to take, one that would mean the
difference between a mediocre life or my becoming a man of
substance.

With the big chase already fading in our
memories, the first snow fell. I came down to the dining room to
the smell of breakfast on Saturday morning to see the large, pure
white flakes floating slowly to the ground like the down spilled
from a giant pillow. As I took my seat I could see out of the
window to the side yard as the snow started to accumulate. “Look at
that!.” They all turned to the window. “What?” dad asked, then
looking back at me.”You’ve seen snow before.” “But…its
so…so…white.” I said, a little astonished. Dad looked at mom with a
kind of disappointed expression. “Good heavens Laurane…we should’ve
never kept these kids in the city that long.” He turned back to me.
“Frankie…the snow’s white because there’s no pollution in the air
above the town…has to fall through the pollution in the cities, so
it picks up all the dirt and chemicals in the air.” “Wow.” I said,
having never really had cause to consider it. Snow was just brown
in my understanding. It looked so peaceful outside as it set all
aspects of my observations into a slow motion equal to the rate at
which it fell. “Going to see Molly today?” Mom asked. Dad looked at
me out of the corner of his eye, smiling a little then looked back
down at his paper. “Yeah…yes…probably go downtown…maybe ta the
diner…dad?...I can have the car next weekend right?...you know…so
we can go house hunting?” He looked at me and smiled. “Sure…but you
need to clear this little road trip with Mrs. Maddox, understand?”
“Yes sir, I’ll talk to her Monday.” “Good.” He said, satisfied that
the subject was closed and looked back down at his paper. “You just
remember your behavior when you’re out with that girl young man.”
Mom sounded in. I looked at her sternly. “Mom, this is Molly!”
“Yes, well…” “T’s ok Laurane, he knows." Dad said…especially after
all they’ve been through together.

I finished eating to some typical family
conversation, part of which was about dad and mom’s trip to
California for continuing discussions concerning the sale of the
rights to his invention. I was excited that I would have the run of
the house, some freedom to be alone there and experience the
independence I might never know, given the inevitability of my
being drafted. “Dad, no chores today?” I asked, both as a point of
information and a request that I not be given any. “Go on.” He
chuckled. “Thanks.” I said, jumping up and racing to the coat rack
for my jacket. I pulled it on as I flew out the door and down the
stairs to the street. The quiet which accompanied the snow was
uplifting, as if it allowed one to feel things more acutely,
magnifying my excitement over having the day to spend with Molly,
now with no fear of harm from Archie or Cobb and his friends. I
made my way to the pond, brushed the snow from the log and sat,
waiting patiently for my love. Happy at first, knowing that her
ritual on Saturdays was not always timely and that she might be a
little late, I eventually became alarmed at the amount of time that
had passed, initially without my notice as I dreamed on about being
with her. I got up and started for town, figuring that I could meet
her as she made her way to the pond, anxious to share that time
with her and the pristine mood created by the falling snow, a safe
and cozy feeling I had never felt before, one so defined in the
quiet and peace that seemed to blanket the town under its
cover.

I reached Main Street and headed toward the
church. There were very few people out and about, which was unusual
for a Saturday, but I attributed it to the weather and the event it
was being the first snow of the season. I had gotten about half way
to the drug store when I saw Molly walk into mission alley, looking
as if she were talking to someone behind the corner of the
building, out of view. I continued down the street but remained on
the opposite side. When I reached the bus stop which was directly
across from the alley entrance, I could see her bending over Mr.
Wittiker who was drunk again, having fallen and hit his head. I
moved behind the old phone booth which was next to the bus stop and
watched as she tended to the cut and the remnants of his last meal,
now strewn over his jacket. I could just hear his complaints
through the quiet of the falling snow, insisting that she leave him
alone, occasionally waving his arms as if trying to dissuade a
determined insect. She ignored his objections and when she had
stopped the bleeding, tried to clean off his jacket with a rag she
had gotten from the restaurant at the alley corner.

She spoke softly to him as she worked, trying
to get him to agree to go to the jail where the chief would
probably let him use a cell for shelter and sleep. A woman who was
shopping walked past turned to see them both. “Molly Maddox!…what
are you doing?” Molly looked up at her. “He fell and hurt his
head.” She said in a worried tone. “Well…its hardly the first
time…sweetie, you shouldn’t…Molly, Molly, Molly…but you know he’ll
just be drunk again tomorrow.” She said, disgusted at the prospect,
thought to be a foregone conclusion given Mr. Wittiker’s history.
Two more people passed by and slowed down to look, one shaking his
head as he walked away, the other, another woman, turning to take a
few steps into the alley. “Molly?…is that you?” “Yes maam.” She
said, turning to see the first woman leave. “What happened honey?”
“He fell…he was bleeding.” She smiled, shaking her head. “My my,
you are such a sweet child.” Can I help? Molly stood up and turned
to her. “I’d like to give him money for something to eat…but…I
don’t…” She said, fidgeting a little, embarrassed to have to have
asked. “Well of course honey.” The woman said, rummaging through
her purse, pulling out several bills. “Here’s four dollars… that
should be enough for three meals.” Molly meekly took the money.
“Thank you.” She said with a grateful smile and a little bow. The
woman smiled back at her and touched her cheek, then turned to Mr.
Wittiker and said…”For heaven’s sake Ben…don’t make it more
difficult for her.” She shook her head in disgust then walked off
to her shopping.

Molly bent down again over Mr. Wittiker. “Mr.
Wittiker…here’s some money to get something to eat.” She put the
bills into his coat pocket. He objected and grabbed her by the
jacket, yanking her roughly toward him, screaming in her face. He
then let go with his right hand, bringing it back as if to strike
her but stopped. Startled, I was about to run to her aid but
realized that he had caught himself. At first she looked shocked
and afraid, flinching at his gesture to strike her, her expression
then changing to one of confusion when she saw that he had realized
what he was about to do. He let go of his grip on her jacket,
staring up at her as she leaned back a little, still squatting next
to him. “Oh God….I’m sorry little girl… I’m sorry.” He moaned as he
rolled around, his side against the building wall. “Its ok Mr.
Wittiker…come with me ok?” He turned back to her, a smiled
eventually forming on his face. “Such a sweet girl…such a…such…an
understanding g’…girl.” “Come on Mr. Wittiker, try to stand up.” A
couple shopping, passed the alley just as she was trying to help
him to his feet. The man bent over to see Molly’s face and then
moved quickly to get Mr. Wittiker to his feet. Molly backed away a
little and let the man get a good hold of him. Once standing, Molly
guided him to lean back against the building wall until he felt he
had regained his balance. “Nice girl…nice…” He mumbled. I marveled
at her patience and kindness in managing him in the midst of such
distasteful circumstances, unaffected it seemed by the smell, the
mess and his unpredictable volatility. Molly nodded in appreciation
to the couple who then left and with her as his support, Mr.
Wittiker made the precarious trip out of the alley and across the
street toward the police station. Watching her through the falling
snow in the quiet of the afternoon in the almost empty town,
feeling that peace which can only be realized in such a setting, I
finally came to understand what I had been taught in church for so
many years about how it was we were to treat and care for each
other and what it was to have a truly pure heart. The prospect of
helping Mr. Wittiker generally tasked one’s sensibilities, his
state at any given point in time being so repellent as to overcome
one’s sympathy and compassion for his plight. But that never
occurred to Molly. No matter how filthy he was or how bad was the
stench, she saw only his suffering which gave rise in her a desire
to end it. I knew deep inside that I was a long way from where she
was then and more discouragingly, that it was a state I would
likely never achieve. But I had at least come to see it more
clearly.

I stepped into the street and walked toward
the police station. When she got to the door with Mr. Wittiker,
someone, probably Mrs. Rearson opened it for them. I felt badly
about not having gone to her aid, but I couldn’t help but to watch
her. I arrived at the door and decided to stand there outside and
wait for her to come out, watching as the few shoppers in town
passed back and forth on the sidewalk, moving in and out of the
stores. It was so quiet, I could hear the jingling of car keys and
the opening doors all the way at the other end of town, as if the
falling snow absorbed all the other sounds of the day, allowing
only those most poignant to remain.

After a few minutes, the door opened and she
emerged, her back to me, still looking back at whomever had helped
her with Mr. Wittiker. When she turned back to face front again she
was already a little passed where I was standing then darted off
across the street in the direction of the pond. “Molly!” I shouted
. She spun around suddenly and stopped facing me with an expression
of surprise. “Frankie?” She tilted her head slightly and smiled.
“What are you doing here?” She began to walk back toward me as I
moved to meet her in the street. She looked so pretty, the
snowflakes sticking to her eyelashes and peppering her long wavy
blonde hair. “I saw you go into the station…I…” I stumbled,
deciding not to tell her that I had been watching her. “Frankie?”
She said, looking a little confused. “Nothing…come on.” She smiled,
took my hand and we began to walk slowly toward the pond. “Mr.
Wittiker drunk again?” “Yes…he fell and hurt his head.” “Sleeps it
off in the jail?” “The chief told him that if he didn’t stop
drinking…at least try, he wouldn’t let him sleep there anymore…but
I…” I thought I would save her the discomfort of finishing. “You
asked him to let’im just one more time?” She smiled and took my arm
with both hands. “Molly?” She didn’t answer but just looked up at
me. I stopped and turned to her, holding her face in my hands,
looking into her deep blue eyes, feeling an intense fear that
moment that I would never be able to keep her as only mine.
“Promise you’ll always love me.” I said in a pleading tone, which
caused her to look at me curiously, unable to understand the
motivation for my worry. Then she giggled and put her arms around
me. She said nothing for a few moments, then leaned back and looked
up at me again. “Oh Frankie…you ask that.” Her eyes flitted back
and forth, across my face, as if she were reveling in what it was
she saw in me that pleased her so but was unable to put it into
words. Then she threw her arms around my neck and whispered in my
ear. “Don’t you understand?...I could never love anyone but you…my
heart was made for you…only for you.” I hugged her tightly and then
took her hand and we started to walk down the middle toward the
center of town.

She looked so pretty as the pure white snow
collected on her silky long hair and graceful shoulders, each flake
as fragile and delicate in its form as she. We walked quietly for a
few moments, turning to look at each other ever few steps, as if
each had some manner of exciting news to tell the other, saving it
for some moment soon to arrive, when she broke away from me,
skipping a few steps ahead, her arms outstretched, looking up at
the sky, smiling like a little girl, slowly twirling as she walked.
The look on her face was one of pure bliss, as if she had never
been happier, as if all the pain so much a part of her daily life
had been taken away. I felt a sensation in the deepest reaches of
whatever it was from which my awareness of myself arose, that I
could have no happiness in my life as great as that of seeing to
hers. Her very presence seemed to make the trials of life
tolerable, even purposeful. As long as she were there in the end,
any burden could be shouldered, any sacrifice endured.

“Oh Frankie, isn’t it wonderful?” She stopped
twirling and looked at me, her arms still outstretched, beaming,
like a child on Christmas morning. “Yeah….its like
everything’s....” I said, stopping to look up at the millions of
tiny white flakes floating slowly to the ground. “Brand new.” She
said softly, then slowly dropped her arms to her side and walked
until she stood against me, her hands on my chest. She looked into
my eyes and I thought I saw some evidence of concern in her
expression, as if something had then just occurred to her. “It is
all brand new…now…isn’t it?” She asked. I stared back for a moment,
a little confused as to what was troubling her, trying to
understand what she meant. “Yes…it is all new…. for us…for you and
me.” Her eyes darted around my face as I put my arms around her
waist. “Oh Frankie,” She said holding me tightly. “Thank you” I
didn’t answer, but just held her close. We stood there holding each
other as time seemed to slow, her cheek against my chest, her eyes
closed, as I rocked her ever so gently while looking off down the
road. The street and buildings seemed to fade into shadows through
the falling snow, blurred gray images only hinting their identity,
which without memories of past encounters would have been just
ghostly impressions. Only the street lights, which had by then come
to life were able to assert themselves within that distance which
was the eye’s capacity. At that moment I felt a kind of comfort in
the scene before us, the feelings it released within me suggesting
some promise of times to come, of chances to be realized with all
the ugliness of our lives and times washed away by the purity of
the tiny falling flakes. In time we parted and looked into each
other’s eyes. I kissed her gently and we turned and walked holding
hands through the snow, toward the park, by then almost alone in
the town. It was shocking to me, how that blanket of pure white
made everything seem almost heavenly, covering all blemishes and
the scares of age, suggesting a kind of purity.

We spent some time at the pond, her favourite
private place, the hill behind the cemetery and then walked along
the tracks, talking and dreaming of what we would do with our lives
over the next three years, the time we thought left to us by the
war, finding ourselves finally at the old railroad station. We sat
on the bench by the platform tunnel, where we had the first day we
spent together. The snow had collected on rails, looking like
tracks of white cake frosting, reaching out for miles through the
farms and meadows which bordered the town. We both looked off down
the tracks, sharing the same feelings I thought, both wondering,
both hoping. I turned back to her and stroked her hair, marveling
at all I knew she was and all I knew she would become. She turned
back to me, her head tilted slightly, staring right through me with
those deep, porcelain blue eyes and a crooked little smile and put
her hand on my cheek. I felt a chill run through me at the sight of
it, that gesture being one through which all that was so feminine,
playful and innocent about her was revealed. At that moment I felt
I had lost all control over my desire for her. I leaned in slowly
and kissed her, she submitting to me completely, only her trust in
me as great as her desire. Our kisses became increasingly more
passionate. The feeling of her in my arms, her delicate little
frame…so soft and warm…the smell of the flowers in her hair…her
warn breath on my face and neck…I began to feel drunk with the
delight of it. Thoughts began racing through my mind, out of
control and out of all proportion of my sense of reverence for her.
I found myself more and more intoxicated with sensuous desires,
wanting only to possess her in every way I could, completely, with
only my love of her virtue, ever present in the deepest reaches of
my awareness, to stop me. With all the discipline to which I could
appeal, I stopped kissing her and drew her closer to me. She buried
her face in my neck and we held each other tightly as we gasped for
air for what seemed like forever. When our breathing had slowed, I
stumbled on my words. “I think…..I think I should take you home.” I
leaned back, held her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes.
She smiled and looked down, embarrassed. “Its so hard isn’t it?…so
hard.” She said softly and sympathetically, having felt the same
level of passion. “Be easier having your legs broken.” She giggled,
still a little embarrassed. “I’m sorry Molly…I…if…if I got a
little…” She stared into my eyes, looking as if she were waiting
for me to dictate some sort of protocol which we were then to
follow. “You weren’t going to stop me were you?” I asked quietly, a
little shocked. “No.” She whispered. I looked at her surprised to
which she reacted in confusion as to why I did not understand.
“Molly?” “I know you would never hurt me Frankie.” I gently stroked
her hair again. “Oh Molly...” We parted and looked into each
other’s eyes. She pushed a lock of hair behind my ear. “Don’t
worry…we’ll have our…time…together…we’ll be married soon and…and
I’ll be your wife…I’ll be yours…and then…” I didn’t let her try to
finish, kissing her once more, softly. “My wife.” I whispered,
enthralled with the idea of it. “God I love you so much.” “I love
you too.” We kissed once more. “Come on.” I stood, offered my hand
and helped her to her feet. We held hands as we walked down the
tracks and then through the old abandoned neighborhood, which was
by then our habit, marveling at how the snow made it look as if
still occupied by those for whom it had once so long ago been home.
When we got to the place where I used to leave her when Archie was
still there I stopped. She turned and looked up at me and smiled at
the gesture. “Frankie…I had a wonderful day.” She leaned up and
kissed me. “Tomorrow …at church?” “Yes.” She said, kissed my once
more on the cheek and ran through the falling snow to the porch, up
the stairs and into the house, stopping to blow me a kiss before
closing the door. I stood as always and watched for the light in
her room to go on. “Goodnight Molly.” I whispered to myself,
watching her shadow move past the window shades toward the far side
of her room, wondering as always, what she would be doing in that,
her haven. As I turned to start for home I thought I saw the figure
of someone standing across the street, facing her house. It was
just a shadow through the falling snow, dark gray and as still as a
statue for a few moments, turning finally and moving off down the
sidewalk toward the old mill. I watched as it faded almost
completely out of sight, then ran across the street and tried to
catch up with whomever it was. Even running as fast as I could and
the figure seemed to move at only a walking pace, it disappeared
from view. I stopped and looked in every direction but could see no
one, then turned and headed for home.

When reached the tracks, I decided to go to
the pond for a little while, to think about the day and the
feelings I was having about what time I thought I had left. I
walked down passed the station to the path, crossing the stream and
walking up the hill to find the pond looking like a scene from
heaven itself. The snow had collected on every branch, rock and
twig, as if a lacey cover had been custom made for each and placed
with an artist’s care, the water alone remaining unaffected. The
flakes drifted slowly onto its glass smooth surface, melting
instantly, giving the impression they were passing through some
kind of membrane to another reality, one of only reflections and
transparency. It was sobering, that moment, like the rain, drawing
out of me feelings which I could not otherwise call forth, forced
to remain deep inside under the weight of the effect of the chaos
of the distractions of a everyday life. It pained me that Molly was
not there to share it with me, the kind of sight at which she would
marvel, in which she would see magic. It was…butterflies, I
thought, smiling at the understanding of it all. I stood at the log
and looked up, thanking God that He had brought us to Cedarville
and that He had seen fit to allow me to be part of her life. I made
Him a promise that day that I would never ask for anything
more.

I looked around for a few more moments,
drinking in what was one of those sights seen rarely in one’s life,
but that by which it was in part, defined. Then I noticed something
on the ground, quickly disappearing in the falling snow. There were
foot prints which continued from the path where I was standing,
turning to the log as if whomever had left them sat on it for a
while, then rose and left by way of the path which led to the park.
It was a curious discovery, given that I knew of no one who came to
the pond except for Molly and me. I knew that it could not have
been she, in that she was with me most of the day. My suspicions
then turned to thoughts of the mysterious figure I had seen in the
snow at Molly’s house. I walked on down the path toward the park,
following the footprints, which by the time I had reached its end,
had disappeared under the new fallen snow.

I scanned the park to find a lone figure
sitting on the bench near the bend in the stream by the swing set.
I started out for it, trying to see who it was before I got too
close, but the snow was falling too heavily by then. It was not
until I got within about ten feet that he looked up at me and
grinned. “Pauly.” I said, dryly, in keeping with the protocol.
“Frankie.” He said with equal sterility, then looked off above the
tree line across the park.”Its nice isn’t it?” “Yeah…what’re ya
doin here?” He looked up at me with an eyebrow raised. “What?...I
can’t use the park?” He looked back at the tree line. “I was having
a…a moment.” He quipped. I chuckled and walked over to the bench
and took a seat next to him. We both sat quietly for a while,
looking straight ahead. “So you’re watchin’er?” I asked, a little
nervously. “Nope.” I turned to him, surprised, sure that it was he
and unprepared to hear him of all people, employ a lie to cover
what he was doing. I turned away, disappointed. “I was watchin the
guy who was watchin’er.” I turned back to look at him. “I was
behind you, ‘bout a block away.” He said. I turned to him again,
feeling relieved, his integrity intact. “Yeah?” I said surprised.
“Yeah.” He said with a glare, then looked straight ahead again.
“Whoever it was, he knew the neighborhood…got away through the
yards I guess.” “What’s goin on Pauly?” “Don’t know.” “So what do
we do now?” I asked, not rhetorically but hoping for an answer,
sure that he, Pauly, would have one, that he would know what to do.
He didn’t say anything for a few moments, looking off down the park
road toward town. “T’s funny isn’t it?…how the snow makes
everything look better…feel different…like everything’s ok.” I
watched him until he turned back toward me. “She’s amazing isn’t
she?” “Molly?” “Only sees good in everything.” He sighed. “No
matter how ugly it gets around’er.” I just stared at him, trying to
appreciate fully, such an expression of feelings he so rarely
offered. “Pauly?” “What?” “Why me? “ “What’dya mean, why you?” “Why
not one of the other guys?” He looked away. “Why not you?“ He said
in a manner making it obvious he did not wish to discuss the
matter. I looked down at the ground. “Come on man…I’m not good
enough for’er…I know it.” He chuckled. “Damned right you’re not.”
He said, looking down the road again, then sighed. ”But neither’s
any of the rest of’em.” I was a little shocked by his comment, even
though I had felt and expressed exactly the same sentiment.
“Then…then why me?” He thought for a moment then answered in a
solemn tone and then looked at me. “Cause you’ll take the pain.”
“The pain?” He stared at me for a few moments before speaking.
“Good always attracts trouble I guess.” He looked down at the
ground, sad at the prospect, then chuckled a little. “The more good
the more trouble…Archie…the Cobbs…it’s always something…but you’ll
take it…without even thinking about it.” He glared at me. “She’ll
change ya man…hell, she already has…yeah…you’ll go along and like
it…ta keep’er…you’ll try your best…no matter how hard it is…no
matter how long it takes…no matter what it costs…cause she’s that
important to ya…cause she’s the only thing important to ya.” He
looked straight ahead again and took a deep breath. “That’s why
you.” I sat quietly for a moment, thinking about what he had just
said. “Yeah.” I said finally with a sigh. Then I wondered if he
knew what it was she thought of me. “What about…what about her?” He
smiled, still looking ahead. “Aw hell…she knows…knew from the
start.” He laughed a little sarcastically. “You’re a book
Holloway.” Then he said pensively. “Ya still don’t quite get
it…you’re you’re in the middle of…but you will…one day…one day”
“What do you mean?” I asked. “You feel it...that thing you can’t
explain.” “But…I…” “Heh…in time.” “But Pauly…I…” “But what?...it’s
not enough?...you gotta take it apart?...ask for more?...deal with
the now Frankie…don’t worry ‘bout anything before you deal with
what’s comin at ya…dig that…’n you’ll be ok” “Yeah…sure.”

My mind was racing, wondering what it all
meant. I guess I was too young at the time to really understand,
but he did. As I look back on it now, I think he was hinting to me,
something about himself, a kind of gift I suppose, left for me to
realize, should I ever developed the brains to put it all together.
“Yeah…t’s ok.” He slouched down on the bench to get more
comfortable. “Probably won’t be gettin any easier either.” He said
quietly, looking off at the tree line at the other end of the park.
I’m not sure whether or not he was warning me of some impending
problems, but the urgency over things to come was not to be felt
then and there. We sat quietly for a while after that, just
watching the snow fall, the feelings of calm it conjured too
fragile to survive any analysis or comment, or even movement. The
silence was its medium and the troubles of the day seemed to fade
away, just like Pauly said. Everything, for those moments, was
ok.

After a while, I stood, looked around the
park and the intersection of the road leading to town, only more
beautiful for the continuing and by then, appreciable accumulation
of the snow. I turned to look at him to find him staring up at me
with his usual blank expression. “Showed your mettle today
Frankie.” I looked at him curiously. “What…?” I asked, confused. He
chuckled. “Go home Holloway…see ya tomorrow at church.” He stood,
then turned and started off for the path by the fort. I watched as
his unidentifiable form faded into a gray, shadowy figure in the
falling snow. It was how he’d leave in the end I thought, in a
whisper, another mystery.

It was never easy with Pauly, but that was
part of his allure I suppose. He was a good friend and a kind of
mentor, too young to have been anticipated as such and always full
of surprises. He would become the kind of man who would move many I
thought, if he survived his youth, something about which I had
troubling feelings I could not shake, though at the time I didn’t
know why. Its seemed to just be that way in Cedarville, so many
mysteries and undercurrents. Small town issues and small town
problems to be sure, but so large in scale to those who lived them
there. The city had its own intrigues, but they had none of the
subtleties of those which seemed to define life in our town, all of
which seemed to revolve in some way around Molly.

At home that night after at typical dinner
with the family, I went upstairs to my room and lay on the bed,
thinking of the day. Though happy, I worried about Molly. Something
was happening behind the scenes and I knew it would inevitably
affect us and our being together. As Pauly had said, there would
always be something. There and then I resolved to become more
aware, more watchful and be ready for whatever was to come. Pauly
was right I thought. I would take the pain all of it, no matter how
much, just to be with her. I drifted off to sleep, feeling
content.

 


 


~~~Three Years Of Bliss~~~

 


Things were changing fast beyond the borders
of our little town. The protests over the war were growing in
number, size and the degree of violence in which the participants
were willing to take part and while the women’s and other movements
took a similar course, rather than violence becoming the measure of
the intensity of the beliefs of their memberships, the absurdity of
their claims and demands were that instead. All of this it seemed,
along with the effects of other changes in the American psyche
brought on by technology and the direction of certain political
currents, spread out slowly from the cities into the rural areas
though were inhibited by the natural resistance of the small town
mindset to change.

It was a sad contradiction that so many would
be so motivated to fight for change in the name of enlightenment
and by the means to their ends, deny the very fundamentals of the
truth and right which they claimed as the goal of their activism.
Within our haven we all watched, amused and confused and perhaps a
little frightened, though for some it was because of the affront to
what was only intuitively understood as proper, rather than by any
detailed analysis of the arguments on either side. The mobs
gathered again and again in the streets of the nation’s cities and
towns, appealing in the formulation of their demands and
professions, to the very truths which they then set in
contradiction to their philosophical and political positions. Yet
few of the youth of the day saw the self devouring logic of it all,
a formula I thought for a cultural and political implosion in time,
as the social institutions capitulated little by little and began
to attempt to assimilate and incorporate the demands of the
rebellion. There would be no escaping its effect.

Herc and his boys were charged and had to go
to trial over their part in the confrontations with the Pagans,
though the trouble for them was short lived. I suppose that some
desire on the part of the authorities to prosecute someone was
inevitable, given the level of violence and the number of deaths
and of course, the Charter Oaks were prime candidates. But with the
chief’s testimony as to how they had helped him when he was so
overwhelmingly outnumbered, the whole matter was dropped. Life
continued in Cedarville as it had before, though the force of the
waves of social and political change could be frequently felt.
Protesters, greasers and hippy groups of one sort or another made
repeated attempts to affect the opinions and culture of the towns
people, though with no success. Herc’s presence kept the greasers
from becoming too aggressive, while the townspeople dispensed
readily with the overtures of the political protesters whom they
found too silly to even entertain. But the pressure for change
remained and it worried many of us.

Through countless parties and dances, weekend
nights, concerts, art shows and museums which we attended over the
next three years, Molly and I found an ever deeper understanding of
each other. Our love seemed born again as new in every milestone of
our time together, once boundless passions yet again extended in
some transcendent measure felt only by the soul. With each passing
year I came to know a nature in her whose quality was so fragile
and fleeting that it would melt away under the probing of the
crass, sterile order of objective understanding. Molly became ever
more a mystery to us all, her gentleness and charity uncorrupted by
time and the trials which are the means to maturity. Her innocence
survived and because of it, her lament grew, unable to understand
why so few were at all inclined to kindness as was she. The sadness
she felt at the suffering of others weighed on her more heavily. In
the discovery of someone in a difficult situation or with an
infirmary, especially a child, she would retract, unable to accept
that such a burden was to be shouldered by anyone when it had not
also been asked of her. It seemed odd that one who had been all her
life, so willing to suffer for the sake of others understood so
little about it.


I was not the only one who noticed the change
taking place in her. Pauly had become ever more watchful, though
from a distance, careful not to intrude upon her relationships or
activities unless invited to do so. Even the townspeople sensed the
difference, engaging her with far greater frequency in the delight
of her nature in its maturity but then with an element of concern
for her emotional state rather than just for the pleasure of the
contact as had been the case before. It was becoming ever more
certain that unless protected from the full impact of certain of
the more seamy aspects of aspects of life, Molly could not survive.
Knowing better than anyone that the fragility of her soul was an
effect of its purity and beauty, I vowed that at all costs I would
be its steward and that there was no longer any doubt in my mind
that Molly was a reflection in the eye of God of that which please
Him most in humanity’s capacity, a glimmer of the answer to all our
questions and fears as to where our salvation lay.

Each and every day, whether those of that
glorious explosion of the senses which came in the spring, the
gentle intimacies of long summer nights, the tranquil
thoughtfulness of the colourful fall or the cozy calm of winder,
Molly and I grew ever more deeply and passionately in love. It was
on my eighteenth birthday that I came to realize in full measure
that I could no longer survive life without her. I had surrendered
so completely to necessity of compliance with the protection and
maintenance of all that she was that a possibility no longer
existed in which I might be able to sustain any quality of being of
mind or soul without her. I would accept whatever fate might be
mine for our coupling.

In our last year of high school, we both
discovered a love of philosophy and literature and juggled our
schedules to take certain classes together, something I had never
been allowed that her accessibility to others would not be denied.
She was constantly invited everywhere by girl friends and a few
boys who knew me well enough to know I would understand their
intentions as proper. Smiling at me when asked, the look in her
eyes would beg my approval, which was given without hesitation, her
willingness to please others a quality I dared not inhibit or
discourage. Our lives were full and our hearts soared at the
possibilities which lay before us and in time, our excitement grew
to such heights that even the threat of the draft could not
intrude.

Pauly too had changed, though not at all in
the particular quality of his character, but rather only the way he
treated or reacted to those around him. It was as if he were an
adult all his life, requiring no seasoning of time and trials, his
commitment to Molly remaining as solid as the barrier which
shielded his true nature from view. It was during this time that I
sensed a capacity in him which frightened me, not for the
consequence of having engaged it, for I had been beaten up by the
toughest in the county by then, but rather for the unequivocal
nature of the source by which it was justified. Some things, some
mysteries are better left undefined, to be only felt and by that to
inspire rather than to be known in their extent in which one’s
unworthiness would be illuminated in an unsympathetic finality.
Given all the uncertainties surrounding me in my life in
Cedarville, I knew to no longer tempt the fates, but it was not all
a mystery to me. I had come to understand at the expense of great
pain that without Molly in my life I would have amounted to nothing
and more painful still, that she would never belong only to me, but
to all of those within reach who wished to be touched by her.

School had become different for us all, no
longer seen as merely the vehicle for the forced injection of
information relevant only in the passage into adulthood. We began
to take pleasure in the educational process of discovery as our
tastes matured. We found ourselves even seeking out teachers we
would never have engaged only a year before. Mr. Fields had
survived his initial challenges of the teaching culture of our
school and hosted various seminars on philosophy and politics which
Molly, Pauly and I decided to attend, though Pauly reserved the
right and authority to remove her from the class should the subject
matter and lecture methods threaten her innocence. It was in the
first of those seminars where I realized just how brilliant she
was, a quality which in her needed expression though still, as was
the case with girls of that era, not the primary motive force
behind her choices and aspirations.

One Friday morning when classes were over, I
stood against the lockers near my last class with Molly leaning
against me, looking up into my eyes, smiling as we played silly
boyfriend, girlfriend games so typical of those times. I turned to
see Pauly walking toward us through the crowd as it flowed urgently
through the corridor, each seeking his next class. “Hey.” I said,
looking at him. Molly turned to see him as well, standing back from
me a little, then moving to kiss him on the cheek. He smiled at her
and stroked her hair. “Frankie.” He said dryly. “You guys sure you
wanna do this?” “Yeah why?” I asked. Molly just nodded with a
smile. “Fields is an ass…what ya think you’re gonna get outta
anything he has to say?” “Come on man…it’ll be cool…at least we can
goof on’im.” Molly stood quietly watching him, waiting for his
decision, which I knew she would follow without question. Pauly
smirked and led the way toward the class where the lecture was
being held.

We found seats together near the door in the
back left hand corner of the room, which filled quickly with both
students, adults from outside the school and a few teachers. It was
to be quite a moment for Mr. Fields who was sitting at his desk,
eyeing each as he entered, paying special attention to Pauly, whom
I gathered from his expression, he didn’t like much. In my mind,
this was surely and indictment of his character. Molly seemed
nervous and excited, it having been the first of such events she
had ever attended. Neither of us knew what to expect though somehow
Pauly did, a fact clearly evident in his expression and relaxed
demeanor.

The classroom was the largest on the first
floor, once used as a science lab. Its size hinted at the character
of an auditorium, asserting a greater yet undefined significance to
the event in everyone’s expectations. As the last of the attendees
entered, Mr. Fields rose, closed the door, walked to the front of
the class and introduced the topic. “Good afternoon everyone…I’d
like to thank you all for coming…I know you’ll find this
interesting and…fun…today’s discussion is to be on “individual
social value” and from what that value is derived.” Most of the
kids took out pens and pencils and began to take notes. I looked at
Pauly whose sarcastic expression discouraged any such consideration
on my part or Molly’s. “In our times, you young people are
challenging the expectations in most every area of society…women’s
roles, status of minorities and even the philosophical, political
basis upon which our system of government is founded…deferring
instead to the governing principles of socialist models readily
understood in Europe, some bolstered with Marxist theory…what this
all means is that the way one’s value to the society was judged
traditionally is changing and I contend…should change…the
examination then of this dynamic is what we will begin here
today.”

We all sat quietly, listening to a litany of
platitudes and trite, slightly watered down ideological principles
from the days of the trade union hysteria which plagued the early
1900’s in the United States, peppered with quotes from various
European socialist ex-patriots. Molly seemed drawn in, appearing to
be thinking about what he was saying, which threatened to
disappoint me given dad’s careful preparation of my political and
social sensibilities to the contrary. I thought that she would be
far more susceptible to indoctrination in that she had not been
given the benefit of such a fundamental political education at
home.

The lecture was interesting though
frustrating. It seemed to deny the necessary connection of the
concept of merit and responsibility with respect to one’s own
success or failure in life. I watched Molly as her eyes remained
glued to Mr. Fields, taking in every word he said, anxious to
understand the information and presentation of views to which she
had never been directly exposed. I wondered if she would be so
easily convinced.

After about thirty minutes, he finished and
then asked his audience for questions. At first no one raised his
hand so Mr. Fields began to choose certain people and coax them
into offering their opinions in such a way as to favour his
position, driving them to in effect deny the premises upon which
the moral imperatives were founded, which had guided them, their
families, the town and the nation. From the corner of my eye, I
could see Pauly shaking his head in disgust. Mr. Fields then,
hoping to validate his success in procuring the agreement of much
of the class looked toward Molly and smiled. He knew that if he
were able to confound her or visibly steer her in the same
direction, he would have diminished one of the strongest forces in
the town and school which reinforced the classical American culture
he seemed to so despise. It was a mistake and the beginning of the
end of his status as a philosophical and political authority in the
school. “Miss Maddox?…what do you think is the means of determining
the social worth of a person in society?” Molly shook her head
slightly, turning to look around at everyone, a little surprised
that she had been called. She turned to Pauly who smirked and
nodded for her to answer, confident that she would do so in a way
proper and enlightening. “Well…” She started a little meekly. “I
think that one’s worth as a person…well…one’s humanity is equal to
any other’s…but his worth to the system…I mean the economy…or to
society, which is a system really…can’t be said to be equal…none of
us produces equally so how can you claim that equality?…what you’re
doing is saying that there is no such thing as merit…you’re saying
that reward has nothing to do with any given measure of effort
expended, or responsibility shouldered.” Fields smiled as she
continued. Molly became more relaxed, her voice becoming a little
louder as her pace increased. “So I don’t…think…think your right…we
aren’t equal socially or economically or I guess…in our value to
the system.” “Well Miss Maddox, that’s the problem with
capitalism…it fosters exactly that self absorbed, exploitive
attitude…the fact is that the collective good is most important and
by that the distribution of value is equal to the number of
individuals who are part of that collective…can you understand
that?” He sat on the edge of his desk with a kind of Dutch Uncle
authority, his tone just patronizing enough to be apparent. But
Molly was unaffected by his attempt to embarrass her for her lack
of any awareness of his intent, she being incapable of
understanding the motivation behind such an act. It was clear she
had a genuine interest in the subject and was enjoying the test.
“But Mr. Fields, that’s not right…there’s no such thing as a
collective…its just a word…you talk of it as if it were a thing…an
entity…I know that Marx and others…socialists did…but you cannot
define the collective except through the individual…you’re doing
the opposite…you’re defining the individual through the
collective…that’s a contradiction isn’t it?” The entire class
looked back to Mr. Fields who began to demonstrate in his
expression a little concern over the clever and forceful content of
her response. I stared at her amazed and in awe of the maturity of
the thought which she was exhibiting. “No, its not a
contradiction…the common concerns of the people are what is
important…you see Molly…when those concerns are balanced, what
matters to everyone…” She interrupted politely in her excitement of
participation in the debate. “But Mr. Fields…there is no such thing
as a collective consciousness…and nothing can “matter” to a group
as a single concern…as a single understanding… something can
“matter” only to a single person…to an individual…we cannot read
minds so I can never know what you are thinking or feeling about an
issue even if you have said in the past you think as I do…or that
you are with me at a protest or something…only you know what you
think…which if added to others then can be said to create a total
of concerns which you can then…average to produce what you’ve
called the collective…interest…but that’s not the same as a
collective consciousness…a single consciousness to which something
can matter…that’s impossible…nothing can “matter” to a group as a
single concern.” He just stared at her for a few moments, an
embarrassed smile on his face having had no idea that she could
have returned with such cutting responses to so definitively derail
his point. “But Miss Maddox, would you not agree that that total as
you call it is a common interest to those who petition a system?”
Molly thought for a moment, looking at her desk, then with a flash
of her porcelain blue eyes, looked back at Mr. Fields. “No…because
the way you are constructing the concept of the collective… would
give the state an excuse to take anything at any time from the
people whom it claims to be representing.” “How so?” He asked,
genuinely unable to see that point to which she was building.
“Well…it can always say…”we are doing this for the common good”…you
know…for “the people”… and anytime anyone complains because
whatever is being done by the state hurts him…the state has the
excuse…”its for the good of the people”…so none of them…I mean
those in the society or those who are “the people”…none of them is
still part of that collective…the people…if they complain or if
they identify themselves as individuals…right down to the last two
people…if everyone but two complains because he is being cheated by
the government’s actions…he is told not to complain because it’s
for the good of the people which is composed then of the minority
not the majority, which shows that as a concept it is empty…the
collective as you define it is nothing but an abstraction and
you’re saying that by an abstraction you are defining the material,
“real” individual…which is a contradiction…so I think you are wrong
in your position.” As she finished, giggles could be heard in the
room as the other kids realized just how completely she had refuted
him. He became demonstrably frustrated and stood, walking first
toward the blackboard, thinking, then wheeling around to face her
again, his finger poised to make a point. “Well…good thinking Miss
Maddox…but you’re very wrong.” The class moaned at the lack of
fairness in his tactic, using the sheer weight of his authority and
position to suggest the failure of her point, rather than trying to
refute it directly. Molly merely tilted her head slightly, unable
first to grasp that such a conclusion could be drawn without
explanation and secondly that it was dishonesty that was its
motivation.

Pauly chuckled sarcastically while staring at
Mr. Fields who turned to look at him, though he soon broke his gaze
in the wake of Pauly’s continuing glare. “Outta sight Molly.” Pauly
said quietly. She turned to him and smiled, unaware of the degree
to which she had impressed not only him but us all. I reached over
and squeezed her hand. Mr. Fields decided to continue, this time
with someone other than Molly.“So what do you think about the means
of determining social worth?” He scanned the class for someone
likely less imposing in his thinking than Molly had been but they
would have none of it. “Let Molly answer.” Someone said from within
the middle of the class. At that almost everyone mumbled agreement,
causing Mr. Fields a visible level of discomfort. He turned to
Molly and nodded, eye brows raised as if to ask her to address the
question. She became a little red, turning to look at everyone with
a shy smile. Pauly then leaned over and tapped her shoulder. “Go on
Molly…tell him what you think.” He said with a cutting tone. “Ok.”
She said meekly looking at me for approval, which I
enthusiastically gave. “As I was saying before, not everyone
produces the same in any particular position…in a job in a factory
or in a management position…so why should those who work harder or
better be rewarded less?” “But they’re not being rewarded less.”
Mr. Fields snapped. “Well, they are…if they do more or harder work
and are rewarded the same…that is not equal…that’s not fair.” A man
who sitting two seats up from me turned to face her. He was very
distinguished looking with a neatly trimmed beard and expensive
cloths. He had the look of a professional man and his posture
suggested that he was about to dispense what he considered
enlightenment. “Miss Maddox is it?” Molly nodded politely. “I’m a
sociologist and I think that you are missing some important points
here…what Mr. Fields is saying is that…well, in my profession we
would liken it to those bricks you see which make up the wall of
the class.” He pointed to the wall by the door through which we had
entered. Molly looked and then turned back to face him, her look
not one of someone prejudiced of an opinion or idea as yet unheard
but anxious to hear that she might gain in some way from his
offering. “You see that the bricks are like the people in a
society, each the same, in this case, each is the same size and of
the same nature…each doing the same thing as part of the group, or
the collective…that collective if without anyone would not be
complete…and thus each should be considered of equal value to the
society’s system, economic and otherwise.” Molly looked back at the
wall and then back again at the man. I watched as Mr. Fields
smiled, thinking that she would be stumped by his metaphor, but she
smiled, flattered by the attention directed at affecting her views
and looking at the man said…”But just like with people…it is not
their size or appearance that is significant in terms of the
function of the wall…it’s the load they carry…and as you can
see…the bottom row of bricks alone is carrying the weight of the
entire rest of the wall…of all the other bricks…each higher row is
carrying progressively less…or doing progressively less work…so you
see, they are not all equal…very few do most of the work…and the
greater number do less…that they all look the same is meaningless
in terms of their worth to the task…I mean…to the task of holding
up the weight of the wall…anyone of us looks just like any other
and can refuse to work or can be incapable of working…it is
function or capability that is important to the point of the
discussion.” The man and Mr. Fields turned beet red as the laughter
of Pauly Telesco drowned out the comments of astonishment of most
of the others in the class. With my mouth open, I stared at Molly,
thrilled at the exhibition, inspired to indulge this new dimension
of her character which already had me completely intoxicated. When
the noise died down, she shyly continued, realizing that her
answers had caused some discomfort to Mr. Fields and the
sociologist. “If the work asked of people in society is to be
unequal…then they must be compensated in some way…since you say
that the social worth of all is the same, then the work done by
each must be an equal burden…so your position rests on that
point…you must prove that point first…if you can’t, then you can’t
be right…and if you can’t prove that point first…the you must admit
that merit is the way to make necessary compensation …but then if
you must make any such compensation…then your point fails anyway
for the principle of equality necessary for it, you admit does not
exist…so merit is necessary…that’s what makes our system
work…that’s what makes capitalism right…and that’s why its
successful…don’t you think?” She looked around, wide eyed, to find
most everyone in the class nodding enthusiastically in agreement to
Mr. Fields dismay. “No Miss Maddox, I don’t…you are missing the
essential point here…you’re views on this are typical and I’m sorry
to say…a little simplistic…no…sophomoric actually…you just don’t
understand the bigger picture and the intricacies of the dynamics
of social and economic systems.” He said in deliberately sarcastic
tone. She began to shrink from the effect, looking down a little,
embarrassed by his remarks, but before she could respond, Pauly
spoke up. “Well then…why don’t you explain them to her Mr. Fields?”
“We need to move on if you don’t mind Mr. Telesco…we have a lot of
material to cover.” “Well I do mind…I’d venture that pretty much
everyone in the class minds.” Pauly said forcefully, looking around
to find everyone nodding in agreement with stern expressions making
their gestures all the more imposing. Mr. Fields and his
sociologist fellow traveler looked around the class, Mr. Fields
estimating the necessity of what Pauly was demanding he do. Molly
turned to Pauly and whispered that it was ok and not to make a
scene, she feeling embarrassed for Mr. Fields but Pauly rejected
any such accommodation. “Besides…what’re we here for if not to have
you enlighten us on exactly those points and issues.” The sarcasm
in Pauly’s tone was viscous, causing several in the class to moan
at his remark.

It was clear that Mr. Fields was caught and
had to continue or lose all credibility along with any chance of
attracting a respectable attendance for future lectures. “Ok.” Mr.
Fields sighed. “What do you say to the disparity in wealth between
certain groups in this country Miss Maddox?…do you think its fair
that some have nothing while others have most of what the system
produces?...surely you must see that as unfair… unjust and in need
of remedy?” Molly turned to Pauly who nodded and with a gesture
with his hand prodded her to answer. “Well…no.” She said gently and
shyly. “Its not unfair…its just unfortunate…but I think it makes my
point…I mean…we all have certain gifts…talents…some of us can sing
and others can’t…does it mean that we should injure the vocal cords
of those who can to make them equal to those who can’t?…or should
we force those who listen to singing to listen to those who can’t
if they wish to listen to those who can?…just to make things
equal?…if you take that attitude…you destroy all notions of
quality…there could be no art or science…nothing which requires a
certain standard of excellence to function would be possible
because you can’t bring those who lack the talent up to the level
of those who have it…your only remedy is to bring those who do have
talent down to the level of those who don’t… your ideology is a
plan for failure, social and economic degeneration…the destruction
of the architecture of the benefits of the very system you seek to
implement…the only thing you can do to make it work is let those
who are gifted produce what they can but give to them the greater
burden to carry… force them to do for themselves and all those who
aren’t capable…but that is unjust…that is not equality…you just
turn it around the other way…and your presumption that everyone who
is a failure is so because of the oppression or exploitation of
another is wrong…I work at the mission in town and I have seen that
so many of those who are in trouble are because of a refusal to
work, to try , to carry their own weight…I think you would have a
system which rewards that and places that burden too on those whose
talents allow them to produce the most and the best…you spoke
before of socialist systems…none has ever worked and I think that
none ever will…for these reasons…Marx and his kind were
just…wrong…I think your premise is wrong…Mr. Fields…if you destroy
merit to facilitate the conditions you have suggested should
govern, you first destroy the capacity for justice in the
system…justice is built in part on merit… and you then destroy the
means of producing the excess needed to be redistributed in your
system…your premise is a contradiction”

As Molly finished, Mr. Fields became
demonstrably upset, clenching his teeth and fidgeting as he sat on
the desk. The class was silent at the sight of his degenerating
mood. He then glared at her and said with as much sarcasm as he
could…“Ah…so you are now an authority on Marx Miss Maddox?” Molly’s
expression soured a little as she felt the disappointment in the
realization that this was not the exchange of ideas as she had
hoped but rather a means of indoctrination, which when challenged
resulted in anger and resentment, but Pauly whispered that she
should respond. “Well…no…I...I…” “Go on Molly.” Pauly said again,
his tone defining for her a proper motivation to continue. “Well I
know that Marx was very smart… but that doesn’t mean he was right
just because he was smart…I mean…if you build a philosophy on a
false premise…it really doesn’t matter how clever the construction
of it is because it has to be wrong…I think that is what Marx
did…well really…what all the socialists did…the first point was the
manner in which they defined the individual…you know…as secondary
to the collective…which nullifies any common sense understanding of
a functional social structure…because it leaves the application of
responsibilities and benefits for efforts expended by society’s
members as arbitrary and ultimately… unfair…I mean…like I said
before.” “Well Miss Maddox…social issues are more defined by class
struggle…as Marx pointed out…there is required an ability to shift
in terms of the application of his…plan…because of the tension and
battles between class…fixed principles of morality or of social
obligation are dangerous because of the ever changing landscape of
social interplay as a function of the demands on society of the
mode of production.” When Mr. Fields finished, the room remained
silent. Few were able to follow what he had said and it was clear
that he thought he had overwhelmed Molly as well. But he was wrong.
The look in her eyes and expression revealed an in depth
understanding of the issue accompanied by an enthusiasm to address
the points just made. “Yes…well…but…he was wrong about that too.”
She began, as Mr. Fields smiled in amusement that she could be so
presumptuous as to challenge yet again, his master and mentor, a
man in whose thought he apparently placed all his faith for man and
the future, notwithstanding the abysmal failure of communism in
each and every attempt at its application throughout history.“And
how is that Miss Maddox…please enlighten us further.” “Well….” She
began meekly. “It is not production which drives social
relations…and class is not a product of any resulting exploitation
of capitalists or the effects of circumstance…I mean…social
relations and modes of production in some measure effect each
other…but in general, social relations drive the change in the
modes of production… although economic systems are dynamic…at any
given point in time, relevant to social conditions, they can be
seen as static…a…a context in which social dynamics operate…if you
look at it that way, you can see that it is the disparity in
talent, capacity…willingness…aspirations which drive those who are
the most gifted to effect the modes of production…by taking
advantage of opportunities to change modes of production to
something better, more profitable from which they can reap some
benefit …I guess, mostly financial…but its not the other way
around…I mean…I think that that is the primary source of the
movement of production down…down a…a path…you know…as it changes…is
social relations…and as the pertains to class…that is merely a
function of disparities in talent and desire…so…I mean…I think his
failure in his thinking was attributing effects to false causes…if
you…well…” The entire class was staring at her, mouths open and in
awe of what she had just done. It was clear that Mr. Fields could
say nothing in response that might be a legitimate refute of her
points, if his expression was anything by which to judge. After
several moments of clumsy and uncomfortable silence his expression
changed. He stood finally and turned to face the clock, looking
back finally to see Pauly smirking at him. “That’s enough Miss
Maddox.” He snapped, as the sociologist turned and looked at her
with a grimace. Molly retracted in her seat by their reaction,
surprised, her faith in the integrity of the lecture and its
sponsor shaken, her willingness to assume his honourable intentions
betrayed. “T’s ok Mr. Fields.” Pauly said as he stood, seeing that
the bell was about to ring at any moment. “If its any
consolation…you’ve just been bested by the purest soul you’ll ever
know.” He reached for Molly’s hand and helped her to her feet just
as the bell rang and we all started for the door. When we got into
the hall, the entire class surrounded Molly, congratulating her,
expressing their admiration and delight in her willingness to take
on Mr. Fields and to say things they would have liked to have said
but couldn’t. Only the sociologist stayed apart, standing at the
edge of the crowd, staring at her in disbelief, then walking
away.

Mr. Fields stormed off down the hall, visibly
upset. I chuckled to myself at the spectacle, it being a perfect
example of what dad had said was the vacuousness of the liberal
position and of its proponents. He would be more careful next time
we would discover, but he had learned little from the experience.
After allotting some attention to most everyone in the crowd
anxious to congratulate her, we moved on down the hall, walking
three abreast, smiling, a welling still in our chests at the
prospect of her performance.

“I didn’t mean to upset him Pauly…I thought
he wanted to know what I thought…I mean, if he didn’t, then why did
he ask?” “He’s an idiot Molly…you just held up the mirror and
showed him, that’s all… believe me, he needed it…you did him a
favour.” Pauly said in a forceful manner to take from her the worry
of the acceptability of her behavior. I couldn’t stand seeing her
more worried with Mr. Fields feelings than of her own so I decided
to speak out as well. “The truth stands on its own Molly…you don’t
have to hide it from anyone or any challenge…you were right…you
brought it to light and he couldn’t deal with the weight of it
all…the truth…how well you articulated it…you didn’t give him any
semantic means of escape…it was poetry…and you did it on the
fly…out a sight.” She looked and me and smiled, took my arm and
quietly said “Thank you Frankie.” Then she perked up dramatically.
“It was really fun… you know…being able to speak about those things
in front of all those people…and the feeling… like…” She bit her
bottom lip and looked down at the floor. “The feeling of beating
him?” Pauly asked. She turned to him smiling, looking a little
guilty and said…”Yes…I mean…it’s…” “Molly…its ok…you have a right
to be proud and to revel a little in the victory…it’s a contest he
placed himself in, willingly…t’s not like you engaged him first
deliberately to embarrass him.” I said, hoping to ease her
discomfort. She looked at me and asked with anxious excitement…”Can
we go to another one?” From the corner of my eye I saw Pauly smile
and sigh, like a proud father who’s child finally understood the
sum total of his years of instruction. “Hell yes...dug it
myself.”

We made our way to the front of the school
and sat in the bench to the side and talked for a while about the
lecture and the points Molly had made. Pauly was quiet for most of
the discussion, nodding now and again so as to help maintain the
momentum of our interest in the topic. It was clear that Molly had
discovered an aspect of her capabilities and her character of which
she had not been previously, fully aware, perhaps untested for fear
of discovering limits too short of her own expectations or because
of an inability to gage the validity of her notions against those
of another whom she thought representative of a standard of
expertise on the subject. I too was taken in by the display and my
own understanding of what was said and why it was that she had so
completely destroyed the arguments posed by Mr. Fields. But more
than that, I was enthralled by the new dimension of this humble and
innocent woman, the completion of myself and my life. I know now
that the smile on Pauly’s face was born of a pleasure in our
revelations and what it would mean to us as a couple and in terms
of our personal growth.

But with that growth came an understanding
which with it brought a great disappointment, lingering always in
the periphery of my awareness and feelings about my life with her.
I would discover the extent to which Molly was also necessarily a
part of the lives of so many others and some hint of the nature and
measure of the union between her and Pauly. It would be sobering
for me. Molly Maddox was truly not just another girl. She was a key
to the answers of so many questions in life, a catalyst, whose
presence set into motion a psychological chemistry which drove the
metamorphosis of the consciousness and self image of anyone caught
in the wake of her passing through his life. She was important to
all in whose awareness she was in reach.

Four weeks went by in which Molly and I
attended another lecture given in the town hall, though not
sponsored by Mr. Fields. We had begun to read books on the famous
philosophers, disappointed in most of what we had sampled, given
the relativist nature of their thought. We needed no one to
illuminate for us that the complex arguments of these men, though
clever and logical in their architecture, were founded upon
glaringly false premises and were therefore, by that null and
void.

I picked her up that afternoon of the
lecture, sitting for a while in the living room with her mom and
Paula to talk, a luxury in which I enthusiastically indulged,
having been deprived by Archie in the early days of our
relationship. “What are you two up to today?” Mrs. Maddox asked,
taking a seat on the couch next to Molly. “We’re going to the
lecture at the town hall and then to the fair out on the bypass.” I
said, watching Molly’s eyes widen with excitement at the prospect.
“Is Pauly going?” “Yes maam…but only to the fair…he’s going with
Marla.” “Good…well…you two be careful…sometimes there are trouble
makers at the fair…remember last year?” Mrs. Maddox looked at Paula
who gestured by her expression that Molly would be ok. “Spider’ll
be there too…so what’s’ the lecture topic today?” Paula asked,
smiling proudly at her little sister for her newly discovered gift.
“Natural law and morality.” I said, Molly having remained silent
that I might answer. “Well that’ll be interesting.” Mrs. Maddox
answered as she served the coffee to each of us. Paula, stroking
Molly’s hair, shook her head and said…“that business’s all over my
head…I’m so amazed at you two…how you can understand that stuff…I
wish I were smart like you.” Molly turned to half face Paula and
took her hand. “You are…why don’t you come…we can talk about it
after…its just a matter of exposure to the subject and the
terminology…come with us…its really fun.” She looked at me for
approval, at which I smiled and nodded, but Paula refused politely,
feeling I suppose that such an event was an opportunity for a
exchange between Molly and me that was too important that it should
be the victim of intrusion. “T’s really just common sense Paula.” I
said sipping my coffee, looking at Mrs. Maddox who, out of the
corner of my eye, I could see smiling. “They just use a lot of
complicated terminology to express what are not complicated
but…really involved principles.” Paula smiled, looking at her
mother, then taking Molly in her arms, giving her a playful,
exaggerated hug. “You two!…pretty soon we won’t be able to
understand either of you.” Molly giggled and then sighed. “I’m
hoping it will help me to understand daddy…why he was…that way.”
Molly said. Mrs. Maddox leaned in an hugged her, petting then
kissing her head and whispered...“Oh baby...just don’t change from
what you are…from what you feel…you survived him somehow…just…just
be true to whatever it is in you that lets you see so much farther
than the rest of us.” She leaned back and looked at Molly, their
eyes sparkling as they traded a look of understanding held between
them alone. I sipped the last of my coffee, realizing just how
limited my was my appreciation of the true nature of her soul. I
felt flat, like I was deprived of a secret which everyone else
knew. But there would be a time, a day I thought, in which she
would share with me only, certain intimacies in which were manifest
those aspects of that nature in full array. Molly’s and my love
would explode upon the current of time and life and illuminate the
infinity of passion’s extent for all to see.

Soothed by my poetic prophecy, as I rose to
leave I happened to look out the window toward the street to see a
man walking along the side walk past the house, wearing a dirty
jacket, its hood oversized sufficiently to obscure the view of his
face. “Sister?…are you sure you won’t come?” Molly asked one last
time. “Frankie?…tell her to come with us.” I turned back to them
and tried to reassure Paula that she was genuinely welcome but she
again refused. I turned back to the window but the man was
gone.

Holding hands, we hopped down the steps to
the street like two kids, finally out of school and free to play
for the day. I put her in the car and ran around to the driver
seat, feeling like I was on a first date, got in and we raced off
down the road the wrong way, looking for an unblocked driveway in
which to turn around. Molly was excited as she snuggled up against
me, leaning her head on my shoulder. As we made our way down the
mill fields road, then toward the road to town, Molly looked up and
to the sidewalk, turning her whole body to see something we were
passing. Finally, as we had progressed too far for her to continue
looking, she turned back to her original position and lay her head
again on my shoulder. “What’s the matter?” “Nothing.” She sighed,
pleased at our being together. “Just looking at someone.” “A dirty
jacket with a hood?” I asked urgently. “Yes…why?” She asked,
sitting up to look at me, surprised. “Why were you looking at’im?”
“I don’t know…it was just…he kind of looked familiar…in the way he
walked.” “Who’d he remind you of?” “I’m not sure…just thought it
was funny…its nothing.” She reassured me, snuggling against me
again.

We parked the car and made our way into the
lecture hall, past a gathering crowd of mostly women, carrying
signs with feminist and anti-war slogans. Molly stared as we walked
through them toward the building, interested in the event but
somewhat confused by their complaint. “Why are they so mad?” She
asked. “They’re complaining about rights...equality…that sort of
thing.” “Oh.” Was all she said, turning back to see a packed
auditorium, as we approached the multiple double doors, all opened
to allow for the management of the attending crowd. “Wow.” She
whispered, excited by the size of the audience and activities of
the sponsors of the lecture. “This ought to be good.” I said,
leading her to about the middle of the auditorium to look for seats
close enough to see the faces on the speakers. When we reached the
middle of the isle, we found none empty. As we stood, I scanned the
area in the middle section to find them also full. I turned to lead
Molly toward the rear of the room when a man looked up at us. “Hey
Molly.” I had never seen him before but he obviously knew her well.
He stood and tapped his friend on the shoulder. “Come on man…let’em
sit here.” His friend stood and the two moved out into the isle, to
Molly’s appreciative objections. “T’s ok…t’s ok.” He insisted, his
hand extended toward the seat, instructing her to sit. “Thanks
man…appreciate it.” I said, feeling a little diminished, knowing
that it was she who was our free ticket to most anything in town.
“No problem.” The two walked to the back. “That was so sweet of
them.” She said, looking back at them smiling. We settled in to
wait for the lecture to start, saying nothing but listening instead
to the conversations of those around us, smiling at each other from
time to time at what we thought foolish comments. We were of like
mind philosophically though limited in our understanding of the
true scope of the issue as a consequence of our minimal
exposure.

As the lecturer walked out onto the stage,
the crowd fell silent. Molly and I held hands, our gazes fixed on
him, waiting, like plants in the desert sands, thirsty for the
pearls of understanding promised in the nature of the topic, those
which would equip us sufficiently to take part in the great debates
of our day, in a politically and socially explosive era moving the
entire country in a new direction, though more subdued in the rural
areas like Cedarville.

The lecture lasted for ninety minutes, after
which there was a question and answer period. The speaker outlined
a particular area of interest on which the audience might
concentrate, given the events of the times. A line of about ten
people, those who were at once the most brave and the least
self-conscious, took position at the microphone. Their questions
were generally sensible and interesting, though none really struck
at the heart of the matter, which was whether or not moral
principles were in effect, rooted in objective reality, i.e., in
the objective conditions which defined any particular context of in
which one might wish to discover the “right thing to do”. But Molly
understood this implicitly, her grasp of such concepts expansive
for one as yet so unschooled. We argued for several minutes about
her going up to ask a question, but she finally submitted to my
demand and took her place in line, trembling from the fear of the
attention by then already being directed toward her, as the crowd
began to whisper, smile and point to her, their delight in her
participation clearly demonstrated.

When her turn came, she stepped up to the
microphone and shyly looked around the audience. Several people
yelled to her in encouragement, using her desire to speak as an
excuse just to say hello. She looked across the audience and smiled
at them then looked back at the speaker, her voice breaking a
little from nervousness as she spoke. “I…I just wanted to ask if…if
you would agree that once we claim a right exists…even if only for
ourselves…that there is a necessary extension of that right to
others who meet the same criteria for its validation?…I mean…a
moral principle is always validated in its application by objective
conditions…uhm…don’t you think?” Several in the audience moaned in
amazement at her question. All there knew her but few were aware of
her intellectual growth over the last few years. The speaker smiled
and thought for a moment then said…”Well that’s very Kantian…isn’t
it?” “Well…uhm …no, not really...its not.” Molly said sheepishly,
feeling uncomfortable contradicting him, the presumed expert of the
subject. “Really?…how not?” He asked, intrigued by her disagreement
and genuinely interested in her response. He gestured to her to
continue as he walked slowly toward the end of the stage to get
closer to her, his hands behind his back. “Well…if you really think
about it...Kant didn’t link his notions of morality to necessary
relations of objective reality…I think all he did was insist on the
secondary aspect of that argument and apply a universality
principle to the commonality of self interest of others...sort of
like…if I don’t want you to do something to me, it becomes wrong
for me to do it to you…so…in the averaging of the interests of
everyone…you supposedly can derive a moral imperative …and its
objective in the secondary sense that each of us judges its
validity and sees its justification by the same criteria...that’s
right isn’t it?” As she finished the entire auditorium applauded,
though no doubt, some of them had no idea what she had just said.
The man smiled and applauded as well, waiting patiently for the
excitement to die down to address her point. “You know young lady…I
think you’re right…now, let me get this straight…you’re saying that
he did not go far enough and link that universality principle to
the real life conditions…or…lets say…the material context in which
it would be applied?… that the conditions necessitated the actual
nature of that very principle in question?” Molly just smiled and
nodded, looking back at me and around the audience.
“Well…yes…yes…that’s an excellent point… yes…so lets say…” He
looked down as if thinking. “Lets say that we find some food in the
woods and there is only enough for one of us…so I say…I want it,
need it and will take it…ok?” He looked at her with an expression
testing the accuracy of his understanding of her point, to which
she nodded happily in approval. He then continued. “So…the
conditions are such that, if I claim it as a right for myself…and
that’s what I’m really doing, isn’t it?…claiming a right to take
it…anyway…so in that claim or by that claim, I employ the necessity
of my requirement of the food…then those conditions become then and
there the definition of the imperative that I must share it for you
too, are an object of the necessity of those same conditions which
are the validation of my claimed right?” “Yes…everyone’s self
interest is defined by objective conditions…or I guess…formulated
by them…see?” He looked at her with a big smile. “Self interest
defined by objective conditions…ha…I like it…outstanding Miss?…” He
looked at her with an inquisitive expression, waiting for her to
tell him her name. “MOLLY MADDOX!!!” The audience thundered in one
voice, laughing. Molly turned to all of them and smiled again, then
covered her face, embarrassed but flattered. “Well I see you have
quite a fan club here…ya know…this is what I love about small
towns…don’t get this kind of thing in the city.” The speaker said.
“Miss Maddox?...I suggest that you continue with philosophy…you
really do have a gift…that was some pretty complex stuff…and you
hit the nail on the head…how old are you?…if I may.” “Eighteen.”
She replied shyly. He shook his head in amazement. “Well…keep
searching Miss Maddox…you’ll find the golden ring…I’m sure of it.”
He said, looking around at the audience, then back at her. “But
then…I think you already have.” The audience responded with
pleasure at his comments, applauding, by which he seemed again,
pleasantly surprised. Molly then thanked him and walked back to sit
with me. “Baby that was outta sight.” I whispered enthusiastically.
“Thanks…Frankie?…did you think I was right?” “You kidding?...you
nailed it…you heard him.” I said, pointing to the speaker who was
making his final comments. She smiled and settled in her seat,
satisfied with her new estimation of her grasp of the topic.

When it was all over, we made our way into
the exiting crowd which, like lava oozing from a volcanic vent,
flowed slowly out of the doors of the auditorium, pooling in the
courtyard at the front of the building into the middle of the
gathered protesters, who took advantage of the opportunity to try
to recruit supporters and an audience of their own. Few would have
anything to do with them though, their cause being glaringly
leftist in a manner defiant beyond the capacity of the
sensibilities of the townspeople.

We took a seat and watched as most of the
crowd disappeared, leaving only a few of the very curious behind
who were taking some pleasure in the challenge of discussions with
the organizers. The official event then began, with the first
speaker raving into a microphone about rights and various
patriarchal transgressions throughout the centuries. Only two in
the crowd cheered, raising their fists in a show of allegiance not
only to the principles of her position but also to the intensity of
her commitment. Molly giggled. I turned to her and asked…”You don’t
agree?” “No…do you?” “Hell no.” “I think its kind of silly.” She
said quietly after a few moments. “Yeah?” “They keep talking about
finding fulfillment in a job…like that’s the most important thing
in life…they keep using the word career…I don’t understand that…why
do they think that working is so much more important than family? ”
“I know…who the hell has a career anyway?…I mean most people have
jobs.” Molly looked at me as if to ask more clarification. “Well…I
mean…if you’re a surgeon or a ballerina of some renown or a social
worker, teacher maybe… you have a career…t’s like a job worth
giving up some of the normal aspects of life…even some important
things…where what you do is more important because it helps
others…makes a difference in other’s lives…but the rest of us just
have jobs…big deal…what would you sacrifice for that?…
husband?...wife?...kids?...what part of family life would you give
up?…think about it…what are you doing for the world if you’re in
say…advertising...selling tooth paste or cars?…or
televisions?…hardly improving the world or anyone’s place in
it…what’s so fulfilling about that?…I mean I know if you love doing
something it can be gratifying, but to give up something important
for it?...now…if you could look back and say…you created some
amazing art that affected anyone who saw it…or you cured people of
some disease or defect…that justifies a sacrifice.” “Yes, you’re
right…but they seem to be saying they don’t value those things
anymore…I don’t understand that.” “Well…makes’em seem kind of
childish in their thinking…ya know?” “Yes…I think its really kind
of selfish…its like all that concerns them is themselves…what they
can get…it seems that they’re implying that they would place that
sort of thing above the members of their own families.” She said,
kind of sad at the prospect. We both looked back and watched for a
while, until I could no longer remain quiet. “Do you hear all that
business about equal pay for comparable work?” Molly nodded and
said before I could finish…”Its right out of Marx.”…looking up at
me with a serious expression. “Yeah…this is nothing but a cheap,
two bit socialist movement…it’d be one thing if they were talking
about leveling pay scales for women doing the same job if they meet
the same conditions…but, trying to equate one kind of job with
another in complete disregard of the different demands of each…t’s
ridiculous.” “For the most part…but they do have a point or two
which I think should be considered.” “Sure…but they’re screwing it
all up with all that radical leftist nonsense…what the hell’s the
good of fixing two things if you’re gonna break ten doin it?” She
giggled at the thought. “You know what I think?” She asked, looking
at the speaker with her head tilted slightly, a far off look in her
eyes as she thought of what they were saying. I turned to look at
her with a serious expression, equal to the seriousness of her
tone. “I think that this…movement…if it lasts…will be the new
vehicle for liberal politics in the west.” “Really?…this?” I asked,
out of the corner of my eye, catching sight of Pauly walking across
the street from the courtyard, though I said nothing to Molly.
“Yes…not for a while, I mean…it’ll take some time but eventually
it’ll be the rally point for the left…this is the best way to
destroy classical western culture…I know it could fix some of the
unfairness we have now…but overall, it will change women…also
men…and I don’t think for the better.” “Not very
encouraging…but…you have a point.” I looked at her and smiled, so
impressed with her observation, but the thought saddened me in a
strange way and I suppose it showed. “What’s the matter Frankie?”
She asked, pushing my hair behind my ear. “I don’t know…guess I
just don’t want things to change…not in town…not for you and me…I
guess not for anyone we know…I just want life to be like this for a
while longer.” She smiled. “I do too…but it will change…we can’t
stop it.” Her smile was comforting, but I realized that I wished
for something which was unrealistic. “I know…but I mean, look at
them.” I said pointing to the protesters. “They’re all
outsiders…they come here to start trouble ‘cause here there isn’t
any.” “I guess…I suppose some of them think they’re doing good…some
just enjoy the trouble…I think a lot of them are just mad…but I
don’t know why.” I sighed and looked up at the tops of the trees,
which separated the park from the tracks, which you could see from
the town hall courtyard. “T’s not just them Molly…it’s the gangs
and the greasers…hippies…t’s all the stuff going on out there…and
those people don’t…they don’t understand.” I put my arm around her
and drew her close. I knew she understood and was more worried than
I, though there was little we could do about it. It took time but I
was eventually able to make the mental purchase that there would be
more trouble for us in the short time we had left together. “Let’s
go.” I said, taking her hand and starting for the car. As we drove
away I took her hand in mine. “Know who I saw at the lecture?”
“Pauly.” She said in a matter of fact manner. Surprised that she
knew, I turned to look at her. “How’d you know?” She just smiled,
squeezed my hand and looked back out of the window at the people on
the street passing by, many of whom saw her through the window and
waved. I supposed that I would never know or understand the
communications between the two of them, but was satisfied, at last
at that moment that were I to, an aspect of that wonderful mystery
which she was would be lost to me.

We went to the diner and sat at our regular
booth, three down from the register. After all those years, it was
still always available when we arrived, the waitresses keeping it
open just in case, even when the diner was busy. Most of the
townspeople would refuse to sit there anyway for the most part,
because of their feelings for Molly and Pauly and their respect for
others like Spider and me, whom they did not need to know, it being
enough that they were their friends. It was just part of the small
town character that made such places so charming in the eyes of
outsiders.

We sat and ate our diner, talking of
philosophy, the war and politics, enjoying the discovery of the
reach of our intellects now being fed in a manner and degree we
would never have imagined only a few years before. After we had
reached a point where we both felt the need for a respite from the
effort required to manage the weight of the topics of our
discussion, I saw Molly staring up toward the door with an odd look
of surprise. I turned to see Herc and four of his gang walking
toward their usual seats at the counter at the far end of the
diner. He stopped at our table, looking down at Molly with a barely
noticeable smile, fixed his leather jacket and said
quietly….”Molly.” “Hi Herc.” She said, smiling shyly. He then
turned to me with a glaring eye. “Frankie.” “Hey Herc.” “Are you
going to the fair?” Molly asked innocently, not realizing that such
an affair was hardly an attraction for a man like him. He smiled
and said…”No.”…then turned to face his intended seat, stood for a
moment in an odd, unlikely hesitation, then walked off with his men
in tow. I looked back at Molly who was staring at me with
inquisitive eyes, her head tilted ever so slightly, wondering what
I was thinking. “When they were chasing us…he shot those guys
without a second thought…no hesitation…hell…he didn’t even turn to
look at one of them …just raised the gun and shot’im…was all so…so
final.” I said, still amazed at the lengths to which some could so
readily go. “I don’t like to remember that.” She said in a sad
tone, looking down for a moment then back up at me. “But Molly…” “I
know Frankie.” She said, anticipating my lecture as to the
necessity of it all. “But…so much violence…killing.” She continued
in a sad tone. “I’ve never seen a man die before…it was horrible.”
She covered her face with her hands, holding back tears. In moments
she had gathered her resolve again and looked up at me. “Those
men…they could have changed…couldn’t they?…in time…and now…but I
know they started it…they left Herc no choice…and I know I will
never be able to thank him…them…for what they did for me…for us.”
She took my hands in hers and whispered…”They gave us more
time…time together.” Her sigh inspired in me a sense of concern for
what she might have been feeling, not merely at that moment but in
general about her life and what might be in store. I had learned
that it was unwise to discount any product of her intuition or that
suggested by Pauly’s actions or remarks. I thought though, that
that moment was not the time for inquiry. “I know.” I said, looking
over at Herc as he flirted in his quiet way with Dotty, the
waitress. “And Pauly…my Pauly.” She said with affection, smiling to
herself as she thought of him in a way I would never and could
never understand. It hurt, but also made me feel safer somehow,
that he was so woven within the fabric of our relationship. He had
saved us more than once.

When we left we waved to Herc and Dotty then
got back in the car and drove to the fair grounds. It was a sea of
people, moving back and forth from concession stand to concession
stand, lines at many of the rides winding around in the park in
ways somehow found to be less an obstruction to those milling
about. The smell of popcorn and cotton candy filled the air,
tainting every breath while the mix of the individual carnival
songs played at each concession inspired a surreal feeling in the
immediate awareness. Molly seemed more like a little girl at such
affairs, excited by all the commotion and promise of thrills, She
grabbed my hand and pulled me along, from event to event, excited
and hoping to inspire the same level of enthusiasm in me, though
seeing her happy was sufficient to that end. We went on ride after
ride, until I could no longer endure the affect on my stomach and
demanded a small break which consisted of spending half of the
money I had with me winning her two stuffed animals at the games
booths. She held them close as we walked to take a seat near a
stream which ran along the back of the fair ground, then offered
them for me to see closely and said, holding the elephant up first
and then the lion…”This one is that you never forget me and how
much I love you…and this one so that you always be true to what you
are, which I will never forget and will love forever.” She leaned
in and kissed me on the lips and then lay her head on my shoulder.
I was happy just to sit with her. I needed nothing more.

Suddenly we heard a girl calling her name.
She looked up to see Suzy and some of her friends from school
waving for her to come to a booth near the stream. She looked at me
wide eyed and I smiled, waving toward them. She kissed me on the
cheek and ran over to see them, each hugging her in turn, then
gathering in a circle to discuss some important topic, which seemed
to inspire laughs, and occasional looks in my direction.

I turned toward the middle of the fair to see
Pauly and Marla standing next to a ride, talking to Tom Finn. He
looked over at me but offered no gesture of greeting, then turned
back to his conversation. Shortly after that I saw Herc walking
slowly with Dotty, holding hands, until she was called by the girls
with Molly. Herc walked over to sit on a bench on the side of the
grounds, about a hundred feet from where I was sitting. He sat
slouched in the bench, both arms resting on the top of the back.
When he finally noticed me, he raised his hands a little in
exclamation of his confusion as to the female attraction to such
events, then turned back to watch the girls.

I had been sitting for what seemed a long
time when four boys in their twenties walked out from behind some
trailers to my left which were used to transport the park rides and
concession stands to the site. The smell of grass was pronounced as
they moved slowly to stand about fifteen feet in front of me. “More
tough guys” I thought in disgust. I was simply not in the mood for
a fight that night, confident that I had had my share in Cedarville
and had earned a break. But greasers were worse about starting
fights than motorcycle gangs, who generally only react when
provoked.

Molly had left the group and walked over to
one of the stands and was talking with a boy I didn’t know. I
watched, transfixed as she talked, ever fascinated by her
mannerisms, bewitching beyond all accounting in the unaffected
femininity of her nature. It was only deference to the idyllic
character of what she was I thought, that made it possible for
anyone to escape the captivation of her allure. She stood with her
arms folded, her right hand to her chest, her weight on her right
leg with her left bent at the knee. Her left foot balanced on the
spike of her high heeled leather boots, only the bottoms of which
were visible below her bell bottom jeans. As she talked, her hips
moved slightly as she adjusted her posture, a most sensual display
of the feminine form in motion. Molly was intoxicating to watch and
by that I realized, a magnet for trouble. I felt a rock form in my
throat as I saw one of the greasers point to her. “Check out the
blonde.” One of them said, obviously the leader. One of his
companions tapped him on the shoulder. “That’s her man…that’s the
chick we were talkin about, remember?” “Yeah, yeahh…Molly
somethin…I hear she’s…brand new.” “T’s what I hear…but…” “She going
with anybody?” “Yeah, just some punk from the village.”
“Yeah?…that’s cool…so she’s free and clear…check this out.” The
leader then said, fixing his leather jacket and combing his hair. I
stood up as he put his comb away and got ready to walk over toward
her. “Gary…careful man…see that guy over there?” His companion
pointed toward Pauly, who was busy delivering rarely dispensed
affections to Marla. “That’s that Telesco dude.” “Yeah?...I heard a
him…’nother punk.” “Don’t know ‘bout that…you heard what he did to
Cobb…and Jerry.…what’s his name?” The leader looked at him then
back at Pauly. “Don’t look so bad.” “That’s what they thought…but
he’s crazy‘r something.” The leader stared at Pauly and thought for
a few moments. “So maybe will see what he’s got…can’t take all of
us can he?” They all laughed as he nudged two of them and started
toward Molly. I began to follow not really knowing what I would do,
looking over at Pauly who had turned to see them without any
warning sign or call to gain his attention. I watched as he then
looked over to Herc. Dotty looked back and forth between Molly and
the greasers then to Herc who in his expression acknowledged her
concern. Pauly took several steps toward Molly, closely watched by
the greasers, all smirking at the prospect of what was to come.
Marla became alarmed, putting her hands over her mouth, not knowing
whether to call for help or remain silent. When they were about
thirty feet from Molly, who had taken no notice of the impending
threat, Herc who had been watching with a contemptuous look on his
face, stood. With his hands still at his side, his lack of movement
along with his expression clearly indicated that a consequence of
his having been displeased was immanent. The leader of the greasers
turned to see him standing there, motionless, the defiance of his
posture and the intensity of his glare projecting in a high
frequency and understanding of the extreme penalty of their
continuing toward Molly. They stopped in their tracks and with
urgent expressions stared back at Herc who slowly, almost
unnoticeably shook his head “no” one time. Five men appeared from
the mass of humanity which moved in waves throughout the park,
standing out suddenly like colours against a monochrome background
of blurred, random motion. The greasers mumbled amongst themselves
for a few moments, then the leader turned to look at Pauly who by
then was standing close to them, staring in the way he always did.
Realizing the danger of an aggressive action, they all lifted the
collars of their jackets in unison and walked toward the front of
the park, gawking at Molly as they passed. Unaware of what had just
taken place, she sensed someone behind her and turned to see them
staring at her as they walked by. She smiled, though her expression
was one of confusion, then turned back to see Pauly standing close
by, looking over at Herc. She turned then toward him then to me,
wondering what had happened. I smiled and waved her on in her
discussion which she continued then returned to her girl friends to
take her leave of them. I nodded to both Herc and Pauly then
returned to my bench to wait for her.

The events effect was immediately transformed
by the sight of Herc’s annoyed surrender to the kisses showered on
him my by Dotty for what he had done. Pauly smirked at him and
returned to Marla, now demonstrably relieved that the situation had
been defused. I thanked God that Pauly was there and thought myself
foolish for all the times I resented his intrusions into my time
with her, especially since I would soon likely be gone and there
was no guarantee of my return from the war. It was all as it should
have been.

Molly was so innocent that she saw little
danger where it lay clearly in the sight of others and so was
unable to employ sound judgment as to what was safe and proper
under certain circumstances. In that understanding, her mother,
Pauly and everyone in town expected of me that I take great care
with her when out, a task at which I sometimes failed, though out
of my own lack of judgment borne of my youthful inexperience, but
all those in whose presence we were acted on her behalf. It
astounds me now as I look back at the mistakes I made and how
obvious they should have been to me.

One day Molly and I were driving out toward
the bypass in dad’s car when we came upon dozens of kids getting
ready for a race between Spider’s car and someone from Winfield.
“Wanna watch?” I asked her, to which she smiled and nodded yes. We
drove down to about the middle of what was the designated quarter
mile and parked. The weather was perfect and the view magnificent
across the road from the grassy fields which extended out from the
road to town. We got out and sat on the hood of the car, holding
hands and talking to the other kids we knew from town, all of whom
had seen us arrive and come to sit near her.

Spider pulled his hot rod up to the starting
line next to his opponent who was driving a hopped up 1957 Chevy. A
member of the Charter Oaks held the money and would determine the
winner, eliminating any possibility of an argument. We all watched,
excited as they revved their engines and then turned their tires to
get them hot. As the Charter Oaks lifted his arm to flag them to
start, everyone fell silent, the void then filled with the sound of
their huge engines winding up to the ready. As his arm dropped and
they both let out their clutches, we could see the cars twist under
the torque of all the power being applied to the rear wheels,
Spider controlling the application with much greater precision. His
car darted out ahead of his opponent who became quickly enveloped
in a cloud of smoke from burning rubber. By the time his car began
to accelerate Spider had put so much distance between them that
there was no chance for him. Then suddenly, as he reached our
position, he began to lose control of his car, fishtailing back and
forth until finally, veering off the road directly toward us. In
that instant I realized just what a mistake I had made taking her
there. The girls all screamed, their boyfriends jumping up and
pulling them quickly away from dad’s car. I jumped off and grabbled
Molly, pulling her out of the way. Thankfully, the car passed us by
about thirty feet and ended up deep in the field behind us. Just as
Spider reached the finish line, we heard the sounds of police
sirens coming at us from both directions. My heart fell in my
chest. I would not be forgiven this by the townspeople.

Five police cars pulled up, blocking any
chance of an exit by car. The officers got out and began to gather
us up, each putting two of us in his car, Molly and I together. As
the other officers talked amongst themselves, the one driving the
car we were in got in and began to write something. He then turned
to look at us. “You all oughta know better…how many times have you
kids been warned about racing out here?” We all just stared at him,
not knowing what to say. “Chief wants to make an example of all of
you…should’ve listened.” “We’re getting arrested?” I asked, feeling
an even greater fear having heard myself speak the words. “Yup.” He
said, then got out and went back to talk the other officers. “I’m
so sorry Molly.” I said, depressed for having failed her again. She
squeezed my hand and smiled at me, letting me know that I was not
diminished in her eyes for my lack of judgment. I turned and looked
out the window at the officers, trying to make out something from
the muffled sounds of their conversation. “Is that her?...no…in
your car Bob.” “Don’t know.” He answered. “Check it out.” In
moments the back door then opened and the officer leaned in.
“What’s your name honey?” He asked looking at Molly. “Molly
Maddox.” She said meekly. He smiled slightly and closed the door.
“Yeah…its her.” I could hear him say. They talked amongst
themselves for a few more minutes before our door opened again and
he ordered…”Out.” We stood at the back of the car when the Chief
came over and looked at her and then at me. “Oughta know better
son.” “Yes sir.” I said, hoping that we might be released. His
expression then became stern and using his finger for emphasis
pointing to each of us said…”You…take her… home… now…got it?” “Yes
sir.” I said, in disbelief. “Thank you sir.” Molly said at which he
just smiled, turned and walked off to his car. The other officers
got the other kids out of their cars, instructed them to leave then
drove off. As we walked back to dad’s car, everyone thanked Molly
about which she was very confused. When we got in and were moving
down the road, she asked…”Frankie…why did they let us go?” I smiled
then sighed as I looked at her. “Molly…they let us all go because
of you.” “Me?...but why?” I stared at her for a few moments,
grinning with pleasure at her naiveté then said…“Because they all
love you.” “But…” “Those cops…they’d rather let us all go than see
you in any trouble.” “Is that why all those kids thanked me?”
“Yeah.” I chuckled. She said nothing after that for the ride home,
staring out the window as if thinking. It was easy to see that she
was confused and even a little disturbed by what had just happened.
It was not that she did not appreciate what the police had done,
but that she wanted to understand how she had effected their
decision. When I dropped her off at her house, she kissed me and
said…”I…I need to talk to Pauly…do you mind?” I smiled. “’Course
not…call me later ok?” She kissed me again and ran into the house.
When I got home, I spent the rest of the day in my room, thinking
and listening to records. I decided that I too would talk to Pauly
the next day.

The final phase of my education came one day
when Molly and I came out of school and sat on the grass under one
of the big oaks on the lot which separated the side of the school
building from the sports fields. We talked for a while, enjoying
the beautiful weather, eventually to be joined by several kids who
saw it as an opportunity to be near her. Three were classmates we
knew well, two boys and a girl and another three were hippy types
we knew only vaguely, also two boys and a girl. However, in time,
others saw her there and began to gather around our little circle
to listen. In time we had a crowd of at least twenty.

The hippies were typical of the times, the
boys hair down to the middle of their backs, as long as the girls,
all with bandanas around their heads, colourful t-shirts and
jackets embroidered with peace signs and other symbols and slogans
of the day. They were an oddity to Molly, she having never really
interacted with their kind given their limited number in Cedarville
and their tendency to stay within closed groups. Their willingness
to dispense with all convention intrigued her, not in that she
approved of their views but rather that it was so foreign to her.
She smiled when they talked, asking questions about the motivations
of the ideas and reasons for their protestations. I was used to the
youth movement and all that it represented, having seen so many
manifestations of it in Detroit, but it was a little different in
Cedarville, the hippies appearing more aggressive in the context of
small town manners.

The conversation wandered from topic to
topic, covering most of the relevant, current events, finally
turning to some of the more crass political and social arguments of
the times. Molly sat quietly looking back and forth at each of us
as the discussion became intense in terms of the passions of those
positions. “I mean why should we live like our parents man?…look
at’em all…bunch ‘a stiffs…got themselves stuck in this lousy war
but send us all out to fight it for’em…’n their dinosaur,
smothering morality…like, what’s that gonna do for us?…love should
be free man…what’s with all the rules and regulations?…just go with
the flow…ya know?…just fly free…love’s the answer.” John, the most
vocal and assertive of the hippies said. “Yeah…I mean like…how long
are we gonna live in the past…like…all that establishment crap went
sour years ago man…the revolution’s on…now…aint no stopping it.”
His companion growled contemptuously. I looked at them and wondered
what they would be like in ten or fifteen years, then Molly asked…”
what do you mean “free love”?” The three hippies laughed,
especially the girl. “Love the one your with man…why wait?…love’s
like, now…loves all the time…ya dig?” I turned to see Molly looking
curiously at him, her expression unable to hide a measure of
embarrassment. Karen, the girl who was with our friends put her
hand on Molly’s and looked at her with a warning in her expression.
“Molly?” John said. “You dig what I’m sayin?” “Molly smiled then
turned to me with a confused look. “But if you’re not married?” She
said, stumbling on the words. John laughed. “So what man…what’s a
piece of paper have ta do with it?…ya gotta go with your feelings.”
“But the church says…you can’t…” She began a little defensively,
shocked and worried at their attitude. “Bag the church man...I
mean… what’re you, twelve?...what’re ya gonna let some old celibate
dudes tell ya ‘bout love?...what could they possibly know?” Molly’s
back straightened and her body became tense at the remark, like a
cat when spying suddenly, a potential prey. She looked at me again
as if for clarification or aid in refuting their position. “What he
means is that if you love someone you don’t need it validated by
the state or the church or anyone else…love doesn’t rise from those
things so what do you need them for?” I said, trying to make her
understand the philosophy behind the position. “But…but then you
don’t believe in commitment?...and what about God?” Molly asked,
looking at them almost pleadingly. “Yeah…well, the whole God
thing’s cool man…I mean if you believe in’im and everything but…but
like, what’s He care about marriage?...God’s supposed ta be love
isn’t He?” Molly stared at him, her head tilted slightly, her mouth
open a little in surprise. “But then…” She started but he
interrupted her again. “Molly baby…don’t need a church or you
parents or anyone tellin ya ‘bout love or who you can love…just go
with the flow and if it feels cool…it’s ok…dig?”“But doesn’t that
mean you don’t really love the other person?…isn’t it a sin?” They
all laughed and teased her a little. “What’s a sin?…that’s that old
guilt trip they church dumps on ya…t’s old hat man…go with the
revolution…we’re changing all that.” “Frankie?” She said, a
confused plea for me to redefine the subject as she thought I
should, in defense of the church and the morality it taught. “John
leaned in toward Molly, smiling but looking directly into her eyes
and asked… ”don’t you ever want to?…don’t you ever feel like just
walking away from all that old baggage?… wouldn’t you like to see
how far you could go?…what you could feel?...go on…you tell me.”
Molly just stared at him, still confused, looking as if she had
been betrayed by a close friend. She opened her mouth to speak but
nothing came out. “Come on girl.” John said, trying to provoke her.
The hippy girl and the other boy also began to prod her, but she
became overwhelmed at the character of their notions. It was clear
she did not know how to respond because she could not grasp what it
was they were saying. The crowd began to moan in disapproval of
their pressuring her but it only made them all the more
enthusiastic in pursuing a response. “Molly, come on.” John said
one more time. He and his friends looked at her puzzled, unable to
fathom how such popular views could be so foreign to anyone in
those times. Suddenly, I heard a voice from behind me, flat in tone
yet intense precisely because of its dry character. “That’s
enough!” We all turned to see Pauly standing about ten feet away at
the edge of the crowd, a stern look on his face. “She doesn’t
understand.” He said, walking up to stand next to us, just behind
John and his friends, looking down at Molly with affection in his
eyes. She looked back up at him, her expression sad in its betrayal
of her understanding of her inadequacy in such a discussion, its
component concepts so foreign to everything which defined her
character and perspective. “And I don’t want’er too.” He finished,
reaching out to her with his hand. I turned to see a hurt
expression on her face as she put her hand in his, stood dutifully
and walked away with him. He looked around at us all but glared at
me, the look in his eyes one which chastised more severely than any
verbalization could have, then turned and led her away. “Ah man.”
John growled, surprised and disappointed, leaning back and flicking
his hair back in an annoyingly feminine manner. “Dude’s a premature
grouch man…totally uncool Frankie.” John shook his head then put
his arm around his girl. “I know.” I said, though what I meant was
that it was my behavior which was inappropriate. I sighed, rising
to my feet, fixed my jeans and shirt and then turned to watch Molly
and Pauly fade into the shadows of the trees at the other end of
the field. “See you guys.” I said, starting off to follow them
after saying my goodbyes which were sufficiently subdued to convey
to them my disregard for their inspiration of that which was to
test me and resulted in my failure.

I figured that Pauly would take Molly home
and then likely go home himself so I headed for his house. When I
arrived he was walking out of the garage with a bucket in each
hand, preparing to wash the family car. He dropped them upon seeing
me, turned and entered the garage again to get sponges and brushes.
I stopped by the car and said nothing until he came back out,
afraid to speak first. He tossed the sponges and brushes into the
buckets and then stood facing me, looking into my eyes, waiting for
some comment, his expression warning of certain expectations which
I hoped I would not meet. “Pauly…you didn’t have to make her
leave…I mean…I was…” “You were what!?” He interrupted, his disgust
and disappointment clearly more intense than I had calculated.
“Well…I…I mean I wasn’t saying anything that was…” “Yeah…that’s
right…you weren’t saying anything.” He interrupted again, though
his tone this time was more flat as was typical of him. “I don’t
know why you’re so damned sensitive…I mean lately…you’ve been
getting a little crazy.” He looked at me contemptuously for a
moment then turned and bent over to get something from one of the
buckets. “Come on Pauly…she’s not a little kid…and neither am I…we
can have a discussion with people like that and not…” “Not what?”
He asked smugly, washing the car in a manner which hinted an intent
of ignoring me. I became frustrated and began feel a current of
resentment flowing within me. “Look man…” I said, my frustration
turning to anger and indignation. “Pauly…its my life and her life
and we…” I began to say in the manner of an ultimatum but before I
could finish, he had dropped his sponge, wheeled around and
grabbing me by the shirt, threw me against the car so hard I lost
my breath. “MOLLY MADDOX IS MY LIFE!!!” He shouted with a measure
of anger of which I had not thought him capable. “SHE’S
EVERTYING!…SHE’S ALL THAT MATTERS!” He then became calm, sporting
his usual demeanor. “More than me, more than anybody or
anything!…and more than you.” He let go of my shirt and poked his
finger once in my chest with his final words. He remained directly
in front of me and in his usual monotone said…“don’t you
ever…ever…put me in a position where I have to ask her to choose
between you and me again…do you understand?”
“Yeah…yeah…Pauly…look…I’m sorry…I didn’t…” I said meekly, sighing
in despair of my error. He took a step back, picked up a dry rag
from the car washing equipment he had brought out and wiped his
hands. “Molly’s yours now Frankie…yours to take care of…yours to
protect…yours to keep…in every way…but there’s no
compromise…none…ever…no trade off…not for anyone or anything.”
“Pauly…I …I…” “What?…you got some excuse?…there is none…you think I
don’t know she’s smart enough to have taken on those
morons?...she’s brilliant…just doesn’t realize it…yet…but she
is…they wouldn’t have stood a chance in most cases…but that’s not
the point…look…you’re in it now…she needs you… she’s the purest
thing you’ll ever know in your life Frankie…uncontaminated,
uncorrupted by all this…this…crap…everything that comes from the
rest of us.” He looked down then back up at me and sighed in
disappointment. “Ya gonna let it get to her?...those degenerates
back there…what do you suppose they’ll amount to in life?...what do
you think’ll become of this generation when their like’s had its
way?…in ten years they’ll all be completely gutted of any sense of
purpose in their existence which extends beyond their appetite for
immediate visceral gratification in every waking moment.” At that
point I felt humiliated, wanting to slither away some place alone,
out of his sight and judgment. “Pauly…I…” “Frankie.” He said
shaking his head a little in confusion that he had to explain such
things to me. “Don’t you get it yet?….can’t you see where you are?”
He took a step toward me as his expression became tense. “The
reason Molly’s not vindictive...or mean…or selfish like everyone
else…or that she’ll forgive you for anything without so much as a
second thought…isn’t because she wills it…it isn’t because she’s
trying to live up to some…some principle…its because she doesn’t
even understand those feelings…she’s incapable of them.” He said,
his tone one of a sigh in appeal to my best efforts to understand.
“Can’t you see you have to protect that?…to keep it safe?” I hung
my head ashamed, not having given the circumstances the degree of
consideration he was demanding they required. “Pauly…” I said
looking down and shaking my head. “I’m sorry man…I swear to you
it’ll never happen again…I guess I just got lost in the
discussion.” His expression changed to one of a man about to
express a thought of great depth and insight. “There’s a…a space
between this…all this…” He gestured all around him with his hands.
“This veneer…between this and heaven…and you’re in it…haven’t you
figured it out yet Frankie?” The notion struck me hard in my
awareness, it having been stated clearly by the one who most
embodied the mystery of which they were the source. “Pauly…I think
I know…” He looked at me sternly. “There’s always a price
Frankie…always…suffering’s part of joy…of the means to it…it’s what
moves us…you’ve seen this…felt it…more than most…but its not over
yet Frankie…not yet.” I looked at him worried. Pauly had been
prophetic from time to time in our past and never without purpose.
“What’ya mean?…please don’t tell me that…” “Tell you what?…I’ve got
no control over any of this man…not in my life or yours…or
hers…unfortunately…but I’ve got my place in what happens and so do
you…still willing to play the part?” I looked at him afraid at the
prospect at first and then with a resolve which I knew he hoped I
would find within myself, I said...”yes.” “Good.” He smirked then
reached into his pocket and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill,
snapping it twice as he stretched it with both hands, taking a step
closer to me before shoving it into my shirt pocket. “The day’ll
come…it’ll be a long time from now…but you’ll figure it out…all of
it.…everything that’s happened…everything that will…and when you
do…on that day…I want this back.” He stepped back, smiled then
turned and began washing the car again. I stood there a little
confused and disappointed in myself. “Pauly…Molly…what should…”
“She’s home…tell her, not me.” “Thanks.” I mumbled in such a low
tone I am not sure he heard me, then I turned and started down the
mill fields road for her house. As I walked I thought about all he
had said. The weight of his admonition was all the more imposing in
the volume of its content. Pauly Telesco had literally, just spoken
more to me in those few minutes than he had in all the years we had
known each other. It was in the understanding of the magnitude of
error required to inspire such an outburst from him that caused me
to feel so utterly deflated. I had become a part of whatever it was
that made the two of them so special and failed in my
responsibility to that relationship.

When I got there she was sitting in the love
seat on her porch, as if waiting for me. I stopped at the bottom of
the stairs and stood looking up at her, hoping for some sign as to
her feelings for me at that moment. As the smile broke on her face,
I felt my whole body tingle. I thought I would fall running up the
stairs from the weakness in my knees. I took her in my arms and
held her close, not wanting to ever let her go. The smell of
flowers in her hair and the feeling of her body against mine was
intoxicating. “Oh God Molly…I’m sorry.” I said, leaning back to
look into her eyes. With her head tilted slightly, she stared up at
me with those deep porcelain blue eyes and a crooked little smile
and said…”It’s ok.” I touched her cheek, kissed her softly on the
lips and led her back to the love seat on the porch. “Pauly’s very
protective of me…he always has been.” She said almost
apologetically. “Yeah, well…I know he was right…I mean I really
do…but…t’s just that…” She stared at me, waiting for me to finish.
“It’s…sometimes, don’t you feel like he controls your whole
life?…don’t you ever resent it…I mean just a little?” She smiled
and shook her head in surprise that I even asked the question.
“Frankie...I love him for that…more than anything…more than you can
ever know…that…that he would think that much of me.” She looked
down as if a little embarrassed. “I’m not…I…” She stumbled, looking
back up at me. “ Sometimes I don’t know what to do…what I should
do…if it weren’t for Pauly…” I realized then what she was saying
and I felt like a fool. I looked at her with a sincere and
sympathetic expression, the full weight of Pauly’s words striking
me in the heart. “I understand.” I said, almost whispering, gently
squeezing her hand, then changed my temperament to try to raise her
mood. “And you’re right.” “I hope you’re not upset.” She asked,
worried about my feelings. I smirked and leaned back in the seat,
looking up at the sky. “Hell…I was worried you’d be upset…with
me…you should be.” She took my hand in hers. “Those hippies…what
they think…what happened to them that they could say those
things?...feel that way?…I don’t understand what they meant…why
would they think that?” “They’re selfish Molly…self indulgent…their
whole philosophy’s about what they can do that feels good…that’s
their justification for everything.” She stared at me with wide
eyes in admiration, though for what I am not sure, given that I had
failed her so, then she kissed me. We sat for a while talking
before going into the house. I stayed for dinner that afternoon,
taking advantage of a chance to get to better know both Paula and
Mrs. Maddox.

After a lengthy and substantive discussion of
what our future together might hold, I asked Molly to go for a walk
with me. Mrs. Maddox and Paula smiled as we rose to leave, each of
them taken with the sight of Molly in the throes of a relationship
of which everyone thankfully approved, one that would see her safe
in the care of one as devoted to her as Pauly. I wondered what she
would be like in the years to come, a wife and mother, how much of
the innocence which was her nature would remain. What would our
children be like? The thought was as exciting as it was
mysterious.

We were both quiet as we walked down toward
the mill, waving to those of her neighbors who as always, sat on
their porches to watch the setting sun. When we reached the end
where the mill fields road met the highway to town, we stopped,
captivated, gazing out across a tranquil field which stretched out
to meet the sky so far away. Swirling shades of orange and white
danced before us as the rays of light struggled to break through
the clouds scattered along the horizon, moving slowly toward the
east. In a final, dying gasp, a few narrow beams of light pierced
through their fluffy white obstacles and fell to the tall grass
below, which swayed like waves on the ocean in the warm evening
breeze.

Molly sighed at the sight of it, leaning
against me holding my arm with both hands as if it were a means of
communicating her feelings at that moment, so beyond the capacity
of words. “Oh Frankie…” She whispered. “Look at it…do you feel
it?…like before?…remember?” “Molly?” I whispered back. “Do you feel
it?” I looked out at the scene for a moment, my feelings like hers.
“I do baby…its like…like you can breathe it in…you feel it in your
chest…and your soul.” She turned and looked up at me. “We’ll always
have this Frankie…together…even if we’re apart…even if…” “Molly?”
“Frankie?...if ever…if anything should ever happen to me…”
“Molly!…stop it!” I growled but she interrupted me , pleading that
I listen. “Please…please, let me…oh Frankie…don’t be afraid…if…if
it ever happens…we can still touch each other.” She turned and
faced the horizon, the dancing lights illuminating the delicate
features of her face with a surreal glow, which only made her words
seem all the more prophetic. “Search your heart…its there…out
there…you can feel it…don’t you remember?...if you see it…like
this…think of me and I will know it.” Soothed by her words and the
peace in her tone I looked out to the horizon again, feeling an odd
confidence in what she was trying to say. “The door to heaven.” I
whispered. She turned back to me, taking the lapels of my jacket in
her hands, staring up at me. I shivered at the thought, looking
down into her eyes, sparkling in the fading colours as the sun
began to disappear and the horizon quickly faded to gray. She moved
into my arms, letting her body go limp in surrender to the feeling
of safety in my embrace. “My Frankie.” She whispered, playfully and
satisfied, relieved of the weight of the warning I think she had
carried for so long.

As we walked back to her house, we talked of
plans to search again that coming weekend for the farm of which we
both dreamed, its discovery having become a ritual part of our time
together from which we each drew great satisfaction. At the front
door we kissed, even more passionately than usual, perhaps to take
comfort in each other from the lingering sense of fear which
haunted us both from time to time, one neither of us was able to
define. “Tomorrow?” I asked. She nodded yes and then turned to
enter the house. As the door closed behind her, I turned and walked
down the steps to the front yard then stopped at the sight of a few
small pieces of swamp reed laying on the walkway. Suddenly, the
shock of the realization that she would be about to turn on the
light in her room overwhelmed my awareness and I turned just in
time to see it. With that I whispered good night to her and made my
way home.

That night when I went to bed, her words
echoed in my mind. What was it she was trying to tell me? I knew
well that the feelings which grew within Molly’s heart were
uncorrupted by intent or prejudice and that their expression was
warning of some possibility whose assertion would be visible only
to a soul so pure. I would have to be careful and observant of
trouble to come, though I had no idea what it might be, but then
there was time. Time to decide. I drifted off to sleep knowing
somehow that the end of our time together was drawing near.

 


 


~~~Beautiful Sarah~~~

 


The days and weeks continued to pass, all too
fast it always seemed in hind sight. The worry in my heart
increasing as the news of the war grew worse each day. Molly could
feel it too and it showed more and more in her everyday manner. One
by one the boys we knew from school fell victim to the draft and it
seemed sometimes as if it would claim us all. She became somewhat
despondent in the fear that my time was close and when I asked her
why she seemed so disconnected at times, she said only that she
didn’t know how she would be able to say goodbye to me because we
were too much a part of each other. Of course it would be easier
for me knowing that she was safe at home and not in a jungle
somewhere exposed to the worst of war’s effects as I would be. But
she would have to suffer that fear for me and the fear of
anticipation would be the worst. We soothed our worries by spending
a lot of time alone, which was difficult given the constant desire
of others to be with her. I grew more jealous of those moments, in
that I thought I had so few left, but it seemed as if there was no
end to the object lessons which fate had in store for me. With each
I grew just a little more toward what it was I had come to
understand I should be as a man and that if I were to love her in
keeping with the character of her love for me, the focus of my
sensibilities would have to extend to all.

One day I had made plans to meet her on the
field to the side of the front courtyard after a class which was
suddenly cancelled. On the off chance that she might be there
waiting, I made my way outside from the side door of the school and
began the walk to the front toward our meeting place. It would be
the final of these lessons which ended in a realization and
surrender on my part. As I walked across the side field, I could
see her sitting on the grass, staring at something in the front
courtyard. She was alone, which was very unusual though something I
often hoped for, the opportunity to be with her at school without
the intrusion of others. There were always so many who wanted to be
with her, or even just to be around her. I guess that she had her
own way of letting them all know she wanted a little privacy. She
didn’t hear me approach from behind, consumed by some matter or
event invisible to me in the chaotic interactions between the
hundred or so kids talking and walking around in the courtyard. I
scanned the crowd while traversing the last ten feet to where she
was sitting but could see nothing but a blur of activity. I knelt
down beside her, breaking her concentration. She turned to me, a
big smile growing slowly on her face. “Hi.” She said in a playful
manner, though quietly, as if she had been thinking of something
deeply moving and was not so quickly able to disengage from its
effect. “Hi” I said, leaning in to kiss her, after which she turned
back toward the courtyard. I tried to calculate the focus of her
attention, but could not. “Molly?….what are you lookin at?” She
didn’t answer at first. “She’s pretty, isn’t she?” She said softly,
in a pensive manner. I looked up again and saw that Jennifer Tyler
was standing by one of the benches in the middle of the courtyard,
flirting with several boys, her entourage of admiring girlfriends
in tow. “You mean Jen?” “She’s so…feminine…kind of sweet...in her
mannerisms I mean…the way she walks…flicks her hair back…moves her
hips when she’s standing.” “Yeah, she’s pretty…why? She was quiet
for a moment, then said…“I can see why all the boys want her.” She
turned to me for a moment, then looked back. “I don’t know her that
well really…sister says she isn’t very nice…that she’s kind of
mean.” She stopped for a moment, thinking. “Its funny...she doesn’t
seem like she would be…I mean…not from here.” “What’s the matter
Molly?” I asked, it being clear she was upset about something, if
not some particular event, then some general injustice or
unfairness she had been contemplating. “See over there… Sarah
Peterson.” She pointed to one of the girls with whom she usually
spent her lunch break, sitting alone, watching the other kids, most
of whom were gathered in groups talking and laughing. “So?” I asked
but she said nothing. “Molly…tell me?” She turned to me, her eyes
flitting about my face. “Frankie?…am I pretty?” I looked at her
shocked. “What?…are you kidding?…you’re gorgeous.” “No…no…you don’t
understand.” She said disappointed, turning away. “Molly?” Her
expression turned serious as she turned back to me again, then
smiled, touching my cheek. “But I’m glad you don’t.” She sighed and
looked back at Jennifer. “But its not fair.” “What’s not fair?” “I
remember her when she was a little girl…Jennifer…she was pretty
back then too…she always was…look at her now.” “She’s a beautiful
girl.” I offered in a manner stating a fact rather than commenting
in admiration of her. She sighed again, staring at Jennifer. “She
is…she’ll never know a weekend without a date or a party without an
invitation …being passed over, or made fun of…all her life it will
be boys drooling over her…ignoring everyone around them to pay
attention to her…hoping she’ll respond.” She looked down at the
grass by her knee, ripping it out of the ground. “And she’s…” She
stopped, looked up at me and tilted her head slightly, smirking in
a disapproval of her feelings. “Stuck up?” I said, looking her in
the eyes, trying to solicit a laugh and a smile, which came slowly
but remained only for a moment. Then she said in a tone of quiet
protest. “She’s pretty Frankie…but she didn’t earn it…it was a
gift…and she’s not grateful…she’s not…kind with it…she never tries
to make others feel good being around her...she always tries to
make herself feel better by making them feel less than she.”
“Molly?” She looked again over to where Sarah Peterson was sitting.
“She’s so sweet Frankie…why couldn’t she have been pretty like
Jennifer?” Why did Jennifer get it all?” “I don’t…” She continued
without letting me finish answering. “When we were fifteen…the
dance at school…remember that?…how exciting it was to go?…to get
all dressed up…to be with all our friends?…Sarah didn’t go.” “Why
not?” “No one asked her...not one boy…no one in this entire
school…this entire town...she stayed home, humiliated…everyone knew
she wasn’t there…and why…they all talked about the dance the next
day…everyone, everywhere...I remember how hurt she was…she just
walked away quietly so they wouldn’t feel bad talking about it in
front of her.” “Did you say anything to her?” “I slept at her house
the Friday after…she cried herself to sleep in my arms that
night…she tried not to…to act like it didn’t matter to her…but she
couldn’t…I felt so guilty…I don’t know why I felt that way…but I
did…she’s so sweet…so sweet…how come she gets nothing?...why isn’t
there anyone for her?” She looked down at the ground and then up at
me, expecting an answer I thought, some manner of wisdom I might
have at the ready. “I don’t know Molly…and I don’t know why there’s
no one for Sarah right now…maybe there will be later…in a year,
maybe a few…and who knows why Jennifer is the way she is…maybe its
partly because she doesn’t have any idea what it’s like to be
hurt…to feel like Sarah feels…all she knows is being desired and
admired…so she indulges the pleasure of that and…well…acts stuck up
to anyone she doesn’t think is…I don’t know…in her league…I guess
most of the time its either beauty….or sweetness” She stared at me
anxiously, the gaze of her deep blue eyes piercing every aspect of
the psychological armor which stood in protection of my most
fragile sensibilities, then looked down and fiddled with the crease
in the leg of her jeans. “There…there can’t be both?” She asked in
a cautious, hopeful tone. I looked at her a little confused by her
question. “My God Molly…of course there can.” I said, taking her
hand in mine. “There’s you.” She looked up at me, her expression
one of a kind of pleased embarrassment at the compliment and the
resolution contained in my remark. “Molly?...you don’t think your
pretty?” I asked, marveling at the notion. I had never asked her
that kind of question before, assuming that she could not be so
unaware. She continued to play with the crease in her jeans. “I try
to be pretty.” She said with a shy grin. I smiled, shaking my head
a little, amazed. “I mean…I think…I think I’m nice looking in a
way…I’m not really sure how much.” She looked over to Jennifer
again. “I know I’m not pretty like she is.” She then looked down
again, as if embarrassed to speak of herself in such terms. “But
boys…some boys pay attention to me…I think its in that way.” She
looked up at me. “You liked me that way…didn’t you?” I smiled and
laughed. “Oh yeah.” I said exaggeratedly, incredulous that she
could even ask such a question. She smiled. “You’re a very pretty
girl Molly…and you’re…” She interrupted. “But not like Jennifer…I’m
not pretty like she is, am I?” I thought for a time, looking into
her eyes, which sparkled in the sunlight, probing deep into my
feelings for her, anxiously awaiting an answer, honest and
illuminating of a male perspective that might allow her to
formulate some gage by which to judge such matters. “In a text book
sort of way, no….but in a total sense, you’re far more beautiful
than she is…I mean your imperfections are more beautiful than her
best features.” She continued to look at me, her eyes fixed on
mine, waiting for more I thought, so I continued on, swallowing my
fear of the danger in answering such questions for a girl,
especially one for whom I had such love. “Molly, you have a great
figure and a pretty face, unusual in the sense of…” “Frankie…” She
interrupted. “Thank you but, that’s not what I mean…I…” I stopped
her. “Molly…no.. listen…why do you think everyone wants to be
around you?…why do you think every guy in this town would give
anything to go out with you?…why do you think all the girls want to
be your friend?…Molly, you’re beautiful in ways I can’t explain…its
not just that you’re physically pretty…you are…more than I think
you’re able to understand.” As she stared into my eyes, I gently
stroked her hair. “I see that sweetness in Sarah too…and it hurts
me to see.” I sighed. “Why didn’t she get the beauty like
Jennifer?… hell I don’t know…is it fair?…sure doesn’t seem to
be…but you Molly…you make it all make sense somehow…who better than
you?…how many people have you made feel good about themselves?…how
many people have you left with the feeling that they’re glad you’re
around?… Jennifer’s not beautiful Molly…you are…in every aspect
that the word has any meaning.” She continued to stare into my eyes
with a look of wonder in hers. I don’t know what she was thinking,
only that it must have been wonderfully mysterious and unfathomable
in the sweetest manner of femininity so typical of her.
“Molly?…would you give her your beauty if you could?…to Sarah?” She
turned back to watch her and thought for a few moments. “Yes.” She
said in a sad tone, then turned to face me. “Would you still love
me if I did?” I smiled. “Oh yeah.” I said with a quiet sincerity.
“I’d love you no matter what Molly Maddox…now and for forever.” Her
smile came slowly but remained. “I love you too Frankie.” She said
softly, leaning against me in a gesture begging affection, then
back to look into my eyes again. I could tell she wanted to ask me
for something. “Frankie?…would you mind if I…?” I didn’t let her
finish. “Sure…go on…call me when your free ok?” She smiled and
threw her arms around my neck, kissing me on the cheek. “Thank
you.” We kissed on the lips, then I stood and helped her to her
feet. She held both my hands in hers, looked into my eyes, as if
hesitant to leave me, smiled and then turned and left to sit with
Sarah. I watched as she walked away with her usual grace of motion,
thinking how deprived Jennifer actually was and how it was Sarah
that was the lucky one.

When she arrived at the bench, Sarah’s
expression was one of delight. She stood and they hugged, then sat
facing each other and began immediately to talk of something, which
by their enthusiasm, seemed of the greatest significance. It was
only a few minutes before a crowd had gathered to be around them,
boys and girls alike. Molly had no peace when outside where others
could see her, but Sarah was excited. She was in a way the center
of attention then and there. Molly was there to see her, to be with
her and that made her important. So they sat, talking and joking
with everyone, reveling in the pleasure of the exchange of
attentions, not merely a skill to be honed at that age, but an art
form, one which could so easily be used for better or for worse.
For Molly, it was a means of evening the playing field for those
like Sarah who were burdened with a handicap. For Sarah, it was
mortal salvation. I turned and walked away, resigned to a day
without the pleasure of her attentions for me. But I selfishly
claimed some credit for the pleasure which Sarah would enjoy for my
having sacrificed my time with Molly, as if the intent or the
effort were mine. As I made my way toward the track field a few
hundred feet off of the side of the school, where I saw some kids
sitting in the bleachers, I battled with my conscience in my claim
of credit for this generous act. I didn’t want to share Molly, not
even with Sarah, for whom I did have a great deal of sympathy and
to whom I had always been as kind and accommodating as I could. But
Molly always thought of others and certainly would have lost some
measure of respect for me had I denied her that opportunity. Again,
I estimated my lack of worthiness of her and pushed the subject
from my mind.

When I arrived at the bleachers I saw Pauly,
Bobby, Suzy, Marla, Tom and some new kid I had never seen before,
all sitting and talking. No one acknowledged my approach until I
began to climb the bleachers to sit with them. They were all
sitting half facing the front of the school. “Frankie.” Pauly said
dryly, Bobby and Tom nodding only. “Hi Frankie.” The girls all said
with a smile, looking at each other as if to acknowledge something
said about me before I had come within earshot. “Hey.” I responded,
a bit shy in the suggestion by their demeanor that I had been the
topic of discussion. I sat down next to Suzy, facing Pauly, Bobby
and Tom. Suzy stroked my arm in an affectionate gesture which I
attributed to some impression she had of what had happened while I
was with Molly. I looked at her and she smiled at me. “Looks like
Holloway’s free today.” Pauly said smirking. “Yeah, well…maybe just
for a little while.” I said in protest. Pauly chuckled and turned
to watch Molly in the courtyard. We all talked for a while about
school, the war, philosophy and the protests of the times, laughing
and joking about each as close friends do. Then Suzie asked me to
walk her to the front of the school where her ride was to arrive.
We said goodbye to everyone and began to walk across the field,
very slowly, I following the pace she set for us both. She took my
arm in both hands as we walked. “She loves you so much Frankie.”
Suzie said, looking over toward Molly and Sarah, now surrounded by
an even larger crowd. “Oh God.” I sighed, frustrated at the
enormity of the understanding. “If you only knew…” I began but
could not finish. We walked slowly, quietly for a few moments, then
I turned to look at her. “And you?” She smiled, looking up at me,
then across the field to the courtyard. “Molly means more to me
than…than myself…more than anyone really…I wish I could understand
in my own mind…in my own heart how much I love her…but I can’t.” “I
know.” I said softly. She smiled. “Everyone loves her…everyone who
meets her…its always been that way…no one can help it…but none of
them understands it…they can’t…not really…not ever…but for me…” She
began but did not finish. “I’ve seen things Frankie.“ She looked up
at me. “Things about her…things I don’t understand…wonderful
things…wonderful and…and frightening…do you understand?” She said,
looking at me again. “Yes” “Sometimes I wonder what I would do
without her…it scares me…I just don’t think I’d could ever be
happy…ever…if she weren’t part of my life.” We both fell quiet for
a moment, looking over to where she was sitting, the center of a
large crowd, laughing and joking with Sarah Peterson the center of
attention. “Look at her.” Suzie said affectionately. “She has no
idea…so sweet.” She sighed. “So sweet.” “How long have you known
her?” “All my life…as far back as I can remember…we met the first
time in the grocery…both our moms were shopping with us.” She
chuckled. “Even then…when she was really little there was something
about her…all the grownups…all the kids…everybody felt it…she would
look at you with those eyes…and that crooked little smile…it was
like she looked right into your soul…I don’t know how to say it.”
“I know...heh…I saw her for…it was only a second and I was…she was
all I could think about after that…still…when I’m not around her…I
feel gutted…like I’ve got no insides…hell…I don’t know.” I said,
sighing at the end in frustration. “You just don’t know how much I
love her.” She stopped and turned to face me, looking into my eyes
and said…“No…no…..you don’t know Frankie.” I looked back at her
with a curious expression, confused. “Molly loves you more than…so
much that she has trouble dealing with it…with the effect of
it…she’s never been so completely attached to anyone before.”
“Really?” I said surprised and pleased. “But Pauly…” I started, but
she interrupted. “No, Pauly’s…he’s…he’s different…you…you’re the
one…and she loves you so much that it hurts her.” “Hurts her?”
“Yes…she can’t stand being away from you…and the idea of being
separated from you.” I thought for a moment, surprised in hearing
what I had so hoped for. “Hell Suzie…it’s funny…I never thought I
was good enough for’er…not enough to make’er feel like…”
“No…Frankie…don’t you understand?...she’s not like the rest of
us…she doesn’t see things like we do…love’s not the same for
her…its…it’s more…its like…like…” “Suzie? “Frankie…I’m afraid…for
you both but…I’m afraid for her…if something were to happen to
you…if you…you know…well, she wouldn’t survive it…you need to do
something…to make arrangements.” I looked back toward where Molly
was sitting again and thought about what Susie was saying for a few
moments, then turned back to her. “Yes…I think I do…and I think I
know what to do.” She smiled and whispered…“Thanks.” Then placed
herself in my arms. “Please, take care of her Frankie…don’t ever
let her be unhappy.” “You don’t need to ever worry about that…its
all I want in life…its everything.” We hugged, the parted and
continued on to the street at the front courtyard where her ride
was already waiting. I helped her in the car, said goodbye and when
she drove off, turned back to face Molly, who was looking over at
me smiling. She waved and then made a gesture to her watch at which
I waved back and turned to head for home to wait for her call. I
arrived to find dad sitting on the front porch with mom. “Hey son.”
Dad said smiling, his arm around mom. “Hey…hey mom.” “Francis.” She
said in fun. I sat in the chair whose back was to the side of the
porch facing the side yard and fidgeted in my seat. The two of them
stared at me, waiting for some indication of what it was on my
mind, but I just smiled back. “Well?” Dad asked. I leaned over and
rested on my elbows on my knees. “You think I’ll get drafted?…I
mean, do you think its likely?” I asked in worried tone. Their
smiles evaporated as mom leaned against dad and closed her eyes,
not wishing to face the subject. He sat staring at me for a moment
then said flatly. ”Yes.” At that I sighed and looked down at the
floor in despair. I don’t know what I had expected, perhaps some
half truth or an outright lie about my chances of being able to
stay home. But there could be no justification for such a gesture
with regard to that possibility, or rather, that inevitability as
it was thought of at the time. “Well…I guess…I guess I need to get
some things straight.” I said, looking back up at him. “Yes son…
you do.” He answered, hoping to reinforce my willingness to accept
the harsh realities not likely very far off in the future. “Would
you like to talk now?” “Yes…please.” He nodded toward mom in a
gesture to ask if she could stay, to which I nodded in approval,
but she was not able to face the prospect of my conscription or any
issues associated with it, excused herself and went inside. “Its
about her isn’t it?” Dad asked, as the front door closed behind
mom. “Yes.” I said quietly as the full scope of all the feelings I
had for her flowed in a torrent through my mind and heart. “Its all
about her I guess.” He smiled. “Seems to be for everyone ‘round
here.” He sat back and waited, knowing the subject was difficult
for me. “Yes…I… I...if I go...I might not come back…the feelings I
have…that I have for her…I don’t want to…you know…to miss…I want
to…Molly and I…” “You want to “be” with her.” He said in a clear
acknowledgement of my desire. I nodded yes in embarrassment. “Good
heavens son…there’d be something wrong with you if you didn’t.” I
looked up at him a little surprised, his never having talked about
such things with me that way before. “Frankie…that’s the most
natural thing in the world…she’s beautiful…and in ways…well…I can’t
even put into words…and you love her.” He glared at me a little to
make his point. “More than is typical with kids your age…that’s
pretty clear.” I leaned back in the chair. “Oh God…I wish I knew
how to tell you how much…it’s just that…it’s been haunting me for
months …its torture really…there’re times when I think I won’t be
able to stand it…but…there’s something else…something that…that
scares me sometimes…ya see…its just that…if we get married
now…before I go…and if I get…don’t come back…that’d make her a
widow and…and then when she found someone XXXelse…she’d want to
be…for him…well you know.” He smiled, shaking his head. “My
God…what a girl.” He said, leaning back in the chair. “You don’t
want to take her…so she’ll have her…her…innocence for
whomever…well…would replace you…is that it?” I just nodded and
looked down at the floor again. “If you only knew how proud I am of
you this moment Frankie…but you need to really be comfortable with
this Frankie…this is not a small matter…how strongly do you feel
about it?” “Dad…she’s not like anyone else…other girls…anyone I
could ever find…she’s…” I looked up at him. “You know…you know
about her.” He smiled a little and looked down nodding a little.
“Yes…yes…I know.” I felt relieved that I did not have to try to
find the words to explain what was in my heart and mind. “If I were
to marry her now…before I go…it’d be like…like I was being
selfish…that I didn’t love her enough to wait…that make any sense?”
He smiled and leaned forward toward me. “That’s the most noble,
beautiful thing I think I’ve ever heard…I can’t think of a greater
honour a man could bestow on a woman…have you talk to her about
this?” “No…not yet.” “Well…I have no idea what she’ll say, but I
think I know what she’ll think…just make damned sure you tell her
why you think you both should wait.” “But dad…should I…ya
know…wait?” “I can’t answer that son…that’s far too intimate a
matter for me or anyone…you know…to advise you…you need to talk to
her and…” He stopped and thought for a moment. “You know you’re
absolutely right Frankie…a man takes something from a woman when
they’re together…t’s just the nature of the thing…she can never
have that moment back…he can’t ever give it back…and its not a
little thing.” He leaned back in his chair, postured to impart the
wisdom he had waited to dispense at that very moment in my life.
“Its precious really…beautiful in a way that’s really too intimate
to put into words…but I think you sense that…feel it…or you
wouldn’t be having these thoughts right now…when she offers herself
to you…in that way…she is giving you something so private and close
and secret and…and a part of her very sense of herself as a woman.”
He sat up and rubbed the back of his head, smiling in amazement.
“That you would worry about letting her keep that just in
case…Frankie…I must say…but son…you’re risking something here…the
chance to be with her…” He looked at me, his body as still as a
statue. “This Molly Maddox…this girl…my God…what is it we’ve walked
into in this little town?” “I don’t know…just…I need ta think…can
we talk about this again later?” “Sure son…anytime” “Thanks.” I
said pensively, then got up and went to my room. I lay on the bed
for at least an hour, thinking hard about what it was I was
contemplating and the risk I was taking, though it was only my own
for it was I to be placed in harm’s way I thought, not she. As I
continued to mull over the various aspects of my dilemma, my head
began to hurt with the frustration, causing me to arrive at the
conclusion finally, which I supposed all along, that I would have
to talk to Pauly. I jumped up and left the house, telling mom and
dad to tell Molly to wait for me at the pond when she called. I
arrived at Pauly’s to find him sitting alone on the steps to his
house. He smirked as I got close, then looked off across the street
and said…”Clock’s tickin.” He then looked back up at me as I sat
next to him, but one step higher. I looked at him surprised.
“Pauly?...I’m…” I began but he interrupted. “I know.” “How?” I
began again but he again interrupted. “I’m not an idiot Holloway.”
I sighed and looked up at a sky, as blue as Molly’s eyes,
embroidered with delicate, lacey wisps of clouds, which floated
slowly past. “ I’m goin aren’t I?” He was quiet for a moment before
answering in a tone of resignation. “Yeah.” I signed in despair,
taking a moment to accept the finality of his answer.
“Pauly?…you’ll always be here with her right?” He didn’t answer so
I continued, knowing that he was always intent on making me expose
my feelings in total before addressing serious concerns. “I
mean…the draft…they won’t…you won’t get…” “No.” He said in a
reassuring sternness. It was comforting, that moment, the
unequivocal character of his response dispelling all of my fears.
“So if I don’t make it…if I don’t come back.” I was still looking
at the sky but could see out of the corner of my eye, him looking
at me sympathetically, an emotion he did not award readily. “She’ll
never be alone Frankie…ever.” He said in with a quiet but intense
seriousness. I sighed and turned to look at him. “Marry her
Pauly…if…you know…marry her.” He just stared at me, his expression
that of someone taking an accounting of what he might read in my
eyes. “Pauly…I think…I don’t think I’m gonna ask her…ya know…before
I get my notice.” He said nothing as he continued to stare. “It’s
cause…I just don’t want…” He interrupted to spare me having to hear
myself say the words. “I know Frankie.” I looked at him confused
and amazed. “But…” “I wish it were mine to give her.” He said, his
tone one of sadness. I realized then fully, what it was he felt
though I couldn’t fathom how he knew of my intentions. It was the
first time I had ever seen him so emotionally affected. “Shows a
quality man…rare…its why it was you.” He turned toward me a little.
“You’re gonna have a lot to worry about…a lot their gonna throw at
you…things you’re gonna have to do…things you shouldn’t have to do,
but their gonna make you do’em anyway…and you’re gonna have to
learn how to deal with it…’cause you won’t always be over
there…you’ll come back and you’re gonna have to live with what you
did…all of it...and it won’t be easy…focus on that Frankie…burry
yourself in that and it’ll make it easier…at least while you’re
there.” I felt a sense of both a distant fear and an immediate
relief in that I would face what he warned of as the affront to my
nature in the war I would surely be called to fight and that Molly
would never be alone. “Frankie…be assured of this one thing…you’ll
never have to worry about her…know this…and hang onto to it…no
matter what…whatever happens to Molly will be the best for her….in
the end…..it will be for her.…everything you’d want…even if you
don’t understand it at first….know it.” I sat quietly for a moment
wondering why it was I believed him so immediately and with such
finality. “Promise?” I said, feeling a little foolish, but it was
something I needed to hear and it had to be from him. “ It’s my
oath man.” With that I was content to leave her in his hands, to
see to whatever it was he hinted at to me, which I knew he somehow
knew was to come. Relieved, I stood, walked down the steps to the
walkway and turned to him, but before I could speak, he said…”Don’t
worry…I’ll talk to’er.” “Thanks man…” I said, turning to make my
way toward the pond to meet Molly. I had only taken a few steps
when I heard him say almost too quietly to hear…”We were right
about you Holloway.” I quickly turned back to look at him but found
him gone. I stopped in place and looked around a little surprised,
the shrugged it off and continued on.

That day with Molly was all the more sweet a
time for the despair I felt in my heart. We drove around in the
country looking for our dream house then finished our time together
in a field on the bypass, watching the sun set. As she climbed the
steps to her front door at the end of our day together, I felt my
heart sink, knowing that my time was growing short when memories of
her would be all I had as I waited on pins and needles for the
bullet that fate just might have intended for me. The light went on
in her window and her shadow moved across the shade as she set
about those things she reserved for herself in those private times.
I will always lament that I was not part of that aspect of her
life, that I was never witness to those intimacies which were much
a part of who she was.

Graduation day came and went, a subdued
celebration for the boys and for those girls committed to them. The
news from Viet Nam seemed to become progressively worse as we
managed somehow to win most of the battles while losing the war
overall. Confidence in our ability to triumph over the enemy was at
an all time low and there was little honour left in the prospect
from which to derive some sense of purpose in the risking of one’s
life. But it was to come, my conscription and I would have to find
some means of reconciling the risk in my own mind. I began to think
a lot about those who had fled to Canada, they being a subject of
regular news reports at the time. I had decided, after some thought
that those of them who had run for the demands of constraints of
conscience were in fact justified, the exposure of the war’s
mishandling by then being complete. But there were some I was sure
who left out of selfish refusal to do the duty to which they were
called and I would not chance association with them, in the minds
of anyone as well as within my own.

The following week Tom Finn received his
draft notice. Molly Pauly, Suzie, Marla, Bobby and I all gathered
at the diner to talk with him and offer what little consolation we
could. Though we tried repeatedly, Pauly, Bobby and I failed in our
attempts to remanufacture the circumstance into one in which Tom
might find some comfort of hope and safety. It was only the girls
who were able to speak to the deepest of his feelings and fears.
And with their affections and that distinctly feminine quality of
sympathy, they were able to give him some sense of purpose in his
impending participation of the insanity of the war, as if it were
to the benefit of all that they and all women were, which reached
out to him and every man so readily. It was something to hang on
to, when nothing else would suffice. It is one of the glories of
life that by her mere presence and simple act of the expression of
her nature, a woman can brighten the darkest of moments.

We were all devastated with the news about
Tom, but it seemed to affect Pauly the most, though not in the
manner one would have expected. He became more watchful of Molly
and less tolerant of those whose behavior around her was what he
considered inappropriate. The times were changing and not for the
better. The anti-establishments sentiments and talk of free love of
the youth in the towns surrounding us were threatening an effect on
our own, manifest in a very few who showed the signs of becoming
more crass, vulgar and self absorbed and who like their outside
counterparts, validated their actions as warranted in the rejection
of the old morality they considered stifling. Pauly was not
impressed and became ever more anxious about what he saw around
her. But I was equally concerned and was careful to keep her from
any corrupting exposure.

As time passed, we began to stay more to
ourselves. Rides in the country and visits to art fairs and
galleries, the occasional time with close friends like Suzie filled
our days together, which because of the looming threat of my being
drafted, seemed all the more precious. Molly became increasingly
pensive and emotional. On several occasions I found her crying for
no reason that was apparent or to which she would allude. It would
happen soon. We both felt it.

The time came during that summer, at the
height of its beauty, on the most glorious day either of us could
remember. I arrived home hoping to borrow the car to take Molly to
an art show in the next county when I was confronted by anxious
expressions on both mom and dad. My heart skipped a beat and
settled in my throat. There was no need to speak the words. I knew
they’d got me. They were both standing in the hall by the door,
awaiting my entry, an opened envelope in dad’s hand, mom’s hands
grasping his arm as if deriving some manner of strength in the
gesture. “Frankie.” He said, the tone of his voice leaving no
doubt. “We have to talk son.” As a tear ran down mom’s cheek, I
stood in place, looked at the floor and sighed, pondering the
finality of what would be my separation from Molly and the life I
had come to love so dearly, all to be risked for insufficient cause
in some far off place for a system to which I was merely another
number. After a moment I looked up at dad and said…”T’s ok…I know.”
They turned and led me to the living room. I took my usual place on
the chair across from the sofa, leaning back, exhausted by the very
prospect of what was about to be discussed. “Son…I…” He began, then
leaned over to hand me the letter. “Greetings” I thought, how
arrogant of them. I sighed again and buried my face in my hands.
“Frankie…you’ve got a few weeks…there’re some things I think we
should talk about…things…well…I know what you’re going to be going
through…I’d like to…” “Thanks dad…”I interrupted, looking up at him
finally. “I’d like that.” “Oh baby…” Mom said, coming over the
chair to hug me. She then kissed me on the forehead, looked into my
eyes and said…” I never in my life dreamed I would have to give you
up to this.” She then turned and went upstairs to her room to cry.
I could see dad staring at me as I watched her disappear from the
stairs. “Frankie…you have a decision to make here.” I just stared
at him confused at first, then finally understanding, smirked and
leaned forward, my weight on my elbows on my knees. “So you’d…you
wouldn’t think me a coward?” “No son, not if you went because you
truly believed you’d be wasting your life in a war already gone
wrong and destined to be lost…no government has a right to ask its
men to die for nothing, just because the momentum of the mess they
created will not let them end it…do you understand?” “Yes…but…”
“Frankie…this is not about defeating the Nazis or the Russians
who’re threatening world domination…its about…its…it’s a small move
of a greater plan but one so badly executed that I wonder of the
wisdom of having anything to do with it.” “I’ve thought about that
dad…I just can’t shake the feeling that I’d be leaving other guys
ta die for…in my place.” He smiled and looked down. “As much as I
hoped you would say you would go up north…I’m proud to hear you say
that.” “Thanks dad…’sides…I’d hate to lose my citizenship…what
about you guys?…what about Molly?.” “Yes…well, a lot of boys have
left for Canada…the government’s probably going to give them
amnesty in time…especially after it becomes clear just how badly
they’ve botched this thing…but I want you to understand…truly…I’d
think no less of you for not going if…if you thought you were going
for nothing…if it was a waste and you could not bear the burden of
having killed for a lost or…an improper cause.” “Don’t think I
could live with it dad…I’m not going ta be able to figure this
out…I think I’m just going to have to go with my guts…and they say
I have ta go…don’t think I could live with myself if I didn’t.” “Ok
son…go with your heart…just know…know that…I…we…” “T’s ok dad…I
know…me too.” He smiled sadly and leaned back in his seat, looking
up at the ceiling, wondering how to continue what it was he thought
very important for me to hear. “Frankie…its pretty likely you’ll
get combat duty…they need foot soldiers right now…there’re
things…things you’ll see son…horrible things…things you’ll
do…you’ll have ta do…you’ll do them because you’ll realize if you
don’t you could be killed yourself or be the cause of some of your
buddies getting hit…what…what a bursting shell can do to a man’s
body…how badly you can be maimed and still live…to suffer not just
the pain but the insult of seeing parts of yourself spread all over
hell.” He stopped and grimaced, revolted by the memories of his
time in Korea. “But after a while…as long as they happened to
someone else…they’ll seem less horrible until in time, you’ll
barely give them a second thought.” Then he rolled his head on the
back of the sofa to look at me. “Until you get home…then…then
you’ll have to face the things you did…and it’ll be hard son…really
hard…even if you are comfortable with the thought that you had to
do them…you’ll see the faces of those you killed…every one of
them…every single one, over and over…and its funny…you’d think that
as time passed it would get easier…and I suppose it does in one
way” Then he sat up and looked directly at me. “But it never does
in others…Frankie…to take the life of another person…even if he’s
trying to take yours…its…it’s the most unequivocal thing you’ll
ever do…the most final…the most out of bounds from all that your
instinct and sense of yourself tells you is proper and right…the
presence of the knowledge of that act will skew the balance in your
psyche for the rest of your life…you’ll never be the same again…and
when you look at her…into the deep blue eyes of that sweet little
thing…so uncorrupted…so innocent.” He looked down and shook his
head. “No eighteen year old kid should be asked to shoulder
that…its just not…” “In a funny way…I think I actually understand
dad.” He looked back up at me and smiled, nodding a little. “You
know…I bet you do.” He said, leaning back again. “T’s that
girl…that girl’s opened your eyes to things…hell…she’s opened all
our eyes…she’s the bloody heartbeat of this town.” He turned and
looked out the window. “I bet you do…” He said, his voice fading to
a whisper. He then turned back to face me, his expression serious,
a visible concern evident in his face. “Take the car son…go to her
and tell her…take all the time you need…let her get used to the
inevitability of it…you’ll have a few weeks together before you
have to go...be with her and make your piece with each other…dig
deep Frankie…give her what she’ll need to keep you in her heart
while you’re gone…say what you need to say…let her show you what
you’ll need to do…leave nothing unsaid…believe me…its that which
will sustain you over there…little else in that kind of insanity
could.” “Thanks dad.” I said, rising to leave. “I never wanted this
for you son…not this…I thought you might be spared…I know what it’s
going to take away from you…in the prime of your youth…in the prime
of your time with…with her.” “I know dad…it’s ok…and thanks.” I
walked to him, took the keys he offered, still leaning back in the
sofa, turned and left the house.

As I descended the stairs I felt a sudden
rush of fear move throughout my body in a wave. The severity of the
consequence to my life of leaving Cedarville, especially at that
age, was more than I was able to contemplate, but the idea of
leaving Molly was too abhorrent to withstand. I drove it from my
mind with the thought that I would soon be lifted by the smell of
flowers in her hair, holding her and the softness of her cheek
against mine as I held her in my arms.

I arrived to find her waiting for me on the
porch. She stood and started toward me as I got out of the car and
moved toward the house, her expression changing from one of delight
to one of anxiety as she realized by my demeanor that something was
wrong. She stopped in place at the top of the porch stairs, her
hand on the post which supported the roof, looking down at me,
hoping and praying that it was not the news she knew it to be. I
reached the second to the last stair before the top and stopped,
looking into her eyes, which began to tear. She reached out to me
with her other hand. “Oh no.” She whispered. “Oh God Molly…I’m
sorry.” “No!...no!, no!...She pleaded as she fell into my arms and
began to cry. We stood there together for what seemed forever,
afraid to part for having then to confront the matter. I thought
about how wonderful it felt to hold her little body in my arms and
to know the soul it carried, no less fragile itself. How was it
that I could be asked to risk that for the rot and death of a
jungle war so far away and out of the reach of my concern? Surely
there should be some source to whom to appeal, who would see the
absurdity of my plight? But there was none and that was the
greatest cruelty of it all, that such precious affection could be
so callously displaced by so unsympathetic and global a
concern.

I turned slightly as I held her, to see Mrs.
Maddox standing in the doorway, her expression telling of her
understanding of the situation and her lament for the effect it
would have on her daughter. She bowed her head in disappointment,
turned and went back inside. Molly’s crying changed to a quiet
whimper, holding me tightly around my neck. “Oh Frankie…no…no…not
now…its not fair…not now.” “I know…but we’ll survive it
somehow…don’t cry…we have a few weeks before…” I said, not
finishing for having noticed that she was unusually quiet and
still. “Molly?” She said nothing. “Molly?” I said once more,
pushing her back to look into her eyes. Her arms dropped to her
side and her whole body seemed limp, like a giant doll. “Baby?…talk
to me.” She looked deep into my eyes with a strange expression of
disbelief. “I can’t…I…I can’t.” I brought her close to me again.
She held me tightly around my neck again, whispering…” I just
can’t.” After several minutes, I broke our embrace and led her to
sit on the stairs. Holding her hand I mustered a strained smile and
tried to comfort her. “ You ok?” She nodded, wiping away a tear,
then attempting a smile. “Molly…it was inevitable…we both knew
that…and…and…if…” She interrupted, looking down at the floor in
frustration. “I can’t be without you…I just can’t…it’s hard enough
during the week.” “But Molly…” I began, hoping to find some way to
give her something upon which to hold, but she interrupted me
again. “No…no, there is nothing…nothing you can say…we were chosen
Frankie…chosen to be together…forever…it was ours…all our dreams.”
She said, her voice trembling as she looked out to the horizon by
the mill over the meadow lands. “To go there together…out there…”
She continued to stare off in the distance whispering…”its not
fair.” There was little I could think of to say. I knew and felt
what she did but for me it was tempered with what had been a
continuing understanding of the harsh reality of the demands of the
federal government on my freedom. I had to find a way to make her
understand and to give her some means of enduring our separation. I
was at once twisted in a knot from the frustration of my
understanding of her pain, which I shared in even greater measure I
thought, and the sense of flattery that someone like her could feel
such a longing for me. I pulled her close to me again and sighed,
at a complete loss of what to say. Then she took the burden from my
shoulders. “I’m sorry Frankie…I’m making it harder for you…I...”
She began but I interrupted. “No baby…no…you know…I keep thinking
that I have nothing to be afraid of…like…like its been
already…decided…I’ll make it through…but then I guess all the guys
feel like that before they ship out.” I stroked her hair as she
rested her head against my shoulder, waiting and hoping I thought,
for me to say something that would make it all seem ok. “I guess
I’m more afraid for you.” I said, feeling strange for the sound of
my own words, but she said nothing, looking up at me with sad eyes
of recognition, as if my point had some relevance in her own mind
and expectations. “Molly?” I asked urgently. A strained smile grew
on her face as she leaned against me. “Its ok…I’ll be fine…It’s you
that will be in danger…oh God Frankie…” She said pleadingly and
began to cry. I held her close to me and we sat for several minutes
saying nothing, stunned by the reality of the separation we were
facing.

As we sat on the steps of her house in the
still, quiet of that summer afternoon, a warm, gentle breeze
blowing along the mill fields road enveloped us, like the soft
embrace of sympathetic angels whose charge it was to see to her
comfort. A sky as deep and as blue as Molly’s eyes reached out over
the meadowlands before us, alive with dancing rays of colour,
painting images which could only have fallen from heaven itself. I
felt a welling up within me, a kind of feeling left only in the
wake of the mind’s revelations, born in its quiet contemplations
beneath the awareness, whispered, never spoken in the deepest
recesses of the soul. As Molly looked up to the horizon, my heart
reached out with my mind to touch the current of the understanding
I knew to exist there, as she had told me so many times before.

With my gaze fixed on the heavens, I promised
God that I understood, that I had finally accepted with all my
heart and mind, at that very moment that which I before had only
suspected but feared to believe, that she did indeed, begin beyond
where the rest of us ended. Oddly, in the realization of the full
measure of my inadequacy, I felt not deflated or humiliated, but a
fulfilling sense of deference for that which she was and that which
I could become. I understood then, that she could not be corrupted
as I had feared before in my urgent attempts to protect her from
exposure to the more unseemly aspect of the disintegrating culture.
She did not have the capacity for such compromise. Instead she
would have been destroyed for she was so fragile in the measure of
her purity of soul.

We sat reveling in the embrace of each other,
as we watched the dancing lights in the birth of the night sky.
Finally I broke the silence, hoping that what I had to say would
not confuse or hurt her in some way even more. “Molly?…I need to
tell you something. I don’t…I’m not sure exactly how to say it.”
She smiled and wiped a tear from her eye. “It’s ok Frankie.” “You
have to try…to try to understand…this is hard for me…harder than
anything I’ve ever done…had to do…ever will have to do…harder than
going to the war…but I know...Molly…I’ve always known you were
special…I know you don’t see yourself that way…but it doesn’t
matter…I know it…everyone does…your life…everything that drives
you...makes you what you are…its not the same…not like us…not like
the rest of us.” “But Frankie… don’t…” “No Molly…no…you have to
listen…please.” I said in a stern request. Her gaze was so piercing
that I had to look away to continue. “Whatever’s in store for
you…its…its…more…I don’t mean me…I mean what happens with me…or
maybe…” I looked into her eyes again and whispered…“after me.” A
look of urgency and discomfort grew on her face. “Frankie no,
please.” She said, a tear running down her cheek. “Molly, you have
to let me…please.” I said, squeezing her hand then turned to look
off at the horizon. “You’re not like the rest of us Molly…surely
you know that?...you feel it…just a little?” I smiled and looked
into her eyes. “No, I guess you wouldn’t.” “Frankie?” “You know,
you once said you felt like…you know...like He was watching you.” I
touched her chin to turn her gaze to me, then smiled and stroked
her hair gently. “He is Molly…I know that now.” I turned away to
look at the horizon again, afraid to look at her while saying what
I was about to.”Took me a while…a while to finally get it…but now I
understand…and He’s watching what we do with you.” “Frankie, what
do you mean?” “Some things in life…in creation I guess I should
say…they’re special…they were meant to be exceptional… apart from
everything else…like a rare bird…a mountain landscape…things you
know you have no right to touch, no right to change…special in the
eyes of God Himself.” She was looking into my eyes, waiting. “And
then…and then there’s you.” She smiled, embarrassed at the
compliment then tried to speak but I would not let her. “No Molly…I
know you don’t see it, but its true…we’ll all be held accountable
for our time and actions with you…it’s why you see things like you
do…the reason you feel like you do…about people…about
things…life…the future…it doesn’t matter that you don’t really
understand…we all do…I do…and…and I can’t...I can’t let what I
want…what I want more than anything in the world…what I want so
much I find myself writhing in pain from the desire…” She looked
deep into my eyes with a longing I had not seen before. It caused
me to stop for a moment, shocked by the effect, it revealing so
much of the measure of sweetness that she was. “Molly…I love you so
much it hurts…every day…I’ve really tried not to hate all those
people who try to take your time and attention from me…I’ve tried
to be good enough…good enough for you…to be with you…but I
can’t…not yet…I love you too much to share you with anyone or
anything…I love you more than my life Molly…without you, I have no
life…I want no life…I can’t live without you…I wouldn’t want to
live…I couldn’t…I wouldn’t.” “Frankie?” She said urgently. “No…its
true…you know I want to marry you…to have you as my wife, safe in
my home…where no one could ever reach you to hurt you…and you know
that I…that I…want…that I want you.” She closed her eyes and
smiled, a little embarrassed at the intimacy of the subject. “Oh
Molly, I want to be with you so much…it burns in me like a
fire…it’s so hard…its agony…oh God it hurts… but…there’s
something…something…something in my heart which I can’t ignore…I
can’t keep quiet.” She put her hand on my arm. “I just can’t take
that from you…if there’s a chance that I might not come back…I
couldn’t live with myself if…if I…” I stopped and looked into her
eyes. She whispered softly …”You think we should wait.” “You mean
so much to me Molly…everything that you are…I just can’t.” She
slowly put her arms around me and held me close, letting me know
she understood, then looking up at me said softly… “I don’t know
how to tell you how much I love you for that.” She began to cry.
“Oh Frankie…I have feelings too…I want to give myself to you more
than anything…I love you so much…I love you so much and I want to
show you.” She said, then looked down as if searching for the words
to continue. “But it’s for you to choose…if you want me now…we can
get married before you have to leave…if you want to wait…I will be
here for you when you come back…we can get married then and then we
can be together…I am yours Frankie…I will always be yours…forever.”
I buried my head in my hands, in pain for the urges and desires for
her which my thoughts were causing to rise within me, held at bay
only by the sense of obligation I had to her which I felt in my
heart was what she deserved and what was expected of me. I reached
up and kissed her on the lips, stood offering her my hand then led
her to the car.

She sat close as we drove slowly away,
neither of us knowing where to go, just that we had to leave for a
while. We spent that day in a communion whose depth we had not
experienced before, somehow more in tune with each other than we
had ever been, something I’d thought impossible. It was almost as
if I were being condemned and we were cherishing our remaining
moments together, there being an intensity of awareness of each of
a measure which normally eluded those who faced no such
limitations. I felt a emptiness inside when I dropped her off that
night, not because we would be separated and I would miss her,
though that was certain, but because something which was outside of
the scope of concern of mere objective reality was being disrupted,
something special to God Himself.

There was a finality to the understanding
that we would be parted, which was so contradictory to the feelings
of infinite possibility we had shared with regard to our future.
But it was to be and we both resigned ourselves to that fact,
taking some comfort in what it was we shared which we felt was
transcendent. I could never be sure of what it was she saw in me
that she might cling to while I was away, but I knew by then what
she was and its significance to my life and to that of everyone who
knew her.

I fell asleep that night, lost in the sadness
and confusion of our state of affairs, that we, who had felt
ourselves chosen somehow to be the measure of true love for all
others to see and know to be, that they might aspire to it, were to
be parted, to have the light and heat of our passion dimmed by the
crass indifference of others so far away and engaged in a cause so
sterile that it survived on its momentum alone. We were above such
matters we thought, but such a love between just two, with all its
beauty was such a fragile thing in the great expanse of the effect
of the assertions of nations and those who would presume to move
them to suit their ideological aspirations. God would have to see
it to its proper end and He would, I knew, for Molly was surely
special in His eyes.

 


 


~~~The Departure~~~

 


The time we had left passed all too quickly.
Meeting with friends at the diner, long walks and drives through
the country looking for our dream property filled our days and
nights, each ending in some private time in her house, sitting
together in her living room, reveling in our affections.

The day did come when I was to leave, though
somehow I thought it might not. I had spent the night before with
Pauly, Bobby and Molly at the diner, a knot in my stomach which
tightened each time I looked at her, that sweet face, realizing
that I might not ever see it again. I hardly slept that night,
waking to a view of the ceiling of my room and a cold, numb feeling
of hopelessness. I was staring down the muzzle of a huge dragon
with no weapons or means of protecting myself. It was a
confrontation which could only have one outcome. There was nothing
to do but submit to the inevitable. I got up, showered and dressed
and went downstairs to breakfast to find everyone ready at the
table before a feast of the likes I had never seen. They all looked
up at me with a forced smile but said nothing. There was little
which one might say. We ate quietly, speaking only of when and how
I might stay in touch to report of my progress during boot
camp.

With each passing minute, a pressure grew in
my stomach like a balloon filling with hot air. I felt like a man
having his last meal, soon to face the gallows, to walk past a
crowd all gathered to revel his suffering and death. I could see
that dad could tell, probably having gone through the same.
“Frankie…you’re going to make it…don’t let it get you down…I
remember my time in the service…except for the actual fighting it
was one of the most gratifying times of my life…I took a lot away
from it son…things I’ll never forget…things that made me a better
man.” “I know dad…it’s just…” “I know…she’ll be here when you get
back…you know that…there’ll never be anyone for her but you
Frankie...I think if it could ever be said that two people were
meant for each other…it’s the two of you.” I smiled and with my
elbows on the table, I rested my head in my hands for a few
moments, then looked up at dad. “Dad…if anything happens to me...if
I don’t make it back…you’ve got to promise me…” I began but he
interrupted. “We’ll always take care of her Frankie…of the three of
them…they’ll want for nothing.” “Thank you.” I said almost
whispering. Then got up and went to sit in the living room in my
usual chair. In moments, dad came in and sat on the couch. We
talked for a long time about what it was I was I was likely to see
and experience in the war and what kind of affect it would have on
me and on my ability to reacclimate to civilian life. It was a
horrifying I thought, that anything approaching such things if done
in civil society would earn one a life sentence in prison. Yet
these would be the expectations of me in my year’s obligation in
the name of the government’s folly. It seemed there was no reigning
sanity to which to appeal or in which to take consolation for those
actions committed in the name of the war. I would be alone within
myself, my conscience my only comfort.

Pauly, Bobby, Tom Finn, Suzie and Molly came
over to see me off. They all sat in the living room and we talked
while dad prepared the car for the trip to the train station. Molly
was quiet much of the time, looking at me with sympathetic eyes, it
seemed on the verge of tears which would be released were she to
indulge the expression of her feelings. It hurt to see her
discomfort. Finally, unable to wait any longer, I stood and offered
Molly my hand. She rose quickly as if waiting, her total
concentration devoted to reacting to the moment of that gesture. I
nodded to the others and turned to lead her upstairs to my room. I
left the door open as I always had, an act which seemed all the
more poignant in that moment then walked to my stereo and put on my
Buffalo Springfield record. Molly walked in and sat on the bed,
watching me as I walked across to the other side of the room,
thinking, having no idea of what to say, the scope and depth of my
feelings defiant of any simple manipulation of words. Finally I
turned to see her sitting there, her porcelain blue eyes reaching
out to draw me in, her expression pained, betraying the hurt and
fear she felt in the prospect of being again, alone. “What can I
do?” I said, pleadingly. “Whom do I tell?...look at you…my God,
look at you.” I walked over to her and sat next to her on the bed,
staring deep into her eyes. She looked at me curiously. “In the
total of my life…I know…I know I’ll never see the end of what you
are…you’re a dream…the dream I want to live...the end of all my
desires…my only aspiration…I have no hope without you.” “Oh
Frankie…I…” “You have no idea do you? I whispered, still amazed at
her innocence. “You never have…so fragile.” I whispered. “How is it
you see yourself Molly Maddox?” I asked, expecting no answer. Her
eyes darted about my face as she took my hand in hers. “What do you
think when you look in the mirror…and see that face...that
beautiful face?” She turned her head slightly, her expression a
little confused. “They’re making me leave you…you…” I whispered,
gently caressing her cheek. “How can I go?...after knowing you
Molly…there’s no other path…there is no going back…ever.” She
looked down a little embarrassed at the weight of my compliments,
then back up at me. “I don’t always know why you say the things you
do…I only know that I am happy and thankful that you think of me
like that.” I stroked her hair and squeezed her hand in mine. ”I
want so badly to live up to what you think of me.” I smiled and
shook my head. “You?” I chuckled to myself. “There’s nowhere to go
from the top Molly…I’m the one who has to…all I ask for in my life
is that you will stay with me and let me try.” She stared into my
eyes and said, almost whispered…”All my life…there’s always been a
part of me that was…missing…there was an emptiness I could
feel…between me and my dreams…you’re that part Frankie…I’ll be here
waiting for you always…no matter how long it takes…I love you
Frankie Holloway…with all my heart…I know that I cannot live
without you.” She began to cry.

The song “For What It’s Worth” began and I
stood smiling, offering her my hand. She rose into my arms and we
danced slowly to the music. As I held her, I tried to imagine
coming home for good, the war behind me, reveling in a feeling that
I would be able to enjoy for the rest of my life. We would grow
older together and I would always be discovering something new
about her, some new dimension to her nature so mysterious and
wonderful. She snuggled against me until the song ended, then
looked into my eyes as she led me to sit again with her on the bed.
“Frankie?...I want you to promise me something.” She said meekly.
It seemed as if she were going to tell me something which she had
kept secret until then. “What baby?...anything.” “Promise me,
please…that if anything should ever happen to me…that…that you will
find someone else…and be happy…be happy for me.” “Molly don’t…”
“Promise me Frankie…promise me.” She said softly with a comforting
smile. I thought for a moment, her pleading eyes begging no
resistance. “I…I can’t even think that…I can’t say it…I can’t…” She
smiled again and looked into my eyes and whispered…”For me
Frankie…it’s ok…promise…for me.” I stared at her for several
moments, mustering the courage to say the words which caused a
literal pain in my heart. “I promise.” I swallowed an emotion which
if allowed to rise within me, would have resulted in the release of
tears. “You promise me that…” She put her finger on my lips and
whispered…”it’s ok…you’ll make it home Frankie... you’ll make it
home.”

We talked for an hour leaving no thought or
feeling unexpressed, each of us exposed in full measure to the
other. We would chance no disguise given the danger of my new
circumstance. We were to each other as we had never been before,
keen to the sharp sense of danger which loomed ahead and resigned
to the pain and worry of separation. It was bittersweet, the
exchange of our affections that day, but I would leave with my
heart opened completely to her. When it was time, I turned and took
one last look around my room, then led her down stairs to meet the
others outside. I watched the door to my room slowly disappear as
we descended. The innocence of my youth would be taken from me. I
would lose a part of my life which is normal to a boy growing up in
a country like America. It was not that I would become a man in the
battles I was to face, but rather in the manner in which I learned
to handle their affect. Again, I thought of Spider’s words.


When we walked through the door onto the
porch, they were all on the sidewalk talking. They all turned at
once to watch us as we descended the stairs, Molly stopping at the
bottom to look at me, letting me know that I had other goodbyes to
say. I walked over to them and stood looking at Pauly, surprised to
see him smile a little though only for a moment. “Pauly…I…” I began
but he chuckled and interrupted. “I know…me too…so…how d’ya feel?”
He asked, looking at me with glaring eyes, like a teacher in a
lecture, waiting for an answer from a promising student.
“Scared…like I’m being forced to walk a tight rope across the Grand
Canyon.” “You are…kind of…you’re gonna see a
lot…killing…destruction…be part of it sometimes…some poor slob in
the wrong place at the wrong time…and you’ll see yourself
exposed…won’t be any different for you…and there’s no one to
complain to Frankie…no one’ll care…no one’ll intervene…it’ll just
be you…alone.” I stared at him then looked down at the ground,
frustrated. “And what you bring back…in here.” He said pointing to
his head. “You’ll be alone in that too…she could never understand.”
“Yeah.” I sighed. “I just hope I can…you know…be a good…I mean not
be…” Pauly quietly watched as I tried to find the words to express
my desire to follow all the advice given me by the veterans of such
affairs, then he interrupted. “Frankie, some men deserve to
die…they do the things they do and their punishment’s meted out to
them…usually by the hand of someone else…other men don’t deserve
death…but they insist on injecting themselves into the affairs of
those who do…what they get in the end is of their own making…don’t
take responsibility for their mistakes, for the mistakes of anyone
and try to make it all come out right…not through a scope at two
thousand yards…you’ll only get yourself killed…or somebody
else…understand?.” I looked at him confused. “Two thousand
yards…through a scope?...what...?” I asked, but he just smirked,
gave me a hug then turned and walked to stand with Molly. I stood
looking at the sidewalk, thinking of what it was he might have
meant when Suzie came up to me. “Oh Frankie…I’m so sorry…I wish I
knew what to say.” She put her arms around my neck and hugged me
tightly. “I’m so sorry.” She whispered. As I held her I glanced
over to Molly to find her smiling, leaning against Pauly, his arm
around her shoulder. Suzie leaned back and looked into my eyes.
“Take care Frankie…always be aware...all around you…come back.” She
turned to look at Molly and then back at me. “You must.” “Don’t
worry.” I said quietly. Then let her go and turned to face Molly,
who seeing, walked over and slipped into my arms. I whispered
quietly into her ear…”I don’t know what will happen…I don’t know
what it is I deserve...what scares me is that I know I don’t
deserve you.” She looked up at me with sympathetic eyes, shaking
her head slightly, moved by my comment. “I know you’ll do what’s
right…I know you’ll do what you can…let that be first…then come
back to me…come back.” “I will baby…I will…I’ll write you every
day...please…write me back.” “I will.” She said through her tears,
then whispered…”remember…the moon…please don’t forget.” “I won’t
baby...every night…I’ll be there.” She then let go of me, the tears
running down her face as she struggled not to cry so that I might
not feel so sad. Suzie came over and took her to stand again with
Pauly, who held her close.

After another round of goodbyes, I turned and
got into the car with dad, who had it running and waiting at the
end of the driveway. I took one last look at the house, then around
the neighborhood to the waves of many, got into the car and looked
at my dad. “Might be the last time I ever see this place…and all of
you.” He looked at me with a strained smile, not wanting to deny
what he knew I knew was the truth, but not wanting to acknowledge
it. “You’ll do ok son.” Pauly glared at me from the sidewalk, his
expression conveying volumes which no one but I would understand.
It occurred to me only then and there that I had come to share a
means of communication with him not unlike that between him and
Molly, one requiring no words or gestures, but rather a sympathy of
feelings.

As we pulled out of the driveway and moved on
down the street, I waved at them all, staring at Molly whose
porcelain blue eyes pierced the depths of my soul even at such a
distance. I felt a physical pain when we turned the corner and I
could no longer see her. “My God, what am I doing?” I mumbled to
myself. “She’ll be here when you come back son…there’s no doubt of
that.” “I don’t know dad…I’ve got a feeling...a bad feeling.”
“Frankie…I’ve seen a lot of things in my life…some of them pretty
strange…seen some things in the war I still can’t believe
happened…but I’ve never seen things like I’ve seen here in this
little backwater village...that girl…” “Dad?” “I don’t know
Frankie...she’s…” He sighed, shaking his head. “Father Maloney said
it…he knows…how the hell do you make heads or tails of such a
thing?...I didn’t believe it at first…but you can’t not believe
it...never find this anywhere else…city or country…no this…this is
real…this is important.” He said sounding almost confused, then
turned to look at me for a moment. “And she chose you son…maybe it
won’t be all good, but good in the end I think…something…I don’t
know.” I smiled a little and nodded but said nothing. We were both
quite for most of the trip to the train station in Winfield, saying
our goodbyes at the station sufficiently fast so as to diminish the
emotional quality of the parting for our mutual comfort. All he
said was that he loved me and that they would be praying for me
daily. I boarded the train and left my life in rural New York
quietly, feeling like a man being carted off to his execution. I
arrived at the station and looked for the bus to the camp where I
knew that nothing I had lived or dreamed was to be allowed to
survive to influence me any longer.

 





~~~Boot Camp~~~

 


I arrived at boot camp to find it an affront
to every sensibility I had and I was hardly obsessive with regard
to personal hygiene. It was a place in which all activities and
facilities conduced to make the average male almost impossible to
be around. Shared showers and toilets, twenty mile hikes and hours
spent on obstacle courses, all of which generated both intolerable
smells and excretions, seemed to be of deliberate design, I
supposed for the purposes of deconstructing our social expectations
that we might be prepared for the hell that was to come.

Each day relentless demands were made that
the men’s efforts and total commitment be expended on glaringly
meaningless tasks, inevitably found to have been inadequately
completed and thus ordered done again and again until mental and
physical exhaustion approached a genuinely dangerous level.
However, I felt almost immune in a strange, disconnected sort of
way in that my thoughts of Molly gave me a link to some bigger and
more important than the training, the American army, even the war.
It kept me sane, but I missed her terribly.

Beatings were common, the victims picked it
seemed at random, with no one overlooked for his turn. But in time,
thankfully, things began to change. As we acquired the mentality of
soldiers, the army’s focus turned to our learning to handle weapons
and fighting tactics which meant that we had to be less concerned
with learning to manage discomfort and more attentive to the
science of war. It was on the rifle range that the course of my
career in the service took a dramatic turn.

On the day we were to receive our first
weapons training, we were marched out to the range and made to
stand at attention while the teams already shooting completed their
turn. As we were again informed of our insignificance to the army,
our total failure as human beings, unfit to be alive and consuming
food and other resources better left to care for others more worthy
than we, I found myself a little excited about the prospect our
intended exercise. Of course, being equated to insect larvae or
excrement was common in boot camp and after a while, one began to
accept that estimation, it being one applied to virtually everyone
not an officer.

As a city boy, the very idea of holding a
gun, let alone firing it was about as foreign to me as anything
could be. The instinct was so strong that when our turn came and we
were issued our rifles and ordered to take our positions at the
shooting stations, I could not stop myself from trembling. The
drill sergeant came to each of us in turn with a clip of live
rounds, which I hesitated to take when offered. “What’s the matter
Holloway?…grew up in Detroit didn’t ya?” “Yes sir.” I said, taking
the clip, wondering how my having grown up in the city had anything
to do with being familiar with guns. After a few moments the
sergeant, standing a few feet off to the side of me shouted…” Ok
ladies…insert the your clips like you were trained and get into
position…then don’t move ‘till I tell ya.”

The sound of so many magazines being
simultaneously slammed home in the rifles seemed at once to
announce the readied state of a powerful force which could just
have easily been unleashed upon an enemy as the paper targets five
hundred yards out before it, as well as to suggest a comical
assemblage of ineptitude required to act together, more dangerous
to itself than to anyone else.

Everyone lay frozen, waiting for the order to
shoot. I took aim at the target, which I thought so far away I
would be lucky to hit it at all let alone get anywhere near the
bull’s eye. Then the order came to fire. I began to slowly squeeze
the trigger. The anticipation was thick as I waited for what seemed
far too long for the crack of the rifle and the recoil,
expectations learned from the movies and television. The bolt
slammed back with a “chirnk”, ejecting the cartridge, which flew
off to the side and fell to the ground followed by a feathery trail
of smoke deceptively playful in appearance, so in contradiction to
the effect of the projectile it had launched, which raced toward
its target at over twelve hundred feet per second.

I looked up to see that the marker had been
placed on the target about six inches below the bull’s eye. I
smiled to myself and turned to look at the drill sergeant. He
turned to me, then to the target, picking up his binoculars for a
closer look. Signaling to one of the other drill sergeants to watch
the rest of his men, he walked over to me. “Take another shot
Holloway.” “Yes sir.” I said, rolling back over to the firing
position and taking aim. This time I compensated for what I thought
was the fall of the round over that distance then squeezed the
trigger more dexterously than I had before. “Chirnck, the gun fired
again in advance of my expectation. I turned to watch the casing
hit the ground then looked up at the drill sergeant and then to the
target. When the marker was placed, it was directly on the middle
of the bull’s eye. The drill sergeant turned to look at me with a
smirk. “City boy huh?…again.” He ordered. I turned and shot again
and once more the bullet struck the very center of the bull’s eye.
“Stand down.” He said then walked back up to a small shed just
behind us. He talked to several other drill sergeants, went inside
and picked up the phone which I assumed was connected to the target
area. In moments a second target, about half again as far away rose
up out of the ground and the one at which I had been shooting
disappeared beneath it. It was only then I realized that I had
accomplished something significant. The sergeant returned and
stared at me with a serious expression, then turned to look behind
us at a man in plain clothes, leaning against a jeep about two
hundred feet away. The sergeant signaled for him to watch, to which
he nodded. “Ok Holloway…see that target?” “Yes sir.” “Do the same
thing...take your time.” I rolled over again, took aim and fired,
striking the target about three inches below the center of the
bull’s eye, just at its edge. He looked down at me. “Got the feel?”
“Yes sir.” “Ok, hit the center this time.” I took aim again and
shot and again, hit the bull’s eye in the very center. He handed me
another clip and said....”Ok, as many as you can, as fast as you
can. ”I slammed the new clip home and pulled back the bolt, looked
up at him and then over to the man in the plain clothes, who by
then had come to stand directly behind me. I smiled, rolled over
quickly, took aim and in only few seconds emptied my clip into the
target. When the markers were up and every shot was shown to be
within an inch of the others at the very center of the target, the
sergeant turned and walked back to the shed, whispering something
to the plain clothed man as he passed, who then turned and walked
to his jeep, took a case out of the back and returned. He knelt
down and opened it to reveal a dismantled rifle with a complicated
looking scope. The sergeant returned as he finished assembling it
and stood back in his position by me. “Ok Holloway…their gonna put
up one more target...way past that one…take your time…take your
test shot…then do your best…got it?” “Yes sir.” The sergeant
reached down and took my rifle as the plain clothed man, while
glaring at me, slapped in a clip, pulled the bolt back and handed
me his, his expression never changing. It was a beautiful thing,
obviously made with the greatest of precision to be aesthetically
pleasing as well as deadly precise. I took it as I might have a
baby from its mother and retook my firing position, but looked up
at the sergeant. “Sir…how far away is that?” “Just hit it
Holloway.”

Everything looked surreal through the scope.
Realizing from my first attempt at the second target that the
bullet would drop over that distance, I tried to calculate in
advance how much to compensate. The scope was equipped with
graduations to either side and below the cross hair center, which I
used to sight the bulls eye. I fired and continued to watch the
target through the scope to find that I had hit the bull’s eye dead
center on the first shot. “Empty the clip Holloway.” The sergeant
said before I could look up for instructions. I did and again my
score was perfect. I looked up at the sergeant who looked back down
at me and smirked. “You’ve never shot a gun before son?” “No
sir…I’ve never even held one.” The plain clothed man reached down
to get his rifle, which I handed to him carefully, then he gestured
to the sergeant who followed him back to the shed, eventually
joined by several other drill sergeants to whom they had signaled.
I watched them, but my mind was busy marveling at my performance,
it being the only thing I had ever done with such precision. They
talked for several minutes, turning to look back at me on occasion
which gave me pause, as did the chatter of the other men, watching
the scene from their firing positions.

Finally, the drill sergeant and the plain
clothed man came over and stood by me. I looked up at them like a
small boy, just caught by his father in some prank for which some
punishment was in order. “Get up son, and come with us.” We walked
back to the jeep where the plain clothed man began to break down
the rifle and put the pieces back into the case. “This is Mr.
Reich…he’s with the government…he’s gonna take you back to the
base…your relieved of all duties previously assigned to
you…understand?” “Yes sir.” “Just do what Mr. Reich says…got it?”
“Yes sir.” I got into the jeep and we took off with a shot, racing
down the dirt road back to the base. Mr. Reich didn’t say a word
until we reached one of the administration buildings on the base.
“It’s Holloway right?” “Yes sir.” He pointed toward the front door
of the building and lagged behind, allowing me to enter first. “Sit
over there son…we’ll call you when we’re ready.” He said, gesturing
to a single chair against the front wall of the office he then
entered. After a short greeting to whomever he met inside, I could
just make out the discussion between them about my performance on
the firing range. “Kid’s a shooter…natural born…I’m telling
ya…never seen anything like it.” I heard Mr. Reich say. “City
raised…never touched a gun before in his life…first time out he was
grouping’em inside an inch at eighteen hundred yards.”
“Damn…well…his performance in boot camp was pretty average…just
ain’t special forces material…hell, I don’t think he’d make it
through the program.” “Bob…this kid right now…without any
training’s one of the best I’ve seen in a couple a decades…give’im
two weeks on the range…let’im get used to the gun…he’ll skin the
hair off a fly’s ass in a high wind a mile out…kid’s the wrath of
God.” “I would a thought by now you’d have enough killers on the
payroll…why ya need this one so bad?” “He’s just too good…you don’t
waste resources like him…only come along every so often…most get
missed.” “You’re askin me to ignore all the procedures…it’s my neck
if it hits the fan.” “Just give’im ta me for some tests…after that
we can go through the red tape…deal? “Yeah.” He sighed. “Send
another one home to jerk water USA all screwed up in the head…what
the hell.” The other man said in a sarcastic tone. “I didn’t start
this thing…just doing my part…’sides, you’re not the only one with
a conscience…like ta sleep at night too… sometimes.” He said,
mumbling toward the end. Shocked by what I heard, I became
extremely nervous. There was a silence in the office for a few
moments while they mulled over my fate, during which time I thought
over all of the stories I had heard from Herc and Spider about the
various aspects of such a commission. Most were terrifying, placing
me in the jungle for weeks at a time, behind enemy lines, required
to kill preemptively. I had become far too philosophical I thought,
confident in my ability to shoot any anyone an immediate, blatant
threat. However, to kill a man who was not even aware of my
presence before he threatened my life or that of my companions was
asking too much of an eighteen year old, especially one as unsure
of such matters as I. “Ok…give’im a week on the range first…if he
meets your expectations…I’ll make the arrangements…that’s the best
I can do.” “Deal.” Mr. Reich appeared from the office, turned to
look as he walked with deliberateness toward the door, signaling
for me to follow. We got back into the jeep and drove off toward my
quarters with an urgency I thought likely typical of my sponsor and
those for whom he worked. The jeep screeched to a halt in front of
my barracks. “Get your stuff kid…you’re gonna be stayin somewhere
else for a week. I dutifully followed his instructions, throwing my
duffle bag in the back of the jeep as I hopped back in. He took off
as if we were late for an important appointment, which we could not
have had, given the ad hoc nature of our relationship to that
point. We both remained silent for several minutes then finally, I
swallowed my fear of the unknown unfolding before me and broke the
silence. “Sir?” “Yeah?” “You’re not with the army are you?” “No.”
he said flatly. I waited for him to inform me of the nature of his
position but he said nothing. “CIA?” “Not bad kid.” “What’s going
to happen to me now?” He looked at me for just a moment then
smiled. “Special training…on the range…if you do what I know you
can…you’ll be transferred…special forces…ya know?” ”But that
means…that…” “Don’t worry kid…I know what you’re thinking…but we
don’t want you for any a that close up stuff…you’ll be doin’em from
a mile out.” “Oh.” I said disappointed, marveling at his remark, as
if the fact that I would not be able to see close up those I was
asked to kill were some manner of moral consolation.

We drove for about forty five minutes to a
dirt road which disappeared off in the distance in the desert. It
was a smooth ride, the dust trail left behind our jeep obscuring
the view of everything behind us. I felt as if we were driving into
some other life from which I would never be able to return. They
were taking something from me I thought at that moment, something I
would never be able to retrieve, something Molly would see missing
in me when, or if I returned. At that I became not afraid but sad.
Who were these men, these agencies who thought it ok to come
between me and the woman I loved so, between me and my future,
between me and my happiness, between and my moral well being? But
there was no sympathetic ear who would listen and understand and to
make right the error which was to separate the most perfect of
loves. There was only the cold mechanism of a war already begun and
gone bad, whose momentum would take it forward regardless of all of
the gross errors in its execution. I would be dragged behind in its
wake with all the others as it descended ever further into the
depths of a most absurd hopelessness, placed on the altar of
sacrifice to the Gods of governments, bureaucracies and protocols,
offered in validation of their blunders.

Finally, we arrived at a facility in the
middle of nowhere, defined by a fence, a mix of tents and many drab
looking buildings. As we parked near the one closest to the gate,
Mr. Reich ordered me to come with him. We entered into a small
plain room, with only a few chairs and an old wooden desk full of
neatly stacked documents and file folders at the far end. To either
side of the desk against the wall were flags, one of the United
States and one of the agency. I was instructed to sit again in a
lone chair against the wall while Mr. Reich entered another office
to speak with another unseen master of my fate. I could hear the
muffled sounds of their discussion but this time could not make out
what was being said. I sat for quietly a long time, hot, frustrated
and hungry until Mr. Reich returned for me again. We left the
office and he delivered me to a barracks drabber and more devoid of
comforts than the one I has just left, which I had thought about as
depressing as anything could be. “Get some rest kid…tomorrow’s
gonna be…interesting.” He said with a smirk, then turned and
left.

I lay on the bunk he had assigned to me and
turned my thoughts to Molly and home, quickly falling asleep, the
image of her smiling face and the memory of the smell of her hair
filling my mind. I awoke some time later to the noise of someone
entering the barracks. He was a huge black man, as big as the
doorway of the building. I remember almost laughing as his body
blocked most of the light which shown through it from the setting
sun. As I rose to sit on the bunk, he glared at me and then
smirked, while two others come in directly behind him. “Heh
heh…’nother white boy from the city.” He said sarcastically.
“Heh…yeah.” I replied sarcastically at my own sense of inadequacy,
looking down at the floor and wondering how it was that I would
ever be able to compete with or just not hinder a man like him.
“Johnny Fisher.” He said, taking off his shirt and tossing it on
his bunk, his muscular build sufficient to threaten even without
his great size. He was a handsome man, though rugged looking, as if
he had spent untold years in the wilderness of Alaska or Canada
where the cold and the wind takes a toll on the skin. “Frankie
Holloway.” I replied quietly, a little uneasy. He then turned and
pointed to the door where two other guys were entering and
said…”Daisy ‘n Ed.” Daisy looked at me and nodded, the proceeded to
his bunk. Ed sneered at Fisher, diverted from his course to his
bunk to pass mine, then with defiant sarcasm, offered me his hand
and said…”John Conetta.”…then walked to his bunk. I looked at the
two of them confused but decided to leave it to later.

Daisy had a small build, blonde hair and a
kind of dashing look, in part a product of an ever present twinkle
in his eyes and a smile which rarely left his expression, his mind
always calculating some angle to a given situation by which he
might derive some benefit or pleasure. Ed, or rather John, was dark
and bigger than Daisy, about the size of Pauly and his expression
generally serious unless inspired to laughter by the antics of the
others. He bore the scars of numerous street battles on his face
and arms, telling of a youth spent in the lesser part of some city.
The three of them lay on their bunks and immediately fell asleep,
undisturbed by three others who entered the barracks, making no
attempt to be quiet. They looked at me, two nodding as they made
their way with demonstrable urgency to their bunks to fall in them
as if they had not slept in weeks. I would later learn that they
were Matt, Shoe, short for Schumacher and Stick.

Mat and Shoe were rather ordinary looking
guys, of the sort you might forget ever having seen after just a
short period of time. But one could not forget Stick. He was tall
and lanky, blonde hair and blue eyes and had a bad habit of
slouching when he stood or walked, probably a consequence of low
self esteem. Matt was always getting into trouble and was a hair’s
breadth from being kicked out of the army. Shoe was a bit anal
retentive, meticulous to a fault. Stick was just goofy. In these
first days at the camp, I couldn’t for the life of me understand
how the army could take such a boy, especially for Special Forces.
He was nice enough I suppose, but an ever compensating social
inadequate and by appearances, incapable of fighting his way out of
a wet paper bag. It was the height of injustice that he was
conscripted but then he might have his hidden skill I thought, just
as I had found that I had. Time would tell I decided and left it to
that.

I lay back down, realizing that there would
be little exchange of pleasantries that night. I awoke to the
nudging of Johnny Fisher who stood over me like a giant. “Come on
man…gotta go do that thang we do.” I jumped up and looked around to
see the others already standing at attention outside in front of
the barracks. It was barely light out and apparently we were given
no time to shower or change. I ran out with Fisher and took a place
in line. A drill sergeant walked up to stand in front of us,
looking us over carefully, then stopping at me said…”Holloway?”
“Yes sir!” I shouted. “Stay here…someone’ll be out to get you
shortly.” “Yes sir.” I said again, remaining in place. The others
were ordered to turn and march off with the sergeant, after which I
returned to the barracks.

It was almost an hour before Mr. Reich showed
up and instructed me to take nothing with me but to get into the
jeep with him. “Sir?” “Yes?” “How come I didn’t go with the
others?” “Different training…those guys can’t shoot for
spit...well, one of’em’s respectable.” “Oh.” I said quietly to
myself. “Where’re we going now?” “Out to the range.” “Oh.” “Gonna
try a few different weapons today.” I stared ahead thinking about
what was happening to me and that and I should deliberately perform
badly that day, that I should try to convince them it was all a
fluke. I didn’t want to become a killer. But the intrigue of this
new found talent was far too strong and something inside me drove
me to discover its limits. We arrived at what looked like a large,
flat area of sand and some scrubby looking plant life with only two
small out buildings. There were three other men there, two in
uniform and one plain clothed like Mr. Reich. I stood at attention
as they approached and discussed the day’s plan, and then moved to
a firing position as ordered.

There were several types of rifles there,
already prepared at my position. The three visitors stood behind me
with field glasses to monitor my progress while Mr. Reich handed me
the first weapon, a sniper rifle like the one he had me shoot at
the other range. “Ok son…the target will pop up in a few
seconds…you’ve got five rounds in the clip, do the best you
can…take your time…k?” “Yes sir.” I said with a smile, rolled over
to my firing position and waited. As I did, I heard him whisper to
the others…”Watch this…kid’s incredible.” The target rose up about
1500 yards away by my estimation, a gauge from my experience at the
first range. The first shot I fired to get the feel of the gun fell
short of the bull’s eye by about two inches. The second was a
perfect bull’s eye as were the rest, causing the men behind me to
anxiously discuss my performance. A test with two more targets
followed, each further by at least 300 yards. I fired all the
weapons at various types of targets with equal success until they
had seen enough. Mr. Reich ordered me to go and wait at the jeep
while he conferred further with his companions. At the end of it
all, he brought me back to the barracks and told me to wait for the
rest of my platoon. It was depressing to sit there in those drab
surroundings, haunted constantly with images of my Molly so I
decided to write her a letter, which I set about doing as soon as
Mr. Reich’s jeep pulled away. Hours past until, on my fifth page, I
could hear the rest of my platoon returning. I quickly put the
letter away and waited on my bunk for them to enter the barracks.
Fish, as the men called him, came in first. “Hey white boy…what’s
happenin.”

He said, taking a seat on his bunk, which
seemed taxed to its limit and on the verge of collapsing under his
weight. The rest of them men nodded to me or commented in turn,
flopping down in their bunks, exhausted from the day’s trials.
“Went out to the rifle range.” Fish looked at the rest with a
smirk, eyes wide in surprise. “Got us a shooter now boys…we be
ready ta rock n’ roll pretty soon.” “How’d ya do.” Ed said in a
serious tone, apparently interested in whatever my answer might
suggest in terms of his fate and that of the rest. “Good I
think…hit the bull’s eye every time.” He looked at Fish. “You mean
on the range just north of here?” I thought for a moment as to the
direction we traveled to get there. “Yeah…pretty sure we went
north….why?” Fish looked at me as Ed lay down. “Shortest target’s
1500 yards man…you bull’s eyed every shot?” “Yeah.” “Damn.” He said
in an exaggerated manner. “None of us could even hit the target at
1500…’cept Stick.” Stick was watching the discussion with great
interest, not so much for its content but rather for the manner in
which we all comported ourselves. He would be in the meat grinder
soon and realized what he would face. Desperate to learn the means
to intensify his relationship with the rest of the platoon, he hung
on every word. That night, just before lights out, while the rest
of the guys were busy cleaning up, I went over to the other side of
the barracks to talk to Ed, hoping to get some insight as to the
others and where we might all end up. He was sitting on the edge of
his bunk, polishing his boots, looking up at me as I approached.
“What’s up.” He said, looking back down to continue his task. I
took a seat on the other side, resting my elbows on my knees.
“So…ya figure we’re all gonna be together after training?”
“Yeah…probly…you’re the key.” “Me?” “Yup.” “How’s that?” “Guy that
can shoot like you said you did…they’ll build the platoon around
you.” I thought for a few moments, looking over at the others, then
sheepishly began to ask…” What about…” I nodded toward Stick. He
looked over in that direction then back at me. “What?…ya mean
Stick?” “Well…yeah.” “Why’s he here?” “He may be a nice guy and
everything but I mean…he’s…” I began but stopped as I saw the smile
grow on his face. “He’s not what you’d figure’d be special forces
material.” “Didn’t think so…I mean…not that I think I am either…but
him…so what’s he doing here?” Ed put down his boot and looked at
me. “He may be goofy…but I’m tellin ya…he’s a ghost man...sneak up
behind ya without your ever knowin it…won’t hear a thing…won’t feel
anything…give’im a knife…he’s a very dangerous man…’sides…he’s not
a bad shot either…from what you say…not as good as you…but they’d
put’im in as back up…ya know…’case you buy it.” He reached for his
boot and began shining it again. “Seems pretty close to Fish.”
“Yeah…when he was first assigned…we were out at one of the clubs in
town…some dudes were picking on Stick…Fish didn’t like it much…did
all three of’em…guess he figures somebody’s gotta watch out
for’im…Stick stays pretty close to’im now.” “Fish sounds like a
good guy.” He looked up at me with a smirk. “Don’t piss’im off.”
“Yeah…dig that.” “When he loses it…take five, six guys ta take’im
down…was a bad scene…those three guys…hurt’em bad…real bad.”
“What’s his part gonna be?” “He’s the muscle…bone crusher…these
gooks ‘re little man…Fish’ll do’em one hand.” I looked at fish,
lying on his bunk reading a magazine, the frame bending and twisted
from his weight, none of which was from anything but muscle. As
threatening as he looked even when not riled, he still had an
almost timid, playful air about him, a contradiction of impressions
which seemed irresolvable. “Where ya from?” “Cedarville.” He looked
up at me as if to ask a question. “Upstate New York…small town…lot
of farms…that kind of thing.” “Well…you’ll be back out in the
country again soon man.” “Yeah.” I said, depressed at the thought.
“Thanks.” I said standing to leave then turned back to him. “Why do
they call you Ed?” He just looked up at me with a smirk.

I walked back to my bunk and fell asleep
quickly to be awakened the next morning again by Fish. “Come on
man…its time.” I got up and got ready in less than a minute and
formed up outside with the rest as I had before, wondering what was
in store for me that day. As was the normal routine, the others
were drilled by the sergeant while I was taken to the firing range
and put through vigorous tests with a variety of weapons. Again I
surprised them all with my accuracy and ability to learn each
weapon’s idiosyncrasies within one or two shots, after which my
performance was perfect. It was the last time we were separated.
The next day I began training with the rest of the guys and
returned to the firing range only when it was scheduled for the
platoon as a whole. After the others saw my performance on the
range, our relationships changed. Though we had become close
friends, they began to consider me a kind of resource, one that was
to be wielded when we were in the field, one upon which their
safety and well being was in part dependent. I didn’t like being
perceived as such but there was little point in trying to
discourage them, given the way my position in the platoon was
emphasized.

The weeks passed and we began to act
instinctively in regard to the goals of our training, like a single
unit rather than a collection of individuals. We were becoming a
machine, reacting in a planned and organized way to a variety of
attack scenarios without thinking of the possible consequences. I
suppose that was in small measure that we knew that there would be
none in that environment, but in greater part, we were being
separated from our individuality and our sense of ourselves as
moral men. In my bunk at night I would think back over the
preceding weeks and the methods of which we were the object,
wondering to what extent I would drift away from my sense of self
and all that I had learned in my time with Molly and Pauly, whose
affect on my life had surely changed its quality and direction.

One night while all the guys were busy
cleaning their boots and rifles, I again walked over and sat on
Ed’s foot locker. He looked up at me inquisitively, his hand still
polishing his boot. “What’s up country boy?” I chuckled at the
remark, pleased with the label, which probably would have surprised
him. “I was just wondering…I mean…do you feel like we’re being
like…conditioned?...you know…like their trying ta make us into
robots or something?” He turned back to look at his boot. “I’d say
that’s about right.” “So you’re not worried?” He put down his boots
and turned toward me. “I figure…I don’t wanna think about what
we’re gonna have to do…I don’t wanna have ta figure out what’s
right and what’s wrong…I wanna…accept…what they’re tellin me
here…so when I get there I won’t be takin any changes figuring
things out.” “What do you mean, taking chances?” “You’re kiddin,
right?” He said, his expression tense. “You gonna sit around
philosophizin about whackin some gook?...take chances?...or you
gonna do it?...make sure?” I suddenly felt depressed. “So, you
mean…” I began but he interrupted. “What’dya think they’re sendin
us ta do?...we’re gonna kill people man…’specially you…that’s the
point…they don’t want us thinkin Frankie…you wanna be…alone?...be
the only one tryin ta find some meaning in all this?...ya aint
gonna…t’s a war…hell…stopped makin sense five years ago.” He picked
up his boots and began polishing them again. I sighed and
said…”Thanks man.”…and returned to my bunk. I fell asleep with Ed’s
words repeating over and over in my mind, superimposed on those of
Herc. I was going to be in over my head. I was as of that night,
officially afraid.

The rest of our training was difficult, a
heavy emphasis on physical endurance and tolerance of discomfort
and pain suggesting the nature of the threat which would be our
everyday experience. Numerous weekend passes to the nearby town
acted to continue to solidify our friendships, especially in
defense of each other against the occasionally adventurous locals
who were in such a state as to be unimpressed with the size and
damage inflicting potential of Fish. All paid the price for this
error in judgment as would many Vietnamese in the days to come.

I had changed in that time, but not in the
manner which I might have been expected. My eyes had been opened to
what was the folly of men and their governments, that they would
define their morality in their actions, which would come in time to
be driven by the sheer weight of their affect. Their momentum
became the authority to which all were to defer. It was useless to
resist, the moral right in our presence in Nam arising then
ultimately from the fact of that presence alone. It was in such
circumstance that one was released from the complex interrelations
between truth and ethics which governed social behavior, to
exercise a moral imperative in all its purity, without constraint,
without boundary and with a gun. There was no force of right more
pure than that and I would be asserting it from over a mile away
against those who had no immediate opportunity to consider the
morality of their actions. I alone would decide.

Would I be ready? Would I be able to meet the
challenge to which I was being sent? I thought of Molly and what
she would think of what I might do. It was all I had left to guide
me for they had convinced us all that God himself had deferred to
the purpose of our cause. I remembered Spider’s words and decided
that no matter what, I would not become “just another maggot with a
gun.”

 


 


~~~In Country~~~

 


The country of Viet Nam was, if anything, a
managed chaos of the effects of global political policy, moved by
what were by then, perverted means. I had always shared dad’s
sentiments about the war, that it was proper to fight it to contain
the spread of the poison that was communism, that
political/philosophical excrement which had been the source of
immeasurable misery in the world and would be the cause of some two
hundred million deaths in that century alone, not including those
who had died in its wars. But I never realized until my arrival
there, that any vision or understanding of the true nature of the
mission and its goal had long since been lost in the momentum of
the means of political and economic survival of the South
Vietnamese in the wake of the effect of the functioning
infrastructure of the American war machine. The lumbering military
behemoth, incapable of the dexterity required to respond to the
fleet and unpredictable pokes and prods of the enemy, moved only in
perpetual exhaustion as it swung at flies with its monstrous
appendages. This, the army which had defeated the Third Reich, the
most powerful force ever unleashed upon the world, was being
confounded by bands of mere peasants manning ox carts and sharpened
bamboo sticks.

As we exited the plane and lined up on the
tarmac to be accounted for by the command structure there to see to
our assignments and transportation, I was overwhelmed by the sheer
weight of the task of controlling the movement of men and
materials. They were in effect, supplying a city rolling out of
control down the side of a mountain. It was hot, humid and the
place smelled of gasoline, body odor and truck exhaust. This was
not going to be the noble experience I had hoped it might, that
some edge would be taken off of the sense of risk I was being
forced to take with my life.

We were directed by a rather long string of
officers from one area to another, our papers carefully checked in
each. It was in the care of the last three that we were outfitted
for our jungle missions and then guided to a truck, waiting to take
us and another contingent to a fire base somewhere on the line. The
trip was awful, much worse than the plane flight had been in terms
of the violence of the turbulence. By the time we got to our
destination, I had acquired more bruises than I ever thought I
would in combat.

Once at the fire base, we exited the truck
under the supervision of two men who stood at the tail gate,
looking very earnest and serious. As the guys and I gathered in a
group, one of the men came forward. “Lieutenant?” The l.t. turned
to face him but did not salute, an act forbidden in country, enemy
snipers only too anxious to eliminate the command structure
wherever possible. “Welcome to the celebration.” He said, offering
his hand. They shook and the man turned and with his hand gestured
to an underground command room, the sandbags forming the entrance
the only visible evidence of the structure. We all followed as he
and the l.t. led us into the chamber. “Guys.” The man said,
pointing to the make shift bench along the wall where he wished us
to sit. He looked at the two other men in the room sitting at a
table, going over papers and maps. They nodded, stood and left. He
watched them leave then turned back to face us. “I’m agent
Powers…special ops…you’ll be getting your orders from me…we’ll be
monitoring your successes in the field and redirecting your platoon
as each objective is achieved…or not…depending on the circumstances
which arise.” He looked down and walked slowly across the room in
front of us. “You boys are gonna be behind enemy lines for about a
month at a time…t’s what you’ve been trained for…aint gonna be easy
and your probably gonna see a lot of action.” He looked back and
forth at us, waiting for some sort of response I thought, though
none of us reacted. I suppose we were already aware of the fact
that we would be seeing a lot of fighting. “So whose first shooter
?” The l. t. nodded toward me. “Holloway sir.” “Ah.” The man said.
“Cedarville NY, first class on the range…lots gonna depend on you
son.” “Yes sir.” I answered, not really understanding the
importance of our sponsor, if that is what he was. He scanned all
of our faces again and then continued. “Whose second?” The
lieutenant pointed to Stick, who just nodded in his goofy sort of
manner. Agent Powers nodded a little, apprehensive about Stick’s
capabilities, given his appearance. “First mission’s gonna be
pretty simple.” He started to explain, while I prayed as hard as I
could that we wouldn’t have to jump again. “You’re goin in here.”
He turned to face the map on the wall behind him, pointing at the
place of our injection into the jungle. “Then make your way
here...a little village Northwest of Da Nang. The regulars. have a
temporary camp there and Lua Xuan is hold
up there training a new contingent…make’im dead…and as much of his
command structure as you possibly can, then beat it back here for
evac.” He said, pointing to another place on the map, then looked
directly at the l.t. and then at me. “We need this guy gone…its
important.” The l.t. nodded and turned to look at me for a moment.
“Yes sir.” I said, looking at Fish to see a smirk on his face. He
nudged me with his shoulder and then looked back at agent Powers.
On route to your target…” He began, pointing to a location on the
map.”You’ll make stops here and…here…check for V.C. weapons
caches…don’t get in a twist about the villagers if you find
anything…if they don’t cooperate…the V.C. murder their
children…just blow up the weapons.” He stopped, looking at each of
us in turn. “That’s all gentlemen… get your gear stowed and get
some rest…your on in two days…there’ll be a final, more detailed
briefing just before you move out.” We all got up and started for
the doorway, when the agent called to me. “Holloway…one sec.” I
walked over to him with the l.t. as the others filed out. “Sir?”
“Its all on you son…you’re probably gonna have ta do this guy from
a few clicks out…him and his boys…we need’em
dead…dead…understand?…lotta our guys depending on it…the more of
them that survive this, the more of our guys are eventually gonna
die because of it…and that’s a fact…got it?.” “Yes sir.” I said,
realizing suddenly the significance of his plea. I had come to that
place and time in my life, the one warned of by Herc and Spider,
the one where I would face the challenge I had failed to meet at
home with Johnny Cobb. It was the one Pauly lifted from my
shoulders when he ensured that Cobb would never again be in a
position to try to hurt Molly. I was now being ordered to kill from
a distance, those of no immediate threat to me or our men on the
extreme likelihood that they would in time be just that. I was
being asked to act preemptively to protect others, to act in
advance of and anticipated evil, to be a judge, jury and
executioner.

Agent Powers nodded in approval and we turned
and left the bunker. “Get some rest kid…not gonna get much once
you’re on the move.” The l.t. said in a monotone, his demeanor
changing in a way I supposed was proper to the setting, an example
I decided to follow as best I could. “Yes sir.” I said, depressed
and set off for the shed where we were housed. I picked out a bunk,
if it could be called that, jumped in and lay down, looking up at
the corrugated tin roof, wondering how I would survive the
experience, the reality of it rooting itself deeper in my
consciousness with each passing minute. “Stick…gimme a cigarette
man.” Fish said. Stick tossed him one with his lighter. “Thanks.”
He lit it, took a drag and rolled over to face me. “Don’t know
‘bout ya’ll…long as I’m here I’m stayin behind Frankie…’n that big,
long gun.” He said laughing. Matt and Daisy started laughing with
him. I looked at Fish and smiled. “Big as he is, ‘n he’s gonna
whimp out on us…fish? What’re you scared a these little gooks?…most
of them ain’t as big as your leg man.” Daisy said with typical
Italian street sarcasm. “Yeah, but you know…t’s all this sneaking
around in the jungle crap, man…hiding in holes in the ground and
stuff…they don’t come out at ya straight up like…where you can
see’em…just aint cool.” Fish gestured with his hand for emphasis.
“Don’t matter man…they’re gonna see your big ugly ass comin
at’em…gonna either run like hell or throw down their gun and
surrender.” Stick said, an unusual comment for him. Fish looked
over at him and began to laugh along with the rest, leaning over to
get five from him. “Awww man…I think we like created a monster.” I
chuckled to myself and let my mind wander to thoughts of my Molly.
I began to search in my pocket for her picture. “Hey Frankie?…how’d
you get so good with that thing…white boy from Detroit…outta sight
man.” Fish asked, making conversation, it seemed, to try to
distract me, my anxiety being obvious. “Don’t know…first time I
ever shot anything was in boot camp…just came natural I guess.”
“Das cool man…Uncle Sam had ta get a city boy ta come over here, do
these country fools from two miles out…couldn’t find no farm boys
that could shoot.” He chuckled sarcastically. “Should’a got a
brother ta do it fish…they all already got all the guns.” Daisy
said, hoping to provoke him. “Nah man…brothers is only good for
close up…need a white boy for that long distance thang…ain’t that
right Frankie?” I looked over at fish. “I’ll be dead in a week.” I
said with an unanticipated seriousness in my tone. After an
uncomfortable silence, they all laughed. Then fish’s expression
changed to a serious one. “You aint gonna die…you the grim reaper
man…you the chosen one…rest of us just grunts…you got the magic
Frankie.” The others stopped laughing. “Just watch my back when
you’re looking through that little tube man.” I nodded and said…
“You got it.” , then turned back to stare at the picture of my
love, thinking about what Fish had said. The grim reaper. A killer.
Who was I to be such at thing? Who was I to take such judgment upon
myself? My only consolation was that it was forced upon me at the
threat of the reprisal of the U. S. government, hardly within my
power to resist. We would all be sent home one day, in the event of
our survival, no longer in possession of the same measure of those
sensibilities so necessary for membership in a civil society,
having had taken from us the innocence which is lost only in the
knowledge of what it means to take life, an act naturally abhorrent
to the hearts of most men. But we would be forced to extend beyond
those natural limits in a measure unimaginable. We would be forced
to kill every day and somehow try to survive the cumulative effect
of such an affront to the psyche.

The next two days passed too quickly for my
comfort. We got to know most of the guys in the base, some of whom
avoided any real close contact, I suppose so that no deep
friendships that could be lost would develop. I took up smoking
there, purely to calm my nerves, a failed attempt to quell the
constant, lingering fear, which radiated out from within my
stomach. It would move as a current, through my body, ebbing and
flowing, returning always in full force as my mind was released
from any particular distraction in which I had often deliberately
engaged. I continued to wonder if I would be able to function at
all during our mission. Would I let my buddies down? I would have
to do my time and my duty as it was defined for me by others who
would never brave the consequences of their plans and actions.

It was an odd feeling on the base, the music
of the times playing on personal radios positioned throughout the
facility. I walked around that last day to the sound of “Love Me
Two Times” by the Doors thinking how strange it seemed in such a
setting, how the music seemed to impart a feeling of home when no
other aspect existed to contribute to that illusion. The place
smelled of cooking food, cigarettes and sweat, which would have
reminded me of boot camp but for the taste of the air, damp and
thick with the odor of the foliage peculiar to that country. As I
walked past the big gun batteries, machine gun nests and other
significant positions, the expressionless faces of the men stared
back as I passed, some nodding slightly as if to convey the
camaraderie of men who would likely share a similar fate, like
those huddled in a life boat, adrift together in a stormy,
unsympathetic sea. It seemed so final, as if we were all condemned,
aware of only the slightest glimmer of hope.

I awoke on the morning of our mission to a
private standing over me. As I became progressively aware of
myself, the feeling of the hot sticky air reasserted itself. It was
the kind of weather I could not abide. “Its time.” Was all he said.
I looked around at the others, already sitting on their bunks,
trying to gather their wits about them. Rolling over onto my feet I
walked to the door of the shed to find that it was still dark,
imagining how uncomfortable it would be in the heat of the day. We
all got our gear and followed the private to the command bunker for
our pre mission briefing, which was long and tedious and packed
with information I could not fathom we needed to know, but then the
nature of the expectations of me was completely beyond any
reference I might have had. It was going to be hard I thought and
ruinous, if the stories we had been told during our two day stay in
the camp were even half true. Agent Powers was different somehow
that morning, seeming to pay a disproportionate degree of attention
to me. I found it disturbing knowing that in fact the others were
in greater risk of their lives than I, their job being the
protection of me for the setup of the shot. I felt as if I were
being squeezed within a vise.

When the briefing was over, my head filled
with map coordinates and the pictures of those I was to kill, we
filed out of the bunker. Agent Powers grabbed me by the arm and
pulled me aside. “If it makes it any easier kid…this guy’s an
animal…the whole damned bunch of’em…murders, rapes, tortures…little
kids.” He grimaced a little at the thoughts of what he had seen.
“You’re gonna be doin the world a favour.” I nodded, said…”thank
you.”…and then caught up with the others as they walked to the
chopper idling on the pad. We boarded as the pilot, co-pilot and
gunner watched as if taking stock of our quality and sufficiency to
the task to which we had been assigned. It was that way with the
veterans, all of whom had earned their right to judge, having seen
combat, performed honourably and survived. I took a seat next to
Fish, feeling somehow that his size provide some measure of
protection from fire below. We passed around the cigarettes and sat
quietly as the chopper hugged the treetops to avoid radar. They all
looked tense except for Ed who seemed merely aggravated and ready
to unload on the first person who attempted to intrude upon his
comfort any further. Stick however looked terrified. I wondered
what they were thinking of me.

Suddenly the silence was broken by the side
gunners who began to shoot at ground troops who were firing at us.
Occasionally we could hear the whiz of bullets as they passed close
to us. I could see out the open door, the men on the ground running
for cover, some being chased by the airborne debris from the trail
of our bullets which followed them. It all seemed so surreal from
that altitude, as if their humanity were somehow apart from their
physical bodies, kept somewhere else and in no danger should they
be shot. The confusion had started and I calculated, would not
end.

After some time of intermittent exchanges
with the ground, the co-pilot turned to the l.t. and nodded,
indicating that we were near the LZ. “Get ready guys.” Fish nudged
me and smirked. “Ok ya’ll…lets have some fun.” We got ourselves
ready as the chopper made its way to the ground. Before the last of
us jumped to the ground it was taking off, the two side gunners
firing into the trees which surrounded us. We made for the bush as
fast as we could, the gathered into a circle about thirty feet in
to get our instructions. The l.t. waited until the chopper was far
enough away that the noise of its rotors no longer required of him
that he speak too loudly. When he finished we started to make our
way through the jungle.

This was it I thought. We were going into
harm’s way, into the shredder, to a place where there was no
telling of the enemy from the civilians, to where a bullet might
come from any direction and from almost any distance. There were
few uniforms in that war, no clear and easily discerned enemy and
not always the immediacy of threat which made urgent the risk of
life and limb. But even before I would see combat I would be
changed in a way from which I could never recover. It was the first
mission which would open my eyes to a condition of mind and heart
which outside of such circumstances could not have been otherwise
known.

We moved cautiously but quickly through the
jungle, headed northeast, moving along the slope of a hill which
formed the side of the valley which lay before us. The sounds of
exploding shells could be heard, echoing throughout the adjacent
valley, the increasing distance tempering their otherwise
terrifying character. We were all quiet as we moved, maintaining an
urgent awareness of every sound and suspicious configuration of
vegetation. As we made the river, the fear I felt which caused my
every nerve to tingle became instead a dull sensation, ever present
but somehow more intellectual than visceral. Time has that effect I
supposed, clinging to my rifle as if it could on its own, without
my direction protect me from the enemy lurking within the trees and
brush all around us.

Marching in single file, we set out for the
village which was the haven for our target. I was impressed with
our application of our training as we stealthfully navigated the
thick bush. It was odd I thought, that I felt at once a numb
awareness of the likelihood of my dying and a calm in the midst of
the environment which held all of the means.

Our trek through the jungle was interrupted
by stops on the outskirts of two villages which were not on our
target list which we observed from a distance, monitoring those
coming and going. To that point the war seemed to be almost boring,
but I knew that would all change soon. During the times we stopped
to rest, I wrote letters to Molly, not knowing when or if I would
ever be able to send them, but the process was comforting, almost
as if she could hear each word as I put it to the page. Then each
night at the agreed upon time, I looked up at the moon, knowing she
too would be watching. “Good night baby…I love you.” I would say,
her face before my mind’s eye and a welling up in my heart. As I
closed my eyes, I could smell her hair, feel the softness of her
skin and the delicate curves of her body. The love I felt for her
flowed from within my heart in a tidal wave to quench the fire of
my desire to have her, whose intensity would have otherwise
overwhelmed my every thought and aspiration. In that setting, so
foreign to every aspect of my awareness, there was nothing to which
I might have clung but her memory, it being to me the total of all
my hopes and dreams. I began to feel a void form within me, the
only means I had of surviving the depression at the feeling of the
loss of her. It was not merely that I missed her but that there
were aspects of her life of which I would never be a part.

As we approached the third village in the
line to our main objective, we divided up into two squads,
advancing from the south and the east. We moved quietly through the
jungle to the tree line and waited, watching for any activity which
might indicate the presence of the enemy. I was terrified as I
contemplated our confrontation with the village occupants. We would
be exposed, not only physically within the clearing but also in our
proximity to them. Were there V.C. in their ranks or were they in
the area watching us? It was a big risk but a part of the job. I
remained crouched the entire time, watching them all through my
scope, ready to shoot should the need arise. I felt a comfort in
that. It was in such a position that I was truly deadly, hidden,
distant and accurate. Having seen nothing of consequence or
suspicion, I felt a little relieved when the l.t. gave the signal
to move into the village. We spread out and walked slowly toward
the center, guns at the ready, scanning the villagers carefully,
all of whom froze in place and watched as we gathered them before
us in our advance. When we met in the center, the l.t. ordered me,
Fish and Ed to stand guard while the rest searched the hooches. In
only minutes we were lulled into a sense of calm and security,
affected mostly by the attention of the children, which became more
intense by the minute it seemed, to the concern of the adults. They
were an odd people, like none I had ever met, living in conditions
Americans would not tolerate even if camping in the wilderness. It
made clear for me that day just how blessed we were in the US and
by the velocity of the wealth generating economy which had defied
all of man’s historical notions of the proper economic component of
the architecture of nations.

We gave them chocolate bars and K rations and
entertained them with watches and jewelry and the like until the
l.t. returned with instructions as to how to destroy the weapons
supplies they had found. The shock from the explosions could be
felt a hundred yards away at the tree line as we disappeared into
the thick of the jungle. Once confident that we were no longer
visible, we changed course north and took up a position about two
clicks out to monitor any traffic in or out of the area. The smoke
from the fires of the destroyed weapons rose hundreds of feet over
the trees, surely an imposing signal to those who had hidden them
there, precious supplies to a rag tag army trying to keep pace with
a giant for whom it seemed there was no end to the resources it
might bring to bear against them. We waited as the l.t. moved off
into the jungle brush with Stick, returning within minutes to
instruct us as to our positions. By the look on our faces, it was
clear no one quite understood our reason for remaining.

“Reap…get eyes on.” L.t. said as he moved
forward through the vegetation a few yards for another look. I took
a position half way up a tree, adjusting my sight and scanning for
targets, thinking about what was apparently my new name. He
returned quickly and squatted by its base with the others, giving
instructions as to what each would do if we were to see action. I
listened carefully as I monitored the pedestrian activities until
suddenly, I saw two groups of six V.C. moving quickly through the
east field toward the village. “L.t…” I whispered. “Twelve from the
west…headin east.” He took at position behind the tree to watch. He
then dropped his field glasses and crouched down with the rest of
the men and whispered…“Fish, Ed, Stick...you’re with me on the east
perimeter...Matt, Shoe, Daisy…you go west…Reap…on your move…pick
your targets carefully…we want this done quick…without making too
much noise…try to hold off for thirty…once they make your 20,
they’ll be comin right up the pipe…be ready.” He said as they
quickly moved into position along my line of fire to the village
and waited. They all moved out and left me in my position in the
tree. I looked around me quickly, afraid that I might be approached
from behind, but then turned to watch the V.C. who had just entered
the village.

They immediately began to abuse the
villagers, slapping and punching some, throwing others to the
ground and kicking them. Three made their way through each hooch
and brought out anyone who was hiding, forcing them into the center
clearing. They were then lined up and abused further, the man who
was the apparent leader spitting in the faces of those who
dutifully answered his questions, any answer made inadequate by its
design. Several more of the villagers were subjected to cruel
beatings before two of their tormentors dragged from the line a
girl of about sixteen out to stand before them all. All would be
forced to witness whatever horror was to be inflicted upon her, one
of the most innocent of their number. I could see the fear in their
faces as they all contemplated what might be her fate. More
frightened than I had ever been in my life as to what it was I was
about to witness I clung tightly to my rifle, as if in the
intensity of my grip it would possess a greater measure of some
undefined power to which I might appeal in the moments to come. My
mind raced with images, driven by a welling up of an incendiary
hatred for these men which reached a level where it began to
overwhelm my judgment. I wanted them dead. I wanted to kill them. I
wanted to kill them in a way in which they would suffer endlessly,
my thoughts of the pain of the parents and friends to be born for
that child, having to know not only that she was killed but that it
had happened in such a horrific manner while they were forced to
watch and could do nothing. This was it, my first introduction to
that measure of evil, which was war’s common character.

A hard punch to her stomach forced her to her
knees as she cried, gasping for breath, terrified and pleading with
them for her life. But it seemed they only took joy in her terror.
They then ripped off all of her cloths and made her kneel. One of
the VC took out a machete and stood in the ready to behead her,
first warning the villagers I suppose as to the penalty of having
allowed us to destroy their supplies. I reached a point from which
I could not retreat, realizing that I held in my hands the means to
justice for the innocent girl though the imposition of a punishment
which I had been taught God had warned He reserved for Himself
alone. But the act required of me to save her life was so simple
that to even consider it’s withholding seemed not only a greater
sin but insane. I thought feverishly about the consequences of her
rescue if premature to the arrival of my men in their positions
around the village. Somehow at that moment that seemed of little
importance. Sweat rolled down the side of my face and into my eye
which remained fixed to the scope of my rifle.

As I watched the VC wielding the machete
rant, waving it around to magnify the effect of his warnings, I
could not fathom what it was I was about to do. To take a life is
such a final, unequivocal thing, leaving the victim no time to
repent. I wondered what God would think of me, that I would dare to
impose what is His harshest mortal judgment before its proper time.
But what was one to do, having been placed in such a circumstance
in which the choice had to be made between an evil man and an evil
act and the life of an innocent? Perhaps I was the instrument of
God’s will, of His punishment of these men for their
cruelty…chirnck.” Surprised, I heard the sound of the bolt of my
rifle as it slammed back, throwing the cartridge out in a graceful
arc as it fell to the ground. Bewildered, I watched through my
scope as the bullet I had loosed pierced the head of the cruel man
just as he was bringing his machete down to the neck of the girl.
His body convulsed violently and fell to the ground, enveloped in a
cloud of red mist. In that instant I felt cheated, because I knew
he felt nothing. The bullet had passed through his head faster than
his nerves could transmit any feeling or the understanding of what
had just happened to him. I wanted him to suffer. I wanted him to
feel the pain and fear of all those whom he had brought to their
ends in similar fashion. Chirnck, chirnck. Again I was surprised as
two more projectiles rocketed out from my rifle toward his
companion who had begun to turn in our direction, realizing in that
instant that he too was going to die. And he would, that was
certain for I never missed. I watched until his body had fallen and
the young girl stood, looking around frantically, trying to grasp
what it was that had just saved her from that grizzly death. The
villagers scattered, all of them scanning the tree line as they
ran, one man grabbing her by the hand, taking her behind one of the
huts which obstructed my view. My heart was overcome with rage as I
searched the village through my scope for other targets. Those men
were animals and deserved to die I thought. I had tasted blood for
the first time and did not feel the pain of conscience I had
expected. From two clicks out, through a telescopic lens, one was
shielded from the immediate material affect of the act of killing.
The morality of the circumstance did not seem to be capable of
spanning the distance. I felt a false sense of security in that,
one which I knew intellectually, might push me over the edge. Then
the anger in my heart began to wane as I thought of Molly.

In moments, three more VC moved into the view
of my scope. With a growing sense of calm, I took aim at the chests
of each and fired. All three fell in rapid succession, but these
would have time to contemplate their fates and to make their peace.
I was able to grant them at least that. Within moments, six were
running up the hill in our direction, fanning out just before
disappearing into the jungle brush. I scanned terrain before me
carefully, searching for another target and finding nothing, but I
knew that my men were configured properly to receive them. It would
only be a matter of who was cleverer. I remained in my position in
the tree, my scope fixed on a small area where the bush was thin
and waited. Confused and conflicted, I could feel the heat of the
jungle over my body as I had not before. I understood then that it
was the conscience that was the first to die, followed then by
one’s very humanity. Suddenly, the muffled crack of a silenced gun
reached my ear. Two shots close together, repeated several times
and then a large explosion rocked the jungle. In moments, three of
the VC who had entered the brush ran into a small clearing about
two hundred yards from my perch, scared, two of them bleeding
badly. I had the time to fire at only two, the third uninjured man
disappearing behind a thick group of trees to my left so I jumped
down from the tree and headed off in a direction by which I thought
I would intercept him. It was frightening, skulking alone through
the jungle in a country where the natives would move as ghosts when
they wished to go unnoticed, yet there I was, a city boy from
America. I had gone only about one hundred yards when I spotted a
moving shadow through the thick of the brush. I stopped and knelt,
taking aim. When I had found him again through my scope, I could
see the expression on his face, scared and too young to have been a
part of that nightmare for very long. As he crouched, trembling,
trying to calculate what his next move should be, I put my
crosshairs on a place which I thought would make him more or less
useless as a soldier but would not kill him. I fired and watched as
the bullet passed through his lower leg near the knee, throwing him
over onto his back. He held the wound and his grimace told of the
extreme pain, though he never made a sound. He urgently looked
around then in a revelation, turned and looked in my direction. I
took aim again but this time at a pistol which had fallen from his
belt. I fired again, hitting it and sending it flying about three
feet, out of his reach. Realizing in that moment that his life was
in the hands of someone willing to spare him, he slowly took a
knife from behind his back and placed it on the ground in front of
him, that I might see it. A gesture with his hand followed which
conveyed thanks and an assurance that he was out of the fight and
no longer a threat. I followed him with my scope as he disappeared
into the jungle.

I began to move back to our original position
to meet my men returning as stealthfully as they had departed. We
all nodded in acknowledgment of our awareness of the danger which
still existed. The l.t. scanned the village for several minutes
with his binoculars and then with a hand signal, gave the order to
move out. We moved with extreme care for the rest of that day then
found a place to make camp for the night. The l.t. seemed to have a
natural sense of such things, always choosing a spot which was
protected on at least three sides in some way which was relevant to
the nature of the jungle landscape in that area. “Nice shootin
reap.” Fish said with a smirk which reminded me of Pauly. “Thanks.”
After a while, the l.t., took a break from monitoring the
surrounding jungle and knelt down next to me. “That business with
that last one…better not happen again…got it?” “What?...the last…”
I started but he interrupted me. “Who the hell ya think you’re
talkin to?” I thought for a moment then decided to be honest with
him. Such decisions would affect them all and I had no right to act
unilaterally. “He was just a kid...I did’im in the leg…he’s no good
in the field anymore…’sides…he knew I was watchin’im...threw down
his gun and a knife.” The l.t., sighed and looked around then back
at me. “You wanna be Mr. morality…save it ‘till you’re back
home…that kinda thing’s gonna get ya killed...or one of them.” He
said with a hand gesture to the men. “Sorry sir.” “Look man…you let
that kid go...what if he or one of his buddies does some young kid
on our side?...who’d ya save?” “Yeah.” I said sighing. “I see what
ya mean.” “I know what you’re goin through...be real careful ‘bout
decisions like that man...works both ways.” “Thanks l.t.” I said,
turning to think about what he had said, more frustrated than I had
ever been. There seemed to be no winning. You had to be a killer
without thought of whom you killed or you would be responsible for
the killing of one of your own. How does one manage such a
situation I wondered? I prayed more that night on my watch than I
had in all my days at church in Cedarville, fearful of the
consequences of my judgment in the choices I would make, all of
which seemed to offer only the possibility of tragedy. Then a
thought slipped slowly into my mind, that of Pauly’s advise to me
on the day I left. “You can’t through a scope at 2000 yards...” I
whispered, shaking my head in amazement. “How the hell did you
know?...how?” I looked over at the rest of the men, sad that they
had never known what I had before our having been placed in such a
horrific circumstance. At least I had had Cedarville for a few
years.

I didn’t like being given that kind of
responsibility but it was a load which had to be shared. Fish woke
me in the middle of the night. “’Ts time Reap.” He whispered. I got
up and looked around, realizing again where I was and took a
position in the spot assigned to me by the l.t. Fish took a seat
next to me, at which I was surprised, thinking that he would be
anxious to sleep. “So…how’d it feel?...you know…made your bones
today.” I turned to him, surprised then looked back out into the
jungle. “T’s weird man…like…its this idea ya know?...but the
feeling of it doesn’t make it all the way across the distance.” He
chuckled quietly to himself. “Yeah…t’s different up close...you can
see the look on their faces…smell their breath…stinks…you
know?...when everything lets go?” I grimaced. “Never thought about
it like that…you….you…” I mumbled, unable to finish. He looked up
at the moon and whispered…”I did some dude in Oklahoma city
once…was on my girl...some country fool…didn’t wanna kill’im…’n it
was three on one…never stop seein his face.” He turned to look at
me. “Its freaky man…they would a killed her probly…and worse…they
had it comin…asked for it…but it still bothers me…’n Charlie…them
V.C…same thing man…least for now.” “Yeah…well Fish…I guess that
makes you a good man…big as you are…bad as you could be.” “What
happened with the cops?” “Oh I went ta court ‘n all…they made a big
fuss but the jury said it was cool…let me go.” I grunted, thinking
of the bigotry of those days. “You’re lucking man.” He turned to me
and smirked. “I know.” He turned back to look out into the jungle
and scowled…. “What’re we even doing here man?” I looked up at my
watch and then to the moon as I did every night. “Good night baby.”
I whispered.”I love you.” I turned to Fish who was watching me,
smiling. “Must be somethin uh?” I took her picture out and handed
it to him. He took it carefully as if he knew what it was she meant
to me. “Wow…fine…I know you hurtin.” “You’ve got no idea Fish.” He
kept staring at her picture, his expression growing increasingly
odd, as if confused. “What?” I asked, my hand out to receive it
from him. “Don’t know…something…something about the way....its
like.…” He stumbled and stopped, handing me the picture. I smiled
and whispered. “I know.” He nudged me in the shoulder then
whispered…”stay frosty” And crawled off quietly to sleep near the
others.

It was monotonous, the waiting, the sounds of
the jungle a continuous distraction of the senses in their
tranquilizing affect. I sat and thought over and over at how I had
killed those men. They were dead. They were now to face their pasts
in a judgment I had forced upon them. It was an odd, distant fear
and pain I felt, not the immediate tearing at the conscience I had
imagined. How do some men do this tour after tour I wondered? Then
it occurred to me that as long as one remained in that environment,
it would likely be easier to accept what he had done, even those
actions which were extreme, those which he could not face when back
home in civil society. I composed my next letter to Molly my mind
as I scanned the same section of jungle over and over. By the time
morning had come, I had constructed in my state of awareness a kind
of veneer of indifference to what I had done and would be required
to continue to do. Perhaps I had entertained the issue too long
during the night. It was becoming apparent that men can harden
themselves to almost anything and I wondered if this was how the
monsters of history were created. I realized a far reaching respect
for Herc, Spider, Mr. Telesco and my father that morning for they
had somehow braved the insanity of war and kept their own.

We moved out that day with the usual caution,
me with my new found armor against the assertions of my own
conscience, marching through the jungle for the entire day before
nearing our objective. When within two clicks of the village where
our target was based, we stopped to prepare for the mission. The
l.t. took Stick to recon the area, returning in an hour, the l.t.
with a smirk of satisfaction and Stick looking as if he had just
been caught stealing a car. As they knelt with us to discuss our
next move, Fish nudged me and nodded to Stick, who was furtively
cleaning blood from his combat knife. He had crossed the line and
though it was clear he was carrying the pain of conscience of what
he had done, it would be easier for him the next time and easier
still the time after that. But it would be like that for us all.
Though it had come at great cost, Stick had made the grade. There
would never again be any exclusion of him from civilian gatherings
or those of vets once he was back home, where one day inevitably,
someone thinking he was still the same gawky kid who could be
pushed around, would make the mistake of trying and would pay the
price. As my dad had said, one did not just loose something of
himself in a war, but took something back as well, a lack of fear
of the limits of purpose and the exercise of intent. It was that
which I had seen in Herc, Spider and Mr. Telesco, at the time
unable to understand such a perspective in life. But no mystery
remained. The urgency of my task at that point was to not become
lost in the inevitable emotional neutrality which displaced the
conscience in the throes of war. I had to remain a man of
conscious, though one expanded in scope sufficient for the
execution of my assignments and responsibilities.

After several minutes of instructions and
outline of the relevant positions of sentries and buildings in the
village, we moved out to take up our positions. The air was thick,
as if one could feel it move away at the force exerted in the act
of walking through it. I despised the heat and humidity, but
quickly surrendered to the sensation of being dirty with sweat all
the time. I could only imagine the stench of us all, though it
mattered little there.

It took two hours to get set in our positions
on the periphery of the village, the sentry activity and traffic of
Vietnamese regular army operatives in and out being extensive. The
l.t. placed himself where I could see him through my scope that he
might through hand signals direct our actions. I sat waiting,
watching the center most building, it being the apparent
headquarters of the man whom we were there to kill. It was not that
murder from afar which was difficult to address psychologically,
but rather not killing though in possession of no regard of the
life to be taken. My mind raced with thoughts of the implications
of the status of each. The true scope of the foundations of a
system of moral principles, especially considered within the
context of Christian teaching, was being revealed as being well
beyond the reach of the average individual caught up in such an
environment in which events demanded he act within a limited number
of options not of his making. More confusing and frustrating still,
were the implications of the affects, subtle though they were, of
these most broad understandings of moral principles within the
civil society to which I would one day, hopefully, return.

We waited for another hour before a convoy of
three trucks and a car made its way into the center of the village.
It was our target. A crowd of officers left the various buildings
to greet him, standing at attention in a tight formation, two
moving to open the car door. After a seemingly stiff exchange, he
strutted slowly past the assembled men and stopped at the steps of
one of the buildings, his three commanders in tow. I placed the
cross hairs on his chest to the side of his heart and adjusted for
the drop of the round over that distance, feeling the resistance of
the trigger against the pressure of my finger with a sensitivity
much greater than I otherwise might have, my awareness heightened
by the precariousness of our position in our proximity to the
village. They would surely be upon us quickly, but the l.t. had
prepared for that, placing charges at the opposite side to make it
appear as if we are attacking from the east rather than the
south.

He moved about as if he thought himself
important, enjoying his authority I thought, given the manner in
which his men cowered in his presence. It was clear he was a harsh
commander, depending upon the fear others felt of him rather than
respect. But that is the nature of the only source of authority
possible in the vacuousness of communist systems. As he paused to
listen to one of the men to whom he was giving orders, the snap of
my rifle and the metallic rattle of the bolt filled my ears as if
the only sound in the jungle. The red mist which filled the air
around him covered his three commanders, each of whom fell victim
in quick succession to the precision of my aim. The men who were
standing in formation scattered, several dropping to their knees to
attend to their wounded commanders. In seconds, the camp was an
explosion of activity, men running out of every building,
frantically looking around for the orders of someone who might
command them as to what to do. I continued to watch through my
scope as the l.t., gave the signal to Ed who set off the
diversionary explosions on the east side of the compound. The men
all began to run in that direction, firing wildly into the jungle.
It was almost comical to see, if one were to ignore the
circumstances. I quietly left my perch in the tree, secured my
rifle and waited for the others who appeared in moments, the l.t.,
bringing up the rear. With hand signals we executed our previously
designed escape plan, trekking two hours before stopping to rest at
the edge of a section of jungle which opened up into expansive
fields. “Good job Reap.” The l.t. said. I just looked at him and
nodded, not knowing how to take a compliment for such an act. He
was dead as ordered. As ordered I thought. We killed at the whim of
someone in an office back home somewhere who made his decisions
based the most general intelligence in a context of ignorance of
the literal circumstances by which our victims and ourselves were
engaged. I thought of Molly and what she would say of the changes
taking place within me. I thought of what that would mean in terms
of the limits I would not be able to help place upon myself, that I
would not disappoint her. I resolved to find the balance.

We all talked for a while about the mission,
what it was we might be asked to do next and when we might be
called in. Then I set about writing Molly another letter. Acting
upon a feeling, the l.t. ordered us to change our socks and then
set off for our next destination, which was a place from which we
would request instructions. We marched through the jungle for two
days preceding carefully, the l.t., never letting us forget the
urgency of our exposure to danger. Stick was on point for the last
leg of the trip as we moved in deliberate contradiction with the
character of the terrain, the natural tendency of those not
familiar with the jungle being to follow it. Suddenly Stick stopped
the platoon with the hand signal. We all froze in place while the
l.t., made his way to the front of where he by then was kneeling.
He pointed to what appeared to be empty air just above the jungle
floor. It was a trip wire. “Spooky man…way the Stick man can see
that stuff.” Fish whispered. I watched, fascinated as he traced the
wire to a grenade hidden under some leaves. We all took positions
on one knee, scanning the jungle in all directions while Stick and
the l.t. moved the grenade to the other side of a tree which marked
the side of the path which it had been placed to cover, stringing
the trip wire out across the jungle floor, likely making a target
out of those who had placed it originally.

We set off again, finally making our
destination, a thick patch of brush and trees near the bend in a
river. We all filled our canteens, dropped in the purification
pills and sat back to rest for thirty. Little was said for that
time, we all in a constant state of awareness of our exposure to
some guerrilla fighters wandering the jungle. After about fifteen
minutes, the l.t. radioed in for instructions, which would take us
north up the river to a place where it was thought an American
pilot had crashed. We were to report his exact position and hold
off any attackers until the navy planes could arrive to provide
cover for the rescue chopper. When we had reached the very edge of
the jungle, we came to a place where the grade of the river was
sufficiently greater to cause the water to move more violently. I
was immediately behind Ed, who had just raised his canteen to take
a drink when he froze, staring at the river’s edge. We all turned
to look to see what it was that he captured his attention to find
two dead VC, their decomposing bodies laying on the rocks in the
river, the water rushing over them. “Heh…gook soup.” Ed said with a
smirk before taking a drink. The rest chuckled and we continued on.
I dumped my canteen and refilled it up river of the bodies,
thinking how gruesome a thing when such a horrible scene, because
viewed in the context of the war, could pass as amusement.

When we reached the tree line, we stopped and
carefully made our way to the very edge to scan the surrounding
area. An F4 Phantom had crashed about four hundred yards from the
tree line just to the side of an irrigation ditch in which the
pilot was hiding. We could see the stirring of the trees on the
opposite side of the field as the enemy prepared to assault the
pilot’s position. Six Vietnamese regulars moved cautiously out of
the bush, fanned out and made their way toward the trench, their
guns at the ready. The l.t. turned to me and whispered…“’bout how
far ya think Reap?” “Five hundred yards maybe.” “Taken’em
out…anybody that gets close…Fish…you, Stick, Ed…make your way down
to that rock…fan out…cover our flank…ten yard spread…Shoe, you
Daisy and Matt…make your way around back…try ta get behind’im…just
a matter of time ‘fore they try ta flank’im…watch for cross fire.”
They all moved off so quietly that were one not to have watched
them, there would have been no evidence of their presence. I took
position next to the l.t. and set my scope on the soldier closest
to the pilots position. The l.t. called in the location of the
pilot for a chopper rescue. “Reap…gotta get’em all quick…there’s
more in the bush…lots more.” “Yes sir.” I said in as matter of fact
a tone as Pauly himself would have, moving my scope first to the
pilot to see him frantic with fear of the approaching men, he not
yet aware of our presence. I knew what he was thinking. He would
never see his wife and children again, never visit his friends and
family, never watch his children grow, marry and start families of
their own. He would in time be forgotten as they moved on with
their lives, left to face his end and his maker, unprepared and
alone. I moved my scope from one to the other of the Vietnamese
soldiers until I had decided in which order they would die. With my
choice made as to the first, I took aim at his chest. It was an
easy shot at that range. “Now reap.” The l.t., said, fearful of the
proximity of the men to the pilot. The first man fell, grasping his
chest and writhing on the ground, the other five in rapid
succession. I turned to watch the pilot who then, having estimated
the origin of the shots which had saved him, looked frantically in
our direction for some sign as to what he should do. Quickly, at
least a hundred other soldiers poured from the bush, firing
randomly in the trees around the trench, none having calculated our
position correctly. “Reap.” The l.t. said urgently, realizing that
we had little chance of holding them all back and even less of
surviving for very long in the attempt. I took aim at one after
another of those soldiers closest to the pilot’s position, each of
them falling lifeless to the ground like rag dolls, devoid of any
quality of humanity about which to feel some remorse. There was no
time for me to hit them in such a way to grant them a less than
immediate death. I emptied two clips before the l.t. touched my
shoulder to get my attention. I looked up at him to see him nod in
a direction behind the down pilot, but I saw nothing. “What?” I
asked confused. “Just watch.” He said with a smirk. “But…” I began,
watching another wave of soldiers making their way through the
swampy field toward the pilot, stepping over their dead comrades.
Their numbers were overwhelming and I felt a fear and anger at that
thought of their inevitably reaching him. Then suddenly, confused
at the sight of a smirk of satisfaction on the l.t.’s face, I saw
them all stop, the looks on their faces one of immense horror as
they turned to run. Then, feeling more than hearing something
approaching, I turned toward the tree line behind the pilot and
watched, for what I wasn’t sure. Without warning, the hissing
sounds of thousands of objects cutting through the air at
supersonic speeds passed over the pilot and began to strike the
ground. In a progressive wave from the wreckage of his plane back
toward the bush, hundreds of huge spikes of water and soil shot
violently twenty feet into the air, falling it seemed in slow
motion only to be replaced by others. As the huge caliber rounds
hit the soldiers, their bodies began to come apart, hundreds of
them killed horribly in mere seconds, the spray of blood so thick
it was like fog, obstructing our view of the field beyond. Suddenly
five A1 Shyraider propeller fighters flying wing to wing, broke the
trees, the roar of their huge engines deafening as they streaked
across the sky just above the field in perfect unison, continuing
to fire until the effect had reached the trees. Four of the eight
rockets each carried then streaked out from the wings in a spread
which reached back into the jungle several hundred yards, exploding
in rapid succession, the shock waves of which spanned the great
distance and struck us with startling intensity. “Oh my God.” I
said, at once astonished and repulsed. In a few moments after the
last rockets had exploded and the plane had disappeared over the
trees at the opposite end of the clearing, we could hear groans
from the field and the bush from the few who had survived the
strafing. I turned my scope to the pilot again who was scanning the
jungle in our direction trying to determine our location. In
moments he ducked below the top of the ditch just as the roar of
the engines of the planes could be heard approaching again. This
time, no enemy troops dared venture into the open field. As a
matter of procedure, the planes strafed the tree line and fired
their rockets again in a spread which extended even deeper into the
jungle. There was little chance that any of the enemy remained
alive after their second pass. “Get eyes on the tree line
reap...they’ll be gunnin for the chopper.” The planes passed
several more times until we could hear the rhythmic throbbing of
the Huey which was dispatched to pick up the pilot. As it
approached, the planes made one more pass just before it, ensuring
that no enemy troops could possibly be close enough to reach the
chopper before it was again in the air.

As it landed, two men ran to the trench and
helped the pilot who stared out of the side door, trying to catch
sight of us. Unsuccessful, assuming we were watching, he waved a
thank you then moved well inside. Once it was sufficiently distant
that it was no longer subject to danger, I turned to the l.t. and
asked…”what now?” “They’ll hit the plane.” I watched as the
fighters made one final pass, this time targeting the jet. In less
than seconds their machine guns had shredded it to the point where
it was unrecognizable as an aircraft. When their rockets hit, it
was clear that the enemy would find no trace of the advanced
technology which it carried. The l.t. signaled to everyone and we
left the scene as carefully and quietly as we had arrived, making
our way back in the general direction we had come for an LZ where
we’d be picked up and brought back to the firebase. We had
completed our mission and after a brief rest and debriefing, would
be sent out on another.

We made it to a ridge which ran south and
began to follow it, using it as cover. L.t. put Stick on point
again, a practice to which he was inclined far too often given
Stick’s ability to detect booby traps and anything unnatural to the
jungle. I watched him move, fascinated, his every step carefully
calculated, a skill or talent which he had no earthly reason to
possess, being from the city. He seemed to have a sixth sense about
such things. Odd that the most socially unaware and inept person I
had ever met or seen could be so acute in his sense of his
surroundings in a scope which challenged the visual capacity of
most.

After several hours, we reached a gulley
through which our path would take us when Stick stopped, holding
his fist up in the “halt” hand signal. We all froze in place and
waited as the l.t. moved up to stand next to him. The two whispered
to each other then the l.t. turned to us and with several hand
signals, instructed Shoe, Fish and Ed to make around the left side
of the gulley while he, Stick, Daisy and Matt to take the right. I
was to take up a position in a tree and do what I could from there.
We were going to ambush those it was suspected were in wait of
ambushing us.

I was trembling I was so scared, as I scanned
the jungle through my scope, following them until they disappeared
in the thick of the brush. This would be close quarters combat, not
the shooting of some unsuspecting soldier from a mile and a half
away. As Fish had said, it was quite a different prospect to kill
someone so close to you that you could smell him. I was to be
spared the likelihood of such an engagement, given my special
talent and unique function in the platoon. But the proximity to the
enemy was frightening nonetheless. I wondered how I would fair
under that pressure. I waited for some sign of movement, there
being no likelihood of shots being fired, even from silenced
weapons, given the nature of that kind of combat. Somehow, this
made the wait all the more disturbing for there would be no
indication of what was transpiring within the depths of the jungle.
I was alone. The story would be told only by those who were alive
to exit. Moments later I heard the frantic footsteps of several men
running through the brush. I began to scan the area through my
scope to find Shoe running just ahead of two V.C., holding his
bloodied shoulder. It looked bad, his uniform soaked as if he had
been bleeding for some time. His two pursuers were also wounded,
apparently from their encounter with him. I took aim at the bigger
of the two and dropped him immediately, but then my gun jammed. I
wedged it between some vines growing on the tree I was in and its
trunk and without even thinking of what I was about to face, jumped
down and ran after them. Upon seeing me the V.C. turned, stopped
and readied himself for the fight. I took my knife from its sheath
and moved slowly toward him, more frightened than I have ever been
in my life, realizing that in this confrontation, I was the rookie,
my only advantage being my greater size and weight. Shoe fell to
his knees, too hurt to assist. I ducked under his first thrust,
which came as no surprise, his eyes telling of his fear, his hatred
and his intent. I came up, locking one arm around his upper arm and
pushing his lower arm with the other. Then with my right leg,
wrapped it behind his and pushed him back on the ground. We
struggled for a few moments, before I was able to overpower him,
driving the knife into his chest. The sound of its entry and path
into his flesh was as horrid as the look on his face as he slowly
came to deal with his imminent death. I maintained my weight on top
of him until he closed his eyes and took his last breath, the smell
of the effect his passing repulsive. Standing quickly, afraid of
who among his companions might be behind me, I ran over to attend
to Shoe. I cut his uniform to expose his wound, which was deep,
applied a dressing and gave him a shot of morphine. My head was
spinning. The event made null all of my psychological constructions
designed to protect me from the penalty of conscience which by
nature would try continuously to assert itself.

I pulled Shoe’s pistol and checked to see if
there was a chambered round, handed it to him and with a nod,
turned and crept slowly through the brush, the sounds of exotic
birds and other small ground animals reminiscent of the woods back
home in Cedarville. The fear was almost intoxicating in the
presence of the danger whose scope I feared was as boundless as the
jungle itself. Before I had moved several hundred feet, I caught
sight of Stick, having just having made a kill, cleaning his knife
on his victim’s clothing. He looked up at me, his expression blank,
his surrender to his path complete. He nodded toward the gulley and
then moved off with no evidence of his travel one could hear. His
transformation was truly amazing. I moved to intercept him at the
gully’s edge but arrived to find him nowhere to be seen so I waited
there for several minutes, hoping to hear something which would
indicate who was where in the area and what it was I should do.
This kind of fighting just wasn’t my style. Suddenly, the snap of a
twig sent a chill through me I thought would cause me to moan,
giving away my position. I turned over on my side and tried to hide
myself in the thick brush and watched through the delicate trunks
of the various plants as two V.C. crept stealthfully through the
jungle, looking for us. At the moment I felt every sensation of
every object acting on my body. A bug crawling on my face, the
sweat rolling down my neck and the rock sticking into my side. I
wanted to cough. I wanted to sneeze. The body’s desire of every act
natural to it arose within my awareness. But it was my life that
was at stake. I entertained in my mind’s eye, their finding me and
the conflict which would end in my death. They moved with cunning,
like animals whose every instinct was design to hide them from eyes
of both predator and prey. The seconds it took for them to pass me
by seemed to have no end. I did not move until I could no longer
hear them, until I was certain that at their rate of movement, they
would be a hundred yards from where I lay hidden.

When confident they were gone, I turned and
carefully crawled to the edge of the gully that I might see inside.
It appeared empty but that only made me suspicious. I rose and
looked around to find myself alone and began to make my way back to
where I had left my rifle but I had not moved ten feet when I heard
the steps of someone behind me and turned to see the two V.C. who
had passed before, running straight for me. I began to run along
our original heading to the other side of the gully, planning then
to arc around and make me way back to where we had originally
stopped. My two pursuers were close behind, no doubt able to keep
up the chase for as long as required. I reached the tree where I
had stashed my rifle to find myself alone. Shoe was gone. Too
exhausted to continue, I turned to face them at which they stopped
in place, taking stances at the ready, waiting to see what move it
was I might make. Thoughts of all the events of my life raced
through my mind as I again contemplated my death. There was no way
I could defeat them both I thought. These men were obviously
veterans and I was as green as the jungle foliage. I readied myself
and began to move forward, praying like I had never before. The
V.C. on the left lunged toward me, his arm shooting out in a
thrust. As I blocked his move with my knife, the clang of the
blades made clear the unequivocal nature of our confrontation. The
second man swung his knife at me as his companion’s move ended,
catching me on the shoulder. I grunted in pain and turned to face
them again, ready for the next move of either or both. One of them
smiled at me then they both lunged at once. I fell to the ground on
my back under the weight of them both, holding back the knife of
one while the other drove his into my shoulder. The sun glared down
on us from behind them, creating an aura around the two which
blinded me to all else, but the shadowy images of their angered
expressions. This was it, I thought. The sadness I felt had no
bounds, the thought of dying at the moment when it was the most
immanent only abhorrent to me because I would never see my Molly
again. As I struggled with all I had, my strength began to wane and
in the same proportion, I began to surrender to the inevitability
of it all, a hopelessness and a despair washing over me, into which
I sank like the surrender of one thrown overboard in sea in a storm
in which there was no hope of rescue in an endless, empty ocean. As
I was asking God for forgiveness and that He take care of my love,
suddenly, I heard an eerie sound of a body being penetrated by a
knife and the expression of one of the men on top of me changed to
one of excruciating pain. As he rolled off, his companion rose in
the air as if filled with helium, his arms and legs flailing as he
tried to reach behind him to free himself. As his body was drawn
further and further away from me, I could see the silhouette of a
huge man, holding him with one arm, turn and slam him into the tree
next to us over and over as if he were no more than a bag of
leaves. He lost consciousness after striking the tree for the
second time, the torrent of blood leaving the impression that he
had been killed by artillery rather than a confrontation with the
bare hands of one man. I rose on my elbows to see that it was Fish.
Once satisfied that his victim was dead, he tossed his body aside
like so much trash and offered me a hand. “Heh…white boys.” He said
quietly then pulled me up straight and examined my shoulder wound.
“Damn Fish.” I looked down at the two V.C. lying on the ground. He
reached into his gear and gave me a shot of morphine. “This cut’s
deep.” He mumbled. “What?” I whispered, worried at his diagnosis.
“You be fine…come on.” He turned and started for the thick of the
jungle again, stopping for me as I tried to get my rifle from the
tree. After retrieving it for me, we made our way back to where the
ambush had taken place. The jungle opened up into a small clearing
in which there were five bodies of V.C., over taken by Stick and
the others while I was in the tree. We all gathered in a circle and
the l.t. whispered our instructions. Shoe and I were the only
injuries, but were sufficiently mobile to make it to the l.z. where
we would be picked up. I looked at Stick, who had a look in his
eyes of a man who had made a frightening discovery but could not
share the revelation with anyone because none who had not been
through the same experience would be able to comprehend. I had
killed in reaction to being chased, to being threatened. He had
killed proactively. I had learned that there was a great
difference.

After some additional attention to our wounds
we set off for the L.Z., that last part of our mission the most
painful. The responsibility we all felt to the urgency of our
purpose had tempered the fear natural in such endeavors, but that
purpose now realized left a void in which that fear could impose
its full effect. I suppose it was like the feeling of a shipwrecked
man waiting in shark filled waters, the last to be taken aboard the
rescue ship.

The trek to the LZ seemed the hardest, the
hours dragging on like those of the last day of school before
summer vacation. I worried about the possibility that we were all
lax in our observations of our surroundings, no longer in the
heightened state of awareness as we had been to that point. I
certainly felt less on the qui vive. As we trudged through a
particularly thick area of jungle, the l.t.’s way of ensuring our
avoidance of all enemy contact, we heard an explosion at which he
turned to Stick and smiled. Shoe tapped Stick on the shoulder and
nodded inquisitively at which Stick smirked and said…”the
grenade...from the path.” The prospect of this gawky and socially
inept kid now more savvy and clever than the lot of us put together
made me chuckle. I felt more confident for the rest of the trip,
realizing that Stick and the l.t. were incapable of letting down
their guard.

We arrived the next day to the jungle’s edge
of the L.Z. and took up positions while the l.t. called in our
location. We were instructed to wait several hours so I busied
myself writing Molly another letter. I had five to send. Silly, I
thought, that she would get them all at once, but I had to write
her. It was all I had…that and the moon. When the choppers were
close the l.t. ordered us to get ready. We popped smoke to mark our
position. As they landed, some sniper fire hit one of them, at
which the side gunners opened fire with their 30 calibers, raking
the jungle with bullets. We ran as fast as we could, our heads down
low and jumped on as they were already rising off the ground,
anxious to get away before any more fire was directed at them. Once
airborne, the pilot stayed low on the jungle canopy as we raced
along at the maximum speed the machines would travel, always a few
knots faster than the manufacturer’s spec’s I would later learn. We
all let down as we watched out the open side doors the huge expanse
of the jungle and wondered how it was any army could conquer such a
land. There was no end to the places the enemy could hide and
travel unnoticed.

We landed without incident and were taken to
a medical facility for first aid. After seven days of recuperation,
we were debriefed for several hours and given another five to relax
before prepping for our next mission. I spent my time writing
Molly, telling her of my experiences and what it was I had done.
The shame I felt when putting those words to the page was
overwhelming, causing me to stop and gather myself several times. I
wondered how it was I would face her when I returned, but then I
thought of what it was my father and Pauly had said.

We were given a few days R&R in Saigon
which was consumed in the worst of the bars, drinking in a futile
attempt to temper the psychological effects of our experiences to
that point. It was hard those compromises and surrenders one had to
make to maintain sanity in such circumstances. There was usually an
encounter with drunk soldiers who were looking for a fight,
sometimes due to the bigotry of those from the south or the
northern cities, there being no shortage of the phenomenon from
either side and sometimes as a simple matter of alpha dog
assertions. As a rule the mistake was made in a manner which
displeased Fish, who always managed the situation on his own in a
matter of seconds, the rest of us at the ready but with little left
to address. A few times we found ourselves in jail, though released
quickly by the covert powers which operated behind the scenes,
always present it seemed no matter the insignificance of that part
of the city. Odd that the greatest injuries we sustained were
outside of combat while we were involved in “rest and
relaxation”.

Eight days later we were called into the
command bunker for the debriefing two at a time. Fish and I made
our way across the compound, nervous as to what it was we might
next face and how they might judge our debut performance. Two CIA
agents were sitting at the table in the middle of the room facing
the entrance. Agent Powers greeted us just inside the door. “Take a
seat gentlemen.” He said, gesturing with his hand to the table. We
sat slowly, all the time watching the two agents whose expressions
never changed, each as blank as Pauly’s had always been. “You boys
did a standup job out there…saved a lot of lives.” “Thank you sir.”
Fish said, while I nodded. “This is agent Seavers and agent Warner.
They’ll be debriefing you and preparing the next mission.
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