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Some people think I’m crazy. I don’t know—maybe I am. After all, that is why I’m here. Isn’t it? When I decided to sit down to tell this story I thought it would be simple. But now as I gather up the pieces, I can see it isn’t.
All right then, where do I start? Do I begin on that hot August day when I returned to the house in which I spent my summers as a child? Perhaps I should tell you about the first time I realized the house was haunted? Better yet, maybe I need to go all the way back to the day I killed my little brother, Patrick. But no, I’m not ready to talk about that. Not yet anyway. So I guess I’ll start by telling you about the day I came back to New Castle to see my grandmother. After everything that’s happened, it’s the part I still remember most vividly.
I stepped off the train, light-headed from the heat, expecting to find a town that changed with the times. So much had happened in the world since I left. Six presidents had come and gone, the Berlin wall came down, the communist evil empire collapsed, and E-commerce revolutionized the way people bought and sold life’s utter necessities. Not that any of that passed by New Castle unnoticed, but if it brought change to the town, I could not see it.
I headed down Lexington Avenue after leaving the station, stopping in front of the San Juan building to check my reflection in the big picture window along the sidewalk. I hardly recognized the man in the glass staring back. I recently shaved off my beard and mustache because I got tired of the gray and of people guessing my age at sometimes ten years plus. Believe me, that can get old fast. I set my suitcase down and straightened out the kink in my neck. My suit, wrinkled from the long train ride up from Charleston, hung off my shoulders like a wet sack on a bent hanger. They used to fit me like that when I was a kid, too. Guess some things never change. Back when Patrick and I spent our summers here, Gramma Riley made us wear suits to church no matter how hot it got. The one she dressed me in draped my skinny ass like a curtain on a flagpole, making me look like a necktie with arms. As I stood looking at my reflection, those memories came back like a distant dream. I planned on retiring the suit after the day’s end. The blue jeans in my suitcase had holes in the knees and I looked forward to wearing them just as soon as I took care of business.
Business, ha! Could I call it that? I felt a sinking sensation in the pit of my stomach. It reminded me I hadn’t eaten since Norfolk. I cleared my throat and swallowed, and when I took a deep breath the feeling went away. I picked up my suitcase and started off down Lexington again.
I passed Thomas Realty and Turner’s Hardware, which still had Russ Turner’s name on the sign out front. I calculated if Turner were still alive, the old man would be about a hundred and ten now. Russ had no children, so the store could not have passed down to a son or grandson. I figured either someone bought the business and kept the old name, or Russ Turner was definitely in it for the long haul.
When we were kids, Patrick and I used to go into Turner’s and play with the Lionel trains he set out in the back room. On the twelfth of July 1973, he made a cannon from a six-foot length of pipe and some wacky powder that reacted chemically when mixed with water. He stuffed a rubber ball into the top of the pipe and set a match to a wick hole near the bottom. The blast usually sent the ball rocketing several hundred feet into the air, a real party favorite you can bet.
On the last launch, he packed the pipe with a double dose of powder, stuffed the ball into the tube and lit the match. The ball shot out at something like Mach-two. It hit a streetlamp and bounced back, hitting Patrick in the face. Pat’s eye swelled up like a purple jellyfish—the Goddamn biggest shiner I ever saw. He cried all the way home, and when Gramma Riley saw it, she whacked the hell out of me with a paddle for not watching out for him.
That night, after we went to bed, Patrick came to me in his favorite Red Sox jersey and ball cap and tried to apologize for getting me in trouble.
“I didn’t know she would paddle you,” he said. “I thought it was copa.”
I looked at him in disgust. “Well it ain’t copa, dick breath. So get lost.”
“You’re not mad at me, are you, Mikey?”
I didn’t answer. I pulled the covers over my head and rolled over onto my side. Later, I heard him sobbing into his pillow. I wanted to tell him that it was copa, but I didn’t. I don’t know why. I guess when you’re nine-years-old you have something to prove. I’m still trying to figure out what that was.
I walked past Turner’s Hardware without looking in. Even if Turner were still alive, the old goat would have never recognized me. Thirty years does a lot to change a boy. Besides, toy trains no longer excited me, and the thought of seeing a man who may have played a part in my brother’s death (be it small, I grant you) excited me even less.
My mouth was getting dry, and the thought of seeing Gramma Riley again worked on my nerves like a jolt of caffeine on a sleepless night. I ducked into Louie’s Pizza for a tall beer, and to soak in the cool air conditioning. Louie’s had been around since the early 50’s. From the looks of things inside, I doubt he changed the place much since. He certainly hadn’t changed anything since the days Patrick and I would sneak in to play pinball while Gramma shopped the Five and Dime across the street. Even the customer’s were the same, although older, of course. It surprised me. Some, I would have thought dead by now. Jack McKinney for one.
Jack was a scurvy looking old man even back then. He chased women, scared children and fell down drunk on his face—a lot. His scruffy whiskers, faded tattoos and ratty eye patch made him look like a derelict pirate that washed up on the beach and never returned to the sea. To look at him now, I doubt if even the sea would have him back.
I took a seat at the bar and set my suitcase on the floor by my feet. The bar keep came right over. He had gained some weight and lost some hair, but I recognized him immediately. Looked just like his father did thirty years ago. He stripped the towel from his shoulder and wiped the top down in front of me.
“Whaddaya havin`, Mac?”
I pointed to the Coors tap. “How `bout a Lite.”
He poured a glass, set it on the bar and slid it my way. “New heah, aint`cha?”
I smiled at his thick Boston accent, sort of a cross between Jack Kennedy and Humphrey Bogart. Not everyone in New Castle talked that way, but as soon as he opened his mouth I knew he was Louie’s boy all right.
“Yeah. Kind of new,” I said. “It’s been a while, but I’ve been here before.”
“Salesman?”
“Excuse me?”
He leaned over the bar and nodded down at my suitcase. “Whatcha sellin`?”
“Oh, no. I’m not selling anything. I’m moving here.”
“Yeah? From wheah, Nooyawk?”
“Charleston. My grandmother’s giving me her house. She’s too old to live in it anymore, and I’m too strapped not to take it.”
“Broke, huh?”
“Yeah, another victim of the real estate bust.”
“Gee, that’s too bad. Maybe you shudda opened a pizza shop instead. Don’t maddah what the economy’s doing, people still gotta eat, and beah never goes ouddah style. Know whadda mean?”
I lifted my glass to him and smiled before drinking it half down without breaking for air. I set it on the bar and wiped the corners of my mouth with the sides of my thumb. “You got that right, Louie. Beer as cold as this never goes out of style.”
He drew back and looked at me with a crooked smile. “You know me, Mistah?”
“Sure I know you. I used to come here when we were kids, my brother and me. We played pinball on that machine over there.” I turned and pointed to the wall behind the pool table. The pinball machine was gone. In its place stood a video racing game with a TV screen as big as a picture window. “Well, it was there.”
“That must`a been a while ago. We haven’t had a pinball machine in here since the Reagan administration.”
I turned back and cupped my beer with both hands. “Yeah, like I said, it’s been awhile.”
I stared into my glass, watching the bubbles in my beer wiggle to the top. I thought about that old pinball machine, how Big Louie would bring out a milk crate for Patrick to stand on so he could reach the flipper buttons and still see the ball in play. Just to be an ass, sometimes I would give the machine a good shove and cause it to tilt so that Pat would lose his turn. He’d whine, threaten to tilt the machine on me, too, but he never did. He knew better. I always thought, someday we’d grow up and he’d get me back somehow, he’d take revenge when I least expected. Little did I know that even after he died he’d still be able to do it. I didn’t know it then, but even as I sat there at Louie’s, drinking beer, minding my own business, even then Patrick was planning his revenge for everything I did to him. Either that, or for the one big thing I did, but never told a soul.
I picked up the glass and finished my beer in a long secession of gulps, dowsing the dull ache that returned in my gut. I slapped the glass down on the bar and pushed it at Louie. “One more, pal,” I said, “and then I’ll be out of your hair.”
Louie topped it off with a fresh head and slid it back over. “This one’s on da house, Mac, for ole times, eh?”
“Yeah, thanks, Louie, for old times. You’re a good man, and so was your father.”
Louie nodded. “Dat`e was, my friend.” He glanced over his shoulder at a picture above the cash register. In it, the two men stood smiling out front of the restaurant, the elder with his arm around the younger one’s shoulder. After a moment he turned again, and I could swear in his eyes I saw the same distant stare that had just taken me back to a time when everything seemed right, that one perfect moment where if time could stand still, I wouldn’t mind it for the world.
“Yup, dat`e was,” he said again. He shook his head and seemed to snap back to the here and now. “So you movin` into ya grandmother’s place, eh?”
“Yeah, and just in time. Money is really getting tight these days.”
“Too bad you didn’t come along a couple months ago.”
“Why’s that?”
“The General, he just hired up for the season.”
“The General?”
“General Carbide, the pesticide people. They hire up every spring for the sum`a. If they like the way you work they keep ya on.”
“I never heard of them.”
“They’re up off Route One, on the other side of the rivah, `bout a quadah mile past the quarry.”
“Huh, that’s only a mile or so from my grandmother’s place. That really would have been convenient. Any chance they’ll hire me now?”
“Hard to say. You’d be in good company, though. They’re the biggest employer in the county. Almost weren’t. For a while some thought the plant would nevah get built.”
“Why’s that?”
“`Cause a what they make.”
“Pesticides?”
“Yeah, well you have to figure they first proposed building the plant right around the time of that big accident DuPont had over in India.”
I shook my head. “Accident?”
“Man, it was terrible. A big chemical leak. Five tons of poisonous Methyl Isocyanate gas leaked out and killed upwards of three thousand people in a mattah of minutes. Tens-a-thousands more got sick and another three thousand died later due to exposure. So you better believe that once that happened this whole town got up in arms to stop construction on the plant.”
“But they obviously didn’t stop it.”
“No. The people nevah had a chance. All the politicians were already bought. The federal permits already pulled. Half the town’s contractors stood to lose millions. They made a good show of it, but in the end, no one really tried hard to stop`um.”
“Sounds like it’s turned out to be a good thing for the town.”
“Well, you see that’s where the double-edged sword comes in.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah. Ever since they built the plant, the real estate values round here been plummeting. Now-a-days you can hardly give away a house if it sits within ten miles of the plant.”
“I get it. So jobs are plenty, but the town’s people are hostage to their own homes.”
“Yup, and they’re plenny pissed, too, le`me tell ya.” He shook his head and rubbed on a spot of the bar that didn’t need cleaning. “Anyway, you say your grandmother lives up by the quarry?”
“Yeah, but down river. Beautiful place as I remember.”
“Who is she? Maybe I know the old gal.”
“Her name’s Riley—Katharine Riley. She’s moved up to the old age home on Fillmore. I guess the house just got to be too much for her to maintain.”
In one of the booths behind me I heard a short burst of snickering. I looked up into the mirror on the wall behind Louie. In it I saw a young man sitting with his girlfriend, both giggling, their hands covering their mouths. I turned around and gave the guy a look like I might go over and hurt him. It didn’t faze him.
“Is something funny?” I asked.
He shook his head, but his smile stayed. “Sorry, Mister, but I don’t think your grandmother got too old for the house. I think she just got too crazy.”
“Nick!” said the girlfriend, a blond haired beauty with ocean blue eyes. She reached across the table and slapped her boyfriend’s arm. “That’s not nice. You don’t even know the man.”
He blew her off with a shrug. “Well, damn. It’s true. The old lady’s wicked weird, running all over town telling people the house is haunted. You don’t think that’s queer?”
I put my hand up. “Wait. She thinks the house is haunted?”
“He’s right,” said Louie. “Your grandmother’s been known to spin quite a tale of ghosts and gremlins and things.”
“No. You have her all wrong. My grandmother tells stories. That’s all. When I was a kid, she used to tell my brother and me about a ghost living in the old well out back of the house. She told us that to keep us away from it because it was dangerous. She always told stories like that to keep us straight and out of trouble. They didn’t mean anything.”
“Maybe not then,” the young man said, “but she believes them now.”
“That’s enough,” said the blond. “This is none-a-ya business. You should butt out.”
“Julie, I’m only trying to get the guy up to speed.”
“I mean it, Nick. You wanna start something? This is none of our business. The poor guy’s over there trying to enjoy a cold beer. Leave him alone.”
“That’s all right,” I said, turning back to finished my beer. “It’s all right. I appreciate the information.”
I slapped a five spot on the bar, collected my suitcase and headed out. A bell above the door chimed when I opened it and it made me think of Patrick. His favorite movie was It’s A Wonderful Life. He believed it when Clarence told George that every time a bell rings an angel gets its wings. I wondered then if the wings this time went to Patrick.
The cold brew and the air conditioning went a long way in cooling me down, but after only a few minutes back on the street I was wringing wet again. Already the queasy swirl in my stomach made me feel like I needed to get sick. I hailed a cab and rode the last mile and a half to the retirement home on Fillmore and Jefferson. It cost me eight bucks, but saved me from wasting five bucks in beer and probably another twenty at the dry-cleaners.
There were lots of benches and chairs in the garden area out front of the retirement home. A few of the geriatrics braved the hot weather to sit there, but for the most part, the joint looked deserted. I paid the driver, got out and appraised the building. I saw an old lady up in a second floor window staring down at me. I waved to her, but she made no attempt to wave back. I couldn’t recognize her from in the street, but somehow I knew it was Gramma Riley.
I walked into the lobby and immediately the cold air lifted me several notches. I knew then why hospitals always kept their buildings so cold, to keep old people shivering so they don’t fall asleep. If they don’t fall asleep then you don’t have to worry about them not waking up again. I felt the goose bumps on my arms filling out the slack in the sleeves, and the sweat on my forehead possibly crystallizing into tiny ice chips, dotting my skin with small white bumps that resembled some kind of albino psoriasis. That and my gray hair must have made me look much older. I heard a few of the old girls whistling across the room, asking about the new guy. One of them called dibs on my ass. In a sick, perverted way, though, I kind of liked it. It gave me something to look forward to in another forty years.
I took the stairs to the second floor. An old woman on the other side of a counter there looked up at me and snarled, although I am willing to give her the benefit of the doubt and tell you it was probably a smile.
“Whatever you’re selling, we don’t want it,” she said. “You can contact the administration office on the first Monday of every month and submit a form requesting vendor status, providing you comply with all city and state requirements for—”
“No, no. I’m not selling anything. I’m here to see my grandmother.”
“Did you call first?”
“Do I have to?”
“We recommend it.” She looked at her watch. “A lot of guests get their medication about now. They’re not always up for company once we dispense medication.”
“Why? What do you give them?”
“Nothing their doctors don’t prescribe. Now then, who is it you wish to see? Your grandmother?”
“Yes. Her name is Katharine Riley.”
“Hmmm…and your name?”
“Michael. Michael Riley.”
She opened a big appointment book on her desk and began to write. “Michael Riley here to see Mrs. Katharine Riley.” She looked at her watch again. “Yes. I think we can allow a visit. Is she expecting you?”
“I hope so. I wrote her last week telling her I was taking the train up from Charleston.”
“Yes, but did you call today?”
“Ah…no. I didn’t think it would be necessary.”
She glinted past her bushy eyebrows, and this time she did snarl at me, I swear. “Next time, call,” she said. She got up, walked around the counter and started down the hall. I stood there a moment unsure what to do. She stopped, pumped her shoulders with a sigh and turned around. “I don’t intend to drag her out here, Mr. Riley, so you better come along now.”
I picked up my suitcase and hurried after her.
The last room on the right was Gramma Riley’s. If my calculations were correct, that put her window at the front of the building overlooking the parking lot, the same window I saw the old woman looking out when I first stepped from the cab. The old woman knocked on the door before opening it a crack to peek inside.
“You-hoo, Mrs. Riley. You decent?” Funny, but her voice sounded pleasant now. I bet she could turn it on and off like a switch.
Gramma Riley craned her neck toward the door. “What dag-blazing difference does that ever make around here!” she cawed. “Come in, Gertrude, and bring that grandson of mine in with you.”
Gertrude pushed the door open and stepped aside. “I can’t stay, Mrs. Riley,” she said. “I have to get back to my desk.” She leaned in close to me and whispered, “Make it quick. Your grandmother is due for her medication in ten minutes.” She turned and left, but I can tell you that her bad breath lingered considerably longer.
I looked across the room at the old lady who had served as my surrogate mother every summer for nearly the first quarter of my life. She sat hunched in her wheelchair by the window. I hadn’t really thought about what she might look like, what toll thirty years had taken on her body since last I saw her. I thought she was old then. I was nine. She was sixty-nine, ancient by a young boy’s standards. Now she was nearly ninety-nine, no longer merely ancient, but prehistoric.
Her face looked leathery, like an old shoe resurrected from a burial at sea and dried in the sun. Veins bulged from her prune-like hands. Her fingers, shriveled and contorted, seemed to permanently grip an imaginary rope, a sort of Bob Dole thing only with more determination not to let go.
I remembered Gramma Riley as a large woman, certainly much bigger and stronger than Patrick or me. Such is a young boy’s perception of any adult, I suppose. But as I gazed upon her in that wheelchair, I could not grasp the contradiction between how I remembered her and what my eyes saw then. She seemed small, puny, as though the years had melted her down to a frail and vulnerable pittance of her former self.
I set my suitcase by the door and stepped into the room. I could see the light from the window shinning in her eyes. They peered out from hooded sockets, dark and deep, as though hiding from all they had seen in their travels. They spoke of tears of a hundred years and a life that had nearly reached its end. She raised her hand with some great effort, unfurled her index finger and pointed to an empty chair.
“Come, Michael,” she said, her voice not as strong as just a moment before. “Sit. Let me get a look at you.”
I crossed the room and settled into the seat she offered. I could smell her perfume, a cheap industrial strength brew of garlic and eucalyptus I think. She leaned forward, looking me up and down, her dark eyes squinting in mistrust as if doubting my kinship. I smiled and nodded, but she would not be sold so easily. At least that much hadn’t changed.
“Does your mother know you pierced your ear?” she asked me.
“I suppose. She never really said anything about it.”
“Hmm. Patrick’s ears aren’t pierced.”
“Gramma, Patrick was seven.”
“I don’t mean then. I mean now.”
I supposed she meant in heaven. “You don’t know that. Times are different. It’s nothing for a man to pierce—”
“No, no, no. It’s not pierced. I’m telling you!”
“Okay, okay. Whatever. Sorry. I didn’t come here to argue.”
She leaned back in her wheelchair and turned her head to the window like a mechanized mannequin. “Your mother and I haven’t spoken in thirty years, you know.”
“Yes, I know.”
“She blames me for what happened to Patrick.”
“No she doesn’t, Gramma. She knows what happened was an accident. It was nobody’s fault.”
“Then why didn’t she let you come back the next summer?”
I couldn’t answer that one. I mean what could I say? We both knew the truth. My mother did blame her for what happened to Patrick. It was only natural. What other choice did she have? She couldn’t blame Patrick. She couldn’t blame me. She couldn’t blame herself, although in reality she had. There is no doubt in my mind that is the sole reason she started drinking, and the ultimate reason she and Dad got divorced. But the easiest person to blame was Gramma. It was she who had custody of Patrick and me for the summer, she who let us go out to play down by the river unattended, and she who failed to deliver two healthy young boys back to Charleston at summer’s end in time for the start of the next school year.
I reached out and gave Gramma a pat on the knee, but she seemed unaware, as the quilted blanket across her lap absorbed the compassionate gesture. “I don’t blame you, Gramma,” I said. “I know you did everything you could.”
She turned from the window to look at me. I saw in her eyes hopeless abandonment. It did not matter to her anymore, the scars and the agony were lifting from her heart as though a torch had been passed. She leaned forward, pulling me in with her stare.
“What scares you, Michael?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.
I shook my head, uncertain of her question. “I’m not scared.”
“No. I don’t mean now. I mean ever. What scares the living ba-geebees out of you most?”
“I’m…I’m afraid I don’t understand.”
She leaned back in her chair. “It doesn’t matter. He knows.”
“Who?”
“Patrick.”
“What?”
“Patrick knows. If he doesn’t, he’ll find out.” She set her gaze out the window again, eyes fixed beyond the horizon as if searching for a lost star. “He always finds out,” she said, and now her voice sounded as distant as her stare. “He knows what you’re thinking.”
“Gramma. Patrick is gone. He’s been gone thirty years.”
“No. He’s come back. And he’s mad as hell, Michael. He’s mad as hell.”
“He can’t come back. He’s crossed over, and when you cross over you stay there. That’s the way it is.”
She turned to me again. This time, in her eyes I saw fire. Her shriveled hand struck out and clutched my arm like an eagle’s talon. “Then go there,” she said. “Go back to the house and tell him. Tell him to stay on the other side. Tell him I’m coming and I don’t want him to be angry with me when I get there. Do you understand? Tell him that, Michael. Tell him!”
“All right. I’ll tell him!” I said, although I don’t mind telling you the old lady scared the hell right out of me. I jerked my arm and she let go, reluctantly. She stared at me a while with those crazy, burning eyes before settling back down in her chair. I watched them cool like molten metal and then peel away as if drifting on a thread of smoke. She put her hand to her heart. I could see her chest rise and fall as she struggled to catch her breath.
“Gramma?” I put my hand on her knee and shook it gently. “You all right?”
The door opened behind me. A young man in a white jumpsuit walked in with a paper cup in one hand and a small tray of pills in the other. “All righty, Mrs. O,” he said, practically singing, and way more cheerfully than a person working there had a right to. “Here comes Mr. Bruce with your medication.”
“What is that you’re giving her?” I asked.
“It’s just something to help her with her…you know,” his voice trailed off to a whisper, “delusions.”
“She’s delusional?”
“You kidding? Honey, everyone here is delusional.”
“I don’t doubt that,” I said. I looked him up and down to see if he didn’t qualify for that prize as well.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” He looked hurt, but I think he was used to it.
I got up and gave Gramma a kiss on the cheek. I noticed then that funny smell again. It made me wonder what they were feeding her in that place. Gramma didn’t look up at me. She just gazed out the window with that distant stare. Spent is the word that came to mind. She looked spent, and oddly, I felt happy for her. I don’t know why.
The country road out to Gramma’s house hadn’t changed a bit. For thirty years my dreams had taken me back there, the details provided by my memory never changing. I expected everything to look different now, dirt roads paved, new houses where old houses stood for generations, maybe even a supermarket in the big open field where Linda Maher used to ride her horse. But none of that came to pass. It’s as though time stood still and the wonderfully wholesome countryside I explored as a boy had been encapsulated in a bubble, protected from the outside world awaiting my return. Nothing in Charleston even comes close to comparing. When it comes to preserving the untouched, unspoiled beauty that is this treasure, New Castle has no rivals.
The taxi pulled up to the old farmhouse shortly after six o’clock. The sun was still just up over the trees, but their shadows fell easily over the downstairs windows and the entire front porch.
I remember as a boy I used to sit out on that porch with Patrick at night. We watched the fireflies light up the sky. They swarmed by the hundreds sometimes, and if you squinted your eyes real tight, you could imagine each one as a jetfighter, and that maybe you were watching the world’s biggest nighttime dogfight.
In the heat of battle, Patrick and I would take to the skies, arms spread wide with engines roaring. We’d hurl ourselves off the porch like a carrier launch and swoop into combat with guns blazing. After all the aircraft returned safely to the ship, Gramma would call us in and reward us with a big bowl of ice cream. Back then the carrier deck was clean and shipshape. Now, three decades later, looking at it from the taxi nearly brought me to tears.
The old porch had never seen sadder days. Floorboards lay rotted, splintered or were just plain missing. The handrails were falling over, their spindle uprights broken or gone. Paint seemed just a distant memory and the porch roof sagged in places, sometimes a foot or more.
The rest of the house fared not much better. Grandpa Riley passed away a year after Patrick. He left Gramma with little money and no means of keeping up with repairs. There were no broken windows, but the shutters were history. Rain gutters on the second floor were rotted off, and the bottom three rows of clapboard siding on the first had surrendered to termites. Bushes and shrubs that had never been part of the landscape when I was a boy now dominated the garden planter all along the front of the house, some growing as tall as trees, reaching the second floor windows.
I paid the driver and gave him an extra five after he carried my bag to the front door. I thought he’d be gracious about it, but he just shoved the bill in his shirt pocket and hopped back into his cab. I watched him pull away, vanishing in a cloud of dust. It looked to me like he wanted to get away fast, like maybe he saw something I didn’t. I figured he was just in a hurry to bag another fare, so I brushed it off as youthful impatience.
When I was a young boy, Gramma Riley kept a house key under a flowerpot just to the left of the door. There were no flowers now, but the pot was still there. I tipped it up and ran my foot under it, dragging my shoe along the floor. I set the pot down and lifted my foot. The key was there. It probably hadn’t been used in thirty years. When I asked myself why, the answer came like a shot. No one ever needed it. Gramma never locked the door. She lived in different times back then, hell, a different world. Back then locks were merely a formality, not a necessity. I reached out and turned the knob. The door opened. I knew it would. I bent down and picked the key up and slipped it into my pocket.
As I stepped over the threshold, I could tell right away I was home. The place smelled just like Gramma Riley. Not that old lady smell of mothballs and iodine, but more like cooked sausage and watermelon. I could never figure out that combination. The two don’t even go together, but that was all right. I walked around the house opening windows and drapes and turning on lights, mostly in the rooms facing north. I could still see plenty well in the rooms with southern and western exposures, but the day’s shadows were growing long and I knew I would need those lights on soon enough.
I noticed a lot of small things as I walked about the house, things I had forgotten, many of them finer details lost to my aging memories. Sure I still knew every room, what the old claw-footed tub in the upstairs bath looked like, the antique gas stove in the kitchen and even the serpentine’s head carved into the end of the banister at the foot of the stairs. But all the other things, the smaller things, were forgotten, lost in the mind of a nine-year-old child, waiting to be rediscovered.
Things like the whooping paddle that Gramma Riley kept on the wall in the mudroom. She used it on my father when he was a boy, and you better believe she spared no splinters on Patrick and me when we messed up as well, although my bottom kissed the paddle’s grain a bit more often than Patrick’s, and probably even more than my dad’s, too.
Another forgotten relic was Gramma’s old meat grinder, an instrument of unspeakable torture and death for some of the most unfortunate creatures ever to cross Patrick’s path and mine. Gramma kept it in the kitchen, clamped to a sideboard next to the sink. This all-metal contraption had a wide-mouth funnel and a large crank handle with assorted rotating blades that could be interchanged to accommodate any type of meat grinding one desired. Gramma used it all the time to make sausage, hamburger, shredded beef, chicken nuggets and a host of other meaty culinary delights. But when Gramma Riley was not around, the grinder found other more inventive uses that she never would have dreamed of.
I remember the first time Patrick and I tried it out. We were under the porch digging holes in the dirt looking for buried treasure. I was convinced that the original owner of the house had hidden something of value there after the Civil War broke out and he was forced to join the Union Army to fight against slavery. Patrick didn’t understand what slavery was all about, but he did have a keen sense of money and a certain admiration for the genius of his older brother.
So there we were, under the porch digging holes when we happened upon the biggest, blackest, most ugly beetle we ever saw. Naturally, we had to capture it. We scooped it up in Patrick’s ball cap and ran it into the kitchen to show Gramma Riley. Unfortunately, Gramma was not there.
“Where’d she go?” asked Patrick.
I looked out the window over the kitchen sink. “She’s out back hanging clothes on the line.”
“Well, come on. Let’s go show her what we found. I bet she’s never seen one of these beauties before.”
“No, wait. I have an idea.” I pointed to the meat grinder. “Looks like Gramma’s been grinding up some beef for supper.”
Patrick looked at the odd contraption and shrugged. “So?”
“So…does that give you an idea?”
I saw a light bulb pop on in his head. “Oh, no. Mike, you are sick.” Of course that didn’t stop him from smiling over the idea.
“What? You don’t want to do it?”
“No, but you can do it. I’ll watch.”
“Uh-uh, no dice. This is a two-man job. You gotta do it, too.”
He looked at the grinder again. It seemed to call to him. Come on, Patrick. What better end for an ugly beetle than its displacement over several of my finely tuned gears and sharp serrated blades? When he looked back at me his eyes seemed to twinkle with anticipation.
“Okay. I’ll tell you what,” he said. “What if I’m just standing here minding my own business, turning this here crank, and you happen to come along doing whatever? Innocent enough?”
“Ah-huh.”
“So, like I won’t even be watching. I’m just this kid, and you’re just this guy.”
“And I’m minding my own business, too.”
“Yes, just minding your own business. That would be copa, wouldn’t it?”
“Sure it would. And who’s to say if while I’m standing there next to you, looking at my new pet beetle, that he can’t just happen to get away and fall into the grinder all by himself?”
“Yeah. What the heck? Accidents happen.”
“Of course they do.”
So Patrick turned the crank on the meat grinder while I unfolded the baseball cap. Right away the beetle began running in circles in the bowl of the cap, looking for an escape. I turned the cap upside down and tapped it a couple of times. At first the little bugger held on like lint. We giggled with expectation and then broke out in pee-our-pants laughter when the beetle finally fell into the grinder. Pat kept cranking, but the bug didn’t come out the other end like we expected. He just got all ground up in the gears and…well, I don’t really need to get into all the gory details, now do I?
Suffice to say we both hit the floor laughing so hard we could hardly catch our breaths. That’s when we heard Gramma’s footfalls coming up the back steps behind the mudroom.
“Com`on, Pat,” I said. “We gotta get out of here!”
We dogged it on hands and knees through the kitchen and into the parlor, finishing our great escape on our feet out the front door. We ran around to the back of the house, still laughing our asses off, when Gramma spotted us through the kitchen window. She poked her head out the back door and called us in with her ‘boy are you two in trouble’ voice.
“Man, we’re busted,” said Patrick. I could tell already he was working up some fake tears, a cool trick that usually saved him from the hot kiss of the paddle.
“No. We’re not busted. She didn’t see anything. Just play it cool and follow my lead. We can bluff this one.”
We came in through the back door, surprised to see the old paddle still hanging on its hook. I looked over at Patrick and gave him the wink. We didn’t have many secret signs, but Patrick knew that whenever I gave him the wink, then that meant our game was good.
“Yeah, Gramma?” I said.
“Where have you boys been?” She had her hands on her hips with her elbows splayed like chicken wings. I recognized that stance. It was her equivalence of a guard dog postured for attack. The paddle may have been on the wall, but we were not out of the woods yet. “Look at you. You’re filthy,” she said. “You look like little Vietnamese refugees.”
Everyone looked like little Vietnamese refugees to Gramma Riley. She didn’t watch much TV, but she did watch the evening news with Walter Cronkite. The Vietnam War and the OPEC cartel were her favorite subjects.
“We were digging in the dirt,” I said. “We weren’t doing anything wrong.”
“You weren’t playing out by the old well, were you?”
“No, Gramma, honest,” Pat said. “We were digging under the porch.”
Patrick could be such a nerd sometimes. I shot him the evil eye to shut him up, but the damage was done.
“Under the porch!” Gramma’s hand snapped to her heart as though a rubber band were attached from her thumb to her cleavage. “What in tar-nation…. No. Never mind. I don’t want to know—Lord—I DON’T want to know. Just scoot your scrawny butts upstairs and get washed up for supper right now.”
She turned and walked back to the meat grinder, mumbling something under her breath about Vietnamese boys digging tunnels under her house. I elbowed Patrick in the side to get his attention, but it was not really necessary. He watched, as I did, in horror as Gramma picked up one more chunk of beef and pitched it into the meat grinder. She gave the crank a couple of good turns and out oozed the last of the shredded beef, beetle guts and all, right on top of the pile of meat that would soon find its way to our supper plates.
“Well?” she said, peering at us over her shoulder. “Go on. Get a move on!”
We turned and high-tailed up the stairs.
Later that evening, as you might imagine, our appetites were not what they usually were. Gramma took Patrick’s temperature and did the back of the hand test on my forehead. She detected no serious abnormalities, but thought it best if we went without sweets after dinner—in other words, no ice cream.
My dreams that night turned to nightmares of beetles crawling out of every nook and cranny of my room, looking for their lost leader, the supreme commandant black beetle. They crawled all over me while I slept and tried to dig Vietnamese-like tunnels into my brain via my ears, nose and throat.
I woke up in a cold sweat, screaming for Gramma. She asked what was wrong, but I couldn’t tell her. I told Patrick, though, later that morning. He said he had bad dreams, too, but that his was about someone dumping him into a giant meat grinder. He kept trying to climb out of the funnel but the sides were too steep and slippery. He never told me how it ended.
After all that, you would think we would have learned our lesson with the meat grinder. Well, we did. Subsequent accidents with beetles, crickets, flies, and later, caterpillars, slugs and even a toad (sorry to say) were observed outside the kitchen area and the instrument of torture was always flushed out clean and proper at once. Bad dreams and nightmares notwithstanding, nothing else bad ever came of it.
There were lots of other things around the house that I had forgotten about, as well, pictures, lamps, furniture—hell, wall paper, carved moldings and hideous drapes. Most of it I never even noticed as a kid. It just blended in with the scenery. But seeing it again brought it all back. I remembered everything, every detail, which is freaky in itself, but more freaky was the fact none of it had changed—none of it! It’s as though Gramma had preserved it all like a snapshot in time.
If I hadn’t known better, I would have sworn the place was left empty all those years, but it wasn’t. It had been lived in. I could see it in the linoleum floor in the kitchen where it wore down to bare wood from Gramma walking on it day in and day out. And the enamel around the handle of the old Frigidaire, worn so thin from constant use that the gray metal primer paint telegraphed through. There were signs of it everywhere, normal wear and tear with everyday cleaning designed to keep the place looking good. It just never changed.
I took off my jacket and rolled up my sleeves, deciding it was time to get comfortable. I hadn’t eaten anything since Norfolk and the knot in my stomach was getting tight. The pantry offered some immediate gratification, a can of tuna and a pack of Saltines. With that and a pitcher of Gramma’s famous country lemonade, which I found in the fridge, I sat down and enjoyed the best lunch I had in years.
It got me to thinking about the time Patrick and I set up a lemonade stand at the foot of the road. It was the last summer before we lost Patrick—the last summer I ever enjoyed as a kid. I grew up really fast after that, but I never forgot the lemonade stand.
We picked a nice shady oak tree to sit under, and with nothing more than a couple of peach creates, a one-by-six board and a gallon of Gramma’s lemonade, we were in business. We sat there, Patrick and I, for about an hour before this neighbor kid and a pretty young girl came up to see us.
“Hey, whatcha doing?” the kid asked.
He looked older than me, not much, and heavier, too. Of course, Patrick and I were skinny runts anyway. It didn’t take much for someone to look heavy to us. This kid seemed tall for his age, maybe because I was sitting down. I couldn’t be sure. He wore his hair in a crew cut, but one that had grown out too long and now needed cutting again. I probably would have noticed more about him if not for the girl. She seemed so beautiful and, even at age eight, she took my breath away. Her hair flowed long and silky like gold ribbons shining in the speckled sunlight peeking through the oak branches above. It waved in the restless breeze as if flaunting its freedom to dance in the wind without care of tangles. Her cheeks glistened like powdered snow and her lips, just barely pink, seemed to pout like the petals of a rose.
“We’re selling lemonade,” Patrick said. “Want some?”
The big kid shrugged. “Sure.”
Patrick steadied the paper cups while I poured. “So what’s your name?” I asked, looking at the blond.
“Roland,” the kid said. “Roland Maher, and this is my sister, Linda.”
Linda smiled at me, and as I handed her the lemonade, she mouthed the words, ‘Thank you’.
I smiled back until shyness turned my eyes away. I handed the next cup to Roland Maher. “My name’s Mike,” I told him. “And this here is my brother, Patrick. We’re staying with my Gramma for the summer.” Roland took the cup and downed the lemonade in a single gulp. As he did, I gathered up a pint of courage, enough to look Linda in the eye again and said, “The whole summer.”
I swear in a week of Sundays I will never forget the look she gave me then. She raised one brow and pinched her lips together in a sort of secret smile meant just for me. Then she stuck the tip of her tongue out and ran it teasingly along the rim of her cup. I don’t think she meant it to look sexy, but who knows, maybe she did. Eight-year-old girls are more socially sophisticated than their male counterparts. Aren’t they? Or maybe my memory of that moment simply ripened with age like a fine wine. I suppose it’s possible that time allowed my mind to embellish on the subtleties of that encounter for the sake of nostalgia.
Anyway, the sunlight shinning through the branches flickered in her eyes and triggered a wink in my direction. That was enough to nearly scare me under a rock. I looked away and fumbled with the paper cups until I had reorganized three tall stacks into six smaller ones.
“Really?” said Roland. “The whole summer? Gee, that’s great.” He turned to Linda and nodded toward the road. “Well, guess we’ll be going now. Come on, Lin.”
“Wait a minute,” I said. “Didn’t you forget something?”
Roland turned with a snap. I knew right then we had found trouble. “Forget something? Oh, yeah. I guess we did. Thanks for the lemonade.”
“No. We don’t want a thanks.”
“You don’t?”
“No. We want money,” said Pat. “And if you don’t pay us twenty cents we’re gonna break your legs.”
“Patrick!” I said. I think he had been watching too much Five-O on TV.
“No, Mike. It’s not copa. He owes us money and he better pay up or else.”
Roland marched back to the lemonade stand, kicking dirt up in Patrick’s face. “Or else what?”
I stood up and threw out my chest. “Hey! Don’t use that tone on my brother.”
“Oh, yeah. And what are you gonna do about it?”
“I’m gonna do this,” I said, leaping over the make-shift counter and grabbing Roland around the neck. He stumbled back a few steps before squeezing me in a bear hug and taking me to the ground. We rolled around on top of each other, punching and scratching and kicking up enough dust to block out the sun. Two dogs scraping over a bone could hardly have made a finer mess of themselves.
Then, just when one of us were about to relocate the other’s front teeth (personally I remembered it as being Roland’s teeth in question; he remembered it the other way around) a chilled gallon of semi-sweet, mostly sticky lemonade rained down on us, dousing our desire to kill each other once and for all. We looked up through the dust and speckled sunshine to see who needed a good whoopass from two pissed hombres. We saw Linda Maher hovering over us with an empty pitcher in her hand and scorn on her face.
“You children finished now?”
There hardly seemed any point on continuing.
The rest of that summer went much smoother. Roland and I became friends, of sorts, and Linda and I became something better. You couldn’t call us boyfriend and girlfriend. We were still too young to admit a thing like that. We did, however, share a special bond that somehow made us feel more grown up than Patrick and Roland. And though I still didn’t want to kiss a girl, I did like the notion that a girl wanted to kiss me. I’ll tell you more about that later.
After finishing the tuna and Saltines, I poured myself another glass of lemonade and settled in on the sofa in front of the TV. I kicked my feet up on the coffee table and closed my eyes, but for only a moment. I don’t think I fell asleep. I mean it hardly seemed possible, but when I opened my eyes again, it was dark outside. That was the first time I heard a strange noise in the house. It wouldn’t be the last.
I got up to turn down the volume on the TV (no remote on the old idiot box) and I listened again for the sound. It seemed to come from behind the cellar door, which lay just off the living room in an alcove under the stairs. At first I thought it might be a rat because it sounded like something scratching against wood. As I got closer, though, I changed my mind. The scratching had become too vigorous for a rat. Okay, then a raccoon, I thought. But that didn’t last. When the scratching noise came coupled with the sound of something heavy pushing against the door, I quickly changed my mind again. This was something much larger, a bear maybe, but most likely a person. It seemed entirely possible that someone had come in through a cellar window and was trying to jimmy the lock on the door to get into the house.
My first thought was of defense. So I cleared off a small round table by the window and unscrewed one of its three legs. The table leg was short but heavy, three inches thick at one end, tapering down to an easy-to-grip inch and a half at the other. I figured it would serve me well just so long as I could get a jump on the guy.
A crack under the door told me that the cellar was dark. That gave me an idea. I remembered seeing a flashlight in the pantry where I found the crackers and tuna, so I tiptoed off into the kitchen to get it. When I came back, I turned out all the lights in the living room and set the flashlight on the floor pointing toward the door. I knew that when I opened the door the light from the flashlight would blind the intruder. At best, he would see me only in silhouette. Then I could clobber the crap out of him with my club and send him tumbling back down the stairs with a crushed skull. Once that was done I could lock the door again and phone the police. Brilliant, huh?
I approached the door, scared but determined. The scratching noise seemed to come and go in fits, cycles of attempts marked by intervals of rest. I imagined the intruder, having no luck with the lock, was probably working the doorjamb to pry it loose. I stood back and waited till he started up again. The second I heard the scratching commence, I gripped the knob with my sweaty left hand, gave it a quick turn, popped the latch and flung the door open. I raised the club up over my head and prepared to strike when I suddenly realized the nature of the threat. He looked up at me with grateful eyes blinking back the light, watching as I lowered my club and settled to my knee.
“What the hell are you doing here?” I said.
He crawled out on his belly, whimpering but wagging his tail. When the club hit the floor he jumped to my chest, put his paws on my shoulders and began licking my face.
“Whoa, boy, whoa,” I said, but the sound of my voice seemed only to excite him more. “Who are you, big fella? Why are you in my cellar?”
The dog had no tags. He didn’t even have a collar, but he seemed friendly. He looked like a mix of several breeds, Collie and Labrador for sure, and maybe Hound and German Shepherd as well. His chestnut coat seemed clean and bright. He’d been taken care of fairly well until someone stopped feeding him. I could feel his ribcage poking through his sides and some of his fur pulled out in small clumps where I patted him.
“So what’s your story? Do you belong to Gramma?”
He barked once.
“You do?” I guessed that was a yes. “Did she lock you in the cellar?”
Another bark.
“She did? Why did she do that?”
He licked the side of my face. That one was harder to decipher.
“Bet you’re hungry. Aren’t you?”
One bark. I knew it. The dog was a damn genius. “Come on. Let’s go find you something to eat.”
He barked once more and ran into the kitchen. I knew right then this dog was definitely not a guest. He lived there and probably knew his way around the place better than I. It’s just too bad he didn’t know his way out of the cellar. If I hadn’t come up from Charleston, then he’d have probably died down there.
I followed the dog into the kitchen and found him pawing at the pantry door.
“Think you found something, hey?”
He answered with a yelp. Now he sounded excited. I opened the pantry door and his nose went straight to a row of cans on the bottom shelf. I picked one up and read the label. “Hungry Boy Dog Food. Well what do you know? Is this what you want? You want some Hungry Boy?”
He barked once, then again, and again. Yes, yes, yes, you idiot. That’s what I want, Hungry Boy Dog Food. Com`on, Com`on, open it up already. Let’s go, let’s go!
I fished around the top drawer by the stove and found a can opener. As I worked on opening the can, the dog came back out of the pantry pushing a tin bowl across the floor with his nose. I emptied a great big pile of Hungry Boy into the bowl and watched him devour it in a matter of seconds. He looked up at me when he was done as if to say, Please, Sir. I’d like sum`ore.
“Not yet,” I told him. “You’ll get a belly ache. Let it settle a bit and we’ll see about giving you more in another hour or so. Okay?”
One bark and we were straight. I rinsed his bowl out in the sink and filled it with water. He put his nose to it, took a sniff and turned away.
“See. Your full already, aren’t you?”
He cocked his head to one side and looked up at me strangely. A sudden feeling of deja'vu struck me, as I realized he looked an awful lot like a dog I had growing up in Charleston. The dog’s name was Biznik. It was supposed to be Biscuit, but Patrick was too small to pronounce it correctly and, frankly, the dog answered to Biznik better. I looked down at this dog and figured he’d need a name, too.
“What did Gramma call you?” I asked. His head tilted the other way. “Well, I can’t call you Biznik. That wouldn’t be right.”
He barked once.
“But you do remind me of him. He was a Charleston dog. Hey, maybe I should call you, Charles, you know, short for Charleston. Would you like that?”
The dog rolled his eyes toward the ceiling and whimpered.
“All right, I get it, too stuffy. How about just Charlie?”
He barked again and then turned in circles a couple of times on the kitchen floor. It seemed like an okay to me. I decided if he had nothing more to say about it, then Charlie would do just fine. I picked his bowl up off the floor and pitched it into the sink. When I turned around Charlie was at the back door pawing to get out. I imagined he had to go and take care of business, although I was sure he had done plenty of that in the cellar already, as my best estimates put Gramma out of the house a full three days, maybe even four.
I opened the back door and followed Charlie outside. He waddled down the steps and continued trotting through the back yard down to the river’s edge, which ran about a hundred yards or so from the house. I caught up with him on the bank, drinking the water and splashing about in the shallow moonlight like a kid at the beach. I watched him for awhile when something inside me ticked and I froze like a stone. For a moment I was back again, a nine-year-old boy standing along the shore as dozens of people ran frantically about.
“Patrick!” they cried. I watched them, Gramma and Grandpa Riley, Mr. Maher, Russ Turner, Ed Gillespie, Zack Truman, Officer Marcella, and half the rest of the town, all searching the chilly waters, calling his name. I wanted to tell them. I wanted to tell them all, but I couldn’t. Roland Maher came up and put his arm around my shoulder. I turned and looked at him, but he would not look back.
“We have to say something,” I told him.
“No, Michael. It’s too late now. They’ll know we lied. My dad will kill me if he finds out we let this happen.”
“But what if—”
“I said no! Just leave it, and don’t worry. They’ll find him.”
“They won’t. They won’t find him. Not there.”
“Give them time. They’ll fan out. You’ll see.”
“You think he’s all right?”
“He’ll be fine. Now just keep your mouth shut and look worried.”
I shook my head and found myself back again, standing in the moonlight watching Charlie frolic in the water. A cold sweat soaked my skin to the bone. It seemed to drain from every pour of my body and it left me feeling weak and dehydrated. I called to Charlie and started back for the house. By the time I reached the stairs he was hot on my heels. When I opened the door he cut me off and scooted inside, wagging both tail and ass.
I refilled my lemonade and retired to the sofa for more TV. Charlie curled up on the floor by my side and laid his head on his paw like a pillow. He closed his eyes, but his ears stayed perked. I thought maybe he was listening to make sure I didn’t get up and sneak out on him. He couldn’t have known, but the fright I gave myself while standing on the riverbank a few minutes earlier convinced me that I didn’t want to be left alone either. I reached down and patted him on his head. He growled so I pulled my hand away. But when he opened his eyes and looked up at me his tail began thumping the floor in apparent approval. I reached down again and let him smell the back of my hand. He nudged it with his nose as if giving me approval this time, so I started petting him once more. He set his head back down and closed his eyes again. I couldn’t tell if he was just jumpy from being alone all that time in the cellar, or if he was letting me know that I shouldn’t take liberties without asking. Before the week was out I would lay even odds on the former.
Around midnight, I shut out all the lights and headed upstairs for bed. In the hallway on the second floor, Gramma kept a gallery of pictures hanging in staggered fashion on both walls. They hung between chest and eye height and consisted of both photos and paintings. Some, I remembered seeing before, having walked or run by them a thousand times as a boy all those summer days. Others, I’m sure, were there, yet I just never noticed. I stopped to look at one painting in particular. It seemed to grab me as though a special connection between it and me somehow existed, though beyond my ability to recollect.
The painting, somewhat whimsical if not downright animated, depicted several children playing among junkyard debris. I saw one boy hiding, poking his head out mischievously from behind an old truck fender; another chasing several girls, his hand extended with determination in a coltish game of tag. I leaned into the painting and looked closer at the boy behind the fender. He looked familiar, and at first I could not place him. Then a chill ran down my back and goose bumps raised on my arms, as it came to me in striking clarity. I did not know if Gramma kept the painting because she saw it, too, or if the coincidence had gone completely unnoticed all these years. But the boy, his blue eyes staring off with wild fancy, bared a stunning resemblance to Patrick. My mouth dropped at the uncanny likeness. I leaned in closer and let the hall light peek over my shoulder. It lit the boy’s young face like warm sunshine, revealing colors on the canvas that I could only hope were really its age and patina playing tricks on me. A bluish purple sort of smudge seemed to shine below the boy’s eye. I could not imagine the artist’s intentions if he had put his brush to work for any other reason, but the effect could not be denied. Up close, I could see it plain as day. The boy—like Patrick at the time of his death—sported a black eye as big as a grapefruit. A queer, queasy kind of tickle dared me to laugh, and I almost did, but just at that moment the kid, with his haunting eyes, turned his face directly to me.
I fell back, gasping, landing flat against the opposite wall. My heart jumped into my throat, blocking the scream that lurked somewhere down there, struggling to get out. My stumbling feet clipped Charlie’s tail and his yelp dislodged my scream. I cried out something about God and Savior till tears ran down my face. But through it all I did not run. There seemed no direction safe for flight and my dread was that my legs would not carry me anyway.
I kept my eyes off the painting for as long as I could while logic slowly took back control of my faculties. “I did not see that,” I told Charlie. “I did not just see what I think I saw.”
I looked down at Charlie, expecting to see his cute dogface looking up at me for an apology for stepping on his tail. Instead I saw an animal whose instinct for survival had pinned his ears down low to his head, hunched his shoulders and snarled the back corners of his muzzle. He looked up at the picture as though it posed an imminent threat and needed some serious doggy whoopass. I could not tell which scared me more, my mind, for playing tricks on me with the painting, or the dog, who seemed to know it and now felt equally threatened. I started to laugh at the silliness of it all before turning and continuing down the hall toward the bedrooms. Charlie followed, his tail tucked guardedly between his legs as he hurried to catch up.
The first room on the right was Gramma Riley’s old bedroom. It was the largest of the three on that floor and even had its own bathroom, which Grandpa added back in the 60`s after Gramma broke her hip in a fall on some ice. I opened the door and looked in on the old room. The curtains were drawn shut over the only window. A dresser had been moved in front of it. On the floor a bunch of mason jars with candles formed a semi-circle around the bed like some protective border designed to ward off satanic sprits or cult-like demons. I remember reading about something like that in an issue of Paranormal Science. It had something to do with radical feng shui in extrasensory channels. I stuck my head in further and took a peek at the back of the door. Just as I suspected, a wreath of garlic and hemlock hung there, accentuated with a touch of eucalyptus. I read about how garlic and hemlock was supposed to thwart evil, but I didn’t remember reading anything about eucalyptus. Anyway it did explain the funky smell I got from Gramma Riley when I kissed her on the cheek back at the home.
I considered going inside and sleeping in Gramma’s bed, it being a king size and all, but the thought of her old lady body dust still on the sheets and pillows sort of grossed me out—not to mention the smell of the wreath on the back of the door. So I crossed the hall and looked in on the guest bedroom instead. The beds there were singlewide and about six inches too short for my long legs. But given the alternatives, Gramma’s bed or the sofa, it seemed like a no brainer.
I unlatched the window and propped it open with a stick, the same one I used to use when Patrick and I shared the room. A cool breeze had kicked up about an hour before. It blew in nicely now, and I could smell a hint of rain in the air. Back when we were kids the summer showers always seemed to roll in from the north. It allowed us to leave the bedroom windows on the south side of the house open without the rain blowing in. I hoped that would be the case now, as the stagnant air in the room smelled like a wet sock at the bottom of a hamper and truly needed to circulate.
I turned out the light, said good night to Charlie and plopped my head down on the pillow. I think I fell asleep inside of two minutes, but I did not dream right away. About three AM I rolled over on my back and suddenly awoke. My eyes popped open as if hinged on springs. I saw shadows chasing one another on the ceiling. My heart began beating in my chest with unnatural rhythm, and my breath quickened to keep pace so that it might not explode. I couldn’t imagine what had just happened to me. No awful nightmare stirred in my brain. No sound startled my peace. One moment I was sleeping like a baby, the next found me panting like a racehorse. Outside a light rain fell, but I had to really listen to hear it, and, in any case, I was sure there had been no thunder. I leaned up on my elbow and looked down on the floor at Charlie. He slept soundly, curled by the bed with his chin resting on my shoe. A soft breeze stole through the window and flirted with the curtains, making them dance like ballerinas on the wind. I fell back on my pillow and took a deep breath. Finally, my heart settled into a rhythm I could recognize. I closed my eyes and thought back to the time when Patrick came and woke me up in the middle of the night.
“Michael,” his voice masked in a loud hush. “Are you awake?”
I rolled over and opened my eyes, squinting to see his face in the prison bars of moonlight shinning in through the window blinds. “I am now, Patrick. What’s up?”
“I can’t sleep.”
“How come?”
“I heard a noise.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah.”
“What did it sound like?”
“It sounded like the wheels on a train squeaking to a stop. You know like, eeeeeeek.”
“Ah-huh. So what do you think it was?”
“I think it’s the ghost.”
“The what?”
“The ghost, the one in the well that Gramma told us about.”
“Patrick. Gramma only tells that story to keep us away from the well. There’s no such thing as ghosts.”
“Are you sure, `cause I heard it.”
“Yes. I’m sure. It’s probably just a rusty hinge on one of the shutters or something. Now go back to bed and go to sleep.”
The memory of that night stood out in my mind as though it were only yesterday. I could almost see Patrick walking back across the room, climbing into bed with his butt cheeks spilling out over the top of his pajamas. A few minutes later, I could no longer feel my heart beating in my chest. I came to the conclusion that I probably just heard something in my sleep like Patrick did that night, and it woke me the way it awoke him. I rolled over on my side and pulled the covers up over my shoulder. A minute longer, maybe two, and I would have been sound asleep again. But just as I started to melt away in slumber I heard a noise like footsteps coming down the hall. With one ear to the pillow, I could not judge how close they were, only that they were not yet in the room. I sprang up in bed and turned toward the door. Charlie was already looking that way, snarling in a low baritone growl. Suddenly, the window slammed shut and the stick propping it open bounced on the floor and rolled under the bed.
“Who’s there!” I called.
Charlie let out a bark that scared the hell out of me. He jumped up and ran out of the bedroom. I could hear his nails clicking on the floor the entire length of the hall and then down the stairs.
I hopped out of bed, put my pants on and fled after him as quickly as I could. I turned at the bottom of the stairs by the cellar door, stopping just long enough to pick up the wooden leg that I had unscrewed from the table earlier. I followed Charlie’s barking through the living room, into the kitchen. I stopped by the fridge and snapped on the light. Charlie stood at the back door, pawing and growling to get out.
“Whatcha got, boy? You got him on the run?”
He looked over his shoulder and barked. Almost had him, Mikey, he seemed to say, his lip peeled back so far I could count his teeth. Almost had him.
I started to let him out so that he could continue the chase when I realized something hauntingly wrong. The back door was locked, the safety chain still latched. No one had gone through that door, either in or out, since Charlie and I returned from our walk down by the river. I looked at Charlie looking up at me. My heart began that funny palpitating rhythm again. He did not understand about the lock and chain, and I—I did not want to believe.
I went back to bed and tried to sleep, but the bizarre incident kept playing over and over in my mind. I envied Charlie for his ignorance and his blissful unenlightened pea brain, so incapable of understanding that what had just happened was impossible. He didn’t wonder, nor need to know, where the phantom footsteps came from, how they carried down the stairs and then escaped through a locked door. He only needed to know that they were gone and that he could now sleep in peace. The table leg, which I had intended to use as a club, now served as my crutch to help me sleep. I laid it upon my chest, gripping each end tightly, convinced I could strike a blow with it in either direction if needed at the snap of a twig. I closed my eyes and counted sheep, and though it took awhile, I finally fell asleep again.
When daylight broke, Charlie and I got up and went downstairs to the kitchen. I opened up a can of Hungry Boy and watched him tear into it like a starving refugee. It reminded me that I had promised him more last night if he just waited an hour or so after eating. I wondered now if his unsettled appetite had put him on edge. Maybe he sensed my fear in the bedroom and only thought he heard something, too. Maybe when I yelled ‘Who’s there’ it startled him into action, sending him off in a blind chase after ghostly shadows and creaking floorboards. I looked over at the door again. It could not have been latched more securely. Already I started feeling better, and after sitting down to an English muffin and a fresh pot of coffee I came to realize what a fool I had been for letting a dog scare the hell out of me like that.
After breakfast I let Charlie out. I watched from the kitchen window as he trotted down to the river’s edge for a drink of water. From there he sniffed around in a zigzagged line to a grassier spot along the trees, where he finally peed and took a healthy dump. It reminded me I needed to do the same.
I took care of the immediate business at hand and then grabbed my coffee and started out on a tour of the house, checking screens and doors to see if any had been breached. I didn’t really expect to find signs of forced entry, but I wanted to make sure just the same, if for no other reason than to guarantee a good night’s sleep the next time my head hit the pillow.
I made a quick sweep through every room, trying locks, latches and doors. Next, I took my crusade outside. Nothing about the house seemed out of place, no broken windows, no jimmied doors and no footprints in the mud around the foundation.
Charlie met up with me around the far side of the house with a rubber ball in his mouth. He wanted to play and would not take no for an answer. I took the ball from his mouth—though slimy it was—and tossed it all the way back to the tree line. He spun about, charging after it with both tail and tongue wagging, allowing me to get on with my inspection.
I continued around the corner at the front of the house when I spotted a strange car in the driveway. It had not been there when I started my rounds, but apparently showed up early enough that now it sat empty. I looked up on the porch and saw an attractive young woman knocking on the door. She looked to be thirty-something, smartly dressed, hair up in a bun, but with strands of blond trailing down along the sides of her face. From what I could see, her body was shapely, curves to spare, if you know what I mean, but definitely not heavy. I patted my hair down neatly and stepped out from around the corner.
“Hello. Can I help you?” I figured she was probably someone from the old-age home looking for money to pay for Gramma Riley’s accommodations. I thought it seemed pushy of them, seeing I had only just arrived in town yesterday, but at least they had the kindness of heart to send someone pretty to do the dirty work, and not nurse Hussein. I thought if maybe I gave her a hard enough time she might try to beat it out of me. That could be fun.
She turned around and smiled, not a phony practiced sort of smile either, but a nice Gee I’m REALLY glad to see you, kind of smile. I have to admit, it really was a turn-on. Already, I was going through my pockets to see how much spare change I could rustle up.
“Michael? Michael Riley?”
I smiled back at her wolfishly. “Yeees?”
“Michael. It’s me, Linda.”
At first, I didn’t know whom she meant. I kept trying to place her at the Home, but the only faces I could picture were Gertrude with the Andy Rooney eyebrows, and Mr. Bruce, the light-footed orderly who saw it fit to call a grown man, Honey.
“Linda?”
“Yes, Linda. Oh, for crying out loud. Have I changed that much in thirty years?”
“Thirty…. Linda! Linda Maher. Oh, my God!”
I put my arms out and started towards her. She took a tentative step, but then thought twice before trying to negotiate the rickety porch in high heels. We met up at the top step where we hugged and laughed and I could not resist twirling her about a few times before setting her down.
“Linda Maher, I’ll be doggone. How the hell are you?”
“I’m good, Michael. But it’s no longer Maher. It’s Thomas.”
“Of course. You’re married. Why wouldn’t you be?”
“Well, was. I’m a widow now.”
“Oh, gees, I’m sorry.”
“Thank you, but don’t be. It’s been a while. I’m all right. But you, how have you been? You look good.”
“Good? Oh, Jesus, I must look like hell. I haven’t showered or shaved this morning—”
“Stop. You look great.”
Just then, Charlie came around the corner with the ball in his mouth. He seemed happy to see us, and I thought maybe Linda might even know something about him.
“Oh! You have a dog?”
“Yeah. Do you know anything about him?”
“Should I?”
“I was hoping. I found him here yesterday locked up in the cellar.”
“Really?” She bent over to pat Charlie on the head. He seemed to like her, as if they knew one another from way back, but then he acted that way when he first met me, too. “You say you found him in the cellar?”
“Yeah. He had to have been there a few days. I think Gramma went into the retirement home on Tuesday.”
“Actually, she went Monday.”
“Monday?”
“Yes, I took her there myself. But she never mentioned anything about a dog. For crying out loud, I could have been feeding him all this time. The poor thing must have been starving.”
“He was. Weren’t you, Charlie?”
The dog looked up and barked once.
“You know his name?”
“No. He wouldn’t tell me, so I gave him one that seemed to fit. Hey, why don’t you come in? I’ll fix us some lemonade.”
She looked at her watch and made a tic sound between her teeth. “No, I can’t. I have a meeting in half an hour. I just stopped by to see if you wanted to have lunch with me this afternoon.”
“Lunch? Sure. I’d love to. Only thing is, I don’t have a car.”
“Yes you do.” She nodded toward the barn. “Your grandmother’s car still runs. I took it to the shop for an oil change just two weeks ago.”
“You? Really?”
“Yeah. I’ve been helping your grandmother out a lot these past few years. Fact, since my husband died, we’ve been helping each other out a lot. Anyway,” she pointed this time, “the keys are in it.”
That was the best news I had heard all day—no—actually the second best news. The best was getting the invitation for lunch with Linda. I smiled and shrugged as though there was ever any question. “All right, then. Lunch it is. Where’s your pleasure?”
“How about Louie’s?”
“Louie’s is good.”
“All right. Shall we say noon?”
“Noon? Sure. It’s a date.”
I didn’t really mean to say ‘It’s a date’. It just slipped out. But Linda didn’t seem to mind the reference. We hugged again, and then I helped her off the steps and into her car. She started it up, gave me a wink and drove away. She seemed much more surefooted on four wheels than in high heels. Her car rounded the bend at the end of the drive like a Roman chariot on fire. Gravel and dust filled the air in a lazy cloud that drifted off into the woods and settled like ash on the branches and leaves still wet from morning dew. I thought about the girl I used to know who could ride a horse like Annie Oakley and throw a punch like John Wayne. I was just a kid, but I fell in love with that girl, and I always wondered what ever happened to her. Well, now I know. She grew into a beautiful woman, and though I had only spoken to her for a moment, I knew that my crush on her had never faded.
I went back into the house to fix myself a glass of lemonade when I discovered two things, one disappointing and the other…well, that was disappointing also. First of all, I found that I had killed the last of the lemonade the night before, and secondly that that wonderful lemonade, which I thought Gramma Riley made from scratch, was actually made from powdered concentrate. I found it bittersweet, (the discovery, not the lemonade—although I guess that was, too) for the thought of coming home to Gramma Riley’s fresh squeezed lemonade seemed somehow nostalgic, and made the homecoming warm and inviting. On the other hand, now that Gramma Riley was gone and her secret discovered, I realized I could enjoy her famous lemonade anytime I wanted. And since the days now were as hot as any I had ever known as a kid, it meant I’d have plenty of ice-cold lemonade to go around.
I grabbed my overnight bag and headed upstairs to the bathroom for a shave. The faucet on the vanity was one of those old-fashioned types, the one with separate hot and cold valves that looked like rimless wheels with thick spokes. They usually have a big “H” for hot and “C” for cold stamped on the center of the knob. This faucet used to, but they wore off a long time ago. Anyway, I hated that faucet. The valves squeaked like a rusty flute and I could never get just the right flow of hot and cold water to achieve a comfortable temperature, especially in the summer. It made washing your face a tricky proposition any time of year.
The shower valves were no better. Compounding the matter was the fact I like my showers hot, not just ooh that’s nice and relaxing hot, but ooh damn one more degree hotter and my skin’s coming off my back in one big sheet, hot. Working the valves to accomplish this feat resembles nothing less than what the old steamboat engineers must have gone through to calibrate their ship’s engines for a trek up the Mississippi. The real tricky part was doing it quick enough so that you didn’t run out of hot water before you finished your shower.
When I was a boy, I had this procedure down to a science. It went something like this, one and a half turns on the cold valve, two turns on the hot, count to seven and then back off a quarter turn on the cold and forward the hot another half. Anything else would result in temperature fluctuations and possibly a serious burn of the second or third degree. Of course if anyone flushed the toilet once this delicate balance was achieved, then all bets were off. A wiser man would have the showerhead already pointing down as close to the drain as possible so that he could step out of the water’s path the instant he heard the flush. A lesser man, such was Patrick, would settle for a cold to moderately warm shower if he was unwilling to take his chances.
I was never the lesser man.
The sequence of valve turning came back to me like the combination number on my old locker in eighth grade, one and a half cold, two hot, seven counts, cut a quarter and add a half—ha, child’s play. Fifteen seconds later, I was stripped down and lathered up in the hottest shower I had taken in years. I let the water beat down on my back and shoulders until the heat unwound every knot my muscles could tie since arriving in New Castle. Even my feet got a good soaking, as the tub always did drain slowly. It was not unusual at all to find yourself standing in several inches of hot soapy water by the end of your shower. It also worked as a gauge to let you know how long you were in there.
I watched the steam build until it filled the air so thick I could barely see two feet in front of my face. My sinuses began to clear again. My blood flow increased, and every pore in my body opened to vanquish all that lay impure within their grip. I grabbed the shampoo and lathered up my hair, and almost didn’t even mind it when I got some in my eyes. They stung for a minute, but I kept them shut tight until I could feel the soap working out of them.
All at once, I heard a noise like a train squeaking to a stop. I thought of Patrick and the night he woke me. ‘I heard a noise,’ he said to me. I could hardly have cared at the time. He described it as sounding like wheels on a train squeaking to a stop. But they were not wheels of a train, not if what I heard in the shower was what he heard then. A distant train squeaking to a stop can sound a lot like a broken woodwind, maybe even a rusty flute, and a squeaky water valve on an old vanity faucet can sound a lot like both. In the instant all of that ran through my mind I knew that my shower was about to get either a lot hotter or a lot colder. I still had soap in my eyes and I could not yet see. The showerhead, the one a wiser man would have had pointing at the drain, was not pointing at the drain at all. It pointed at me. I jumped away from the waterfall till my heel ran up the slope on the back of the tub. My soapy foot slid down the slope. Both feet swept out from under me and in an instant I went down like a stone. I grabbed the shower curtain with two hands and clung on for dear life. It saved me from crashing hard to the bottom of the tub, but not from falling down altogether. The curtain rod gave when my weight shifted one last time. I tumbled out of the tub and onto the floor with the curtain draped over my head and back. I think I might have blacked out for a moment just then, but I’m not sure.
The next thing I knew, I was standing by the bathroom door. I had expected to see Linda out in the hall, laughing with her hands over her mouth. ‘I’m sorry, Mikey,’ I thought she’d say, my white ass glistening as soapsuds ran down my butt crack. She would tell me it was an accident, that she only wanted to freeze me out by turning on the hot water in the sink, and that she never meant for me to fall. A likely story, but I had already decided to forgive her, if for no other reason than to improve my chances of getting in the sack with her later that night—after all, if she got to see my ass, then I should get to see hers, too.
I moaned for affect, hoping to extract some sympathy. “What’s the big idea?” I said. I poked my head outside the door into the hall. In a million years I would not have thought it, but she had run away, abandoned the scene of the crime like a common criminal. I stormed across the hall and down the stairs to a window at the front of the house. I expected to see her either laughing her ass off on the front porch, or in her car dusting the yard with a new coat of dirt and gravel as she sped away. To my surprise I saw neither. No sign of her or her retreat. I did see Charlie, though, sleeping on the porch, unconcerned that an intruder had just entered and fled in a blur and almost left his new master dead in the tub.
“Traitor!” I said.
He lifted his head with a snap and looked around eagerly as if to say, ‘What? I’m paying attention’.
I turned back and headed to the bathroom. The shower was still running, mostly cold. Had I known that I could have stayed there and braved it without falling out of the tub. It would have saved me the embarrassment of mooning Linda and picking up a few new bruises in the process. But I heard the faucet squeak and I truly did expect to get scalded. I had a fifty-fifty chance. What else could I do? What would you do?
After shutting off the shower, I reached for the sink and gave the hot water valve a twist. The water stopped, and for a moment when I looked up into the mirror, so did my heart. The glass had fogged over with steam. Written across it in big letters was the word, ‘COPA’.
I reached up and wiped the mirror with my hand to reveal the face of a man that looked as if he had just seen a ghost. It was my face, and though I hardly recognized it, I feared I would come to know that face well in due time. I began to think about all the things Gramma Riley said to me at the Home. ‘What scares the ba-geebees out of you most, Michael?’ she asked.
And what was I supposed to say? ‘It’s your eyes, Gramma, your fucking eyes. They’re freaking me out. Come on. Stop looking at me like that.’ Jesus, what a strange thing to ask.
But it got stranger. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said. There was such finality in her tone. ‘He knows…. Patrick knows. If he doesn’t, he’ll find out.’
Now, what the fuck was that supposed to mean? I remembered looking at her like a goddamn guppy. Like I’m supposed to believe that Patrick has come back from the fucking dead to haunt the shit out of anyone living in the house. Well, fuck! I wasn’t buying it.
But I did the right thing. I played it cool and let the old lady have her say. I let her pass that damn torch on to me. So what—if it made her happy. That wasn’t stupid. Stupid was letting her words eat at my subconscious till they played tricks on my mind, making me see things in paintings that weren’t real, having me chase after imaginary intruders in the middle of the night with a club in my hand. That was stupid. And now what? This? Someone sneaks into my bathroom, writes on my mirror and tries to freeze me out of the tub. I’m supposed to believe in ghosts? Well, no fucking way, Jose. I wasn’t buying it. No, sir, not me.
I finished drying off, wrapped a towel around my waist and went out into the kitchen to make a call. I wanted to ask Gramma exactly what she meant when she said Patrick would know what scares me. I had a hunch that maybe someone had been trying to scare her, but why, I didn’t know. Was it just for the sake of scaring her, or to scare her out of her house?
I got the number to the retirement home from information and dialed it up. The operator switched me to the second floor desk. From there they rang Gramma’s room. A young man answered the phone on the second ring.
“Well, it’s about time, Leo,” he said. He sounded put off. “I paged you five minutes ago. You need to get up here with a meat dolly so we can get Riley down to the morgue before Gerttie gets back. She’s got another geriatric waiting for the room and she’s in one of her ass-wipe moods. If I don’t get this bed remade stat, she’ll chew my ass up and spit it out in pieces.”
“What?” I said, wanting to say more but nothing else would come out.
“I know. Can you believe it? The old lady’s not even cold yet and Gerttie won’t let me have a smoke first. I swear she has it in for me, Leo. She’s been riding my butt all day.”
Finally my jaw unlocked. “Are you saying Riley is dead?”
There was a short pause before Mr. Bruce spoke again. “Is this Leo?”
“No!” I said, and before I could tell him more he hung up.
I walked backed to the living room and sat down on the sofa. A sudden whirlwind of emotions overcame me. Tears began to roll down my face. I felt so silly. I didn’t know why I was crying. I knew Gramma was old, hell I saw her myself at the Home. She already had one foot in the grave. But I knew also that I should have been there for her. I knew it would not be long before she let go. I should have been there.
My sniffling and moaning caught Charlie’s attention. I saw him get up from the porch and nudge the screen door open with his nose. He walked over to me and set his chin on my lap. Then he looked up at me with his big brown eyes. I laughed, and it all just spilled out, the tears, the sobs, the runny nose, everything. I scratched Charlie on the head and fell back against the sofa cushions. For a few minutes I just stared up at the ceiling, remembering Gramma Riley the way she would want to be remembered, not as the old woman with crippled fingers clutching an imaginary rope, but as a younger lady, strong, healthy, full of zest and showing two young boys from Charleston the time of their lives in the summer of ‘73’. She would want to be remembered as the loving Grandmother who always seemed to know when a bowl of ice cream would hit the spot for a couple of ace pilots just back from a dogfight among the fireflies in the nighttime skies. She would want to be remembered as the woman who taught her boys a lesson after finding a dead beetle in her meat grinder and pretending to run one more chunk of meat through it without washing it out (that version I concluded years later to stop the beetle nightmares that persisted well into my teens. I don’t know if it’s true, but let’s just say it is). And Gramma Riley would definitely want to be remembered as the one who did everything she could to save Patrick after he disappeared. She called out the whole damn town to help search from one end of the river to the other. And she did not sleep for days, not until Doctor McCormick gave her a shot, which knocked her out for nearly forty-eight hours. By then, of course, I was back home in Charleston attending an empty-casket funeral and wishing it was I who had died instead of Patrick. But, nonetheless, that was the last time I saw Gramma Riley, back in the summer of ‘73’ and not yesterday at the Home. The woman I saw yesterday was just a shattered soul waiting to escape a body that had failed her long ago. It was not Gramma Riley. The Gramma Riley I knew was free-spirited, and that’s the Gramma I chose to remember. And now, she was gone—gone but free.
“Fly, Gramma,” I cried through blurry eyes. “Fly!”
Charlie looked up at me and barked once. I looked down at him and smiled. “Yes, Charlie. She’s free. Gramma Riley is free now. Everything is copa.”
He set his head back on my lap and we soaked in the moment together.
Around eleven-forty I went out to the barn and swung open its two big wooden doors. It seemed like a dream, both a young boy’s dream and a grown man’s. There in the middle of the barn, surrounded by relics of six generations, sat the sweetest creampuff of a car that ever rolled off a Detroit assembly line. It was a 1957 black and red, two-door Ford Fairlane 500 Skyliner hardtop convertible. It looked just as I remembered, big and bold, and in a way only appreciated by a guy—sexy. I could not believe Gramma still had it. She hardly ever drove it when we were kids. Usually, she and Grandpa traveled in Grandpa’s old pick-up. Even when Patrick and I tagged along, Grandpa would have us jump into the back of his truck and we’d go bouncing off in the open bed like a couple of bronco busting cowboys. But a couple of times, on a precious few occasions, Gramma took Patrick and me for a ride in the convertible through the countryside. The two of us would sit in the back, pretending the country hills were a giant roller coaster. Gramma would drive up the hill slowly, making clicking sounds through her teeth. Then she’d step on the gas on the downside. We’d put our hands high up over our heads and scream like a couple of schoolgirls till we hit the next hill. Then it was ‘click-click-click’ all the way up again and schoolgirl city all the way down. It was cheap entertainment, but something Mom and Dad would never have done for us back in Charleston. They never had the time for such things. They were always too busy. I think that’s why they sent us away every summer to begin with.
I jumped behind the wheel of the old Ford, started it up and pulled it out of the barn. Next, I threw back the locking latches that secured the roof and I hit the switch. The roof popped up with a thump. The trunk lid began opening backwards. The metal roof rose like a mechanical snake rearing its head, then collapsed on itself, folding back in sections on piano hinges and stacking, rear glass window and all, neatly into a compartment inside the trunk. The trunk lid lowered again like a drawbridge, settling into place with a final click. I dropped the car into gear and hit the gas. The tires spun as I peeled off with the wind rustling through my hair over the windshield, and a cloud of dust swirling at my back. At that moment, I felt as alive as I had ever been. Here’s to you, Pat, I thought. To my roller coaster buddy, forever and a day.
But you know what they say, careful what you wish for.
The bell over the door announced my entrance as I walked into Louie’s. Linda sat at a booth about half way down the aisle. I walked up and sat down across from her.
“Hey. How ya doing?”
“Gees, Michael. I was beginning to worry you might not make it.”
I looked at my watch. It was twelve-fifteen. “My grandmother passed away,” I said. I know it wasn’t the reason I was late, but it would do.
“What? But I…I just left you. When did this happen?”
“This morning. Probably about the time you were playing your joke on me.”
“My what?”
“Come on. It’s all right. I’m not angry. It’s kind of funny, really.”
“What’s funny? My coming to see you this morning was not a joke. I really wanted to see you.”
“I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about after, when you came back.”
“I didn’t come back.”
“Yeah you did. Come on, it’s okay. You can tell me.”
“Michael, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I left you this morning and went straight to my meeting. In fact, I ended up running late, pissing everyone off.”
I looked at her and smiled, hoping she would see that I wasn’t buying it and that she needed to come clean and tell me everything. But the look in her eyes told me something else. They told me she really didn’t know what I was talking about, and worse, she was beginning to worry about it.
“So that wasn’t you?”
She shook her head. “Wasn’t me what?” She put her hands out, palms up.
I glanced over my shoulder to make sure no one else was listening. What I was about to tell her seem hokey and I wanted to keep it between us. “Someone came by the house after you left. I was in the shower. I didn’t…. I mean I guess someone….”
“What? Someone what?”
“Someone came in and wrote something in the steam on the mirror.” I purposely skipped the part about me falling out of the tub. I thought painting a picture of my ass-crack filling up with soapsuds might be much for a first date.
“Someone broke in?”
“No, not really broke in, walked in is more like it. The front door was open and the screen was unlocked.”
“Didn’t Charlie have anything to say about it?”
“If he did, he kept it to himself.”
“Well, he does seem friendly. Maybe he’s used to people and doesn’t know when he’s supposed to bark at strangers.”
“Or maybe this person was no stranger.”
“Someone he knew?”
“I guess. It’s all I can figure.”
“What did it say?”
“What?”
“On the mirror. What did it say on the mirror?”
“Oh, nothing, just some silly thing Patrick and I used to say as kids.”
“So why did you think I wrote it?”
“I don’t know. Because you were just there I guess. No one else ever comes out to the house. It’s so far off the beaten path.”
Just then a young waitress came up to our table. She looked school-aged, about sixteen we guessed. She wore her long blond hair pulled back in a ponytail and sported just enough makeup to look a tad older than she really was.
“Hello. My name’s Melanie,” she said, tonguing a piece of gum to the back of her mouth. “I’ll be yeah servah today. Would you like to know ah specials?”
Hearing the girl talk made me smile. She didn’t look like Louie, (thank God for small miracles) but she had his thick Boston accent, and maybe a little Valley Girl thrown in, too. I figured she was probably his kid. Had to be if she still held her job after what we saw next. I looked across the table at Linda. “You interested in the specials?”
She shrugged. “I could listen.”
I turned to Melanie and smiled at her. “So whatcha got, hun?”
“Okay, le`me see. Numbah thihdy-two is the smoked sausage on a keisah roll with onions and peppahs fa only three-ninie-five. That includes a soft drink. Numbah foddy is the—”
Across the room a fat bald guy with a Rudy Giuliani comb-over raised his hand. “Hey, Da`lin`, can I get some service heah?”
Melanie turned to him, snapping her gum. “Calm ya livah, Sugah. Can’t ya see I’m ova heah takin` odahs? Gees!” She turned back to us, shaking her head. “Mutheragawd. You believe that guy? Must be some frickin foreigna ah sum`um, eh?”
“Yeah, some people. Guess you told him.”
“Oh, I toll`um alright, damn whoah-monga. Anyway, wheah was I? Oh, yeah, numbah foddy. That’s the big sellah today. Gowin like gang-bustahs. It’s got yah meat-n-b`daydas mixed in a stew with some carrots, celery, basil and what have ya.”
“That sounds good. Is it?”
“Yah-rit’s awesome. Even comes with plenny-a spucky rolls to mop it all up with.”
I looked at Linda and gave her the high brow. “What do you think?”
She scrunched her nose and shook her head. “I was thinking pizza, really.” She pointed to a neon sign hanging in the window. Best Piece In Town, it said. “Hey, neon doesn’t lie.”
I smiled and held back a joke that just screamed to come out. “You’re allergic to anchovies.”
“That’s right. My, God! I can’t believe you remembered.”
“I remember,” I said. “I remember everything,” though God knows how much I wished I could forget. “All right, so we should get a…what, medium?”
“Medium’s good.”
I rolled my eyes back up at Melanie. “Yes, a medium cheese with pepperoni please.”
Melanie jotted down the order. “And ta drink?”
Again, I looked at Linda. She mouthed the word ‘beer’ and grinned as though the idea were a naughty little secret.
I gave Melanie a wink. “Beer thanks. A pitcher of Lite if ya got it.”
She nodded. “We got it. I’ll get yah odah in right away and be back with yah beah in a jiff.”
After she left, Linda reached across the table for my hand. “I’m sorry about your grandmother, Michael.”
“You’re sorry? I should be consoling you. It sounds like you and Gramma Riley were close. I mean, I haven’t seen her in thirty years, but you….”
“Yeah, I know. We were close. After Patrick…you know…your grandmother became a basket case. Your grandpa worried about her so much I swear it’s what killed him. I guess `cause I felt like I somehow played a small part in what happened that I owed it to her to keep an eye on her.”
“What? You played no part at all in what happened. Why would you feel any responsibility?”
“Because I’m the one who stopped you and Roland from fighting that first day we met. If I hadn’t done that, then the two of you would have beaten the snot out of each other until one or both of you ran home crying. Instead you became friends and probably ended up playing games you wouldn’t have played had Roland not been there.”
“What do you know about the games we played? Better yet, what do you know about what we were playing when Patrick got lost?”
“I don’t know anything. But I know Roland, and I know he hasn’t been right ever since that day. So I know he had something to do with Patrick’s disappearance.”
“Has Roland ever said anything to you about it?”
“No. He hasn’t said anything to anyone. He turned into Howard Hughes. Just shut himself up in his room and never came out.”
“Wow! How long did that last?”
She leaned in across the table and looked me in the eye. “Michael. It’s still going on. He never comes out.”
“What do you mean, never?”
“I mean never. Oh, sure, now he comes out of his room to eat, pee, shop for groceries, whatever, but other than that, he’s a recluse. We’ve had doctors look at him, talk to him, you know: psychiatrist, psychologists, specialists in clinical depression. Even our rabbi couldn’t help. I’m telling you, I don’t know what went on that day, but it changed Roland something awful. That’s how I know he bears some responsibility for what happened to Patrick.”
So what could I say to her? I never imagined Roland would have wigged out like that. Not that he didn’t deserve to. What happened to Patrick was just as much his fault as mine—more so if you take into account that I never would have let it happen if he didn’t bully me into it. Still, what is done is done. I’m not proud of it, and I’ve had to learn to move on while bearing the scars of my actions in my own heart. Oh, I suppose that had I known Roland would turn into a zombie over the incident, then maybe I would have felt less bitter towards him, but thirty years is a long time to carry a cross, and in a way I, too, have been living life like a zombie.
“So, he never talks about it, huh?”
She shook her head and exhaled with a sigh. “No. After you went back to Charleston without your brother he just shriveled up and locked himself away.”
“I’m sorry about that. I really am.”
Linda’s lips drew together tightly till only a thin white line defined her mouth. Her eyes fell away in a distant stare and she nodded in sad agreement. “Thanks. Me, too.”
Melanie came back to the table, nearly tripping with the pitcher of beer, which she held balanced on a tray. “Oops!” she said, as an ounce or two sloshed over the top and splashed on the floor by our feet. “Almost bought another. Man, that would`ah been three d`day. I don’t know why they make beah so heavy.”
“Well then,” I said. “Aren’t you glad we ordered Lite beer?”
She looked at me funny for a second and then let out a giggle. “Oh, yaright. That’s so weird. I didn’t notice that befoah. But I think the others were heavy beahs. You know yah wickid smaht, Mistah. You must be a professah ah sump`um. I’m gonna pay more attention to that next time.”
Linda and I smiled at each other.
“Do ya need anything else?” the girl asked.
“A couple of glasses would be nice.”
She rolled her eyes, and it seemed her whole head followed. “Right, glasses. Okay. I’ll be right witcha.”
Linda leaned back in the booth and folded her arms below her breasts. I guess I hadn’t noticed before, but they had developed considerably since the last time I saw them. That was about two weeks before I left Gramma’s for the last time.
It was the end of June. The four of us, me, Patrick, Roland and Linda were at the swimming hole a couple miles from the house. We were taking turns swinging out on a rope from an old oak tree and dropping into the water. Roland and Patrick stepped away to do something, frog hunting I think, leaving Linda and me with the rope. I dared her to try a drop into the water without holding her nose. She always was the daredevil, afraid of nothing, so naturally she tried it. She got a big running head start and swung out further and higher than any of us had ever gone before. At the peak of her arc, with her feet pointing down and her arms stretched high up over her head, she let go of the rope and plunged into the water. Her body went in like an arrow, a perfect pencil tip. She went down about six feet and then sprang back to the surface like a cork. As she started out of the water, she failed to notice that the top of her swimsuit did not make it out with her.
Now then, I will be the first to tell you that there is nothing sexual about an undeveloped nine-year-old girl walking around topless. Especially if beholding the sight is a nine-year-old boy. But if that nine-year-old boy just happens to have a crush on the girl, then let me tell you, there is definitely something funny about it. I remember pointing and laughing at her for what seemed like an eternity. At first, she held her fists high in triumph, thinking my excitement stemmed from her accomplishment. But soon she realized I was not laughing at her stunt, but at her chest. She looked down at her nipples and covered them with her hands. I think she blushed three shades of red before the tears began to fall. I eventually gave her my towel, which she wrapped around her body from neck to ankles. Then she made me promise not to tell Roland and Patrick what I saw. It’s a promise I’ve kept ever since.
Sitting across from her now, staring at her cleavage hiked up over her folded arms, I wondered if she remembered the incident. She cleared her throat to get my attention. I looked up and suddenly realized that I had been smiling guiltlessly.
“Daydreaming?” she said.
I straightened up in my seat, wiping the smile from my lips. My eyes darted around her like a pesky fly looking for a safe place to land, hoping it would not be on her breasts again. They finally came to rest on her shoulder where the ends of her hair curled up in a cute spiral just below her earring. From there it was safe to puddle jump to her eyes and back again as often as needed to maintain a polite attendance.
“No. I wasn’t daydreaming. I was just thinking about Gramma Riley.”
Oh, great. How sick is it to go from daydreaming about bodacious boobies to thinking about your dead, however still warm, grandmother? Couldn’t I have at least said Charlie?
“Your Grandmother?”
My fly eyes began buzzing again. Oh, God, I prayed, please don’t let them land on her boobs. But they called to me, as sure as dog shit calls to horseflies, her boobs called to me. But now I had another problem. Not only did I somehow link Linda’s supple breasts to Gramma Riley’s dead body, now I was comparing them to dog shit. What kind of pervert does that?
“Yeah, well, it’s been a trying couple of days,” I said.
“What? Did something happen yesterday, too?”
Melanie came back to the table with the glasses. Finally something I could concentrate on. I took the first glass and poured Linda a beer. I was tempted to drink mine right out of the pitcher, but thought it best to pace myself.
“Yeah, something did happen. I think.”
“You think?”
“Well, I don’t know. Last night I thought someone broke into the house. Me and Charlie chased…something, I don’t know what, downstairs into the kitchen.”
“You don’t know what you chased?”
“I guess it wasn’t anything. The house was buttoned down tight as a drum. It got kind of windy last night. Maybe the wind….” I trailed off. I knew it wasn’t the wind, but what else could slip out through the back door without opening it?
“But you don’t think so now?”
“I don’t know. After this morning with the mirror thing, who knows? I tell you what, enough about me. Tell me about you. What have you been doing for the last thirty years?”
Linda’s eyes sort of rolled back and around as if encompassing the broad scope of thirty years all in one fell swoop. She took a deep breath and smiled, knowing surely that many happy thoughts borne of those years still resided in her memories. Then her eyes drifted away. They settled on a tiny spec across the room like a distant star. I could tell there were things coming to mind that she had not thought of in years, maybe things she had stowed away, never planning to unpack again. She shook her head and her smile returned. I could see her putting it all away again, like a high school yearbook that you dig out every once in a while, you flip through the tattered yellowed pages and soak in the memories, but then you put it all back without sharing with anyone how it made you feel. I could see this happening to Linda. She would give me the highlights of her life, the ones that would help me understand her, but I would not get the whole picture. And that was all right, because I knew if she asked me for the same thing, then I could not oblige her. There were memories in my attic that I could never dust off and show to anyone, memories too painful, too wicked.
She took another deep breath. I could see her thoughts were organized now, categorized in easy to dispense tidbits suitable for publication. In time she would share more, maybe, but not now.
“What have I been doing these last thirty years?” Her eyes came back to mine. “Hmm…. Let’s see. Well, after you saw my titties at the swimming hole, I crawled under a rock and never came out.”
“What? No way!” I started to laugh, and nearly every head in the house turned.
She tried to shush me by placing her fingertips against my lips, but when I kissed them she started laughing, too.
“Okay, okay, I’m only kidding,” she said. “But I was mortified and damn mad at you.”
“Oh, come now. I was only nine-years-old.”
“Yes, and so was I. But I know boys are not as mature as girls at that age. And I did appreciate you not telling everyone.”
“Hey, a gentleman always keeps his word.”
“And you are a gentleman.”
“Thank you, but really. What have you been up to?”
“Well, after you went back to Charleston I spent the next ten years growing up. I graduated high school and got married too young to Kyle Thomas.”
“What was he, the star quarterback I suppose?”
“You would think, but no. He was just some nice guy who dreamed of going to the moon, so he bought me a ring and promised me the stars and we got married the year he joined the air force.”
“Sounds charming, but you’re still here. I take it NASA didn’t want him?”
“Actually they did. But he broke his back in a fall one day while cleaning out the gutters.”
“Ouch!”
“Yeah, pity. Isn’t it?”
“Such are dreams, easily made, easier broken.”
“I suppose. Anyway, he got better, eventually, found a job that was easy on the back.”
“CPA?”
“Nope. Real estate. He opened up a small office and made a killing. Soon we owned the biggest real estate business in the county. We sold commercial, residential, multi-use, agricultural. You name it.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. We both ran the business for a while. Did real good until we sunk the vast majority of our savings into a sweet deal that was supposed to make us rich beyond our wildest dreams. This project had everything. I’m talking condos, golf courses, super-malls. We even had plans for our own airport.”
“But…”
“Hmm…yes, always a but.” She stopped to take a sip of beer. “But…just as this sweet deal was about to go through, along comes the General who decides to build on a gigantic parcel of land right next to ours.”
“General Carbide.”
“Of course. Once that happened, well…the group of Japanese investors backing our proposed project pulled out, leaving us with a worthless chunk of property. We couldn’t sell, we couldn’t build…hell, we couldn’t even pay the taxes on it.”
I refilled my beer and topped hers off. “Man. What bad luck. It couldn’t get worse, could it?”
“But it did. The year after we forfeited our property to the bank, my husband died.”
“Heart attack?”
“Telephone pole.”
“What?”
“He drove into one doing sixty-nine.”
“Gees, Linda. I’m sorry.”
She shook her head, then took another sip. “Well, don’t be. They say the son-of-a-bitch probably would have survived if he didn’t have Candy with him.”
“Candy? What, you mean like Milk Duds or something?”
“No. I mean Candy, a stripper at The Squire Lounge. When I said they were doing sixty-nine, I meant it. They were doing it on their way to the motel. Guess they couldn’t wait.”
I thought there would be some words I could say after that, but I found that drinking more beer and saying nothing seemed appropriate enough. This time I refilled her glass and topped mine off.
“So fast forward a few years,” she said, “and here I am still running the real estate business, not making much money but scratching out a living.”
“Yeah, that’s what I hear. Louie tells me that ever since the General came to town the real estate market has been slow.”
“Slow? Michael, slow ain’t the word. I don’t make money on sales at all anymore. My main income comes from rentals.”
Just then, our pizza showed up. Melanie managed to get it all the way to our table in one piece—really, I mean it, one piece. She picked it up off the counter before Louie had a chance to cut it up into slices for us.
“Theah yuz go,” she said. “It’s pissa hot, now, so wa`chout.” She left before we discovered the oversight. We cut it with our table silverware and started eating.
“I really am sorry to hear about the lousy real estate market here,” I told Linda.
“Don’t be,” she said. “I’ll be all right.”
“No doubt. But I was speaking for me. I had hoped to sell Gramma’s place and move back to Charleston. I guess that’s out of the question now.”
“I’ll say. You and Roland have probably got the two toughest parcels of land to sell in the county.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because you’re down river from the plant. Everyone’s afraid the General’s going to spill a shit load of chemicals in the river and kill half the town.”
“But that’s not going to happen, is it?”
“Of course not. There’s no way it can get mixed up in their wastewater. The stuff they’re discharging in the river is cleaner than the water out of Louie’s tap. Besides, the government tests the river and the reservoir downstream every week for contamination. And to appease everyone else, the air around the entire facility is automatically checked for gas leaks by super-sensitive monitors every minute of every hour around the clock, twenty-four seven. The fact is, you and Roland are sitting on the most pristine two hundred plus acres in the county. If it weren’t for the General, you two might be worth millions.”
I sat for a minute and thought about that. It seemed ironic, and maybe fitting, that Roland and I should be denied our inheritance in that way. I took another sip of beer and another bite of my pizza. I looked across the table at Linda and my mind drifted again to that day at the swimming hole. I laughed like a silly schoolboy at her titties back then, but deep inside, I knew we had shared a certain intimacy and that our secret would bind us forever. But Roland and I also shared a secret. And I knew that in coming back to New Castle I would have to confront that one, too. I just hoped that what needed to come out wouldn’t hurt my chances with Linda, because after all these years I was definitely still smitten.
The ride back to the farmhouse put me in the most relaxed mood I had been in all week. Ever since the telegram from Gramma Riley arrived at my apartment in Charleston, I had been a nervous wreck. I left the car top down and took the back roads home on the same route that Patrick and I used to pretend was a roller coaster. It was only mid-afternoon and the sun still shone hot on my face and arms. By the time I pulled the Ford back into the barn, my skin was red with sunburn and my head swimming with beer.
Charlie greeted me outside the barn like kid greets the ice cream man, his animated enthusiasm not necessarily for me, but more for what I could offer him.
“Charlie, old boy!” He jumped up and pawed my chest. I cupped my hands around his head and gave him a good scratching. “Whatcha doing, bud? You been a good boy?”
“Yes,” he said…well, okay, he barked. But Charlie and I were getting to understand each other fairly well.
“I bet you’re hungry, aren’t cha, fella?”
“Yeah, Mike. You bet I am. So how `bout opening up a can of that Hungry Boy dog chow and piling it on?”
“What? You want some Hungry boy?”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Oh, boy oh boy. Open it up, Mikey. Com`on, open it up. Stop dickin` around.”
I pointed towards the porch and challenged Charlie to a race. He gave me two steps head start, but even after taking a detour to get his rubber ball, the damn dog still beat me there. I took my key out at the door, unlocked it and pushed it open. Right away I could tell something was wrong. Every light in the house, not to mention the radio and TV, was on. I looked back at the door. It had not been tampered with, and I knew the lock was engaged when I used the key. Charlie stood close by, his head lowered, his ears back. A nagging twitch tugged at the corners of his muzzle. I could hear him voicing a warning growl, but with his eyes scanning the room randomly I knew he had no clue to what dangers awaited.
“What do you think it is, boy?”
He looked up at me and flagged his tail, but when he realized I was not giving him the all’s clear signal he postured again for defense. I took a couple of steps into the room with Charlie shadowing. The small round table in the living room still had a couple of wooden legs to offer up as clubs, so I liberated one and started out through the house in a room-by-room search for anything, or anyone, that didn’t belong. I think I would have been more scared had it been nighttime—hell, if I hadn’t downed a pitcher and a half of Miller Lite by myself. But a daytime intrusion suggested to me that kids were probably the culprits here. As I made my sweep through the house, I shut off all the lights behind me. I went upstairs and started down the hall, but when I got to the middle of the picture gallery Charlie stopped me. He looked up at the picture of the children playing, the one that had scared the ba-geebees out of me the night before. He started to growl at it. Then he turned and gave me a look as though I should check it out. It’s funny now, but I don’t think he could have gotten me to look at that picture if he tried any harder.
“Yes, I know, Charlie,” I said. “Bad picture. But I don’t think that’s our problem here.”
He looked at it again and then turned away as if to dismiss it as a vague nuisance. I continued down the hall. Charlie caught up with me in front of Gramma’s old bedroom. I cracked opened the door and we peeked inside. A soft push of cool air blew past us. We both jumped back, startled.
“What was that?”
We turned around and watched the pictures in the gallery dance on their hooks as the phantom breeze washed over them like a wave, first the ones closest to us, then the others in immediate succession. A second or two after the pictures settled down, I heard a jingling of glass coming from the chandelier at the foot of the stairs. Beyond that a table lamp crash to the floor and then finally the front door slammed shut.
“Did I leave that door open?”
Charlie looked up at me and barked once.
“I did? Are you sure?”
If he had barked again, I think I would have shit. He glanced over his shoulder down the hall. My eyes followed, almost expecting to see the rambunctious little breeze returning. This time I waited for the all’s clear sign from him. He turned back and looked at me, undecided. I nodded toward the bedroom. “Shall we?”
I pushed the door open the rest of the way. The lights in that room were not on. The dresser still blocked the window, as was the case the night before, but still I could see plenty fine for all the candles burning in the mason jars around the bed. I stepped into the room with both my club and my breath held tight. Charlie waited out in the hall.
“Hey, that’s good thinking,” I said to him. “You wait out there. This way if the ghost comes back you can head him off for me.”
I really didn’t think we were dealing with a ghost, but I figured he probably heard an earful about ghosts from Gramma Riley. I saw him tuck his tail between his legs and look over his shoulder again. Then, as if I wouldn’t know his true motivation, he moseyed into the bedroom and heeled at my side.
“Hmm…yeah, I thought so.”
I looked around the room to see if anything was amiss. The room had not been ransacked. It did not appear as though closets were searched nor dresser drawers rummaged through. The bed was still made up with pillows layered neatly along the headboard—big ones in the back, smaller ones up front. Nothing (save for the lit candles in the mason jars) seemed out of place.
I turned to walk out when Charlie began a low, rumbling sort of growl in the back of his throat. I looked down and saw him snarling at the dresser by the window. I raised my club and started over to it slowly. The dresser stood tall, about six feet or so. It looked like an old Shaker piece from early Americana. It had drawers all the way up the front, twelve in all, but none large enough to hide a person, not even a kid. I thought maybe Charlie heard a noise or smelled something coming from it. I imagined a family of rats could easily have made their home inside, but rats couldn’t have lit the candles in the mason jars. I considered leaving it for another day. Lord knows I had my hands full with one mystery already. But then I noticed something else. The dresser seemed askew somewhat. I remembered the night before it sat flush against the window, blocking it completely as though from would-be intruders trying to get in through the window. Now it was pulled out about a foot, still not enough to squeeze behind, but enough to reach behind to open the window. I peeled back the curtains and found the window open. I now had a reasonable explanation for the unusual breeze that blew past Charlie and me when we opened the bedroom door. But still it did not explain the candles. I decided to finish my search before calling the police.
The other two bedrooms on that floor seemed untouched. I went through my suitcase, which I still hadn’t unpacked, and found everything in its place. This came as a huge relief, as the zippered pocket on the inside lid held a moneybag with my whole life’s savings, thirty-four hundred dollars. After counting it out to make sure I was not totally destitute I decided to hide it in a less conspicuous place. I remembered a hiding place that Patrick and I once used to stash away a Playboy that Grandpa left in the bathroom. It was Patrick who found the magazine after taking a trip to the john in the middle of the night.
“Michael,” he whispered, tapping my shoulder as I slept. “Michael, wake up.”
I rolled over and moaned something about not wanting to go to school.
“Michael. Wake up. Look what I found.”
“Is it money?” I said, drooling into my pillow. I pulled the sheet up over my head, hoping the nuisance would go away.
“No. It’s better.”
“What’s better than money, Patrick?”
“Naked girls,” he said.
That got my attention. “What?” I pulled the sheet off my head and sat up in bed, rubbing my eyes. “What do you mean, naked girls?”
He held up the magazine. It was too dark to see the cover but I knew right away what it was. I once overheard Gramma telling Grandpa he shouldn’t read those ‘sin magazines’ with us boys around.
“Oh, it’s just Playboy,” Grandpa said. “I’ve been reading it for twenty years. I’m not going to stop now just because the boys are here.”
“Then take it behind locked doors,” she told him. “I don’t want them walking in on you and seeing Marilyn Monroe’s hutchie staring them in the face. It might scare the living tar out of them.”
“They don’t use Marilyn Monroe’s pictures any more, Katharine. That was just one time, and then Bobby Kennedy told Hefner to quit it.”
“Doesn’t matter,” she said, pulling on her apron to tidy out the wrinkles. “Hutchie is hutchie.”
More profound words have never been spoken. I grabbed the magazine away from Patrick. “Let me see that. Did you look at it already?”
“Yeah,” he said, and he started to giggle. “I saw boobies, Mike, big ones like Dolly Parton’s. And you should see Miss. July. She’s got—”
Just then a light came on in the hall. I shoved the book back to Patrick so fast you’d think it was on fire. “Here Take it. Hide it. Make it quick.”
He grabbed it with both hands and held it to his chest, then started dancing in place like a chicken on a hot tin roof. My eyes had adjusted to the murky blue moonlight streaming in through the window and I could see now the look on his face, a look of pure terror. His eyes flickered like silver spoons blinking out Morse code. His head snapped left and right looking for an escape.
“Get back in bed!” I said, my whispered shout startling him into action. He turned around, took one step and leapt into bed like the daring young man on the flying trapeze. He lay there stretched out on his back with the magazine at his chest, cradled within his folded hands. “You look like a dead pervert,” I said. “Get under the covers.”
Out in the hall, we heard Grandpa walk by the bedroom. Then we heard the bathroom light switch turn on and then off again two seconds later. His footsteps traveled back down the hall and stopped outside our room. We both flipped over on our sides with our backs to the door as it opened. A wide beam of light flooded in from the hall and washed the room in a golden yellow glow. I could see Grandpa’s shadow silhouetted on the wall in front of me. It preceded his Old Spice aftershave and cheap cigar breath. It looked distorted, with the head especially disfigured by the odd angle of the light shinning in. I could see him looking around the room, his grotesque neck stretching like rubber in a panoramic inquisition. I thought he might come in and shake us into confession but he just turned away and shut the door. I figured he didn’t want Gramma to know he had lost one of his sin magazines to the boys. Letting us keep it would be a small price to pay for keeping the peace.
I waited until I saw the light go out in the hall before I spoke again.
“That was close. Wasn’t it?”
Pat rolled over and looked at me with a smile so wide I could see it pushing his ears back behind his head. “That was too close. I don’t think I want anything to do with this.” He pulled the magazine out from under the covers and tossed it across the room. It fluttered like a wounded bat and landed at the foot of my bed. I got out and picked it up and stuffed it under my mattress. The next morning at first light Patrick and I sat up by the window, rifling through the pages, laughing at the naked boobs and rear ends and occasional patches of pubic hair. It did not take long for us to forget where we were. Our laughter grew incredibly contagious and recklessly loud until a sudden knock on the door shocked us back to reality.
“I think that’s enough for now, boys,” Grandpa said, his voice booming through the door as though he were standing right over our shoulders. “Why don’t you put it away and come down for breakfast? Your Gramma’s waiting.”
Patrick looked at me bug-eyed, swallowing his heart back into his chest. “Put it away? Did you hear that? He knows we have it.”
“Of course he does. And the minute we go down for breakfast he’s going to come in here and take it back.”
“We gotta hide it then.”
“And we will.”
“Where, under the mattress?”
“No, fool. That’s the first place he’ll look.”
“So where?”
“I’ll show you.”
I took him to the closet and opened the door. On the floor were our empty suitcases stacked four high. I pulled them out one at a time and set them aside in the room. Then I got down on my hands and knees and pried on the corner of one of the floorboards with the tips of my finger. “You need good strong nails to do this,” I said. “Either that or you can use a penknife. But it’s this third plank you have to—” just then the plank popped loose. “Yes! As I was saying, It’s the third plank you have to pull up on.”
I leaned back and let Patrick crane over my shoulder. He saw a hole in the floor about the size of a shoebox with another run of boards about six inches down. “How did you know to do that?” he asked.
“I noticed a funny hollow sound last year when I tossed my shoes in here and they bounced on a few of the boards before hitting this one. When I took a closer look, I saw that this board wasn’t nailed down. I got to looking at it and figured I’d try to pry it up and see what was hiding under it.”
“Wow. What did you find?”
“I found the skeleton of a boy about your size, but as soon as I went to touch it, it disappeared.”
“Nuh-uh. No way.”
I laughed. He always was a guppy. “No, Pat. It was empty. I don’t know what this hole was for. I only know it will make a great hiding place for this Playboy.”
I took the magazine, rolled it up and stashed it in the hole. Then I replaced the board and restacked the suitcases on top of it. As I stood up I heard another knock on the door. This time it was Gramma. “Come on you sleepy heads. Time to get up. Grandpa’s got a lot of chores for you today.”
Patrick and I looked at each other in disbelief. “A lot of work? That Playboy’s going to cost us, isn’t it?”
I shook my head and slapped him on the back. “Don’t worry, man. Grandpa won’t work us too hard. I’m sure after he searches the room and comes up empty handed he’ll come to realize how important it is that the magazine stay missing. If you know what I mean.”
Patrick smiled as though he understood. I’m not sure if he did, but I knew he trusted me. We went downstairs for breakfast. Grandpa went up and came back down about ten minutes later looking frustrated and sweaty. Patrick and I ate seconds. I swear it was the best breakfast we ever had. Chores that day consisted of lounging down by the swimming hole while Grandpa fixed the leaky roof on the barn. Memories like that still make me smile.
I took the moneybag and walked it to the closet. There were no suitcases now, just the bare floor. I got down on my knees and pried the board up with my fingertips. It came up easier than I remembered, maybe because my fingers are so much stronger than they were thirty years ago. Wish I could say the same for my nerves.
I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised when I set the board aside and looked down into the hole, but I was. Sitting there like a ghost from the past was a rolled-up vintage Playboy, July issue, 1973. I pulled it out and thumbed through the pages. It featured articles about Bobby Fischer and Roger Moore and the girls of “Live And Let Die”. A model named Martha Smith graced the centerfold. Wow! I wondered what she looked like now, probably still a hottie, even at fifty-four. It set me back a bit to think that hers was the first pair of titties I ever saw (not counting Linda Maher’s, of course). I tucked the magazine in my back pocket and shoved the moneybag into the hole in the floor. Then I set the board back in place and shut the closet door.
By now I had worked up a considerable sweat. I went down into the kitchen and fixed myself a tall pitcher of lemonade. The first glass went down fast. It was only then that I realized how dehydrated I had become from all the beer I drank at lunch. Between that, the heat, and the sunburn I got on the drive home, I was starting to feel faint. I grabbed the cordless phone, poured another lemonade and went out to have a seat on the front porch. I hit the speed dial for the police and let it ring.
“New Castle Police, how may I help you?”
“Yes, I want to report a breaking and entering.”
“Your name please?”
“My name is Michael Riley.”
“Your address?”
“Box 713 route 73.
“And when did this happen?”
“Today, between eleven and three, but I believe there might have been someone in here before that. In fact, I’m sure of it.”
“Is the intruder in the house now, Mr. Riley?”
“No,” I said, without thinking. But she must have heard a hesitation in my voice because she seemed to wait for me to add something else. “I mean there’s…. I guess he’s gone. I searched the house, but I didn’t go looking for hiding places.” That thought sent a shiver up my bones.
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