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IN THE RADIO

 


I once fell down an old water-well.

My Uncle Jake floated down to me from above
as if he were one of the angels that the lady from Sunday School
with the tight bun on her head and bifocal eyeglasses talked about.
When he was just outside of arms-reach from me, he gently but
firmly spoke my name and woke me up. Uncle Jake’s sweat dripped
down on me from above. It was all of a minute before I realized
that Uncle Jake hadn’t floated down after all. He sat on a loop of
rope, suspended in mid-air.

Later I gathered that I was supposed to have
been afraid. Powerfully, overwhelming so. After Jake hauled me out,
my mother was there, trembling. She squeezed me so hard that I
couldn’t breathe for a few moments.

Later, at home, I had to sit in a chair in
the living room while all the neighborhood ladies came to visit my
mother and examine the ‘fortunate boy’ and ‘the saved boy’ and ‘the
delivered one.’ They moved and spoke as if under some kind of spell
and one by one they hugged my mother and then sat beside her and
grasped her hand in her lap and told her things that I could not
quite hear but that I knew were about me.

I once caught a large bumble bee and put it
in a Mason jar. After that night when the women came to console my
mother and gawk at me I vowed never again to put a living thing in
a jar for the pleasure of it. I had become the bee, and I didn’t
like it.

I knew instinctively that the women,
including my mother, were suffering from some vague sickness,
otherwise they would not be acting so strangely.

I didn’t find out what the strange malady was
until the next day when I went next door to Uncle Jake’s and
cross-examined him while he was digging post-holes.

“It’s fear, Bobby,” he told me. The
twin blades stabbed downward into the small hole he was
creating.

“Fear?” I asked.

“Animal fear. A mother protects her
young. She’ll go to great lengths to do that. Sometimes she’ll go
so far as to kill innocents around her that aren’t even a threat.
Or she’ll do something stupid and get herself killed and then where
is the cub, I ask ya?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Where is the
cub? What’s a cub?”

“Exactly!” Uncle Jake said and pulled a
load of dirt out of the dark hole.

“What’s ‘animal fear’?” I asked
him.
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