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F or M a m a.

F or v oi ci n g pri d e i n m y e n d e a v ors, n o m att er h o w w eir d or 
ali e n t o y o u. I miss y o u e v er y d a y.



M o vi n g w as j ust t h e w orst. A n d m o vi n g t wi c e i n si x m o nt hs 

w as  pl ai n  t ort ur e.  M el o d y  L a n d o v er  s q u att e d  i n  h er  n e w est  

r o o m a m o n gst c ar d b o ar d s k ys cr a p ers n ot o p e n e d si n c e s h e, h er 

p ar e nts, a n d h er bi g br ot h er Mi k e f orf eit e d t h eir c o u ntr y h o m e 

o utsi d e F alls Cit y, Al a b a m a t h at s u m m er of 1 9 6 1. T h e p o w er 

c o m p a n y  pl a n n e d  t o  fi o o d  h alf  t h e  c o u nt y,  a n d  all  t h e  p e o pl e 

t h er e h a d t o g o. D a d d y w as a c hi c k e n s ell er f or Pil gri m’s Pri d e 

o v er  i n  C ull m a n,  b ut  h e  t o o k  Al a b a m a  P o w er’s  p a y o ff  a n d 

dr o p p e d  a n c h or  f ort y- fi v e  mi n ut es  w est  i n  mi d dl e- of- n o w h er e 

D o u bl e S pri n gs t o b e f ar fr o m t h at pit of si n i n Bir mi n g h a m.   

I n M el o d y’s l a p w as a d ust y E ast er h at b o x s al v a g e d fr o m h er 

m ot h er’s tr as h s o m e S pri n g p ast. O n e t o ot h- c hi p p e d t h u m b n ail 

d u g at its pi n k li d, pri e d it u p wit h a littl e p o p. S h e gl a n c e d si d e-

e y e at t h e cl os e d d o or, j ust i n c as e, a n d p ull e d t h e t o p a w a y. 

I nsi d e l a y D a d d y’s k er c hi ef s h e cri e d i nt o at M a w m a w’s f u n er-

al, all br o w n a n d e m er al d p aisl e ys e a c h c oili n g a b o ut t h e ot h er 
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al o n g dr afts of Ol d S pi c e. A pi n c h at t h e sil k y r a g lift e d it a w a y 

fr o m a p ur pl e m ort ar b o ar d a n d g ol d e n t ass el, M a m a’s gr a d u a-

ti o n c a p. Wi nst o n C o u nt y Hi g h S c h o ol. Cl ass of 1 9 4 1. M el o d y 

w as j ust t w o y e ars fr o m d e p ositi n g h er o w n c a p i nt o t his fr a gr a nt 

ol d ti m e c a ps ul e, a n d s h e c o ul d n’t w ait. D o w n b e n e at h w as a 

cr u m pl e d ass ort m e nt of l ett ers fr o m S p a nis h p e n p als, wis h- y o u-

w er e- h er e’s fr o m w ell-tr a v el e d c o usi ns, a n d p ost c ar ds fr o m h er 

F alls Cit y y o ut h gr o u p fr o m t h eir tri p t o t h e H ol y L a n d t h at ti m e 

w h e n s h e h a d t h e m u m ps.

S a cr e d as t h e y w er e, all t h os e ass e m bl e d tr e as ur es m er el y hi d 

a  f or bi d d e n  r eli c  of  v al u e  gr e at er  t h a n  t h eir  s u m.  D eli c at el y  

sl e e v e d  i n  ass ort e d  o ni o n-s ki n  p a p ers  i n  t h e  b as e m e nt  of  t h e  

h at b o x w as a l o n g- pl a y vi n yl r e c or d, glist e ni n g bl a c k a n d i ntri -

c at el y gr o o v e d. T h e c e nt er l a b el w as p e el e d a w a y t o dis g uis e its 

m ess a g es a n d t h e n a m e of t h e v oi c e t h at s a n g t h e m, b ut M el o d y 

h e ar d t h e st yli n gs of El vis A ar o n Pr esl e y i n h er h e a d e v e n as 

s h e pli e d a p art t h e al b u m’s b e d s h e ets t o t a k e it i n. T his w as 

t h e s o u n dtr a c k t o Ki n g Cr e ol e, h er s e c o n d c o p y of t h e Ki n g’s 

1 9 5 8 m ast er pi e c e. D a d d y m elt e d t h e first i n t h e ffr e pl a c e aft er 

h e f o u n d h er si n gi n g al o n g t o Tr o u bl e o n his t ur nt a bl e, t h e o n e 

r es er v e d o nl y f or g os p el h y m ns a n d, t h e n, o nl y o n S u n d a y m or n-

i n gs b ef or e s er vi c es. 

D a d d y, a n d t h e e ntir et y of t h e F alls Cit y P e nt e c ost al Ass e m bl y, 

w arr e d a g ai nst t h e e vils of r o c k a n d r oll fr o m its i n c e pti o n, a n d 

El vis w as at t h e h e a d of t h e b e ast. His bl u es y cr o o ni n g, “ Well, 

I’ m e vil, s o d o n’t y o u m ess ar o u n d wit h m e, ” di d n’t s oft e n t h eir 

st a n c e, a n d, i n f a ct, h e ari n g t h os e l yri cs fi y fr o m M el o d y’s o w n 

m o ut h dr o v e D a d d y t o s e e k c o u ns el f or h er fr o m t h eir pr e a c h er, 

Br ot h er Te d d y. S h e w al k e d t h er e fr o m s c h o ol o n T u es d a ys a n d 

T h urs d a ys f or si x w h ol e m o nt hs, e n d uri n g e v er y c o nt orti o n of 

s cri pt ur e t o s o m e h o w pr o v e m usi c n ot pri nt e d i n h y m n als w as a 

f a bri c ati o n of t h e M or ni n gst ar hi ms elf. R o c k a n d r oll, t h e ei g ht h 

d e a dl y si n. B ut, m or e t h a n t h at, Br ot h er Te d d y p us h e d h er t o 
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r ej e ct all w orl dl y t hi n gs a n d t o s e e k s al v ati o n i n t h e n a m e of 

J es us, w h at e v er t h at g o b bl e d y g o o k m e a nt. H e w a nt e d h er t o b e 

b a pti z e d o n c e s h e p uri fi e d h er lif e of all t hi n gs f u n. M usi c. Tel e -

visi o n. B o ys. R ais e d C hristi a n, M el o d y w as n ot i m p er vi o us t o 

his g uilt-l a c e d t a cti cs, d es pit e t h e i n a n e l o gi c of t h e m all. 

S h e  cri e d  h ers elf  t o  sl e e p  m a n y  a  ni g ht  aft er  t h os e  s essi o ns,  

m ort all y  afr ai d  t h es e  si m pl e  pl e as ur es  i n  a  w orl d  of  e n dl ess  

w ars w o ul d s ur el y e ar n h er a p er m a n e nt s p ot i n t h e ffr es of H ell. 

T h o u g h,  n ot  c o m pl et el y  u nli k e  t h e  d el usi o n al  a n d  –  s h e  n o w  

k n e w – ill-i nt e n d e d, m usi c al n oti o ns of Br ot h er Te d d y, s h e s u b -

v ert e d l o gi c t o b eli e v e a n all-s e ei n g G o d w as s o m e h o w bli n d t o 

a s e c o n d Ki n g Cr e ol e r e c or d s hi el d e d fr o m di vi n e vi e w b y t h e 

l o v es a n d t h e l oss es e m a n ati n g fr o m its f ell o w i n h a bit a nts i n t h e 

h at b o x. 

M el o d y m o c k-tr a c e d t h e l e a d er s p a c e f or tr a c k f o ur o n t h e al -

b u m, sil e ntl y m o ut hi n g Tr o u bl e t o h ers elf. 

“I’ m o nl y m a d e o ut of fi es h, bl o o d a n d b o n e … ” 

S h e di d n’t h a v e l o n g b ef or e M a m a c all e d h er f or c h ur c h, t h e 

l at est  c o n gr e g ati o n  of  a w k w ar d  i ntr o d u cti o ns  a n d  bl ess- y o ur-

h e art’s s h e e n d ur e d f or t h e s a k e of C hristi a n i n cl usi o n si n c e t h e 

F alls Cit y ki d n a p pi n gs s e nt Br ot h er Te d d y t o pris o n. H er vi n yl 

s e cr et f ell sil e ntl y b a c k i nt o its b e d at t h e b ott o m of h er m e m o -

ri es, a n d s h e sli p p e d t h e w h ol e kit a n d c a b o o dl e i nt o t h e d e e p est, 

d ar k est pl a c e u n d er h er l at est b e d.

T h e b a c k s e at of D a d d y’s C hr ysl er w as e xtr a l o n el y o n c h ur c h 

ni g hts  Mi k e  pl a y e d  si c k.  O n  We d n es d a ys,  WI XI  A M  o ut  of  

C ull m a n pl a y e d a n h o ur of g os p el m usi c fr o m 6: 0 0 t o 7: 0 0 p. m., 

as e v er y o n e m a d e t h eir w a y t o s er vi c es, a n d D a d d y c o m m a n d -

e d  utt er,  r es p e ctf ul  sil e n c e  d uri n g  T h e  Bl a c k w o o d  Br ot h ers’  

r e n diti o n of T h at’s W h at H e a v e n Will B e a n d his f a v orit e, T h e 

D a vis Sist ers’ R ai n i n J er us al e m. A n y w or ds fr o m M el o d y w er e 
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all o w e d t w o- mi n ut e c o m m er ci al wi n d o ws b ef or e t h e i n e vit a bl e, 

c utti n g s h us h. Alt h o u g h, o n t h at ni g ht, t h e o p e ni n g c h or ds of a 

St atl er Br ot h ers st a n d ar d s e nt his h a n d fr a nti c all y f or t h e k n o b, 

n u d gi n g t h e r a di o o fi wit h a r e ff e xi v e wrist fii c k. H e h at e d t h e 

St atl er Br ot h ers s o m et hi n g fi er c e. 

T h e  e ns ui n g  sil e n c e  birt h e d  a w k w ar d  t o pi cs.  D a d d y’s  h e a d  

t ur n e d a q u art er-r ot ati o n t o w ar d M a m a.

“ D o n’t y o u t hi n k it’s ti m e M el o d y w as b a pti z e d ? ”

T his a g ai n. M a m a wri n kl e d h er li p, gl a n c e d b a c k at m y wi d e n -

i n g e y es.

“ P ar k er, t h e ki d n a p pi n gs w er e j ust l ast y e ar. S h e’s n ot r e a d y. It 

c a n w ait u ntil … ”

“ W h o e v er b eli e v es a n d is  b a pti z e d  will b e s a v e d, b ut  w h o e v -

er  d o es n ot b eli e v e will b e c o n d e m n e d, ” h e c ut h er o ff, “ T h at’s 

M ar k 1 6: 1 6. Still t hi n k it’s s o m et hi n g t h at c a n w ait ? ”

M a m a di d n ot b a c k d o w n, a n d bl ess h er f or it.

“ D o n’t y o u u n d erst a n d h er f e ars ? Br ot h er Te d d y t o o k h er fri e n ds 

i n t h e ni g ht, dr u g g e d t h e m, a n d b a pti z e d t h e m a g ai nst t h eir will. 

If h e w as n’t c a u g ht, s h e mi g ht h a v e b e e n n e xt o n his list. ”

D a d d y br a k e d t o a n a br u pt st o p. T hr e w his ar m o v er t h e b e n c h 

s e at a n d t wist e d t o st ar e M el o d y d o w n.

“I u n d erst a n d s h e n e e ds t o f e ar t h e L or d m or e t h a n a s er v a nt 

g o n e astr a y. F oll o w t h e W or d of G o d a n d b e fr e e of f e ar. First 

J o h n 4: 1 8 s a ys, ‘ P erf e ct l o v e c asts o ut all f e ar.’ ”

H e st art e d t h e c ar m o vi n g a g ai n, fli p p e d his g a z e b a c k t o t h e 

r o a d, b y p assi n g M a m a’s i n cr e d ul o us f urr o ws.

“ B esi d es, ”  h e  c o nti n u e d,  “ Br ot h er  Te d d y  is  l o c k e d  a w a y  f or  

fift e e n y e ars, a n d t h e c h ur c h w h er e h e t o o k t h os e ki ds will b e 
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g o n e t o m orr o w w h e n t h e p o w er c o m p a n y fi o o ds t h e ol d t o w n 

f or t h e h y dr o el e ctri c pl a nt. We s h o ul d g o w at c h a n d g et s o m e 

cl os ur e. I’ll t a k e t h e d a y. ”

I n ot h er w or ds, M el o d y e nj o y e d a r es pit e fr o m b a ptis m e q u al t o 

t h e ti m e it t o o k t h e n e w l a k e t o s u b m er g e t h e s c e n e of t h e cri m es, 

b ut t h e s a n cti ff e d d u n ki n g w o ul d f oll o w s o o n aft er, r e g ar dl ess 

h er v oi c e i n t h e m att er. S h e w o n d er e d at t h e c all o us i g n or a n c e 

of it all ri g ht u p t o t h e dri v e w a y of t h e n e w c h ur c h.

As g e ntl e m e n d o, D a d d y dr o p p e d h er a n d M a m a o fi at t h e f o y er 

t o t h e c h ur c h s a n ct u ar y a n d p ar k e d t h e c ar. W h at f oll o w e d w as 

t h e  s a m e  e x a ct  s e q u e n c e  of  f a k e  s mil es  a n d  a bs e nt,  n o d di n g  

a c k n o wl e d g e m e nts pr o gr a m m e d t o o c c ur t wi c e o n S u n d a y a n d 

o n c e o n We d n es d a y f or e v er y w e e k of M el o d y’s lif e. T h e s a m e 

t hr e e h airst yl es o v er t h e s a m e p alli d f a c es s p e wi n g t h e s a m e s a d 

d o g m a. B ut M el o d y pl a y e d h er p art. K e e p c hi n u p. K e e p e y es 

f or w ar d. K e e p q ui et.

T h e f a mili ar w ar bl e of H o w Gr e at T h o u Art fr o m t h e or g a n -

ist’s  fi n g erti ps  i nf or m e d  t h e  ass e m bl e d  c oll e cti v e  u n c o ns ci o us 

t h at it w as ti m e t o t a k e s e ats, a n d D a d d y w al k e d i n. Eit h er a 

h alf-i n ni n g of t h e e v e ni n g’s Ya n k e es g a m e or a q u art er- ci g ar ett e 

ffll e d t h e i nt eri m b et w e e n p ar ki n g s p a c e a n d gr a n d e ntr a n c e, n o 

d o u bt. H e d eftl y dr o p p e d i n b esi d e M a m a i n t h eir fr es hl y st a k e d 

pr ot e ct or at e si x p e ws b a c k o n t h e l eft e d g e of t h e ri g ht r o w. It 

w as j ust p olit e t o l et t h e est a blis h e d s q u att ers t a k e t h eir pl a c es 

flrst, a n d M a m a di d j ust t h at b ef or e m a ki n g a cl ai m.

Wit h o ut c u e, t h e w ell-tr ai n e d m ass s p o nt a n e o usl y, o b e di e ntl y 

br o k e i nt o h ar m o ni z e d l yri cs of t h e s o n g, t h at h a u nti n g p h e n o m -

e n o n of dis p ar at e t o n es a n d v o c al a c u m e n t h at i n fi at e d c h ur c h 

w alls a n d t h e m ass h all u ci n ati o ns wit hi n t h e m. D a d d y c o ul d n’t 

r e m e m b er t h e w or ds, f u m bl e d at a h y m n al wit h o n e h a n d a n d f or 

his s p e ct a cl es i n his v est p o c k et wit h t h e ot h er. H e w as m orti fi e d, 

l e a n e d i nt o M el o d y wit h a w ar m, aft ers h a v e w his p er.
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“ H o n e y, r u n o ut t o t h e c ar a n d gr a b m y s p e cs, will y a ? ”

M el o d y w as p ar ol e d. H er h e art b e at s ki p p e d as t h o u g h dr o p p e d 

fr o m a r ust y vi a d u ct i nt o t h e Bl a c k Warri or. S h e a c c e pt e d t h e 

k e ys t o t h e c ar a n d t o h er bri ef fr e e d o m. 

D a d d y’s gl ass es st ar e d fr o m t h e d as h as s h e a p pr o a c h e d, i g -

n ori n g t h e w hit e mil k tr u c k s h e n oti c e d p ar k e d t o o cl os e t o t h e 

p ass e n g er-si d e d o or. D a d d y b ett er n ot s e e t h at. W h o dr o v e t h at 

t hi n g t o s er vi c es, a n y w a y ? 

M el o d y sli p p e d i nt o t h e dri v er’s s e at b e n e at h a s mir k of pr et e n d 

p o w er. L eft h a n d o n t h e w h e el, t h e ot h er sli d t h e k e y i nt o t h e 

s wit c h wit h a n a gilit y t h at c o nj ur e d ci g ar ett es a n d J a m es D e a n. 

A c o ol h alf-t ur n f or w ar d, a n d t h e j ui c e lit t h e r a di o. S h e w or k e d 

h er b est n o n c h al a n c e, n o-l o o k t ur n e d t h e A M di al fr o m WI XI’s 

1 4 8 0 d o w n t o 9 6 0. W B R C pl a y e d r o c k a n d r oll, a n d s h e t wist e d 

ri g ht i nt o a s n e a k pr e vi e w of El vis’ l at est, Littl e Sist er, t h at s c a n-

d al o us i n vit ati o n t o si n u n d er g uis e of c a uti o n ar y t al e. D a d d y 

w o ul d n’t miss h er f or t w o m or e littl e mi n ut es.

T h e bliss of n e w m usi c s e al e d h er e y es f or m o m e nts b e y o n d 

t h e s o n g’s e n d, b ut t h e y fi utt er e d o p e n at a m oti o n o utsi d e t h e 

wi n ds hi el d. S h e w as c a u g ht.

“ D a d d y, ” M el o d y st art e d a p ol o g eti c all y, b ut t h er e w as n o b o d y. 

A c hill cr a wl e d fr o m ff n g erti ps t hr o u g h el b o ws, a n d h er br e at h 

l eft h er. F e ar fr o z e h er f a c e f or w ar d, e v e n as h er e y es r oll e d l eft. 

A p air of tr o us er e d l e gs o v er s pit-s hi n e d o xf or ds r e fi e ct e d i n t h e 

si d e mirr or. H e o utr a c e d h er t o t h e d o or c o ntr ols, t or e it o p e n a n d 

s h o v e d  his  r a g- gl o v e d  ri g ht  fi n g ers  i nt o  h er  s cr e a mi n g  m o ut h, 

p al m cr us hi n g h er n ostrils fr o m a b o v e. H er h e a d ffll e d wit h t h e 

a cri d-s w e et v a p or of s o m et hi n g li k e n ail p olis h r e m o v er, a n d s h e 

st o p p e d s cr e a mi n g, st o p p e d r esisti n g, st o p p e d e v er yt hi n g. 

E v er y b o d y  d o z e d  i n  c h ur c h  o c c asi o n all y,  b ut  M el o d y  a w o k e  

fr o m h er ni g ht m ar e f ull y f et al o n t h e p e w, pr a y er h a n ds t u c k e d 
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ti g ht b et w e e n h er k n e es. N o c h a n c e M a m a l et h er g et a w a y wit h 

t h at. W h er e w er e h er p ar e nts ? T h e t err or of k n o wi n g s h ut h er 

e y eli ds ri g ht d o w n, b ut h er e ars o v er c o m p e ns at e d t o t h e p oi nt 

of p a ni c. S oft s o bs s urr o u n d e d h er. A n d a gr o w n m a n r e p e at e dl y 

gr u nt e d t o cl e ar his t hr o at, a hi nt of his v oi c e i n t h os e g utt ur al 

utt er a n c es. Hi m. R e ali z ati o n br o u g ht h ot t e ars. Br ot h er Te d d y. 

S h e f or c e d h er e y es i nt o t a ut, dr ai ni n g slits, lift e d h ers elf t o l o o k 

o v er t h e n e xt p e w a n d al m ost r oll e d t o t h e fi o or. H er ar ms w er e 

b o u n d at t h e wrist wit h c h or d wr a p p e d b a c k a g ai n ar o u n d h er 

k n e es i nt o a f at k n ot b e hi n d. H o g-ti e d. 

S p e ctr al d a yli g ht di ff us e d t hr o u g h st ai n e d gl ass a n d t h e w et of 

h er e y es. Di d h e h ol d h ost a g e t h e e ntir e c o n gr e g ati o n t hr o u g h 

t h e ni g ht ? N o, t h e tr ut h c a m e wit h r e c o g niti o n of t h e h al o e d G a-

bri el w at c hi n g i n di fi er e ntl y fr o m t h e gl ass a b o v e h er. S h e w as i n 

t h e ol d c h ur c h i n F alls Cit y, a n d t o d a y w as t h e d a y of t h e fi o o d.

T h e cl e ari n g t hr o at g a v e w a y t o pr a yi n g m ur m urs i n t h at e m -

p h ati c, w his p er e d c a d e n c e r es er v e d b y Br ot h er Te d d y a n d ot h ers 

of his il k f or t h e e n d- of-s er vi c e s al v ati o n of s o uls. As t h o u g h 

G o d o nl y a ct e d o n t h e r e q u ests of t h os e w h o i m pl or e d hi m li k e 

a d o g t h at k e pt k n o c ki n g o v er t h e tr as h. T h er e w er e r esi g n e d 

pr ot est ati o ns  fr o m  u ns e e n  ot h ers  as  t h e  pr a y ers  a d v a n c e d  o n  

M el o d y’s  pl a c e  i n  t h e  s a n ct u ar y.  I n  t h at  h alf-sil e n c e,  a n ot h er  

s o u n d li k e r ai n c a m e cl e ar, a g e ntl e w at er n ois e risi n g a g ai nst 

t h e si d e of t h e b uil di n g. M el o d y p ull e d us el essl y at h er k n ots, 

s n ort e d i n d es p air.

Br ot h er Te d d y p o p p e d u p fr o m t h e p e w a h e a d of h er, his f a c e 

wr a p p e d  i n  a  l e at h er  m as k  f as hi o n e d  fr o m  a  zi p p er e d  bi bl e  

c o v er, t h e bi g ki n d p ur c h as e d fr o m d o or-t o- d o or s al es m e n a n d 

gil d e d wit h t h e f a mil y n a m e. T h e c o wl w as c ut s o its g ol d e n 

cr oss  a n gl e d  di a g o n all y  d o w n  fr o m  l eft  t o  ri g ht,  w e a p o ni z e d  

i nt o a n arr o w ai m e d at h er s o ul. His bl u e l eft iris w as b ar el y 

visi bl e t hr o u g h t h e o n e h ol e c ar v e d fr o m t h e t hi n g. It t o o k h er 
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i n, dil at e d a n d c o ntr a ct e d m a dl y, t h e h u n gr y m o ut h of a m o nst er. 

H e st e p p e d o nt o t h e s e at t o t o w er o v er, l e a n e d i n wit h c u p p e d 

a n d b e at e n h a n ds.

“ Bl ess y o u, M el o d y. ”

T h at w his p er a g ai n, e m p h asis o n all t h e wr o n g s yll a bl es.

“ F or y o u h a v e si n n e d. T h e l ust of y o ut h, f or m e n a n d f or m usi c 

b y m e n a n d n ot of o ur L or d. It’s n ot y o ur f a ult, girl. ”

“ Br ot h er Te d d y, pl e as e, ” s h e pl e d. A n u ni nt err u pt e d f or e fi n g er 

r os e t o s h us h h er.

“ Fr et n ot, f or t o d a y, w e w as h it all a w a y i n w a v es of s al v ati o n, 

b a pti z e d a n d cl e a ns e d of si n f or all ti m e b y t h e li vi n g w at er of 

J es us. ”

T h e w at er l a p p e d at t h e st ai n e d gl ass, a n d Br ot h er Te d d y n o -

ti c e d.

“ C o m e n o w. J oi n us, ” h e s ai d, e asil y lift e d h er wit h o n e ar m a n d 

c arri e d h er i nt o t h e fr o nt p e w, w h er e ff v e ot h ers l a y at i nt er v als. 

H e dr o p p e d h er f a ci n g t h e alt ar, w h er e t hr e e m or e d a n gl e d u psi d e 

d o w n, e a c h ti e d t o i n v ert e d cr oss es l eft fr o m t h e E ast er p a g e a nt, 

t h eir h e a ds b ar el y o fi t h e fi o or. Fr a nti c e y e c o nt a ct a m o n g t h e m 

all c o nj ur e d n o s p e e c h, e v er y o n e afr ai d t o dr a w att e nti o n. T his 

w e b of q ui et b etr a y e d t h e p o u n di n g at t h e wi n d o ws, a n d t h e y 

t hr o b b e d u n d er t h e pr ess ur e.

Br ot h er Te d d y k n elt b ef or e t h e cr u ci ff e d, br us hi n g e a c h f or e h e a d 

i n ti m e wit h h e a d-t hr usti n g ris es i n t h e v ol u m e of his m utt er e d 

pr a y ers.  M el o d y  r e c o g ni z e d  all  t hr e e.  Di c k  P hilli ps  g ot  a  c ar  

b ef or e a n y o n e els e i n t h eir cl ass. H e di d n’t e v e n h a v e a li c e ns e 

y et. L a n d o n M c C or d w as a b ulli e d p o or b o y fr o m a dirt r o a d 

c o m m u nit y, al w a ys j ust as s c ar e d as h e w as ri g ht t h e n. S h ell y 

B a xt er c all e d e v er y girl wit h ni c er cl ot h es t h a n h er a w h or e, s o 

s h e s ai d it a l ot. B ut n o n e of t h e m d es er v e d t h e c o m m o n b o n d 
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t h e y w er e a b o ut t o s h ar e.

Ri v ul ets of w at er s n u c k u n d er t h e d o ors, b e n e at h t h e p e ws a n d 

i nt o si g ht. Br ot h er Te d d y t est e d t h e s p o n g y c ar p et wit h s k e pti c al 

fi n g ers. T h e zi p p er- e d g e d m as k s e e m e d t o gri n. B y t h e ti m e h e 

st o o d a n d st e p p e d b a c k, t h e o xf or ds p ositi v el y s pl as h e d i nt o t h e 

e d g e  of  t h e  ff o o d.  His  ar ms  w e nt  s k y w ar d,  a n d  h e  d a n c e d  t h e 

d a n c e of a t w o- y e ar- ol d i n a m u d p u d dl e, k n e es hi g h a n d f ast, 

ki c ki n g u p hi g h, j o y o us ar cs.

T h e  w at er  cl e ar e d  his  a n kl es,  a n d  h e  c u p p e d  t w o  h a n df uls,  

sl os h e d it o nt o Di c k’s f a c e.

“I n t h e n a m e of t h e F at h er, ” Br ot h er Te d d y bl urt e d, “ A n d his 

S o n! ”

A n ot h er ai m e d s pl as h, t his o n e o nt o t h e cr a ni n g, h y p er v e ntil at -

i n g n o g gi n of L a n d o n M c C or d, t h e n a w et, al m ost pl a yf ul sl a p 

at t h e r us hi n g w at ers t o w ar d a fii n c hi n g S h ell y.

“ A n d t h e H ol y S pirit! I c o ns e cr at e t his risi n g ti d e. M a y it lift us 

fr o m t his E art hl y pl a n e a n d filt er fr o m us t h e wr o n gs w e p er p e-

tr at e d a g ai nst t h e W or d of G o d Al mi g ht y! ”

T h e ffrst wi n d o w b urst b e n e at h t h e n o w- h ol y w at er’s o nsl a u g ht, 

a n d Br ot h er Te d d y j er k e d i n st artl e d r e fl e x b ef or e g at h eri n g hi m -

s elf o n c e m or e i n t h e f a c e of t h e t orr e nt. H e l a u g h e d n er v o usl y, 

e m b arr ass e d at his r e a cti o n. M el o d y w e pt sil e ntl y, h o p el ess y et 

tr a ns fi x e d i n h er k n ots. T h e cr u ci fi e d g ur gl e d as t h e d e pt hs o v er-

t o o k t h eir n os es a n d m o ut hs. T h e y t hr as h e d f or m a y b e a mi n ut e 

b ef or e L a n d o n f ell li m p.

Br ot h er  Te d d y  a p pr o a c h e d  hi m,  gr as p e d  hi g h  o n  his  cr oss  

a n d s p u n hi m u pri g ht o n a pi n b et w e e n t h e cr oss a n d its st a n d. 

L a n d o n’s n e c k l oll e d lif el essl y i n t h at r ot ati o n, a n d w at er s pill e d 

fr o m e ars, n os e, a n d m o ut h. Br ot h er Te d d y b a pti z e d hi ms elf i n 

t h es e l ast str e a ms of L a n d o n’s lif e, a l a bil e t o n g u e l a p pi n g t hirst-
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il y at t h e dr o ps u n d er t h e m as k’s zi p p er tr a c k.

H e c a c kl e d, “ Dr a w w at er j o yf ull y fr o m t h e s pri n gs of s al v a -

ti o n, ” a n d m a dl y r u b b e d t h e w et i nt o his m as k f a c e. H e r e p e at e d 

t h e rit u al wit h Di c k a n d t h e n S h ell y w h e n t h e y dr o w n e d, q u ot e d 

r a n d o m b a ptis m s cri pt ur e fr o m t h e d e e p e ni n g k n e e- hi g h w at ers.

M el o d y’s  f a c e  d a m p e n e d  w h e n  a  s e c o n d  wi n d o w  o p e n e d  t o  

t h e fi o o d, a n d t h e ris e q ui c k e n e d. I n s e c o n ds, h er cl ot h es w er e 

s o a k e d, t h at s o g g y b ott o m f e eli n g s h e r e m e m b er e d fr o m s ki n n y 

di p pi n g wit h h er p a nti es a n d br a still o n. At t h at ff n al m o m e nt, 

s h e c h u c kl e d at h er o w n l a m e n ess. 

Br ot h er Te d d y w a d e d d o w n t h e fr o nt p e w, lift e d t h e ti e d a n d 

s cr e a mi n g i n t ur n a b o v e his h e a d a n d sl a m m e d t h e m h e a d first 

i nt o t h e dri n k, d e at h at his h a n ds a n d bl essi n g o n his li ps. B ut 

M el o d y hi d n o si ns t o cl e a ns e a n d n o h ar m t o r e gr et. S h e l o v e d 

h er f a mil y. S h e l o v e d l a u g hi n g. A n d s h e l o v e d El vis. A n d n o 

l a c k e y of a n i n di fi er e nt G o d w o ul d t a k e fr o m h er s u c h pr e ci o us 

t hi n gs s h e c o ul d t a k e wit h h er.

M el o d y p us h e d t h e air fr o m h er l u n gs i n o n e s mili n g r esi g n a -

ti o n, r oll e d i nt o t h e r oili n g w at ers of F alls Cit y, a n d dr a n k d e e pl y 

of t h eir m er c y.



T h e  mi d- 2 0 t h c e nt ur y  s a w  t h e  cr e e pi n g  a d v a n c e  of  el e ctri c al  

p o w er  a cr oss  r ur al  A m eri c a  a n d,  wit h  it,  t h e  n e e d  f or  p o w er  

s o ur c es.  A n d,  w h er e  n o  s o ur c es  e xist e d,  m e n  cr e at e d  t h e m.  

H y dr o el e ctri c st ati o ns c all e d f or d e e p w at ers, a n d m e n d a m m e d 

a g e- ol d ri v ers i n t h e n a m e of arti fi ci al r es er v oirs t o m e et t h eir 

n e e d. T h es e n e w w at ers s w all o w e d t h o us a n ds of s q u ar e mil es 

a n d, wit h t h e m, pl a c es o n c e o c c u pi e d b y m e n. F or g ott e n citi es. 

A b a n d o n e d t o w ns. A n d all t h e d o mi cil es a n d pl a c es of g at h eri n g 

wit hi n e a c h.

T h e  e m pt y  str e ets  a n d  str u ct ur es  of  F alls  Cit y,  Al a b a m a,  

dr o p p e d b e n e at h t h e w at ers of t h e ol d Bl a c k Warri or Ri v er i n 

t h e y e ar of O ur L or d, 1 9 6 1, vi cti m of t h e birt h of L e wis S mit h 

L a k e, s o n a m e d f or t h e e n er g y m o g ul w h o si g n e d o ff o n t h e d a m 

t h at s wit c h e d o v er t h e Warri or’s w at ers. N ot t h er e w as m u c h t o 

F alls Cit y b ef or e h er d e ni z e ns g ot t h eir g o v er n m e nt dir e cti v es 

t o v a c at e, b ut s h e w as h o m e t o a f e w pr e ci o us s o uls o v er t h e 

B A P TIZ E R
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d e c a d es.

T h e ni g ht of A u g ust 1 3, 1 9 8 2, w as m o o n- b ar e, L a d y L u n a j ust 

a  sli m  cr es c e nt  u p  hi g h,  b ut  n o  cl o u ds  o bs c ur e d  t h e  r e fi e cti o n 

t h at  b o u n c e d  a g ai n  o ff  t h e  still  w at ers. A n d  i n  t h at  bl u e- w hit e 

gl o w, Wi nst o n C o u nt y S h eri fi’s D e p ut y Fl o y d West o n first s a w 

t h e s o b bi n g, h a n d c u ff e d fls h er m a n w h os e a cti o ns s u m m o n e d t h e 

s e ar c h a n d r es c u e t e a m at t his l at e h o ur. T h e t w el v e- y e ar v et er a n 

p a us e d as h e kill e d his tr u c k’s e n gi n e, t a ki n g i n t h e s c e n e. T h e 

fis h er m a n,  o n e  J a k e We a v er,  sl u m p e d  a g ai nst  a  m u d d y  tir e  of 

t h e r es p o n di n g o fi c er’s Pl y m o ut h F ur y, y elli n g b et w e e n t e arf ul 

g as ps, “ H e b a c ksli d! H e b a c ksli d! ” B ut n ot hi n g els e. 

T h e m a n r a di o e d his s o n w as l ost t o t h e l a k e w at ers, b ut t h er e 

w as bl o o d a n d w e a p o n e vi d e n c e i n t h e b o at, e n o u g h t o d et ai n 

hi m. D e p ut y M ar k M a n c h o n m et Fl o y d at his tr u n k as h e p o p p e d 

it t o st art u nl o a di n g S C U B A g e ar.

“ T h e y r e all y p utti n g us i n t h e w at er u n d er d ar k of ni g ht, Fl o y d ? 

Is it w ort h t h e ris k f or a b o y t h at’s s ur el y alr e a d y d e a d o ut t h er e ? ”

Fl o y d h oist e d a p air of t a n ks wit h o ut gl a n ci n g t o w ar d his p art -

n er.

“ Y o u’ d f e el di ff er e nt if it w as y o ur b o y o ut t h er e, M ar k. Ki ds 

h er e a b o uts k n o w h o w t o s wi m. Mi g ht b e tr e a di n g w at er ri g ht 

d a m n n o w, f or all w e k n o w. ”

M ar k t hr e w a t a n k str a p o v er o n e s h o ul d er, m a d e f or t h e b o at 

l a u n c h, c all e d b a c k, “ O nl y if h e c a n s wi m s h ort h alf his bl o o d 

s u p pl y, ‘ c a us e t h at’s a b o ut w h at’s l eft i n his d a d d y’s B ass Tr a c k -

er. ”

Fl o y d m o v e d i n sl o w m oti o n b y t h e q u ar a nti n e d t w o-s e at er o n 

his w a y t o t h e S h eri ff’s fl otill a v ess el. M ar k di d n ot e x a g g er at e. 

T h e ki d t o o k a h e a v y pl asti c p a d dl e t o t h e h e a d, j u d gi n g b y t h e 

s h e er a m o u nt of cri ms o n t h at li n e d t h e b o at’s w at er pr o of e d i n -
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n ar ds. T h e t hi n gs f ol ks p er p etr at e o n t h eir o w n c hil dr e n …

Te n mi n ut es w as t h e ri d e o ut t o t h e s p ot D a d d y We a v er p oi nt e d 

t o as t h e l ast w h er e h e s a w “J u ni or ” b ef or e h e “f ell ” o v er b o ar d. 

E v er y ot h er s o n i n Wi nst o n a n d Wal k er C o u nti es w as a “J u ni or ” 

i n t h os e d a ys, b y d a m n. 

T h e s p otli g hts b etr a y e d n ot hi n g o n t h e l a k e s urf a c e ‘r o u n d t h er e, 

s o it w as i nt o t h e dri n k f or Fl o y d, M ar k, a n d t h e ot h er t w o r e -

s p o n di n g t e a m m e m b ers, H a n k P ars o ns a n d Bill y G a b b ert, b ot h 

e x p ert  di v ers  wit h  y e ars  of  p ulli n g  c or ps es  o ut  of  o v ert ur n e d  

tr u c ks u n d er bri d g es a n d tr a p p e d c ars i n b u b bli n g c ul v erts, j ust 

f or e x a m pl e.

T h e y  us e d  t h e  ol d  o ut- a n d- b a c k  s e ar c h  t e c h ni q u e,  dr o p pi n g  

a h u n dr e d f e et of r o p e o fi t h e si d e, wit h wrist l o o ps at q u art er 

i nt er v als d o w n t h e l e n gt h. M ar k w as at t h e e n d, a r e ff e cti v e b u o y 

t et h er e d t o his b elt f or tr a c ki n g fr o m t h e t e n d er o n t h e b o at. Fl o y d 

w as n e xt u p, wit h H a n k a n d Bill y a b o v e t h e m, i n t h at or d er. 

I n m ur k y w at ers i n t h e d e a d of ni g ht, t h e b o at pil ot, a y o u n g’ u n 

n a m e d  J er e d,  w as  t h e  t e n d er  t o  k e e p  h e a di n g  a n d  dist a n c e,  

c o m m u ni c ati n g wit h b e ats or t u gs i n o n e dir e cti o n or t h e ot h er 

a n d i n d e fi n e d s e q u e n c es d o w n t h e r o p e. Ni g ht s e ar c hi n g w as 

d a n g er o us w or k, a n d m ostl y bli n d, e v e n wit h li g hts.

O n e at a ti m e, t h e y s pl as h e d i n fr o m t h e si d e of t h e b o at, t h e 

w at er still h ot fr o m t h e s u m m er d a y, a n d t o o k t h eir l o o ps. J er e d 

p ull e d at t h e li n e’s k n ot o n its a n c h or t o c h e c k it a n d fi as h e d a 

t h u m bs u p. M ar k r os e a n i n c h or t w o fr o m t h e w at er, t h e n l u n g e d 

f or w ar d a n d d o w n, his glitt eri n g b u o y d a n ci n g a ji g i n its or bit 

a b o v e hi m. T h e r est f oll o w e d i n t ur n, a dj usti n g t h eir d es c e nt as 

t h e r o p e p ull e d a n d g a v e. 

Fl o y d s a w n ot hi n g. T h e ni g ht a n d t h e silt h o o d e d hi m. N ot hi n g 

n e w. H e ki c k e d a n d cr a wl e d al o n g t h e l o n g- pr a cti c e d tr aj e ct or y 

o n i nsti n ct, f elt t h e p ull a h e a d, as M ar k hit his d e pt h, a n d t h e n 
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b e hi n d, as h e f o u n d his o w n.

T h e y s w a m l eft first, u ntil t h e t e n d er’s si g n al, t w o b e ats l eft a n d 

t hr e e ri g ht, t h e n t ur n e d 1 8 0 d e gr e es a n d r etr a c e d t h eir ar c u ntil 

b e gi n ni n g a n e w, ri g ht of t h e st arti n g p oi nt. L ess t h a n t e n f e et 

i nt o  t his  fr es h  t errit or y,  s o m et hi n g  br us h e d  Fl o y d’s  e xt e n d e d  

ri g ht bi c e p, a s oft, r u b b er y t h u d. H e j a b b e d at t h e li n e wit h his 

l o o p e d h a n d t o st o p t h e t e a m, gr as p e d t o w ar d t h e m yst er y o bj e ct 

wit h t h e ot h er. 

A n xi o us s e c o n ds p ass e d b e n e at h t h e h oll o w g ul pi n g s o u n d of 

his o w n br e at hs fr o m t h e r es pir at or, a n d t h e n it w as t h er e. F or e -

ff n g er a n d t h u m b f o u n d it at o n c e, a c oll a psi bl e, cl ot h, m a y b e 

vi n yl, t hi n g. Stri n gs wr a p p e d a b o ut his pr o bi n g di gits. A s h o e! 

B ut n ot hi n g i n it e x c e pt a s e e pi n g dr e a d t h at its dr o w n e d o c c u -

p a nt fi o at e d n e ar b y. H e s hift e d it t o t h e l o o p h a n d a n d us e d it 

t o t a p t h e r o p e t o st art t h e s wi m a g ai n, a n d t h e t e a m a b o v e hi m 

m o v e d o n i n r es p o ns e.

B ut, b el o w hi m, t h e li n e w e nt sl a c k. M ar k w as eit h er as c e n di n g, 

s wi m mi n g sl o p pil y – a n d h e w as t o o g o o d f or t h at – or h e l eft 

t h e r o p e. A n d j ust t h e t h o u g ht w as pr e p ost er o us. S o m et hi n g w as 

wr o n g. Fl o y d p o p p e d t h e li n e a g ai n t o st o p t h e g u ys a b o v e. B e -

f or e h e c o ul d d o a n yt hi n g, t h e t e n d er s e nt d o w n t w o ri g ht b e ats.

“ K e e p m o vi n g. ”

A n n o y e d fr o m a n xi o us u n c ert ai nt y, Fl o y d r e a c h e d wit h his fr e e 

ri g ht h a n d a n d t u g g e d f o ur ti m es a littl e t o o h ar d o n t h e t et h er. 

T h e distr ess si g n al. T h e t e n d er a n d ot h er di v ers w o ul d h ol d p o -

siti o n u ntil h e si g n al e d a g ai n. H e l et l o os e t h e s h o e, sli p p e d his 

l eft h a n d fr o m t h e l o o p, us e d it t o f or m a cl as p ar o u n d t h e li n e, 

a g ui d e as h e d es c e n d e d its l e n gt h t o w ar d t h e s p a c e w h er e M ar k 

us e d t o b e. 

H e gli d e d el e g a ntl y t hr o u g h t h e m ur k f or a m a n s o p etri fi e d b y 

w h at h e mi g ht ff n d at his d esti n ati o n, a n d t h e v a c a nt e n d l o o p 
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f o u n d his h a n d f ar q ui c k er t h a n h e h o p e d. H e gr o p e d a b o ut f or a 

m o m e nt, as t h o u g h M ar k mi g ht b e n e ar b y, p er h a ps p er p etr ati n g 

s o m e ill- c o n c ei v e d gr a v e y ar d j o k e, b ut t h er e w as n ot hi n g.

T h e n, as h e gri p p e d t h e li n e f or t h e t hr e e t u gs t h at w o ul d si g n al 

t o a b ort a n d p ull u p, h e gli m ps e d li g ht d o w n a n d a w a y, t h e o nl y 

l u mi n es c e n c e h e s e ns e d si n c e dr o p pi n g i n. B ut, h o w ? T h e d e e p-

er, t h e d ar k er. T h at w as j ust p h ysi cs, ri g ht ? H e a vi er s e di m e nt 

a n d f urt h er fr o m t h e s u n. H ell, h e c o ul d n’t s e e his o w n di v e li g ht 

d a n gli n g fr o m his wrist b ef or e his f a c e. H e cl os e d his e y es t o 

s h a k e t h e ill usi o n, b ut it w as t h er e a g ai n w h e n h e o p e n e d. 

It h a d t o b e M ar k. Dis ori e nt e d or distr ess e d or b ot h a n d fi o u n-

d eri n g d o w n t h er e, n ot k n o wi n g w hi c h w a y w as u p. Fl o y d h a d 

t o m o v e b ef or e M ar k’s li g ht l eft his r a n g e of visi o n. His s e c o n d 

s et of f o ur t u gs o n t h e r o p e si g n al e d f or h el p, a n d h e ki c k e d wit h 

c o n vi cti o n t o w ar d t h e i n e x pli c a bl e will o’ t h e wis p t h at l ur e d 

hi m.

L ess t h a n t hirt y f e et o n, a n d j ust t w el v e f e et d o w n, o n e str o n g 

p ull of his ar ms dr e w hi m o ut of t h e d ar k a n d i nt o cl e ar w at ers, 

a tr a nsl u c e nt e x p a ns e t h at r e pl a c e d his g ul pi n g br e at h s o u n ds 

wit h a t hr o b bi n g h e art b e at. All t h e l o c al i n-j o k es a n d f ol kl or e 

w er e tr u e. 

B ef or e  hi m,  Fl o y d  b e h el d  M a y b err y  c o m e  Atl a ntis,  1 9 5 0’s  

A m eri c a n a pr es er v e d i n a n a q u ari u m. T h e b o ul e v ar ds of F alls 

Cit y  a w ait e d,  a n d  t h e  st ai n e d  gl ass  of  t h e  ol d  First  B a ptist  

gl o w e d bri g ht fr o m wit hi n. Fl o y d tri e d t o c o n vi n c e hi ms elf t h at 

t h e c h ur c h b ells s u d d e nl y ri n gi n g mi d ni g ht i n his e ars w er e a 

ff g m e nt of t h e t all t al es s h ar e d b et w e e n b o ys at R o y al R a n g ers 

c a m p fir es e xti n g uis h e d d e c a d es p ast.

M ar k  dis c o v er e d  t his  s a m e  s p e ct a cl e,  f elt  t his  s a m e  w o n d er,  

h e ar d t his s a m e h y m n t h at s u m m o n e d t h e l ost t o t h e f o u n d. H e 

w as i n t h at c h ur c h, a n d Fl o y d b or e n ar y a d o u bt a b o ut it. His 
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e y es  t ur n e d  u p  at  t h e  bl a c k  v oi d  a b o v e  hi m  n o w.  T h e  ot h ers  

w o ul d b e al o n g t o h el p, b ut h e c o ul d n’t w ait. O x y g e n w as fi nit e 

d o w n h er e, b ut t h e list of t hi n gs t h at c o ul d wr o n g w as n ot.

T h e  s k el et al  fr a m es  of  F alls  Cit y  cl ari ff e d  as  h e  ki c k e d  i nt o 

t o w n, t h eir fr a ct ur es a n d disl o c ati o ns vi vi d i n pr o xi mit y of his 

li g ht. H e s w a m at t h e s e c o n d st or y, a b o v e t h e o p e n- air p ost of-

fi c e  a n d  b ar b er  s h o p  b ut  p ast  t h e  t a c k  a n d  l e at h er  r o o m  at o p 

t h e f e e d st or e. T h eir c o nt e nts a n d o c c u p a nts l o n g w as h e d a w a y, 

t h es e pl a c es y a w n e d t h eir d e at h gri m a c es fr o m e v er y a n gl e, t h eir 

c o nt ort e d wi n d o w- a n d- d o or-fr a m e f a c es s ur el y bri c k- a n d- m or -

t ar f a csi mil es of t h eir l o n g- g o n e t e n a nts.

T h e b ells gr e w l o u d er, a n d t h e c h ur c h l o o m e d j ust p ast t h e c or -

n er g as st ati o n. T h e s a n ct u ar y r o of w as i nt a ct c o m p ar e d t o t h e 

r est of F alls Cit y. Fl o y d c o ul d n’t fi n d a n o p e ni n g t o sli p t hr o u g h, 

or e v e n t o s c a n t h e s c e n e wit hi n. H e s w a m d o w n t o a s h att er e d 

wi n d o w, o nl y a n e o n bl u e s h ar d of st ai n e d gl ass s u p p ort e d t h e 

h o v eri n g h al o t h at r e m ai n e d of a d e v ot e e’s h a n di w or k at o p t h e 

fr a m e. His h e art b e at a n d t h e b ells cl a n g e d a p er c ussi v e s y m p h o-

n y t h e n.

Gr as pi n g t h e i nsi d e e d g es of t h e wi n d o w wit h e a c h h a n d, d eftl y 

a v oi di n g e d g e d gl ass, Fl o y d p ull e d his h e a d t hr o u g h. A di v er 

h o v er e d m oti o nl ess i n t h e dri n k b ef or e t h e alt ar, a s e v er e d b u o y 

t et h er drifti n g b e hi n d li k e a bl o o d s p e w i n z er o- gr a vit y. M ar k! 

T h e di v e li g ht o n his p art n er’s wrist w aft e d w a nl y i n t h e b ar e 

c urr e nt of t h e l a k e, n ot bri g ht e n o u g h t o p e n etr at e t h e dist a n c e 

a n d t h e m u c k b et w e e n h er e a n d t h e r o p e. 

B ut t h er e w as a n ot h er li g ht s o ur c e b e y o n d M ar k. Fl o y d s a w 

it n o w as h e sl o w-str o k e d al o n g t h e w all b a n k of still- ali g n e d 

c h ur c h p e ws a n d t o o k i n t h e el drit c h dr a m a b ef or e hi m. P ast t h e 

r otti n g alt ar, b e hi n d t h e c h oir b o x, a p air of el a b or at e ff o or c a n-

d el a br as fr a m e d t h e b a ptistr y, s e v e n hi g h c a n dl es e a c h b ur ni n g 

i n w at er li k e t h e s o uls of t h e d a m n e d, a n d, b et w e e n t h e m, a cr e a-
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t ur e – a n e ntit y – t h at Fl o y d’s P e nt e c ost al u p bri n gi n g ass ur e d 

hi m m ust b e a d e m o n str ai g ht ris e n fr o m p er diti o n.

T h e  t hi n g  drift e d  i n  a  t att er e d  bl a c k  C at h oli c  c ass o c k,  t h e  

bl o o d- cri ms o n s as h s hr e d d e d as a h e m orr h a gi n g w o u n d a cr oss 

its b ell y. A n e y el ess bl a c k l e at h er e x e c uti o n er’s h o o d, t h e ki n d 

fr o m t h e ol d m e di e v al c o mi cs Fl o y d l o v e d as a ki d, dr ess e d t h e 

h e a d, a gli nti n g g ol d cr oss a n gl e d d o w n a n d ri g ht a cr oss its f a c e 

li k e a n arr o w. 

A j utti n g s k el et al l o w er j a w es c a p e d t h e l e at h er at its b ott o m, 

t h e t hi n g’s o nl y ti e t o h u m a nit y. N o f e et or l e gs e xt e n d e d b e-

n e at h t h e r o b es, b ut t h er e w er e ar ms a n d h a n ds, n eit h er fi es h n or 

b o n e, fr o m t h e sl e e v es. S pi n ni n g, c o n g e al e d e d di es i n t h e w at er 

ff o w e d  o ut  a n d  b a c k  o n  t h e ms el v es  t o  m a k e  s pi n dl y,  t o o  l o n g 

t al o ns, d ar k ri v ul ets disti n ct fr o m t h e w at ers t h at f e d t h e m. 

Cl as p e d hi g h i n o n e of t h es e fi ui d cl a ws w as a b o y, lif el ess a n d 

li m p a n d missi n g a s h o e. T h er e w as J u ni or We a v er, c o n d e m n e d 

h er e b y his o w n d a d d y t o t h e m er ci es of t his m o nst er of F alls 

Cit y. 

Fl o y d fi o at e d a dj a c e nt t o M ar k t h e n, s a w t h e b e ast’s ot h er h a n d 

c ar ess  t h e  ki d’s  f a c e  wit h  t e n drils  of  bri n e  t h at  s e e p e d  t hi c k  

i nt o e y es, n os e, m o ut h a n d e ars. As it p o ur e d i n its s elf-s a m e 

s ol uti o n,  it  lift e d  hi m  i n  a  sl o w,  r olli n g  ar c  a b o v e  its  h e a d,  a  

d e m o nstr ati v e rit u al f or its c a pti v e c o n gr e g ati o n of t w o, b ef or e 

a br u ptl y, vi ol e ntl y b o d y-sl a m mi n g t h e b o y i nt o t h e b a ptistr y i n 

a b ast ar di z e d m o c k er y of t h e s a n cti ff e d d u n ki n g t h e y all t o o k as 

t e e n a g ers l o n gi n g t o b e s a v e d fr o m t h eir o w n b as e dri v es.

Fl o y d j er k e d at M ar k’s s h o ul d er, s p u n t h e ot h er m a n t o f a c e 

hi m i n h o p es of s e ei n g his t err or s h ar e d a n d, t h us, his s a nit y 

c o n flr m e d. B ut M ar k w as g o n e, his di v e m as k lift e d, his r es pir a -

t or r e m o v e d, his e y es a n d n os e a n d m o ut h a n d e ars e n g or g e d b y 

o n e of t h e B a ptist’s dis e m b o di e d li q ui d gr a p n els. H e w as n e xt i n 



2 2

li n e, a n d Fl o y d r e ali z e d h e w as o n d e c k.

A cl u ms y att e m pt at r etr e at fr o m t his ni g ht m ar e f o u n d Fl o y d 

fi aili n g  b et w e e n  t h e  p e ws,  all  his  s wi m  t al e nt  f or g ott e n.  H e 

n oti c e d  t h e  d e c o m p osi n g  ff o c k  s e at e d  a b o ut  hi m  t h e n.  Wa -

t er-l o g g e d c a d a v ers of all w al ks r os e t o l o o k o n i n s y m p at h y a n d 

s u p p ort,  t h eir  o w n  b a c ksli d es  h alt e d  b y  s al v ati o n  s e al e d  wit h  

h ol y b a ptis m. 

R e c o g niti o n  c al m e d  his  p a ni c,  e v e n  b ef or e  t h e  e n cr o a c hi n g  

h orr or. T h es e w er e t h e missi n g c hil dr e n, t h e l ost s wi m m ers, t h e 

dr o w n e d l o v ers cl ai m e d b y t h e l a k e f or t w o d e c a d es, b ut tr ul y 

br o u g ht t o C al v ar y b y t h e d e v o ut a n d d e v ot e d o n w at c h f or t h eir 

s o uls.

A n d h o w w as h e a n y b ett er t h a n t h es e ass e m bl e d n e o p h yt es ? 

H o w w er e his si ns a n y l ess e vil, a n y l ess d es p er at e f or a bs ol u -

ti o n ?

Fl o y d  l o o k e d  u p  at  t h e  B a pti z er  h o v eri n g  o v er  hi m  t h e n,  its  

dri p pi n g fi n g ers p ois e d t o p urif y his lif e of mis d e e ds a n d h er es y. 

Gr at ef ul, h e p ull e d a w a y his di v e m as k wit h o n e h a n d a n d his 

r es pir at or wit h t h e ot h er, r e a d y t o b e s a v e d.  



T h e  ol d  c h ur c h  v a n  w as  a  c a c o p h o n y  of  1 9 8 3  F M  p o p  a n d  

s ni c k eri n g t e e n a g e l a u g ht er l ai d o v er o d d li p s m a c ks a n d zi p p er 

zi ps fr o m t h e r e ar b e n c h. D arr e n K e e bl er s at st o c k still t w o s e ats 

u p,  f o c us e d  t o  dis c er n  w h os e  li ps  a n d  w h os e  zi p p ers  o p e n e d  

b a c k t h er e. It w as a f a mili ar g a m e a n d o n e t o w hi c h t h e y o ut h 

mi nist er a n d dri v er, K e vi n, w as w h oll y o bli vi o us. Tri ps t o t h e 

L a k e T us c al o os a D a m or u p t o Bir mi n g h a m f or a C ar m a n c o n -

c ert or e v e n t o t h e Cri ms o n Ti d e’s A- D a y S pri n g pr a cti c e g a m e, 

t h e y w er e all r olli n g m a k e- o ut s essi o ns o n t h at b a c k b e n c h. H o w 

els e c o ul d si x hi g h s c h o ol ers fit b a c k t h er e ? 

T h at cris p ni g ht, t h e y o ut h gr o u p’s d esti n ati o n w as t h e Vi ct or y 

Ass e m bl y of G o d H all o w e e n alt er n ati v e at t h e M a c D o n al d f a m -

il y’s r a n c h o ut n e ar L a k e Ni c ol. T h e y w er e d e c e nt f ol ks, al w a ys 

i n vit e d D arr e n o ut t o s wi m i n t h eir a b o v e- gr o u n d p o ol wit h t h e 

ot h er b o ys i n t h e gr o u p a n d t o pl a y pi n b all o n t h e f ull-si z e m a -

c hi n e t h e y k e pt ri g ht t h er e i n t h eir d e n. 

B A P TIZ E R
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T h e H a u nt e d H a yri d e o n Y ell o w Cr e e k
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K e vi n p ull e d i nt o a dr o o pi n g c o u ntr y g as st ati o n t o fill u p, a n d 

t h e t hir d- b as e or g y i n t h e b a c k a br u ptl y e n d e d. At l e ast, D arr e n 

t h o u g ht  w h at  t h e y  w er e  d oi n g  wit h  zi p p ers  a m o u nt e d  t o  t h e  

m u c h- b all y h o o e d t hir d b as e o bj e cti v e of mi d dl e s c h o ol b o ys e v -

er y w h er e. H e n e v er r e all y k n e w w hi c h b as e r e pr es e nt e d w hi c h 

p art of a girl. H e j ust h o p e d t o st e al s e c o n d o n e d a y b ef or e h e 

f o u n d his w a y t o t h e gr a v e.

T h e b a c k b e n c h p ar a m o urs u n w o u n d t h e ms el v es a n d e xit e d t h e 

sli di n g si d e d o or f or S kittl es a n d S pr e e o n i n n o c e nt c o m m e nts 

a b o ut t h e b ur g ers w aiti n g o n t h e M a c D o n al ds’ grill a n d t h e s c ar y 

c ost u m es t o b e s e e n o n t h e c o mi n g e v e ni n g’s h a yri d e t hr o u g h 

t h e dirt r o a ds ar o u n d a n d a b o ut Yell o w Cr e e k. 

O n e of t h e m, a p etit e r e d h e a d n a m e d S o ni a, di d n ot dis e m b ar k 

t h e l o v e b o at, i nst e a d dr o p p e d o nt o t h at s e c o n d b e n c h a dj a c e nt 

D arr e n. S h e s mil e d at hi m. H e t e ns e d his n e c k.

“ S orr y I’ m n ot sitti n g cl os er, ” s h e s ai d, “I g ot a littl e s w e at y 

b a c k t h er e. ”

W h y  w as  s h e  s orr y  a b o ut  n ot  sitti n g  cl os er  t o  hi m ?  D arr e n  

s mil e d w e a kl y b a c k, c o ul d n ot f or m a w or d.

“ C a n I sit wit h y o u t h e r est of t h e w a y ? ” s h e as k e d, e y es still o n 

his m oti o nl ess pr o ffl e.

His h e a d r ot at e d a q u art er-t ur n t o w ar d h er. His o p p osit e c h e e k 

cr e as e d i n hi d d e n s mil e.

“ Ye a h, ” h e m a n a g e d.

“ A w es o m e, ” s h e s mil e d bi g g er, “I’ m S o ni a. ”

“ D arr e n, ” h e n o d d e d, “ T h a n ks. ”

T h a n ks ?  F or  w h at ?  D u m b ass.  H e  bl us h e d,  b ut,  u nli k e  e v er y  

ot h er st u d e nt at T us c al o os a C e ntr al, s h e di d n ot a c k n o wl e d g e 

it. I nst e a d, s h e e as e d b a c k i nt o t h e s e at a n d s c o ot e d t o w ar d hi m, 
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hi p- c h e c k e d hi m wit h a gri n t o w ar d t h e f ar e n d of t h e b e n c h, 

a w a y fr o m t h e mi d dl e. H er cl ai ms of s w e at y dist a n c e e v a p or at e d 

q ui c kl y.

T h e c o u ntr y st or e s h o p p ers r et ur n e d wit h C o k es a n d t h e cr a c k -

li n g wr a p p ers of Z er o b ars a n d S w e et Tarts a n d fil e d i nt o t h eir 

pr e vi o usl y s el e ct e d s e ats, wit h n o n oti c e of t h e o b vi o us st at us 

s hift i n t h eir littl e s o ci et y. S o ni a alr e a d y cl as p e d D arr e n’s h a n d 

i n h ers, b ut h er erst w hil e p art n er fr o m t h e b a c k b e n c h, w h o e v er 

t h at w as, w as eit h er bli n d or disi nt er est e d. 

D arr e n s ai d n ot hi n g t h e r est of t h e dri v e, afr ai d a n y w or d mi g ht 

b e t h e m a gi c o n e t o o p e n t h e l o c k h e h el d o n S o ni a’s  ff n g ers. 

T h er e w as vi ct or y i n b ei n g h el d t h at si m pl e w a y, a n d h e i nt e n d e d 

t o s a v or it f or t h e f e w s e c o n ds t h at it m a y h a v e l eft.

S o ni a di d n’t mi n d his sil e n c e, a n d s h e h el d his h a n d all t h e w a y 

o ut of t h e v a n a n d t hr o u g h t h e f e n c e t o t h e b o n fir es a n d pi c ni c 

t a bl es  t h at  gr e et e d  t h e m  at  t h e  M a c D o n al ds’ pl a c e.  H e  w e nt  

w h er e v er h er gri p t o o k hi m, h a p p y t o b e t o u c h e d a n d pr o u d g o 

b e s e e n e nj o yi n g it. N ot hi n g els e m att er e d. Br ot h er Vi c e dr o p p e d 

a c o u pl e of h ot d o gs, fr es h o fi t h e ffr e, i nt o s o m e b u ns f or t h e m, 

a n d t h e y at e wit h t h eir fr e e h a n ds w hil e t a ki n g i n t h e ni g ht.

“ Y o u’r e q ui et, ” s h e l a u g h e d.

“ Ye a h, I’ll tr y t o t al k m or e, ” h e pr o mis e d, “ S orr y. ”

“ Y o u d o n’t h a v e t o b e s orr y, D arr e n, ” s h e s ai d, “I li k e y o u. ”

T h os e t hr e e w or ds, w ei g hti er t o a b o y his a g e t h a n a n y pr o -

n o u n c e m e nt of G o d or ki n g, st u n n e d hi m i nt o sil e n c e o n c e m or e, 

b ut h e tri e d a g ai n a f e w m o m e nts l at er.

“I li k e y o u, t o o, ” h e s ai d t hr o u g h a dr y t hr o at, a n d s h e s q u e e z e d 

his h a n d a n d s mil e d at hi m. S h e k e pt d oi n g t h at.

A s m all e n gi n e r o ar e d t o lif e b e hi n d t h e m. T h e y t ur n e d t o s e e a 
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K a w as a ki t hr e e- w h e el er hit c h e d t o a s m all w o o d- p a n el e d tr ail er 

fill e d wit h h a y b al es f or sitti n g. K e vi n w as alr e a d y astri d e t h e 

o ff-r o a d v e hi cl e, a n d s o m e of t h e ass e m bl e d ki ds m a d e t h eir w a y 

t o w ar d it.

“ L et’s g o! ” S o ni a s q u e al e d, a n d t h e y m a n e u v er e d as o n e fr o m 

t h e t a bl e o n w hi c h t h e y s at, l a n d e d i n f ull tr ot t o w ar d t h e h a yri d e.

T h e y pil e d i nt o t h e tr ail er t o cl ai m t h e l ast c o u pl e-si z e d s e at at 

t h e r e ar l eft of t h e ri c k et y h a ul er, us u all y o c c u pi e d wit h h ors e 

a n d g o at f e e d, m ost li k el y. B ot h gi g gl e d i n e x hil ar ati o n fr o m t h e 

r u n a n d s u c c essf ul b o ar di n g. S o ni a kiss e d hi m o n t h e c h e e k a n d 

i g nit e d g o os e b u m ps o n e v er y s q u ar e i n c h of his f or m. Was t h at 

ni g ht r e all y e v e n h a p p e ni n g ? 

“ T h a n ks, ” h e o fi er e d a g ai n a n d m e nt all y sl a p p e d hi ms elf i n t h e 

f a c e.

S o ni a j ust gi g gl e d m or e.

“ T his is g o n n a b e f u n, ” s h e s ai d, “I l o v e t o b e s c ar e d. ”

K e vi n r oll e d his ri g ht wrist b a c k t o gi v e t h e t hr e e- w h e el er a 

littl e  g as,  a n d  t h e y  w er e  o fi,  b a c k  o nt o  u n p a v e d Ar d e n  R o a d 

a n d i nt o t h e ni g ht. T h e ri d e w as b u m p y a n d d ar k. T h er e w er e n’t 

m a n y h o us es o ut i n t h os e p arts, a n d m ost of t h os e di d n’t b ot h er 

wit h p or c h li g hts a n d d e ff nit el y n ot str e etli g hts. It w as t h e p erf e ct 

pl a c e f or a s p o o k y, h a u nt e d h a yri d e. 

T h e m or e li b er al- mi n d e d a n d f u n-l o vi n g m e m b ers of t h e c o n -

gr e g ati o n t hr e w t o g et h er s o m e w er e w olf m as ks a n d s af et y- m o d -

d e d c h ai ns a ws a n d t h e li k e a n d hi d i n t h e w o o ds u ntil t h e h a yri d e 

dr e w n e ar, b ef or e er u pti n g fr o m t h e br us h t o c a pit ali z e o n t h e 

b uil di n g a nti ci p ati o n of s c ar es a n d st artl e t h e b ej es us o ut of t h e 

c h ur c h ki ds. H all o w e e n mi g ht n ot b e G o d’s f a v orit e h oli d a y, b ut 

P ast or R o b r e c k o n e d k e e pi n g all t h e y o u n g’ u ns wit hi n e y esi g ht 

of His fl o c k s e e m e d b ett er t h a n t ur ni n g t h e m l o os e t o tri c k or 
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tr e at wit h t h e u n w as h e d m ass es.

T h e tr ail er gr u m bl e d p ast a f e w d ar k p or c h es a n d o n e y ar d wit h 

a u ni v ers all y r ot u n d f a mil y arr a y e d a b o ut t h e pl a c e i n f aili n g 

l a w n c h airs a n d st a c ks of tir es. T h e y di d n’t w a v e or s a y, “ G o o d 

e v e ni n g, ” or a n yt hi n g. D arr e n c o nsi d er e d f or a m o m e nt t h at t h e y 

mi g ht b e p art of t h e h a yri d e, b ut q ui c kl y wit h dr e w t h e n oti o n. 

T h e dirt r o a ds of Al a b a m a w er e li n e d wit h d estit ut e a n d str a n g e 

f a mili es li k e t h at o n e, f a mili es i n w hi c h s o m et hi n g w as j ust o fi. 

S o ni a m o v e d i n cl os er t o hi m as t h e y p ass e d. 

A f e w m or e l ots d o w n t h e r o a d, a n d K e vi n b etr a y e d a n y c o mi n g 

s n e a k att a c ks w h e n h e sl o w e d t h e e n gi n e t o a cr a wl a n d t ur n e d 

o ff t h e h e a dli g ht. 

“ H er e w e g o! ” S o ni a w his p er e d h ot i nt o D arr e n’s e ar. T h er e 

w as a n e w s e ns ati o n a n d o n e h e w a nt e d m or e of.

T h e r ail of t h e tr ail er r o c k e d vi ol e ntl y d o w n b e hi n d t h e m. S o ni a 

s cr e a m e d t h e pl a yf ul s cr e a m of H all o w e e n vi cti ms a n d l a u g h e d 

at t h e si g ht of a r u b b er w olf m a n m as k o v er t h e b arr el- c h est e d 

f or m of w h at w as d e fi nit el y Br ot h er C h arlt o n, w e e kl y p ass er of 

t h e o fi eri n g pl at e. H e o ff er e d his m ost si nist er h o wl a n d p u m p e d 

t h e r ail li k e M aj or O gil vi e j ust s c or e d a t o u c h d o w n a g ai nst A u-

b ur n b ef or e t ur ni n g t ail a n d r u n ni n g b a c k i nt o t h e w o o ds.

T h e  e ntir e  cr e w  i n  t h e  tr ail er  l a u g h e d  still  w h e n  t h e  t ellt al e  

w hi n e of a c h ai ns a w e n gi n e i g nit e d o n t h e o p p osit e si d e of t h e 

r o a d. O ut of t h e d ar k r us h e d J as o n Vo or h e es wi el di n g a n e ut er e d 

b ut s cr e e c hi n g c h ai ns a w hi g h a b o v e his h e a d i n t h at L e at h er -

f a c e  d a n c e  t h e y  all  k n e w. T h at  mis m at c h e d  m as k  d e fl at e d  t h e 

m o m e nt f or t h e h orr or di e h ar ds i n t h e gr o u p, b ut t h e c h oir d a d 

u n d er t h at g et- u p s ol d t h e H ell o ut of his r ol e, j u m p e d o n t h e e n d 

of t h e tr ail er a n d s w u n g t h e h ar ml ess w e a p o n l o w o v er t h e h e a ds 

of t h e d u c ki n g, b ell o wi n g ri d ers.

D arr e n miss e d t h e n e xt s c ar es e ntir el y. Mi d-l a u g h, S o ni a br a c e d 
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hi s f a c e wit h h er p al ms a n d kiss e d hi m. It w as b ett er t h a n a n y 

i n kli n g  of  w h at  his  a d ol es c e nt  d esir es  c o nj ur e d  a b o ut  a  kiss.  

M or e t h a n j ust a n i nti m at e p h ysi c al c o nt a ct gi v e n wit h p er mis -

si o n, t h e a ct s e al e d a b u b bli n g n e e d t h at first er u pt e d, n ot at t h e 

g as st ati o n e arli er t h at e v e ni n g, b ut t h e m o m e nt, at a g e ei g ht, h e 

gli m ps e d J essi c a L a n g e i n tri b al dr ess b o u n d f or rit u al s a cri ff c e 

t o t h e m o nstr o us K o n g. 

T h e s hifti n g d a n c e of t h eir li ps a n d t h e w ar m e m br a c e of t h eir 

t o n g u es w er e all t h at e xist e d i n all of cr e ati o n f or t h os e s c a nt 

mi n ut es. T h e b a c k b e n c h h a d n ot hi n g o n t h eir littl e b al e of h a y.

T h eir s w e et o bli vi o n w as a dis a p p oi nt m e nt t o t h e di m e st or e 

Mi c h a el M y ers w h o f oll o w e d, a n d t o a tri o of o m el et c h efs fr o m 

t h e m o nt hl y m e n’s f ell o ws hi p br e a kf ast, all arti fi ci all y d e c a y e d 

t o z o m bi es f or t h e e v e nt. I n f a ct, t h e kiss o nl y st o p p e d wit h t h e 

h a yri d e di d. 

T h e  tr ail er  di p p e d  a n d  l ur c h e d  t o  a  h alt  i n  s h all o w  r u n ni n g  

w at er. T h e u n e x p e ct e d m oti o n s n a p p e d r e alit y b a c k i nt o s h a p e 

f or D arr e n a n d S o ni a, a n d t h e y c a m e u p f or air t o s e e w h at h a p-

p e n e d. K e vi n g u n n e d t h e t hr e e- w h e el er’s e n gi n e o n t h e ot h er 

si d e of w h at w as c ert ai nl y a r u n o fi fr o m Yell o w Cr e e k, b ut t o n o 

a v ail. T h e fr o nt w h e els of t h e tr ail er w er e d o w n i n t h e m u c k a n d 

w o ul d n’t b u d g e.

“ T his ai n’t p art of t h e h a yri d e, g u ys, ” K e vi n ass ur e d, “ H o p o ut 

a n d l et m e gi v e’ er a tr y wit h o ut all t h e p e o pl e w ei g ht. ”

O n e b y o n e, t h e y all cl a m b er e d o ut of t h e tr ail er a n d i nt o t h e 

a n kl e- d e e p mir e. S o ni a’s h a n d w as still w el d e d t o D arr e n’s, a n d 

it p ull e d hi m t o t h e f ar b a n k a n d b e hi n d a n ol d o a k. S h e el e v at e d 

o n ti pt o es a n d kiss e d hi m a g ai n. T h e m a gi c w as n’t is ol at e d t o 

t h e h a yri d e. H e w as c ert ai n h e cr a c kl e d wit h visi bl e el e ctri c al 

ar cs fr o m h e a d t o t o e, a n d t h er e w as s o m et hi n g e xtr a t h e n a b o ut 

p ulli n g h er u p t o hi m wit h his ar m a b o ut h er w aist, s o m et hi n g 
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pr ot e cti v e, s o m et hi n g str o n g.

W h o o ps r os e fr o m t h e h a yri d e gr o u p t o i nt err u pt t h e m as t h e 

tr ail er r oll e d fr o m t h e w at er, a n d S o ni a gri n n e d at hi m wi c k e dl y.

“ L et’s st a y o ut h er e, o k a y ? ” s h e i m pl or e d, “ We’ll s p e n d s o m e 

ti m e al o n e a n d w al k b a c k b ef or e a n y o n e n oti c es. It’s n ot t h at 

f ar. ”

T h e o fi er w as a n o- br ai n er.

“ O k a y, ” D arr e n s ai d.

S h e l e d hi m m a y b e a h u n dr e d f e et o ff t h e r o a d a n d al o n g t h e 

cr e e k  t h at  r a n  p ar all el  t o  it,  b ef or e  s h e  g as p e d,  a n d  h er  h a n d  

r el e as e d his f or t h e first ti m e si n c e t h e y j oi n e d h o urs e arli er. I n 

t h e p al e m o o nli g ht, s h e dis a p p e ar e d f or a s e c o n d b ef or e a s pl as h 

i nt o t h e cr e e k r e v e al e d h er f at e. D arr e n’s o w n s h o e hit t h e j utti n g 

tr e e r o ot aft er it tri p p e d S o ni a, b ut, his f or w ar d m oti o n st o p p e d, 

h e di d n’t g o d o w n. S h e e m er g e d l a u g hi n g b ut dr e n c h e d, h er h air 

fi at a n d dri p pi n g, h er m a k e u p s m e ar e d a n d r u n ni n g. 

“I tri p p e d, ” s h e cl ari ff e d a n d l a u g h e d s o m e m or e.

D arr e n dr a p e d his ar m o v er h er s h o ul d ers a n d o fl er e d t h e h e m 

of his M otl e y Cr u e t-s hirt, s af el y hi d d e n u n d er his j a c k et, t o dr y 

h er f a c e. S h e a c c e pt e d a n d d a b b e d at h er e y es, br o u g ht a ti n g e 

of A ut u m n c hill t o his b ar e b ell y w h e n s h e lift e d t h e f a bri c a w a y 

fr o m it. 

“ Y o u di d n’t s e e t h at, ” s h e c hi d e d wit h a s hi v er.

“It’s c o ol, ” D arr e n s ai d, “ W h e n I w as t e n, I g ot c a u g ht i n a ri p 

c urr e nt at G ulf S h or es. P ull e d m e o ut o fis h or e a n d dr o w n e d m e 

b ef or e t h e lif e g u ar ds g ot t o m e. A littl e di p i n t h e cr e e k ai n’t 

n ot hi n g c o m p ar e d t o t h at. ”

S h e dr o p p e d his s hirt, gl a n c e d u p at hi m wit h still- w et e y es.
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“ Dr o w n e d  y o u ? ”  s h e  as k e d,  “ M ust  n ot’ v e  dr o w n e d  y o u  t o o  

g o o d. Y o u’r e a n a wf ul w ar m kiss er f or a d e a d b o y. ”

“ Ye a h,  I  w as n’t  br e at hi n g  w h e n  t h e y  h a ul e d  m e  b a c k  t o  t h e  

b e a c h, ” h e e x pl ai n e d, “ R e vi v e d m e wit h C P R. I w as c o u g hi n g 

u p s alt w at er f or d a ys, I r e c k o n. ”

“ Ye a h, I d o n’t f e el s o b a d n o w, ” S o ni a j a b b e d.

S h e pr ess e d h er l eft c h e e k i nt o his c h est, still s hi v eri n g a g ai nst 

hi m, a n d h e t o o k h er i n, t h er e o n t h at str a n g est of ni g hts. H er 

e y es cl os e d, a n d h er e as y w a y w as g o n e. S h e s e e m e d distr ess e d, 

m a y b e e v e n s c ar e d of a s u d d e n. A n d h er f a c e w as w et a g ai n, b ut 

s h e w as n’t cr yi n g. 

T h e w at er s e e p e d fr o m h er cl os e d e y es. H er n os e w as r u n ni n g 

fr o m b ot h n ostrils, a n d t h er e w as a s u btl e s pill fr o m h er m o ut h 

t h at d e fi e d gr a vit y t o j oi n t h e ri v ul ets fr o m t h e ot h er p arts of h er 

f a c e, al m ost li k e a m as k. It w as a tri c k of t h e l o w li g ht a n d t h e 

air of H all o w e e n a n d t h e a n xi et y of pl e as ur e f o u n d a n d l ost, h e 

t ol d hi ms elf.

B ut, w h e n s h e o p e n e d h er e y es t o l o o k u p at hi m a g ai n, t h at 

s hi m m eri n g w at er m as k w as t h er e still, r u n ni n g t h e wi dt h a n d 

br e a dt h of h er b e a ut y a n d b a c k i nt o h er e ars, t h e n.

“ Y o u ar e bl ess e d, D arr e n, ” s h e s ai d wit h t h e a d d e d s yll a bl e o n 

“ bl ess e d ” us e d o nl y b y pr e a c h ers a n d t h e m ost pr et e nti o us of 

S u n d a y s c h o ol t e a c h ers.

S h e str o k e d his f a c e a g ai n, h er t o u c h di ff er e nt, pr o bi n g a n d n ot 

i n viti n g.

“ Bl ess e d  t o  b e  ali v e  aft er  dr o w ni n g.  Bl ess e d  t o  w al k  G o d’s  

gr e e n E art h. Bl ess e d t o b e h er e a m o n g us t o ni g ht. ”

T h os e w or ds b urst fr o m S o ni a as t h o u g h pr e a c h e d fr o m a p ul pit. 

D arr e n fii n c h e d i n r e fi e x.
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S h e s q u e e z e d his h a n d h ar d, e n o u g h t o c a us e p ai n, p ull e d hi m 

t o h er. T or n b et w e e n t h e c h a n g e i n h er a n d t h e d esir e t o h a v e h er 

b a c k t h e w a y s h e w as t h e r est of t h e ni g ht, h e tri e d t o l o o k a w a y 

r at h er t h a n p ull a w a y.

“ H a v e y o u e v er b e e n b a pti z e d ? ” s h e as k e d fr o m o ut of n o w h er e.

“ N o, ” h e a ns w er e d, “I, u m, I’ m n ot r e a d y. I li k e r o c k m usi c a n d 

h orr or m o vi es a n d st u fi, t o o m u c h. ”

T h e w at ers o n h er f a c e b e a d e d as s h e g a z e d u p at hi m, p o ol e d 

i nt o c o n c e ntr at e d f or ms as t h o u g h lifti n g t o w ar d hi m as h e s p o k e.

“ Kiss m e a g ai n, D arr e n, ” s h e i n vit e d, “ Tast e t h es e c o ns e cr at e d 

w at ers a n d b e b a pti z e d wit h m e. ”

C o ns e cr at e d ?  M a y b e  s h e  hit  h er  h e a d  w h e n  s h e  f ell.  D arr e n  

w as w orri e d, a n d, b a d as h e w a nt e d a n ot h er kiss fr o m S o ni a, h e 

di d n’t w a nt o n e fr o m t h e girl w h o c a m e o ut of t h e cr e e k i n h er 

pl a c e.

“I, u m, t hi n k w e n e e d t o g et y o u b a c k t o t h e gr o u p, g et y o u dri e d 

o ff a n d s o m e m e di ci n e f or y o ur h e a d or s o m et hi n g, ” h e ur g e d.

H er  gri p  o n  his  h a n d  ti g ht e n e d  a g ai n.  H e  r e ali z e d  his  fi n g ers 

w er e n u m b. S h e pl a c e d h er o p p osit e p al m s q u ar el y i nt o his st er -

n u m a n d p us h e d hi m b a c k t o w ar d t h e cr e e k wit h f or c e.

“ A n d, n o w, w h y d o y o u w ait ? Ris e a n d b e b a pti z e d a n d w as h 

a w a y y o ur si ns, c alli n g o n His n a m e! ”

T h e l a n g u a g e a n d t h e c a d e n c e w er e u n d e ni a bl e. S h e w as q u ot -

i n g s cri pt ur e fr o m s o m e c h a pt er of s o m e b o o k of t h e Bi bl e. W h at 

w as h a p p e ni n g ?

D arr e n w as a h e a d t all er t h a n S o ni a a n d m ostl y p ast p u b ert y. H e 

w as wir y a n d pr ett y str o n g, b ut s h e m o v e d hi m. M u d fr o m t h e 

cr e e k b a n k pil e d at his h e els as s h e p us h e d hi m b a c k i nt o it, a n d 

h e tri e d t o r esist wit h o ut h urti n g h er.
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“ S o ni a. ”

It w as t h e first ti m e h e a ct u all y s ai d h er n a m e.

“ S o ni a, pl e as e st o p, ” h e b e g g e d, “ Y o u hit y o ur h e a d, a n d I w a nt 

t o h el p, b ut st o p p us hi n g m e. ”

B ut s h e di d n ot st o p. His b al a n c e pr e c ari o us, D arr e n gr a b b e d t h e 

ar m a g ai nst his c h est a n d tri e d t o s n at c h it a w a y. It w as c o v er e d 

i n a t hi c k ffl m of w at er, sli m y t o his t o u c h, a n d di d n ot gi v e a n 

i n c h. S h e s mil e d b e n e v ol e ntl y at hi m, tilt e d h er h e a d a n d a n gl e d 

a g ai n f or a kiss, pr e c e d e d b y t h e r e a c hi n g fi ui ds o n h er f a c e.

“ I b a pti z e y o u wit h w at er f or r e p e nt a n c e, b ut h e w h o is c o mi n g 

aft er m e is mi g hti er t h a n I, ” s h e w his p er e d t h at ti m e a n d a br u ptl y 

r el e as e d his h el d h a n d a n d t hr e w h er u plift e d p al m i nt o his c hi n.

B ells  r a n g  i n  D arr e n’s  t e m pl es,  a n d  h e  bit  his  t o n g u e  b a dl y.  

D a z e d, h e st u m bl e d b a c k a n d dr o p p e d b utt- first i nt o t h e cr e e k. 

T h e c ol d w at er ffll e d his j e a ns a n d Ni k es i n a n i nst a nt, b ut h e 

di d n’t  y et  h a v e  t h e  w h er e wit h al  t o  g et  hi ms elf  u p  a g ai n.  H e  

d a b b e d at his t o n g u e t o tr y a n d ass ess t h e d a m a g e, b ut h e c o ul d n’t 

s e e or f e el a n yt hi n g w ort h w hil e. S o ni a f a d e d i nt o t h at d ar k, b ut 

s h e w as t h er e s o m e w h er e, f o otf alls s pl as hi n g i n t h e cr e e k as s h e 

cir cl e d hi m.

“ D o y o u n ot k n o w t h at all of us w h o h a v e b e e n b a pti z e d i nt o 

C hrist J es us w er e b a pti z e d i nt o his d e at h ? ”

M or e s cri pt ur e, b ut n ot i n S o ni a’s v oi c e. Dist ort e d, d e e p er, a n d 

fr o m hi g h er i n t h e air t h a n h er h e a d e xt e n d e d. D arr e n’s n er v es 

c a u g ht  flr e  fr o m  his  d a n g er  s e ns e.  W h at  w as  h a p p e ni n g  t h er e 

w as m or e t h a n t h e mis g ui d e d a cti o ns of a n i nj ur e d a n d c o nf us e d 

girl. H e m o v e d t o st a n d a n d r u n, b ut a h a n d g ot i nsi d e his h air 

b ef or e h e c o ul d g et t o his k n e es. T h e n, t h at w ar bli n g v oi c e a g ai n.

“I m ys elf di d n ot k n o w hi m, b ut h e w h o s e nt m e t o b a pti z e wit h 

w at er s ai d t o m e, ‘ H e o n w h o m y o u s e e t h e S pirit d es c e n d a n d 
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r e m ai n, t his is h e w h o b a pti z es wit h t h e H ol y S pirit.’ ”

D arr e n’s  e y es  r el u ct a ntl y  t o o k  his  c o m m a n d  a n d  l o o k e d  u p.  

T h er e st o o d S o ni a, h er e x pr essi o n bl a n k b ut s mili n g, h er fi n g ers 

all e nt a n gl e d i n his h air a n d fr e e zi n g hi m i n pl a c e, b ut it w as n ot 

j ust S o ni a. T h e w at ers of Yell o w Cr e e k sli d u p a n d ar o u n d h er, 

c o al es c e d i nt o a l ar g er b o d y t h at e n c as e d h er wit hi n it. S hr e ds 

of bl a c k f a bri c u n d ul at e d a b o ut t h e s wirli n g, vis c o us ff ui d li k e 

a r ott e d c h oir r o b e g at h er e d at its mi d dl e b y a bl o o d r e d s as h. 

At o p t h e h e a p of w at ers w as a s hi ni n g bl a c k h o o d str u c k wit h 

a n i n v ert e d a n d gl o wi n g g ol d e n cr oss sl as h e d ri g ht w ar d d o w n 

a cr oss t h e f a c e of t h e t hi n g, s us p e n d e d a b o v e a h a n gi n g j a w of 

j ust b o n e a n d t e et h. It w as fr o m t h er e t h at t h e b a ptis m al v ers es 

f ell. E v e n wit h o ut s e ei n g it o p e n a n d s h ut, D arr e n k n e w t h at. 

T h e si g ht of t h e t hi n g p ar al y z e d hi m l o n g e n o u g h t o all o w a n 

e m br a c e fr o m its o w n h a n ds, t h os e j ust r oili n g, o v erl o n g di gits 

of vis ci d bri n e e m er g e d fr o m t h e t hr e a d b ar e sl e e v es of its cl o a k. 

T h e g o o e y fi n g ers sli p p e d i nt o his n os e a n d t hr o u g h his pr ess e d 

li ps a n d e y eli ds t o fill his si n us es a n d t h e n his l u n gs i n a w a y 

t h at o nl y c o m p ar e d t o his dr o w ni n g i n t h e G ulf of M e xi c o t h os e 

y e ars a g o. T h er e w as a p e a c e i n t h e f e eli n g, a cl os ur e t o all t h e 

tr a u m a ni g ht m ar es a n d f e ars of s wi m mi n g p o ols a n d s u c h.

“I h a v e b a pti z e d y o u wit h w at er, b ut H e will b a pti z e y o u wit h 

t h e H ol y S pirit. ”

T h at  w as  S o ni a’s  v oi c e  a g ai n.  T h e  m e m ori z e d  s o u n d  of  h er  

w his p ers o n s w e et br e at h a w a k e n e d hi m. D arr e n r e m e m b er e d 

a cl assi c li n e fr o m t h e St e p h e n Ki n g h orr or m o vi e, Cr e e ps h o w : 

“ Y o u  c a n’t  kill  s o m e o n e  if  t h e y’r e  alr e a d y  d e a d. ”  C o ul d  t h e  

m o nstr o us  B a pti z er  dr o w n  hi m  i n  h ol y  w at er  if  h e  alr e a d y  

dr o w n e d b ef or e ? A n d, if t h e w at er w as n o l o n g er h ol y, c o ul d t h e 

t hi n g e v e n e xist at all ?

Fr o m t h e c or e of his b ei n g, D arr e n p us h e d w h at air r e m ai n e d i n 
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hi s l u n gs u p a n d a g ai nst t h e i n v a di n g w at ers of t h e w at er y m o n -

st er t h at t o o k t h e o nl y girl w h o e v er li k e d hi m. It w as j ust a sil e nt, 

pri m al s cr e a m at first, b ut u n h ol y w or ds s h a p e d t h e ms el v es o ut 

of t h e e ff ort. W or ds t o d es e cr at e t h e w at ers t h at tri e d t o kill hi m. 

W or ds of r o c k a n d r oll. W or ds of M otl e y Cr u e. W or ds of t h e 

D e vil. H e o nl y h e ar d t h e m i nsi d e his h e a d t o b e gi n wit h.

H e’ll b e t h e ris k i n t h e kiss, mi g ht b e t h e a n g er o n y o ur li ps, 

mi g ht r u n s c ar e d f or t h e d o or!

Vi n c e N eil c h a n n el e d S at a n j ust f or hi m i n t h at m o m e nt, a n d t h e 

w at er fi e d t h e e vil i nsi d e hi m, s p e wi n g fr o m m o ut h a n d n os e li k e 

Ol d F ait hf ul u ntil h e c o ul d t al k a g ai n. H e r os e t o his f ull si x f e et 

a n d pl u n g e d his o w n h a n ds t h e n i nt o t h e w at ers of t h e bill o wi n g 

m o nst er t o gr a b S o ni a a n d p ull h er t hr o u g h a n d fr e e fr o m t h e 

s u d d e nl y disi nt e gr ati n g m or ass. 

A n d h e s a n g, “ B ut i n s e as o ns of wit h er, w e’ll st a n d a n d d eli v er! ”

S h e f ell u n c o ns ci o us i nt o his ri g ht ar m as h e r e a c h e d u p wit h 

his l eft a n d t or e at t h e r o b es of t h e w a v eri n g p olt er g eist, a n d h e 

fi nis h e d t h e v ers e.

“ B e str o n g a n d l a u g h a n d S H O U T A T T H E D E VI L! ”

T h e  ffl m y  c ass o c k  g a v e  w a y  t o  D arr e n’s  S at a ni c  f er v or,  c ol -

l a ps e d  t hr o u g h  t h e  p arti n g  w a v es,  a n d  t h e  l ast  ri v ul ets  of  t h e  

b e ast’s w at ers l eft his f a c e. B ut h e di d n ot st o p.

“ S H O U T! ”

D arr e n  wr a p p e d  t h e  sli m y  f a bri c  ar o u n d  his  flst  a n d  h a ul e d 

d o w n t h e t hi n g’s h o wli n g h e a d.

“ S H O U T! ”

T h e  m ol d e d  m a n di bl e  a n d  m u c k- cr ust e d  cr oss  a n d  m as k  

str ai n e d t o t ur n a w a y fr o m t h e e vil- e m b ol d e n e d b o y.
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‘ S H O U T! ”

D arr e n t or q u e d t h e t wist e d cl o a k a fi n al ti m e t o bri n g t h e h o o d 

f a c e t o f a c e wit h hi m.

“ S H O U T A T T H E D E VI L! ”’

A n d, t h eir h ol y c o ns e cr ati o n d estr o y e d, t h e w at ers of Yell o w 

Cr e e k r et ur n e d t o t h eir b e d i n t h u n d er o us s pl as h d o w n. T h e f or c e 

of t h e c oll a ps e u n w o u n d t h e t hr e a ds fr o m D arr e n’s gr as p a n d 

w as h e d t h e m a w a y wit h t h e h o o d a n d t h e s as h a n d t h e j a w b o n es 

of w h at e v er s elf-ri g ht e o us p ur v e y or of g uilt o w n e d t h e m i n t h e 

ffrst pl a c e.

D arr e n  w as  al o n e  t h er e  wit h  S o ni a  a g ai n,  b ut  s h e  w as  n ot  

br e at hi n g. Aft er his dr o w ni n g, h e l e ar n e d C P R i n tri b ut e t o t h e 

lif e g u ar ds w h o s a v e d hi m. G e ntl y, d eli b er at el y, h e c arri e d h er t o 

t h e fi at of t h e cr e e k b a n k, t o o k i n h er b e a ut y as h e d es c e n d e d o n 

h er, a n d o n c e a g ai n pr ess e d his li ps t o h ers.



“ G o d ai n’t r e al, y’ all. ” 

T h at’s w h at R o n ni e w a nt e d t o s a y b ut bit his t o n g u e i nst e a d. 

His hirs ut e f or e ar m d a b b e d s w e at fr o m his e y e br o ws t o cl e ar 

e y es r e g ar di n g a sil e nt pr ot est m ar c h p ast t h e b o at l a u n c h i n t h e 

s w elt eri n g A u g ust d a w n. 

T h e a m al g a m at e d c o n gr e g ati o ns of t h e S o ut h er n Ass e m bl y of 

t h e C h ur c h es of G o d p ar a d e d i n t h eir S u n d a y fi n er y, l e vit ati n g 

a g ai nst  t h e  c a us e w a y  t h at  zi p p e d  t o g et h er  t h e  sl at e  bl u e  s k y  

a n d its e x a ct r e ff e cti o n o n t h e still of M o bil e B a y b e y o n d. T h eir 

K- M art p ost er b o ar ds b or e M a gi c M ar k er sl o g a ns t o l o b b y Al a -

b a m a t h e B e a utif ul t o c h a n g e t h e l e g al titl e of M o bil e B a y t o o n e 

m or e i n k e e pi n g wit h t h e Pr ot est a nt et hi c of t h e Bi bl e B elt. T h e 

B a y of t h e H ol y S pirit.

R o n ni e w as a “si x of o n e, h alf- a- d o z e n of a n ot h er ” ki n d a g u y. 

T h e B a y w as t h e B a y, n o m att er w h at n a m e y o u g a v e it. T h e 

B A P TIZ E R
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T h e B a y of t h e H ol y S pirit
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s hri m p a n d t h e cr a bs w er e pl e ntif ul, a n d t h er e w er e g at ors t o b e 

h u nt e d i n t h os e s c a nt S u m m er w e e ks, a n d t h at’s w h at m att er e d. 

B ut  t h er e  w as  o n e  e ntr e pr e n e ur- c o m e- h ol y  m a n  -  a  s n o w bir d  

fr o m  D etr oit,  if  y o u  c a n  i m a gi n e  –  b o u n d  a n d  d et er mi n e d  t o  

b a pti z e a n a ct u al b o d y of w at er a n d r e c hrist e n it as t h e pr o p ert y 

of o n e m e m b er of t h e H ol y Tri nit y. 

R u m or w as, t his f ell o w m a d e his m o n e y u p o n i n v e nti o n of t h e 

el e ctr o ni c  cr uis e  c o ntr ol,  w hi c h  di d n’t  i m pr ess  R o n ni e  n o n e.  

H e  di d n’t  tr ust  n o  m a c hi n e  t o  d e ci d e  m att ers  of  v el o cit y  a n d  

f oll o wi n g dist a n c e, n ot w h e n h e h a d e y es a n d h a n ds a n d f e et t h at 

f u n cti o n e d p erf e ctl y w ell.

A ti p of his gr e e n, m es h- b a c k C A T b all c a p t o a p assi n g br u n ett e 

pr ot est er of n ot a bl e f a c e, a n d R o n ni e g ot b a c k t o pr e p ar ati o ns f or 

t h e d a y’s h u nt. S h a w n a p pr o a c h e d wit h t w o b a gs of i c e b al a n c e d 

o n his ri g ht s h o ul d er. 

“I s e e t h e b e a ut y of t h e Al mi g ht y’s cr e ati o ns g ot y o u t hi n ki n’ 

‘ b o ut g oi n g b a c k t o s er vi c es, ” gri n n e d R o n ni e’s gr a d e s c h o ol 

b u d d y.

“ G ot  m e  t hi n ki n g  I  mi g ht  o u g htt a  r e c o nsi d er  s e v er al  of  m y  

S u n d a y p asti m es, ” h e r et ort e d a n d cr a n k e d t h e wi n c h t o sl o wl y 

e as e t h e b orr o w e d B ass Tr a c k er fr o m tr ail er t o Te ns a w Ri v er 

D elt a m u d w at er.

I n 1 9 9 4, t h e st at e r el e as e d 2 0 0 alli g at or p oss essi o n t a gs t o li-

c e ns e d h u nt ers, d e ci d e d b y l ott er y. R o n ni e di d n’t g et pi c k e d. H e 

n e v er w o n a n yt hi n g his w h ol e lif e, b ut S h a w n di d. S p elli n g b e es. 

C a k e w al ks. R e d R o v er. A n d a s p ot i n t h e ’ 9 4 g at or h u nt. S o, 

t h er e t h e y w er e, r e a d y t o t a k e d o w n a critt er of t h e Cr et a c e o us 

i n A m eri c a’s A m a z o n, wit h n ar y a kill b et w e e n t h e m b esi d es a 

5- p oi nt b u c k R o n ni e pl o w e d wit h his A M C Gr e mli n his j u ni or 

y e ar.

B ut  t h os e  b o ys  k n e w  t h e  D elt a,  if  t h e y  k n e w  pr e ci o us  littl e  
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a b o ut sl a yi n g t h e b e asts wit hi n h er. Si n c e a f o urt e e nt h birt h d a y 

e x c ursi o n, t h e y k a y a k e d a n d c a n o e d t h os e r e e d-li n e d c h a n n els o n 

b a k e d S o ut h er n m or ni n gs t hr o u g h ‘til or a n g e-s o a k e d s u n d o w ns 

at l e ast e v er y c o u pl e of m o nt hs, m or e d uri n g S u m m er v a c ati o n. 

O n t h e o d d o c c asi o n t h e y c o ul d s wi n dl e U n cl e C h arli e o ut of 

his m ot or b o at f or a f e w h o urs, t h e y r o d e o n u p t o Gr a vi n e Isl a n d 

a n d pi d dl e d ar o u n d wit h r o ds a n d r e els u ntil t h e y g ot tir e d of 

g etti n g n o bit es. All t h os e mi n ut es u p o n h o urs i n t h e l a b yri nt h of 

t h e Te ns a w m e a nt i nti m at e k n o wl e d g e of t h e g at or c o m m u nit y 

t h er ei n.

R o n ni e a n d S h a w n n a m e d a b u n c h of t h e m, us u all y b as e d o n 

si z e  or  s wi m mi n g  h a bits  or  p arti c ul ar  h a u nts,  as  i ns pir ati o n  

str u c k.  T h er e  w as  “ G o d zill a, ”  of  c o urs e.  T h er e  w as  al w a ys  a  

“ G o d zill a. ” B ut, t h e n, t h er e w as als o “ M u d fi a p ”. A n d “ Fl otill a. ” 

A n d “ B a n k h e a d, ” a n es p e ci all y cl e v er d o u bl e- e nt e n dr e n o d t o 

b ot h  t h e  d e c a d es- ol d  t u n n el  u n d er  t h e  M o bil e  Ri v er  a n d  t h e  

ri v er’s  e d g e  w h er e  t h e  ol d  girl  s u n n e d  h ers elf  i n  t h e  c o oli n g  

A ut u m n. B ut it w as “ L o gr oll ” t h e y w er e aft er t h at d a y. 

A n alli g at or p oss essi o n t a g fr o m t h e Al a b a m a D e p art m e nt of 

C o ns er v ati o n a n d N at ur al R es o ur c es all o w e d f or o n e si n gl e kill 

p er s e as o n a n d n o m or e, a n d t h eirs w as r es er v e d f or t h e 1 4-f o ot 

b e h e m ot h w h o, d uri n g a s a n d b ar b ar b e q u e t w o y e ars p ast, g o b -

bl e d d o w n R o n ni e’s l o n g- h air e d d a c hs h u n d, n a m e of P et e.

L o gr oll fr e q u e nt e d t h e s h all o ws e ast of t h e Isl a n d, m a d e h ers elf 

f at o ff t h e blissf ul o bli vi o us n ess of w a n d eri n g p ets of lif est yl e 

a n gl ers a n d t h eir f a mili es. S h e drift e d a b o ut, g n arl y gr e e n- br o w n 

a n d h alf-s u b m er g e d, a n d s h e l oll e d a q u art er-t ur n t his w a y or 

t h at h alf t h e ti m e, li k e a k n ott e d, r otti n g ol d pi n e tr u n k d o w n e d 

b y a h urri c a n e s o f ar p ast it w as t h e n j ust a c a uti o n ar y t al e o n t h e 

w his p ers of g as st ati o n wis e m e n. 

R o n ni e pl ott e d t o a v e n g e P et e e v er y sl e e pl ess ni g ht si n c e t h e 
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littl e g u y y el p e d his l ast o n a n ill-f at e d t e n nis b all f et c h. T h us, 

t h e b est fri e n ds f o u n d t h e ms el v es p utt eri n g u p t h e D elt a, m e n o n 

a missi o n.

“ W h at y o u t hi n k a b o ut t h e m c h a n gi n g t h e n a m e of t h e B a y a n d 

all ? ” S h a w n as k e d, st e eri n g t h e b o at a w a y fr o m t h e l a u n c h a n d 

l eft w ar d i nt o a n o p e n c h a n n el.

R o n ni e s ni fi e d t h e w et m or ni n g air, s cr at c h e d at his n e c k.

“ T h e B a y is t h e B a y, ” h e r e cit e d fr o m his e arli er i nt er n al m o n o -

l o g u e, “I d o n’t c ar e w h at y o u c all it, b ut n a mi n g it f or s o m et hi n g 

o ut t h e Bi bl e d o n’t m a k e t h e cr a bs gr o w bi g g er or t h e s hri m p 

t ast e b ett er, y’ k n o w ? ”

S h a w n t o o k t h at i n e n r o ut e t hr o u g h t h e d ar k e ni n g r e e ds.

“ Y o u d o n’t b eli e v e i n G o d, d o y a ? ” h e ff n all y utt er e d fr o m b e -

n e at h his cl assi c Br a v es “ A ” b all c a p.

R o n ni e st ar e d d o w n at t h e tr e bl e h o o k h e s e c ur e d t o 1 0 0- p o u n d 

t est li n e wit h a g o o d ol e cli n c h k n ot.

“ N o p e, ” h e m a n a g e d, “ N e v er di d. ”

“ H o w’s y o ur m a m a f e el a b o ut t h at ? ” S h a w n c h u c kl e d.

“ S hit, ” R o n ni e e x h al e d, “ S h e d o n’t k n o w a n d ai n’t e v er g o n n a 

k n o w. ”

A d mitti n g  at h eis m  i n  t h e  S o ut h  w as  a ki n  t o  c o nf essi n g  t o  a  

m ur d er t h at di d n’t h a p p e n, f or c e d t o f e el g uilt y o v er s o m et hi n g 

t h at n e v er e xist e d. B ut R o n ni e f elt b ett er s h ari n g his cri m e wit h 

s o m e b o d y, e v e n if it m e a nt S h a w n h e n c ef ort h c o nsi d er e d hi m a 

littl e m or e ali e n t h a n b ef or e, li k e a t e et ot al er or a Ya n k e e fi o w n 

s o ut h t o t h e c o ast u p o n r etir e m e nt.

“ Well, I w o n’t t ell n o b o d y els e, if y o u d o n’t, “ S h a w n ass ur e d 

hi m wit h a t u g of his c a p bri m o v er his e y es.
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R o n ni e li c k e d a b e a d of bl o o d fr o m his h o o k- pri c k e d fi n g er.

“ D e al. ”

T h e y s a w o nl y o n e ot h er h u nti n g p art y o n t h e tr e k u p t o Gr a vi n e 

Isl a n d, a r e al pr of essi o n al o ut fft: fi v e c a m o u fi a g e d a n d gr a yi n g 

b a b y b o o m ers, all ri g g e d u p i n a p o nt o o n b o at, h e a v y d ut y r e els 

pr otr u di n g fr o m e v er y si d e li k e a nt e n n a e fr o m t h e w orl d’s m ost 

r e d n e c k s at ellit e. T h es e d u d es w er e aft er G o d zill a, s etti n g u p i n 

t h es e p arts. T h e b o ys n o d d e d “ g o o d m or ni n g ” a n d k e pt m ot or-

i n g. R o n ni e i n w ar dl y wis h e d l u c k t o G o d zill a. H e h a d n ot hi n g 

a g ai nst alli g at ors as a s p e ci es. His b e ef w as p arti c ul ar t o t h e o n e 

t h at c h e w e d u p his f urr y littl e p art n er.

S o m e r o o ki e m a n e u v ers i n t h e d ar k a d d e d 1 5 or 2 0 mi n ut es t o 

t h e 3 0- mi n ut e sl o w ri d e t o L o gr oll’s n e c k of t h e w o o ds. B o n us 

ti m e f or R o n ni e t o tri pl e c h e c k t h e tr e bl e h o o ks a n d t h e li n es t h at 

f e d fr o m t h e m i nt o t h e t hr e e b orr o w e d r e els s n u g gl e d t o g et h er 

at t h e b ott o m of t h e b o at. H e c o ul d n’t i m a gi n e t h es e h alf- ass 

d e vi c es w o ul d s u b d u e a f ull- gr o w n g at or, b ut t h e r ul es of t h e 

t a gs w er e w h at t h e y w er e. N o g etti n g ar o u n d t h at.

S h a w n  s h ut  t h e  m ot or  o ff  a  g o o d  2 0 0  y ar ds  fr o m  t h e  sit e  of 

P et e’s l ast st a n d, a n d a c h oir of cri c k ets a n d fr o gs o v ert o o k t h e 

pr e- d a w n air, u n d ers c or e d b y t h e l a p pi n g of w at er o n t h e gli di n g 

B ass  Tr a c k er  h ull.  Hi g h- b e a m  fl as hli g hts  o v er h e a d,  t h e y  e a c h 

s c a n n e d o p p osit e fi el ds of t h e d elt a fi o w, s q ui nti n g t hr o u g h t h e 

d ar k f or a n y gli m ps e of g n arl y gr e e n- br o w n a drift.

N eit h er s p o k e, afr ai d t h e g at or o n h er h o m e ff el d mi g ht as c ert ai n 

t h eir t a cti cs a n d t ur n t h e t a bl es i n s o m e m ast er str at a g e m w ort h y 

of M c Art h ur or P ers hi n g. R o n ni e r e mi n d e d hi ms elf t h at e v e n t h e 

m ost fri g ht e ni n g r e ptil es h a d littl e gr as p of e v e n c o n v ers ati o n al 

E n glis h.

“ A n yt hi n g ? ” h e v e nt ur e d a cr oss t h e l e n gt h of t h e b o at t o w ar d 

S h a w n.
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H e h e ar d S h a w n s h a k e his h e a d i n t h e n e g ati v e.

“ Wat er’s l o w ar o u n d t h e s a n d b ar, ” S h a w n fi n all y w his p er e d, 

“ L et’s t ur n a b o ut, a w a y fr o m t h e isl a n d. ”

R o n ni e t o o k t h e o ar fr o m t h e b e n c h b e hi n d hi m, di p p e d it l eft, 

i nt o a n d t hr o u g h t h e w at er i n a si n gl e, str o n g a n d sil e nt str o k e, 

p ulli n g wi d e t o p us h t h e b o at’s n os e ri g ht w ar d a n d a w a y fr o m 

Gr a vi n e, j ust as S h a w n s u g g est e d. H e w as i n f ull st e alt h m o d e, 

r u n ni n g sil e nt a n d i n visi bl e i n t h at t ur ni n g ar c a n d ff n all y p er-

p e n di c ul arl y b a c k o ut i nt o t h e ni g ht. 

Sil e nt ? Yes, sil e nt. T h e c hir pi n g, cr o a ki n g c h or us s hr a n k a w a y 

t o s o m e dist a nt r a di us of s af e n ois e- m a ki n g. A s p h er e of n at ur al 

i n a cti vit y  t h at  c o ul d  o nl y  m e a n  a  pr e d at or  w as  a b o ut,  w hi c h  

c o ul d b e t h e h u nt ers t h e ms el v es, b ut it w as pr o b a bl y …

S h a w n’s u pt ur n e d, o p e n p al m s h ot b a c k at R o n ni e, t h e fi as hli g ht 

i n his ot h er h a n d n o w h ar d o n s o m et hi n g a h e a d. R o n ni e still e d 

t h e p a d dl e i n t h e w at er. T h e b o at sl o w e d, list e d o nl y e n o u g h t o 

m a k e  hi m  fii n c h  wit h  a n xi o us  a nti ci p ati o n  of  t h e  c ost  of  t h at 

cl u msi n ess.

S h a w n br e at h e d, “I s e e h er. ”

R o n ni e di d n’t l o o k, di d n’t n e e d t o l o o k, i nst e a d lift e d t h e r o d 

m ost  tr ust w ort h y  b y  a p p e ar a n c e  a n d  p erf e ct e d  his  gri p  o n  its  

h a n dl e. T h e b o at r ot at e d t o t h e ri g ht i n a sl o w ar c t h at w as p ai ns -

t a ki n g, b ut S h a w n’s b e a m r e m ai n e d o n t h e s a m e p oi nt i n t h e 

w at er, a m a g n et t h at f o u n d its tr u e n ort h. R o n ni e s a w h er t h e n, 

b ar el y visi bl e e y es a n d n ostrils o n t h e br o w n w at er s urf a c e, t h e 

v er y c o u nt e n a n c e of gl o ati n g.

“I’ m  s orr y,  P et e, ”  h e  m utt er e d  t o  hi ms elf  f or  t h e  t h o us a n dt h  

d a m n ti m e a n d l et t h e tr e bl e h o o k ff y.

T h e c ast w as tr u e, s pl as hi n g d o w n m a y b e fl v e f e et b e y o n d w h er e 

R o n ni e s a w L o gr oll. H er h e a d j er k e d ri g ht at t h e i m p a ct, a r e fi e x 
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t h at tri g g er e d his o w n. A s e as o n e d fis h er m a n’s wrist ffi c k e d b a c k 

o n t h e r o d h a n dl e, a n d t h e tr e bl e h o o k sli c e d t hr o u g h o bsi di a n 

ri p pl es t o fi n d s h ar p p ur c h as e i n t h e l e at h er of t h e g at or’s ri g ht 

fi a n k.

“ G ot’ er! ” R o n ni e y ell e d wit h o ut r e ali zi n g.

“ O h, s hit! ” S h a w n r e pli e d a n d s cr a m bl e d f or s o m et hi n g b e n e at h 

hi m i n t h e b o at.

L o gr oll  st u c k  t o  h er  n a m es a k e  i n  a  s ol o  p erf or m a n c e  o nl y  

h alf-s e e n b y t h e m e n w h o s et it o ff. S h e r oll e d vi ol e ntl y a w a y 

fr o m t h e b o at, wr a p pi n g t h e h e a v y li n e ar o u n d h er a n d bri e fl y 

st a g g eri n g R o n ni e. S w e at a n d n er v es s pr a n g f ort h fr o m wit hi n 

hi m, b ut h e c a u g ht hi ms elf i n a s pl a y e d r u n ni n g st a n c e t o p ull u p 

o n t h e r o p e a n d l e a v e s o m e sl a c k f or h er t o fi g ht.

S h a w n r ais e d a ri g g e d- u p, a dj ust a bl e p ai nt er’s p ol e fr o m t h e 

b ott o m of t h e b o at as if h e j ust p ull e d E x c ali b ur fr o m h er st o n e.

“ S n ar e’s r e a d y! ” h e pr o cl ai m e d.

R o n ni e w or k e d t o m ai nt ai n his pl a c e i n t h e b o at w hil e t h e r o d 

t or q u e d a n d b e nt at ar cs h e w as s ur e its c o m p o n e nt m at eri als 

w er e n’t m e a nt t o wit hst a n d. L o gr oll f o u g ht b e n e at h t h e s urf a c e, 

s o h e j u d g e d h er l o c ati o n fr o m t h e p oi nt of t h e r o d.

R o n ni e w ar n e d, “ S h e’s n ot cl os e y et. Y o u s ur e t h e l o o p is bi g 

e n o u g h ? ”

S h a w n e x a mi n e d t h e m et al c a bl e l o o p e d t hr o u g h a h o g s n ar e at 

t h e e n d of t h e p ol e, t u g g e d at it wit h d o u bt i n his e y es.

“I t hi n k s o, ” h e utt er e d wit h littl e c o n fi d e n c e.

“ Y o u b ett er k n o w s o! ” R o n ni e r et ort e d a n d p ull e d u p h ar d o n 

t h e r o d.

T h e tr e bl e h o o ks w er e s et a n d u nf or gi vi n g. R o n ni e f elt s o m e 
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pri d e  i n  t h at  r e ali z ati o n.  S h a w n  i n c h e d  t o w ar d  hi m  wit h  t h e  

s n ar e ri g e xt e n d e d o ut o v er t h e r oili n g w at er. T h e y w er e r e a d y.

B ut L o gr oll st o p p e d fi g hti n g. T h e li n e r e m ai n e d t a ut, b ut still 

as d e at h. T h e w at er p a ci ff e d its elf i n b ut a m o m e nt. O nl y t h eir 

a dr e n ali n e br o k e i n w a v es, t h e n. R o n ni e’s t hr o at w e nt dr y. H e 

l o o k e d t o S h a w n, s p e e c hl ess, t h e ot h er’s w his p er dr o w n e d o ut 

b y t h e r e n e w e d si n gi n g of t h e D elt a ni g ht c h or us.

R o n ni e fii c k e d his wrist, t u g g e d at t h e u n b u d gi n g li n e, u n c ert ai n 

w h et h er t o p ull h ar d er or dr o p t h e r e el i n t h e dri n k. H e i n h al e d t o 

as k S h a w n’s o pi ni o n, r el a x e d o n e i ot a, a n d s o m et hi n g b e n e at h 

t h e w at er s n at c h e d t h e li n e d o w n a n d a w a y, s pi n ni n g t h e r e el i n a 

t e ari n g s q u a w k, a n d ri p p e d t h e r o d fr o m his gr as pi n g h a n ds. His 

t e n u o us e q uili bri u m fi o w e d f or w ar d a n d lift e d hi m o v er b o ar d.

T h e  w at er  w as  t h e  gr oss,  l u k e w ar m  t e m p er at ur e  of  c oll ar d  

gr e e ns aft er a n h o ur o utsi d e at t h e p otl u c k, a n d it s m ell e d a b o ut 

as b a d. H e p a ni c k e d, as m u c h fr o m t h os e s e ns ati o ns as fr o m f e ar 

of t h e g at or t h at tri c k e d hi m i nt o h er ar e n a. His r e a c hi n g ar ms 

f o u n d t h e b o at f urt h er a w a y t h a n h e e x p e ct e d, a n d his s cr e a m f or 

h el p t ur n e d t o bl u b b eri n g g o b bl e d y g o o k at t h e D elt a’s s urf a c e. 

S o m e w h er e o n hi g h, G o d w as l a u g hi n g at t his i n e pt i di ot of a n 

u n b eli e v er.

“ R o n ni e! ” h e c o ul d al m ost h e ar S h a w n y ell as h e e xt e n d e d t h e 

s n ar e p ol e f or hi m t o gr a b.

R o n ni e p ull e d his l eft ar m b a c k t o i niti at e a s wi m str o k e, a n d 

L o gr oll t o o k it fr o m b e hi n d hi m. T h e m assi v e j a w sl a m m e d t e et h 

i nt o t h e t o p a n d b ott o m of b ot h f or e ar m a n d bi c e ps of t h e b e nt 

a p p e n d a g e, pli e d it a w a y fr o m his s h o ul d er as t h o u g h it w as a 

d a y- ol d fri e d c hi c k e n l e g. R o n ni e t wist e d ar o u n d fr o m t h e f or c e 

of t h e att a c k, c a m e f a c e t o f a c e wit h his m ur d er er. A c o u pl e of 

his ff n g ers d a n gl e d b et w e e n bl o o di e d t e et h.

“ T h os e ar e mi n e, ” w er e t h e o nl y w or ds h e c o ul d m ust er b ef or e 
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li sti n g b a c k i n t h e w at er t o a w ait t h e n e xt bit e.

H e s a w t h e h al o of t h e s n ar e c a bl e p ass o v er hi m i n sl o w m oti o n. 

S h a w n’s  att e m pt  t o  s e al  t h e  g at or’s  j a ws  a n d  pr e v e nt  a n ot h er  

att a c k b e c a m e all e g or y f or R o n ni e’s arr o g a nt a b a n d o n m e nt of 

e v er yt hi n g h e w as t a u g ht a b o ut t h e Al mi g ht y fr o m birt h. T h e 

br a c kis h bl o o d of t h e D elt a i n filtr at e d his m o ut h a n d his n ostrils, 

a n d wit h it c a m e r e ass ur a n c e.

“It’s n e v er t o o l at e, ” h e h e ar d a m o n gst t h e ff o wi n g ti n kl e of t h e 

w at ers i n his h e a d.

S h a w n t a p p e d t h e h e a d of t h e m u n c hi n g L o gr oll wit h t h e s n ar e 

l o o p a n d tri e d t o o h ar d t o sl a m it ar o u n d h er s n o ut. H e o v er c o m-

p e ns at e d a n d p ull e d b a c k t o o h ar d, a n d t h e s n ar e p o p p e d l o os e 

t o c at c h o n t h e n e ar est pr otr usi o n fr o m t h e w at er. 

S o m et hi n g gr a b b e d R o n ni e’s n e c k i n a vis e t h at ti g ht e n e d wit h 

e v er y m oti o n. It w as c ol d a n d h ar d, n ot t e et h b ut t h at h al o. It c ut 

o fi his wi n d, cl e ar e d his mi n d t o h e ar t h e s o ot hi n g v oi c e i n t h e 

w at er.

“ Y o u c a n still b e s a v e d, still b e b a pti z e d i n t h e bl o o d, i n t h es e 

v er y w at ers, ” it s a n g t o hi m.

I n t h e b o at, S h a w n wi p e d a w a y t e ars t o tr y t o li n e u p t h e si g hts 

o n  his  ri fi e  i n  t h e  d ar k. T h e  g at or  l ur k e d  t o o  n e ar  R o n ni e,  as -

p h y xi ati n g fr o m t h e s n ar e S h a w n dr o p p e d ar o u n d his n e c k, a n d 

t h er e w as s o m et hi n g els e. T h e w at er ar o u n d R o n ni e m o v e d of its 

o w n a c c or d. It ff o w e d u p a cr oss his b ul gi n g n e c k a n d f a c e a n d 

i nt o e v er y ori fl c e. 

A tri c k of w h at littl e li g ht t h er e w as o ut t h er e ? H a d t o b e.

S h a w n p ull e d t h e tri g g er, a n d t h e cr a c k of t h e s h ot c oi n ci d e d 

wit h a s pr a y of fi ui ds fr o m t h e s k ull of L o gr oll. B ulls e y e.

T h e g at or d o w n, S h a w n s hift e d his g a z e t o R o n ni e. H e h a d t o 
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g et t o hi m, t o c ut t h at l o o p c a bl e, b ut h e w as n o w h er e t o b e s e e n. 

T h e n, n eit h er w as t h e g at or, b ot h c o m b at a nts dis a p p e ar e d b e -

n e at h t h e D elt a. H e c o ul d n’t l e a v e R o n ni e f or d e a d d o w n t h er e. 

H e dr o p p e d i n t h e tr olli n g m ot or a n d d eftl y m a n e u v er e d t o t h e 

s p ot h e l ast s a w his c h o ki n g fri e n d.

His li g ht o nl y p e n etr at e d a f o ot or t w o b e n e at h t h e r oili n g s ur -

f a c e, b ut t h er e w as a s h a d o w of s o m et hi n g t h er e. A h e a d, m a y b e.

“ R o n ni e! ” S h a w n y el p e d a n d s pl as h e d a h a n d i nt o t h e m ur k.

T h e  w at er  t h er e  w as  n ot  w at er  at  all.  Vis c o us  a n d  t e nsil e,  it  

s q u e e z e d at his wrist e n o u g h t o fri g ht e n hi m, a n d h e p ull e d his 

h a n d a w a y a g ai nst s o m e r esist a n c e. T h e h e a d b el o w t ur n e d u p 

t o f a c e hi m, h e k n e w, t h o u g h h e disti n g uis h e d n o e y es or n os e 

or m o ut h i n t h e d ar k. A n d, at t h at m o m e nt, S h a w n j ust w a nt e d 

t o fi e e. H e k n e w h e h a d t o g et a w a y li k e fr o m n o ot h er sit u ati o n 

h e e v er e n c o u nt er e d.

H e  cr a b- w al k e d  b a c k  al o n g  t h e  b ott o m  of  t h e  B ass  Tr a c k er,  

h y p er v e ntil ati n g a littl e a n d tr yi n g t o r e m e m b er h o w t o st art t h e 

E vi nr u d e m ot or t h at w as his ti c k et b a c k t o l a n d.

T h e ti n kli n g s o u n d of s e e pi n g, s e p ar ati n g w at er o v ert o o k his 

p a nti n g, a n d S h a w n st o p p e d br e at hi n g alt o g et h er t o list e n. T h at 

h e a d w as o ut of t h e w at er a n d st ari n g at hi m as it r os e b e y o n d 

t h e pr o ffl e of t h e b o at. H e s a w t h e e y es of t h e t hi n g cl e ar as d a y. 

R o n ni e’s e y es, si m ult a n e o usl y d e a d a n d a fi a m e wit h s o m et hi n g 

b e y o n d lif e. T h e y gl o w e d fr o m wit hi n a n d b e hi n d, a b o v e a r e p -

tili a n s n o ut w h er e his n os e a n d m o ut h us e d t o b e, f us e d t o t h e 

o n c e- h u m a n h e a d b y r o p es of fi ui d t h at mi g ht h a v e b e e n w at er 

b ef or e k n o wi n g t h e t ai nt of t h e p o w er t h at t h e n m oti v at e d t h e m.

T h e p ar al ysis of f e ar s et i n as S h a w n att e m pt e d i n v ai n t o d e ci -

p h er t h e mi x e d ff es h a n d fl ui d g ol e m s h e at h e d b y t h e D elt a a n d 

b u o y e d b y h er fr o m b el o w. B ef or e his e y es, t h e w at ers s hr e d d e d 

t h e c o m p o n e nts of t h at c o m p osit e cr e at ur e a n d r e arr a n g e d t h e 
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pi e c es i nt o a t hi n g m or e h orri bl e a n d y et m ost p erf e ct.

R o n ni e’s r e m ai ni n g ar m r e nt its elf a w a y, b ot h s h o ul d er s o c k ets 

s u bs e q u e ntl y l o a d e d wit h g at or f or el e gs t h at fi e x e d t h eir w e b b e d 

di gits e x p eri m e nt all y b ef or e p oss ess e d a n d g a w ki n g e y es. Dis -

j oi n e d l e gs g a v e w a y t o t h e m assi v e, g n arl y t ail j a m m e d i nt o his 

t a p er e d t h or a x i n t h e f as hi o n of a cr o c o dili a n m er m ai d s us p e n d-

e d i n t h e u p ff o w of t h e u n n at ur al ti d e b e n e at h a n d a b o ut.

Fr o m s o m e w h er e b e hi n d t h at Fr a n k e nst ei n e d c hi m er a, li q ui d 

str e a ms p us h e d a fi a p of g at or s ki n u p a n d o v er R o n ni e’s s k ull 

li k e a h o o d, o n e e y e still gl e a mi n g fr o m a w aiti n g h ol e. A fi a m e’s 

ti n y li g ht s pr a n g fr o m t h e s c al e d c o wl o p p osit e, w h er e t h e c o v-

er e d e y e w ait e d, i g nit e d i nt o a g ol d e n ffr e t h at c h as e d di a g o n all y 

d o w n fr o m l eft t o ri g ht t o f or m a bl a zi n g i n v ert e d cr oss as it t o o k 

its fl n al s h a p e.

T h e e y e a b o v e t h e b ur ni n g h o o d f o u n d S h a w n a g ai n, t h e b o at’s 

b o w n o w a g o o d t w el v e f e et b e n e at h its v a nt a g e p oi nt. T h e g at or 

j a w cl a p p e d e m ptil y, b el c hi n g ti d e s pr a y as it l e ar n e d t o s p e a k.

“ R o n ni e ? ” w as all S h a w n c o ul d m ust er fr o m a dr y t hr o at bl o c k -

a d e d b y a ris e n h e art.

B ut R o n ni e w as n o m or e, j ust a p orti o n of t his R u bi k’s C u b e of 

a m o nstr osit y, e v er s hifti n g its p arts a n d its pi e c es i n t h e s pirit u al 

ri pti d e t h at a ni m at e d it. 

A l o w gr o a n li k e t h e br e a ki n g of st o n e es c a p e d its s n o ut.

“ H e di d n’t … b eli e v e, ” it er u pt e d, “ B ut … h e b eli e v es … n o w. ”

S h a w n  c o ul d n’t  s c uttl e  a n y  f urt h er  b a c k  i n  t h e  b o at,  b ut  t h e  

a m al g a m at e d R o n ni e a n d L o gr oll l e a n e d o v er hi m n o n et h el ess, 

a fr o z e n w a v e i n d e fi a n c e of G o d a n d bi ol o g y a n d p h ysi cs. U n -

h ol y dr o pl ets es c a p e d its f or m t o si z zl e o n his b ur ni n g br o w a n d 

s e e p i nt o his e y es. It h urt.
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T h e e n fi a m e d h o o d a n d r o ws of t e et h b e nt s o cl os e h e s m ell e d 

t h eir s w a m p y p utr es c e n c e. 

“ G o d …is r e al, ” it r e g ur git at e d.

S h a w n n e v er b eli e v e d l ess i n G o d t h a n at t h at v er y s e c o n d of 

c h all e n g e. H y p o cris y s p e w e d fr o m R o n ni e’s o w n f a c e, or p art of 

it, a n d fr o m t his m ost u n g o dl y st o p- m oti o n fri g ht h a n gi n g o v er 

hi m. T h e t hi n g’s e y e m et his a n d h el d it.  P ell ets of u n h ol y w at er 

dri p p e d t h e f e w i n c h es fr o m t h e m o nst er’s f a c e t o his, ff n di n g 

a n d i n v a di n g his ori fi c es wit h i nt e nt.

“ D o … y o u … b eli e v e ? ”

T h e li q ui d l e a vi n gs c o al es c e d i n his n ostrils a n d si n us es a n d 

t hr o at t o t a k e h ol d of his mi n d a n d of his t o n g u e. S h a w n f elt 

it, f elt his fr e e will sli di n g a w a y i n t h e g ulf str e a m of filt h t h at 

alr e a d y ffl et e d his tiss u es fr o m t h e i nsi d e t o a d d t o its s wirli n g 

s cr a ps. B ut his t o n g u e h el d o n e fl n al fi a p, his wi n str e a k o n e l ast 

vi ct or y.

“ N o … R o n ni e w as …ri g ht. ”

S h a w n’s l eft e y e c oll a ps e d i n its s o c k et, s u c k e d e m pt y b y t h e 

u n d ert o w i n his h e a d.

“ T h er e ai n’t … n o … G o d. ”

A n d his bl as p h e m er’s t o n g u e u nr a v el e d fr o m t h e b a c k of his 

t hr o at li k e C hrist m as ri b b o n a n d wr a p p e d its elf i nt o t h e u n d u-

l ati n g c o n gr e g ati o n of m e at w o u n d u p i nt o t h e st al ki n g w at ers 

o n a missi o n d o w nstr e a m t o s a n ctif y t h e B a y of t h e H ol y S pirit.



D e n nis r e m e m b er e d T h e Hi n d e n b ur g , n ot t h e a ct u al G er m a n di-

ri gi bl e of y or e, b ut t h e dr a m ati z e d v ersi o n d e pi ct e d i n t h e 1 9 7 5 

G e or g e C. S c ott pi ct ur e. Yes, h e t h o u g ht of t h at s cr e e n- a c c ur at e 

Hi n d e n b ur g wit h e v er y w afti n g dr o p of e v er y b ur ni n g p a g e of 

t h e i mit ati o n l e at h er H ol y Bi bl e S elf- Pr o n o u n ci n g E diti o n b e-

q u e at h e d t o hi m b y c hil dl ess ol d A u nti e B ess fr o m h er li vi n g 

r o o m d e at h b e d. E v er y c h arr e d s cri pt ur e w as a d o o m e d p ass e n-

g er c ert ai n t o w al k a w a y u n a fi e ct e d at t h e e n d of pr o d u cti o n, b ut 

t his rit u al w as l o n g- pl a n n e d a n d of n e c essit y, a n d h e w o ul d s e e 

it t hr o u g h.

L e a v es of I n di a p a p er fr o m t h e G os p el of M ar k lift e d fr o m t h e 

1 9 6 0 f a mil y e diti o n of t h e g o o d b o o k b y t h e l eft h a n d lit h ot o n 

t h e ff a m e of a Bi c li g ht er i n t h e ri g ht, a n d d o w n, d o w n t h e y drift-

e d i nt o t h e l a p pi n g mir k of M o bil e B a y. D e n nis h u fi e d ar o u n d 

his s m ol d eri n g Ta m p a N u g g et S u bli m e.

“ U nf or gi v a bl e si n, m y ass, ” h e r et ort e d t o n o o n e.

B A P TIZ E R

5

T h e L ast D a y of t h e Mi d dl e B a y Li g ht h o us e
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M ar k 3: 2 8- 2 9 f ell b ur ni n g fr o m his h a n d, bri g ht as a B o ur b o n 

Str e et m ar q u e e a mi dst t h e c oll a psi n g h ol y t e xt. T h e w or ds of 

J es us l e a pt at hi m.

Tr ul y I t ell y o u, p e o pl e c a n b e f or gi v e n all t h eir si ns a n d e v er y 

sl a n d er  t h e y  utt er,  b ut  w h o e v er  bl as p h e m es  a g ai nst  t h e  H ol y  

S pirit will n e v er b e f or gi v e n; t h e y ar e g uilt y of a n et er n al si n.

N ot t h at h e n e e d e d t h e r e mi n d er. His mi n d w as m a d e u p, a n d 

J es us’ o pi ni o n w as n’t a d e ci di n g f a ct or. D e n nis r e c k o n e d f e w 

a cts t o b e s o bl as p h e m o us as Bi bl e b ur ni n g, s o h e s mil e d b e hi n d 

his ci g ar as h e p ut t h e Bi c t o t h e s pi n e of t h e m a gi c t o m e a n d 

dr o p p e d t h e e ntir et y bl a zi n g i nt o t h e dri n k. T h at s h o ul d distr a ct 

t h e ol d b o y fr o m t h e si n h e w as a b o ut t o c o m mit, o n e t o ut e d as 

u nf or gi v a bl e, b ut n ot b y s cri pt ur e.

D ar k  s ki es  t hr e at e n e d  p ast  D a u p hi n  Isl a n d  t o  t h e  s o ut h w est.  

D e n nis wi n c e d at it, h o p e d w e at h er w o ul d n’t r ui n t h e r e g att a f or 

his fri e n ds o ut r a ci n g w hil e h e a n c h or e d a dj a c e nt t h e f a bl e d Mi d -

dl e  B a y  Li g ht h o us e.  T h e  h urri c a n e-r a v a g e d  a n d  s u n- bl e a c h e d  

h e x a g o n st o o d r es ol ut e a b o v e t h e B a y si n c e 1 8 8 5 a n d g ui d e d 

w at er tr a fi c t o s af et y u ntil 1 9 6 7. T h e d e a d m o n u m e nt t o m ari n e 

n ost al gi a  o n c e  h ost e d  k e e p ers,  c o ws,  v a n d als,  a n d  w e d di n gs,  

b ut, o n t h at st or m y A pril aft er n o o n i n 2 0 1 5, it w as r es er v e d f or 

a h a n gi n g.

D e n nis s n a p p e d o ut of t h at hist ori c al d a y dr e a m, sl a p p e d a p al m 

a g ai nst t h e h ull of his 3 8-f o ot, 1 9 8 8 B e n et e a u O c e a nis 3 9 0. Ol e 

B ess , h e c hrist e n e d h er. A u nti e di d m or e f or hi m t h a n j ust p ass 

d o w n  t h e  f a mil y  Bi bl e.  S h e  t a u g ht  hi m  t o  r e a d  b ef or e  H e a d  

St art.  S h e  m a d e  hi m  c or n br e a d  e v er y  T h urs d a y.  S h e  s ai d  his  

n a m e wit h a s p ar kl e i n h er e y e t h at ri v al e d his M a m a’s. A n d s h e 

t o o k hi m t o s e e J a ws  w h e n h e w as 1 0. T h at us e d sl o o p b orr o w e d 

h er n a m e a n d br o u g ht hi m s af et y a n d j o y i n w a ys di ff er e nt b ut 

n e arl y e q u al i n m e as ur e. H e miss e d h er alr e a d y.
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“I l o v e y o u, t o o, ” h e w his p er e d i nt o t h e wi n d.

B ess w o ul d dis a p pr o v e of D e n nis’ pl a ns f or t h e d a y, a n d t h at 

b ot h er e d hi m a littl e, b ut n ot as m u c h as his y ell o w e d e y es, g a u nt 

f a c e a n d a c hi n g b a c k. 

“ F u c k t his s hit, ” h e a n n o u n c e d f or t h e u m pt e e nt h ti m e i n t h e 

p ast m o nt h- a n d- a- h alf. 

Dr. D e n nis R a g er w as t h e first bl a c k r a di ol o gist pri vil e g e d t o 

pr a cti c e at M o bil e G e n er al, s o p a n cr e ati c c a n c er di a g n os es w er e 

ol d h at w h e n h e s a w his o w n M RI r es ults b a c k o n F e br u ar y 2 5. 

Te c h ni c all y, bl o o d w or k a n d a bi o ps y w er e i n di c at e d t o c o n ffr m 

w h at t h e i m a gi n g s u g g est e d, b ut D e n nis k n e w. Aft er 2 5 y e ars of 

pr a cti c e, h e k n e w p a n cr e ati c w h e n h e s a w it, a n d t h er e it w as, all 

c o zi e d u p i nsi d e of hi m. W h at b ulls hit.

“ Ar e y o u ki d di n g m e ? ” h e a g ai n c h all e n g e d t h e u ns e e n a ut h or -

it y hi di n g b e y o n d t h e st or m y s ki es.

H e s h o o k his h e a d i n r esi g n ati o n e n r o ut e t o t h e c a bi n b el o w, 

w h er e h e t a p p e d t h e p a p er cli p p e d m a nil a f ol d er o n t h e c o u c h 

i nst e a d of c o m p ulsi v el y o p e ni n g a n d r e a di n g its c o nt e nts li k e 

t h e pr e vi o us fi v e ti m es si n c e dr o p pi n g a n c h or. T h e n ot es t o his 

wif e a n d d a u g ht er w er e t h e o nl y r e q u ests f or f or gi v e n ess d u e 

a n y o n e, i n cl u di n g a n y a bs e nt e e d eiti es w h o s a cri fi c e d hi m t o t h e 

s a m e m ali g n a n c y h e b attl e d o n b e h alf of s o m a n y s u ff eri n g ill 

f or s o m a n y y e ars. F u c k t his s hit, i n d e e d.

A r e m o v a bl e c o u c h c us hi o n g a v e w a y t o a st or a g e s p a c e fr o m 

w hi c h D e n nis p ull e d a l e n gt h of r o p e t h at e v e nt u all y d eli v er e d a 

h a n g m a n’s k n ot i nt o his h a n ds. T h e n o os e f oll o w e d. Dist ast ef ul, 

y es. T h e 1 9 8 1 l y n c hi n g of Mi c h a el D o n al d i n M o bil e b y l att er 

d a y K K K w as as fr es h i n his mi n d as it w as f or a n y bl a c k f ol ks 

ar o u n d i n t h os e ti m es, b ut a n o os e w as r e q uir e d e q ui p m e nt f or 

t h e d a y’s e v e nts. A n y f e eli n gs h urt b y its l e g a c y w er e u nf ort u-

n at e b ut n o l o n g er t h e c o n c er n of a d o o m e d m a n.
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It w as ti m e. D e n nis i n h al e d, r et ur n e d t o t h e d e c k, t h e r o p e cr a-

dl e d i n b ot h u pt ur n e d h a n ds li k e t h e li m p c or ps e of a dr o w n e d 

l o v e d o n e. H e e m er g e d i nt o a wi n d bl o wi n g i n s pitti n g g usts, 

w ors e si n c e h e w e nt b el o w. St or m w as c o mi n g i n f ast. T o t h e 

s o ut h w est, bl a c k b ails of h e a vi n g c ott o n s ur g e d o v er t h e B a y, 

p us hi n g air a n d w at er wit h t h e m. T h e di mi nis hi n g s ki es a b o ut 

t h os e t h u n d er h e a ds gl o w e d a si c kl y gr e e n. T his w as b a d.

T h e Mi d dl e B a y Li g ht h o us e w as t h e t hir d m ar k o n t h e r a c e -

c o urs e f or t h e D a u p hi n Isl a n d R e g att a, a n d h e k n e w t h e fr o nt -

r u n n ers w o ul d b e cr as hi n g t hr o u g h t o m a k e t h e s h ar p st ar b o ar d 

t ur n a b o ut t h e a b a n d o n e d ol d h ut i n l ess t h a n fift e e n mi n ut es. H e 

k n e w b e c a us e h e pl a n n e d it t h at w a y. T h e y w o ul d s e e Ol e B ess  

a n c h or e d d o w n al o n gsi d e t h e wit h er e d li g ht h o us e a n d ass u m e 

D o c  R a g er  t o o k  t h e  ffrst  r a c e  o fi  t o  c h e er  t h e m  o n  t o  its  l ast 

l e g, t h e n r o u n d t h e str u ct ur e t o fi n d hi m s w a yi n g i n t h e br e e z e 

b e n e at h, a p e n d ul o us r e mi n d er of w h at t h e y l ost i n a fri e n d a n d 

a  p h ysi ci a n.  D a u p hi n  Isl a n d  R e g att a  d a y  w o ul d  f or e v er  m or e  

b e f o ot n ot e d as “ T h e D a y D o c R a g er H u n g Hi ms elf B e n e at h 

t h e Li g ht h o us e ”. W h e n y o u’r e d yi n g of c a n c er, y o u t a k e y o ur 

i m m ort alit y w h er e y o u c a n d a m n w ell g et it.

T h at si c k d a y dr e a m fr o z e hi m i n pl a c e a n d bli n d e d hi m t o t h e 

c as c a di n g w e at h er c o n diti o ns f or a m o m e nt, b ut a m o m e nt w as 

ti m e e n o u g h f or c o n diti o ns t o g o c o m pl et el y t o s hit. H e gr e w 

u p i n h urri c a n e c o u ntr y, a pl a c e w h er e s pri n g br o u g ht t or n a d os 

a b o ut as oft e n as A pril s h o w ers or M a y ff o w ers, s o D e n nis k n e w 

t wist er w e at h er w h e n h e s a w it. Wit hi n t h e o nsl a u g ht of d ar k 

cl o u ds,  t h er e  w as  disr u pti o n,  a  l u m b eri n g,  c o u nt er cl o c k wis e  

s pi n t h at s p ell e d tr o u bl e. H e n e e d e d t o r a di o t h e r a c e or g a ni z ers 

at t h e B u c c a n e er Ya c ht Cl u b a n d al ert t h e m t o w h at h e w as s e e -

i n g. T h os e s ail b o ats mi g ht as w ell b e b uilt of m at c hsti c ks fl yi n g 

i nt o t h at m ess. 

Ti m e w as s h ort t o c o m pl et e t h e d a y’s missi o n. H e r es ol v e d t o 
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h a n g t h e n o os e, t h e n r a di o t h e Cl u b, t h e n fi nis h t h e d e al b ef or e 

t h e st or m cl ai m e d hi m a n d Ol e B ess . H er oi c all y s p e n di n g o n e’s 

l ast a ct t o s a v e fri e n ds a n d s aili n g f ell o ws fr o m c ert ai n d e at h w as 

s ur e i m m ort alit y, t o o. M us cl e m e m or y g ui d e d his h a n ds t o ti e 

t h e l o os e e n d of t h e r o p e i nt o a t e xt b o o k hit c h ar o u n d a f or w ar d 

p ort cl e at, a n d h e c a v ali erl y s ki p-st e p p e d fr o m his sl o o p o nt o t h e 

dr y-r ott e d, m a k es hift d o c k s o m e g e n er o us s o ul c o nstr u ct e d f or 

t h e li g ht h o us e. T w o tri es w er e e n o u g h t o t oss t h e h e a v y k n ot a n d 

n o os e o v er a l at er al r o d of t h e ir o n u n d er gir di n g, a n d t h e y s w u n g 

wit hi n e as y r e a c h i n w ait f or his r et ur n.

Ol e B ess  w as t ossi n g m a dl y w h e n D e n nis t ur n e d b a c k t o h er, 

s o vi ol e ntl y h e r et h o u g ht his b e n e v ol e nt r a di o w ar ni n g i m p uls e. 

T h at  h esit ati o n  p a us e d  hi m  l o n g  e n o u g h  t o  l o o k  b e y o n d  t h e  

r o c ki n g b o at, t o wit n ess t h e br e at h of G o d d es c e n d s wirli n g fr o m 

t h e cir cli n g h e a v e ns i nt o t h e v a nis hi n g B a y b el o w. A w at ers p o ut, 

a n d n o f urt h er t h a n 2 0 0 y ar ds a w a y, cl os e e n o u g h t h e fr ei g ht 

tr ai n w ail of t h e b e ast f or et ol d its c o mi n g li k e a b ell o wi n g h o g.

S aili n g  i nsti n cts  t o o k  o v er,  a n d  his  s u b c o ns ci o us  s ki m m e d  a  

p oi ntl ess i nt er n al s af et y c h e c klist, st arti n g wit h t h e st at e of Ol e 

B ess ’ s ails. Of c o urs e, h e i nt e n d e d h er t o r e m ai n wit h hi m at t h e 

e n d, s o h e f url e d b ot h cri ms o n m ai ns ail a n d w hit e h e a ds ail w h e n 

h e a n c h or e d d o w n. R oll Ti d e. T h e ol d girl w o ul d n’t bl o w a w a y 

wit h h er k ni c k ers u p a b o ut h er h e a d, b ut s h e w o ul d li k el y cr a c k 

u p  a g ai nst  t h e  li g ht h o us e  u n d erstr u ct ur e  i n  t h e  w at ers p o ut’s  

wi n ds.

T h e t wist er d a n c e d e v er cl os er as D e n nis s cr oll e d o pti o ns. Wa -

t ers p o uts l a c k e d t h e d estr u cti v e p o w er of tr u e t or n a d os, b ut t h at 

di d n’t l e a v e t h e m h ar ml ess. H e w a nt e d t o di e t h at d a y, b ut n ot 

t o c a n c er a n d n ot t o t his fr e a k s q u all. S elf- d et er mi n ati o n w as his 

w a y of lif e, a n d t h at i d e al di d n ot w a v er i n t h e f a c e of r o g u e c ells 

of eit h er bi ol o gi c al or m et e or ol o gi c al v ari eti es.

H e b a c k p e d al e d o n t h e q u a ki n g d o c k, ri g ht ar m gr as pi n g bli n dl y 
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b e hi n d hi m f or t h e s wi n gi n g n o os e. It br us h e d his fi n g erti ps a n d 

t h e n a w a y. His e y es t or e fr o m t h e pissi n g c y cl o n e t h at cl ut c h e d 

his n a uti c al pri d e a n d j o y b y t h e t ail a n d lift e d it li k e a t o y fr o m 

t h e t u b. Afr ai d t h e n o os e w o ul d p ull fr o m its f ul cr u m, D e n nis 

s p u n a n d f o u n d it wit h b ot h h a n ds. T h e y y a n k e d t h e r u g g e d o v al 

c oll ar o v er his h e a d d o w n t o t h e n e c k, a n d h e j u m p e d fr o m t h e 

disi nt e gr ati n g d o c k, t wisti n g i n mi d air t o p ositi o n t h e h a n g m a n’s 

k n ot b e hi n d.

T h er e it w as. H e di d it. F u c k c a n c er. A n d f u c k a n y g o d s o f ull 

of e m pt y pr o mis es as t o a b a n d o n hi m t o it.

Li g ht ni n g ff as h e d, al m ost b ef or e t h e t h u n d er t h at h er al d e d t h e 

stri k e,  a n d  Ol e  B ess  e x pl o d e d,  h er  f or w ar d  p ort  cl e at  t hr o w n  

fr o m its p ur c h as e, t h e n l o os e of a n y h ol d o n D e n nis’ r o p e. T h e 

n o os e cl os e d j ust e n o u g h t o b ur n, a n d i nt o t h e w at er t h e y w e nt. 

T o  s wi m  i n  a n  i nst a nt  of  p a ni c  is  a  r e fi e x  i m m u n e  t o  s elf- d e -

str u cti v e i nt e nt, s o his pr e- pr o gr a m m e d li m bs lift e d hi m t o t h e 

s urf a c e as t h o u g h h e m e a nt t o d o it.

A g as p a n d a g ul p l at er, D e n nis tr e a d e d w at er a cr oss t h e s p a n 

of t h e li g ht h o us e fr o m t h e bl a zi n g d e bris fi el d t h at w as o n c e Ol e 

B ess . His f a c e c h a n n el e d dis b eli ef w ort h y of Er n est B or g ni n e i n 

T h e P os ei d o n A d v e nt ur e. Littl e ff er y fr a g m e nts of t h e wr e c k r os e 

fr o m b el o w t o s urr o u n d hi m, t h e B a y’s c al mi n g w at ers us el ess 

t o e xti n g uis h t h e a n gr y li c ks t h at d e c or at e d t h es e pi e c es. Pi e c es, 

y es, b ut of w h at ? W h at el e m e nt s o d eli c at e still b ur n e d b e n e at h 

t h e w a v es ?

O n e fl o at e d p ast, b ar el y a f o ot b ef or e his sti n gi n g e y es. I n di a 

p a p er. A fi a m e  b ut  n ot  b ur ni n g.  P a ul’s  E pistl e  t o  t h e  R o m a ns, 

C h a pt er 8, s o cl e ar t o D e n nis’ gl a n c e i n t h at c h a os as t o b e s u -

p er n at ur al. Vers es 3 8 a n d 3 9 r os e t o m e et his p u pils.

F or I a m c o n vi n c e d t h at n eit h er d e at h n or lif e, n eit h er a n g els 

n or d e m o ns, n eit h er t h e pr es e nt n or t h e f ut ur e, n or a n y p o w ers, 
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n eit h er h ei g ht n or d e pt h, n or a n yt hi n g els e i n all cr e ati o n, will 

b e a bl e t o s e p ar at e us fr o m t h e l o v e of G o d t h at is i n C hrist J es us 

o ur L or d.

H e’ d h e ar d t h at o n e b ef or e.

“ N ot e v e n s ui ci d e ? ” D e n nis g ur gl e d i nt o t h e B a y.

H e ki c k e d b a c k, a w a y fr o m t h e li g ht h o us e, a n d t h e ar c a n e s c o p e 

of  his  n e w  cir c u mst a n c e  r e v e al e d  its elf.  T h e  w at ers p o ut  w as  

g o n e. At o p t h e e m pt y r o d t h at cr o w n e d t h e li g ht h o us e gl o w e d a 

si z zli n g y ell o w- w hit e b all li g ht ni n g, a n d e v er y p a g e of t h e Bi bl e 

h e b ur n e d e n cir cl e d hi m i n c o n c e ntri c ri n gs of fi a mi n g s cri pt ur e, 

r et ur n e d  fr o m  t h e  d e e p  t o  s h o w  hi m  t h e  err or  of  his  s ui ci d al  

w a ys.

T h e n o os e f ell h e a v y a b o ut his n e c k as D e n nis gr a p pl e d wit h a 

r es ur g e nt s ur vi v al i nsti n ct, b ut t h er e w as n o w a y o ut. T h e b ur ni n g 

b o o k  g at h er e d  its elf  i n  ff er y  p artiti o ns  a g ai nst  a n y  m o v e m e nt. 

D e at h b y as p h y xi ati o n, o bli vi o n b y i nt er n al d e c a pit ati o n w er e 

s wift, m er cif ul. D e at h b y di vi n e fir e s e e m e d s o m et hi n g els e. T h e 

r a c ers  w er e  s u p p os e d  t o  fi n d  hi m  s wi n gi n g  n o bl y  b e n e at h  t h e 

Mi d dl e B a y Li g ht h o us e. T h e y w er e s u p p os e d t o r e c o g ni z e a n d 

m o ur n t h e m a g nit u d e of his l oss i n t h e m o m e nt, n ot h alt t h e r a c e 

f or  s o m e  r a n d o m  c h arr e d  c or ps e  ff o ati n g  al o n gsi d e  a  m yst er y 

wr e c k. T his w as wr o n g.

“ T his is wr o n g! ” D e n nis s cr e a m e d at t h e d ar k.

A n d t h e d ar k s cr e a m e d b a c k. N ot wit h w or ds or e v e n s o u n ds, b ut 

wit h f or c e. A g al e fr o m a b o v e s w e pt o v er t h e B a y a n d a m o n gst 

t h e  fl a mi n g  Bi bl e  p a g es,  g at h er e d  a n d  lift e d  t h e m  i nt o  a  t a ut 

v ort e x of bri n y i nf er n o c a p p e d b y t h e fiitti n g, cri n kl e- cr a c ki n g 

p a p ers t h at r e ass e m bl e d t h e ms el v es t h er e. T h e s e w a g e br o w n 

w at ers of t h e d e v ast at e d B a y f oll o w e d u p t h e writ hi n g c urr e nts, 

a n d  t h e  w at ers p o ut  li v e d  a g ai n,  cr o w n e d  b y  a  h alf- h o o d  of  

c h arr e d I n di a p a p er p erf or at e d a cr oss its p at c h w or k l e n gt h b y 
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t h e sl as h of a d o w n w ar d- ar ci n g cr oss b ur ni n g bri g ht at its e d g es 

fr o m s h u fi e d ff a m es, t h e b all li g ht ni n g r e p ur p os e d b e n e at h, t h e 

pr es u m pti v e e y e of t h e c o n g e ali n g m o nstr osit y.

T h e  w at ers  s wirl e d  vi ol e ntl y  a b o ut  s o m e  gr a vit ati o n al  a xis  

wit hi n t h e t hi n g a n d p ull e d t h e r a g g e d r e m n a nts of Ol e B ess ’ 

cri ms o n m ai ns ail fr o m t h e d e pt hs, w e n di n g it a b o ut its l e n gt h 

u ntil it r e v ol v e d i n pl a c e a b o ut t h e mi dri fi of t h e c o nstr u ct li k e 

s o m e r a n k-i nsi n u ati n g s as h. T h e w at ers p o ut w as ali v e a n d al ert 

a n d  ali e n  as  H ell,  a n d  it  c a m e  f or  D e n nis.  Fl o wi n g  c urr e nts  

u nr a v el e d fr o m its t wisti n g c or e i nt o r e a c hi n g, gr as pi n g li m bs 

t h at u n w o u n d t o w ar d his pl a c e i n t h e w at er. O n e t wisti n g, w et 

c or d str u c k t h e e d g e of t h e li g ht h o us e a n d s h e ar e d o fi s pli nt er e d 

w o o d wit h e x pl osi v e p o w er.

R u m bli n g t h u n d er es c a p e d t h e s cri pt ur e-i ns cri b e d h o o d of t h e 

c y cli n g b e h e m ot h, b ut t h e s o u n d w as m or e w or d t h a n b o o m of 

s u p er h e at e d air.

“ T h o u, ” it r o ar e d.

Sli m y  t e n drils  of  ff ui d  e n cir cl e d  D e n nis’  n e c k,  ti g ht e n e d  t h e 

n o os e, lift e d hi m fr o m t h e e v a c u ati n g B a y.

“ S h alt, ” c a m e t h e t h u n d er a g ai n.

D e n nis’ f a c e s urr e n d er e d t o t h e h ol y w at ers of t h at a m ar a nt hi n e 

vi n di c at or of t h e u nf or gi v a bl e si n. Ri v ul ets of si n g e d bri n e i n -

v a d e d his e y es a n d e ars a n d n os e a n d m o ut h.

“ N ot, ” w as t h e l ast e c h oi n g s yll a bl e t o s ur vi v e t h e el drit c h fl u -

i ds t h at cl ai m e d his s e ns es.

N ot y et dr o w n e d, D e n nis f elt t h e b e ast r el e as e his h e a d a n d e n -

j o y e d t h e bri ef pl a y of gr a vit y o n his b o d y b ef or e his g ar g a nt u a n 

e x e c uti o n er c a u g ht t h e mi d dl e s e cti o n of r o p e t h at a cti v at e d t h e 

h a n g m a n’s k n ot t h at p ull e d cl os e t h e n o os e t h at gr a nt e d t h e l ast 

wis h of a d a m n e d m a n l ost t o t h e r a g e of m ort al r e ali z ati o n.
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“ Kill, ” a n n o u n c e d t h e d ar k e ni n g h ori z o n, as m u c h c o m m a n d as 

fi n al w ar ni n g.

A f e w r as h a n d dr u n k e n s ail ors br a v e d t h e r a gi n g w at ers p o ut t h at 

ass ail e d t h e v ess els of t h e D a u p hi n Isl a n d R e g att a i n t h os e n e xt 

mi n ut es. S o m e l ost t h eir n er v e. S o m e l ost t h eir b o ats. S o m e l ost 

t h eir li v es. O nl y t h e m ost r e c kl ess c o nt est a nts s kirt e d t h e t wist er 

t o r e a c h t h e t hir d m ar k er a n d cl ai m ri g hts t o t h e t al e of ff n di n g 

ol d D o c R a g er h a n gi n g h alf- n a k e d a n d bl o at e d fr o m t h e hi g h est 

r o d of t h e d estr o y e d r e m ai ns of t h e Mi d dl e B a y Li g ht h o us e, a 

c a uti o n ar y t al e t o all w h o h urt y et d ar e b eli e v e f or gi v e n ess a n d 

a d mir ati o n a w ait t o r e w ar d t h e c h oi c e t o e n d t h at p ai n.



T h at g o d d a m n e d g uit ar a g ai n. T h e i nf er n al t w a n g of it o v ert o o k 

t h e  gr u m bl e  of  C ar ol’s  cit y-iss u e d  Ya m a h a  R a pt or  4- w h e el er  

as s h e r oll e d u p t o lif e g u ar d st ati o n 5 o n w h at w as o n c e c all e d 

S u g ar  B e a c h.  A  q ui c k  si d e- e y e  ri g ht  c o n fir m e d  t h e  o b vi o us. 

At  t h e  h e a d  of  t h e  s a n d y  b o ar d w al k,  j ust  o n  t h e  e d g e  of  t h e  

p u bli c p ar ki n g l ot, st o o d A b el St e w art, b ust e d L es P a ul h u n g 

li m p fr o m its str a p b e hi n d his n e c k, mi cr o p h o n e i n h a n d, a n d 

l eft f o ot pl a nt e d at o p a p a w n s h o p a m p pr ess e d t w o i n c h es i nt o 

t h e G ulf s a n d. E v er y d a y, b ef or e h e l a u n c h e d his pr os el yti zi n g 

ass a ult o n u ns us p e cti n g v a c ati o n ers, A b el c url e d all f o ur of his 

l eft ff n g ers ar o u n d t h e stri n gs at t h e f o urt h fr et, hit a li c k wit h 

his ri g ht o n es, a n d u nl e as h e d a dis c or d a nt s cr e e c h g u ar a nt e e d t o 

st e al t h e att e nti o n a n d t h e s er e nit y of e a c h f u n cti o ni n g e ar wit hi n 

a h u n dr e d y ar ds.

C ar ol  p us h e d  d o w n  t h e  ur g e  t o  s pit  i n  his  g e n er al  dir e cti o n,  

n ot e d it as l ess s e v er e t h a n h er us u al i m p uls e t o c h o k e hi m wit h 
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hi s o w n gr u n g y g uit ar str a p, a n d m e nt all y p att e d h ers elf o n t h e 

b a c k. 

“ H e y, Miss D u n n a m! ”

A bri g ht, t e e n a g e v oi c e dr o p p e d fr o m t h e d o or t o t h e st ati o n, 

r es c u e d C ar ol fr o m h er m or bi d d a y dr e a m.

“ M or ni n g, S a v a n n a h, ” C ar ol r et ur n e d, “ E as y s hift s o f ar ? ”

S h e  e y e d  t h e  fi a g p ol e  t o p p e d  b y  a  si n gl e,  ff a p pi n g  y ell o w 

b a n n er a n d gl a n c e d a w a y b ef or e l a yi n g e y es o n A b el, b ut t h at 

l o n g- c o n diti o n e d r e fi e x di d n ot s p ar e h er his a m pli fi e d r a nti n g 

a b o ut t h e e vils of t h e ff es h. S h e c a u g ht s ni p p ets a b o ut m o d est y 

as m a n d at e d b y s cri pt ur e fr o m t h e flrst b o o k of Ti m ot h y b ef or e 

S a v a n n a h a g ai n s n a p p e d h er o ut of a b ur g e o ni n g r a g e.

“ Ye a h, h a d t o l e ct ur e s o m e Wis c o nsi n p ar e nts a b o ut ri p c urr e nts 

a n d t h e fi a g s yst e m. T h e y l et t h eir t wi n t o d dl ers r u n o ut t h er e 

w aist- d e e p wit h n ar y a gr o w n- u p i n r e a c h. T ol d t h e m t h e y w er e 

a b o ut t o p ut m y tr ai ni n g t o us e, b ut I d o n’ t n e e d n o pr a cti c e. ”

N ar y , h u h ? S a v a n n a h w as a bi g r e a d er a n d r ar el y miss e d t h e 

o p p ort u nit y t o p e p p er l oft y v o c a b ul ar y i nt o h er v er bi a g e. C ar ol 

a d mir e d t h at.

“ G o o d girl, ” C ar ol b e a m e d, “ We d o n’t n e e d a n y r es c u e drills 

t his e arl y o n a We d n es d a y. ”

S h e r ais e d a f o ot t o s c al e t h e s h ort l a d d er u p t o t h e lif e g u ar d 

st ati o n’s  s e at,  w h e n  S a v a n n a h’s  bl o n d e  n o g gi n  a p p e ar e d  a n d  

h alf- w his p er e d d o w n t o h er, “ D o n’t y o u wis h h e’ d j ust g o a w a y ? ”

C ar ol i nsti n cti v el y g a z e d i n t h e dir e cti o n o p p osit e t h at i n di c at -

e d  b y  S a v a n n a h’s  h e a d  tilt.  T h at  w a y,  a g gr a v at e d  b e a c h g o ers  

p a c k e d u p t h eir bl a n k ets a n d u m br ell as, f e d u p wit h t h e Or a n g e 

B e a c h e v a n g elist a n d his r el e ntl ess s er m o n of a c c us at or y bil e. 

T h e w ell- m e a ni n g t e e n c o ul d n e v er i n a m o nt h of S u n d a ys c o n -
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c ei v e t h e e xt e nt t o w hi c h C ar ol D u n n a m g e n ui n el y w a nt e d A b el 

St e w art t o g o a w a y, n ot o nl y fr o m t h eir b ustli n g G ulf t o w n b ut 

m or e s o fr o m h er p ast, fr o m h er m e m ori es, a n d fr o m t h e s a m e 

r e alit y i n w hi c h s h e e xist e d. A d mitti n g h atr e d o n t h at l e v el t o 

a s u b or di n at e w o ul d c o nstit ut e a br e a c h of pr of essi o n alis m b e -

y o n d a n y C ar ol all o w e d h ers elf, s o, i nst e a d, s h e g e ntl y r e mi n d e d 

t h e s e c o n d- y e ar lif e g u ar d of t h e f a cts.

“It’s  his  first  a m e n d m e nt  ri g ht,  S a v a n n a h,  s a m e  as  y o u  a n d  I 

h a v e, a n d t h e c o urts b a c k e d hi m u p w h e n t h e cit y tri e d t o st o p 

hi m, ” s h e r e c o u nt e d, “ As l o n g as h e’s n ot h urti n g a n y b o d y a n d 

st a ys o n p u bli c pr o p ert y, h e c a n s a y w h at e v er h e w a nts. ”

C ar ol k n e w A b el w as hist ori c all y o uts p o k e n. S h e k n e w m or e 

a b o ut t h at s h a m bli n g wr e c k of a p ers o n t h a n s h e c o ul d st o m a c h 

s o m eti m es. B ef or e visiti n g Pl e as ur e Isl a n d wit h his f a mil y t h e 

pr e vi o us y e ar, h e w as a p oliti c al s ci e n c es pr of ess or at t h e U ni -

v ersit y of Wis c o nsi n – Gr e e n B a y, a c ar d- c arr yi n g m e m b er of 

t h e A m eri c a n Ci vil Li b erti es U ni o n, a n d a c h a m pi o n of s e c ul ar 

g o v er n m e nt,  oft e n  as k e d  t o  t estif y  b ef or e  st at e  c o n gr essi o n al  

c o m mitt e es o n s u c h h ot b utt o ns as s c h o ol pr a y er.

B ut, o n J u n e 6, 2 0 2 1, A b el St e w art e nt er e d t h e G ulf of M e xi c o 

a n d  e m er g e d  mi n ut es  l at er  tr a nsf or m e d  i nt o  t h e  cr e at ur e  j ust  

t h e n s p e wi n g bri mst o n e at bi ki ni- cl a d, mi d dl e- cl ass m o ms fr o m 

b e y o n d t h e d u n es. Li k e m a n y a s n o w bir d, A b el f a n ci e d hi ms elf 

a b o v e  t h e  p o w ers  of  n at ur e  m er el y  s u g g est e d  b y  t h e  y ell o w  

or r e d ff a gs h oist e d o n t h e d ail y t o w ar n s wi m m ers of o c e a ni c 

f or c es l ur ki n g a m o n g t h e w a v es i n w ait t o st e al t h e m a w a y fr o m 

e art h a n d air.

“ T h er e t h e y g o a g ai n, ” S a v a n n a h i nt err u pt e d C ar ol’s pr a cti c e d, 

p erf e ct i nt er n al d o o m s cr oll of t h e e v e nts of J u n e 6, 2 0 2 1.

C ar ol f oll o w e d t h e girl’s g a z e d o w n t o t h e r etr e ati n g w at er’s 

e d g e, tr ai n e d e y es pi c ki n g o ut t w o ti n y b o di es b o u n ci n g t o g et h er 



6 0

i n c h as e of t h e r es ur g e nt w a v es. B o ys, s h e g u ess e d. M a y b e t hr e e 

y e ars ol d a n d cl a d o nl y i n s wi m di a p ers. A littl e ol d f or t h at, s h e 

j u d g e d a n d m o c k a d m o nis h e d h ers elf.

“ M y t ur n, ” s h e q ui p p e d t o S a v a n n a h wit h a s mir k a n d dr o p p e d 

b a c k o nt o t h e s a n d i n st e p t o w ar d t h e r o ari n g G ulf a n d a p air of 

u ns us p e cti n g p ar e nts.

T h e l o n g w al k j ostl e d l o os e t h e t o b e c o nti n u e d t a c k s h e st u c k 

m o m e nts a g o i n h er m e nt al r e cit ati o n of A b el St e w art’s d a y at 

t h e b e a c h o n J u n e 6 of l ast y e ar, a n d s h e n a vi g at e d o n a ut o pil ot 

as t h e m e m ori es p o ur e d. 

T h at w e e k e n d, A b el r e nt e d a h o us e fift e e n mil es o ut F ort M or g a n 

R o a d, n ot f ar fr o m t h e a ct u al ol d C o nf e d er at e str o n g h ol d, al o n g 

a m assi v e str et c h of b e a c h s er v e d b y n o lif e g u ar ds w h ats o e v er. 

Va c ati o n ers i n tr o u bl e o ut t h er e w er e o n t h eir o w n, at l e ast u ntil 

a B al d wi n C o u nt y S h eri ff’s D e p ut y c o ul d g et t h er e. 

O n t h at d a y, w h e n t h e ri p c urr e nt t o o k h ol d of A b el St e w art, 

t h e 9 1 1 dis p at c h er d e pl o y e d D e p ut y Bill D u n n a m o n a c all f or a 

s wi m m er i n distr ess. T h e t w e nt y- y e ar v et er a n arri v e d t o a f a mil y 

i n a bli n d p a ni c. H e gr a b b e d t h e i n fi at a bl e fr o m t h e tr u n k of his 

cr uis er a n d c h ar g e d i nt o t h e s urf, s pit-s hi n e d b o ots a n d all. His 

s wi m p at h o ut t o t h e str u g gli n g Wis c o nsi nit e u nf ol d e d b ef or e 

hi m as t h o u g h dr a w n b y a h o mi n g si g n al, a n d Bill r e a c h e d hi m 

b ef or e eit h er w as p ull e d u n d er. O n e s n at c h of t h e c or d o n t h e i n -

fi at a bl e, a n d t h e br o a d ff ot ati o n t u b e b u o y e d A b el at o p t h e w at er.

“ Y o u n e e d s o m et hi n g, Miss ? ”

T h e Wis c o nsi n a c c e nt s u m m o n e d C ar ol b a c k t o t h e pr es e nt, b ut 

h er e y es r e m ai n e d str a n d e d i n t h e p ast, s c a n ni n g t h e w a v es of 

t o d a y f or si g ns of Bill. T h e S h eri fl’s fi otill a r e c o v er e d his b o d y 

wit hi n a n h o ur, b ut t h e m a n hi ms elf, h er h us b a n d of t w e nt y- fi v e 

y e ars, w as still o ut t h er e s o m e w h er e. A n d A b el F u c ki n g St e w art 

w as still h er e. S h e bl e w o ut a r es e ntf ul br e at h at o p a f e w w or ds.



6 1

“ T h e w at er, ” s h e st art e d, “It’s c h o p p y o ut t h er e t o d a y. Y o u d o n’t 

w a nt  y o ur  ki ds  o ut  p ast  t h eir  a n kl es,  es p e ci all y  n ot  b y  t h e m -

s el v es. ”

T h e s hirtl ess, c h u b b y d a d’s d erisi v e h e a d tilt a n d c o m pl e m e n -

t ar y s q ui nt of r e b u k e dr e w h er g a z e fr o m p eri p h er al gl a n c e t o 

h e a d- o n c ollisi o n.

“I’ll d e ci d e w h at’s o k a y f or m y ki ds, if it’s all t h e s a m e t o y o u, 

l a d y, ” c a m e t h e o bli g at or y d ef e ns e of a s h a m e d c o ns ci e n c e ri d-

i n g a n u ns p o k e n f o ot n ot e of, “ D o n’t tr e a d o n m e. ”

It piss e d C ar ol ri g ht t h e H ell o fi. S h e s q u ar e d u p t o t h e s u n b a k e d 

p ot  b ell y,  h a n ds  i n  p o c k ets  t o  r estr ai n  t h e  p oi nti n g  ff n g er  of 

d o o m. H er b est c ust o m er s er vi c e v oi c e es c a p e d cli n c h e d t e et h.

“ Sir, ” s h e s mil e d, “ N o o fi e ns e, b ut w e l ost fi v e s o uls t o ri p c ur -

r e nts l ast y e ar, t h e m ost i n al m ost t w e nt y y e ars, a n d I j ust r e all y 

w a nt t o k e e p t h at n u m b er at z er o f or 2 0 2 2. ”

Wis c o nsi n D a d di d n’t w a nt t o h e ar it. His s u n gl ass es lift e d fr o m 

his k n o b b y n os e i n sl o w- m oti o n, t h e u ns p o k e n b attl e cr y of t h e 

k n o w-it- all b et a m al e of t h e s p e ci es. C ar ol str u c k ffrst.

“ B ut  y o u  d o  y o u,  f ell a, ”  s h e  l o b b e d  at  hi m  b ef or e  h e  c o ul d  

st a n d, a n d s h e st al k e d t o w ar d t h e lif e g u ar d st ati o n. 

Wal ki n g b a c k m e a nt e xisti n g f a c e-t o- dist a nt-f a c e wit h A b el f or 

t h e d ur ati o n of t h e tr e k. C ar ol f o c us e d o n w al ki n g li k e s h e w as 

d ef usi n g a b o m b, e a c h littl e st o m p i n t h e h ot s u g ar s a n d a c al -

c ul at e d a n d d eli b er at e m a n e u v er p ossi bl e o nl y b y c o n c e ntr ati o n 

s u fl ci e nt  t o  l a u n c h  a  missi o n  t o  M ars.  S h e  h at e d  f orf eiti n g  a 

m o m e nt’s p e a c e t o t h e m o nst er t h at e m er g e d fr o m t h e G ulf i n 

pl a c e of A b el St e w art l ast s u m m er, b ut, G o d d a m n it, it h urt. A n d 

n ot hi n g s h e tri e d m a d e it a n y b ett er.

If  t h er e  w as  j usti c e  i n  t h e  u ni v ers e,  A b el  w o ul d  b e  r e visit e d  

a n d r e cl ai m e d b y t h e s a m e w a v e t h at cr as h e d d o w n o n Bill a n d 
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s u c k e d hi m t o t h e G ulf fi o or a n d o n t o o bli vi o n, b ut j usti c e w as 

a s elf-i n ffi ct e d li e, j ust li k e t h e o n es Wis c o nsi n D a d t ol d hi ms elf 

t o j ustif y sitti n g o n his l a z y ass w hil e his u n a c c o m p a ni e d littl e 

o n es w a d e d o ut t o t h eir w aists i n r a v e n o us w at ers. C ar ol r e m e m -

b er e d t h e ki ds, r e fi e xi v el y l o o k e d b e hi n d t o fi n d t h e m still t h er e, 

s pl as hi n g a n d s q u e ali n g wit h e v er y cr as h of e v er y w a v e. S h e f elt 

j e al o us of t h e bliss of t h eir i g n or a n c e of lif e a n d its d a n g ers a n d 

its p ai ns.

C ar ol l a u g h e d t o h ers elf at t h e m a u dli n a bs ur dit y of t h e n oti o n 

a n d r et ur n e d h er g a z e t o t h e a p pr o a c hi n g lif e g u ar d st ati o n. S a -

v a n n a h st o o d at o p h er p er c h t h er e, s c a n ni n g t h e b e a c h, d oi n g 

h er j o b. S o m et hi n g w as o ff. S o m et hi n g w as n’t ri g ht. E v er y d a y, 

s h e l ost e ntir e s w at hs of ti m e t o t h e i n fl nit e str u g gl e t o r e m ai n 

i n  t h e  pr es e nt,  t o  dis p el  f a nt asi es  of  e n di n g  A b el  St e w art,  t o  

wis h h er w a y b a c k t o 2 0 2 1 w h e n Bill still c a m e h o m e e v er y d a y. 

T h os e dis c o n n e ct e d s p a ns d e m olis h e d h er o n c e k e e n f o c us a n d 

r e n d er e d h er v ul n er a bl e t o misst e ps, pr of essi o n al a n d p ers o n al.

O n c u e, C ar ol’s ri g ht f o ot pl o p p e d i nt o s o m et hi n g t h at w as n’t 

s a n d. War m. G o o e y. N ot s a n d. “ Pl e as e d o n’t b e d o g s hit, ” s h e 

pl e d  t o  t h e  u ni v ers e.  S h e’ d  t a k e  a  w as h e d- u p,  r otti n g  j ell y fis h 

o v er d o g s hit. B al a n c e d o n l eft l e g, h er ri g ht s ol e a n d e y es r at -

c h et e d t o w ar d e a c h ot h er i n e q u al ti m e a n d m at c hi n g dr e a d. H er 

dis g ust s oft e n e d a n i ot a at t h e br o w n- bl a c k c o at of gritt y m u c k 

s m e ar e d a b o ut h er ar c h a n d h e el. N ot d o g s hit. A t ar b all. Gr oss, 

b ut at l e ast n ot d o g s hit. A r eli c of t h e D e e p w at er H ori z o n oil 

s pill t h at s h ut d o w n b e a c h es fr o m L o uisi a n a t o Fl ori d a i n 2 0 1 0. 

M or e t h a n a d e c a d e o n, a n d B P’s littl e e n vir o n m e nt al mis h a p 

still o fi er e d u p t h os e sti c k y m e m e nt os of c or p or at e n e gli g e n c e. 

A littl e s o a p fr o m t h e b e a c h s h o w er w o ul d h a n dl e t h at w h e n s h e 

g ot h o m e. 

C ar ol cl os e d h er e y es t o r es et, o p e n e d t h e m i n l a n g ui d d et er mi -

n ati o n, a n d l o c k e d g a z es a cr oss t h e s a n d wit h A b el St e w art.
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H e  w a v e d.  T h e  b ast ar d  h a d  t h e  n er v e  t o  lift  his  l eft  h a n d  at  

t h e  wrist  a n d  fii c k  it  ri g ht w ar d  i n  gr e eti n g. T h e  g est ur e  c ast  a 

s p ell o n C ar ol t o ri v al a n y m a gi c of M erli n or M or g a n l e F a y, 

a n d s h e k n e w h e b e wit c h e d h er, b e c a us e s h e w a v e d b a c k a n d 

n ot b e c a us e s h e w a nt e d t o. F or a n e ntir e y e ar, s h e m a n a g e d t o 

a v oi d  i nt er a cti n g  wit h  t h at  g h o ul,  b ut  h e  ff n all y  h a d  h er.  S h e 

st o o d  tr a ns fi x e d  w hil e  h e  si p p e d  fr o m  a  dirt y  w at er  b ottl e,  o n 

br e a k fr o m r ui ni n g t h e d a y f or e v er y o n e els e. His e y es n e v er l eft 

h ers as h e d a b b e d at t h e c or n er of his dr o oli n g m o ut h, a n d C ar ol 

f e ar e d f or w h at c a m e n e xt.

A b el’s st ar e p ull e d t h e h at e fr o m h er as if s n ar e d i n a tr a ct or 

b e a m. It fi o w e d b et w e e n t h eir f a c es i n s p ar ki n g ar cs of u ns e e n 

li g ht ni n g, a n d it n urt ur e d hi m. H e f elt h er ir e a n d h er f e ar a n d 

h er p ai n, a n d h e s mil e d. T h e m ot h erf u c k er at e of h er l oss a n d 

gri n n e d a b o ut it, b ut s h e c o ul d n ot r et ali at e, c o ul d n ot es c a p e. 

S h e c o ul d b ut a w ait his pl a n f or h er, a p ur p os e s ur e t o b e o n e 

of  a g o ni zi n g  s olit u d e,  b ut  s h e  w as  alr e a d y  t h er e.  H e  alr e a d y  

a c c o m plis h e d t h at. W h at t h e n ?

Wit h o ut bli n ki n g or br e a ki n g h er g a z e, A b el r ais e d t h at w a vi n g 

l eft h a n d, e xt e n d e d t h e ar m b ef or e hi m, a n d u nf url e d his i n d e x 

ff n g er t o p oi nt at t h e G ulf b e y o n d C ar ol. His p u p p et e eri n g d o m -

i n ati o n t wist e d h er n e c k i n ti m e, a n d h er e y es f oll o w e d. P ast t h e 

u m br ell as, p ast t h e b o di es, Wis c o nsi n D a d w o b bl e d t o w ar d t h e 

w at er, h a n ds c u p p e d a b o ut his m o ut h i n a n e fl ort dr o w n e d o ut b y 

t h e t h u n d eri n g w a v es. T h e s wi m di a p er b o ys w er e g o n e. 

“ Miss D u n n a m! ” S a v a n n a h c all e d fr o m s o m e w h er e i n t h e r e al 

w orl d.

“ Miss D u n n a m! ”

A b el p ull e d C ar ol’s stri n gs a n d st e er e d h er f a c e b a c k t o w ar d his. 

T h e s mil e w as still t h er e b e hi n d t h e p oi nt e d fi n g er. H e r e c oil e d 

t h e c h ar mi n g di git, t h e n fii c k e d all of t h e m i n a dis missi v e s pl a y 
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t h at r el e as e d h er. T h e s mil e v a nis h e d as q ui c kl y, a n d h e t o o k n o 

f urt h er n ot e of h er.

Tr e m bli n g,  C ar ol  st u m bl e d  b a c k w ar d,  h a n ds  o n  h er  f a c e  t o  

c o n fir m s h e still e xist e d.

“ C ar ol! ” 

S a v a n n a h r es ort e d t o t h e ffrst n a m e tri c k. C ar ol k n e w t h at m e a nt 

tr o u bl e a n d tri e d t o fi n d h er, k n e w s h e h a d t o h el p fi n d t h os e littl e 

b o ys, b ut s h e w as o v er c o m e. B e hi n d h er, S a v a n n a h r a c e d t o t h e 

w at er,  r es c u e  b u o y  i n  t o w,  c alli n g  o v er  h er  s h o ul d er  o n e  l ast  

ti m e, b ut C ar ol w as of n o us e. T h e h el pl ess n ess h a d h er, a n d t h e 

s a m e t hi ef w h o st ol e Bill h a d t h os e ki ds. S h e t ur n e d a w a y fr o m 

A b el, dr o p p e d t o h er k n e es i n s urr e n d er, a n d f ell o n h er el b o ws 

i n st artl e m e nt w h e n h e hit t h at c a c o p h o n o us g uit ar li c k t o h er al d 

his s er m o n a g ai n. 

S o m et hi n g  f ell  fr o m  h er  p o c k et  as  s h e  hit  t h e  s a n d,  a n d  h er  

h a n ds b etr a y e d h er b al a n c e i n e m er g e n c y p urs uit of t h e littl e r e d 

t u b e t h at s a n k h alf its si x i n c h es i nt o t h e s oft b e a c h t o p. C ar ol 

l ur c h e d f or w ar d i n h er b est b as e b all sli d e, a n d h er l eft t h u m b a n d 

f or e ff n g er f o u n d p ur c h as e o n t h e u n d er w at er fl ar e t h at li v e d i n 

h er p o c k et si n c e J u n e 6, 2 0 2 1. It w as t h e first si g n of Bill f o u n d 

b y t h e s e ar c h ers aft er t h e G ulf t o o k hi m, a n d s h e w o ul d n e v er 

p art fr o m it. 

F or y e ars, his d u m b ass dis pl a y e d it li k e t h e St at u e of Li b ert y 

e v er y d a y b ef or e h e l eft f or w or k, s h o o k it ar o u n d a b o v e his 

b o b bli n g h e a d, a n d r e p e at e d t h e s a m e tir e d d a d j o k e s h e’ d gi v e 

a mi nt t o r oll h er e y es at o n e m or e ti m e.

“ T o d a y’s  t h e  d a y,  C ar ol, ”  h e  r e mi n d e d  h er  e a c h  m or ni n g.  

“ T o d a y, h er oi c D e p ut y Bill D u n n a m m ar c h es i nt o t h e G ulf t o 

s a v e all t h e li v es, li g hts his tr ust y fi ar e b e n e at h t h e w a v es, a n d 

dis c o v ers a wr e c k f ull u p wit h a b u n c h of S p a nis h b all o o ns! ”
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H e  fi u b b e d  t h e  pr o n u n ci ati o n  of d u bl o o ns  o n e  d a m n  ti m e  i n  

2 0 1 8, a n d s h e l a u g h e d, t h us g u ar a nt e ei n g t h e y w er e b all o o ns  i n 

his j o k e f or e v er m or e. 

T h e p ai n of it all n e arl y kill e d h er, b ut r a g e r es urr e ct e d h er. R a g e 

s p a w n e d of l a u g hl ess sil e n c e a n d of l o n es o m e br e a kf asts a n d of 

a d e e p-s e at e d l o at hi n g of all t h e stri n gs o n all t h e g uit ars t o e v er 

s e e cr e ati o n. H er e ars b u z z e d st ati c, w h et h er fr o m a dr e n ali n e 

or A b el’s c h or d stri k e, a n d t h at dr o n e m or p h e d i nt o a t o n e of 

hi g h est pit c h as s h e r e g ai n e d h er f e et, dr o p p e d Bill’s ff ar e b a c k 

i nt o h er p o c k et, a n d s c a n n e d f or S a v a n n a h b y t h e w at er.

T h e t e e n lif e g u ar d alr e a d y p art e d t h e G ulf, h er fi ot ati o n d e vi c e 

a b o b bi n g b e a c o n of h er p at h t o t h e c hil dr e n, o n e of w h o m r es ur -

f a c e d m a y b e t w e nt y y ar ds b e y o n d S a v a n n a h’s tr aj e ct or y. Piss e d 

at h ers elf f or sl o wi n g h er r es c u e r es p o ns e f or i nt er n al b ulls hit, 

C ar ol  t o o k  o fi,  s n at c h e d  a  ff o at  fr o m  its  p er c h  o n  t h e  si d e  of 

t h e lif e g u ar d st ati o n, a n d r a n f or t h e w at er. Wis c o nsi n D a d w as 

k n e e- d e e p w h e n s h e s pl as h e d p ast hi m.

“ St a y h er e! ” s h e or d er e d as s h e p ass e d. T w o lif e g u ar ds c o ul d n’t 

s a v e t hr e e s wi m m ers fr o m t h e ri p. D o t h e d a m n e d m at h. T hr e e 

d e c a d es of tr ai ni n g, r e c ei v e d a n d pr o vi d e d, e n g or g e d h er li m bs, 

pr o p ell e d h er i nt o a n d t hr o u g h t h e br e a ki n g w a v es. S h e i m a gi n e d 

a s h ar k fl n o n h er b a c k, s o f or mi d a bl e t h at it sli c e d t h e w at er’s 

o x y g e n fr o m its h y dr o g e n wit h h er e v er y str o k e.

C ar ol r oll e d h er h e a d l eft t o br e at h e o n a ri g ht- ar m s wi n g a n d 

gli m ps e d S a v a n n a h m o vi n g b a c k t o w ar d h er, b u o y i n t o w b e -

n e at h a littl e li m p b o d y t h e lif e g u ar d h el d at o p it wit h o n e h a n d.

“ H e’s n ot br e at hi n g! ” t h e girl y ell e d, all b usi n ess a n d n o p a ni c, 

“I’ m g o n n a st art C P R! ”

C ar ol’s tr ust i n S a v a n n a h’s a biliti es tr a ns c e n d e d w or ds, a n d h er 

b eli ef i n h er o w n d e fi e d c o urt es y. S h e s ai d n ot hi n g t o i nt err u pt 

h er m o m e nt u m a n d k e pt s wi m mi n g. T h e ot h er b o y a w ait e d, b ut 
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s h e di d n’t s e e hi m. If S a v a n n a h f o u n d o n e, his br ot h er h a d t o 

b e n e ar. S o m et hi n g fi as h e d w hit e at o p a l o w r olli n g w a v e a h e a d 

a n d t o h er ri g ht. A s wi m di a p er ? Or, m ost li k el y, t h e w all of a 

b ust e d St yr of o a m c o ol er or s o m e ot h er p art y b o at j ets a m, b ut it 

w as all s h e h a d t o g o o n. 

A str o n g r e a c h i n t h at dir e cti o n p ull e d h er tr aj e ct or y t o w ar d t h e 

b o b bi n g, t wisti n g w hit e, w h e n a h a n d gr a b b e d h er a n kl e. B ef or e 

C ar ol c o ul d l o o k b a c k, t h e f ull b o d y w ei g ht of a m a n l a n d e d o n 

h er b a c k, e vi ct e d t h e wi n d fr o m h er l u n gs, a n d d u n k e d h er. T h e 

h a n d  f o u n d  h er  n e c k  a n d  s h o v e d  h er  h e a d  d o w n  f urt h er.  T h e  

v a c u u m i n h er tr a c h e a ffll e d wit h s alt w at er d es pit e t h e g a g gi n g 

pr ot ests of h er e pi gl ottis.

A dr e n ali n e c o nj ur e d a m a n e u v er l e ar n e d i n a 1 9 9 2 s elf- d ef e ns e 

s e mi n ar s c h e d ul e d aft er a M o bil e g as st ati o n cl er k w as d e c a p -

it at e d b y a r o b b er w h o c all e d hi ms elf t h e Ni nj a of G o d. C ar ol 

gr a b b e d t h e wrist b e hi n d t h e gri p o n h er n e c k a n d y a n k e d b a c k 

o n  it  w hil e  h er  h e a d  j er k e d  f or w ar d  a n d  sli p p e d  b et w e e n  t h e  

att a c k er’s t h u m b a n d fi n g ers. S h e ki c k e d a w a y a n d r oll e d t o t h e 

s urf a c e f or air, b ut h e w as alr e a d y o n h er a g ai n wit h a h e a vi n g 

br e aststr o k e.

It w as A b el St e w art, o n c e vi cti m of t h e ri p c urr e nt, t h e n b e c o m e 

its a g e nt. H e r o ar e d i n g ur gli n g f ur y a n d wr a p p e d b ot h h a n ds 

a b o ut h er t hr o at b ef or e s h e c a u g ht air. Bri n e fi o o d e d e v er y c a vi -

t y i n h er h e a d. H er n ostrils b ur n e d. B ut h er br ai n r e m ai n e d at t h e 

F ol e y C o m m u nit y C e nt er s o m e t hirt y y e ars p ast, w h er e m e e k 

littl e Mr. M c K e e p a nt o mi m e d h er f a v orit e s elf- d ef e ns e l ess o n of 

t h at d a y. His h a n d c u p p e d b ef or e hi m at cr ot c h l e v el, t h e gr a yi n g 

S u n d a y s c h o ol t e a c h er r oll e d i m a gi n ar y n uts b et w e e n his ff n g ers.

“ As a l ast r es ort, ” h e c a uti o n e d wit h a sl y s mil e, “J ust gr a b t h e m 

b y t h e b alls a n d cr us h t h e m t o g et h er li k e cr a c ki n g t w o p e c a ns 

o ut i n Gr a n d m a’s or c h ar d. ”
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A n d h e sl a m m e d s h ut his u pt ur n e d fist wit h a f er v or a n d h u m or 

t h at C ar ol n e v er f or g ot. S h e e x e c ut e d t h e M c K e e str at a g e m t o 

p erf e cti o n. A b el’s h a n ds dr o p p e d fr o m h er n e c k t o his g o n a ds, 

a n d s h e ki c k e d f or air. U p t o p, s h e b el c h e d o ut t h e G ulf fr o m 

all t h e s p a c es i n h er t ors o a n d h e a d. T h e s a m e m a d i m p uls e t h at 

dr o v e A b el t o c h o os e t h at d a y t o r e u nit e h er wit h Bill w o ul d pr y 

hi m fr o m t hr o b bi n g b alls i n s h ort or d er, a n d s h e k n e w s h e w o ul d 

n ot s ur vi v e hi m a g ai n.

S alt a n d s n ot ff e w fr o m h er n os e wit h a l ast h ar d bl o w as s h e 

a g ai n c a u g ht si g ht of t h e w hit e o bj e ct a n d m a d e f or it. If A b el 

w as g oi n g t o kill h er, h e’ d h a v e t o d o it ar o u n d h er s a vi n g t h at 

ki d. S h e’ d b e d a m n e d if Bill cl ai m e d br a g gi n g ri g hts b y g oi n g 

o ut s a vi n g a s wi m m er w hil e s h e f ail e d. Et er nit y w as a l o n g d a m n 

ti m e t o n e v er h e ar t h e e n d of it.

B ef or e  C ar ol  c o ul d  r e a c h  it,  t h e  s wi m  di a p er  w as  s n at c h e d  

u n d er, a n d s h e s a w a littl e l e g fi y u p as it w e nt. It w as hi m! O n e 

g as p of air ar o u n d t h e fi ui ds still e v a c u ati n g h er b o d y, a n d s h e 

d o v e b el o w i n ti m e t o w at c h t h e c hil d dis a p p e ar i nt o t h e m ur k as 

t h o u g h p ull e d o n a r o p e. Ti m e w as t o o s c a nt t o w o n d er, “ W h at 

t h e f u c k ? ” E v er y s e c o n d w ast e d t hi n ki n g w as a n ot h er wit h o ut 

o x y g e n f or t h e di a p er b o y a n d o n e l ess b et w e e n h er a n d A b el 

St e w art.

A n o ut w ar d s w e e p of t h e ar ms p ull e d h er b a c k t o t h e s urf a c e, 

a n d s h e fr o nt cr a wl e d i n t h e dir e cti o n t h e ki d w e nt as f ast as h er 

d e pri v e d m us cl es w o ul d c arr y. T w o str o k es i n, a n d h e s n a g g e d 

h er a n kl e a g ai n a n d dr e w h er b e n e at h wit h a si n gl e m oti o n. T h e 

gri p still a n c h or e d ffr m a b o ut h er l o w er l e g, C ar ol f o u n d h ers elf 

f a c e t o f a c e wit h a gri n ni n g A b el, b ot h p al ms s pl a y e d o ut b ef or e 

hi m i n his b est, “ L o o k, M a, n o h a n ds, ” d e m o nstr ati o n. W h at t h e 

f u c k ?  

A n d s h e w as g o n e, r e el e d i n b y t h e l e g as A b el s hr a n k i nt o t h e 

dist a n c e. T h at w as n o ri p c urr e nt. T h e s a m e i n visi bl e h y dr a uli c 
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f or c e  t h at  st ol e  a w a y  t h e  r e m ai ni n g  br ot h er  h o o k e d  h er,  t o o.  

S h e t wist e d t o l o o k u p o n t h e f at e t o w hi c h s h e alr e a d y r esi g n e d 

h ers elf, b ut s h e w as n ot pr e p ar e d f or w h at s h e s a w.

H er u n d er w at er j o ur n e y e n d e d b ef or e a w afti n g m at of t ar b alls 

s us p e n d e d b el o w t h e s urf a c e, s o m e t e n y ar ds a cr oss. T h e c ol -

l e ct e d p etr ol g o o f or m e d a p yr a mi d al sil h o u ett e li k e a c oll e cti o n 

of bl o o d blist ers, s plit di a g o n all y b y t h e s h a p e of a n i n v ert e d 

cr oss o n its n e ar est f a c e, b etr a yi n g t h e pr es e n c e of a r e v ol vi n g, 

b ur ni n g s p h er e of oil d e bris b e hi n d it. T h e t hi n g l o o k e d at C ar ol 

fr o m t h er e. It s a w  h er, a n d s h e s a w t h e n t h at t h e w at er f ast e n e d 

t o h er l e g a n d t o t h e u psi d e- d o w n b o d y of t h e l ost t o d dl er n e ar b y 

w as n ot w at er i n a n y s e ns e.

C o n g e al e d e d di es a n d c urr e nts a n d fi ui d t e n drils c o n n e ct e d t h eir 

ff es h t o t h e e ntit y wit hi n a n d b e n e at h t h e t ar b alls. T h e y w er e its 

ar ms,  its  fi n g ers,  its  f a k e- ass  ri p  c urr e nts.  H o w  m a n y  t h o u g ht 

kill e d b y t h e h a p p e nst a n c e p h ysi cs of w a v es w er e i nst e a d vi c -

ti ms of t h at m o nst er ?

It r ot at e d h er l e g u p t o p ositi o n h er h e a d b e n e at h h er f e et, a n d, 

b el o w, s h e b e h el d a s c h o ol of r e d dr u m cir cli n g t h e tr a ns p ar e nt 

t ors o of h er m ur d er er li k e a h y p n oti c b elt. S h e br o k e a w a y fr o m 

t h at  p a n d e m o ni u m  t o  r e ali z e  s h e  t h e n  fi o at e d  b esi d e  t h e  d e a d 

c hil d. His li g htl ess e y es s o a k e d i n t h e f ull gl or y of h er f ail ur e. 

T h e p a ni c of l ost br e at h g a v e w a y t o ri g ht e o us r a g e. C ar ol f u m -

bl e d i n h er p o c k et wit h o ut br e a ki n g t h e g a z e of t h e ti n y c or ps e, 

f o u n d Bill’s ff ar e still wit h h er. Wat er r us h e d i nt o h er i n g ul ps, 

b ut s h e h a d all t h e ti m e s h e n e e d e d. H er ri g ht ar m h u g g e d t h e 

di a p er b o y t o h er, a n d h er l eft t h u m b p o p p e d t h e c a p o n t h e fl ar e. 

T h e b e ast’s r etr a cti n g r e els br o u g ht t h e m b ef or e its s m ol d eri n g 

e y e a n d wit hi n ar m’s r e a c h of its t ar b all h at.

C ar ol st ar e d i nt o it, a cti v at e d t h e fi ar e’s c h e mi c al i g niti o n wit h a 

p us h of t h e b utt o n, a n d s h o v e d t h e s u p er- h e at e d b usi n ess e n d of 
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Bill’s f a v orit e j o k e pr o p i nt o t h e t ar m at. T h e e ntir e ass e m bl a g e 

c o m b ust e d i nst a nt a n e o usl y, a n d t h e G ulf r el e as e d its h ol d o n h er 

a n d t h e ki d. H er l e gs l a c k e d t h e e n er g y t o ki c k, s o s h e fi o at e d 

t h er e, e m br a c e d h er littl e l ost c h ar g e, a n d b as k e d i n h er e x pl o d-

i n g vi ct or y.

S h e w as s c ar e d, b ut s h e w as gi d d y t o t ell Bill. H er oi c lif e g u ar d 

s u p er vis or C ar ol D u n n a m m ar c h e d i nt o t h e G ulf t o s a v e all t h e 

li v es,  lit  h er  tr ust y  ff ar e  b e n e at h  t h e  w a v es,  a n d  dis c o v er e d  a 

wr e c k f ull u p wit h b ur ni n g t ar b alls, e a c h o n e gl o wi n g v ol c a n o 

r e d,  e x p a n di n g  i n  t ur n,  a n d  p o p pi n g  li k e  a  b u n c h  of  S p a nis h  

b all o o ns.



A kiss is el e ctr os h o c k i n str o b e li g ht, a h ot s p ar k t o i g nit e t h e 

si m pl e will t o br e at h e. A n d t h at’s all S a m w a nt e d o n t h e l u n c h 

w a v e  e arli er  t h at  gr a y  wi nt er  d a y.  T his  o n e  h u m a n  n e e d  a n d  

its fi er y c o ns u m m ati o n d et o n at e d h er e ntir e w orl d a n d l eft h er 

dri vi n g i n t e ars d o w n a d es ol at e ol d c o u ntr y r o a d, t h e o bj e ct of 

h er kiss cr yi n g vi ol e ntl y i n t h e b a c k s e at of t h e r ust e d- o ut F or d 

M a v eri c k b e q u e at h e d t o h er b y P a h- P a w. I n t h at mi d ni g ht h o ur, 

t h e c ol d m o o n w as f ull a n d bri g ht.

At  s c h o ol,  s h e  a n d  Mi c h ell e  s n u c k  i nt o  a  p ort a bl e  t o  es c a p e  

Ji m m y O n d er d o n k’s c o nst a nt c o m m e nts a b o ut h er b utt a n d his 

u ni n vit e d i nt e nti o ns f or it. Cr oss-l e g g e d o n t h e c ol d ff o or b e hi n d 

t h e  t hr e e-l e g g e d  t e a c h er’s  d es k,  t h e y  s h ar e d  a  ci g ar ett e,  t al es  

of ass h ol e d a ds, a n d m o m e nts of w ar m e y e c o nt a ct. Mi c h ell e 

r esist e d t h e mil e- hi g h b a n gs a n d w hit e- girl p er ms of t h e d a y b ut 

fi a u nt e d  t h e  j a g g e d  pi xi e-l e n gt h  b a d ass er y  of  J ett  a n d  B e n at ar 

o v er  s h ar p  bl u e  e y e  s h a d o w  a n d  a  littl e  t o o  m u c h  r o u g e.  At  

Al a b a m a Ni g ht m ar es

1

Cr y b a b y Bri d g e
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si xt e e n, S a m’s p ar e nts m ai nt ai n e d t h e s a m e n o m a k e u p p oli c y 

t h e y m ar c h e d o ut i n f o urt h gr a d e. S h e f elt s o l eft b e hi n d b ef or e 

Mi c h ell e’s mi d- 8 0’s c o u nt er- c ult ur e c hi c, b ut Mi c h ell e m a d e h er 

f e el j ust as c o ol a n d j ust as h ot.

T h e fi a v or of Mi c h ell e’s br e at h li n g er e d o n t h e b utt of t h e K o ol 

s m o k e t h e y p ass e d, a n d S a m s a v or e d it m or e t h a n t h e m e nt h ol 

er u pti n g t hr o u g h t h e fflt er. S h e st o p p e d e x c h a n gi n g it a n d p ut it 

t o Mi c h ell e’s m o ut h wit h h er o w n fi n g ers t o m or e e fi ci e ntl y p ull 

it b a c k t o h ers wit h s ali v a i nt a ct. Wit h o ut br e a ki n g g a z e, S a m 

cr us h e d t h e l ast bit o n t h e dirt y til e t o e xti n g uis h it.

“ C a n I kiss y o u ? ” s h e as k e d, e y es b ur ni n g t h e o x y g e n b et w e e n 

t h e m.

Mi c h ell e s ai d n ot hi n g, l e a n e d i n t o a ns w er wit h a cti o n, a n d Mr. 

H u ff m a n w al k e d i n.

A n aft er n o o n of assist a nt pri n ci p al a d m o nis h m e nt a n d p ar e nt al 

e m b arr ass m e nt p us h e d i nt o a n e v e ni n g of t hr e ats of di vi n e r et -

ri b uti o n a n d all-t o o h u m a n p u nis h m e nts. Aft er all j u d g es, j uri es 

a n d e x e c uti o n ers a dj o ur n e d t o sl e e p a n d r e pl e nis h m e nt of t h eir 

a n g er st or es, S a m r etri e v e d h er k e ys, f o u n d Mi c h ell e s o b-s m o k -

i n g o n t h e c a bl e b o x at t h e h e a d of h er r o a d, a n d w his k e d h er 

a w a y. T o w h er e, s h e di d n ot k n o w. J ust. A w a y.

All t h at f or a kiss. S a m di d n’t e v e n k n o w if s h e li k e d girls. S h e 

li k e d Mi c h ell e, a n d s h e w a nt e d t o kiss, s o s h e di d. T h eir l o c k ers 

w o ul d  b e  e m bl a z o n e d  “ L E S BI A N ”  i n  W hit e- O ut,  a n d  ot h er  

girls w o ul d c all t h e m n a m es l e ar n e d o nl y fr o m f at h ers i ns e c ur e 

a b o ut t h eir o w n d a m n e d pr ef er e n c es. All f or a kiss.

S a m sl u n g h er ri g ht ar m i nt o t h e b a c k s e at t o gr as p Mi c h ell e’s 

t e ar-s o a k e d fl n g ers.

“I’ m s orr y, Mi c h ell e, “s h e s ai d e ar n estl y, “I di d n’t m e a n f or all 

t his t o h a p p e n. ”
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Mi c h ell e  i nt ert wi n e d  t h eir  fi n g ers  i n  p erf e ct  sl ot-f or-sl ot 

h a n d- h ol di n g arr a n g e m e nt.

“ N ot … y o ur … s ni ff …f a ult, ” Mi c h ell e m a n a g e d.

S a m t ur n e d t o l o o k h er i n t h e e y e a n d att e m pt e d a s mil e, a n d t h e 

M a v eri c k’s fr o nt e n d f ell o ut fr o m u n d er it a n d str u c k s o m et hi n g 

s oli d a n d u n m o vi n g b el o w, fii p pi n g t h e r e ar u p i nt o a m o m e n -

t ar y str ai g ht li n e b ef or e r olli n g f or w ar d o nt o its t o p. S h e miss e d 

t h e t ur n a n d hit t h e dit c h at D e a d M a n’s C ur v e. N ot f ast, b ut f ast 

e n o u g h. S a m’s s e at b elt s us p e n d e d h er sli g htl y a b o v e t h e cr us h -

i n g r o of of t h e c ar, b ut s h e bl e d h ar d fr o m h er f or e h e a d a n d n os e 

aft er i m p a ct wit h t h e st e eri n g w h e el. S h e c o ul d n’t m a n e u v er t o 

s e e Mi c h ell e i n t h e b a c k s e at, b ut, b ef or e h er, s o m et hi n g bi g h a d 

br o k e n t hr o u g h t h e wi n ds hi el d. It w as g o n e.

P a ni c k e d, S a m m o m e nt aril y f or g ot h o w t o u nl at c h a s e at b elt. 

H er fi n g ers s kirt e d t h e e d g es of t h e b utt o n r el e as e b ef or e a c ci -

d e nt all y pr essi n g it a n d f alli n g i n d eli c at el y o nt o h er n e c k. S h e 

r oll e d t o h er l eft si d e a n d wi g gl e d t hr o u g h t h e o p e n dri v er’s si d e 

wi n d o w. 

“ Mi c h ell e ? ” s h e c all e d b ef or e s h e w as e v e n h alf w a y o ut.

“ Mi c h ell e! ”

A w et c o u g h s e e p e d fr o m b e n e at h t h e tr u n k. R e ali z ati o n w al k e d 

wit h S a m t o t h e r e ar of t h e still- h ot c ar, h er h a n d cl as p e d t o h er 

m o ut h i n f e ar of w h at s h e w as a b o ut t o s e e. T h e tir e t h er e t ur n e d 

us el essl y,  j ust  a  h o mi n g  b e a c o n  f or  t h e  cr us h e d  a n d  s pilli n g  

b o d y of Mi c h ell e b el o w it. M o m e nt u m h a d t hr o w n h er t hr o u g h 

t h e wi n d s hi el d a n d i nt o t h e dirt a cr oss t h e dit c h, a n d t h e f alli n g 

c ar s e e-s a w e d t h e b a c k b u m p er i nt o h er a b d o m e n, all b ut s e v er -

i n g h er at t h e mi d dl e. Mi c h ell e m et S a m’s g a z e, tri e d t o s p e a k, 

b ut o nl y p us h e d d ar k bl o o d o ut wit h h er t o n g u e. H er e y es w er e 

dil at e d  a n d  t erri ff e d.  S a m  k n e el e d,  h el d  h er  f a c e,  tri e d  t o  t al k 

t hr o u g h t h eir s h ar e d, bl o o d- c h o k e d t e ars.
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“I’ll g et h el p, ” s h e s ai d. S a m st o o d t o r u n b ut f alt er e d. H er h e a d 

h urt, a n d s h e c o ul d n ot r e m e m b er w hi c h dir e cti o n t h e y c a m e 

fr o m. I d e nti c al a v e n u es of tr e es a n d m o o nli g ht dis a p p e ar e d i nt o 

t h e ni g ht i n b ot h dir e cti o ns. T h e f util e c o nf usi o n p ull e d t e ars of 

h el pl ess n ess fr o m h er e y es, a n d s h e st ai n e d t h e m wit h bl o o d y 

fi n g ers a n d dr o p p e d a g ai n t o h er k n e es.

A f e w mi n ut es of d a b bi n g sl e e v es a n d s h all o w br e at hs r est or e d 

h er  visi o n,  a n d  h er  e y eli ds  u n v eil e d  a n  u n br e at hi n g,  r eli e v e d  

Mi c h ell e, e y es r e ff e cti n g S a m’s f a c e b a c k at h er i n m o o n b e a ms. 

T h er e  w as  a  v oi c e  wit hi n  t h at  g a z e,  Mi c h ell e’s  v oi c e,  a n d  it  

w as gr at ef ul i n its sil e nt a p pr e ci ati o n of w h at t h e y s h ar e d. S a m 

cr a wl e d t o h er, br us h e d a f e w h airs fr o m h er f or e h e a d, kiss e d 

h er t h er e.

“ L et’s g et y o u h o m e, ” s h e w his p er e d i nt o t h e cl os est e ar.

A li g ht c a m e o n i n t h e w o o ds t o h er l eft, a l ur ki n g gr e e n- y ell o w 

e ki n g  ar o u n d  a n d  b et w e e n  t h e  m oss y  tr u n ks,  m a y b e  fift y  f e et 

b e y o n d t h e dit c h. S a m’s c h est cli n c h e d i n st artl e m e nt, a n d s h e 

s q ui nt e d i nt o t h e s o ur c e t o fi n d its wi el d er.

“I n e e d h el p! ” s h e c all e d, “ M y fri e n d is h urt b a d o v er h er e! ”

T h e li g ht m o v e d ri g ht w ar d y et al w a ys b e hi n d a pi e c e or t h e 

w h ol e  of  a  tr e e.  S a m’s  h e art b e at,  alr e a d y  at  es c a p e  v el o cit y,  

s o m e h o w g ai n e d i n f er o cit y, a n d t h at w ors e n e d t h e k ni ff n g p ai n 

at t h e b a c k of h er s k ull. S h e cl ut c h e d at it, st o o d wit h o ut l osi n g 

t h e li g ht i n t h e f or est. It p ull e d a w a y as s h e r os e, a n d s h e s a w 

t h e n t h at it h o v er e d b o dil ess a b o v e t h e n e e dl es a n d l e a v es of 

K ali O k a. B ut s h e n oti c e d, t o o, t h at its r a ys b etr a y e d t h e s h a d o w 

of a n u ns e e n m a n, t h e sil h o u ett e str et c h e d o v erl o n g, di a g o n all y 

t o  h er  l eft,  r esti n g  e q u all y  u p o n  b ar k  a n d  u n d er gr o wt h.  S a m  

q u esti o n e d h er s e ns es b ut n ot h er d es p er at e n e e d f or h el p. 

“ Pl e as e, ” s h e i m pl or e d, “I j ust n e e d a p h o n e t o c all 9 1 1! ”
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B ut t h e li g ht a n d its t aili n g s h a d o w s hr a n k i nt o t h e tr e es wit h 

e v er y w or d. S a m f oll o w e d. M a y b e h e w as a l o c al w h o j ust di d n’t 

w a nt t o b e i n v ol v e d or, m a y b e, h e c h a n c e d u p o n t h eir wr e c k 

w hil e u p t o n o g o o d, s o c o ul d n ot r e v e al hi ms elf t o h el p. Eit h er 

w a y, h e w as t h e o nl y ot h er s o ul i n si g ht, a n d s h e c o ul d n ot l et 

hi m g et a w a y. S a m t hr e a d e d a p at h t o t h e l a nt er n, b ut it k e pt t h e 

s a m e dist a n c e fr o m h er n o m att er h o w f ast s h e w al k e d or r a n or 

e v e n if s h e st o p p e d t o cl e ar h er e y es or c at c h h er br e at h. S h e w as 

s o o n a drift i n t h os e w o o ds, s us p e n d e d i n mirr or-i m a g e t hi c k ets 

o n all si d es, wit h o nl y t h at p h a nt o m l a m p t o st e er b y.

S a m l ost tr a c k of ti m e a n d pl a c e a n d w o n d er e d if s h e c o ul d e v e n 

l e a d p oli c e or p ar a m e di cs, or w h o e v er s h e f o u n d, b a c k t o w h at 

r e m ai n e d of Mi c h ell e. A s n u fi e r os e i n h er n ostrils, a n d t h e s o bs 

a n d m e m ori es of Mi c h ell e’s d e at h t hr o es al m ost r et ur n e d, b ut 

S a m’s f o ot s pl as h e d i nt o s h all o w w at er a n d sti ff e d t h e m. A s m all 

cr e e k, a m o o nlit ri b b o n of sil v er m a y b e t w e nt y- fi v e f e et a cr oss, 

p art e d t h e p er p et u al f or est a n d s e p ar at e d h er fr o m t h e l a nt er n 

t h at w ait e d t h e n o n t h e o p p osit e b a n k, b ut t h e li g ht’s c o m p a ni o n 

s h a d o w w as g o n e.

I n t h e s h a d e’s pl a c e o n t h e cr e e k s urf a c e l a y a n u n d ul ati n g r e-

fi e cti o n of t h e i n visi bl e g ui d e. His tir e d a n d a n gr y e y es l o o k e d 

u psi d e- d o w n at h er fr o m t h e w at er. R a g g e d gr a y o v er alls c o v er e d 

h airl ess bl u e- bl a c k s ki n o v er m assi v e, c all o us e d b ar e f e et, b ut 

his m us cl e d ar ms e n d e d i n j a g g e d, h a n dl ess st u m ps t h at br a c e d 

t h e li g ht h a n gi n g fr o m gritt e d t e et h a n d bl e e di n g li ps. A n d h e 

w as a gi a nt, his li k e n ess s p a n ni n g h alf t h e cr e e k’s wi dt h. Terr or 

sti ff e d q u esti o ns of h o w a n d w h y t h e a p p ariti o n e xist e d a n d of 

w h at it i nt e n d e d f or h er. Tr a u m a s pirit e d S a m w ell b e y o n d t h e 

n or m al c o n c e pts of r e as o n.

T h e  h e a d  o n  t h e  w at er  h el d  h er  g a z e,  n o d d e d  si d e wis e  i nt o  

t h e w o o ds o p p osit e. T h e h o v eri n g li g ht s h o o k g e ntl y wit h t h e 

s u g g est e d m oti o n. S a m tri e d t o t hi n k, t o d e ci d e w h at t o d o, b ut 
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t h e f e ar-s p a w n e d ri n gi n g i n h er e ars o v er w h el m e d all f a c ulti es 

of j u d g m e nt, a n d s h e o b e di e ntl y s pl as h e d i nt o t h e l a z y c urr e nts. 

T h e y n e v er r e a c h e d p ast h er k n e e as s h e h alf-st e p p e d h er w a y 

a cr oss,  a n d  s h e  w o ul d n’t  h a v e  n oti c e d  a n y w a y.  H er  visi o n  

bl urr e d  o fi  a n d  o n  si n c e  stri ki n g  t h e  st e eri n g  w h e el,  a n d  c o n -

tr ol of h er t h o u g hts c a m e a n d w e nt. H er bl e ar y e y es n e v er l eft 

t h e r etr e ati n g l a nt er n gli di n g al o n g t h e cr e e k b a n k, still at t h e 

s a m e dist a n c e it pr es er v e d si n c e ff n di n g h er, still dr a g gi n g t h e 

b a c k- p e d ali n g e c h o of t h e i n v ert e d a n d w at c hi n g a m p ut e e i n its 

w a k e.

H e w ait e d f or h er w h e n s h e sl o w e d or f ell, a n d h e l e d h er ar o u n d 

tr e ef alls a n d pitf alls o n t h eir p at h. H e w as all t h at k e pt h er fr o m 

s urr e n d eri n g t o t h e ni g ht a n d t h e h urt a n d t h e l oss of Mi c h ell e. 

U nt ol d  st e ps  a n d  mi n ut es  l at er,  a n  u nt e n d e d  r ailr o a d  tr estl e  

a p pr o a c h e d  a b o v e  a n d,  s o m e  dist a n c e  b e y o n d  it,  a  c oll a ps e d  

bri d g e, s e v er e d b y t h e cr e e k a n d h alf a c e nt ur y of ti m e. E a c h 

si d e  of  t h e  ol d  r o a d  r e a c h e d  f or  t h e  ot h er  t hr o u g h  t h e  e m pt y  

cr e e k air, j oi n e d o nl y b y a s o u n d. N ot t h e b a b bl e of t h e w at ers. 

N o, it dr o w n e d b e n e at h a n ois e t o o ur g e ntl y h u m a n. T h e w hi m -

p ers of a c hil d, h oll o w a n d s e e mi n gl y pr es e nt all a b o ut t h e m, b ut 

o nl y a u di bl e w h e n S a m l o o k e d i nt o t h e s p a c e b et w e e n t h e e n d e d 

r o a ds t h at w er e o n c e o n e. 

T h e cri es w a nt o nl y r os e a n d f ell i n fr e q u e n c y a n d v ol u m e, as 

fi u ct u at e d t h e distr ess of t h e a bs e nt b a b y. T h e y s et o fi t h at n e e d 

t o s o ot h e s o i n n at e i n t h e e m p at hi c h u m a n. S a m gl a n c e d a b o ut 

t o ff n d t h e c hil d a n d h el p it, r e ali z e d t h e l a nt er n st o p p e d a n d t h at 

s h e t h e n st o o d a dj a c e nt t o it. S h ar e d i n its y ell o w- gr e e n ti nt, s h e 

s a w t h e m a n gri p pi n g it i n his t e et h a n d l o o ki n g d o w n o n h er 

fr o m s e v e n f e et wit h t h e n pl e a di n g e y es. H e w as n ot a fl es hl y 

t hi n g, f or m e d i nst e a d fr o m t h e si c kl y li g ht of t h e l a m p its elf. S h e 

s a w t hr o u g h his fii ms y s u bst a n c e t o t h e w at er a dj a c e nt, w h er e 

e v e n  his  f a mili ar  r e fi e cti o n  h el d  m or e  s oli dit y  t h a n  t h e  g h ost 

i m a g e n e xt t o h er.
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Hi s e y es t ur n e d u p t o t h e s p a c e b e n e at h t h e bri d g e l o n g si n c e 

g o n e,  a n d  t h e y  di d  n ot  m o v e  a g ai n.  S a m  f oll o w e d  his  st ar e,  

r e cl ai m e d t h e b a b y’s cri es, p e er e d p ast t h e r ui n e d o v er p ass t o 

s e e a n i nt a ct a n d m o d er n bri d g e a h e a d. It w as t h e r o a d, t h e r e al 

r o a d, a n d s h e w o ul d r e a c h it. S h e g a v e n ot a n ot h er gl a n c e t o t h e 

t o w eri n g h all u ci n ati o n b e hi n d h er a n d tr u d g e d i nt o t h e br e a c h 

of t h e ol d s p a n. T h e cri es l o u d e n e d, f o c us e d t o a p oi nt as s h e 

dr e w n e ar, c o al es c e d i nt o a s o u n d j ust b ef or e h er, t h e n at t h e 

e ntr a n c e t o e a c h e ar, t h e n i nt o t h e c or e of h er v er y h e a d. It w as 

t h e b a b y’s v oi c e at first, t h at s a m e ti n n y s q u e al of n e e d e mitt e d 

fr o m e v er y l e af a n d dr o pl et a n d m ol e c ul e m o m e nts e arli er, b ut 

it c h a n g e d as it s ettl e d i n h er mi n d. T h e mis er a bl e pr es e n c e r e-

w o u n d t h e s o u n dtr a c k of h er p ai n, fr o m h er o w n h e m orr h a gi n g 

w ails t hr o u g h o ut t h e ni g ht’s m ar c h t o e n d o n t h e s ust ai n e d l o o p 

of Mi c h ell e’s c h o ki n g d e at h s o bs.

T h e  t or m e nt e d  cri es  o v er wr ot e  r ati o n al  t h o u g ht,  bl o c k e d  o ut  

i nt e nti o n al b e h a vi or. S a m sl o g g e d t o w ar d t h e r o a d o n a ut o pil ot, 

h o pi n g t o l e a v e t h e t ort ur o us s o u n ds b e hi n d, b ut s h e w as t h eir 

v ess el t h e n, v e hi cl e t o t h e a g o n y of l ost c hil d a n d fri e n d a n d 

i n n o c e n c e.  S h e  s cr a b bl e d  u p  t h e  e m b a n k m e nt  t o  t h e  as p h alt  

a b o v e, r e d u c e d t o a ni m alisti c cl a wi n g a n d ki c ki n g t o m o v e h er 

al o n g b e n e at h t h e n ois e wr a c ki n g w h at r e m ai n e d of h er br ai n. 

A sli p n e ar t h e t o p t wist e d h er t o f a c e t h e w a y s h e c a m e, b ut 

t h e l a nt er n a n d its h ol d er w er e g o n e. His missi o n a c c o m plis h e d, 

t h e l ost b a b y’s cri es att e n d e d, h e a n d his li g ht di m m e d b a c k t o 

n ot hi n g n ess.

A n ot h er  gr as pi n g  l u n g e  br o u g ht  S a m  t o  t h e  c e m e nt  bri d g e  

r ail, a n d s h e h oist e d h ers elf u p, ff at o nt o t h e bl a c kt o p. T h e u n-

r el e nti n g f or est p ersist e d a cr oss t h e bri d g e, b ut a hi nt of li g ht 

pi er c e d t h e gr e e n- bl a c k l a y ers t o c all t o h er. S h e h alf- cr a wl e d, 

h alf- w al k e d n ort h, t h e f ull l e n gt h of t h e bri d g e a n d t h e n al o n g 

t h e r o a d a f e w h u n dr e d y ar ds t o a dirt r o a d s plitti n g ri g ht. T h e 

r e fi e cti v e, as k e w str e et si g n r e a d, “ O a k Gr o v e ”. T h e li g ht w as 
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cl e ar er t h er e, str e a mi n g fr o m a s e c o n d-st or y wi n d o w d o w n t h at 

w a y. At t h e si g ht of it, Mi c h ell e’s t a u nti n g, g uilt- dr e n c h e d cri es 

g a v e w a y a g ai n t o t h e b a b y’s h el pl ess sir e n, l o u d er t h e n.

S a m s e al e d h er e ars wit h fi at p al ms as t h e w e e pi n g v oi c es pr o -

p ell e d h er t o t h e h o us e. S h e s cr e a m e d t o dr o w n t h e m o ut, or 

at l e ast s h e tri e d t o, b ut s h e f elt e v er y s cr a pi n g s yll a bl e, e v er y 

e x pl o di n g v o w el of t h os e w a v eri n g utt er a n c es p us hi n g o ut fr o m 

h er  s k ull.  E a c h  w as  a  m assi v e  str o k e  i n  mi cr o c os m,  r eli e v e d  

o nl y w h e n a s e c o n d li g ht a w o k e i n t h e a dj a c e nt wi n d o w of t h e 

br o a d, pl a nt ati o n-st yl e h o m e l ai d b ef or e h er b e n e at h t h e m o o n.

I n t h at s e c o n d wi n d o w, a w o m a n, or at l e ast t h e sil h o u ett e of a 

w o m a n, bl e w o ut a m at c h o v er a fr es hl y lit c a n dl e o n t h e sill. As 

s h e c a m e i nt o vi e w, t h e cri es still e d t o s n u ffi n g w his p ers, a n d 

S a m’s p a c e q ui c k e n e d. S h e n e e d e d t o g et t h er e b ef or e t h e b a wl -

i n g f ur or r ei g nit e d i n f ull st er e o. T wi n c a n dl e fi a m es w at c h e d h er 

st u m bli n g a d v a n c e li k e t h e fi as hi n g p u pils of s o m e H all o w e e n 

g o d, a n d t h eir pr o g e nit or dis a p p e ar e d b e hi n d t h eir i nt ers e cti n g 

h al os. S a m st a g g er e d p ast o n e l ast tr e e, a n d t h e l a d y w as t h er e, 

w aiti n g i n m o o n- gl o w w hit e o n t h e hi g h- c ol u m n e d p or c h, h er 

f a c e  f e at ur el ess,  h er  dr ess  f or ml ess,  h er  h a n ds  e xt e n d e d  i n  

o p p osi n g, u pt ur n e d c u ps t o r e c ei v e a n i nf a nt t o a n e x p eri e n c e d 

cl ut c h.

T h e  b a b e’s  cri es  st art e d  a g ai n,  b ut  bl ess e dl y  o utsi d e  S a m’s  

h e a d, a g ai n e m a n ati n g fr o m all s p a c es ar o u n d t h e m e n r o ut e t o 

t h e m ot h er’s ar ms. T h e s o u n d cr oss e d t h e y ar d li k e t h e di gits of 

a m a estr o gli d e d o v er e v er y k e y of t h e pi a n o i n t h at tr a d e m ar k 

as c e n di n g ff o uris h. A n d t h e n h e w as t h er e, t h e c o d dl e d c hil d i n 

t h e o n c e e m pt y h a n ds, his h e a d j ust o p e n m o ut h o n s wi v eli n g, 

f u z z y s p h er e. T h e flrst c a n dl e, t h e o n e t h at s u m m o n e d S a m fr o m 

t h e bri d g e, e xti n g uis h e d. A gl a n c e t h er e a n d b a c k, a n d m ot h er 

a n d c hil d w er e g o n e. T h e ni g ht r eli n q uis h e d o nl y t h e h us h e d, 

r e c e di n g t o n es of a cr yi n g b a b y i nsi d e t h e pl a nt ati o n r o o ms.
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T h at m at er n al r eli ef g a v e S a m br e at h a g ai n, a n d, e v e n as s h e 

i n h al e d, s h e r e ali z e d s h e c o ul d n’t h e ar Mi c h ell e a n y m or e. A n d 

s h e  miss e d  h er  d es p er at el y  i n  t h at  s u d d e nl y  sil e nt  v oi d.  S a m  

dr o p p e d t o sit i n t h e gr ass of t h e O a k Gr o v e Pl a nt ati o n, wi p e d at 

h er e y es t o w o n d er at t h e r e m ai ni n g c a n dl e fi a m e.

“ C a n I kiss y o u ? ” Mi c h ell e as k e d b e hi n d h er.

S a m e x h al e d wit h o ut w ar ni n g, t ur n e d t o ff n d Mi c h ell e sitti n g 

t h er e gri n ni n g, all m o o n- gl o w w hit e.

S a m s ai d n ot hi n g, l e a n e d i n t o a ns w er wit h a cti o n, a n d t h e l ast 

c a n dl e w e nt o ut.



M u d t ast e d li k e p e a n ut b utt er pi e. Or, at l e ast, it t ast e d li k e t h e 

J uli a C hil d-f ors a k e n r e ci p e b ast ar di z e d b y B o b b y’s m ot h er e a c h 

a n d e v er y h oli d a y a n d mi x e d wit h Al a b a m a r e d cl a y, s pri n kl e d 

wit h a br o k e n t o ot h, t h e n dri z zl e d wit h bl o o d fr o m a s elf- bitt e n 

t o n g u e. T h e m o ut hf ul of w et grit br o u g ht t h e li g hts o n i n his 

s pi n ni n g br ai n. A d o g, a bi g m utt, b ar k e d vi ol e ntl y j ust b e hi n d 

hi m, a n d t h e m er cif ul c h ai n li n k cli n k e d b et w e e n t h e m. B o b b y 

M ar c h o n s p at a fist-si z e d m u c k i nt o t h e ni g ht, r u b b e d at his t e n -

d er c hi n, gl a n c e d b a c k at t h e bri n dl e pit b ull w h o c h as e d hi m i nt o 

t h e g y m n asti cs t h at l a n d e d hi m o n his artis a n- bl o w n gl ass j a w i n 

t h e n ei g h b ori n g y ar d.

E ast er w e e k w as al w a ys a b ur gl ar’s b o o n, es p e ci all y b e gi n ni n g 

g o o d  Fri d a y,  as  f a mili es  tr a v el e d  f or  h o m et o w n  s er vi c es  a n d  

r e u ni o n f e asts. P ass o v er w e e k i n 1 9 7 1, t h e h o m es o n D a vis A v-

e n u e e m pti e d e arl y w h e n a r as h of p h o n e r e p orts t o t h e M o bil e 

R e gist er s p ar k e d a p ar a n oi a i n Pl at e a u t h at s c att er e d s u p erstiti o us 

Al a b a m a Ni g ht m ar es

2

T h e W olf W o m a n of D a vis Av e n u e
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mill w or k ers a n d g ulli bl e l o n gs h or e m e n t o t h e s p ar e b e dr o o m 

s af et y of Gr a n ni es s e c ur el y o utsi d e t h e cit y li mits. L o c al a m a -

t e ur z o ol o gists, m ostl y M ur p h y Hi g h s o p h o m or es a n d j u ni ors, 

d et ail e d si g hti n gs of a h er et of or e u ns e e n s p e ci es i n t h e alr e a d y 

bi o di v ers e Te ns a w Ri v er D elt a, a n d a n e ntir e c o m m u nit y f o u n d 

q ui c k r e as o ns t o g et g o n e f or a f e w d a ys w hil e t h e tr ut h of t h e 

m att er r e v e al e d its elf. 

B o b b y  k e pt  a  n e ws p a p er  s u bs cri pti o n  f or  j ust  t his  ki n d  of  

i nf or m ati o n.  As  a n y  pr of essi o n,  b ur gl ar y  s u c c e e d e d  b est  wit h  

t h or o u g h  r es e ar c h  a n d  pl a n ni n g,  a n d  t h e  w ell- d o c u m e nt e d  

h u b b u b  ar o u n d  a  S c o o b y  D o o  s k et c h  of  t h e  p ur p ort e d  b e ast  

virt u all y g u ar a nt e e d a s m or g as b or d of u n att e n d e d j e w elr y b o x es 

a n d l o n el y pist ols, all j ust l o n gi n g t o f all i nt o his s a c k. T h e o nl y 

m o nst er B o b b y b eli e v e d i n w as Ki n g or Kill er or w h at e v er s o m e 

b e w his k er e d,  b e er- b elli e d  D a d  c hrist e n e d  t h at  still- b ell o wi n g  

d o g t h at s o w a nt e d a t ast e of hi m. H e gri n n e d t hr o u g h t h e m u d 

i n his t e et h, g a v e t h e fi n g er t o t h e fr ustr at e d b e ast. 

T h e h o us e i n t h e y ar d w h er e h e l a n d e d r e m ai n e d d ar k d es pit e 

t h e al ar m r ais e d b y t h e b ar ki n g. Ti m e t o g et t o w or k. A ff at- h e a d 

s cr e w dri v er fr o m his b elt s pi k e d t h e b a c k d o or wi n d o w, a n d a 

q ui c k r e a c h i nsi d e f o u n d t h e l o c ks a n d g ai n e d e ntr y t o t h e kit c h -

e n. B o b b y k n e w fi o or pl a ns b ett er t h a n m ost ar c hit e cts, a n d h e 

b e eli n e d f or t h e b e dr o o m. E v er y b o d y k e pt t h eir v al u a bl es n e ar 

w h er e t h e y sl e pt. St u fi m e a nt s e c urit y, a n d s e c urit y m e a nt sl e e p. 

R es e ar c h. 

A Br o w ni n g 9 m m w ait e d i n t h e dr a w er of a b e dsi d e t a bl e, a n d a 

v ar nis h e d w o o d mi ni- c h est o n t h e dr ess er h el d a dr a g o n’s h o ar d 

of c ost u m e j e w elr y, t h e li k e of w hi c h al w a ys hi d at l e ast o n e or 

t w o r e al f a mil y h eirl o o ms s ur e t o i m pr ess u n et hi c al p a w n br o-

k ers t o t h e t u n e of t w e nt y or t hirt y d oll ars. H e r a k e d t h e gr e e ni n g 

r o p e c h ai ns a n d g a w d y ri n gs i nt o t h e b a g li k e l e a vi n gs fr o m a 

t o d dl er’s m e al o nt o a d ust p a n, p a us e d aft er t h e ti n kli n g m et als 
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s ettl e d. S o m et hi n g … C hills ri p pl e d u p t h e b a c ks of his ar ms a n d 

at t h e e d g e of his s c al p. H e w as n’t al o n e a n y m or e.

B o b b y’s  i nsti n cts  p erf e ct e d  t h e ms el v es  o v er  a  h u n dr e d  d ar k  

ni g hts s kitt eri n g t hr o u g h t h e h alls of ot h er p e o pl e’s h o m es. T h e y 

n e v er f ail e d hi m. H e fr o z e i n pl a c e, c ut his e y es t o t h e b e dr o o m 

d o or w a y. N ot hi n g. His h a n d dr o p p e d t o t h e pist ol i n his s a c k, 

p us h e d t h e s af et y o fi as it lift e d t o ai m at his o nl y w a y o ut. Br e at hs 

st o p p e d b e hi n d his t e et h. T h e s o u n d i n his h e a d c o m p et e d wit h 

t h e sil e n c e h e n e e d e d t o r e v e al his u ns e e n c o m p a ni o n. S e c o n ds 

p ass e d  wit h  n o  o x y g e n,  t h e n …fr o m  t h e  d e n … pitt er- p att eri n g 

f o ot p a ds fr o m m or e t h a n t w o l e gs. T h at d a m n e d d o g!

B o b b y  a d v a n c e d  i nt o  t h e  h all w a y,  tri g g er  h alf- d e pr ess e d,  

g o o d y b a g s e c ur e d b e hi n d hi m, r e a d y t o pl u g t h e u gl y bit c h at 

ffrst gli m ps e. T h e s o u n d of h er m o v e m e nts dis a p p e ar e d, a n d t h at 

w as m or e dis c o n c erti n g t h a n e v e n t h e e x p e ct e d vi ol e n c e. Li g ht 

w as n’t n e c ess ar y t o n a vi g at e t h e h o us e, b ut t h e d ar k n ess s hr o u d -

e d t h e d o g’s p ositi o n a n d h o w B o b b y s h o ul d h a n dl e t h e n e xt 

m o m e nts. H e w as s h ort s o m e air fr o m sil e nt br e at h- h ol di n g, a n d 

a n xi et y  fi as h es  i nt err u pt e d  t h e  bl a c k  of  his  visi o n. T h e  pit b ull 

b ar k e d a g ai n o utsi d e, a cr oss t h e y ar d. S hit.

A n e x h al e b u m-r us h e d his li ps. S hit! C o m p os ur e g a v e w a y, a n d 

h e st utt er-st e p p e d i nt o t h e d e n b e hi n d t h e s h a ki n g g u n. T h e b ar k -

i n g es c al at e d, a n d a li g ht fr o m t h e b a c k y ar d p ull e d his att e nti o n. 

A  ri fi e  r e p ort  e n d e d  t h e  b ar ki n g  wit h  a  w hi ni n g  y el p.  B o b b y 

i n v ol u nt aril y dr o p p e d t o a k n e e, h e a d t u c k e d i nt o his c h est a n d 

h y p er v e ntil at e d. O utsi d e, t h e c h ai n li n k c o m pl ai n e d i n m et alli c 

w hi n es as s o m et hi n g bi g c a m e o v er, h er al d e d b y str o bi n g li g ht. 

I nsi d e, i n h u m a n f e et st e p p e d i n t h e d ar k a g ai n. Terri ff e d, B o b b y 

flr e d  t h er e.  I n  t h at  s plit  i nst a nt,  t h e  i m a g e  i n  t h e  m u z zl e  fi as h 

i m pri nt e d p er m a n e ntl y o n his o c ci pit al l o b e.

A n  a ni m al  r e ar e d  t h er e  n e ar  t h e  fr o nt  d o or,  p a ni c k e d  b y  t h e  

g u ns h ot, its f or el e gs u p i n a c o m bi n ati o n i nti mi d ati o n/ d ef e ns e 
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m a n e u v er.  Gr a y  br o w n  h air  p elt e d  t h e  w olf e n  h a u n c h es  a n d  

mi d-s e cti o n, s oft e n e d t o v el v et e e n d o w n o n ot h er wis e h u m a n 

br e asts wit h t h e p er k of H u g h H ef n er’s f a v orit e Ms. D e c e m b er. 

A l o n g m a n e of br u n ett e fr a m e d t h e b os o m b e n e at h a sl e n d er 

n e c k e xt e n di n g t o t h e d eli c at e f a c e of a h u m a n f e m al e, a n d a 

c o m el y o n e. T h e t hi n g gr o wl e d l o w i n t h e d ar k aft er t h e s h ot, 

b ut m or e t h e gr o wl of a n e m pt y b ell y t h a n of a bl o o dt hirsti n g 

m o nst er. It w as t h e t hi n g fr o m t h e p a p er, a n d it w as r e al.

B o b b y tri e d t o r etr e at a n d s h o ot t h e pist ol a g ai n, b ut t h e b o o m -

i n g s urr e n d er of t h e d o n k e y- ki c k e d b a c k d o or s p u n hi m ar o u n d. 

H air-tri g g er e d, h e s h ot at t h e m a n-si z e d, d o g- m ur d eri n g sil h o u -

ett e at t h e t hr es h ol d, str u c k its ri g ht s h o ul d er j ust as it r et ur n e d 

fir e  i n  t h e  u n mist a k a bl e  r e gist er  of  a  t hirt y- a u g ht-si x  r o u n d. 

B o b b y s c a n n e d his p ai n r e c e pt ors i n t h e m ost vit al ar e as of h e a d 

a n d t ors o, b ut t h e y w er e c o n vi n c e d t h e b ull et miss e d hi m. B ol d 

t h e n, h e ai m e d a n d p ull e d t h e tri g g er a g ai n. His st o m a c h s a n k 

w h e n t h e e m pt y pist ol cli c k e d i m p ot e ntl y a n d dr o p p e d i n c h es 

m or e w h e n t h e s hrill w histl e of p ai n t o his r e ar r e mi n d e d hi m 

t h er e  w as  still  a  b esti al  r o c k  o p p osit e  t h e  ri ff e- wi el di n g  h ar d 

pl a c e a h e a d.

“ Y o u  g ott a  e m pt y  c h a m b er,  b o y! ”  t h e  s h o ot er  y ell e d,  “ T h at  

bit c h is mi n e! S urr e n d er t h e kill t o m e, a n d y o u c a n w al k o utt a 

h er e. ”

T h e  s h a d o w e d  m a n  a d v a n c e d  a  c o u pl e  of  st e ps.  B e hi n d  a n d  

fr o m t h e fi o or, t h e w olf w o m a n r el e as e d a sl urr e d s h us hi n g n ois e. 

T h e pri m al e n er g y of t h e hissi n g lis p r a n g m or e of t hr e at t h a n of 

f e ar. S h e w as c or n er e d, i nj ur e d, a n d r e a d y t o fi g ht. B o b b y st o o d 

w e a p o nl ess b et w e e n h u nt er a n d q u arr y, u n a bl e t o t ell w hi c h w as 

w hi c h. H e g at h er e d a br e at h, si d e-st e p p e d l eft.

“ O k a y, ” h e tri e d, “I’ m w al ki n g. S h e...it is ri g ht b e hi n d m e. ”

“ H er m us k b etr a ys h er p ositi o n, ” t h e h u nt er s ai d, “ S h e’s i n h e at, 
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o n t h e pr o wl. ” 

T h e li vi n g r o o m v oi d e d t h e i nst a nt B o b b y m o v e d o ut, a n d t h e 

h u nt er st e p p e d i nt o it, ri fi e- ffrst. Wit h e a c h st e p, h e gr u nt e d i n 

p ai n fr o m B o b b y’s s h ot. T h e fr o nt d o or b u m p e d, a n d t h e s h us h-

hiss  l o u d e n e d.  T h e  w olf  w o m a n  h a d  n o w h er e  t o  g o,  a n d  h er  

kill er k n e w it. H e a cti v at e d t h e fi as hli g ht i n his o fi h a n d, b e n e at h 

t h e b arr el, s p otli g ht e d his pr e y ff at a n d bl e e di n g a g ai nst t h e fl o-

r al w all p a p er ar o u n d t h e l o c k e d e xit, h er e y es t ur n e d d o w n a n d 

a w a y i n li g ht bli n d n ess. 

T h e h u nt er, B o b b y s a w t h e c a m o u fi a g e of his o ut fit t h e n, h esi -

t at e d a n d s p o k e as if t o d e ff n e t h e m o m e nt.

“I w as ri g ht. T h er e ar e t hi n gs i n t his w orl d m a n d o n’t s u p p os e d 

t o  k n o w  a b o ut.  A b o mi n ati o ns  u nt o  G o d.  A n d  I  b e e n  c h asi n g  

t h e m i n bl a c k w o o ds a n d wi nt er g ull e ys wit h n o kills. B ut h er e 

y o u ar e, l o o ki n g j ust li k e i n t h e n e ws p a p er. A n d, bit c h, y o u’r e 

mi n e. ”

T h e m a n s ur el y i nt e n d e d t o p ull t h e tri g g er at t h at v er y s e c o n d 

i n s o m e dr a m ati c ff n al e, b ut t h e w olf w o m a n w hi p p e d h er fr o nt 

h alf at hi m i n c e ntrif u g al f ur y, w ell u n d er t h e w o u n d- err e d s h ot 

t h at c a m e t o o l at e. H e flr e d a g ai n i n fr e ef all, t h e b e ast’s t e et h a n d 

f or e cl a ws t e ari n g at his u p p er l e g i n gr u nti n g, s cr e e c hi n g f er v or. 

T h e  fl as hli g ht  dr o p p e d  wit h  t h e  a b a n d o n e d  ri fl e  t o  ill u mi n at e 

t h e c ar n a g e. T h e h u nt er- c o m e- h u nt e d s wi p e d at h er, b ut t h e p ur-

c h as e of h er f a n gs i n his t hi g h m e at w as u n m o v e d b y t h e bl o ws. 

Bl o o d s p urt e d fr o m t h e r a g g e d m a w wit h f or c e, a n d t h e dr ai n e d 

m a n’s r esist a n c e diss ol v e d r a pi dl y as his o x y g e n s u p pl y p ai nt e d 

cri ms o n t h e w alls a n d fl o or of t his str a n g er’s h o us e.

Tr a ns fi x e d at t h e s p e ct a cl e, B o b b y f or g ot his o w n d a n g er u ntil 

t h e w olf w o m a n t ur n e d pi n- p u pil e y es u p at hi m as s h e g n a w e d 

o n h er kill wit h s atis fi e d gr o a ns. H e di d n’t k n o w w h et h er t o b olt 

or h ol d still, s o h e di d n eit h er. Sl o wl y, p ai nf ull y, h e k n elt a n d 
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s wit c h e d o fi t h e ff as hli g ht. T h e cr e at ur e’s sl ur pi n g f e e d c o nti n -

u e d 

as his e y es a dj ust e d t o t h e n e w d ar k, a n d h e l o w er e d t o sitti n g 

w hil e s h e fi nis h e d h er m e al. 

“ P os e n o t hr e at, ” h e t ol d hi ms elf. T hr e e ti m es i n all t h e y e ars of 

his c ar e er, r esi d e nts dis c o v er e d hi m at his d uti es i n t h eir h o m es, 

a n d, t hr e e ti m es, h e r el a x e d, st o o d d o w n, a n d p os e d n o t hr e at. 

E a c h o n e l et hi m g o wit h o ut vi ol e n c e. His o nl y g a m bit t h er e, i n 

t h e kit c h e n of t h e w olf w o m a n, w as t o r e ass ur e h er h e w as b ut a 

h ar ml ess i nt erl o p er, a n d s h e, t o o, w o ul d l et hi m g o o n his w a y.

T h e t hi n g r el a x e d o n its h a u n c h es i n t h e s h a d o w e d r o o m a n d 

e nj o y e d a s oli d p o u n d of m a n fi es h b ef or e c h e wi n g its l ast m ors el 

a n d t ur ni n g its f ull att e nti o n t o B o b b y. Its r e ff e cti v e e y es c a u g ht 

m or e li g ht t h a n t h e wi n d o ws g a v e, a n d t h e y gr e w as s h e w al k e d 

t o hi m, h er s h us hi n g t h e n e as y a n d sl o w. T h e c o p p er ti n g e of 

bl o o d  pr e c e d e d  h er  i n  t h e  air,  b ut  B o b b y  st a v e d  o fl  t h e  fii n c h 

r e fi e x t o h ol d h er g a z e a n d h o p e h er b ell y w as f ull. S o m et hi n g 

els e gli nt e d i n t h e w a n li g ht a n d t h e c al m, s o m et hi n g arti ff ci al 

i n t h e f elt of h er n e c k wit h t h at s u btl e l ust er of pr e ci o us m et al.

S h e dr e w h er f a c e u p t o his. H e r e ali z e d t h e s h us hi n g iss u e d 

fr o m n os e a n d m o ut h as s h e t o o k his s c e nt a n d li c k e d it fr o m 

t h e air. Bl o o d dri z zl e d fr o m h er vi br ati n g c hi n as h e tri e d n ot 

t o br e at h e, b ut h e h el d h er g a z e, m a d e n o e x pr essi o n. B e y o n d 

t h e h u nt er’s tiss u es o n h er li ps, s h e s m ell e d of w et e art h a n d 

w ett er d o g. T h at p u n g e nt mi x cl e n c h e d B o b b y’s t hr o at ti g ht, b ut 

h e h el d h er g a z e. S h e l a p p e d gi n g erl y at t h e cr e as e of his n e c k 

a n d c hi n li k e a pl a yf ul l o v er. T h e s e ns ati o n st art e d g o os e ff es h o n 

his ar ms i n a bi z arr e c o m bi n ati o n of s e ns or y d eli g ht a n d dis g ust. 

B ut, w h e n s h e h a d his s c e nt, w h e n s h e t ast e d his i nt e nti o ns a n d 

st e p p e d s af el y a w a y, h e h el d h er g a z e.

T h e w olf w o m a n r etr e at e d i n r e v ers e t o t h e s m as h e d b a c k d o or, 
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n e v er f orf eiti n g t h eir s h ar e d st ar e. T h er e, s h e l o o k e d a m o m e nt 

l o n g er, t h e n w hirl e d as s h e w hirl e d w h e n s h e f ell e d t h e h u nt er 

a n d r a n i nt o t h e ni g ht. 

B o b b y i n h al e d f or t h e first ti m e i n mi n ut es, a r u g g e d g as p t h at 

di d n’t  d et er  hi m  fr o m  i m m e di at el y  l o o ki n g  t o  his  ri g ht  h a n d.  

T h at tr ust y t hi ef’s mitt h el d t h e tr e as ur e fr o m t h e w olf w o m a n’s 

n a p e. A c h ai n of t ar nis h e d g ol d br ai d e d i n tri pli c at e pl ait a n d 

h u n g wit h a br o k e n l o c k et, its f a ci n g l o n g l ost. A y o u n g w o m a n 

l o o k e d p ast hi m i n s e pi a t o n es fr o m w h at r e m ai n e d of t h e pi e c e, 

h er s mil e ff at a n d b or e d i n t h e st yl e of ol d p h ot os o n t h e w alls of 

pr et e nti o us r est a ur a nts. H er l o n g, d ar k tr ess es fr a m e d h er p etti -

c o at a n d hi g h l a c e c oll ar a n d t h e n f ell g e ntl y t o e a c h si d e of h er 

pr ett y, bl o o d-s p ars e f a c e, t h e f a c e of t h e w olf w o m a n. 



D a m n t his pl a c e. D e m etri us K ell e y st o m p e d d o w n a b e nt a n d 

r ust e d s p e a k er st a n d i n t h e ni g ht- bl a c k p ar ki n g l ot. T h e h o ur w as 

p ast 1: 0 0 a. m., a n d it w as a s c h o ol ni g ht. B ut, n o m att er, h e a n d 

his b o ys w er e g o n n a t e ar t h at pl a c e t o t h e gr o u n d, a n d, b esi d es, 

K.J. Cl ar k Mi d dl e w as b asi c all y n e xt d o or. H e’ d j ust w al k o v er 

aft er, c at c h s o m e Z’s b e hi n d t h e c af et eri a b ef or e t h e b ell, a n d 

d ar e a n y b o d y t o as k hi m a b o ut it.

Gl ass s h att er e d i n t h e s h a d o ws b e hi n d hi m. 

T h at w as Sl e e p y cr a c ki n g u p w h at f e w wi n d o w s h ar ds r e m ai n e d 

i n t h e ol d dri v e-i n c o n c essi o n b uil di n g. A n d, s o m e w h er e ar o u n d 

t h er e, B o w as u nj a m mi n g his u n cl e’s g at f or t ar g et pr a cti c e o n 

w h at w as l eft of t h e gi a nt m o vi e s cr e e n at t h e h e a d of t h e as p h alt. 

“ Y o,  M e at! ”  y ell e d  t h e  cr a c ki n g  v oi c e  of  a  m a n- p ost uri n g  

1 3- y e ar- ol d  fr o m  o ut  of  t h e  d ar k.  His  b o ys  c all e d  hi m  M e at,  

a n d D e m etri us li k e d it. M ost e v er y b o d y i n T h e Vill a g e c arri e d a 

Al a b a m a Ni g ht m ar es

3

T h e Air S h o
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ni c k n a m e, b ut his c a m e l at er i n lif e t h a n m ost. F or M e at, it w as 

w ort h t h e w ait. M e at m e a nt h e w as a m a n. M e at m e a nt h e w as 

a f or c e. H e r a n i n t h e dir e cti o n of B o’s v oi c e, j u m p- ki c ki n g o n e 

m or e s p e a k er st a n d e n r o ut e.

N e ar t h e s cr e e n, t h e b ust e d bl a c kt o p g a v e w a y t o a w e e d- c h o k e d 

c o ps e of tr e es, o n c e a pl a y gr o u n d f or t h e b or e d c hil dr e n of m o v -

i e- g o ers a n d f or m a k e- o ut artists. M e at sl o w e d u p t h er e, s c a n n e d 

f or his fri e n d, p ast t h e r ust e d s wi n g s et h u n g wit h c h ai ns li k e 

C hrist m as ti ns el, p ast t h e c o v er e d c or ks cr e w sli d e t ur n e d d e at h 

tr a p. N o B o.

“ H e y, B o ? ” h e c all e d i nt o t h e vi n es a n d t h e br a n c h es. Sil e n c e, 

m a y b e t h e cli n k- c hi m es of s wi n g c h ai ns i n t h e h ot s pri n g br e e z e. 

Sl e e p y’s wi n d o w w or k st o p p e d, t o o. St a n di n g al o n e i n t h at ol d 

a n d s hr o u d e d pl a c e, l o n g i g n or e d b y t h e li vi n g, w as a n alt o g et h -

er di fi er e nt pr o p ositi o n i n c o n ff d e n c e t h a n att a c ki n g it wit h alli es 

j ust as a n gr y.

A g u ns h ot r a n g o ut n e ar t h e dri v e w a y o n 1 2 t h A v e n u e, a n d M e at 

s p u n i n ti m e t o s e e t h e l o n e str e et li g ht t h er e s p ar k o ut fr o m 

t h e b ull et a n d t o h e ar t h e gi g gl es a n d p air e d, r u n ni n g f o otst e ps 

of Sl e e p y a n d B o a b a n d o ni n g hi m t o T h e Air S h o. Ver y f u n n y, 

littl e bit c h es. M e at i n h al e d sl o wl y, lift e d his c hi n i n a l o n g ar c t o 

i n fi at e his c h est.

A n d, t h e n, h e w e nt b ers er k.

Wit h o nl y t h e s c a nt cr es c e nt m o o nli g ht t o e x p os e his vi ol e n c e, 

M e at t or e t hr o u g h t h e pl a y gr o u n d u n d er br us h t o t h e s wi n g s et, 

l e a pt  o nt o  t h e  first  c h ai n  wit hi n  r e a c h  a n d  s w u n g  a cr oss  t h e 

dri e d- m u d  tr e n c h  b e n e at h.  H e  w as  b ar el y  o n  his  f e et  b ef or e  

l o o pi n g t h e li n ks ar o u n d his ri g ht wrist a n d l u n gi n g a w a y. T h e 

a g e d cr oss b ar g a v e w a y i n s e c o n ds, r e nt n e ar its mi d dl e wit h a 

m et alli c ri n g a n d t wist e d t o w ar d M e at a n d d o w n o nt o its elf. O h, 

h ell y e a h. 
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T h at d e m oliti o n pr o p ell e d hi m i nt o a hi g h j u m p, b ot h h a n ds 

cl as p e d wi d e o v er t h e r e m ai ni n g cr oss b ar. M e at p ull e d his k n e es 

t o his c h est as h e c url e d b a c k a n d u p, p u m p e d t h e m o ut str o n g 

o n t h e r et ur n s wi n g, a n d y a n k e d wit h e v er y fi b er i n his bi c e ps 

at f ull e xt e nsi o n. A n d t h e r est of t h e ass e m bl y f oll o w e d hi m t o 

t h e gr o u n d i n a cl att er. T h e r ust e d m et al of d e c a d es p ast bit his 

p al ms, b ut wit h t h e bl o o d c a m e a dr e n ali n e. 

H e cr o u c h e d a mi dst t h e d estr u cti o n li k e a w er e w olf j ust tr a ns -

f or m e d,  c h os e  his  n e xt  t ar g et  mi d-j u m p,  l a n d e d  R e e b o ks- ffrst 

t hr o u g h t h e l o w est p art of t h e sli d e c a n o p y, s o u n d e d a w ar ni n g 

g o n g  f or  all  of  Pri c h ar d  a n d  C hi c k as a w  t o  h e ar  a n d  t o  h e e d.  

C o m e g et s o m e.

Fr o m t h e b a c k of his l u pi n e t hr o at, M e at h o wl e d his p ai n a n d his 

pr es e n c e u ntil h e d o u bl e d o v er o ut of br e at h. T h at w as f or s hitt y 

fri e n ds a n d f or t h e f at h er t h at d e ni e d hi m a n d f or t h e S h m o o 

br ot h ers w h o f e d his M a m a cr a c k a n d f or t h e g o d t h at l et his 

b a b y sist er t a k e a str a y b ull et i n h er pl a y p e n. T h e t e ars c a m e h ot 

a n d f ast a n d o ut of n o w h er e. W h at a p uss y.

D e m etri us s ni fi e d a n d d a b b e d at his e y es wit h t h e t ail of his 

s hirt, his e b bi n g r a g e l etti n g i n t h e l o n es o m e dr e a d of t h e d e a d 

dri v e-i n. H e c ar ef ull y lift e d a f o ot at a ti m e fr o m his j a g g e d h ol e 

i n t h e sli d e c o v er, t a m p e d d o w n t h e t h e n ur g e nt i m p uls e t o r u n. 

R u n w h er e ? B a c k t o Al a b a m a Vill a g e ? T h e s c ari est h a u nts h el d 

n o c a n dl es t o t h e dr u g c ult ur e fri g hts i n t h os e si g nl ess str e ets. At 

l e ast at T h e Air S h o, h e w as al o n e wit h n o b o d y t o t hr e at e n hi m. 

H e s at o n t h e li p of t h e sli d e t o g et it t o g et h er, st o p cr yi n g. A n d, 

aft er a m o m e nt, h e di d, b ut s o bs c o nti n u e d b e hi n d hi m s o m e -

w h er e, u p a n d i nsi d e t h e wi n di n g sli d e t u b e. D e m etri us st o p p e d 

his br e at h at his n ostrils a n d tri e d t o h e ar o v er his h e art b e at. T h e 

ti n n y e c h o of a littl e girl’s w hi m p eri n g c a m e at hi m fr o m wit hi n. 

H e j u m p-t ur n e d a w a y fr o m it, r e a d y a g ai n t o r u n. 
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“ Y o u m a ki n g f u n of m e ? ” D e m etri us l as h e d o ut, “I w as n’t cr y -

i n g! ”

T h e  s o u n ds  of  el b o ws  a n d  k n e es  o n  fi at  m et al  c a m e  d o w n. 

D e m etri us w as o n his h e els, still n o wi n d i n his c h est. R e a d y 

t o ff e e. R e a d y t o fi g ht, b ef or e a littl e bl o n d e h e a d e m er g e d t e n-

t ati v el y fr o m t h e n e w e xit h e cr e at e d o n t h e sli d e. T h e m o m e nt 

w eir dl y r e mi n d e d hi m of t h e W h a c k- a- M ol e g a m e at S h o w bi z 

Pi z z a  t h at  o n e  ti m e  M a m a  t o o k  hi m  i n  t h e  y e ars  b ef or e  T h e  

Vill a g e cl ai m e d h er. 

“ N o, I w as cr yi n g, ” s ai d t h e girl, wi pi n g at h er c h e e ks. “I’ m s o 

s c ar e d o ut h er e b y m ys elf. ”

S h e st art e d cr yi n g all o v er a g ai n. D e m etri us’ s h o ul d ers sl u m p e d. 

His fists dr o p p e d. His b a b y sist er c a m e t o mi n d a g ai n, all al o n e 

u p i n h e a v e n a n d pr o b a bl y j ust as s c ar e d as t h at l ost girl.

“ W h at ar e y o u d oi n g o ut h er e ? ” h e as k e d.

“ M y p ar e nts h a v e b e e n g o n e a l o n g ti m e, ” s h e st art e d. “ T h e y 

c a n’t ff n d m e, a n d I c a n’t fl n d t h e m. ”

H er t e ars sl o w e d, a n d s h e p ull e d h ers elf f ull y fr o m t h e sli d e 

t u b e a n d s at o n its e d g e st ari n g i nt o t h e d ar k a n d t h e dirt. H er 

cl ot h es w er e ol d a n d c ol orl ess, h er h air a n e at p o n yt ail. D e m e -

tri us st e p p e d t o w ar d h er, all his i n di g n a nt f er v or e xti n g uis h e d.

“ M a y b e  I  c a n  h el p  y o u  fi n d  t h e m ? ”  h e  o fi er e d,  b ut  st o p p e d 

s h ort w h e n t h e gi a nt Air S h o m ar q u e e lit u p at t h e str e et. T h at 

si g n h a d n’t ill u mi n at e d si n c e m a y b e 1 9 8 2, t e n y e ars p ast, w h e n 

h e w as b ar el y ol d e n o u g h t o r e m e m b er. T h e girl n oti c e d, t o o. 

S h e sli p p e d t o t h e gr o u n d, t o d dl e d a bs e ntl y t o w ar d t h e li g ht.

“ T h e y’r e c o mi n g, ” s h e br e at h e d.

“ W h o’s  c o mi n g ? ”  D e m etri us  as k e d,  c at c hi n g  u p  t o  h er  as  a  

p air of h e a dli g hts p o p p e d o n i n a p ar ki n g s p a c e mi d w a y t o t h e 
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c o n c essi o n b uil di n g. H e i nsti n cti v el y st u m bl e d b a c k w ar d, r e a d y 

t o b o o k it.

“ Ar e t h os e …t h os e y o ur p ar e nts ? ” h e st a m m er e d.

T h e littl e girl t ur n e d h er h e a d t o w ar d t h e h e a dli g hts li k e a t urr et 

ai mi n g t o fir e, c o nti n u e d o n t o l o o k at hi m.

“ N o, t h os e ar e t h e o n es w h o w a nt m e, b ut t h e y’r e n ot m y M o m 

a n d D a d, ” s h e e x pl ai n e d b ut di d n ot m o v e. “ T h e y’r e c o mi n g t o 

g et m e t o ni g ht. ”

A n d, t h e n, t h e r e m ai ni n g d ar k disi nt e gr at e d i nt o a s h ot-ri d dl e d 

b a c k dr o p  of  h e a dli g hts.  T h e y  lit  i n  cl ust er e d  p airs  a cr oss  t h e  

p ar ki n g  l ot,  b at h e d  D e m etri us  a n d  t h e  girl  i n  t h eir  t o o- w ar m  

gl o w. B ut t h er e w er e n o c ars i n t h os e s p a c es mi n ut es a g o w h e n 

h e p ass e d t hr o u g h t h e m. T h e girl q ui v er e d o d dl y i n t h e li g ht, 

h er e d g es str o bi n g, bl urri n g i nt o t h e b e nt s p e ctr u m of c olli di n g 

b e a ms.

“ R U N! ” s h e y ell e d, a n d s h e d art e d f or t h e c o n c essi o n b uil di n g. 

D e m etri us a ct e d o n r e ff e x, t o o k o fi b e hi n d h er. H e tri e d h ar d n ot 

t o l o o k at t h e s o ur c es of all t h os e h e a dli g hts, t erri fi e d of w h at 

w at c h e d wit hi n t h eir c a bi ns. I nst e a d, h e f o c us e d o n a brilli a nt 

gl o w i n t h e pr oj e cti o n wi n d o w at t h e ri g ht of t h e b uil di n g, a n d 

r e ali z ati o n  cr a wl e d  sl o w  u p  his  s c al p  fr o m  t h e  n e c k.  B ut,  if  

T H A T li g ht w as o n …

D e m etri us tr ott e d t o a st o p, f or c e d a s wi v el of his hi ps a n d his 

h e a d t o s e e t h e s cr e e n b e hi n d hi m. A sil e nt m o vi e pl a y e d t h er e, 

bl a c k- a n d- w hit e a n d p a c e d i n t h at h er k y-j er k y st yl e of t h e ol d 

H ar ol d Ll o y d s h orts h e w at c h e d o n U H F C h a n n el 1 5 as a ki d. 

T h e y e ars- ol d ri ps i n t h e s cr e e n s w all o w e d t h e pr oj e ct or’s r a ys 

i nt o v oi d e d o v als as if t h e ffl m r oll w as m elti n g.

A n d h e wis h e d it w as b ur ni n g f or r e al, f or t h e st or y it d e pi ct e d 

w as  b e y o n d  ni g ht m ar es.  St al ki n g  b et w e e n  a  r a ms h a c kl e  s h e d  
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pil e d wit h u n c o ns ci o us c hil dr e n a n d a y a w ni n g, h a n d- d u g pit of 

s m o k e w as a t hi c k- m us cl e d m a n i n a filt h y S a nt a h at a n d k h a ki 

o v er alls, a b us h y f a k e w hit e b e ar d p ull e d t o o hi g h t o c o v er his 

f a c e.  E a c h  of  his  e x a g g er at e d  m ar c h es  fr o m  t h e  s h e d  e n d e d  

wit h a n ot h er li m p, littl e b o d y m o c k- c o d dl e d b ut a m o m e nt, t h e n 

t oss e d t o t h e pit li k e b a d l a u n dr y. T h e w hi msi c al t u n es of lilti n g 

ff ut e  a n d  dr o p pi n g  t u b a  drift e d  fr o m  d o w n e d  s p e a k er  st a n ds 

t h e p ar ki n g l ot o v er, a n d t h eir li g ht h e art e d n ess c o ntr ast e d wit h 

t h e o n-s cr e e n c ar n a g e t o bri n g t h e bil e hi g h er i nt o D e m etri us’ 

m o ut h, r et ur n hi m t o t h e m o m e nt. T h e girl! W h er e di d s h e g o ?

Gli m psi n g o n e l ast, t hr o w n b a b y, h e r etr e at e d fr o m t h at gri n d -

h o us e  g or e  t o  ti pt o e  his  w a y  t o  t h e  c o n c essi o n  st a n d,  t h o u g h  

his e y es i n v ol u nt aril y ar c e d b a c k t o t h e s cr e e n, bli n d t o w h at 

h a p p e n e d  i n- b et w e e n.  As  h e  cl os e d  o n  t h e  littl e  b uil di n g  at  

b a c k- c e nt er of t h e p ar ki n g l ot, t h e g al a x y of h e a dli g hts c o nstri ct -

e d o n its elf, ti g ht e n e d t o a d e ns e a n d s p ar kli n g st ar fi el d a b o ut 

hi m a mi dst a n e w ri n g of d ar k m att er. 

D e m etri us s ki p p e d o nt o t h e si d e w al k of t h e f ull y-lit st a n d. T h e 

s m ell  of  p o p c or n  w el c o m e d  hi m  t h er e  a n d  i n fii ct e d  m e m ori es 

of s k ati n g ri n ks a n d t h e O ct o b er f air. H e f oll o w e d it i nsi d e a n d 

s a w t h e m a c hi n e h e a vi n g wit h ff u fl y k er n els t h at s pill e d i nt o t h e 

b ott o m of its gl ass c a g e. B ut t h er e w as n o b o d y t h er e. A d o or 

aj ar b e hi n d t h e c o u nt er r e a d, “ E m pl o y e es O nl y ” a n d e mitt e d a 

str o bi n g s u m m o ns o n t h e t ails of t h e t h wi p pi n g t a ps of r olli n g 

fil m.

O n e h a n d o n t h e c o u nt ert o p, a n d h e v a ult e d o v er, p us h e d i nt o 

t h e  ot h er  r o o m,  t h e  pr oj e ct or  b o ot h.  T h e  littl e  girl  w as  t h er e,  

ar ms r ais e d t o b e lift e d b y t h e t all m a n at t h e wi n d o w w h er e a 

pr oj e ct or o n c e st o o d. B ut t h e m a n i g n or e d h er. H e f a c e d t h e pr o -

j e ct or wi n d o w, m o ut h pr et er n at ur all y a g a p e a n d h a n ds br a c e d 

h ar d a g ai nst t h e w all. Li g ht a n d s h a d o w d a n c e d i n br o a d s w at hs 

fr o m his h oll o w e y es o ut i nt o t h e ni g ht a n d o nt o t h e s hr e d d e d 
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m o vi e s cr e e n. T h e fi a p pi n g ffl m n ois es c a m e fr o m d e e p i n his 

t hr o at.

T h er e  w as  n o  ti m e  t o  pr o c ess  t h e  s c e n e.  D e m etri us  s c uttl e d  

a h e a d t o k n e el b y t h e girl, b ot h h a n ds l a n di n g o n h er s h o ul d ers.

“ L et’s g o, ” h e w his p er e d. A n d t h e n ois e a n d t h e li g ht fr o m t h e 

pr oj e cti n g m a n st o p p e d. 

D e m etri us  tri e d  t o  pi c k  t h e  girl  u p,  r e ali z e d  t h e  m a n  l o o k e d  

d o w n o n hi m t h e n a n d f ell b a c k o n his b utt i n st artl e m e nt. T h e 

m a n l o o m e d o v er hi m wit h s o m e ki n d of c uri osit y. H e w or e a 

t u x e d o wit h o ut t h e c o at. Bl a c k b o wti e o n w hit e v est o n w hit e 

s hirt o v er bl a c k p a nts. All t his b e n e at h a bl a c k b o wl er t h at m a y 

as  w ell  c o m e  ri g ht  o fi  t h e  n o g gi n  of  C h arli e  C h a pli n’s  Littl e 

Tr a m p.  Bl a c k  s ati n  gl o v e d  his  o v erl o n g  a n d  r e a c hi n g  fi n g ers. 

B ut his f a c e, t h at f a c e w as d e a d m e c h a ni c al f e ar its elf. T h e e y e 

h ol es  w er e  r e c ess es  pl u g g e d  wit h  c o n v e x  l e ns es  m a y b e  t w o  

i n c h es d e e p, e a c h lit wit h a c a n dl e ff a m e s et e v e n f urt h er b a c k 

i n t h e h e a d. T h er e w as n o n os e, a n d t h e m o ut h w as a li pl ess, 

t o ot hl ess cir cl e s e al e d i n bl a c k m es h at t h e b a c k of t h e g u ms. 

D e m etri us fr o z e. T h e t hi n g l o c k e d his g a z e e v e n as it p ull e d t h e 

girl fr o m his gr as p a n d r os e t o its f ull h ei g ht of n e arl y t w o a n d a 

h alf y ar ds. T h e m o ut h m es h t wist e d c o u nt er cl o c k wis e, cr a n k e d 

its o p e ni n g n e arl y si x i n c h es a cr oss w hil e t h e h a n ds dr e w t h e 

girl i n f or a bit e. T h e s h a p e of h er bl urr e d a g ai n a n d s h e gl a n c e d 

d o w n at D e m etri us wit h t e ars fl o wi n g.

“ R u n, ” s h e m o ut h e d sil e ntl y, a n d h er b o d y dis a p p e ar e d i nt o i n -

c or p or e al li g ht i n h al e d i n a m o m e nt b y t h e m a n i n t h e pr oj e ct or 

r o o m.

T h e fi a m es i n t h e m a n’s e y es fii c k er e d bri g ht er a n d s h o n e d o w n 

ff er c el y o n D e m etri us. L u n gs a n d h e art f ail e d hi m, b ut n ot his 

l e gs. H e w as u p a n d o ut of t h e pr oj e cti o n r o o m b ef or e t h e t hi n g 

c o ul d st art, o v er t h e c o u nt er a n d t hr o u g h t h e c o n c essi o ns d o or t o 
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fi n d t h e h e a dli g hts s urr o u n di n g t h e b uil di n g t h e n i n c o n c e ntri c 

cir cl es, s p otli g hti n g hi m. A f or e ar m s hi el d e d his e y es b ut di d n ot 

o bs c ur e t h e str o bi n g b e a m alr e a d y er u pti n g fr o m t h e pr oj e ct or 

b o ot h. His e y eli ds dr o p p e d a m o m e nt t o g u ar d his b ett er mi n d, 

b ut h e h a d t o k n o w. D e m etri us t o o k i n a s ni ff of t h e sl o w ni g ht 

air a n d l o o k e d t o t h e m o vi e s cr e e n fii c k eri n g b e y o n d it all.

T h er e o n-s cr e e n w as t h e littl e girl fr o m t h e sli d e, st ar of h er o w n 

sil e nt dri v e-i n f e at ur e, cr e e pi n g w aril y t hr o u g h a bri c k e d t u n n el 

t o a lit t e ar o o m at its e n d. A p ot- b elli e d Dr a c ul a st al k e d h er i n 

s h a d o w,  dr o ol e d  o v er  ci g ar ett e-st ai n e d  f a n gs  i n  B el a  L u g osi  

cl os e- u p. I n t h e t e ar o o m w ait e d a b o n e-t hi n a n d wri n kl e d Bri d e 

of Fr a n k e nst ei n, s m o k e bill o wi n g fr o m n ostrils a n d li ps, h er tr a -

c h e a a g ul pi n g c hi m n e y. T h e s m ol d eri n g Bri d e m et t h e girl u p o n 

h er es c a p e fr o m t h e t u n n el, a n d a n art- d e c o titl e c ar d i nt err u pt e d 

t h e a cti o n t o s p ell o ut t h e Bri d e’s gr e eti n g. “ Y o u d o n’t b el o n g 

h er e, P att y. Y o u d o n’t b el o n g a n y w h er e, ” r e a d t h e i nt ertitl e, a n d 

t h e s cr e e n s hift e d cl u msil y b a c k t o t h e t e ar o o m i n a b ot c h e d e dit. 

T h e distr a u g ht P att y tr e m bl e d b et w e e n t h e o v er- a cti n g, p ost ur -

i n g m o nst ers, b ut s h e l o o k e d n ot at t h e m, b ut s hift e d h er wi d e 

e y es b et w e e n c eili n g a n d fi o or. S o m et hi n g w as a b o ut t o …

T h e w o o d pl a n ks of t h e ff o or er u pt e d i n s pli nt ers a n d dr y-i c e 

f o g, vi cti ms of r e ptili a n cl a ws t h at r e a c h e d fr o m t h e d o w n- b e-

l o w t o s n at c h P att y a w a y. T h e s h o w o fl er e d o n e l ast gli m ps e of 

h er ti n y p a w r el e asi n g a d e at h gri p o n t h e fi o or’s e d g e, a n d c ut 

t o a titl e c ar d e n gr a v e d, “ T h e E n d. ” T h e s cr e e n w e nt d ar k s a v e 

f or  a  p erf e ct  cir cl e  ill u mi n at e d  at  its  c e nt er.  It  h o v er e d  t h er e,  

al o n e a n d l o n el y, a n d n ot hi n g m o v e d f or a f e w mi n ut es, a n d t h at 

i n cl u d e d D e m etri us. 

T h e h e a dli g hts br o k e t h e still of t h e p ar ki n g l ot first. T h es e w er e 

n o c ars. T h e o ut er ri n g of l a m ps l e vit at e d u p, s o m e t w e nt y f e et 

o ff t h e as p h alt, f oll o w e d t h e n b y t h e n e xt a n d t h e n t h e n e xt, e a c h 

e q ui dist a nt fr o m t h e ot h ers t o f or m a t o w eri n g f u n n el of li g hts, 
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e a c h l a y er r ot ati n g o p p osit e its n ei g h b or. Cl os e E n c o u nt ers of 

t h e T hir d Ki n d h a d n ot hi n g o n t h at. T h e sl o w t wist er fi o at e d t o 

t h e s cr e e n wit h o ut a s o u n d, a n d t h e l ast littl e or b t h at w ait t h er e 

ffitt e d u p t o m e et it, st o p p e d t o h o v er o v er t h e t ur ni n g s p e ct a cl e 

at its c e nt er. A n d t h e w h ol e t hi n g u n w o u n d fr o m its u p p er m ost 

l a y er.

T h e li g hts p e el e d a w a y i n a n or d erl y li n e t o dis a p p e ar, o n e at a 

ti m e, i nt o t h e l ar g est h ol e i n t h e m o vi e s cr e e n, e a c h p ass a g e a n-

n o u n c e d wit h a r a di a nt d a z zl e of bl u e- w hit e a cr oss its f a c e u ntil 

t h er e w er e n o n e l eft b ut t h at s p h eri c al r e m n a nt of t h e littl e girl’s 

st or y. It disr u pt e d t h e rit u al’s r h yt h m, h u n g b ef or e t h e w aiti n g 

p ort al a s e c o n d t o o l o n g b ef or e f oll o wi n g i n a bri g ht b olt. A n d 

all w as d ar k a g ai n.

H er n a m e w as P att y, a f a ct i m p ort a nt t o D e m etri us. His f e ar 

g a v e gr o u n d t o d es p air i n t h e k n o wl e d g e s h e w as g o n e b ut n ot 

k n o wi n g if t h at m e a nt s h e w as i n a pl a c e b ett er or w ors e. F o ot -

st e ps b e hi n d i nt err u pt e d his t h o u g hts o n t h e dil e m m a. 

T h e pr oj e cti o nist di d n’t g o wit h t h e ot h ers, a n d its g a n gl y ar ms 

e nt a n gl e d  hi m  b ef or e  h e  c o ul d  s cr a m bl e  o utsi d e  t h eir  r a n g e.  

D e m etri us str u g gl e d, c as u alt y of his o w n st u n n e d b a fi e m e nt at 

t h e e v e nts of t h e e v e ni n g, b ut h e w as c a u g ht. His c a pt or cr a c k e d 

a n d  cr oss e d  its  ar ms  u n n at ur all y  t o  t wist  hi m  ar o u n d  t o  f a c e  

it. T h e fi a m e-lit gl ass e y es w er e t o o cl os e, a n d t h e m o ut h h ol e 

alr e a d y s wirl e d wi d er t o t a k e hi m. T h at h ar d ff utt eri n g fl a p p e d 

l o u d i n his e ars as it dr e w hi m cl os er. 

D e m etri us i nsti n cti v el y s h ut his e y es, pl u n g e d i nt o e x p e ct ati o n 

of c ert ai n d e at h. H e w at c h e d P att y’s st or y pl a y o n t h e b a c k of 

his e y eli ds, t h e n his m ur d er e d littl e sist er’s, t h e n his l o n g-l ost 

M a m a’s, a n d t h e n his o w n. It w as t o o m u c h. T o o m u c h p ai n. 

T o o m u c h l oss fr o m t o o m u c h a b a n d o n m e nt. T o o m u c h n e e dl ess 

d estr u cti o n. T h os e st ori es e n d e d t h er e a n d t h e n.
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W h e n  his  e y es  o p e n e d, t h e tir e d a n d fri g ht e n e d s urr e n d er of 

D e m etri us yi el d e d t o t h e u nf or gi vi n g r a g e of M e at. M e at w as n’t 

b e d a z zl e d b y s p e ctr al dis pl a ys. M e at w as n’t s c ar e d of t h e u n -

k n o w n. M e at k e pt m o vi n g. M e at e nf or c e d his o w n w a y. M e at 

f o u g ht, a n d M e at drill e d a h ar d ri g ht fist t hr o u g h t h e l eft e y e-l e ns 

of t h e pr oj e cti o nist, str ai g ht i nt o t h e bl a zi n g wi c k at t h e b a c k of 

t h e t hi n g’s e m pt y h e a d. T h e ff a m e w as n ot h ot, b ut it di d b ur n. 

T h e c ol d li c ks er u pt e d fr o m t h e fr a ct ur e d or bit li k e n a p al m as 

M e at’s h a n d r etr e at e d, a n d h e dr o p p e d t o t h e c o n cr et e si d e w al k. 

T h e  l eft  h a n d  t a m p e d  o ut  t h e  b ur ni n g  ri g ht,  fi es h  a n d  sl e e v e, 

e v e n as h e s c a m p er e d b a c k w ar d, r e a d y t o s cr a p s o m e m or e, if 

n e e d b e. 

B ut t h er e w as n o n e e d. T h e pr oj e cti o nist’s ot h er l e ns e x pl o d e d 

o ut w ar d fr o m t h e pr ess ur e of t h e f ull y i n v ol v e d i nf er n o i n its 

s k ull, its fi utt eri n g t h e n t h e s hrill w hi n e of a t ur ni n g w e n c h at 

m a xi m u m str ai n. H a n ds a ff a m e as t h e y tri e d i n v ai n t o bl ot o ut 

t h e flr es at e v er y f a ci al ori fi c e, t h e cr e at ur e st u m bl e d, f ell b a c k-

w ar d i nt o t h e c o n c essi o n str u ct ur e, a n d t h e w h ol e pl a c e lit u p.

M e at w at c h e d f or a f e w mi n ut es l o n g er, t o b e s ur e it w as c o n -

s u m e d. H e h e ar d t h e sir e ns of Pri c h ar d’s s a d e x c us e f or a fir e 

cr e w  a n d  c o n ff d e ntl y,  d eli b er at el y  m a d e  his  w a y  t hr o u g h  t h e 

f e n c e b e hi n d t h e s cr e e n, i nt o t h e ni g ht a n d f or e v er a w a y fr o m 

T h e Vill a g e.



L arr y Va n C a m p n e v er di d o n e w ort h w hil e t hi n g his e ntir e lif e. 

N o di pl o m a. N o c ar e er. N o r el ati o ns hi p. N ot hi n g b ut a r e v ol vi n g 

str a n d of o d d j o bs h el d o v er fr o m his gl or y d a ys i n t h e A/ V Cl u b 

at St. P a ul’s E pis c o p al. Yes, t h at w as a pri v at e s c h o ol, a m o n g 

t h e  b est  M o bil e, Al a b a m a,  h a d  t o  o fi er  i n  t h os e  mi d dl e  y e ars 

of t h e 1 9 7 0’s, b ut o nl y o n e of m a n y s q u a n d er e d a d v a nt a g es h e 

b o ast e d.  H e  r a n  pr oj e ct ors  at  l o c al  m o vi e  t h e at ers  ff v e  or  si x 

ni g hts e a c h w e e k, r ot ati n g b et w e e n t h e Vill a g e 6, t h e C a pri, a n d 

t h e us u all y v a c a nt Air p ort T wi n. T h os e gi gs c o v er e d his b el o v e d 

Bi g M a cs a n d g as f or t h e A M C P a c er h e i n h erit e d fr o m A u nt 

Fl or a aft er e m p h ys e m a c a u g ht u p t o h er, b ut, m ostl y, t h e y pr o -

vi d e d hi m a d v a n c e, p ai d s cr e e ni n gs of all t h e bi g g est r el e as es. 

T h e y e ar w as 1 9 7 5, a n d t h at p ast J u n e i g nit e d t h e s u m m er of 

J a ws . L arr y w as t h e a bs ol ut e first of M o bil e’s ci n e p hil es t o e x-

p eri e n c e S pi el b er g’s m ast er pi e c e of b e a c h h orr or, a n d h e di d n’t 

l et a n y o n e f or g et it.

Al a b a m a Ni g ht m ar es

4

S a nt a’s W or ks h o p
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D e c e m b er br o u g ht e xtr a w or k p h ot o gr a p hi n g e v er y br at fr o m 

P as c a g o ul a t o P e ns a c ol a pissi n g o n S a nt a’s k n e e i nsi d e G a yf er’s 

d e p art m e nt  st or e  n ot  f ar  fr o m  his  ass ort e d  pr oj e cti o nist  j o bs.  

L arr y s ur vi v e d t h e cr yi n g, t h e c o m pl ai ni n g, t h e r a m p a nt l a u g h-

tr a c k l a u g hi n g ar o u n d hi m wit h hi g h br o w p o n d eri n g of t h e st ar k 

ps y c hi atri c r e aliti es visit e d u p o n m o vi e g o ers b y O n e Fl e w O v er 

t h e C u c k o o’s N est, r el e as e d o nl y a c o u pl e of w e e ks e arli er a n d 

alr e a d y c o nf o u n di n g t h e g e n er al p u bli c. D uri n g t h e sl o w h o urs 

l at e  e a c h  e v e ni n g,  h e  s o m eti m es  d e b at e d  t h e  a c c ur a c y  of  t h e  

fil m’s  d e pi cti o n  of  i ns a n e  as yl u ms  wit h  t h e  S a nt a  a ct ors  w h o 

w or k e d t h os e l ast s hifts.

A n d  t h at’s  h o w  h e  f o u n d  hi ms elf  sitti n g  o n  t h e  c ur b  b y  t h e  

d u m pst ers b e hi n d G a yf er’s, w aiti n g t o b e pi c k e d u p b y o n e of 

t h os e S a nt as. T his o n e – h e di d n’t k n o w his r e al n a m e, s o h e j ust 

c all e d hi m Ni c k – v o u c h e d f or C u c k o o’s N est ’s p ortr a y al b as e d 

o n his o w n d a ys of tr e at m e nt at S e ar c y St at e Ps y c hi atri c H os -

pit al, a b o ut a n h o ur n ort h of t h e cit y i n Mt. Ver n o n. Ni c k s ai d 

t h e n urs es a n d t h e or d erli es w er e oft e n n a u g ht y, b ut h e c h al k e d 

t h at u p t o t h e str ess of d e ali n g wit h all t h e mis fft t o ys t h e y w er e 

c h ar g e d t o fi x u p. Ye a h, t h at g u y r e all y t al k e d t h e S a nt a t al k, b ut 

h e als o o fi er e d L arr y a h u n dr e d b u c ks t o s h o ot s o m e pr o m oti o n -

al vi d e o f or his p ortr a y al of Ol e St. Ni c k, s o t h e m a n’s m e nt al 

h e alt h iss u es w er e his o w n b usi n ess a n d q ui c kl y f or g ott e n.

T h e s c e nt of r o ast e d c as h e ws drift e d fr o m t h e n e ar b y r e ar e n -

tr a n c e t o t h e st or e. L arr y c h e c k e d his c o n v ol ut e d w or k s c h e d ul e 

i n t h e c hi c k e n-s cr at c h p o c k et n ot e p a d t h at li v e d wit h t h e S u-

p er c o m b i n his b a c k p o c k et. His h e a d w as t o p p e d wit h stri n g y 

dirt y bl o n d e w a v es b e n e at h t h e tr a d e m ar k o v er-si z e d b o wl er h e 

w or e si n c e t h e d a y aft er his pr oj e cti o nist m e nt or, Fr e d d y, s et u p 

t h os e b o otl e g r e els h ol di n g A Cl o c k w or k Or a n g e . A bit of t h e ol d 

ultr a vi ol e n c e . Ye a h, Mr. K u bri c k h a d n o c o n c e pt of t h e d e vi a n c e 

h e u nl e as h e d o n y o u n g mi n ds wit h t h at bit of ffl m. T h os e s orts 

of b e nt n oti o ns k e pt L arr y’s br ai n s p ar ki n g. H e c h eris h e d t h e m.
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T h e  s p utt eri n g  gri n d  of  a n  ol d  a n d  tr yi n g  e n gi n e  p ull e d  hi m  

fr o m his s mili n g r e m e m br a n c e of M al c ol m M c D o w ell’s p erf e ct 

t ur n as Al e x. T h e s w elli n g n ois e r e v e al e d its elf wit h u n e x p e ct e d 

d el a y, dr e w L arr y o fi t h e c ur b t o s c a n f or it. R olli n g r el u ct a ntl y 

his w a y fr o m t h e ri g ht w as a r etir e d Di v c o mil k d eli v er y tr u c k, 

its wi n d o wl ess si d e p a n els h a n d- p ai nt e d a n u gl y ff at r e d t o l e a v e 

t h e s n u b- n os e h o o d a n d f e n d ers w hit e. At its w h e el s at Ni c k, 

a ut h e nti c  c ott o n- w hit e  b e ar d  s pilli n g  e v e n  o nt o  t h e  h or n  a n d  

b ell y b e n e at h it.

L arr y w ait e d f or t h e ri g t o str ai n t o a st o p, tr ott e d ar o u n d t o t h e 

p ass e n g er d o or, b ut t h er e w as n o s e at o n his si d e. Ni c k t hr e w a 

l e at h er- gl o v e d t h u m b t o w ar d t h e b a c k.

“ G ott a c o p a s q u at i n t h e b a c k wit h t h e r ei n d e er, L ar e, ” s ai d t h e 

ol d m a n, gri n ni n g t hr o u g h b a n a n a- y ell o w t e et h a n d still i n f ull 

S a nt a g et- u p. His e y e br o ws w er e t o o s h a g g y, a n d his br e at h w as 

r ot o n wi n d, e v e n a f e w f e et dist a nt. T h os e p o or ki ds t o d a y …

N o n et h el ess,  L arr y  st e p p e d  i n,  gl a n c e d  t o  t h e  fi n g er e d  c ar g o 

h ol d. It w as a m o bil e a p art m e nt f ull of e v er y b o d y els e’s r ef us e. 

A t or n a n d b att er e d L a- Z- B o y r e cli n e d b esi d e a dirt y t wi n m at -

tr ess fi att er t h a n t h e E art h of t h e D ar k A g es. A n e xtr a S a nt a s uit 

sl u m p e d d e a d o n a m a n n e q ui n t ors o f all e n a g ai nst t h e l eft w all, 

a n d a l e a ki n g I gl o o c o ol er t o p p e d wit h a li g ht er- p o w er e d h ot 

pl at e c o m pris e d t h e kit c h e n ett e a m o n gst t h e s c att er e d g ar b a g e. 

S o m et hi n g di d n’t sit ri g ht, b ut … a h u n dr e d b u c ks, ri g ht ? L arr y 

dr o p p e d l o u dl y i nt o t h e r e cli n er wit h a n i nt e nti o n all y n o n c h a -

l a nt, “ W h er e w e h e a d e d ? ”

“ T h e N ort h P ol e! ” Ni c k l a u g h e d, wit h n o “ h o- h o- h o ” b ut e v er y 

w or d s c e nt e d t h e n i n h alit osis. T h e S a nt a s c hti c k w as r e al f or 

t his g u y, b ut n ot r e al f u n n y. 

Fr o m his r e p os e v a nt a g e p oi nt b e hi n d t h e dri v er’s s e at, L arr y 

c o ul d n’t  s e e  w h er e  t h e y  w er e  g oi n g,  s o  h e  cr oss e d  his  l e gs,  
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gr a b b e d  t h e  cr u m pl e d  M o bil e  R e gist er  st u fi e d  b et w e e n  sti c k y 

l e at h er s e at a n d ar m, c a u g ht u p o n t h e l at est m arij u a n a b usts, 

s h o oti n g d e at hs, a n d ki d n a p pi n gs. T h er e w er e pl e nt y of e a c h t o 

o c c u p y hi m t h e e ntir e tri p. T h e e n gi n e w as t o o l o u d t o t al k o v er, 

a n y w a y.

T h e  s c e n ari o  s o  disr u pt e d  his  p ers p e cti v e,  t h at  L arr y  l ost  all  

tr a c k of ti m e a n d pl a c e o n t h e dri v e a n d w as a littl e st artl e d w h e n 

t h e  tr u c k  e n gi n e  s h ut  o ff,  i nt err u pt e d  a n  arti cl e  o n  a  missi n g 

ni n e- y e ar- ol d fr o m Gr a n d B a y, r e pl a c e d i n his b e d wit h a cr u d e 

w o o d e n m ari o n ett e. T h e gr ai n y gr a y pi ct ur e r e v e al e d a n e fi g y 

m or e  a ki n  t o  t h e  p etri fi e d  a n d  m a n gl e d  c or ps e  of  H er m e y  t h e 

w a n n a b e d e ntist elf fr o m R u d ol p h t h e R e d- N os e d R ei n d e er . T o 

L arr y, t h e st or y c o nj ur e d i m a g es of t h e s a v a g e Z u ni f etis h d oll 

fr o m Tril o g y of Terr or  r el e as e d o n T V e arli er t h at y e ar, b ut t h at 

m o nstr o us critt er l ur k e d i n m e m or y f or j ust a b o ut e v er y b o d y i n 

t h os e d a ys. It w as h ar d t o es c a p e.

B y t h e ti m e L arr y stirr e d fr o m t h e tr u e cri m e L a- L a L a n d i n his 

h e a d, Ni c k w as o v er hi m, ar ms a n d s mil e s pr e a d wi d e.

“ Wel c o m e t o S a nt a’s W or ks h o p, ” h e b ell o w e d, n a vi g at e d t h e 

j u n k t o t h e r e ar d o ors a n d t hr e w t h e m wi d e o p e n t o t h e d ar k. 

L arr y p o p p e d u p a n d f oll o w e d, w o n d eri n g s u d d e nl y j ust w h er e 

i n t h e H ell h e w as.

“ S o, w e’r e s h o oti n g, li k e, a pr o m o s p ot f or y o ur S a nt a gi g ? ” 

L arr y as k e d i nt o t h e v oi d o utsi d e t h e tr u c k.

“ M y b o y, t o ni g ht, w e cr e at e a n e w C hrist m as cl assi c f or t h e 

a g es! ” r et ur n e d t h e dis e m b o di e d v oi c e. A s q u e a k a n d a cli c k l at -

er, a n d r o ws of ff u or es c e nt li g hts r oil e d t o lif e a cr oss t h e m ust y 

ol d w ar e h o us e t h at p ass e d as N ort h P ol e. T h e pl a c e w as utt erl y 

e m pt y,  o b vi o usl y  m or e  g ar a g e  t h a n  fll mi n g  st u di o.  Ni c k  w as 

alr e a d y at a r oll- u p l o a di n g d o or a cr oss t h e c a v er n, b ut h e h el d 

a b ul gi n g r e d v el v et s a c k o v er his l eft s h o ul d er t h e n. Of c o urs e, 
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h e di d.

“It’s all i n h er e, ” c h u c kl e d t h e j oll y ol d w eir d o, a n d h e fi u n g t h e 

d o or o p e n wit h a ff o uris h w ort h y of t h e b usti est of m o d els fr o m 

T h e Pri c e is Ri g ht . T h e st utt eri n g gr e e n li g ht t h at es c a p e d w as 

c h as e d i nst a nt a n e o usl y b y a m usi c u nr e c o g ni z a bl e b ut a bs ol ut el y 

of p o p r a di o C hrist m as. T h e e v er- pr es e nt b ells b e n e at h ti n kli n g 

pi a n o hi g h n ot es, b ut at a t e m p o s o m u c h sl o w er t h a n Ji n gl e 

B ells  or Wi nt er W o n d erl a n d . T h e e fi e ct w as s o m e h o w b ot h e eri e 

a n d f esti v e. F or a m o m e nt, L arr y w as c ert ai n t h e s o n g w as a 

m as h u p of t w o or t hr e e s e p ar at e st a n d ar ds mi x e d a n d m at c h e d 

f or s p e e d a n d c o m p ositi o n t o cr aft t h at o n e dis c o n c erti n g h oli d a y 

dir g e, b ut h e c o ul d n’t b e s ur e. His m usi c al e x p ertis e e xt e n d e d n o 

f urt h er t h a n a p pr e ci ati o n of S a b b at h  a n d t h e Fl o y d , a n d w h at h e 

h e ar d h a d el e m e nts of n eit h er of t h os e tit a ns of t h e f or m.

Ni c k sli p p e d i nt o t h e w aiti n g C hrist m as r o o m d uri n g t h at a m a -

t e ur a c o usti c a n al ysis wit h a tr aili n g, “ H o- h o- h o! ” T h e l o w-r e g-

ist er c all w o v e i nt o t h e m usi c t o s o u n d a n e c h o e d w ar ni n g t h at 

p ut L arr y’s h air o n e n d. W h at t h e h ell w as h e w al ki n g i nt o ? His 

f or e br ai n fi as h e d d a n ci n g d oll ar si g ns o nt o his r eti n as i n a ns w er 

t o t h at q u esti o n, a n d h e h el pl essl y st al k e d t h e m o v er t h e t hr es h-

ol d t o S a nt a’s W or ks h o p.

“ H e y,  Ni c k ? ”  L arr y  c all e d  i nt o  t h e  ps y c h e d eli c  h oli d a y  H ell  

wit hi n,  b ut  t h er e  w as  n o  si g n  of  t h e  m a n.  L arr y  st e p p e d  i nt o  

t h e p artiti o n e d, u n d er- c o nstr u cti o n h all w a y t h at l e d i nsi d e, pri v y 

t h er e o nl y t o t h e ff as hi n g gr e e n-r e d li g hts h o w a b o v e gi a nt h a n g-

i n g s n o w fl a k es a n d gl o b e or n a m e nts. T h e m a z e l e d ar o u n d t h e 

p eri p h er y of t h e r o o m, p ast o n e c or n er a n d h alf w a y t o a n ot h er 

b ef or e d o gl e g gi n g l eft t o o p e n i nt o a Yul eti d e di or a m a u n dr e a mt 

e v e n b y t h e g h ost of Walt Dis n e y hi ms elf.

T h e s c e n e w as a c o m bi n e d e x hi bit of t h e G a yf er’s S a nt a p h o -

t o  b a c k dr o ps  fr o m  t h e  p ast  fi v e  y e ars,  a n d  L arr y  k n e w  e v er y 

si n gl e o n e fr o m t h e i n fi nit e n u m b er of mi n ut es h e s p e nt st ari n g 
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at t h e m t hr o u g h a c a m er a l e ns. Fi v e-f o ot s q u ar e, f oil- wr a p p e d 

gift b o x es, st a c k e d c a d d y- c or n er a n d s o m e t o p pl e d i n h a p h a z ar d 

a ut h e nti cit y.  A f or est  of  t o w eri n g,  p e eli n g  c a n d y  c a n es.  M al -

f u n cti o ni n g a ni m atr o ni c r ei n d e er i n v ari o us a d v a n c e d st a g es of 

P ar ki ns o ni a n tr e m or a n d m e c h a ni c al ri g or m ortis. Ar o u n d t h e 

p eri p h er y, a dr ui di c s e mi cir cl e of f a u x D o u gl as firs, a s el e cti o n 

of C hrist m as tr e es i n cl as hi n g st yl es a n d h ei g hts.

A n d, at r e ar- c e nt er of t h at C hrist m as c h a os r os e a t hr e e-f o ot 

d ais wit h st e ps l e a di n g t o S a nt a’s t hr o n e, w h er e w ait e d a p ost ur -

i n g, b e a mi n g Ni c k a b o v e a s et of si x gl ass y- e y e d, f a k e-s mili n g 

c hil dr e n i n b a dl y s e w n elf c ost u m es. T h e y s at m oti o nl ess, t w o-

p er-st e p b e n e at h hi m, e n o u g h s p a c e a m o n g e a c h p air f or hi m t o 

c o m e a n d g o. B et w e e n L arr y a n d t h at dist ur bi n g c o urt l ai d w h at 

h e i nst a ntl y r e c o g ni z e d as a br a n d- n e w S o n y D X C- 1 6 0 0 vi d e o 

c a m er a. R es e m bli n g a s e c urit y c a m er a m o vi e pr o p st a c k e d o n 

t h e hilt of a h air dr y er, t h at b a b y w as h a n d h el d, i n- c ol or gl or y. 

T h e A/ V al u m ni w o ul d k n o w j e al o us y of l e g e n d ar y pr o p orti o ns 

w h e n t h e y h e ar d h e r e c or d e d wit h o n e.

“ M err y C hrist m as, L arr y! ” b o o m e d Ni c k, a n d t h e s ki n n y b o y 

n e ar est hi m, m a y b e a g e ei g ht, ffi n c h e d a littl e. 

“ G o o n. Pi c k it u p, ” Ni c k c o nti n u e d, “ L et’s g et st art e d. We ar e 

r e a d y t o r oll. Ri g ht, m y n a u g ht y o n es ? ”

T h os e a n kl e- bit ers c a m e t o att e nti o n t h e n, e y es f or c e d wi d e a n d 

ar ms s o t a ut t h e y s h o o k i n r esist a n c e.

“ Ri g ht, S a nt a! ” t h e y b ar k e d i n u nis o n b ef or e ass e m bli n g si d e-

b y-si d e at t h e b ott o m of t h e d ais i n a s a dl y c h or e o gr a p h e d l e a p-

a n d-s pi n r o uti n e.

L arr y  s c a n n e d  t h e  D X C- 1 6 0 0  t o  g et  a  s e ns e  of  t h e  c o ntr ols.  

C a k e. T h e s h ot c e nt er e d u p e asil y i n t h e vi e w fi n d er. N eit h er Ni c k 

n or t h e ki ds a dj ust e d t h eir p os e o n e d a m n i ot a i n t h e m e a nti m e. 

S o w eir d. S pit s pill e d ar o u n d his t o n g u e, e n o u g h t o tri g g er a 
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c o ns pi c u o us s w all o w r e fi e x. A p air of a w k w ar d m o m e nts p ass e d 

b ef or e h e ff g ur e d o ut w h at t o s a y.

“ A cti o n ? ” h e st u m bl e d.

A n d, wit h t h at pr o m pt, Ni c k p ol y m or p h e d i nt o a t hi n g wit h t h e 

s ki n of S a nt a Cl a us b ut t h e v oi c e of t h e M ar q uis d e S a d e, a n a m e 

L arr y k n e w o nl y b e c a us e it w as o n t h e c o v er of a b o o k, 1 2 0 D a ys 

of S o d o m ,  a d a pt e d  i nt o  a  Fr e n c h  t ort ur e  p or n  fil m  i nf a m o usl y 

s cr e e n e d at t h e P aris Fil m F esti v al j ust a m o nt h e arli er. H e r e a d 

a b o ut it i n  Vari et y. Ye a h, h e k e pt a s u bs cri pti o n.

“ H o- h o- h o! ” y ell e d Ni c k, n a vi g ati n g a cr o o k e d st e p d o w n t h e 

d ais wit h e a c h utt er a n c e. H e wr a p p e d a l o n g ar m ar o u n d all t hr e e 

sti fi e ni n g ki ds o n eit h er si d e, h u g g e d t h e m r el u ct a ntl y t o hi m. 

“ C o m e o n i n t o S a nt a’s W or ks h o p! ”

Gr oss. A f e w st e ps cl os er a n d a r ef o c us fr o m L arr y, a n d t h e 

fr a m e p ut t h e ki ds c o mf ort a bl y o ut of t h e s h ot. Ni c k n oti c e d a n d 

di d n ot li k e it. H e a d v a n c e d a g gr essi v el y o n t h e c a m er a, e y es 

s m ol d eri n g.

“I m a d e m y list, ” h e gr o wl e d, p ull e d a pr o p s cr oll fr o m wit hi n 

his f ur-li n e d r e d c o at. “I c h e c k e d it t wi c e! ”

T h e s cr oll u nr oll e d i nt o a str e a m er t oss e d o v er Ni c k’s s h o ul d er, 

a n d h e l e a n e d i n d eli b er at el y a n d n os e- ffrst.

“I  f o u n d  o ut  w h o’s  n a u g ht y  a n d  w h o’s  ni c e, ”  h e  w his p er e d  

vi ci o usl y  i nt o  t h e  c a m er a  mi c,  o nl y  his  b ur ni n g  e y es  a n d  t h e  

bri d g e of his n os e visi bl e t o L arr y b ef or e h e r a n b a c k w ar d u p t h e 

d ais st e ps wit h o ut l osi n g his g a z e i nt o t h e l e ns. A wi n ni n g s mil e 

fli p p e d his s c o wl wit h e q u al a gilit y.

“ A n d n o b o d y’s ni c e! ” h e h alf-s cr e a m e d i nt o t h e c a m er a.

“ N ot B e nji, ” Ni c k a n n o u n c e d, a n d h e lift e d a n u n c ert ai n b o y 

li k e a cr a n e fr o m t h e fi o or a n d i nt o his l a p, j a b b e d a fi n g er at his 
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w et br o w n e y es. “ B e nji as k e d m e f or a n e w littl e br ot h er b e c a us e 

h e d o es n’t li k e t h e o n e h e’s g ot! N o w, t h at’s n a u g ht y! Tell’ e m 

w h y, B e nji. ”

T h e littl e b o y of m a y b e s e v e n y e ars dr o p p e d fr o m Ni c k’s l a p 

t o t h e t o p st e p of t h e d ais, e y es t o t h e fi o or, a n d l a u n c h e d i nt o a 

t a p d a n c e r o uti n e t h at w as m or e ki c ki n g r o c ks ti n y a n d i n visi bl e. 

D u m bf o u n d e d a n d t h e n a littl e s c ar e d, L arr y z o o m e d t o B e nji’s 

a ct.  H a n ds  cl as p e d  b e hi n d  his  b a c k,  t h e  ki d  m u m bl e-s a n g,  “I  

as k e d S a nt a f or a n e w b a b y. H e s ai d, ‘ O k a y, m a y b e, b ut o nl y if 

y o u kill t h e o n e y o u’ v e g ot.’ S o, I t o o k D a d d y’s g u n, a n d b a b y 

g ot s h ot. ”

B e nji p a nt o mi m e d a ff n g er pist ol wit h t h at li n e, a n d L arr y p ull e d 

his dil at e d e y e fr o m t h e vi e w fi n d er. 

“ H o- h o- h o! ” Ni c k l a u g h e d, “ S e e, ki ds ? N a u g ht y g ets y o u i nt o 

S a nt a’s W or ks h o p, a n d l e ar ni n g ni c e g ets y o u o ut. ”

L arr y st o o d at f ull h ei g ht, vi d e o c a m er a still r olli n g o n t h e s c e n e 

b ut st ati o n ar y i n t h e t hi c k dist ast e t h at p ar al y z e d his h a n ds a n d 

his e y es. B ut Ni c k di d n ot sl o w d o w n. T h e m a d S a nt a p us h e d 

B e nji t o sit at o n e f o ot, pi c k e d a n ol d er girl wit h e m pt y e y es a n d 

a d or a bl e Afr o p u fis t o ffll his l a p. 

“ C arl a as k e d S a nt a f or a n e w h e art f or h er Gr a n n y, si c k i n t h e 

h os pit al, “ Ni c k s ai d, “ H o w ni c e! B ut s o n a u g ht y t o r e pl a c e t h e 

h e art t h at l o v e d h er wit h o n e s o c ol d a n d bl a n k. S h e wr ot e a 

C hrist m as p o e m a b o ut it j ust f or y o u. ”

C arl a cl e ar e d h er t hr o at as t h o u g h t o si n g t h e n ati o n al a nt h e m at 

t h e W orl d S eri es, st ar e d i nt o t h e h a n gi n g h oli d a y cl utt er a b o v e. 

S h e r e cit e d, “ Gr a n n y’s h e art, it att a c k e d. I j ust w a nt e d h er b a c k, 

s o as k e d S a nt a f or a n e w ti c k er. H e s ai d, ‘ T o st o p it is q ui c k er, 

b ut t o c h a n g e it o bs c e n e,’ s o I s n u c k i n h er r o o m a n d u n pl u g g e d 

h er m a c hi n es. ”
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W o a h. W h et h er t h e y r e all y kill e d b a bi es a n d ol d l a di es or n ot, 

t h es e ki ds e v o k e d s eri o us Vill a g e of t h e D a m n e d vi b es. L arr y 

s a w t h e 1 9 6 0 h orr or cl assi c aft er a mi d ni g ht s cr e e ni n g of T h e 

R o c k y H orr or Pi ct ur e S h o w  t h at s a m e F all, a n d it w as li k e t h os e 

e m oti o nl ess  littl e  sl a y ers  w er e  arr a y e d  ri g ht  t h er e  b ef or e  hi m  

t h e n. Wit h o ut w aiti n g f or t h e n e xt m ur d er s kit, h e d e ci d e d t o 

t a k e a st a n d, st o p p e d r e c or di n g a n d d e p osit e d t h e c a m er a o n t h e 

fi o or.

“ T his …is n’t ri g ht, ” L arr y st art e d, “ D o t h es e ki ds’ p ar e nts k n o w 

w h er e t h e y ar e ? I m e a n, d o y o u h a v e p er missi o n f or t h e m t o b e 

i n t his ki n d of s h o w ? ”

Ni c k r os e t o st a n di n g fr o m his t hr o n e, c oll e ct e d hi ms elf. B e nji 

a n d C arl a s kitt er e d b a c k t o t h e ff o or b el o w t h e d ais. T h e c hil -

dr e n’s  c oll e cti v e  e y es  all  t ur n e d  u p  t o  L arr y,  b ut  Ni c k’s  s h ot  

l as ers t hr o u g h hi m.

“ N a u g ht y c hil dr e n w a nt t o b e ni c e, L arr y, ” s p at Ni c k, “ T h eir 

p ar e nts di d n’t r ais e t h e m ni c e, b ut I will. I n S a nt a’s W or ks h o p, 

t h e y will l e ar n t h e di fi er e n c e, a n d t h e y will bri n g ni c e t o t h e r est 

of t h e w orl d, o n e g o o d d e e d at a ti m e. T his r e c or di n g is pr o of 

of t h at. ”  

L arr y s c o fi e d, “ Killi n g h el pl ess f a mil y m e m b ers is ni c e ? E v e n 

if it’s n ot r e al, t h es e ki ds d o n’t n e e d t o s a y or h e ar t his st u ff. S a v e 

it f or t h e gri n d h o us e a n d t h e gr o w n- u ps w h er e it b el o n gs, m a n. ”

Ni c k  t hr e w  b a c k  his  h e a d  a n d  g u fl a w e d,  “ H O- H O- H O!  Ni c e 

is a p pr e ci ati n g w h at y o u’ v e g ot a n d n ot al w a ys w a nti n g m or e. 

Gr e e d h as its c ost, L ar e, a n d y o u ar e l o o ki n g v er y gr e e d y a n d 

n ot v er y ni c e at all. ” 

L arr y st e el e d hi ms elf. Si n c e d a y o n e, h e a v oi d e d d oi n g, w ell, 

a n yt hi n g  r e al.  N o  d e gr e e.  N o  c ar e er.  N o  r el ati o ns hi p.  B ut,  i n  

t h at m o m e nt, h e h el d o p p ort u nit y i n his gr as p, o p p ort u nit y t o b e 

R o y S c h ei d er i n J a ws  or K eir D ull e a i n 2 0 0 1: A S p a c e O d yss e y . 
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O p p ort u nit y t o d o s o m et hi n g. Fists cl e n c h e d at his w aist, a n d h e 

st e p p e d o v er t h e c a m er a. A d e e p br e at h, t h e n h e s ai d it.

“ C o m e o n, ki ds. I’ m t a ki n g y o u o ut of h er e. ”

O n e at a ti m e, e a c h c hil d lift e d e y es t o hi m, h o p e bri m mi n g 

t h er e. Ni c k k e pt his dist a n c e, f at ar ms a ki m b o. L arr y a v oi d e d 

e y e c o nt a ct wit h t h e t o w eri n g S a nt a, m a d e a s w e e pi n g g est ur e 

wit h his ri g ht ar m t o us h er t h e ki ds t o w ar d t h e h all w a y o ut of 

Ni c k’s pilf er e d C hrist m as p ur g at or y. T h e y w e nt si n gl e- fil e a n d 

q ui etl y b ut wit h f a c es still tr ai n e d o n hi m i n s y n c hr o n y. F e arf ul, 

h e m o v e d t o t h e fr o nt of t h eir li n e t o s h o w t h e m t h e w a y.

B e hi n d t h e m, Ni c k t a u nt e d, “ Y o u t hi n k t a ki n g t h e m o ut of h er e 

will m a k e y o u s o m et hi n g y o u’r e n ot ? S o m et hi n g b ett er t h a n y o u 

ar e ? It j ust m a k es y o u n a u g ht y! ”

A n d t h e c hil dr e n e c h o e d his ff n al w or d i n c a c o p h o n o us w his -

p ers. “ N a u g ht y ? N a u g ht y. N a u g ht y! ”

A n d,  t h e n,  t h e y  c h a nt e d  it  i n  u nis o n.  “ N a u g ht y!  N a u g ht y!  

N A U G H T Y! ”

L arr y’s n er v e br o k e, a n d h e b olt e d f or t h e d o or. B ef or e his gri p 

c o ul d tri g g er t h e l o c k, C arl a t o o k h ol d of his wrist a n d dr o p p e d 

wit h h er f ull w ei g ht t o p ull hi m o fi- b al a n c e. B e nji l e a pt t o his 

b a c k a n d wr a p p e d ar ms o v er his e y es. L arr y r esist e d g e ntl y, t o 

a v oi d h urti n g t h e littl e o n es, b ut f o ur m or e f o u n d p ur c h as e o n 

his r e m ai ni n g li m bs a n d tr u n k a n d dr a g g e d hi m t o t h e fi o or. His 

c hi n  hit  h ar d,  st u n n e d  hi m,  a n d  m yri a d  mi ni at ur e  ff n g ers  li k e 

m a g g ots f o u n d t h eir w a y i nt o his e y eli ds a n d e ars a n d n ar es a n d 

li ps. T h e y ri p p e d a n d t or e t o t h e r e p e at e d r h yt h m of, “ N a u g ht y, 

n a u g ht y, ” u ntil h e h e m orr h a g e d fr o m e v er y h ol e i n his h e a d a n d 

u ntil his e y es a n d his t o n g u e a n d his e ar dr u ms w er e g o n e. H e 

s a w n ot hi n g. S ai d n ot hi n g. H e ar d n ot hi n g. Bl e d i nt o n ot hi n g.

It all b e c a m e n ot hi n g. A n d it w as ni c e.



Terri c a  pr o wl e d  t h e  l a b yri nt hi n e  st a c ks  of  t h e  gr o c er y  st or e  

wit h  a  p a nt h er’s  g ait,  w ar y  of  Mi n ot a ur  ki d n a p p ers  at  e v er y  

t ur n. H er M a m a l eft a d oll ar wit h h er f or a p a c k of B e ns o n & 

H e d g es 1 0 0’s w hil e s h e s h o p p e d n e xt d o or at t h e S u p er 5 & 1 0, 

b ut t his m ar k et, a ct u all y n a m e d N o Frills , o nl y c arri e d br a n dl ess 

f o o dst u fis i n pl ai n bl a c k a n d w hit e wr a p p ers wit h bl o c k l ett eri n g 

t h at b etr a y e d o nl y w h at l a y wit hi n. Gr e e n B e a ns . M as h e d P ot at o 

Fl a k es . Cr e a m of C el er y S o u p . N o l o g os. N o m as c ots. N o o ut-

r a g e o us cl ai ms of h y p er b oli c q u alit y. J ust aisl e aft er bl a n k aisl e 

of lif el ess, c o m m u nist e ff ci e n c y i nt e n d e d t o s a v e c e nts o n t h e 

d oll ar. Terri c a e asil y i m a gi n e d h ers elf i n a first-s e as o n e pis o d e 

of T h e T wili g ht Z o n e  a n d f e ar e d j ust t h at t h o u g ht mi g ht d o o m 

h er t o h a u nt t h es e c ol or- bl e d s h el v es f or all et er nit y.

B ut,  h er  q u est  f or  M a m a’s  ci g ar ett es  f ail e d,  n o  R o d  S er -

li n g- h er al d e d f or c e b arr e d h er e xit t hr o u g h t h e ir o ni c all y frillis h 

a ut o m ati c d o or i nt o t h e p ar ki n g l ot. T h er e, w ait e d t h e tr a v eli n g 

Al a b a m a Ni g ht m ar es

5

Ki d Gl o v es
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c ar ni v al M a m a f or b a d e h er fr o m e nt eri n g w h e n t h e y l eft t h e c ar. 

A Tilt- A- W hirl t wist e d di z zi e d f a mili es a cr oss its w o b bli n g dis k. 

T h e U F O- es q u e Gr a vitr o n s p u n t e e n a g ers wit hi n i nt o c e ntrif u -

g al a nti gr a vit y f or t hr e e gl ori o us mi n ut es. A ki ds’ r oll er c o ast er, 

cr esti n g at n o m or e t h a n si x f e et, eli cit e d p a ni c k e d cri es fr o m a 

t o d dl er. At a g e ni n e, Terri c a w as b e y o n d s u c h t hi n gs. S h e l o n g e d 

f or g a m es of s kill a n d s c a n n e d t h e attr a cti o ns f or s atisf a cti o n. At 

t h e l eft e d g e of t h e di n g y ass e m bl a g e l ur k e d t hr e e c o v er e d st alls, 

e a c h wit h a $ 1  si g n pr o mi n e ntl y dis pl a y e d at t h e r o of. 

A  b as e b all  t hr o w.  A n  air  g u n  s h o ot er.  A n d … a  ri n g  t oss,  t h e 

ki n d wit h cir cli n g r u b b er d u c ki es at y o ur m er c y. M a m a’s d oll ar 

bill c ar ess e d Terri c a’s fi n g er p a ds wit hi n h er p o c k et, a c hi n g t o 

es c a p e. S h e l o o k e d t o t h e still d o ors of t h e S u p er 5 & 1 0. N o 

si g n of M a m a, s o s h e wis h e d h ers elf i n visi bl e, h u n c h e d h er ti n y 

s h o ul d ers, a n d m ar c h e d i nt o t h e s c a nt cr o w d milli n g a m o n gst 

t h e  cl a n gi n g  m et al,  s w e at-ti n g e d  f a bri cs,  a n d  di n  of  l a u g ht er.  

T h e m otl e y s et of m a y b e t w el v e ri d es f elt li k e Si x Fl a gs O v er 

G e or gi a t o s o m e o n e s o s m all, w h os e w orl d r ar el y e xt e n d e d p ast 

t h e b o u n d ari es of W histl er, Al a b a m a. H e c k, M a m a o nl y t o o k h er 

t o M o bil e d uri n g M ar di Gr as s e as o n or w h e n t h e y h a d t o g o t o 

c o urt.

A tr ail of “ e x c us e m e’s ” f oll o w e d i n Terri c a’s w a k e as s h e n a v -

i g at e d w h at s h e m a p p e d as t h e l o n g w a y ar o u n d t o t h e ri n g t oss 

b o ot h. A b ol d str at e g y t h at w o ul d t a k e M a m a t a k e t h at m u c h 

l o n g er t o tr a c k h er d o w n. T h e s oft, c o m pr ess e d air t h u ds of t h e 

s h o oti n g g all er y s a n g o ut as s h e dr e w cl os e, a n d s h e d u c k e d h er 

h e a d t o b u y a f e w pr e ci o us e xtr a s e c o n ds b ef or e b ei n g dis c o v -

er e d. S h e h ustl e d al o n g a m o n gst t h e t o w eri n g gr o w n- u ps u ntil 

s h e h e ar d t h e b ar k er fr o m t h e b o ot h.

“ T hr e e ri n gs. O n e d oll ar! T hr o w a wi n n er! ” t h e gr e as y-f a c e d 

m a n el o c ut e d fr o m his p er c h o n t h e h alf- w all of t h e b o ot h.

Terri c a  a p pr o a c h e d  hi m  w or dl essl y,  t h e  d oll ar  f or  s m o k es  
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str ai g ht e n e d at f ull e xt e nsi o n fr o m h er t h u m b a n d f or e fi n g er.

“ Well, h ell o t h er e, y o u n g l a d y, a n d w el c o m e! ” h e s ai d wit h a 

bl a c k-t o ot h e d gri n, “ T h at’s t hr e e ri n gs f or y o u! ”

A n d h e sli d t hr e e t hi n m et al ri n gs, e a c h p er h a ps t hr e e i n c h es 

a cr oss,  i nt o  h er  u pt ur n e d  p al m.  T h e y  w er e  c ol d  t o  t h e  t o u c h,  

h ar d i n h er gri p li k e a w e a p o n. H er w e a p o n.

“ Y o u m a y ffr e w h e n r e a d y, m a d e m ois ell e! ” cri e d t h e b ar k er.

Fr o m h er p ositi o n o n ti p-t o es, Terri c a l o o k e d d o w n o n a ti n-

li n e d p o ol cr a m m e d f ull of f a d e d a n d filt h y, y ell o w r u b b er d u c k-

i es,  m a n y  wit h  p ai nt e d  e y es  eit h er  t ot all y  or  p arti all y  r u b b e d  

a w a y. T h e h u m of s o m e m a c hi n e t hr u m m e d b e n e at h t h e p o ol 

a n d p us h e d t h e d u c ki es al o n g i n a sl o w- m oti o n v ort e x. M o vi n g 

t ar g ets, all p a c k e d ti g htl y t o g et h er t o us e a dj a c e nt h e a ds t o d e-

fi e ct n arr o w ri n gs dr o p pi n g o nt o t h os e of t h eir n ei g h b ors. 

Terri c a s c a n n e d t h e p o ol f or a d u c ki e al o n e, m o m e nt aril y os -

tr a ci z e d fr o m h er br et hr e n b ut h u n gr y t o b e r u n g. T h er e, at b a c k 

l eft, a m ottl e d t ar g et tr e k k e d b a c k w ar d a m o n g t h e r est, wit h a 

s m all br e a k of w at er b et w e e n it a n d its n e ar est c o-s wi m m er. S h e 

t oss e d t o o h astil y, a n d t h e ri n g c ar e e n e d o ff t h e d u c ki e b e hi n d 

t h e i nt e n d e d b ut p us h e d t h at o n e f urt h er a w a y. S h e st u c k o ut t h e 

ti p of h er t o n g u e, f o c us e d, a n d t oss e d a g ai n, t his ti m e wit h m or e 

ar c o n t h e t hr o w. T h e ri n g h o v er e d a s e c o n d at its a p e x, t h e n 

dr o p p e d str ai g ht d o w n a n d o nt o t h e n e c k of h er c h os e n d u c ki e 

wit h o ut e v e n t o u c hi n g t h e bill.

“ Wi n n er! ” cr o w e d t h e b ar k er, a n d h e s n at c h e d d o w n a pri z e, 

o n e of t h e bi g o n es. 

I n h er e x hil ar ati o n, Terri c a di d n’t c o nsi d er t h at s h e w as gi v e n 

n o  c h oi c e  i n  h er  wi n ni n gs.  H er  h e art  fl utt er e d  t hr o u g h o ut  h er 

c h est, a n d br e at hs c a m e b e a utif ull y s h all o w as s h e p ull e d t h e 

st u fi e d t hi n g fr o m t h e b ar k er’s o fi eri n g h a n ds wit h a m utt er e d 
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a n d tr aili n g, “ T h a n k y o u. ” S h e h u g g e d t h e s oft f a bri c a n d f a u x 

h air t o h er as h er l e gs w e nt o n a ut o- pil ot b a c k t o t h e c ar t o s h o w 

M a m a w h at s h e w o n i n h o p es pri d e w o ul d o v err ul e t h e c o mi n g 

a n g er fr o m h a vi n g n o ci g ar ett es a n d n o d oll ar bill t o p a y f or 

t h e m.

T h e dri v er’s si d e d o or of t h e r ust gr e e n 1 9 7 3 F or d M a v eri c k w as 

aj ar, a n d a c ol u m n of s m o k e w aft e d fr o m M a m a’s l ast ci g ar ett e 

a n d t hr o u g h t h e g a p t o w ar d t h e gl ari n g aft er n o o n s u n. M a m a’s 

l eft p u m p w as o n t h e p a v e m e nt a n d at t h e r e a d y w h e n Terri c a 

dr e w wit hi n e y esi g ht. A pi v ot a n d a p us h, a n d M a m a w as u p o n 

h er.

“ W h er e t h e H ell h a v e y o u b e e n ? ” M a m a bl ast e d, “I’ v e b e e n o ut 

h er e i n t h e h e at f or t e n d a m n mi n ut es! ”

“I, u m, ” Terri c a tri e d.

“ A n d w h at i n cr e ati o n is t h at m o nstr osit y a n d w h o g a v e it t o 

y o u ? Ai n’t I t ol d y o u a b o ut str a n g ers ? ”

“I w o n it, ” Terri c a tri e d a g ai n.

“ W o n it ? ” M a m a c o nsi d er e d t h e i m pli c ati o ns, p oi nt e d a n d s p at, 

“ Y o u w e nt i n t h er e t o t h at f air, di d n’t y o u ? Aft er I t ol d y o u n ot 

t o! ”

A n d s h e s n at c h e d t h e pri z e fr o m Terri c a’s e m br a c e, h el d it al oft, 

u psi d e d o w n b y o n e f o ot.

T h e f a c e of w h at s h e w o n gri n n e d t hr o u g h s h ar k-s h ar p t e et h 

at h er t h e n. It w as a s q u at littl e cl o w n, w hit e cir cl es o v er e y es 

a n d m o ut h a n d c or ps e- gr a y s ki n, all b e n e at h t wi n t ufts of d a y gl o 

gr e e n h air o n o p p osit e si d es of t h at o bl o n g n o g gi n. Its c ost u m e 

w as a u nit ar d of h ori z o nt al gr e e n a n d y ell o w stri p es s e al e d at t h e 

n e c k b y a frill y millst o n e c oll ar of pi n k-ti n g e d w hit e. T h e w hit e 

gl o v es  w er e  filt h y,  a n d  t h e  s h o es  w er e  ff e c k e d  wit h  m u d,  as 

t h o u g h t h e o v erl ar g e t o y s o m e h o w pl o d d e d a b o ut t h e c ar ni v al, 
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m e d dli n g of its o w n v oliti o n.

M a m a w as t a ki n g i n t h e h orri d l o o k of t h e t hi n g, t o o, h er f a c e 

str et c h e d i n c o mi n g r a g e.

“ Tell m e y o u di d n’t s p e n d m y ci g ar ett e m o n e y o n t his d a m n 

ni g ht m ar e … ”

“ M a m a,  I  w o n  it  t hr o wi n g  ri n gs.  I  w o n  s o m et hi n g, ”  Terri c a  

tri e d a fi n al ti m e.

“ A n d I g u ess I w o n n o ci g ar ett es f or a d a y, ” M a m a y ell e d i n 

fr o nt of G o d a n d e v er y b o d y, h url e d t h e cl o w n i nt o t h e p ass e n g er 

s e at of t h e M a v eri c k. S h e cl ut c h e d Terri c a u n d er h er ar m a n d 

s n at c h e d h er t o w ar d t h e c ar i n m u c h t h e s a m e m oti o n.

“ T h at w as m y l ast d oll ar, y o u s el ffs h br at, a n d it w as n ot m e a nt 

f or y o u! ”

Terri c a m o v e d wit h M a m a’s s wi n gi n g ar m i n a n o w f a mili ar 

ar c a n d l e a pt-t u m bl e d o v er t h e mi d dl e c o ns ol e a n d b et w e e n t h e 

b u c k et s e ats i nt o t h e b a c k of t h e c ar. H er k n e e s cr a p e d t h e t e x -

t ur e d vi n yl f or a b ur ni n g str a w b err y, b ut s h e k e pt q ui et. 

Li ps c url e d t a ut, M a m a lift e d t h e cl o w n u p b y its n e c k, s q u e e z -

i n g t o cr us h e v e n s o s oft a t hi n g. S h e r e g ar d e d it a m o m e nt wit h 

q ui v eri n g n ostrils, t h e n ri p p e d at its l eft s h o e wit h h er o p p osit e 

h a n d, e asil y a m p ut ati n g it fr o m its p o orl y stit c h e d p er c h o n t h at 

st u m p y l e g. A sli g ht p a us e as s h e c o nsi d er e d t h e e as e of t h at 

vi ol e n c e pr es a g e d t hr e e i d e nti c al stri k es o n t h e r e m ai ni n g s h o e 

a n d gl o v es, all t hr o w n i n t h e p ass e n g er fi o or b o ar d, all dis c ar d e d 

i n fr o nt as Terri c a w as i n b a c k. W h e n t h e d e e d w as d o n e, w h at 

r e m ai n e d of t h e di gitl ess cl o w n s ail e d sil e ntl y i nt o t h e b a c k s e at 

o n  t h e  w a v es  of  M a m a’s  g utt ur al  gr o wl  of  t o b a c c o- d e pri v e d  

f ur y. H e b o u n c e d o fi t h e h ot s e at b a c k a n d i nt o Terri c a’s ar ms, 

a n d t h e y w hi m p er e d q ui etl y t o g et h er all t h e w a y h o m e.

Terri c a c o u nt e d t o a h u n dr e d aft er M a m a sl a m m e d t h e c ar d o or 



1 1 1

b ef or e e v e n t hi n ki n g a b o ut e xiti n g t h e h ot v e hi cl e. S h e g at h er e d 

t h e f e et a n d h a n ds of h er n e w cl o w n a n d r oll e d t h e m i nt o h er 

s hirt li k e a b as k et, t u c k e d Mr. Cl o w n b e n e at h o n e ar m a n d s n u c k 

ar o u n d, t hr o u g h t h e f alli n g f e n c e g at e, t o t h e b a c k d o or. M a m a 

n e v er l o c k e d it, s ai d t h e y di d n’t h a v e n ot hi n g t o st e al, n o w a y. 

A sil e nt n u d g e all o w e d h er i n, a n d s h e es c a p e d n oti c e d o w n t h e 

h all t o h er b e dr o o m, as M a m a y ell e d i nt o t h e kit c h e n p h o n e, 

tr yi n g  t o  c o er c e  h er  sist er  t o  dr o p  o fi  a  p a c k.  E v e n  Wi nst o ns 

w o ul d d o, s h e c o n c e d e d. It w as t h at b a d.

F e ar a n d w orr y w er e e x h a usti n g. Terri c a arr a n g e d t h e d et a c h e d 

gl o v es a n d s h o es n e atl y o n h er b e d, t h e n l ai d d o w n o n t h e f elt 

t o w el b esi d e it, cl ut c h e d h er cl o w n t o h er, a n d s u c c u m b e d t o a 

n a p.

S h e w o k e t o t h e d ar k, h er f a c e pl ast er e d b y dr o ol t o c ol d h ar d -

w o o d. T h er e w as n o n ois e i n t h e h o us e, n ot e v e n t h e T V M a m a 

us u all y bl ast e d at m a x v ol u m e. Terri c a t e et er e d u p t o a sl o u c h, 

r u b b e d  t h e  sti c k y  fr o m  h er  c h e e k  a n d  s q ui nt e d  us el essl y  i nt o  

t h e bl a c k n ess. M e m or y p ull e d h er u p a n d t o t h e li g ht s wit c h, 

a n d it bl a z e d o n wit h cri mi n al brilli a n c e. B e n e at h h er s hi el di n g 

f or e ar m, s h e s c a n n e d f or t h e cl o w n, b ut it w as n ot t h er e.

M a m a.

Terri c a  h u ff e d  br e at hs  of  e x as p er ati o n,  st al k e d  i nt o  t h e  di m 

h all w a y, r es ol v e d, H ell or hi g h w at er, t o r e cl ai m h er pri z e. S h e 

e ar n e d it, a n d n o b o d y w as t a ki n g it. M a m a’s r o o m w as a v oi d of 

t errif yi n g ni g ht sil e n c e, t h e ki n d t h at m a d e h er e ars ri n g a fi atli n e 

t o n e t o fill t h e e m pt y. S h e w ait e d a m o m e nt f or h er e y es t o a dj ust 

b ef or e st e p pi n g i nsi d e, f elt h er w a y t hr o u g h t h e h a n gi n g b e a ds 

a cr oss t h e d o or w a y, t o t h e b e dsi d e t a bl e j ust b e y o n d. F e at h er y 

ff n g ers pl a y e d a cr oss its as h-ri d d e n s urf a c e u ntil …t h er e it w as. 

M a m a’s li g ht er.

A s e as o n e d fli c k of t h e w h e el, a n d t h at f a mili ar r e d li c k br o u g ht 
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wit h it a sl e n d er gl o b e of w el c o m e ill u mi n ati o n. Wit hi n its li g ht, 

Terri c a  s a w  b y  t h e  l a m p  a n  or n at e  gl ass  b ottl e  w h os e  g a w d y  

d esi g n s p o k e, “ Al c o h ol, ” at b ut a gl a n c e. T h at e x pl ai n e d t h e T V 

b ei n g o fi f or o n c e. A n d t h e e arl y b e dti m e. T h e ci g ar ett e s h ort -

a g e hit h er h ar d er t h a n e x p e ct e d, Terri c a s u p p os e d. A m oti o n i n 

t h e s h a d o ws a cr oss t h e r o o m i nt err u pt e d h er c o nsi d er ati o n of 

M a m a’s s e d ati o n, a n d s h e s hift e d t h e li g ht er’s ff a m e t o fi n d its 

s o ur c e. H er el b o w c a u g ht t h e li q u or b ottl e as s h e t ur n e d, p ull e d 

it o v er wit h a cl att er, a n d M a m a w as u p. S h e r oll e d o v er, p ut f e et 

t o fi o or i n o n e gr o g g y m oti o n. 

“ T h e H ell y o u d oi n’, Ri c a ? ” M a m a dr a wl e d, ff n g ers d e e p m as -

s a gi n g f or e h e a d, “I n e e d s o m e d a m n sl e e p! ”

T h e s o m n ol es c e nt f o g diss ol v e d q ui c kl y t o bl a m e, b ut t h e h at e -

f ul w or ds m elt e d, t o o, b e n e at h t h e dis c o v er y of t h e cl o w n, gl o v es 

a n d  s h o es  att a c h e d,  pr o p p e d  w h ol e  a g ai nst  M a m a’s  pill o ws  

a dj a c e nt h er s p ot o n t h e b e d. It gri n n e d its t o ot h y, lif el ess gri n at 

Terri c a. S h e tri e d t o p oi nt at t h e t hi n g, b ut lift e d t h e li g ht er t o o 

cl os e t o M a m a, h a d it sl a p p e d fr o m h er h a n d.

T h e li g ht fl e d b a c k i nsi d e t h e li g ht er’s c h a m b er.

“ Y o u tr yi n’ t o b ur n m e u p, girl ? ” M a m a st o o d t h e n, y elli n g, 

“J ust li k e y o’ D a d d y! St e ali n g fr o m m e. L yi n g t o m e. T h e n t ur n 

o n m e t h e mi n ut e I cl os e m y d a m n e y es! ”

“ M a m a … ” Terri c a tri e d, r etr e ati n g fr o m h er e nr a g e d p ar e nt, if 

n ot fr o m t h e cl o w n s h e s w or e s h e s a w a d v a n c e b e hi n d h er.

“ D o n’t ‘ M a m a’ m e! I … g u h! ” M a m a g as p e d i n mi d-r e b u k e, h er 

t hr ottl e d a c c us ati o ns s u p pl a nt e d b y a s hrill a n d w e n di n g c a c kl e.

T h e cl o w n w as o n h er b a c k, its ri g ht gl o v e at h er t hr o at a n d 

pi n c hi n g h ar d at h er l ar y n x, t o o s m all t o e n cir cl e a n y l e n gt h of 

e v e n h er d ai nt y t hr o at. S h e gr as p e d at t h e f elt fist b ut c o ul d n ot 

b u d g e it a n d c o ul d n ot br e at h e. Terri c a p a ni c k e d.
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“ L et h er g o! ” s h e s cr e a m e d at h er pri z e, “ S h e’s j ust s a d a n d 

l o n el y! S h e’s still m y M a m a! ”

T h e cl o w n gi g gl e d l o u dl y, dr o p p e d t o t h e fi o or, t h at ri g ht gl o v e 

still att a c h e d li k e a cl a m p t o M a m a’s v ei n-ri d d e n, bl uis h n e c k. It 

s c o o p e d t h e li g ht er o ff t h e fi o or e n r o ut e t o f a c e Terri c a, sil e n c e d 

its l a u g ht er t o a b ar el y- c o nt ai n e d s ni c k er w h e n f a c e t o f a c e wit h 

h er b ef or e t hr o wi n g its ar ms i nt o t h e air, fii c ki n g t h e li g ht er o n, 

s pi n ni n g a b o ut o n a si n gl e, st ati o n ar y f o ot a n d c h e eri n g, “ R a h! 

R a h! R a h! ” 

A n d it st o p p e d its t wirl ri g ht b ef or e Terri c a’s f a c e a n d w his -

p er e d, “ R u n. ”

M a m a dr o p p e d t o h er k n e es i n as p h y xi a j ust as t h e cl o w n bl e w 

a wi n ki n g kiss at t h e li g ht er, b all o o n e d its ff a m e t o a flr e b all si x 

f e et a cr oss. T h e b ur ni n g or b h o v er e d t h er e a s plit s e c o n d, a w ait-

i n g Terri c a’s r etr e at. T h e cl o w n n o d d e d h er o ut of t h e r o o m t h e n 

w histl e d s oftl y t h e f o ur t o n es of “ S e n d i n t h e Cl o w ns ”, a n d t h e 

fir e b all e x pl o d e d t o i n ci n er at e t h e f o ur c or n ers of t h e b e dr o o m 

as  Terri c a  t or e  d o w n  t h e  h all  a w a y  fr o m  t h e  b ur ni n g.  N o  fir e 

cr oss e d t h at t hr es h ol d, a n d n ot hi n g els e w as h urt. A n d Terri c a 

k n e w it w as n ot h er f a ult.

T h e ffr e m e n c a m e s o o n, a n d t h e y c all e d Gr a n d m a Tis h a t o l o o k 

aft er h er. Terri c a h a d n’t s e e n Gr a n d m a Tis h a i n y e ars. M a m a 

w as m a d at h er, t o o, b ut Gr a n d m a Tis h a l o v e d Terri c a, a n d t h e y 

miss e d e a c h ot h er. W h e n s h e arri v e d, t e ars i n h er e y es, s h e g at h -

er e d Terri c a t o h er, a n d g a v e a kiss t o h er a n d o n e t o t h e cl o w n 

i n h er ar ms.



T h e ni g ht s k y w as c o b alt, a M o n et l a n ds c a p e fr a m e d i n dirt. 

Fr o m  wit hi n  t h e  gr a v e,  J o v e  M ass e n g er  tr a c e d  t h e  t e xt ur e d  

cl o u d s wirls wit h tir e d, u pt ur n e d e y es, si g h e d h e a v y t o g et his 

br e at h. His tilt e d f o ot t est e d t h e gi v e of t h e l o os e e art h b e n e at h 

a n d st e p p e d fr o m t h e e x c a v at or b u c k et t o t h at fir m s p ot b e y o n d 

t h e p e e ki n g c o ff n li d. Gr a v er o b b ers i n t h e m o vi es w er e f o ols, 

e x h u mi n g t h eir c or ps es b y h a n d wit h s h o v els a n d pi c k a x es. It 

w as j o b e n o u g h wit h h e a v y m a c hi n er y li k e h e’ d b orr o w e d fr o m 

t h e c e m et er y g ar a g e. P utti n g his o w n fi es h y ar ms t o t h e t as k …

w ell, J o v e fi g ur e d t h at pr o p ositi o n w o ul d t a k e t h e w h ol e ni g ht 

a n d e x h a ust his h u m a n e n er gi es j ust a t hir d of t h e w a y t hr o u g h, 

at t h at. H e cl a p p e d t h e e x c a v at or ar m o p e n- p al m e d, t h a n ki n g it 

as a b u d d y w h o h el p e d m o v e hi m i nt o a n e w pl a c e. T h at’s w h at 

t e c h n ol o g y w as f or, ri g ht ? T o c o m p e ns at e f or m ort al s h ort c o m-

i n gs, t o a c c o m plis h m a n’s tri als f ast er, m or e a c c ur at el y, a n d at 

hi g h er q u alit y.

Al a b a m a Ni g ht m ar es

6

T h e Tit a ni u m Ar m
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Wit hi n t h at g a w d y l a v e n d er- a n d- c hr o m e c as k et b ef or e t h e ti ps 

of his t o es l a y t h e m ost d eli c at e t o u c h, t h e s ur est gri p of a n y h e 

e v er e nj o y e d. H er f or e fi n g er b e c k o n e d t o hi m ri g ht t hr o u g h t h e 

ff b er gl ass a n d t h e w o o d, t hr o u g h t h e D elt a cl a y a n d t h e r o ots h e 

s cr a p e d o fi h er i n t h e d ar k, t hr o u g h t h e bl e n d e d w e e ks si n c e s h e 

l eft hi m t o b urr o w i nt o o bli vi o n. A n d h e w o ul d t a k e h er b a c k, 

a n d o n t h at ni g ht. 

A h a n d-s p a d e p ull e d fr o m his b elt r e a dil y c ar v e d t h e s oil a w a y 

fr o m t h e e d g es a n d pri e d t h e c o fi n li d u p t o r e v e al h er, u ns ulli e d 

b y t h e d a ys of r ot t h at f oll o w e d b uri al. M ar g ar et’s c or ps e f ar e d 

n ot as w ell, a n d his n os e t ol d t h at st or y as m u c h as his e y es. 

Li ps  r etr e at e d  fr o m  t e et h.  E y es  s a n k  fr o m  li g ht.  D esi c c at e d  

ff n g ers i nt ert wi n e d i n l a b yri nt hi n e g n arls. B ut N or a s hi n e d g ol d 

a n d u nt ar nis h e d at t h e c a d a v er’s l eft s h o ul d er, a Mi d as-t o u c h e d 

c y b er n eti c  a p p e n d a g e  c o n fl n e d  t o  t his  f at e  b y  n a u g ht  b ut  t h e 

gr e e d-f u el e d s pit e of J o v e’s d e a d wif e.

N or a w as a n e ur o pr ost h eti c, a n arti fi ci al i nt elli g e n c e i n a n ar -

ti fi ci al ar m w h o j oi n e d t h eir arti ff ci al m arri a g e w h e n M ar g ar et 

c o ntr a ct e d a ff es h- e ati n g b a ct eri u m t hr o u g h a g ar d e ni n g ni c k o n 

a visit t o n e ar b y P e ns a c ol a B e a c h a c o u pl e y e ars b a c k, i n 2 0 1 7. 

T h at i nf e ct e d l eft h a n d gr e w t o a p ur pl e- bl a c k b o xi n g gl o v e of 

r ot m e at s h ort of t hr e e d a ys, a n d s ur g e o ns c ut a w a y t h e r est of 

t h e ar m t o j ust n ort h of t h e bi c e ps t o pr e v e nt t h e fl es h b e y o n d 

fr o m n e cr oti zi n g. N or a c a m e t o r e pl a c e t h e l ost li m b w h e n t h e 

st u m p h e al e d, b ut s h e flll e d a v oi d of fl es h as m u c h f or J o v e as 

f or M ar g ar et. H er b o d y w as a st at u es q u e b uil d of g ol d e n tit a ni-

u m all o y a n d w hit e pl asti cs, m ast er- cr aft e d t o c ur v e a n d t o fl e x 

i n all t h e ri g ht pl a c es. A n d h er fi n g er p a ds … o h, t h os e k n o wi n g 

ti ps w er e st at e of t h e art s e ns u alit y.

J o v e fis h e d i n his ri g ht fr o nt p o c k et, f u m bl e d f ort h a Bl u et o ot h 

e ar pi e c e. H e r e g ar d e d it at dist a n c e t o c o m p e ns at e f or t h e f ar -

si g ht e d n ess of mi d dl e a g e a n d d e pr ess e d a ti n y b utt o n wit h his 
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t h u m b n ail. A c o ol c er ul e a n gl o w s pr a n g fr o m t h e L E D i n di c at or 

mi d w a y d o w n t h e l e n gt h of t h e d e vi c e. T h e w hit e pl asti c r a di o 

c o ntr a pti o n wri g gl e d e asil y i nt o his o ut er e ar c a n al. Its o n- b o ar d 

mi cr o p h o n e r e c o g ni z e d his v oi c e i nst a ntl y.

“ H ell o, N or a. It’s m e, J o v e. ” 

His h e art fi utt er e d b e hi n d a n er v o us s mil e. A m at c hi n g, m ut e d 

c er ul e a n  bl u e  p e n etr at e d  t h e  tr a nsl u c e nt  sl e e v e  of  M ar g ar et’s  

f u n er al g o w n at N or a’s c o n n e ct or c oll ar. T h e ar m t ur n e d a f e w 

d e gr e es at t h at p oi nt as its s yst e ms a w o k e fr o m a m o nt h of dis -

us e. A n y s e c o n d, h e w o ul d h e ar h er v oi c e a g ai n.

“ Wel c o m e b a c k, J o v e. T o a cti v at e v oi c e c o ntr ols, pl e as e st at e 

y o ur p ass c o d e. ”

Fi n all y. H e w a nt e d t o j u m p a n d s pi n. His c h est w as ti g ht. H e 

h a d t o g et t his ri g ht. D e e p br e at hs.

“ Mi k e. O n e. Al p h a. Mi k e. Z er o. R o m e o. T hr e e. ”

His s mir k b etr a y e d s m u g s elf-s atisf a cti o n at t his i n n u e n d o. T h e 

e ar pi e c e w his p er e d N or a’s br e at h y a c k n o wl e d g e m e nt.

“ P ass c o d e c o n ffr m e d. D o y o u h a v e a n e x e c uti v e a ut h ori z ati o n 

k e y, J o v e ? ”

“ E x e c uti v e a ut h ori z ati o n k e y: Bl u e. H y p h e n. A n g el. H y p h e n. 

Ni n et e e n. H y p h e n. Si xt y- Ni n e. ”

T h e w or ds r os e ar o u n d his A d a m’s a p pl e i n a c hi n gl y sl o w c urls 

b ef or e r olli n g o v er his lilti n g t o n g u e a n d i nt o t h e mi c.

“ A ut h ori z ati o n k e y r e c o g ni z e d, ” N or a pr o mis e d, “ Pl e as e st at e a 

f u n cti o n or s a y, ‘ M e n u,’ f or a list of o pti o ns. ”

J o v e di d n’t n e e d a m e n u. H e k n e w e x a ctl y w h at h e w a nt e d.

“ R e c o n fi g ur e h ost, ” h e s ai d, e v er y n e ur o n i n his s ki n a fi a m e.
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“ Pl e as e r e- c o n fir m y o ur p ass c o d e t o r e c o n ff g ur e N or ali n k h ost. ”

S h e w a nt e d it, t o o.

“ Mi k e. O n e. Al p h a. Mi k e. Z er o. R o m e o. T hr e e. ”

T h e titill ati o n of t h e m o m e nt br o u g ht a tr e m bl e t o his v oi c e, b ut 

t h e w or ds es c a p e d his dr yi n g li ps all ri g ht.

“ P ass c o d e c o n fir m e d. N or ali n k e nt eri n g sl e e p m o d e f or r e c o n -

fi g ur ati o n, ” N or a t e as e d. H er bl u e li g ht di m m e d t o s oft w hit e.

J o v e all o w e d hi ms elf a f e w s e c o n ds t o t a k e h er i n, l yi n g l o v el y 

i n w ait f or hi m t h er e, at r est h alf a g ai nst t h e s ati n c o ff n li n er, 

h alf a g ai nst t h e l e at h er h us k of his wif e. H e k n e w N or a w as his 

t h e n, a n d h e k n e w all t h e w aiti n g a n d is ol ati o n a n d s elf-l o at hi n g 

w as w ort h it. H e st o o p e d i n j a u nt y p h as es, o n e s et of j oi nts at a 

ti m e, t o h alti n gl y r e a c h t o h er. T h e r e c o n fl g ur e h ost c o m m a n d 

i n cl u d e d dis e n g a g e m e nt of t h e c oll ar l o c ks. A n o ut w ar d h alf-

t ur n at t h e c o n n e ct or, a n d N or a p ull e d a w a y fr o m t h e p ort fitt e d 

t o M ar g ar et’s wit h er e d st u m p a n d e nt er e d his o w n l eft p al m, t h e 

s a m e s h e w as s o o n t o r e pl a c e.

J o v e  l eft  M ar g ar et  t o  a p pr e ci at e  t h e  gr a v e-ri m m e d  h e a v e ns  

n o w o p e n t o h er, s c al e d t h e e x c a v at or ar m t o es c a p e t h e pit, a n d 

wr a p p e d N or a c ar ef ull y i n a q uilt l eft f or h er i n t h e s e at of t h e 

m a c hi n e. S h e w as cr a dl e d i n his e m br a c e as t h o u g h s h e mi g ht 

disi nt e gr at e fr o m t h e pr ess ur e as h e w al k e d h er t o t h e c ar. T h e 

dri v e t o his w or ks h o p w as sil e nt, r es p e ctf ul t o h er sl e e p, a n d l ess 

t h a n t e n mi n ut es fr o m t h e c e m et er y. 

T h er e, h e st o p p e d o nl y b y t h e kit c h e n ett e t o p o ur t w o fi ut es of 

c h a m p a g n e, A n dr e Br ut’s ff n est 2 0 1 8 vi nt a g e, b ef or e, h a n ds a n d 

ar ms f ull, h e b a c k e d his w a y i nt o t h e m a k es hift s ur gi c al s uit e r e -

ji g g er e d fr o m his ol d c ar p e ntr y st u di o. A p ar all el p air of pristi n e 

w hit e s ur gi c al t a bl es a w ait e d. I n t h e c e nt er of t h e ri g ht o n e r est e d 

a f a ct or y- m o d el d o c k f or t h e N or ali n k li n e of n e ur o pr ost h eti cs, 
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a  c o m bi n ati o n  c o m p ut er  a n d  c h ar gi n g  st ati o n  ar o u n d  a  risi n g  

c e ntr al t e c h st u m p d esi g n e d t o f a cilit at e d at a e x c h a n g e, s oft w ar e 

u p gr a d es, a n d r e pl e nis h m e nt of h er b att er y r es er v es. 

F ast e n e d  n e ar  t h e  t o p  e n d  of  t h e  t a bl e  w as  a  p air  of  l e at h er  

str a ps,  r estr ai nts  t o  h ol d  t h at  m a n-i n-t h e- mi d dl e  –  his  f or m er  

l eft ar m – i n pl a c e a n d a p art fr o m his t ors o d uri n g his c o mi n g 

di v or c e fr o m t h e t hi n g. B et w e e n t h os e a n d t h e d o c k w as a tr a y of 

a m p ut ati o n t o ols, a c or n u c o pi a of bl a d es a n d wir es a n d fi b ers, all 

at N or a’s dis p os al u p o n c o m m e n c e m e nt of t h e bl o o d y r e h e ars al 

f or t h eir c o mi n g n u pti als. 

A dj a c e nt t o t h e l eft t a bl e w as a r olli n g I V p ol e h u n g wit h a 

b a g of cl e ar ff ui d. Pr o p of ol, t h e g e n er al a n est h eti c l e g e n d ar y f or 

s n u fi n g  all e g e d  Ki n g  of  P o p,  Mi c h a el  J a c ks o n.  T h e  c o m p ut -

er- c o ntr oll e d i nf usi o n p u m p d o w n t h e p ol e w as li n k e d t o N or a’s 

d o c k. O n c e t h e pr o c e d ur e b e g a n, s h e w o ul d p ers o n all y c o ntr ol 

t h e dri p a n d si n g hi m t o sl e e p b ef or e t h eir j oi ni n g. 

It w as al m ost ti m e.

J o v e sli d t h e gl ass es of b u b bl y o nt o a c o u nt er f or t h eir p ost-

o p c el e br ati o n, t h e n l ai d N or a d o w n o n h er t a bl e. H e u n dr ess e d 

h er fr o m t h e q uilt, p e eli n g a w a y its c or n ers t o r e v e al h er s h a p e 

wit h a sl o w n ess t h at w as a g o ni zi n g a n d er oti c. His ri g ht h a n d 

e x pl or e d h er l e n gt h f or s o m e s e c o n ds, a n d h e lift e d h er at t h e 

el b o w,  d eli b er at el y  sli p pi n g  h er  i n c h- b y-i n c h  d o w n  o nt o  t h e  

p e n etr ati n g d o c k st u m p. H er i n di c at or li g ht s hift e d bl u e a g ai n. 

“ Tal k t o m e, ” h e br e at h e d. T h e e ar pi e c e cr a c kl e d t o lif e.

“ H ell o, J o v e. C o m m e n ci n g s y n c h wit h N or ali n k d o c k. U pl o a d -

i n g r e c o n fi g ur ati o n pr ot o c ol. T his m a y t a k e s e v er al mi n ut es. ”

T h os e h ost r e c o n ff g ur ati o n d at a w er e J o v e’s v o ws t o N or a, a n d 

i nt er w o v e n wit h his n e ur ol o gi c al a n d ps y c h ol o gi c al i di os y n cr a-

si es w as a f ull r o uti n e f or s af e a n d s a nit ar y r e m o v al of a l eft ar m 
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b y s ur gi c al r o b ot. Til d e at h d o t h e m p art.

H e u n b utt o n e d his s hirt t o t h e m e as ur e d r h yt h m of t h e alt er -

n ati n g L E D i n di c at ors o n N or a’s hilt a n d t h os e o n t h e d o c k. H e 

s w a y e d a littl e t o t h e b e at of t h os e fi utt eri n g h ar bi n g ers of c o m -

pl eti o n b ef or e t a ki n g his s e at o n t h e o p p osit e t a bl e. H e p ull e d 

a  ff at  r u b b er  t o ur ni q u et  fr o m  t h e  tr a y  of  t o ols,  w o u n d  it  ti g ht 

b et w e e n l eft s h o ul d er a n d bi c e ps, dr e w it ti g ht wit h ri g ht h a n d 

a n d t e et h. H e u n c a p p e d t h e I V n e e dl e a n d, as pr a cti c e d u m pt e e n 

ti m es fr o m t h e Y o u T u b e i nstr u cti o n al, e asil y e nt er e d it i nt o a 

b ul gi n g v ei n i n t h e cr o o k of his ri g ht el b o w. J o v e r e cli n e d o n 

t h e c ol d t a bl e s urf a c e, s mil e d t o w ar d t h e i n ert N or a, w a nti n g 

t o s h ar e his m u n d a n e s h o c k at t h e s e ns ati o n, b ut s h e w as still 

tr a nsf erri n g a n d assi mil ati n g fil es. Ta k e y o ur ti m e, b e a utif ul.

J o v e’s  l eft  h a n d  tr es p ass e d  his  fi el d  of  visi o n  as  h e  s ettl e d, 

w a vi n g g o o d b y e b ef or e h e sl u n g its si nist er b ul k a cr oss t h e t a bl e 

g a p a n d his ri g ht tr a p p e d it, writ hi n g, wit hi n t h e n ei g h b ori n g r e -

str ai nts. P arti n g w as s u c h s w e et s orr o w. H e tri e d t o r el a x i n t h os e 

l o n g a n d q ui et mi n ut es pr es a gi n g t h e lif e- a ffr mi n g c h a n g es t o 

c o m e. H e a d a n d e y es t ur n e d wistf ull y o n his l o v e, his l eft ar m 

i n s olit ar y c o n fl n e m e nt a n d ri g ht ar m i n v ol u nt ar y s u b missi o n.

N or a’s  p al m  fi e x e d  mi n ut el y,  r el a x e d  i m m e di at el y  i n  t h e  p e -

ri p h er y of his visi o n. J o v e r ais e d his h e a d wit h a w a n s mil e. T h e 

bl u e li g ht st e a di e d, a n d s h e w as b a c k.

“ H ell o, J o v e. H ost r e c o n fi g ur ati o n c o m pl et e. A m p … ”

H er  v oi c e  diss ol v e d  i n  st ati c  fr o m  t h e  e ar pi e c e.  J o v e’s  h e a d  

w hirl e d ri g ht o n i nsti n ct, gi vi n g a c c ess t o his fr e er h a n d. A littl e 

j ostl e of t h e e ar pi e c e, a n d h e tri e d a g ai n.

“ S orr y, N or a. I t hi n k t h e d o c k’s si g n al is i nt erf eri n g wit h m y 

r e c ei v er. Pl e as e r e p e at. ”

M or e st ati c. A n d l o u d er. N or a’s ff n g ers gr as p e d r a n d o ml y i n t h e 
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air. T h e n, a n ot h er v oi c e.

“ W h o ? S K RI T C H! ”

T h at n as al dr a wl. T h at b e wil d er e d a fi e ct ati o n. It st art e d a g ai n, 

e v e n as N or a t wist e d h er f or m i nt o pr et z els of s pir ali n g c o n v ul -

si o n.

“ W h o’s g ot m y ar m ? ”

M ar g ar et! G o d d a m n it, t h at w as M ar g ar et’s v oi c e! T h e st ati c 

s krit c h e d  ar o u n d  h er  w or ds  li k e  d a ys- ol d  s c a bs  p ull e d  a w a y.  

J o v e att e m pt e d t o sit u p, f or g ot o n e ar m w as f ast e n e d a n d t h e 

ot h er att a c h e d t o a n e e dl e a n d li n e. H e j er k e d as m u c h fr o m st ar -

tl e m e nt as fr o m t h e p h ysi cs of his s elf- c o n ff n e m e nt, f ell b a c k t o 

t h e t a bl e. N or a st o o d er e ct n o w, p al m a n d fi n g ers t ur gi d i n t h eir 

fi n est “ H eil, Hitl er ” s al ut e b ef or e all b ut f or e ff n g er c url e d i n.

“ W h o’s g ot m y g ol d e n ar m ?! ? ”

A n d N or a’s wrist dr o p p e d f or w ar d t o p oi nt t h at a c c usi n g f or e -

fl n g er b et w e e n J o v e’s e y es.

“ W H O’ S G O T M Y G O L D E N A R M ? ”

N or a  l u n g e d  at  hi m  li k e  a  c o br a  fr o m  h er  p er c h,  j a b b e d  his  

p u d g y n os e wit h t h e fi n g er.

“ W A S I T Y O U ?! ?  S K RI T C H! ”

M ar g ar et w as h er e t o p u nis h hi m y et a g ai n, h er e t o r e g ai n t h e 

l o v e h e st ol e fr o m h er. B ut s h e c o ul d n’t h a v e it. J o v e s et his t e et h 

str o n g o v er his l o w er li p a n d t hr e w his ri g ht ar m hi g h. T h e I V 

n e e dl e ri p p e d fr e e i n t h e m ost i n d eli c at e w a y, t a ki n g s ki n a n d 

s u b d er m a a mi dst a hi g h ar c of bl o o d s p e w. T h at h urt, a n d t h e 

p ai n  r e fi e x  sl a m m e d  his  gri m a ci n g  s k ull  i nt o  a  c ollisi o n  wit h 

t h e  still- p oi nti n g  N or a.  H er  ff n g erti p  str u c k  t h e  e ar pi e c e  mi c, 

disl o d g e d  t h e  w h ol e  u nit  o n  t h e  f ul cr u m  of  his  e ar  ri d g e.  H e  

r e a c h e d t o i nt er c e pt t h e r e c ei v er b ut o nl y k n o c k e d it i nt o t h e 
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s p a c e  b et w e e n  t a bl es.  M ar g ar et’s  s krit c hi n g  v oi c e  di mi nis h e d  

wit h altit u d e i n a b ast ar di z e d D o p pl er e fi e ct. 

“ S kriiit c h … w as it y o o u u u …s kriiit c h. ”

Cl a c k.  It  b o u n c e d  o n c e  s o m e w h er e  b e n e at h  hi m,  a n d  N or a  

r el a x e d t o h er d ef a ult c h ar g e p ost ur e. J o v e n e e d e d t o t al k t o h er 

b ef or e M ar g ar et c a m e b a c k. H e l e a n e d a w k w ar dl y o v er t h e g a p 

b et w e e n t a bl es, c o ul d n ot s e e t h e e ar pi e c e, b ut h e c o ul d h e ar its 

ti n n y w his p er fr o m t h e s h a d o ws. N or a’s ti n n y w his p er.

“ C o m m e n ci n g a m p ut ati o n pr ot o c ol, St e p F o ur. ”

St e p F o ur ? N or a h a d pr o c ess e d t h e i niti al st e ps of t h e pr ot o c ol 

t hr o u g h o ut M ar g ar et’s p oss essi o n of h er s yst e ms. B ut St e p F o ur 

b y p ass e d a n est h eti c. H e t o o k i n t h e e m pt y I V w o u n d wit h t erri -

bl e r e ali z ati o n. A n d it s ki p p e d t h e s oft tiss u e a n d n er v e s e p ar a -

ti o n. N or a wi el d e d t h e b o n e s a w o v er hi m n o w, a n d J o v e j er k e d 

us el essl y  at  his  r estr ai nts,  his  diss o ci at e d  l eft  ar m  as  ff nis h e d 

wit h hi m as h e w as wit h it j ust m o m e nts e arli er.

T h e s err at e d s a w bl a d e bit i nt o his f att y u p p er ar m u n d er s u -

p er h u m a n  f or c e  fr o m  N or a,  a n d  t h e  n u m bi n g  t o ur ni q u et  w as  

p al e  s u bstit ut e  f or  g e n er al  a n est h eti c  or  s ur gi c all y  ti e d  bl o o d  

v ess els. J o v e h oll er e d, gr a b b e d d es p er at el y at N or a’s wrist, b ut 

s h e w a nt e d hi m wit h r e ci pr o c al f er v or t h e n. A n d s h e w o ul d n ot 

b e d e ni e d. T ur n e d o ut, J o v e w as a s cr e a m er. N or a t hr ust e d a n d 

t hr ust e d a n d t hr ust e d t hri c e m or e b ef or e r el e asi n g hi m h o wli n g 

fr o m t h e pris o n of his l eft ar m. 

J o v e s hi v er e d a n d s hri e k e d u p t o sitti n g, u n a bl e t o t a k e his e y es 

fr o m t h e bl o o d- p o uri n g, e x p ertl y cr aft e d w o u n d at his s h o ul d er. 

O nl y  t h e  st e el y  gri p  of  N or a’s  u nf alt eri n g  fi n g ers  ar o u n d  his 

t hr o at h alt e d his cri es, a n d, t h e n, h e h e ar d h er v oi c e a g ai n, u p 

fr o m t h e fi o or.

“It w as y o u. All al o n g, it w as y o u. ”
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J o v e r e gr ett e d his m o m e nt ar y r esist a n c e. N or a h el d hi m as h e 

w a nt e d f or s o l o n g. S h e st o p p e d his s cr e a ms a n d s o ot h e d his 

p ai n. S h e f or g a v e hi m i n his d ar k est m o m e nt. A n d s h e di d n ot 

l et g o.



T h e m u d p o ur e d li k e s a n ds d o w n t h e n e c ks of a t h o us a n d s h at -

t er e d h o ur gl ass es. E v er y dr e n c h e d gr ai n b ulli e d a w a y pr e ci o us 

at o ms of o x y g e n f all e n i nt o t h e r e d cl a y b u n k er D o u gl as a n d his 

fri e n ds s c o o p e d o ut of t h e A b b e vill e cl a y wit h h a n ds a n d f e et 

a n d Bi g G ul p c u ps f or t w o d a ys str ai g ht. O nl y o n e of t h os e f e et 

r e m ai n e d i n t h e c oll a ps e d pit t h e n, a filt h y b o y’s si z e 1 0 B ust er 

Br o w n p e e k e d o ut w h er e E n os Wal k er sli d d o w n i nt o t h e m a k e -

s hift f ort b ut a f e w s e c o n ds b ef or e a n d s et o ff t h at b ur nt or a n g e 

a v al a n c h e. D o u gl as p ull e d at his h air wit h cr u d d y h a n ds, t ur n e d 

sil e ntl y t o R u e b e n, w h o dr o p p e d t o a k n e e i n st u n n e d pr ot est of 

t h e r e alit y of w h at j ust h a p p e n e d, a n d t h e n t o Gr et c h e n, w h o al-

r e a d y l e a pt at t h e dirt pil e a h e a d of h er fri g ht e n e d c alls of E n os’ 

n a m e. H er v el o cit y p ull e d D o u gl as a n d R e u b e n i nt o h er w a k e, 

a n d s h e sl a m m e d c u p p e d h a n ds i nt o t h e s oft m us h o n l a n di n g. 

D o u gl as gr a b b e d t h e f o ot, a n d it ri p p e d a w a y, j ust a s h o e e m pt y 

of t h e p al e, s o c kl ess a p p e n d a g e t h at n or m all y c all e d it h o m e.

Al a b a m a Ni g ht m ar es

7

H u g gi n’ M oll y
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E n os w as b uri e d u n d er t h er e, a b o ut f o ur f e et d o w n, wit h n o air, 

n o li g ht, a n d n o w a y o ut. His t hr e e b est fri e n ds d u g a w a y mil k 

q u arts of h e a v y dirt i n t w o- h a n d e d l o a d aft er t w o- h a n d e d l o a d, 

b ut t h e f or c es of gr a vit y a n d a d h esi o n w er e str o n g er t h a n a n y 

c oll e cti o n of el e v e n- y e ar- ol d h a n ds tir e d at t wili g ht o n t h at h ot 

J ul y S u n d a y i n 1 9 8 3. T h eir c h a n n els t o w h er e E n os mi g ht l a y 

fill e d i n a g ai n as f ast as t h e y o p e n e d t h e m. E n os c o ul d h ol d his 

br e at h l o n g er t h a n a n y of his c o m p atri ots, a n d h e pr o v e d it o n 

t h e r e g ul ar w h e n Gr et c h e n’s m a m a dr o v e t h e m u p t h e r o a d t o 

Bl u e S pri n gs i n Cli o. B ut his r e c or d w as a b o ut t w o mi n ut es a n d 

t hirt y s e c o n ds, a n d t h e y d u g f or t wi c e t h at b ef or e r e ali zi n g t h e y 

w er e o ut m at c h e d.

“ We g ott a g et h el p, ” D o u gl as a d mitt e d b et w e e n g as pi n g i n h al es, 

“It’s al m ost d ar k, a n d h e’s b e e n u n d er t h er e t o o l o n g. ”

Wit h o ut  a c k n o wl e d gi n g  hi m,  Gr et c h e n  k e pt  cl a wi n g  at  t h e  

e n dl ess pit. R e u b e n cri e d, st o p p e d, t h e n sl a m m e d his ffsts i nt o 

t h e m u d.

“ H e’s d e a d! ” R e u b e n y ell e d, “ H e’s d e a d. We’r e all d e a d! T h e 

s u n’s g oi n g d o w n, a n d M oll y will g et us b ef or e w e g et h el p! ”

Gr et c h e n st o p p e d at t h at m e nti o n, t hr e w a dirt cl o d h ar d i nt o 

R e u b e n’s c h est.

“ H u g gi n’ M oll y ai n’t r e al, R e u b e n! ” s h e b ell o w e d, “ W h at’s r e al 

is w e g ott a g et E n os o ut fr o m u n d er t his m ess a n d n o w! ”

“ S h e is r e al, ” R e u b e n r et ort e d, “ A n d s h e ai n’t g etti n’ m e! ”

H e d art e d fr o m t h e f all e n cl a y f ortr ess a n d di d n ot l o o k b a c k o n 

his tr aj e ct or y t o w ar d t h e h ors e tr ail t h at l e d b a c k t o Fi el d R o a d 

a n d, a b o ut a mil e o n, t o D o u gl as’ h o us e. E v er y p or e o n his b o d y 

i o ni z e d  i n  f e ar,  D o u gl as  s hr u g g e d  e ar n estl y  at  Gr et c h e n  a n d  

t o o k  o fi  b e hi n d  R e u b e n. T h e  wi n d  w histl e d  p ast  his  f a m o usl y 

pr otr u di n g  e ars  as  h e  fi e w.  H e  i m a gi n e d  hi ms elf  T h e  Fl as h,  a 
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cr a c kli n g r e d str e a k of h er ois m e n r o ut e t o p ass u p R e u b e n a n d 

s a v e  t h e  d a y  hi ms elf. A  sti fi e d  cr y  b e hi n d  hi m  i nt err u pt e d  his 

j a g g e d s pri nt. H e a p pr o a c h e d t h e alr e a d y st o p p e d R e u b e n w hil e 

h e t ur n e d t o l o o k b a c k f or Gr et c h e n.

“ Was t h at Gr et c h e n ? W h er e is s h e ? ” h e as k e d, pr o bi n g t h e di m -

mi n g tr ail b e hi n d hi m t hr o u g h s q ui nt e d e y es.

R e u b e n’s br o w n- bl a c k iris es s urr e n d er e d t o t h e i ntr usi v e w hit es 

of his e y es, a n d h e p oi nt e d t o a bl a c k m ass b et w e e n t h e m a n d 

E n os’ b uri al sit e. S o m e b o d y w as t h er e. A r ot u n d gr o w n- u p f a c e d 

a w a y b e n e at h a v eil e d f u n er al h at a n d h o v er e d o v er t h e b u c k -

l e d w hit e l e gs of Gr et c h e n. Its h e a v y bl a c k r o b e writ h e d a n d 

wri g gl e d i n sil e nt w or k, i nt err u pt e d o nl y b y s ki n n y w hit e ar ms 

str et c h e d p arti all y ar o u n d its b ul k i n t a ut e m br a c e.

“ H u g gi n’ M oll y! ” R e u b e n s cr e a m e d as if c alli n g t o t h e t hi n g, 

“ We’r e l at e g etti n g h o m e! ”

A n d h e r a b bit e d t o w ar d t h e r o a d a g ai n. D o u gl as pr o cr asti n at e d 

a  m o m e nt,  still  u n c ert ai n  h e  s a w  w h at  h e  s a w,  b ut,  t h e n,  s h e  

l o o k e d at hi m. T h e p alli d f at f a c e r ot at e d fr o m t h e ff a c ci d fi g ur e 

of Gr et c h e n t o s mil e at hi m a cr oss t h e t hirt y or s o y ar ds t h at 

p art e d t h e m. T h e gli nti n g p u pils s cr e a m e d, “ Y o u’r e l at e! ” T h e 

h ar m e m b e d d e d i n t h at st e el y t el e p at h y pr o p ell e d hi m b e hi n d 

a n d s wiftl y p ast R e u b e n, cl o a k e d a g ai n i n his Fl as h f a nt as y. T h e 

f a mili ar t u m bl e of el b o ws a n d k n e es b e hi n d hi m pr es a g e d t h e 

cr y of a f all e n ki d.

“ U n g h! D o u gi e, w ait! ” R e u b e n y ell e d as h e w e nt d o w n.

D o u gl as sl o w e d t o s u b-s o ni c s p e e d t o l o o k b a c k o n e l ast ti m e. 

R e u b e n  l a y  cr u m pl e d  o n  t h e  gr ass,  tri e d  t o  c oll e ct  hi ms elf,  

a n d st ar e d pl e a di n gl y at hi m. B ef or e e v e n his r e fi e x es all o w e d 

a cti o n, t h e b ur g e o ni n g e v e ni n g c o al es c e d its d ar k r a ys o v er R e u -

b e n, w o v e M oll y’s cl o a k fr o m m att er i n t h at v oi d of t h e li g ht. 

T h e r est of t wili g ht’s e nf or c er m at eri ali z e d wit hi n t h e bl a c k of 
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t h at g ar m e nt. H a n ds t h at p ull e d R e u b e n fr o m t h e gr o u n d t o h er 

b ul gi n g b os o m. Blist er e d li ps t h at w his p er e d i n a u di bl y i n his e ar 

a n d bl a n k e d his e y es a n d his will wit h t h eir u n k n o w n t elli n g. 

Ar ms t h at wr a p p e d a b o ut t h e b o y’s littl e fr a m e. A n d R e u b e n’s 

li m bs r e ci pr o c at e d as s h e iss u e d h er q ui et r e pri m a n d f or st a yi n g 

o ut t o o l at e. T h e l oss of a fri e n d w as n o e x c us e!

R e u b e n’s h u g a c c o m plis h e d, a n ot h er littl e b o d y dr o p p e d fr o m 

t h e  d ar k  of  M oll y’s  r o b es.  It  w as  Gr et c h e n,  h er  e x pr essi o n  

dr a w n i nt o a fri g ht m as k as t h o u g h fr o z e n i n f u n n y f a c e pl a y, as 

f or et ol d b y all m ot h ers e v er y w h er e si n c e t h e b e gi n ni n g of ti m e. 

H er h a n ds cl e n c h e d i n c o ntr a ct ur es of s h o c k. H er b o d y ti e d i n a 

f a u x ri g or m ortis fr o m h er mi n ut es i n t h e w afti n g h ell of a pl a c e 

wit hi n H u g gi n’ M oll y.

R e u b e n  w as  M oll y’s  t h e n,  t o o,  a n d  D o u gl as  w as  e v e n  l at er  

g etti n g h o m e. It w as eit h er t h e fr o nt d o or or t h e h u g f or hi m, a n d 

h e w o ul d n ot e n d t his d a y s m ot h er e d li k e E n os a n d Gr et c h e n a n d 

R e u b e n. T h e d ar k e ni n g w orl d a b o ut hi m cr a wl e d t o sl o w m o -

ti o n. H e p a nt o mi m e d str et c hi n g T h e Fl as h’s c o wl o v er his e y es 

a n d n os e, a n d h e w as o fi wit h gritt e d t e et h, t h e gr o u n d a ff a m e at 

e a c h t o u c h of his h y p er ki n eti c f e et.

T h e s u n c o w er e d b e n e at h t h e tr e e li n e o p p osit e Fi el d R o a d as 

D o u gl as t ur n e d t o ri d e t h e w hit e li n e o n t h e as p h alt t h at l e d t o his 

dri v e w a y. T h e ni g ht dr o p p e d ar o u n d hi m, a n d all t h e i m a gi n e d 

s p e e d f or c e his mi n d c o ul d m ust er w as u nli k el y t o g et hi m h o m e 

b ef or e H u g gi n’ M oll y di d t o hi m w h at s h e’ d alr e a d y d o n e t o his 

fri e n ds wit h o ut s u p er-s p e e d. H e f o u g ht t h e ur g e t o l o o k b a c k, 

f o c us e d o n r u n ni n g. His l u n gs b ur n e d. His t hr o at h urt. His l e gs 

w a nt e d t o q uit, b ut h e j ust h a d t o g ut it o ut a f e w m or e mi n ut es, 

a n d h er cl ai m t o hi m w o ul d b e v oi d e d wit h b ut a t o u c h of t h e 

s cr e e n d o or h a n dl e.

If o nl y s p e e d w er e a f a ct or …
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T h e d ar k t hi c k e n e d a b o ut hi m, s m o k e bl a c k a n d c ol d a n d r e e k -

i n g of m ot h b alls. T h e c o al es ci n g cl o u d m o v e d wit h hi m, zi gs or 

z a gs or f ei nt e d st o ps or st arts, u ntil t h e f a bri c of M oll y’s g ar m e nts 

fi ail e d  a b o ut  his  f a c e  a n d  ar ms,  a n d  t h e  w orl d  o utsi d e  it  v a n -

is h e d. T h e sl e e v es a n d c oll ars r oil e d li k e e els i n a dr o u g ht- bl e d 

cr e e k a n d s m ell e d w ors e. D o u gl as sl o w e d b ef or e t h e y tri p p e d 

hi m. H e tri e d t o st o p, dr o p, a n d r oll, as if t h e bl a c k n ess w as ffr e, 

b ut t h e cr e p e-s ki n n e d ar ms t h at gr e w i n t h e r o b es h el d hi m u p. 

T h e c oll ar u nf url e d i n a v o mit of v ari c os e, c a d a v er o us fi es h t o 

u n v eil M oll y’s gri n ni n g c o u nt e n a n c e. H er s u n k e n c h ar c o al e y es 

s p ar k e d b e n e at h t h e h at t h at w o v e its elf fr o m str a n ds of gr e as y 

gr a y h air.

T h e r a c e h o m e w as l ost, a n d D o u gl as k n e w h e d es er v e d w h at 

h e  w as  a b o ut  t o  g et.  H e  sti fi e n e d  i n  w ait  f or  t h os e  w a x e n  ol d 

ar ms t o e n cir cl e hi m, t h o u g ht of all t h e ti m es M a m a w ar n e d hi m 

a b o ut g etti n g h o m e b ef or e t h e str e etli g hts c a m e o n. H e n e v er 

mi n d e d h er, s o h e w o ul d p a y t h e pri c e. T h e h u g di d n’t c o m e i m -

m e di at el y, t h o u g h. M oll y still h el d a n ot h er t o b e r el e as e d b ef or e 

D o u gl as t o o k his pl a c e b et w e e n cl as p e d ff n g ers a n d c h est.

R e u b e n, his f a c e str et c h e d a n d fr o z e n i n a d e at h gri m a c e li k e 

Gr et c h e n’s, w as birt h e d fr o m M oll y’s ni g ht cl ot h es. H e m elt e d 

t hr o u g h h er r el e as e a n d i nt o t h e w orl d o utsi d e, f all e n t o t h eir 

j oi nt d e cisi o n t o d ef y t wili g ht’s si m pl e c urf e w. A n d it w as all 

D o u gl as’ f a ult. T h e dirt f ort w as his i d e a. Fi nis hi n g it at t h e c ost 

of st a yi n g o ut t o o l at e w as his i d e a, t o o. Li k e Gr et c h e n, h e di d n’t 

b eli e v e i n H u g gi n’ M oll y, a n d M oll y k n e w it. T h e f a ct of his 

s k e pti cis m w as t h e s o ur c e of t h e gl e ef ul gli m m er i n h er e y es 

as s h e t o o k hi m i nt o h er e m br a c e. H e f elt t h e j usti c e wit h e v er y 

c ol d br e at h o n his e ar w h e n s h e s q u e e z e d hi m t o h er, a n d s h e 

b e g a n h er w his p ers.

T h e y  w er e  l o w  m u m bl es  at  flrst,  i n cr e m e nt all y  risi n g  i n  v ol -

u m e a n d pit c h wit h e a c h utt er a n c e. All t h e wi n d l eft i n D o u gl as 
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e s c a p e d i n t h at h u g, r e pl a c e d wit h t h e Ar cti c g al es pi er ci n g his 

e ars t h e n i n t h u n d er o us s cr e a ms of r e b u k e. 

“ H o n or t h y f at h er a n d t h y m ot h er! ”

“ D o as y o u’r e t ol d! ”

“ St o p r u n ni n g i n a n d o ut! ”

“ D o n’t y o u b a c k-t al k m e! ”

“ Y o u’ll d o it a n d li k e it! ”

“ Y o u b ett er g et h o m e b ef or e d ar k! ”

A  r a pi d- fir e  m e dl e y  of  e a c h  a n d  e v er y  p ar e nt al  w ar ni n g  e v er 

i m a gi n e d, a n d all of t h e m st a m p e d e d t hr o u g h D o u gl as’ f or m a-

ti v e littl e c o ns ci e n c e li k e a h er d of bl a zi n g bis o n. T h e r e ali z ati o n 

of his g uilt i n all as p e cts p ull e d at his h e art a n d at his f a c e wit h 

f or c es b e y o n d t h e p h ysi c al. His e y es b ur n e d wit h t e ars t h at di d 

n ot c o m e. His m o ut h c url e d a n d s p as m e d wit h cri es sil e nt fr o m 

e m pt y l u n gs.

Was t h at w h at E n os f elt i n t h e b ell y of t h e f all e n f ortr ess ? A f e ar 

f or g e d i n h el pl ess n ess fr o m his o w n d e ff a n c e of t h e m ost b asi c 

p ar e nt al c a uti o ns ? A n a c c e pt a n c e of t h e ulti m at e pri c e p ai d f or 

a pri z e s o st u pi d ? 

E n os l a y f a c e d o w n a n d dr o w n e d i n r e d cl a y, l ost a n d al o n e wit h 

n o fri e n ds l eft t o t ell his f ol ks w h at h a p p e n e d. At l e ast D o u gl as 

h a d s o m e o n e t o h u g.  



Fri d a y ni g ht at T h e G all eri a w as Ti m es S q u ar e o n N e w Ye ar’s 

E v e j u xt a p os e d o n mi d dl e Al a b a m a. Wr a p i n a cir cl e of s u b ur b a n 

v a m pir es a n d p o v ert y-l e v el g h o uls w h o t o o w ors hi p p e d at t h e 

t e m pl e of B a u h a us, a n d Ni x o n w as tr ul y h o m e. His bl a c k- cl a d 

p a c k of h orr or fi e n ds pr o wl e d t h e d e a d e n ds a n d e m pt y s p a c es 

of t h e m all li k e v e n g ef ul h a u nts ti e d t h er e b y t h e u ns p e a k a bl e 

a cts t h at kill e d t h e m. Wa v es of d e a d- e y e d wi v es i n m o m j e a ns 

st e er e d  t h eir  cr ot c h  g o bli ns  a w a y  fr o m  t h e  ass e m bl e d  c o v e n  

u p o n r o u n di n g a c or n er i nt o t h eir tr e n c h c o at e d mi dst. A q ui c k 

li n e fr o m R et ur n of t h e Li vi n g D e a d  or T h e L ost B o ys  al w a ys 

s e nt t h e littl e c o nf or mists s c urr yi n g b a c k t o t h e bri g ht-lit s af et y 

of M o nt g o m er y War d.

“ Br ai ns! Li v e Br ai ns!’ Ni x o n bl urt e d at a r ot u n d, f e at h er- h air e d 

bl o n d e a n d h er br a c e-f a c e d t w e e n as t h e y d ar e d e m er g e fr o m 

B. D alt o n B o o ks ell ers. T h e p air a ct u all y ffi n c h e d at his p a nt o -

mi m e d z o m bi e l ur c h, a n d his j et- d y e d fri e n ds h o wl e d. 

Al a b a m a Ni g ht m ar es

8

Mi d ni g ht M a d n ess
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“ G o b a c k t o Si n atr a, M a m a, ” J e ni c e s p at at t h e f a mil y i n p ass -

i n g. H er s ar c asti c h e a d j er k p ull e d h er as y m m etri c al b a n gs fr o m 

t h e glitt eri n g gr e e n e y e us u all y o bs c ur e d b e hi n d t h e m. 

Ni x o n’s f a c e ti g ht e n e d at t h e l o o k of h er. S h e w as e v er y l e at h er y 

f a nt as y b or n of l at e ni g hts s o a ki n g i n t h e vi d e os of M T V’s 1 2 0 

Mi n ut es . P al e, g a u nt p erf e cti o n i n c o m b at b o ots. A n d s h e l eft 

hi m t h e n ot e, t h e o n e as ki n g hi m t o st a y aft er t h e m all cl os e d …

t o s p e n d s o m e al o n e ti m e.

Or  at  l e ast  h e  t h o u g ht  t h e  n ot e  w as  fr o m  h er.  It  w as  M a gi c  

M ar k er  s cr a wls  f ol d e d  i nt o  a  p a p er  f o ot b all  a n d  st u fi e d  i n  t h e 

i n n er l eft p o c k et of his c o at, t h e o n e s o s a cr e d t o h o us e his ffrst 

S ki n n y P u p p y c ass ett e. 

“ Al a d di n’s C astl e aft er h o urs, ” it r e a d.

Ni x o n r e fi e xi v el y p att e d t h e b ul g e i n t h e f a bri c, c o n fir m e d n ot e 

a n d t a p e still hi d t o g et h er t h er e, c h e c k e d his w at c h f a c e b e n e at h 

its Wit e- O ut-li n e d a n ar c h y s y m b ol. 8: 3 7 p. m. Ti m e t o dis a p p e ar 

u ntil s e c urit y ki c k e d all t h e s h e e p o ut i nt o t h e ni g ht, l o c k e d u p, 

a n d w e nt h o m e t o cr y i nt o t h eir c h e c k b o o ks.

H e p ull e d t h e c or n ers of his tr e n c h c o at i nt o his m ost d a u nti n g 

B el a L u g osi Dr a c ul a s pr e a d, dr a wl e d, “ A n d t h e h o ur dr a ws ni g h, 

m y c o v e n, f or m e t o m a k e m y es c a p e. ”

H e e y e d J e ni c e, e a g er f or s mili n g a c k n o wl e d g e m e nt. S h e bit 

i nt o  h er  g u m  a n d  ffi p p e d  hi m  o fl  wit h  a  s mir k. Yes. Y E S.  N o 

m or e w or ds n e e d e d s p e a ki n g. Ni x o n l o w- fi v e d t all C or y a n d s plit 

t h e cr e w li k e t h e R e d S e a e n r o ut e t o his pr e m e dit at e d hi d e a w a y.

T h e ar c a d e w as j ust f o ur st or es d o w n, o n o n e of t h e s h ort c orri -

d ors o nt o t h e s e c o n d- fi o or p ar ki n g d e c k. H e ff o at e d i n wit h t e n 

mi n ut es t o s p ar e a n d sli d a q u art er i nt o H y p er D y n e Si d e Ar ms. 

A f e w m o m e nts of si d e-s cr olli n g ultr a- vi ol e n c e l at er, a n d T o d d, 

t h e att e n d a nt o n d ut y, cl a p p e d his s h o ul d er i n a n u ns p o k e n wr a p 
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it u p a n d m a d e his ni g htl y j a u nt t o T h e Gr e at A m eri c a n C o o ki e 

C o m p a n y n e xt d o or t o fiirt wit h t h e littl e r e d h e a d wit h t h e pi xi e 

c ut. Cl o c k w or k.

Ni x o n r el e as e d t h e j o ysti c k mi d- b arr a g e t o vi ol at e t h e s a cr e d 

s p a c e of t h e E m pl o y e es O nl y d o or w a y t o t h e o ff c e a n d st o c k 

r o o m of Al a d di n’s C astl e. A dj a c e nt t h e e m er g e n c y e xit w as a n 

e m pt y Q * b ert c a bi n et f or g ott e n t h er e t o t h e a n n als of vi d e o g a m e 

e v ol uti o n. H e dr o p p e d t o a s q u at a n d sli d s er p e nti n e b et w e e n 

w all a n d w o o d i nt o t h e v oi d e d d ar k a n d w ait e d.

T h e cli n k of t h e dr o p p e d a n d l o c k e d g at e si g n al e d T o d d’s r et ur n 

a n d h er al d e d t h e st ar k sil e n c e of s o m e fift y g a m es g oi n g bl a c k 

at o n c e. E a g er sl ur ps of s n o g gi n g r e pl a c e d kl a x o ns a n d w histl es 

a n d tr es p ass e d u n c o mf ort a bl y cl os e. T o d d w as m or e p ers u asi v e 

t h a n Ni x o n g u ess e d. T h e o fi c e m a k e- o ut s essi o n w as bri ef, as 

t h e t w o c a m e t o a q ui c k d e cisi o n t o m o v e t h e f esti viti es t o h er 

m o m’s Gr a n d Pri x. 

T h e d o or cl os e d b e hi n d t h e m a n d p ull e d Ni x o n fr o m t h e risi n g 

d ar k as t h o u g h c o al es c e d fr o m t h e v er y s h a d o ws. T h e u p p er ri g ht 

b utt o n o n his w at c h s h o w n a li g ht o nt o its h a n ds. 9: 2 2 p. m. T h e 

g u ar ds us u all y l eft e arl y, b ut n ot b ef or e 9: 3 0. H e dr o p p e d i nt o 

t h e  r a g g e d  o ff c e  c h air,  p ut  his  f e et  u p,  ar ms  b e hi n d  his  h e a d. 

A n d h e w ait e d.

Ni x o n  w o k e  wit h  a  st art  a n d  al m ost  t hr e w  hi ms elf  fr o m  t h e  

c h air.  T h e  c hir ps  a n d  str o b es  of  t h e  ar c a d e  m a c hi n es  bl urr e d  

fr o m t h e dr e a m t h e y’ d j ust i nt err u pt e d, a n d, f or s c a nt s e c o n ds, 

h e di d n’t k n o w t h e w h er e or t h e w h e n of his e xist e n c e. B ut his 

w at c h a n c h or e d hi m t o 1 1: 0 2 p. m. at Al a d di n’s C astl e. D a m n 

it! J e ni c e w as g o n e. H e p ass e d o ut, p u n k e d o ut, a n d miss e d h er. 

H e w o b bl e d t o his f e et, ki c k e d t h e r olli n g c h air i nt o t h e w all 

i n s elf- dis g ust. T h e t hr o b bi n g p uls e i n his f or e h e a d p us h e d his 

e y es  fr o m  t h e  c as c a di n g  k al ei d os c o p e  of  t h e  g a m e  r o o m,  b ut  
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s o m et hi n g m o v e d i n t h e p eri p h er y. H e s q ui nt e d i nt o t h e b e e pi n g 

s p e ctr u m i nt err u pt e d b y a p etit e, f e mi ni n e sil h o u ett e.

“J e ni c e ? ” h e w his p er e d b e n e at h t h e g ur gli n g el e ctr o ni c c a c o p h -

o n y.

Ni x o n s hi el d e d his t e n d er visi o n wit h a f or e ar m a n d l u m b er e d 

i nt o t h e n e ar est r o w of fi utt eri n g c a bi n ets. S h e w as g o n e, b ut h er 

h u m al o n gsi d e t h e D o n k e y K o n g t h e m e b etr a y e d h er r etr e at t o 

t h e o p p osit e c or n er of t h e s p a c e. H e st ol e a m o m e nt t o c oll e ct 

hi ms elf i nt o t h e G ot h g o d h e b e c a m e e v er y Fri d a y a n d S at ur d a y 

ni g ht  a n d  sl o w- m o-t ur n e d  t h e  c or n er  t o  f a c e  his  a d mir er,  b ut  

f o u n d o nl y t h e disi nt e gr ati n g s k ull of Dir k t h e D ari n g o n t h e 

Dr a g o n’s L air s cr e e n.

His v e n e er of c o ol s ur vi v e d t h e miss b ef or e t h e s p e ctr al p e a -

c o c k’s  t ail  of  li g hts  t h at  fr a m e d  hi m  t h er e  li k e  t h e  vi ct ori o us  

K ur g a n fr o m Hi g hl a n d er . 

“ T h er e c a n b e o nl y o n e, ” h e m utt er e d t o his s ur gi n g c o ur a g e 

a n d  t ur n e d  o n  a  h e el  p ast  o n e  of  t w o  f a ci n g  D o u bl e  Dr a g o n  

g a m es. A f e w c a bi n ets d o w n, s h e li n g er e d t h er e, j ust a n a bs e n c e 

i n t h e pris m ati c c o n v ulsi o ns of t h e ar c a d e, pr o p p e d, c hi n d o w n, 

a g ai nst t h e c o ns ol e. N o, b esi d e … m a y b e wit hi n …t h e c o ns ol e.

Ni x o n i g n or e d t h at tri c k of t h e li g ht, s mil e d his m ost si nist er 

wit h a c o c k of t h e h e a d.

“I g ot y o ur n ot e, ” h e h alf- gl o at e d, i nst a ntl y e m b arr ass e d at t h e 

b a n al wr et c h e d n ess of his o n e b a d s h ot at a n i m pr essi o n.

A n d t h e st u pi dit y of t h e w or ds s et i n w h e n s h e sli p p e d b et w e e n 

t h e m a c hi n es a n d o ut of vi e w. D es p er ati o n pr o p ell e d hi m t o t h e 

s plit p ast P ol y bi us a n d b ef or e S u p er P a c- M a n, b ut it w as o nl y a 

c o u pl e of i n c h es wi d e, t o o s m all f or a n y o n e t o …

T h e P ol y bi us s cr e e n p ull e d his att e nti o n t o a f a mili ar f a c e t h at 

st ar e d  b a c k  at  hi m  t h er e,  d er e z z e d  a n d  pi x el at e d,  b ut  pl ai nl y  
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r e c o g ni z a bl e. It w as J e ni c e, a n gl e d b a n gs a n d all. T h at s w elli n g, 

as c e n di n g w histl e of B- m o vi e l as er b e a ms r a n g i n tri pli c at e as 

h er  li ps  m o ut h e d  sil e nt  w or ds  t h at  i nst e a d  t y p e d  t h e ms el v es  

a cr oss t h e gl ass.

“ T h a n k g o o d n ess y o u’r e h er e, NI X. ” 

T h e s e nt e n c e f a d e d. P ol y bi us J e ni c e bli n k e d o n c e.

“I’ v e b e e n w aiti n g f or y o u t o s a v e m e, NI X. ”

T h e f a c e fr o z e a n d fr a ct ur e d i nt o a s wirli n g v ort e x of pi x els, 

fi us h e d its elf i nt o a bl a c k s cr e e n of d e at h.

T h e n, w or ds.

“ Pl a y er 1 R e a d y! ”

Ni x o n  r e ff e xi v el y  gr a b b e d  t h e  j o ysti c k,  r est e d  his  l eft  i n d e x 

fi n g er o n t h e a cti o n b utt o n.

T h e g a m e s et its elf u p i n a r e v ers e r e g ur git ati o n of t h e diss o -

l uti o n of J e ni c e’s f a c e m o m e nts e arli er, a n d t h e s a m e m ut e li ps 

p us h e d w or ds a cr oss t h e s cr e e n.

“ S a v e m e, NI X. S a v e m e fr o m P ol y bi us. ”

A n d t h e f a c e dr o p p e d t o a mi nis c ul e, l o w-r es ol uti o n v ersi o n of 

its elf i n t h e c e nt er of t h e dis pl a y, s urr o u n d e d t h e n b y c o n c e n-

tri c l a y ers of c ol or e d bri c ks r e v ol vi n g o p p osit e e a c h ot h er. H e 

d e pr ess e d t h e a cti o n b utt o n, a n d a w hit e pi x el m ass dr o p p e d i n 

fr o m t h e t o p of t h e s cr e e n, str u c k a bri c k, disi nt e gr at e d it. His 

j o ysti c k w as sl a v e d t o a s et of f o ur e q ui dist a nt p a d dl es o n t h e 

o uts kirts of t h e c o nstri cti n g bri c k w alls. H e d eftl y s hift e d t h e 

n e ar est o n e t o b o u n c e t h e b all b a c k i nt o t h e bri c k, bl asti n g it 

a w a y li k e t h e first.

T his w as j ust Ar k a n oi d i n r e v ers e, a n d h e k n e w  Ar k a n oi d. L ess 

t h a n a mi n ut e i n, a n d h e s h att er e d a c orri d or t hr o u g h t h e bri c k t o 
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J e ni c e. W h e n it r ot at e d t o gr a nt h er littl e i c o n h ori z o nt al a c c ess, 

all m oti o n st o p p e d, a n d h er di giti z e d h e a d s mil e d a n d t u m bl e d 

e n d o v er e n d t hr o u g h t h e fi as hi n g o p e ni n g a n d o ff-s cr e e n.

A  q ui c k  f a d e  t o  bl a c k  pr e c e d e d  t h e  s pi n ni n g  h e a d  fi yi n g  i nt o 

vi e w fr o m t h e ri g ht e d g e, as t h o u g h c o nti n ui n g its m oti o n fr o m 

its es c a p e. It c ar e e n e d o fi t h e l eft p eri p h er y a n d t h e n b a c k i nt o 

vi e w fr o m t h e ri g ht o n t o a cr u d e, di git al pl a n et t h at m at eri ali z e d 

t h er e. T h e t w o c olli d e d, b ut o nl y t h e pl a n et r e m ai n e d. W or ds 

bli n k e d i nt o vi e w.

“ A n d t h e h o ur dr a ws ni g ht f or m e t o m a k e m y es c a p e. S a v e m e, 

NI X. Bri n g m e b a c k t o y o u. ”

H e di d it! J e ni c e w as wit h hi m, a n d s h e k n e w h e s a v e d h er a n d 

t h at  h e  di d  it  ri g ht.  N o  t e a c h ers  t o  r e p ort  hi m.  N o  p ar e nts  t o  

criti ci z e hi m. N o br ot h ers t o o ut- d o hi m. T his wi n w as his, a n d 

n o b o d y w as t a ki n g it fr o m hi m.

“ Pl a y er 1 R e a d y! ” P ol y bi us ff as h e d b ef or e hi m.

A n d  NI X  t o o k  t h e  c o ntr ols  of  a n  o bsi di a n-s h ell e d  st ar fl g ht er, 

t h or n-s h ar p  wi n gti ps  a n d  t ail  gr o w n  fr o m  a  f us el a g e  li k e  t h e  

m et al b o d y of t h e bl a c k est b at. H e sli p p e d i nt o at m os p h er e o n t h e 

tr ail of J e ni c e’s b e a c o n, bli n d e d b y p ois o n v a p ors, ill u mi n at e d, 

f or o n c e, b y p ur p os e. A t a p o n t h e ri g ht c o ntr ol pri m e d t h e m a-

c hi n e’s t el e p ort ati o n b e a m as h e n e ar e d h er, s a w J e ni c e st a n di n g 

e x p e ct a ntl y o n t h e cr at er e d r o c k of P ol y bi us, t h e b ur ni n g c a pit ol 

b e hi n d h er, s mir ki n g i n all h er s hi m m eri n g l e at h er e d fi n er y.

“ E n g a g e, ” h e m ur m ur e d t o t h e s hi p’s c o m p ut er, a n d t h e fi as h of 

t h e t el e p orti n g s e ar c hli g ht dr o p p e d s hi p-t o- gr o u n d li k e a st ati c 

v ort e x a n d f o u n d h er, e m br a c e d h er, br o u g ht h er a b o ar d, t o hi m. 

W or dl essl y, s h e dr o p p e d i nt o t h e pil ot’s s e at a dj a c e nt a n d t o o k 

t h e r ei ns. Mirr or e d e y e br o ws a n d li ps c url e d as e y es c ut e a c h 

u nt o t h e ot h er i n k n o wi n g s w a g g er, a n d t wi n y o k es p us h e d f or -

w ar d i nt o t hr ust t o c arr y t h e m u p a n d a w a y fr o m t his l ost a n d 
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l o n el y pl a n et.

I n t h e m or ni n g, t h e ar c a d e m a n a g er, T o d d, p o ur e d Visi n e i nt o 

sl e e p- dri e d  s o c k ets  b ef or e  h oisti n g  t h e  Al a d di n’s  C astl e  g at e  

t o  pr e p  b ef or e  o p e n.  T h e  u n e x p e ct e d  w hir  a n d  s cr e a m  of  t h e  

m a c hi n es gr e et e d hi m, a n d h e s c a n n e d t h e s p a c e b ef or e e nt eri n g 

i n c as e a n i ntr u d er l ur k e d. B ut it w as e m pt y of p e o pl e. O nl y o n e 

t hi n g w as o ut of pl a c e. T h er e, o n t h e fi o or, w as a cr e as e d a n d 

cr u m pl e d ffi er t h at r e a d, “ Al a d di n’s C astl e aft er h o urs. ” O n e of 

a b o ut a t h o us a n d h e st u fi e d i nt o a v oi d a nt h a n ds a n d u n witti n g 

p o c k ets t h e pr e vi o us m o nt h w h e n T h e G all eri a gr a nt e d p er mis -

si o n f or l at e h o urs as t h e y d e b ut e d t h eir n e w est g a m e … P ol y bi us. 

 



A t o p  h at  w as  al w a ys  a  s ur e  s y m b ol  of  t h e  elit e,  s o m et hi n g  

tr u e  e v e n  i n  t h os e  ti m es  of  f a mi n e  i n  t h e  littl e,  l ost  t o w n  of  

E cl e cti c. A n d a t o p h at w as all C at h eri n e s a w a b o v e t h e cr o w d 

s cr a m bli n g a b o ut t h e m a n t h e y all c all e d T h e Tr a v el er i n t h e 

c e m et er y dri v e t h at still, h ot J ul y e v e ni n g. H er n ei g h b ors s ai d 

h e w as all t h at k e pt t h e c o m m o n f ol k ali v e i n t h os e d a ys aft er 

t h e cr o ps w er e r a z e d, dr o p p e d fr o m t h eir st al ks b y t h e bl a d e of 

o n e d e vil-s p a w n e d pl o w m a n, if o n e w er e t o b eli e v e s u c h t al es. 

W h at e v er t h e tr ut h, Mr. F airl ess, o w n er of e v er y fi el d, d eli v er e d 

n o gr ai ns, n o c or n, a n d n o m el o ns t o m ar k et i n S pri n g. A n d t h e 

p e o pl e gr e w d es p er at e.

C at h eri n e s q u e e z e d y o u n g S a m u el’s h a n d i n si g n al t o a d v a n c e 

wit h  h er  t o  t h e  b ustli n g  s c e n e  b ef or e  t h e m.  E x cit e d,  t hi n ni n g  

d e ni z e ns  l eft  t h e  t hr o n g  t h e n,  br us h e d  p ast  wit h  c or k e d  a n d  

bl o w n- gl ass  s p h er es  of  li q ui d  i n  t h eir  str ai n e d  cl ut c h es.  T h e  

Tr a v el er’s v oi c e s o u n d e d a b o v e t h e di n of b e g g ars, as t hr o u g h a 

Al a b a m a Ni g ht m ar es

9

B o u q u et of Bl o o d
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ti n m e g a p h o n e.

“ H u n g er is a b o d y’s w e a k n ess of n e e d! St ar v ati o n is p u nis h m e nt 

f or gl utt o n o us c o ns u m pti o n b e y o n d t h at n e e d, ” h e pr e a c h e d, “I 

bri n g eli xir t o m a k e m e at w h er e n o n e r e m ai n e d. ” 

C at h eri n e a n d h er b o y st e p p e d t hr o u g h t h e disi nt e gr ati n g cr o w d 

a n d i nt o vi e w of T h e Tr a v el er a n d his c art b e hi n d a si c kl y, p us -

t ul o us  ol d  n a g.  B e n e at h  t h e  w e b-str a p p e d  st o v e pi p e  c h a p e a u,  

r e d- or a n g e stri n gs of h air fr a m e d a f a c e hi d d e n b e hi n d w el d er’s 

g o g gl es a n d a t w o-f o ot l e at h er pr o b os cis t h at m as k e d his n os e 

a n d m o ut h li k e a n a ar d v ar k. A h alf c a p e of r a gs c o m pli m e nt e d 

a n a n gl e d kilt of t h e s a m e o v er l e at h er e d pi gs ki n t h e l e n gt h of 

ar ms a n d l e gs. A n d, o n his b a c k, a st e a mi n g tr a nsl u c e nt t a n k 

t u b e d t o t h e f a c e m as k a n d fill e d of t h e s a m e gr e e n s pl as h s e e n 

i n e v er y t o w ns p ers o n’s n e w d e c a nt er. Cir c us es di d n’t t o ut fr e a ks 

of t h at il k.

T h e gli nti n g g o g gl es t ur n e d t o C at h eri n e as s h e h esit at e d o n 

a p pr o a c h.

“ St e p u p wit h t h at m ors el, m ot h er, ” it g est ur e d t o w ar d t h e st ar -

i n g S a m u el, “ Y o u w a nt eli xir t o p ut s o m e m e at o n t h at b o y ? ”

S h e di d n’t u n d erst a n d, s o di d n’t r e a c h f or t h e pr o ff er e d b a u bl e.

“ We dri n k it, a n d it fills us li k e f o o d ? ” s h e m a n a g e d.

“ Y o u gi v e it t o y o ur st o c k, a n d t h e y gr o w m us cl e a n d b o n e a n d 

m arr o w t o f e e d y o u, ” T h e Tr a v el er e x pl ai n e d.

S h e di d n’t o w n c attl e or n ar y a l o n es o m e g o at, a n d n eit h er di d 

a n y b o d y els e i n E cl e cti c wit h o ut t h e s ur n a m e, F airl ess.

S h e c o u nt er e d, “ B ut w e …I … d o n’t h a v e a n y st o c k. ”

A n ot h er v oi c e, t his o n e w ar m a n d f a mili ar r a n g o ut b e hi n d h er.

“ Yes, y o u d o, c hil d. We all d o. Y o u fi a u nt y o urs b ef or e us e v e n 
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n o w, ” s ai d F at h er D u n c a n, a n d h e s a u nt er e d t o w ar d t h e m, fi n -

g erti ps pr ess e d t o g et h er i n arr o g a nt pr a y er h a n ds.

T h e  pri est  st o o d  o ut  a m o n g  his  ff o c k,  still  t hi c k  a n d  str o n g 

a mi dst t h e p o or- b o di e d h u n gr y a n d t h eir s u n k e n e y es. T h at di -

c h ot o m y s c ar e d h er m or e t h a n di d t h e g ot hi c- c ost u m e d Tr a v el er, 

a n d s h e p ull e d S a m m y pr ot e cti v el y t o h er t hi g h, a n gl e d h er b o d y 

b et w e e n hi m a n d t h e m.

F at h er D u n c a n str o d e t o t h e si d e of his s u p pli er a n d c o nti n u e d, 

“ T h e g o o d b o o k s a ys, ‘ B e h ol d,  c hil dr e n  ar e a h erit a g e fr o m t h e 

L or d, t h e fr uit of t h e w o m b, a r e w ar d,’ a n d, i n ti m es of n e e d, w e 

m ust p art a k e of t h at fr uit. ”

T h e Tr a v el er l e a n e d i nt o C at h eri n e’s p ers o n al s p a c e, h a n dl essl y 

lift e d  his  r u b b er y  s n o ut,  s ai d,  “ A n d  I  bri n g  t h e  w at ers  of  t h e  

L or d t o gr o w t h at fr uit bi g g er a n d f ull er of fi es h t o s ust ai n y o u. ”

“ M a m a, ”  S a m u el  st art e d.  H e  w as  s m art  e n o u g h  t o  i nt er pr et  

t h eir gr a v e m et a p h ors.

“ D o n’t  y o u  fr et,  S a m m y, ”  s h e  r e ass ur e d  hi m,  “ We’r e  g oi n g  

h o m e. ”

“ N ot e m pt y- h a n d e d, y o u w o n’t, ” s p at F at h er D u n c a n, a n d h e 

pr o d u c e d a pi n k-ti n g e d p a c k a g e wr a p p e d i n b ut c h er p a p er. 

C at h eri n e r etr e at e d fr o m t h e hi d d e n m e at as t h o u g h it w as a 

gr e n a d e, t u c ki n g S a m u el b e hi n d h er. 

“ F at h er,  I …I  c a n’t  a c c e pt  t h at, ”  s h e  bl urt e d  as  h e  a d v a n c e d, 

u n d et err e d b y h er s k e pti cis m.

“ C all it t h e c h arit y of t h e fi o c k, C at h y. I k n o w y o u a n d t h e b o y 

h a v e n’t e at e n. Ta k e it, ” h e ur g e d.

T h e Tr a v el er t o w er e d t a citl y o v er t h at di al o g u e a n d d a n c e, a si n -

gl e ff as k of eli xir i n c u p p e d h a n ds. C at h eri n e gl a n c e d u n c ert ai n -

l y at hi m, b a c k at t h e pri est’s i n c o n gr u e nt s mil e of b e n e fl c e n c e. 
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T h e m e at h u n g i n t h e air b et w e e n t h e m as if dr o p p e d a m o n g 

w ol v es i n wi nt er. T h e e ntir e s c e n e still e d f or m o m e nts. S a m u el, 

r ail-t hi n a n d h o p ef ul, p e e k e d ar o u n d his m ot h er’s hi p, c a u g ht 

h er g uilt y g a z e as s h e w orri e d b et w e e n d e ali n g wit h t h os e d e vils 

a n d d e pri vi n g h er s o n a g ai n. 

D u n c a n r attl e d t h e p a p er wit h a n i m p ati e nt s h a k e t h at b etr a y e d 

his str et c h e d s mil e. C at h eri n e s n at c h e d it t o h er b os o m, r etr e at e d 

as if s h e st ol e it, b ut T h e Tr a v el er s p o k e b ef or e s h e c o ul d r u n.

“ Y o u a bs c o n d wit h b ut a tr e at m e nt f or y o ur p a n gs, w h e n y o u 

mi g ht es c a p e wit h t h e c ur e. ”

H e d a n gl e d t h e eli xir b ef or e hi m, a b ul b o us or n a m e nt o n his 

tr e e of li es, a n d c o nti n u e d his pit c h.

“ F e e d t h e b o y wit h t his m e at, a n d h e w a nts f or m or e i n h o urs, 

d a ys. I nf us e t h e b o y wit h t his eli xir, a n d n eit h er w a nts f or m or e 

f or f or e v er. ”

H er  e y es  s c att er e d  a m o n g  t h e  t w o  e ntr e ati n g  h er,  C at h eri n e  

bli n dl y disr o b e d t h e fi es h i n h er p al ms.

“ W h at  is  it ? ”  s h e  as k e d  a h e a d  of  t h e  t e ars  t o  c o m e.  S a m u el  

alr e a d y gr as p e d at it. S h e h e ar d his li ps s m a c k wit h s ali v ati n g 

d esir e.

F at h er D u n c a n di p p e d his c hi n, c h u c kl e d. 

“ C o m e,  C at h y.  As k  y o urs elf  w h y  y o u  q u esti o n  t h e  gr a ci o us  

b o u nt y of o ur L or d i n t h e v er y f a c e of His bl essi n gs. ”

“ M a m a, I’ll dri n k it. I’ m h u n gr y, ” S a m u el w hi m p er e d, s n at c h e d 

at t h e r e d m ass i n t h e p a p er n est i n h er h a n ds. 

His r e c kl ess m e at l ust o utr a n h er r e ff e x t o a v oi d it, a n d h e p ull e d 

a w a y i nt o his r e a c hi n g li ps a r ar e pl u g of fi br o us tiss u e, bl o o d 

a n d all. St u b b y fi n g ers f oll o w e d t o p o k e i n str a yi n g str a n ds a n d 

dr o pl ets. F e ar f or h er c hil d bl e n d e d wit h j e al o us y a n d a m o m e n -
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t ar y g u ess at t h e t ast e of t h os e fi n g ers t o p ar al y z e C at h eri n e. S h e 

n oti c e d t o o l at e T h e Tr a v el er’s a d v a n c e o n h er b o y.

H e p ull e d at S a m u el’s h air li k e a h a n dl e t o o p e n his gri n di n g 

t e et h li k e s o m e ki n g’s gri z zl y st ei n a n d p o ur i n t h e eli xir fr o m 

its  f or m er  h o m e. T h e  littl e  t o n g u e  ff ail e d  d esir o usl y  a b o ut  his 

m e al t o l a p at t h e c h e mi c al w at erf all gift e d b y t h e fri g ht- m as k e d 

s wi n dl er. 

“ S e e h o w t h e i n n o c e nt y o u n g d e ci d e s o si m pl y t o tr e at t h e m -

s el v es ? A d ult wis d o m is t o o oft e n its o w n c urs e, M a d a m e, ” T h e 

Tr a v el er a d m o nis h e d h er.

Alr e a d y,  a  n e w  s c e nt  r e pl a c e d  t h e  fr a gr a nt  h air  a n d  f a mili ar  

br e at h of t his s o n at h er si d e f or ei g ht y e ars t h e n. It w as m e at, 

fr es h a n d s a v or y. N ot t h e m ors els w e n di n g t h eir w a y d o w n his 

g ull et. His m e at. T h e m us cl es of his c h e e ks a n d n e c k a n d f or e -

ar ms s w ell e d a n d p uls e d a n d, wit h e v er y mi n ut e m oti o n, fii c k e d 

d eli ci o us p h er o m o n es i nt o h er airs p a c e.

M ut e b y t h e h orr or of h er o w n i m p uls e, s h e d a b b e d at t h e c or n er 

of his m o ut h t o cl e a n it, lift e d t h e bl o o d a n d s pit t o h er o w n 

w aiti n g t o n g u e. It w as s w e et i n t h at w a y t h e t est bit e first o ff t h e 

grill w as s w e et, a n d s h e w a nt e d m or e. S h e p us h e d o n S a m u el’s 

s h o ul d ers t o g e ntl y s e at hi m i n t h e gr a v e y ar d dirt, t h e n dr o p p e d 

t h e r e m ai ns of F at h er D u n c a n’s b ut c h er y i nt o his l a p. S h e c o ul d 

n o l o n g er dis c er n if h er d eli g ht at t h e s p e ct a cl e of his r a bi d c o n -

s u m pti o n w as a r es ult of t h e s atisf a cti o n of f e e di n g h er c hil d or 

of t h e pr o mis e of c o nti n u e d bl o o d z est. S h e w as at o n c e t erri fl e d 

a n d e x hil ar at e d at t h e pl a y of h er s e ns es a n d dri v es.

F at h er  D u n c a n  gr as p e d  h er  s h o ul d er,  p ull e d  h er  fr o m  t h os e  

k al ei d os c o pi c e m oti o ns, a n d s h e r e ali z e d t h e r e c o n v e n e d cr o w d 

a b o ut t h e m. E v er y e y e a n d m o ut h b e h el d S a m u el wit h t h e s a m e 

r a v e n o us f er v or r a gi n g wit hi n h er. His e v er y bit e dr e w t h e cir cl e 

ti g ht er u ntil t h e y pr ess e d i nt o h er. T h e Tr a v el er c ar v e d a n arr o w 
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c h a n n el of f e ar a mi dst t h e g at h er e d, b a c ki n g e asil y t o his c art 

a n d h ors e, his h a n di w or k c o m pl et e. 

T h e r a w, u n pr e p ar e d st e n c h of t h e st ar vi n g m ass es f or c e d t h e 

ar o m ati c v a p ors fr o m C at h eri n e’s n ostrils, a n d t h at a n g er e d h er. 

T h e y w a nt e d w h at w as h ers, w h et h er b y virt u e of birt h or pr e p a -

r ati o n, a n d t h at w o ul d n ot st a n d. 

“ St o p! ” s h e s cr e a m e d at t h e m, b ut t h eir c o m p o u n d e d, m al n o ur -

is h e d m ur m urs dr o w n e d t h e w or d i n t h eir c urr e nts.

N o n e of t h e m, e v e n F at h er D u n c a n t h e n, n oti c e d h er a n y m or e. 

T h e y s m ell e d o nl y t h e b o y m e at s h e s p a w n e d, t h e n t h e e pi c e nt er 

of t h eir pi c ni c. B ut t h at w as h ers t o k e e p, m or e f or p oss essi o n 

t h a n f or l o v e, b ut h ers, n o n et h el ess. A h e a d of h er, T h e Tr a v el er 

m o u nt e d his dis e as e d h ors e, gl a n c e d b a c k t o b o ast his tr e a c h -

er y wit h b ut a g a z e a cr oss t h e c artl o a d of eli xir b ottl es, w h os e 

c o nt e nts gift e d t h at d el e ct a bl e s a v or t o S a m u el a n d mi g ht d o t h e 

s a m e f or h er. A n d s h e w as bi g g er a n d b ett er m ar bl e d t h a n h er 

c alf, a c h oi c er c ut t o dr a w a w a y t h e ass e m bl e d di n ers a n d s p ar e 

h er littl e c h u n k.

C at h eri n e r el e as e d a w olf e n h o wl a n d r us h e d t h e r olli n g c art, 

T h e Tr a v el er’s l a z y tr ot t o o sl o w t o e v a d e h er s ui ci d e missi o n. 

S h e l e a pt hi g h a n d c a n n o n b all e d i nt o t h e pil e of gl ass b alls, e x -

pl o di n g s h ar ds a n d eli xir a n d h er o w n sli c e d fi es h i n a dis p ersi n g 

b o u q u et t h at r e a c h e d li k e t h e h a n d of a g h o ul f or t h e alr e a d y 

o nr us hi n g c o m m o n ers c o m e c a n ni b als.

T h e  h or m o n es  a n d  n utri e nts  a n d  e n z y m es  i n v a d e d  C at h eri n e  

t hr o u g h  w o u n ds  a n d  ori ff c es  a n d  p or es,  a n d  h er  m us cl es  a n d 

h er gl a n ds a n d h er s ki n fi o uris h e d i nt o a s u c c ul e nt c or n u c o pi a 

l ai d r e a d y o n t h e fi o or of t h e c art as a pi g fr es h fr o m t h e s pit. 

A n d t h e p e o pl e of E cl e cti c w a nt e d h er a n d w o ul d h a v e h er, a n d 

t h e y p ass e d o v er h er ti n y tr e at still st u ff n g hi ms elf b a c k i n t h e 

c e m et er y t o r e c ei v e h er.



T h e l o c al dirt pit s wirl e d wit h gl o b es a n d str e a ms of li g ht w o -

v e n a b o ut t h e u n d ul ati n g c h or ds of H a n k Willi a ms, Jr.’s W his k e y 

B e nt & H ell B o u n d . T h e s o n g of b a c k w o o ds i n d ul g e n c e w as t h e 

c h os e n a nt h e m of C h u n c h ul a, Al a b a m a, a n d it r a n g o ut a b o v e 

t h e gri n di n g e n gi n e n ois es of t h e ass e m bl e d pi c k- u ps, J e e ps, a n d 

El C a mi n os s c att er e d wit hi n t h os e r e d cl a y w alls. T h e h o o ds a n d 

t h e b e ds a n d t h e o p e n d o ors s pill e d o v er wit h b or e d t e e ns t a u g ht 

b y h o n k yt o n k p ar e nts t h at t h e o n e a n d o nl y c ur e f or w or k d a y 

m o n ot o n y w as f o u n d i n a c ar d b o ar d s uit c as e fr o m t h e g as st ati o n.

R a wl e y  St e v e ns  e nt er e d  t h e  r e d n e c k  t h u n d er d o m e  ri di n g  

s h ot g u n t o his c o usi n, Ri c k y, t h e l att er a cr e e ksi d e C as a n o v a, 

if e v er o n e w al k e d t h os e w o o ds. O n e of t h e n ot c h es o n his b elt 

b el o n g e d t o his 1 0 t h gr a d e E n glis h t e a c h er, a n d h e c o ul d pr o v e 

it. R a wl e y, t h o u g h, w as a di fi er e nt a ni m al. T h e t all, l a n k y b o o k-

w or m wis h e d t o b e p a gi n g t hr o u g h his w ell-t h u m b e d M o nst er 

M a n u al  b ef or e di vi n g i nt o t h e n e w U n c a n n y X- M e n  a n n u al t h at 

Al a b a m a Ni g ht m ar es

1 0

M u dri di n’
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di m F all e v e ni n g i n 1 9 8 7, b ut t h e t e e n a g e t hr u m of l ust c all e d 

hi m a w a y t o t h e o nl y pl a c e h e k n e w yi el d e d girls, r e g ar dl ess t h e 

tr u e f a ct t h at h e b or e n o c o n c e pt of w h at t o d o wit h t h e m w h e n 

h e f o u n d t h e m. R a wl e y h at e d b e er a n d w his k e y a n d w h at t h e y 

di d t o t h e a d ults w h o m a d e s o m e e fi ort t o r ais e hi m d o w n t h er e 

i n t h e sti c ks, b ut his l oi ns a n d his l e a ni n gs o v ert o o k his i d e als o n 

o c c asi o n, a n d t h at ni g ht w as o n e.

Ri c k y sli d his w hit e a n d bl u e Z- 2 8 C a m ar o b et w e e n t w o j a c k e d 

u p f o ur- w h e el dri v e c ar cr us h ers, g u n n e d t h e V- 8 wit hi n t o h er al d 

his arri v al, a n d sli d u p a n d t hr o u g h t h e o p e n wi n d o w i n pr a cti c e d 

g y m n asti cs s ur e t o b e t h e utt er e n v y of M ar y L o u R ett o n a n d B o 

D u k e, ali k e. 

“ W h o i n vit e d all y o u s u m bit c h es o ut t o m y dirt pit ? ” h e y ell e d 

at  t h e  p ot- b elli e d  o ff e nsi v e  li n e m e n  a n d  s o ns  of  ir o n  w or k ers 

arr a y e d a b o ut hi m. 

R a wl e y t e ns e d. E v er y s w e at- b e a d e d br o w t ur n e d t o t h e m, b e er 

c a n h a n ds fr o z e n a p art fr o m li ps i n t h e m o m e nt. T h e n, i n h ar -

m o ni c u nis o n, t h e y l a u g h e d, all of t h e m as t h e y c o n v er g e d o n 

Ri c k y a n d his ri d e, t hr o wi n g hi g h- fi v es a n d h o wli n g w ar w h o o ps 

t hr o u g h s pittl e of B u d w eis er a n d Mil w a u k e e’s B est. If t his w as 

c o u ntr y-st yl e C a m el ot, t h e n Ri c k y w as Art h ur a n d e v er y t hir d 

girl i n t h e pit a o n e-s h ot G ui n e v er e. 

R a wl e y  c o ul d n’t  e xit  t h e  c ar.  T h e  o v er bi g,  b e er- b o di e d  hi g h  

s c h o ol ers l e a n e d a b o ut t h e c ar, a n d t h e d o or w o ul d n’t b u d g e. 

T h e y di d n’t n oti c e hi m, a n y w a y, a n d Ri c k y f or g ot hi m f or t h e 

first  t hr e e  p airs  of  w ell-r o u n d e d,  f a u x- distr ess e d  J or d a c h e  a c -

i d- w as h j e a ns t h at s as h a y e d p ast. T h e c ar c a b r o c k e d a n d r oll e d 

li k e a ki ds’ a m us e m e nt p ar k ri d e, p us h e d b y t h e b utts a n d b a c ks 

a n d f e et of C h u n c h ul a’s b est a n d bri g ht est. R a wl e y cl e n c h e d his 

e y es i n s elf-l o at hi n g. T h at w as n ot his w orl d. W h y i n H ell di d h e 

d o t his t o hi ms elf ?
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Aft er a h alf- h o ur of list e ni n g t o B u b b a- br a v a d o a n d h a m fist e d 

s e x u al h ar ass m e nt, t h e c ar-sitt ers m o v e d a w a y i n a h er d, t h eir 

att e nti o n n o d o u bt p ull e d a w a y b y s o m e s hi n y b a u bl e ffll e d wit h 

st e n c h-ri d d e n s will. W h e n t h e y l u m b er e d o ut of si g ht, c o n fi d e nt 

t h at  n o n e  of  t h e m  w o ul d  s e e  hi m  g et  o ut  of  t h e  c ar,  R a wl e y  

p ull e d at t h e d o or h a n dl e, wi n c e d at t h e cli c k of t h e m e c h a nis m 

as it o p e n e d. T h e y c o ul d n ot k n o w h e w as i n t h er e t h at w h ol e 

ti m e. H e k e pt his pr o fil e l o w as h e slit h er e d fr o m t h e s e at, n ot 

l etti n g t h e d o or l at c h f ull y as h e p us h e d it t o. T h e pl a n w as t o j ust 

w al k h o m e, t o w e a v e b et w e e n t h e p ar k e d ass ort m e nt of v e hi cl es 

li k e a ni nj a a n d dis a p p e ar i nt o t h e ni g ht b e y o n d. H e t o o k t hr e e 

st e ps b e n e at h o n e of t h e el e v at e d tr u c ks a dj a c e nt t h e Z- 2 8.

“ R a wl e y! ”  s o m e o n e  c all e d  t o  hi m  fr o m  t h e  dir e cti o n  of  t h e  

h er d, “ H e y, R a wl e y, c’ m o n! ”

It w as Ri c k y. G o d d a m mit. T h e al w a ys gri n ni n g, g o o d-l o o ki n g 

o af h alf-j o g g e d at hi m.

“ C’ m o n, m a n. T o b y’s t a ki n g his D a d’s T o y ot a i nt o t h e m u d. I’ m 

s h ot g u n, a n d y o u’r e i n t h e b a c k. ”

R a wl e y still f a c e d a w a y fr o m Ri c k y, e v er y m us cl e t a ut, e y es 

b ur ni n g.

“I n t h e b a c k, li k e i n t h e b e d of t h e tr u c k ? ” h e m a n a g e d.

Ri c k y cl a p p e d hi m o n t h e s h o ul d er. H e w as a g o o d d u d e, d e -

s pit e his pr e dil e cti o ns f or al c o h ol a n d dirt r o a d p uss y. G etti n g 

R a wl e y i n t h e b e d of t h at tr u c k w as Ri c k y’s i d e a of a f a v or, a n d 

if h e w uss e d o ut t h e n, it w as h e w h o w o ul d b e t h e p uss y. 

“ Ye a h, d u m b ass, t h e b e d of t h e d a m n tr u c k, ” Ri c k y g u ff a w e d.

R a wl e y p ull e d a s mil e a cr oss his li ps a n d t ur n e d wit h o ut lifti n g 

his t o es fr o m t h e cl a y.

“ C o ol, l et’s d o t his, ” h e s ai d.



1 4 1

Ta ki n g t h e first ri d e i nt o t h e m u d w as s o m e ki n d of l o c al h o n or 

b est o w e d  o n  o nl y  t h e  m ost  pr o mis c u o us  st u d  a n d  his  c h os e n  

c o urt, a n d R a wl e y w al k e d t h e r e d dirt c ar p et a dj a c e nt his pr e e n -

i n g c o usi n li k e t h e y w er e C h arli e S h e e n a n d E mili o Est e v e z at 

t h e w orl d’s w orst a w ar ds s h o w. At t h e e n d of t h e j e eri n g g a u nt-

l et w ait e d a j a c k e d u p, c a n d y- a p pl e r e d T o y ot a S R 5 Xtr a C a b, 

c ust o m p ai nt e d a n d r ais e d t o a c c o m m o d at e tir es t o d w arf m ost 

tr a ct ors t h er e a b o uts. A gl e a mi n g bl a c k r oll b ar st o o d li k e a g at e 

t o t h e u n d er w orl d b e hi n d t h e c a b a n d w o ul d b e R a wl e y’s b est 

fri e n d f or t h e n e xt t w e nt y mi n ut es.

All  of  a  s u d d e n,  h e  c o ul d n’t  br e at h e.  W h y  di d  h e  d o  t his  t o  

hi ms elf ?

H e cl a m b er e d i nt o t h e tr u c k b e d wit h o ut h esit ati o n or a gl a n c e 

at  t h e  dr u n k e n  t hr o n gs  a n d  i nst a nt a n e o usl y  dr o p p e d  hi ms elf  

b ef or e t h e ri g ht l e g of t h e r oll b ar. T h e l o w t hr u m of t h e e n gi n e 

l e nt a f or e b o di n g vi br ati o n t o t h e ri p pl e d bl a c k pl asti c li n er, a n d 

R a wl e y cri n g e d wit h e v er y c h a n g e i n its fr e q u e n c y, i n dr e a d of 

t h e a c c el er ati o n t o c o m e. A mi n ut e or t w o p ass e d wit h o ut m o v e-

m e nt, a n d h e o p e n e d his e y es t o v erif y t h e y w er e still, r e ali z e d 

h e w as n ot al o n e b a c k t h er e.

Cl a m p e d o nt o t h e o p p osit e l e g of t h e r oll b ar w as a girl fr o m 

his  Al g e br a  cl ass.  J e n nif er  w as  h er  n a m e,  or  m a y b e  J essi c a.  

C o n c e ntr ati o n s u c k e d w h e n h e w as s c ar e d. S h e s mil e d at hi m 

fr o m a s oftl y tilt e d h e a d.

“ H e y,  y o u’r e  R olli e,  ri g ht ? ”  s h e  as k e d.  S h e  w as  pr ett y,  wit h  

e y es s o br o w n t h e y w er e bl a c k a n d a bl e a c h e d w hit e- girl p er m, 

a n d  s h e  w as  c h u b b y  i n  t h at  all uri n g  w a y  c o u ntr y  girls  w er e  

c h u b b y, all r o u n d hi ps a n d tits a n d li ps. H er b utt o n- ffi es str ai n e d 

t o k e e p e v er yt hi n g hi d d e n w h er e it n e e d e d t o b e. R a wl e y f or g ot 

his pr e di c a m e nt f or a pr e ci o us m o m e nt.

“ R a wl e y, y e a h, ” h e r e mi n d e d, “ H e y, J essi c a. ”
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“ J e n nif er, ” s h e l a u g h e d, “ E v er y b o d y d o es t h at. ”

“ S orr y, I … ”

T h e  r e v  of  t h e  T o y ot a’s  e n gi n e  c ut  s h ort  R a wl e y’s  i nt e n d e d  

a p ol o g y, a n d t h e tr u c k l ur c h e d f or w ar d t o lift t h e fr o nt tir es. H e 

wr a p p e d his ar ms ar o u n d t h e r oll b ar a n d his e y eli ds ar o u n d his 

p u pils as t h o u g h t hr o w n fr o m a pl a n e. J e n nif er l a u g h e d s o m e 

m or e.

“ Y o u g o n n a b e o k a y b a c k h er e ? ” s h e pr o d d e d.

“ Y- y e a h, j ust w as n’t e x p e cti n g t h at, ” h e utt er e d b et w e e n p alli d, 

f a k e-s mili n g li ps.

A w ar ni n g r a n g fr o m t h e c a b. It w as Ri c k y, dr u n k er a n d l o u d er 

t h a n j ust mi n ut es b ef or e.

“ Y’ all h ol d o n b a c k t h er e! We a b o ut t o fii p t his m u g! ”

A n d t h e y w er e o ff, s pi n ni n g cl a y i nt o t h e cr o w d t hr o u g h t o t h e 

dirt pit e ntr a n c e a n d i nt o t h e d ar k. T h e tr u c k fis h-t ail e d i n t h e 

m u c k, t h e b e d s wi n gi n g wil dl y si d e t o si d e i n s u d d e n a c c el er a -

ti o n. R a wl e y a n d J e n nif er b o u n c e d h ar d a g ai nst t h e b ott o m a n d 

w alls of t h e b e d li n er. S h e s q u e al e d a n d h oll er e d wit h gl e e. H e 

m a d e n o s o u n ds ot h er t h a n t h e i m p a ct of his li m bs o n t h e h ar d 

pl asti c. H o w i n t h e w orl d w as t his f u n ?

A h ar d, l e a ni n g l eft i nt o t h e tr e es, a n d t h e y hit t h e g o o d m u d, 

s o  t hi c k  a n d  st a n k y  e v e n  t h e  d ar k  c o ul d n’t  hi d e  it.  T h e  st u fi 

ffll e d e v er y tr e a d of t h e tir es a n d e v er y v oi d of t h e w h e els, b ut 

t h e  l o w est  of  fl v e  g e ars  w o ul d  n ot  b e  d e ni e d. All  f o ur  w h e els 

s p u n i n t h e mir e, t h e f or w ar d p air t hr o wi n g t h e gr a y m u c k i nt o 

t h e b e d, p elti n g R a wl e y a n d J e n nif er wit h sti n gi n g cl o ds of t h e 

s hit. W h e n t h e tir es all c a u g ht tr a cti o n at o n c e, t h e w h ol e tr u c k 

m o v e d, a n d T o b y u ps hift e d a n d h a ul e d ass, fis h-t aili n g a g ai n t o 

t h e p oi nt t h e b e d si d es wi p e d a tr e e o n J e n nif er’s si d e. H e di d 

n ot sl o w d o w n, i nst e a d gli d e d f or w ar d pr et er n at ur all y o v er t h e 
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m u d’s s urf a c e wit h tir es s pi n ni n g at a hi g h r at e o ut of s y n c h wit h 

t h e sl o w er v el o cit y of t h e e ntir e v e hi cl e. It w as t h at s w e et s p ot 

i n t h e ri d e, w h e n t h e b u m pi n g a n d s w a yi n g st o p p e d, a n d c o u ntr y 

b o ys w al k e d o n dirt y w at er f or t h e pr o mis e of f e mi ni n e s p oils 

t o c o m e.

R a wl e y r el a x e d f or a s e c o n d, m a d e e y e c o nt a ct wit h J e n nif er, 

w h o t h e n a p p e ar e d as d o n e wit h t h e ri d e as h e w as fr o m t h e st art. 

H e s mil e d, a n d s h e s oft e n e d i n r et ur n a n d s mil e d b a c k. S h e w as 

pr ett y.

Ri c k y y ell e d s o m et hi n g fr o m t h e c a b, a n d t h e tr u c k s w er v e d 

l eft. T h e b e d s p u n i n t h e m u d all t h e w a y t o t h e fr o nt of t h e 

tr aj e ct or y. R a wl e y s cr e a m e d. J e n nif er s cr e a m e d. A n d t h e T o y ot a 

t wist e d h e a v y i nt o a n ol d o a k, t h e c a b sl a m mi n g si d e w a ys o n 

t h e tr u n k. Its m o m e nt u m fii p p e d t h e c h assis ri g ht w ar d a n d ff u n g 

J e n nif er a n d R a wl e y cl e ar a n d d o w n a hi d d e n e m b a n k m e nt.

R a wl e y w o k e t o a n a cri d s m ell. His l eft n ostril fill e d wit h m u d, 

b ut his ri g ht d et e ct e d g as oli n e o n t h e air. D a d w as b ur ni n g li m bs 

a g ai n.  H e  tri e d  t o  sit  u p,  b ut  his  b a c k  h urt.  A l ot.  T h er e  w as  

s m o k e fr o m t h e b a n k a b o v e hi m. D a d ? Wer e t h e y c a m pi n g o n 

C hi c k as a b o g u e t o r u n tr o ut li n es ? G o d, h e h urt. H e t wist e d his 

b a c k  t o  tr y  t o  str et c h  t h e  p ai n  o ut,  a n d  his  r e p ositi o n e d  e ars  

c a u g ht l o w gr u nts fr o m u p t o p, li k e a h u n gr y h ors e f a c e d o w n i n 

a f e e d b a g. B ut w h y w o ul d h ors es b e o ut … h e fr o z e.

A bl o o di e d a n d c o nt ort e d girl l a y f a c e d o w n i n t h e cr e e k, n ot t e n 

f e et fr o m hi m. Ar ms a n d l e gs w er e n’t s u p p os e d t o b e n d t h os e 

w a ys. T h e tr u c k. T h at G O D D A M N T R U C K . W h y di d h e a gr e e 

t o ri d e ? W h y i n H ell di d h e d o t his t o hi ms elf ?

R a wl e y  r e fi e xi v el y  cr a b w al k e d  b a c k  fr o m  J e n nif er’s  b o d y. 

Ye a h, J e n nif er. S h e li k e d hi m. H e c o ul d t ell, a n d, t h e n, s h e w as 

d e a d. D e a d b e c a us e of M U D RI DI N G . N e e dl ess a n d st u pi d a n d 

d e a d. 
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A s h a d o w i n his p eri p h er y p ull e d his e y es u p, a n d h e w as n ot 

al o n e. A m a n, a bi g o n e, st o o d u p t h er e w h er e t h e s m o k e a n d 

g as  bill o w e d  a n d  l o o k e d  sil e ntl y  d o w n  o n  hi m,  s c a n n e d  t h e  

cr e e ksi d e s c e n e u ntil his g a z e f ell o n J e n nif er. H e gr u nt e d t h at 

h ors e-s n orti n g gr u nt, a n d a n ot h er g u y, wit h t h e s a m e m assi v e 

b uil d a n d l o n g, t o usl e d h air, a p p e ar e d n e xt t o hi m. A b o d y h u n g 

li m p o v er his s h o ul d er. T h e y s ai d n ot hi n g, j ust li n g er e d t h er e 

t a ki n g  i n  t h e  sit u ati o n  a n d  gr u nti n g  as  t h o u g h  e x p u n gi n g  t h e  

t hi c k est of p hl e g m fr o m t h eir t hr o ats. Aft er a m o m e nt, R a wl e y 

s m ell e d  t h e m,  t h eir  r a n ci d  s c e nt  t h at  of  a  w et  d o g  d o us e d  i n  

v o mit. H e g a g g e d, tri e d t o t ur n a w a y fr o m t h e st e n c h, h e ar d t h e 

w et i m p a ct of t h e m a n’s b o d y o n t h e m u d as h e di d s o. S pl att er 

c a u g ht t h e b a c k of his n e c k a n d his h air, t h e s e ns ati o n j er ki n g 

hi m b a c k t h e ot h er w a y t o s e e w h at f ell. 

It w as Ri c k y. O n e r e m ai ni n g e y e st ar e d i nt o o bli vi o n, his j a w 

u n hi n g e d b el o w t h e l eft e ar a n d h a n gi n g fr o m s hr e d d e d fi es h at 

t h e ri g ht. His ar ms f ell u n n at ur all y fr o m disl o c at e d j oi nts, a n d a 

l e g w as missi n g e ntir el y, t h o u g h R a wl e y c o ul d n’t t ell w hi c h fr o m 

t h e t a n gl e of h u m a nit y b ef or e hi m. T h e ti n gl e of f e ar i n v a d e d his 

dis ori e nt ati o n f or b ut a m o m e nt w h e n t h e t hi n gs w er e u p o n hi m. 

T h e y m o v e d sil e ntl y, s o m u c h s o h e di d n’t n oti c e t h e m d es c e n d 

t h e e m b a n k m e nt, o n e t o h oist J e n nif er i nt o its m olti n g, or a n g-

ut a n- h air e d  ar ms  a n d  t h e  ot h er  t o  c or n er  hi m  b et w e e n  w at er  

a n d b a n k a n d its 8-f o ot h ei g ht a n d 9-f o ot wi n gs p a n. K n ots a n d 

dr e a ds of m att e d bl a c k f ur cl u n g t o t h e cr e at ur es’ e v er y s q u ar e 

i n c h. Glist e ni n g, o bsi di a n e y es a n d a w et n os e e m er g e d o v er a 

mi n or s n o ut of g n arl e d f a n gs a n d t e et h t h at e mitt e d gr u nts l o u d er 

a n d l o w er t h a n b ef or e.

R a wl e y tri e d t o cr a b w al k a g ai n, his l e gs t o o afr ai d t o c arr y hi m 

a n y ot h er w a y, b ut t h e b e ast p u nt e d hi m i nt o t h e str e a m wit h a 

s wift ri g ht ki c k t o t h e a b d o m e n, ri g ht w h er e h e h urt s o b a d. All 

br e at h l eft hi m, a n d h e l a n d e d h ar d o n t h e r o c ks i n t h e s h all o w 

br o o k. H e e x p e ct e d it t o p o u n c e o n hi m, b ut t h e ass a ult di d n ot 
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c o m e. 

Fr o m t h e w o o ds a b o v e r a n g t h e gri n di n g e n gi n e s o u n ds of t h e 

ot h er ki ds fr o m t h e dirt pit. Str o bi n g b e a ms of h e a dli g hts pi er c e d 

t h e bl a c k u p t h er e, a n d t h e m o nst ers – t h at’s w h at t h e y w er e – 

w er e g o n e. A n d s o w as J e n nif er. R a wl e y p ull e d hi ms elf u p t o 

k n e el i n t h e cr e e k, e v e n as S o ut h er n a c c e nts t hi c k as t h e m u d 

y ell e d i n t h e dist a n c e f or Ri c k y a n d T o b y. H e f or m e d a distr ess 

c all i n his t hr o at, b ut it n e v er es c a p e d.

A bi g p a w gr a b b e d his a n kl e wit h cr us hi n g str e n gt h a n d y a n k e d, 

e fi ortl essl y pit c hi n g hi m f or w ar d, f a c e ffrst i nt o t h e dri n k. B ut, 

w h er e …

H e b o u n c e d o ut of t h e w at er wit h a b ust e d f or e h e a d a n d bl o o d y 

m o ut h a n d tri e d t o fi n d t h e s u b d u er still l at c h e d o n t o his l e g. 

T h e gr as pi n g f or e ar m l e d i nt o t h e e m pt y cr e e k c urr e nt, as if t h e 

w at ers t h e ms el v es r e a c h e d o ut t o h ol d hi m, a n d, t h e n, it y a n k e d 

a g ai n,  p ulli n g  hi m  b el o w  t h e  s urf a c e  a n d  a  g o o d  t w e nt y  f e et  

u pstr e a m i n o n e j er k. A mi dst t h e c h a os of t h e vi ol e n c e, h e f elt 

ki c ki n g f e et s wi m mi n g b esi d e hi m i n t h e d e pt h of l ess t h a n t w o 

f e et. His f a c e a n d h e a d ri c o c h et e d al o n g t h e r o c k y b ott o m f or a 

mi n ut e, m a y b e m or e, b ef or e t h e m oti o n st o p p e d.

R a wl e y bl e d a n d h urt a n d s p u n di z z y, tri e d t o c at c h a br e at h. 

H e fi o at e d i n a still, littl e p o n d t h at st a n k of al g a e a n d d e a d ffs h. 

T h e i m p uls e t o sit st at u e-li k e t o a v oi d d et e cti o n w o n o ut, a n d 

h e w ait e d f or s o m et hi n g t o h a p p e n. T h e pl o p of t h e i nt err u pt e d 

p o n d s urf a c e c a us e d hi m t o st art a n d t o g as p. H e l o o k e d t o t h e 

s o u n d t o fl n d J e n nif er’s c or ps e er u pt e d fr o m b el o w t o fi o at a dj a -

c e nt hi m, f oll o w e d i nst a nt a n e o usl y b y t h e d o g- a n d- v o mit o d or 

of t h e t hi n gs.

T h e first s at u p fr o m t h e w at er wit h n o s o u n d w h ats o e v er, t h e 

fflt h y r u n o ff sil e ntl y r et ur ni n g t o its s o ur c e. T h e gi a nt b o d y u n -

f ol d e d fr o m l e gs t o s h o ul d ers li k e a s pri n g- dri v e n c hil d’s t o y 
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t o gl ar e d o w n o n R a wl e y. His s e ns es fi ar e d, a n d h e r oll e d e y es 

a n d  n e c k  ri g ht w ar d  t o  ff n d  t h e  ot h er  o n e  s o u n dl essl y  b e hi n d 

hi m. T h e a g gr essi v e gr u nts r ei g nit e d, a n d R a wl e y cl e n c h e d his 

e y eli ds, gr e w a n gr y wit h hi ms elf a g ai n.

W h y di d n’t h e j ust st a y h o m e ? W h y i n H ell di d h e d o t his t o 

hi ms elf ? 

E a c h of t h e s h a g g y b e asts gr as p e d at his li m bs, his wrist a n d 

el b o w s e c ur e d b y o n e a n d a n kl es b y its a c c o m pli c e, a n d t h e y 

t or e hi m a p art fr o m e a c h si d e of hi ms elf wit h a f er v or n o di fi er-

e nt, r e all y, t h a n t h e t ort ur e of c h oi c e h e h a d i n fii ct e d o n hi ms elf 

e v er y m o m e nt of his e xist e n c e.

 



A b o ut t h e A ut h or

A lif el o n g  r esi d e nt  of  c o ast al  Al a b a m a  a n d  a  c ar e er  m e nt al  

h e alt h pr a ctiti o n er a n d e x e c uti v e b y tr a d e, K e vi n L a P ort e r e al -

i z e d his as pir ati o ns of writi n g fi cti o n i n t h e ar e n a of c o mi cs i n 

mi d-lif e, b e gi n ni n g s elf- p u bli c ati o n of a li n e of h orr or c o mi cs 

wit h p art n er, artist A m a n d a R a c h els, i n 2 0 1 0. Aft er d a b bli n g i n 

pr os e f or t h e ffrst ti m e si n c e hi g h s c h o ol, h e f elt i ns pir e d d uri n g 

t h e p a n d e mi c y e ars of 2 0 2 0- 2 1 a n d g ot s eri o us a b o ut it. B a ptiz er 

a n d 1 0 M or e Al a b a m a Ni g ht m ar es  is t h e c ul mi n ati o n of a t e e n-

a g er’s dr e a m at o p t h e f o u n d ati o n of a s e as o n e d, s elf- p u blis h e d 

writ er’s fi cti o n a c u m e n, a n d it’s j ust t h e st art f or K e vi n i n t h e 

w orl d of pr os e. T h a n k y o u f or b ei n g h er e.

E n g a g e wit h K e vi n o n S u bst a c k at:

k e vi nl a p ort e.s u bst a c k. c o m










