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				Central Florida

				November 1932

				They put her out along a deserted road, put her out the way you would an unwanted puppy or a croker sack full of kittens that you couldn’t quite get up your nerve to throw in a creek and drown. Just drove off and left her. For one thing, she had one green eye and one blue one, which her mother knew from the ancient times was bad luck. And the old gajo preacher at the migrants’ camp where they had been living for the last six months said it was a mark of the devil to have mismatched eyes. And she was another mouth to feed, which, in that passel of children, stair-stepped from three years old up to sixteen, didn’t make that much difference, as far as she could see. But her mother obviously didn’t feel that way. “She’s the one too many mouths to feed, I’ve done told you,” her mother had said. “Then put me out, too,” her big sister, Evalene, had screamed. “It ain’t right, Mama!” 

				Minnie could still hear her sister’s protesting as they went on down the road, the old Ford roadster shaking and trembling over the ruts in the dirt road, half-heartedly paved with crushed oyster shells. The other children were crying, too, trying to jump out of the car, and Minnie could hear her mother wrestling with them, yelling at them, biting off her words like she was chomping at an apple, and Minnie could see in her mind’s eye her father, his stained old black felt hat jammed down low on his head, nearly covering his intense black eyes, just staring straight ahead down the road between the tall saw grass and twisted live oaks to where the road went on toward Tallahassee, where they were headed, her father looking for work, any kind of work, not just fruit picking because there was too much competition now he said. Or at least find some bread lines. But you could get killed in a bread line if you were a Gypsy. Hungry gaje folks were dangerous. Minnie stood there thinking about her father getting killed in a bread line. “Good riddance,” she said out loud, to the live oaks alongside the road. It was not clear even to her whether she meant the eventuality of her father getting killed in a bread line or her family going on down the road, leaving her there.

				“Somebody’ll take her in,” her mother had said, “feed her. Folks do feed a stray dog that comes up in the yard.” 

				“Not if they a Gypsy and they got one green eye and one blue one,” her father had grunted, never once taking his eyes off the road in front of them; you could barely hear him over the rattling of the falling down car going so slowly over the ruts the dust could wind up and around and catch up with them, engulfing them in their own leavings.

				It took her family a long time to disappear, the road flat and off toward the horizon, straight as the edge of a well-honed axe, like something scratched in a sand dune with a stick, and when they dropped from view, almost like the sun going down, their noise went with them, until there was nothing left but a final little puff of dust. Soon that, too, settled back to the earth and left the air, the space, around Minnie silent, so quiet she wasn’t sure there was any air about her at all, thought that maybe she had died and this was the hush of hell, the place that old crazy preacher talked about, scaring her and her brothers and sisters. Her father didn’t believe in the white folks’ hell, nor their heaven either; he was mad at God and everybody else. Her mother was scared of their God and everybody else. She made them pray to the Gypsy God. She whipped them often, and screamed at them. She wasn’t somebody you could like very much.

				Minnie stood very still. There was a chill in the air and she could feel it through the thin cotton dress she wore, a hand-me-down from her older sisters, washed so threadbare the pattern of interlocking flowers was barely visible. She didn’t have on anything else but her underpants. She had no coat. She was so skinny and bony she looked like a featherless little bird that had fallen from the nest. Nothing was moving, anywhere. She was eleven years old and she had never had a lick of schooling and had never felt the lack of it; her Gypsy familia were migrant fruit pickers, and all she remembered was moving from place to place in one old beat-up truck or car after another. There were too many fruit pickers now, and there wasn’t enough work to keep grits on the table, so they had split off from their band in the hopes of finding something, anything. When they could find a shack to live in they were lucky, and they might stay in one place for more than a day or two. But mostly they just camped and moved. “A Gypsy’s life is moving, always moving,” her father said, “to stay in one place is to die.” There would have been something strange going on if her family had known beforehand what they were having for their next meal: fatback or plain biscuits, dried beans or canned sourdeens and soda crackers, a loaf of white bread dipped in somebody else’s leftover bacon grease, whatever the few pennies of the day’s labor would buy in whatever unpainted country store was nearby to where they were camping for the night. She would look with thirsty longing at the tin advertisements for RC Cola and Nehi orange drink tacked up all over the rough outside walls of the store, knowing that one day she would walk in there and buy all she wanted. As it was, her brother and her sisters would just take what they wanted—and extra food for the table, too—while their father distracted the store owner by bargaining about the price of a can of lard or a pound of bacon.

				Minnie started walking down the side of the road, going in the direction her family’s car had gone. She tried to pick out the ruts of their car, but she couldn’t tell one rut from another. She just put one foot before the other, gliding along like she was walking in some dream she was having, not even a nightmare because there were no scary animals or ghosts or tsinivari, or anything that she could see. There was just nothing. She did not register the tangled live oaks beside the road, nor the palmettos, nor the sawgrass, because they were so much a part of her young environment she would have noticed them only if they had not been there. 

				She walked for a long time, aware only of the padding of her bare feet in the sandy soil. The sun was moving down the sky to her left. She figured when night came she would just curl up in a nest of grass and pray that a snake or an alligator didn’t find her there, and the next day she would go on, because there was nothing else to do. As long as she kept moving, like her father said, she was all right. That was the extent of her plans. 

				Presently the woods to her right began to thin, and she came to a clearing with an old house set back from the road, a narrow sagging front porch, the house a kind of faded patchy pink from the red it had once been painted. She stopped and looked at the house, at the two black, blank windows on either side of the front door that was standing open, windows that—if the door were a mouth—would be two blind, empty eyes. She could smell the ashes of last night’s fire, rank and sour, so the house was lived in, occupied, and she remembered what her mother had said, that they would feed her like they would a stray dog. She would approach the house and ask for food. They couldn’t do more than turn her away, could they? She started across the sandy yard and a mangy hound came out from under the porch and growled at her. The hound was splotched light and dark gray and its ribs stuck out on both sides. She was not normally afraid of dogs, but she was afraid of this one. He looked like he was nigh on to starved to death. And he didn’t yap, but growled from way down inside him, like the growl was coming from his whole wasted body and not just from his lips and throat and his yellow teeth showing on both sides.

				“Nora Lee, hush up,” she heard a voice say, “git your scrawny ass back under that porch.” She had not seen the old man come out onto the porch, because she wouldn’t take her eyes off the dog. He had on what looked like a long john top and overalls and a grizzly gray beard. He grinned at her and his snaggled teeth were stained with tobacco, snuff she figured. His thinning gray hair was wild and sleep-mussed, as though he’d been napping. The old hound whined and went back under the porch, where Minnie could see his eyes, still watching her. She came on into the yard. 

				“You got any spare leftovers?” she said.

				“Say what?” he said, cupping his hand behind his ear like he was going deaf.

				“Somethin to give a person to eat,” she said, louder.

				The old man scratched inside his whiskers with one finger. He peered at her as though she were standing in fog. “I ain’t never had a pretty little girl hobo come by here lookin for a handout,” he said. “What you doin way off out here?”

				“I’m headed to Tallahassee,” she said.

				He looked out at the road, all around the yard. “Walkin?” he asked.

				“Yes, sir,” she said.

				“Well, you got a hell of a long way to go,” he said. He was looking her over. “You ain’t colored, are you?” he asked.

				“No, sir,” she said.

				He seemed to chew the inside of his lip. “You just a little darker than the average little white girl,” he said, “is why I asked.” 

				Minnie heard a low growl from the dog under the porch. “Ain’t I told you, Nora Lee?” the old man said harshly. He stomped his foot on the floor. “Goddam old dog,” he said, “ought to shoot her, is what.” He kept looking at Minnie, his jaw working slightly like he had a small chaw of tobacco in there.

				“Well?” she said impatiently. “You gonna give me somethin to eat, or what?”

				“You feisty, ain’t you?” he said. “What’s your name, girl?”

				“Minnie Francis,” she said. She knew better than to tell him her Gypsy name. She hardly ever used it, anyway, except in the familia. 

				“Well,” he said, “come on into the house then.”

				“She’s slow, is why,” her mother had said to her father. “She ain’t like the other girls.”

				“Ain’t a thing wrong with her except them eyes,” her father had said.

				“She’ll poison whoever’s around her. She’s the handmaiden of Beng, is what I’m tellin you. And anyway we can’t afford to feed her.”

				“Gypsies don’t do that to their own,” he said.

				“They do if they starvin to death. People are so poor they ain’t even got any chickens or pigs to pick up. We can’t find work.”

				“We’ll take her on to Tallahassee,” her father said. 

				“Ain’t nobody in Tallahassee gonna want her, not long as she’s got the smell of hell on her.”

				Minnie had known that her mother hated her, for some time, ever since she was old enough to notice. She would catch her mother watching her, the look on her face like she smelled something bad. Minnie didn’t know exactly why, other than what her mother said about the Devil, or Beng as the Gypsies called him, which she doubted was so, since she’d never seen the Devil in her life. She could not know, except somewhere in her soul’s silent memory, that she had almost killed her mother when she’d been born. She had been a breech and all the long night when her mother had screamed in pain and begged God to go on and take her, she had lingered there inside her mother’s body as though she refused to be born. As though it were a willful thing on her part, and her mother had been sure it was. Lying in the cold room, after the intense misery of a living hell, the old worn sheets stained with blood, her mother had looked at the baby, another girl, not even another boy like they’d wanted, needed, but another girl. The baby looked like a dressed squirrel, ugly and deformed in the face, eyes and nose and mouth all scrooched up like one of those little devils you see in pictures, squatting and looking at you like they know some secret, like they know when you’re going to die. She wanted the baby taken from her, but she had to feed her. Better the baby starve to death. But she couldn’t do it. Not then, anyway. She wanted Big Ralph—as opposed to Ralph-Son, her third oldest—to take the baby outside and smash its brains out upside a hickory nut tree, so she would never have to look at her. But she couldn’t ask him to do that, and she couldn’t bring herself to do it. So she had watched the girl grow, skulking around, not able to pick even half the fruit—strawberries, peaches, apples or oranges, depending on the season and whatever state they were in, and sometimes cotton, too—couldn’t pick half the fruit her four sisters did, two of them younger than her, too, not able to keep her mind on anything for more than a minute, not even when she sat the girls down and read to them out of the ancient stories, like the devil had already taken half her brain, maybe while she was still in the womb. 

				“She ain’t right,” she said to Big Ralph. Minnie could hear her from where she lay in the bed, under the thin quilt, her four sisters breathing raggedly and not at all in unison on both sides of her, her eyes almost closed so that she could see only the glow of the fire, sense more than see the orb of the coal oil lamp through her almost closed lashes. 

				“Hush up about that,” her father said. “She can hear you.”

				“Don’t nothin register with her, Big Ralph,” her mother said. Minnie was a freak, and she knew it. And maybe even the part about the devil was true, too. But there was nothing she could do about it. When she looked at herself in the shard of a mirror that one of the girls had found in a junk heap, she saw a slight girl with a narrow face, pitch black thick hair, the only thing odd about her those mismatched eyes, one the color of a dandelion leaf, the other the color of a Milk of Magnesia bottle. Her sisters were pretty, the oldest one already getting her titties, but Minnie’s body was like a stick figure, gaunt with lack of flesh, arms like twigs. Her hands were too big; half the time she didn’t know what to do with them, so they fluttered around her like startled butterflies. 

				One day it came to her like a splash of cold water in the face that she looked exactly like her mother. Her mother was skinny, too, but with black hair streaked with gray, pulled back in a loose bun at the back of her neck, wearing the same shapeless dresses as her daughters. But it was the same face, lean and constricted, narrow mouth, sharp cheekbones. Her mother’s eyes were both black, and she had dark circles under her eyes, where Minnie didn’t, and she was always tired and complaining that the girls didn’t help her enough, especially Minnie. Minnie saw her in the washtub, her titties flat and sagging like empty tobacco sacks. Big old black bushy hair between her slender legs. Minnie knew she would grow up to look just like that, except for the eyes. But because of her eyes, she would be a monster that nobody would ever love. Somebody hard and flinty as stone. 

				The old man’s cabin—one room, sparsely furnished—reeked of coal oil, sour ashes and his unwashed body. And old bacon grease that smelled rancid, and the fecal smell of boiling greens. And another slightly sweet smell that she knew was liquor, though her parents did not drink alcohol. She knew instinctively what it was; it was the devil’s brew that the old preacher talked about. She sat down at a three-legged table, one corner propped on a chair whose back was just the right height. The table was covered with crumbs and bits of food, several dirty dishes. The old man rummaged around over at the wood stove. It was hot in the closed house, oppressive with all its old-man odors and the dim, fading sunlight that seeped between the boards that now covered the windows. He had closed them when they came in, along with the door that creaked on old rusty hinges.

				He came over to the table with a tin plate and fork. On the plate were a serving of turnip greens and a wedge of cornbread. 

				“Let us pray,” he said, “dear Jesus, this girl thanks you for her food. She’s lost on your earth, dear Jesus. Help her find her way. Amen. Eat,” he said. He set a glass of water next to it. “Sorry I ain’t got no sweet milk,” he said. She bit into the crumbling cornbread and chewed. The greens were only lukewarm but good, swimming in fatback grease. She could see his eyes watching her in the duskiness.

				“You cook this?” she asked after she swallowed. The cornbread was dry and she drank some of the water, fresh well water that was cool and sweet. 

				“Who you think cooked it?” he said. “You don’t see nobody else around here, do you?”

				“No,” she said. 

				“Well then, you know who cooked it then. Alexander Mossback Frill cooked it. At your service, ma’am.”

				She heard the chair squeak under his weight as he sat down at the table. He just watched her as she chewed the greens. The only sounds were the scraping of her fork on the plate and the old man’s breathing, that seemed labored, like he’d just run around the yard.

				“Did you know your eyes don’t go together?” he asked suddenly.

				“No, I didn’t know that,” she said. 

				“You ought to get a job in a circus,” he said. “Folks would pay good money to see a girl with one blue eye and one green un.”

				“I doubt it,” she said.

				“Take my word for it,” Alexander Mossback Frill said. “I could take you down to Sarasota and sell you for a hunnert dollars.”

				“Nobody’s sellin me, mister,” she said. She was gripping the fork tightly in her fist.

				“Whoa, now,” Alexander Mossback Frill said. “I’s justa woofin you.”

				She settled back and continued eating, aware of his eyes watching her, never leaving her. “Ain’t you gonna eat?” she asked.

				“I done eat my supper,” he said. 

				She finished the food and pushed the plate away. “I reckon you want me to wash that up,” she said.

				“Naw,” he said. She heard a scratch and a match spurted into flame; he lit a lamp on the table as the sulphur scent of the match drifted by her nose. He had a broad, flat face. The growth on his face was more whiskers than beard. The buttons were missing from the top of his undershirt. He was fishing around in a top pocket of his overalls and he came out with a wilted-looking cigarette. “You want to share this here funny cigarette with me?” he asked.

				“No,” she said. She had no idea what he was talking about. She didn’t know why he called it a “funny” cigarette; it didn’t look funny to her, but sad and drooping. She just knew she didn’t want to share much of anything with him. His breath smelled like old hay that had been rained on and then left out in the sun.

				“I’m sorry I ain’t got no pie nor nothin,” he said. He grinned. His eyes were watery and gray. 

				“That’s all right,” she said. She pushed her chair back and stood up.

				“Where you goin?” he said quickly.

				“I best be on my way,” she said. “I thank you for the food.”

				“Hold on, now. It’s almost dark. You can’t be settin off through that swamp in the dark.”

				“Swamp? I aim to stay on the road.”

				“Well, the road runs right through the swamp. There’s quicksand and alligators out there, water moccasins and no tellin what all.”

				Minnie knew what he was up to. She knew about it. She had seen most everything in the migrant camps. She had even seen her oldest sister doing it in the bushes with a boy. She knew he wanted to put his thing in her. She wasn’t going to let him.

				“I ain’t gone hurt you, girl,” he said. “Set back down there. Talk to a old man. Talk to Alexander Mossback Frill. I ain’t doin nothin out here but just settin around waitin on Jesus.”

				She sat back down but she said nothing. He peered at her. “You think I want to fuck you, don’t you?” he asked. “Dried up little pussy cat like you.”

				“You better leave me alone,” she said.

				“I ain’t studyin you, girl,” he said. It had hit her all at once what danger she was in. He was a big man, even if he was old. And she didn’t have any idea how far down that road was another house or a town. She guessed that she could outrun him. But it wouldn’t do much good to just run, not knowing where you were running to. “And here I was gonna offer you my own bed for the night. I was gonna sleep over yonder in that chair by the fire.”

				“You can’t get in the bed with me,” she said, and he grinned. “I’ll kill you if you do,” she said. The grin faded from his face.

				“You a mean little ol scrawny thing, ain’t you?” he said. “How you aim to kill me?”

				“I don’t know, but I will.” She had no doubt of it. Somehow, she would. He just sat looking at her, shaking his head like he was seeing something he could hardly believe. 

				“Huh,” he said. “All right, then, go on out there and get et by a alligator, then.”

				“I’ll sleep in the chair by the fire,” she said.

				“Naw, you’ll sleep in the bed or in the swamp. Take your pick.”

				“You ain’t somebody that can tell me what to do,” she said. They stared at each other. Suddenly she spit on the floor. His face was a mixture of puzzlement and anger, mystification and indignation. He looked at her, wide-eyed. 

				“Who the hell you think you are, Missy Cross-eyed?” he said, almost a whisper.

				“I ain’t cross-eyed,” she said. 

				“Worse,” he said. “Cross-eyes can pop back right. You marked for life.” He sat back in the chair with a sigh of satisfaction at his own pronouncement. He put the wilted cigarette between his lips and lit it with another of the wooden matches. He inhaled deeply, held his breath. Then the smoke came out in a whoosh. “You know what this here is? This here is what the colored folks call reefer. Makes you feel good. Here,” he held out the cigarette to her.

				“No, thank you,” she said. 

				“I reckon you’d prefer a drink of corn likker, huh? A cocktail?” He held the cigarette with his pinky finger cocked outward, a parody of someone with manners.

				“No,” she said. She stood up again. “I better be goin.”

				“You ain’t goin nowhere,” he said. He had a sly, crooked grin on his face. His missing teeth were like holes in a picket fence that needed painting. His gray eyes, milky and oyster-like, were fixed on her. “I got that door locked, and them windows, too,” he said, “and I got the only keys.” He patted the side of his loosely fitted overalls. She looked around. She could see the shiny new padlocks on the two windows and the door, glistening in the flickering light of the lamp. He must have done that when she was gobbling down the food. She was trapped. A gnaw of panic ate at her stomach. 

				“I ... I got to pee,” she said.

				“Over yonder. They’s a thunder mug by the bed.”

				“Ain’t you got a privy?” she asked. She tried to keep her voice from shaking.

				“Fergit it,” he said. “You ain’t goin outside.”

				She could see the white chamber pot sitting on the floor across the room. She imagined that there was some of his leavings in there. Maybe what she’d been smelling was not just the turnip greens cooking. She felt her stomach shiver. Bile rose in her throat and burned the back of her mouth. She thought she was going to vomit. She stood very still, willing the nausea to go away. Finally, it did. At least for a while, she thought. 

				“I ain’t squattin on that chamber pot with you lookin,” she said.

				“Why not? Don’t you want me to look at your little coozie?”

				She ignored his question. He was still sitting at the table. She took a step or two toward the chamber pot. He was now sitting with his back toward her, looking at her over his shoulder. He was grinning. Her bladder was about to burst. She knew if she didn’t pee soon she’d wet herself. “Turn your back,” she said, “and don’t peek.”

				“Awwww, I want to see your little—”

				“Turn your back!” she yelled, her voice like an unexpected rifle shot. He jumped like somebody’d poked him with a stick. “I swear, if you don’t turn around and close your eyes, I’m gonna piss all over this house. Wet it down real good.”

				“You do that and I’ll whup you good with a belt,” he said.

				“That won’t get the piss up off the floor, will it? Nor the smell.”

				He paused, as though he were thinking the situation over. “What’d you say your name was?”

				“Minnie. Now turn around.”

				“All right. But you better not try to run. You can’t get out of this cabin noway.” He turned himself toward the table. She walked lightly and carefully toward the chamber pot, her eyes darting here and there like a hungry hawk’s. She spied a stained and rusty wooden-handled butcher knife on a small work table. It had crumbs of cornbread clinging to it. She quickly picked it up and held it close to her body. She pulled her underpants down and sat on the chamber pot. It was clammy against her buttocks. She knew she had to hurry, because she knew he would turn around, to try to get a look at her. She slipped the knife under the quilt on the bed. He turned so quickly she thought he might have seen her, but he didn’t react if he did. He just stood up and walked two or three steps toward her. “Look at that, would you, little Miss Cross-eyes settin on the thunder mug.” She could hear her pee draining into the pot. 

				“Don’t come any closer,” she growled. 

				“Damn,” he said, “you could teach old Nora Lee a thing or two.” He took another step. The overalls fit him like a clown suit. “Do you bite like her, honey?” he asked. 

				“I’m warnin you,” she said.

				“Come on,” he said, “let me see it. I’ll let you see mine.”

				“I don’t want to see nothin you’ve got,” she spat at him. 

				He unbuckled his overalls at the shoulders and let them drop around his ankles. His long johns, once white, looked like mottled cream. He pulled open the flap and let his thing out. It was long and straight and pale white as a lizard’s belly. Her stomach lurched. He was shuffling toward her. She felt it coming, hot and determined, no way to dam it up, and she leaned forward and puked the turnip greens and half-digested lumps of cornbread, spewed it all out onto the rough boards of the floor. She heaved, still sitting on the pot. He jumped back, kicking his overalls away from her vomit.

				“Goddam, girl,” he said. “You gonna clean that up. What the hell ails you?”

				“I told you,” she said, when she could stop gasping, could get her breath back. “Stay away from me!”

				“You done done it now,” he said. “Git up off’n that pot and git that dress off and git on that bed. Do like I’m tellin you now, and I won’t hafta hurt you.”

				She sat for a long time, her head down. She could hear him breathing, rasping. She could smell him, rancid and acidulous. Smell the decay of her own vomit, from the floor and her own mouth. She felt dirty, filthy. She needed a dipper of water. To rinse her mouth. To wash the muck and the grime from her mouth. She tried to spit again, but her mouth was dry. 

				All her sad, sorry life came down to this moment, her sitting in the sallow yellow of the lamp, on a grubby chamber pot, Alexander Mossback Frill standing there pumping his hand up and down on his thing. The old man was someone she had never even seen before an hour ago, never even known of his existence, and now it seemed like he held her life and whatever future she had in his grip. Well, he didn’t. She wouldn’t let him have that. She had the power to deny him that. To deny him everything.

				“All right,” she said.

				“Say what?”

				“I said, ‘all right.’” She pulled her underpants from around her feet and stood up. She pulled the frayed dress over her head and stood there, naked. Then she fell backwards on the bed, spreading her legs like she’d seen her sister Evalene do in the bushes with the boy. The old man’s eyes were wide and heated. He stepped out of the overalls and yanked the bottoms of his long johns down his legs, his thing wobbling, and Minnie let her hand snake beneath the quilt and grip the knife. All right. She was the Devil’s handmaiden, her mother said. She was a freak, a monster, and maybe this old man was the Devil. Maybe that was it. Well, she had an answer to it, whatever it was. 

				He had one knee on the bed, leaning over her. He was trying to arrange himself, get between her legs, and she couldn’t see his face. She pulled the butcher knife out, at the same time pulling him forward, off balance, and let his own weight impale him on the knife. He grunted, then screamed. He straightened up. The knife was in his chest; it had gone precisely between two of his ribs. He screamed again. He was looking at her with shocked disbelief, with a kind of incredulous disappointment. She reached up and with the heel of her hand hit the butt of the knife hard, pushing it further in. The old man looked down at it and then back up at her. His mouth was open and she saw blood welling up there, and it ran down his chin and his neck, dripping on her, burning her skin. Then his eyes rolled back in his head so that she saw only red-veined gray. He slumped, crumpled, fell heavily backward and lay flat on the floor with the knife protruding from his chest, his old thing flopped to the side, his wrinkled skin ashen and pasty like a plucked turkey. His body was as hairless as an infant’s. 

				Minnie lay there, very still, afraid to move, watching the old man twitch and gasp for a minute and then grow still. She could see the life going out of him, his soul—if he had one—leaving him. He was the first dead person she’d ever seen. She did not even let herself ponder the fact that she had killed him, had robbed him of whatever desperate, hardscrabble living was left to him. Not much, she thought. Not much at all.

				She used the quilt to wipe the blood from her chest and belly, then got up from the bed, being careful not to touch him or step in the blood or her vomit. The old man had landed square in the middle of it, and his bright blood was seeping into it, making little rivulets in the gray-green, thicker ooze. She wrinkled her nose. The whole pile smelled to almighty hell, like the old man had already started to rot. She found her underpants on the bed, stepped into them and pulled them up over her scrawny, little-girl’s butt. She held the too large, loose-fitting dress over her head and let it drape down over her. It struck her mid-calf and turned a skinny child into a bony old woman. She stood looking down at Alexander Mossback Frill; he lay with his mouth open, his head tilted to the side, his eyes wide open and staring fixedly at something high over her head. Maybe he was looking at Jesus. Maybe Jesus had finally come for him. 

				She looked around the room. There was half a pone of cornbread left in a cast-iron skillet, so she got it and shoved it into an empty flour sack she found on the floor. She had nothing to put the greens in, and, anyway, when she looked into the pot at the congealed grease on the surface of the pot liquor her stomach fluttered mightily and she had to look quickly away. There was a pie safe with nothing in it. A pan with four Irish potatoes and an orange, which she crammed in with the cornbread. She put the sack next to the door. 

				She had to find the keys. She guessed they were in the bib of his overalls, and they were, three little brass keys on a string. The first one she tried opened the padlock on the door, and she pulled it open, hearing the old boards scrape on the floor. At the sound the hound under the stoop growled. She stepped back inside and found a stick of firewood about two feet long. She put it next to the sack. Then she found a can of kerosene and one of coal oil. She took the quilt off the bed and threw it over the old man. She doused the mattress—ticking about gone, clouds of cotton poking out here and there—and the quilt covering the old man. Then she shook both cans all around the inside of the cabin until they were empty, then flung them one by one against the wall, which set the old hound to barking. The smell of the kerosene and oil made her lightheaded and dizzy. She got the box of wooden matches off the table. She got the stick of firewood and her sack and went out onto the porch.

				The night was a great dome of stars overhead. She scratched a match and threw it through the door. Immediately the flames began to lick across the floor, spreading outwardly, toward the old man and the bed. She stepped down off the narrow porch. The hound came out, growling, showing her teeth, and she hit her in the ribs with the firewood as hard as she could; the hound let out a yelp, wheeled and limped off toward the woods, whining like a baby crying. 

				Minnie stood across the road, watching the old cabin being consumed by the fire. The words “a cleansing fire” came to her from somewhere, maybe from the preacher back at the migrants’ camp, maybe from the collected wisdom of her memory, maybe from the accumulated experience of her own soul. The fire hissed and crackled and roared with a ferocious purpose, the flames devouring the old tinderbox cabin as though it were made of paper. She watched bright red and orange sparks shooting toward the sky, rising and mingling with the silver sparks of the stars already there.

				Minnie set out walking down the sandy shoulder of the road. It had turned cold, and she shivered in the thin dress. She would walk all night. She would keep walking for the rest of her life if she had to.
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				Piper, Florida

				June 1964

				In the small town of Piper, Florida, there lived a young man—or boy, though it would not be entirely accurate to call him a boy, since he was mature before his time, having endured the first fourteen years of his life in the same rundown house with a drunken father, who beat the boy regularly for the first ten years and then got his due from the boy for the last four—tall and muscular, handsome, appealing to women of all ages but choosing to spend that portion of his time he spent with the female sex with an eighty-three-year-old woman suffering from advanced senility.

				It was not that he was not attracted to girls his own age; he was. But once he was close enough to see behind the rouge and lipstick and beribboned hair he found them silly, unserious to a fault. They represented the type of people who populated the world, or at least as much of the world as he knew, with their babblings and petty arguments and insincere compliments, and he rejected them and rejected their world as well. He was more than content to walk alone.

				Piper was a town of two thousand people, in the western Panhandle, on one of the main routes to the Gulf beaches. It was the type of place that people only passed through going elsewhere, stopping maybe for gas or at the numerous fruit stands lining the highway north toward the Alabama border, oranges and grapefruit mostly, melons, none of which was any fresher really than they could buy in their grocery stores in Birmingham or Atlanta or Chattanooga, since Piper was two hundred miles from the fruit-growing region down in the central part of the state, the fruit stand owners relying on the motorists’ sudden awareness that soon they would leave Florida and their realization that they hadn’t bought enough fruit to take home with them. Piper had little in common with the beach towns with their gaudy pretensions to happiness and escape—the broken promises and the desperation. Piper didn’t even have a single motel, only an ancient tourist home sitting in stoic defiance of the obvious illogic of stopping when you’re a mere two hours from the beach. Nobody ever stopped there.

				It was a perfect early summer evening, not too hot, and the boy, whose name was Lester Ray Holsomback, walked along a dirt road—actually a street of the town—that ran along the river. He wore tight jeans and a white T-shirt, with a package of Camels rolled up in the sleeve. He was clearly visible in the bright moonlight, would have been even if he had not had on the T-shirt. He was just under six feet tall, with shoulders so wide they strained the T-shirt in the back. His hair was silky black, short, cut about half an inch all over, not so much cut as just there. He had a birthmark on the left side of his crown, white hairs in a misshapen V, as though some God or Fate had reached down and said thoughtfully, “Hmmmm, okay, him,” and put a check mark there. His eyes were a light blue, sometimes in certain lights almost gray, providing a contrast with the sun-darkened skin of his face. The only odd thing about him this night was that he wore on his face a Frank Sinatra mask, made of rubber, fastened with elastic bands in the back. He came around toward the end of the road, a turn-around at the river, behind the city dump, paused in the moon shadows, and stood looking at the car parked there. 

				It was an old Chevrolet coupe, black with a red top. He knew whose it was: Billy Blankenship, a senior next year at the high school, whose father ran a business supply store downtown. Lester Ray stood in the shadows and lit a cigarette. He was not concerned about being seen. He knew he wouldn’t be, because the occupants of the car would be too busy. He could not see them, but he knew they were in there. He had watched them come down here before, had seen them pass by his house earlier on this night, Billy and his girl friend, named Lucy Hatter, nicknamed “Lucy Goosey.” A fat girl. Giggled all the time.

				Lester Ray had quit school in the sixth grade. He did not know this couple very well personally, since he spent most of his time hanging out with Mrs. McCrory and doing yard work for her, or working in the pool room—sweeping out the place, racking balls—and, with whatever money he could put together, drinking beer at Saddler’s Lounge, on the edge of town. He was not likely to see either one of them in one of those places. He just knew who they were. He moved out into the clearing of the turn-around, took a last drag on the cigarette and flipped it out into the road, the butt making a little golden rocket arch before it hit the sand. He walked up closer to the car. He peered into the open window. They were in the back seat.

				He could see Billy Blankenship’s plump ass pumping up and down, the girl’s knees sticking up on each side. There was complete silence, not even any heavy breathing, much less moaning or whispering or crying out. Lester Ray fingered the switchblade knife in his pocket. He straightened the Frank Sinatra mask, made sure it was tight. He reached into the window and tapped Billy Blankenship on his ass; the boy froze. 

				“What’s the matter?” Lucy Hatter said.

				Billy still did not move. After a few moments he said, “Awww, now, Bubba, is that you? You crazy son-of-a-bitch.”

				“What is it?” the girl said.

				“Somebody playin a trick,” the boy said.

				“Somebody’s here? Git up offa me!”

				They scrambled up, struggling in the narrow space. They were both buck naked. Lester Ray could see the girl’s big meaty breasts waggling. They were both trying to see out the car window. 

				“Ain’t no Bubba here,” Lester Ray said.

				“What the fuck?” Billy Blankenship said, gaping at the Frank Sinatra mask outside in the moonlight.

				“Frankie boy is here,” Lester Ray said, “get out of the car.”

				“What the fuck?” Billy said again.

				“Get outta the car,” Lester Ray said, “I ain’t gonna tell you a second time.” Lester Ray pulled out the knife and snapped it open. He held the blade up, letting it glint in the moonlight.

				“Jesus,” Billy Blankenship said.

				“No, just old Frankie Sinatra,” Lester Ray said, and laughed.

				Billy Blankenship cocked his head to the side, trying to get a better look at him. “Who in the fuck are you?” he said. “Fuck, this ain’t Halloween!”

				“Get outta the car, hand me your pants and her purse. Now.”

				“Wait. Let her get her clothes on,” Billy said.

				“Hell no. Out!”

				Billy clambered out, naked, his pecker still about half hard, drooping, pointing to the ground. The girl followed, heavy hipped, bulbous breasts wallowing. Lester Ray checked out her big bush of black hair under the hand that she tried to shield herself with. She was standing pigeon-toed, with her other arm across her breasts.

				“What do you want?” the girl asked, in a high whine.

				“I told you,” Lester Ray said, “I want your money. Give me your pants and your purse, and don’t try nothin or I’ll cut your balls and tits off.”

				“Give it to him, Billy, for God’s sakes,” Lucy said.

				Billy was rummaging around behind him in the car. “If this is a damn trick, I’m gonna ...”

				“Believe me, this ain’t no trick,” Lester Ray said. He was wary of him, poised, in case he came out with a tire iron or something. But Lester Ray was a head taller than Billy and fifty pounds heavier, and he would have bet good money that the boy would do nothing to defend himself or the girl.

				The boy pulled his pants out and handed them toward Lester Ray. “Give me the wallet and all your change,” Lester Ray said, motioning with the knife. Billy held out a handful of change and Lester Ray took it and put it in his pocket. He reached into the proffered wallet and slid the bills out; he could see that there were ones and fives. And some tens. Billy’s folks were well-off. He flung the wallet out into the road. “Now your purse, lady,” he said. She was shaking all over. She got the purse and handed it to him. He snapped it open with one hand, holding the knife on them. There was a red, plastic billfold in there with nothing in it but a one-dollar bill. He took that and flung the purse after Billy’s billfold. “Give me your car keys,” Lester Ray said.

				“What the fuck?” Billy said. Lester Ray waved the knife. “Okay, okay.” He reached in and snatched the keys out of the dash. Lester Ray took them and pegged them toward the river, into a stand of twisted live oaks along the bank. “Shit, man,” Billy said. “You not even gonna steal my car?”

				“No. Now reach in there, real easy, and hand me all your clothes. Underwear, all of it.”

				“Come on, man,” Billy said. “What the hell you doin this for then?”

				“Because I don’t like you,” Lester Ray said.

				Neither of them moved. “Now!” Lester Ray said. Both of them scrambled around in the car, gathering up their clothes. They handed the bundle to Lester Ray.

				“Now get back into the car. Go back to fuckin if you want to. But don’t get out for another half an hour. You understand that, don’t you?”

				“Yes, sir,” the girl said, climbing back into the car.

				“Shit,” Billy said. “If I find out ...”

				“You ain’t gonna do nothin, piss-ant,” Lester Ray said. “And if you report this to the police, I’m gonna come lookin for you.”

				After they were back in the car, Lester Ray walked back up the road toward his house. He passed a place where some old tires were burning and he tossed their clothes onto the fire. He laughed out loud.

				He would never feel sorry for himself again. Not since those days when he didn’t know any better, when he was a little boy and thought his mother had run off because of him, and he would never see her again and there was nothing he could do about it. Maybe she had. Run off because of him. But now he knew it didn’t really matter why she had left but simply that she had. His daddy had told him a thousand stories, all different, about what she was like, who she was and where she must have gone—Key West, Mobile, a whorehouse in Memphis, on and on—and his daddy would cry and moan and cuss her for the sorry bitch he said she was until he passed out, sometimes face down on the old secondhand Formica table with his arms flayed out to the side, like he was trying to fly down through the surface of the table. 

				His daddy’s name was Earl Holsomback, and the two of them lived on that same sandy unpaved street that Lester Ray had walked down on his way to the turn-around on the river. It was a rented house, unpainted, two rooms and a kitchen, with a narrow falling down porch, little more than a stoop, on the front. There was paltry furniture; Lester Ray slept on a settee in what they called the living room, while his father had the bedroom where there was an ancient iron bed that had once been painted a gold color, to look like brass, with a mattress that they had found in the city dump where it had been discarded, probably by some rich man in town who had not even gotten the good out of it. Lester Ray did not sleep in the bed on any of his father’s many long absences—when Lester Ray had no knowledge at all of his father’s whereabouts, nor what he might be doing—because his father had pissed the mattress and the dingy sheets so often and so thoroughly that Lester Ray could hardly stand to walk into the bedroom, it stank so much. He was content with the settee, anyway, though it was almost too short for him. He was content with a lot of things, because he knew he was just biding his time until he could leave, until he could get some kind of car or motorcycle, anything, and go in search of his mother. That was the driving force of his young life: finding his mother.

				His father was at home when he got there. He sat at the kitchen table in a shabby sleeveless undershirt, Pabst Blue Ribbon cans scattered all over the tabletop. 

				“Where the shit have you been?” his father said. 

				“I might say the same thing to you,” Lester Ray said. His father had been gone for two months. He would do that, just suddenly pop up and act like he’d been down to the store for a loaf of bread when he had just disappeared without a word one day to stay away months at a time. 

				“Don’t get smart with me, boy,” he said. “You got any cigarettes?”

				“No,” Lester Ray said, though he knew his father could plainly see the package of Camels rolled up in his T-shirt sleeve. But his father didn’t see them; he was so drunk that his eyes were opaque and watery, and he just sat there, staring at the beer can in his hand. Looking at it like he was surprised to see it, that he had never seen it before. Maybe he was so blind drunk that he hadn’t even known he was holding it until he caught sight of it. What was the use of drinking it if you didn’t even know you were doing it? 

				“Git yourself a beer,” his father said, and Lester Ray crossed over to the ice box and pulled out a Pabst. He popped the top and sat down, taking a long sip. The beer was ice cold.

				“You didn’t tell me where you been,” his father said.

				“Like it’s any of your business,” Lester Ray said.

				“I’m your daddy, boy,” he said.

				“You ain’t nothin but a fuckin drunk,” Lester Ray said.

				“No, I’m a fuckin drunk and your daddy,” his father said.

				“You think that makes any difference?”

				“Not a whole lot, no.” 

				He didn’t know how old his father was, but he looked like a very old man. He was losing his hair, the bald spot spreading outward from his crown, and he only had a few teeth left, one on the bottom in the front, so that his cheeks caved in and his lips formed a single narrow line above his chin. He was so thin he looked like a skeleton. “Git me another one, will you?” he said, and Lester Ray went back over to the ice box and pulled out another Pabst and opened it. He handed it to his father. 

				“Where you been?” Lester Ray asked.

				“Down to Panama City,” his father said, “had me a job cuttin grass on a golf course.”

				“And you got fired for drinkin on the job.”

				“Story of my life, ain’t it?” his father said. He leaned back and drained about half the beer. Then he looked at Lester Ray. “I’m headin over to Crestview when I sleep this here off,” he said. “Know a feller over there.”

				“Well, I might not be here when you get back,” Lester Ray said. “This time.”

				His father laughed. It was a low chuckle, deep down in his throat, and he seemed to choke on it, losing his breath. When he righted himself he hacked and coughed up a wad of phlegm, which he spit onto the floor. “Still think you’re goin lookin for your mama, huh? Boy, you better just give that up.”

				“Never,” Lester Ray said.

				“I’ve done told you, she was a whore, hooked up with a bunch of gypsies come through, ain’t no tellin where in the hell she’s at now. She had road dust in her veins. Couldn’t set still. She’s halfway round the world, far as I know.”

				“I don’t care,” Lester Ray said. “If you’d just tell me her name ...”

				“She didn’t have no name. She was ... what you say? ... unusual. She was unusual. She wasn’t born outta no woman, I’ll tell you that.”

				“You’re full of shit,” Lester Ray said.

				“Naw, now, she was ... peculiar. Is all I’m sayin.”

				“You been tellin me this shit since I was old enough to understand what you were sayin,” Lester Ray said. “You’re so full of shit you need a bucket to tote it around in.”

				“That ain’t no way to talk to your daddy, son,” his father said.

				“Fuck you,” Lester Ray said.

				His father shrugged. He drank down the rest of the beer. “Listen here,” he said, “you got any money?”

				“No,” Lester Ray said. He unrolled his pack of Camels and shook one out. He stuck it between his lips and lit it with his Zippo. There was no way he would ever let himself get like his father, he thought. His father was like a piece of driftwood that had washed up behind a dam and was just bobbing there. His life had no direction at all, never had, as far as Lester Ray knew. Lester Ray wondered if that was why his mother had left him, or if he had gotten that way because she left him. 

				“I thought you said you didn’t have no cigarettes,” his father said.

				“I did say that,” he said. He tossed the pack onto the table, and his father took one. Lester Ray lit it for him. He watched his father suck the smoke deeply into his lungs. He stood there watching his father smoke.

				Lester Ray was antsy, anxious. He could feel the days of his youth piling up, like blown leaves up against a fence. He didn’t want to get as old and worn down as his father before he found his mother. He had thought of just going, sticking his thumb out, taking off in whatever direction the first ride took him. He was not frightened of being off on his own, not knowing where he was nor where he was going nor what he would eat when he got hungry. In a way it would be a comfort, a new kind of freedom. Except that he knew he would never find her if he just took off, with no plan, no idea whatsoever where she might be. He kept thinking that sooner or later he was going to get a handle on it, that his father would slip up and tell him something that would help him find her.

				All he knew was that she had just left one day, without a word to his father, when Lester Ray was almost a year old. He had only the vaguest memory of her: her hands, soft, smelling of Jergens lotion. Maybe it wasn’t a memory at all, just a sense of her that had lodged itself inside his mind and stayed there. His father told him that a Gypsy caravan came through Piper, on the way to one of their burying places down near Fort Myers, camping outside town out in a field behind Saddler’s Lounge, and his father figured she had gone with them. “She was a Gypsy anyhow, that’s where she come from,” Earl has said. 

				“How do you know that?” Lester Ray had asked, “you don’t know that. Tell me. How you know she was a Gypsy?” 

				“I just know,” his father said. 

				“Did she look like a Gypsy?” 

				“I don’t know,” his father said, “look in a mirror and see.” His father, even though he stayed drunk for a solid year—and had been drunk most every day since—and cried in the night and moaned about how much he missed her, had never tried to find out where she’d gone. Or at least to Lester Ray’s knowledge he hadn’t. Lester Ray could not understand that; he would have followed her and brought her back, even if he’d had to hogtie her.

				He had known, when he got six or seven, that his father knew a lot more than he was telling, though how he knew it Lester Ray didn’t know. He suspected that his father knew exactly where his mother was. It was maddening to him. He had searched through everything his father had: an old coming-apart cardboard suitcase that contained a few old yellowed bills that had never been paid, two or three pieces of hard candy in the bottom; his clothes, a few pairs of pants and shirts, most of them torn and put up dirty, underwear with the elastic stretched out of them. One day he had hit the jackpot, or as close to a jackpot, he had decided, as he was likely to hit: he had found a picture of his mother, in an old Bible with an imitation leather cover that was cracked and peeling. Or a picture of a woman that he was sure was his mother, even though his father swore that it wasn’t. It was a black and white photograph, faded, with a checked border around it. The woman was sitting on the fender of a dark automobile, her elbow on her knee and her chin propped on her fist. She had on a light colored dress, maybe white, and her skirt draped around her legs. She was looking straight into the camera and smiling. Her dark hair was long and straight, parted in the middle of her forehead. It was impossible to tell from the picture whether she was a Gypsy, but she was beautiful. Her eyes were squinted, as though the sunlight was high and bright. 

				“That’s my sister,” Earl had said when Lester Ray showed it to him. “Where’d you get that?”

				“In the Bible, where you ain’t looked in twenty years,” Lester Ray said. “Nor me either, ever.”

				“My sister,” his father said again.

				“What’s her name?”

				Earl, drunk, hesitated just long enough for Lester Ray to know for sure he was lying and said, “Daisy. She died of the polio.”

				“You’re lyin. That’s my mama, I know it is.”

				“No it ain’t, boy,” Earl said, “give it here.” He reached for it and Lester Ray snatched it away. 

				“No, it’s mine now,” Lester Ray said.

				“Maybe Daisy was your mama. Maybe your mama died of the polio, and I been just tryin to spare you.”

				“All right,” Lester Ray said, “my mother’s name was Daisy, then.”

				“I ain’t said that.”

				“Yes you did. You just did.”

				“My sister’s name was Daisy. She died of the polio, I’m tellin you.”

				“Awww, fuck it, then,” Lester Ray said, and he stormed out of the house, letting the rattly old screen door slam to behind him. He sat down by the river for a long time, looking at the picture. He waited until his daddy was passed out and then hid the picture in a Prince Albert can behind a loose brick under the house. 

				Mrs. McCrory, from behind the thick tangle of wisteria vines draping her back porch—ancient vines, several of them as big around as a man’s thigh—watched Mrs. Wrinstine’s old tomcat cross her backyard. The cat crawled close to the ground, wary, suspicious; it seemed to know it was only a matter of time before the jay struck. Mrs. McCrory had heard the jay squawking earlier, raucous and shrill, but it was silent now. It was playing possum to trap the dumb cat. The cat scooted forward a few feet, then was still. The heavy wisteria blossoms hung like bright lavender-red Japanese lanterns, and bumblebees floated indolently around them. The wisteria showered a fine perfume down upon Mrs. McCrory. She watched eagerly, anticipating the moment when the jay would strike. It would serve the old cat right. The old cat would sometimes come up on her porch during the night and puke on the floor. Leaving Mrs. McCrory a surprise. Mrs. McCrory was put out with all of Mrs. Wrinstine’s animals. Just that morning she had seen the woman’s milk cow flying over the fence, flying as though it had wings, up and away toward the river and beyond. It was not the first time she had seen the cow fly, but she could not immediately recall when the other time had been.

				Mrs. McCrory never left her house any more. The boy went and bought her groceries, and in the winter he carted in the coal scuttles from the shed in back for the Warm Morning heater in her kitchen. Her son Orville had bought and installed the heater for her. Before that, for many years, she had relied on narrow coal fireplaces; there was one in every room of the old house, but she used only two or three of the rooms. Her son Orville had liked pronouncing the name of the heater: Warm Morning, he would say, like it was something out of the Bible, something you couldn’t say like normal things, stove or fireplace or table or something like that. She was supposed to be very grateful to him for buying her a Warm Morning and not just some ordinary heater. She only had to run it about two months out of the year, anyway, and she didn’t see how it was that big a deal. The boy cut her grass and raked her leaves, and he swept up for her, too, and dusted the house, and washed up whatever few dishes she used; she mostly ate her meager meals off a folded newspaper. She liked canned peaches and canned mandarin orange slices, Vienna sausages and potted meat.

				Orville hardly ever visited her. He lived in Atlanta and was very busy. He was a traveling salesman for International Harvester. She couldn’t remember if he was married or not, or the name of his wife and children if he was. Her grandchildren. She couldn’t even remember her own grandchildren, or even if she had any. “I get older and stupider,” she would say to the boy. “You ain’t stupid,” the boy would say, “you’re eighty-three years old.”

				“Am I?” she said.

				“That’s what you said,” he answered her. 

				“When did I say that?”

				“One day.”

				“One day when?”

				“Can I have some Kool-Aid?” he asked.

				She had known the boy for years, since he was a little old bitty thing and she had watched him playing in her backyard and asked him to come up on the porch for some Kool-Aid. He had told her right off the bat that his mother had left, run off, leaving him with just his father. He was just a baby when she left, so he didn’t remember his mother. He was a good boy, strong and willing to work when he was not more than six years old. And he had grown into a strapping, good-looking young man at fourteen, who seemed to be able to do most anything he set his mind to. His daddy was the town drunk, and they lived in a battered little house on the next street down toward the river, near the city dump. He was at her house all the time. She gave him books to read, books that had belonged to her husband. The boy liked reading about the Greeks, the myths and legends and gods. 

				Mrs. McCrory was a big woman, not fat, tall with the figure of a much younger woman. Sinking breasts, a narrow waist, a widening behind that looked more like middle age than eighty-three. The skin of her face was smooth, with plump rounded cheeks and deep-set dark brown eyes. Her hair was completely gray, but curly and springy and thick. She was still a handsome woman, and sometimes when she caught sight of herself in a mirror she thought she was someone else. She watched the cat; it seemed to be searching in the grass for bugs, its ears cocked. It had forgotten the jay. Mrs. McCrory caught a flash of blue out of the corner of her eye at the top of a pine tree, then watched the jay dart down like a dive bomber and peck the cat on top of his head, then caterwaul off, wings flapping, squawking, while the cat hissed and rolled over and swatted at empty air with its paws. Mrs. McCrory cackled with glee. She laughed and laughed. “That’ll teach you, you mangy pussy,” she shouted at the cat, as the cat scrambled back across the yard and disappeared under Mrs. Wrinstine’s garage. The jay was preening, back in the top of the pine, pleased with itself. 

				Mrs. McCrory stood there a long time, gazing into the now empty backyard. She knew Orville was going to try to get her into a nursing home as soon as he could. An old folks’ home. He said that was best for her. He wanted the house, to sell it. She didn’t think it was worth very much. She remembered her Aunt Clara being in a nursing home in De Quincy Springs; she remembered the attendants asking her Aunt Clara if she “wanted to go potty.” Mrs. McCrory didn’t want to be anywhere where grown people asked other grown people if they “wanted to go potty.” That must have been what they did all the time at that nursing home, go potty, because the whole place smelled like one gigantic old person’s fart. Now who, exactly, was my Aunt Clara, Mrs. McCrory thought. What was her name, anyway?

				Everything was suddenly gone from her mind, like the blue jay sweeping upward. Her thoughts were empty, a blank. Her head was like the inside of a child’s balloon. She tried to recall what she had been looking at in the backyard, but she couldn’t. She just stood there. She peered out at the world through gray eyes going blear. As though she were trying hard to see whatever she was looking at, even though she had no idea what it might be. She had been a widow for twenty years, but sometimes she thought it was only one or two years; sometimes she even talked to Winston, her husband, over the kitchen table or in the bed at night. She could feel the bed sagging when he got in and stretched his big frame out. No time had passed at all since she was a girl, being courted by the nice-looking young man she would marry, would spend thirty years with, would share everything with: their house, the many holidays, their triumphant days and their sad days, their son that neither one of them particularly liked as he grew up, Orville, with his sneaky eyes and greasy hair, and wherever in the world he got those eyes and that hair she did not know, could not imagine. She thought maybe that God had sent her this other boy, what was his name? Lester Ray. That God had sent her Lester Ray to make up for Orville, to be the son she should have had all along. 

				He was a good boy. She smelled beer on him sometimes, but it was many a good man’s failing. Winston drank, too. He drank a lot, for a long time: moonshine, bootleg, good dark whiskey in a sealed bottle, it didn’t matter to him. She didn’t know what Lester Ray drank, and she wasn’t going to ask him, all she knew was that he was a good boy. When she had showed Lester Ray the almost five thousand dollars she had saved out of her husband’s pension check and kept in a shoebox in the pantry, he had insisted that she put it in the bank where it would be safe. But she wouldn’t do that; she didn’t want anybody to know she had it, especially Orville. Lester Ray, for a while, had taken to sleeping on the glider on her back porch, to protect her, he said, from somebody breaking in and stealing her money. And maybe harming her. She made him come inside and sleep on the sun porch. Which he did for a while, until Orville found out and pitched a fit.

				She remembered that day. Orville had been on the way to a sales meeting in Jacksonville and had stopped by to see her. She hadn’t known he was coming, and Lester Ray was asleep on the sun porch when he got there.

				“Well, la do dah, what do we have here?” Orville said. His voice woke Lester Ray up and the boy sat straight up in the bed, a startled look on his face. “What the hell do you think you’re doin, boy?” Orville said. 

				“He’s my friend, son,” Mrs. McCrory said. She was standing in the doorway, looking around her son. 

				“Your friend? Whattaya mean, your friend?”

				“I invited him to sleep here, Orville, is what I mean. It ain’t any of your business anyway.”

				“Mama, you can’t be invitin every white trash boy that comes along into the house to sleep, for Christ’s sakes.”

				“I can do whatever I want,” Mrs. McCrory said. She pushed her way into the sun porch.

				“Your mind’s goin, Mama,” Orville said, a whine in his voice that had been there since he was a child. “If this don’t prove it I don’t know what would.” Though it was still fairly early in the morning, Orville’s white shirt was splotched with sweat, his tie loose and hanging onto his copious belly that strained the buttons in front. His hair was slicked back with Vitalis, the scent of it permeating the room. 

				“I don’t even know who you are, come bustin in here like this,” she said.

				“There, you see?” He looked at Lester Ray as if for confirmation. “Don’t even know her own son.”

				“You ain’t called me in three months,” she said. “Like I care.”

				“I’ve tried, for Christ’s sakes,” he said, “your damn phone’s out of order.”

				“I had it took out,” she said, “didn’t nobody else but you ever call me, so I figured it wasn’t worth the money.”

				“Well fine, then, I can’t call you,” he said.

				“That’s right,” she said, “who are you, anyhow?”

				“Jesus, Mama,” he said.

				“That’s right,” she said, “that boy there is Jesus.”

				“Oh, for shit’s sakes,” he said. He went over to the bed and pulled Lester Ray by the arm. “Git up, boy, and git your ass outta here. You hear me?” Lester Ray rolled out of the bed and stood up. All he had on was a pair of white jockey shorts. Orville seemed momentarily startled at that, and how tall and big he was. 

				Mrs. McCrory saw it plain as day. He was! He was Jesus, only he didn’t have a beard, and, anyway, Mrs. McCrory had always wondered how all those people knew Jesus had a beard anyway, and what he looked like with that long hair like a girl and all. 

				“I’m gonna call the sheriff on you, boy,” Orville said, “breakin into an old lady’s house, standin around half naked. What are you up to, anyway?!”

				“I’ve seen tallywhackers before, Orville,” Mrs. McCrory said, “it ain’t like I ain’t cleaned yours plenty of times.”

				“All right, that’s it! That’s it! Where’s the phone?” He looked around. “Rape, is what it is. Or attempted rape. Whatever you want to call it. Where’s the phone?” He looked around. “Well, shit, there ain’t no phone,” he said.

				“Don’t be stupid, Orville,” Mrs. McCrory said. “You call the law, I’ll tell em you broke in, that I don’t know who you are.”

				“They know me, Mama. I grew up here, remember? No, I don’t guess you do.”

				“Mr. McCrory,” Lester Ray said. Both of them looked at him. He was pulling on his blue jeans. “I’ll leave.”

				“No, you won’t” she said, “he ain’t runnin Jesus off.”

				“I’m not Jesus, Mrs. McCrory,” Lester Ray said.

				“You are, too. Don’t I know who you are?”

				“Apparently not,” said Orville under his breath. 

				“Look, I don’t want any trouble,” Lester Ray said, slipping his T-shirt over his head. He didn’t want any trouble—not for himself; he wasn’t afraid of Orville McCrory—but he was concerned for Mrs. McCrory. He figured the man had caused her enough heartache. He was familiar with that kind of heartbreak, of course, except from the other direction, his own pain being caused mother to son and not the other way around, and Lester Ray could not understand what Orville was doing. He hated it, because he knew that if he just had one minute with his mother, could even just see her for the briefest moment, even if it had to be just a glimpse, he would give anything he had or ever hoped to have. And so he could not comprehend Orville McCrory’s obvious disdain and lack of feeling for his mother. If that’s what it was. Lester Ray would be the first to admit that he didn’t comprehend Orville; the man just seemed to dislike his mother intensely, for no reason that Lester Ray could see. Else he wouldn’t talk to her the way he did and make her go to an old folks’ home when she so desperately didn’t want to. 

				“I don’t guess you do want to cause trouble, hot shot,” Orville said.

				Lester Ray was fighting the rage that had begun to seep into him. He knew that his remark about not wanting any trouble had emboldened Orville, had made him almost cocky. He wanted badly to smack the smug look off of his face, to flatten his already wide and flat nose even more. He wondered if the man was a success as a salesman; he wouldn’t buy anything from him. Maybe you had to be a complete asshole to make it in the business world. That wouldn’t surprise Lester Ray.

				“You go on downstairs, Lester Ray,” Mrs. McCrory said, “I’ll fix you some breakfast.”

				“Awwww, Mama, you gonna fix him some breakfast? What is this, anyway?”

				“I’ve told you, Orville, it’s not your concern.”

				Lester Ray walked out the door and walked slowly down the stairs, the old boards creaking as he went.

				“And I’ve told you, Mama,” Orville said, after he was gone, “I’ve got the authority to put you in a home if you can’t take care of yourself, and here I find you takin in a boy off the street that you don’t know from Adam’s house cat, and let me tell you somethin, there ain’t a judge in this world that wouldn’t see that exactly the way I see it, dangerous and irresponsible, crazy as hell is what it is, not able worth a damn to take care of yourself. That boy could knock you in the head and take everything in this house, and he would, too, in a minute.”

				“What’s he gonna take? You already hauled off the silver and my good China.”

				“That’s family stuff, Mama—valuable antiques—and you ain’t in any shape to be responsible for it, and if you need proof of that he’s down there in the kitchen right this minute, waitin to be served breakfast like some prince.”

				“Orville,” she said, interrupting him, “you break my heart.”

				“What?” he said. He was startled. He could see tears rising in her eyes, glistening. He was momentarily taken aback; what she said was like a kick in the chest. He was suddenly aware of the room they were in; it was the sun porch, and it had been his old room. The same massive old live oak outside the window that he used to climb down, the branches evenly spaced like a well-planned ladder. The bed was his bed. He felt a jolt of nostalgia that moistened his eyes, at the same time a sharp, bitter resentment that his old room had been desecrated. The warring emotions froze his tongue, confused his mind, and he stood looking helplessly at his mother. The depth of his feelings astonished him. He felt vulnerable, naked and open, frightened. Tears were running down his mother’s weathered cheeks, that looked chapped and rough, not smooth the way he remembered them from his childhood. He had to protect himself.

				“Don’t pull that on me, Mama,” he heard himself say, “I can see right through it.” 

				His mother just stared at him. She did not bother to wipe the tears from her face. They just looked at each other for a long time. Then, she said, “You’re a sad man, Orville. Very sad.”

				“Yeah, well,” he said, “I know my responsibility. Don’t think I don’t.”

				Lester Ray and Mrs. McCrory sat at the table for a long while after Orville had left, drinking black coffee. It was already hot and stuffy in the kitchen, the sun higher in the sky, moving toward mid-morning. “He said two or three weeks,” Mrs. McCrory said. “I’m on a waiting list.” Her mind seemed particularly sharp this morning; possibly it was seeing her son, being mentally jerked back into a time when her thinking was clear.

				“Yes, ma’am,” Lester Ray said. Maybe there was something he could do. If there were, he would do it. In a minute. He was well aware that Mrs. McCrory was his only friend, unless you counted the several guys that hung out at Saddler’s Lounge, and he didn’t consider them friends at all. He only just stopped in to pick up a six-pack now and then. She was the only person in the world he felt comfortable with, could relax around, the only person who, even in her sometimes addled way, seemed to understand him. 

				“Maybe you could fix Mr. McCrory’s old car,” she said, “and we could just take off.”

				It was a thought that Lester Ray had had before. He had no idea if the old car would ever run again. It was an Oldsmobile, a 1939 model sedan, and it had been sitting in her sagging garage for as long as Lester Ray could remember. She had once told him that it had never been driven one time since her husband had died, twenty years ago, so it had been there that long. And she did not remember how to drive it if she ever knew. It was black and had a huge back seat, the kind of old hump-backed car that would be noticed anywhere it went, Lester Ray was sure, not an ideal car for a getaway. Lester Ray had spent a few nights sleeping in the back seat, when his daddy had come home drunk and mean and wanting to beat him up, the old rough upholstery smelling sharply of ancient dust and dully of vintage, out-of-date motor oil. It had a tall gear shift lever for the transmission and a choke on the dash. It was covered with dust and cobwebs and there was a dirt dauber nest in the tailpipe. He figured the thing had long since rusted through.

				He had once raised the hood and looked at the motor. He knew little about cars, but he could see the rust and the spider webs, an old rat’s nest atop the engine. He knew enough to know it would be a long shot to get it to run again. But it was sure as hell worth a try.

				“I’ll see if I can find somebody to help me fix the thing,” Lester Ray said. “But I’ll need some money.”

				“Don’t you worry about that, Lester Ray, honey,” she said, “and I know you can do just about anything you set your mind to.”

				“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

				He could see the open road stretching out in front of them, fading into the distance, beyond the horizon a vast, mysterious cloud that hid his mother and contained all the secrets of his life and his world. He knew, had no doubt, that it was within his reach. If only he had the means to go there, and maybe now he did. If they could get the car fixed. 
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