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Dear Reader,
Please note that the timing of some historical events have
been altered to fit in with the events in the story.
Timothy C Hobbs
~~~~~
1.
The rage came with sunrise. Brutal, insidious.
“Affliction,” he whispered, gazing at the light filtering through the stained glass. A dry laugh caught in his throat as the thought of prayer fluttered across his mind like a damaged moth.
The illumination moved stealthily through the cracks of the closed windows, touching his body with tendrils seeking flesh, tributaries of fire. He gazed at rings of smoke lifting in whirls above the uncovered skin of his body; an aroma of cooking meat and singed hair filled the murkiness of the room. The capillaries of his eyes began to swell and throb with insane heat. A trapdoor was raised, its rusted hinges complaining like arthritic elders. He took one last glance as the radiance stole into the room and slowly filled it as water does a sinking vessel, then he scrambled into the safety of darkness below.
~~~~~
2.
HAMILTON COUNTY, TEXAS 1865
Confederate impressments had taken most of the livestock. Only Mary’s sharp actions saved the sheep. She managed to move them high up a cliff to a place out of sight and hidden in the dense growth of pecan, oak, and mesquite trees. She knew the Confederates were tired and would take only what was obvious and easily carried.
The once prosperous McAllister farm was now reduced to sparse crops and the hidden livestock. Mary’s husband, John, had left in 1862 with the Rebel forces. He had not corresponded in over three years. Now that the war was ended, Mary feared he had been killed, otherwise John would have found a means of contacting her, of that fact she had no doubt.
Left with the responsibilities of raising their five year old son and managing the farm, Mary sought help from neighbors and the friendly Anadarko Indians. John had made arrangements over the years with the Anadarko tribe, trading them livestock and crops for help working the fields and keeping the marauding Comanche tribe away. It was not uncommon for the Anadarko to take prisoners from the Comanche, and one such person, a female whose father had been a powerful medicine man, was given to Mary to help care for her young son, William. The Indian captive never shared her name, so Mary gave her the Christian name Sarah. The Comanche woman spoke no English, but she was always quiet and cooperative. She proved a great aid to Mary in seeing to William’s needs in addition to menial house chores, duties that Mary was forced to neglect as she tried to keep the farm up and running. Mary developed a cautious trust for Sarah who, at times, let a disquieting shadow flicker briefly from the deep darkness of her eyes.
“I never seem to know what she’s thinking,” Mary said to a neighbor who came by to help pull corn that autumn of 1865. “They say her father was a shaman who was killed in a skirmish between the Comanche and the Darkos. That’s how the Darkos got her.”
“Well,” the neighbor, an older woman named Jessie Mae, said as she dusted corn silk from her calloused hands. “They’s all, them heathens, got their ungodly practices, Mary. But the gal seems taken with your William. Sometimes they lost one of their own. Maybe that’s why she took so to the boy.”
“She looks a might young to have had a babe.”
Jessie Mae giggled with the tone of grinding gravel. “Now I heard them bucks don’t go to courtin’ like our men was taught to do. If the gal gets the curse on her, the dogs come a’ sniffin’. Makes no mind how aged they are.”
Mary thought of the smallness of Sarah, of her dark, exotic skin and even blacker hair and eyes and of the haunted look in the young Indian girl’s expression. “Lord only knows what she’s had to endure,” Mary said with melancholy.
A soft breeze danced in from the north, rustling through the depleted corn field. The dried husks rubbed together in a scraping, orchestral concert. “I suppose she’s all right though,” Mary added and looked despondently in the direction of the rising wind. “Been a little over three years now and she ain’t done nothing harmful.” The gusts increased, pulling at Mary’s stained and worn sun bonnet. Her plain, white sack dress billowed and danced in folded tufts around her.
“Better get as much done as we can, Mary,” Jessie Mae said with concern. “A norther’s a comin’ sure as sin. And it won’t take it long neither.”
A passerby would have thought the pair to be mother and daughter. Mary was young and tall and thin, her hair a dusty yellow; Jessie Mae stout and bent with years of house labor, her face a lined map of hard knowledge.
Mary brushed back yellow curls that had escaped from her bonnet. “Not much to harvest anyhow.” She sighed and said, “No men around to help none with the plantin’ last spring. I did the best I could, but it’s not the same without John around to gather help.”
“Now that’s the God’s truth,” Jessie Mae added. “Only men left around here are bandits, renegade heathens, or them sick and hurt ones come home from the war, and they just nothin’ but phantoms of what they was.”
The corn stalks swirled under the rising winds and Mary held her hands to her face against the airborne dust and debris from the field. She saw a figure meshed in the whipping corn stalks and leaves. For an instant, her heart skipped and raced at the thought it was John finally come home, but the form stayed where it was, bending and spinning on its fixed pole. The seams of its false head threatened to tear open and spill its stuffing of straw.
That evening, after a scant supper of greens and watery stew, Mary sat near the fire. Sarah had brought in cut wood, stacked it in the fireplace, and started the warm blaze before Mary came in from the cornfield. Sarah sat on the floor and held William’s head in her lap as he lay on the floor by the fire. The boy’s shock of curly, red hair seemed without the youthful luster of a few years ago and his freckled skin was even paler. He lifted the lid of a music box, his green eyes reflecting emerald from the firelight. Sarah began to hum an eerie accompaniment to Beethoven’s gloomy Moonlight Sonata.
“Wonder what you singin’ about,” Mary said, knowing she would get no response from the Indian. “Wonder how old you be.”
Sarah made no acknowledgement that anyone was there except her and the boy. William, weakened by months of poor nutrition, shivered even though he was near the blazing fire. Sarah held him closer, letting her body heat blanket his head and torso.
Mary sighed. “My John brought me that back from San Antonio,” she said, gazing at the music box. It was an ornately carved piece of dark wood. On its lid a large rose had been fashioned, its leaved stems twining serpentine around the borders. The rose had been painted a startling white that stood in such drastic contrast to the dark wood that it seemed to hover weightlessly above the box’s surface. “It was our first anniversary,” she said with sorrow and evoked John’s flesh pressed against her with its warm strength, heard his soft voice whispering in her ear as they lay in bed, William heavy and growing in her belly. “Wonder if John’s dead,” she said quietly and shuddered. Horrid images flashed across her mind at what could have been done to him. “Wonder what became of his body.”
Mary looked at William and Sarah, and felt isolated. Over the years, William had acquired a closeness for Sarah beyond that of his mother, but Mary was too exhausted to feel jealousy. Sarah was her double of sorts, the woman and mother of the house that Mary no longer had the luxury of time to be.
Mary closed her eyes and listened to the wind search the wooden frame of the house - a house once full of activity, full of family, now a hollow carapace. “Don’t you miss your folks?” Mary asked all of a sudden. Sarah never hinted she heard and only continued in her low humming and rocking of the boy. Mary sighed and hugged herself. “Lord, I wish she spoke English.” Sarah stopped humming, stilled and turned her head around to stare at Mary for a moment, then looked back toward the fire and started rocking the boy in her arms again. A chill crept slowly along Mary’s spine as she wondered what was in that stare. Was that hate she had seen there, mirrored along with the flames from the fire? Or was it anguish?
Later, after the three had settled down for the night, Mary looked across the room where they all slept. She was in her bed, William lay in his smaller one next to her, and Sarah stretched out on a cot near the boy. Mary slid out from under her heavy goose quilt and took William from his bed. The child was groggy, but made no objection as his mother directed him under her covers. She slid in next to him and held him tightly. She did not notice the dark eyes watching her from the cot next to William’s empty space.
~~~~~
3.
ERATH COUNTY
CHALK MOUNTAIN, TEXAS 1929
The church stood high on the steep hill like an ancient sentinel. Its eroded stones were covered with creeping vines; its bell silent for over fifty years. The structure was still intact, but had suffered heavy wounds from time and neglect and birds nested unchallenged in the high rafters above the sanctuary. The magnificent stained glass windows were dulled by a film of dust, but light from a risen moon still passed through them unabated in an ethereal luster, covering the floor and walls in a somber spectrum of colors.
Approaching from below, a lone figure moved gradually up the gravel path leading to the church. A dense flora of trees, bushes, and brush covered either side of the track. The spring night was windless, and the walking form was surrounded by the chirps and clicks of insects, and an occasional lonely call from a whippoorwill.
The looming figure was that of a man. He was in his late-forties and owned what had once been a lucrative ranch at the foot of the hill. His name was Michael Stark and his business was raising cattle and sheep on two hundred acres of prime land. The only crops he grew were those needed to feed his livestock. Four of his six children remained on the ranch with him, the other two and his wife having perished from influenza. Michael’s father, Samuel, had settled there fifteen years after the Civil War ended, taking advantage of the loss suffered by the original owner whose lands and cattle had been decimated by bad fortune and epidemics.
As he grew closer to his destination, Michael laughed to himself. It was a dry and cynical sound. How ironic it was, he mused, that his father had prospered from the despair of others only to have the circle come full now on his son, humbled by the Great Depression which had swept across this land like a biblical plague. He grimaced and hugged a lamb tightly in his arms. What would occur when there were no longer any of these to offer, as was part of the bargain? The docile creature seemed to feel Michael’s unease. It stirred briefly then stilled into a compliant torpor in Michael’s arms as he came to a halt just below the ascending steps to the front door of the church.
The moon had risen high and its fullness now bathed the world below in pallid luminance. The man walked up the short flight of stone steps and stood momentarily in the shadows by the solid wooden door before leaning into the hard wood and pushing it open. The iron hinges shrieked in rusty protest as the man went inside. Standing in the gloom of the foyer, Michael strained to see and stumbled along the wall until he found the entrance to the sanctuary. There, the moonlight filled the room with a subdued but opulent incandescence, the flutter of disturbed squatters echoed above. In one of the niches was a small pile of straw and links of chain, with a collar attached, were secured to an iron ring on the wall. Michael sat the lamb down and placed the collar around its neck. The animal stood on shaky legs for a moment then meandered around, reaching the end of the chain then going back to the pile of straw where it sat down, moving its head back and forth and shivering in fear.
There were no longer any heavy crosses standing on each side of the raised altar. Any silver communion vessels or religious supplies had long been taken by bandits or renegades. Little remained of the pews, most of the wood presumably cut and taken as fuel long ago. However, the walls were intact, the stained glass windows unbroken, and there was still a sense of supernatural awe enveloping the structure.
A low cough, as if from infirm lungs, issued from the dimness behind the altar. Michael turned in the direction of the sound and squinted in the low light. “Are you there?” he asked. “The full moon is upon us, and I have brought the lamb.”
There was the grating sound of something moving against the wooden floor behind the altar. A silhouette rose slowly and moved from the shadows toward Michael. It stopped just short of the searching shafts of moonlight. “What month is it?” a rough voice inquired.
Michael took a step backward, the heels of his boots making a sudden loud clack against the floor. He sensed a sweat beginning between his skin and his thinned jeans and worn cotton shirt. “Early April,” he answered.
“A spring lamb then,” the voice said with an eerie hint of hunger. Michael heard an audible smacking of lips and a shiver ran up his spine.
“It is agreed, as before? I have your word to leave my children alone?” Michael asked with false boldness against the wretched fear wadding in his gut, filling it with dread.
A low growl wafted from the shadowed figure, followed by the sound of grinding teeth. After a moment the form said, “I keep my word, unlike you or the rest of your kind. Do not attempt to show bravado here, or I will demonstrate just what I am capable of.”
Michael’s breath came faster and feeling he might pass out, he slumped to his knees. When the panic receded, he pulled himself up. The figure by the altar was still in the same place, waiting and stationary. Michael slid around and sat on what was left of the pew’s seat. He placed his head in his hands. “I must ask a favor of you,” he said with apprehension. It was something he had wished to avoid telling the thing, for fear of harm to his children, but he knew he must gain the word of this creature in case something happened and he could not get back home. “I will be gone for awhile. It should take no longer than two weeks.” The standing outline said nothing. Michael continued, “I have been hit most terribly by the recent Depression. I am all but bankrupt.” There was still no response from the shadows. “I have a few holdings, investments in rice fields near Houston. I am going there to see if I can liquidate them for cash.”
“And what is it you want of me?” the voice asked. Michael could swear the thing was grinning at him from the dimness.
“I will instruct one of my children to bring the lamb next month in case I am delayed. I only want you to swear you will not harm him. He is the only son left to me.”
There was a tense delay, then, “You should go now. I can smell you. Staying any longer in this place would cause me to lose control.”
Michael stood and backed away toward the foyer door. “Please promise me. I beg you not to harm them.”
A hand appeared in the murkiness of moonlight and grasped the railing that ran along the altar’s perimeter. The hand was big, its fingers long and tapering. Thick splotches of hair covered it. It was more lupine than human with ragged, pointed nails. “Whoever comes here,” the voice announced angrily, “should not tarry. Tell them to leave the lamb and depart quickly, or I can keep no such promise.”
Michael saw the shadow begin to move forward. He knew it would come for him in a rush and attack without mercy like a wild animal. He turned and hurried through the foyer entrance then out into the night. He shut the heavy door behind him and bent over to catch his breath. Through the aged wood, he heard a struggle and frantic bleating. It ended swiftly then a long, morose moan penetrated the silence of the night.
~~~~~
4.
Hamilton County Texas 1870
Mary had never been able to restore the farm. After the war, stragglers devastated what livestock remained, and the Anadarko tribe, who normally kept the Comanche away, was relocated to a reservation in Oklahoma by the U.S. government as part of the growing Indian policy. It didn’t take long after that for the Comanche to start raiding farms and ranches, making matters worse for Mary.
Somehow, Mary and William survived. Mary was certain that Sarah would go back to her tribe now that the Anadarko were gone, but the Indian woman stayed close to William and showed no sign of wanting to leave.
William, now ten, took on more responsibilities. His body became hard in its physique and more like that of a maturing teenager because of the tough work he endured. He became adept at hunting wild game like hogs, quail and deer.
Sarah was rarely removed from William’s company. If he plowed the ground to plant what crops they could, she was there working beside him. If he made repairs on the failing farm house, Sarah helped with the work.
Mary had reached the point of accepting Sarah’s obsession with the boy. There was little help to be found and Sarah, although still silent and strange, was a great asset.
Mary suspected the Indian woman had learned more English than she cared to confess, but she did not push Sarah to speak. If the woman craved silence, so be it. If Sarah had gone back to the Comanche, Mary knew she and William would have been hard pressed to survive.
On more than one occasion, after the household had fallen asleep, Mary had awoken with a start. Sometimes, she had been dreaming of her husband and would jump out of bed and look through the window in hope that, even after all the years, he would be walking down the path to the ranch. Once she indeed spotted a form, but it was the silhouette of a woman twirling in some primitive dance under the full moon. Mary noticed the empty cot next to William’s bed and knew the dancer to be Sarah. She watched enthralled at the swaying body and took in a sharp breath when the moonlight fell on full, naked breasts. Sarah span and chanted, her nude body slick with sweat from the passionate ritual. Mary blushed, feeling like a deviate interloper, and went back to bed. She prayed for the Lord to protect her son and deliver him from savages.
Mary’s neighbor Jessie Mae and her two sons, who had returned from the war disabled by wounds, were killed during a Comanche raid. Mary always suspected she and William were spared attacks from the Comanche only because of Sarah. Jessie Mae’s land was in no better condition than Mary’s, but there was one section close to a river tributary that Mary, William, and Sarah managed to crudely irrigate for meager harvesting of crops, mostly corn. It was during the autumn harvest of 1870 that Mary came down with a high fever and through severe diarrhea and vomiting, the disease kept her body drained of fluids. She was terrified William would fall ill and would not let him near her. Sarah was the only one Mary would allow to attend to her, but she could tell the Indian was not pleased by having to do so. She also believed Sarah would keep helping her through the fever in order to show her concern, earnest or not, to William.
However, Mary’s assessment of Sarah was misguided by the fever and her need for help with the sickness. Sarah actually concocted potions from herbs that made Mary’s dehydration increase.
When Mary was close to death, she screamed for her husband John, and then, pressed into overlooking the danger of infection to him, called out for William. The boy had never been more than a room away and rushed in when he heard Mary’s frantic plea.
“William,” Mary gasped, her eyes wild. “You keep close to her,” she said and looked toward Sarah who stood by the window. A sharp odor of herbs filled the room and a mortar half filled with a yellow-orange pulp and a pestle stained the same color lay on a small table next to Mary’s bed.
William bent closer to Mary. She lifted her hands and with trembling fingers touched the boy’s face. “You look so much like my John,” she whispered weakly. A smile briefly spread across her mouth then a cramp seized her stomach. She grimaced in agony and exhaled a breath of air fouled by her sickness and laced with the pungent aroma from the herbs. William put his arms around her, lifting her to him. He buried his face in the nape of her neck.
“Please hold on, Mother,” he said through sobs. “Sarah’s medicine will make you better.” He felt her relax as the pain subsided and let her slip back down onto the bed.
Mary’s breath came in short pants and she was covered in sweat. “It’s fine, William,” she managed, “I know Sarah’s the one who cared for you these past years. She’s done the job I should’ve.”
“I love you both, Mother. I need you both.”
Mary settled down, her breathing calmed. “William,” she stated, “I know Sarah can speak some English. I heard her whisper to you sometimes.”
William nodded and wiped the tears trailing down his cheeks.
Mary closed her eyes for a moment then opened them again. “Son, bring me my music box and our Bible.”
William glanced over his shoulder and saw Sarah walking from the room. She returned shortly with the Bible and the music box. Without expression, she handed them to William.
“If I die,” Mary announced weakly, “I want you to read some words from here.” She reached up and gently touched the Bible. “I haven’t read as much from here to you as I used to, before the war, before your father left.” A defeated look passed over her. “There’s still no church close by, other than the one on Chalk Mountain twenty miles away. We used to hold our own services here on Sunday, your father, me, and Jessie Mae and her boys.” Mary’s fingers left the Bible and grabbed the corners of the music box sitting on top, but she was too weak to lift it off the Bible. William sat the Bible by her side and laid the music box on her chest. She smiled when he lifted the lid. The Moonlight Sonata chimed and Mary closed her eyes. A slender smile creased the corners of her mouth. “Just bury me under the big oak where Jessie Mae and her boys are waiting for Judgment Day, and pick some passage from The Good Book to see me on my way.”
“Mother, I . . .”
Before William could finish, Mary’s hands slid by her side, and one lingering breath departed from her tortured body. William felt a chill move through him. He shook his head, placed it in his hands, and bent gently into his mother’s wasted form. Behind him, in the lengthening shadows, Sarah’s dark eyes glittered like obsidian stars. In his grief, William lost awareness of the Indian’s presence and had no way to glimpse the words ‘Mine, now mine’ form on her lips.
~~~~~
5.
ERATH COUNTY
CHALK MOUNTAIN, TEXAS 1929
He stayed upwind of the sheep. He knew, if they sensed his presence, the animals would panic and flee. His urge to catch and kill one would be too strong to overcome if they did, and the bargain would be broken.
Drool seeped from the corners of his mouth as he watched the placid flock. A half-moon lolled above in a sky patched with thin grey clouds silhouetted against the heavens. A stout breeze rustled the thick growth of trees and a beguiling scent danced into his nostrils. He breathed deeply, taking the aroma into his lungs. Even the stench of his rotting garments, pitiful clothes he would remove as soon as he returned to the church, could not best the enticement.
He turned away from the sheep and made his way up the steep hill. He moved through the thick growth of shrubs stealthily, the wind yanking at the hair on his face and arms. The smell increased and he soon slowed his ascent. His eyes darted across the landscape then focused on a group of mesquite trees. He approached slowly, his muscles tense, his senses heightened at the sound of a pounding heart. The doe had lain in the cover of the trees, her right front leg swollen and too painful to stand on. She had caught it between rocks on a climb earlier that day and fractured a bone which had worked its way through her skin now throbbing with infection. He knew the animal well. She was part of a family of deer that had populated Chalk Mountain for many generations. She would have been mated this season, he thought, and a chill of remorse came over him. A sudden pain gripped his stomach and he threw back his head and howled. The doe was stricken with terror and tried to stand, but he quickly fell on her. A short cry came from her throat before he ripped it open with his sharp tusks. Her body shuddered as she bled out and he placed his mouth over the steaming pulse of blood. He drank, and when the flow ceased, he tore open her abdomen with his claws and fed. When he was sated, he lay against her cooling skin and stared balefully at the half-moon above. He wept before falling into sleep. A dream crept into his slumber like a searching mist. Faces loomed in shadowed corners. A fire danced, a voice chanted. Hands moved with trepidation across his skin like a mass of butterfly proboscises searching for nectar in a flower. His body trembled as the word beast was whispered in his ear.
He awoke to the aroma of coffee and cooking food. The wind had abated with the falling moon and sunrise was not far away. He rose stiffly, grabbed the hind legs of the doe’s corpse and slung it over his shoulder. His eyes narrowed with caution as he made his way along the tree line toward the path leading to the derelict church. As was his custom on nightly foraging, he made it a point to pass within a short distance of the ranch house. It was from there the smell of food filled the early hours of morning.
He positioned himself in a cover of oak trees, put the doe’s body down and peered from around a tree trunk at the house below. It was a single story ranch house, the wood grayed over the years exposed to the unrelenting assault of the weather. A porch circled the front of the structure and the beginnings of neglect could be distinguished in its falling banisters and cracked or missing steps. From where he observed, he could see into a large window. Inside, figures moved about a long table bathed in warm light from lanterns. One young woman was busy cooking on a stove that stood against the wall. He counted four people - three females and one male. Although two of the women looked older than the male, they deferred to him as if he were in charge while their father was away. Judging by her continual attempts to please the others, he guessed the woman cooking at the stove was the youngest. A stab of longing filled his chest as he watched them sit and eat breakfast together. He longed to be next to them, to taste eggs and coffee and ham again, to hear the lilt of female laughter and feel the warmth and good nature of a male companion.
Anger crept through him slowly, building into a rage of envy. He picked up the deer carcass roughly and headed through the trees. When he came to the path leading to the church, a faint line of pink had formed in the eastern horizon. He pushed through the front doors of the church, passed from the foyer into the sanctuary, and made his way behind the altar. The morning was quickly filling the church with pale light as he moved behind the pulpit to a trapdoor. He pulled it up by its iron ring and walked down a short series of steps. He placed the deer on the stone floor, lit a kerosene lantern sitting on a solitary, tiny table, and went back up the stairs to pull the door closed behind him. He descended again and stripped the rotting clothes from his body and folded the rags neatly, as if they were of the finest material and precious above all things. He covered the dead doe with matted and stained sheets used for the same purpose on many past occasions. An iron bed stood in the far corner of the basement. It was almost flat against the floor and in a ruinous state. He lowered the flame in the lantern to just a faint glow, went to the bed and lay there. He curled up into ball and prepared for the pain.
His Pa had been gone for over three weeks. There had been no word, no letter, no telegram. Waylon Stark gazed with regret at the rising moon through the kitchen window and knew it would be full tomorrow. His sisters’ chatting seemed distant from his focus on the moon and what his Pa had told him he must do.
“I always told you to steer clear of that old church,” Michael had said, “and I put enough emphasis on it to best any curiosity, right?”
“Yes, Pa.”
“Well, things change, don’t they?”
“I suppose.”
“If I’m not back from Houston by the full moon, I want you to take one of the remaining lambs up to the church.”
“A lamb? They ain’t but a few left.”
“Never mind. I’ll take you up to the church during the day before I leave. I’ll show you where to chain it up.”
“But, Pa . . .”
“Listen to me Waylon. What’s up there has been there a long time. My Pa made a pact with it.”
“It?”
“You have got to take that lamb there on the night of the full moon. You have to do it for your sisters’ sake.”
His father’s words echoed in Waylon’s mind as he sat down for supper with Evelyn, Martha, and Belinda. He barely heard their talk through the buzzing in his ears.
“I’m worried about Pa,” Evelyn announced.
“Me too,” Martha added.
Belinda, the youngest, said, “I know he’s fine. He has to be. He’s just caught up in business.”
Evelyn shook her head. “But the weather down there. . . I heard they have hurricanes.”
Waylon took a bowl of mashed potatoes offered across the table, but remained distracted and didn’t join in the conversation. “Do you think you should go down there and check on him, Waylon?” Martha asked.
“What?” Waylon asked.
“Martha thinks you should go check on Pa. Go on down to Houston by train out of Fort Worth. You been there once, haven’t you?” Evelyn asked.
“Maybe you could use the phone down at the store in Johnsville?” Belinda suggested. “See if you can get through to him.”
Waylon put the bowl of mashed potatoes down harshly. His brow wrinkled. “You three just settle down,” he said irritably. “Pa left me in charge of you. You know he ain’t likely to give me a medal if I go traipsing down there and leave you three alone.” He moved a spoon distractedly through the mound of potatoes on his plate. “He’d tan my hide is what he’d do.”
“But, Waylon, we are perfectly capable of taking care of ourselves,” Evelyn complained.
Waylon stood and threw his napkin on the table. “Cain’t a man eat in peace?” he grumbled. He walked to the front door and took down a weathered cowboy hat from a peg on the wall. He put it on his head and said, “I’m going out and check on Flo. She’s due that calf any day now. We ain’t got but three cows left and I don’t want anything hapnin’ to a fourth.”
When he walked down the porch steps, Waylon heard the banter still in progress at the table. He walked away toward the cattle shed behind the house. The cow was there, chewing hay he had bunched up for her earlier. He pressed his hand against her swollen abdomen. “I guess what I got to do ain’t half as hard as what you’re lookin’ at,” he said and patted her side. “Wish Pa would’ve got back though.” He gazed through the shed’s rear portal at the hill rising under the swollen moon, sat down in the hay and rubbed his hand across his face. “Don’t know why they call it Chalk Mountain no how,” he spoke to the animal. “Hell, it’s just a big hill is all.”
~~~~~
6.
HAMILTON COUNTY TEXAS 1875
By the time he was fifteen, William, with Sarah always near at hand, had managed to get the family farm on steadier feet. Two black drifters had happened by the previous summer and, seeing the boy alone with only the Indian woman, offered to help out.
“I can’t pay you,” William had advised. “I got nothing but this land and the crops me and Sarah have grown, a few sheep, and one milk cow who’s about dried up.”
The two men explained they were migrant workers. “Been down around Temple and Waco for a few years picking cotton and fruit,” one advised. He removed a battered hat and scratched his shaved head. “Things just played out. People in hard times.” He rubbed his black, shiny dome as if to grease back absent hair then put the hat back on. “Me and Clyde come north lookin’ for any kind of work.” He glanced at the meager fields and the farm house. Sarah stood in the front doorway watching. “Reckon you could use a hand? All we ask for is food. We got our own tent we carries ’round so we’d be outs’ your way when we not workin’.” His traveling companion, Clyde, hatless with a head of short, curly black hair, nodded in agreement.
William eyed the two with caution. They were not much taller than his five foot ten inch frame. They were both dressed in shabby blue jean overalls and wore no shirts beneath nor socks or shoes on their callused feet. They were thin and didn’t look mean in spirit, as had some of the other drifters passing by. They appeared to be what they claimed to be. William sensed it by the despair and hunger and weariness in their eyes.
William sighed and said, “My father, John McAllister, went off to the war. He left my mother behind with some hands, but they went away too. She couldn’t keep the farm goin’ with just Sarah. I was only a child at the time.”
“Yessir’,” the bald headed one replied. “That war’s what brought me and Clyde down from Louisiana. We wuz slaves back there before.”
“Know much about growin’ crops?” William asked, the idea of slavery something distant and strange to consider. It never occurred to him that Sarah was ever thought of in that same respect.
Clyde bent down and scooped up a handful of earth. He took a breath of it, ran his tongue over it delicately, then nodded and handed the sample to his companion who repeated the same test. “This is sure some fine dirt,” the companion said to William with a smile. “I see you done been raisin corn,” he said and pointed to a field close to the land left behind by Jessie Mae. “You want to think about cotton, too. This here dirt just right for cotton.”
“You got to have seed for that,” William responded. “I don’t have any.”
The man removed his hat and scratched his head again. “We pass some fields a couple a days ago, sure look like they been raisin’ cotton.”
“I never been off this place,” William clarified. “Never seen cotton.”
“Lord boy,” the man said then looked toward the house. “You and your ma ain’t never been off this place?”
“That’s not my mother,” William explained. “That’s Sarah. She’s been looking out for me from when I was a boy.” William pointed to an ancient, massive oak tree standing down from the corn field. “My mother’s buried over there. She came down with a fever and died.”
The drifter shook his head. “Sorry about your ma boy,” he said reverently. He looked back down the road and said, “We passed a little place early yesterdy’ mornin’, probably bout twenty miles back,” he turned to Clyde. “What wuz that place called? Johns sumthin’ wuzn’t it?”
“Sumthin’ like that,” Clyde answered, speaking for the first time.
“Anyways,” his companion continued. “They’s got a little store back there. I bet the people what runs it could tell you where to get hold of some cotton seed.”
“Like I said,” William said. “I got no money.”
“Aw shoot, boy,” the drifter said with a good natured laugh. “You got corn don’t you? I bet you got some coons and critters with pelts around her, too. You can barter for some seed. Heck, you can barter for most anything.”
“Barter?” William asked.
“Trade, boy. Trade.”
William thought for a moment then asked, “You’d help me with that? Help around here without pay? Help just for food?”
“We ain’t worried bout money. That’ll come in time.” The man extended his hand to William. “My name’s Tom and that there is Clyde.”
William took the man’s hand. It was rough from labor, its grip firm and warm. “I’m William McAllister,” he said and shook the extended hand with enthusiasm.
So, the men became a part of the McAllister spread, a place on the road to recovery. Within a year’s time they had a field of cotton planted and a small shelter built to replace their tent. At first, Sarah was against them staying, but they worked hard and never bothered her. She soon accepted them and even let them share meals in the ranch house.
In that same year, William traveled by horseback the twenty miles to the small settlement of Johnsville. He had seen the store, gazed slack jawed at the dry goods, implements, baubles and candy. He had wondered at the immense hill with the white limestone cliffs called Chalk Mountain and the solitary church perched on one of its summits like a guardian. He had met other people and found them to be just like himself. The more he discovered the world beyond his land, the stranger Sarah became, strange and foreign and dark.
Despite acquiring a broad knowledge of the English language, Sarah chose to keep relatively silent. Her communication to William was limited to short, incomplete statements, but her quiet nature in no way decreased her importance and influence over him.
After she had seen to it that Mary would not survive the fever, her status had changed from maid and nanny to that of owner, possessor of William who never suspected her involvement in his mother’s death. She guarded the isolated life that she and William led, and when the drifters Tom and Clyde entered that life, Sarah had every intention of removing them from it. However, the two black men caused no harm and didn’t meddle in any life save their own. The work they carried out on the ranch and their knowledge of raising crops were actually of great benefit and kept Sarah from labor in the fields. The house became her domain, William her sole focus.
“He is of the age now,” she mused to herself, staring from her cot in the darkness at William’s silhouette on Mary’s bed.
After Mary died, William had begged Sarah to take his old bed, but she had refused, choosing to remain on the pallet close to the floor. Sometimes, when William was deep in slumber, Sarah would kneel next to him in the darkness. She would study the lines of his face and the contour of his body as if awaiting a plant to mature, a ripened fruit to be plucked from its tree.
Whether the shack Clyde and Tom had built was enough distance from the house to prevent them seeing her monthly ritual when the moon was full, Sarah did not know, nor did she care. Stripped naked and dancing in the cold moonlight, she thought not of this earth, but only the incantations and spells her father had taught her and how soon she would mold the boy into a man for her own purpose.
On occasion, when he would awake in the night, William had watched her dancing from his bedroom window. He had never asked Sarah about her strange custom, and had always felt a searing shame when he crawled back into bed, a fire smoldering between his legs.
~~~~~
7.
ERATH COUNTY
CHALK MOUNTAIN, TEXAS 1929
Belinda watched Waylon making his way up the hill holding a complacent lamb in his arms. She had been taking clothes down from the line late that afternoon when she saw his figure moving upward through the shrubs and trees. She put the clothes in a large wicker basket, set them on the back porch, then, her curiosity stirred, followed behind her brother.
She kept her distance. It was like a game, like she was a little girl again. A slight thrill raced through her as she tracked Waylon, making her way in a stealthy tread. She heard quick movements in the shrubs and brush. She saw grasshoppers erratically fleeing her movements, and caught a glimpse of a small, furry body, a rabbit or squirrel probably, rushing through the bushes and wild grass away from her light footsteps. She giggled silently to herself and continued to follow the distant form of her brother who walked at an even pace up the hill.
When she came to a clearing, Belinda stopped suddenly. She stood frozen in place and watched Waylon continue up the stony path toward the church. The site of the edifice sent waves of dread through Belinda. She knew the old structure existed, all of them - her sisters and brother - knew about the church. Her father had instilled sufficient fear in all of them to stay clear of the spot. What was her brother thinking? She started to call out to him, but felt her voice twist dryly in her throat. A swift awareness of nausea spread in her stomach as her father’s warnings echoed in her swimming head. “The place is forlorn and dangerous. What Christian ceremonies were ever held there have long faded into its decaying walls. Child, stay away from it. It’s a place for shadows, for things nourished by darkness.”
She remembered how she and her sisters had scared each other with tales about the place: wild tales of demons, half animal half human, holding an unholy mass in the dimness of its sanctuary, of monsters just waiting for tasty, young, female flesh. These thoughts gripped her as she stared with dismay as Waylon, still cradling the lamb, passed through the front door of the church.
Despite the heat from the declining day, Belinda shivered. She wanted to turn and run away from the spot, but her fear for Waylon’s safety bore down, gripping her heart. She shook her head and gazed to the west. The sun had begun its final descent, plummeting towards the horizon. Twilight would soon fill the land with an amethyst haze and night would swiftly follow. She made up her mind to go after her brother before night fell on the cliff.
Every pore of his skin burned, every cell was in torment, rapidly shifting its chemistry. He rolled from the bed and landed hard on the stone floor then tried to open his eyes, but they were thickly matted together. He scraped at them before his claws emerged, trying to clear the dried mucous away. He flipped over on his back and through his recovering sight he grabbed the bed railing and pulled himself from the floor. He extended his spine and was rewarded with a popping agony along its whole length. He stumbled against the wall by the bed and crouched. Hair the color of dark amber began erupting through the skin all over his body. Tusk-like teeth curved from his lower jaw, ripping through the flesh of his lip. He wanted to scream, but could not find the air to do so. All his organs - his lungs, heart, stomach, liver, spleen, kidneys and bowels -were in a state of chaos, extending then constricting. The pain was unbearable, making it impossible for him to concentrate. He felt the nail beds of his hands and feet swell and broaden, sharp talons bursting through raw skin. His nose flattened into a snout; the tip of his ears lengthened, cresting in pointed tips. Finally, he lay exhausted, gasping for air.
When the anguish passed, his body equilibrated. His senses heightened and the smell of decomposing flesh wafted through his flattened nostrils. He moaned and rose from his crouch then followed the stench to its source. He tilted his head in an almost inquisitive gesture and pulled the bloody sheets from the deer’s corpse. His lips curled backward and strings of drool hung from the corners of his mouth while in his subconscious, a terrible sadness fashioned itself. He hesitated as it briefly emerged, his face holding the aspect of betrayal, of wonder, as if all this were not true, as if this moment was nothing beyond an outrageous nightmare. Then the thought passed as quickly as it had appeared, he opened his mouth and fell on the carcass, ripping and tearing at the spoiling meat. He filled his mouth with its rotting essence. He was mad for it. When he swallowed the mass, it flowed down his esophagus trailing fire. When it hit his stomach, he doubled over in a powerful cramp, stumbled away from the body and grabbed at the wall. He vomited, spewing the putrid meal over his feet and the floor, then fell to his knees and curled forward. His eyes filled with tears of pain until the convulsive cramp weakened. Sensing the impending darkness of the world outside, his face creased in recognition, in knowledge of why he could not feed on the dead venison, the reason that would be rising with sardonic fullness very soon.
Waylon moved cautiously from the church foyer into the sanctuary. There was still enough light remaining for him to see clearly. He spotted the chain on the wall as his father had shown him and walked to it. He let the lamb down and placed the collar around its neck. The animal stood where it was placed and uttered an almost inaudible bleat.
As far as Waylon could tell, the sanctuary was empty, save for the nesting birds in the rafters. “Hello,” he said weakly. Fear had a grip on him and it flowed through his chest and bowels. His breath was labored. “I brung the lamb.” He continued to survey the sanctuary for any sign of a presence other than himself or the animal. “It ain’t dark yet. No moon up, but it will be soon enough.” A faint smell of decay merged with the predominant odor of dust and mildew. He felt nauseous. “I know I was suppose to wait till later, but I got a heifer about to calve and I cain’t leave her alone tonight. She done lost two before.” He thought he heard a distant sound, like something falling down. Another noise seemed to come from close by. It sounded like footsteps from the direction of the foyer. Sweat broke out under the brim of his hat, beads of it traced down the line of his sideburns and cheek bones. He wiped them away and squinted toward the dimming light near the sanctuary entrance. The shuffling noise of slow, steady feet repeated itself. Sensing panic taking hold, he tried to remain calm. He didn’t know where the back door was. His father had not shown him.
He walked backwards, never taking his eyes away from the foyer section. The lamb gazed up at Waylon with curiosity and started to follow him. A short distance from the niche where the animal was chained, the wall curved and Waylon, still moving backwards, felt along the aging wood and followed the curve. He glanced down a narrow hallway and saw light filtering in farther down. As he went around the corner of the wall, Waylon rushed forward as quietly as he could. The lamb, still following, came to an abrupt halt as it reached the end of its chain. The animal’s head shook in confusion. Frightened, it began to bleat in earnest.
At the end of the hall was a door, blocked with old pieces of wood cut from the pews. It was not nailed shut, the wood had only been stacked erratically in front of it. Waylon started removing the barrier, trying not to make any more of a disturbance than necessary. After he finally got enough of the wood pieces out of the way, he found the door’s rusted handle and pulled at it while pressing down on the handle’s latch. The door gave no ground. He glanced nervously over his shoulder then tried again, attempting to use all his weight. The door still held. He stopped and bent over in a crouched posture, his breathing rapid and his shirt and jeans soaked with sweat. He heard the lamb’s cries and knew he had to get out quickly. Waylon was about to go back toward the foyer and take his chances on escaping when a sound, raspy like a harsh whisper, came from the sanctuary. Terror seized him and he gave a final, desperate pull on the door and it opened slightly. He felt the outside air rush through, so he yanked harder and the door opened just enough for him to slip through. He ran toward the trees, avoiding the front path altogether. Dusk was already touching the trees and brush with graphite tones of fading light. He stumbled and tore his shirt then scrambled to his feet. He only glanced behind once before descending.
Belinda stood in the sanctuary, whispering Waylon’s name. She wondered where he could have gone. She was surrounded by sounds: a sliding sound from behind the wall where the lamb was chained, another, more muted, disturbance that seemed to originate in the altar area, and the frantic cries of the lamb. She jerked her head in each of these directions then walked to the frightened animal and knelt beside it. She petted it and whispered to it, and the lamb started to calm. She stood and peered around the curve of the wall and saw a partially opened door at the end of the slender hall. She started to walk toward it when another sound drew her attention back to the sanctuary. There was no mistake; it came from behind the altar podium. She moved toward the noise with caution, the lamb now following her until the end of the chain was again reached. The animal started bleating once more. Belinda turned and tried to shush the lamb, but it was terrified now and would not stop its pleas for help.
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