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PART ONE




Childhood is not from birth to a certain age and at a certain age The child is grown, and puts away childish things. Childhood is the kingdom where nobody dies.


EDNA ST. VINCENT MILLAY
















CHAPTER ONE





To be perfectly honest, the day my father Michael died really wasnt the worst day of my life.


Of course, it has panned out to be the worst, but at the time, it was just the last day in a week of one fun thing after another, all part of what I later learned was a carefully constructed plot to distract us children from the inevitable. Every night my brother Simon and my sister Missy and me were wined and dined by different friends and kin, making for a fast, hectic week that peaked on Saturday, when my best friend Kenneths Uncle Lou, who is full-blooded Italian (like Kenneth wishes he was) and very sympathetic to Daddys plight, took Kenneth and me to Busch Gardens as he works for Anheuser-Busch and gets free tickets.


We left early that morning, before five, and got there just as the gates opened, and had a heck of a time except that I puked on the Scorpion, or just after. Wed eaten breakfast at the IHOP outside the park and I must have eaten one chocolate-chip pancake too many, for I got sick as a dog on the first loop, but was man enough to hold my bile till I made it to the bathroom. Other than that, we had a big time. Uncle Lou even bought each of us a copy of the picture they take when you come in the park that Daddy always said was such a rip-off (fifteen bucks) though maybe he (Uncle Lou, that is) got an employee discount.



In any case, I have the picture on my nightstand to this day and have to say that yes, I look quite the happy boy, not a clue in the world that my father was lying on his deathbed four hundred miles away fighting for his last breath. Just me and that idiot Kenneth grinning like possums, Uncle Lou between us, his arms draped loosely around our necks, very Italian and all, like a good-natured mafioso with his two favorite Godsons.


By the time we started home, it was nearly dark, all the little tourist towns along US 19 decorated for Christmas, each with its own enticement: mermaids and alligator farms and manatee crossings. We even stopped at some of them as Uncle Lou is divorced and kind of lonely, and all the billboards had these well-matured women in bikinis urging you to drop by. At least, I think thats why we stopped. It was too dark to see much at any of them, and as the gray December evening gave way to a cold, clear night, I began to get a little antsy with how late it was getting, and Daddy being sick at home.


I kept thinking about Mama and how worried shed be if I was late, how she always paced around when Daddy was late from Waycross. It started eating at me, made me curse the traffic lights and silently rejoice when it got late enough that they were turned off for the night, blinking yellow through the little towns in the Big Bend till we finally made Perry, where Uncle Lou stopped for coffee and let me call home on his credit card.


It must have been something like two oclock in the morning by then, not the perfect time for a call home, but I didnt pause for a second because for one thing, with Daddy so sick, our household routine had become hopelessly upended, and for another: my mother never sleeps anyway. I mean, hardly ever. Its one of her strange old vampire things that wed all grown used to, never gave a second thought to knocking on her bedroom door at midnight, or calling home at odd hours of the night.


Sure enough, she answered on the second ring, not at all upset or sleepy, just her calm, matter-of-fact self, asking me where we were; if Id had fun.



I told her it was big fun, though Id almost puked on the Scorpion, and she was the soul of comfort. Did it make you feel better?


I had to admit that it did and she said good, at least it hadnt spoiled my day, then gave the phone to Daddy, said he wanted to talk to me. I could make out a rustling of sheets and the faint sound of Mamas voice on the line, calm and rock-solid, catching Daddy up on what Id just told her, then his own voice, weak but familiar, which was a relief, as everything else about him had become so strange lately.


I mean, if he wasnt lying in his own bedroom in his own bed when I left that morning, I wouldnt even recognize him, he was so awful looking, his face so thin you could count the bones, his hair almost completely gray, and he was only forty-three. Aunt Candace (Daddys older sister), who is a nurse, said thats what pain will do to you, age you, but still, it was very strange, and I was almost glad I couldnt actually see him, because over the phone he sounded perfectly fine, just a little tired and hoarse.


Hey, Clayman, he said in his thin, kindly voice, for Daddy was the kind of old-school redneck who was constantly churning out terms of affection for the people he loved. He called Simon Sim or Simbo, called our sister Missy Mimi or Red (because of her red hair), and though I was technically named after my great-grandfather Clayton, he seldom (if ever) called me by my given name, but Claybird most of the time, along with Clayman and Big Man and all sorts of variations therein.


Hey, Daddy, I replied, then I stood there at the counter and gave him a fast travelogue of the day, telling him the same things Id just told Mamaabout how Id eaten too many pancakes before I got on the Scorpion, but didnt realize it till that first loop; how Uncle Lou had his picture taken with a mermaid.


Good for Lou, Daddy said with his old dry laugh, then asked to speak to him.


I called Uncle Lou to the phone then sat at the counter with Kenneth and drank whatever theyd ordered for mea milkshake, I thinknot paying much attention to their conversation, though I wished I would have now, because I think Daddy told him to get me home fast so he could see me one last time, before they sent him to the hospital.


He must have, for Uncle Lou didnt even finish his coffee, just tossed a ten on the counter, then loaded us up and hauled butt down the four-lane through the flat woods. He didnt even bother to bypass downtown Tallahassee, but just cruised down the parkway doing sixty, slowing down for the lights, but not coming to a full stop, which made for an eerily silent, fast little spin through town.


I kept thinking a cop would see us and pull us over, but nothing stirred or impeded our progress, Highway 90 winding empty and gray through the tobacco barns and old plantation houses in Gretna and Quincy and finally over the Apalachicola that was high on its banks that time of year, smoking and silent in the darkness of the early dawn.


I dont remember much of the trip after the river. After that, I was busy packing my stuff and doing my thanks and giving directions to the various back roads and cutoffs that made for the shortcut home. In no time at all we were turning off the highway into our drive, the woods that lead up to the house pitch black till the motion detectors went off, flickering on just ahead of us, one after another, bringing to light the trees and gravel and frost-stiffened grass till we made it around back to the garage.


Uncle Lou dropped me off there, as planned, I guess, as Mama was waiting at the back door (or maybe shed seen the lights and come downstairs). She was wearing the same thing shed had on when I left that morning, her white winter robe, her face unmade and vampire-pale, her dark red hair kind of spiky and wild, like shed been in bed, though she didnt seem sleepy at all, just glad to see me as she let me in with one of her big Mama-hugs. There was no indicationnot a smell, not a winkthat Daddys illness was reaching what Missy would call critical mass, the house kind of tousled like it always got around Christmas, not as many presents under the tree as usual, Mama too busy nursing Daddy to do much shopping.



But other than that, everything was just as it should be, and after my hug, I plunked my stuff on the floor and gave her the Busch Gardens picture that she turned over in her hands, smiling at it a moment before she thanked Uncle Lou with the particular graciousness that Gabe would later call her good Louisiana manners. She would have walked him to his car if hed have let her, but he insisted it was too cold and made his departure at the French door with many profuse thanks and offers of money on Mamas part, and an equal number of steadfast refusals (for the money) and offers of assistance on his.


It was like a battle of good Louisiana manners and good Sicilian manners, which made for a lot of vehement protest and proclamations of undying gratitude that I didnt join in or make much of, hit by a wall of sleepiness the moment I walked in the door. I hadnt been home much the past week, what with all the wining and dining and gallivanting around. Now that I was back in my own living room with its own familiar smellscoffee and Pine-Sol and damp wood (old-house smells, Daddy used to call them), I was suddenly dead on my feet, overtaken by a fit of yawning.


With no further ado, I headed up to my bedroom, wanting to climb in bed, clothes and all, though Mama stopped me on the stairs and called that Daddy was awake; that he wanted to see me.


Im taking him back to the hospital, she said aside to Mr. Lou, then, to me: The ambulancell be here in a minute, baby. Run show him your picture.


I just nodded, then headed up the stairs, not at all upset by the news that he was going back to the hospital. Hed been in and out of the hospital two or three times by then, for tests and operations and different little procedures that everyone said were a success, though he hadnt gotten any better as far as I could see. But the hospital was okay; it was cool. Aunt Candace worked there, and all the nurses knew us and were always teasing me about how I peed in Dr. Winstons face when I was a baby because this is a small town and a small hospital and everybody remembers every little embarrassing thing you ever did and loves to bring it up.


So hearing that Daddy was being readmitted wasnt such a big deal. I just took the steep stairs two at a time, the high-ceilinged old hallway pitch-black that time of morning, and drafty, too, smelling of Lysol and astringent, their bedroom door open, sending out a pale little triangle of light. Thats where Daddy was waiting, sitting up in bed as usual, dressed to go to town in the shiny, satin pajamas Mama had bought him for his first surgeryhis hospital pajamas, we called them, because he never wore them anywhere else. He didnt look any better or worse than he had when Id left that morning, though he was kind of slumped over, one hand pressed flat against his chest as if he was having a hard time breathing.


But he smiled when he saw me, called: Hey, Big Man, then: Wheres your mama? which was also not unusual.


Id noticed that in the past few weeks, whenever she left the room, hed get worried and nervous, so different than he used to be, so unlike him. I knew why: he was scared when she was gone, afraid he couldnt breathe; afraid hed die, and nobody could understand that better than me. I mean, I cried for a year when they sent me to kindergarten, I really did. I remember my teacher finally just telling everyone to ignore me while I sat there in my little desk every morning and broke all my pencils into pieces and cried and cried because I wanted to be back home with Mama and not out in that cold cruel world, and there was just nothing anyone could do about it.


Shes thanking Mr. Lou, I told Daddy, crawling in bed beside him and handing him the picture. Says youre going back to the hospital.


I am, he breathed, taking the picture and glancing at it, though he was really too agitated to focus on it, kept looking up at the door, waiting for Mama.


He was so worried that I shimmied back off the bed, went to see what was keeping her, but shed finally managed to out-thank Uncle Lou and met me at the door, came back to the bed with no complaint, which was a great blessing. I mean, after six weeks, a lot of women would say: Oh, quit being such a sissy, but not Mama. Shes not one of the reproachers of the world and just climbed back under the covers, robe and all. Once she was there beside him, Daddy was himself again, holding the Busch Gardens picture at arms length and regarding it with his old nearsighted squint.


My gosh, Kenneths getting tall, he murmured aside to Mama, his arms are a yard long. Susan needs to git thet boy in baseball. (Which was what he said of any child out of diapers who wasnt actually wheelchair-bound: that their parents should get them into baseball, or basketball or something. For Daddy was an athlete by inclination and a competitor by nature, who couldnt imagine a life that didnt involve some form of sweating and straining or require the purchase of a protective cup.)


I think Kenneths more the poet type, Mama answered with a fond little smile, because Kenneth is my best friend, and everyone, she says, should have a best friend.


Daddy just made one of his thoughtful little grunts in reply (he was a great grunter, my father was, able to communicate a wide expression of emotion in his various grunts: disgust, regret, bemused agreement) though he didnt say anything else. He just kept staring at the picture with this quiet, reflective intensity like he was really moved by it, unintentionally creating my last, most vivid memory of him, sitting there in the dim light of the bedside lamp, his face not as bloated and weird as it had been before his last surgery, but thin now.


Terribly, cadaverously thin, all bones and bright eyes when he seemed to come to himself and remember that I was sitting next to him. Well, Im glad you had fun, baby, he said, reaching over and gripping my knee. It was nice of Lou to take you. Didju thank him?


Now, around the Catts house, there was nothing as sniveling as an ingrate, and I went to some lengths to assure him I had. I went on to tell him about the picture and how much it cost, all to underscore what a prince of a guy Uncle Lou was, a sly maneuver on my part as he had offered to take me and Kenneth to Atlanta to see the Braves next summer. Given his reputation for barhopping, Mama was not likely to agree unless Daddy came down big on our side, so I laid it on pretty thick, till Mama quietly interrupted me.


Theyre here, she said, lifting her face to a flicker of red light that blinked in a quick little beat against the far wall, signaling the arrival of the ambulance.


She must have told them that it wasnt an emergency because they didnt have their siren on, just that voiceless blink of red that lit the dark wall, unexpectedly striking me with the same undertow of unease I had been touched with on that fast, silent drive through Tallahassee. It wasnt overwhelming or anything, just this nervous belly-drop of awareness that for all the assurance of Mamas low-key manner, something quite out of the ordinary was afoot as she maneuvered herself off the bed and went back downstairs.


Daddys breath quickened accordingly, though he tried to make light of it for my sake, his attention back on the Busch Gardens picture he was still holding in his hand. I just lay there against him, too tired to talk, though after a moment, I did ask when I could come see him, because Aunt Candace wasnt so hot about taking us up to intensive care. It was always good to get an appointment so that if she started making excuses, I could say: Daddy said I could come on Monday, or whatever, and then shed take me.


But he didnt answer; Im not sure now that he heard me. Downstairs, you could hear Mama letting in the paramedics and bringing them up the stairs, not an easy prospect as the staircase was as old as the rest of the house, steep-cut and creaky, with a sharp angle at the landing that made for a lot of commotion and instruction (Higher, Jimno, lean in. There we go).


Daddy didnt pay them any mind, just sat there staring at my picture with that tired resignation till they finally made it upstairs, and began rolling the gurney down the hallway toward us with a mighty rattle of rubber on wood. Thats when he finally looked up and spoke to me, everything about himhis color, his hair, even the whites of his eyesso weirdly and quickly changed, though his voice was his own: You keep having fun, Claybird, he said with all his old bossy sureness. You dont let this bother you, me getting sick. Dont let it get you down. You and that fool Kenneth just keep living. Keep having fun. Kay?


Which, as it turned out, was the only thing my father ever planned or asked of me. I mean, with Sim and Missy, he spent months agonizing over their futures, what theyd do when they grew up, where theyd go to college. But with me, he never said go to school or stay home or anything. He just told me to live, to have fun. To keep having fun, as much fun as we were having when they snapped that picture of us at Busch Gardens that day.


At the time, I saw no reason to deny him and just yawnedSure, Daddyand that was about the end of it.


Almost immediately, the paramedics were at the door, two men and a woman, who shooed me into the hallway while they prodded around on him awhile, took his blood pressure and checked his pulse, then transferred him to the gurney in one quick lift. With a minimum of fuss and bother, they strapped him in and rolled him out the door and down the hallway to the narrow staircase, lifting him like a king on a royal litter a foot or so above the rails, everything smooth till they made the sharp corner, where they by God would have lost him if he hadnt been secured at the chest and legs.


But he just tilted a little to the side, and once they got him to ground level, they made good time, rolling him quickly down the hall to the front door, that I ran ahead to open. They slid by with professional briskness, nobody paying me any mind till Mama went past, her purse in hand, as if she was going to town, when I had to break in and ask: Arent you getting dressed?


Because she was still in her old winter robe, her hair wild and upended, and no makeup at all, which in Mamas case makes for a ghostly pale. She was also barefoot, which was odd as it was stinking cold there on the porch, the puddles from an afternoon rain crinkled with a thin ice, though she didnt seem to notice.


Candacell bring me something, she answered distractedly, her eyes on the ambulance. Sim and Missy are at your grandmothersIll call from the hospital, see if she can pick you up for church


Im okay, I assured her, and right about then, when I might have taken the opportunity to run across that icy porch and duck my head in the ambulance and kiss my father good-bye for the very last time, I just begged, Can I sleep in yawls bed?


Now, I have to take a moment to defend this idiotic lapse by pointing out that I was terribly sleepy and had been up a long timeand anyway, this isnt any ordinary bed were talking about, but a king-size wrought-iron canopy, draped with tulle and tassels and even a few peacock feathers, with a squashy feather mattress on top (Mamas contribution) and an insanely expensive Posturepedic beneath (for Daddys bad back). To lie there was to be happy, to sleep there, a living dream, and indeed I did, as often as I could, at least until Daddy got sick. Since then, their bedroom had become the hub of life in the house and Id been exiled to my room next door, and my own little bunk beds that even then werent as wide and accommodating as they used to be.


So I was quick to take this opportunity to get back in clover and Mama didnt argue. Sure, baby, she said as she backed across the porch, but turn on the alarm and leave Sim a note or itll go off when he gets home.


I nodded quickly, didnt even wait around to watch them leave, just shut the door and hightailed it to the laundry room and set the alarm, then painstakingly wrote Sim a note telling him to disengage it or be prepared for a blast from on high. Then I scampered upstairs and took my time ordering my little nest, meticulously straightening the top sheet and big fluffy comforter, even arranging the pillows into an inviting half circle before I stripped off and dove in with a happy little sigh, just as the first tendrils of daylight were lightening the eastern sky.



I didnt even lie there and savor the moment, just went right to sleep, right where Daddy had been lying a few minutes before, the feather mattress still warm, so comfortable that I didnt wake till much later than Id expected, almost four in the afternoon, when Sim finally came home. As it turned out, he and Missy had been stranded at Grannies for the better part of two days, not having such a hot time of it, what with all our Catts and Tierney relations circling like buzzards, so morbid and weepy that Sim finally had enough of it and came home to get dressed to go to the movies.


He even let me go for once and we had a big time, saw Witness with Harrison Ford and Kelly McGillis, who you got to see topless before it was over, always a treat. And, you know, thats really about all I remember from those last few days when Daddy was wasting away in the hospital, out of sight and out of mind. I remember the day at Busch Gardens and almost puking on the Scorpion, and later, watching Kelly McGillis standing there topless, taking a sponge bath, and thinking Harrison Ford was an idiot for not going in. I remember that so clearly, in every detail, but not much else till Tuesday morning, when Aunt Candace woke me up early, just after dawn, and hurried me downstairs to the living room, where Brother Sloan told us that Daddy had died that morning in the hospital, peaceful in the end, which was what Grannie kept telling everyone at the funeral.


But I never got to see him again, and it wasnt till much latermaybe Marchthat one of the nurses on the ICU found the picture of me and Kenneth tucked away in a spare drawer in the nurses station and sent it home by Aunt Candace. Apparently, Daddy had taken it with him to the hospital that night in the ambulance, had kept it taped to his bed rails those last two days in intensive care, showed it to all the nurses; talked about how tall Kenneth and me were getting; how we both needed to be in baseball.


Indeed, if you looked closely, you could see the tape marks on the back of ityou still can, to this day. Like I say, I keep it here on my bedside table at Aunt Candaces and I look at it a lot, for it is one of the few pieces of actual physical evidence I have here in Exile that can take me back to the old house and the old life and the day that, contrary to what it might have seemed at the time, has truly and everlastingly turned out to be the worst day of my life: December 19, 1987. The day my father Michael died.


He was forty-three. I was eleven.














CHAPTER TWO





Now, when I say that my mother is a vampire, Im not being intentionally cruel or resentful or casting any aspersions on her character. She and I have gone our separate ways these days, but I still love her a lot, I always will. I mean, I know its a wimpy thing to say and maybe Im as fairy as I once thought Gabe was, but there it is. Though I live with Aunt Candace now, I still catch an occasional glimpse of her tooling around town in her big old Mercedes, all sunglasses and stiff hair, and from this angle, from the outside, I can see why people tend to look at her with such distant respect: the rich woman in the big house; unapproachable, not among us.


It used to puzzle me when I lived at home, for there was nothing particularly remote or distant about her back then. She was just Mama: the center of our lives, or eye of the hurricane, if you will. Around her blew Daddys chaotic business life, the day-to-day operations of two thriving furniture factories (Sanger Manufacturing here in town, and the South Georgia Furniture Company in Waycross) and Simon and Missys sports and science projects and two dozen best friends. Nothing about her ever struck me as unusual or scary back then; if Id had to liken her to any supernatural creature, itd have been Casper, the Friendly Ghost.


Come to think of it, I wasnt the one who came up with the Vampire Theory to begin with, but that doofus Kenneth. He was the one who began to detect echoes of the supernatural around our house sometime in the spring of what? First grade? Second? One of the lower grades, when you still sit at tables, when this know-it-all black kid named Reggie Hines informed the rest of the class that I lived in a haunted house, which, in fact, I do (or did, before I moved into town with Aunt Candace, who is so stinking hygienic that no self-respecting ghost would come within a mile of the place or hed be put to work scrubbing tile).


But at the time I did, one that was old enough to have a name: The Clarence Thurmon House. Thats how its listed on the National Register of Historic Places, not because its haunted, of course, but because its old, built in 1903 by a rich old banker who once owned half the county. Who, when it came time to build his new country house, bypassed twenty thousand acres of pristine Florida woodland to situate it smack-dab on top of an old slave graveyard, an insult the local black folk have never forgiven him.


Their offspring faithfully warned us Catts children of the dangers of living on top of such hallowed ground, said there used to be a church there, too, that he not only tore down, but incorporated into the structure of the house. According to them, the windows in our front parlor (the bow ones) were once the front windows of the church, an insult the Lord duly avenged when the Old Man was struck down by a heart attack just seven months after he moved in. As legend had it, he fell out right in the front yard, dead as a hammer, though his ghost wasnt the one that supposedly haunted the place, but the dozen or so slaves buried in the old graveyard beneath the foundation. They were the ones who had sent Old Man Thurmon to his untimely death, and after that, no one would live there for a long time.


Not till yo people moved in, Reggie noted with a sniff, as if such a foolhardy move was just the kind of thing hed expect from the likes of me.


I didnt argue the matter, for like I say, I was just in second grade at the time and still brokenhearted over leaving the sanctuary of my sagging old house, haunted or not. Furthermore, I was kind of shy of the black folk and had no intention of disputing anything with any of them, as Lincoln Park is about 60 percent black, and not middle-class Cosby Show black, either, but homegrown, dont-need-to-listen-to-noner-yocrap black.


So I just shrugged, as Id actually heard the story before, grown up with it, familiarity wearing away the Stephen King aspects of living on top of a graveyard, though Kenneth, it fascinated him. Obsessed him. Until then, we had just been playground buddies, the lukewarm kind whod wave to each other in the grocery store, but after that, he pursued me, spending the rest of the school year nagging me to sit with him in the lunchroom, or on the bus, where hed always work the conversation around to our house.


You ever noticed any, like, sunken places in the yard? he pressed. Or corners of coffins? You know, poking up out of the dirt?


I dont thank there are any, I told him flatly. Mama would have dug em up with her roses. Reggies just talking.


But that didnt satisfy Kenneth, who is the kind of person naturally drawn to the supernatural, always watching The Outer Limits and The Twilight Zone, reading horror comics. I really dont know why, for theres nothing particularly haunted about his family. God knows Miss Susan isnt a vampire, shes too doggone busy. Maybe its because hes Catholicor was when he was born, way up north in New York, though he only lived there a few years before his parents divorced and his mother moved him and his brothers Kemp and Keith (who are identical twins) to Ft. Walton, looking for a better life. Unfortunately, all she found there was yet another husband (and a sorry one at that) and another divorce that left her crapped out at thirty with three children and no education and not many prospects. It was a burden a lot of women would have wilted under, but not Miss Susan, who, despite her sorry taste in men, is probably the best mother I know, or at least the most energetic (even more than Aunt Candace). Instead of lying down and admitting defeat, she just packed up her sons and moved inland, where she took on any job that paid, working at convenience stores, gas stations, what-have-you, till she finally found her niche cleaning houses for the rich folk at Indian Springs. By then shed nosed out the cheapest rent in America in the form of a ratty old single-wide trailer a mile or so east of Sinclair, the tiny black crossroads just down the road that supplies most of the population of Lincoln Park Elementary/Middle.


Thats how Kenneth came to be the Yankee minority student amongst us, though Miss Susan is full-blooded Italian (actually, Sicilian), making him curly-haired and kind of dark. When we were little he was sometimes mistaken for an oreo (that is, mulatto), which used to annoy him, though since weve started high school in town, Ive noticed hes better about it, even subtly fosters this image of a cool, light-skinned black dude, wearing starter jackets and gold chains and stuff.


But anyway, that was him in second grade: small and dark and quiet around adults, though hes a great schemer and chatterer on the sly, and soon had me begging Mama to let him spend Memorial Day with us. This didnt take much persuading because Ive never had the truckload of friends Sim and Missy have and Mama was always afraid Id grow up a loner like her, was just pleased as punch I had me a friend. When we got home that day, she had the house all clean and sparkling, had even made M&M cookies, as if she was afraid Kenneth would get mad if there wasnt anything fit to eat and storm home, leaving me friendless.


To tell you the truth, I think she might have overdone it a little, for even aside from its haunted reputation, our house can be kind of overwhelming on first impression, with the marble pool and the draped palms and the high-ceilinged rooms, all full of shining floors and antiques and (in Kenneths honor) even fresh flowers on the mantel. Poor Kenneth seemed kind of shell-shocked by it all, just sat there at the kitchen table, gnawing cookies and glancing around with these scared, furtive little looks, hardly able to answer Mamas solicitous questions about where he was from and what his daddy did for a living.


It was just her good Louisiana manners asserting themselves, but Kenneth is kind of sensitive about where hes from, because he catches a lot of grief at school about being a Yankee, and his father has always been a sore spot that he doesnt like to talk about much. And to be honest, Mama can be intimidating in her own right when shes trying to make a good impression, for she is doggone close to six foot tall, and red-haired and attractive in an old-timey way, kind of a hick Maureen OHara. Shes also part Cajun (though she doesnt like to talk about it) and just this inspired cook, her M&M cookies not the recipe on the bag, but this pleasing combination of butter and brown sugar, chocolate and pecans, all colorful and crunchy, better than anything you can find at the bakery or the mall.


Between her and the house and the cookies, poor Kenneth didnt have much to say, though once I got him shook loose of Mamas good manners, he regained a little spunk and color as we spent the afternoon poking fishing poles in the dirt, searching for coffins. We didnt have any luck but still had fun, and after another day spent nosing around the house, under the staircase and down in the cellar, he announced positively that for once in his young life, Reggie Hines was right: I most certainly did live in a haunted house.


We aint found nothing, I argued, though he was insistent.


Gosh, Clay, who cares what we found? Ghosts arent like dogs. They just dont come out when you whistle. But theyre here, all right. I can feel em.


Now, I believe Ive mentioned that Kenneth can be a great persuader when he wants to be, and in the light of his absolute certainty I began to study our house with a different eye and had to admit that from certain angles and in certain lights, it certainly looked haunted. Partially because of its age and partially because of my mothers love of trees and the fact she never cuts any of them down, even if they are half-dead and hollow to the core. She just lets them stand, especially the live oaks, and wont even clear out the scrub beneath them, so that our narrow gravel driveway curves through thirty acres of moss-draped wilderness till our old house suddenly appears, standing silent in the half-light of the canopy. It really does look gloomy on cold days, big and old-timey and spooky, with gables and a deep porch and three different chimneys, all with different angles and caps.


So I had to admit that maybe Kenneth was on to something, and when school ended in June, ghost-busting quickly became our hobby. In the morning, Miss Susan sent him to day care in town, but as soon as he got home every afternoon, hed pedal his bike over and wed resume our investigation, poking the soft ground under the live oaks for graves or thumping the parlor walls, searching for secret passages. Hed sometimes bring along horror comics to fuel the fire, once brought along a Ouija board so we could have a sance and clear the air once and for all, but when we went to Mama to borrow candles, she strictly forbid it.


Leave them to their sorrows, she said of our household ghosts with this half-joking, half-serious resignation that just infuriated me.


One of these days youll come upon one, at night, when Daddys at work, I predicted, hoping to scare her. Then whatll you do?


But Mama, particularly resistant to this kind of challenge, just crossed her arms and smiled. Well, baby, Ill probably sit him down, fix him a cup of hot tea, ask why they planted the century oak so close to the house. Your daddy says its upending the foundation.


Coming from anyone but Mama, this would have sounded like rank sarcasm, but the heck of it was: she really meant it. I mean, she wouldnt let us use the Ouija board because she didnt believe our house was haunted, but because she did, and didnt think we had any business disturbing our ghosts rest.


It was just the kind of nonsense youd expect from someone with a drop of French Louisiana blood, and try as I might, I couldnt convince her otherwise. I pouted, I begged, I even went to Daddy to plead our case, though he took Mamas side, which was odd, for Daddy was usually the voice of reason in the Catts household. He was the one you went to when you wanted to watch a suspect movie or spend the night with someone who didnt go to the church or go fishing with Uncle Case (who would sometimes get drunk and do goofy things, like run the boat aground, which was the reason Mama didnt like us going with him). As a rule, Daddy never forbid anything, or hardly anything, and would even talk Mama around. (Oh, Myra, let em go. Quit your worrying. My gosh, theyre only young once.)


But on the matter of the summoning up the spirits of our unquiet dead, he was as adamant as Mama, a great disappointment, for by then, I was as convinced as Kenneth that we did indeed live in a haunted house. Maybe even more convinced, for I actually lived there seven days a week, and slept there, too, and over the course of the summer had begun to detect whispers of the supernatural all around me: doors that would shut by themselves, windows left mysteriously opened. The stairs especially creaked a lot at night, though when I asked Daddy about it, he said it was nothing more sinister than a cracked foundation.


The real mystery is that it aint ever fallen down around our ears, he said with a grunt, as our stylish old house was really nothing but a thorn in his overworked flesh, always requiring time and money and Uncle Cases expertise to shore up the sagging floors and dry rot and shifting beams. He claimed to have spent ten times more money in renovation than hed paid for it, though he never complained too much because the house was Mamas, the forty acres around it, her kingdom.


I mean, Im sure they owned the deed jointly, but Mama was the one who found it, whod stripped the floors and opened the fireplaces and dug out the apron of lawn and coaxed the St. Augustine grass and camellia and fern. She was the one whod reclaimed the marble pool and surrounded it in this lush, Louisiana splendor, with phoenix palms and mondo grass and a marble urn that dribbled water like a fountain.


When I was very small, I hardly remember her ever leaving the house except to attend church or go to the grocery store or cart Sim and Missy around to their endless rounds of ball games. Aside from those outings, she stayed strictly inside, obsessively cleaning and polishing and restoring till the sun began to dip behind the tree line, when she would finally emerge on the front porch, trowel in hand, and spend the next few hours tending her roses in the gray half-light of the long summer night.


I really never gave it much thought, at least not until that fool Kenneth came into the picture, when, after a months worth of fruitless digging for any sign of a coffin, he began to look further afield for the source of our old houses haunting, would occasionally pose these delicately worded questions to me.


Why doesnt your mother do her gardening in the morning? he asked late one Friday evening from the perch of the attic window, where we were secretly reading a horror comic, keeping a weather eye on her as she deadheaded roses in the garden below. Does she work nights?


I told him no, she didnt work at all, and he was thoughtful. She doesnt go out much during the day, does she?


Well, no, she wasnt social in any sense of the word back then, but shy and retiring, which didnt strike me as so terribly odd, though apparently it did Kenneth, who, as the summer progressed, began to watch Mama even more closely, put even more subtle questions to me: Why didnt she eat? Why didnt she sleep? Why didnt she go to the beach or the movies or join the PTA like everyone elses mom?


I just shrugged in reply, for my mother was kind of like my house: so familiar that I never thought to question the fact that though she spent an hour each and every afternoon conjuring up these breathtaking suppers, once all that fried chicken and macaroni and cheese was buttered and peppered and set on the table, shed usually just sip tea while the rest of us dove in. It was just Mama: she didnt eat.


She also didnt sleep, or at least not the way everyone else did, taking catnaps during the day, but staying wide-awake at night, the lamp in her bedroom lit where she was sitting up in bed reading book after book while Daddy snored peacefully at her side. When I was little, if I was ever wakened by a nightmare or got up to pee, there shed be, or sometimes Id find her downstairs, standing at the French doors sipping hot tea, or even folding laundry or cleaning windows. She wouldnt look particularly startled or guilty; would just ask why I was up; ask if I was all right.


I never thought to ask if she was all right; never thought much about her bizarre sleeping patterns one way or another till Kenneth brought the matter to a head sometime in July, when one of the networks was doing a rerun of Salems Lot and he simply insisted that Sim and me spend the night with him and his brothers and watch it.


Its the best vampire movie ever, he assured me with one of his nutty, knowing looks. I think youll find it very interesting.


He kept at us till Mama finally allowed us to go over and spend the night, even though Miss Susan was working that night, and wed all be on our own. I must say we had a big time running around the woods playing War till nine oclock, when we all snuggled down on their old foldout couch, Pepsi and popcorn in hand, ready to be scared, and in that, at least, we were not disappointed. For another of Mamas peculiarities is that shes never allowed us to watch anything weird or violent or otherwise distressing on any screen, big or small, leaving me and Sim ill-prepared for our first night alone in the woods with nothing but the doofus Brown brothers and Stephen King for company.


Twenty minutes into the thing, I kept having to get up to pee, I was so scared, and when it came to the part where those vampire boys stick their faces to the window, I screamed like a woman, I really did. I mean, I would have run through the woods in my underwear all the way home, screaming as I ran, if Sim hadnt shamed me into staying, telling me what a chicken I was; how Mama wouldnt let us do sleepovers anymore if I told. Kemp and Keith sided with him, and after they barricaded the door and brought me a crucifix to clutch in my sweating little hand, I made it to the teeth-chattering end, though I couldnt sleep for the rest of the night, I was so scared.


Fortunately, Kenneth couldnt either, and as we lay there on their little sofa bed, sprinkled with garlic salt and clutching our crucifix, we fell to discussing vampires, the reality and the myth, Kenneth bringing the conversation back to my mother, who was beginning to obsess him as much as our house.


Have you ever noticed that she turns off the light when she does her hair? he asked, for hed come over so much that summer that hed gotten to know our household routines.


I had to admit that yes, she did. I mean, the upstairs bathroom had a big window, not a frosted one, and if you came in and turned on the overhead light while Mama was standing at the sink, brushing her teeth, or her hair, shed switch it right back off. (I can see, shed say.)


It was just another of her Mama-things that I didnt take much notice of, though Kenneth must have found it mighty peculiar, for he offered in this light, suggestive voice: Its almost as if she doesnt want you to see her reflection.


Now, Ive never been what you might call fast on the uptake, and didnt get his drift, just offered: She doesnt like to get her picture taken either.


Kenneth made a noise of interest at that, and it was right about then that I finally realized what he was hinting at, and sat up on my elbow. You thank Mamas a vampire? I asked in this tone of gigantic disbelief.


No, no, he said, quick to make sure I hadnt taken offense, though when he saw I hadnt, he was equally quick to make his point: Its justwell, think about it, Clay: she doesnt come out till dark, doesnt eat, doesnt sleep. Never goes to town. Doesnt want anyone to take her picture, or see her reflection.


In reply, I just made one of Daddys skeptical little grunts, then lay back down, not particularly insulted or appalled, as I knew in my heart that whatever my mother was, it wasnt a vampire. For one thing, she was too afraid of blood. I mean, it flipped her out if one of us so much as smashed a finger or got a bloody nose. When Sim cracked his head on the diving board that time, Grannie had to come out and drive him to the hospital because Mama was too stinking hysterical, curled up on the couch with her hands pressed to her ears, as if someone was dropping bombs on the backyard.


So I had a pretty good idea that Kenneth was off base, though it took me a while to come up with a few more concrete bits of evidence in her defense, the most glaring being that to my knowledge, she didnt sleep in a coffin, had never drunk anyones blood, and most importantly: she wasnt afraid of crosses. I even took him to church that Sunday to demonstrate Mamas ability to park in the parking lot of Welcome Baptist and walk right in under the shadow of a big old ten-foot cross without a flinch or a glare.


Shes a Christian, I argued. She teaches Sunday school, for crying out loud.


Kenneth just shook his head thoughtfully, for hes not a hardheaded know-it-all like Missy, but more of a puzzler and a muser on the great parade of life. He never went so far as to insist that Mama was one of the Unquiet Dead, but he didnt back down either, and over the course of the summer would occasionally hit upon some other piece of evidence, like how thin Mama got that summer; how shed sit wrapped in an electric blanket sometimes, her teeth chattering like she was freezing to death, even on the hottest day of the year.


Even her insistence that we not use the Ouija board began to seem kind of suspect. What was she so scared of? Afraid wed push around the little pointer and her name would come up?


I mean, we never got scared of her or anything; never went after her with a silver bullet or a stake through the heart, though we did talk about it, muse on it as the summer ended and a new school year was upon us, when in small, peculiar ways, Mama became even stranger, pacing the house every night like a tiger while she waited for Daddy to come home from work, back and forth, back and forth. When shed hear his car in the drive shed run out to the garage and stay close to him all night, pieces of their hushed conversation drifting up the stairwell. Its just reboundno, I slept, from two to five. Just jumpy. Jittery. I yelled at Simcould you talk to him? I couldnt go to his game today, I hurt his feelings, I know.


There would be a fast rush of tears then, strange in Mama as she had never been much of weeper before, not excitable in any sense, but calm and levelheaded, her passion seen, if anywhere, in her lush gardens and ornate designs. It was only that autumn that she began to be overtaken by these jagged emotional outbursts, Daddy having to call one or another of us aside every few days to apologize for something shed done, some snap of temper, some flash of anger that she bitterly regretted and asked him to explain.


Why is she so, like, sensitive all of a sudden? I remember Missy asking him one night after shed made one of her typical Missy remarks, accurate but tactless, to the effect that Mama was getting weirder by the day, causing Mama to burst into tears.


Oh, baby, shes just having a rough time, Daddy replied with a weary rub of his neck. Thet fool Candace talked her into going off her medicine. But itll be all right. Itll pass.


We accepted his explanation easily enough, for Mama took a pill every morning of her life, all of us knew that, even me. I even knew what it was called: lithium, a name so common that it was part of our household routine, Mama having to go to Dr. Williams every month for a blood test, then a stop by the pharmacy to pick up the little bottle of white pills that she was just frantically afraid wed get into, kept locked in a drawer in the kitchen, as if it was a loaded gun.


I couldnt really understand why taking or not taking it would be such a big deal, but it clearly was, her and Daddy discussing it when he came home from work every night, him always asking what the doctor said, Mama nervous but determined, and as the autumn passed into the early days of winter, increasingly triumphant.


I slept six hours last night, shed tell him at breakfast in this voice of great achievement, as if it were just the coolest thing in the world, sleeping.



Daddy would indeed seem impressed, with Mama suddenly more confident, suddenly the expert. Im only taking Pamelor now, and its down to fifty and Ill just have to stay on that till Christmas, or maybe Easter.


Dont go so fast, hed warn her, though by Christmas it was clear that she was much improved, eating more and even sleeping while the sun was down, the door to their bedroom dark if you got up in the middle of the night, the hallway lit by a night-light. And though she was still overprotective to a fault, and still paced the floor when Daddy was late coming home from Waycross, and still (till this day) turns off the light if you come in the bathroom while shes doing her hair, shes never been as isolated as she was that summer, so much the stranger. I doubt anyone would mistake her for a vampire these days, even a doofus kid like Kenneth, who long ago moved on to other obsessions (girls, mostly) and pretty much abandoned his Vampire Theory, except maybe to laugh about it, and how dumb we were when we were little.


So in the end, you might say that I am the last true believer, for I dont think Ive ever really looked at my mother in exactly the same light as I did before that summer. I mean, Gabe used to hammer us about the power of image, the power of myth. It was one of his things that he used to warn us about, and how the South was filled with all these loaded symbols, like the plantation house, the rebel flag, and how powerful they were; how they had formed our identity, shaped our history.


At the time I never really understood what the heck he was talking about, but maybe Im beginning to see his point. Because even now, when all Mamas secrets have been so thoroughly explored with Aunt Candaces cut-and-dried precision, and the mystery of the pills and the paleness and the aversion to mirrors is so easily explainedstill, whenever I think of her, and her life and her sadness, I never think in terms of manic depression or Chattahoochie or One Flew Over the Cuckoos Nest. Nothing like that occurs to me at allnothing but a sad, familiar image that must date back to that summer when I first perceived her difference, of her wandering through her roses at twilight: my tired old vampire mother, converted to Christ and condemned to time, tired and haunted, unable to sleep.
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