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CHAPTER 1

 


The Catch

 


It was a hot May afternoon in the swamps and
creeks of Salt Island. Two boys, one black, one copper-skinned,
were casting a net in one of the holes of Arn’s Creek.

“There, over there,” hissed Eddie, the
copper-skinned boy. The school of small mullet rippled the water.
Eddie threw his arms wide and kicked at the water from his side of
the hole. The startled mullet made torpedo waves as they headed
toward the other side where Jason stood, quiet as a post, at the
water’s edge.

When the mullet were close, Jason half-turned
like a discus thrower, and then threw the net, low and spreading,
just above the swimming fish. The net’s lead weights dropped it
into the water.

“Nah, you missed. Lower and out more.”
Eddie wished he had the net. “Bring it in, quick.”

“Shut up, Eddie,” said Jason, his black
skin shiny with sweat. He coiled the braided cord as he pulled it
in. Then the cord went taut. “Rats,” he mumbled, “it’s hung up on
oysters.”

But it wasn’t hung up on oysters. Jason felt
the whole net shiver through the cord, and for a second he imagined
mud exploding on the creek bottom. “Whoa!” he yelled as he pulled.
“Whoa! I got me a fish, man. Whoa!” The net was alive and jerking
him into the water. “It’s a monster!”

“Get him! Get him! Pull him on in,
Jason! Hold on!” Eddie yelled as he raced past the hole to the
shallow part of the creek and crossed over to Jason’s side. “Maybe
it’s a gator, or a shark. Pull that sucker in!” He skidded to a
stop in the soft mud beside Jason and grabbed at the cord. Just as
he pulled back, both legs went out from under him. He fell into
Jason and both boys went down into the churning water. Alligators,
sharks, or whatever was in the net were seriously on their minds as
they pushed back out of the water on their butts.

They got their feet under them, yelling,
grunting like hogs, and crabbed out of the water, dragging the net
through the shallows. Up it came in the muddy froth. Tangled in the
net was a fish, bigger than they’d ever seen, flashing green and
white in the net’s folds.

On the bank it quieted a little, but still
shook the net with its spasms. Jason and Eddie stood beside it,
splattered like mud wrestlers.

“It’s a tarpon,” gasped Eddie, “like in
the videos. I’ll bet he could tail-walk if we had a hook in his
mouth.”

“Nah,” said Jason, “it’s just a big old
bull mullet.”

“Yeah, right, Jason, a bull mullet.”
Eddie laughed. “No mullet’s that big. Look at it. Must be five feet
long!”

Jason poked the net with his foot, near a
wild-looking eye of the fish. “I am looking at it. It’s a bull
mullet, ’bout three feet long. Look at that mullet mouth.”

Eddie peered at the fish. For all its bulk,
the mouth was just a small round hole. “Wow!” He jumped into the
water. “What a mullet! We got a world record. Wanna bet?”

 


* * *

 


Mullet had been sleeping. Down, deep in the
soft mud, his white belly was hidden, and only his gray-green back
showed a faint outline on the creek bottom. Mullet didn’t dream. He
didn’t think. But he did sense the panic of the smaller fish as
they tried to escape the thing settling over them. When they rolled
over his back he surged off the bottom, taking the net with him.
The other fish escaped as he tangled himself in the filaments. He
kept fighting, rolling and spinning away, but it was useless. He
was drawn up through the water he knew and into the air he feared.
And then he was without his water, still tangled in the thing that
held him prisoner. His small mouth opened and closed on nothing.
His eyes, made for the water world, could see no more than blurred
objects. He was quiet in his fear except when instinct forced his
spasms of escape.

 


* * *

 


Eddie gave Jason a high five and knelt beside
the netted fish. He put a muddy hand to its side and felt it
quiver. “We’re going to be so famous with this monster! Maybe we
can get other stuff and have our own TV show.”

Jason sighed. “Why do you get so crazy with
the stupidest things? It’s just a fish.”

From up the bank and across the marsh came
Auntie Tel’s call. She didn’t sound out names but sort of yelled
and yodeled at the same time. “Oooodddllleellllldddooooo!”

“Cripes,” said Jason, his eyes on the
fish, “we forgot to get the clams for Auntie.”

“Clams, spams, Jason. We didn’t because
you brought the cast net. So what about that, huh?” Net-casting was
way more fun than digging around for clams, and the boys figured
they’d have time to do both.

Jason ignored Eddie and went over to the
fish. “Let’s roll him up in the net and take him home. Maybe Auntie
wants him.”

“If she doesn’t, let’s call the TV
station. This baby is a world record!” Eddie paused. “It’s a state
record at least.”

Each boy grabbed an end of the net and
suspended the mullet between them, then started sliding and
splashing up the creek to Auntie Tel’s rickety dock. The tide was
coming in but it was still low enough for them to wade along the
sand bottom of the creek. When they came to an oyster rake in the
channel, they had to go back to slipping and sliding on the bank to
avoid cutting their feet.

The mullet lay quietly in the net. Even when
they submerged him while crossing from one bank to the other, he
did no more than quiver.

Eddie, carrying the rear half of the net,
thought maybe the mullet’s heart had exploded. He knew his almost
did. Jeez, the thing must weigh thirty pounds. It was a shame to
think this big thing would end up dead.

They were coming around the last bend before
the dock when Eddie pulled back on the net. “Hey Jason, let’s
surprise her.”

Jason pulled up and turned to his
mud-splattered best friend. “Man, Auntie will be surprised, don’t
you worry. She sees the net, the fish, and no clams. Oh yeah,
she’ll be surprised.”

“No, wait. Look, Jason.” Eddie yanked
at the net again. “This fish is near dead, right? Ok, we get it out
of the net; I’ll thumb-hook it in the gills and wade up to the dock
with it down in the water between my legs. You look real sad, man,
going along the bank with the cast net and bucket. Auntie sees that
net, she’ll start in on you big time. Meanwhile I come out of the
water just at the right time with this monster and haul it right up
to her. What can she say, huh? What?”

Jason looked at him. “How ’bout you taking
the net and doing all the sad walking and stuff? How ’bout I take
the fish?”

“Nah, won’t work, Jason. You’re the one
she’ll get after ’cause you’re her nephew. I’m a guest. Anyway, you
get up to the dock while I sneak this baby right behind you.” Eddie
dropped the end of the net and began to untangle the fish, his
white teeth flashing from his muddy face as he thought of the great
surprise. “Trust me, Jase. You know I’m right.”

Jason rolled his eyes and looked to the sky,
but he dropped his end of the net. Eddie straddled the mullet and
hooked his thumbs in its gills, with his hands and fingers
supporting its belly. He duck-walked it into the water, out to
about waist deep. As he moved slowly forward he could feel the
water flowing through the gills and past his hands. Ah, good, still
alive.

 


* * *

 


Mullet had faded. His eyes clouded over and
his senses were gone. His fish spirit lay dormant, waiting for
release. Then a strange thing happened. Water started flowing
through his mouth, releasing its oxygen, and his gills were held
open so that he was forced to survive. His spirit awakened and
gained strength.

 


* * *

 


Jason picked up the net and started around
the creek bend to face his aunt. Eddie churned along behind, almost
riding the fish in the waist-deep water. Auntie Tel, out on the
edge of her small dock, saw Jason and started right in on him.

“Hey you, you lazy boy! What you doin’
now, huh? You sneak away from the house; you don’t finish your
work; and you running up and down this creek when you’re supposed
to be helping me. Get over here, you boy!”

Jason came right up to the dock, looking as
sad as he probably felt about this joke. Auntie Tel pointed to the
empty bucket still on the dock.

“Where are my oysters and my clams? You
go off casting with the Indian and forget what I tell you? What?
What? Oysters and clams going to just jump in this bucket for you,
and this bucket sittin’ high and dry?”

Jason kept his head down, saying, “Yes,
ma’am, no, ma’am” at the right times, wondering where that dork
Eddie was with the fish.

The truth was, Eddie was almost right behind
him, but he had a problem. He’d lost the fish.

The plan had been going perfectly. Jason was
acting guilty as sin, Auntie Tel was cutting him to pieces, and
Eddie was wading across the channel to the dock, already imagining
Auntie’s surprised face.

With no warning, without so much as a
beginning quiver, the mullet wrenched itself out of Eddie’s hands
and was gone. The water surface hadn’t even swirled.

 


* * *

 


Mullet came awake with no idea where he was.
The spirit within him knew, and grew strong. There came a moment
when the grip around him relaxed, and the things holding him in his
gills moved for more purchase. At that moment he surged forward and
down, down to the bottom, churning into the silt and mud of the
creek, looking for deeper water.

 


* * *

 


Eddie couldn’t believe it. He sure wasn’t
coming out of the water without the fish, not until he had time to
think of something believable.

Jason figured it was time to end this
humiliation. He turned around and waved Eddie in. “Show her, Eddie.
Show her what we got.” He looked up at his aunt with a smile. “I
caught it in the net, Auntie.”

Auntie Tel crossed her arms and glared at
both boys. Jason looked at Eddie, who stayed in the water.

“Show her the fish, Eddie,” he hissed.
“Show her the fish!”

Eddie came out of the water like a zombie,
one with a sickly grin on its face. A zombie with no fish in its
hands. Jason could not believe what he was seeing. “Where’s my
fish? Where’s my fish?” With a howl, he hurtled down the bank and
into Eddie.

“No, Jason. It’s not my fault. It just
disappeared, I swear. It was too big.” Bluup! Gluug! Both of them
went back into the water in a snarl of arms and legs. Jason came up
first with his hands around Eddie’s throat and rage in his eyes,
but he stopped fighting when the empty shell bucket crashed into
the water near his head.

“You lazy things! Quit that playin’.
You sure don’t want me comin’ down there and knocking sense into
you. Get out of that water and get those clams and oysters before I
switch you like five-year-olds. You hear me?” Auntie the dictator
paced the dock, her hands ands arms waving enough to send marsh
birds flying from their perches on the long stalks of spartina
grass. “Burdened down with the likes of you! Blessed and cursed!
Always contrary, and wayward, oh yes, wayward! And I’ve got to set
you right, oh yes. And I shall. Yes, Lord, I shall!”

Auntie’s eyes bulged. She paced the dock like
an overweight and breathless tigress. Jason and Eddie, coughing and
gasping for air, grabbed the sinking bucket and headed for the big
oyster bed just downstream from the dock.

“I swear, Jason, he just got away. I
didn’t let him go. He was just so big. Wow! You should have felt it
when he took off!”

“Will you just shut up? Help me get
these oysters without cutting your foot off.” Jason guessed the
fish had just overpowered Eddie, but he was still mad, and
embarrassed. Putting up with Auntie’s jive, just so Eddie could
spring his surprise. Humph!

The boys went cautiously among the oysters,
picking a dozen nice medium ones from the water’s edge. Eddie took
the bucket while Jason waded in to find some small clams along a
mud and sand pocket. He felt for them with his feet, reached down
and picked them, then rinsed them and tossed them over to
Eddie.

When they got back to the dock, Auntie Tel
had gone back up to the house, feeling much better after her
exercise. The boys followed her path up the old dike, carrying the
net and the bucket of shellfish. At the house, Jason took the clams
and oysters to the porch while Eddie rinsed the net with fresh
water from the yard spigot and then spread it out to dry on the
pine-needled ground by the shed. He went over to the porch where
Jason was scrubbing the shells with an old laundry brush.

“I’ll be back about nine tonight,
okay?”

Auntie came out of the porch to check the
bucket. “Don’t you be late or the door will be locked. Maman is not
lettin’ you in once she starts. Nossir!”

“Hey, Auntie, lighten up. Maman Lu
loves me.” Eddie grinned.

“She does that, boy, and I don’t know
why, ’cept she sees somthin’ I don’t.” Auntie looked over her
shoulder at the closed screen door, then looked back quickly and
warned, “You just be here tonight, early, or you won’t be seein’ no
conjure. Nossir!” She clopped down the porch steps in her shoes
without laces and headed for the garden out back.

“I’ll be around, Auntie,” he called to
her. “I’m not missing a conjure.” He turned to Jason. “Check you
later, and hey, sorry about the fish.”

“Yeah.” Jason gave a headshake. He
still wasn’t ready to talk about it. “Just an old
mullet.”

Eddie got his bike, an old Sand Cruiser, from
beside the house. He ran it down the shell drive, jumped on, and
pedaled up toward Front Road. He thought of that fish again,
remembering it exploding out of his hands. Wow! Fish warp
speed.

 



CHAPTER 2

 


The House of Coot

 


Front Road was an asphalt and gravel road
running from the Spring Creek Bridge all the way around the ocean
side of Salt Island to the Alton property on the southern end.
Auntie Tel’s house was near the middle of the island, so when Eddie
hit Front Road he turned south toward his house, about a
fifteen-minute ride on the asphalt.

Eddie and his dad, Richard Dowd, lived in a
small white house near the ruins of the old naval hospital. Richard
Dowd was a math teacher at Mungen Middle School on James Island. He
also drove the school bus for the sixteen kids from Salt who
attended Mungen.

Actually, Eddie and his dad were new to the
island. The house belonged to Eddie’s mom, Molly Cena Dowd, but she
was gunned down in a gang fight two years ago up in Boston. Last
year Mr. Dowd, Eddie, and the dog Coot moved down to the place
Molly Dowd had loved most.

The clapboard house was set on brick pilings,
just off a hard-packed sand road, with an old grove of pecan trees
behind it. The five-foot space between the ground and the first
floor kept the house cool in the hot weather, but in the winter the
icy cold air came right up through the wood grains in the
floor.

Eddie rode into the yard and his dog Coot
bounded out from under the front steps. Coot was a small wiry
terrier who had been a clown’s dog in a circus that had gone
bankrupt. He couldn’t bark, but he made up for noise with action.
He came at Eddie with his tail wagging and his hind legs trying to
pass his front legs.

“Hi ya, Coot! Come on, Coot.” Eddie
laughed. “Go!” That was the magic word. The dog went through his
circus tricks of handstands, leg walks, and stiff-legged jumps. The
final stunt was a run and leap into the boy’s arms, or one of his
arms. Eddie was guiding the bike under the house with the
other.

Eddie leaned the Cruiser against one of the
pilings, and with Coot licking away at his face and neck, he walked
out to the school bus parked next to the house. He got his book bag
and school clothes, and he and Coot went into the house.

“How was the afternoon?” Richard Dowd
asked from his desk in the front room.

“Dad, you wouldn’t believe what we
caught today! A bull mullet, at least three feet long, and we got
it with Jase’s cast net!”

“Three feet long? That sounds like a
trophy fish. Did you put it on ice?”

“No, sir, it got away. I mean we were
going to surprise Auntie Tel, and I had the fish underwater,
holding its gills, and Jason was catching fire from Auntie for not
getting the oysters and stuff, and, and it got away, that’s all.”
Eddie put the book bag on his desk in the room and headed to the
shower stall by the kitchen. “I’ll tell you the story at dinner,”
he yelled back.

During the dinner of rice, stewed chicken and
butter beans, with banana pudding for dessert, Eddie and his dad
talked about the day at school, and fish, and why tsunami waves
didn’t come ashore on the Georgia-Carolina coastline. After the
dishes were done, Eddie did some homework and played a few video
games. About eight-thirty, he gave an exaggerated yawn. “Guess I’ll
head up to bed.”

“Pretty early for you,” said his dad,
looking at his watch.

“Well, maybe I won’t go right to
sleep.” Eddie didn’t want to lie to his father, but he knew that
going out on a school night would go over like a sack of rocks.
“I’ll listen to some CDs or something.” “Something” was a key word
here. He put Coot out and headed upstairs to his room under the
gabled roof.

 


* * *

 


Coot sensed activity tonight, so instead of
going under the house, he went out by the road and hid under the
azalea bush. Sure enough, he watched as his boy climbed out of the
window and onto the kitchen roof. The boy went on all fours across
the roof, jumped lightly onto the school bus and then to the
ground. He rolled his bike from beneath the house, looked up at the
lighted window where the master was at his desk, then hopped on the
bike and pedaled down the road. Coot had the feeling that the boy
would give him the stay word if he saw him, so he stayed hidden
until the bike was down the road. He was smart enough to keep well
behind the bike as he loped after his young master.

 


* * *

 


As Eddie pedaled, he thought about this
conjure he was going to. Some of the islanders believed in the old
magic. Maman Lu was supposed to be a secret princess or something.
He couldn’t picture the old, wrinkled woman as a princess, but when
she asked him to be there, he said sure. She was the nanny when his
mother was a kid, and she always had stories to tell about Molly
Cena’s strange powers.

Besides, he was already interested in what
the islanders called juju. They said that Chicken Man Harris, who
lived down by the graveyard, was a root doctor who used potions and
stuff to hex or cure people. And Auntie Tel told about her friend
on Daufuskie (Da-fus-kee) Island who could actually transport
herself from one place to another. This lady, one-eyed Mary, could
also change herself into a cat or a tree. Man, oh man, would Eddie
like to see her in action!

Not that he really believed this stuff. Eddie
watched enough TV and movies to figure it was easy to fake strange
things so they couldn’t be figured out right away. On a dark night
when the house was creaking in the wind, Eddie imagined certain
things, some of them pretty scary. In the morning, though, with the
sun shining, he laughed at his stupid head games. The conjure
tonight might be exciting, but with two old ladies running it, he
didn’t expect it to be all that scary.

He turned off the asphalt road and onto
Auntie’s rutted sand drive. He hadn’t gone far when he saw in front
of him two dark forms, weaving back and forth across the ruts. A
chill went right up his back and into his neck. Then he recognized
the lanky form of Ben Campbell and the slim shape of Ben’s niece,
Tommie. I bet they have ghosties on the brain, too, he chuckled.
Quickly he stood up on the bike, his feet on the seat, his arms
spread wide. Almost falling, he gave out an awful moan.

What happened was worth selling tickets to
see. Ben turned around and his eyes and mouth opened as wide as a
screaming meemie. He stared in horror as the thing moving toward
him lost its balance. Then the bicycle ran into him, and he
collapsed like a bag of sticks. Tommie, meanwhile, saw the awful
thing coming and dove for some blackberry bushes next to the
road.

“Ahhhh!” Eddie, of course, lost his
balance and pitched sideways when the bike hit Ben. He ended up in
the same blackberry patch Tommie was crawling under.
Whump!

Tommie turned in panic to scream at the
monster, and up close she recognized Eddie, who started laughing.
“Hey, girl, did I scare you?”

There was a short silence. Then Tommie
erupted through a tangle of blackberry briars and leaves, just as
Ben, yelling “Hey, hey now, hey!” started pulling at Eddie’s
legs.

“You slime!” Tommie screamed,
scratching at him. “Ohhh, you bugrot!” She got on top of him as Ben
dragged him out of the bushes, and she had enough arm room to start
swinging at his face. “You toadhead, I’ll kill you!”

Eddie now was fully involved in protecting
himself. “Hey, hey, Tommie, it was a joke. Quit, Tommie! Hey, Ben,
Tommie, quit it!”

At that moment all three of them were hit by
a flying white missile.

 


* * *

 


Coot heard the fighting and ran along the
sand road. He saw the black shapes attacking his boy. Brutally
trained by his circus master not to bite into skin, the silent dog
was all growls and squeals as he grabbed pant legs, jumped from one
form to another, and used his paws to find soft spots on exposed
skin. Not until the boy grabbed him did he stop working panic into
the dark forms, and even then he kept showing his teeth while
trembling with a protective madness.

 


* * *

 


“Coot, stop! No, Coot, stop!” yelled Eddie,
holding the dog tightly. Ben Campbell, who had crawled away when
the dog attacked, came over to pull a furious Tommie away from the
tangle of bodies. She was exhausted, but still tried to get to
Eddie around Coot’s growling muzzle as she was pulled back onto the
road.

“Wow, you two sure are sensitive,”
Eddie mumbled as he struggled to his feet with the dog in his arms.
It was not the thing to say. Tommie wrenched free from Ben and
charged headfirst into Eddie and Coot, knocking them back into the
brambles. Coot squirted free, and looking to fight again, bounced
around on his legs, trying to draw the girl away from his
boy.

“Ok, ok, I quit. Coot, stop!” yelled
Eddie. Tommie ignored the dog and stalked over to Eddie’s bike,
pulled it up from the road, and sent it crashing into Eddie. This
time he kept his mouth shut.

“Take your time, slime,” Tommie hissed.
“I hope you and your crazy dog get bit by every snake and gator on
this island.” She turned, grabbed her still silent uncle by the
hand, and marched away toward Auntie’s house.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


The Conjure

 


Eddie untangled himself from the briars and
his bike. He was scratched and bruised from the fun time he’d had,
and now Coot was a problem. “Come on, boy,” he said as he rolled
the bike along the road, “we’re going to have to put you in the
shed or somewhere so Auntie doesn’t see you.” She had expressly
warned him about bringing the dog to the conjure, so when Eddie got
to the house, he dropped the bike and carried Coot over to the shed
and felt around in the dark until he found the pile of burlap sacks
they used for roasting oysters. He put Coot on the pile and backed
up a step. “Stay.” It was pitch black but he knew the dog could see
his pointing finger. “Stay.” Coot was motionless, a blob of white
as Eddie backed out of the shed and latched the old wooden
door.

Eddie brushed sand and leaves off and wiped
at the blood on his scratches as he headed to the gray hulk of
Auntie’s house. He couldn’t help smiling when he thought of the
look on Tommie’s face when she saw who the ghost really was. Wow!
She wouldn’t speak to him for a month.

No lights were on in the house, but flickers
from the windows showed that candles were lit inside. Jason opened
the door just as Eddie was about to knock. He grinned when in the
candlelight he saw Eddie’s scratches, but he put his finger to his
lips. No talk at the conjure. Eddie trailed him into the room and
past old piles and stacks of boxes, clothes, and papers that took
up most of the space. They went into the kitchen and took seats at
the table. Eddie and Jason sat on one side; Tommie and Ben were on
the other side. Tommie glared poison at him while Ben looked off to
the ceiling like he was watching for spiders.

Auntie Tel will probably sit at the end of
the table by Jason and Ben, Eddie thought. Maman Lu will sit at my
end since it’s closest to her room. He wondered how the frail old
lady would handle the conjure, whether she would dance or sing or
something. She wasn’t the type to move around much anymore. She
left her room only to eat or to sit on the back porch in the
rocker. Oh well, he’d soon find out.

 


* * *

 


Mico uncoiled his long black body from the
slight depression he had made at the end of one of the garden rows.
He was in a foul mood: he hadn’t eaten in five days, not since the
swamp rat he’d swallowed down by the drainage ditch. Tonight he
should be lying silently by the rabbit path, waiting for some sweet
and furry thing to come along. But no, here he was, sliding up
between the rows of okra, forced to enter the place he hated. Some
terrible urge drove him, overriding every instinct of his being. It
was this way every time, and every time he was angry, hungry, and
frightened, but the urge was too powerful and drove him on.

He sensed the dog in the shed and stopped,
testing the air currents. If the currents indicated activity or
excitement, his instinct would rule and he could turn back to the
safety of the swamp. But no, the dog was there, and quiet, though
he knew it was alert. He felt the dark urge drawing him on, and he
slid up the steps and through the barely opened back door.

 


* * *

 


Auntie Tel took the bayberry candles from the
stove and nervously began to place them on the table. She brought
over two platters of the shucked shellfish the boys had gotten that
afternoon. The raw oysters and clams were on beds of fresh sea
lettuce, with slices of sea rocket and bladderwort root around
them.

If I have to eat that stuff, Eddie said to
himself, I’m out of here. Just thinking of those raw things
slipping and sliding down his throat made him want to gag. The
others paid no attention to the food. Jeez, he thought, it’s like
everybody’s in church. A few fidgets, some rustling around, but no
one was talking, or even looking at one another. It was beginning
to feel weird, sure enough.

Across from him Tommie was staring at her
hands. Some traces of blood were on the scratches she’d gotten in
the blackberry brambles, but she ignored them, just sitting there,
clenching and unclenching her fingers. Next to her, Ben was his
usual silent self, gazing at a spot on the opposite wall.

Jason was sitting next to Eddie with his head
down and his eyes closed. Even after Maman asked Eddie to the
conjure, Jason wouldn’t tell him much about it. He kept saying,
“You’ll see for yourself.” and “I can’t talk about it.” He didn’t
seem to want Eddie there; neither did Tommie. And for sure, Auntie
Tel didn’t. Why wouldn’t they want him in on this? The possible
answers worried Eddie, but some of them excited him. What secrets
would he learn? He knew that if his friends could get through a
conjure, so could he.

From the corner of his eye Eddie saw a dark
shadow leap on the worn couch behind Auntie’s chair. It was Lucifer
the cat, if that animal could be called a cat. It was the ugliest
thing Eddie had ever seen; its huge head was flat and scarred from
fighting. Tufts of side hair, like a bobcat’s, sprouted over and
hid its ears, one of which was shredded from some awful battle.
Right behind the head, the cat’s coloring changed from dirty yellow
to a dirtier grey, like it was dipped to the neck in a ditch. The
body resembled a squat bulldog more than anything else, especially
since it had no more than a hairy bump for a tail. So far as Eddie
could tell, the cat hated the world. It fought anything, anytime,
and it obeyed no one. It probably stayed around the house because
of the mice and roaches it could catch. That way it had more time
to go looking for real fights.

Eddie felt the cat’s eyes on him. He got the
feeling that if he were smaller or the cat were bigger he’d be
running for his life right now. As if reading his thoughts, the
creature opened its jaws in a yawn that ended in a silent snarl.
Hey, mop face, don’t even think about it, Eddie thought as he
glared back. Just don’t grow any more.

 


* * *

 


The cat knew what was coming. Every time the
snake came to the house, the cat tried, and failed, to prevent its
appearance. It was different down in the corner of the garden,
where the two of them often squared off in the night; Lucifer’s
yellow eyes drilling into Mico’s consciousness. For some
instinctive reason they never fought, just stared, challenging one
another until Lucifer became bored, or got distracted by easier
prey. On nights such as these, however, when the snake came into
the house, Lucifer’s spirit helplessly ranted at the presence of
the snake until exasperation sent him hissing into the night.

 


* * *

 


Auntie placed a small wooden cup of steaming
liquid before each of the places at the table. Eddie started to
reach for it but Jason whispered for him to wait.

“What’s in it?” he whispered back. He
couldn’t see well in the flickering candlelight, but it looked like
blood. Wow.

“It’s yaupon (yaw-pon),” mumbled Jason.
“Don’t drink it ’till she tells you to.”

“Not to worry,” replied Eddie. “Can we
have tea instead?” The leaves of the yaupon, or cassina bush, were
supposed to make a magical drink for the juju doctors, but Eddie
heard that it tasted like good old swamp water. Yuk. Soon the sharp
smell from the yaupon made its way among the small group. Eddie
began to feel nauseous.

The door to Maman Lu’s room creaked open, and
the old lady came out, immediately assisted by Auntie Tel. Eddie
couldn’t believe how small she was, maybe seventy pounds, he
guessed, covered in wrinkles, and standing about four feet high.
But even in the candlelight her eyes were neither old nor dim. They
were the dark, sparkling eyes of an eagle.

The cat squirreled away in a corner of the
sofa as Maman took her seat at Eddie’s end of the table. She waited
while Auntie bustled around to her chair on the far end, and then
she smiled and closed her eyes. The house was completely silent in
the flickering light. When Maman Lu spoke, it was with a soft,
clear voice which, like her eyes, belonged to a much younger
person. She held one hand out to Tommie. “Tomasina, you feel
well?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Tommie answered
softly.

“Tomasina, touch my hand.” The young
girl reached out and took the tiny hand. “Let your anger and
jealousy flow away. Let your goodness come forth.”

“Yes, ma’am,” whispered Tommie, her
eyes scrunched shut. Auntie Tel moaned from her end of the table.
“Ummm-mmh.”

Eddie watched as Tommie held out her other
hand for Ben Campbell to grip, and Maman spoke again. “Ben, you are
worried about that boat again?” she asked, looking at the lanky man
next to Tommie.

“Maman, that boat, she do not belong
here,” mumbled Ben. Eddie had no idea what this was
about.

“You feel it will harm us, Ben, or do
you fear a change in your life?”

Auntie moaned again, a little louder this
time. Eddie didn’t know if it was the moans or the atmosphere in
the room, but prickles were running up his scalp.

Ben shook his head. “That boat bad for us.
Bad for the island, too.” He sounded like he was in poetry class.
“She come at night but she never around. Nobody knows her, nobody
runs her. She up to the bad.”

Auntie was swaying back and forth now,
humming lightly as Ben recited. The ugly cat behind her was now
poised on the sofa’s armrest; its eyes following Auntie’s rocking
head. Eddie could see the bulging eyes and tensed muscles. He
imagined the meltdown if the cat went for Auntie’s head.

“Telemon,” Maman Lu said to Auntie Tel.
“Don’t sway, dear. Tell me about The Bluff.”

Both Auntie and the cat relaxed a little, and
Auntie stopped that weird humming long enough to reply, “Oh, Lord,
that river house going to be my death someday.” Eddie knew she was
talking about the old plantation called The Bluff, down on the
southern end of the island next to his house. The Altons, rich folk
from Chicago, had built a large island vacation home, and Auntie
and one of her church members were trying to hold on to their jobs
as the housekeepers and caretaker for the grounds.

“No end to the dirt,” said Auntie Tel,
“no end to the dust, and Josie she too sick to help out much.” She
started swaying to the rhythm of her words, and the cat got
interested. “The schools be done soon, and I pray the young blood
be there to help us out. Hmmm, hmmm, hmmmm.” She moaned and
swayed.

The cat was tempted beyond its limit. A jolt
deep inside its twisted brain caused it to spring at Auntie’s head.
Just as quickly, its survival instinct screamed Mistake! In midair
it wrenched its body away from the head and landed precariously on
Auntie’s shoulder. Auntie Tel snapped her arm up and backhanded the
cat even as it tensed to spring away. Whap!

“Get, you Lucy!” hollered Auntie as the
cat sailed past the sofa and crash-landed on a stack of old
newspapers. In two seconds, things were quiet. The cat sat on the
paper stack, licking a foreleg as if nothing had happened. Auntie
Tel, who reached over to take Ben’s hand, was about to continue her
tale of woe. Maman Lu stopped her with a raised finger.

“Telemon, calm yourself. Every year you
worry about losing your job because it is too much for you, and
every year, before the owners come, the children and young people
work to help you. Our people will be with you; it does not help you
to worry about them.” She paused. “If there is trouble at The
Bluff, tell us your fears, but not your worries.”

With a sigh nearly filling the room, Auntie
Tel closed her eyes and shook her head. “No troubles, Maman, ’cept
Miz Alton always say she got to cut back on the workers,” she
murmured, reaching for Jason’s hand.

Eddie missed some of the conversation because
he was still thinking about the backhand Auntie had given Lucifer.
That old lady could flat pop a backhand!

Maman looked at Jason. “And you, Jason, you
are always here to help Telemon and all of us, no?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jason bowed his head like
he was saying grace. The room was growing warm, with the windows
closed, the candles lit, and six people in the small kitchen. Eddie
could see the sweat shining on the side of Jason’s face.

Maman leaned forward and spoke quietly to the
boy. “Your goodness grows every day, boy, and you will grow with it
and away from your fears. Peace be to your soul and spirit, boy.
Give them a chance to help you.”

“Yes, ma’am.” This time it was Jason
who sighed, almost happily. Eddie watched as Jason’s hand was held
out to him.

What in the world? Eddie didn’t mind holding
Jason’s hand, but he was definitely getting some strange
vibrations. It was like being in the woods after a lightning
strike, when the air sort of shimmered with electricity. Jason is
sweating like he’s run a mile, and everybody is taking these little
mind trips with Maman. Very weird. And then he felt those sharp
eyes on him and immediately forgot what he’d been thinking. She
held out her hand, which he took in his.

A live current went through his body. He was
sure of it. Whether it was the result of the circle of hands or a
mind game, he didn’t know, or care. For the first time since his
mom had died, he suddenly felt as if he were part of a family or
something. What was it?

“Cena, ah, Cena, you wonder why you are
here, no?” she asked with a small smile in her seamed and shadowed
face. She used his mother’s name. Actually it was his middle name,
but few except Maman and his father remembered.

“Yeah, I mean yes, ma’am.” He had to
clear his throat to get the words out. Something strange was
happening.

“Your mother had a gift, Cena, the same
gift passed down from our ancestors.” Her eyes probed his. “If you
also possess such a thing, we will ask you to join us to preserve
this island and its people.”

Eddie had to clear his throat again. It was
getting really hot in the room. “Uh, Maman Lu, I don’t know about a
gift. I can ask my dad.” He was not so much embarrassed as sorry
that he could not help the old lady. And preserve the island? What
was that all about?

Maman smiled as she continued holding his
hand. “The gift is within you, Cena. I think it is there, but we
will see.” She looked around the table as if to check for sleepers.
Everyone was awake, and nervous. They knew what was coming
next.

 



CHAPTER 4

 


Mico

 


“Drink, please.” Maman let go of Eddie’s hand
and raised her wooden cup. The others did likewise. “We ask our
spirits to be with us as we enter the door of time.” She sipped
carefully at the cooled liquid, and then drained her cup. The
others followed her lead. Not so bad, Eddie thought. The yaupon
tasted a little like the ginseng tea his mother had liked.

Maman Lu began to hum to herself as hands
were held again. Everyone was looking at the aged lady or humming
and swaying with their eyes closed. Eddie could feel small currents
of something like a magnetic power running from Maman’s hand
through his and on to Jason’s. It’s like our hands are holding us,
he mused, seeing the hands tighten around the table. Then he closed
his eyes and tried humming. It was kind of neat how peaceful and
empty he was feeling. Maybe it was the yaupon drink.

Suddenly, a series of images flashed across
his consciousness in rapid succession. The images were so vivid
that his eyes snapped open, and he found himself looking directly
into the shadows of Maman’s face.

At that moment, an unearthly scream came from
behind Auntie Tel. Lucifer, the ugliest cat in the world, was on
the arm of the sofa, stiff-legged and puffed up to twice its size.
It was screeching terribly at the table. Before Eddie had a chance
to think, and before Auntie had a chance to swing her backhand, the
cat whirled and raced across the stacks of paper and into the
darkness of Auntie’s bedroom.

Whoa, thought Eddie, shaken out of his
meditation. Goosebumps popped out on his arms and legs. The feeling
of peace disappeared within the circle.

Beside him, Jason groaned, and Eddie looked
and saw his friend with his eyes screwed shut and sweat like oil on
his face. Jason’s grip on his hand had become a vise.

Something caused him to turn back to Maman
Lu, and he almost fainted. From behind her chair, looming over her
right shoulder, Eddie saw the head of a huge black snake.
Motionless except for the flick of a forked tongue, the snake’s
head appeared suspended in air.

Eddie’s mind screamed at him to run, to yell,
and to warn the old lady. But his body was rooted to the chair as
if he were a tree. He stared hypnotically into the eyes of the
reptile.

It was hard to believe, but apparently the
body of the snake was still on the floor of the kitchen. It had
raised its head nearly four feet and was coming right over Maman
Lu’s shoulder. And she didn’t mind! Her hand was firm in his and a
smile was on her face. But when that black head came over next to
her neck and started down her body, Eddie thought he would be
sick.

A hand pulled out of his, and he heard a thud
beside him as Jason collapsed out of his chair in a dead faint.
Eddie wanted to look but his eyes were locked on the snake sliding
down to Maman Lu’s lap. It was black, midnight black, except for a
dull orange color on its underside. When it reached her lap, it
started up again to her left shoulder until she looked like a
little girl with a huge black horse collar around her neck. Then
the head turned downward again, and it disappeared beneath the
table. Eddie knew it was still moving because the snake’s body was
still coming over Maman’s shoulder. How big was this thing?

Across the table, Tommie’s face screwed up
like a squeezed lemon. Was the snake on her now? Eddie guessed so
since she wasn’t moving the tiniest muscle. Then Ben Campbell, with
his eyes shut, pulled his head up and back as if he wanted to take
off right through the roof. Victim number three, thought Eddie,
imagining that scaly black body traveling over Tommie’s and Ben’s
laps.

When Auntie Tel began opening and closing her
mouth like a fish, and holding her body as rigid as a tree stump,
it dawned on Eddie that the snake was making its way to everyone
around the table. Only Maman’s firm pressure on his hand kept him
in the chair. He glanced quickly at her and got a reassuring smile.
Oh please, don’t let me be the one it bites, was all he could think
of. He looked back to his right and saw the dark form moving over
Jason’s limp body and up to the empty chair. Oh please! He shut his
eyes and raised his head and felt the weight on his thigh. He tried
to stop being anything more than a tree in the woods.

It was a strange experience, having a snake
crawling over his body while sitting at someone’s kitchen table.
The snake was not oily or wet. The big scales on its belly were
raspy and kind of soft, and though its body moved lightly, it felt
like a sack of sand.

 


* * *

 


Mico was repulsed by the bodies as he passed
over them, even if they warmed his cold blood. So many times
through the years, the old one had drawn his unwilling spirit to
this place. So many times for nothing but a passage among people.
As he came to the last body, though, the urge made him interrupt
his passage. This body gave off the same vibrations as the old one
herself. Mico climbed to the head of the body to feel the
vibrations, to feel the power of the spirit hidden inside.
Automatically, his own spirit began to feed that power and make it
strong, to give form to that body’s spirit so that it flashed white
against the blackness of non-thought. See? See? It responds. Small,
but growing, like the old one herself. Give it form, give it life,
give it power.

 


* * *

 


Eddie could feel a scream building within.
The big head was on his shoulder, then near his ear, then resting,
lightly, on his head. He was suddenly conscious of Maman Lu’s hand
in his. It was a wonder he hadn’t broken it. And then a silent
explosion went off, and bright images flashed through his brain. He
saw things out of time whir by in streams of lives, their warmth,
cold, fear, and excitement coursing through him in electric
currents. His scream died away.

There was no movement or sound other than the
rasp of the snake’s scales as it passed around his neck and
shoulders. He couldn’t believe the weight he felt, but he also felt
strong, and powerful, like the snake was invigorating him.

It glided down across his lap and up onto the
table. Pausing at the food platter, the snake took its bulk right
through it. Then it returned to Maman Lu’s lap, or at least its
head disappeared in that direction. A short while later, its body
dropped from sight.

Not a sound had come from anyone through all
of this. Now, with the snake no longer at the table, there were
squeaks and shifts in the chairs. Hands were released, and Jason
climbed back into his chair.

Eddie was too excited to talk. He hadn’t
panicked, and he hadn’t been bitten by the creature. What an
experience!

Maman Lu spoke. “Mico has favored you, Cena.
Can you tell us why?”

“Huh?” Eddie was surprised at the
question. “I don’t know,” he said, puzzled. “I wasn’t thinking of
anything. When the snake started going around the table, I sort of
freaked out. I just stopped thinking.”

This didn’t satisfy Maman. “What thoughts
came to you? What did you see?” Her eyes drilled into his.

Eddie began to remember things blazing
through his consciousness. “Oh, I had some ideas, some flashes of
things. I can’t really see them now.”

“Call them back, Cena, and tell us what
you saw.” Maman took his hand again. “Was one of the ideas about
your fish?”

“Hey, yeah, I mean, yes, ma’am, it
was.” He remembered the power, the green and silver glint of the
huge mullet. “I had my thumbs hooked in its gills, and then it took
off, just like it happened. But it turned into a dolphin
downstream. I saw it roll on its side, like dolphins do. And it
looked back at me, like it knew who I was.” Eddie was as surprised
as anyone at this revelation. Had he really thought it? It seemed
so clear now, how could he have made it up?

“What else? There were other pictures,
no?”

Eddie thought about it. “Well, next I
remember a long white beach, like Hilton Head, and there were
Indians and stuff, and old-timey ships, like pirate ships.” He
closed his eyes. “And then I was in the water, and a speed boat was
going by, real fast, and a guy was pointing a gun or something and
yelling.” Now that he had started, the images tumbled out. “There
was fighting, too. Guys in uniforms with long rifles and bayonets,
and wooden ships on fire. Geez, lots of Indians camping out in the
woods.” It was incredible what he was seeing, and he stopped
because he knew he had to be making half of it up.

“The island, Cena,” Maman spoke gently
as she grasped his hand, “did you see what becomes of our
island?”

“Like in the future?” Eddie asked. “No,
ma’am, I don’t remember anything like that.” This is so weird, he
was thinking. What am I supposed to be, a time trekker?

Maman Lu leaned back in her chair, appearing
very old and frail now. Her voice was little more than a whisper.
“I cannot see anything either.” She sighed. “I will think of your
pictures, Cena. Now I must sleep.” She rose from her chair and
Eddie jumped up to help her. “You may take me to my room. I believe
Mico is gone now.”

Eddie thought of the snake somewhere in the
dark house. “Is he your pet, Maman?”

The old one looked up at him. “Mico is not a
pet but a guide. And he is not mine, but ours.” She lifted her hand
to his face. “You have your mother’s blood, the blood of our
nation. You may have the gift of seeing, and of helping this
island. Perhaps you will dream about what you saw. Wait here.” She
went into her room and returned with a strange necklace. It seemed
to be woven of horsehair, and it held a flat brown stone with a
black center. She reached up and put the necklace around Eddie’s
neck, and then stepped back and smiled at him. “The necklace
belongs to you now, Cena. It was your mother’s, and before that
your ancestors, all the way back through time. Wear it tonight and
you will dream. Dream and learn, Cena, so you will help us.”

She went back into her room, leaving Eddie
alone, dumbfounded. He couldn’t think of anything to say. He sure
couldn’t figure out this mumbo-jumbo. He reached up to feel the
smooth rock around his neck, and then pulled his shirt over it.

 



CHAPTER 5

 


Tommie

 


Eddie returned to the kitchen table as Auntie
Tel turned lights on and blew candles out. “Auntie, is Maman Lu
pure Indian?”

“She is that,” replied Auntie, “and
high-born, too. She a prophetess, oh my yes, and you don’t want to
mess with that lady. No, umm-um.” She looked at the table. “Jason,
you come here and help me with this food, the rest of you folk need
to get to your beds.” She looked directly at Eddie. “And keep your
gossipy ways to yourselves. No talk ’bout this, you hear
me?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Eddie mumbled as he
followed Ben and Tommie to the door. The night air was humid, with
some early mosquitoes, and Eddie could hear Coot scratching at the
door of the shed. I’ll bet he smelled that snake, he thought. He
wondered what would have happened if Coot had seen old Mico draped
on his shoulders. When he opened the shed door, Coot ignored him
completely and began tracking back and forth along the
yard.

“Come on, Coot, that thing’ll eat you
for breakfast.” Eddie got his bike and hurried up the lane. He
caught up with Ben and Tommie and walked with them toward Front
Road. “That was awesome,” he began. “Tommie, is that what always
happens at a conjure? I mean, does a snake come out and crawl
around?”

“That is not a snake; that is Mico,”
Tommie replied out of the darkness, “and he doesn’t come every
time. Tonight was special, and it looks like you are, too.” She
flung these words at him and then jogged off up the
lane.

“What? What are you talking about?”
Eddie yelled after her. “Jeez, Ben, I can’t figure her out. We’re
supposed to be good friends.”

“Tommie always thought Mico favored
her,” Ben answered softly, “before you came.” There was a long
pause. “Now she knows that you’re the one. She’s a proud
girl.”

“The one? I’m the one? Come on, Ben,
the one what? And all because a snake crawled on me. Am I missing
something?”

Ben didn’t answer until they came out of the
lane onto Front Road. “Maman Lu, she invite you tonight. Tommie
know you the one.” Ben’s dark form blended with the night so that
his soft voice seemed to come from the pine trees at the
roadside.

“The one what, dadgummit?”

“The one to save the island,” Ben
replied. After that he would say no more and turned up the road to
his house on the slough.

“Well, I’ll see you, Ben,” Eddie called
after him. “I’m going to check on Tommie. Come on, Coot.” He hopped
on the Sand Cruiser and caught up with Tommie just before the
turnoff to his house. “Tommie, hold up a minute, ok?” he said to
the jogging girl.

“What? Are you going to run me into the
bushes again?” She stopped and turned to Eddie.

“Look, Tommie, I don’t understand any
of this,” replied Eddie. “I mean about the conjure tonight. You
can’t get mad at me for something I can’t help. Hey, just because
the snake, I mean Mico, came up to me tonight. Next time he’ll
probably come up your head . . .” He didn’t get
finished.

“Listen, Eddie, if Mico likes your
honky Indian blood, fine. I’ve got just as many African kings and
Indian warriors on my side as you’ve got Indian chiefs and
Irishmen. Don’t you dare speak down to me.” She had poison in her
voice, but it was what she said that shocked Eddie.

“What are you talking about?” he
yelled. “You’re saying the snake’s got a prejudice? Or is it Maman
Lu? You’re out of your gourd to think like that.”

“Humph,” she replied. “Sure, I get to
be the crazy one. Well, I’m tired of it. You just be sure you don’t
mess this island up or you’ll see who’s crazy. Now leave me alone!”
She jogged off down the road.

Eddie didn’t try to stop her. He was at the
cutoff to his house and he hopped on the bike and headed home. He
was mad at her, as mad as she was at him. But he had a good reason.
That remark about blood and color. Tommie wasn’t like that.

The whole conjure scene had gotten to him.
The fish that afternoon, the snake, Maman Lu. And now Tommie. He
didn’t know whether he could believe all this stuff or just laugh
at it. What a day. And how about Jason? Scared enough to faint, but
Eddie knew his friend was really afraid of snakes. Actually, Eddie
didn’t blame him; he’d felt pretty rocky himself when old Mico
climbed up his shoulder. Wow, his friend Mico. Eddie wondered if
Myron Clapp, the school bully, was afraid of snakes. That guy
probably eats them, he thought.

From the northeast, over by Oyster Creek, a
dull throb came across the humid air. Was that the sound of the
ghost boat Ben had talked about tonight? Sounds like an airplane to
me, thought Eddie. He could feel the vibrations from a big
engine.

By the time he’d sneaked the bike under the
house and climbed through the window, it was eleven o’clock. He got
ready for bed, trying not to make a sound, and pulled the spread up
to his chin. He felt under his shirt for the necklace and gently
rubbed the small stone. Maybe I’ll dream some tonight. What did
Maman say, dream and learn? So long as it’s not about snakes.

The throb of the big engine had died away
before Eddie fell asleep, but two hours later it returned. Ben
Campbell heard it from his tiny porch at the landing on Spider
Creek, but he didn’t know what he could do.

 



CHAPTER 6

 


Tato’s Devil

 


The year was 1521 A.D. The Spanish explorer
Ponce de Leon had discovered Florida just eight years before, in
1513. On the neighboring island of Hispaniola, now called the
Dominican Republic, sugar and indigo plantations had been carved
from the maritime forests near the colony of Santo Domingo.

In America, along the coast of what has
become Georgia and South Carolina, the native tribes and families
had not yet encountered the Spanish colonists and their ships. They
did not know that the foreigners regarded them all as Indians
because of Admiral Christopher Columbus’ mistaken notion that he
had discovered the route to the fabled Indies.

The tribes of Orista, Cusabo, and
Guale(Gwa-lee), who lived along the Georgia and Carolina coastline,
were also unaware that the plantations of Hispaniola hungered for
labor—slave labor—to grow and harvest the crops for trade with the
mighty nations across the great water.

 


* * *

 


Tato, the youngest of the contestants, was
running along the white sand beach. Hot, sweaty, and happy, he knew
he would win this race, and he would be chosen to go to the Holy
Place with his leader, Uwasso, and the wiseone, Oconoa.

The great ocean was crashing its waves on the
sand to his left, and the high dunes of GeeChee Island were on his
right. He ran easily, thinking only of the rhythmic slapping of his
feet on the hard beach. He was totally unprepared when the
consciousness of Eddie Dowd dropped into his mind.

Eddie was unprepared, too. “Whah!” he yelled,
seeing the strange beach through strange eyes, and feeling the heat
and the pounding of feet.

“Harupp!” yelled Tato as he
somersaulted on the sand, whirled in a circle, and crouched in a
defensive stance. “Wanee protect me!” He said his fighter’s prayer.
“Honor your people. Protect the Guale.” He looked for his attacker.
He didn’t think to look in his mind.

“Hey,” cried Eddie. “Where the devil am
I?”

“Hah!” screamed Tato. “Devil?” He
somersaulted twice and whirled again. “Where are you, devil? You
want to fight Tato? Tato is ready.”

“Stop whirling. You’re getting me
dizzy,” mumbled Eddie.

Tato figured out where the devil was. He
slapped at his head, whirling and yelling Guale chants which were
supposed to banish devils, spells, and curses. Eddie, meanwhile,
kept opening and closing his own eyes, trying to escape this dream
and wake up in his bed. But each opening showed him the blur of the
beach, and Tato’s head slaps were making him see double. “Wake up,
wake up!” he shouted to get himself out of this nightmare.

Tato decided this devil was crazier and more
evil than the others who had come to him. This one needed a good
shock. Tato ran for the ocean and dived under one of the
white-foamed breakers rolling in. Popping up once or twice for air,
he swam underwater until he was beyond the surf line.

The water was clear and full of life. Skates
glided along the bottom, skirting ponderous horseshoe crabs. Small
sharks darted after minnow schools and nosed at the blue point
crabs. Larger schools of mullet and jack flashed in clouds up near
the surface, and barnacled sea turtles meandered in and out of view
as they gulped at the jellyfish drifting along with the
current.

Eddie had never seen so much life and
clarity. His ocean was far different. “Wow!” he kept saying. “Wow,
look at that!”

Tato was listening to this devil while diving
deeper to rid himself of it. He was holding his breath and wouldn’t
speak, until both he and Eddie saw the same things.

“Yikes!” Eddie and Tato yelled. Two
large, white-tipped sharks were cruising toward them. Tato turned
immediately and started for the beach, trying to stay near the
bottom so he wouldn’t be gutted from below.

 


* * *

 


The sharks were hunting for food, and when
the ocean currents were like this, they knew where to find it. One
shark followed the other, tracing the chemical trail left by the
dead things farther down the beach. Nearly every day, the river
spewed out clumps and floats of food far different from the rays
and smaller sharks they normally ate. It had an odd taste, this
strange food, but it was usually dead, so they had only to fight
the other scavengers to fill their bellies.

Suddenly their neural crest receptors picked
up the electrical field of a large prey object closer to shore.
Such energy conducted through the water indicated the object was
not normal prey, and its slow speed indicated a good-sized meal.
Would it defend itself? Curious and hungry, they turned in unison
and swam toward shore.

 


* * *

 


The two big fish had gotten on each side of
him and were closing in when Tato pushed off the bottom and
surfaced into one of the big waves just as it broke at the surf
line. The powerful roller torpedoed him toward the beach. Tato
couldn’t see the sharks anymore, but as he planed in on the
shoulder of the wave, he kept waiting for the crunch of teeth on
the bones of his feet.

The wave lost speed when it ran into the
shallows. Tato knew the sharks would throw their bodies almost out
of the water after prey, so when he felt the sand scraping his
chest, he pushed off with his hands and feet and started running in
the knee-deep water. The two dark gray bodies rolled and flipped
after him in the shallows. They were late by no more than an
instant.

Tato reached the beach and dropped exhausted
onto the sand. He turned and watched the splash and twirl of bodies
as the foiled sharks flipped back into deeper water.

“Jiminy Christmas! Oh, man!” Eddie
whispered.

“Hold your tongue, devil.” Tato panted.
“I will twist your neck with your tail. I will fling you back to
your own black hole. Get out of my head!”

A strange voice interrupted. “Is the little
Tato tired and sick of his race?” The voice surprised Eddie and
Tato. Passing them at a smooth run, an older and more muscular
youth yelled back at them, “Lie still and rest, Tato. The race is
mine!” He ran on, holding his hands high in victory.

Eddie was impressed. The guy was about six
feet tall, with a copper-red body and long black hair tied in a
ponytail. The sides of his head were shaved so that he looked like
one of the action heroes in a video game.

Tato was not impressed. “No, no, he can’t.
The race is mine!” He stumbled to his feet and started after the
runner.

“Hey, you’re in a race?” Eddie forgot
he was in the guy’s head.

Tato didn’t answer. He concentrated on
getting back his stride and rhythm. “Wah—oh—nah wah. Wah—oh—nah
wah.” His long stride gradually returned with his chant. When Eddie
tried to break in with a question, Tato chanted louder, with an
occasional slap at his head. Eddie found himself taken up with the
rhythm of the chant, even as he tried to talk.

“Hey—it’s—so neat. Hey—it’s—so neat.”
He felt the rush of Tato’s adrenalin. “Go get him, man!” Tato kept
at his chant, and Eddie felt the runner’s speed pick up.

They rounded a point of the beach and faced a
wide estuary flowing out fast and furious from an inland bay. On
the other side of the estuary, the beach continued, flanked on the
land side by massive dunes. Tato plunged right into the roiling
water as it swirled and eddied over submerged sandbars.

“Hey, how about sharks?” Eddie asked as
Tato dived under. Tato swam for another sandbar, got up, and began
churning his way through knee-deep water.

“No sharks in here.” He panted. “We
race water.”

“No sharks? Like the no sharks we just
escaped?” Eddie yelled.

Tato didn’t answer, but plunged again into
the deeper water between two sandbars. Eddie began to see what Tato
meant by racing the water. Strong tidal currents were sweeping
across the sandbars to the ocean. Tato kept getting knocked off his
feet by the speed of the water, and he’d have to swim and thrash
until he found another underwater sandbar. He’d be forced ten or
twenty yards toward the ocean every time he lost his footing, and
when he found a sandbar, he would have to run back against the
currents to shallower water and repeat the process over again.

During Tato’s struggles, Eddie noticed large
and small lumps of fur that the currents carried swiftly by them.
It was obvious that other animals had tried to cross but hadn’t
made it. Eddie could imagine the two white-tips out beyond the surf
line, waiting to feed on the fresh meat the currents delivered.

Tato managed to get to the beach on the other
side of the estuary. The older youth was there; the one who had run
past them. He was on his hands and knees, throwing up seawater.
Tato had intended to rest, but when he saw his opponent, he broke
into a jog, touching him on the shoulder and saying, “Rest, Kakee,
rest!” Kakee raised his head as Tato passed, and then went back to
getting rid of salt water.

Eddie couldn’t keep his silence. “That was
awesome, Tato. Awesome. But you need to rest. I know you’re tired.”
He was getting kind of comfortable with this dream.

“Hold your mouth, devil,” Tato said
through gritted teeth as he climbed the face of one of the high
sand dunes. All Eddie could see were sand, sea oats, and Tato’s
hands as they grabbed at the sea rocket vines. Then they were at
the top. Tato stood, struggling for breath, and looked
around.

“Holy moly,” Eddie whispered. Before
them the dune sloped down to a swamp, then rose again and continued
beside the beach as far as he could see. On the left was the
blue-green ocean with its white breakers rolling in. On the right,
behind the high dunes, were canopies of live oak trees, glints of
quiet lagoons, and a dark forest of palms, pines, oaks, and
magnolias. Oddly, this view seemed familiar to Eddie. Except for
the incredible birdlife he was seeing. Clouds of blue, green, gray,
and brown birds of all sizes and shapes were wheeling and diving
among the trees or across the lagoons. Could those be parrots
screeching as they flew past in a swath of color? Pelicans in long
vee lines rowed the winds over the beach. Sea gulls and tern dipped
and swirled in the water for bits and pieces of food left by larger
fish. “This looks almost like Salt Island,” he said.

“GeeChee,” wheezed Tato, still catching
his wind. The boy turned and Eddie saw the tidal river they had
crossed. It divided the land into what looked like two islands. On
the far side of the river, two running figures were just entering
the water. At the base of the dune below them, Kakee was beginning
his climb. Tato turned forward and broke into a jagged trot along
the dune top, weaving among vines and sea oats. Once he stepped on
a clump of sand spurs, which he pulled from his feet as he ran.
Eddie was impressed.

“Very neat, Tato, or Tattoo. What’s
your name?”

Tato grunted and kept running.

“Well, my name is Eddie.”

“You are a devil. I am getting rid of
you.” Tato grunted.

“That’s fine with me. I’m tired of this
dream anyway.” Eddie wasn’t tired of the dream at all, but he
didn’t like to be where he wasn’t wanted.

They started down the side of the high dune,
running toward what looked like a swamp. The place was an old
lagoon that had been taken over by trees, bogs and marsh grasses.
The swamp stretched inland and disappeared into dense undergrowth.
In front of them, a small path twisted through the swamp trees on
narrow grass hummocks. Tato started quickly along this path.

Suddenly five very big men rose from the
bushes and barred their way. Tato didn’t seem surprised but Eddie
went bonkers. “Run, Tato, run!”

Tato didn’t run. He faced the men. They were
bigger versions of Kakee with their ponytails, shaved heads, and
muscled copper bodies. They were also covered with tattoos. Red,
black, and blue designs and symbols wound around them from their
foreheads to their ankles.

One of the men pointed to the ocean as he
spoke. “Go across the clay bog to the beach, runner Tato. You must
go through the clay bog, for you will not pass here.” He spoke in a
grave tone, as if he were giving punishment.

“My future lies on the pathway behind
you,” replied Tato in a strong voice. “I will pass
through.”

The big man did not answer, and none of the
other four moved an inch.

“Hey, Tato, let’s go around, ok?” Eddie
whispered to him. “These guys are trouble.”

“I must pass,” Tato repeated to the big
man.

“You will not pass this way,” came the
reply.

Tato suddenly darted forward and cut left as
the first man made a grab for him. The second one got a hand on
him, but Tato somersaulted away. But the next two grabbed together
and got holds on him. They swung him up like a log and threw him
out into the swamp.

Whump! Tato landed in mud. Turtles, frogs,
and what probably were snakes slithered and splashed away in the
slime.

“Yikes, get out of here, Tato!” yelled
Eddie.

Tato half-swam, half-crawled out of the bog
and over to dry ground near the base of the dune. Covered in wet
mud and slime, he got to his feet and walked back to the five men
who stood in silence, watching him. Like zombies, thought
Eddie.

“Wanee!” yelled Tato. “Hah, Guale,
Guale!” He charged again into the men.

“Help!” cried Eddie. He really wanted
to wake up now.

Tato was covered in ooze and mud. Now, when
the men grabbed him, they couldn’t hold him. He was somersaulting,
dodging, weaving from one grassy clump to another. Eddie could see
only whirling legs, mud, and grass.

This time Tato got through four of the men.
But the fifth, a huge man nearly seven feet tall, with long arms
and bulging muscles, wrapped him in a bear hug. “Hah, boy!” The big
man grinned at Tato and pulled him tighter.

Eddie could feel Tato’s tiredness, and the
giant’s hug was squeezing the fight out of him. In a flash, Eddie
remembered a wrestling video where Country Carl had The Fab in the
same hold. Why not try what The Fab did? “Kiss him, Tato.”

Tato had no idea what Eddie had just
said.

“Kiss him!”

Tato suddenly leaned forward and bit the
giant on his nose. It was like a fireball had struck.

“Wah! Wah!” roared the giant, dropping
Tato and grabbing for his face. It hadn’t been a hard bite, but it
had been completely unexpected.

Tato was off and running down the track
before the others could react. Once he looked back over his
shoulder, but he could see no pursuit. He ran on along the path
through the swamp, spitting and wiping his hands across his
mouth.

“That wasn’t a kiss,” said
Eddie.

“You devil, you make me do that,”
charged Tato, running and spitting.

“I didn’t say bite; I said kiss.
Besides, you don’t do it on the nose—do you?”

“Ptui, ptui,” was the reply.

 



CHAPTER 7

 


The Escape

 


Tato ran like a marsh rabbit along the path
and eventually came to the other side of the swamp where the dune
ridge began again. Instead of climbing up the first dune, Tato ran
along its base, toward the beach. He wanted to get back to the hard
sand.

At this point Eddie was just along for the
ride. Tato wouldn’t talk, and it was just as well, for Eddie was
busy checking out all the wildlife he was seeing. Rabbits and small
animals looking like gophers were darting from under their feet.
Herons, cranes, and egrets stared at them from the edge of the
swamp or rose in awkward flight. As Tato skirted huge yucca plants,
wrens and mockingbirds scolded them from safe perches among the
poisonous barbs.

The sea gulls and shore birds rose in full
cry when Tato raced onto the beach. He immediately headed down to
the hard sand close to the ocean and resumed his smooth stride. The
beach under the noon sun stretched glimmering away to the
south.

“Except for the humongous size of these
sand dunes,” said Eddie, “this place looks a lot like Salt
Island.”

“GeeChee,” replied Tato between
breaths. “This is GeeChee, devil. When I win this race, I will
throw you back into your black hole.”

“Yeah, yeah, right, Tato,” replied
Eddie quickly. “In case you don’t know it, pal, this is a dream.
You and I are stuck in it until Maman Lu or somebody pulls us
out.”

“Hah! Oconoa will get you out of me,”
muttered Tato. “I will ask him to cover you in bear grease and feed
you to the alligators. Hah!”

“Well, have fun, buddy. Just get this
straight: I want out as badly as you want me out. Get this race
over with, hear me? Where is the finish line, anyway?” Tato banged
his head again but Eddie kept talking. “You might win this race if
you don’t give yourself a concussion. We don’t have to be enemies,
you know. Look, your name is Tato. My name is Eddie, not devil.
Just Eddie, ok?”

“Hah, you are a devil, Eddie devil.
What is ok?”

“Just a word. Never mind. What’s this
race we’re in and why are people trying to kill us?”

“No killing. This race is holy, and I
will win and help Uwasso and Oconoa honor the Creator of All
Things.” Just thinking of his good fortune made Tato excited. His
stride picked up, and they raced along the beach.

“What are you saying, Tato, and who is
this Uwassoconee you keep talking about?”

“Ah!” cried Tato. He suddenly stopped
running and stood, trembling with rage. “You do not know my leader,
and you dishonor my wiseone. Ah, you devil!” The head slapping
again began.

“No, wait, Tato, wait!” Eddie had to
stop this banging. “I know them, sure I do. Sorry to joke about
them. Keep running, ok?” Tato hesitated, and then began to run
again. “This stopping and starting is bad for you,” Eddie
mumbled.

“Quiet, devil,” hissed Tato. “I know
what is bad for me. You!”

“Ok, ok, already. Stay cool, just run,
dude.” Eddie had a lot of questions but now was obviously not the
time to ask them. Better to sit back and let Tato win this race or
whatever, then talk things over with him later.

Eddie felt that he’d been put into some kind
of weird spaceship that had been sent backwards to this guy’s body.
I can’t get out of it, and I can’t control it, he thought. I don’t
even know how we communicate. Am I speaking English? Is he speaking
English? Maybe this guy is an ancestor, one of my mother’s kin.
He’s kind of simple, but he sure can run.

Tato was charging now, in full stride. He was
still covered in dried mud and clay from the bog, but the sweat was
flowing and making little rivers of clean skin down his body. Far
up the beach a small dot appeared in the haze.

“Hah!” gasped Tato. “There is Meeco,
the one I must beat.”

“What?” cried Eddie. “You mean you
aren’t winning now?”

“Meeco is a great runner, but I will
win.”

Eddie thought about Tato’s charge through the
five men in the swamp and his swim across the estuary. Maybe he
could do it. “Ok, Tato, let’s get him!”

As fast as he was running, Tato knew better
than to burn himself out in a speed dash. He concentrated on
getting the most out of each stride. In ten minutes or so, they had
pulled up fairly close to the one named Meeco. At this point the
beach had narrowed, and the dunes were much closer to the water.
Eddie could almost guarantee that this was Salt Island, the way the
beach curved around. If there’s a river on the other side, he
thought, I’m still on Salt Island. Except for these fantastic
dunes. Sixty feet high they looked, covered in sea oats and
vines.

Eddie was about to tell Tato that he’d better
stop looking at dunes and keep his eyes on Meeco when, from the
dunes, two groups of men came charging down to head them off. Tato
had evidently been expecting them. One group charged Meeco while
the second group came at Tato. They were all big men, like the ones
back at the swamp, but these fighters had nets, short wooden rods,
and small round shields.

Meeco was closer to the attackers. Deciding
on directness, he charged straight into them. Bodies, nets, and
rods began flying.

Eddie and Tato had no more time for watching
Meeco. Tato kept running forward as if he were going to try and run
through his adversaries as Meeco did. There were three of them, and
they formed a semi-circle as they closed with him. Tato cut sharply
to his left and ran full tilt for the water. Nets flew into the
air, rods were thrown at his legs, and the men closed quickly, but
Tato was somersaulting, leaping, and cutting back and forth as he
went through a small gap in the circle. He got clear and raced for
the water; the three attackers right on his heels. Just as the
closest one tried a flying tackle, Tato cut right and ran along the
beach, straight at the first group, who apparently had captured
Meeco. On the beach in front of them was a tangled pile of writhing
nets.

Strangely, none of Meeco’s captors attempted
to grab Tato. He ran in right among them, leaped over the pile of
nets, and cut back toward the water. The second of his pursuers
dived at Tato’s legs. Tato went down, but rolled and was on his
feet in a flash, but the delay was just enough to allow the third
man to leap.

“Down!” yelled Eddie. As Tato ducked,
the man went flying over Tato’s shoulder and landed hard on the
beach. Meanwhile, Meeco’s attackers watched the chase, yelling and
clapping at each evasive move. Tato stood, exhausted, and a net
came through the air above him. Tato reversed his field and ran
directly at the thrower, whose breath was knocked from his body as
Tato slammed into him. He fell to his knees and Tato stumbled past
and into the shallows, and then out into deeper water as the other
attackers came up.

Tato floated farther out into the water on
his back, trying to catch his breath as the men on the beach
shouted and yelled at him. Eddie was trying to figure out why the
men who had been after him were now on the beach, cheering and
clapping hands. Was this where the sharks were waiting?

As Tato rolled over and began to swim against
the current, Eddie realized that the tide was still going out, and
it was taking them back around to the ocean’s beach, just the
opposite of where they had been going. There was little hope that
Tato could swim against the tide, and the men on shore watched as
their work was done for them. All they would have to do was wait
until the tired boy came ashore, and they would have him.

Tato refused to give up. He kept swimming
along in deeper water, parallel with the beach. Eddie was about to
mention something about the shark problem when Tato jackknifed
under water and began swimming faster.

“No, Tato! Not against this
tide!”

Tato didn’t answer. He surfaced, blew air,
and went down again. Then Eddie saw what Tato was after. A huge
leatherback, a sea turtle, was cruising along near the bottom,
moving easily against the current.

 


* * *

 


The sea turtle, a giant
leatherback, had followed the mass of cannonball jellyfish in from
the Gulf Stream to the waters of the barrier island where he had
feasted for days in the shallows. Engorged, he was ready to
continue his journey up the Stream to the North Atlantic and the
sub-Artic seas. The sole survivor of a nest of sixty eggs, the
great leatherback no longer feared hungry sharks. He was nearly ten
feet long, weighing over twenty-five hundred pounds, and his body
was covered with a leathered, oily skin. All but the largest
predators chose not to challenge him. The few that had attacked
over his eighty-year life span had been wounded by strong jaws, or
simply left behind as the giant dove three thousand feet into the
depths, staying submerged for more than an hour.

The leatherback was puzzled by the present
situation. Another air-breather was following him, swimming
awkwardly. It seemed to pose no danger, rather it was sending
signals of a sort, the way the dolphins and whales do. The
communication was weak and broken, and the leatherback sensed only
one urge from this air-breather. Escape.

 


* * *

 


Tato surfaced for another breath and then
went down again, right above the giant turtle. He grabbed the front
of the leatherback’s carapace and laid out flat, holding on for all
he was worth as the turtle surged forward. When the great turtle
turned out toward deeper water, Tato shifted over until he came
into view of the turtle’s ocean-side eye. Abruptly the giant
straightened out and headed back into the tidal stream.

Three times the leatherback surfaced on the
journey from the ocean to the river. The first time was no more
than a blur as Tato gulped air. The second time, Tato and Eddie
looked shoreward and saw they had already passed the spot of the
attack. Figures on the beach were staring out at them. Then the
turtle went back under.

Eddie was having the ride of his life. The
speed of the sea turtle was amazing. Fish and crabs came at them on
the current, darting and diving out of the way. The huge, bulbous,
cannonball jellyfish streamed by near the surface, tendrils
trailing. Small hammerhead sharks, sand skates, and stingrays rode
suspended on the current near the bottom, catching what came their
way.
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