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“I don’t give a rat’s ass what you’re lookin’ for!” shouted the skinny, grizzled old man.  “Don’t come around here no more!”

The old man was dressed in patched, faded jeans, a stained, white button-up shirt, and an old tattered black vest.  His hair was gray, long, and unkempt.  He hadn’t shaved in several days, and age spots gave him a dirty appearance.  Thick, round spectacles on his face gave his eyes an owlish look.  He stood on the sagging front porch of his deteriorating home, having just climbed from his faded rocking chair.  What little paint remained on the wooden siding was peeling, pieces of the porch roof were dangling, and the house was missing a shingle here and there.  Trees surrounded the house on both sides and the back of the four acre lot, giving the house the feeling of a tattered cabin in the backwoods, instead of a domicile on a southern city street.  The front of the house had a rickety wooden picket fence along the sidewalk, with an unlatched gate at the center.  The yard was as scraggly and unkempt as its owner.

The objects of the old man’s anger stood at the gate, not believing what the old man was saying to them.

The three high school seniors, Terry Patterson, Clay Bowman, and Joni Ragsdale, were a team, and had been given a social studies assignment as their final exam grade.  Each team of three seniors were given an address of someone in the small town’s city limits that appeared to need repair and upkeep, with the idea that those who are needy should be helped by those that are able.  The school would provide materials, the students would provide labor, and Mr. Hendrix’s observation would provide the addresses for each team of three.  There were eight teams, and each team had three months to complete the assignment, at absolutely no cost to the homeowner.

No one anticipated that a homeowner would turn down free home improvement, but that’s what this grizzled old man was apparently doing.

Joni, the sweet-talker of the group, tried to explain.  “But, sir, it won’t cost you a dime!  All we want to do is fix up your house!  It’s for our senior social studies project!”

The old man waved a fist at them.  “I told you, I don’t give a rat’s ass what you want!  Don’t come around here no more!”

The young people looked around at each other and shrugged.  They had no choice – they had to leave.  Clay had driven over, so they got back into his car and drove away.  The old man watched them as they left.

“Well, that was weird,” said Clay.

“I never expected anybody to turn down free work,” said Joni.

Terry still was shaking his head.  “I bet Mr. Hendrix never expected this.”

“Hey, do you think that guy didn’t believe us?” asked Joni

Clay laughed.  “With a trunk so loaded down with paint, rollers, boards, and other stuff that it won’t even close?  You’re kidding, right?”

“Maybe he thought we stole it,” Joni replied.

“Whatever he thought, let’s go back to school to tell Mr. Hendrix.  Maybe he can talk to the guy or something,” declared Terry.  “We have to do something.  Our grades, and our graduation, depend on fixing up somebody’s house.”
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MR. HENDRIX DID INDEED want to talk to the man, just to make certain that he understood that the repairs done by the students wouldn’t cost him a dime.  Materials were either donated by businesses in the city of Perry, or purchased with cash donations, and students performed the labor.  He asked the students to follow him back to the old man’s house, but to wait in the car until he had spoken with the man.

Andy Hendrix was one of Perry High School’s favorite teachers.  The kids respected him, because he didn’t mind going to bat for them if they were in the right, or helping them if they showed him that they really wanted to learn.  He had taught different levels of American history, and assorted social studies courses for over twelve years now, and he was proud of the job he’d done, and was doing, for his students.

This particular social studies project had originally come about as an idea Hendrix had ten years earlier as he was driving home.  He had noticed several houses along his route home that needed small amounts of upkeep.  From time to time, he noticed the homeowners outside.  Most were elderly, obviously living on a fixed income, or people that had been laid off from Perry’s only remaining industry:  a meat processing plant that had been taken over by robotics and automation.  The few people the plant used were of Hispanic heritage, and would work for minimum wage.

Many farms were still operating in Sardis County, but very few were still family-owned.  Most had been taken over by large conglomerates, much like the processing plant.

As a result of the lack of jobs and money in Perry, Hendrix had gone to a meeting of the Perry Board of Alderman.

By the time he was called to say what was on his mind, he had a well-thought-out plan to present to the Board.  He passed out a folder with copies of his proposal.

“Ladies and gentlemen, what you have in front of you is a proposal that will help our poor and needy citizens, and our high school seniors, and will raise property values in Perry,” said Hendrix.

“The idea is, basically, to have our high school seniors split into teams of three.  Using materials donated by Perry businesses, or purchased by donations from parents and businesses, these teams of high school seniors will, as part of their final grade, perform minor upkeep on the homes of retired folks on fixed incomes and on the homes of those that have been laid off from their jobs.

“By doing this within a frame of three months or so, these seniors will learn the true meaning of ‘social studies’ by learning that helping others also helps themselves.  Fixed income retirees will have a little extra money to spend in town, and so will those living on unemployment.  It also will raise property values in the city by upkeep on the residences.  For just a little paint, lumber, nails, and tools, the city of Perry, and the entire county, will reap the benefits.”

Members of the board had only a few questions, easily answered by Hendrix.  They voted that very night to give the proposal their unanimous stamp of approval, pending passage by the Sardis County School Board, and a hearing by the Chamber of Commerce.

Both of those organizations heartily approved the proposition.  The Sardis County School Board insisted that he implement the program as soon as possible.  Hendrix wasted no time in preparing it for the next full school year.

Most of the county read about the program in a write-up in the Sardis County Sentinel (Sardis County – Where YOU Make The Magic!), the county’s weekly newspaper.  Some heard about it on the county’s small radio station.

Very few didn’t know about the program.

Residents often petitioned Hendrix, asking that their house be part of the current year’s project.  So many petitioned Hendrix, and became angry as a result of his refusal to include them, that county officials announced that they had demanded that Hendrix not tell anyone which houses had been chosen for the school year.  That included the recipients, which explained why the old man had chased the kids away...he didn’t know that the project had chosen his address.

After the young people reported back to him, Hendrix did some research on the address he’d assigned to the students.  The owner of the property was registered as Ricky Jackson.  Mr. Jackson had owned the home for forty years, his taxes were up to date, and there were no liens on the property.  Mr. Jackson’s wife had passed away a few years ago, and he lived alone.

Armed with this information, Hendrix was ready to talk to Mr. Ricky Jackson.

The two cars pulled to a stop at the curb a bit farther down from Mr. Jackson’s home.  Hendrix climbed out, and walked to the other car.

“Okay, guys, just stay here until I come back,” Hendrix told the three young people.

“Sir, are you sure you don’t want us to come with you?” asked Joni.

Hendrix smiled.  “Thanks, but I think I’d better talk to him alone.”  He banged his hand twice, lightly, on the door frame.  “Be back shortly.”

As they watched their teacher walk to the house, Joni said, “I hope he can’t convince that old guy.  I don’t like his house...and I don’t like him, either.”

Clay turned to look at her from the driver’s seat.  “Why, Joni?”

Joni wrinkled her mouth and shook her head.  “I don’t know...there’s just something...dark, maybe, about that house.”

Terry, the jock of the bunch, said, “Maybe that old man is a killer, and he’s buried bodies in the yard somewhere!”

Joni shuddered.  “Stop it, Terry!  I’m freaked enough!”
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ANDY HENDRIX NEVER considered himself a superstitious man, but something made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up as he climbed the steps to Jackson’s porch.  He felt watched...like he was in danger, somehow.  Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, except a lot of peeling paint and sagging porch boards.

Hendrix knocked on the front door.  He stood with his hands at his sides, waiting, with his school ID in his hand.  He heard footsteps inside, a chain being removed, and a deadbolt being thrown.  The door slowly opened.

The haggard old man, Ricky Jackson, stood in the doorway, staring at the uninvited guest on his front porch.  Hendrix noted that the man was as unkempt as the kids had described.

As he introduced himself, Hendrix held out his ID for the man to see.  “Sir, my name is Andy Hendrix.  I teach history and social studies at Perry High School.”

Jackson leaned over and studied the ID through his thick spectacles.  When he finished, he stood upright, and asked, “What’s it to me?”

“Mr. Jackson
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