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Chapter One
Darkness and gloom sucked joy with each word I read. Shoulders
slumped, head down, I started home with Wylina’s letter in my pock-
et.

I shuffled down the middle of the street picturing getting run
over, and what people would say when they found me splattered on
the road like a jack rabbit...but you could count the number of cars
coming into this town on your dick, so I switched to Tom Sawyer
faking his death to watch his funeral.

It’s unusual for me to walk anywhere, not that I can’t, but there
is so much crap to get away from, I run. No matter how fast or hard,
I never escape the piles of shit that torment me. I should’ve seen this
new pile coming, considering what happened at the softball tourna-
ment, and getting out of school a week early. Like the saying ‘when
it rains’, but with me it’s shit that pours. The words in the letter
dumped a pile impossible to jump or get around, and I had no de-
sire to run or fake my death. The truth is, I wanted to get in bed the
minute I got home, crawl under the covers in a ball, and stay until
I actually died. No telling how long it’d take my parents to find me,
probably not until they smelled me rotting. Thoughts of them re-
minded me that they were to blame for doing this.

Anger smoldered, and damned if I was going to roll over and
die. I went inside to get Gabbie, my pawnshop guitar. She and Red
Nolan, the ghost that followed me from the shop to the car, were
my only friends unless I counted the black bench. I found the bench
when I crawled under the porch to smoke the day we moved in and
felt sorry for it, figuring a renter must’ve tossed it there too many
years ago to remember. I plucked familiar chords and wondered how
many people had sat on it before me—how many people with their
own brand of misery.
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Free from school, I high-tailed it over to Hall’s every morning
and ripped open the letter with SWAK written across the seal. Hall’s
is a store that has groceries in front, and a post office in the back.
Mailboxes were on a wall, but we got ours at the general delivery
counter. Other than using the post office, we bought bread and milk
if we ran out before going to the grocery store in Rupert. Hall’s
carried soda pop, candy, and cigarettes, but Jessie wouldn’t sell me
cigarettes, even when I lied about my age. She’s the lady who runs
the store and the post office. There’s a door behind the post office
counter, and I believe that’s where she lived because she wore house
slippers and her hair looked as if she’d just rolled out of bed, no mat-
ter what time of day.

I have this thing in my brain where pictures flash through my
head. Most times they don’t mean anything, don’t make sense. Six or
more hit at once, making it impossible to watch all of them, but I
can’t help but try. It’s like being at a drive-in movie with half a dozen
movies playing, and watching them all. My attention goes haywire,
and I get in trouble at home and school.

I hit Gabbie’s strings hard and sang Hank Williams’ “Your
Cheatin’ Heart.” My head filled with an image of Wylina writing the
letter. She gripped the fountain pen, and blue ink marred the white
paper with two-timing words.

She stood in front of an engraving sign, admiring chains and
medallions. “This one, this one,” she cried out.

The Carney took the chain and medallion from the display rack.
“You’re a lucky young man,” he said, winking at the boy standing be-
side her.

The boy’s face blurred, but it made no difference. The Carney’s
stylus buzzed over the medallion. Wylina smiled as she lifted her hair
and slipped the chain into place. Under the carnival lights, the letters
spelling “Carlos” glittered on her ivory neck. I sang me some more
Hank Williams screaming out the words, “cheatin’ heart, cheatin’
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heart!” The words hung in the air as I watched the picture of another
kid, hanging from a cliff. I knew this face, and it made my stomach
churn.

I’m Conor. With one n. How could anyone mix that up with
some asshole named Carlos? I tried to push the medallion out of my
head, but the name grew larger, glittered brighter. My parents were
to blame. They up and left—same as if they were going into town to
buy groceries—hauled me with them like a loaf of bread and dumped
me in this goddam place.

I gazed across the horizon at the Minidoka School—windows
boarded, and a padlocked chain wrapped around the door handles. I
knew how that felt. If the school made of bricks could talk, I knew
what it’d say.

Coarse clumps of scattered grass, with roots set deep in hard,
dry dirt, made up the front lawn. The clumps didn’t get uprooted
or blow away. They stayed. What sort of parents uprooted their kid
eleven times in thirteen years? I imagined that they weren’t my par-
ents, even if everyone said I had my dad’s nose.

Pictures of Mom, Dad, and four children flashed like corn pop-
ping in a hot skillet, and I knew whether I wanted to or not, I was
going to relive images of my pissy life.

. . .
Kids were the only crop to take hold on the rocky Ozark farm

during the hard times of the depression. Maddie said that every time
Franklin hung his trousers on the bed post, another kid showed up.
To the surprise of relatives and friends, they loaded their children
and left the Pea Ridge, Arkansas farm and headed west to California’s
San Joaquin Valley. Driving by day and camping by night, they
forged their path across the states.

One late afternoon, the sun beat through the windshield. Hot,
dry air pounded its way into the Model-T, scorching faces. Cranky,
hungry kids, tore at Maddie’s patience but Franklin drove until he
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stopped in Parma, Idaho. As the sun lowered, he entered the grocery
and waited at the counter while the clerk rang up the order. He had
his wallet out to pay when a man stepped in front of him. “I’m pay-
ing, Mr. Kelman,” the man wearing a Stetson said, “and I’ll save you
time and trouble, if you’re looking for a job.”

Whistling a song, Dad returned to the Model-T with a bag of
sandwich fixings and a job. He spoke through the window of the car.
“Damnedest thing just happened, Maddie. A stranger walked up and
offered me a job—called me Mr. Kelman, he did—now how in the
hell did he know?”

“He calmed down four fussy kids with bubblegum, too.” Maddie
smiled and blew a bubble.

Dad hung his trousers on the bed post two times in Idaho and
Franky, who had to be first in everything, arrived three years before
me.

Little kid pictures tumbled around in my head as if someone
shook them out of a box. I caught glimpses of the pig-tailed girl from
the farm across the road, the first friend I ever had, except for Edgar,
a boy my mom said wasn’t real. He came into my head the way he
showed up the day I met him. Not a sound or sight, just popped up
while I was playing in the back of the house. We changed rocks and
blocks of wood into trucks and bulldozers, and built a town with
streets, houses, and gardens. The day he didn’t come play, I knocked
on the door where I thought he lived. A lady said no one named
Edgar lived there and for me to not come back. Mom said that I had
imagined him, but she was wrong. The day we moved Edgar stomped
everything we’d built into smithereens.

The Oregon Trail School appeared, and before I knew it, I was in
the last seat in the back of the first grade room. “Conor, we’re wait-
ing!” Miss Blackstone yelled. I ran a finger up and down the page,
searching for the place to read. An angry face with coal-like eyes
marched toward me. She grabbed the straps of my overalls, carried
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me to the front of the room, placed me across the corner of her desk
and walloped my butt.

We moved across the Snake River, and I finished first grade at
Ridgeview. The teacher drove a blue car that had her name on both
ends. I told Franky I wanted a car like hers, but with Conor on the
front and back. He said I was stupid and everyone he told laughed.
Mrs. Ford gave me a desk next to hers and kept me in the right place
during reading. I could’ve watched the images forever, but pictures
of Parma flashed.

The movie theater, grocery store fans with big oak paddles, and
the railroad tracks stirred memories. Surrounded by houses instead
of corn and alfalfa seemed strange, and like Sport, who missed chas-
ing rabbits and scaring up pheasants, I missed the open country. But
living three blocks from movies, and Charlie Austin’s ice cream store,
made me feel better. A kid named Arles lived next door in the house
he said he’d lived since the day he was born. We became best friends.
We bought penny candy at Parma grocery, eating it on the way to
school as we passed Dobb’s Theater and the Duchess Cafe.

Arles’s mom and dad took me with them almost everywhere they
went, because he was the only kid in the family. We played together
after school and on weekends, using our imaginations as we became
Roy Rogers and Gene Autry. We galloped Trigger and Champion
through grassy fields, chasing outlaws and rounding up cattle. I said
goodbye to Arles because we moved over Labor Day weekend. I tried
to imagine staying in the same house forever, and couldn’t.
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Chapter Two
The day I met Wylina was a day for running through the alfalfa, chas-
ing cotton tails. A day for eating ice-cold watermelon and fishing at
the river. A day I’d never forget.

With Sport keeping an eye on me, I walked up the lane swinging
a brown paper bag with Conor printed in red crayon. Franky lay in
bed with a sore throat. I wanted to stay home, but Mom never lets
us get sick on the same day. Sport stopped, turned his head, perked
his ears, and gave a high-pitched whine. I wanted to chase something
every bit as much as he did. I wished Labor Day lasted forever, and
me and Sport could run through the fields chasing rabbits and eat
watermelon, every day. “Let’s chase down a cotton-tail,” I whispered
in his ear. He whimpered, muscles tightened.

“Sick ‘em!” I ran toward the field hollering, “Get ‘em, Sport, get
‘em!” Instead of hauling ass, he grabbed the seat of my britches and
dragged me back to the road. The feel of his hot breath stayed on my
leg until I boarded the bus. Sport disappeared in the field, but I ran
with him, the alfalfa slapping at my legs and its sweet smell filling my
nostrils until the bus rattled me back to my seat.

. . .
A freckle-faced girl stared at me from across the aisle. I looked,

she made a face, and I swore to never look back, but before I knew
it, I had. She wrinkled her nose, popped out her tongue and did this
weird thing with her eyes.

I found the note that said “I love you” she dropped on my desk,
and I stuffed it in my pocket and looked across the aisle. She stuck
out her tongue, but this time I smiled because a kid at recess told
me it meant she liked me. We wrote notes from then on, until the
preacher’s son snatched one off my desk and took it to Miss Hope.
She kept us in at recess and said that passing notes was inappropriate,
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a word she used a lot. We didn’t want to get in trouble, so from then
on, we passed notes on the playground.

A week later, cardboard boxes were stacked on the porch, and my
stomach traveled up to my throat. Leaving the only girlfriend I’d ever
had, and my best friend, Billy Dill, who never once called me dumb,
made me sick. I went upstairs and climbed into bed. Mom wasn’t far
behind. She checked my temperature with her hand and said, “You’re
fine, and I have to get back to packing. The new place is only a few
miles away, but it takes the same amount of work. Thank God you
and Franky won’t have to change schools.”

. . .
Billy Dill and I made friends the first day I started school at

Roswell. He told me what restroom to use and where to play without
pissing off the teachers, and told me secrets about them, making me
swear on a stack of Bibles I wouldn’t say where I heard it.

During the winter, I went to Billy’s house, and we made forts and
went sledding. He came to my place in the summer because of the
swimming hole. We went swimming with Franky, his friends, and
the neighbor boys up the hill, walking down the middle of the grav-
el road that led to the cool water two miles ahead. We cut across
sagebrush onto the narrow ditch rider road and followed it to the
fence, crossing where the barbed wire had stretched from kids climb-
ing through. Excitement overtook us, and we whooped and hollered,
“Last one in is a rotten egg!” We raced to the swimming hole, dis-
carding clothes along the way.

I set out for the swimming hole every day until school started,
with or without anyone else, but it was a lot more fun with friends. I
wasn’t supposed to go alone, and most of the time I didn’t, but I’d be
eleven and in fifth grade in October, so I could do what I wanted as
long as my folks didn’t find out.

I waited in the driveway for Billy, so we could go to the swim-
ming hole the minute he arrived, but Mrs. Dill pulled into the dri-
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veway alone. “I need to talk to your mom—come with me,” she said
getting out of the car.

My mind ran circles trying to remember what I had done wrong,
and why. When you get a warning that you’re in trouble, it’s best to
know what it is, so you have time to come up with a reason, but I’d
done so many things I shouldn’t have, I couldn’t settle on which one
upset Mrs. Dill the most. It’s easy to get into trouble without know-
ing why, but it made me nervous when I reached the door and had
nothing.

Mrs. Dill turned down coffee and a freshly baked sugar cookie,
so I knew it was going to be something bad. Walter Black had been
diagnosed with polio, and from the time Mrs. Dill found out, she
had kept Billy at home. I didn’t know anything about polio, but the
more she talked, it scared the shit out of me.

The last thing Mrs. Dill said was, “You should keep Franky and
Conor home, too. Especially Franky, because he played football in
Black’s pasture.”

I’d never heard about polio, but from then on, news and fear of
it spread like wildfire. Everybody talked about it, and what you heard
got worse each time someone threw in something new. The news re-
ported an epidemic, but we didn’t know anyone but the Black kid
who had come down with it. The lady at the grocery store told Mom
the disease killed or crippled people for life, and those it didn’t kill
were put inside a big cylinder-like-thing called an iron lung, and they
had to live there until they died.

I quit listening to the polio news because I woke up every morn-
ing wondering when I was going to be put in the iron lung. I heard
that swimming in ditches and canal water was a sure-fire way to catch
polio. I woke up with a cough one morning and knew I would spend
my final days in the iron lung. Would I be able to eat, and how would
I go to the bathroom? It scared the crap out of Franky, because he’d
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played football with Walter. We lay awake at night and talked about
it, wondering which one of us would get it first.

Franky and I fought all the time, saying we hated each other, but
I didn’t want him to get polio. It made sense, though, if one of us got
it, it should be Franky, because he had lived longer and done more
things. Polio was contagious, so why did I care if I exposed Franky
or he exposed me? I examined my body every morning. I wasn’t sure
what I was looking for, but figured I’d know when I found it.

Three days after Mrs. Dill told us about polio, Sam and Freddy
stopped by on their way to the swimming hole and asked me to join
them. I decided to go along for the walk, but when we got there, I
shed my clothes and took the plunge. At first, I tried not to swallow
water or get dunked. Then I remembered I’d be exposed when school
started, or already had it, so why not enjoy the last of my good days
while I could.

Sam and I dunked Freddy, the oldest, holding him under until
he damn near exploded. He gagged as if he was dying, but when I
checked on him, he came alive and held me under. We caught Sam at
the edge of the pool, scrambling up the side. We grabbed his legs, and
he screamed bloody murder until we pushed him under the water.
After the swim, we sat on the bank and talked, while the sun dried
our skin. We made a pact to swim every day until school started. We
gathered our clothes along the way to the fence, making sure to pull
on our pants before we crossed it.

. . .
Seeing Wylina, Billy, and my school friends got me excited about

fifth grade, but I dreaded Old Lady Benton, the meanest teacher at
the school. They built the school around her a hundred years ago,
and from that day on she had only one classroom rule—do what she
said, when she said it. If you broke the rule, she chewed you alive and
spit you out. Billy Dill said that technically it was two rules, but who
gave a shit. Right off, she assigned desks and placed Wylina, Billy,
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and me as far apart as possible. She put an end to trading seats and
eating with friends, that the other teachers allowed, and made us eat
at our own desks. She was mean and unfair, but the only way you
could get out of going to her room was to die or move, and I didn’t
want to move.

On Halloween, I’d turn eleven, which is close to a teenager, but
Old Lady Benton made me feel like a little kid. She’d swing open the
lavatory door and stare down the urinal trough, watching as we peed
all over our hands trying to hide our tally-whackers from her. I hated
the way Old Lady Benton hit me, too. Due to the damned pictures
in my head, I’d forget to do what she said, or wouldn’t hear her say it.
She’d creep up on me like a wolf, and I wouldn’t know she was there
until she whacked me with a ruler, or whatever she had in her hand.
She called them love pats. Billy Dill called me the most loved kid in
fifth grade.

To be fair, there were two things I liked about Old Lady Benton.
She read to us after lunch every day, breathing life into characters
from Uncle Tom’s Cabin and The Yearling. She planted stories in my
memory that stayed forever. The books she read were nothing like
the Bobbsey Twins. And she didn’t allow “I like Ike” buttons in the
classroom. She didn’t allow Adlai Stevenson buttons, either, but I
doubt anyone knew the name but me. My dad might have been the
only Democrat in Parma, but I was too embarrassed to ask around.

One night I tossed and turned all night, watching a horrible
movie play over and over in my head. It was a short movie—me run-
ning through the house, looking for a hiding place as they came after
me. I didn’t know who they were. I slid under the bed, but it was too
late—they saw me, pulled me out, gagged me, tied my arms and legs
together, dragged me outside, slammed me into the trunk, and drove
away.

The movie continued on the way to school, and when the bus
stopped, everyone got off but me. I sat in the bus seat, sick with wor-
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ry, trying to find a way to tell Wylina. I would’ve stayed forever, but
Leroy leaned on the horn and threatened to kick my ass if I didn’t
get it off his bus. I went to the side of the building where Wylina and
our friends waited for the bell. I didn’t know what to say, but when I
opened my mouth two words squeaked out.

“I’m moving.”
It became quiet, and the air grew thick, until someone asked

where.
“Probably Oregon, my dad said he could throw a rock into the

Snake River from the house.” Then I remembered something else. “A
family named Wallace lived there.”

Wylina’s eyes opened wide, and her jaw dropped to the ground.
She let out a screech and jumped up and down. Others joined in, and
kids across the playground jumped, yelled and carried on, not know-
ing why they were jumping. Wylina calmed down and told us that
the Wallace family lived less than half a mile down the road from
her—the very place I was moving.

I planted my feet in the ground and anchored myself in Wylina’s
arms to keep from floating away.
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Chapter Three
A cold November chill numbed the fingers wrapped around the han-
dle of the battered guitar case. I hurried up the road to milk Mrs. Er-
win’s goats and to take my first music lesson. I reached the house, and
my breathing went crazy. I stopped to get my wind, gulping shallow,
quick breaths before climbing the weathered steps. While I waited,
scenes in my head replayed the first encounter with Mrs. Erwin, four
days earlier, while I waited on the porch for Wylina to finish her pi-
ano lesson.

Gnarled fingers grasped a wooden cane, and frizzled hair flopped
about her head like an evil Beethoven. She slashed her cane in the air,
creating a breeze by my head. I scrambled off the porch and hit the
road, so fast gravel flew.

Wylina lived on the acreage next to Mrs. Erwin’s. Every day since
we moved to the old farm house seemed like a dream. We sat togeth-
er on the bus to and from school, and got together after school. It was
hard to believe I’d gone to the same school since third grade and had
the same friends. Joy and happiness filled me, but I worried because
dreams come to an end. Pictures flashed, scenes of being ripped away
from the house and taken to a dark place filled with shadows, where
I’d never see Wylina or my friends. From the time I’d started school
in Roswell, I had the same nightmare where I got dragged away, my
body limp with defeat. It ended with me screaming bloody murder
until Franky threatened he’d knock the shit out of me if I didn’t shut
up, then I knew I was okay and went back to sleep.

After the old witch had scared the crap out of me, I was totally
surprised when Wylina dropped by to say that Mrs. Erwin asked if
I’d milk her goats in exchange for music lessons. I’d do anything to
get music lessons, and it’d only take half the time as milking a cow.

Constance Erwin smelled of garlic and an odor I didn’t recog-
nize, until I went to the goat barn. Big, deep-set eyes watched some-
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thing far away while she talked about things going on in front of
her, but they sparkled like Christmas when bent fingers glided over
the piano keys. She talked about great musical performances and de-
scribed exotic places she’d traveled. She became a different person.
The hurt on her face disappeared. She became something more, big-
ger, somehow. At first glance, you’d call her old and ugly, but when
she talked about or did something she loved, she turned young right
before your eyes. She damn near cracked my head open with her
cane, but I couldn’t help but like the scary old woman.

. . .
I undid Star’s hobbles and cut her loose from the milking plat-

form. I hurried to get to the house where Wylina waited. We had
until six o’clock to ourselves, before my folks got home and before
she had to leave for supper, and every minute counted. I climbed
the back stairs of Mrs. Erwin’s house, where the yard sloped into the
Snake River. She left the door unlocked for me to set the pail of milk
on the kitchen counter. All that was left to do was pour the glass of
goat’s milk she left for me down the sink, and hurry home. But this
time, Mrs. Erwin held the door open for me before I reached the
landing. A huge bandage covered her nose.

“I need your help. I’m driving into town tomorrow morning,
and I need you to be my eyes—to keep me on the road. I drive fine,
the problem is I can’t see.”

“Shit,” I said, staring at the pad of gauze taped over her nose.
“Excuse me?”
I set the pail of milk on the counter. “I said sure... sure, I’ll help

you.” Maybe she’d think she misunderstood the word I’d meant to
say to myself.

“Good—be here in the morning at ten o’clock. Drink your milk,
now, and be on your way.” I knew she wouldn’t leave until I downed
every drop. I turned my back to her and held my nose. I said a string
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of words worse than shit, making sure to keep them to myself, and
ran down the steps trying to reach the road before the milk came up.

Wylina waited at the backdoor. “You’re late.”
I gagged. “I drank the milk, and I’m going to puke.”
“I thought you dumped it down the sink.”
“She met me at the door, and wouldn’t let me leave until I

downed every drop.”
“You should’ve told her you didn’t like goat milk the first time

she asked, instead of saying it was marvelous.”
“I never once said marvelous—that’s your word. I drank the

damn milk to be polite. I didn’t know it would taste like the barn,
and I sure as hell didn’t know she’d leave me a stinking glass every
day.” I changed the subject. “Her nose is all taped up.”

“She tripped on the Oriental rug and fell face-down on the fur-
nace grate, broke her nose and glasses.”

I groaned. “Now I know what she meant, and I’m glad I said
shit.”

“You cussed at her?”
“She asked me to be her eyes tomorrow, when she goes to the

doctor.”
“Doctor says nothing he can do—she’s going to town for gro-

ceries and cat food, same as she does every Saturday at the end of the
month.”

“I don’t care why she’s going, I said shit, and I’ll say it again.” An
idea struck. “Come with us—maybe she’ll take us to Seeley’s for a
milkshake.”

“I wouldn’t ride across the street with her.”
“Why?”
“It’s not the car, Conor.” She opened the door to the house.

“C’mon, I want to show you something.”
She ran through the kitchen, into the dining room, across the liv-

ing room, and opened the upstairs door. She raced up the stairs to
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Franky’s room and through the archway into mine, stopping in front
of the closet. “Do you know what’s behind this door?

It was a stupid question, but I played the game. “Let me
think...two flannel shirts and a pair of pants for school...a couple of
old shirts and worn out pants for home.”

She placed both hands on her hips and sighed. “Have you been
inside the closet, from one end to the other?” She opened the door,
and the clothes I described hung on wire hangers. I hadn’t gone in-
side the closet because I reached everything I needed from the door.
Besides, the only light came through the windows and a light bulb
hanging from the bedroom ceiling, and little or none went inside the
closet, and there was no way I’d go inside by myself. She pushed the
clothes to one side and led me by the hand, shutting the door behind
us. The darkness became black as coal. We went to the far end and sat
next to each other on the cold wood floor.

I held onto her hand as we talked about how lucky we were to
live close to each other, and how much fun we were going to have.
She wanted to swim in the Snake River, ice skate across the ponds to
Roswell, and go to matinees at the Parma Theater. Then she brought
up when Old-Lady Benton hit me, and how it made her so mad, she
jumped out of her desk to take the pointer from her.

“When she hits me isn’t a big deal,” I said, even though I hated
being hit by the old bag, “I forgot to put my math book away and
take out the history book.” I had brought up the pictures in my head
once before, but Wylina didn’t understand, and I didn’t explain. “I
was scared for you, I thought she was going to kill you when she
grabbed your hair and dragged you into the hall.”

“I ran straight to the eighth grade room, and the principal took
me into the office to call my mom. Lucky for Benton that Dad had
the car, or she would’ve come to school and pulled every hair out of
her head.”
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I discovered that some things are easier to say in the dark. “You’re
the first person to stand up for me and treat me same as anyone else,
even when I do stupid stuff.”

Wylina raised my hand with her warm, small one, and kissed it.
“Hitting you is a big deal.”

She turned her head to mine. Her breath whispered on my
cheek, and then her lips met mine. It was nothing like the first time
she kissed me in third grade, while we sat on the ditch bank watching
the Roswell-Apple Valley softball game. This kiss was long and sweet,
and blood-charged, making me dizzy.

. . .
Dressed in school clothes, I whistled along the way to Mrs. Er-

win’s, like I do when I’m worried or scared. The garage door was
open, and the Packard was in the driveway. I knocked at the door.

“I’m glad you’re early. I need you to check my nose to make sure
I got it straight.”

She moved the swollen and bruised nose from side to side. I
couldn’t decide, but if I waited any longer, I feared it’d fall off. I
doubted anyone would warn her that she forgot to straighten her
nose, same as letting you know you forgot to zip up your fly, so I
chose a position that looked straight.

“Thank you. I’m blind as a bat without my glasses.”
The words from yesterday played. “I need you to be my eyes ...

keep me on the road ... I can’t see.”
The 1926 Packard connected on the third crank. She held the

gas pedal to the floorboard, it roared and chortled, and the floor and
seat vibrated. The engine smoothed out, she eased up on the gas and
wriggled the gear shift, grinding it into reverse. The Packard lunged
back, sputtered, and died. Bare limbs from a row of bushes along the
driveway were dangerously close to the passenger window. The tail
end of the Packard headed straight toward them. I tried to say some-
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thing about the bushes, but she fired the motor, and the words got
lost.

The car lurched backwards, and a sound like scraping fingernails
across a blackboard made me want to run far and fast; instead, I
braced myself as branches smashed against the window and door. I
yelled for her to stop thirty dozen times. At last, she slammed the
brakes and damn near threw me into the windshield. The only sound
was my heart beating.

“I’ll drive,” I managed to say.
She didn’t answer. She didn’t move. She sat with her head down.

Not one sign of life. Movie screens raced through my head. My
breathing screwed up. I had to get out, but bushes on one side and a
dead body on the other blocked my escape. I decided to climb over
the seat and go out the back door.

Her head sprang up like a jack in the box. Mine hit the roof.
“The Lord has a plan,” she said.
We followed the Lord’s plan. I ran the steering wheel and shifted

the gears, while Mrs. Erwin worked the pedals. It might’ve been the
Lord’s plan, but I whistled all the way.

. . .
Wylina and I spent a lot of time in the closet. Hidden faces made

it easier to talk about embarrassing things, and make confessions. I’d
never been in a confession booth, but I believed talking in the dark
would be like spilling your guts to a priest. We talked about the time
Arnold let the big fart, and it traveled all the way next door to Mr.
Swartz’s sixth grade, and how Old Lady Benton made him into a
hero and lectured the rest of us for snickering. I reminded Wylina
that Old Lady Benton said it wasn’t healthy to hold in farts, and you
should excuse yourself and let one rip.

“No matter what she says, if you let one rip in this closet, I’ll nev-
er come in here with you again.”
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Holding farts might not be good, but I’d never let one rip in the
closet with Wylina, even if my cheeks bulged and my body shot into
space.

She changed the subject. “I never thought Old Lady Benton
would say anything nice about you.” She meant the Columbus pic-
ture. I beamed in the dark, because I was proud of the drawing and
even more proud of Benton’s praise. She had this thing called recita-
tion, that we did in history and science. We’d read a paragraph or
two, and she’d call us to the front of the room to tell the class what
we read. My stomach tied up in knots until recitation was over be-
cause she called on someone who would screw up to be the first, in-
stead of a smart kid.

One day she assigned a big section about Columbus sailing
across the ocean to prove the earth is round, but he ended up in the
West Indies, instead of the Spice Islands, as he thought. Only this
time, we wouldn’t be reciting in front of the room. She had us take
out our crayons, handed out construction paper, and had us tell the
story in pictures. I was good at drawing. I finished the assignment in
no time, creating pictures of Columbus from those that entered my
head as I read. At first, the picture I drew got mixed with others in
my head. Without thinking, I reached up to my forehead and pulled
the picture right in front of my nose. Sometimes, it would pop back
inside, and I had to chase after it, but each time got easier and last-
ed longer. Thanks to Old Lady Benton’s assignment, I learned some-
thing that helped me, when I remembered to use it.

“For sure,” I said, “I never expected anything good about me to
come out of her mouth.”

I wanted to tell Wylina how I learned to hold onto the pictures
that helped me to pay attention and remember things, but when I
tried to explain the pictures in my head, she called it daydreaming
and said everyone did that. I’d never tell her about Red Nolan, but I
wondered what she’d say about a ghost.
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They elected Dwight David Eisenhower for president, and my
dad said the world was going to hell in a hand basket. The school year
closed, and Wylina and I were promoted to Mr. Swartz’ sixth grade.
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Chapter Four
Sunshine lit my face, stirring up happiness. Apple blossoms from Al-
ton Hughes’ orchard greeted me on the way to meet Wylina. Outside
at ten on Monday morning, instead of penned inside a classroom,
brought feelings similar to a convict breaking out of jail. School let
out for the summer, and Wylina promised to show me new things
and fun places other than the closet. I kept my eye on the gravel road
that ran beside the pasture that sloped into the Snake River. Mrs. Er-
win and Wylina lived on the banks of the river, less than a mile from
Alton Hughes’ old farm house where I lived. Take one too many
steps down their backyards, and you’d fall into it.

She turned the corner, carrying a wicker basket. “What’s in the
basket?” I asked.

“Let’s go find out.” She turned toward the orchard, and we fol-
lowed tractor-made ruts too deep to hide under the new growth of
grass and weeds. Spaced out along the way, we passed huge wooden
boxes built on short, stout legs to keep their bottoms off the ground.

“Where we going?”
“What you don’t know won’t hurt you.”
I laughed, and she asked why. “School is out, and it makes me

laugh.” I did my best crazy man laugh. “I’m crazy, and going some-
place special.” I sang, poking her in the ribs with each phrase, “On
the other side of the orchard, the other side of the orchard, the other
side of the orchard, to see what I can see.” I jumped in front of her.
Walking backwards, I slapped at the tea-towel that covered the bas-
ket.

“C’mon, what’s in there?” She swatted my hand and pushed me
away. “It better be something to eat—if I have to walk any farther, I’ll
starve to death.”

The grass-covered trail turned ahead. Stopping abruptly, she
grabbed my arm. “Close your eyes, tight, and promise you won’t
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open them until I tell you. So help me, Conor, if you peek, I’ll clob-
ber you.”

“They’re closed.” I stumbled to make sure she’d believe me. I held
her hand as we walked. I wanted to sneak a peek, instead, I locked my
eyelids so tight they hurt. When I couldn’t take another step without
blinking, we stopped.

“Keep ‘em closed and don’t move until I tell you, then look
straight ahead.” I began to think she was playing a joke, but finally,
she said, “Open!”

I had no idea what I expected, but it wasn’t a little white house
hidden in the orchard, a little white house no one lived in, no one
tended to—it was just a little white house, but I didn’t realize how
important it would become. Wylina dashed to the fuse box in the
back and flicked a switch. The glow of the bulb above the back door
was barely noticeable in the daylight. She jimmied the lock and, with
a big smile, turned the knob, opened the door, and ushered me in-
side.

She set the basket on top of a drop-leaf table pushed against the
kitchen wall, below the window. Two chairs, one with no back and
one missing half its rungs, flanked it. She showed me the rest of the
house—a living room and a bedroom. Other than a small broken
end-table turned on its side in the corner of the living room, the
kitchen table and chairs were the only furniture.

Wylina unveiled the contents of the basket, placing each item
on the table amid coffee stains, peeled paint, and cigarette burns. I
pulled up a chair, and Wylina put a sandwich wrapped in wax paper
in front of me. She slid a coffee mug next to it, then pulled a worn
thermos from the basket. “Coffee?” she asked.

Mostly I drank water and buttermilk, but I asked for coffee, after
smelling it when she unscrewed the lid and removed the stopper.
Soon, coffee gurgled and splashed into the mug. I liked the way the
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coffee washed down the Tuna sandwich, and I finished both halves
while Wylina nibbled on her first.

“You want my other half ?” She grabbed a corner of the wax pa-
per, slid it to me, then sat back in her chair. “I’m ready for coffee and
a cigarette.” She said it same as she was going to have a stick of gum,
read a magazine, or go take a pee. She pulled an ashtray and pack of
cigarettes from the basket. “Want one?” She pointed a cigarette my
way.

My head filled with pictures of puking my guts out after Arles
and I smoked the cigarettes he’d found in his dad’s shop. I grabbed
the other half of her sandwich, and said, “Sure, after I finish this.”

I didn’t know much about smoking, so I kept my eyes on Wylina,
forgetting the sandwich in my hand. It looked as if she’d smoked for
twenty years, and I kept my eyes on every move, so I wouldn’t make
a fool of myself.

“Are you going to take all day eating that?” she asked.
My dad caught Franky smoking and thrashed him so hard that

he trembled when he got near a cigarette. After I had got sick with
Arles, I swore to never smoke. It seemed different with Wylina. She
made smoking fun and easy. She didn’t act sick or anything. I fin-
ished the sandwich in two bites. “I’m ready for more coffee and a cig-
arette.” It didn’t come out the way Wylina said it. And neither did
smoking.

. . .
I loved life on the Alton Hughes Orchard. No cattle, pigs, or

chickens to tend. No cows to milk morning and night. Nothing
needed to be fed or watered, no eggs to gather. The entire house was
heated with an oil stove, and even though the upstairs stayed cold
all winter, I didn’t have wood to chop, kindling to cut, or buckets to
fill from the coal pile. I had to remember milking Mrs. Erwin’s goats,
and getting to my music lesson on time. That was all.
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Both Mom and Dad worked away from home, making summer
vacation even more fun. Wylina came to the house every day, and Bil-
ly Dill came now and again. Franky and I got along better than ever
because he spent most of the time with a neighbor girl who would
be a junior next year at Parma High School. After Dad had taken the
pickup to work, Franky hot-wired the car and went to get her. Even
though he was only a freshman, she didn’t seem to care. We were
both pleased with the deal we worked out. I promised not to squeal
about the car, and he let me ride his bike the entire summer.

School should be more like summer vacation, instead of having a
specific time for everything. Schools run on a tight schedule—recess,
lunch, history, math, penmanship, reading. Even the bathroom was
planned, and if you had to go before time, the teacher asked why, and
what you needed to do, and if you could wait for the damned break.
I hated schedules. I liked doing things when I wanted. Why couldn’t
I read until I was sick of reading, instead of stopping to take out a
math book in the middle of something exciting? The same thing hap-
pened on farms with cattle and a ton of chores. Dad had a particular
time for every chore, especially milking. The cows would blow up or
some damn thing, if they weren’t milked exactly at six o’clock each
morning and evening. If left up to me, I’d live with Wylina in the lit-
tle white house in the middle of the Alton Hughes Orchard for the
rest of my life.

But, nothing was up to me, and no matter how good things were
going, there was a faint stirring inside that whispered change was on
the horizon.
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Chapter Five
Wylina’s mom dropped us in front of the Parma Theater. Wylina
bubbled with excitement because the movie was a musical. I bubbled
because I’d snuggle up beside her in one of the new love seats. Wylina
introduced me to root beer floats, and we always went to Seeley
Drug to have one after the movie. I’d drop by Seeley’s by myself for a
root beer float any time, but I’d never go to a musical alone, or with
anyone other than Wylina. Westerns and comedies are the best, but
Wylina loved musicals. She would go to one every day. No matter
what kind of movie, I liked the theater lobby. The lobby gave off an
aura that brought happiness, mystery, and comfort making my body
tingle warm and fuzzy, knowing something good was about to hap-
pen. The special feeling had nothing to do with the smell of corn
popping, or the cartoon that was about to break the silence on the
other side of the doors.

They remodeled the theater and added over-sized seats at the end
of some of the rows. We arrived early to make sure we got one. At
first, people called the new seats “double seats” and said they were for
people too fat to fit in the regular seats, but that didn’t make sense,
because Arnold’s mom was the only person we knew with a butt big
enough to fill one. Before long, everyone called them love seats.

“Singin’ in the Rain,” starring Gene Kelly and Debbie
Reynolds—someone new to me—were the stars of the movie. Usu-
ally, Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire starred in them, but all musicals
had the same story, no matter who played in them. A girl falls for
some guy that belongs to someone else, but she finally gets him.
They’re happy until they have a misunderstanding and break up.
Jumping from the middle of nowhere, they dance and sing for no rea-
son at all, like the pictures in my head—just pop into action, out of
the blue. But in the movie, the stars get back together, make a big mu-
sical production, and live happily ever after. If you’ve seen one, you’ve
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seen all of them. “Singin’ in the Rain” was billed as a musical-come-
dy. Who knows? Maybe, it would be different.

After the movie, we crossed the street to Seeley Drug and sat at
the soda fountain. I took in the chocolates, candy, and pictures of
drinks and ice cream while Wylina swooned over the silly movie. Lis-
tening to her relive every scene didn’t ruin my float, but for the rest
of my life pictures of rain pouring down on the dancing fool who
splashed in puddles up to his ass, making out with a lamp post, will
play in my head.

“Did you like the movie?” Wylina asked.
“Yes,” I answered without hesitating because if I paused, she’d

think I lied.
“You’re just saying that...you should say so, if you didn’t like it.

What did you like best?” She sprang it on me so I wouldn’t have a
chance to make up something.

“The actress that looks like you would’ve made it better, if she’d
been in it.”

Wylina liked me telling her she looked like her favorite movie
star. “You really think I look like Ginger Rogers?” She beamed.

While waiting for her mom to pick us up, Wylina jawed on
about Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire, and I slurped at the last bit
of my float, watching the scenes of my first summer at Alton Hughes
Orchard play in my head.

I learned to smoke and drink coffee. I never got the hang of in-
haling, but I faked it enough to get by Wylina. I only smoked with
her, and I didn’t care if anyone else caught on to me. Franky told me
if our dad found out about the smoking, he’d kill me to the point of
death. I didn’t have to fake the coffee. I craved, loved, and couldn’t
go a day without it. I sneaked cups of it at home until I got caught,
then my folks told me they didn’t care, as long as I didn’t use sugar.

Wylina and I spent most of our time at the little white house. We
talked about getting married after we graduated from eighth grade,
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and how we could convince her parents to give us permission. I
would be going on fifteen by then, so I didn’t think my parents would
care. Every Wednesday Wylina’s mom drove us to the matinee at Par-
ma Theater—usually a musical, but getting to spend time with Wyli-
na, and the root beer float afterward, were all that mattered. Most
nights during the week, neighbor kids from as far as two miles away
came over to play kick-the-can. That summer ended up one of the
best and happiest, until my head was overtaken with bad pictures.

. . .
Bad thoughts played in my head most of the day, and continued

during the game of kick-the-can. I said goodnight to my friends,
and after they had disappeared into the night, I went inside with an
emptiness in my stomach that food wouldn’t ease. Something wasn’t
right, and I needed an answer. I paused at the door to my parents’
room. If I woke Dad, I’d be in deep shit, but this couldn’t wait. My
mind raced. Sport never missed a game of kick-the-can. He hurt
when he moved and had poor eyesight, but he loved giving away any-
one who tried to sneak in for the score. I thought back. I couldn’t re-
member seeing him all day.

“Mom, where’s Sport?” Louder than intended, the words pierced
the stillness.

My mother appeared in the darkness, closing the bedroom door
behind her. “He headed toward the orchard this morning, but I
don’t recollect seeing him since,” she whispered. She started back to
her room, but stopped at the door. “Sport can take care of himself.
He’s probably upstairs waiting and wondering why you can’t. It’s past
eleven o’clock—you best be getting to bed.”

I went upstairs, although I knew he wouldn’t be there. I grabbed
a flashlight and snuck out of the house. I entered the orchard from
behind the barn and tripped the flashlight’s beam, moving it from
side-to-side. Something awful had happened to Sport, or he
would’ve been at the house.
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Blind as a bat, he probably had fallen in the big irrigation ditch
and couldn’t get out because of his hips. My thoughts ran wild, and
my mind jumped from one accident to another. Sport upstairs wait-
ing for me? He’d stopped going upstairs a month ago...what in the
hell was Mom thinking. Dad had to lift him into the truck. She let
him wander into the orchard, and Dad snored up a storm with his
dog lost. I wiped tears with my fist. Damn them!

I aimed the beam of light into the ditch that separated the alfalfa
field from the orchard. I didn’t find anything as I walked the bank,
but night noises brought my fear of the dark, and my head clutched
onto the scariness. Bobcats and mountain lions lurked in the brush.
Snakes and spiders dangled from the trees. Something stirred in the
grass from the orchard behind me. I trembled, scared shitless, not
knowing whether to turn around and run, or stand and wait for the
attack. The noise came again, but this time I recognized the groan.
I flashed my light toward the sound, walking slowly to it. My heart
thumped hard. I breathed air in quick little sips, as the picture in my
mind showed a mountain lion ripping Sport apart.

He lay at the base of a big apple tree, facing the alfalfa field. His
head rested on his paws. I talked to him, put my arms around him,
and examined him from end to end. I found no injuries. He lay still,
unresponsive—breathing strange and staring at nothing. I held him,
kissing his head and muzzle. And then I gave him a good cussing for
staying out and worrying me. I tried to get him up to go to the house.
He wouldn’t budge. I tried to move him, he groaned. I kept trying
until he growled, warning me to stop, and I did. I wrapped my arms
around his neck and buried my face in the soft fur.

“I love you, Sport. I didn’t mean all those things I said about you
running off.” I snuggled close in and held on tight, my tears sinking
into his fur.

Footsteps approached, and a figure loomed over me. I tightened
my hold on Sport, ready to die with him in my arms.

AMONG THE JIMSON WEEDS 31



“Conor.”
I couldn’t answer.
“Go to bed.”
He’ll have to drag me to the house because I’m not leaving, un-

less Sport goes with me. I braced myself for a boot in the backside
or a cuff in the head. Instead, Dad knelt beside me. I kept my face
buried in Sport’s fur.

“He came out here to die—that’s what he wants, and you need to
let him.”

“Why does he have to die?” I would let Dad call it a stupid
question, because I doubt if he understood what I meant. Sport was
twelve years old, and that was old in dog years. I expected him to die,
someday, but why did he have to die now? “Will he go to heaven?”
He would call that stupid, too, but Sport belonged in heaven if any-
one did.

“Look where he came to die. He’s faced straight at that alfalfa
field—Sport’s heaven. He loved tormentin’ the hell outta those cot-
tontails.” He stayed a minute more, then patted Sport on the head
and stood. “Let’s go.” He touched my shoulder and walked away.

I didn’t move an inch. I’d dig my heels into the ground halfway
to China, before I’d take a step. He stopped and waited. I tightened
my hold on Sport and held my breath. After a minute, the steps
continued. I listened until they disappeared in the grass and when I
thought it safe, raised my head to make sure he had gone. I lay my
face on Sport’s shoulder and fell asleep.

I missed Sport so much my heart hurt. I blamed him for leaving
and got mad because he hid in the orchard, instead of coming to me
when his time came to die. Then I apologized, in case he heard me
and told him that I blamed Mom and Dad, not him. I stayed with
him, had my arms wrapped around him when he died, because no
one should die alone, especially a dog like Sport.
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Chapter Six
The shoes he wore looked two feet long. Without a word, he hushed
the classroom until breathing was the only sound. He rose slowly
from his desk, peered at us over wire-rimmed glasses, and moved his
palms upward. We stood and followed his deep baritone voice in
the Pledge of Allegiance. The palms turned downward. We took our
seats, becoming church mice as he read from the Bible.

Mr. Swartz taught from the big oak chair at his desk. Without
looking, he caught every move we made. The slightest turn or fidget
brought an over glasses glare straight at the victim. He stared a lot
at me. I wanted him to yell stop, knock it off, or come charging
across the room with the yardstick in his hands, but he continued
to stare until I stopped looking out a window, chewing on an eraser,
bouncing my legs up and down, or whatever—I always figured it out.
The soft-spoken Mr. Swartz liked his classroom quiet, and I liked
the noise. Unlike Old Lady Benton, he kept order with his eyes, not
pointers and rulers.

. . .
We walked through the orchard for our Saturday morning coffee

and smoke. “Look, almost all the apples are red.” The trees were
loaded, and I didn’t think they’d ever get ripe enough to eat. Wylina
squinted at the trees, but said nothing until we went inside. “You’re
right—time to move our belongings out of the orchard house.”

At first, I thought she teased me about the apple I’d eaten a few
weeks back, that gave me a stomach ache. I’d never experienced the
beauty of an orchard of apples changing color, and it was hard to
wait. Then I noticed the cardboard boxes.

“The pickers come every fall when the apples are ready. They
spread straw on the bedroom and living room floors for mattresses,
and live in the house until the work is over.”
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Strangers sitting at our kitchen table, drinking coffee and smok-
ing, made me sick. “They can find their own place—this one’s taken.”

“They don’t stay forever, Conor. Anyway, it’s not our house.”
The words cut through me like knives. I looked at her in disbe-

lief.
“Well, it’s not,” she said, shoving the hot plate in a box.
She pulled out drawers, opened the cupboard, and covered the

counter and table with everything we owned. A knot formed in my
stomach, same as when my mom packed our things. My legs trem-
bled, muscles tightened prepared to bolt like a horse at the gate. My
mind raced through the orchard at full speed until I crumbled to the
ground unable to move another inch while Wylina placed the coffee
pot, mugs, ashtrays, glasses and plates in cardboard boxes that once
held groceries. Instead of running I stood like a statue fighting the
storm raging in my stomach.

I went to the little white house every day, with or without Wyli-
na. With Wylina, we made plans for the day and the future. Alone,
I tried to figure out things about myself. Not much got figured, but
I felt better. Alton Hughes owned it, but he never came near the
house. I heard about this legal thing that said possession was three-
quarters of the law. The house was mine, and allowing strangers to
move in as if they owned the place was wrong.

“I don’t want them using our things any more than you.” She put
her hands on my shoulder, “I’m going to Leona’s over the weekend,
and we have to get them out today.”

“Again?” She spent last weekend at Leona’s, and the one before
that.

“I help her with the kids—besides, she’s my best friend, and I like
being with her.”

Leona was her best friend, even though she was four years older,
and knowing she helped Leona babysit two kids on weekends, in-
stead of being with me, hurt my feelings.
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She jabbed me in the ribs. “I believe you’re jealous.”
It wasn’t fair that she spent every weekend with Leona Botts. She

took another jab, letting her fingers linger, and I wiggled away before
she had a chance to tickle me because she knew that I couldn’t laugh
and be pissed at the same time.

We carried the boxes out. The door closed behind us, and my
head filled with a movie I hadn’t seen:

I reached for Wylina. Maybe it was to hug her, tell her hello, it
made no difference because Leona jumped between us, keeping me
away from her, shielding her. I moved quickly from the front to back,
one side to the other, until I was running in circles around Wylina.
But, no! It was Leona I circled. Wylina had disappeared, smothered
out of sight by Leona. Round and round I ran, round and round.

Wylina’s voice interrupted the movie. “Let’s put them in the barn
loft. Nobody uses the loft...except us.” She giggled to make me feel
better. We climbed the ladder to the loft, and Wylina picked out a
spot to stash the boxes. She put her arms around me and planted a
kiss on my lips. “Hey, why don’t you come with me to Leona’s on Sat-
urday? You can ride home with my dad when he gets off work.”

. . .
The Saturday I spent at Leona’s turned into one of the longest

days of my life. Other than getting coffee-logged, and a nasty ashtray
mouth, it was like being trapped in an all day church service. After
lunch, I walked to the Parma Library and checked out a Zane Gray
book that I’d read a couple years ago. I’d gone through all the Zane
Gray books in the library, but it was better than reading another hor-
ror story from the detective magazines Leona had stacked in every
corner of the small duplex.

A two year-old boy and a girl not much older cried, fought over
toys, and tossed bottles filled with juice across the room. Wylina put
the boy on the potty-chair a dozen times. He played and fidgeted un-
til Wylina took him off, pinned a fresh diaper on him, and then he
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peed. An overflowing bucket in the bathroom held stinky diapers. A
potty seat sat on top of the toilet, and a potty chair sat in front of
the shower. The bathroom stunk worse than any outhouse, and if she
hadn’t lived in town, I would’ve gone outside to take a leak.

Two months earlier, we sat around the kitchen table in the little
white house discussing how many children we’d have. Wylina wanted
three or four. I didn’t want any because I didn’t want them to have
problems like me, but I agreed to one. After the day at Leona’s, I
changed back to none—zero.

I didn’t go to Leona’s house again, not only because of the kids,
but because of a story I’d read in True Detective that gave me night-
mares for a month. A teenaged couple loved each other and planned
to get married. The boy walked the girl home down a country road
every Sunday after church, even though it was out of his way. One
Sunday they happened upon this guy in an old van, stranded on the
road. Pictures of the gory details reported in the detective magazine
flashed in my head, making me so sick I threw up.

. . .
Wylina’s mom found a pair of used ice skates in my size at the

church bazaar, so Wylina and I could skate during Christmas vaca-
tion. The last week before Christmas break, the teachers let us sing
Christmas songs in the school auditorium, and students who played
piano took turns accompanying. The teachers became more human
as Christmas vacation approached. Mr. Swartz smiled one morning,
but a girl in class said he had gas because that was how her baby sister
looked just before she messed her diaper.

I caught on to ice skating right off, and Wylina said I would be
good enough to skate all the way to Roswell, for the Dill annual ice
skating party on New Year’s Day. We walked down the gravel road
to the highway that led to Roswell and climbed over the fence as a
bunch of mud hens flew from the tall grass. We put on our skates
and headed for the frozen marsh. The marsh grass grew above the
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ice in places, but our skates glided. We skated side-by-side, except
when the ice narrowed and forced us to skate single file. The sounds
of quacking ducks taking flight, a vehicle from the highway, blades of
our skates cutting ice, and our rhythmic breathing set the mood. The
gray sky opened enough for a foggy trail of breath to follow behind
in the frozen air. I rode the crisp stillness to an ice palace in the sky,
arm-in-arm with my sweet Wylina.
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Chapter Seven
Spring came out of nowhere. The school built a baseball diamond
across the highway, beside the barn that nobody used after Rodney
and his horse moved. The teachers allowed only the sixth through
eighth graders to use the diamond because they trusted us to cross
the highway without getting killed. We always stopped and checked
for traffic because we knew if a truck ran over one of us, use of the
diamond would end. We played every day during lunch. My hitting
improved from the year before, and I got an occasional home run.
Next year I planned to play on the softball team.

Franky attended a different school, something I’d waited forever
to happen. Even though he went to high school in Parma, the kids
continued to compare me to him, especially sports. I didn’t dislike
Franky, even when I chased him with an ax one time after we got
into an argument over who got to chop wood and who had to fill the
wood box. We had bad fights, but we never tattled when one of us
did something wrong, like the time Franky took Dad’s fancy pock-
etwatch from his dresser drawer and accidentally dropped it in the
river, while we timed how long we kept our heads under water. Dad
whipped both of us when we refused to tell who took it. Our grand-
father, who we never met, gave the timepiece to our dad. He nev-
er wore the thing, so we dried it best we could and put it back in
the drawer. How he found out the minute he came home from work
would always be a mystery. He should’ve been a teacher, but if he
had, I would’ve run away.

When Franky was in the seventh grade, he made the first-string
football team, and I planned to try out, though I probably wouldn’t
make first-string. Since Franky wouldn’t be around, I’d go out for
basketball, too. Even in the ninth grade, Franky dressed down with
the varsity football and basketball teams, and played most of the
game. Completely unfair, but everybody expected the same from me.
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On a Saturday morning, Wylina and I carried the boxes from the
barn back to the little white house in the orchard. We unloaded the
percolator, hotplate, and can of coffee first, and started brewing. We
put our things away to the aroma of fresh coffee and the song of the
percolating pot. We sat at the table like old times and drank fresh
coffee and smoked up a storm. The end of school picnic and field day
was coming, May eighteenth. We talked, laughed, and made plans
for summer vacation.

. . .
A dark image put a blanket on the good feeling the little white

house brought. I found out why two days before the picnic and field
day. Wylina raced to my house on her bike and gave me the bad news.
Constance Erwin had died. A woman from Parma found the door
locked when she tried to enter for her piano lesson. She banged on
the door and hollered, with no answer, and ran next door to the Har-
court’s. Wylina’s mom dug the Erwin back-door key out of a flower
pot and found her in bed, surrounded by cats, where she had died.

Saturday morning, Wylina, her mom, and I sat in a pew at the
Roswell Baptist church. Since I hadn’t been to a funeral since Uncle
Phil died a long time ago, my nerves jumped around the entire time.
While I waited for the service to start, I thought about death and
dying. A lady sitting in the front pew played the piano and sang
songs from the Methodist Hymnal, even though we were in a Baptist
church. The last verse of “The Old Rugged Cross” ended, and snif-
fling and nose-blowing began. The preacher told us to bow our heads
in prayer, a long prayer, but he never warned us. Before he finished,
I’d opened my eyes three times because I didn’t want to be sitting
with my head down, and my eyes shut, and have people thinking I’d
fallen asleep.

After the prayer, the preacher read Mrs. Erwin’s obituary word-
for-word, straight from the Caldwell News Tribune. After that, he
preached about death and hell and being saved. He said he believed
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Constance Erwin to be a God-fearing Christian and that she looked
down upon us from heaven right this minute. He said another prayer
and I bowed my head, but kept my eyes open. After the prayer, a sec-
ond lady joined the one at the piano, and they sang a song called “In
the Garden.”

A tall man in a dark suit opened the casket, and I expected Mrs.
Erwin’s head to pop up and scare the shit out of everybody, like the
morning she did me. But she didn’t. The man faced the pews and
invited those to come forward who wished to view Mrs. Erwin and
give final goodbyes. After that, he walked down the aisle and signaled
people to leave one row at a time. Some turned to view Mrs. Erwin
and others headed for the door. Wylina’s mom thought it would be
too hard for me and Wylina to see Mrs. Erwin dead in her coffin, so
we turned toward the door when the man released us. Before I had
taken a step down the aisle, a message came out of nowhere, and I
turned back toward the coffin.

When it was my turn at the coffin, I bent my head down and ex-
amined her nose. “Yes, it’s straight,” I assured her. Her face resembled
stone, but I swear the corners of her lips moved. I raised my eyes to
the ceiling, thinking the preacher might be right.

Wylina’s mom asked if we wanted to go home or go to Nampa
for lunch, and take in a movie while she shopped. After lunch, she
dropped us in front of the Pix Theatre. Wylina purchased our tickets
and confessed that she talked her mom into the trip to Nampa be-
cause of The Greatest Show on Earth. We arrived early, had our pick
of seats, and whispered while waiting for the movie.

“What did she look like?” Wylina asked. “I’ve never seen a real
live dead person.”

“She looked dead.”
“How many dead people have you seen?”
“Two so far—her and my Uncle.” I wished she’d stop talking

about dead people, or wait until we were outside in the daylight.
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“I don’t want to set an eye on anyone dead. Did you want to see
her dead?”

“No!” I whispered as loud as I could.
She squeezed my hand and snuggled up close. “I’m glad.”
We listened to the music, and the sounds of others talking and

laughing, as the theater filled. But all the talk about the dead set me
thinking. “Remember the Baptist preacher who came after school to
save us, in third and fourth grade?”

“He wasn’t the preacher at the funeral—that was Ralph’s dad, the
kid that wrote the F-word on the blackboard and blamed you.”

“The dumb-shit left out the c.” Miss April kept me in during
lunch recess to finish my math. He came in from the side door,
grabbed a piece of chalk, wrote the word, and ran. “If I had written it,
I wouldn’t have misspelled it. Miss Hope blamed me because preach-
er’s kids never used dirty words. I’m glad the turd-head moved.”

“He moved because his dad got sent to another Baptist church,
not because he’s a turd-head.”

I didn’t laugh because I was worried that neither of the two sav-
ings the preacher gave me had worked. “After the preacher asked us
to go up front to be saved, and asked if we accepted Jesus, do you be-
lieve he saved us good enough to go to heaven?”

“I’ve been saved four times, and I still wonder.”
“In third grade, I got saved because I wanted the Chinese finger

handcuff they promised,” I confessed, because I hoped it might keep
me from going to hell.

“I still have mine,” she said.
“Maybe it didn’t take if I only got saved to get the toy.” The more

I thought, the more I worried.
“That’s why I get saved every chance I get. I don’t think you can

ever be too sure.”
“You went to get the toy, too?” I hoped she’d say yes.
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“No! Because I don’t want to go to hell. Can we talk about some-
thing else? I don’t like talking about getting saved, hell, or dead peo-
ple.”

Wylina promised we’d swim in the Snake River. Maybe talking
about swimming to an island would take my mind off hell and death,
but before I would find out, the theater turned black. The curtains
opened. The speakers crackled, and the newsreel lit up the screen. I
concentrated on President Eisenhower, not knowing the Snake puts
death and hell right in my face.

42 PAUL KEENE



Chapter Eight
Rays of heat burned through the white cotton tee-shirt. I wore old
jeans with cut-off legs over my undershorts. Wylina told me to wear a
swimsuit under the jeans, but I didn’t own one. She wore a swimsuit
underneath a white sleeveless blouse with little pink flowers and pink
pants that stopped halfway below the knees.

“Did you cut the legs off like I did?” I asked.
“You’re silly. They’re made this way.”
We wore the swimsuits under our clothes so no one would know

what we planned. Wylina’s parents would kill us if they found out.
They forbid her to set one toe in the river. I never told my parents, so
they didn’t say anything, but I doubt they’d think I was crazy enough
to jump in the Snake River, since I’d never learned to swim the way
most people do.

She pointed at the plastic bag strapped around her waist. “Wa-
terproof and airtight, I tested it in the bathtub before I put in the
cigarettes, matches, and sandwiches.” She poked me in the ribs. “I bet
you would’ve put everything inside before doing a test.”

I hated questions that had no answer, so I pointed at the island
we were passing. “Treasure Island, right?”

“We have to get the boat first.”
I never heard her say anything about a boat before. She was ei-

ther kidding, or my head must have been somewhere else when she
mentioned it.

A few yards upriver, a rickety rowboat tied to a post jutted from
the bank and bobbed in the water. Faded blue paint caught in the
crevices of the raised and splintered wood indicated the old boat had
once been new. Water crawled over the bottom. Wylina untied the
rope, and I grabbed the rusty coffee can floating toward me and start-
ed bailing. We pulled the boat into the river and climbed aboard.
Wylina rowed, weaving in and out between sandbars as we head-
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ed toward Treasure Island. I bailed water, but doubted I’d be fast
enough before we sank.

I had tossed and turned all night worrying about swimming
across the Snake River, and when I learned of the boat, I gave a sigh
of relief. That was before I got a closer look at the piece of junk. Wa-
ter flooded the bottom faster than I could throw it out.

“We’ll probably sink before we reach the island.” The fear in my
voice, and my weird laugh, drew a strange face from Wylina.

“We’re almost where we leave the boat. Don’t worry,” she said.
We got to a huge sandbar, and she said, “This is where we ground

the boat and swim.” She sounded like an old pro who had done this
so many times she could do it blindfolded. A surge of relief passed
through me, but I had one worry. I loved to swim, but I only dog-
paddled. Far from being the greatest swimmer in the world, I won-
dered if I’d be better off on the sinking ship. The island appeared in
the distance.

“How far away is the island?” I doubted I could swim that far.
“The water is waist-deep halfway—we walk until the bottom

drops out, then we swim.”
“The bottom drops out?” A picture rushed into my head of

Columbus falling off the face of the map into the jaws of a sea mon-
ster. I bobbed up and down; hands and feet popped up, and I disap-
peared, taking a death-plunge into the endless bottom of the Snake
River.

“Forget the bottom. You only need to worry about the current.
Swim hard, and use your head, and you’ll be fine...You are a good
swimmer, right?”

“I must be—I went to the swimming hole almost every single
day.” Franky taught me how to dog-paddle by throwing me into the
water, and I remembered sinking five times before I decided to learn
or drown. The bottomless river movie played in my head, and after
that final step, I spiraled downward.
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“The swimming is up to you, but I’ll help you use your head. Just
listen, and do everything I tell you.”

She told me to take off the cut-offs. “They’ll weigh you down,”
she said.

Thank goodness I wore undershorts. Thinking about swimming
bare-naked gave me the creeps because I’d seen pictures of huge stur-
geons caught in the Snake River.

Wylina started taking off her clothes, and I forgot about the stur-
geons. I stared as she took off the blouse, and couldn’t move my eyes
away. I thought of last summer, when she lost a bet and had to pull
up her top to show me her bra. They had grown bigger. A lot. She
bent over to take her pants off, and I imagined her pulling down the
top of the swim suit.

“Stop staring, and get out of your clothes,” she said, folding her
pants and laying them with the blouse on the side of the boat.

I pulled the tee-shirt over my head, got out of the cut-offs, and
threw them bundled in a ball into the boat. Wylina took my hand,
and we walked into knee-deep water, toward Treasure Island.

“You burned holes in the top of my swimsuit. So, what do you
think?”

“You’re bigger.”
“You, too.” She didn’t hide where she looked.
As Treasure Island got closer, I could distinguish between the

bushes and trees. At the halfway point, Wylina stopped. The water
that lapped at my thighs and splashed my butt had reached Wylina’s
waist.

“From here on, the water gets deep fast. Now we swim.” Then
she went into the speech again about using my head. I only grasped
pieces of what she said because of the damn bottom falling out of the
river.
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“... that’s why we started above the island. Don’t fight the current.
Take short, fast strokes, and—” She smacked my shoulder. “You’re
not listening.”

“You’re talking about the current,” I said in defense, but I didn’t
know for sure what she’d said.

“You’ll recognize it, just do everything I said and keep your face
in the water except when you turn to take a breath—then blow it in-
to the water. Watch me—do what I do, and you’ll be fine.” She dove
in and swam toward the island.

I dog paddled to keep my face out of the water. “Keep your face
in the water” were the only words I remembered, and they were of
no use to me.

Wylina flipped onto her back and yelled, “When I signal you
from the island, it’s your turn!” She turned to her stomach and swam
a straight line, so far above the island she’d probably miss the island
and end up in Oregon.

She swam like cousin James, who must’ve been half fish. He came
to visit one summer and spent hours at the swimming hole, teaching
me how to swim. I wouldn’t keep my face in the water, so he gave up
and said someday I’d drown, then it’d be too late.

I blamed my older sister for making me go crazy when I get
my face in the water. One night, after the girls finished their baths,
Ruthie May put me in the big galvanized tub. Her boyfriend came to
see her, and she forgot all about me. I slipped under the water and
damn near drowned. I don’t remember, but when my sisters and their
kids come to visit they tell the story and laugh. The story about me
drowning gets followed by how one of them dropped me headfirst
on the cement when they went to the well for water, and that’s why
I don’t listen. No wonder I’m screwed up, and don’t like to go under
water or get hit in the head.

I looked up to see Wylina veer to the right, like a lassoed calf at
the rodeo. She went downstream fast. I worried she’d miss the island,
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but she recovered and swam in a straight line, landing in the mid-
dle. She climbed on shore and curtsied, imitated an ape, and then
placed two fingers over her bottom lip and gave a shrill whistle that
announced my turn.

I had two choices and spending the day on an island with Wylina
won. I pushed off with my feet on the bottom and paddled, imagin-
ing I was in the swimming hole with Franky and the neighbor boys.
In my brain, the sun blazed down on the water. I swam to the girl
waiting for me on Treasure Island—my treasure. I pulled myself out
of the water and went to her, held her close to me and said things
I’ve wanted to tell her for so long. How happy I was to live next door
to her, have her in my life, spend the rest of our lives together and
how beautiful the new swimsuit looked...and her breasts. Maybe, just
maybe, she’d let me touch them and...

Without warning, the Snake grabbed my legs and sucked me un-
der. I struggled, fighting a monster. My body twisted like a pretzel.
I thrashed, kicked, pulled. I tasted the river. I heard screams, but I
couldn’t tell if they came from me or someone else. Words that made
no sense... Nothing made sense. My head popped out of the water.
I gulped and went under again. Something grabbed me from above,
yanked me up...dragged me. An ugly monster from the bottomless
river...

Not a sea monster, it was Wylina who pulled me to the shore,
flipped me to my side, held my head in her lap and rubbed my back
while I coughed and spit up a gallon of sturgeon bath water. Sobs
had come before I heard her cries. I wanted to comfort her, tell her
everything turned out okay, but the dizziness and difficult breathing
stopped me. I turned my head and looked into her eyes.

“Are you all right?” she asked.
I nodded.
“You scared me—I thought the current carried you to the mid-

dle of the river, and I’d lost you forever...and like a miracle you slid
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across the top of the water and landed on shore ...” She ran her fingers
through my hair. She drew air deeply, like she inhaled a drag from a
cigarette, held it, released it shaking her head. “.... so scared I halluci-
nated like crossing the desert without water...”

My eyes shifted to the motion of the red top as her chest heaved.
She carried on about it being her fault that I almost drowned,

until she looked down at me, stopped in mid-sentence, and jerked
away from me. “You’re impossible,” she said as my head hit the
ground.

I smiled as she fished a pack of cigarettes from the bag.
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Chapter Nine
Mr. Harcourt tried four different television sets and settled on the
Motorola. Wylina invited me to their house to watch a western. My
excitement grew. I’d seen pictures of television sets, but never one in
real life. Wylina said I would love television, because even on a small
screen cowboys riding their horses high in the mountains were visi-
ble before they came close. They invited me early, to see the test pat-
tern. Mr. Harcourt used the test pattern to adjust control knobs to
get the clearest, best picture possible, but not until everyone left the
room because it made him nervous and frustrated. Wylina said she
heard him all the way downstairs, yelling son-of-a-bitch and stomp-
ing on the floor every time he made the adjustment.

Billy Dill announced we’d have a new teacher for seventh grade.
Ever since Billy’s dad got placed on the school board, Billy overheard
a bunch of shit. He told me juicy stuff, like why they made the old
seventh-grade teacher resign.

I turned thirteen the last day in October, and I tried to grow a
mustache. Franky called the hair peach fuzz and said he knew a girl
with more hair above her lips than me. Wylina called me a goblin,
because of being born three minutes into Halloween. I’d love to be a
goblin, and then I could put a curse on Franky to make his dick fall
off, and he’d stop saying stuff that pisses me off, or maybe I am a gob-
lin or something evil, and that’s why I’m weird and different. Either
way, it would be neat.

The new seventh-grade teacher talked with a gruff, loud voice
and looked mean. More hair grew on his face and chin than the top
of his head. A belly hung over his belt, and he tucked in his shirt
every five minutes. He insisted we call him Mr. Dean in the class-
room and Coach Dean outside. The way it turned out, most of us
called him Coach Dean inside and out, and he answered. He asked
me personally to go out for football. Even though I hadn’t given it
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much thought, I told him I would. He asked about my running and
receiving. It seemed to be what he wanted, so I said both were amaz-
ing, which wasn’t a lie. I’d catch most anything thrown at me, includ-
ing footballs, and I ran fast enough to catch Franky when I got mad
enough to knock him in the head with whatever I grabbed.

We played football before school and during recesses. At eleven
o’clock we kept our eyes on the big clock over the classroom door,
waiting for the eleven-fifty-five dismissal for lunch. We gobbled our
lunches and ran to the field. Coach Dean didn’t join us until the
lunch hour was half over because he took longer to eat. Tucker, the
best player in the entire school, played left-end because he wanted
to catch passes and carry the ball. Ever since the butcher at Parma
Grocery told his dad that Tucker was the “best damn receiver in the
valley,” he’d never played anything else. The coach wanted him for a
quarterback, but let him pick the position he wanted. Ten of us made
the team—everybody who tried out. If one of the starters got sick, or
we ran up the score, the other three got a chance to play.

During math, Coach Dean called us to attention and announced
our first game would be against Apple Valley, less than two weeks
away. I returned to my math book and worked a problem about a
pine tree and its shadow. The page of math problems blurred as a
movie took its place. A good movie—probably what Wylina called a
daydream.

I caught a long pass and ran for the end zone. I twisted and
turned, keeping the flag hanging from my belt away from eager
hands. I felt hot breath on my neck, a fist hit my hip. I bolted, leaving
him empty-handed. The crowd roared. I crossed the goal line to
cheers that sound of thunder. I turned and faced the crowd. Wylina
jumped up and down, screamed, whistled, blew kisses.

I didn’t care how tall the damn pine tree might be—I played the
movie again.
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A kid named Sherwin Fletcher, who had wild, curly hair, red as a
fire hydrant, moved to our school just before Coach Dean picked the
starting team. The eighth grader went by the name Fletcher because
he hated being called Sherwin. In all my life, I only knew one oth-
er Sherwin. He was the mean old fart who owned the watermelon
farm next door to the Harcourt property. I understood why Fletch-
er didn’t want to be called by his first name, but not why he came to
Roswell the same time I decided to be a football star.

Tucker brought Fletcher with him at lunch to join the football
practice. He impressed all of us. He handled the football as good
as Tucker and our quarterback, Eddy. Eddy overthrew a pass and
Fletcher ran like a racehorse, reached up with one hand, plucked
the pigskin from thin air, snuggled the damn thing to his chest, and
scored. Everyone went crazy, called him a star, and begged him to
come out for football. Even Coach Dean went ape shit when he fi-
nally dragged his fat ass out of the lunchroom. By the time the bell
ended the game, and we meandered back inside, Fletcher and Tucker
had become best friends.

Coach Dean and Tucker did a good job kissing Fletcher’s ass be-
cause he showed up for the last practice, before the final starting team
was decided. Coach Dean gave us a pep talk and told everyone to
do his best because he was making out the final roster for Friday’s
game. I faced old Fletcher on the line. He had this cocky smirk on his
face, not only telling me how he intended to make the starting team
but announcing the fact as a done deal. A split second before the
ball hiked, Fletcher winked at me and flashed this big-ass smile. My
blood boiled. I dove for him—tackle rule or not—to take the smart-
ass bastard down. He stepped to his left at the same time I charged. I
hit the ground flat and was jarred back to reality. From my low posi-
tion, I saw Fletcher in the distance like a grazing horse. The football
sailed into his open arms, and he disappeared.
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Franky had left Roswell two years earlier, so Coach Dean had no
idea he existed. Until three weeks ago, he didn't know I existed, and
I didn’t have to live up to any expectations. Since I had nothing to
live up to, I could tell the coach I quit the team, without caring what
anyone thought. He didn’t ask why, so I didn’t have to lie to him. He
probably thought I was embarrassed for making a fool of myself with
Fletcher, but if he had known me, he’d know I always did dumb stuff.
Wylina was the only one I’d told that if I couldn’t be the best, I didn’t
compete. I didn’t want to sit on the bench waiting to play for ten sec-
onds, or pray someone broke a leg. One football star in the family
was enough.

Fletcher, as it turned out, lived next door to the Harcourt’s on
Sherwin Schwingel’s place, the uncle his parents chose to name him
after. Wylina’s parents had given her one night during the week to in-
vite friends over for television, and she asked Fletcher, who selected
Tuesday because his uncle’s Bridge Club played cards that night.

I didn’t care because Wylina and I both liked “Twenty Ques-
tions.” She loved “Make Room for Daddy,” and both of us were crazy
about “Steel Hour” that came last. One of the characters, usually
from another planet, always called out to me as if we were good
friends. Wylina sat close to my side and covered her face on my
shoulder during the scary parts, and I didn’t like the idea of sharing
her. Before Fletcher moved in next door, we had the room to our-
selves. The “Steel Hour” didn’t get over until 10:30 and sometimes
it was scary as hell. I didn’t like the dark, and I whistled all the way
home, no matter what played.

All evening, I wanted to call Fletcher by his real name, but I
didn’t. The “Steel Hour” movie turned out to be the scariest of the
scary as hell. Fletcher and I stood in the middle of the gravel road
when we left, neither of us in a hurry to go our separate ways in
the night, where a black cat a foot away became invisible. We talked
about how shitty to have lost the football trophy to Apple Valley by
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one field goal, and how we got cheated because of the referee. We
had the best team and besides, we beat the shit out of them the first
game of the season. We said a few words about Christmas vacation
and basketball and parted in opposite directions. That’s when the
urge came to do it. The crunching sound of Fletcher’s footsteps in the
gravel echoed as he walked away in the darkness. I smiled and turned
around.

“Don’t let the boogeyman get you, Sherr-winn,” I yelled in the
dark.
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Chapter Ten
We spent most of the vacation skating and watching TV. Mrs. Har-
court let me come for television and to visit Wylina every afternoon,
as long as I left by six o’clock when Mr. Harcourt got home from
work. I went crazy over television. I thanked God every night for
letting the Harcourt’s buy one. While I sat glued to the westerns,
science fiction, and suspense shows, the crazy movies in my head
stopped. I had no idea how much the Harcourt’s paid for their tele-
vision set, and I wouldn’t ask, but I imagined every bit as much as
a brand new car. When Wylina and I got married, I’d buy a televi-
sion before I’d spend money on a car. We’d ride bikes everywhere we
wanted to go.

Wylina invited Fletcher over for television and to go skating with
us. She was sad because his mother died, and his dad sent him to live
with his Uncle Sherwin and Aunt Agnes. His dad drove truck and
traveled all over the country, usually gone for weeks at a time. Even
though I felt sorry for Fletcher, I wanted to be alone with Wylina. I
didn’t mind if he came over for “I Love Lucy” because being Wylina’s
favorite show, she didn’t want to be disturbed. Even though Wylina
sat between us on the sofa, Fletcher didn’t have a chance at making
eyes at her. I held her hand the entire time, and he got the message
she belonged to me.

The flu knocked Wylina on her butt two days before the Dill
ice-skating party. She begged and pleaded for me to go, but I said
it wouldn’t be fun without her. She kept on, until I finally gave in,
and told her I’d go only because that’s what she wanted. I rode with
Franky in his car, instead of skating on the marsh pond alone. A big
fire blazed when we got there, and Mr. Dill threw old rubber tires in-
to the middle of it. Skaters lined up and raced each other. Mrs. Dill
showed a group of beginners some figure-skating moves. Amid the
fun and laughter, I filled up on hot chocolate and cookies. The Dill
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annual skating party that ended Christmas vacation didn’t seem the
same without Wylina, and I swore never again to go without her.

His uncle piled so many chores on Fletcher, that it left no time
for basketball. I chickened out because I thought he would play and
I didn’t want the asshole making a fool out of me the way he did dur-
ing football, especially since he lived next door to Wylina. I’d stick
to softball, the game I loved more than any, and I’d kick his ass come
spring.

. . .
The air turned thick, and though there was no cloud, darkness

covered my head. I got sad, the same as you do before you cry. I didn’t
get too upset or bothered, because sometimes shit hits for no known
reason. The next day, when Leroy let me off the bus, a green pick-
up pulled out of our driveway. I didn’t pay much attention to the
uneasiness in my stomach. Instead, I ran upstairs, changed clothes,
and took off for the orchard to meet Wylina. I reached the house
ahead of her and jimmied the lock, just like she’d taught me. The
empty pit in my stomach stayed with me, and the face in the green
pickup flashed in my head. Always, before something bad struck, I’d
get this hollow strangeness in the pit of my stomach. The air would
turn thick and dark, and a deep sadness climbed up to my throat and
stuck in place, just before the crying would begin.

During the morning bus ride to school, Wylina and I decided as
soon as we got back home, we’d clean the little white house in the or-
chard. I looked forward all day to making the house livable. I loved
the little white house, and I couldn’t wait to move back. The pickers
had finished their job and moved out, but the cold of winter had kept
us away from the house for days at a time. On the twelfth of March,
the weather couldn’t make its mind whether to stay cold or get warm.

Whatever the weather decided, we planned to move into the lit-
tle house. I waited all day to throw out trash the pickers left behind,
scrub coffee and food stains from the table, and move our things
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from the barn back into the house. But something about the green
pickup, the face behind the front windshield, and the way he had
tipped his hat to me collided with the happy thoughts.

Wylina came around the corner carrying a bucket filled with
cleaning supplies. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I assured her. She didn’t say anything, but her eyes
told me she didn’t believe me. She fished a cigarette from a pack of
Camels. We lit up and started inside to smoke. When we opened the
door, a sick odor knocked us backwards.

“I think its rotting food.” Wylina gagged. Her nose wrinkled.
“We can do this tomorrow or Friday and still move our things on Sat-
urday.” She made the reason to postpone sound like her idea, instead
of knowing that I felt bad.

“Are you kidding?” I squeezed my nostrils together and marched
to the door.

“What on earth are you doing?”
“I’m going in and opening the windows. Call the sheriff if I don’t

come back.”
“Wait up. I’ll help.”
After we had buried the half-eaten bologna sandwich we found

on the window sill behind the table, we got the job done in rapid
time. Through the lingering smell of bleach, we walked through the
house, admiring our work.

Wylina put the cleaning supplies back in the bucket, and we left
for home. I gave the house one last look before we parted. “We need
furniture for the living room, and perhaps a rug or two. Let’s fix it up
this summer, and make it a real home.” All the while, the unknown
face of the sonofabitch in the green truck stared at me.

Mom was putting supper on the round oak table when I walked
in. She set down a pot of ham hocks and beans. “Who was in the
green pickup?” I asked.
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“Someone wanting your father.” She turned back to the kitchen.
I followed her.

“What did he want?”
She grabbed potholders for each hand. “Get out of the way un-

less you want burned.” She pulled a large, heavy skillet of cornbread
from the oven, one hand under the bottom, the other holding the
handle. “And if you’re set on following me back and forth like a pup-
py dog, bring the butter and honey.” She put me to work when she
wanted to hush my mouth. She seemed out of sorts, too, and didn’t
want any more said about the man, or the green truck. March had
been cold as hell one day and had you sweating the next. Maybe the
weather caused the upset. I tried to ignore it all.

Less than half an hour later, while sopping up bean juice with a
chunk of cornbread, Dad spoke. “Well, Maddie, I’ve decided to take
the job. They’ll be here bright and early, Saturday morning, with a
truck.”

My life came to an end. A piece of cornbread and peanut butter
lodged in my throat. The weather hadn’t anything to do with it. I
didn’t want to breathe. I sat in a daze. Mom slid her chair away from
the table.

“Where you going, Maddie?” Dad asked.
She threw her napkin down. “To go through things,” she said, “I

have a lot of packing to do before Saturday morning.”
“Maddie?”
“Yes?” She answered coldly.
“Can you warm up my coffee before you get started?”
I followed Mom into the living room. Folding her hands in

prayer, she sat down in the rocker. I went out the front door.
It didn’t matter how far or how long I ran after I had puked up

my supper, I ran some more.
Mrs. Harcourt answered the door. “Can I talk to Wylina,

please?”
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Chapter Eleven
I opened my eyes, rose to my elbows and looked out the window.
The scrawny, long-nosed, rat-looking kid walked slowly in front of
the house and then back—same as yesterday morning. He stopped
in front of my bedroom and stared through the window. I dropped
back onto the mattress and inched the quilt over my head. My room
faced the front of the house, and my bed nestled under the window.
Mom tried to convince me the bed would look better against the
wall, but I liked looking out the window to catch snoopy assholes.

Nothing much went on in front of the house, except for the rat-
kid walking back and forth three mornings in a row, but it proved
my point, in case Mom insisted on moving the bed. I poked my eyes
from underneath the quilt, and the nosy rat had gone.

My warm bed had become a comfort, and I might just stay for-
ever in the dirty, dry, dull, desolate, exactly how I felt kind of place.
Gloomy, miserable, dead, buried in a hole is where I belonged, and
this is where I would stay. Unless I went to the porch, the other place
I found comfort.

The trip from the bedroom door to the front porch took less
than ten steps. Bedroom and porch, bed and black bench, softened
my sorrow. After a thorough cleaning, the bench became a perma-
nent fixture on the front porch. The bench, once infested with spider
webs, called out to me. I’d spent most of the four days since coming
here sitting on the bench and playing my guitar. Wind and cold
numbed the inner pain. I expressed my misery by playing and singing
Hank Williams.

I went to Hall’s Monday morning and asked the lady wearing the
floral moo-moo and tall hair-do for my mailing address. She asked if
I wanted her to write it down, and I told her no, but as if I were an
idiot, she did anyway: Conor Kelman, General delivery, Minidoka,
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Idaho. She brushed aside a lock of gray hair that poked out from un-
der the yellow haystack on her head.

“You must be the son of Franklin Kelman, the new field foreman
for Wendell James Farms Corporation.” I wondered how she’d got-
ten the information. Since she said it as a fact, I didn’t answer. I want-
ed to ask what I had for breakfast, to see if she really knew every-
thing. I’d like to know why she wore fuzzy pink house slippers in-
stead of regular shoes, and if she knew she had a bird nest made of
straw on top of her head. Instead, I stared at her bright red lips while
she waited for me to say something. I didn’t.

“Well, son of Franklin Kelman, I’m Jessie. Welcome to Minido-
ka, and welcome to Hall’s.”

I wrote Wylina’s letter as soon as I got back. I wrote how much I
loved and missed her, and didn’t know how I could live without her.
I told her I hated the cold, windy, miserable place, and I told her how
the skinny asshole rat with a big nose peeked through my window
every morning, that he might be a spy from Russia, and the next time
she saw me I might be dead, same as Mrs. Erwin. In the end, I begged
her to write, and I drew arrows pointing to the address I had printed
inside a big box. Next to the box, I wrote, “Please Hurry.”

On Wednesday, Mom told me if I didn’t go to school Thursday
morning, she’d tell Dad. She said I couldn’t afford to miss a whole
week of school, as if I hadn’t already learned everything I needed
to know. I had enough junk in my head without adding more. If I
had my say, I wouldn’t go to school if she told the pope, himself, but
Mom didn’t want my dad to beat me and said I should thank her for
not telling him I had stayed home from school the last three days.
None of it made sense. Both of them think I’m stupid, and if that’s
true, school isn’t going to help.

Sitting on the black bench, I shared my misery of going to a new
school with Gabbie. She hummed softly to me while I strummed her
strings. The Minidoka School stared back at me as though she under-
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stood. Her mouth had been barricaded, and eyes shut, forcing kids
out while others sent me to a school where I didn’t want to be. Oth-
er than the windows being boarded, and a heavy chain locked to her
door, the school appeared to be perfect. Two-story, red bricked with
empty classrooms while everyone attended school three-quarters of
the way to Rupert, in a place called Acequia. Like my life, everything
about this place was screwed up.

I strummed a melancholy Hank Williams’ tune and wrote my
own lyrics as I went: “Here’s this crazy screwed up place, makes me
think of me, nothing makes no sense at all, screwed up just like me.”

Pictures flashed in my head, making me relive everything...the
man in a green pickup truck who pulled out of our driveway when I
got off the bus...two strangers that loaded our belongings in the back
of the truck...Gabbie, the only thing left in my life...Wylina, tears in
her eyes, waving goodbye. Tears matching mine from the backseat of
the car that followed the truck.

Snot, tears, and sweat dripped from my face when Mrs. Harcourt
opened the door to me. She asked why I wanted to talk to Wylina
and I told her.

“Oh, thank God, nothing bad. You startled me, I thought some-
thing awful, something tragic, had happened.” Her words stabbed
deeply into an already broken heart, and she twisted the handle.

Parents are all alike. I made a wish in second grade for Arles’ par-
ents to adopt me. If the wish had come true, they would have treated
me like shit, too. As long as kids do everything they’re told, and nev-
er embarrass their folks, everything is great. When kids think par-
ents are human, they’re in trouble. Parents don’t like to be challenged
with ideas coming from kids. I don't want kids when I grow up. I lost
Wylina, and there’s no reason to have a kid. She’s the only one who
understood, who loved me no matter how screwed up I am.

An image of Franky filled the screen in my brain. A huge smile
flashed a row of white teeth on the next screen. Franky hadn’t been
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torn from his school and ripped away from his friends. Franky the
star athlete, the do-good boy, did no wrong. He stayed with the fam-
ily of his best friend in Parma. His life went on, as usual, no change,
no upset. Maybe parents do a good job with the kids they like. I
turned to the ever-pitiful Hank music again.

I don’t know how long he had been standing in front of me,
watching every move, listening to every word, before I noticed him.
I stopped singing and playing like I’d been shot. I sprang from the
bench, but before I had a chance to bolt to my room, the sneaky rat-
kid walked to the railing.

“Hi, Conor, I’m Little Dicky Fanelli.”
I blurted, “How the hell you know my name?”
“Jessie told me. You going to school tomorrow?”
Jessie, of course—seemed Jessie’s into everybody’s business. I

didn’t want to be rude, but I didn’t want any friends. I made the
decision on the way here, from the backseat of the Plymouth, with
Gabbie in my arms. Plain and simple, no friends meant no friends to
lose—the way it had to be.

“I don’t mean to be rude,” I said, “but the old man gets home
soon, and I have to ask my mom if there’s anything she wants me to
do before he gets back.” I turned toward the door.

“Hey!” he called from so close I almost slammed into him when
I turned.

“Damn!” I yelled. “You didn’t need to follow me—I’m coming
back.”

“I thought if you go to school tomorrow, I’d come by and walk
with you to the bus stop—tell you about the school and stuff.”
Brown eyes, too big for his face, pleaded for the answer he wanted.
I shifted my eyes away from his. He sounded desperate for a friend,
and hell-bent to make one out of the only kid in town determined
not to make friends. I didn’t like letting people down without reason
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because I’d experienced the hurt. I needed time to think. I blew a
sigh through clenched teeth. “I’ll be back after I put my guitar away.”

I set Gabbie against the corner. “You’re my only friend in this
strange place,” I said to her.

On the way back to the porch, I told myself being friendly to this
weird kid with a funny name didn’t mean we had to be friends. It
never hurts to be on friendly terms with someone.

“What do you want to do?” he asked, the minute I opened the
door.

“The brick school house. Since I got here, I’ve intended to go
over and walk around the place.”

“I’ll take you right inside.”
What a cocky little shit. “The place is locked up.”
“So? Doesn’t stop Little Dicky.”
I snickered when he said his name.
“Don’t laugh—I’m serious. I can get into the train depot, too.”
I laughed harder at the nickname and couldn’t believe he used

it. He sounded upset, as if I didn’t believe him. “No,” I said between
spurts of laughter, “it’s your name—.”

“Oh.” A look of relief crossed his face. “Everyone thinks it’s fun-
ny the first time they hear it.”

“You don’t mind being called Little Dicky?” I emphasized little.
“Maybe if I had a little dick, but I’ve been called Little Dicky

from the day I popped out. It’s all I know, same as you’re Conor.
Just so you know, Dicky is for Richard, and the little applies to being
skinny and baby of the family, nothing else.”

I followed him to the back of the school. He stopped at the win-
dow, took out his pocketknife, and pried a bottom board off, slick as
a whistle.

He sized me up. “You’re taller than me, but you’ll get through.
Joshua wants to do this bad, but he’s too fat around the middle.”
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“Who’s Joshua? I swear I saw a population sign that read 18, and
2 kids. Guess they forgot to count me.”

He didn’t laugh. “We don’t need a population sign, but there’s
more of us here than you think.” Then he remembered what I’d
asked. “You’ll meet Josh when he invites you to church. He’s in
eighth grade, too, but you’ll never see much of him if you say no to
the church thing.”

“I’m in seventh.”
“Doesn’t matter—we’re in the same room. You sure are big for a

seventh grader.”
“I was born in October and missed starting first grade by three

weeks.”
He grabbed the window ledge with both hands. “Do what I do,”

he said as he pulled himself over the ledge. He stuck his arms and
head into the opening and kicked his feet. He walked up the bricks
until he disappeared. It took me longer, and I scraped my knees and
knuckles, but finally squeezed my way inside. I followed Little Dicky
through the building. A few student desks remained, with names
and initials carved on their tops. The walls and the oak floors had
been scarred with names, initials, and dirty limericks. Wrappers, beer
and soda bottles, and random articles of clothing littered the floors.
Some of the garbage appeared recent. Apparently Little Dickey had
shared the entry way with others.

We ran up the stairs to the second floor, looked in the rooms,
then returned to the hallway.

“I showed you almost everything.”
I started down the stairs, and he grabbed my arm. No,” he said,

“we’re going to leave from up here.”
“What we gonna do—jump?”
“Yep.”
The fire escape stationed at the end of the hallway resembled one

I had imagined sliding down whenever we played football and soft-
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ball at Apple Valley. The old Minidoka school and fire escape made
it easier to live in Minidoka.

“I gotta get home,” Little Dicky said. “If you miss dinner at our
house, you’re out of luck. My brother eats until nothing’s left.”

“If you want, come by and get me in the morning.” The words
surprised me.

“Sure.” He smiled, spun around, and ran home.
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Chapter Twelve
The bus pulled off the highway and entered the town of Acequia.
We passed a bar, a feed store, and a place like Hall’s before stopping
in front of the school. I figured since Acequia is larger than Minido-
ka must be why they abandoned the school. Little Dicky and Joshua
took me to the gray-haired teacher with glasses pushed above her
forehead. She told me to find an empty desk in any of the three rows
on the far side of the room. Joshua and Little Dicky sat on the rows
assigned to eighth graders. I put my binder and lunch bag on top of
the desk at the end of the row across from a door. An empty desk
in front of me and no one behind me made a perfect spot. I lifted
the top of the desk, like other students were doing and dropped my
lunch bag and my blue loose-leaf binder inside. I moved the top up
and down a few times, thinking this kind of desk would have been
perfect when I had Old Lady Benton. Books would’ve gone in and
out like a quick-draw sheriff facing an outlaw.

Perched at my desk, I glanced quickly at other students. Some
moved their eyes away, but others stared right through me, daring
me to make them stop. Most of the students seemed normal even
though the school seemed odd. The lady at the desk gave a girl with
her hair in one long braid a stack of papers. She took her time go-
ing up and down the rows of eighth-grade desks, handing a copy to
each student. I counted 13 eighth graders, including the girl handing
them out.

I jumped when the door next to me flew open, and a blond man
in a white, short-sleeved shirt entered the classroom. The door damn
near hit me, which explained why the desk was empty. The man hur-
ried to the front of the room, took a piece of chalk, and filled the en-
tire blackboard with math problems. From single digits to hundred
thousand—he seemed to make them up as he moved along. They
included the four processes from addition to division, a mixture of
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whole numbers, fractions, and decimals. He stopped, dropped the
remains of the chalk stick in the tray, and left as quickly as he’d
come in, his butt so close to me I could have pinched it. Before the
door shut, I caught a glimpse of a classroom filled with students and
learned later it was the fifth and sixth grade room.

“Damn!” I said during the morning recess, “Morning’s half over,
and math is all I did.”

“You worked Hann’s math problems?” Joshua asked, like I’d
committed a sin.

“Mr. Hann puts the work on the board since we have math after
recess,” Little Dicky explained. “He’s the school principal—he teach-
es math and science, and he’s our coach. He’s real easy, but he gets
pissed if we do his math problems before the break.”

“He thinks we don’t have enough work to do, so he gives us
more.” Joshua didn’t seem too happy with me. “And he makes all of
us do the extra work, not just the jackass who did the work ahead of
time.”

“Does the teacher wearing glasses on her head do anything ex-
cept sleep and give the braid girl papers to pass out?”

“Miss Etheridge,” Little Dicky said, “She’s a reading teacher and
Hann’s secretary, but she’s in here most of the morning giving us our
reading and spelling assignments and handing out Hann’s science as-
signments. She writes a list of vocabulary words on the blackboard
on Mondays. We get a test on Fridays. But this week she’s busy hand-
ing out forms the eighth graders have to turn in to graduate.”

“You got here at a good time,” Joshua said, “We’re getting ready
for the softball tournament and graduation and Talmann’s end-of-
year musical. If you play smart, you won’t have much to do—just
look busy when Hann’s in the room. Etheridge doesn’t care, but Tal-
mann works us until we bleed to the last day.”

“Don’t worry, Joshua. I’ll be busy during math.” I had something
more important to do, and I’m glad I finished it.
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Little Dicky had his eye on a group of kids coming toward us.
“Who’s the guy with the crew cut?” Most of the students fussed

over him all morning, and now he walked toward the three of us with
his followers.

“Floyd Swan, the most popular boy in school,” Joshua said.
“Yeah,” said Little Dicky. “His shit don’t stink—according to

him.”
Floyd Swan strutted up to me as if he owned the world. “I’m

looking for a good arm for third base,” he said, ignoring Little Dicky
and Joshua.

I stared him in the eye. “I have a good arm, but I pitch.”
“I have that covered.” He winked at his friends. “I’m looking for

a good third-base man.”
Maybe Floyd’s shit didn’t stink, but something left a bad odor.
I wrote a letter to Wylina while everyone else worked math prob-

lems. I didn’t want Mr. Hann to think I might be smart, so I waited
until the end of the period before I turned in the math. Eyes followed
me as I walked to the counter on the other side of the room. I
dropped the assignment in the wire basket marked with the numeral
seven on an index card. I returned to my desk thinking I had two
noses or an open fly, but I didn’t check.

Mr. Hann dismissed us for P.E. We took a lap around the field
before going to the softball diamonds. The boys used the big dia-
mond, with the backstop. The girls used the little one. Mr. Hann
stayed around long enough to make sure no one cheated on the lap
and started us in a game of work-up, since we didn’t have enough
players for teams. Floyd Swan appointed himself as the permanent
pitcher. No one argued. Once we started playing, Mr. Hann disap-
peared.

The girls watched the school building to make sure Hann went
inside. Satisfied, they formed a circle, talked, and giggled. A few came
to our diamond and cheered for Floyd. Ten minutes into our game
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I concluded Floyd made a perfect permanent pitcher, because he
needed the practice.

I ate lunch on the back steps near the trash cans, with Little
Dicky and three kids I hadn’t met. Four minutes later we tossed our
lunch sacks in the garbage can and started a game of five-hundred
until enough kids showed up for another round of work-up.

A tall, dark haired lady, with big yellow hoops dangling from
her ears, stood outside the building and held the door opened to the
classroom when we returned after lunch. She had a big smile that
didn’t look phony, and brown eyes that sparkled when she laughed.
She teased students as they entered. Some of the girls hugged her be-
fore going inside. She reminded me of the picture of a Greek goddess
I’d seen in a library book. Even from a distance, she lifted my spirits
and made me feel better. When Little Dicky and I got to the door,
she asked him about someone named Victor, and I kept moving, but
she grabbed my arm before I made it through the door.

“Whoa, young man—no strangers allowed in my classroom.”
Mrs. Talmann introduced herself as the language-arts and social

studies teacher, and said both the seventh and eighth-grade classes
were rehearsing a play they had written about the Great Depression.

We took our seats, and she said, “Go over your lines and assigned
jobs, while I get Conor up to date, then we’ll go to the stage to re-
hearse.”

Heads turned my direction and gawked. Other than Little Dicky
or Joshua, no one had called me by name. Maybe they’d realize I’m
one of them, not a monkey or something.

“I’m thrilled you’re here, Conor. We lost our sound-effects man
last week. Would you take over his job?”

“Sure,” I answered. She carried a flowery scent I’d smelled before,
but I couldn’t name it. I didn’t know what she expected from a
sound-effects man, but I’d have said yes to playing Santa Claus if she
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asked. She was the first real teacher I’d met all day, and she treated
me like a real person.

Riding the bus back to Minidoka, I wanted to sit back and do
some thinking. If I had wanted to talk, I couldn’t have gotten a word
in, since Little Dicky ran his mouth until we stopped at Hall’s and
got off the bus. I didn’t hear a word he said. The ache in my heart
from constant images of Wylina grew stronger from seeing students
that knew one another laughing and playing. I didn’t want to go
back, but I couldn’t think of a way out. I had to have a plan. I should
keep the no friends policy, other than Little Dicky. Even though I
should’ve run him off the front porch, I didn’t worry about growing
close to him, he seemed somewhat pushy and got on my nerves, so it
wouldn’t be hard leaving him when I left. Besides, it might prove use-
ful to have him around. He didn’t seem to mind, or even notice, the
times I had to be rude. The plan to get me back to my own friends
and Wylina needed more work.

The chatter, the hum of the bus, and the drone of Little Dicky’s
voice gave me the perfect background for thinking. I had the rest of
my days in Minidoka planned by the time the bus stopped in front
of Hall’s.

“Hey,” I said to Little Dicky, “Since you’re the team’s catcher,
how about some practice?”

“Sure, I’d like to see how far you can throw.”
“Bullshit—I want you to see how many strikes I throw.”
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Chapter Thirteen
Floyd Swan sat on a tree stump, singing a farewell song and doing a
piss-poor job pretending to play guitar while Verna, an eighth grader,
accompanied him on the piano. The scene came right after the family
carried boxes and pieces of furniture out of their house to the truck.
Of course, the truck outside existed only in one’s imagination. Floyd
played the part of Ned, the oldest son. He sat down with his guitar,
after they had loaded the truck, and sang a farewell to the Oklahoma
farm. Members of the family wiped tears as they exited, one by one.
The entire scene appeared unbelievable and corny, but I doubt if any-
one wanted my opinion after the pathetic sound I made of the truck
starting up.

The spotlight moved from Floyd to a group of three narrators,
who told the story of traveling across the country to California. As
the story unfolded the chorus sang songs and gave choral readings,
but everyone kept screwing up. Mrs. Talmann dismissed us and said
to report back to the classroom when the break ended.

“Too bad Pretty Boy Floyd plays the part of Ned, instead of you,”
Little Dicky said. “You sing better, and you actually play the guitar.”

The little rat would never have known if he hadn’t sneaked up on
me before we broke into the Minidoka School.

“I don’t want his part, or any part, but you’re right—his singing
stinks, and he holds the guitar wrong.” I should have shut my mouth
because I didn’t care about the stupid play, but my lips kept flapping.
“He doesn’t know shit about strumming, fingering, or holding a gui-
tar, but worse—a piano accompanies his singing, instead of the gui-
tar he pretends to play.”

“You’re the sound effects man—show him how to hold the darn
thing, and you play your guitar backstage while he sings.”

“I do the sounds Mrs. Talmann assigns—doors closing, foot-
steps, tweeting birds—that’s why.”
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We came in from the break and split into three groups: actors,
narrators, and the chorus. I went to my desk to sit alone, but the
lighting kid and the prop girl joined me. Ignoring them, I took out
my social studies book and started reading where I’d left off on the
depression, but it didn’t stop them from butting chairs next to me.

“Have you figured out the sound of thunder during the storm?”
the lighting kid asked,

Without looking up from my book, I told him no. When it
dawned on him I had no more to say, he started talking about how he
obtained a high-powered light his dad carried in his truck for emer-
gencies, and he was using it to make lightening. Then he explained
how we had to work together and synchronize the sound of thun-
der with the lightning, because thunder follows lightning and how
we can count one-one-thousand, two-one-thousand, or some damn
thing between his flashing the light and me making the sound of
thunder. While he got wrapped up in lightning and thunder, I read
that San Joaquin Valley had an influx of automobiles with license
plates from the states of Oklahoma, Texas, and Arkansas. Cars and
trucks were filled with families leaving their homes to find work. Pic-
tures of my older brother and sisters sitting around telling stories of
how we ended up in Idaho filled my head.

The pictures in my head of the Kelman family moving from
Arkansas to Idaho during the Great Depression changed into the
image of Wylina. Her face filled the entire screen, and then disap-
peared. A picture of the two of us cuddling in a love seat at the Parma
Theater took over. A series of images flashed rapidly—kissing, laugh-
ing, sitting at the kitchen table in a little white house, drinking cof-
fee, smoking, the hay loft, Treasure Island, wrapped in each other’s
arms—and the images stopped abruptly.

I sat at my desk with the social studies book opened, but my
thoughts stayed on Wylina. If my parents hadn’t left Arkansas, I
wouldn’t have met her. Even if I go to hell for thinking so, no matter
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how hard life had been for those who lived through the Depression,
I’m thankful it took place, or I would be reading from a social studies
book in Pea Ridge. I wouldn’t be able to list all the reasons I might go
to hell, so I decided not to worry about being selfish. My only con-
cern had nothing to do with the Great Depression, the school play,
or synchronizing thunder and lightning, but everything to do with
getting the hell out of Minidoka and back to Wylina.

Mrs. Talmann stood beside my desk. “Conor,” she said enthusi-
astically, “Little Dicky tells me you play guitar.”

I cast a message to Little Dicky, who watched from across the
room. He turned away, making me doubt whether he’d caught the
look I gave that said I was going to kick his ass. But I changed my
mind after what happened next.

“Floyd,” Mrs. Talmann called. “Bring the guitar from the stage so
Conor can give us his opinion.”

The expression on Floyd’s face saved Little Dicky’s ass. The more
Floyd scowled, the more Little Dicky beamed, and by the time Floyd
returned with the guitar, he had lit up like a Christmas tree.

. . .
Perfect momentum, driving with both hips and legs, I burned

the ball into the catcher’s mitt. A smile crossed my face, one of few
since I had been dumped in this god-forsaken nightmare. Going to
Fanelli’s back yard straight from the bus and practicing until dusk
showed signs of paying off.

“Damn! Your fastball is good.” Little Dicky assured my confi-
dence, and I believed him. The catcher was the best judge of a pitch-
er’s performance.

Little Dicky breathed and lived baseball. He could recite the en-
tire New York Yankees team from years back, including game stats.
He loved the Yankees. He could also tell you anything you asked
about the Brooklyn Dodgers, the team he hated with as much pas-
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sion as he loved his Yankees. I waited for the day he’d say I pitched
better than Floyd.

We tossed our gloves against the base of the old oak tree and sat
with our backs against the trunk. The coldness of the bare ground
worked through my clothing and spread into my warm limbs. Some-
thing from inside drove me to kick Floyd Swan’s ass at pitch-
ing—nothing wrong with his pitching, but not any better than mine.
With Little Dicky’s help, I could beat him. Wouldn’t get me back
home to Wylina any sooner, but it sure would make me feel better.

Little Dicky broke my thoughts. “You still pissed?”
“Yeah,” I said, hoping he’d shut up. I liked sitting here, letting

my mind work in circles, with no responsibility to listen. Besides, he
shouldn’t have said anything to Mrs. Talmann about the guitar.

“I don’t care whether you’re pissed or not. The look on Pretty
Boy Floyd’s face when Talmann told him to fetch the guitar and take
it to you was a gift from heaven.”

“What’d Floyd do to make you hate him so much?” I’d held the
question a long time.

His answer came fast. “I don’t hate him. I don’t like that he
thinks he’s better than everyone else.”

“You’re jealous of him.”
“Hell, no! Nothing about the asshole to be jealous of.”
That left no doubt something had happened between them, but

I’d let it drop until I got my pitching in place.
Little Dicky stewed over whatever I’d brought to his mind about

Floyd, so I tried to humor him. “I was joking about being pissed, but
if I were, a cold RC would be a cure.” Before Little Dicky got me
hooked on Royal Crown Cola, I’d never had one in my entire life.

Fanelli’s back yard opened to Hall’s Grocery. We walked across
the lawn, cut around to the front entrance and went to the red cooler.
We chose two ice-cold bottles of RC. On the way to the counter, Lit-
tle Dicky tore a package of salted peanuts off a cardboard display.
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Jessie made small talk about softball as she took Little Dicky’s quar-
ter and opened the sodas using the bottle opener mounted on the
end of the counter.

“This stuff is worse for you than whiskey,” she said.
“We can’t afford whiskey,” I answered like a smart-ass.
We went outside, and I swigged on the RC until my eyes wa-

tered. I gulped down enough to make room for the peanuts. We
poured our share of them into the RCs and ambled back to the
oak tree where we sat in silence enjoying the taste of salty cola and
crunchy peanuts.

Little Dicky chose his words with care. “You have a girl back at
your old school, and aren’t interested in anyone else, but you should
have seen the girls in the classroom making eyes at you when you
tuned the guitar and strummed. Including Patty, Floyd’s girlfriend, if
you remember.”

I remembered how beautiful she looked. I liked her hair, and I
liked the way she looked at me, too. I shrugged my shoulders. “Not
really,” I mumbled as if I gave a shit.

“She’s the dark-haired gal with the page-boy haircut—the one
clinging to Floyd when he asked you about playing third base.” He
shook his head in disbelief. “Every new kid, boy or girl, knows who
Patty is within minutes.”

“Page boy—that’s what you call that?”
“She couldn’t take her eyes off you.”
“She can put her eyes on me any place she wants and keep them

there until they pop out, as far as I care.”
“Just so you know, where she held her eyes didn’t pass by Floyd.”
I couldn’t stop smiling, even if I’d tried.
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Chapter Fourteen
The big Minidoka All-School Softball Tournament invited every
seventh and eighth grader in the county to compete. We played May
13th with the schools Paul, Rupert, and Heyburn. The competition
began early in the morning and lasted all day. Teams were eliminated
one-by-one, until the champion emerged.

I counted the number of days left to practice and discovered May
13th landed on a Friday—less than five weeks away. Coach Hann
hadn’t seen me pitch because Floyd pitched every day. Little Dicky
said the time would come. I didn’t know how, since Hann had me
glued to third base every day. I loved the game, but I didn’t play my
best so he wouldn’t make the position permanent. It was hard not to
put my heart into the game, and sometimes I forgot and made great
plays. Hann needed to get a load of my pitching, but since Floyd had
become a permanent fixture on the mound, how would he? Little
Dicky warned me to play my best, wherever Hann put me, instead
of worrying about pitching. He said when Hann saw me send sting-
ing balls in the strike zone, knowing I gave my best wherever I played
would impress him, and he’d be more likely to give me a shot. Little
Dicky said it wasn’t if he caught me pitching, but when.

In closing my letter to Wylina, I wrote one more “I love and miss
you” then signed my name. I put the letter in the back of my binder,
to exchange with the math assignment I’d done during science.

Math ended, and I strolled leisurely by Floyd’s desk on the way
to turn in my math, even though I could’ve gone another way. Floyd
hadn’t been friendly to me since the change in the guitar scene. He
didn’t go out of his way to be nasty, but he ignored me. His girl, Pat-
ty Klass, sat two desks up from Floyd in the front of the row. She
smiled when I walked in front of her desk. She smiled at me a lot
lately. She talked to me in Floyd’s absence, which didn’t often hap-
pen because Floyd stayed by her side, except for restroom breaks. I
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remained friendly, polite, and answered her questions, while Floyd’s
stoolies listened. They reported everything I did and said, driving
him crazy. Being the new kid, I didn’t think I should be the one to
start a conversation, but if Floyd talked to me, I’d speak to him, too.

. . .
Little Dicky yelled my name from the backstop and motioned

for me to hurry. He headed toward the classroom, checking over his
shoulder. I walked a little faster, but not fast enough.

“Hustle!” he yelled. “Get your ass over here!” Then he ran full-
bore. I zoomed after him, caught him near the classroom, and slowed
down.

“Come on. We’re going to the front,” he said.
We reached the front of the building, and Little Dicky started

acting crazy. He told me a zillion things, mostly about listening,
keeping quiet, and doing everything he said. He grabbed my shoul-
der and shoved me to a spot about 10 feet away from the school’s
front steps and handed me a softball.

“You’re going to pitch,” he said. “Fastballs only. Don’t take your
eyes off my mitt. Don’t matter what noise or who goes in or out, keep
your eyes on my catcher’s mitt and nothing else. Don’t get nervous.
Just pitch your ass off, like you’ve never pitched before.”

Then he stepped off the yards to an imaginary home plate. He
squatted, slapped his right fist into his mitt and tipped his chin, sig-
naling me to pitch. I wound up. I threw the ball. I messed up the re-
lease. The ball flew high. He returned the ball quickly. I threw again,
over-correcting and the ball went low.

“Shit!” I said.
“Shut up!” He returned the ball, harder than usual.
I threw a third time. Perfect. Returned. Another pitch. Perfect

again. A car drove up, and I wondered if I’d get run over before some-
one killed the motor. I wanted to turn my head, but I did exactly
what Little Dicky said. Whatever was going on, I sensed it was im-
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portant. I developed a rhythm. I got momentum. I got the drive.
Heel up, toe down. Perfect release. Strike mode. Someone came out
the front door of the building, walked toward us, and stopped. Strike
one, strike two, strike three, strike, strike, strike.

“Hey!” the voice boomed. “Is this the only place you two can
find to practice?” Holy Jesus—Hann himself.

I froze. Little Dicky didn’t return the ball. I kept my eyes on his
mitt.

“Get out of here before I have you scrubbing toilet bowls!”
The breeze Little Dicky left as he passed by kicked my brain into

gear, and I tore ass behind him. I cleared the corner of the building,
and the men in the car laughed.

One of them hollered, “Dusty! Where’d you steal the new pitch-
er?”

I stopped near the classroom door, where Little Dicky waited. I
pressed my hands against the wall to keep from falling. I caught my
breath and tried to make heads or tails out of what had happened.

“I said you’d pitch in front of Hann when the time came,” he said.
Then, using both hands, he started beating the hell out of my back,
laughing his fool head off the entire time.

. . .
Two weeks until show time, as Mrs. Talmann called the perfor-

mance. She insisted everyone practice their lines without the script.
The narrators focused on their rhythm, pitch, and inflection, and to
make eye contact with the audience while reading. She sent the cho-
rus to the auditorium with Velma and Verna, the accompanists. She
told the rest of us to use the time where needed most. I stayed at my
desk and opened the social studies book to read some of the chap-
ters I’d missed before the Great Depression. Mrs. Talmann returned
from the auditorium and made her rounds, checking on the groups.
She came to me and dropped a book on my desk.
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“Conor, I thought you would like to read The Grapes of
Wrath—a novel that should be required reading for the entire his-
tory class, but on the recommended list because we only have four
copies.”

“Thanks.”
“You don’t have to read recommended books, but you’ll be hap-

py you read this.”
I put the social studies aside and opened the novel.
She put her hand on my shoulder. “Thanks, Conor, for your

help...we’re lucky to have you.”
The book could’ve been straight out of my family’s life, according

to the stories I’d been told. The more I read, the story not only be-
came my family, but I pictured me and my life. Like the play, I had
been touched with sorrow. A deep crevasse had opened—one con-
taining the loss of each move my family made. The Grapes of Wrath
exposed the pain in my soul. I wanted to close the book and blow it
to smithereens, same as Edgar did the town we had built, but no mat-
ter how much I wanted, I couldn’t stop reading.

The minute school let out, my spirits improved. On the bus, Lit-
tle Dicky and I talked about the pitching incident, so many times
we could recite the tale backwards. I had a thousand and one ques-
tions. How did he come up with the plan? How did he predict Hann
would leave through the front door at noon? Where did the two
men come from in the Oldsmobile? I had more questions, but Little
Dicky put his fingers in his ears and started humming. I asked one
more question, but he refused to talk. At least I’d found out the men
in the car were the principals from Paul and Heyburn, who picked
up Mr. Hann every third Tuesday of the month and drove to Rupert
for a meeting.

I tried again. “Why didn’t you let me in on the plan? You’d think
you would’ve told me—”
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Little Dicky put his hands over his ears and turned his body to-
ward the window.

“Asshole!” I yelled. I couldn’t pout, because the excitement
hadn’t left. Instead, I thought of Hann stopping to witness some
damn good, fast strikes. Maybe if Little Dicky had told me, I
would’ve freaked out or worried myself to death, and screwed every-
thing up. He had good reason not telling me beforehand, but the
more I thought about him not having confidence enough to tell me,
pissed me off. It didn’t matter what kind of reasons he gave—a friend
would’ve told me. Since I’d decided against friends, technically it
didn’t matter that he was an asshole.

The bus stopped in front of Hall’s, and Little Dicky and I were
last out. As usual, we went inside the store for Little Dicky’s RC and
peanut fix, and more important, to mail Wylina’s letter. Little Dicky
stopped at the soda cooler, and I continued to the post office counter.

I opened the binder and flipped to the back pocket and took
out the envelope and letter. When I placed the letter on the counter
to fold, I got sick to my stomach, searching for what I knew wasn’t
there.

Little Dicky paid for his soda and nuts and followed me out the
door. He offered me some peanuts, and when I didn’t hold out my
hand, he said, “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I almost sent my math paper to Wylina.”
“Why would she want that?”
“You stupid asshole, I gave her letter to Hann!”
Instead of giving a shit, the rat shrugged his shoulders, walked

away, and took his position behind the rotting wood of home plate.
“Start throwing.”

I heaved the new binder, with its zipper and fancy pockets, into
the cosmos, and ran.

I sprinted to outrun the rainstorm of scenes whipping through
my head. Classmates laughed and made jokes while Hann read Wyli-
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na’s letter to them. A kid knocked on Wylina’s door and laughed.
Hann read the letter over the auditorium microphone at the all-
school assembly... Never-ending screens flashed pictures.

I hit the highway, trying to escape the shit. Shit followed me and
stuck to me. Had I kept my old blue loose-leaf binder, this wouldn’t
have happened. Every seventh and eighth grader in Acequia owned
fancy notebooks with zippers, except me, until Little Dicky con-
vinced me to buy one. He said the zipper notebook would be per-
fect for keeping Wylina’s letters out of sight and carrying homework.
What homework? The teachers didn’t assign enough work to keep
me busy at school, and I loved Wylina’s letters in my shirt pocket over
my heart.

Heading east, I veered toward the railroad tracks and sprinted
beside them until I moved, without missing a step, and ran directly
down the middle. Over the ties, between the tracks, to grandmoth-
er’s place I ran. But, like the jimson weeds my dad had warned me to
stay out of, I ran fast but went nowhere. I’d not given the weeds an-
other thought until Steinbeck’s novel. The rotten, poisonous, thick
weeds wrapped around my ankles, tangled me up, pulled me back,
no matter how fast I tried to escape—only they weren’t weeds at all.

He acted as though it was nothing, nothing at all to get upset
about, handing Wylina’s letter over to Hann. After all, I still had my
math assignment to turn in Monday. He suggested I’d be fine once
I started pitching. I didn’t need him for a friend—Little Dicky, the
last person in the world I needed for a friend. He asked me to throw.

“No, no, and hell no!”
I’ll never throw another softball after Hann reads the letter and

finds out what I think of him, Etheridge, the school, and the entire
county.

Rocks, gravel, sagebrush, and railroad tracks led to nowhere.
Hann laughed. Laughed his ass off right in my head, because he knew
things about me that my own mother didn’t. Things about Wylina,
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private things he had no right to. I handed him my life on a silver
platter.

I tripped, caught myself, kept running. What is that ahead...a
train? I hadn’t sighted a train in the three weeks I’d been here. Closer,
I identified the boxcar sitting in the middle of nowhere ... abandoned
like me.

. . .
He sat on the backdoor stoop when I got to his house. Smack ...

smack ... smack ... the familiar sound of a softball hitting the pocket. I
got close enough to touch him, but he didn’t move. Smack ... Smack
... I might as well have been in China. I couldn’t handle the sound of
the ball hitting the mitt.

“Hey!” I said, so the little rat couldn’t pretend he didn’t know I’d
returned. “What you doing?”

He stared at his mitt, pounded the softball into its pocket, and
nodded to the binder beside him. He removed the ball from the
glove and threw it back into the pocket before he said, “Waiting for
you to get your notebook.”

“I’m here. Give me the sonofabitch.”
“Get it yourself.”
“You’re pissed at me?” I couldn’t believe my ears.
“Not enough to throw it at you, and hit you in the head.”
“Never touched a hair on your head.”
“Could’ve.”
“Yeah, well...” I picked up my binder and sat beside him on the

stoop, so I wouldn’t have to face him when I broke the news. “Exact-
ly why we aren’t real friends.”

“We’re not?” he asked with a tone of disbelief.
I told him about the pact to make no friends I had made with

myself in the backseat of the Plymouth, on the move to Minidoka. I
told him about losing my friends, one by one, as a little kid because
my parents had moved so often. I said I stayed long enough at the
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school in Roswell to keep the same friends from third grade until my
dad took the job here. I told him about my best friend, Billy Dill, and
how I’d never lose another friend because I’m never going to have
one.

“You’ve seen the letters I mail to Wylina, and the letters I get
from her. You’re familiar with her because you recognize the name,
but you don’t know anything about who she is or what she means to
me.”

“What you’re saying is crazy. She’s your girlfriend—why else
would you write to her every day.”

“She’s more than my girlfriend.” I wanted to tell him more than
I’d told anyone, but not unless he swore to keep it to himself. “Do
you have a Bible?” Every wall in his house had crucifixes or pictures
of Jesus or Mary or the Last Supper hanging on them. I might as well
have asked a bakery if they had bread, but I wanted to make sure.

“Why?” I detected the sound of fear. He thought I belonged in a
nut house, but I didn’t care.

“I want you to swear on a Bible you’ll never tell anyone what I
tell you.”

“What if I just swear? If I told anyone the shit you say, they’d
think I made it up.”

I stared the lying rat down.
“You should have told me not to say anything about Pretty Boy

Floyd’s farewell song, and I wouldn’t have said a word to Talmann.”
“Wylina isn’t just my girl. I love her. I love her more than life. I

swear if you tell anyone—” I shook my fist in his face, “If Hann reads
the letter—well, what I wrote isn’t good.”

“You think Hann’s never had a girlfriend? I doubt whatever you
said about things you and Wylina have done—even the big
thing—will shock him.”

“I didn’t write what you’re thinking, but I wrote things that
aren’t anybody’s business—personal, private things. I wrote shit
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about Hann and the other teachers. I said he wouldn’t know a good
pitcher if—I think you get the point.”

“If what? He wouldn’t know a good pitcher if what?”
“One pissed in his face.”
“That’s a dumb thing to say.”
I started pacing. Little Dicky went back to smacking the softball

into his mitt. I would never pitch for Acequia’s softball team, this
year or next, as long as Hann hung around. I would never be able to
face him. I paced to Little Dicky’s smack, smack, smack, making my
head work for a way to get the letter back without anyone finding
me rifling through the seventh grade math basket. If not, I’d fake an
illness—maybe polio—to keep me home the rest of the school year.
I paced as I fought the urge to run again. The abandoned box car
popped into my head, and along with it came what Little Dicky said
about the train station and the first-hand evidence I’d witnessed at
the old school.

I paced back and forth to the big oak, and standing underneath
it I got the bright idea. “You said you could break into the train sta-
tion?”

“Yeah, but we should wait until dark.” He stopped slamming the
ball into the mitt. “You want to go tonight?”

“You said you could break into anything. What about the
school?”

“I already took you inside the ...” His voice trailed off. “You’re out
of your mind.” His eyes glowed like they’d caught on fire.

. . .
In third grade, Miss Hope said to wear light-colored clothing

when walking at night. Little Dicky and I wore dark clothing, and
black stocking caps pulled over our eyebrows. We walked toward Ru-
pert, on Highway 24, and thumbed a ride to Acequia. Little Dicky
carried a small black sack.

“What’s in there?” I asked.
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“Tools.”
“What kind of tools?”
“You want me to break into the school, or not? I need tools.” He

patted the black sack. “You don’t have to know, since I’m the one do-
ing the break-in, but I’ll tell you what you’ll find—screwdrivers, claw
hammer, putty knife, pliers, Slim Jim, penlight, and other things I
might need.”

“Holy shit! You said you could break into anything, but I had no
idea I had a real-life burglar for a friend.”

We walked on the side of the highway, dressed in black, as cars
and trucks targeted our backs. Other than Little Dicky’s babbling,
an occasional car or truck, followed by the sick thud of a jack rabbit,
made the only sound. My stomach churned and moved into my
throat each time.

A pickup truck came to a screeching halt 50 yards beyond where
we waved our thumbs in the air. We ran. We reached the cab, and the
driver stuck his neck out, giving us a thorough once over.

Finally, he said, “Stupid kids, I damn near run you over. Why you
dressed like a couple criminals? What in hell you doing afoot on the
road, this time a night?”

Little Dicky spoke up, “We’re going to Acequia.”
I figured the nosy bastard would ask for passports before giving

us a ride. We waited for him to finish cussing us and drive away.
“Hop in the back. Plant your butts on the bed. Don’t move until

this truck stops dead, and maybe you’ll get there without getting
killed.”

I didn’t get scared until we got to the school and crept around
the corner of the building. I felt like a thief in the night, and didn’t
want to spend the rest of my life in jail. “You sure you want to go
through with this?” I asked.
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“Don’t get cold feet now. You’re the lookout. All you have to do
is make the night owl sound I taught you, if you need to. Let me do
the work.”

I thought about Little Dicky looking at the letter after he took
it from the basket, and a new fear charged through me. “If you read
one word of that letter, I swear I’ll cut off your balls with my pocket
knife.”

He slipped around to the back while I stood guard at the corner,
wishing that I’d had sense enough to take a leak when I had the
chance.

An arm grabbed my shoulder, and I damned near took one in
mid-air. A thin leather glove muffled the startled scream.

“Shut up,” Little Dicky whispered into my ear. “You want me to
go to jail? Be quiet and follow.” The back door to the furnace room
was ajar, and a beam of light penetrated the darkness through the
opening.

“I don’t have to break in.” He sounded disappointed. “Jack cleans
the school after it lets out, and he’s usually out of here by seven, but
tonight he got detained, and he’s taking a long winter’s nap. Peek in-
side on the ledge behind him, and you’ll know why.”

I peeked inside at the bottle of whiskey with no more than a swig
left. The custodian sat in a filthy maroon easy chair and snored peace-
fully with head cocked back, and legs splayed out.

Little Dicky outlined the plan. He would sneak into the upper
classrooms from the furnace room, unlock the outside door to our
classroom, and return to keep his eye on Jack through the crack in
the door while I retrieved the letter.

I had different thoughts. “Why don’t you get the letter, if you’re
going to the classroom and coming back?”

“I don’t want to get castrated.”
“I trust you.”

AMONG THE JIMSON WEEDS 85



“You won’t have any way of knowing whether or not I read the
letter, and knowing you, I don’t want to take the risk.”

“I trust you not to read the letter, if you just bring it back to me.”
Then I eased his worries, though I doubt he had any. “I left the god-
dam knife in my pocket when I changed pants.”

I could tell by the smirk on his face Little Dicky planned to get
the letter all along, or he would’ve been disappointed. After all, he’s
a pro at breaking and entering. He didn’t want me to ruin his fun.
I stood at the door, watched Jack snore, and waited for Little Dicky
to come back, scared to death the entire time something would go
wrong. My head pictures flashed the possibilities. Police. Prison. Par-
ents sobbed and shook their fists, and Wylina baked cakes with files,
knives, and an assortment of keys baked inside.

It seemed forever, but Little Dicky returned to the furnace room
within minutes. He handed the letter to me through the narrow
opening of the door and then went to the chair where Jack slept. I
held my breath as he reached over the custodian and took the bottle
from the ledge.

We walked to the highway underneath a trillion stars going un-
noticed before now. Hann would never read the letter inside my shirt
pocket, that rested safely over my heart. I turned the event every
direction in my head and determined we didn’t break the law. We
didn’t enter a locked building, and the letter belonged to me, my
property. No one would jail a couple of innocent kids.

Little Dicky stopped at the side of the highway and took the bot-
tle out of the black sack. I never said a word about the bottle, even
though I thought he took a stupid risk, especially it being almost
empty. Little Dicky must have read my mind before I asked.

“Jack’s a good man. It’d be bad if he got caught with this.” He
chucked the bottle in the barrow pit.

My plan about not having friends came close to falling apart.
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Chapter Fifteen
I came back to my senses, eyes focused on Miss Etheridge, where her
boobs should have been. I stared at the safety pin used to replace a
missing button, surprised she put forth the effort. In a way, I wished
she hadn’t.

Wylina’s breasts in the red swimsuit flashed. The current of the
Snake River pulled me, dragged me under the sun-warmed surface to
its cold inner fangs, but I fought, raised my head and kept my sights
on Wylina. She appeared nearby, so near I touched her hand as her
fingers grasped mine. I reached to hold her, put an arm around her
waist, and get lost in her eyes...but she slipped away, and the image of
slipping away kept playing.

The batter hit a pop fly. I danced toward home plate and yelled,
“Mine!” The next thing I knew, I picked myself up from the ground
alongside Walt.

Walt slapped his legs and seat of his pants with his mitt, to dust
off the dirt. “What the hell you doing? I’m the shortstop.”

“I called it! You could have heard me a mile away!” I fired back.
Floyd listened from the mound. Walt threw his arms in the air in dis-
gust.

Floyd yelled my name saying, “Pull your head outta your...” He
didn’t finish because Mr. Hann walked up.

“Out of what?” I hollered, in case Hann had missed what he said.
“Get up here, Conor.” Hann motioned me to the pitcher’s

mound.
The baseball field became a morgue, with the only sound coming

from growing grass.
I figured Hann would toss in his two bits over what he’d seen,

and I prepared to stand up and defend myself. Instead, he said, “I
want you to switch places the rest of the period.” Then he went to
home plate and positioned himself behind Little Dicky. Little Dicky
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beamed and gave me the fast ball signal before Floyd made it to third
base.

Little Dicky chattered from the time school was dismissed until
we got off the bus at Hall’s but, tied up in my own thoughts, I paid
no attention. I had one thing in mind, which had nothing to do with
whatever set Little Dicky foaming at the mouth.

“Little Dicky,” I interrupted as we walked out Hall’s door. “Noth-
ing against you, but when I moved here, I made up my mind to have
no friends.”

Little Dicky seemed puzzled. “Another reminder? You told me
that before we actually became friends.” He took a big slug from the
bottle of RC Cola and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Yeah, I remember,” I said. “Now, I need your help.”
. . .

We gathered in the auditorium and took our places for the
“Black Blizzard” dress rehearsal. Before the curtain opened, Mrs. Tal-
mann announced, “Give it your best—ready or not, the show goes
on tomorrow at one o’clock.”

She sat in the middle of the front row throughout the entire play,
watching and writing notes on a pad. She never said a word until
the final song, even though everyone waited for a response from her
every time they forgot lines or made mistakes.

“Take fifteen minutes, and meet in the auditorium,” she an-
nounced.

On the way to the classroom, she passed by the piano where the
twins, Velma, and Verna, sat on the bench, and I stood with Gabbie
strapped on my back. She winked and said, “Great performance.”

Most everyone made a run to the restrooms, so I swung Gabbie
around and started messing with a blues song called, “Hoochie
Coochie Man.” Kids migrated around the piano and started getting
into the song.
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Alma, the girl with the long braid and a dress that reached the
floor, came up to me and shouted in my ear, “You can’t sing songs like
that.”

“Not true—I just did.”
She strutted off with her head in the air, and I followed, imitat-

ing her steps, and strumming Gabbie along the way. While I played,
I picked up the rhythm of a new number, by a guy named Chuck
Berry.

I turned back to the mike. “Shake, Rattle, and Roll,” I belted out
the chorus. I couldn’t play or listen to the song standing still. My
body moved in all directions, and the rhythm worked on me—had
me jiving. The beat worked on everyone, and the auditorium came
alive. Kids ran to the piano, clapped their hands, and shook their
butts.

Patty Klass returned from the restroom, making her way to the
piano. Mesmerized, we followed each other with our eyes as she
came close enough to touch. Velma and Verna couldn’t keep their
fingers away from the piano, and the rhythm heightened. The audi-
torium filled with singing, dancing, stomping, clapping and would
have lived forever, if not for Alma’s shriek. She ran across the audito-
rium, up the steps, and disappeared behind the classroom door.

Patty asked if I knew Doris Day’s “Secret Love.” Girls went ape
shit over the number. I had never played it, but it was simple enough.

“I’ll play if you sing.” I slid the microphone in front of her.
Halfway through the song, Floyd made a beeline toward Patty,

shoving students out of his way, like a mad hornet after its nest had
been knocked down. Patty finished the song. Her eyes stayed on me
when she sang about a secret love no longer being a secret. Floyd’s
eyes filled with fight and locked with mine.

The voice of Mrs. Talmann boomed across the auditorium.
“Everyone! Take a seat, now!”
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After firing an unspoken message, Floyd took Patty’s hand, and
they sank into third-row seats. I put Gabbie back in her case and sat
by Little Dicky, in the seat he had saved with his mitt.

“I’m in deep shit,” I whispered, handing the mitt to him.
“What did you expect?” he answered, pissy-like.
Mrs. Talmann discussed the dress rehearsal and didn’t finish un-

til interrupted by the dismissal bell.
I caught Little Dicky at the bus stop. “What the hell you mean

I’m looking for trouble with Floyd?”
“You and Patty Klass.”
“That’s a crock.”
“The way you make eyes at her, nobody would guess you don’t

want any friends.”
“Bullshit!”
“Don’t get pissed at me—everybody’s talking about you and Pat-

ty.”
I didn’t say another word until I dropped my letter in the mail,

picked up Wylina’s letter, and left Hall’s. I held the letter in front of
Little Dicky’s nose. “See this?” I exposed the backside of the enve-
lope, pointing to the big blue letters S-W-A-K printed across the seal.
“Sealed With A Kiss. Smell it. ‘Evening in Paris’ perfume. We be-
longed to each other before I moved here. We belong to each other
now. We always will. Patty Klass don’t mean shit!”

“Okay, I believe you,” he said, wrinkling his nose and pushing the
perfume soaked envelope out of his face.

“Why would I ask you to help me get home to Wylina, if I had
eyes for Patty? Returning to Wylina is serious, and nobody is going
to stop me—that you can damn well believe.”

“I believe it, but just so you know, everybody thinks you got this
thing for Patty, and between you and me, I know she’s got this thing
for you.”
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Chapter Sixteen
During math, Mr. Hann came into the room, which surprised every-
one except Miss Etheridge, who slept through his visit. The coach
didn’t usually come in, except to write assignments on the board
or to chaperone us to P.E. class on the occasions he deemed neces-
sary. Instead of grabbing a stick of chalk, he stepped to the front of
the room, and everyone stopped talking. We assumed someone had
done something wrong, and Hann wanted to nail the culprit. We
waited anxiously to find out what happened, and who, if anyone,
would rat on the person. Instead, he talked about the softball tourna-
ment. Most of us were disappointed and letdown that no wrong had
been committed.

“The softball tournament is Friday,” he announced. “Be on time,
if you miss the bus, you’ll miss the games. The day of the tournament
isn’t a day off. I expect all of you here, whether you’re on the team or
not, to support our players and our school. Get plenty of sleep and
eat well to keep your energy high. You might play four games before
the day is over.” He rubbed his jaw. “Any questions—ask them now,
while I’m in a good mood.”

Floyd’s best friend raised his hand.
“Ronnie?”
Ronnie shot a look across the aisle at Floyd before he spoke.

“Who’s pitching—I mean, I know Floyd’s our pitcher, but you had
the new kid pitchin’ the last couple days, and–”

“Both of them. They’ll trade off third base, when they’re not.” He
turned to Ronnie. “I told them yesterday—I’m surprised you don’t
know.” Hann waited to see how red Ronnie’s face was going to turn.
“We’re fortunate to have Conor—that’s the new kid’s name, Ronnie.
Write it down, in case you forget.”

The class stared at Ronnie’s red face, while I watched Hann with
a new respect.
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. . .
I ran two laps around the field then trotted to the pitching

mound. Floyd ran up to me with a scowl on his face. “I catch you
talking to Patty, or so much as look at her until school’s out, I’ll break
your arms in so many places you won’t be able to wipe your goddam
ass.”

“Wow,” I said, acting impressed. “I thought you stopped by to
thank me for moving here.” Dead serious, I faced him straight on,
flashing a big cheesy smile.

Blood filled the vessels in his neck, and steam flooded his face.
“You bastard.” He kicked up a cloud of dust and stomped off.

Little Dicky was in my face before the dust settled.
“Did you come to threaten me, too?”
“You need set straight, but I’ll wait until lunch.”
“Does that mean I have to eat with you instead of Patty?”
“A joke to you, but I’ll tell you one thing, the softball tournament

is serious. You two assholes screw up the game—” He shook his head
in disgust and stormed back to home plate.

Little Dicky’s words about taking the practice seriously carried
to every player on the field. Spectacular plays outnumbered errors by
a landslide.

Noon recess I took my lunch and went around the building to
the back steps. Little Dicky perched on the top stair, devouring a
sandwich. I took the peanut butter and jelly sandwich out of the
brown bag and sat alongside him. “Good practice,” I said, not sure if
he was still pissed.

“Exactly how we have to play Friday.” He shoved the rest of the
sandwich in his mouth and wiped his fingers on his pants.

“Jee-zus you ever try chewing?”
“No need, everything’s drenched in olive oil—slides down the

minute I let go.”
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“You forgot to ask, but Floyd came by the pitcher’s mound to tell
me to keep my hands off Patty. I don’t care for Patty, or any girl, ex-
cept Wylina, but Floyd thinks different.”

“If you and Patty took your eyes off each other, he wouldn’t
think different.”

The truth sank in, but I’d never say so. I don’t intend to keep my
eyes on her to catch every move she makes, and when I catch myself,
I try to stop. It just happens, and no way can I explain to Floyd or
Little Dicky—or even to myself, how or why.

“The next time I eyeball her, his mafia will break my arms in
pieces and hand them back in a paper bag. So what’s your plan? You
were plenty pissed off the beginning of practice. Are you going to
bury me in cement up to my ass and throw me over the Snake River
Canyon?” The Snake River at home scared the shit out of me, but I
broke into a cold sweat, and my stomach knotted, when I got within
a hundred yards of the Snake running through the canyon.

“I’d bury you both in cement up to your necks right now, if I
knew you two were going to let Patty Klass screw up the tourna-
ment.”

“Me and Floyd busted our balls today. We don’t like each other,
but we love softball, and we want first place as much as you.”

“Nobody wants the championship as much as me—not even
Hann—Victor’s class was the last to win. We ain’t done shit since.”

“We will, Little Dicky...I gotta feelin’—”
“You always gotta feelin.’ Takes more than a feelin’ to win a ball

game. I had a feelin’ when you pitched your first ball that you’d be a
damn good pitcher, with the right coaching.”

“Thanks for helping me.”
“I did it to win the softball tournament. Floyd’s come a long way

since last year, but one pitcher with back-to-back games is tough.
Before you came, all our back-up pitchers weren’t worth a bag of
shit. You come along, and bring hope and promise—two top-notch
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pitchers.” He crumbled his lunch sack into a ball and deep-sixed it.
“One girl is enough to muddle your head, so you had to add anoth-
er.”

“Dammit to hell, how many times I got to tell you Wylina’s my
only girl? Accusing me of shit with Patty is the only thing muddling
my head.”

“Right! My ass should be sitting in St. Mary’s reform school be-
cause I broke into the school to get your letter. Why? The letter
caused your brain to stop functioning, and you couldn’t hit the
broadside of a barn, let alone throw a strike. Over one girl, now Patty
makes two. You think two or three more will keep your mind on
pitching?”

He stood up and let loose with a belch louder than Vespucci
erupting. “You and Patty stare gooey-eyed at each other, pissing off
Floyd. Who’s at fault here? What about the mating call in the au-
ditorium? Gyratin’ your hips, dancin’ around, drawing Patty to you
like a dog in heat—sending Alma screaming to hunt down Talmann
before everyone tore off their clothes and started going at it on the
floor—all my fault, nothing to do with girls?” He sat down and
stared at the garbage cans.

“Through?”
“Go ahead and say what you want.”
“What can I say? I believed the bullshit about you wanting to

be my friend, now I find out you only wanted to make a pitcher out
of me, so there’d be two good pitchers for the tournament—nothing
to do with me wanting to kick Floyd’s ass and earn the position. Just
like getting my letter had nothing to do with me scared shitless Hann
would find it, and I’d be forced to leave the country. Now I know,
thanks, asshole.”

“You wanted to leave the minute you got here.”
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I twisted my lunch sack into a ball and chucked it. It flipped over
the top of the aluminum garbage cans and hit the cement wall. “I
damn sure won’t leave any friends behind when I go.”

“Before you started acting like a shit-head, I was about to say you
have a chance, if you’re set on doing it.”

“Chance for what?”
“To do what you asked me to help you with.”
I grabbed his knee so hard he grimaced. “You mean?”
“Victor works with a guy who’s going to Caldwell in July, to see

his girlfriend.”
My heart raced as the words sank in. Pictures of Wylina filled my

mind, and I held her in my arms and watched “The Greatest Show on
Earth,” but the screen filled with giant sturgeons chasing me down
the middle of the Snake River. They closed in, nipped, nibbled, and
tugged as I swam to Wylina on Treasure Island.

“You think Victor might ask this guy if I could hitch a ride?” I
held my breath.

“If I ask.”
“Shit man—I’ll pay you, run errands, anything, if you’ll just—”
“I already asked, and... looks like you’re going to see Wylina.”
Warm liquid rushed into my heart, spread through my body, and

I thought I would explode. I jumped to my feet, grabbed Little Dicky
around the waist, and pulled him off his feet. I lifted him in the air
with my hands under his skinny butt. He kicked and screamed. He
laughed and called me nasty names. My eyes filled with tears, and my
cheeks had dampened by the time I set him down.

“Since you mentioned it, I do have something you can do for
me.”

“Anything you want.”
“Give all you’ve got on Friday. Everything.”
“I won’t let you down. I swear to God, I won’t.”
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Chapter Seventeen
She called Alma, Martha, Velma, Floyd, and me, the only ones who’d
read the story, to the circle of chairs to discuss John Steinbeck’s novel,
The Grapes of Wrath. Mrs. Talmann took a seat and motioned for
us to do the same. Floyd planted his butt next to Mrs. Talmann. My
mind does a better job listening when I see the person talk, so I took
the chair across from her, even though I had to face Floyd as well.

“To get us started,” Mrs. Talmann said, “we’ll begin with Floyd
and move clockwise around the circle. Give your overall opinion of
the story.”

“You mean whether or not we liked it?” Alma asked.
“Only if you describe what you liked or didn’t like, and tell us

why. The floor is open to anything you wish to discuss in the book,
and you can ask questions or remark on what others say. The floor is
open to anything you want to consider in the book. Okay, Floyd.”

“Well, it started out with this family moving because of the dust
bowl, like we did in our play. I liked the play, but not the book.”

“Tell us why.”
“The way they talked. A book gets boring when you can’t under-

stand a word they say.”
“Boring because you had a difficult time reading the book, or be-

cause it was a boring book?”
“I can read,” Floyd shot back. “It’s not my fault I couldn’t under-

stand them—same as people that come here to work and can’t talk
right.”

“Alma?”
“I didn’t like the book because of the swearing and taking the

Lord’s name in vain. There’s dirty stuff in the book you can’t discuss,
and I’m not saying what.”

“Your turn, Conor.”
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“I liked the book, but not the sad parts when they had to leave
possessions and friends behind, and be treated bad on their way to
California and treated worse when they got there. I’m talking about
the bosses and supervisors and the law people—they weren’t nice.”

“Velma?”
“Conor’s right. What they went through made me cry.”
Okies—they called them Okies, and the sharecroppers hated the

word. And after reading the book, I hated the word.
“Martha?”
“I agree with Floyd—hard to understand.” She thrust out her

chest and smiled at Floyd.
“Okay, let’s get a discussion going. No need to raise your

hands—there aren’t that many of us, but please be polite and respect
the opinions of others when you disagree.”

“Can I say something about the swear words?” Velma asked.
“Certainly.”
“I don’t want to upset anyone, but people swear. If you lost your

home and traveled across the country to find work and got mistreat-
ed, I bet all of us, including you, Alma, would cuss up a storm. I sure
would.”

Everyone laughed, but Alma. All of us must’ve known it’d take a
bar of soap a day, if Velma had her mouth washed out for every bad
word she said.

“Go ahead and laugh about swearing—you’re all going where
you’ll have lots of company,” Alma said.

Velma mumbled something under her breath that could easily be
read from her lips.

Mrs. Talmann charged ahead. “Velma and Conor talked about
mistreatment of the migrants making them sad. Let’s talk about the
mistreatment. What saddened you, Velma?”

“The dust bowl itself, to have to move to a place you’d never
been, after leaving most of your possessions behind. They tried to sell
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perfectly good farm machines and tools and household items, but
nobody paid anything because they knew most of it would be left be-
hind or given away. The whole story made me sad.”

“Conor?” Mrs. Talmann asked.
“The saddest is moving—leaving your home and friends.” I in-

haled deeply. My head filled with pictures of the family I’d read about
in the book trying to sell equipment, loading up the few things they
had room for in the car, and driving away. Car trouble, breaking
down, frightening storms, a child crying, scared and hungry... The
faces changed into those of my mom, filling cardboard boxes my dad
and the man with the truck carried out of the house. From the back-
seat window, it became my home and my friends who disappeared as
we followed the loaded truck. “Leaving friends is the saddest part,” I
said.

Martha jumped into the discussion. “That’s sad.”
“What makes it sad, Martha?”
“Leaving friends—I can’t imagine having to do that.”
“Friends left behind isn’t all—how they got treated when they ar-

rived was bad,” I said.
“In what way?” Mrs. Talmann asked.
Everyone waited for me to answer, but I couldn’t talk about the

hurt that welled up inside me. Velma came to my rescue. “For one
thing, the information on the fliers about all the jobs and money
were lies. They thought they would get rich, but the promise of buck-
ets filled with money turned out to be a bucket of bull...hocky. And
with so many workers available, the pay lowered, and many didn’t get
hired. The bosses became mean and treated them like...treated them
mean.”

Floyd broke in. “People wouldn’t have treated them mean, if
they’d stayed with their own kind.”

“What do you mean, own kind?” Velma stared angrily at Floyd.
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“I’m saying they should’ve stayed home—shouldn’t have gone in
the first place,” he answered.

“They should’ve spent more time praying, instead of swearing,”
Alma said.

“I want to know what you meant by their own kind?” Velma de-
manded.

“Okies! They should have stayed home with the rest of the Ok-
ies.”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Okies are people, just like you and–”
Alma about messed her pants. “She used—”
“Calm down, Alma—watch your language, Velma,” Mrs. Tal-

mann warned.
“Okie means you’re from Oklahoma,” Velma said.
“I must be an Idie since I’m from Idaho. Oklahoma isn’t the only

state full of Okies—the social studies book says they came from Mis-
souri, Kansas, and Arkansas.”

“You’re an Idahoan—and I can’t wait until recess to call you what
else you are.” Velma glared before turning to Mrs. Talmann. “Did
they call everyone who went west Okies?” she asked.

“You and Floyd are both correct. The term is used for native Ok-
lahomans, but also used as an impolite word for migrant farm work-
ers from the south central states, who migrated west to seek work
during the thirties and forties. I agree with those who find the term
offensive, similar to a racial slur.”

The discussion became background noise. The scene took over
my mind, and the faces and voices of my parents, older brother, and
sisters replaced those of the discussion circle. Maddie and Franklin
Kelman opened the doors of the Model T pickup and found places
for their kids to ride on the trip. They used blankets and quilts to
cover a mattress on the steely surface in the back. Homemade side-
boards encouraged boxes of clothing, suitcases, cooking stuff, and
furniture to make the trip. A canopy of pieces of worn clothing, flour
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sacks, and canvas scraps stitched together like one of Maddie’s quilts,
stretched over the top to protect the menagerie from sun and rain.

Maddie cranked the model T to sputter-speed as Franklin sat in
the driver’s seat, coaxing it to run smoothly. She made sure the engine
wouldn’t die before going to the passenger door, but instead of get-
ting in, she looked back at the home they were leaving. Her fingers
wiped tears aside as she held onto the house for a few moments, then
she bent at the waist and settled in next to Franklin and the big sil-
ver steering wheel. The door slammed shut, and they took off with a
jerk. The strange vehicle bounced up the road and looked more like a
Conestoga wagon than a model T pickup truck. It carried my broth-
er and sisters, my mom and dad, and our whole world. They were
Okies then, and are now. All of us, including me, are Okies. The urge
to run consumed me like a windstorm that whisked me out of the
chair.

I could get to her if I ran hard enough, fast enough, far enough.
I changed from my school shoes to my running shoes. The worn out,
tattered ones—the ones with a hole on the side—the hole I snagged
snuggling up to a barbed-wire fence. I bolted out the door. I didn’t
stop until I reached the massive canyon. I listened as she cried for
help.

“I’m here. Come get me.” Her voice echoed a path through the
canyon.

I dropped to my hands and knees, crawled to the edge, and
peered down. She waved. I needed to get to her, my best friend, my
true love. I stretched for her, and she began fading into the distance,
lifting an arm, slipping ever farther. I struggled to the ravine floor on
my stomach. At the bottom, Wylina disappeared—vanished before
my eyes—drifted out of sight—just as if she’d been driven away in a
Model T.

A different voice called.
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“Conor ... Conor.” Mrs. Talmann...why did she come to the
canyon?

She spoke again, holding my shoulder, “Conor.”
The untied lace dangled from the shoe I had placed on the seat of

the desk. Eyes pierced my back. Everyone stared. I wanted to vanish
in a puff of smoke, the way a magician had made a lady on television
disappear. How did I get here? In my mind, I still sat at the empty
chair in the discussion circle.

“Yes?” My whisper crackled from a dry, parched throat.
Someone pulled an empty chair out of the circle and placed it

behind me.
“Are you okay?” Mrs. Talmann asked.
I nodded.
With a hand on my shoulder, she helped me sit.
“Everything fell apart near the end of the story,” I said.
“Did you pull that out of your shoe?” It was Floyd.
No one said a word, not even Talmann.
Little Dicky appeared as though he dropped from the ceiling,

arms placed over his chest, hands into fists. He leaned a little to one
side, in preparation to stop the fight. I drew air through my nose and
blew it out, making a sound like a horse snort. The book discussion,
talking about the book. I had remembered before I got caught up
in the mind-movie. I commented on the book, saying everything fell
apart at the end of the book, including me.

“The family started going different ways. Some died or got sick;
some wanted to go back home. Others wanted to stay,” I said.

Floyd stared me down as if we played a game of who would blink
first. “Too bad all the Okies don’t go home.”
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Chapter Eighteen
Softball filled the air—outdoors, indoors. Chatter, laughter, and
whispers mixed together and sang a song of their own. Clunking
of bats, oil rubbed into worn mitts, softballs carried in a drawstring
net, sack lunches placed in a milk box behind the bus-driver’s seat,
and five-gallon containers filled with water, fruit punch, and iced-tea
took over the senses. The calendar confirmed Friday the 13th of May,
one week before graduation, as the day of the softball tournament.

The bus pulled up, and kids scrambled for the front of the line
to get seats as far away from the teachers as possible. Teachers have
a knack of staring at the back of your head and knowing everything
wrong you’re doing. When they have to turn around to check, you
have time enough to stop. A half dozen goody-two-shoes fought for
front seats, and the rest of us raced to the back.

Late to board due to what felt like a colony of piss ants fighting
over my breakfast of a sugar cookie washed down with coffee, Little
Dicky whistled for me to join him in the back. Mr. Hann and Miss
Etheridge sat together, in the second seat from the driver. Relying
on a friend who sat with them to give an alert, boy and girl friends
sneaked in some necking.

Something bugged Little Dicky, because he hadn’t spoken a
word. In fact, he ignored me on the ride to school, even though we
sat together as usual. I had an idea why he worried, but nothing
would change what happened.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Nerves.”
I slid my feet under the seat in front of us. “The one time I wish

you’d talk, you clam up. I have a hundred questions about the tour-
nament—my first, in case you’ve forgotten.” I decided to confront
him. “If you’re worried I might do something like what happened in
school yesterday, you’re wasting your time. I’m in good shape, noth-
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ing crazy going to happen today. Even watching Floyd slobber on
Patty doesn’t bother me.”

“It’s the Friday thirteenth thing—I’m not saying anymore, or it’ll
get worse.”

Relieved, I closed my eyes to keep from watching Floyd, and
didn’t open them until the bus pulled into the Rupert Ball Park.

The coach from Rupert met Mr. Hann the minute he got out of
the bus. They stood in the middle of the dirt road, bullshitting and
scratching at their crotch. Finally, the Rupert coach handed Hann
some papers and Hann attached them to his clipboard. They talked
some more, spit, and dragged their shoes in the dirt while we waited
in the bus with the driver and Miss Etheridge. Before long, the bus-
es from Paul and Burley pulled up behind us, and two more coaches
stood in the middle of the road.

Inside the bus, the talking, laughing, and squealing got so loud
Miss Etheridge stood in the middle of the aisle to do something
about it, but I couldn’t hear a word, and I doubt anyone else did.

Finally, the coaches returned to the buses and signaled everyone
out. Along with the other two schools, we strutted our stuff on the
way to join the Rupert kids. We talked big and tried to out brag
each other. I understood why Little Dicky would do anything to win.
Competition closed in so thick I wanted to grab big chunks in my
fist. The bleachers behind the two diamonds filled with students,
teachers, and visitors who had come to watch the games. I filled with
pride. I pitched for Acequia, and I’d earned the position, fair and
square. Today belonged to me, and I planned to shine.

Fifteen minutes before game time, we reported to Diamond 1.
The games were seven innings. Every team played at least two games,
with the chance to play four, before the end. My heart raced with
thoughts of winning. Goose bumps popped up as a cheering crowd
appeared in my mind.
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I warmed up with Wally, next to the spot Floyd and Little Dicky
had taken. Floyd pitched first, but at the end of the day, the best
pitcher would be me, Conor Kelman. Floyd’s face became the bull’s
eye in Wally’s mitt. I wound up and let go. The ball slammed dead
center.

Wally grunted.
Heyburn and Paul warmed up in the diamond across the field,

but I couldn’t tell one team from the other. I wanted to find the
hotshot pitcher from Heyburn—his name had spread as best in the
county. I wondered if he threw the kind of heat that damn near
planted Wally on his ass? I remembered the softball game in Apple
Valley, and Wylina’s kiss on the ditch bank when we were kids. And
today, by damn, I played for her.

Little Dicky and Rupert’s captain met at the pitcher’s mound
and tossed a coin for home team advantage. We played in Rupert,
but they didn’t automatically get home team, since four schools com-
peted. Rupert won the toss and sent us to bat.

Rupert’s pitcher started out a dud and walked our first two bat-
ters. Joshua knocked a hit down the first-base line. Rupert tagged the
base and sent the ball home, keeping our man on third. One out, two
on base, and Stuart had a chance to load the bases. Baker, our slugger,
followed Stuart. I pictured the three-zip score as he knocked all three
in, maybe a four-zip score with a dinger.

Stuart stepped up to the plate.
“Keep a close eye on em, Stu!” We cheered. The pitcher threw

one right down the middle. Stuart let the ball fly by.
“Stee-rike one!” the umpire called. The second pitch soared right

down the middle while Stu slept.
“Stee-rike two!” The umpire lurched forward and waved an arm.

A lone voice demanded Stu open his eyes and it turned into a chant.
“Open your eyes! Open your eyes!” Stu’s muscles tightened as

the pitcher took his time preparing for the next pitch. Stu fell for the
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lollipop, a good foot above his shoulders, and lunged. The chant gave
way to groans.

“Stee-rike three!” The pitcher was no dud. He had planned the
execution. Can’t say the same for us. Next thing we knew, we were in
the outfield wondering what happened.

Rupert’s first batter hit a pop-up that fell into Little Dicky’s mitt
on the way down. Next batter hit a single, and the batter that fol-
lowed him sent the ball straight down the first-base line. The first
baseman scooped the ball, tagged the base, fired it to second. Three
up, three down—one, two, three, a cakewalk. We almost ran over
ourselves going to the outfield and coming back. The first inning
ended with the score tied at zip.

The game slowed. By the top of the fourth, the score had tied at
three apiece. I wanted to ask Hann when I’d be pitching. I got antsy,
and I didn’t want to go too long without a chance to throw a few.

“When do you think Hann’s going to send me to the mound?” I
asked Little Dicky.

“When he thinks the time is right. Floyd’s doing good, you got
to admit.”

I had to admit he pitched solid, nothing spectacular, but good.
“He’s doing okay,” I admitted.

We’re here to take the tournament, not hold a pitching contest.”
Little Dicky picked up a bat. “This is the one I get the most hits
with,” he said, as though changing the subject would take my mind
off pitching.

He nudged my shoe with the end of the bat. “If they get hits off
Floyd, I guarantee you’ll pitch the rest of the game.” He walked away.

From a distance, Little Dicky knelt, and although his back was
to me, I’d bet he recited a prayer. If he had, he either left me out of
it, or prayed for Floyd because I spent the entire game on third base.
By the bottom of the sixth, we were ahead by two runs and the game
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ended six-four. We ran over to Diamond 2 and caught the tail end of
the Paul-Heyburn game. Heyburn’s Spud lived up to his reputation.

“Is he as good as me?” I asked Little Dicky.
“He’s good,” Little Dicky said.
The final score, Heyburn five, Paul four. The winning teams, Ace-

quia, and Heyburn gathered at Diamond 1. The losing teams, Paul,
and Rupert met on Diamond 2.

Little Dicky came up to me after the coin toss.
“The mound is yours.”
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Chapter Nineteen
I stretched out on the mound ready to show the world the real Ace-
quia ace pitcher. Floyd came to the mound on his way to third base.
He stopped and put both hands on his hips before speaking the first
words to me since the Grapes of Wrath discussion.

“I’m the ace—a couple wild throws from you and your ass will be
back on third.” He trotted away.

Little Dicky wasted no time getting to me. “What’d he say?”
I lied to the nervous little shit. “He wished me good luck and

said pitch a good game.”
Little Dicky looked hard to find some truth. “I believe you’re a

liar,” he said, returning to home plate.
Heyburn’s hotshot pitcher, Spud, lived up to his reputation, but

we led 3-2 in the bottom of the fifth inning. Even though Spud
pitched a mean ball, I held my own. I couldn’t help but cast a look
back at Floyd every time I drew a strike. Ace pitcher, ace pitcher, the
real ace pitcher from Acequia...You can call me Conor Kelman Ace
Pitcher.

Even though Heyburn got hits from me, my pitching remained
steady. I not only threw heat, but the entire team caught fire. Hey-
burn only got one more run. The final score of 5-3 gave us two wins.
The two wins guaranteed we’d play for the trophy at two o’clock. The
winner of the Rupert-Heyburn game would be our final opponent,
and we’d be the tournament champions.

Heyburn didn’t get much rest before they played Rupert, but I
hoped they had recharged enough to tear Rupert’s ass apart, so we
could play them again. Even if we had a better chance to beat Ru-
pert, as some believed, I wanted a showdown with Heyburn’s famous
Idaho Spud to make known Minidoka County’s best damn pitcher
was Conor-one fuckin n- Kelman. If Little Dicky didn’t recognize a

107



pitching contest going on, then Friday the thirteenth had destroyed
his thinking.

We sat on the green embankment, finishing our sack lunches
with the group from Paul, while we waited for the Rupert-Heyburn
game to start. A kid from Paul walked by and introduced himself.

“Hey,” he said, “I’m the pitcher from Paul.”
“I pitch for Acequia,” I said.
“I know. Word is, you’re the best pitcher here.”
I slapped the ground, offering him a place to sit next to me. Best

pitcher—Holy shit! This guy could eat lunch with me any day of the
week.

“Really? Word is I’m the best pitcher?” I wanted to hear it again
and to make sure it was true.

He sat down and dropped his lunch sack between his legs.
“That’s the word—just hope it’s real enough to put Spud and that
smart ass from Rupert to shame.”

“What’s your name?” I asked.
He grinned. “Same as where I’m from.”
“Paul?”
“The one and only,” he laughed.
“I’m Conor with one fuckin’ n.”
“That’s why I stopped to say hello.”
Halfway through the game, Paul folded his lunch sack. “Time to

get back to my school,” he said. He reached into his shirt pocket and
took out a folded piece of paper. “Those three girls watching us,” he
pointed. “The one in blue just broke up with her boyfriend and asked
me to give this to you.” He gave me the note and got up to leave.
“Pitch your butt off, Conor. We’ll be rooting for you.”

I read the note and counted the ten Xs that followed: To Conor,
My cousin Patty from Acequia said you don’t have a girlfriend. I will
go with you! Love, Millie Parsons from Paul. P.S. You are cute!!!!!
XXXXXXXXXX
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The girl watched my every move. I read the note twice, put it in
my pocket, and winked at her. She may have missed the wink, but she
didn’t miss the cool wave. She waved back, turned to her girlfriends,
and the three went bonkers. I beamed inside and out.

Behind by two points, Rupert surprised everyone and scored
four runs and won the game 7-5. We must have worn Heyburn out,
because they played like little old ladies during the final inning.

We warmed up for the game, and I figured we’d kick ass because
the Rupert team would be tired out, same as Heyburn had been with
them. I was all prepared to pitch when Hann started Floyd. Pissed, I
went to Little Dicky, but he gave no sympathy.

“You pitched the entire Heyburn game. Quit bellyaching, now’s
when we take the tournament. Doesn’t matter who pitches.”

The words out—I’m the best! Hadn’t he heard? “Word’s out I’m
the best pitcher,” I blurted.

“Word’s out we’re taking the tournament. It takes all of us...that’s
the word. Now get your ass on third, and let’s take a trophy home.”

Parents, friends, and students from Rupert, Acequia, Paul, and
Heyburn packed the bleachers behind the backstop. Making an arc,
the overflow of spectators spread out on the grass, from the sides of
the bleacher. Every nerve in my body rode on top of my skin. I hus-
tled to third base, and Floyd threw his first pitch. The umpire called
outside. The second ball cut through the air, my muscles tensed,
preparing for action.

“Stee-rike!” the umpire called. Floyd threw the third pitch. The
batter blasted it, driving it right to me. I picked it up and threw it to
first, in one smooth movement.

“Out!” The fans roared. Word’s out it takes a team. That’s what
matters.

The fourth-inning score was 5-2, and I waited for Hann to send
me to the pitcher’s mound for the rest of the game. It was only fair.
I busted my ass on third, and I’d do the same pitching. The word
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was out. The coach must’ve known, but he kept Floyd on the mound.
Overtaken with surprise, disappointment, and pissed I’d promised
myself I’d give everything I had. Being the best pitcher, I’d be the best
third base. I’d play for the team, Little Dicky, and I’d play for Wylina.

Rupert got two hits from Floyd—one ball went foul. The other
floated into the right fielder’s glove. Up again, and in no time at all,
we bumped the score up to 8-2 while Rupert played as though they
came from an old folk’s home. Their beginning energy evaporated
and left them with fumbles, sloppy plays, iron gloves, and pissy ball-
handling, but finally, they put us out in the field.

In case he’d forgotten, I tried to get Hann’s attention, to jar his
memory. I took a few steps toward the field and looked over my
shoulder for his nod, to hear him call, “Conor, you’re the best, get
your butt on the mound,” but he never said a word. Floyd and I had
each pitched one game, and this one should be split between us. Even
a dumb-ass coach should know that. I looked back at Little Dicky
before I reached the pitcher’s mound, hoping he’d do something, but
he motioned for me to get my ass on third.

Floyd said something, not more than a whisper, as I passed by
the mound.

“What?” I asked. Blood surged to my head. “What did you say?”
“I asked if you lost a shoe,” he smirked.
Floyd wound up for the pitch. It takes a team. That’s all that

matters. Bullshit. Me and Wylina matter. A girl blew a kiss from the
bleachers. Word’s out, and she came...in the grandstand, Sweet Wyli-
na.

The ball left its sting on my thigh and rolled to the sideline. Ru-
pert fans roared like lions, drowning Acequia’s groans.

Floyd slammed his mitt to the ground. The air stood still.
“Stupid fuckin’ Okie!” The words echoed through the ballpark.
Before the count of three, I faced him. His mouth gaped, ready

to say something never said. The right hook hit him square in the
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jaw. I walked off the field. Mr. Hann and Mrs. Talmann grabbed me
at the same time.

“Don’t let him get away,” Mr. Hann said, “I have to check Floyd.”
Mrs. Talmann held my hand. “Take a deep breath and try to calm

down,” she said.
My body trembled. I pulled away.
She pulled me back, holding tight, arms around me. “No, Conor.

Don’t. It’ll make more trouble.”
“You don’t understand—I have to run.”
“No, don’t. I can’t make you stay, you’re stronger than I am, but

I’m asking you, please stay.” She released her hold, keeping one arm
around my waist. I could run. I wanted to run, but I stayed.

Mr. Hann returned. A furrow dug across his forehead as he said,
“I’ll deal with you Monday.” Then he turned his attention to Mrs.
Talmann.

“Rupert wants to finish the last two innings of the game. I’ve got
our center fielder on third, and Larry, our bench, on center field.”

“Dougy is going to pitch?” Mrs. Talmann seemed shocked. I
couldn’t believe he’d pitch, either, but with Floyd and me out, and
Larry on center field, it left Dougy, the kid that threw like a girl, and
never played in a real game.

“Of course not.” Hann shook his head, like Talmann was crazy.
“Floyd’s okay—once we iced him down and got his nose to stop
bleeding.”

The color drained from Talmann’s face. “You’re not seri-
ous—Floyd can’t play.” She was ready to tear him apart, and I got to
watch.

Hann threw his hands in the air. “Floyd’s the one got hit, Rebec-
ca!”

“Because he called Conor—”
“—Okie? I’m supposed to kick him out of the game for that?”
She butted her face in his, “Fucking stupid Okie!”
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“Shit fire and save matches, Rebecca!” Mr. Hann walked away,
shaking his head.

I sat on one side of the bleachers with Mrs. Talmann, and Floyd
sat on the opposite end of the bleachers with Miss Etheridge, while
Rupert kicked our ass 12-8. On the way home from the ball game, I
sat in the passenger seat of Mrs. Talmann’s 1954 Lincoln Capri.

“It’s best to leave before the trophy ceremony,” she said.
“Fine with me.” I agreed because I didn’t want to be anywhere

near Little Dicky. The thought of seeing him while Rupert took the
trophy hit me harder than having to face Mr. Hann.

I sucked in the smell of Talmann’s Lincoln and sank into the
plush seat, hoping she’d turn on the radio. I would have asked, but
I didn’t want to break the silence and risk her starting to talk. I
should’ve, because she started gabbing before we barely left the park-
ing lot.

“Conor, this running thing ... I wonder ... Do you mind if we talk
about it?”

“Nope.”
“Want to tell me?”
“I run.”
“Why?”
Damn! Why does anyone like to do anything—you either like it,

or you don’t. “I like to run.”
“Fair enough. Did you ever think it may be your way of running

away from problems...?” She let the question hang in the air, to give
me time to think.

“Not once,” I said before her mouth closed.
“Can I ask you something?”
“Whatever you want, even if it’s why I slugged Floyd.”
“I know why.”
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“Not because he called me the F word, or stupid, if that’s what
you think.” I was surprised she had said the word to Hann. She prob-
ably had no idea how bad it was.

“Your school records came from the Parma school district last
week, and I know you were born in Idaho, so you’re not an. . . .” She
stopped before finishing.

“You can say Okie—I won’t do anything stupid like jump out of
the car.” I was serious as all hell, but she laughed.
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Chapter Twenty
I pulled my shirt collar up close to my chin and shivered. The sun
crawled under a cloud, and an icy wind poked my face. I sat on the
porch bench, and if not being the 14th of May, I’d be watching for
snow. Strumming with no purpose, I huddled with Gabbie and tried
to clear the shit from my head. I imagined Little Dicky, sitting home
next to a shrine, plotting to kill me. I wrestled with the school prob-
lem. I didn’t want to face Little Dicky. I couldn’t stay home without
my parents bugging me and calling the school. Hann said he’d deal
with me Monday. He would call when I didn’t show to take my pun-
ishment. There was only one thing to do—go to school Monday, and
hide out during school hours in the boxcar, for the rest of the week.

Jessie popped into my head. How in bloody hell does she find
out everything? Her eyes followed me, no different than if I’d been a
fugitive when I went to get Wylina’s letter. Wylina. My body jerked.
The July ride to see her was gone forever, because nobody lets a loose
screw get in their car—exactly what Victor’s friend will think of me
when he hears what I did. The urge to run hit. I broke out with Hank
Williams’ “Long Gone Lonesome Blues.” I played fast, hard. My legs
shook a hundred miles an hour, but I didn’t go anywhere. Run! Run!
Dammit, move! Did you ever think it’s your way of running away
from problems? I focused on the hole in the side of my shoe and tore
ass.

The ties on the railroad tracks flew behind me. My chest ached.
I couldn’t get enough air to keep going. The boxcar appeared in the
distance. I pushed myself, hoping for another breath. I gulped air.
Exhausted, I stuck my arms inside the open door and leaned against
the floor of the boxcar, panting like a dog chasing a rabbit in full sun
on the hottest day of summer.
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The sound resembled the heel of a shoe being dragged across
a floor. The hairs on the back of my neck bristled. Another crazy
ghost—a demon. I closed my eyes.

“Hey, Conor.” The same as if I’d walked into the classroom, or
run into him at Hall’s.

“You scared the shit out of me,” I said.
“Someone should.”
Had he returned to the same wise-assed Little Dicky? “What are

you doing here?”
“You run. I find a quiet place.”
“I’m saying this, and I mean it. For what I did, you can hit me as

hard as you want, anywhere.”
“Okay.” He jumped out of the boxcar. He grabbed my arm and

turned me one way then another. “You’re sure about this?” he asked.
“Your call, but when I said anywhere, I didn’t mean below the

waist.”
“You said anywhere.”
I braced myself.
He raised a hand to his mouth, stifling a laugh. “I can’t hurt

you—you’re my best friend.”
We walked the rails back to town without one mention of the

tournament.
. . .

We met at Hall’s for the bus, neither of us carried a mitt or talked
softball. We sat silently while kids on the bus talked about the last
week of school and vacation plans. My insides were messed up think-
ing about the meeting with Hann, and what those in the class would
say. For years, I told myself not to do anything stupid, but nothing
I tried worked. I’m surprised as much as anyone when I do stupid
things, but no one believes me.

The bus pulled into the school. “If anyone talks about Friday, tell
me immediately. Mr. Hann talked to everyone on the bus before we
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left Rupert and said he didn’t want to hear one word about what hap-
pened, not to him or anyone.”

Maybe the asshole had grown a heart, or more likely, the coward
feared Talmann, but I didn’t give my opinion.

“You included,” Little Dicky warned, tucking in his shirt, “not a
word.”

Nobody said anything about Friday, but everyone stared at me
like they did the first day I enrolled. I tried hard to avoid Floyd, but
I couldn’t help but sneak a peek at the damage I’d done. The left side
of his face had been misshapen. The nose was twice its size, and had
turned red and blue. A thick, dark circle formed the bottom of his
left eye. I stifled a smile of pleasure, but my stomach tingled with
pride.

The eighth graders went to the auditorium to practice for gradu-
ation, and the seventh graders, except for me, went with them. Miss
Etheridge sent Little Dicky over earlier to tell me to stay at my desk
and wait for Mr. Hann. Not because she was afraid, but because she
was too damn lazy to do it herself.

I fidgeted and all but went crazy in the empty room. My eyes
bounced back and forth from the hands of the clock, out the win-
dows, chalkboard, desks, and tables. I bounced my pencil against the
top of my desk and repeatedly opened and closed the top. Five min-
utes had passed according to the clock, and I couldn’t bear another
five. First, one leg bounced, then the other. Both bounced like crazy,
as if they had entered a competition. The desk rattled; my teeth rat-
tled. I had to get out and move. Run away from my problems like
Talmann accused me of doing. I stretched, turned, twisted. If I had
Gabbie. . . She always calmed me. There was plenty of time to run
home and get her—the clock only moves five minutes each hour.
Run! Run! Run! Dammit, run!

The door by my desk opened, taking me by surprise like always,
and I banged my knee on the underside of it.
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“You want to talk here, or my office?”
“Wherever you say, Mr. Hann,” I said, my heart racing so fast a

mathematician couldn’t count the beats.
He pushed aside the desk in front of me, moved a chair in its

place and sat down. “It’s hard to move to a new school, and you
haven’t been here long enough to fit in, but what you did was wrong,
and embarrassed yourself, me, and the school.”

He looked to get a response. I tried to swallow the lump in my
throat and couldn’t get a word out.

“I’d like to get to the bottom of this, understand it, but I don’t
think that’s going to happen. If I ask why you did what you did,
you’ll say Floyd said some dumb thing. I’m not going to stretch this
out—understand? But if you have anything to say, now is the time.”

“What’d Floyd tell you?”
“What Floyd said is between him and me, same as what you say.

The punishment for fighting is three swats and a written apology to
Floyd, in this case.” He got out of the chair. “We can take care of both
now, and you can get back to the business of school and join the oth-
ers.”

I looked up at him. “The punishment for slugging Floyd is three
swats and an apology?”

“Yes.”
“Is that what Floyd gets?”
“Don’t be smart with me.” Blood vessels popped from neck to

forehead.
“You can double the swats, but I won’t apologize for hitting

Floyd unless he apologizes to me.”
Hann slammed his fist on the desk. “You just got impudence

added to the fighting.” He was pissed and adding impudence, what-
ever that meant, didn’t sound like a choice.

“Does that change the punishment?”
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“Damn right! You’re suspended—starting now.” He stared into
my eyes, waiting for me to cry or ask forgiveness.

“Okay,” I said, trying to hold the excitement for the unexpected
gift.

Hann assigned in-school suspension for the rest of the day, let-
ting me take the bus home because I told him no one was there and
wouldn’t be back until midnight. If he had called home, the three
swats would have been nothing, compared to what my dad would do
after Mom told him I had hit his boss’s son and got suspended.

He warned me that the suspension meant I couldn’t put a foot
on the school grounds, or attend school functions, for the rest of the
school year. The punishment was perfect, but I tried to act upset.

I told Little Dicky when I boarded the Acequia school bus for
the last time. He was pissed, but not at Hahn. “You should’ve taken
the swats, now you can’t go to graduation.”

“No way.”
“You’d rather take a kick in the nuts from me than a couple of

swats?”
“I knew you wouldn’t kick me.”
“I would’ve, if I’d known you’d skip my graduation over three

swats.”
“I would’ve taken the swats, but no way in hell will I apologize

to Floyd.” I fiddled with the zipper on my notebook. “I refused to do
it unless Floyd apologized, so Hann suspended me.” I slid the zipper
back and forth, listening to it sing.

Little Dicky grabbed my hand and stopped the noise of the zip-
per. “Don’t worry, you can come to my graduation dinner. If Hann
tries to interfere, I’ll make him and Floyd another asshole with my
deer rifle.”
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Chapter Twenty-One
A catchy tune, an instrumental I’d heard once on popular music sta-
tions. I leaned Gabbie in the corner and craned my neck over the
porch railing. I broke a smile and ran to the street. Mom told me
about the new 1951 blue Ford two-door custom sedan Franky had
bought, and sure enough, he turned the corner and came straight at
me. Windows down, radio blaring, the car came to a halt. Franky,
looking like he owned the world, had one arm resting on the window,
and the other on the steering wheel.

“What do you think of her?” he asked.
“Spiffy.”
“Hop in, and I’ll take you for a spin.”
I slid into the seat. “What’s the song?”
“One you can’t get out of your head, ‘Cherry Pink and Apple

Blossom White.’”
We drove away, and I showed him the old Minidoka School.

“The board on this window comes loose, and you can get inside, but
wait until you see what’s in the back.”

After I had shown him the fire escape we drove by Little Dicky’s
house, Hall’s, and the old train station. “That’s it.”

“A little hole in the road, like Roswell...must make you home-
sick.”

“It’s not a damn bit like Roswell, and it’s not home.”
Franky stopped in front of the house, but before he turned off

the ignition, I got this hare-brained idea to have a little fun and asked
him to park alongside the house. I wanted to see if Dad would make
him move the car, since that was where he parked. “Good idea, it’ll
be safer than the street,” he said, killing the engine. “Take a look un-
der the hood.” He showed me how clean everything was, pointed out
the silver trim, and we went inside.
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“You’ve grown, you little turd. Come here.” We stood back to
back, and he measured the difference with his hand on top of my
head.

“How’d you afford such a snazzy car—hold up a bank?”
“Tips—I get more money from them than I make on my check.”
“Tips?” I had never eaten in a cafe that had men waitresses.
“Some customers can’t come into the store or don’t want to, and

I deliver groceries to them. Mostly older folks, but some young ones,
too. They call in what they need, and I gather their order, same as if
I shopped for myself. When I get everything, I take it to the cashier
to ring up. Then I box it up and deliver it right to their home. Some-
times they ask me to put the groceries away while they talk. Some
ask me to get something out of a cupboard they can’t reach, or some
other chore. One lady has me empty her trash, then she walks to the
garbage can with me and visits. They tip me, even when I tell them to
keep their money.”

“I thought you became a waitress, they’re the only ones I know
that get tips.”

“I’d be a waiter, not a waitress. You have a lot to learn, Con-nee-
boy.” He slammed a fist on top of my head and ground it with his
knuckles.

I kicked him in the shin. “You bastard, don’t call me that!” I ran
into the kitchen—Franky on my tail.

“Stop! Both of you! You ought to be ashamed. Franky hasn’t
been here five minutes, and you’re at each other.” Mom wrung her
hands in her apron. “Your dad will be here any minute.”

Dad will be here, I’ll tell your dad when he gets home... From the
time we were little shits, Mom kept order by threatening to tell Dad.
It usually worked since he used his belt, no questions asked.

“Conor, get the roll-a-way from the back porch while I show
Franky where to put his things.” She looked out the front window.
“Where’s your car?”
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I ran out the back door and hid until Franky moved his car to the
front of the house.

I pushed the roll-a-way into my bedroom, the wheels squeaking
all the way. I shoved it against the wall as far away from my bed as
possible, took Gabbie to the front porch, and settled onto the black
bench. I worked on picking out the song I’d heard on Franky’s radio.
I played around until I got it down the way I remembered. He was
right about the song being catchy. I couldn’t stop playing.

I sensed Red standing by me, even though he didn’t appear. He
liked the tune, too. Any other time would make me happy when Red
compliments me on my playing, but I didn’t want Franky catching
me talking to a dead person. “Get lost—you know the rules.”

Red grabbed Gabbie’s neck and put an end to my playing. “Stop
making up rules, or I’ll be on your ass the entire time Franky’s here.”

Why couldn’t I be normal? All Franky worried about was having
muscles, being an all-star, making money, and getting laid.

Dad turned into the driveway and entered the house through the
back porch. If Franky’s car had blocked him, he would’ve blamed me,
as usual. I stayed on the bench and strummed a few chords.

“I hope you like this one, Red.” I sang Hank’s, ‘I Just Don’t Like
This Kind of Living’.

After supper, Dad lit his pipe and sat at the table with a fresh cup
of coffee and talked to Franky about the corporation he worked for
and gave Franky pointers for moving sprinklers. I refilled my cup and
went to my room.

I sat on the bed, thinking about a movie advertised on the radio
called The Wild One. The film starred Marlon Brando and had been
banned in England. I was anxious to find out why. Billy Dill had
told me about a movie called Adam and Eve or the Garden of Eve or
something similar, that had been banned in several places for show-
ing a woman’s naked breasts and more according to Billy.
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Franky came to the room and pointed out my coffee cup. “Why
don’t you drink milk instead of that crap? Coffee doesn’t build mus-
cles.” I ignored him until he brought up the cigarettes. “You still
sneaking Dad’s cigarettes?”

Screw his jobs at the grocery store and moving pipes—his prima-
ry job was pissing me off. I hadn’t smoked much since I left Roswell.
“Why do you care?”

“I don’t—kill yourself.”
After he had opened the roll-a-way, he stripped to his under-

shorts, dropped to the floor, and counted fifty push-ups. Franky was
stouter than me, with muscles. He had Mom’s blond hair and fair
skin. He was a good-looking kid, and he knew it. On the other hand,
I resembled Dad, lanky with dark curls on my head. I didn’t mind the
color, but I hated the curls. Franky sat on his butt, rested awhile, then
slammed out another fifty push-ups. I stayed on the bed and watched
him show off.

“How many can you do?” he asked.
“How the hell do I know?”
“Get your ass down here and find out.”
If I was going to ask about the movie, the time had come to stop

being a wise-ass and get him in a good mood. I knew I could whip
out a hundred sit-ups, but I wasn’t sure about push-ups. I hit the
floor and did three push-ups before Franky started counting. I didn’t
stop until he reached one-hundred.

Franky beamed like I was a little kid who peed in the potty
for the first time. “You’re in better shape than I thought. You play
sports?” he asked.

“I only got here in time for softball—made first-string ace pitch-
er.” What the hell did he know?

“I’m impressed—I figured the only exercise you got was pump-
ing your dick.”

. . .

122 PAUL KEENE



I met Little Dicky at the railroad station when he got home from
mass. He handed me the roller skates that he’d promised.

“Want to go see The Wild One with me and my brother Satur-
day night?” I asked.

“You kidding? A bunch of communists made that.”
“Can’t you get absolved, or whatever you call it, after you go to a

movie you aren’t supposed to watch?”
Little Dicky shook his head, same as always when he thought I

said something stupid.
“Here’s the key,” he said, taking the string of dirty yarn from

around his neck that a strange key hung from. “Don’t lose it.”
I examined the rusted skates, and the key swinging from the

yarn. “These aren’t anything like the skates I rented at the Nampa
Roller Dome.”

Little Dicky had me sit down on the wooden bench that was
bolted to the side of the train station, while he knelt on the cement
in front of me and adjusted the skates to fit my shoes.

Out of nowhere music coming from the loudspeakers filled the
roller dome, and I circled the hardwood floor, arm in arm with Wyli-
na by my side. . . Wylina always by my side.

“I miss her. Oh god, I miss her.”
“Miss what?” Little Dicky asked.
“Nothing.” Without Wylina, skating, softball, watching a

movie—they were all nothing.
We went to the back of the depot. I looked through a grimy win-

dow, cupping my hands to block the sun’s glare. The shadow of a
man stood behind the ticket counter and disappeared while I stared.
I thought back to the old house in Nampton Siding, and the base-
ment at Oregon Trail school. Dad threatened to whip my ass when I
tried to tell him what I’d seen. The way he acted when I mentioned
Red Nolan, I believed he would.
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Chapter Twenty-Two
Franky parked the car, and we walked three blocks to the Wilson
Theater and stood in the ticket line. The Wilson reminded me of the
Pix in Nampa. The name, size, and the city were the same once the
theater got dark, and the speakers crackled. For an hour or two, you
might be surprised, scared, excited, or bored without feeling differ-
ent than the others.

We found seats near the front. Franky took the first seat on the
aisle. I plopped next to him and looked back at the projection booth.
If not marrying Wylina, I’d be the projectionist in a movie theater.
I wouldn’t ask for much pay, because I don’t require much. I would
live in the projection room. I’d set up a cot and plug one of those
electric percolators into the wall. I’d eat chocolate bars, licorice, and
popcorn from the lobby concession stand and grab a hot dog every
couple of days to get something healthy. No one would call me differ-
ent or weird—they’d appreciate me playing movies for them—and I
could pay attention to the movies projected on a screen, instead of
those stuck in my head. The power would rest in my hands to slow
the movies or speed them up. Of course, if I wanted, I could shut
them down in the middle of the movie and piss everyone off—but
I’d never do anything so mean.

Two girls stopped and asked Franky if anyone had taken the seats
next to me and Little Dicky. Franky smiled at the one with the big
knockers and said she could sit in his lap. The girl giggled, said some-
thing back, and before we knew, Little Dicky and I were in the emp-
ty seats. The skinny girl next to me pointed to a ring dangling from
her neck, on a gold chain. She kissed the ring and said she was going
steady. I told her I didn’t need to kiss a ring to prove I had a steady
girl.
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Franky and the knocker girl whispered and laughed. The skinny
girl nudged me and said her friend just broke up with her fiancée and
was having a hard time.

“I think she’s over it now,” I said. I turned in my seat and talked
to Little Dicky about the motorcycles parked in front of the theater,
hoping she’d shut up. If she had a steady boyfriend, she shouldn’t be
talking to me.

The newsreel came on and drowned out the chatter of Franky
and knocker girl. On the news clip, President Eisenhower climbed
down the airplane steps after returning from Europe. Next, on the
news, we followed nurses and doctors giving polio vaccines to a line
of sad-looking kids. The announcer’s voice made the boring news
seem like the most important thing happening in the world. When
the newsreel ended, the theater turned black and quiet, and the
movie began.

Fifteen minutes into the movie, the skinny girl asked me to save
her seat. I expected she had to go to the ladies’ room, but instead she
moved to where Frankie had been, and draped the cardigan over the
vacant seat where knocker girl had been.

We drove home in silence, the way you should to allow the movie
to replay in your head and figure out what it did to you. I knew right
off I had to get a black leather jacket like Johnny’s, the guy in the
movie. I changed my mind about having a bicycle instead of a car. I
wanted a motorcycle, so Wylina could ride close behind me like the
girl in the movie. She’d love holding on as much as I would love her
arms around my waist. I thought about Johnny, and me—how we
were alike. People think I’m bad before knowing me, just like they
treated him. I replayed the movie the rest of the way home. Johnny
got blamed for everything that went wrong—they called him stupid.
I imagined being Johnny and, after awhile, had trouble keeping us
separate.

Franky parked beside the house, and Little Dicky and I got out.
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“Hey, grab the blanket in the back and put it in the laundry,”
Franky said.

I pretended not to hear and broke into a run. “I’m walking Little
Dicky home,” I yelled back to him.

We sat on the back door stoop. “How’d you like the movie?” I
asked.

“Mean bastards.”
“Who? The townspeople, sheriffs, or the motorcycle gang?”
“The gangs—who else.”
“I wouldn’t call Johnny’s gang mean.”
“Of course, you wouldn’t.”
“A gang of motorcycles would never pull into town and tear it

up.”
“Better think again, Victor says the movie’s based on what hap-

pened in California, when a motorcycle gang tore up their town.”
“They must’ve had a good reason, if true.”
“The reason is they’re mean bastards.”
“Thanks for going with me, even if you didn’t like it.”
“You should’ve asked Victor—he would’ve liked every minute.”
“Makes me think when I asked you what happened between you

and Floyd?”
“I don’t remember saying anything happened.”
“You called him Pretty Boy Floyd and said he acted like his shit

didn’t stink—I can’t help wondering what happened between you
two. The movie got me thinking about how some people are natur-
al-born assholes.” I expected him to cut me off, like the first time I
asked about Floyd.

“Floyd is an asshole and not worth wasting time to talk about.”
“If you don’t want to talk, I need to be getting home.”
“Saying I don’t like to talk about something, doesn’t mean I

won’t. Now that I know you, I wouldn’t mind. Might do me good.
I’m going to see my grandmother in Salt Lake City next week, and
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she thinks I’m my dad—her son. I wouldn’t mind being my dad, but
it’s sad she doesn’t remember who I am.”

The story had more to do with Floyd’s family than Floyd. I think
Little Dicky picked this time of day to tell me the story because when
he had to stop in the middle of a sentence, his voice quivered, and he
started breathing fast. He figured tears wiped away in the dark would
slip by unseen. The story made me feel angry, and sorry for Little
Dicky and his family.

“You know the shrine in the living room—the table against the
wall with the candles, and vase with fresh flowers? The picture of the
airman in the gold frame—that’s my dad.”

Little Dicky began telling me about his father, Richard Fanelli.
“He joined the air force before I was born, to avoid the draft. They
sent him to Pearl Harbor in June of 1941.”

“Were you even born?”
“I came along about the same time he got there—six months be-

fore Pearl Harbor got bombed.” He stopped.
“I didn’t mean to interrupt.”
“Nothing more to say, as far as Pearl Harbor. He didn’t get killed

in the war. He got damaged from flying too high, without oxygen,
while taking an injured nurse to safety. It hurt him enough that he
got discharged.”

I didn’t say anything when he stopped this time.
“After he got home from the air force, he worked for the bastard

who killed him, Edward Floyd Swan—Floyd’s dad.”
“What?” I couldn’t believe what I heard. I got a picture in my

head of Mr. Swan plunging a knife into Mr. Fanelli’s heart. Then the
blade changed to a gun, and Mr. Fanelli started running. Little Dicky
broke the spell.

“The bastard may as well pulled out a gun and shot him. He’s
selfish and mean—didn’t care about anything except making money.
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It was broken-down machinery that killed him. His death wouldn’t
have happened if Swan had ordered an auger shield.”

“Holy shit.”
“He wouldn’t give friends that worked with Dad the afternoon

off to attend the funeral. Two went anyway, and he fired them.”
“What a sonofabitch.”
“It’s worse. Four days after the funeral, Mom received a letter

from Swan telling her he applied Dad’s final check to the loan they’d
taken out to remodel the kitchen. He included the balance due.”

“No wonder you hate Floyd.”
“His dad—it’s not Floyd I hate.”
“Floyd is just like his dad—arrogant, mean, a total sonofabitch.

Like father, like son.”
“Hate’s a bad load to carry. I’m trying hard to lose it, but—”
“You’ll never—they’re mean bastards, both of them.”
We sat on the steps listening to the midnight sounds of insects

and owls, the far away howl of a lonely dog. When the time came, we
stood to leave. The slam of a door broke the sounds of the night.
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Chapter Twenty-Three
I talked to Gabbie as though she understood, and said I was sorry
I’d neglected her while playing softball. Little Dicky was visiting his
grandma in Salt Lake City, and I promised to give Gabbie more at-
tention. I didn’t admit I talked to my guitar, but I doubt anyone
would’ve been surprised. I sat on the black bench and polished her
with a piece of an old nightgown I borrowed from Mom’s quilt
scraps.

July 22nd grew closer. Every night before jumping in bed, I drew
a big red X on the current date of the calendar and counted the re-
maining days, to keep them in my head when I woke up.

“You and Wylina are the ones I love.” I finished cleaning Gabbie
and gave her a gentle pat. After strumming a chord and adjusting a
few flat strings, I sang Hank Williams’ “There’s Nothing as Sweet as
my Baby,” and followed with “Hey Good Lookin’” and finished with
“Just Waitin’”. I held Gabbie close to my heart and thought about my
arms around Wylina. I repeated, “I’m just waitin’ for you, just waitin’
for you, waitin’, waitin’.”

I don’t know how long the man in front of the porch had stared
at me before I saw him. I stared back, not at his tattered, dirty
clothes, or the long, stringy hair hanging down his neck, but the peg
leg.

The two of us stared at each other until the hobo spoke. I figured
he was a hobo, even though I’d never seen a real one.

“You sure can play that guitar, boy.” He grinned, showing
chipped, brown-stained teeth with gaps where some were missing.

“I’m Conor.” I hated being called a boy.
“Conor.” He rolled the name around his mouth like food he tast-

ed for the first time. “Celtic, if I’m not mistaken.”
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“Who are you?” He could’ve been an ax murderer, somebody
like that crazy Lizzy Borden. I glanced back at the door we left un-
bolted night and day.

“One Leg.”
“That’s your name?” I asked, like he was full of shit.
“Didn’t mean to disturb your playin’—I’m looking to work for a

bite to eat.”
“I don’t know of any work, but I might find something for you

to eat.”
“I’ll eat anything you can find, boy.”
I gave him a surly look.
“I apologize—Conor.”
“Follow me,” I said. I took him to the back of the house and had

him wait a few feet from the doorsteps. I hurried inside and went to
the living room where Mom was dusting and locked the front door.

“There’s a hobo waiting in the back—you have some food for
him?”

She put leftover sourdough hotcakes on a plate. She always left
the breakfast leftovers on top of the cook stove, and Franky wolfed
them down like a damn horse after he returned from moving his early
round of sprinklers.

I filled a mug with coffee. “You going to put butter and syrup on
those?” I asked.

“If he’s hungry, he’ll eat ‘em the way they are. And soon as he
finishes you bring back the dishes, and tell him after this, to go else-
where for food, because he’s not getting any here.” She went back to
dusting, and I poured maple syrup over the hotcakes and lifted a cou-
ple slices of cold bacon, stuck in their own grease, from a cast iron
skillet.

One Leg had stayed where I put him. I motioned him to take a
seat on the doorstep, handed him the plate, and set the mug of coffee
next to him on the step.
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The way he went after the food left no doubt he was near star-
vation, and if I hadn’t heard Mom in the kitchen, I would’ve refilled
the plate.

“A breakfast fit for a king,” he said. He picked up the mug and
drained it. “Sure you don’t have anything that needs tending
to—windows, trash?”

“The wind carries away the trash, and the windows get dirty be-
fore you can finish cleaning them. Nothing to do around here, for
you or me.”

He set the plate on the doorstep and stood. “I’ll move on. Thank
your mom for her generosity.” I followed him to the front of the
house. Before he stepped onto the street, he had more to say. “I didn’t
mean to sneak up on you, or interrupt your music, but you played
and sang so good I had to listen. You do that Gibson justice.”

I watched him head toward the highway. I wondered why he
wanted to be a hobo and beg for food. I wished I’d asked him how
he lost his leg. I should’ve piled all the leftover hotcakes on the plate.
If Franky wanted them, he should’ve eaten them at his five o’clock
breakfast. One breakfast ought to be enough to do anyone, and
Mom spoiled the selfish bastard by letting him eat two. Franky didn’t
need them as much as One Leg, no matter how many sprinkler pipes
he moved.

I went back to the bench with Gabbie and played more Hank
Williams. The time neared when I’d see Wylina, and I wanted to
sing something upbeat and happy, but before I struck a note, a movie
played in my head. A car drove up to the house, and the man driving
told me he was Victor’s friend and was taking me to my girl. I got in
the car, and he took off toward Pocatello. “You’re going the wrong
way!” I yelled. Instead of stopping, he sang “There are girls every-
where, girls everywhere,” and I put my hands over my ears to drown
out the words.
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The movie stopped. I shook my head, realizing things would
never be the same. Visiting Wylina for a weekend and having to come
back would only make life worse. I won’t want to leave, but I would
have no place to stay, no one to stay with. Coming back to Minidoka
and leaving Wylina a second time was too much. The answer came
from out of nowhere. Wylina and me would run away, hide out at
Leona’s place, or Billy Dill’s barn.

Clear my head, figure something out, work out a plan. “I’m sorry,
Gabbie, I gotta run. Now.”

I ran from the house to the highway, turned at the tracks, and
ran down them to Little Dicky’s boxcar. A voice told me I must make
the trip to Wylina’s before it’s too late. Too late, too late, too late...
My head cleared. There was no place to hide out without being dis-
covered. I’ll make the trip, even though I’ll have to return, but I’ll go
again over Christmas. Wylina and I will skate the full two weeks of
the break wrapped in each other’s arms, and the two of us will work
out a plan to get married after we graduate from eighth grade. “Just
waitin’ waitin’ waitin’...”

Not far ahead, someone walked the tracks. I slowed down and
followed behind the man with the long tangled hair.

He stopped and turned to face me. “You stalking me, boy?”
“I thought you left town.”
“Nope—decided to look the town over a couple more days.” He

tapped the end of his leg against the track to dislodge a piece of grav-
el.

“You can look Minidoka over in ten minutes, and the nearest
town is Rupert—that way,” I pointed.

“Rupert, the place I got off—” He glared at me, narrowing his
eyes. “You trying to run me out of town, boy?”

I thought about what he asked. I didn’t have any right to run him
off, hobo or not. I didn’t care how much time he spent in Minidoka if
he didn’t run around killing, robbing, or raping. The biggest problem
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I had with him was invading my running territory, my tracks. That,
and he was getting mighty close to Little Dicky’s boxcar.

“No,” I said, shaking my head, “not really.” I tried to get the right
words out, so he’d understand.

“What is it? If it’s the way I smell or look, or my peg leg you keep
gawking at, you can leave. Give me some space. I like my own space
as much as you.”

The filthy asshole can find space somewhere else. “You’re stand-
ing in the middle of my space.” The force of the words surprised me,
and I heard them the same time as One Leg. No matter how much
I thought and planned how to say something, different words from
somewhere tumbled out.

He doubled over laughing.
“Funny to you, not me—you’re standing where I run. No one us-

es this track except me, not even the train.”
“I don’t think it’s funny. I’m not striking the right notes with you

at all today—I understand what you mean. Problem is ...” A glazed
look covered his eyes, and he didn’t finish. Maybe he was having an
attack, or forgot what he was talking about.

“The problem is?” I reminded.
“Problem is I need to get off my feet. I’ll step out of the way, and

you can have the tracks all to yourself. Been a long morning, and a
long walk to my place.”

“You got a place out here?”
“I didn’t want to advertise, but you’ll know when I go inside, and

I’m asking you, one man to another, keep it between you and me. See
that lonesome boxcar up ahead? I moved in last night.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four
We sat on our hind-ends, legs spread in front of us, singing up a
storm. “I wanted my hands on this the first time I set eyes on her.”
He threw in a lick before we sang the final verse of Hank Snow's “I’m
Movin’ On”.

I took the thermos of coffee and old coffee mugs out of the bag
and set them on the floor. One Leg set the bag filled with leftover
food, a half-used bar of Ivory soap, and a few other things I’d gath-
ered, in the corner next to the wooden leg he strapped on for outside.
He carried the fresh pack of Pall Malls inside his shirt pocket.

I took a sip of coffee and thought back to last week, when I had
the run in with him after I’d given him breakfast. I never expected
we’d be playing Gabbie, and singing in Little Dicky’s boxcar. I was
surprised when he showed up at the front porch begging for food
the morning after he’d pissed me off on the railroad tracks, as though
nothing had happened.

“What the hell you want?” I’d asked.
“Those hotcakes were delicious, I couldn’t help coming back in

case your mom has one or two left over.”
“I might not own the tracks, but this is my space,” I said.
“You want, I can talk from the street, unless you own it as well.”
“You going to show up for breakfast every morning? I can save

you the effort, if so. Mom said yesterday’s leftovers were the first and
last you’re getting.”

“You say something bad about me?”
“Didn’t have to—she got a look at you from the window and

made up her own mind.” I figured he’d take what I said as an insult
and never be seen again, unless he came back in the middle of the
night and broke out our windows. I didn’t expect he’d find what I
said to be funny and bust his gut laughing at the insult I’d given. He
laughed so hard, I couldn’t help but join him, and we both wiped
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tears from our eyes. I was dead serious when I told him I’d meet him
with a bucket and bar of soap around the corner by the water spout,
but he continued laughing as I went inside the house.

Sitting beside One Leg and thinking back stirred up a smile.
“What you smiling about?”
“I was thinking how good I feel the closer Friday the 22nd gets.”

Then I got to thinking about One Leg. “Guess you’re going to have
to hunt down another source of food.”

He rested Gabbie’s neck on his thigh. “Don’t worry about
me—I’ll be pulling out about the same time.”

I realized One Leg would leave, but I didn’t expect so soon. I
hadn’t asked him much because he never came up with answers.
Could be he was leaving for the same reason as me.

“You got a girl somewhere?” I asked.
“Like the one you got waiting?” He gave the far-away expression

I was getting used to seeing. “No,” he said, “but I have a special girl
somewhere in Los Angeles I’m going to find.” He picked up Gab-
bie. “If you got any other questions, better ask now while I’m in the
mood.”

I’d been busy finding clothes for One Leg to have, for when he
came over tomorrow, so he wouldn’t have to put the stinky ones back
on. I found a shirt Dad hadn’t worn all that much and a pair of
khakis with a hole in the same leg that matched the one he was miss-
ing. I couldn’t come up with a new set of teeth.

“I’ve wanted to ask you about your missing leg,” I said.
“First thing everybody asks.”
“Do you tell?”
“Sure, but I lie. Everybody thinks I lost my leg hopping freight

trains, so I make the story more interesting.”
“Will you tell me what actually happened?”
“I tried to hop a freight train while it moved.”
“Isn’t it suppose to be moving when you jump on?”
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“If you want to lose a leg, or your life.”
I wasn’t sure if he was lying or not, but I’d find out. “Why’d you

start riding the rails?”
The faraway eyes returned, and the happy lines the music had

put on his face changed directions. “You’ll have to speculate.” He
changed the subject. “I have a question—you want to make more
music? My momma used to sing me this song.” He played a few bars
I recognized right away. “Amazing Grace” oozed from a place deep
inside him. Goosebumps raised on my arms and sent shivers down
my spine.

“Is your mom the special girl you’re going to go find next week?”
I bet I’d guessed right by the way he sang the song.

“No.”
“We aren’t going to be around each other in a few more days.” I

searched for the right words. “Now might be a good time for us to
talk.”

“Unless I missed something, I thought we were talking.”
“About stuff we wouldn’t want those we’re going to be around

forever to know—I got stuff in me that needs out, but wouldn’t want
it blabbed, with people all over town pointing and laughing at me.
Once I started I’d probably talk your leg off.” I didn’t intend to say
talking his leg off—it just came out.

“You can talk as long you don’t get long-winded,” he said, patting
his leg, “I’d hate to lose this one.”

I had so much I wanted to let out, now that the chance appeared,
I didn’t know where to start. “This is hard, even though you won’t be
around to tease me about what I say, or tell anyone I know.”

“You can’t say anything I haven’t done, seen, or thought of doing.
Make like I’m your psychoanalyst, this is my office, and I charge ten
bucks every hour you take of my time.”

“My dad doesn’t make more than ten dollars a day.”
“I don’t make ten dollars all month, so start talkin’.”
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“Do you see things other people don’t?”
“Could be, not much I miss.”
“Things like someone in here that might be a ghost, and do you

hear voices, and get weird pictures in your head?” I spit out, quickly,
“that’s mostly what’s on my mind—what I wouldn’t ask if you weren’t
leaving.”

“Well,” he rubbed his unshaven chin. “Guess I was wrong. The
only thing close to what you’re describing is when I used to
drink—most often when they’d throw me in jail or a hospital with
nothing to drink anywhere near. But, I’ve been with a lady who is fa-
miliar with haints.”

“She an alcoholic?”
“No, she’s one of those like you, who sees spirits. You’re not the

only one.”
“What if I tell you one is sitting between us, here in the boxcar?”
“I’d say you’re scaring the shit out of me.”
“Red’s harmless. He’s just a pain in the ass at times. He’ll go back

with Gabbie and me soon as I leave.”
“You talk about that guitar like she’s a person.”
“You think that’s crazy or stupid?”
He pointed to the peg leg against the wall. “Nope, I talk to him

like he’s a person. Everyone needs something to speak to that can’t
talk back. But,” he said, “there is something I have to tell you, no
amount of talking will stop the torment it gives me. I’m telling you
because of tomorrow, going to your house and all.” He faced me. “It
bothers me that you don’t know anything about me, yet you asked
me to your house to boil up my clothes and take a bath.”

“I trust you more than people I’ve known forever.”
“I could say the same about you, but two minutes ago I hadn’t a

clue you hang with haints.”
“You’re not coming because of ghosts?”
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“I’m not passing up the opportunity to sit back in an honest-to-
God bathtub, filled with warm sudsy water. I’m saying I don’t want
you ever inviting people into your house you don’t know a damn
thing about.”

He pulled out a cigarette, fingers shaking as he lit it. “Truth is,
I lied about the leg.” He took a deep drag and blew the smoke out
slowly, making smoke rings.

“First time I hopped a train, I got in a boxcar with two Jack
rollers I knew nothing about. Right off they figured I was green, a bo-
zo, and they took me under wing, acting like my best friends. When
the train was over the road in the middle of nowhere, they jumped
me. The big guy pulled out a shiv and held the blade against my
throat while the other one lay out everything he took from my bag.
They acted like they’d struck gold with the money clip holding a wad
of bills, my dad’s gold watch, rings, cuff links, and the other keepsakes
I carried in the bag along with a change of clothes.

“‘More fancy duds,’ the little guy said, holding up each article of
clothing he pulled from the bag. When I met them, they compli-
mented my shoes, trousers, and shirt. They weren’t going to be satis-
fied until they took everything I owned, including the clothes I wore.
As though he read my mind, the little guy took off my kicks, and I
knew the shirt and trousers were next. I was young and green, but
not stupid. They wouldn’t stop at that.

“They were going to kill me or throw me off the train, which
would likely be the same as killing me. I was barely sixteen and didn’t
know shit, but I didn’t want to die. I kept my eyes on the big guy
holding the blade against my throat, and waited for my chance to
make a move.”

One Leg stopped talking, snubbed out the cigarette and put the
butt in his shirt pocket. Before he continued, he lowered his face into
his hands as though he wanted to make what had happened go away.
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“After the shirt, the little guy pulled off my trousers and searched
the pockets, taking out coins and a cigarette lighter. The big guy told
him to get my under drawers. They argued. The little guy said he
didn’t want my stinking underwear and said if he thought they’d go
around his big ass, then he should be the one to pull them off. They
bantered back and forth, and the big guy waved the shiv in my face
and told me if I so much as moved, he’d bury it in my gut.

“I had hidden my fright up to this point, thinking I’d be safe if I
didn’t act scared, but I decided to change my behavior and pretend
like I’d given up, making them think I had no fight left. I whimpered,
making sounds like I was crying and had given in to whatever was go-
ing to happen to me. The big guy straddled me. He held the shiv in
one hand and pulled at my underwear with the other. I sobbed, heav-
ing my chest.

“I glued my butt to the floor as he struggled with one hand to
slip my underwear down. Then, as I hoped, fingers from both hands
slipped under the band. I felt the shiv lying free across my stomach.
My knee came up hard in his groin, and the knife hit the metal floor
with a clunk. His hands went to his crotch. I scrambled. Picked up
the shiv. He lunged at me. I thrust the blade into him with every bit
of strength I had. I stabbed until he hit the floor. I rose to my knees
with my back to the open door as the little guy came for me. He
knocked me down, but I pulled myself across the floor of the car. I
had no idea what he held behind his back until the piece of lead pipe
cracked me in the head. He swung the pipe wildly, hitting my head,
face, hands, pushing me backwards. A leg slipped out the door and
then the other. I grabbed the side of the door, hanging on to a grab
iron, searching with my feet for the stirrup below. He slammed my
fingers into a bloody, broken mess. I fell, my right leg went under the
train.”

AMONG THE JIMSON WEEDS 139



He sat motionless. “If I had bailed out the door, I’d be sitting
here with two good legs, but I didn’t know anything about riding
rails back then. Didn’t know black hearts were hidden.”

. . .
Two o’clock had arrived. Franky was changing sprinklers, and

Mom was on the way with a neighbor to a Bible study group in
Rupert. I filled the Maytag with hot water and poured in a cup of
laundry powder and waited at the front window. He came down
the street, and I ran to the back porch to open the door. But first, I
grabbed the box of laundry powder from the shelf to be on the safe
side and shook an extra measure into the water.

“You can trust me, but give me your word you’ll never do a crazy
thing like this again.”

“Throw your clothes in the washer, and I’ll show you the bath-
tub.”
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Chapter Twenty-Five
I stared across the horizon. I had no idea how long I’d sat with Wyli-
na’s letter in my shirt pocket, but long enough for my butt to remind
me of Dr. Jantz, who had worked on my bad tooth the week before
he killed his wife—long enough to watch pictures of my pissy life
come from beginning to an end, at Wylina’s hand, and back to the
bench on the front porch where I sat with Gabbie.

A burst of cold air affirmed I was alive, like it or not, and Red
Nolan’s words were loud and clear. “Wylina will live in your broken
heart forever, if you don’t let her go. Release her before she hurts you
more.”

“Shut up, Red! There’s nothing to release. She’s gone. She can’t
hurt me again. Are you listening, Red? She cannot hurt me more.”
I strummed Gabbie, but I lost my stomach for more sad songs—no
need for a crying bird and a lonesome whistle whining in the middle
of the night.

I strummed and talked to myself to keep the letter out of my
head. I hated her and loved her even though I could never be with
her again, and I didn’t understand why I still loved her—I didn’t
want to love her. She cut my heart out the night she went to the car-
nival and used it as a punching bag, when she lied about the medal-
lion.

The words came into my head, and without intending to, I sang
Hank Williams’ song “I’ve Lost the Only Love I Knew.”

Tears filled my swollen eyes, so I closed them and hugged Gabbie
against my chest. Someone, something, moved in close to me, com-
forting me. I had no idea who or what. I tried to keep my eyes closed,
not because I feared what surrounded me, but for fear whoever or
whatever comforted me would leave.

Even so, I couldn’t sit still or be quiet. My legs jumped. I had
to move. I leaned Gabbie against the wall. I flew over the steps and
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hit the grass running. Mrs. Talmann entered my head. Run, run!
Run until you drop, but trouble will still be with you. Her mouth
bounced up and down like my legs, nagging, nagging. Run, run fast
as you can, but you can’t run away from your problems—not your
problems.

I remained on the bench and hadn’t run an inch. “God help me,”
I said, burying my face in my hands.

“Conor!”
I raised my head and looked in all directions. A blast of cold air

circled me. The morning had turned into shit the minute I sat on the
bench, and I didn’t need more.

“Piss off.” I grabbed Gabbie, went to my room, and got into bed.
Franky was asleep with his alarm clock on the pillow beside his

head, to make sure he woke up to change the sprinkler pipes at
two-o’clock. I leaned back on the bed, my head full and heartbro-
ken. I rolled into a ball and hoped to stay forever. When Franky’s
alarm blasted me with a jolt, I buried my head under the pillow
and rolled back into the comforting ball. A bulldozer couldn’t move
me—please let me sleep until everything goes away, until my head is
empty...forever.

Forever may not happen, because Mom stood in the bedroom
doorway yelling that she isn’t going to call again. “If you want any
supper you better come eat.”

I drifted into sleep. If mother nature hadn’t wakened me, I would
have slept forever. I didn’t want to crawl out of the safe, warm, dark
hole where no one could hurt me, but I couldn’t stay any longer.

On the way back from the bathroom, I went to the kitchen for a
glass of water. Mom was doing the supper dishes and Dad was at the
table drinking coffee and smoking his pipe. I took a mug from the
cupboard.

“I put your plate away,” Mom said.
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Dad cleared his throat. “If he can’t come to the table when dinner
is ready, he doesn’t need to eat.”

Mom stiffened.
“I’m not hungry.”
“If you’d stop eating everything in the house of the morning,

you’d have an appetite for supper,” she said.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I knew damned well what it

meant, but I wanted Dad to hear.
“Leftovers disappear into thin air. You and me are the only ones

here, and I’m not eating them.”
“Ask Franky—he’s the one eats three breakfasts, not me.”
“Franky’s work gives him an appetite.” As usual, Dad jumped in

to defend Franky, the son who could do no wrong.
If Franky gave food to One Leg, it’d be just dandy. “Nobody

handed me a job.”
“Right now your job is to hush your mouth,” he said.
“Can I ask you a question?” I didn’t wait for an answer. “Why

didn’t you take me pheasant hunting and let me fire the twelve-
gauge, like you did Franky when he was ten?”

“What the hell kind of question is that?” The wooden chair
creaked as he pushed away from the table.

“One I think about.”
“Use a little sense, and you’d figure out you were only seven when

Franky was ten.”
“Three years later I turned ten.”
“I’ll tell you why. Your head is in the clouds. You’d of filled Sport

and me with buckshot, or killed us.” He got up from the table.
“I’d never shoot Sport.” I took a sip from the mug and headed for

my room.
“Franklin,” Mom said. I didn’t look, but I imagined her hand on

his shoulder urging him to hold back. “Something’s happened, he’s
not been the same since early this morning.”
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No, not the same, but don’t worry about me. I’ll live with what’s
wrong forever—same as not getting to shoot the twelve-gauge. I
closed the door to my room. The last thing I needed was them talk-
ing shit about me when they had no idea who I was any more than I
did.

I set the mug on the ledge of the windowsill, kicked off my shoes,
crawled into bed, and curled up. I eased into the sleep, but as I en-
tered the darkness, my body jerked. My eyes popped wide open. The
July page of the calendar entered my head. July 22nd. The date cir-
cled in red—only one day remained unmarked—the day I was sup-
posed to ride to Caldwell with Victor’s friend. I knew Victor only as
Little Dicky’s brother, and didn’t know his friend at all. I’ve known
Wylina for five years, but until this morning I had no idea I didn’t
know her any better than I knew Victor and his friend.

The coffee grew cold as sleep covered me in its darkness. I awak-
ened, having no idea how long I’d slept, and didn’t care. The cool cof-
fee felt good against my dry mouth and throat as I gulped it down.
Nothing mattered, except thirst and bladder. If not for their desper-
ate signals, I would never get out of bed.

On the way to the bathroom, voices came from my parent’s
room. Closer, I overheard words coming through a crack in the door,
the way Mom leaves it unless they’re doing it, which is disgusting at
their ages. I didn’t intend to eavesdrop until I heard my name being
used, and I had a right.

“Maybe if we tell him we’re going back, he’ll get better,” my dad
said.

“Not with him wearing me out the next three weeks, driving me
crazy. Once something gets in his head, he won’t let go. You’re at
work and free from listening to him. You have no idea. I’ll tell him
the day before we leave.”

“I see more than you think. Why he turned out so different from
the others is the puzzle.”
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“Franklin, they’re all different, not one of the six alike.”
“Not a one is different in the way Conor’s different, Maddie, and

you know it.”
“I suppose, but I don’t want him to know until I start packing.

He’s not the only one who’ll be happy we’re going back to Roswell.”
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Chapter Twenty-Six
With Gabbie on my back, I walked the tracks, kicking the larger
rocks mixed in with the gravel, letting thoughts come and go. Little
Dicky and One Leg were the only friends I had to talk to, and Little
Dicky was in Salt Lake City, which left One Leg. Strange that they
were my only friends, and hadn’t met. Little Dicky went to visit his
grandmother before One Leg came to town, and One Leg would
leave before Little Dicky returned.

The sun hit my back. Why didn’t I get up earlier? He might be
gone, already on a train, barreling down the tracks straight for Los
Angeles. I walked faster. He said he’d be gone before the 22nd, when
I made the trip to Caldwell. I kicked my foot in the gravel. He’d bet-
ter be there. I had to catch One Leg before he left, to tell him what’s
happened, but I can’t tell him why the girl I loved and believed loved
me had broken my heart, because I didn’t know.

Why? The word showed up in big letters, the question mark
dripping black paint.

Why did this happen? Why did my parents make me leave Wyli-
na, the only person in the world I loved? We waved and blew kisses
as the car pulled away, following the truck. My heart ached so hard I
wanted to jump out and run back to her. The letter came, and the ug-
ly truth was, she didn’t love me—never loved me as I loved her. My
heart broke, cried out in pain—a different pain—worse than when
my parents took me away from her. And now my heart cried in pain
at the thought of seeing her again, begging me not to plunge the
knife deeper by having to face the girl who stabbed me, hearing her
voice, that silly giggle. Oh God! Why?

I had to forget Wylina. I remembered the amount of time I’d
spent after getting her last letter, trying to convince myself every-
thing would be okay. I played the plan in my mind. Once Little
Dicky came home, I’d tell him about the letter and thank him for be-
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ing my friend, and act as if I was happy to stay here. He’d say how
sorry he felt about the letter, but he’d be happy I wouldn’t be running
away with Wylina, and that we’d go to high school together, playing
baseball, and running with each other after school. I no longer have
plans, have no place to go, nothing left...I have no life. I no longer am
me. When she took herself from me, she took me away, and now my
parents were going to dump me in her lap, making me a prisoner.

The door to the boxcar was open. I poked my head inside and
called his name.

“You bring the Gibson?” He appeared in the light of the open
door.

I handed Gabbie to him. “I figured you’d want to say goodbye to
her before you go.”

“I’m pleased to see you both,” he said, taking Gabbie from my
hands. “But, she’s the one that makes my heart dance a jig.”

I handed him the grocery bag and lifted myself into the boxcar.
One Leg went through the bag like a kid at Christmas. He held up
the left shoe and smiled big. He rubbed the leather, examined the in-
side, and sniffed the shoe before he kicked his old one off. After slip-
ping the shoe on his only foot, he tied the laces, stood, and took a
few steps. He was so grateful he almost cried.

“I thought you could use a new shoe,” I said.
“You have no idea what this means to me. It’s hard to get my

hands on a good shoe unless I steal it from someone who’s passed out
or dead.”

“I stole this one from an asshole named Franky.”
“Looks and smells brand new—straight out of the shoe store.”

He raised his brow, cocked his head, and the way he stared me in
the eye, I thought I was going to get a lecture, but it didn’t come.
He picked up Gabbie and started strumming and singing an upbeat
song.
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One Leg’s excitement over Franky’s shoe lifted my spirits, and
I’m glad I stole the damn thing. I forced a smile and tried to act hap-
py. What happened between Wylina and me since I last visited had
nothing to do with him, and was out of his hands. I listened, but
didn’t join in on the singing.

One Leg stopped strumming. “So, today’s not a day for happy
songs? How about some Hank Williams down and out stuff, like you
were singing the day we met?”

“Play anything you want. You’re the one leaving.”
“I like the lonesome song with the lonesome train whistle and a

bird with a tear in its eye. Can you imagine a bird crying? Now that’s
sad.”

“You’re making fun of me, aren’t you?” He took Gabbie to the
corner, leaned her against the wall, and returned to sit next to me.

“Surely me leaving tomorrow isn’t what has you down in the
mouth. What’s wrong?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “I wasn’t going to say anything.”
“I recognized the sorrow from the time I spotted you coming up

the tracks. Written all over you—in your walk, and up close, in your
face, your eyes. . .” He raised his voice, “Somebody beating you up,
hurting you, doing bad things to you, son?”

I nodded because that was exactly what Wylina did to me—bad,
mean, hurtful things. “You’re damn right.”

“Whoever it is, get help from someone that can get you away.”
“Wylina.”
“The girl you’re going to visit? How can she help you?”
“She’s the one hurting me. She treated me mean, and she’s doing

bad things to me. She’s beating me up, taking out my heart, and using
it as a punching bag. Beating the shit right out of me, and there’s
nothing I can do to make it stop hurting.”

“You have two choices—let her go, or fight to keep her. You can’t
do both. You have to decide.”
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“This happened to you?” I asked.
He laughed. “Happens to everybody, and it’ll happen to you

again and again.”
“Never again.” I didn’t care whether he believed me or not.
“Then you’re going to win her back?” He nodded his head in ap-

proval.
“I don’t want her back!”
One Leg’s eyebrows shot up. He didn’t understand.
“I don’t want her back, but I don’t want to let her go. I never

want to see her again.”
His eyes faded, and the color drained from his face. After a while,

he spoke, “No, you don’t want to...,” and then he went silent.
I watched him drift away. I didn’t want to interrupt his thoughts,

but I couldn’t wait any longer. I had to explain. “I can’t help myself,
One Leg. Honest to God, I can’t help myself.”

He placed a hand on my shoulder. “I know, boy, I know.”
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
Deep in our own thoughts, we sat on the boxcar floor. I stood and
stretched. I checked out Franky’s shoe on One Leg’s foot—the shoe I
had taken from the closet, leaving the white tissue paper, receipt, and
its right mate in the shoe box.

“Perfect fit,” I said.
“Thank you, or should I thank Franky?”
“The girl you’re going after in Los Angeles, the special girl you

want to find, did she hurt you?”
He didn’t answer. I shouldn’t have asked, but it was too late. “Are

you going to Los Angeles to win her back?”
“No,” he answered. “I have to find her, to know she’s okay.”
“You got other girlfriends?”
“She’s not my girlfriend—enough with the questions.”
I sat down across from him, my legs crossed, and rolled over

some songs in my mind in case he got back in the mood to make mu-
sic. I was thinking of this song about a travelin’ man being around
too long, and while I tried to get it down, a thought hit me on the
head with so much force I about toppled over. The answer was right
in front of me.

“One Leg!” I yelled, like he was a mile away.
His body jerked, and his eyes darted across the floor as though

he expected a coiled rattlesnake.
“I’m going with you!” The fog in my head rose above me; my

shoulders lightened. Electricity charged through my body.
“Going where?”
“To get away from my parents, Wylina, and everything wrong.”
“I don’t know where you’re going, but you’re not going anywhere

with me.” He must not understand. “I’m going with you to Los An-
geles.”
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“You’re talking foolish, boy.” His voice was strange, and he
changed into a different person before my eyes.

“I won’t slow you down, or get in your way, or—”
“You’re not going.”
“I thought—”
“Makes no difference what you thought. Listen to me, boy.

You’re not going. I don’t want anymore said.”
“Can I at least talk?”
“As long as it’s not this hare-brained idea of going with me to

Los Angeles, I don’t care what you talk about.” He glared at me and
turned away, but not before I saw the hurt in his eyes.

“We’re friends, right?” I asked, wondering why he acted strange,
as though I didn’t exist.

“You’re one of the best friends I’ve ever had, Conor.” He looked
me in the eye. “And I mean it.”

How he claimed to be my friend, yet told me I couldn’t go with
him to Los Angeles, got in my head and wouldn’t leave. I didn’t un-
derstand. “I’m your friend for real, and I’ll keep helping you with cig-
arettes and food because you’re my friend.”

“You’re running from your problems, instead of meeting them
head on. Remember the talk we had?”

“My problems don’t leave, they been with me every day of my
life—how can you say I’m not facing them?” Why in the hell does he
sound like Talmann?

“Everyday problems come with living—life is one fucked up
problem.”

“Fucked up—that’s me.”
“No, it’s you being sorry for yourself.”
“My dad wouldn’t take me hunting with him because he thought

I’d shoot him. My mom says the shit in my head wears her out. They
tell me how stupid, how different, I am.”
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“You don’t know different, and I hope you never do. Riding rails
sounds exciting to you—fun and adventure. You want to be a road
kid, a slave to a Jocker that makes you steal for him, sleep with him...
That what you want?”

“You’d never let that happen—you’d protect me.”
“You’re damn right.”
“I’m asking,” I pleaded. “You have to take me.”
He jumped up and hopped to the door, grabbing the side with

one hand and shaking his fist with the other. His voice boomed. “Get
the hell out!” He pointed out the door. “Now!”

My heart thumped, and I felt like someone had slugged me hard
in the stomach. “No, God no. Don’t do this,” I sobbed as I sat on
the floor. I had no idea what to do or say. My mind and body sep-
arated from each other. Jumbled words, gibberish, spilled from my
mouth. “You’re all I got—the cigarettes, food—I don’t under-
stand—trimmed your hair with Mom’s sewing scissors—if she finds
out she’ll kill me. Franky’s shoe.” I rambled from one thing to anoth-
er, the words making no sense.

He reached for my shoulder to give me a pat, a hug, assure me
that everything was all right—tell me I could go with him, and that
he’d make sure nothing awful happened to me.

My head snapped backward as he grabbed my shirt and jerked
me forward. “Get up and jump out before I throw your ass out!”

He was crazy. Something had happened to him. Someone must
have given him poisoned food. I whimpered, and couldn’t stop.

“Stop blubbering, you damn fool. You think I care about you?
I don’t care shit about you. I used you. Shoes, cigarettes, anything I
was able to squeeze out of you. You’re a snivel-nosed kid from the
outside world. I’m an Airedale on the road. Go! Get the fuck away
from me!”

I hit the ground running, tasting tears. A knot formed in my
stomach. I ran on rubber legs. The worse I hurt, the harder I ran.
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I stood, doubled over the toilet, puking my insides out. Coffee
splashed into the bowl until nothing came out, leaving only the pain.

I held my head under the stream of cold water splashing into the
wash basin. Numb, inside and out, I told myself it was a dream. I
dripped water on the way to my room. But it wasn’t a dream, and I
didn’t need anyone to do what needed to be done.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
I tossed the small brown suitcase on the bed. Mom opened the door
and walked into the room as I dropped a pair of undershorts into the
valise. I wanted to ask her if she remembered how to knock, but I
didn’t. Instead, I went back to the open drawer and grabbed a hand-
ful of socks.

“What are you doing?” The higher tone of her voice vibrated.
“I’m throwing socks in a suitcase, the suitcase with a broken lock

and missing key, that you gave me to keep puzzles in—I figured it’s
mine.” I sat down on the bed and tried to think of what to say when
she asked why I was packing clothes.

“I saved you some supper,” she said.
“I’m not hungry, but thanks.” I wanted her to leave, with ques-

tions unanswered. Packing was difficult enough without her stand-
ing over me.

“You didn’t say a word about Caldwell. You planned on taking
off without telling us?”

That’s why she didn’t ask. I had no idea how she knew about
Caldwell, and I didn’t care. The truth is, I was relieved I didn’t have
to make up an explanation about the suitcase. “I was going to tell
you. That’s why I’m packing, so I’ll be ready tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?”
“In the morning, bright and early.”
She mumbled something and left. I heard her talking to Dad in

the living room. I couldn’t understand what they were saying, but I
imagined they were talking about the trip to Caldwell, and coming
up with reasons why they weren’t allowing me to go. This made it
easier. When they say I can’t go, I would act upset, argue a bit, then
sneak out after they’d gone to bed.

I was in front of the closet looking for shirts, when they came in-
to the room. They watched me trying to fold the red shirt the way I’d
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seen Mom. I kept starting over until I gave up and realized I’d never
get the damn thing folded as long as they were in the room. Crum-
pled or not, I dropped it into the suitcase.

“What in hell’s going on?” Dad asked. He sounded upset, but he
didn’t scare me, not anymore. His frame filled the doorway, and I
wondered if I’d get as big and tall as him.

“Did you forget how to talk during your two-day sleep?” He was
irritated, as usual, when I didn’t answer him the second he asked
something.

“I planned to tell you before I go tomorrow.”
“You can forget about going.”
I’m damned near fourteen, and it pissed me off thinking he

could tell me I couldn’t go. I had changed my mind about going, but
who the hell is he to tell me I can’t, with no reason? No explanation.
Nothing. “You’re telling me I can’t go?” I challenged.

“Not unless you walk—your ride left four hours ago.”
I had news for the man who thought he knew everything. “We’re

leaving four o’clock tomorrow.”
“According to your mom, a friend of the Fanelli’s came looking

for you around four o’clock today, saying you were riding to Caldwell
with him.”

My head ached. I was confused. Images replayed the day’s events
in my mind. I checked the circled date on the calendar very first
thing when I jumped out of bed. I filled the grocery bag with goods,
strapped Gabbie to my back, went to the room, took Franky’s left
shoe from the shoe box. Pictures came, showing me leave the house
on the way to say goodbye to One Leg. More images poured in, but I
tried to stop them. I didn’t want to see what came next.

The sickness in my stomach returned. I stood in front of the box-
car door, set the grocery bag on the floor, and handed Gabbie to him.
Images flashed like a neon sign. Handed over the Gibson, the Gib-
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son, my Gabbie... A sound coming from the tips of my toes erupted
like the wail of a trapped animal. Blinded, I ran for the door.

“Where do you think you’re going!” It was a command, not a
question. I tried to squeeze by him. He pushed his feet against the
sides of the door frame. Arms burst from his sides, slamming me
back.

“I have to go! I have to!” I yelled, rallying my strength against his
solid chest.

“You’re not going anywhere—get back!” He grabbed my arm
and spun me around, pushing me away.

The crazy bastard didn’t understand. “No!” I charged him. “I
have to! Dammit, let me go!” Get Gabbie. I have to get Gabbie. I’ll
run as hard as I can and break through the wall of the room. I’ll take
the chair and break out the window. “Let me go!”

“You’ll have to go through me.”
I stepped back and sucked in a deep breath of air. I pictured my-

self knocking him down. He was old. He had arthritis. I’ll bash him
so hard he’ll hit the floor, and I’ll sail right over the top of him and
out the door before he knows what hit him. He thinks I’m stupid,
but he’ll be the stupid one when I run over him and leave him hurt
on the floor.

Muscles tightened, adrenalin surged. Every nerve listened for the
silent order.

Now!
Mom screamed.
Everything blurred as I began to see light again. I sat on the floor,

cradling my head, sure he’d broken my jaw. He stood in the doorway,
rubbing the knuckles of his right hand.

“You son-of-a-bitch,” I said. The words were weak. I didn’t care
what he did to me——kick the shit out of me while I’m down, slug
me again, whatever.
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“Go,” he said, nursing his fist. “Nothing more I can do if you’re
determined to ruin your life. Do what you want.” He turned away.

Mom placed her hand on my shoulder. I sensed the sorrow
through her touch.

“Maddie, I’m going to bed, you coming?” He walked into the liv-
ing room and waited.

She looked down at me, and I’m not sure, but she may have had
tears in her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. She turned and followed
after him.

I finished packing, and when they had gone to bed, I went into
the bathroom and washed my blotchy, swollen face. I held the wet,
cold washcloth over my jaw, nose, and eyes for a minute.

I went back to my room to get the suitcase, and said a prayer. It
wasn’t the kind of prayer a preacher would give, but if God was lis-
tening, he’d understand.

I stashed the suitcase under the porch and walked quietly to the
road, before breaking into a hard run. Praying, hoping, wishing all
the way down the tracks that I’d find Gabbie leaning against the box-
car wall in the corner where I had left her. If she was there, I’d keep
my promise and never doubt God again.

The door was open, as usual. Darkness hampered my view. I
yelled One Leg’s name, hoping to hear him answer. I lifted myself
inside the doorway. If he jumped me and tried to throw me out, I
was ready to fight to my death. I wasn’t leaving without my Gabbie.
I walked my hands along the wall in the dark, searching for her. I
reached the other side empty-handed. I dragged my feet carefully
along the floor, crisscrossing back and forth. I ran my hands along the
sides, again and again. Tears stung my cheeks. I didn’t fight One-Leg
until death, but I might as well have died. The well of tears had long
gone dry. Alone. I sat on the floor, my body weak, and wept.

. . .
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I walked, carrying the suitcase, toward Fanelli’s, to cut across
their backyard to Hall’s, then to the highway. A car revved into ac-
tion and spoiled the stillness of the night. Bright headlights blinded
me. Then the engine slowed, and the car stopped. A head poked out
of the driver’s window.

“Who’s there?” Someone yelled as I neared the window.
“Conor—Little Dicky’s friend.”
“Why the hell you walking the streets of Minidoka on Friday

night, when you’re supposed to be in Caldwell?”
Like I’m going to tell everyone my girlfriend stuck a knife in my

heart and twisted it like a two-timing bitch, and that I didn’t ever
want to see her face again. Like I’m supposed to keep my mind on
the day of the week and know today is Friday, not tomorrow.

“Turns out I couldn’t go—I had no way to reach your friend.” I
hadn’t lied, but hadn’t entirely told the truth.

“Wherever you’re headed, climb in.” The cigarette he flipped out
the window flashed a red tail. “Throw the suitcase in the back. I can
give you a ride, or you can run with me.”

Before turning onto the highway, he said, “Randy, the guy that
was taking you to Caldwell, told me about a whore house in
Twin—want to check it out?”

“Sure.”
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
I held the last two bottles between my thighs. I opened one for Vic-
tor. Foam rose up the small neck and ran down the bottle. I opened
the beer, and lifted it to my mouth, catching the overflowing foam
as he’d done. Beer helped the pain. I hadn’t drunk beer, other than
a taste my brother-in-law gave me once in a while. Not sure if I was
drunk, but I loosened up enough to tell Victor how I ended up get-
ting my face messed up. He laughed and said whatever I did must’ve
pissed my old man good. I didn’t say anything.

“We need more beer,” Victor said when we entered Rupert. He
slugged the remains from his bottle and made a face. “Cold beer,” he
said as he pulled to the side of the beverage store. “What kind of cig-
arettes you smoke?” he asked before getting out.

“Right now, yours.” I laughed. I didn’t tell him only girls and
sissies smoked cigarettes with filters. I didn’t want to embarrass him,
and besides, I liked the Marlboros.

“We’ve got plenty of those. Anything else you need?”
“Nothing,” I said.
He came back to the car carrying the brown bag with the two six-

packs and handed it to me through the window.
“How old are you?” he asked as we left the store.
“Sixteen,” I lied.
“Sixteen, and in the eighth grade?” He squinted into my face,

and I don’t think he believed me.
“I’m stupid,” I shrugged.
“Me, too,” he said, “I dropped out soon as I turned sixteen. I’m

eighteen now, and I’m glad I did.”
“This was my last year of school.”
He took the church key and opened a cold one. “You running

because of your old man?”

159



“He’d be reason enough, but there’s more.” I spilled my guts
about Wylina going to the carnival with some creep, and when I
found out we were moving back to Roswell, I explained how there
was no other choice, because no way in hell I was going to be any-
where near her, even if I lived to be a hundred.

“I wondered what made you change your mind about going. Lit-
tle Dicky made it sound like life and death if you didn’t go.”

“I’m not going back, for sure. I’m staying away from her for the
rest of my life.” I didn’t want to talk about Wylina, but Victor had a
way of getting stuff out of me before I knew what he was up to.

“She must be a witch, or something, to have enough power to
send you packing.” He shook his head. “Ain’t a girl alive make me do
anything I don’t want.”

“It’s me doing it.”
“Once you let a girl sink a hook in your balls, you’re headed for a

life of misery.”
“I’m the one don’t want to see her.” I wished like hell he hadn’t

made me tell him about Wylina.
He started to say something, but changed his mind, and I’m glad

he shut up. We drank beer and smoked, with nothing being said
about Wylina, or anything else. The quiet drove me half nuts, and I
started thinking about the whorehouse. I wanted to talk, to get my
mind on something else. The thoughts and pictures running in my
head were exciting, but scary. I wished I hadn’t agreed to go, but I
didn’t want him to think I wasn’t man enough. I hoped I’d know
what to do and not make a fool of myself. I didn’t want to do some-
thing stupid at a whorehouse.

“How far to Twin?” I asked.
He snubbed his cigarette and tossed it out the window. “Hour,

more or less, probably more—with all those little towns along the
way, and the number of beers I drink.” Then, out of the blue, like he’s
reading me he asked, “You ever been to a whorehouse?”
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“Not really,” I tried hard not to sound nervous.
He laughed.
I defended myself. “Never had a chance. Not afraid to or any-

thing. I’m sure I can make a whore feel good.”
“I never been in one, either. I hoped you could tell me. The girls

I go with are all whores, but I never been in a house full of them.” He
took out a cigarette. “But, I think about it a lot.”

“They sit half-naked on sofas, and you pick one.” I heard that
from Billy Dill.

“I want one with long hair and big tits.” Victor lit his cigarette.
“What kind of whore you going to pick?”

I didn’t know if the beer, or thinking about the whores, made me
dizzy and I had no answer since I’d never met a whore. “One more
beer and it won’t matter,” I said, opening another.

Victor turned off Falls Road onto a street with houses close to-
gether. He pulled a bit of paper folded in half from his shirt pocket.
“I remember the street but wrote the house number down. Names
are easy—numbers I can’t remember for shit.” He handed the slip of
paper to me. “Read this to me.”

“Five-two-nine-o-six—five-twenty-nine-zero-six.”
Few porch lights being on caused difficulty trying to read the

house numbers as we drove up and down the street.
“Shouldn’t a red light be on?” I asked. “I heard whorehouses have

a red light in the window, so you can find them.” Billy told me that,
too.

“It probably burned out like all the porch lights.”
Good god, he is stupid, I thought to myself. The teachers proba-

bly asked him to leave at sixteen. I laughed out loud.
All of a sudden he pulled the car over. “We’re here,” he said, like

a calling from Jesus himself. “C’mon.”
Victor knocked on the door. The entire place was dark, and no

light of any color could be found. Nobody answered, so we both
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knocked. Victor pounded out “shave and a haircut six-bits,” so I
joined him. Next, we sang the words as we knocked, increasing the
loudness of both the knocking and singing. A light came on inside
the house, followed by a blinding light above the door. I read the
house number. It started with seven and only had two more num-
bers. Five, the only correct number, dangled upside down.

A burly man, big as a gorilla, threw the door open. He was in
his undershorts and covered with enough hair to weave a rug. He
stared down at us and didn’t appear happy. “You better come up with
a damn good reason to be banging on my door this time of night.”

“I think we made a mistake—there aren’t enough numbers, and
the five is upside down.” I tried to apologize, but it went all to hell
when I broke out laughing and couldn’t stop.

Victor broke out laughing, too. Between spurts, he spit out,
“This isn’t the whorehouse?”

“You rotten little sons-a-bitches, I’ll show you a whorehouse.”
He put his fingers to his mouth and whistled.

With a huge black dog on our heels, we hauled ass to the car. Vic-
tor made it, jumped in, and slammed the door. I grabbed for the pas-
senger door handle and missed. Both feet slid under the car, and I hit
the road on my ass.

Black Dog leapt on top of me, knocking me flat on my back. Vic-
tor laughed while I prepared to die. All of a sudden I got washed
from forehead to neck with a huge wet tongue. I wrapped my arms
around Black Dog’s neck and scratched his ears the way Sport liked.
His tongue tickled the inside of my ears, and I wanted to stay forever.

“Get in before the black monster rips you to pieces,” Victor
called out the window.

I glanced across the street at the man in the doorway. “The only
monster is the one across the street.” I patted Black Dog on the head
and said goodbye. The guy in the doorway whistled, and the dog ran.
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The door closed, the lights went out, and the house returned to dark-
ness.

“What made you think this was the place?” I asked as we drove
away. “The number wasn’t close.”

“If I was going to open a whorehouse on this street, that’s where
I’d put it,” he said. He turned onto Falls Road. “You still have the pa-
per with the number?”

I gave the slip of paper back to him.
“I think I gave you a phone number,” he said, putting it away.
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Chapter Thirty
Victor didn’t want to drop me off at the train depot. “You’ll kill your-
self hopping a train.”

“I won’t get on without light enough to see.” Nothing he could
say would stop me. “And I won’t hop a moving train—I’ll hide in one
before the train leaves.”

“What makes you an authority on hopping trains? If you don’t
kill yourself first, you’ll end up in the caboose, and I don’t mean the
train caboose.”

“You got a better idea?”
“Coffee.” He said in my state, I’d kill myself walking, and until I

downed a pot of coffee and a big platter of food, he wasn’t taking me
near a train.

I closed my eyes, not just to sleep but to avoid hearing Victor
who all of a sudden became an expert on riding the rails. My head
started swimming in circles, and the dizziness traveled to my stom-
ach, making me want to puke. I had to tell Victor, or he’d kill me be-
fore the train had a chance. He said to roll down the window, stick
my head out, and keep it there. To take my mind off throwing up I
counted traffic, but we only met three cars and a truck, all coming
straight at me with more headlights than I’d ever seen.

Everyone in Magic Valley was at the 24-Hour Truck Stop, which
explained why nobody was on the road. Victor took a quick turn
to get the space where a Pontiac pulled out, and my head slammed
against the window frame. “Goddam, get your head inside,” he
yelled, as though it was my fault.

I’d been in the car so long I had a hard time standing and walk-
ing, and that pissed Victor off, too. “You walk like you’re drunk. Nei-
ther one of us is old enough to drink, so don’t walk like you’re drunk
on your ass.”

“I’d walk this way even if I were old enough.”
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He walked ahead and waited at the entrance as I wobbled among
the cars.

Victor opened the door, and I stepped into another world. My
senses were awakened by jumbled squeals, laughter, voices shrill to
deep, clinking mugs, platters, silverware, and music from a jukebox
that cut through like lead balls fired from a shotgun. The smell of
smoke and bacon grease blended with the stimulation, and I wanted
time to freeze and stay in the middle of it forever. Victor made a
beeline for the bathroom. I followed until the floor jumped up and
smacked the toes of my shoes. To break my fall, I grabbed a hold of a
small table placed near the hallway that led to the toilets.

He hollered, “Keep that table—it’s probably the only one left.”
A waitress dressed in a white top and tight black skirt came to

the table with a pot of coffee. Her lips were bright red, and a black
bow sat in the middle of blond hair stacked on top of her head. With
her hair down, she’d be the one Victor picked at a whorehouse.

I flipped the coffee mugs upright, and she filled them. Unless it
belonged to someone else, the name tag pinned to her top said she
was Dora. I moved my eyes away quickly and said, “Thanks, Dora,”
so she would think I stared at the name card instead of her boobs,
but she slapped two menus down and walked away, without saying
anything. I took a sip of the hot coffee and watched her, expecting
the back of her skirt to split wide-open with each step.

“Nice,” Victor said, picking up his cup.
“Strong and hot,” I said, thinking he meant the coffee.
Victor followed Dora with his eyes. “Not exactly my description,

but that’s a good one.”
“If she comes back with more while I’m in the restroom ask her

to refill my cup.”
“Brush off the seat of your pants while you’re there, or everyone

will be staring at your butt instead of Dora’s.”
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I bombarded two cigarette butts into pieces, chasing them
around the urinal with the strong stream. I ran out of ammunition
and finished up singing the silly ditty, “no matter how much you
shake and dance, the last two drops get in your pants.”

I stared into the mirror, surprised by the reflection. My left eye
was swollen and red, and the right side of my face from the chin up
looked like a tire had rolled over it. I washed my hands and splashed
cold water on my face. I pulled off the tee shirt, shook it out and,
after using it as a towel, draped it on the divider that separated the
urinal and toilet stall. Dropping my jeans to the ankles, I twisted the
seat around and smiled, thinking of the black dog as I slapped the
dried clumps of mud off the seat of my britches.

I craned my head to check my work and saw another pair of
blue jean-covered legs standing too close for comfort. I jerked up my
pants, grabbed the tee shirt, and moved away from the sink.

“Take your time, I’m in no hurry,” the man said.
I pulled the tee-shirt over my head and hurried out the door.
Victor and Dora were sharing funny stories. The coffee pot was

sitting on the table, and she held an order pad.
“We were ready to send in the rescue squad in case you passed

out,” Victor said.
I didn’t laugh. My mind was on the man in the restroom, who

had probably been in the stall while I acted stupid. God knows how
long he’d waited for me to finish with the sink.

“Pay no attention to Victor—we were talking old times.” She
took out her pen, nodding at the man watching us from behind the
counter. “I better get your order before I get fired.” Victor winked. “I
told you what I wanted.”

Dora slapped his shoulder with the order pad. “What you want
isn’t on the menu.”

We both ordered bacon and eggs with hash browns and toast.
“And a bottle of hot sauce... since I can’t have you,” Victor said.
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“There’s a bottle on the table, and you know it.” She moved the
bottle of hot sauce next to his coffee.

We watched her walk away. “I should’ve guessed you knew her,”
I said.

“How’s that?”
“She’s your type.”
I loved the truck stop. The atmosphere was new to me and

picked up my mood. For once, I wasn’t worried about doing some-
thing stupid, or saying the wrong thing. I looked around, and every-
one acted stupid. For long stretches of time, I forgot Wylina had ru-
ined my life. I was drunk, the best I could tell, and if true then being
drunk was good for the soul.

I took a Marlboro from the pack and fired up. I could spend
the rest of my life smoking, drinking beer, and sitting in a truck
stop at two o’clock in the morning. Maybe I would. I sipped my cof-
fee, leaned back in the chair, wondering where all these people came
from and if they were drunk, too.

“You okay?” Victor asked, “I meant it when I said I thought
you’d passed out in the restroom. You’re drunk as all shit, and
could’ve.”

“Just thinking how swell this place is. First time I’ve been in a
truck stop.”

“If I’d known, I would have brought you here, instead of wasting
time looking for the whorehouse. This is my favorite place after a
night of drinking.”

“Tonight is the most fun I’ve had.”
“You should’ve been running with me instead of my little broth-

er.”
“I miss Little Dicky.”
“Better without him, he’d spend all night praying for us.”
Dora balanced two platters, and a plate stacked with toast on

one arm, and gripped the handle of a coffee pot with the other. She
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delivered our food, warmed up our coffee, and asked if we needed
anything else. She smiled at Victor and said, “Anything that’s on the
menu.”

The food and coffee, mixed with beer, had a sobering effect and
stirred images of why I had to leave. “It’s after two-thirty. When
you’re ready, you can drop me off at the train station. I promise I
won’t jump into a boxcar until daybreak.”

“They check the boxcars before sending them out, you know.”
“Then I’ll hop one all coupled up and moving.”
“Write something for me.” He slid a napkin in front of me.

“When Dora comes around, borrow her pen.”
“Why can’t you write it?”
“Write what you want me to say at your funeral. It’s your words

they’ll want to hear.” He sounded serious.
“What happens, happens.” I was serious, too.
The man dressed in the tight jeans and plaid shirt from the re-

stroom, where I made a fool of myself, smiled and said howdy as he
passed by the table.

“Who is he?” I asked.
“Truck driver—I’ve seen him here a time or two, but don’t know

his name.”
“He said howdy to us, so I figured you knew him. He must drink

a lot of coffee, for sure.”
“Truckers say howdy to everyone. Why?”
“He was in the restroom when I bombed cigarette butts and

brushed off the seat of my britches.” I didn’t tell him the part about
singing, dancing, shaking, and swinging my dick around.

Victor’s eyes brightened like they do when a new thought smacks
you in the head. “You serious about going to Los Angeles?”

“Nothing can make me change my mind.”
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“I have an idea. You might run into a trucker headed for Los An-
geles. Try your hand at hitching a ride with one of them. That’s a
damn sight better than getting killed jumping a train.”

“How can I do that?”
“Ask,” he mouthed softly, shaking his head, “And you wonder

why I try my damnedest to talk you out of this foolish idea.”
He’s stupid as a pile of shit. “How do I ask?” I said, doing my best

to imitate his smart-ass way.
“You walk up and say you’re looking to hitch a ride to Los Ange-

les, and ask if they can use some company along the way. Nothing to
it.”

I had no idea how to spot the truck drivers. “Are the truckers the
ones that aren’t drunk?”

“Dora will point the truckers out and tell you anything you want
to know, including the number of moles on their ass.”

“I never thought of hitching a ride. Now I won’t worry about los-
ing a leg.”

“You’re crazy doing either one. One last pit stop and I’m out of
here.”

I played a game of spotting truckers. The drunks were boisterous
or sitting like zombies with their heads in their arms. I sorted
through the others. They could’ve been farmers, teachers, grocery
clerks, or even sober drunks.

The waitress working the other end of the room took a thermos
bottle from a table and set it in the pick-up window. The thermos
reappeared a few minutes later. The waitress filled it with coffee and
returned it to the table. I knew damn well I could identify a thermos
bottle. What a trucker looked liked didn’t matter. Pleased with my-
self, I lit a cigarette and waited to say goodbye to Victor.

I expected him to leave, but he sat down. “I have another idea,
better than the one I gave you. You don’t have to go to get away from
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your parents or your ex-girl. Since your folks are moving to where she
lives, you can stay here.”

“In the truck stop?” I knew all along what he meant, but I was
going to Los Angeles, and nothing was going to change my plans.

“With me and Little Dicky.”
While I thought of an answer without being rude, the man in the

plaid shirt returned from the restroom and gave us another howdy
and a big smile.

“The trucker guy you entertained in the restroom—guess where
he’s headed?”

My eyes damned near popped out of my head.
“Calm down before you crap your pants.”
I owed Victor more explanation to make up for being a wise-ass.

“It’d be like heaven staying with you and Little Dicky, the best friends
in the world. The truth is, there’s more reason than getting away from
Franklin and Wylina. I have a score to settle with a man in Los An-
geles, and I’m going to track him down if it takes the rest of my life.”

“You have any idea how big Los Angeles is? It might take the rest
of your life tracking him down.”

“It’d be worth it. Besides, I want to quit school and I can’t if I stay
here.”

“Sure you can—you’re sixteen, and—” He bounced the heel of
his hand off his forehead. “You aren’t sixteen, you lying little prick.”

“Not quite.”
“You either are, or you aren’t—how old are you, and tell the

truth?”
“I’ll be fourteen in October—almost the same as sixteen. I lied

to you about my age, not about being stupid.”
“Thirteen—a fucking baby! I’m the stupid one—I should have

known by the way you drank beer.”
“I drank it out of the bottle same as you.”
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“Instead of sipping and bull-shitting, you gulped it down like
you’d worked your butt off on the hottest day of the year.”

“I never said I was an experienced beer drinker. The truth is, be-
fore tonight I’d only had a swallow or two.”

“Now you’re into the truth.”
“I’m not telling anyone you gave me beer, if you’re worried.”
“Me, worried? What the hell can they do—I’m barely eighteen,

and it’s illegal for them to sell beer to me.”
“How do you buy beer if you’re not old enough?”
“My driver’s license says I’m twenty.”
“Can I get one?” After discovering I loved beer, I wasn’t waiting

six or seven years to buy it.
“You’re thirteen, too young to fake an ID and too fucking young

to quit school and run away to Los Angeles.”
“You quit.”
“I was smart enough to quit school and get a good job, thanks to

Mrs. Talmann, the only teacher ever to take an interest in me.”
“She’s okay.”
Victor grabbed a smoke. “For damn sure she is.” He lit up, letting

the smoke ease from between his lips. He leaned back in the chair
and seemed to be thinking of something.

I wanted to ask him how Mrs. Talmann helped him get a job,
and how he fixed his driver’s license to say he was twenty, but I kept
quiet while he tilted his head back and blew a line of smoke rings.

He sat upright and smiled. “Your Los Angeles ticket ordered
something to eat—guess it’ll take a while before he takes off. I’ll wait
with you.”

First, he acts all pissed at me, and now he’s all smiles. I figured he
intended to make another attempt at talking me out of going, and I
didn’t want to hear it. “If you stay awhile, that’s fine. But I’m going
to ask for a ride before he eats. If he says no, I’m waiting until I find
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another trucker, even if it takes a week. Keep me company for a week
if you want.”

“Sounds like you got a handle on things and won’t need me stick-
ing around.” He downed the rest of his coffee. “You lied about your
age, but I had fun tonight—introducing you to beer and truck stops
... and big black dogs.” He stood. “I hear the women are wild in
Los Angeles—whores on every street corner. Shouldn’t be a problem
finding what we set out to do.” He placed a dollar bill under his cof-
fee mug and met Dora at the cash register.

I figured I’d never see Victor again, but I didn’t like to say good-
bye. He must’ve felt the same because he settled up with Dora and
walked out the door. I sat at the table, working up enough nerve to
visit the man in the booth next to the jukebox.

172 PAUL KEENE



Chapter Thirty-One
The truck stop clock read ten minutes after three. Seemed as if every-
one followed Victor out the door. Five customers, two waitresses, a
fry cook, and the dishwasher remained. The jukebox had given up its
songs. The sounds of platters, silverware, mugs, and water glasses jos-
tled in the kitchen, giving the truck stop a different life.

I found a quarter in my pocket. I didn’t have much money, but
I’d rather spend what I had on music than anything. I looked
through the window and was surprised to see Victor in the phone
booth. I grinned at the thought he hadn’t given up on getting laid,
and the number on the paper probably connected to a big-titted gal
with long blond hair. Going to the jukebox, I bounced the quarter in
my hand.

The man I intended to ask for a ride had greeted me twice, and
he was likely to say howdy when I passed by. If he did no more
than nod, I’d stop and ask for the ride now that I’d mustered up the
courage and practiced in my head what to say, but he was caught up
writing in a notebook and didn’t pay any attention when I passed his
table. I went to the jukebox, not more than two yards from where he
sat.

I read through the song selections, dropped the quarter in the
slot, and punched numbers for the six plays. I started with Hank
Thompson’s “The Wild Side of Life”. I was spellbound by the tum-
bling lights, falling like a waterfall down the front of the jukebox.
The movement and sound of the record being lifted onto the
turntable filled me with excitement. I listened to Hank Thompson,
watched the lights, and then selected “Rollin’ Stone” by Muddy Wa-
ters, and Hank Snow’s “I’m Moving On”. I found Hank Williams,
and for my last three numbers, I punched in “Kaw-Liga”, “Your
Cheatin’ Heart”, and “Long Gone Lonesome Blues”.
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Leaning into the jukebox, transfixed with the array of colors and
words of the music, I felt the burn of the trucker’s eyes. The notebook
was closed and set aside.

“Good taste in music,” he said, “Your buddy finished his call and
left—want to join me until he comes back?”

Now was the time to ask about the ride, if I could find the words.
I didn’t waste any time sliding into the seat across from him. “He’s
not coming back.”

“I’m Dale, we met in the restroom, but you left before I could in-
troduce myself. I ordered breakfast, and when Esther shows up with
the coffee pot, I’ll order you something to eat.” He signaled the wait-
ress.

I turned up my cup. “I’m stuffed, but I always have room for cof-
fee.”

He dug into the eggs and pancakes while I sipped hot coffee and
tried to figure out a way to ask for the ride. Tell him you’re looking
for a ride, ask if he wants company. Damn Victor for taking off with
the cigarettes when I needed one.

“Surely your friend won’t leave you stranded.”
I asked for a cigarette. Dale removed the fancy silver lighter from

the top of the cigarettes and handed me the pack. “Help yourself—I
have a fresh carton in the truck.” I stuck the cigarette in my mouth,
and before I could ask for a light, he flipped back the top of the fancy
lighter, decorated with turquoise.

I dragged smoke deep into my lungs and exhaled the nervous-
ness. “I have something else to ask.”

“Anything you want.” His hand shook as he poured more syrup
on his pancakes. “These damn things soak up syrup like a thirsty
horse at a water trough.” He sliced off a chunk of the stacked pan-
cakes with his fork and lifted it to his mouth, syrup dripping.
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“My friend’s not coming back because I’m going to Los Angeles,
and if you need some good company, I’ll ride along with you.” The
words sounded like a line memorized from Talmann’s play.

He choked on the pancake, coughed, and cleared his throat. “I’d
love it,” he said.

Easy—just like Victor said. I saw his face in my head, and all
shit broke loose. Victor! I looked out the window, praying Dale was
wrong, but the phone booth was empty, and the car with my suitcase
and everything I owned inside was nowhere in sight.

“Something wrong?”
“Victor drove away with my clothes—everything I packed.”
“Clothes and toothbrushes can be replaced.” He picked up the

fancy lighter. “Granted, some things can’t be replaced, and are
painful when you lose them.” He rubbed the lighter with his thumb.
“This lighter is special. Feeds a need I’ll never replace.” He fondled
the damn thing, his eyes wet and misty, and focused on something
not in the truck stop, or anywhere outside. He set the lighter down.
“A couple more entries and we’ll go.” He pushed the platter with the
half-eaten breakfast aside and put the logbook in its place.

I thought about what Dale had said. I have clothes on my back,
and I’ll buy more when I find a job. But I have to get a toothbrush
first thing, because I forgot to pack the damn thing. I couldn’t think
of anything I really needed until the picture flashed in front of me,
big as life—Gabbie. Then I knew what Dale meant.

I relived the anguish, the emptiness, as I searched the corners of
the boxcar, over and over, before giving in to defeat. I had kicked
myself, crying, knowing a lifetime of kicking and tears would never
bring her back. I understood the difference between things easily re-
placed and those that can’t. There was only one Gabbie—a thousand
Gibson’s couldn’t replace her.

She came alive in my head, and I closed my eyes. Sport and I
stood out of the way as Dad backed the car out of the shed, but in-
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stead of waving goodbye, he stopped the car and asked if I wanted to
go. Saturday morning and Franky was off to the neighbor kid’s, and
Mom baked bread. Instead of chasing rabbits with Sport, I sat in the
front seat of the car—just my dad and me.

He drove to Caldwell and took me inside this big store filled
with everything you could imagine on the floor, tables, walls, and
shelves so high you needed a ladder. Dad talked to the man who ran
the place, and I explored.

Fiddles, banjos, and guitars were on one wall. Like a magnet
pulling me across the oiled oak floor, I made a line straight to the red
Gibson with the burst of yellow sun in the middle. The guitar leaned
against the wall next to a tall man with a red beard and long hair
hanging out from under his hat. The man dressed in black nodded
an okay, when I hesitated before touching the guitar. He told me the
guitar’s name. I whispered, “Gabbie” saying she was beautiful, and it
pleased the man.

Dad smacked me on the seat of the pants. “Goddammit, Conor,
stop fooling with that guitar.” He looked at Henry. “He has a prob-
lem listening.”

“Don’t worry, Frank, he won’t hurt anything—I’ve kept an eye
on him the entire time we talked.”

“He’s loved guitars since a little shit,” Dad said, taking his hand
off my arm.

“Red Nolan brought the guitar in a year ago. He planned to
come back before the first payment, and made me promise to hold
it for him. Being a man of my word, I would’ve held it forever, but
I pulled the guitar from the back this morning after I learned he’d
died.”

“The Red Nolan that lived in Star?” Dad asked.
Henry nodded. “Still has family on the farm. I asked about Red

when his brother brought his wife in to look for a sewing machine.
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He gave me a funny look and said didn’t I know Red died six months
ago—must’ve been right after he pawned the Gibson.”

“I heard him in Nyssa not much more than a year ago, when he
warmed up for Maddox Brothers and Rose.” Dad picked up the Gib-
son. “Damned if this isn’t his guitar. What a shame—he could play
the hell out of it.”

“No surprise—he came in with a gal painted up all the way down
to red toenails, skinny as a rail, but knockers big enough to smother a
man. Both of ‘em doped up on something more than hooch. Pawned
that Gibson to buy pills, I suspect.” Henry clucked his tongue, shook
his head.

Dad strummed a few chords. “It’s just been tuned.”
“Nope. Hasn’t been touched, except by me this morning and I

never turned a key. You’re the first to hold it since.”
Red nudged me. “Ask your old man to buy it,” he said. The

minute I saw him with Gabbie I knew he was one of those that only
I could see and hear.

“Can we get it?” I asked, “Please.”
Henry jumped into action. “You should, Frank. I’d like to see it

go home with you more than anyone I can think of—the kid’s head
over heels in love with it.”

“Holds a tune for damn sure.” He strummed a song I’d recog-
nized from the milk barn radio. “Hell, Henry, you know I don’t have
money to squander.” He stopped strumming, ready to put it back
against the wall.

Red kicked me. “Can I hold it some?” I asked.
“Be careful,” he warned, handing me the guitar.
My fingers ran up and down the strings.
“What the hell you keep looking at?” Dad asked.
“Red,” I said.
“A man?” Henry asked.
“Yes.”
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“Drop wherever you’re going with this, Henry, he imagines peo-
ple that don’t exist, and he don’t need encouragement.”

Henry ignored him. “What’s the man look like?”
I learned to keep my mouth shut about people no one but me

could see, but this Red guy kept nudging me in the back until I an-
swered. “Just a man with long hair and a beard.” He kicked me. “And
handsome.”

“Tall, short, fat, thin—tell me more.” Henry wouldn’t let up.
“Tall, red hair, and has a cowboy hat like Dad, only his is black.”
“Well, I’ll be damned—what else is he wearing?”
“White shirt and a black scarf around his neck, black boots, and

black pants—the kind Dad calls Baptist church pants, cause there’s
no ballroom.” Red turned like he was dancing, stuck his butt out
and shook it, making me laugh. “And a coat that’s split up the back,
that shows his butt wiggle.” Red smiled and let me know that ought
to convince the bastard. Then he ran his fingers and thumb over
Gabbie’s neck, taking mine with him. With his hands over mine, he
strummed beautiful sounds.

Henry and Dad stared like a couple of hoot owls. “How in the
hell did you learn that?” Dad asked.

“Red,” I said.
“I’m giving Red’s guitar to your kid—don’t try and stop me.”
“You’re both crazy,” Dad said, leaving for the door.
I carried Gabbie out behind Dad. Henry caught up with us, car-

rying a black, battered guitar case and opened the door to the back-
seat. “Meant to be.” He winked as he slid the guitar case on the seat
next to Red and me.

. . .
“Taking a nap?” Dale asked.
“Just thinking.”
“Me, too,” he said. “I think I’ll buy you new clothes when we get

to Sacramento. Hell, I’ll even buy a new suitcase to put them in.”
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Esther refilled our coffee mugs and left the ticket on the table.
“You got family and friends in Los Angeles?” he asked.
“No.” I didn’t tell him I was going to Los Angeles to find the peg-

legged asshole that ran away with my guitar.
“How old are you?” I didn’t like the questions that were none of

his business, but as long as he took me to Los Angeles, and didn’t
make me swear to tell the truth, I answered.

“Sixteen.”
He smiled and dropped a silver dollar on the table. “Let’s hit the

road.”
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Chapter Thirty-Two
While Dale paid Dora at the cash register, a trooper, ducking to keep
his hat on top of his head, entered the door. He took a seat at the
counter, and it looked to me like he was still standing.

Dale pocketed his change, and we headed to the trucks that were
parked in back. He pointed when we turned the corner. “The green
18-wheeler is mine. Beauty, huh?”

“Sure is.” Green looked good, but it’d have to be red to be beau-
tiful.

I stumbled, and Dale steadied me to the truck with an arm
around my shoulder. My feet still had trouble finding the ground,
and if the beer was to blame, I’d have to get used to it. I reasoned that
sitting at the truck stop so long without moving was the cause, so I
put it out of my head.

Dale unlocked the door to the cab and moved behind me. “I’ll
give you a boost,” he said, placing a hand on my stomach and lifting
my leg with the other. I raised the other foot to the step, and his hand
slipped to my crotch. I thought it was an accident, until the hand he
had on my stomach joined the one pressing against my business. Hot,
damp breathing cut through the back of my tee shirt, as he groped
and grabbed.

I slammed my backside into him for all I was worth. He stum-
bled backwards, and I fell to the ground. I tried to get up, to run, and
he kicked me.

“You ungrateful little—”
An arm grabbed him in a chokehold. “Kick him again, and your

nuts will be in your shirt pocket.” It was Victor.
The Idaho trooper from the truck stop ripped Victor off Dale

and pulled me to my feet. “You two wait inside the cafe.” He took
the billy club in hand and turned to Dale. “Go to the patrol car—I’m
right behind you,” he nudged Dale in the back with the stick.
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We took a booth near the back. Dora brought coffee and glasses
of water filled with ice. I took a long drink from the glass, letting the
ice chips numb the end of my nose. “My fault,” I said, putting the
glass down.

“The bastard had no right to kick you, no matter what you did.”
I’d never tell Victor, or anyone, what happened. The kick didn’t

bother me—it was the feel of his hands that were still on me that
sent my stomach rolling in waves. The warning flags that I had ig-
nored, and pushed away, came to me. It was my fault for not paying
attention. I should’ve seen them. Sneaking up on me while I washed
up, the strange look in his eyes when he caught me with my pants
down—all my fault because my head was numbed with beer, and
filled with getting to Los Angeles.

Thank God that I’d left my suitcase in the backseat and Victor
...“Why did you come back?”

“Coffee.”
I took another slug of ice water.
“What happened? I saw you climbing into the truck, and next

thing you were on the ground, with that bastard kicking you.”
“I changed my mind about going.”
He sipped coffee, keeping his eyes on mine. “All I got to say is,

whatever changed your mind, you best tell the trooper.”
The trooper sent Victor to another table and sat where he had

been. The air drained. It sounded like a barking dog when he intro-
duced himself as Officer Dolf Waechter. He took out a black book
and wrote down every word I said. He asked my name, age, where I
lived, and who with.

Then he said he wanted to know everything from the time I met
Dale at the truck stop, until he arrived at the scene and sent Victor
and me inside.
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He slapped his notebook. “I’ve got Dale’s report—it’s your turn.
Tell the truth, don’t leave anything out, and there’s nothing to worry
about.”

Mostly I told the truth. He didn’t say what would happen if I
didn’t tell the truth, but leaving things out wasn’t lying, and nobody
was going to know what the sonofabitch did to me. I started from
when I asked for the ride. My right leg started bouncing before I got
very far into the story, and the other one joined in before I finished.
Even though I told him everything, except parts that were none of
his business, he asked more questions.

“Did Dale force you into the truck?”
“No.”
“How did you get the swollen eye and the mark on your jaw?”
“I fell last night and landed the wrong way.” I didn’t lie about

falling.
“If I ask your parents what will they say?”
“That I got into a ruckus.” I hoped to hell he didn’t question my

parents because they’d tell him all kinds of shit.
“Who did you get into a ruckus with?”
I took a deep breath. “Franklin—he didn’t want me to leave the

house, and when he tried to stop me, I fell into the door.” My legs set
my feet into a tap dance.

He went over his notes. “You call your dad Franklin?”
“That’s his name, it’s in your notes.” I pushed down hard on my

knees to keep them still.
“Don’t smart talk me.”
“Are you going to talk to him?”
“What if I do?”
“He’ll beat the shit out of me.”
“I see.” He read over his notes again. “Did Dale promise you any-

thing if you’d go with him?”
“No.”

182 PAUL KEENE



Then he bounced back and forth from Dale to my parents, like I
was stupid and didn’t realize he kept reviewing his notes and coming
up with trick questions to set a trap.

“What happened while you were getting in the truck?”
He tried to mix me up—catch me in a lie, like I was some dumb

kid. If he used up all the air in the truck stop with his questions and
people dropped over like flies, I wasn’t telling him or anybody else
what Dale did to me. And if he’d told the officer what actually hap-
pened, I’d call him a goddamn liar. I wasn’t worried, anyway, because
the sonofabitch would say his hands had slipped. He’d leave out the
part where they accidentally grabbed my dick and had a play day. “I
changed my mind about going, and when I stepped down, I backed
into him, tripped, and fell.” I had told him so many times I had it
memorized.

“Why did he kick you?”
“It pissed him off that I bumped into him.”
The trooper didn’t look convinced. I hated when people acted

like they didn’t believe me. “Ask him.”
“I did.” He wrote something in the notebook. “Are you going to

press charges against him?”
“Why?”
“You have the right to press charges.” He raised his head. “Same

as he has.”
Dale had the right to press charges? That was bullshit and no

way I’d fall for it. I bit my tongue and shifted my eyes to the front
of the truck stop to keep from saying what I wanted, and a lady en-
tered that cleared my thinking. “No, I’m not pressing charges.” Yel-
low earrings dangled from her ears as she walked to Victor’s table and
sat down. No coincidence she looked enough like Mrs. Talmann to
be her twin. Unanswered questions in my head began to fill in the
spaces.

“Is there anything else?” Officer Waechter asked.
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There was a lot I could tell him. To start, Victor is a two-faced
asshole, and he had a fake driver’s license, and gave me enough beer
to keep me drunk for a week, and he can’t be trusted. Instead, I said,
“No, I just want to go home.”

“We’re almost finished, and Mrs. Talmann, the lady who report-
ed you as a potential run-away, is taking you home.” He put the re-
port away and closed the notebook. “I have one more question that
has nothing to do with the report, but as a parent, do you realize
none of this had to happen?”

I looked at Victor and Mrs. Talmann, chatting away in their
booth. “I realize I can’t trust anyone but myself.”

“Including me?”
“Yes.”
“Well.” He cleared his throat. “What about your friend, Victor?”
“Especially him.”
“Do you trust anyone?”
He was agitated, and I didn’t care. He said his stupid question

had nothing to do with the report. If he locked me up and threw
away the key, I’d be better off. “Only me.”

“The only person you trust made a decision tonight to get in a
truck with a stranger and run away from home. Right?”

“I screw up enough—I don’t need people I trust doing it.”
His muscles tightened so much his face turned red. “Maybe I’ll

drive you home with flashing lights and the siren on, to make sure
your parents are awake when I pull up to your house. I have a good
idea Franklin will know exactly what to do with you.” He slid out
of the booth and summoned Victor and Mrs. Talmann. Like placing
the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle together, I got the picture, and I didn’t
want to be included, but the three of them returned to the booth.
Before sitting, everyone said hello as though we were at a church pic-
nic.
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The trooper took it from there. “Mrs. Talmann offered to take
you home, unless you’d rather I take you.”

It was a shitty choice. The asshole was mean enough to turn on
his lights and siren as he said, and Talmann would lecture me about
running from problems all the way to the house. “If she wants, that’s
fine with me.”

“Before you leave, Officer Waechter, I’m curious if the trucker
got a citation?” Mrs. Talmann asked.

“Conor wants to let it go, and based on the information I have,
there’s nothing I can charge him with. The kicking incident is in the
report, and he can change his mind, but I doubt it’d go very far with
him being sixteen and not wanting to press charges.”

Victor muttered under his breath and sent his eyes somewhere
up in his head when he heard sixteen. Mrs. Talmann seemed puzzled.
I needed a cigarette bad, but the only pack lay empty and crumpled
on the table.
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Chapter Thirty-Three
I climbed into Mrs. Talmann’s fancy black Lincoln and closed my
eyes. The solution I’d overlooked when Talmann drove me home af-
ter the softball tournament came to me. Instead of a motorcycle, I
would buy a car like the one I rode in now. I leaned back and melted
into the seat. The car dealer handed me keys to the new Lincoln. The
newness filled my nostrils. I started the engine. To hell with purring
like a kitten—my Lincoln roared like a lion. I tuned in the radio. Bill
Haley and his Comets blasted “Rock Around the Clock” while the
wheels on my shiny red car rolled down the road. I floor-boarded the
pedal and hit the back of the seat, with wind slapping my face mak-
ing the sound of laughter strange. I captured the moment and want-
ed to stay.

I squinted through closed eyes to see how far we’d gone. Mrs.
Talmann had her long slender fingers wrapped around the steering
wheel, traveling the lonely road between Rupert and Minidoka. I
closed my eyes, awaiting thoughts and pictures that would return me
to the place of satisfaction.

A sigh escaped through my nose. I’d drive out in the country,
away from civilization, and live in the car all alone. Once a month
I’d hit the nearest town and buy food, things I needed, like Mom
and Franklin had done. If I had Gabbie, it’d be perfect. I’d get a job,
buy a car—any old jalopy to get me to Los Angeles. I’d track the bas-
tard, One Leg, and get Gabbie back. I’d stay in Minidoka and work
during the potato harvest. I’d lie about my age, and if they asked, I’d
have Victor make me a phony driver’s license. I’d drive the spud truck
alongside the harvester and take the load back to the potato cellar
from daylight to dawn, until I made enough money to buy a car.

“Conor,” Mrs. Talmann interrupted.
I put plans aside and prepared for the lecture. When shit gets

dumped on you, somebody rubs your nose in a fresh pile before you
186



can shake off the old. I crossed my arms and pushed hard against the
back of the seat. I got news for her—advice to give back.

“Yes,” I said.
“You’re so quiet, I wanted to make sure you’re okay.” The words

poured from her mouth like syrup. They always start sweet and sug-
ary, before sinking in their teeth.

“I’m fine,” I mumbled. Am I supposed to say that I lost out on
going to Los Angeles because some pervert grabbed my dick, but I’m
swell?

“I’m sure you’ve wondered how I happened to go to the truck
stop and get in the picture.”

“I already know.”
“You do?” The surprise in her voice sounded genuine.
“I’m not dumb.”
“Of course you’re not. This is awkward, Conor, but when Victor

called, my only concern was your safety.”
The double-crossing sneaky bastard made the call from the

phone booth right under my nose.
“I wanted to get to the truck stop before you left for Los Angeles.

I was afraid you’d be gone before I arrived, so I called the State Police.
God only knows what could happen, going across the country with a
stranger.”

I didn’t know what God knew, but I knew enough that I wasn’t
telling anyone, not even my best friend, if I had one. She and
Waechter were probably best friends. Bastards and assholes stick to-
gether.

“They told me officer Waechter was due to stop at the truck stop
for his usual break and they would radio him. Isn’t it great the way
things turn out?”

“Yeah—great.” I made it sound as though I’d stepped in shit, be-
cause that’s what it was.
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“Look, Conor, I understand you’re not too happy at the mo-
ment, but—”

“Sure you do.”
“Of course, I can’t read your mind, but I understand... Can we

start over? If you’d rather not talk, I’ll be quiet, but sometimes it
helps. It really does.”

I closed my eyes trying to picture Talmann with her mouth shut.
“I believe this is one of those times, Conor. What do you think?”
“I think Victor is a two-faced asshole.” Maybe this would make

her stop asking what I think, or maybe she’d hit the brakes and kick
me out. Either one would be okay.

“Victor called me because he couldn’t stop you from going to
Los Angeles. He tried his best before asking me to help. He was sick
with worry and concern, and didn’t know what else to do.”

“He told me to hitch a ride with a trucker, and then he called
you to stop me. That’s two-faced—and that makes him exactly what
I called him.”

“You changed your mind about going before any of us arrived.
I’m proud of the thinking and reasoning you did to—”

“Reasoning had nothing to do with what happened. What mat-
ters is, Victor told you something confidential between me and him.
Now the whole town knows.”

“I’m sorry you think I told the whole town. I haven’t told any-
body and won’t. Neither will Victor.”

She said what I waited to hear, so I gave an answer. “I needed to
go—wanted to go bad. I changed my mind for reasons of my own.”

“That’s admirable.”
The reason was far from admirable, but I kept my mouth shut

and lowered my head, hoping she’d close her mouth. She reached
over to pat my shoulder, and the car swerved. A man coming straight
at us laid on his horn and waved his arms.

“Holy shit!” I screamed, holding onto everything I could grab.

188 PAUL KEENE



Mrs. Talmann screamed and jerked the car to the right. Tires
screeched amidst the screams, and before the car came to a stop, I
rode the tilt-a-whirl at the carnival. We sat for a minute and listened
to the sound of the truck’s horn disappear. This time I asked Talmann
if she was alright.

She let me off at the boarded up Minidoka School like I’d asked,
because I didn’t want my parents to see how I got home. I’m sure she
had guessed it was an attempt to keep her from knocking at the door
and telling them what happened. Since she’d damned near killed me,
I figured she’d do about anything I asked.

She pulled up to the school and killed the motor. “I’m still shak-
ing. Do you mind sitting with me awhile before I go?”

“I’m not telling anyone what happened on the way here.” I fig-
ured if I promised not to tell anyone she almost killed me, it would
remind her not to tell anyone what happened at the truck stop.

“I can’t stop you, and wouldn’t.”
“I appreciate you not telling anyone about the truck stop.”
Apparently what I said made her feel better, because she laughed.

“Conor Kelman, are you trying to blackmail me?”
“What do you mean?”
“You’re an absolute joy—I can’t wait for school to start this fall.”
I was surprised Victor hadn’t blabbed that I was moving. “I won’t

be here.” I wouldn’t have told her if she hadn’t said I was a joy.
“You’re still going to Los Angeles?” She didn’t hide the alarm in

her voice.
“Didn’t Victor tell you? I’m moving back to Idaho.”
“This is Idaho.”
“Sometimes I forget.”
She sounded relieved. “I’ll miss you, but I know you’re excited to

rejoin your friends.”
“Sure,” I lied.
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“When Victor told me about Los Angeles, I remembered our
talk about running from problems.”

“I told you before, I run because I like to run.”
“I eat chocolate to escape problems.”
She must think I don’t carry a lick of sense in my head to believe

chocolate gets rid of problems. “I eat chocolate because I love choco-
late—same as why I run.”

She continued, as though I gave a shit why she eats chocolate.
“When we do something enjoyable, our mind leaves the problems
but, in my case, when the chocolate is gone the problems re-
turn—only worse.”

“My problems stay, no matter what I do. I ate a whole chocolate
pie once.”

“An entire pie? That would be a big problem, if it took an entire
pie?”

“Mom made chocolate pies for a Sunday get-together, and I took
a taste out of one. I kept tasting until the middle caved in. I tried to
repair it, but everything I did made it worse. I got scared, ate the en-
tire pie, and hid the tin in the barn, hoping she’d think she only made
one, or forgot where she put it.”

“That’s funny. Don’t you dare make me promise not to tell any-
one.”

I cut into her laughing. “Funny now, not then. Franklin blistered
my butt and said if the pie tin wasn’t in the kitchen before he finished
his coffee I’d get another one.”

“I remembered what you said about the Okies—how you shared
their pain. I knew then that you were a good, honest person, who
will accomplish great things. In that respect, you remind me of Vic-
tor. Victor had difficulty learning, even though he’s exceptionally
bright.”

How she went from chocolate pie to Okies to dumb-ass Victor
being exceptionally bright made we wonder if pictures flashed in
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her head. Victor didn’t have a damn thing to do with Okies or pie.
“We’re nothing alike. Victor has everything he wants.”

“Material things?”
“The Okies wanted something to call their own. I’m exactly like

them.”
“Because they wanted a piece of ground to plant vegetables,

right?”
“I know struggle, even though mine isn’t about vegetables. I’m

fighting my way through a tangled growth of weeds, trying to find
something that belongs to me—all mine and no one else’s.”

“I knew you identified with the book, but I had no idea...” Her
voice broke, and she took a handkerchief from her handbag and
dabbed at her eyes. “Beautiful, what you said is beautiful.”

I didn’t understand how she got beautiful out of what I’d said
and if so, why she cried. “I’m not digging through a bunch of jimson
weeds to plant cucumbers,” I said, in case she’d misunderstood.

“Your mom must be worried sick, Conor. You better hurry
home.”

I got my suitcase and watched her take off, dabbing at her eyes.
I had no reason to get to the house, and I waited until the Lincoln
disappeared. It was tough to figure, with the trouble she’d put me
through, but I still liked her.

I walked toward the front porch. The pull of gravity on my
shoulders reminded me that nothing, not a damn thing to call my
own, would be waiting.

Guilt primed the pent-up tears. I sat on the black bench and
waited for comfort to find me. I closed my eyes and wiped away the
dampness with the back of my hand. The groan of the front door
warned that someone had opened it. My muscles tightened as I pre-
pared to run or fight. I expected Franklin, but it was Mom’s gentle
and soft voice. “Thank God you came home.” She ran rough, cal-
loused fingers through my hair. “I worried something bad had hap-
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pened. I kept saying, Conor would never leave his guitar on the
porch...not all night...not the Gabbie he loves more than life itself.”

My eyes opened wide. “What did you say?”
“I knew something bad had happened—”
“No, the guitar—leaving Gabbie alone on the porch.” I jumped

off the bench and searched the porch with my eyes.
“I took her to your room—in the corner where—.”
Heart pounding, breathing as if someone sat on my chest, I

rushed to my room. My heart swelled ready to burst open, and the
heaviness on my shoulders lifted. I picked her up, examined her, held
her close, and the tears of sadness filled with joy.

“Picking up after you all these years, you should’ve known I’d
taken her inside. Be more careful when you’re up to foolishness—I
won’t be around forever.” I threw my arms around her and surprised
her with a hug filled with happiness, thankfulness, and love that trav-
eled back and forth from her to me. Finally, she pushed me away.
“I’m getting ready to make breakfast. What do you want me to fix es-
pecially for you?”

“Chocolate gravy and biscuits,” I said.
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Chapter Thirty-Four
I took Gabbie to the porch. “I promise I’ll never let you out of my
sight again.”

A voice in my head said that was a lie, unless I took her to school.
I clinched my jaws together. “And times I can’t take you, I’ll make

sure you’re safe.”
Roswell Grade school. How can I face Wylina? I tried running

to get away from her. I’d exhausted every idea, every plan. I’m back
to where I started. Franklin would never allow me to stay with the
Fanelli’s.

His voice echoed in my head: You’ll get in trouble. They’ll be
calling for me to come get you before our furniture pulls into
Roswell. Ain’t no way in hell I’d leave you here and get called in the
middle of the night to bail your ass out of jail because you broke into
a school house, stole clothes and a new shoe, ran away, got in a fight,
stayed out all night looking for whores.

The real reason he’d never let me stay is that I’m not Franky the
Good Son—the son he trusts, the one that does no wrong. Screw
Franky and Franklin. I won’t ask to stay—I’ll go willingly. I’ll go
without a fight. I’ll go, and make damn sure the two of them will
have wished to hell I’d stayed.

I’d rather be dead than penned in a classroom with Wylina. See-
ing her is the same as killing me. I’ll find a different school. Parma,
Apple Valley, or I’ll cross the Idaho line to Adrian—any school but
Roswell. I’ll find a way. I always find a way. I strummed Gabbie and
played the old gospel song, “I’ll Fly Away”. I started softly and then
belted out the chorus. “I’ll fly away, Oh Glory.” I didn’t give a shit if
people in Rupert closed their windows to keep from hearing me. I
wanted to fly away, disappear... “To a land where joy shall never end,
I’ll fly away... I’ll fly away.”

Franky opened the door to the porch. “Get your ass in here.”
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Four of us sat at the breakfast table. The silence was broken by
Franklin and Franky smacking their lips, and forks scraping their
plates. Even though nothing was said other than when passing bowls
and platters of food, I knew everyone waited for me to say some-
thing. I almost made it through breakfast before Franky opened his
big mouth.

“I’m leaving Saturday.” He washed down food with a huge gulp
of milk. “And I’m taking you.” The bastard wagged his finger in my
face.

I broke a biscuit in half, slathered butter on each piece, and la-
dled chocolate gravy over the top. Ribbons of butter pushed against
the steamy sauce.

Franky picked up the sugar bowl. “Why don’t you throw this
in?”

I added more chocolate over the biscuit, for Franky’s benefit. The
truck stop breakfast had long disappeared, but I’d lost my appetite.
I began thinking about the truck stop and realized I shouldn’t have,
when the pictures hit. I set my fork aside and hugged my stomach
with both arms, expecting the scene that would make me sick. But,
the green truck pictures never came.

Victor and I stood in total darkness with our noses against
weathered siding, trying to read the house number. The place lit up
like a bolt of lightning, and a burly man in undershorts filled the
doorway, scratching his belly. “Welcome to Dora’s Whorehouse. Pay
your ten bucks and come in.”

Dora, the truck stop waitress, dressed in a few red feathers that
hid what I wanted to see, smiled and waved.

“Ten bucks!” Victor hollered. “Last week it was free.”
“I don’t have ten bucks,” I pleaded. “What can I get for a dollar

thirty-five?”
He disappeared, returned with a shotgun, and lowered the bar-

rel. “Your balls blown off, that’s what you get!”
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Neck and neck, we ran fast as our legs could carry us. I looked
over my shoulders, and we hadn’t moved an inch. The man holding
the shotgun grinned. Cold perspiration ran down my back, like cor-
rugates taking water to a bed of vegetables.

Franky dropped his silverware on his plate. “Are we going to sit
here and wonder why the little shit took off with a suitcase, and
where he spent the night and half the morning?” He bit off half a
slice of bacon and threw the other piece on his plate.

Mom left the table and returned with the coffee pot. “More cof-
fee?” Her voice was higher than usual and cracked.

“Don’t matter who he goes with when we leave—you or us.”
Franklin slid his chair back and lit a cigarette. “The main thing is, he’s
going.”

I raised my coffee mug. “I’ll have more.”
Before she could pour the coffee, Franky leaned into me, so near

I tasted bacon. “Where the hell were you?”
“In a whorehouse.” I took a big bite of chocolate-drenched bis-

cuit and chewed quietly.
Franklin and Franky left the table. I sat alone at the table while

Mom busied herself at the sink, washing and rinsing the dishes me-
thodically, and placing them one by one on the rack to dry. Not sure,
but I think she was singing a hymn. The only song left in me was
dark, gloomy, and dripped with sadness—a song that brought tears
to an innocent sparrow.

I took Gabbie to the black bench. My head hung low while I gave
in to the darkness. What’s the use fighting, I wondered. The darkness
loves me. I ran my hand along Gabbie’s neck and ran my thumb over
her strings. I have Gabbie, no matter what happens. I’m whipped like
a dog, giving in to obedience.

In my head, six screens of Roswell Grade school played. My eyes
darted from one to another. Wylina, Wylina, Wylina—her face was
in every scene. I stirred up thoughts of Little Dicky and me breaking
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into Acequia, trying to make the sound of a hoot owl to warn him.
Little Dicky, catching my pitch...moving my hips for Patty, watching
her come to me. Patty’s face, Patty’s hair ... punching Floyd ... One-
Leg. The asshole, the son-of-a-bitch who used me, made fun of me,
chased me out of the boxcar—the dirty, rotten bastard! Even One-
Leg couldn’t stop the pictures of Wylina. They broke loose and raged
in my head, like water through a dam. The screens multiplied, grew
stronger with each thought. I slammed my head with the heel of my
palm.

“Oh, great God, help me!” I cried.
He had come before I realized the pictures had ceased. I breathed

deeply and became calm. I opened my eyes to Gabbie’s first owner
and famous musician. He looked at me as though I was crazy. He
stood without moving, and I snapped my eyes together and opened
them enough to check if he’d stayed. Satisfied, I closed my eyes gently
and relaxed until Red let me know in his strange way that One Leg
took good care of Gabbie, brought her back and placed her gently on
the porch against the house. He warned sternly to knock off the un-
wholesome thoughts I held against One Leg. My eyes jerked open. I
needed to talk to Red, but he had vanished, knowing he didn’t want
to hear what I had to say.
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Chapter Thirty-Five
My head spun like a roulette wheel for three days, searching its way
through the wall between insanity and reality. My mind and body
were like two separate people going different ways, jerking me from
one to the other. I sat on the black bench hunched over Gabbie, the
only semblance to living I’d mustered. I avoided the inside, except for
bathroom visits and the kitchen to refill coffee. I ignored the plates
of sandwiches and leftovers Mom carried to the porch, as well as the
nagging that I would starve if I didn’t eat something. I survived on
coffee and the jar of peanut butter with the spoon I stuck in for easy
access. A spoonful of peanut butter stopped a stomach growl dead in
its tracks.

They always gave the prisoner a cigarette before they shot him,
hanged him, or fried him. I searched through the house for the third
time, plundering everything and everyplace. A goddam cigarette is
all I wanted.

“What do you want?” Mom asked.
“Nothing,” I muttered slamming a cupboard door.
“Tell me, I’ll fix it.”
I opened kitchen drawers and checked under the sink—every

possible place. I stared at the top of the refrigerator waiting for the
familiar red carton to magically appear. Franky’s words rang in my
head. “You still sneak Dad’s cigarettes?” They mocked, as though
Franky stood guard. The low-down, rotten snitch had told Franklin,
and he probably locked them in his damned pickup. I searched the
house three more times.

. . .
I ran fingers through my hair and headed to Hall’s. Jessie

wouldn’t let me down. “I won’t sell you Marlboros, or any brand,” she
said.
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“They’re for Victor.” I’d offer him one after I lit mine, and let him
take as many as he wanted.

“Victor buys his own cigarettes—legally.”
If she were a kid, someone would smack her upside the head. “If

I go back empty handed he’s not going to like it.”
The bell above the door jingled, and Jessie and I turned. Usually,

someone you knew entered, but once in a while, you got a chance to
meet a stranger.

No stranger, and Jessie couldn’t wait to rat on me. “Conor is try-
ing to buy the cigarettes you sent him after,” she sang out to Victor,
like a little tattle-tail.

He winked at me. “I told you to hurry—you can catch up with
Jessie’s gossip later.”

Jessie threw a pack of Marlboros on the counter, eyeballing the
pack in Victor’s shirt pocket. “You’re both terrible liars.” She counted
out Victor’s change and gave him a warning. “Don’t give those to
him until you’re out of sight.”

We stopped at the oak tree in Fanelli’s back yard. “Your old man
kick your ass again? You look worse than the night we met up.” Vic-
tor tossed the pack of cigarettes to me.

“No.” Didn’t bother me he brought up Franklin, since he came
through with the cigarettes.

“I’m going into town later, if you want to go along.”
Town. Rupert. Train Depot. The words registered in my brain,

and I stopped fishing around for a book of matches and concentrated
on crawling inside an empty boxcar.

The flame from Victor’s lighter burned my nose. “You going to
light the damned thing or not?”

I dragged deeply. I didn’t ever want to be without one again.
Marlboro cigarettes weren’t for sissies after all. Someone had lied,
and the lie spread. Communists were more responsible for spreading
the Marlboro myth than they were for filming the Wild One. All you
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had to do was pick up a magazine and know it wasn’t true. Magazines
were filled with pictures of real men smoking Marlboros—aviators,
explorers, and adventurers. People like me. I took another drag and
felt a stirring in my groin.

“No whorehouse this time.” Victor chuckled.
“I hoped you found one in Rupert, and that’s why you invited me

to go with you.” I was serious. When he disappeared with his whore,
I’d cut out for the depot.

He scanned my clothes, running his eyes over stains and
smudges. “You’ve got time to go home and clean up.”

“I’ll be right back.”
“I’m not leaving for two hours—take your time, soak in the tub.”
I went straight to the bathroom and undressed while the tub

filled. I didn’t need to lift an arm to know he was right. I’d lived in
the clothes, night and day, since I left with Victor to Twin. The bath
would give me a fresh start.

. . .
Victor drove straight to the railroad station, and my heart turned

flip-flops. Maybe he’d read my mind, as he had the cigarettes I tried
to buy, and decided to make up for stopping me when I had the
chance. We parked and walked to the station. A train on the tracks
behind the depot waited for me. I couldn’t have imagined any better.
We walked into the station, and my heart swelled when Victor
glanced at me, looking pleased. This had to be the reason he asked
me to join him. He’s not an asshole, and I should stop calling him
one.

While Victor craned his neck and watched people get off the
train, I went inside my head. I hopped into the long string of boxcars,
one after another—safe and with little effort, searching for the per-
fect one. A reporter from Life magazine held a camera with a big
flash attachment. Fast, agile, I jumped the boxcar one-handed and
smiled at the Life photographer, one hand on the handle beside the
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door and one foot in the stirrup, holding a Marlboro in the other
hand, like a real man. Smoke from the cigarette curled upward. The
flash went off.

“Hey!” Little Dicky yelled. He lugged a suitcase big enough to
carry him. “I didn’t expect you to be here.” The suitcase dropped to
the floor, and he slapped my back and pumped my arm.

“I knew you’d want to see Conor before he leaves Saturday,” Vic-
tor said to his little brother.

The words set in. “Who said I was leaving Saturday?” I was leav-
ing, but no one had told me the day, until now.

“It came from Jessie—but that don’t mean nothing.” Jessie knew
everything and made sure everyone but me knew about my life.

All three of us rode in front on the way back, Little Dicky in
the middle. The two of them rambled on about their grandmother,
leaving me alone to think. I hated Minidoka from the time I arrived,
and now that I was leaving, you’d think I loved the place. I thought
about running the railroad tracks to Little Dicky’s boxcar and throw-
ing softballs in Fanelli’s backyard. I tried to block the thought of not
running with Little Dicky ever again. Leaving him wasn’t supposed
to play a part in my plans, but wormed its way in.

“You want to come over after dinner?” Little Dicky asked.
“I’d like to go to the boxcar,” I said.
“I’d like that—I’ll come get you after we eat.”

. . .
We sat on the floor and leaned against the back wall. Sometimes

you say more with your mouth shut than you do flapping your jaws.
That’s how it was with me and the skinny kid I once called a rat, the
kid I thought saying goodbye to would be like tossing away a gum
wrapper.

Little Dicky squirmed, reached behind his back and pulled out a
piece of cardboard between him and the side of the boxcar. “What’s
this?”
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“Looks like the back of a cereal box with a picture of Joe DiMag-
gio holding a bat,” I said.

But Little Dicky’s attention was on the other side, holding it
close to his face. “There’s something written, but I can’t make out
what it says.”

I lit a match while Little Dicky read. “Says ‘you’ll understand
when you have kids of your own’—doesn’t say what you’ll under-
stand.”

“Nothing else?”
“Nothing.”
“No names—who it’s to or from?” I had a good idea.
“Nothing except a couple of letters printed below, OL or

OV—hard to tell.”
I acted as puzzled as Little Dicky, but I knew the initials were

OL, and belonged to a person I’d never forget. ’You’ll understand
when you have kids of your own. I’d never have kids of my own, or
any that belonged to others.

Little Dicky stared at the message. “I tried to convince myself I’m
the only one that comes here.” He threw the cardboard out the door.

“Whoever it was didn’t mess anything up—boxcar looks the
same to me.” I watched the images of One Leg and me singing, smok-
ing, and drinking coffee. I’d never tell Little Dicky a hobo called One
Leg lived here for a week, and the two of us smoked and sang songs
in the same spot our butts were planted.

“I’m glad you finally got to meet Victor. He’s a good kid, but
wild. Sometimes I think I’m the older brother.”

I keep secrets from everybody, and they spill their guts. I can’t
keep from wondering what Victor said about me to Little Dicky.
“Did he have anything to say about me?” The asshole probably told
him everything we’d done, including ratting me out with Talmann.
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“Said he ran into you at Hall’s, and the two of you went into
Twin for coffee. He thinks you’re an okay kid, if that’s what you’re
wondering.”

“I don’t care what he thinks, but if he asks—he’s okay, too.”
“I’m not good with goodbyes,” Little Dicky said, “and the time’s

getting close.”
“What’d you do in Salt Lake?” I changed the subject.
“Went to mass with Grandma every morning—prayed with her

every night.”
“I’m sorry, I hoped you’d had fun.”
“Thanks to you and Grandma, I was finally able to forgive the

Swans.”
“You’re shitting me.” How could he forgive the man that killed

his father and that sonofabitch son that’s just like him?
“Don’t thank me or give me any credit.” I had no part, and I

swear I never did anything to make him forgive those bastards. God
help me if I did without knowing.

“When Coach Hann kicked you and Floyd out of the game, and
we lost the championship, I was pissed. I felt the trophy in the palm
of my hands, and I never wanted anything as bad as I wanted it. But
then things started falling into place, and the praying I did here in
the boxcar, and in Salt Lake, worked miracles—I mean the Friday
13th thing I carried with me from the time my dad was killed, and
the hate I directed at the Swans my entire life, all—” He stopped
ranting. “You didn’t hear one word did you?”

“You said you weren’t good with goodbyes, and you sure as hell
got that right.”

“Remember the night you ran here after the game, stuck your
head inside the door, and had that asthma attack?”

“I don’t have asthma.” Every time I wheezed some asshole ac-
cused me of having asthma, and I don’t know what the hell asthma is,
and don’t intend to find out.
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“Whatever...I scared the crap out of you, and you apologized
for—”

“I didn’t apologize—I said you could kick the shit out of me.”
Jeez! The religion stuff inside his head had messed him up.

“Someday you’ll understand what I’m saying.”
Someday I’ll understand. Someday—when I have forty squawk-

ing kids crawling around in diapers filled with shit, when I get on my
knees and pray forty days and nights and forgive the mean bastards
of the world. Some fucking day.
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Chapter Thirty-Six
I turned on the light bulb connected to the frayed cord hanging from
the ceiling and watched the eerie shadows play on the walls. I found
comfort in the dark, gloomy room. I pushed the bed against the wall
below the only window, and then moved the chest of drawers next to
the door, making a straight pathway. With closed eyes, I could get to
the bed, the closet, and the chest of drawers. I placed Gabbie against
the wall next to the headboard, within easy reach from the bed, so I
could check on her day or night.

The room was off the kitchen, past the bathroom, and through
a door at the end of Franky’s room. “Why on earth would you sleep
in a musty closed-in storage room, when Franky’s bedroom is big
enough for both of you?” Mom wouldn’t understand if I’d told her.

A builtin cubbyhole with compartments on one wall held un-
derwear, socks, folded jeans and shirts, and made a perfect hiding
place for cigarettes and the magazine I’d borrowed from my uncle’s
tool shed. The room was like having a place of my own, since Mom
and Franklin’s room was on the other side of the house off the living
room. Franky was gone most of the time, and the nights he did come
home to sleep, I could light up his room, stomp, and sing up a storm
without waking him.

I felt invisible to the world. The garage blocked the view from the
small window, and the door had a lock. I slid the bolt into place, re-
moved the pack of Marlboro from my undershorts, and retrieved the
cereal bowl from under the bed. I stood on the bed, raised the win-
dow, and set the bowl on the window ledge. I lit a Marlboro, blow-
ing the smoke out the window. Tomorrow morning at nine o’clock
I’d face Wylina. I smoked the cigarette down to the filter.

. . .
While I showered, I went over everything that kept me awake

all night, including how to hide out someplace. But everything I’d
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planned seemed stupid and disappeared down the drain with the
soapy water. I went back to my room, running the towel over my
head to dry my hair and to wake my brain. I told myself to walk into
the school as if I’d never left the place, look Wylina in the eye, nod
hello, and go about my way. I tossed the fresh jeans, shirt, socks and
undershorts on the bed and sat beside them. With an elbow braced
on each knee, I held my chin and rehearsed walking into the school.

Billy Dill met me first. Happy to see me, he smiled big and
slapped my back. Tucker walked up, followed by Arnold, then Eddy.
Friends from Roswell, at first, then faces from Acequia ap-
peared—even Little Dicky stopped by. Wylina walked toward me
from a distance, floating slowly through the crowd that had gathered.
She stopped and removed her clothing, piece by piece, revealing the
red swimming suit. She made a two-timing smile and threw me into
the air, making the memories of lying in her lap watching the swell of
her breasts evaporate. I landed in the dark depths of the Snake River.
The bottom dropped out. I clawed my way back with the taste of the
Snake in my mouth. . . A little more, a little farther—all the way back
inside the school, only to find no one. But, no! Wylina remained. I
sprang out the front door, running like a flash of light. Behind me,
Wylina smiled—a smile that unashamedly told me someone’s hands
other than mine had been on her breasts—some asshole named Car-
los.

I tried to clear my head, inhaled deeply, exhaled slowly. My stom-
ach churned, nausea traveled upward, and I ran through Franky’s
room, and into the bathroom.

. . .
A ten minute walk to school I could run in two. I stood beside

the highway and waited for the bell. I ran my fingers through my
hair, raised my head, threw my shoulders back, and entered the
school yard.
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Students ran full-speed to the building. I watched, knowing
within a week they would drag their heels.

I did my best to flash Billy Dill a genuine smile when we met in
the hallway. He shook my hand. “I’ve missed you—all of us have.” He
paused. “You seen Wylina?” The question asked for more than a yes
or no answer.

I shrugged.
He dropped whatever he had on his mind. “I’m on my way to the

office to call home—I forgot something.”
“I’ll wait for you outside the classroom,” I said.
“You’re standing by the eighth grade classroom.”
“The auditorium?”
“Calvin House, the new principal, made the change.”
“Crazy, if you ask me.”
“Dad says his ideas are different.”
“Why did they hire him?”
“Because of his ideas.”
Thank God Billy Dill knew everything. I decided to wait for him

and take a minute, before seeing Wylina. I threw my shoulders back
and tilted my chin like a statue. I didn’t care if birds used me as a toi-
let, as long as it hid the fear and defeat eating up my insides. I hoped
Wylina and her Carlos boy swam the Snake River and drowned. The
horrible thought made me feel better, until I felt bad wishing some-
one to die.

I followed Billy into the auditorium and my eyes, on a self mis-
sion, landed on Wylina. They went straight to her breasts and lin-
gered, even when she turned her head toward me. How did they
grow so much in six months? Great God! I remembered Franky say-
ing a girl’s tits got bigger when someone played with them.

That Carlos bastard. Now I didn’t feel bad about him drowning.
A dark haired man, not much taller than me, with a head full

of curls like mine, stood in front of the room. The class laughed at
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everything he said. He made the day seem more like the end of year
party than the first day of school. Slacks the color of his hair land-
ed on top of the shoes. It must have taken so much time rolling his
shirtsleeves all the way to his elbows that he forgot to close the top
buttons of the shirt. He wouldn’t have looked any older than me, if
not for the mat of chest hair the open collar showed. For damn sure,
he didn’t act or look anything like a teacher.

“He’s different, for sure,” I whispered to Billy.
House must’ve heard because he motioned for me. “C’mon up

here and introduce yourself.”
Billy nudged me to the front of the room.
“I’m Calvin House.” He stuck out his arm and shook my hand.

“I’m new here, too,” he said. The dumb shit assumed I was new before
he asked.

“I’m Conor.” My voice cracked. “Most of you know me because
I’m not new. I left last March, and now I’m back.” I got so mad that
blood crawled up my neck, and my ears became the hot end of a pok-
er stirring up a fire. I decided nothing would make me like him, then
I noticed a pack of Camels in his shirt pocket.

“Give Conor a big welcome,” House hollered, as if he hadn’t
heard a damn word I said. Everyone roared, stomped their feet, and
whistled, except Wylina. She stared beyond the desks to the piano
below the stage—the piano we gathered around every December.
“Silver Bells” played in my head.

The rest of the morning went downhill. I ran home for lunch and
didn’t go back. The best thing about living close to the school was
going home for lunch, a habit I looked forward to every day. When I
remembered to say my evening prayers, I gave thanks that Mom and
Franklin worked days and that Franklin kept the carton of Pall Malls
on top of the refrigerator once again.

. . .
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I blew smoke out the window and flipped ashes into the cereal
bowl. I reminded myself like I did since we moved in, to dump the
bowl in the outside burn barrel after everyone went to bed. I kept for-
getting, but I had to remember this time because there wasn’t room
for another butt, and it smelled. My thoughts jumped to last night’s
dream and then to the Norma Jean girl on the cover of my uncle’s
magazine. Maybe I’d take it out of the cubby again after I finished
the smoke.

The knock might as well have been a bullet. I snubbed the cig-
arette, fanned smoke out the window, jumped down, and put the
bowl under the bed.

I slid the bolt and opened the door a crack. “I’ll be out in a
minute.”

“Someone’s in the kitchen wanting to—” The door flew open be-
fore Mom finished. A hand gripped the edge of the doorknob, and a
shoe blocking the door kept me from slamming it shut.

“I can talk to him in his room, Mrs. Kelman.” The asshole walked
past me like he owned the place, looked around and, seeing no chair,
plopped his butt on the bed.

We smelled it at the same time.
House jumped from the bed and dropped to his knees. “Son-of-

a-bitch!” He pulled the smoldering bowl out, grabbed the glass of
water on top of the chest of drawers, and drenched the smoldering
mess of butts. I waited for him to take the bowl into the kitchen to
rat on me, but he motioned me to return to the bed and sit down. To
my surprise, he left the room and returned with an ashtray. “I asked if
it was alright if I smoked in your room and your mom gave me this.”

He sat down, and I moved to the head of the bed until the head-
board gouged my ribs. The bastard swiveled around to face me, eat-
ing up space I’d left between us. He studied me like I was locked in a
zoo.

“My mom knows I smoke,” I lied.
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“That’s not why I’m here.”
I had a hundred ideas why he was here. To ask why I hated Wyli-

na, and school—or because I’m stupid, can’t concentrate, and haven’t
turned in a single assignment. Or because he thinks he’s so damn im-
portant he can walk into my room, so he can take over like it’s his.

“I’m here to get to know you better.”
I had no idea that would be the reason, even if he had made it up.
“Nice Gibson,” he said. He moved off the bed and reached for

her. “Mind if I—”
“No!” I grabbed Gabbie around the neck. “I’d rather you didn’t.”

I caught the surprised look that flashed in his eyes. “Nothing against
you.”

“I should have asked.”
I decided not to tell him why, because if I talked about One Leg,

he’d have a hundred questions and start to pry.
“It’s none of my business why you don’t want me to touch your

guitar.”
Billy was right. “You are different.”
“Everyone is different, and everyone is the same.”
And crazy as all hell. Maybe I should tell him that. “I have anoth-

er question. What did you say to my mom before you came in here
to talk to me?” I might have been pushing my luck, but I needed to
find out so I’d be prepared for after he left.

“I introduced myself, said I was happy to meet her and asked if
you were home.”

He lied his teeth out. “That’s not all you told her.”
He didn’t answer my question, but said, “I make home visits to

meet the parents and the environment of my students.”
“How many visits have you made?” I can be as good as any

teacher to catch someone in a lie.
“You’re the first, unless I include the Dills when they had me over

for dinner before I was hired.”
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“You’re here because I’m skipping school, and you told her—I
wasn’t born yesterday.”

“Did you want me to tell her you’re skipping school?”
“No.”
“If I had told her, it’s no more your business than mine is why

you don’t want me to touch your guitar.”
“I want to tell you about Gabbie, so you’ll understand why I

didn’t want you to touch her. You can hold her while I talk, if you
want.”

“You sure?”
“Long as I’m here.”
He picked up Gabbie and strummed softly while I told him I

left her in the boxcar with One Leg and thought I’d lost her forever.
“I love her and go crazy when anyone gets close to her.” I wished I
hadn’t said the part about loving her—he probably thinks I’m weird,
loving a guitar. “Other than me, you’re the first to hold her since the
asshole, One Leg.” He sat there playing Gabbie, and I kept talking.
I told him about Minidoka, and me and Vincent going to a whore-
house. I mentioned the whorehouse to let him know nothing was
wrong with me, even though I loved a guitar. I hoped he didn’t ask
about the whores because I didn’t want to answer questions that I
didn’t know anything about, but I purposely didn’t tell him we never
found their house.

Instead of asking about the whores, he talked about fishing. “My
grandpa gave me a fishing pole, and I feel the same way about her. I
won’t even let my wife touch her.”

He’s too human to be a teacher. “Can I say something without
making you mad?”

“We’re in your room, not the classroom—I can’t tell you what to
say, or not to say.”

“No teacher ever told me I could say what I wanted. That’s an-
other reason I don’t think you’ll make it.”
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“Make what?”
“Being a teacher. That’s what I wanted to say to you.”
“I’m thankful you weren’t on the interview team. Can I say any-

thing I want, even though this is your room?”
“Sure.”
“If you’re going to smoke in here, dump the ashtray, so you don’t

burn down the house.”
I should’ve known what I said about not making it as a teacher

would piss him off. “I didn’t mean in a bad way, what I said about
you as a teacher—you’d make a swell friend.”

“Great, we’ll be friends, and when you decide to spend more time
in school I’ll be a swell teacher, and you’ll be a swell student. Right
now I’m dying for a smoke, and I’m going home to have one.”

He shook my hand and walked out of the room.

AMONG THE JIMSON WEEDS 211



Chapter Thirty-Seven
“Wait—I have something of yours.” She caught me less than six feet
from the door. Until now, I had avoided being alone with her.

She held an envelope. “This is yours.”
“I don’t want it.” I threw my body into the door, but she grabbed

my arm.
“It belongs to you,” she pleaded.
The touch of her hand burned a path to my heart. I jerked free.

“Throw the goddam thing away!” The words echoed down the hall,
and students lining up for lunch turned their heads toward us.

I hit the ground running. Weeds growing in the gravel beside the
blacktop streaked by as my feet went one direction, and my mind the
other.

House dismissed us for lunch every day five minutes to twelve,
and I was ready and waiting. I left through the back door and ran
home. She had watched me, planned to catch me before I made it out
of the door, and now she’d be there the rest of the school year and
there was nothing I could do to stop her.

If not for the damn cigarettes, I’d eat at school like everyone else.
The cigarettes were her fault. She shouldn’t have made me smoke. I
couldn’t stop for a day, week, month as I did before. Like hunger, I
wasn’t satisfied until I held the white cylinder between my fingers, lit
up, drew the rich smoke deep into my lungs, and released it slow and
easy. Goddamn her.

I entered through the kitchen and hurried to my room. I reached
underneath the worn out underwear and socks, removed two ciga-
rettes and lit one. I smoked half the cigarette before carefully snub-
bing the end in the ashtray Mom had given House.

I stuck my head in the refrigerator and took a plump chicken
leg from a Tupperware dish and grabbed the quart of buttermilk.
I drank from the carton and wolfed down the chicken leg over the
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sink, so I wouldn’t leave a mess on the newly waxed linoleum floor.
The once-crisp skin was limp and moist. I sank my teeth into the
meat and watched chunks of breading drop into the sink. I licked my
fingers, wiped them on the leg of my jeans and went to my room.

I fired up the other half of the smoke. I had to do what I’d
planned before I came back, but no one listened, no one cared. I
picked up Gabbie. “We have to get the hell out of here—away from
Wylina.” I strummed the strings and talked. Gabbie listened better
than anyone. She understood.

I put Gabbie in her place and got the second cigarette. Wylina’s
touch remained on my arm, where she’d grabbed me at the door. I
was tormented by every place she’d had her hands, from the time I’d
met her. Images reminded me. I went to the cubby and returned with
the picture of a woman who tormented me in a good way. I sat on
the bed next to the ashtray, and the beautiful lady in red.

I hustled back to school with Wylina’s sneering smile staring me
in the face. The bell had silenced before I cut across the school yard.
Mr. House went into the auditorium as I entered the back door. I
slid into my desk, held my arms close to my sides, and lowered my
head to breathe into my chest, trying to keep the smell of perspira-
tion and cigarettes to myself. House didn’t say anything or wrinkle
up his nose. In fact, he didn’t give me one look as he stood in front of
my desk with the Robert Service book. He just flipped through the
pages until he found what he wanted to read.

He didn’t read to us every day after lunch, like past teachers, and
even though I read plenty of books—sometimes three at a time, I
missed it. When he did read to us, it most likely was a poem, a short
story or article, but whatever he read got inside my head and made
me think about all kinds of shit, which was probably what he’d in-
tended to do. I expected Robert Service’s writing would mess with
me the rest of my life.
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Leaving the classroom, students, and teacher behind, I jumped
into the middle of the images brought by the words Mr. House
read. I traveled to the Klondike. I warmed my insides with shots of
whiskey, and admired the dance hall girls. I shivered from my cold
frozen body and enjoyed the warmth of flames that cremated me.

All week he read Service’s ballads and poems, and I decided to
hell with Los Angeles and its swimming pools, beaches, palm trees,
and girls waiting for me on every corner. I’d run to the Yukon, get me
a team of dogs, and swap tales at the bar. I’d go to bed with a dance
hall girl wrapped around me every night.

Thoughts in my head matched the speed of my feet, as I ran
home after school, trying to solve the problem with Wylina. The an-
swer popped up out of nowhere, and if House meant what he said
about being friends, he’d help me. I turned in the middle of the high-
way without missing a step, not seeing the gray pickup until the dri-
ver slapped the outside of its door with his fist, yelling I was a crazy
son-of-a-bitch—as if I didn’t know. Running through the hallway,
I ignored Old Lady Benton’s wagging finger and barged into Mr.
House’s office.

Holding the phone to his ear, he leaned against the back of the
oak swivel chair, his legs stretched out as far as they would go. He put
his hand over the mouthpiece and whispered for me to wait outside
the door.

Adults, especially teachers and parents, don’t grasp that when
you need to talk about something it has to be when you ask, or you
wouldn’t come near them. Instead, they use the “try harder” advice
taught in teacher colleges, so they don’t have to listen. Why didn’t
the asshole try harder to hang up the goddamn phone?

Finally, the door opened.
“I swear I saw you running out the back door to go home the sec-

ond the bell rang,” he said.
“I need to talk.”
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“How about a quick game of one-on-one, and talk after I kick
your butt.” He picked up the basketball that he kept in the office.
He loved playing basketball on the dirt court with town kids after
school, but this was no time for fun. “I’m here for business.” I spotted
the glass ashtray filled with butts. I’m surprised the office hadn’t
caught fire while he kept me waiting.

“Must be serious.” He put away the basketball. “Pull up a chair. I
have something serious I want to talk about, too.”

I asked for the talk, and he turns it back to him. Again, I looked
at the ashtray. If I’d known he was going to make me wait half a
day outside his office, I would’ve gone home and had a smoke before
coming back. “What about?” I didn’t hide the edge in my voice.

“Wylina.”
I wished he had burned down the office, and the entire school

with it. “I came to tell you goodbye. I should’ve known she would
come crying to you...” My blood boiled, and my ears turned hot. I got
up to leave. What difference did it make what she told him?

I had made it to the door when he spun me around with a hand
on my shoulder and slipped between me and the door. His arms
moved around me, and he locked his hands behind my back.

Dale’s face jumped out at me, his hands burned into me. An ugly
sound escaped. “Get your goddam hands off me!” I screamed.

The hands released their hold. Through tears, I recognized
House’s blurred image in front of the door. I breathed the room’s
thick air. In the silence, he placed a hand on my shoulder and walked
me to his desk. He nudged me into his chair and pulled one from the
wall for himself.

“I’m listening,” he said, as though I’d just walked in and nothing
before had taken place.

I ran the back of my hand over my eyes. “I don’t know if I still
want to talk about it.”

“Talk about something else.”

AMONG THE JIMSON WEEDS 215



“You’re not pissed?” I figured he’d be mad about me cussing him,
and it wouldn’t do any good to ask him to get me out of Roswell.

“Do you want me to be?”
“No,” I answered. I wanted to ask him why he used that ‘do you

want me to’ shit. Do you want me to tell your mom? Do you want
me to be pissed?

“Take your time I’ve got all night. That was my wife on the
phone, and I’m in no hurry to get home.”

“Is she mad?”
“I hope not—she’s someone you don’t want to see angry.”
I imagined his wife chasing him out of the house and down the

road with a rolling pin, and I laughed.
“Funny? Next time she gets upset, I’ll send you to my house, and

I’ll spend the night in your cozy hideout.”
What he said was stupid, but it made me feel good.
“You like Robert Service?” He picked up the pack of Camels on

his desk, started to put it in his shirt pocket, but changed his mind. “I
lost you today—seemed like you’d picked up and gone to the Yukon.”

“I was thinking of Parma, where I’m going starting Monday.” I
lied about the Yukon so he wouldn’t get the idea he could read my
mind.

“You’re moving?” He was surprised.
“No. If it were Franklin’s idea, we’d move every five minutes, but

since it’s mine, he’ll stay for another fifty years.”
“Hold on a minute,” he said throwing up his hands, “you’re turn-

ing two pages at a time, and I can’t keep up.”
“I want you to transfer me to Parma.”
“You’ll live here, but you want to go to school in Parma. Why?”
“Personal.”
He rubbed his chin. “I’ve caught up, and now I’m two pages

ahead.”
“What’s that mean?”
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“It means we’re back to where you ran out of the room.”
He was an asshole like the others. I’m not sorry I swore at him. In

fact, I left out a couple of good names I should’ve used. I didn’t care
if he smacks me upside the head or wears out my ass with the stu-
pid paddle on the wall that hangs on the same peg since third grade.
He’s a damn traitor, and I’ll tell him to his face. He’s a stupid shit if
he thinks I’m going to run for the door again. Does he expect me to
plow over the top of his desk like Superman? I hope his wife knocks
the shit out of him, I hope she ...

“Are you going to run, or sit like a man and talk it out?” He
tossed the pack of cigarettes in front of me.
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Chapter Thirty-Eight
I took a cigarette from the pack, expecting he’d stop me, but he fired
up his lighter. I dragged hard, pulling in the rich smoke, and the cig-
arette burned shorter. House was shocked. “Kids your age shouldn’t
be hooked on these rotten things—you’re supposed to choke and get
sick.” He reached for the pack and took one for himself and leaned
back in the chair. “What’s going on between you and Wylina?” He
asked it no different than asking for my opinion of the Forty-Niners’
new quarterback.

“I don’t want to talk about her.”
“I’m not asking what happened between you and Wylina in the

past—I’m talking about the way you treat each other now.”
I kept my mouth closed and smoked until the ash had to be

knocked off. I took one last drag. “Dammit!” I dropped the butt into
the ashtray and stuck my fingers in my mouth. “These are shorter
than the ones I smoke.” Teachers find a way to embarrass you no mat-
ter what you do, but I didn’t care if he thought I knew nothing about
smoking.

He didn’t say anything about the stupid accident with the ciga-
rette, but I’m telling him what I want, and by damn he better not
stop me. “I can’t be around Wylina ever again. It wasn’t my idea to
move back, and I’m leaving.”

“I’m asking you to stay. I’m hoping you do, but if you’re miser-
able here and want a new teacher, I’ll transfer you to Parma.”

“You can get me into Parma?” He should’ve told me that to be-
gin with.

House sighed and lowered his head. “You won’t be the first stu-
dent that didn’t like me, but I’m not going to hide that it hurts my
feelings.”

I thought he was going to cry. “You have nothing to do with me
leaving—You’re the best teacher I ever had.”
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He raised his head, but still looked hurt. “Maybe you and Wylina
could get together with me here in the office once in a while and—”

“No!”
“Or just you and me.”
“I wouldn’t mind talking to you alone.”
“We’d have to trust each other.”
I thought about House’s unexpected visit and knew I trusted

him. When he came into my room, he didn’t tell Mom or Franklin
about me smoking and almost burning the house down. I asked
Mom what he had said when he left. “He was glad he got a chance to
meet me, and said you were a good kid,” she answered.

I stared him square in the eye so he’d know I meant it. “I already
trust you—it’s nothing to work on.”

Then he changed from trust to respect, and how you could re-
spect a person whether you liked them or not. I understood what he
said, but I couldn’t promise I’d be able to do it, so I said, “You can
respect Wylina, and I’ll still trust you, even if I don’t respect her.”

“There’s always going to be someone you never want to run into
again—you’ll face this throughout life.”

“Only her.” No one would hurt me like Wylina.
“You have to give your best shot. Imagine the basketball is in

your hands... one second on the clock, and you shoot. You might
miss, but you give your best shot.”

I had the ball. The crowd went wild. I gave my best shot. The ball
floated to the basket dead set to sink with a swish, and time stood
still, until asshole Fletcher leapt in the air, and sent the ball flying at
the sound of the final buzzer.

“My best shot always gets screwed.”
House smiled. “That’s what I like about you, Conor.”
“That I screw-up?”
“You remind me of someone special.”
“Who?” I didn’t think anyone was like me.

AMONG THE JIMSON WEEDS 219



He pointed his finger at himself, and I about crapped.
“I want to ask about your dad.”
“Franklin?”
“Why do you call him Franklin?”
“I don’t believe he’s my real dad.”
“You’re the spitting image of him—I’d be more inclined to be-

lieve Mrs. Kelman isn’t your mother.”
“She gave birth to me, and was there when I was born.” What a

dumb ass.
“You screamed like a wounded animal when I stopped you at the

door. I don’t think you were afraid of me. I’m trying to put two and
two together and have to ask if Franklin has hurt you in a way he
shouldn’t?”

“No.” He knocked me on my ass, but he warned me first, so I’m
to blame. What he doesn’t do hurts me more than any bruise.

“Anyone had their hands on you where they had no right to be?”
Images brought anger and hatred, instead of the sickness they

once brought. “No! I would’ve killed the sonofabitch first.”
House stared at the top of the desk. “If someone violated you it’s

not your fault—talking about it helps.”
I’m not talking to anybody about Dale unless I come face to face

with the asshole himself, and I’ll tell him plenty. “Can I bum a ciga-
rette?” I needed one bad.

“That’s something else I want to talk about, but it can wait until
after we have our last smoke.”
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Chapter Thirty-Nine
The tips of my fingers had turned white. They tingled, and my nose
stung. My ears stuck to the stocking hat, and I thought I’d have to
take out my pocketknife to break the ice. Billy’s coldness bothered
me more than the weather.

“Seventh graders whipped our ass and destroyed our fort—we
should be proud as hell.”

Billy shook the ice off his gloves and muttered, “At least you’re
proud of something.”

“What’s your problem?” Since the morning, he’d treated me like
a stranger.

“Why would you care?”
“You think I don’t care you’ve treated me like shit all morning?”
“That’s how you treated me, by not coming to the skating party.”
“I told you before Christmas vacation I wouldn’t go, and you

should’ve figured out why without me having to tell you.”
“I thought you’d grown up and put me first.” He flung his jacket

on the pile underneath the row of hooks that held coats hanging
one on top of the other. “Last year Wylina got sick and couldn’t go.
She didn’t go this year because she thought you were going, and you
didn’t go, thinking she would. Normal behavior, if you’re four years
old. You’re both sick, and making me sick of both of you.”

“You’re going to find out how sick if you don’t shut your mouth.”
“Your head is up your butt, and so is hers.”
I took a deep breath like Mr. House taught me and pinched the

web between my thumb and finger. But it didn’t stop the urge to
shove his head where it belonged. “I’m walking away.” Just like House
said—walk away from trouble, be the bigger man. I threw my coat
on top of Billy’s. “Wylina could’ve gone—she’s the shitty one.” I had
hoped she wouldn’t go, and it made me feel better knowing that she
missed out on the fun, too.
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“I made my decision who’s shitty,” the little fart said.
“Go ahead—tell me who’s being shitty.”
“You’re walking away—remember?”
“I’ll go when I’m good and ready.”
The loud-mouthed coward walked by me and jabbed me in the

side. I slugged him, and the fight was on. We pounded the shit out
of each other until Mr. House grabbed us by the belts and pulled us
apart.

He escorted us out of the auditorium to the hall. “Who’s
first—?”

I raised my hand high, volunteering first. “Paddle me.” It’s worse
waiting for a whipping, than getting one.

“I’d let you keep beating on each other if I wanted you hurt.
Who’s first to explain why you’re fighting?”

I glared at Billy. “Let him be first—he started it.”
Billy shrugged his shoulders and didn’t say anything.
“Then we’ll go inside and get on with our studies.”
The surprised look we exchanged didn’t last.
“Since you won’t tell me, you can write what happened during

lunch recess.” He ignored our crest-fallen faces. Then he gave us the
rules. The rules weren’t bad at all. We could take all the time we
wanted to eat, take bathroom breaks, or rest breaks, as long as we re-
mained inside. The thoughts of playing, horsing around, and telling
jokes showed in our eyes as we stared at each other in disbelief.

Then he spoiled everything. “Place the compositions on my desk
when the noon take-up bell rings. I’ll read what you turn in each
day. I expect you to use composition guidelines and rules, but what
you write is more important than how you write. No word limits—I
want quality. If it doesn’t meet my requirements, you’ll get the paper
back the next day at the beginning of lunch hour to try again. You
can take as many days as you want, as long as you finish by the last
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day of school. I’ll break open a new ream of composition paper and
leave it on the table.”

Too sissy to blister our ass, the chicken-shit had given us the
worst punishment ever. He handed our papers back Tuesday and
Wednesday.

“Tomorrow is Thursday—I’m writing the damn thing at home,
where I can think,” Billy said.

“He’ll find out.”
“I’ll copy it on the composition paper. He trusts us too much to

think we’d cheat. Anyway, bending the rules isn’t cheating.”
Thursday, we took the compositions out of our back pockets and

copied them on the lined paper. Fresh, clean, letter perfect and un-
marked with perspiration, smudges, or mistakes, we finished in no
time and used the rest of the lunch hour joking and horsing around.

We stood in front of House’s desk and dropped our papers when
the bell rang at 12:55. Billy grinned like an ape. “We outsmarted
House.”

“Damn right, and it feels grand.”
The next day House called us to his desk. He held our composi-

tions in his hands. “Try harder,” he said without giving us a look.
We sat at the table, our faces as blank as the fresh sheets of com-

position paper. “Where do I begin?” Billy tilted his chin upward, as
though he asked God.

“Write about House being an asshole . . . Write about trying
harder.” I threw my pen on the table, went to the calendar hanging
on the wall, and counted the days until the end of school. “Tomor-
row’s Friday—better think of something, or we’ll be here the rest of
our lives.”

We wrote in silence. I was pleased with the amount I had written,
until I read what I’d put down. Everything sounded stupid and made
no sense. “I’ve started over so many times I can’t remember why we
started fighting.”
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“I said you had your head up your butt, and you got pissed.”
“You said Wylina and me both had our heads up our butt. Her

head is up so far she’ll never see daylight. That’s who ought to be sit-
ting here—she caused the trouble.”

“I’m not saying a word. You get pissed when I say her name.”
“It’s part of the agreement that I’m working on.”
“What agreement?” He put down his pen.
“An agreement House and I made.” It was probably the only

thing at school Billy didn’t know, and to my delight, he was going
bonkers. “I used to smoke,” I said.

“What’s that got to do with an agreement? Everybody in town
knows you smoke.”

“He put stop smoking in the agreement as a new year’s resolu-
tion. And I quit.”

“You smell like an ashtray.”
I wadded the composition in a ball. “Shit like this is why I started

again!” I hurled the crumpled paper into the waste can. “Tuesday, I
borrowed a pack of smokes from the top of the refrigerator when I
got home, and now I have to borrow another one, thanks to you and
House.”

“A day and a half without a cigarette isn’t stopping.”
“I’ll stop when I get this stupid thing written.”
“Wylina was part of the agreement... Right?”
“So what?”
“If you’d told me that—”
“Told you what?
“I wouldn’t have said anything about you and Wylina if I’d

known about the agreement.”
“The agreement is about me—not you.” I probably would’ve told

him, but he didn’t have to needle it out of me. “If you hadn’t gotten
pissed because I didn’t go to the skating party, we’d be outside build-
ing a new fort.”
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“The New Year’s skating party is the one time I want to be with
friends, and my best friend didn’t show.”

“I thought you knew Wylina and me hate each other.”
“If it required an agreement, you should’ve told me.”
The bell rang.
“Shit! Two lines, that’s all I got down.”
“House won’t care. He hopes we’re here until we grow

beards—the smart ass son-of-a bitch knows there are five-hundred
sheets in here.” He slapped the package of composition paper.

On Friday, Billy and I stopped at the waste basket before going
to the table. We exchanged suspicious looks as we threw everything
we’d written the past three days in the waste basket.

“You starting over?” I asked.
“Maybe.” He wrote, hiding the words with his hand.
I titled my composition “My Best Friend Billy Dill,” and the

words came easy. We bent our heads, got down to business, and
didn’t speak until we handed them to House at the end of lunch
hour.

Five minutes before four o’clock, House called Billy and me to
his desk. “You two have big plans for the weekend?”

We read each other’s thoughts. The bastard can’t make us do any-
thing or take anything away from us on weekends, and he’d better
not try.

“I’m spending the entire day at Billy’s.”
“We’re sledding from morning to night,” Billy said.
“Your compositions are what I wanted.” He shook the papers

gently. “Neither of you could have a better friend.”
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Chapter Forty
Cool air tumbled through my hair, while the sun on its morning
climb warmed my skin. I looked forward to spring. I ran to school
with scenes in my head changing from one spring to another. The
ones I wanted to keep in my head vanished, while those that brought
pain hung around steadily repeating themselves as though they
didn’t want me to forget.

Why does bad survive and good die?
Air filled with the perfume of apple blossoms. Wylina hummed

a song as she rounded the corner, carrying a basket. Blindfolded, she
led me deep into the orchard. I wanted to hold the scene, to reach in-
side my head, pull it down and fill my insides with happiness, but the
scene changed to a little white house nestled in a clearing surrounded
by apple trees. Before the beauty of the memories yanked my breath
away, the house exploded in fire. Wylina danced in the middle of lap-
ping flames—dancing, dancing, until her face vibrated, shook, and
became distorted, like film slipping from sprocket teeth.

We laughed and kissed in the barn loft, gathering possessions to
decorate the little white house ... teasing ... falling into the loose hay
... holding onto each other for good, forever. Something is wrong
when good hurts.

Green pickup trucks chased me like a cat plays with a mouse. A
three-story hand slipped around my waist, squeezing the life from
me before throwing me in the back of the truck with no place to run.

Ball park packed. Crowd stunned. I punched Floyd. A chant
boiled slowly until it broke the sky with the sound of thunder. “Okie,
Okie, fuckin’ Okie ... Okie, Okie, fuckin’ Okie.”

I crossed the highway to the school’s back yard and ran the
perimeter of the field—once, twice, running until the distorted im-
ages stopped. I dropped to my knees, spat, and coughed. A string of
young kids running behind me stopped in silence. I sat on my butt
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and held my knees to my chest and listened to the sounds of a softball
game across the highway, and chattering girls waiting for the morn-
ing bell.

Damn, I needed a smoke. House warned me stopping wouldn’t
be easy. Give your best shot. Three weeks until graduation. I barely
held on. I caught her looking at me when she thought I couldn’t see.
Her pain reached deep within me, breaking through the armor of
anger intended to protect me. Nothing is fair. She was at fault, the
reason I couldn’t trust her, couldn’t trust anyone.

Everything I am, everything I have, I handed to her. When I
followed House’s rules—stopped being ornery, stopped giving dirty
looks, and started the respect crap, she did everything she could to
make me feel sorry. She hurt me. She should apologize and say I’m
sorry. I’d tell her to go to hell, but I would like to hear her say it.
I tried to tell House. He wouldn’t listen. Nobody listens. I didn’t
blame them. Why should anyone pay attention to me?

I shivered from the blast of cold. “What the hell you doing
here?” I didn’t want him near me—he’s supposed to be with Gabbie.
His arms had circled my body before I had the chance to give him a
cussing. He held me against his chest, hand on the back of my head
and I sank into a soothing pool of peace, tranquility, and calmness.
For a brief time, Red Nolan made me normal, and I belonged.

. . .
Stretched across the floor on my belly the last Friday before grad-

uation, I worked on the drawing. We transformed a roll of butcher
paper into a beautiful mural that would cover the auditorium walls.
Sections of the paper were rolled out across every available space. Jars
of tempura, brushes, pens, and pencils crowded the tops of the tables.
I had spent as much time on the floor during the school year as I had
at my desk. The assignments House gave required projects. Until this
year, I hadn’t considered learning to be exciting and fun, other than
the short time with Mrs. Ford at the end of first grade.
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House knelt and examined my work. “Molly sent me—she needs
help with the perspective on the church. I think she’s frustrat-
ed—she’s rubbed three holes in the butcher paper.”

Everyone knew I had a talent for setting up vanishing points, get-
ting the perspective just right. Hearing others say I was good struck
me better than being able to do it. “I’ll give her some help.” I acted a
bit putout to hide the pride swelling inside me.

“How many days?” House asked.
Always keeping count of the days since I stopped smoking, for

my benefit. “Forever.”
“Today marks your one-hundred sixteenth day—you’re ahead of

me by a hundred fourteen.”
He stretched it—I doubt he quit for more than an hour. “You

ask me every day. You’re a math teacher. Tomorrow why don’t you
add a hundred sixteen plus one, and you can stop asking me.” I liked
having a teacher to joke around with. “And don’t forget the choco-
late milkshake at Seeley’s you owe me.”

House rubbed his stomach. “How about Saturday afternoon at
two o’clock—I can see me slurping one down right now.”

“Imagine all you want, loser, but it’s water for you.”
“You’re kidding.”
“You set the bet, not me.”
“Coffee?”
“Water.” Served him right. If I can go without a cigarette for one-

hundred sixteen days, he can drink water while I down a chocolate
shake in front of his nose.

. . .
I woke up trying to decide if graduation or drinking a chocolate

shake in front of House made me happier. For now, I was intent on
pouring a cup of the coffee that I smelled as it traveled from the
kitchen to my room.
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Mom broke the news before I filled the cup. “We’re moving to
Middleton in August. This time, I wanted you to know right away.
No point hiding it from you.”

I tried to disguise the relief of breaking free of Wylina, because
I didn’t want her or Franklin to think I was happy about the move.
“Just swell,” I said in disgust.

I took the coffee to my room, opened the window, listened to the
rain, and imagined a new school where I didn’t know anybody and
no one knew me. Thanks to House I didn’t smoke, and that increased
the opportunity to make friends with unsoiled church-going kids. I
would go out for sports, and try not to cuss. I thought about other
things, but I fell asleep and forgot them. When I woke, the rain had
disappeared, and the sun played peek-a-boo behind clouds.

My feet no more than hit the blacktop when the sky turned dark
as hell. I raced to the lane that led to House’s place and waited at the
edge of the highway for him to drive up. I tried to shield the rain
with hands and arms. Soaked, I gave in to it, tilting my head back,
and embraced the slapping wind. Rain danced on the blacktopped
highway, and grasses alongside the lane swayed back and forth like a
wild man with no place to run.

House pulled up and leaned across the seat to open the door for
me. “You’re crazy!” he yelled.

. . .
House called the girl behind the soda fountain by name. He

must’ve come in for a lot of chocolate shakes and coffee, by the way
they greeted each other.

“What’s it gonna be Cal—chocolate shakes?”
“One chocolate shake ...” He wrinkled his face in pain. “... and a

glass of water.”
She turned to me. “You’re the first young man to belly up to a so-

da bar for water.”
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“The waters for Cal,” I said, stretching the name out, “The choco-
late shake is mine.”

The grin on her face swallowed her chin as she watched the ex-
pression on House’s face.

I moved the frosted container holding the rest of the shake away
from House. I sipped from two straws stuck in the tall milkshake
glass, and watched droplets of chocolate shake slide down the out-
side of the container. I caught them with a swipe of a finger before
they reached the bottom.

House refused to pay any attention. I followed his gaze when he
turned his head toward the coffee pot, watching it fill with fresh cof-
fee.

“I imagined how good a hot cup of coffee would taste while I
waited in the rain.’ I patted my stomach. “If I have room, I might just
order one.”

“I might just flunk your ass so fast your head will spin.”
I think he meant it.
“Ma’am,” I called to the waitress, “I’d like to buy a cup of coffee.”
Before I could say, “No hurry—take your time,” she had the pot

by its handle and a cup in the other hand. “It’s for Cal,” I said.
She poured the coffee. “Cream?” she said, trying hard to keep a

straight face.
“Libby-Anne Marie, you know I drink my coffee black.”
The two of us remained silent, and then we both had something

to say. House insisted I go first, since the celebration was in my hon-
or. I intended to offer him the rest of the shake, but instead of sliding
the metal container to him I said, “We’re moving.” I hadn’t planned
on telling him because after graduation, the entire class of eighth
graders would leave the school.

By the look on his face, it took him by surprise. “I hoped we’d be
neighbors and meet at Seeley’s for coffee and chocolate shakes for a
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long time. I’m going to miss you.” He sounded serious, and I believed
him.

“It’s not all bad—we’re moving all the way to Middleton, and I
won’t have to go to school with Wylina.”

“You think getting away from Wylina will make it easier to leave
your friends?”

“I’m grown up enough now not to get sad when I leave friends.
It’s part of life—nothing I can do.” I poured the last of the shake into
the tall glass. “I would’ve made you transfer me to Parma to get away
from her, if you hadn’t said we’d be in high school next year, so why
bother. If you’d listened to me, I wouldn’t have had to put up with
her all year.”

“You didn’t know any more than me that you’d move and
wouldn’t go to Parma High.”

“I should have—Franklin moves as often as he takes a crap.” The
milkshake lost its taste, and I pushed it away. “I’m nervous. I’ve al-
ways gone to small schools.” I hoped he had some advice other than
trying hard.

“You’ll do great—don’t worry.”
Straight from the teacher’s playbook—try harder, you’ll do great.

He’s no better than the other assholes. I shouldn’t have expected any-
thing else.

“Doesn’t matter—I get closer to sixteen every day—one school
year and two months to go.”

He pushed his eyes close to mine. “You drop out of school, I’ll
kick your ass so hard you’ll look for it the rest of your life.”

“Once I’m sixteen, no one can make me go.”
“I can kick your ass no matter what age you are.”
“I’m not cut out for school. You ought to know—you taught me

for a year.”
“Dammit! You’re the kind of kid that made me go into teaching.

You were like me when I was in school. Not everybody learns by sit-
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ting on their butt listening and reading. Is that how you learned to
swim, for hell’s sake?”

“Probably.”
“You want advice for high school—I’ll lay it out so a wiseass can

understand. First, get in with the right crowd. Second, give it your
best shot. If you join in with a bunch of fuck-ups, that’s what you’ll
be. Memorize these two rules—right crowd, best shot.”

. . .
I walked beside Sarah while Miss April, seated at the piano,

played “Pomp and Circumstance.” Eighth grade ended, and I’d grad-
uate from grade school tomorrow evening. For the first time, I un-
derstood Little Dicky’s disappointment when I missed his gradua-
tion.

Sarah and I separated at the end of the aisle, taking different stair
steps to our places on the stage. The blue caps and gowns in Mr.
Swartz’ room were ready for Mrs. Borden and Mrs. Ferguson to fit
us. Billy Dill and Marlene waited their turn at the podium, to prac-
tice their speeches under the direction of Old Lady Benton. Excite-
ment shot through the air—same as a play-off game for the first place
trophy.

We chatted while emptying desks and collecting final-project
folders to take home. Friday, our last day of grade school, and no
one could call us kids any longer. We were all grown up and ready to
make our mark in life. Billy Dill said something similar in his vale-
dictorian address, and it sounded swell.

We finished the last graduation practice, and she came up from
behind. “Conor.”

I turned, reminding myself to be polite. It was that goddam en-
velope in her hand.

“I can’t throw the letter away, because your name is on it. It’s
stamped with the United States Postal Service mark, and it’s a penal-
ty if anyone tampers with it other than—”
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“For hell’s sake, give me the damn thing.” I forced a smile and
took it from her hands. I stuck the envelope in the health folder with
the big red A, followed by a personal note from Mr. House saying
“Excellent work Conor!” and went home.

Mom fixed my favorite foods for dinner—fried chicken, corn-
bread, peanut butter, and chocolate pie. A bunch of relatives showed
up to help eat it. She fixed other things, too, but I only ate chicken,
cornbread slathered with peanut butter, and chocolate pie. Some rel-
atives brought gifts. Others stuck money inside a graduation card for
me. They treated me different than usual.

My brother-in-law insisted I ride up front, by the outside win-
dow, as he drove us to school for the graduation. It was the first time
I hadn’t run to the school, but I don’t think that had anything to do
with feeling older and bigger.

The ceremony went off just the way we practiced. Mr. House
called our names, and Mr. Dill presented the diplomas. Minutes later
friends and family shook our hands and congratulated us. We were
no longer in grade school.

The line at the boys’ restroom traveled from the door halfway
down the hall. Weird that you could sit forever without being aware
your bladder was ready to burst, until you stood. I waited in the audi-
torium for the line to wind down. The teachers smiled and told little
stories to let us know they remembered us.

“You always got a horrible stomach ache and had to go to the sick
room in the back of the stage when we started long division,” Miss
Hope shared with everyone within hearing distance, “and they magi-
cally disappeared when I made you stay in during lunch recess to fin-
ish the assignment.”

“Thank God Franky taught me how to divide in one hour.” I left
for the bathroom before she had a chance to further embarrass me.
The line had disappeared, and the hallway was empty.

“Hi Conor,” she said.

AMONG THE JIMSON WEEDS 233



“Hi, Wylina.”
“Beautiful graduation.”
“Yes.”
“My entire life at Roswell flashed by...and I wanted to say good-

bye before you left.”
“Goodbye, Wylina.”
“I heard you were moving.”
“Some things never change.”
She stood silently, as though she wanted to say more. Before I

turned to walk away, she reached up, taking my face in her hands,
kissed me, turned, and vanished. I hurried to the restroom. My vision
blurred. I entered the stall and removed a couple sheets of toilet tis-
sues from the metal box, and blotted my eyes. The door opened as
I finished at the sink. The water woke my senses. I threw the paper
towel in the overflowing trash can, and as it fell to the floor with oth-
ers, I took one last look in the mirror.

“You okay?”
“I’m swell, Billy.” I felt them coming from deep inside, like a

pent-up tidal wave waiting for the right time. I ran into the stall and
closed the door.

234 PAUL KEENE



Chapter Forty-One
Across the street, a chestnut horse buried his muzzle in the pasture
grass, threw his head in the air, and moved to a new spot. The bright
sun hinted at another Indian summer for Treasure Valley. I buttoned
my jeans and pulled the faded red tee-shirt over my head. The kid
who worked at Corky’s Market informed me today was the last day
to register before school started. I splashed water on my face and ran
damp fingers through my hair, patting it in place. The thick hair was
the same whether I used a brush, comb, or fingers, and I’d discovered
over the years the fingers were faster, less painful, and I never had to
look for them.

The distinct sound of the ball hitting cement announced the kid
on the corner shooting hoops before he came into sight. I knew two
things about the kid. He never missed a shot, and he never spoke to
me when I passed by.

I checked for traffic at the highway, to increase my chances of not
getting run over, and noticed the three guys gathered across the street
from the high school. I changed my mind and headed up the side-
walk toward the fellows who looked near my age. It would be nice
to recognize a familiar face next Tuesday when I entered the biggest
school I’d ever attended. Like Mr. House said, high school was the
time to make what he called life-time friends—those that held high
values and interests. He believed I’d make good choices, and I wasn’t
going to let him down.

The three guys followed every move I made as I drew closer
to them. They were dressed in blue jeans and tee-shirts, and I was
thankful I didn’t wear the corduroy school pants Mom came home
with from the ID store. More than anything, I wanted to fit in, but
House never once said try harder to feel normal.

The dark haired kid flexed his muscles underneath the white cot-
ton tee-shirt. He reminded me of Victor, but with longer and greasi-
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er hair. We were like dogs meeting for the first time, protecting ter-
ritory, ready to fight if necessary. They examined me unashamedly,
from the end of my shoes to the top of my head, calculating every-
thing about me through their eyes.

The dark-haired kid spoke. “New here?” he asked.
“Yeah.” I nodded at the school across the street. “Came to regis-

ter.”
“We just finished.” He removed the pack of Lucky Strikes rolled

up in the sleeve of his tee-shirt, tapped up a couple and held the pack
toward me.

“Smoke?”
I pulled a cigarette from the pack. “I’m Conor, with one n.”
I looked up as a girl with bright red lips and wearing a white

blouse walked out of the high school. She paused at the flagpole and
flipped a strand of blond hair from her eyes.

The guy with the cigarette stuck behind his ear made a strange
laugh.
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