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The Smell of Ginger

 


Jasper, Texas 1998

 


Ernest thought country life would be good
for the kids. The chores, the early hours and healthy outdoor work
had, after all, helped him to mature when he was a boy. After his
father’s passing, Ernest took over the farm, raising some livestock
and planting two hundred acres with rotating crops of corn and
wheat, both harvested for feed. It was honest work, and with modern
machinery his father purchased over the years, Ernest could do the
work himself. It was long, hard hours of labor but doable. When he
married Arlene, his mother warned, ‘The tire don’t roll far from
the trailer house, son,’ from the nursing home where she now lived,
but Ernest was certain things would improve when Arlene took over
the house duties. Things went well for a while until the second
child was born. That’s when Arlene went crazy. The doctor said it
was something called Post Partum Depression and gave Arlene pills
to take. Of course she wouldn’t take no ‘goldarn pills’. What she
did do was leave Ernest after ten years of marriage. They never
technically divorced, but she was shacking up with some post cutter
just outside of Jasper; the tire had rolled back to the trailer,
his mother had been right and Ernest knew it was over. He would let
the kids visit her from time to time, but there was no doubt he was
responsible for them.

He’d been raising the kids, Butch now eight
and Suzy just turned five, sans wife, and he figured he’d done a
pretty good job of it. The boy worked hard with him after school
and during the summer, and the girl was doing well, learning how to
cook and keep house. Country living had been good for the kids.
They were sent to a proper school and pre-school in Jasper, about
twenty miles from the farm, and Ernest saw that they attended
worship services and Sunday school at the Pine Wood Baptist Church
every Sunday.

If there were any real drawbacks to farm
life for the kids, it was when certain holidays rolled around,
especially Halloween, a day Ernest recalled with warmth and
affection. When he was a young boy, people in the area went trick
or treating to each others farms. In those days, there were
homemade popcorn balls, candy apples, and slices of pumpkin pie
wrapped in wax paper dropped into hobgoblin’s stuffed brown paper
sacks. That had all changed when some nut job put cyanide in pixie
sticks and stuck razor blades in apples. People weren’t cordial
anymore either. You might drive a twenty mile radius in the area
where farms still flourished and not find one welcoming light on
for trick or treaters. Nowadays, Ernest drove Butch and Suzy into
to Jasper on Halloween to trick or treat at the strip mall and
churches where the candy was individually wrapped and safe. Ernest
wished they could experience the thrill of running through the
October night from house to house with the fall air covering them,
but the world was too uncertain and mean. Better safe than
sorry.

This Halloween was no different and as he
got the kids arranged and settled in the old Ford pickup, Ernest
wished it wasn’t so hot and humid. It would have been nice if fate
had at least brought in a cold front, then Halloween would at least
feel like Halloween.

“Don’t you two ever wear something
different?” Ernest asked as Butch closed the truck door. Suzy, as
always, sat between her father and brother. A turn of the key
brought the truck’s engine to life and the vehicle pulled away from
the farmhouse.

“I like being Ariel,” the little mermaid
without a tail fin said as she drummed on her plastic pumpkin candy
catcher.

“You like being not scary on Halloween,
nimrod,” Butch stated.

“Don’t call your sister names now,” Ernest
chided.

“Yeah,” Suzy said and stuck out her
tongue.

Butch opened his mouth, baring his fangs.
Ernest had tired of the one-piece, plastic vampire fangs his son
wore on previous years. They had been bulky and continually
dripping with slobber, making Butch look like an idiot blood
sucker, so he spent a little extra this year and bought the boy a
pair of teeth that fitted individually onto the canines. It was
this gruesome pair that Butch flashed at his sister as he growled,
“I vant your blood!”

Suzy screamed and scootched closer to
Ernest. “All right now, Count,” Ernest said with a grin. “Don’t
scare her too bad. We don’t want no wet accidents, if you know what
I mean.”

Suzy craned her head and whispered in her
father’s ear, “I don’t do that no more, Daddy.”

“I know, Hon’,” Ernest whispered back.

Suzy turned and stuck out her tongue again.
Butch laughed and bore his fangs. They drove on, Ernest giggling at
the two as they continued their friendly bickering, until the truck
started spitting and sputtering and, finally, died on the dirt road
leading to Jasper.

The kids didn’t seem to notice their
father’s agitated swearing as he turned the ignition over and over.
They were too busy in their banter – Suzy now raspberrying her
brother as he lifted his costume cape to eye level and said ‘Blah,
blah, blah,’ repeatedly.

“Dammit!” Ernest shouted. “You two hush. I
can’t get this truck going.”



Butch and Suzy eventually stopped their
collective teasing, staring at their father who was now sweating
through his efforts to start the truck. “Guess we won’t be trick or
treating this year,” Butch whispered to his sister.

“What’s wrong?” Suzy asked with a frown.

“We need a new truck. That’s what’s wrong,”
Butch answered.

Ernest turned to his son, a line of
irritation creasing his forehead. He made himself count to ten,
then sighed and said, “We need a lot of things, son, but that ol’
money tree didn’t sprout this year, did it?”

Butch shook his head. “No sir,” the boy
said. “I was only joking, Dad.”

Suzy mumbled something. “What’s that?”
Ernest asked.

“Just said a prayer,” Suzy said. “Try it
again, Daddy.”

Ernest turned the key and the engine fired
up and a communal sigh of relief filled the truck.

“Must have been an air bubble in the gas
line and then I flooded it,” Ernest explained.

“Maybe you should pray for that money tree,
Suzy,” Butch said with a giggle.

“And a new John Deere tractor while you’re
at it, sweetie,” Ernest added as they moved down the road.

After a while, the cab was silent save for
the wind breezing in through the window Ernest had rolled down as
he had turned off the air conditioning to save strain on the
battery. Ernest turned and found Suzy asleep, her mouth open, her
head resting on Butch’s shoulder, as he stared out of his window.
The boy sighed then looked in his father’s direction. The two fangs
could be seen slightly protruding over the boy’s lower lip, making
his appearance creepy and surreal in the soft glow of the dashboard
light. Ernest felt a chill race over him and he turned away,
staring at the beams of the truck’s advancing headlights bouncing
off dust clouds on the road.

“Think Momma will be at the church tonight?”
Butch asked with little expression. “I wish she could see me and
Suzy in our getups.”

A hot wire of anger for Arlene singed Ernest
between the eyes. His ears turned red and a blush rushed over his
face. He counted to ten again. “I’m not certain, son,” Ernest said
through clenched teeth. “I think she’s working swing at the grille
this month. Evenin’ shift, I think.”

“Oh,” Butch said then turned and stared out
his window again. “I just thought…” A lone mail box flew by as
Butch shifted his gaze upward where a quarter moon, lazing in a
sparse mix of gray clouds, looked back.

Arlene, Ernest said to himself,
she ain’t workin’ no more, but the boy don’t need to know
that. Hell, she’ll be out partying tonight, doin’ the monster mash
with her Frankenstein trailer partner or any man nearby with
a high hard on.

Ernest looked at his kids. They may need
a Momma, he mused, but it sure as shit ain’t Arlene
they need.

About a mile and a half from Jasper, the
truck stammered, gasped and died again.

“Dammit,” Ernest hissed as he repeatedly
cranked the key. He sighed, looking down at Suzy still asleep on
her brother’s shoulder. Butch stared toward him with a weak smile
plastered on his face.

Night sounds drifted through Ernest’s
window. Cricket chirps and frog choruses danced on a slight breeze
from the piney woods on both sides of the road. In the distance, a
train whistle melded with a night bird’s call. Ernest got out of
the cab and popped the hood. A flashlight beam glanced through the
windshield off Butch’s face as Ernest searched for the problem.
“Shit bird, scum sukin’ truck,” stirred a giggle from Butch who
went silent as his dad sat back down in the truck. Ernest flicked
off the flashlight and let it roll down the dashboard just in front
of the steering wheel. He turned and looked at Butch sitting silent
by the window.

“Before you say it,” Ernest said to his son,
“we don’t have the money for no cell phone. That ol’ . . .”

“Money tree,” Butch answered. “I know, Dad,
it ain’t sprouted this year.”

Ernest shook his head. “Look, it’s early
yet,” Ernest said. “We ain’t more than a little over a mile from my
old school buddy’s gas station. You remember me tellin’ you about
John Tolar, don’t you?”

“Think so,” Butch answered. “You played
football in high school with him. That the one?”

Ernest nodded. “He’s got a tow truck. Won’t
take long to walk there. He lives above his service station. I
doubt he’ll be doing anything tonight. He likes to keep to himself.
Kind of hermit-like these days.”

“We’re going with you, ain’t we, Dad?” Butch
asked as a sinking feeling crept around his stomach.

Ernest reached over and patted Butch’s
shoulder. “You and Suzy just sit tight here. It’ll be quicker if I
go without you.” Ernest saw the pained expression on his son’s
face. “Hey, you’ll be fine, son. Just lock the doors and keep the
windows rolled down unless you hear something suspicious. Just let
Suzy keep sleeping. I reckon I’ll be back before she wakes up.”

“Yes sir,” Butch said with a lump in his
throat. “We’ll be okay I guess.”

“Good man,” Ernest said, patted Butch one
more time and slid out the door, locking it behind him. He stuck
his head through the window and added, “Remember, keep an eye on
your sister and roll those windows up if you hear anything strange.
I’ll be back before you know it.”

As Butch watched his father’s figure
disappear down the road, he leaned over and rolled up the driver’s
window. With just Butch’s window down, it didn’t take long for the
heat to make the cab stuffy. Suzy squirmed. In the faint moonlight,
Butch could see beads of sweat roll down her face. He moved her
head to his lap. He tried not to think of the growing noises from
the forest on each side of the road, but every cricket chirp or
frog croak amplified itself in his ears. Even the rising breeze
seemed to moan more than whistle through the pines. He remembered
the mailbox they’d driven by. It couldn’t be that far behind. His
conviction to follow his father’s orders weakened as the night
became more and more alive around the truck. Butch reached down and
shook Suzy lightly.

“Huh?” Suzy said lethargically. A line of
saliva strung itself from her mouth and stuck tenaciously to
Butch’s costume cape as she rose up. “Where are we?” She rubbed her
eyes. “Where’s Dad?”

“The truck died again. Dad walked to town
for help,” Butch said, wiping the spit off his cape.

The cab was warm enough to form condensation
on the windows from the children’s breath. Suzy wiped away the fog
on the driver’s window. She shivered as the night sounds filled the
cab. “Butch,” she said with a whine, “I’m scared. Let’s find
Dad.”

Butch shook his head. “He’s too far ahead
now, but I saw a mailbox back yonder. There’s probably a house
nearby. We could wait there till Dad gets back.”

Suzy’s face crumpled to a pout. She shook
her head. “Nu uh,” she said and hugged her plastic pumpkin. “I’m
not leavin’ till Dad comes back.”

“Suit yourself,” Butch said as he reached
across Suzy, grabbed the flashlight off the dash and opened the
passenger door. “I’m going to find that mailbox. Might be the only
trick or treating I’ll get done tonight.” He closed the door and
started walking away from the truck.

Suzy stuck her head out the window. “Butch,
come back,” she pleaded. “It’s a’ scary here.” Butch kept on his
path and didn’t turn around. “Butch!” Suzy screamed and jumped out
of the truck. She ran to catch up, dropping her Little Mermaid mask
without even noticing.

Butch stopped and turned around just as she
caught up. “It’s okay, Suzy. We’ll be all right. We’ll find whoever
owns that mailbox. They’ll help us.”

Suzy grabbed his arm and sobbed. “I don’t
like it here, Butch,” she said between snivels. “There’s boogers
hiding in them woods.”

As they walked down the road, Butch told her
over and over, “Hush now, hush. It’ll be all right.”

 


 


By the time Ernest got to John Tolar’s gas
station, the wind had picked up from the north. As hot as it been
all day and that evening, Ernest never dreamed a cold front might
be pushing down. The kids are snug in the truck, he said to
himself as he walked up the gravel drive to the station, and
I’ll be back before it gets too cold.

The door to the station was locked. Ernest
peered in the store and saw nobody around. He knocked on the glass.
Only the baleful glare of the overhead fluorescents answered on the
inside. A ‘Coors’ neon spat and blinked on the wall behind the
sales counter. Other than that, the store was silent.

Ernest cupped his hands and yelled toward
the room above the store, “John! John Tolar! It’s Ernest Hughes. My
truck broke down and I need a tow.” No lights flicked on so he
called again . . . and again. Ernest climbed the side stairs and
beat on the screen door of the overhead room. “John, you sleep like
a slab of cement. Open up. My kids are back in the truck. I need a
tow.” It took a moment before Ernest noticed the note tacked to the
door inside the locked screen:

 


Gone Fishin’.

If you need some gas there’s an Exxon
down the road. If you need a tow, talk to my brother Herman at
the Comfort Inn.

– J.T.

 


“I’ll be dammed,” Ernest hissed. He counted
to ten then went down the stairs. The Comfort Inn was only a few
blocks away, so he told himself he would still get back to the
truck and kids soon. The wind pushed him from behind. There was no
doubt about the chill in it anymore.

 


 


When they found the mailbox, Butch and
Suzy’s costumes were being puffed by the north wind. It felt good
now, but Butch knew it could get cold in a hurry. He flicked on the
flashlight and scanned the mailbox. Parts of some letters had worn
away, but he could still make out the name HATTER on the side of
the metal box. The flag was up. Butch opened the box, shining the
flashlight beam inside. Nothing but dust from the gravel road and a
bundle of spider webs in the rear reflected back in the light. “Not
much delivered out this way I guess,” Butch said to Suzy who still
clung to his arm. He reached to pull the flag down, but it was
welded in place by age and rust.

“I’m gettin’ cold, Butch,” Suzy said and
shivered. “Can we go back to the truck?”

The north wind had picked up and the thick
forest of pines whooshed and creaked in a macabre waltz under its
urgings. Butch shined the light away from the main road. A path of
dirt and sparse, dead grass snaked toward the vanishing point of
the light’s beam. “I bet there’s a house further down,” Butch said.
“Let’s walk a’ ways and see. If nothing turns up, we’ll go back,
Suzy, I promise.”

They were pushed forward by the gusts at
their backs. Butch’s Dracula cape flapped in front of him,
encircling Suzy who held on for dear life, her arms banded around
his elbow, the plastic pumpkin grasped in a death grip. Something
flew out the trees and swooped in front of them. Suzy screamed,
dropped the pumpkin and grabbed Butch around his waist. He stopped
walking.

“That was just an ol’ hoot owl, Suzy,” Butch
said. “Pick up your pumpkin and let me go. You’re gonna’ need that
thing to put candy in, once we find that house.”

“Please, Butch,” Suzy squealed, “let’s go
back. That weren’t no owl. It was a booger!”

“Shush now,” Butch scolded. He bent down and
retrieved the empty plastic pumpkin and handed it to her. “There
ain’t no boogers out there. Come on now. We’ll go a little further
down this footpath.”

After a quarter mile, the air and wind were
cold enough to cause Butch to abandon his search for the house. He
decided the truck would be a welcome haven after all and turned
himself and Suzy around. The flashlight beam had weakened and
barely lit up the path in front of them and clouds had accumulated,
masking what moonlight there had been earlier. When the flashlight
faded out, the two were walking back against the wind in darkness.
Suzy was now so attached to Butch he could barely walk.

“You got to let go, Suzy,” Butch complained.
“I’m about to trip over you.”

“It’s dark!” Suzy screeched. “I can’t let
go. I won’t see you!”

Then the wind died for a moment and a sliver
of moonlight crept through breaks in the clouds, illuminating the
path in pallid light as the brunt of the norther passed around and
then behind. Butch let out a sigh and loosened his sister’s grip.
She had dropped the pumpkin somewhere behind, but Butch wasn’t
about to go back and look for it while there was still enough light
to guide him in the direction of the main road and the truck. Suzy
gripped his arms with both her hands and tugged him forward.

“Hurry, Butch,” she said and pulled. “Hurry
before it goes dark again.”

After fifty yards or so, Butch realized
something was wrong. The path was taking them toward the woods and
not beside them. It seemed impossible, but he had the sinking gut
feeling they were lost, and when they reached a rickety old wooden
cattle gate that opened into the forest, he knew for certain they
were.

Suzy screamed when she saw the gate. “Stop
screamin’ at everything,” Butch yelled. “You’re gonna’ bust my
ears.”

“This doesn’t go to the truck,” Suzy sobbed,
wiping tears from her cheeks. “Somethin’s gonna eat us, Butch! It’s
a’ waitin’ in the woods.”

“Oh, for goodness sake!” Butch said and bent
down. He put his hands on Suzy’s shoulders. “We just got off the
path somehow is all. All we got to do is turn around and find the
right direction. Now, hold my hand and come on. Ain’t nuthin’ gonna
eat you silly.” He stood and tussled her hair. “Nothin’ would want
to eat a sour little kid like you anyhow.”

Suzy looked up with wet wells brimming along
her eyelids. “I ain’t no sour kid, Butch. I…”

Butch shushed her and said, “Look down
through them trees, Suzy.” He pointed beyond the cattle gate.
“That’s a light, ain’t it?” In the distance, there was a faint,
yellow glow. “Come on, Suzy, I bet that’s the house for the
mailbox,” Butch said, pulling open the gate. “It’s not that
far.”

Exhausted, cold and scared, Suzy sat down.
“I can’t walk no more, Butch,” she said through sobs. “I wanna’ go
home and go to bed.”

“Come on now,” Butch pleaded. He held his
hand down to her. “It’s just down there a’ ways.”

Suzy gazed at him. The Little Mermaid
costume print of Ariel holding a harp looked up from her chest as
if to confer Suzy’s fatigue. “No, Butch,” she sighed. “I’m too
tired.”

Butch let out an exasperated moan. His
breath formed vapor in the cold air. Mixed with his sister’s
exhalations the swirling wisps of steam danced around them like
phantoms. Butch bent down and said, “Okay, you’ll just have to ride
me piggy-back. You ain’t that heavy, least ways not enough so’s I
can’t get you as far as that light. It’s gettin’ colder by the
minute, Suzy. I bet they got a fire goin’ just up ahead.” He bent
down in front of her and faced away. “Grab on now.”

She sighed again, but locked her arms around
his neck anyway. Butch got up under her light weight and started
walking toward the dim glow ahead. The path was narrow and
overgrown by the infringing forest, but it was large enough for him
to navigate freely without being close to the snarl of bushes and
vines next to the tree line. His sister’s weight, light as it was,
began to feel much more like a burden, and, as they came into a
partial clearing, he sat her down. A cabin stood no more than
thirty yards in front of them.

There wasn’t much yard to speak of, with no
fence surrounding it, and the structure looked in poor condition,
even in the partial moonlight. However, there was a light glowing
inside, and a pale, thin stream of gray smoke curled skyward from a
half collapsed chimney on its roof. That meant someone was at home,
and a fire was burning. The sight was enough to put life back in
Suzy’s steps, and the two children practically ran to the front
door.

Once they got there, Butch and Suzy stood
shivering on the doorstep. Butch knocked on the wooden door and,
not knowing exactly what to say, managed a feeble “Trick or treat”
when the door swung slowly open.

The woman on the other side of the door
smiled and said, “My word, what have we here?”

She could have been one of the children’s
teachers: middle aged, about the same height as their mother, not
thin but certainly not fat. A full head of graying hair was knotted
on top of her head, concealing its true length. She wore a plain
cotton dress cinched around her waist by a thin, white belt. Small
bunches of blue cornflowers were printed on it. She had on tortoise
shell framed glasses and her green eyes glittered behind the
lenses. Although Butch and Suzy had never seen the television
series, if their father had been standing on the doorstep with
them, he would have commented that the woman held a striking
resemblance to Michael Learned’s Olivia on the Waltons.

“I’m afraid we don’t normally get Trick or
Treaters out this way,” the woman said and removed her glasses
which hung just above her breasts on a fabric necklace wound around
her neck. The woman shivered and rubbed her arms. “You two better
come in out of the cold. I’ll see if I can’t find something that
will do for a treat.”

Normally the children would never enter a
strange house without their father, but now, with their tiredness
and the increasing chilly night, they did not hesitate to cross the
threshold into the inviting warmth of the woman and the home.

Inside, a cozy arrangement greeted them. The
front room was small but not overcrowded. A sofa draped with
quilted covers rested just against the back wall. The soft light
Butch had seen in the distance came from kerosene lanterns spaced
at intervals along the wall. A wooden coffee table stood in front
of the sofa, and a small rocking chair sat next to it. The kitchen
was the next visible room and it was there that a small fireplace
held a crackling flame. The opening served as the stove as well, a
kettle hung on an iron tripod and a wooden spit sat empty just next
to it. The kitchen table was placed in front of the sink area. “You
two sit here at the table,” the woman said as she started to
rummage through the cabinets above the sink. “The fire will warm
you up in no time. Now, let’s see what I can find.” Butch and Suzy
did as she asked. “No,” she said almost apologetically, “there just
isn’t a thing here. My sister and I don’t keep many sweets around.”
The woman sat across from the children. “Let’s see what kind of
spooks we have here.” Butch smiled weakly, revealing his fangs.
Suzy, worn out, made a tired gesture with a finger pointed at the
mermaid printed on her costume. The woman brought her hands up to
her mouth. “Oh, how precious, The Little Mermaid and Count Dracula.
I wish sister hadn’t already gone to bed. She would be glamoured by
you two.”

“Mam,” Butch said, “my name is Butch Hughes.
This is my little sister Suzy. Our truck broke down on the way to
Jasper. My dad walked into town to get a tow truck.”

“Oh no, why he must be worried sick if he
came back and found you two gone,” the woman said. “Why did you
leave the truck?”

Butch shrugged and Suzy said, “I had to.
Butch left and I was a’ scared there, so I had to go with him.”
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