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A good friend once told me I was the most positive person he knew. In many ways, I guess he was right. I really do wake up eager to greet the day, start writing, and expect to overcome whatever peccadillos life throws my way before I let my head hit the pillow again that night. What my friend doesn’t know, though, is that I also take notice of the dark side of things. In fact, as these stories show, I often find a little rot under the rind of the most healthy-looking fruit.
Twelve-year-old boys who play in an alley—with a ten-year-old girl. A curly-tailed puppy whose eyes are curiously knowing. An upstanding Ugandan villager who weighs the rewards—and deadly consequences—of a family business decision. At first glance, each seems as innocent as a newborn kitten that, if you get close enough, might give you an affectionate lick. The next thing you know, though, you’ve got a nasty little lymph node infection called cat scratch fever. Don’t worry—it’s not life threatening. Usually.
-- Dave Donelson
I caught the blame when they found Jenny, of course, but I’ll deny it every day for the rest of my life. Evan did it. I swear, it was Evan.
Evan was the one who played in the alley all the time. I just went there sometimes. You know what it was like down there. Hell, everybody in the neighborhood said that if you wanted to see something nasty, all you had to do was go down the alley and look around. The alley would show it to you if you looked—and you didn’t have to look very hard. It was a bad, bad place.
I watched some ugly things happen there, just like in a movie, but I didn’t do them. Really.
Most of those people talking about the alley though, wouldn’t know something evil if it ran up and jabbed a stick in their eye. These same fools are always whining about how times now are so bad and how good we had it back when we were growing up. It was always better times. Innocent times. Back in the seventies or eighties or whenever, we were all sinless little babes and it was always springtime—except when we were walking six miles through the snow to get to school. And even then, the snow sparkled and everybody was rosy-cheeked and jolly and winter was one big happy snowball fight.
Yeah, right. Not where I grew up, boy. We had snowball fights, all right, but you were lucky you didn’t get your eye knocked out when some guy packed a slush ball around a rock and blind-sided you in the head with it. And that would be one of your friends!
Sorry, I got off the subject for a minute. You wanted to know about the alley and Evan and the stuff he did there.
The alley wasn’t like some big city alley, because we didn’t live in a big city. Our burg was just a little town and the alley divided a block that had a few wood-frame houses with tiny yards and a couple of stucco apartment buildings, just two over two, so they weren’t real tall. They had little yards, too, and the alley ran behind the yards. Jenny lived up the block from me in a yellow house with a wooden porch in front and Evan lived across the alley in an apartment building just like mine.
Like I said, Evan played in the alley, mostly. Sometimes he ran around on the sidewalks with the rest of us, skating with those metal clamp-ons or riding our big-tired bikes, racing around and around the street. But he liked the alley best. Most of the kids wouldn’t play there with him. Said it was creepy. That didn’t bother Evan, though, or me either. We’d fool around down there, building dirt forts for our toy soldiers or throwing rocks at the garbage cans. Sometimes we did other things, too, especially Evan.
I didn’t spend as much time in the alley as Evan because I liked to roller skate. Hell, I liked to go fast anyway I could. I never walked anywhere. I always ran. My Mom said that one day she was going to look at my baby picture and see me running right out of the frame. I like to ride my bike, too, of course—a big old heavy monster with red streamers on the handle grips and black electrical tape holding the seat together.
Skates were the best, though, especially at night. We could stay out on summer nights, you know, till way after dark. And when you raced along the concrete sidewalk on those metal skates, you shot sparks out behind your feet like Buck Rogers’ rocket ship. Made a hell of a racket, too.
A skate key pointed the finger at me for what happened to Jenny. That girl loved to skate. She skated so much that one time she wore one of the hollow metal wheels so far down it broke open. It seemed like she always had skates clamped on her shoes and her skate key hanging around her neck. They knew it was hers when they found it on me because it was strung on a baby blue ribbon. I told them I only took it after I found her, not before. I took it so I would know what was real and what wasn’t once I got out of the alley, but nobody cared what I said. What mattered to them was that it was in my pocket.
But I’m getting ahead of myself again.
You couldn’t skate in the alley, which is one reason I didn’t spend as much time there as Evan did. The pavement was all busted and cracked and there were big potholes that always seemed to have black, oily water in the bottom. And rusty nails and jagged metal straps from crates that had been busted open. There were nasty sharp-edged lids from tin cans and ripped-up chicken wire and probably a million broken bottles. Everything was rusty and greasy and ugly-groaty-nasty. If you fell down in the alley, you were going to get cut bad and catch lockjaw or some other disease.
The alley was darker than every place else, too. I suppose that was because it was so narrow—just wide enough for a garbage truck—and the garages and sheds and back fences threw a lot of shadows, too. It was shadowy dark no matter what time of day it was. Unless it was noon, of course, when the sun was straight overhead. Even then, though, the alley was always somehow darker than the rest of the world, like the sun had to fight its way through a cloud to reach the ground.
Sometimes, the alley took on a whole otherness, for want of a better word. Especially when it wanted to show me something really bad. I’d be standing there watching Evan pitching pennies or some such thing, and this feeling would come over me, like me and the alley were on slightly different planes in the universe. You ever feel that way? Like your eyeballs had lost all depth perception and you were standing in front of a flat mural of the world? Or like if you took a step, you’d find the ground half an inch lower than where you thought it was? Whenever that feeling came on, I knew I was going to see something bad. I never got a warning like that any place else, just in the alley. It was like the alley wanted me to pay particular attention to whatever was about to happen.
Truth be told, my Mom didn’t want me to play in the alley. My old man didn’t give a damn whether I played there or in the middle of the ocean, but Mom tried to keep me out of there and so did Evan’s. They said it wasn’t healthy. Boy, that was the understatement of the year. If our mothers had known what was going to happen, they would have closed that alley off with barbed wire and guard dogs.
Evan and I had some favorite places there, like the garage behind my apartment building. The alley was on a lower grade than the apartments, so the garage was pretty much underground. There weren’t any windows, just side-hung doors like on a barn, and the floor was only hard-packed dirt—no cement. Nobody parked a car in there anymore because the alley was so narrow the new ones couldn’t make the turn. Evan found a way to get into it, though, by pushing one of the doors away from the frame where the bottom hinge had rusted through and we could wriggle through the opening. Inside, it was black dark except for a little light coming from around the doors. The floor smelled clammy, like in a cave, and it always felt like there was a cobweb across my face, even though there wasn’t. Evan swiped some candles from his house to use down there. The garage was where they found Jenny.
One of our other hideouts was up the hill at the other end of the alley almost to Jenny’s house. It was an old delivery truck. The truck was small, almost like a station wagon, and it sat in the weeds under a big sycamore tree. It wasn’t on blocks or anything and somebody had taken the tires and wheels and just left the truck sitting on its brake drums to rust away. The whole thing had sunk down into the ground right up to the running boards. We stomped down the weeds around the driver’s side door and yanked on it until we could get inside.
What we found in there made me think there had to be a story about the truck someplace. The whole back of it, from the seats to the rear door, was full of old newspapers. Not just thrown in there, either, but all piled neat like we stacked them for the paper drive at school. It was a solid pile of old newspapers from the floor to the bottom of the window in the rear doors. Level, too, so you could lie down stretched right out flat across it. There weren’t any windows on the side, but you could lie on those papers and look out through the dirty glass in the rear door just fine. For some reason, none of the neighborhood kids had broken out the windows and the top hadn’t rusted through yet, so that old heap was watertight and the newspapers were dry as a bone. Mice were the only creatures that had been in that truck before me and Evan. You could see where they’d nested in all that dusty dry newspaper. Evan and I liked to lie in the truck and tell spook stories. Evan came up with some real sick ones.
It was late one July afternoon when things started to go wrong in the alley. Jenny and I were skating around the block waiting for it to get dark so we could see the sparks behind our skates. When we got to where the alley crossed the sidewalk, we had to stop because somebody had dug a big hole right through the concrete and blocked it off with a wooden barrier. Working on the sewer or something, I guess. I never did know for sure. But anyway, when we skated up to the barrier in the gathering dark, there was Evan, squatting next to the hole.
I hung out with Evan a lot, but, now that I’ve had some time to reflect on it, I don’t know why. I didn’t really like him. Truth be told, I guess I was afraid of him a little bit. He was my age but bigger. I could outrun him, but he was the kind of guy that would wait and jump you later if you got away. Still, we did all the things guys do together. Built models and read comics and collected baseball cards. We swapped stuff a lot, too. That’s how he got my baseball bat. But, like I said, I couldn’t say I liked him; it was more like I was drawn to him. I guess you could say he fascinated me, like a bull snake fascinates a field mouse.
I really liked Jenny, though, despite the fact she was two years younger than me and Evan. We weren’t sweethearts or anything. We were too young for that, I guess, but I liked her a lot. Jenny was what you’d call innocent. Funny isn’t it, how the bad stuff makes you forget the good stuff? Anyway, Jenny was about as innocent as a ten-year-old girl could be. Blonde ponytail, freckles across her nose, scabs on her knees from falling down on her skates. I liked her, but I tried not to let Evan or the other guys see me liking her, if you know what I mean. In fact, when Evan was around, I made sure to treat her like a pesky little tag-a-long.
“Hey, look here, you guys,” he said when we rolled up. Evan had a piece of wood, a short length of busted lath, and he was holding the end of it over a smudge pot smoldering on the pavement next to the hole. You don’t see smudge pots anymore, now that they’ve got battery lights and solar panels and things like that, but back then, they’d fill a greasy black pot—looked like a cannon ball, only bigger, about the size of a soccer ball—they’d fill it with kerosene and leave it burning all night to keep cars from driving into the hole. Called it a smudge pot because it usually put out a haze of greasy black smoke. You couldn’t see the flame in the sun, but you could see the smoke, so it worked most any time of the day.
“That stinks,” Jenny said as we crowded around Evan to see what he was doing.
“Yeah, but look,” he said. Evan pulled the blackened lath out of the flame and scraped it on the sidewalk. He printed my initial, “D.” Then he drew a short line next to it, but the soot on the lath was gone and he had to put it back over the smoky flame for a minute.
“Big deal,” Jenny said. Evan ignored her. When it was covered with black again, he made another mark across the first one, then scratched “J” next to it. “D+J” it read.
“Hey, stupid!” I said.
“Very funny, Evan,” Jenny added.
Evan just laughed at us. We couldn’t rub it out because of the skates clamped on our shoes. Evan chuckled and held the lath closer to the flame, which you could see now that it was getting dark. A tiny yellow flame finally popped out of the lath and Evan tilted the stick until the fire grew up the side and it burned on its own. Then he held it up into the night like a torch.
“I got an idea,” I said. I took the burning lath out of his hand and skated back down the sidewalk, holding it high above my head. I only took three or four strides before the flame sputtered out in the rushing air.
“Way to go, genius,” Evan shouted at me.
“Come on,” Jenny said. “Let’s go.” She skated past me into the darkness and I tossed the stick back to Evan. Just then my Mom called for me to come in for the night.
“See you tomorrow,” I shouted to Evan as Jenny and I skated away.
“Good night, lovebirds! Woo! Woo!” he called after us.
# # #
I found Evan by the smudge pot again the next day. The alley went weird on me as soon as I stepped into it. It was trying to warn me, I guess, but I didn’t know that then.
I don’t know why, but whoever dug the hole—the power company or the city or whoever—weren’t working there that day. Broad daylight, perfect weather, but no workmen. Probably digging another hole someplace else. The “D+J” from the night before had a black heart drawn around it now and “Jenny Fucks” was printed in soot on the pavement next to it. Kids today think they invented that word, but they didn’t. They just say it out loud in front of people more. Even their parents. We said it, too, but not around grown-ups. If my Mom ever heard me say “fuck” she’d smack me silly, then get my old man to finish the job with his belt.
“You jerk,” I said. I scuffed the words off the sidewalk with my shoe while Evan busied himself gathering a pile of sticks and pieces of wood.
“I know you fuck her,” he said without pausing in his work. “Are you ever going to let me have some?” He looked up at me and smiled, a stick in his hand. “I’ll even take sloppy seconds.”
“Up yours,” I said, pretending I didn’t care. I needed to change the subject. We’d talked about sex in a general sort of way before, but this was too personal. I asked, “What are you doing?”
“Making a fire. Go get some more wood, Romeo.”
We built a smoky fire in the middle of the alley, but the novelty of it wore off in a few minutes. Jenny’s cat, Daisy, came strolling up the alley to see what we were doing. You know how cats are—curious, right? There was another change in the air, maybe from the smoke or maybe from the alley. I felt like I was looking at the cat through wrinkled glass.
“Well lookit here. It’s Jenny’s other pussy,” I said, trying to show Evan I could be just as crude as him. He thought that was pretty funny. The cat greeted Evan by rubbing her body around his legs. He picked her up and stroked her head.
“Nice pussy,” he said with a peculiar smile on his face. I snickered when I got a hint of what he was thinking. “Watch this,” he said. He held the cat over the smoldering fire and dropped her right into it. Sparks flew and the cat yowled and jumped out without hardly touching the ground. The fire scattered. She wasn’t hurt, but that cat sure was mad. She hissed once at us and streaked away. Evan laughed like crazy.
“Did you see that!” he roared. “Fried pussy!”
I laughed, too, because it was safer. Just then, there were two sharp blasts from a policeman’s whistle and we both about jumped out of our skins.
“Evan! Lunchtime!” It was his Mom. Evan’s old man was a cop and she used his police whistle to tell Evan to come home. The sound carried all over the neighborhood.
“I gotta go,” he said. “Meet me after lunch.”
“What for?”
“You’ll see. We’re going to visit your girlfriend and her other pussy.”
I thought the alley got brighter when Evan ran through the gate and into his house, but it was really just noon, I suppose, and the sun was straight overhead so there weren’t hardly any shadows. But even in the bright sunshine, I felt out of sync with the world. I was sweating, too, only it wasn’t a good healthy July sweat that evaporates and leaves some salt on your skin. No, this was slimy cold sweat that wasn’t ever going to dry. Like the greasy film of water on the underside of a sewer grate where the sun never reaches and the moisture never goes away. It just drips into the sewer. That’s what my sweat felt like. I went home before my Mom called me.
Later, Evan came around the block and picked me up and we walked up to Jenny’s house. Evan still wouldn’t tell me why we were going, but I found out when Jenny came out onto her porch.
“Hey Jenny,” he said. “I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings yesterday.” I thought, who was this guy? But Jenny fell for it.
“Doesn’t your cat have some kittens?” he asked.
“Yeah,” she said. “You want to see them?”
“Sure!” he said.
We went around to the back and looked under the wooden steps of the stoop. Six or seven kittens tumbled around and over each other while the mother watched us.
“Can I have one?” Evan asked all innocent and sweet. I looked at him like he’d just offered to give her a thousand dollars. What would a guy like him want with a kitten?
“I guess so,” Jenny answered. “Mom said they have to go to the pound to be adopted as soon as they’re weaned, anyway.”
“Great! Thanks!” Evan said as he reached toward the kittens. Daisy sprang between him and the babies and laid her ears back.
“Not yet!” Jenny cried. “They still need their mama.”
“Oh, okay,” Evan said. He grinned at the mother cat. “Don’t you worry, Daisy. I won’t take her now.”
“You want one, too?” Jenny asked me. Evan mouthed “yes” at me from behind her back.
“Sure, I guess so,” I said.
“That’s neat,” Jenny said. “Then Daisy and I will be able to visit her babies. And we’ll all have cats! Like a club!” I started to say something smart, but Evan cut me off.
“Sure, just like a club” he said with a wink to me. One of us—I guess it was me—thought of a way to get a kitten.
“Say, you guys want to skate?” I asked. Jenny always wanted to, so I knew what she was going to do. She ran into the house to get her skates.
“We’ll all meet around the block at Evan’s house,” I called after her.
Evan started to get up, but I pulled him back down next to the kittens. “Quick, give me your shirt.” I pulled my red-striped T-shirt over my head.
“What?” he asked.
“Come on, take off your shirt and give it to me. You want a cat, don’t you? Hurry! We’ve got to be gone by the time she comes back.” He took off his shirt. His thin ribs stuck out and he had just a shadow of hair in his armpits. I wrapped his shirt around one arm and mine around the other one. Then, protected against Daisy’s claws, I reached under the stairs and pulled out a kitten. The mother screeched and jumped at me, but I batted her down with a fist padded by my shirt. I wadded the shirts around the kitten and gave it to Evan and told him to beat it. He took off down the alley.
My boldness stunned me. Where did I get that idea? And how did I think I could get away with it? I didn’t know then and I don’t know now. I think about it, too. I think about it a lot. The shrink says I really just wanted to get caught. That I did the things I did to draw attention to myself. That’s crap. I didn’t give a damn whether I got caught or not. Evan wanted a kitten, so I took one and gave it to him. That’s all there was to it. The other stuff I did, too. I mean, I knew they were wrong, but I didn’t give a damn.
I stopped by my house to get another shirt. When I got to Evan’s house, Jenny was waiting there for me. She said Evan wasn’t there and his Mom said she hadn’t seen him since lunch.
“Come on,” Jenny said, “I bet I know where he is.” She skated off down the sidewalk.
Evan didn’t even look up from the smudge pot when we clattered up to him. He just kept stroking something under his shirt. My stomach lurched. The smoke from the smudge pot was unusually dark and heavy. It filled the alley around Evan like a fog. The sky got darker and darker and I knew the alley was getting ready to show me something again.
“Hey, Evan,” Jenny panted, out of breath. “Come on. Are you gonna skate or what?”
“I don’t think so,” he said. “I’ve got something else to do. Want to watch?”
“Watch what?” Jenny asked. My stomach lurched again. I swear to you, I didn’t like what happening.
“This,” Evan said. He pulled the kitten out of his shirt. It was still wrapped in my T-shirt and it’s white face and pink nose peeked out.
“Hey! That’s Daisy’s kitty!” Jenny said. Evan didn’t answer her. “I told you, not yet!” she protested. Jenny still didn’t see what was going to happen, but I did.
The kitten dangled from his hand by the scruff of its neck. He pulled the shirt off and grabbed the kitten’s tail in his other hand while it squealed for its mama. He pulled the tail up until the kitten was stretched out as if it were on a spit.
“Stop it, Evan!” Jenny yelled.
He slowly lowered the squirming kitten into the black oily smoke and it squealed louder. It yowled when its tummy reached the flame but Evan held it stretched across the fire. Jenny and I were paralyzed. The burning fur stank worse than the kerosene and I swear I heard the flesh sizzle.
“Cool, huh?” Evan looked up at us. There was a strange nothingness behind his eyes, though, like part of his mind was in another place right then. When he spoke and broke the spell, Jenny screamed and dove at him, bowling him over and knocking the kitten out of his hands. It dragged itself away from the smudge pot, mewling weakly. I still hear that sound these days, sometimes. That sad, sad meow. I hear other sounds from that day, too. They keep me awake.
Jenny couldn’t hurt Evan of course, she was too little. He just covered his face with his hands and laughed at her while she flailed away at his head and cried. When he got tired of it, he pushed her off and stood up. I could see his erection through his pants. When I think about it now, I don’t know if the boner came from burning up that kitten or from having Jenny wriggling around on top of him. Doesn’t much matter, I guess. He ran off up the alley, leaping over the busted pavement and oily pot holes and laughing.
Jenny sobbed so hard I thought she was going to bust something inside. She tenderly picked up the little kitten, even though it scratched at her and tried to get away. She grabbed the red-striped T-shirt from the ground and tried to wrap it around the wounded animal. She stopped when she realized what it was.
“You...you...you,” she stuttered between sobs. “This is your...your...your shirt.”
“I...”
“I’m going to tell!”
“No, don’t. I...” But it didn’t do any good. There wasn’t anything I could say. She ran home.
Jenny told her Mom that I tried to burn up her kitten and her Mom called my Mom. I denied it, of course, said that Evan was the one who did it, but nobody believed me except my Mom. Even she wasn’t sure, but she gave me the benefit of the doubt and I only got whacked with the belt a few times when my old man got home. Then I got grounded for a week. My Mom called Evan’s Mom and his old man went ballistic and smacked him around pretty good. I don’t know if that’s why Evan did what he did next—I’m telling you, it was him, not me—but it sure didn’t help. He was real mad about getting ratted out.
# # #
When I saw him the next week after I got permission to go back outside, Evan still had a trace of a mouse under one eye and a Band-Aid over what was left of a lump on his forehead. He said his ribs were taped up, too. We were standing around the freshly-patched hole in the sidewalk. The barriers were gone but the smudge pot was in the garage where Evan had put it. We heard the clatter of metal skates coming around the corner.
“Come on,” Evan ran over to the garage door and squeezed in. I followed him.
We heard her skating cautiously toward the alley. She slowed as she neared it and I could sense her peering around the corner to see if we were waiting to jump her. Then I heard a kitten mewling behind me in the dark. Jenny did, too, and called out, “Here, kitty! Here, kitty, kitty!” She wriggled awkwardly through the garage door, skates still clamped to her shoes.
Then the alley did the strangest thing yet. One minute, I was inside with Evan watching Jenny squeeze through the garage door; the next I was outside the garage in the alley all by myself! It was dark as dark outside except for a low glow that came out of the hole in the garage door. That didn’t make sense—it was pitch dark in there! I heard a hard, muffled crack followed by a soft, surprised “Ohhhh.” I started to go back in, confused, but Evan stuck his head out.
“Get out of here,” he snarled, “and keep your fucking mouth shut.” I ran home.
It’s funny, the things you remember. I remember Mom had made a meatloaf for dinner and the house smelled like onions. I can’t stand that smell now. Get a nervous stomach and break into a sweat whenever I get near it. I remember what the meatloaf tasted like, too, even though I only took a single bite before I threw up. Mom thought I was sick, which I was, in a way. She stuck me in bed, felt my forehead for a fever, then made me swallow an aspirin. I stayed in bed tossing around until I heard someone knock on the front door. It must have been around ten o’clock. I froze, but I couldn’t hear anything.
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