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Chapter 1

Joel took a stiff drink
from his pint of rye and stared at the package. His belly slowly
filled with ice, and he didn’t know why. The package was brutally
stuffed into his mailbox, the brown wrapping paper shredded and
torn. The book inside the paper was partly exposed, its spine
skinned and damaged. The book was obviously very old. Joel touched
it, nearly sick with dread. Abruptly irritated with himself, he
ripped the return address from a loose flap of the brown wrapper
and squinted, trying to focus. Billy. He squeezed his eyes
shut as pain thudded in his chest.

Joel knew the title of the book. Billy had
sworn to find Joel a copy of it, and when Billy said he’d do
something, it always got done. Now I’ll never get to thank
him. He crumpled the address in his sweaty palm and dropped it
into the mud.

Goddamn I miss you Billy, he thought.
And screw you for leaving me when I needed you most. He took
another deep pull on his pint of rye, thinking childishly of how
much Billy would disapprove.

Billy Howard was the only person Joel Biggs
had ever really trusted. They held a truth between them about their
past that they could not reveal to anyone else. The truth was
unbelievable, Joel knew—he had a hard time believing it himself—but
having asked Billy to confirm that truth so many times over the
years, he had only to look at his friend with the question in his
eyes for Billy to nod his head in affirmation.

It hadn’t always been that way. Joel had
spent most of his high school years trying to pretend Billy didn’t
exist. If Billy didn’t exist, what had happened to them couldn’t
exist. That was what he told himself, anyway, as he spent his teen
years stealing his father’s liquor and chasing tail.

Joel was a drunk by the time he entered
college. Nobody knew it. He functioned well, he attended his
classes, studied, even got decent grades. But every night he
dropped into a dreamless, alcohol-soaked sleep, where the world was
what you saw, and there were no nasty surprises waiting for you
just down the creek. A world where a boy named Mark still lived,
where Mark had not vanished into a place that just shouldn’t
exist.

Joel was a young professor when Billy showed
up on his doorstep one night. Joel had stared into Billy’s face,
unable to react. But when Billy grabbed him in a fierce hug, it all
came roaring back, everything that had happened that summer, twenty
years ago. They’d stayed up all night talking, assuring one another
that they weren’t crazy.

Billy had used the respect and powerful trust
they had in each other, their connection to life-altering
events—any emotional tool he could lay his hands on—to convince
Joel to stop drinking and start attending meetings of Alcoholics
Anonymous. It had taken years and much discussion. During this time
Joel’s life had consistently spiraled downward: Two DUIs, a broken
arm from falling down a flight of stairs, most of his family and
friends disowning him, and the university threatening to terminate
him if he didn’t stop teaching his classes while drunk or hung
over.

Billy stayed in constant contact with him,
even when his job had taken him to Memphis. Billy’s efforts had
finally paid off, and Joel had become sober a little over a year
ago.

That’s all gone to shit now. Thanks to Miss
Nina ‘Hot-crotch’ Bryant, I’ll be lucky to find anyone who’ll hire
me to teach. That’s what you get for sticking your neck out and
trying to help folks . . .

Joel bowed his head in shame, looking at the
package stuck in his mailbox.

“Hey, Billy,” he said out loud. “I know you
didn’t plan it that way. Fucking car wreck wasn’t your idea. I just
really—” His voice caught in his throat.

His rye-fogged mind drifted to the bogus
sexual harassment charge at the university. Joel had known he’d be
able to get through it with Billy’s help. Suddenly that was not
going to be possible. He’d held it together after the complaint was
filed, with Billy jollying him along. His friend had even promised
to come to Dexter to visit. Then he was dead. The pain of that was
too much to bear. For the past three weeks, Joel had plunged into
alcohol with a vengeance. With every drink, he half-hoped he’d
die.

Joel carefully worked the package free, his
movements made blunt and clumsy by the rye. When the book came
loose, the rest of his mail tumbled out onto the ground. He
gathered it all up and stumbled across the street to the bridge
over Brown’s Creek, dropping a trail of junk mail along the
way.

He went down to the mailbox at about the same
time every afternoon. But it wasn’t the mail that drew him. It was
only an excuse. Once he had walked to his mailbox, it was only a
few more steps to cross the intersection and stand on the bridge
over the creek at the property where Billy grew up. There he would
sit on the raised concrete edge of the bridge and look at The
New Cut, as he and his boyhood friends used to call that
stretch of slow-moving stream. Joel would look into the water and
wonder how he could have made things turn out differently. After
all these years, he still looked for Mark.

He sat, his feet dangling over the side of
the bridge, and stripped away the ragged paper from the old book. A
card fell from its pages and landed on his electric bill, now two
months overdue. Hand trembling, he picked it up.

For my best friend, the card read, thanks for
all the good times in the treehouse.

A sudden cry caught in Joel’s throat, and his
pulse pounded in his neck. Washing the pain away with the last of
the whiskey, he dropped the book and staggered clumsily to his
feet. Looking up, he gazed out over the creek and saw his boyhood
friends, Billy Howard and Mark Ryder, splashing in the water. The
smile was on his face before he could stop it, and he reached out,
starting to call to them, but it wasn’t Mark and Billy. It was two
boys he didn’t know.

“You kids get outta there!” he shouted,
suddenly filled with panic.

The boys ignored him. They were just kids
wanting a cool place to play on a hot day. They didn’t understand
that they were playing at the mouth of hell.

When Billy had still owned the property, he
and Joel had come up with many plans over the years to wall off,
reroute, or somehow destroy this stretch of Brown’s Creek, but
since this was a flood zone, the city would not allow anything that
would constrict the flow of the creek. They had once erected a high
fence and posted “no trespassing” signs, but kids had just crawled
under the bridge from the other side. Occasionally another child
would go missing here.

“You kids don’t belong here!” Joel shouted
again, “This is private property.” Joel stumbled off the bridge and
onto the grassy verge and lost his footing. He fell forward,
landing hard on his forearms and skinning his elbows as he slid
down toward the creek. A rush of sour stomach acid and cheap liquor
seared his throat, filling his mouth, and he spat it out. He was
just getting his feet under him, clawing his way back upright, when
he heard their laughter.

“Look out,” one of the boys shouted,
laughing, “he’s gonna barf on us!”

Joel roared and threw his empty bottle,
hoping to scare them into running. It broke against rocks jutting
up out of the creek.

The boys retreated upstream, into The New
Cut. Horrified, Joel looked at the steep eight-foot banks of The
New Cut, then down, through the water to the shattered remnants of
some twenty years of drinking. He’d thrown a lot of broken glass in
there. It was meant to be a sharp obstacle against the kids who
wanted to play here. But he didn’t really want to hurt them.

Joel stumbled along the bank until he was
directly above the boys. “You kids know where you’re headed,
don’tcha? You’re gonna disappear down that creek just like all the
others. You’ve heard the stories about it, haven’t you?”

“Yeah, everyone has, but we ain’t scared,”
said the dark-haired one, sticking his chin out defiantly.

“Aw, shut the hell up, you fuckin’ drunk!”
This from the smaller boy, dirty blond hair, skinny arms like
spider legs. He was looking at Joel the way he might have looked at
a smear of dog shit on a new sneaker.

“Get outta the water, now!” Joel yelled.
“It’s fulla broken glass!”

“My ass!” yelled the older boy. “C’mon,
Jeffy.” He started leading the younger boy upstream.

Now Joel was angry and desperate. He ran
ahead of them along the bank, unzipped his torn and ratty chinos
and began pissing into the water, just upstream of the boys.
Shouting insults, the boys turned back and ran, high-stepping
through the water.

“Look out!” Joel bellowed, but they hit his
booby trap of glass. The boys yelled in pain and danced toward the
opposite bank, scrambling up, their torn feet leaving bloody prints
in the mud.

“Serves you right!” Joel hollered. “Don’t you
ever come back!”

“I’m gonna tell!” The bigger boy yelled,
standing in the red-streaked grass. The smaller one sat in the mud
and sobbed.

Joel shook his fist and bellowed as they
staggered away, arms around each other. He suddenly felt sick, and
it wasn’t the whiskey this time. Kids, they’re just poor stupid
kids . . . But cut-up feet were nothing, nothing at all,
compared to what could have happened.

When they had gone, Joel noticed he’d
misplaced the book. Backtracking to the bridge, he found where it
had fallen, its pages fluttering in the breeze.

He read the title and winced at the stab of
associated memories—The History of Matthew Crenshaw and His
Adventure Exposing the Great Land Pirate, Jarrett Cotten and the
Mystic Clan. Joel ran his hand over the tan cover, touched the
gouges and scrapes his friendly neighborhood postman had inflicted
on it. Goddamn, how I wanted this book. The copy he’d had as
a child was somehow lost; or, he suspected, stolen. As an adult
he’d searched for another copy over the years, in every dusty
bookshop, with one rare book service after another. Where the hell
had Billy found it?

After all the crap I gave him . . . all
the shit he put up with from my drinking, he still did this for
me. Guilt stabbed Joel through the chest, and his mouth filled
with bitter sorrow. Now that he had the book, he didn’t even want
to look at it.

Tucking it under one arm, Joel headed across
the street for home.

And more whiskey.

The idea hung accusingly in the air before
him, but he couldn’t argue with it. He knew he would be passed out
by sundown. And this time, when he awoke at midnight, hungover and
hurting, wanting another drink to kill the pain, Billy wouldn’t be
around to stop him.

His shoulders sagged as he entered the
rundown house his father had left him. And, as always, when he
looked into the mirror just inside the front door, he was greeted
by the cruel ghost of his drunkard father. Same dead black eyes,
same bruised purple bags beneath them. Same wet, slack mouth and
sunken cheeks. Joel closed his eyes and turned away.

If I could start over and be a kid again, I
wouldn’t come home. I would stay and find some way to survive.
Anything would be better than this.

He snagged another fifth from the near-empty
pantry and sank down into his stained and sunken pit of a recliner.
As he took a deep, burning pull, Joel remembered. He remembered
when the future was something other than a stinking abyss, when the
days were turning from warm to summer-hot, and he was about to
embark on the greatest adventure—the only adventure—of his wasted
life.


 Chapter 2

Joel Biggs thought of summer break as the
longest weekend imaginable—and no homework, either!

He had made it through the torturously slow
weeks of May by making plans for the coming months. He and his
friend, Mark Ryder, devoted all their spare time and energy to
expanding and repairing their tree house, stockpiling candy, sodas,
and comic books, preparing for this Friday, the last day of the
school year, the first night of summer.

Joel’s anticipation simmered silently in the
last few minutes of class and, with the ringing of the final bell,
his excitement boiled over and he ran screaming with the others for
freedom.

Now, surrounded by the dusk, Joel and Mark
prepared to surrender themselves to the night. They had hauled
Mark’s dog up into the tree house on a rope and rigged a trouble
light on a chain of extension cords that ran all the way back to
Joel’s house.

The humidity weighted down their clothing and
left them feeling sticky and irritable. As Joel was hunched over
the radio, trying to fix it, trickles of sweat were drooling out of
his blonde crew cut, burning his dark eyes and tickling his dimpled
chin. Just glancing at his friend made him even hotter. Mark’s
dark, curly hair was matted with sweat, plastered to his head; his
white t-shirt darkened by perspiration. A drop of sweat rolled down
the bridge of his broad nose and hung from the tip.

The screeching of the horde of cicadas
filling the trees periodically became a flying saucer whirring
sound. Joel didn’t mind them, but he knew Mark didn’t like
bugs.

“If the radio worked, maybe it would drown
out the insects,” Mark said. He looked really nervous. Joel was
glad to see him wipe the drop of sweat from his nose, anyway.

“Shit.” Joel slapped the side of the radio a
few times, which, of course, did no good.

“Hey Joel, try turning the batteries
around.”

“No way—they’re dead. Whadya bring a radio
with dead batteries for, you dumbass?”

“Well, how about some cards?”

“I forgot ‘em.” Joel threw the transistor
radio at his friend.

Mark ducked, caught the radio before it could
shatter on the floor.

“Hey Mark, you think you could get that bony
sister of yours to let me feel her tits?”

“God, Joel, you’re so gross.”

“Watch what you call me, moron,” he said,
kicking Mark.

“Whaddaya say we go back to your house and
find out what’s on TV?”

“No,” Joel said flatly. “It’s time for the
reading of the Crenshaw book. We begin at the beginning again
tonight.”

“We’ve read the whole book, what … like five
times now?”

“It’s a tradition, a ritual. What did we
built the shrine for if it wasn’t important? We come to the
treehouse, we read about the great deeds of a great man from the
past—from this part of the country—and we learn to have courage
ourselves. One day we will do great things.” The words felt grand
in his mouth, meaningful, like the words in the Crenshaw book.

“Joel it’s just a book. I know you stole it
from the stupid school library.”

“Did not.”

“I seen the library card in the back.”

“Was Moss, sent it to me. He stole it from
the high school library.”

“Stuff in that book probably never
happened.”

Joel pushed down a hot flare of anger. “No,
it’s history. It’s our local history. Crenshaw was a man
from this part of the country. Since he came from here and
he did such a great thing, it means we ain’t living in the middle
of nowhere. Or it means it doesn’t matter where you come from,
everybody’s got a chance to be important.”

“Yeah, but in the end, he had to go into
hiding and he was broke.”

“So we learn from his mistakes. Are you gonna
go along with this, or am I gonna have to hurt you again?” Joel
smiled, to let his friend know he didn’t really mean it.

Mark smiled uncertainly. “Okay. It is
a really cool story.”

Joel opened the book and began to read.

~~~

Matthew Crenshaw is the name history records
for the man who brought down Jarrett Cotton and the criminal
organization known as the Mystic Clan. His real name is unknown,
however, and in all of his dealings with the outlaws, Crenshaw is
the name he assumed for his own protection.

He was a man of modest beginnings, being born
of good stock in March of 1800 in Blount County, Tennessee. Having
received a liberal education in Nashville in spite of his father’s
meager income, he was engaged as a writer by the Nashville
Sentinel, but soon became restless.

Determined to settle in the frontier
territories of west Tennessee, he removed with his properties in
the fall of 1833 to Madison County, where he took up tutoring.

In the fall of that same year, Crenshaw was
employed by a elderly farmer, Hume Stogdon, and his son, Stephen.
He moved to their farm where he was boarded while he taught the two
gentlemen to read and write.

When the Stogdons came to Crenshaw one
afternoon complaining that an outlaw, named Jarrett Cotton, had
stolen two of their negroe slaves, Crenshaw determined to do what
he could to remedy the situation . . .


 Chapter 3

Joel plopped down in the old bile-yellow easy
chair, which was patched many times over with threadbare duct tape.
It coughed out a cloud of his father’s stink and he shrank from the
swarm of stinging memories—the rotting breath that surrounded his
father’s curses, his violent mood swings, the crack of his fist,
and cruel bite of his belt. As always, Joel forced the memories
aside and idly fingered the remote control. The television came to
life, filling the dingy room with an actinic glow. He stared at the
images on the screen without focusing on them, their hypnotic
movements an effective distraction.

Grabbing the nearly empty fifth off the
coffee table, he opened it and swirled the contents, wondering if
there was enough left. He wanted to pass out, wanted to let the day
go. He took a swig and leaned back, his breath breaking from
between his lips in a ragged raspberry. It struck him as pathetic
that each time he drank, he did it in the same room where his
father had always gotten drunk—the room in which his father had
died of his alcoholism, vomiting up his esophagus and bleeding to
death.

Joel had seen alcoholism at its worst, and he
had promised himself that the same fate that his father had
suffered would not claim him. He would drink socially, casually. He
would not use it to anesthetize. Yeah, right . . . It was in his
blood. He was raised by a drunk to be a drunk.

Getting sober had been difficult for Joel, to
be sure, but staying sober was the hard part. Until recently, he’d
had Billy’s continued help. If need be, Billy was willing to spend
long nights sitting up with Joel, and they’d talk their way around
the desire for drink.

After a couple of months of meetings with
other sober alcoholics in AA, Joel had become hopeful. Along with
his sobriety came a strange, glowing feeling that he’d been wrong
to think so poorly of human beings and of himself. He was floating
on a pink cloud as he watched the young men and women bear their
souls in the AA meetings, gain understanding of themselves and win
sobriety. He tried to do the same, and for the first time in many
years he was free of the childhood memories that had plagued him.
For a while, he was able to live in the present.

Joel decided it was time to start trusting
people more, to take some risks. He’d felt like he had something to
offer the world and that he could potentially help to better the
lives of others. He’d begun to feel that perhaps he too deserved
some of the good things in life and that if he extended himself to
help others that perhaps his life would become a rich, meaningful
experience. One day he might even meet someone and fall in
love.

That was fucking clear thinking. Stuck my
neck out and almost got my head lopped off.

Joel had spent nearly all his time since in
this room, drinking when not sleeping, abusing himself with
memories and liquor.

Asides from the television and the chair, the
room contained nothing but shelves full of books. The shelves
extended to the ceiling and were so overburdened they looked as if
they might collapse at any moment. The books piled onto them were
mostly histories, a subject he had taught at the University for
many years.

Thinking about losing his position at the
University, it surprised him to realize he didn’t really care.

Now, the only thing Joel did care about were
his books. His childhood memories were back and they were demanding
a lot of attention. In his collection of local histories, some
exceedingly rare, he looked for himself—evidence that Billy, Mark,
and he had spent part of their childhoods in the year 1811.

Was it real? Or just something we
pretended so hard I started to believe it? The question arose
in his mind where in times past there was no question at all,
corrupting everything that he had once believed and making him fear
for his sanity. When Billy was alive, he’d always been there to
confirm the truth of it. But now, Joel wondered if his friend had
only been humoring him.

In the month since Billy died, Joel had spent
many hours poring over his books in an alcoholic haze. When the
puzzle got the better of him or when he was too intoxicated to read
the words on the page, he drank until he passed out, carrying his
ever-mounting frustration to the next day.

Between the books and his drinking, he was
damn near dead broke. He would be better off, he supposed, if he
had any friends, but he’d driven everyone away—not even his family
would have anything to do with him.

He considered his books, thought about going
through his volume of The Mississippi Runs Backwards, by J.
Hunter Daves, but knew he didn’t have the energy to get up. Joel
finished off the whiskey and tossed the bottle aside.

I wish I hadn’t come back. I wish I’d stayed
with Mark.

~~~

And as he’d known he would, he awoke around
midnight with a bad hangover. His skull pounded, his mouth was
filled with a rancid sweetness, and his nostrils were stuffed with
the bouquet of cheap whiskey.

Forcing himself to his feet, he stumbled into
the kitchen and took a six-pack of beer out of the refrigerator. It
would take three cans to take the edge off his hangover and make
him painless, the rest of the six-pack to put him under again. He
popped one open and drank it down before carrying the beer to the
dining room. He sat at the table, opened another beer and drank
half of it all at once. Absently, he reached for one of the many
history books strewn across the table—Spawn of Evil, by Paul
I. Wellman—picked it up, and thumbed through it without focusing on
the words. He drained his beer and opened another, tossed the book
aside, and picked up another—The Outlaw Years, by Robert M.
Coates.

I know everything that’s in this book,
he thought, seeing its contents all in one flash. It isn’t in
the words!

“Goddammit,” he said, pushing the book away,
“we weren’t part of this! I’m fuckin’ nuts, is all.”

But it’s gotta be here somewhere, underneath
it all. Something very small, trivial, that I’ve overlooked many
times already.

But he’d gone over this time and time again,
and like a dog chasing its tail, Joel went in circles. He resented
having been left out of history—hell, he had been a friend of the
infamous outlaw, Wesley Pike!

Sitting back, he crushed his beer can and
threw it across the room, then opened another. At least his head
wasn’t pounding any longer—that was something. A pleasant numbness
was spreading out from a warm spot in his gut.

He took a sip and noticed the present Billy
had sent him. The History of Matthew Crenshaw and His Adventure
Exposing the Great Land Pirate, Jarrett Cotten and the Mystic
Clan.

Joel reached for it, opened the cover, and
scanning a page at random, smiled. He turned to the title page and
looked at the author’s name: Anonymous.

Largely unknown to all but the most serious
of local historians, the book had long been at the center of
controversy in that rarified field. Despite the prevailing belief
of those living in the time it was written, it was not
fiction—Jarrett Cotten and his Clan had indeed existed and much of
the story was history. That it was written in the early eighteen
hundreds was undisputed, but it could be argued that it was a
fictionalized account. Just how much of it was fiction was unknown.
Some of the controversy revolved around the identity of the author.
One school of thought believed that it was written by a playwright
of the time; a dandy and gadfly who kept his name from the book in
order for it to be taken seriously. This was the most popular
belief since the book read more like a novel than a factual
account. A few believed that it was written by Matthew Crenshaw
himself. They argued that the unusually rich descriptions and
intimate dialogue lent believability to their theory. Joel had
always liked the idea that Crenshaw had written it.

Jarrett Cotton and the story of his
fraternity was one of his childhood favorites. The copy of the book
he and Mark used to read when they were children was missing when
they returned from the eighteen-hundreds—probably stolen out of its
shrine in the tree house by some other kids. As he turned the pages
and began to read, he had the feeling he was visiting an old
friend.

~~~

. . . Having learned from a neighbor that
Jarrett Cotton would be headed for Memphis the morning of November
twenty-fifth, Crenshaw and Stephen Stogdon planned to pursue him in
the hope of recovering the stolen negroes. With this in mind,
Crenshaw awoke early on the twenty-fifth to find Stephen in the
depths of a fever. The young man tried to rise, but yielded when
Crenshaw put him at ease, saying, “I’ll pursue your father’s
negroes as if they were my own.”

Old Hume bade him farewell, and Crenshaw set
out into bone-chilling weather after his quarry. He hoped to catch
up with Cotten at the ferry across the Vess River, or at least hear
word of his passing.

Approaching the river, he found the ferryman
struggling to free his barge from the ice along the bank.

“Good sir,” Crenshaw said to him,
dismounting, “have any other travelers passed this way thus far
today?”

“Not a one,” the ferryman said.

“I’m after a man named, Jarrett Cotten. Do
you know him?”

“Only from a distance.”

Even as they spoke, Crenshaw heard someone
approaching on the road behind him. He turned to see a well-dressed
rider on as fine a piece of horseflesh as he had ever seen. The
gentleman was wearing heavy furs to keep out the cold, and a superb
beaver hat. There was an air of affluence about him, and Crenshaw,
because of his lowly station, was at first reluctant to approach.
The urgency of his mission, however, forced him to action, and as
they waited together for the ferryman to finish his preparations,
they fell into conversation.

“The weather is foul, sir,” Crenshaw offered.
“Is it not?”

“Yes it is,” the gentleman said in a cultured
voice. “Yet beautiful in its way. The light catches on each
ice-sheathed twig, lending mystery to the world.”

Once the barge was freed from the ice, the
gentleman dismounted, led his horse onboard, and paid his fare,
followed by Crenshaw. The ferryman gave Crenshaw a knowing wink as
he approached.

Did he mean by this that he knew the
gentleman to be Cotten? Crenshaw decided that he did.

“If I might be so bold, sir,” said Crenshaw,
as the ferryman began to haul the craft across the river, “would it
not be advantageous for us to share our road, at least as long as
we travel in the same direction?”

The gentleman looked at him suspiciously and
then lowered his gaze. “It would be more agreeable to pass the time
in pleasant conversation . . .”

~~~

As Joel dozed, cheek pressed to the open book
pages, he could see Mark’s young face, eyes bright, while Joel read
to him from the Crenshaw book. Joel smiled in his sleep.


 Chapter 4

The full darkness of night had settled
outside the treehouse as Joel read. He could tell that Mark was
into the story once again in spite of himself.

~~~

. . . Crenshaw and his companion left the
ferry and rode in silence for several miles. With the rosy morning
light dancing off the veil of ice, Crenshaw imagined they traveled
within a cut glass goblet, and was beginning to understand the
gentleman’s appreciation for this deadly landscape. Occasional
crashes in the forest on either side punctuated their passage, as
limbs overburdened with ice gave way and fell with a sound of
breaking glass.

Crenshaw struggled to find the words that
might entice his reticent companion to speak, and perhaps divulge
some useful information of himself, yet it was the gentleman who
spoke first.

“If you don’t mind me asking, sir, what
business takes you abroad in such weather?”

“I am trying to find a horse that wandered
away,” Crenshaw said, “or was stolen from my property, not a week
hence.”

“If it wandered off in this bitter weather,
it has surely perished.”

The wind shifted, cutting through the gaps in
Crenshaw’s clothing. He bundled the collar of his coat up around
his ears and pulled his hat down over his brow.

“Yes,” he said, then had an idea for drawing
the man out. “I would rather think that some resourceful fellow has
taken the poor beast.” He gave the man a conspiratorial glance.

The gentleman nodded with a slight smile. “I
am from Denmark, thirty miles west of here. Do you live nearby? Are
you acquainted with the country hereabouts, the people and goings
on?”

“No sir, not at all. I am from Adams.”

The gentleman cocked an eyebrow. He shifted
uncomfortably in his saddle, dropped the reins, and rubbed his
gloved hands together. “You must love this horse very much to so
stubbornly pursue it.”

“He’s practically all I’ve got. The horse I
ride now is borrowed.” Crenshaw gave the gentleman a knowing wink
as he patted the animal affectionately on the neck.

“You say you’re from Adams,” the man said,
with a troubled expression. “Then you must know something of the
dreaded Bell Spirit there . . .”

~~~

“I’ve heard some really creepy new stuff
about the Bell Witch,” Mark interrupted. “You know even though
she’s been around for a long, long time, she’s not too proud to use
modern stuff. She rides the telephone lines these days so she can
get into anyone’s home anytime she wants to.”

“She wasn’t really a witch, flicto. She was
just this weird spirit that haunted the Bell family, like a
poltergeist or something. No one knows what she was really doing
there, but she was mischievous, and really cruel sometimes. She
could foretell the future and stuff like that. She played practical
jokes on people she didn’t like. She did a couple of nice things
for Lucy, John Bell’s wife, ’cause she liked Lucy for some reason.
In the end she killed John Bell with poison ’cause she hated his
ass.”

“But I thought she was still around.”

“Well yeah … and no, not really,” Joel said.
“Kids have always just told stories about her like she still haunts
parts of Tennessee, but there hasn’t been anything well documented
since the early eighteen hundreds.”

“Well that’s good anyway. I wouldn’t want her
comin’ through the phone line and going in my ear or somethin’.”
Mark looked deeply relieved.

Joel huffed in disgust. “Just shut up,
doofus, I’m reading here.”

~~~

. . .“I’ve had an encounter or two,” Crenshaw
said, noting the man’s strange reaction to the subject of the Bell
Spirit and storing it away. “How far are you going on this road and
what is your business?”

“I am engaged in several errands at once,”
the gentleman answered, “and depending upon my people, I will get
more or less done. But tell me, sir, if you would, are there many
speculators in your part of the country?”

“Speculators, sir? What do you mean?”

“Thieves and such. You know, those clever and
resourceful fellows who take advantage of the fat of others.”

“Ah,” Crenshaw said, trying to conceal his
excitement. “My name is Matthew Crenshaw, and it is a pleasure to
meet a man whose mind is of a similar bent. And as to your
question—not so much. There’s not much to steal thereabouts, being
but a frontier town. I had hoped for better, and may be moving on
soon. The pickings are slim in Adams.”

His companion’s gaze sharpened, and Crenshaw
saw him make the slightest of nods, as if the man were pleased by
what he heard.

“I am Jarrett Cotten, good sir, and likewise
it is a pleasure.” the outlaw said, riding closer and extending his
hand. As soon as Crenshaw clasped his hand, Cotten tightened his
grip and held on. “There is a rogue band determined to conquer this
country,” he said. “Their organization has many members in high
places. They are invincible. No one can stand against them, as
anyone who tries finds the world turned against him. A clever and
friendly young man, such as yourself, couldn’t help but prosper in
their company.”

Cotten gave him a slow, malevolent wink and
released his hand. “I speak of the Mystic Clan, and I am their
leader. Won’t you join us?”

“My opportunities are currently quite lean,”
Crenshaw said, trying his companion’s verbose manner of speech. He
didn’t want to sound too eager.

“Perhaps you can assist me in my current
endeavor,” Cotten said. “I have been dealing in stolen slaves, as
the risks are slight and the rewards substantial. A couple of my
clan members and I stole some slaves just recently. They’ve gone
ahead as I was delayed. Now I am hurrying to catch up with
them.”

Crenshaw hoped Cotten was speaking of the
Stogdon’s slaves. He wanted to question the outlaw concerning the
location of the theft, but thought that might tip his hand.

“If you will travel with me to the Mystic
Clan’s wilderness fortress,” Cotten continued, “I will introduce
you to my fellows and find a place for you within our company.”

“I thought you were going to Memphis,”
Crenshaw said.

“Wherever did you get that idea?”

Crenshaw couldn’t admit that he had heard it
from one of Hume Stogdon’s neighbors.

“It is nothing. I misremembered.”

Cotten gave him a look of suspicion, but this
quickly passed.

Though frightened by the prospect, it
appeared to Crenshaw that Cotton might take him right to the
Stogdon’s stolen slaves. “I am inclined to accept your offer,” he
said at last.

“Splendid,” Cotten said. “I suggest we pause
alongside the road for a spell and toast our new found friendship
and warm our bones.”

“That would be very agreeable” Crenshaw
said.

When they had dismounted, and were seated on
a log, the outlaw offered him a flask of brandy. “To your future
with the Mystic Clan . . .”

~~~

“That’s enough for tonight,” Joel said.

He put down the book and pulled out a pack of
cigarettes. “Hey, I stole these from my dad’s girlfriend this
afternoon,” He took one out, acted like he was going to put it in
his mouth, but quickly reached over and stuck it between Mark’s
lips instead. Then he fished out another and put it between his
teeth.

Joel knew his friend hated smoking, but Mark
didn’t put up a fight when Joel whipped out his Zippo and lit the
cigarette for him. He seemed to take only a small amount of smoke
into his lungs, trying hard not to cough. Mark just wasn’t any good
at it, but Joel intended to make a smoker out of him yet.

Joel lit his own cigarette, took a long drag,
then eyed his friend with satisfaction through the centers of blue
smoke rings.

Ebbie, Mark’s golden retriever, squatted and
began to pee on the mildewed scraps of carpet on the floor.
Disgusted, Joel kicked the scraps through the ladder hole and moved
away from the stained boards.

“Just sit down, Ebbie,” Mark told her,
pushing down on the dog’s hindquarters.

“If you can’t get that dog to behave, I’m
gonna throw her over the rail!”

“Oh no you won’t. She just pissed. She
never takes a dump without sniffing around a whole lot first.
Besides, she’s our protector, nobody can get at us without her
waking us up.”

“An Indian could,” Joel said. He opened a
candy bar and began to eat.

“How dumb can you get? There ain’t no Indians
around here.” Mark glanced around nervously.

“Used to be. And in this part of Tennessee,
there were longhunters too, and cannibal land and river pirates
that would roast ye like a pig with your dick in your mouth.” Joel
leered, gave Mark a chocolate seefood.

“You talk about the past like it’d be so cool
to live then, but those Indians and pirates would kill you in a
heartbeat. They’da squashed you like a bug.”

“Like hell, Mark. I could’ve handled myself
all right.”

“Bullshit, Joel. You wouldn’t have lasted a
minute and you know it. Life was nothin’ but tryin’ not to get sick
and tryin’ to kill everyone else before they killed you.”

“Like I said, I’m as tough as the
worst of ‘em.” Joel spat on the floor next to Mark. “And that arm
of yours I broke says I’m right.”

Mark looked away.

It happened late last summer on the first day
of school. The minute Joel met Mark, something told him that Mark
was the one. Fearstink was all over Mark—the way he walked along
with his hands shoved in his pockets and his head down, the way he
avoided eye contact, the way he grinned nervously if you bumped
into him. Joel was a transfer from another school and he needed to
beat the crap out of somebody to establish himself as a tough guy.
Later, even Joel admitted he’d gone too far, breaking Mark’s arm in
their first, and only, fight.

He hadn’t meant to do it. Not really. He was
sitting on Mark’s back, twisting his arm, ordering him to say he
was a goddamn pussy. Mark was trying, between sobs. Then there was
this godawful snap, and Mark had stopped crying. He stopped
breathing, for just a second. Then he sucked in air and he
screamed, loud and high-pitched, like a girl. Joel had thought for
a moment that he would throw up. He thought that he had never
regretted anything more in his life. But it had done the job,
everyone was afraid of Joel.

As punishment for fighting in school, both
boys were given three-day suspensions. Mark’s father whipped him
with his belt and then grounded him for a month.

Joel had been offered a choice: a year’s
stint in reform school or an apology to Mark and his family. The
apology hadn’t hurt his pride too much. After all, he really was
pretty sorry. Afterward, Joel made every effort to win Mark over,
at first just hanging out with him, then introducing him to
smoking, shoplifting and skipping school. Mark was first fearful,
then flattered. And although Mark was a reluctant apprentice, Joel
was gradually wearing him down.

Joel knew that for the very same reasons Mark
feared him, he considered Joel an invaluable ally. Joel found out
that Mark had always been picked on, and he sure as hell was no
good in a fight. With Joel as his friend, Mark had a bodyguard by
default and gained status by association. And, the truth was, Joel
liked him. Mark wasn’t exactly brave, but he was loyal, and
sometimes, he was pretty damn funny. And he was the only person in
the school, maybe the only person in the world, who knew Joel’s
secret; he was smart. He loved to read, and he loved the raucous
history of the river country. But he wasn’t about to let anybody
find out, and think he was some wimpy, geeky egghead.

“I wish we could go back and meet some of
those people—the outlaws, the Indians—and see what this area was
like when it was still wild,” Joel said.

“My grandma always says, ‘The blood of Father
Time only flows one way.’” 

“You’re a dork and so’s your grandma.”

The boys fell silent. Joel looked out into
the night, his imagination peopling the surrounding woods with
figures from the past; the heroic men who had settled the area last
century, the savage Indians, and the outlaws. Men like Matthew
Crenshaw were great because of their courage in facing the threat
of the land pirates. Joel had great respect for him, but what he
didn’t tell Mark was that he loved the criminals the best;
characters like Samuel Mason, The Pike brothers, John Long and
James Ford. While reading the Crenshaw book, Joel was always
secretly rooting for the outlaw, Jarret Cotton, even though he knew
the land pirate got it in the end. The man had had such charisma
and style!

“Those bad guys you like so much, they
weren’t so tough. They weren’t invisible, like Superman. That guy
Jamus Cooke brought ‘em all down.”

“Invincible, eedjit,” said Joel, feeling a
little unsettled. It was like Mark had just read his mind. “Yeah,
Jamus Cooke broke the back of the Mystic Clan when he turned
himself in and squealed on everybody. But that didn’t make him a
hero. Some say he was none other than Jamus Pike, Wesley and Virgil
Pike’s older brother. They say he never made up his mind whether to
be criminal or law-abiding. I think he was a goddamn traitor,
that’s what. He turned on his own.”

Joel glared at Mark, daring him to disagree.
Mark looked out the window.

“‘Course some say there never was a Jamus
Pike,” Joel grumbled. He went back to staring out the window.

Insects had gathered in greater and greater
numbers around the yellow trouble light as night settled in around
them. From beyond the patchwork walls, the monotonous song of the
insect choir filled the night with a rhythmic whirring.

“If we were up at Reelfoot Lake,” said Joel,
“we could use these bugs for bait and go fishing. You ever been up
there?”

“No, my dad don’t take me anywhere. I’ve
never even been out of Dexter.”

“It’s only . . . what . . . like ten, maybe
twenty miles north of here. It’s real weird too—got all these dead
trees sticking up out of it, and in a boat you gotta go real slow
‘cause there’s all kinds of stuff hiding just under the water
waiting to grab you and haul you down.”

“Yeah, well you can go fishing with
’em. They give me the creeps.”

Joel grinned, delighted with Mark’s fear of
the thousands of cicadas around them, the insects crawling freely
about the tree house, inside and out. He grabbed one from the wall
and shoved it in Mark’s face. “What’s so bad about ‘em, anyway?”
Joel thought their black, ridged bodies were a little gross, but
their red jeweled eyes and clear, veined, crystal wings were kind
of pretty. The cicada buzzed angrily, twisting in his fingers and
waving its thick, black legs.

Mark frowned and slapped the bug out of his
hand. “Last week,” Mark said, “when the cicadas were just coming up
out of the ground, Mama told me the last big cicada invasion
happened the year I was born. She said they were everywhere—so many
they’d pull clothes off the line from their weight, coated the
streets with slime from cars runnin’ over ‘em, even clog the cars’
engines. I thought she was nuts—there could never be so many bugs.
I thought she must’ve been exaggerating. She don’t like bugs
neither. But then the cicadas just kept coming. This invasion’s
much worse than what she told me.”

“They’re just bugs,” Joel said, casually
flicking a couple off the edge.

“But they’re everywhere.”

“Jeez Mark, relax. You sound as bad as
Billy.”

“Fuck you. One or two are no big deal, but
this swarm.… “

“Hey they won’t hurt you or nothing. They
can’t even bite.”

Ebbie stood beneath a branch dripping with
cicadas, enthusiastically gobbling the creatures. Caught between
the dog’s teeth, the insects continued to buzz wings and thrash
legs. With great crunching noises, she chomped down, using her
tongue to draw them in, cicada juices flowing into the foamy
corners of her black, bumpy dog lips. When the chitinous mass was
small enough, she swallowed it all at once.

“Oh God, that’s so gross,” Mark said, backing
up and pressing dangerously against the flimsy wall. “That’s it,
I’m outta here!”

“No way, Mark—don’t be a pussy. You’re
not gonna let a few damn bugs ruin our night. We’re having a great
time.”

“Maybe you are, asshole.”

“We’ve seen the worst of it, and Ebbie here
protected us—just like you said. Look, they’re dying down now.
Tomorrow, before we explore The New Cut, we’ll put up some screens
or something. Whaddaya say?”

Mark looked doubtfully from Joel to the
light. “Okay,” he said, grudgingly. He slid into his sleeping bag
and zipped it up all the way and peered through a tear in the
fabric with one eye.

“Great! Here, you want one of these Caca
Crusties or a Sugarbutt?”

“Naw,” came Mark’s muffled reply, “I don’t
think I can eat anything right now.”

Ebbie found a new source for cicadas toward
the back where another branch dipped in through a makeshift window.
“Aw, Christ, cut it out!” Mark yelled. Ebbie looked at him
reproachfully. He called her over to sit next to him.

A loud rumbling came from Ebbie’s gut and she
belched. Her sides heaved twice and she coughed, her eyes bugging.
Mark was out of his sleeping bag and nearly took a dive off into
space as she vomited on the particleboard floor. The countless
insect bodies that spilled from her gullet were still alive. They
formed a buzzing, flapping, chunky pool that soon began to break up
and crawl apart.

Joel began to squeal with delight.

Then, the dog’s head lurched forward with a
chomp and crunch, forcing the insects back into her mouth. Ebbie
chewed, some wings and a leg or two leaking out before she
swallowed.

Mark, white-faced and shouting, started down
the ladder. On the ground, he untangled his bike from Joel’s and
climbed on.

“What about your dog?”

“You can have her—she’s full of bugs!”

Joel’s laughter chased Mark all the way to
the next corner and up the long drive to his house.


 Chapter 5

“Mama!” Mark said for the fifth time.

“Not now, Mark, I’ve got to get your
sister ready for ballet class.”

He had followed her all over the house, from
the baby’s room upstairs to the laundry room in the basement to the
linen closet in the hall, and would have followed her outside to
the patio garden if his sister, Kathy, had not demanded their
mother’s attention and stopped her dead in her tracks in the living
room.

“But, Mama, I wanna go to the creek
with Joel.”

“Kathy, there’s a hole in your leotards, and
I just bought them!”

Mark stomped his foot, crossed his arms, and
stared back at the knots in the pine paneling. They looked like
taffy-stretched faces, eyes out of place, mouths wide and
screaming. Today they seemed to be mocking him.



“Mama, I can’t go with torn leotards!” Kathy
said, her face frantic. “The girls will think we’re poor.”

“Kathy, you’ll just have to make do.” Mama
turned to Mark, who was tugging at her sleeve. “I don’t have time
to fool with you right now.”

“Well I’m gonna go ask Daddy,” Mark said,
turning away.

I wouldn’t be bothering you, Mother, if I
didn’t have to ask your permission before I so much as take a
whiz.

He found his father in the study working on a
plastic model of a Chevy Impala.

“Daddy, I wanna go to the creek with
Joel.”

His father didn’t seem to hear him and
remained hunched over the model, applying glue to a black manifold
held in a pair of tweezers.

“Well, can I go?”

“You can, if you’ll take your baby sister
with you.”

“Daddy, I can’t take her there, she’ll
drown!”

He’s trying to pawn her off on me so he won’t
be bothered while he works on his damn model.

“I guess you’re right,” his father said
without looking up, “but I don’t want you hanging out with that
Biggs boy.”

Mark felt his face flush with anger and
gritted his teeth. He watched impatiently as his father carefully
installed the manifold.

It’s like I’m not even here.

“Daddy, I’m going now. I’m not taking Kelly
with me and I’ll be with Joel all day!”

“That’s fine, just be sure to do your chores
before you leave.”

Mark said nothing and stomped out the back
door.

To hell with chores and to hell with Mama and
Daddy. If they don’t have time for me, I don’t have time for them
either.

But dammit, when they start looking for me
later on and can’t find me, they’re gonna be really pissed off and
I’m gonna get punished. It’s not fair!

Maybe I just won’t come back.


 Chapter 6

His father was right where Joel expected him
to be, planted in front of the television with his feet propped up,
his first beer of the day in hand.

“Dad, if you let me go down to the creek with
Mark, I’ll clean out the gutters.”

“You’re grounded and you know it,” his father
rumbled without looking up from his baseball game. “You didn’t do
your chores. You’re grounded and don’t think I’ve forgotten.”

“But Dad, I only wanna go to the creek. It’s
not like I’m going far—just across the road. I won’t be gone long,
and I’ll come right back and clean out the gutters.”

I gotta get outta here before you get really
shitfaced.

“Joel, I’m not in a bargaining mood. You
never live up to your end of the bargain, you little shit.”

On the television someone hit a long fly
ball, and his father was up and out of his worn recliner, screaming
“All right!” at the top of his lungs. He plopped back down, the old
cushions coughing out a stench of stale sweat and spilled beer. He
drained the can and, crushing it in his hairy fist, he dropped it
on the floor beside last night’s leftovers.

“Get me another one, boy.”

“We’re all out, Dad,” Joel said, hoping
against hope that his father would believe him.

“You’re a goddammed liar.”

His father was fast. Joel didn’t see the open
hand coming, but he sure felt it crack into the side of his face
and knock him to the floor.

“If you’re not willing to do me a little
favor, I don’t want you in my hair. Go to your room!”

Joel got to his feet and darted from the
living room. Passing through the kitchen, he gave the loose grating
on the bottom of their aged refrigerator a swift kick and then ran
down the narrow and peeling hall to his cramped bedroom. Before
entering, he glanced at the back door and saw that the deadbolt was
locked.

Moments later he heard the refrigerator door
squeak and the top of a beer can pop open.

I’m locked in with that drunken bastard
again.

For the hundredth time, Joel tried to think
of a way he could get the key from his father’s pocket without him
knowing it. But the keys were never out of his possession—he slept
in his clothes and just transferred the keys when he changed his
pants.

He glanced at his bookshelf, his usual escape
route. Crammed into every available space, mixed in with the
plastic models of tanks and planes, were his books. Amongst the
Bradburys and Tolkiens were books on history—great battles and
generals, Indians, archaeology—and an old and battered set of
encyclopedias. But Joel wasn’t in the mood to read—the thought of
his father, a drunken time bomb ticking away down the hall, made
him too damn jumpy. Once again, he cursed his mother for dying and
leaving him with her drunk.

He considered his bedroom window. In an
effort to cut off all escape, his father had installed storm
windows and hammered in wedges from the outside so they couldn’t be
opened.

From the living room, his father roared.

Joel pulled out his Swiss Army knife and went
to work on the window. He broke the screwdriver tip, but finally
managed to remove the pane. He breathed in the sweet summer air,
wriggled through the window, and escaped.


 Chapter 7

The creek was a great living thing that wound
snake-like through the boys’ neighborhood, a pet to be played with,
a wild and mysterious animal that lent its personality to an
otherwise ordinary middle-class landscape of streets and houses. As
far as Joel was concerned, it was his and was meant to be explored,
no matter whose property he had to pass through to do it. Although
“The New Cut” was just a deep, man-made gouge—the result of
straightening the creek—it represented unexplored territory, an
irresistible challenge.

“Backhoe’s gone,” Mark said, looking at the
mountains of earth beside the new stretch of creek. “I guess that
means they’re finished.”

“You think they could’ve made it any deeper?”
Joel said. “I mean the banks are only, what, like eight feet
tall?”

“Who cares?” Mark shrugged, wiping the sweat
from his forehead. “We oughta just get in.”

“Go ahead! Sure is muddy, though. No tellin’
what all’s in there.”

It was a blistering, humid day and the scant
breeze did them little good. Occasionally a car whooshed by on the
nearby road, the wind in its wake like a blast of steam. The water
would be nice and cool but they hesitated above the giggling
surface.

Mark’s golden retriever showed no fear
whatsoever. She was already crouched down with her head half
submerged, gulping water. Water bugs skated about her head, dancing
in and out of the waving spray of her long red-gold fur. Her ears
wiggled in the gentle current as they floated on the water. Joel
wondered how many of the creek bugs she had swallowed over the
years.

“So, Joel, whadya do to Ebbie? She was
limping this morning.”

“Well, she wouldn’t have been if you’d been
around to help me haul her outta the tree house. She weighs a ton.
You’re lucky she didn’t leave a crater in the ground.”

“Well, thanks for helping her down, anyway,”
Mark said grudgingly.

Joel kicked a clod of loose dirt into the
water. “You think this creek’s big enough to float a raft? We could
build one from that dead sycamore,” he said, pointing, “and ride it
all the way to the Mississippi.”

“It’s big enough here only because Mrs.
Howard had it gouged out. But you know how thin it gets at the
Canals.”

“We’ll build it there, then. That’s right
where the woods start on the Maxwell farm, and you know how deep it
gets after that.”

“We’re gonna need food for a couple of days,
and water too.”

“I’ve got a couple of canteens. But we won’t
need to bring any food. I’ll bring my .22 so we can hunt us up some
squirrels and rabbits, just like in the olden days.”

“What if we got lost?”

“With me around?” said Joel, grinning. “Ha! I
never been lost yet and don’t aim to let that happen any time
soon.”

A car horn sounded from the road behind them
and they turned to see Mrs. Howard waving from her blue Nova. The
boys waved dutifully as she rounded the corner and pulled into her
driveway.

“Billy!” she called, stepping out of her car.
“You boys seen Billy?”

“No, ma’am,” Mark said.

“Hell no,” Joel muttered under his
breath to his friend. “My father says she’s a stupid old bitch and
just wasting her money. Says she expects to sell off half her lot
now that the creek don’t wind all through it. What she don’t know
is the codes—they say you gotta have two acres ‘cause we got no
sewers.” Mrs. Howard bustled into the house with her groceries.
Joel winced at the sight of her huge butt bulging through white
stretch pants.

“All them Howards are just stupid,” Mark
agreed.

“Oh yeah?” came a small but defiant
voice.

Where the hell did Billy come from?
Joel wondered. He was always popping up like that, horning in like
Joel and Mark were his friends or something. He was only seven and
never any fun because he only knew how to do little kid things.
They weren’t baby sitters, goddammit.

But there he was, standing on the shoulder of
the road. He was wearing short blue pants, the stupid little boy
kind with the key clip on one loop, and a bright yellow t-shirt. He
had girlish red hair that was almost blonde in places and gleamed
in the sun. Across his cheeks and nose was a goofy spray of
freckles that had been darkened by the sun. And what pissed Joel
off the most was that stupid smirk he always seemed to be
wearing.

“Well, my mom would get her boyfriend to beat
your daddy up if I told her what you said.” Billy’s chin jutted,
little fists planted on his hips.

“Teddy?” Mark said. “Teddy against my
father? You’ve got to be kidding—my daddy who was head of the
boxing team in college?”

Joel walked up to the small boy. “My daddy
said your mama spent a fortune straightening this creek for no good
reason, and I’ll whip your ass if you don’t agree with me.” He
pushed him and Billy spilled painfully onto the chewed up, rocky
ground. He began to cry.

“Mark, I’m gettin’ tired of standing around,”
Joel growled. “ If you’re so scared, you can stay here and cry with
Billy.”

He took off his shoes, tied the laces
together, and hung them around his neck.

“You’re gonna step on glass and cut up your
feet,” Mark said.

“There’s no glass down there. It’s fresh dug.
Besides, I ain’t gonna walk around with mud and rocks in my shoes
like a dumbass.”

“You know glass is always rolling down from
upstream and if it’s clear, you can’t see it.”

Joel gave Mark a defiant look and hopped
recklessly off the edge, sliding on his butt down the nearly
vertical bank, a small avalanche of raw dirt cascading after
him.

“Crybaby,” Mark tossed over his shoulder at
the still sniffling Billy, as he scrambled after his friend.
“Follow if you want. But remember, the snapping turtles are waiting
to get you.”

The older boys moved along The New Cut,
turning over rocks, chasing salamanders and harassing crayfish.
They passed through a short stretch where the light bouncing off
the surface of the water filled the air with too much light, as if
there were reflections coming from more than one sun.

Ebbie stopped dead in her tracks, then began
leaping about and barking as the boys moved on.

“Stop that, Ebbie,” Mark said, “we’re busy
and we’re not gonna play with you right now.” He sat in the water
and removed his shoes. “Damn periwinkles hurt my feet.”

Joel looked over at him and gave him a look
that said, “dumbass,” and then went back to working on the creek
bed. He had discovered a fossilized mollusk shell frozen in the
bedrock and was down on his knees trying to break it free with a
loose stone.

“Damn,” Joel said, throwing the stone away,
“I busted up this neat—”

His voice trailed off as he caught sight of a
shiny black shape coiled on a sunny rock next to his head. He
hadn’t noticed it until it began to move. It was rearing its head
to strike and hissing loudly.

Water moccasin! his mind screamed.
Get up and run!

Instead he tried to become perfectly still,
wondering if, like he’d read, the snake couldn’t see him if he
didn’t move. As the soft mud beneath his knees gave way, he began
to fall forward and slowly put out his hands for support.

Out of the corner of his eye, Joel saw Mark
had put on a beard and mustache of the long, stringy algae that
drifted down from upstream.

“Hey Joel,” his friend said, laughing, “look
at me!”

Joel couldn’t take his eyes off the snake and
he was sure Mark would think he was ignoring him again—sometimes
Joel did that just to piss him off.

“Look at me, dammit!” Mark said. He placed
his foot on Joel’s butt and gave him a hard shove.

“Water moccasin!” Joel yelped, toppling into
the water.

The snake slipped into the stream and swam
between Mark’s legs. Mark shrieked and jumped out of the water,
clung to the roots hanging out of the bank. The snake disappeared
downstream.

Joel was relieved that his friend was too
distracted to notice how frightened Joel was.

“That was a cottonmouth, wasn’t it? It
could’ve killed us.”

“Well it didn’t,” Joel said, feigning
disgust. “So stop crying about it.”

“We gotta get outta here!”

“God, you’re such a spazmoid. Calm your
little butt down—the cut ends just ahead.”

No longer exploring, they moved forward in
silence. Ebbie barked at them from the lip of the bank, above. When
Mark called to her, she sniffed out a way down and joined them.

“Hey, it’s not ending. I think we’re going
the wrong way.”

“No way,” Joel said, finally looking up.
“What are you saying—we’re lost? The creek only goes in two
directions. Only a flicto like you could get lost walking a
straight line.”

But then his cockiness wavered and he looked
around in bewilderment—nothing seemed familiar.

“Isn’t this only supposed to be about a
hundred yards long?” Mark asked. He looked a little scared. “I mean
we should be at the end by now, shouldn’t we?”

“I don’t fucking recognize any of this
shit!”

Joel looked back the way they had come. It
all looked the same, the creek and its steep banks running straight
until lost in the hazy distance.

“Hey Joel, maybe they came back and cut some
more last night while we were asleep.”

“God, you’re so stupid. It looks
different ‘cause it’s all tore up. See, Ebbie’s not worried—we’ll
just follow her home when we’re ready.”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

Joel picked up a flat stone and tried to skip
it across the surface of the water. It skipped once and thudded
into the muddy bank.

“It’s not wide enough here for skipping
stones,” Mark said.

Ebbie retrieved the stone and dropped it at
Mark’s feet.

“Oh yeah?” Joel bent and chose another. This
time the rock skipped once, as if to prove him right, bounced and
hit an unusual stone embedded in the bank. The stone was round and
broke open when struck. Mark splashed through the water to
investigate.

“Hey, Joel, lookit this!” he cried out, “It’s
hollow!”

As if sensing Mark’s mood, Ebbie started
barking and bounding about.

“Maybe it’s a geode,” Joel said.

The stone was slippery, hard to get a hold
of, and it took both of them to free it from the mud. There was a
wet sucking sound and the thick smell of clay. A thin, shell-like
fragment had broken away and they could see the stone was full of
earth and tiny rootlets. It slipped out of their grasp and fell
with a splash. Growling, Ebbie followed it as it rolled sluggishly
under the water. The boys retrieved it, and when they turned it
over, they saw its features well enough through the clay that
skinned it to know what it was. The white gleam of teeth, eye
sockets filled with black mud.

“It’s human!”


 Chapter 8

“Hey guys,” Billy shouted for the
third time. “Come on, say something, please.”

Mark and Joel seemed to be ignoring him—not
an unusual thing—as they retraced their steps, passing what looked
like a muddy stone back and forth between them. Even the dog would
not respond to him.

The air between Billy and the other boys had
a strange quality to it, something like a heat shimmer, but with a
silent-film-type flickering quality as well.

Nobody wants me around, not Joel and Mark,
not Mom and her stupid boyfriend.

Billy’s mom had been saying “get lost” to him
in one form or another ever since she met up with her new
boyfriend. But recently it had taken on new meaning. They were at
his Great Aunt Ester’s house for a family reunion and Mom and her
Teddy had wanted to go for a walk in the garden, alone.

“Take a hike, kid,” Teddy said.

“Mother’s busy, dear. Why don’t you go play
in the pool, or something?”

“But Mom!” Billy said, but she hurried
away.

Bored, he wandered around until he found
himself at the pool. It was loud and bright and full of cousins he
didn’t know. They looked like they were having fun though, and
since he wasn’t, he thought he’d join them.

Billy took off his shirt and jumped in.
Unfortunately, he was at the deep end and sank eight feet, straight
to the bottom. He screamed out all his air, kicked off the bottom
and scrambled upward. Breaking the surface just long enough for a
single desperate, gulping breath, Billy tried to call out for help,
but had no time. He sank immediately.

The drain in the bottom of the pool loomed
toward him, sucking him down. His feet touched bottom and he
desperately kicked off, rising through the dark, cold water to the
shimmering light above.

He broke the surface with the pool’s edge
just out of reach. Billy sputtered and gulped air in the instant
before the drain sucked him back under. Billy fought the drain,
rising and sinking over and over, until he felt he had taken his
last breath and would finally be sucked into the sewer.

A cousin, the only one at the reunion he knew
by name, pulled him out just before the drain claimed him at last.
Nathan left Billy lying by the side of the pool. And since his
mother had not returned for him, he stayed there long after the
other guests had gone home. He watched the drain with burning eyes.
It stared up at him and winked malevolently through the ripples on
the water’s surface.

Ever since, the drain had dwelled within him.
Left alone too long, he would feel it sucking him down and then it
would wink, as if to say, “One of these days.… “

Billy kicked a clod of dirt into the cut and
began a string of curses unlike anything he’d ever dreamed
possible. He knew that if his mother could hear him, he’d get a
whipping. He didn’t care. He wished he was saying it right to her
face. Tears slid down his hot cheeks as he used every swear word
he’d ever heard, and made up a few as well.

His anger faded as his voice grew hoarse. He
stood silently, watching the boys pass out of sight around a bend.
The drain was beginning to tug at him when he caught sight of
Mark’s striped shirt in the distance through the shimmering,
flickering air. He bolted in their direction, shouting, “Wait
up!
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They were heading back to Mark’s house to
clean up the skull when they decided they had somehow gotten turned
around. Now, nothing looked familiar to Mark in either
direction.

“Hey, I’ve got it,” Joel said, “if we watch
the water, we can figure out which way it’s moving.”

Mark looked down at the empty cicada shells
that littered the surface and wanted to kick them away, but he
tried to be still. With their thick legs and oversized claws, they
looked like little 1950’s movie monsters as they bumped against his
legs. Despite the heat, he shuddered.

“Damn, Joel, I can’t see it moving.”

“Me neither.”

Mark looked hopefully at his dog. She was
snuffling along the rooty bank, as if she knew where she was
going.

“Let’s follow her,” Mark said.

Ebbie dashed out into the water and splashed
around before running on ahead. When she stopped and looked back,
Mark realized she was just taking her cues from them.

Tired of carrying the skull, Joel placed it
within a tangle of sycamore roots hanging over the edge of the
bank.

“We’ll come back for it.”
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With a throbbing headache, Joel awoke to the
soft purr of the mail truck’s engine, followed by the squeal of
disk brakes as it pulled up to his mailbox. Lifting his head from
the dining room table, he pushed the Crenshaw book away, knocking
some of his empties onto the floor.

It irritated the shit out of him that he
responded to this same call day after day like some idiotic
Pavlov’s dog. It wasn’t like he was expecting to get anything. He
never did. But his mailbox was the last real connection he had with
the outside world—the people who sent the junk mail didn’t know he
was a drunk.

Joel stood, walked to the front door, and
opened it, squinting painfully at the early afternoon light. It was
raining lightly, though the sun was out.

Devil’s beating his wife.

In spite of the throbbing pain in his head,
he trudged out into it. Joel pretended not to see the unopened mail
from days past that littered his dewy lawn. He was embarrassed to
see how fast it built up, but not nearly as much as he had been a
couple of weeks ago, when two of the neighborhood women had cleaned
up his yard, leaving the clumps of moisture-ruined junk mail in a
neat cardboard box on his doorstep, with a little note which read
“God Bless.”

Joel was nearly to the street when he slipped
in the wet grass. He caught himself awkwardly on one arm before
landing heavily on his side. Picking himself up, trying not to
puke, he found a sodden envelope plastered to his shoe. He shook
his foot, but the envelope remained glued in place. Hissing, he
kicked out savagely and lost his balance. He let out a yelp as he
landed hard on his butt. The impact sent jagged lightning through
his thundering head, and he cradled himself and moaned.

Cursing, he reached down and peeled the
envelope off his shoe. He glanced at the return address and saw it
was from Moss Phelps, his “cousin,” whom he had not spoken to or
thought about in years. How long had it been lying on his lawn? The
postmark was dated a week ago.

“Sonuvabitch!” he said, ripping it open and
accidentally tearing it in two. A bus ticket fell from the envelope
and landed in his lap. He opened the pieces of the letter and held
them together.

Dear Dunderpate,

Heard you been having a hard time lately and
I thought maybe you could use a break. Why don’t you come see me,
Lynn and the kids? I’ve got a month off from work so I could work
on our new house. The place is near Jackson. We may be living in
the sticks, but it’s gorgeous country and there’s not a soul around
for miles.

Here’s a bus ticket. Why don’t you use it?
Give us a call and let us know when you’re arriving and we’ll pick
you up at the bus depot. Use the number below.

I only ask one thing—if you come up, you
gotta stay dry. We’ll put you up as long as you like, but the deal
is, you can’t drink. Sorry if I sound like a hardass, Joel,
but you know I’m really just trying to help.

All the love in the whole fucking world!

Moss

“Well fuck you too!” Joel wadded up the
letter and threw it in the ditch. “Who the hell asked you to save
my goddamn life! Nosey-ass motherfucker. If I wanna fuck up my
life, it’s my own goddamn business.”

He picked up the ticket, ripped it into
dozens of pieces and tossed them into the air, muttering under his
breath.

Someone’s watching me. Joel looked up
to see his next-door neighbor, old Mrs. Devereaux, standing at the
corner of her yard, staring at him.

“Mind your own goddamn business, you fucking
busybody!”

She blanched, one hand rising to her
trembling lips.

“Well I never!” she said, hurrying off down
the street.

When his anger had subsided, all that was
left was an all too familiar embarrassment. These days his actions
seemed to bring him nothing but regret. He picked himself up and,
wiping at the wet seat of his pants, tried to scoop up the pieces
of the bus ticket.

“Fuck, I’ll never be able to pick ‘em all
up.” He dropped the scraps and kicked at them, then remembered the
letter and the telephone number.

I might go a couple of days without drinking,
he thought, ‘sides, it’d be good to see Moss again.

The ditch was full of water, moving
rapidly.

Shit—no telling where it is!

He jogged along the ditch, each footfall
sending bright flares of agony through his head. Finally, he caught
sight of the wadded letter as it entered the pipe that ran beneath
his next-door-neighbor’s driveway.

“No you don’t, goddammit!” he shouted as he
lunged for it.

Not twenty feet away, Mrs. Devereaux wheeled
around. “Don’t you come any closer!”

He missed the letter and watched it race
through the pipe. As he was climbing out of the ditch to cross the
driveway, Mrs. Devereaux was rapidly backing away, her high heels
clicking on the pavement, hands held out for balance.

“You get back. Don’t make me call the
police!”

Joel ignored her and ran across the driveway.
He jumped into the ditch with a great splash and snagged the letter
as it sped out of the pipe. He emerged dripping wet, mud streaming
off of him.

“Just look at you, Mr. Biggs,” said Mrs.
Devereaux with a grimace.

He made as if to lunge toward her. Squealing,
she wheeled around and ran back toward her house. Halfway, she
broke a heel and stumbled forward. His laughter followed her the
rest of the way.

~~~

“Hey, Moss, this is Joel,” he said, feeling
like an asshole, “you know, Dunderpate!”

“Yeah, Joel—glad you called! How long’s it
been?”

“Too damned long.”

“So you got my letter. You comin’ up to see
us?”

“Yeah, well, that’s why I called. I’d sure
like to, but … “

“Well you got the bus ticket, right?”

“Well, yeah, but … When I opened your letter
the ticket fell out in a puddle … uh … of juice. It’s all sticky
and I—”

“Just dry it off. They don’t care. They’ll
still take it.”

“Well, uh, the truth is, it kinda got
ripped.”

“What do you mean, Joel? How did it ‘kinda
get ripped’?”

“Okay, I got pissed off at your letter and
tore it into a million pieces and—”

“Joel—”

“It’s not that you were wrong in what you
said. I got pissed off ‘cause you were right. I gotta real
problem and I could really use your help.”

Joel’s cheeks burned as he waited for Moss to
respond, hoping he would offer to buy him another ticket. I
really need this, he realized. As the silence stretched on,
Joel wondered how he was going to admit that he couldn’t afford his
own ticket.

“I’ll send you another, no problem. You’ve
been honest with me and I appreciate it. If you can admit you’ve
got a problem, you’ve made one step—an important step—in the right
direction.”

I’ve heard it all before. You don’t have to
goddamn preach to me.

“Thanks, Moss. It’ll be great to see you
again.”

“No problem. What about the deal? Can you
live up to your end?”

Joel didn’t want to hesitate, but couldn’t
help it, feeling stripped of his dignity. He’d always looked up to
Moss though he hadn’t seen him in years. He didn’t want Moss
thinking poorly of him, but apparently it was too late. Who had he
been talking to?

“Yeah. If I take things one day at a
time.”

Yeah, that’s just the kind of crap Moss’ll
want to hear.

Jesus, I’m already trying to manipulate
him—and he’s the only friend I got left. Better can that shit real
quick.

“Good, then that’s just the way we’ll take
it. I’ll call the Dexter bus depot as soon as we hang up, and
there’ll be another ticket waiting for you. When can you come?”

“This afternoon. The sooner the better.”

“Yeah, I think there’s a three o’clock
departure. I’ll set that up for you.”

“Great. I’ll see you.”

“Bye.”

Joel stripped off his muddy clothes and took
a long, hot shower, washing away days of grime and whisky-stinking
sweat. He wandered into his tiny bedroom, dressed, and stuffed
clothes at random into a ratty khaki duffel bag. The shiny pants
and threadbare shirts embarrassed him, but he wasn’t exactly in a
position to go shopping for new ones. Moss’ll understand. He’s
expecting a bum, and that’s what he’ll get.

Joel had about thirty minutes before he
should leave for the bus station. He sat at the dining room table
and picked up the Crenshaw book.

…“Now, let me tell you something of the laws
concerning slave theft,” Cotten said. “If a negro escapes and his
master puts up a reward inviting any man to catch the negro, such
an advertisement constitutes a power of attorney entrusting the
captor to take the negro into his possession. If the captor puts
the negro to his own use, instead of returning him, no theft has
been committed and the only redress for the master is to be had in
civil action. The Mystic Clan holds nothing but contempt such
trifling suits.”

The Outlaw took another drink from his flask
and passed it to Crenshaw.

Crenshaw said, “No thank you. Tell me more of
this fascinating and devious plan.”

“The Mystic Clan makes a fortune selling the
slaves over and over again, Before each sale, we arrange a meeting
place with the slave so we can steal him back. We have found the
promise of eventual freedom keeps the negroes loyal. After four or
five sales, before the risk becomes too great, we simply kill the
slaves. The fish of the Mississippi are fattened on their
corpses.”

Crenshaw had difficulty concealing his shock.
To cover it he began to cough. “What a waste.” he said. Cotten gave
him a cold stare, and Crenshaw hastily added, “when the slave might
still be put to work somewhere.”

“The more a slave is passed around, the more
people become acquainted with his face, the more we risk being
found out. If I can’t afford to kill a negro, I won’t steal
him.”

Crenshaw was appalled as the villain spoke of
the Mystic Clan’s adventures, the manner in which they dealt out
death as casually as one might pull on one’s boots. He knew they
must be the cruelest band of land pirates that had ever
existed.

When the outlaw offered the brandy again,
Crenshaw wanted the drink to steel himself against the dire images
conveyed by Cotten’s high-flown speech, but knew that he must keep
his wits about him.

“Now let me tell you of the Mystic Clan’s
Grand Plot,” Cotten said, turning to Crenshaw with his brows raised
to excite a sense of wonder. “Our Grand Plot involves a slave
uprising.”

He allowed a long pause before
continuing.

“As I’ve explained, our activities with the
slaves have never been limited to financial gains alone. We are
always on the lookout for just the right type of negroe. Those
brutish enough, yet clever enough for us to train to excite other
slaves to rebellion, are recruited as officers to create armies of
slaves. We win them over by telling them that most of the world has
abandoned slavery and that the slaves in the West Indies won their
freedom through a revolt much like the one we are proposing. We
tell them that the United States has become fattened and soft on
the fruit of their labors, and that, should they win their freedom,
they would be on an equal footing with the whites.

“We explain that there are thousands of white
men willing to die alongside them, fighting for their freedom. Then
we swear them to secrecy with a long, drawn out ritual full of
magical threats. I have found the negro to be much given to
superstition and have made good use of it.

“Then we sell them to planters with large
holdings and instruct them to incite their fellows to
rebellion.”

Cotten, riding ahead of Crenshaw gestured
expansively as he spoke.

“All up and down the Mississippi our slave
officers are busy fomenting discontent among the slaves and
offering them freedom. On Christmas Eve of next year, we will
provide the officers with liquor for their armies. I know of no
surer method to bring them together. By midnight the armies will be
liquored up, and they will be instructed to kill all the whites but
for a few who will join them in their struggle. They will attack in
the night. Dawn on December twenty-fifth will see the rich brought
to their knees. While the country fights to put down the slave
revolt, The Mystic Clan will loot the South.”

“How will the slaves be armed for this?”
Crenshaw asked. “How will you get the weapons to them?”

“The Mystic Clan has set aside a percentage
of our considerable income to purchase weapons. These are cached
throughout the countryside in strategic locations. They will be
distributed amongst the slaves at the proper time.

“All the great cities of the south will be
destroyed. In the midst of this revolt, in the confusion and
rubble, the Mystic Clan will sack the burning cities. The plunder
will be unimaginable.

“We will let the negroes fight for us, all
the while thinking they are fighting for their freedom. This will
be a glorious massacre. For the slaves, it will all be for nothing.
The whites will organize and destroy them all.

“I will become known for having shed more
blood than any other conqueror known to history. I’m sure this
seems the most outlandish of plots to you, Crenshaw, but I pride
myself on its audacity.”

Crenshaw was a simple man, a man without
wealth and power. All his life, however, he had felt it was his
duty to better the lives of others. He had always striven to do the
right thing. Even so, he felt he could do more. After all, his life
had to count for something in the eyes of the Lord.

Now he had his chance—he must halt the
outlaw’s diabolical course.

He only hoped that Cotten wouldn’t see
through his act and turn on him.

He took a deep breath before speaking. “I
understand and appreciate your methods, which to any other person
would seem cold and merciless. But great leaders must make hard
decisions, and in these there is no room for emotion. I’m sure the
members of your fraternity regard you as a great leader, as a
George Washington, dare I say, or a Napoleon Bonaparte, and heap
upon you wealth and power.”

Jarrett Cotten swelled visibly with the
flattery, and Crenshaw knew this may prove to be his greatest
weapon against the man, for the great outlaw was a victim of his
own pride.

“Our accommodations for the evening will bear
you out. We travel to the home of one of my confederates, where we
will be treated like royalty.”

Joel walked out into the pale-blue sunshine,
allowing himself a tiny taste of hope. He squinted at the muddy
water in The New Cut. Billy. How could Billy be dead? Joel
could still see him, standing on the bank in his stupid little boy
shorts. He smiled a little, trying not to cry.
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From above, Billy followed the boys as they
moved back and forth within the cut. Shouting and throwing rocks at
them had failed to get their attention and now he was tired. He sat
on the lip of the cut and dangled his feet over the edge.

“It’s my creek,” he muttered.

Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out the
guts of a golf ball. He had removed the skin to see if there really
were a million rubber bands inside.

“Even in my own yard they don’t let me play
with ’em. It was like that when the creek was crooked and it’s the
same now that it’s straight. Mama won’t do nothin’ about it,
and she won’t get Teddy to run ’em off neither.”

He used a pair of fingernail clippers to cut
through several strands of rubber band. The ball squirmed in his
hands as the rubber worms, once drawn tight, were suddenly set
free. The clippers fell from his grasp and were lost in the
creek.

“Damn!”

When they call me names, Mama tells me to
ignore ’em, but when I call ’em names back, she sends me to my
room. If they’re playin’ in my yard, Howard law says I get to play
with ’em, dammit!

He looked at the hairy rubber ball for a
moment and then threw it into the creek.

“But I’m gettin’ hungry, though.” He turned
to look across the stream at his house.

Not wanting to walk all the way down to the
corner where the concrete bridge crossed the creek, Billy looked
for an easier way across the deep cut. He clambered down a tangle
of roots and stood atop a rock jutting from the bank, then made his
way across by leaping from stone to stone, careful not to touch the
water and arouse the attention of the deadly snapping turtles.

“They won’t let go ’til it thunders,” Joel
had once told him.

When Billy climbed out of the cut onto the
opposite bank and looked up, his house was gone. He ran from side
to side, straining to see through trees that were suddenly thicker
than before.

The drain winked at him.

Fighting back sudden tears, he looked for
Mark and Joel. He swallowed the lump in his throat and ran along
the creek bank, dodging vines and branches. A snaking root tripped
him up, and he landed painfully, nearly tumbling off the lip of the
bank.

The older boys looked up at his cry and Ebbie
began to bark.

“Dammit, Billy!” came Mark’s exasperated cry,
his voice echoing along the wide banks of the stream.

Billy looked around, startled. Nothing looked
familiar. This wasn’t the creek he knew so well—it appeared to have
become something of a river.
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Mark knew they really were lost when Joel
decided their next step should be to climb out of the cut and look
around.

“It’s not as steep on this side,” Billy
called down from above.

“Yeah, but my house is on this side,”
said Joel.

Trying to scale the steep bank, Mark lost his
grip and slid back into the water “Shit, I can’t get anywhere in
this mud!”

“Watch me, idiot.” Joel grabbed a couple of
roots sticking out of the mangled bank and lifted himself. With a
sucking sound, the roots pulled free of the mud and Joel fell back
into the water with a loud splash that silenced the insects and
animals.

By their sudden absence, Mark was made aware
of the unusual number of living voices surrounding them.

“Did you hear that?” he asked. Mark chuckled
nervously, sensing with a flash of goose bumps that he was far from
home.

Joel wasn’t listening. He was preoccupied
with the broken roots in his hands. Getting a better look, Mark saw
they were actually human femur bones.

“Cool! Are they real, Joel?”

“Yeah, I think so. God, when they cut through
here, they must’ve gone right through an old graveyard.”

As Billy began to whistle The Old Man and
the Clock the animals and insects resumed their conversations.
Ebbie scrambled up to join him and began the long wavering howl she
normally reserved for the sirens of emergency vehicles.

Joel tossed the bones aside and swiftly wiped
his hands on his pants. “C’mon, Mark, let’s get the hell out of
here.”

They climbed up to join Billy, and Ebbie
greeted them by wringing out her coat, giving them all a liberal
spray of river water with essence of dog.

“My house is that way,” Billy said, pointing,
“but it’s gone. If you help me find it, you can eat lunch with
me.”

“No,” Joel said, “we ain’t going back that
way again. I can see which way the water’s running now. Hendersen’s
Garage is down near where it runs into the Mississippi. Mark, we’ll
call your Mom from there and she’ll come get us.”
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Being in unfamiliar territory was a bit
creepy, but Billy was finally getting to play with the big
boys.

Two hours passed as they continued to follow
the stream. Billy’s stomach burned with hunger as Mark and Joel
argued over possible landmarks—one would swear he recognized a tree
or rock that was totally unfamiliar to the other.

As the stream became wider and deeper, it
branched, winding off in several directions. They stayed out of the
water, to prevent being washed away in what was now a considerable
current.

“Shouldn’t we head north?” Mark asked.

“No, dumbass,” Joel said, “if we do that,
we’ll end up in Reelfoot Lake. We gotta head west, toward the
Mississippi.”

Without another word, Joel forged ahead,
leading the way. At each new branch, he followed the left-hand bank
toward the setting sun.

Holding onto her collar, Mark kept Ebbie
close, not allowing her to leave his side.

They had entered a forest like none Billy had
ever seen. The trees, giants towering over them, wore weirdly vivid
greens and browns. The underbrush was a dense tangle of vines and
brambles stretching between cottonwood and oak trunks that were
fifteen feet or more around. What sunlight did reach them was
heavily filtered through the leafy net overhead. It weakly
illuminated the emerald plaid of saplings and fallen trees that
rose nearly impassable on either side. It’s like being underwater,
Billy thought. Like being a fish in the bottom of a dark, mossy
lake.

Above the constant hum of forest sounds,
there rose the endless whirring of the cicadas. The three boys did
whatever they could to fill the air with their own noise,
chattering, whistling, and singing to mask the unstoppable voice of
the wilderness.

As he became more and more tired, Billy also
became frightened. “I wanna go home,” he said, tugging on Joel’s
sleeve.

“Is little boy gonna cry, now?” Mark
asked.

“I’ll give you something to cry about,” said
Joel, sweeping Billy’s legs out from under him.

He landed against a sapling and a shower of
cicadas fell buzzing into his lap. “Bugs!” he shouted, dancing to
his feet and flailing his limbs. “Get ’em off!”

“Hold him down, Mark.”

Mark forced Billy to the ground and pinned
his shoulders against a log. Joel picked up an empty cicada husk
and leaned over the helpless boy. “You know what this is?” he
asked, thrusting the shell into Billy’s face.

The giant clawed monstrosity came rushing
toward the younger boy. Through its translucent exoskeleton he
could see its organs working, no doubt secreting poisons to spit in
his face. Reflexively, he closed his mouth but kept his eyes opened
because it was worse not being able to see death coming.

“It’s a cicada!” Joel shouted. “Big
fuckin’ deal!”

Now Billy could see that the cicada was only
an inch long and translucent because nobody was home. It made
little difference—the thing was still a bug and he could feel the
urine running down his leg.

~~~

Embarrassed for the little boy, Mark felt
they were being unnecessarily cruel. He lowered his gaze and
watched absently as a pupal cicada blundered from the raw earth
that had been its home for many years.

“An’ you know what, Billy?” Joel shouted.

The terrified boy made no response, but kept
his wide, panicked eyes glued to the insect shell.

“These cicadas are worms under the ground for
thirteen years.”

“Unh-unh.” was Billy’s only response.

Mark watched the cicada claw mechanically at
a stone in its path. After a moment, it stopped trying to dig
through the rock and turned to go around it.

“How would you like to live under the ground
for that long?”

“Nunh-uh.” Billy shook his head as Joel
buzzed his tightly clenched lips with the insect form.

“When their thirteen years is up, they grow
legs and one of these shells and crawl outta the ground. That’s
when they look like this.”

“Ugly little sucker,” said Mark, as the
insect below climbed onto the toe of his sneaker. “Like someone
else I know around here.”

Joel glared at Mark for interrupting. “Then
they hook onto something alive, like a little shit named Billy,
while their shell gets hard and cracks open.”

Billy began to squeal.

“When they crawl out, they got wings so they
start flying around and fucking other cicadas. That’s all they can
do ‘cause they ain’t got mouths and can’t eat nothin’. What they
got instead of a mouth is this real sharp blade and they come back
to the little shit boy named Billy, and they start cuttin’ into him
and laying eggs inside.”

Bored with it, Mark knocked his foot against
the log, dislodging the cicada. “Then the eggs start eatin’ your
guts up ’til they fall out your butt.” Mark said, then grinned.

“Shut the hell up, Mark!” Joel shouted. “You
pencil dick, I’m tellin’ this true and you don’t know nothing. I
read all about it in the encyclopedia.”

Mark spat, relaxing his grip on Billy.

Wriggling his shoulders, Billy almost got
away, but Joel shoved him back. “Lemme go. Bugs make me sick!”

Mark wondered what had set Joel off this
time, and why he was helping him. But sometimes he did that—he
helped Joel push some wimpy kid around, play keep-away with some
dweeb’s glasses, swipe some loser’s lunch money. And goddamn it,
sometimes it felt good. Before he met Joel, Mark had always been
the victim. When he was with Joel, he felt tough. He felt big. He
felt important. There was a guilty, nasty pleasure to be had from
making another kid crawl. But why were they picking on Billy? What
did they have against him, anyway? He was just a little guy. As
Mark looked at him, skinny and small and terrified, he flashed on
himself, sobbing on the ground with a broken arm.

Ashamed, he looked away and ground his heel
into the cicada.

“You’re not going anywhere—I’m not through
with you yet.” Joel pinned Billy with a knee. “Nine months later,
your skin explodes with thousands of cicada worms popping out all
at once. After that, they dig into the ground and the whole thing
starts over again, ’cept you’re not here to see it ‘cause you’re
lying on the ground, full of holes, dead.”

“I’m-a tell,” Billy threatened, face red,
mouth trembling.

Ebbie began barking, loud and urgently. The
boys looked up to see a pair of dark-skinned figures crouched at
the edge of the clearing. Light flashed along the edge of a
knife.

Mark froze, his heart racing as he remembered
stories he had heard of what happened to little boys who
trespassed. Billy broke free and ran screaming for the trees while
Joel grabbed Mark’s sleeve and towed him into the brush. Ebbie
barked twice at the figures and then chased after the boys.

They ran wildly, crashing through the
underbrush, tripping over roots, branches slashing at their faces.
Mark heard no sounds of pursuit, but he wasn’t convinced they were
not being chased.

Joel skidded to a stop at the lip of a
ravine. He started to shout a warning to Mark, but it was too
late—his friend, looking back, collided with him and they tumbled
off the edge. In a tangle, they rolled down the slope, crashing to
a stop in a canebrake. Fighting the cane, Mark released a trapped
stalk that whipped up and hit him in the face.

“Ow, goddamn it!” He cupped his bleeding
nose.

Their struggle only tightened the
interlocking bars of their cane prison.

“Sssh!” Joel hissed, lifting a warning finger
to a torn lip.

Mark heard a rustling above them and crouched
down beside his friend just as Ebbie exploded down the slope.

“Jesus, it’s just your damn dog!”

Ebbie couldn’t get to her feet in the cane.
Wallowing and clawing, she whined and thrashed in a panic. But the
boys, their feet painfully wedged between the stalks with every
step, came to her aid.

As they labored out of the living trap, they
heard Billy screaming, his voice filling the woods first to their
right and then left, calling their names as he ran. Mark started to
answer, but Joel stopped him, clapping a hand over his mouth.

“He’ll be okay, Mark. What the hell would
they want with a little shit like him, anyway? He’ll probably get
home before we do.”


 Chapter 14

As the two boys trudged onward, the sun sank
to the horizon and the forest gloom thickened. Joel’s feet were
leaden, muscles sore and armpits and thighs chafed from endless
walking through the heat in the nearly impenetrable forest. He was
hungry in a way he had rarely experienced. The thought of crawling
into bed eclipsed his senses and, one foot after the other, he
moved mechanically forward.

Mark tripped and fell into Joel’s path,
nearly knocking him down.

“Watch where you’re going, dumbass,”
Joel said, dancing out of the way.

“You’re the dumbass! I thought you
never got lost.”

Joel threw a fist into Mark’s stomach. He
doubled over, gasping and then charged Joel, trying to ram him in
the gut with his head. Joel grabbed him by the shoulders and threw
him into a snarl of undergrowth and then pinned him, his knee
pressing painfully against Mark’s neck. Ebbie barked and danced
from foot to foot, perhaps wanting in on the game.

“Screw you!” Mark hissed up at Joel,
thrashing out weakly.

Joel held him until they had both cooled
down. They breathed each other’s air for a moment, unable to do
more than glare.

“You smell that?” Joel asked.

“What—did you poot?”

“No, it’s smoke.”

“Yeah, I smell it,” Mark said, looking
away.

Joel helped him to his feet.

They followed the smell and it led them to a
place where the trees were all dead. Joel pointed out the thin ring
cut in the bark around each one.

The crickets were coming out and off in the
distance, bullfrogs were croaking—the sounds of an ordinary summer
evening blending with those of the cicadas.

Now they could see the smoke rising into the
darkening sky. Ebbie pranced out into the tilled patch of ground
that lay before them. As they moved out of the trees and walked
around the field, a cabin came into view.

The small building was of rough-hewn logs and
chinked with hairy clay. Small and windowless, it had a roof of oak
shakes. The whole thing leaned to one side, and looked as if a high
wind could take it down.

The deepening blue of the sky had brought
with it a slight chill. The warm smell of the fire and the orange
glow coming from under the door gave them hope and they quickened
their steps.

“Telephone,” Mark said, hugging himself more
to ward off his fear than from the chill. “Go knock on their door,
Joel.”

“What, are you scared?”

“No, it’s just that you talk to people easier
than I do.”

Joel approached the cabin. “Look at this
weird door, it ain’t got no knob.”

“Name ye’selves!” the door seemed to bellow
in a deep male voice.

The boys started and took a step back. Ebbie
began to bark.

“I’m Joel Biggs, and my friend here is Mark
Ryder.”
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