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Chase

Jubilation County, Georgia.

Ten Years Ago.

 



The first time Mama
brought Crow Tillman around to the house, about three weeks after
she’d met him, it was clear she already was head over heels. He
hugged her a lot and gave her little kisses that had her simpering
and said how glad he was to finally meet us. Us being me and my
brother Jimmy. This was October, and about three years to the day
they’d put Daddy in the ground.

I didn’t know what to think of Crow Tillman
at first. Didn’t much care for his name, that was for sure. “Crow.”
Wasn’t short for anything, or if it was, he never said. That’s the
name went on their marriage license later on. Too soon to suit
Jimmy and me.

Anyway, he was tall, maybe six-two. Raven
hair that he wore like an Indian, combed straight back and down
over his shirt collar. Thick enough that he didn’t have to gel or
spray it. Said he had Choctaw blood. No reason to doubt him. He was
plenty good-looking. The black eye patch didn’t detract from his
looks. He was lean and looked strong. A sharp dresser except for a
ratty Richard Petty-style rancher’s straw hat with a couple kitchen
matches stuck in the band. He wore starched, pressed Wranglers and
rattlesnake-skin boots. There were little gold chains across the
insteps. He wore gold chains around his neck and three gold rings.
Only one tat, unless there were others in places I’d never see. But
that tattoo was scary.

What happened to your eye? I asked him right
off.

Mama just took a deep breath and held it. But
I’d always spoke exactly what was on my mind, and at fourteen I
wasn’t about to change.

Lost it when I was ridin’ bulls in the PBR,
Crow said. Did I say he smiled a lot? Too much, I was thinking.
People who smiled all the time, in my estimation, didn’t have a lot
of humor in them. As we all learned later, that went double for
Crow.

And, as I heard later, he never was a bull
rider. It was the point of a bowie knife in a bar fight that took
out his eye.

That’s the way we learned about Crow, too
late to save any of us: bits and pieces, rumors vague and rumors
far-fetched. But they were all Jimmy and me had to go on; he wasn’t
forthcoming about any aspect of his life.

What’s the patch for? I said. Don’t you have
a glass eye?

Now Chase, Mama pleaded.

Crow’s smile got bigger.

Surely do. Want a see it?

Jimmy and me both nodded. Mama halfway turned
her back.

He raised up the patch. Now that was the
damnedest sight I’d seen in a long while. Jimmy gasped.

It was a round glass eye; not much eyelid to
cover it. So the eye just stared at you. The pupil was yellow. And
on it, like a white scar, there was a bolt of lightning
engraved.

I looked at Mama like, Get rid of him,
fast. I mean what kind of man spends money on an eye like
that? Same kind, I suppose, that has a coiled rattlesnake tattooed
on the back of his left hand. That moved like it was fixing to
strike when he made a fist a certain way.

Mama looked anxious to get Crow out of the
house now that the formalities were out of the way, go someplace
where she could dote on him in private. I knew he had to be
screwing her silly. Maybe I was only fourteen but I already knew
how it went. I felt cold in the pit of my stomach thinking about
that rattlesnake hand on her.

What kind a work do you do? I asked.

I own some properties, Crow Tillman said.
Pays me a tidy sum.

If it hadn’t dawned on me before this, I sure
had him pegged now. What he really wanted with Mama, what he truly
was looking for.

Turned out I was only half right.

Before they went on their way for a night of
line dancing at Cowboys and then to whatever motel Crow was staying
at, we had to go outside to see his new truck, then admire his damn
dog that was tied in the truck bed. Tied for a good reason. It was
a scruffy mean-looking cuss. Black and tan with a chow ruff and
probably weighed close to eighty pounds.

What’s his name?

Angel, Crow said, and laughed. Then he said,
Angelpie’s what ye call a three-chaw dog.

Yeah?

Meanin’ if he bites ye three times you’re as
good as dead. Then he called me honey. I hated for anybody to call
me that.

Well I won’t be too late, Mama said, and she
got into the quad cab of Crow’s Silverado first. Like she couldn’t
wait to separate Crow from us. Although he didn’t appear to mind
our company all that much. My company.

I was a little slow to catch on. Maybe
because I was so upset with Mama and not knowing what I should or
could do about her crush on him. I mean, properties! He
wasn’t but a cut above a drifter, and I already sensed he could be
lowdown as snail shit from that signal in his good eye when he
looked at me for too long a time.

When they were gone
and the sun had set, me and Jimmy had ice cream on the screen porch
and listened to blackbirds settling down for the night like dark
rain in the sweetgums out back of the house, neither of us talking
right away but thinking hard on this development in our lives.

Well I guess he’s all right, Jimmy said.

Well I guess he’s not.

What did you think a that belt buckle a his?
What do you call those blue stones?

They’re turquoise.

I had a second helping of ice cream. I’d
grown four inches since eighth grade. Coach Marr put me at outside
hitter on the varsity when Tangie McCullers sprained her ankle so
bad. Ice cream never gave me zits and I needed to maintain my
weight with volleyball not half over yet.

You don’t think she’s all that serious about
him do you, Chase?

Oh come on, Jimmy. You know that look.

Yeah like you get when Casey Shields comes
around.

I swatted the back of his head. Don’t you
smart off at me. We’re just good friends.

Uh-huh. Do you think Claire Condra’s a
virgin?

None a my business and she’s too old for
you.

You a virgin?

And I plan to go on bein’ one. I swear to
Jesus, that all you got on your mind?

Can you help me with my math homework
tonight? They loadin’ it on already. Wisht I wasn’t all that smart
sometimes.

No you don’t. Smart’s the best thing you can
be. Except good-looking, where you got no chance.

Jimmy grinned and punched my arm. He knew he
was good-looking. He had Daddy’s eyes.

Then he wanted to do something he hadn’t
wanted to do since he was maybe six, or during those weeks after
Daddy died. Hold my hand. I guess I wanted to hold his hand too.
Because I had this sense of dread, kind of like foretelling. I
imagined Crow Tillman in our house of an evening, stretched out in
Daddy’s favorite chair with his boots off and a newspaper, or
watching football on TV. And I kept seeing that buglight-yellow
eye of his with the bolt of lightning grooved in it.

You know I’m always going to look out for
you, I said to Jimmy. Because I thought he needed to hear it
again.

Maybe, I thought, Aunt Tilly James and me
could gang up on Mama—what did they call it when they snatched a
soul from one of those religious cults? Deprogram her. Because in
my estimation she definitely was that far gone over Tillman.

Claudelle Emrick was probably the most
even-tempered human being I ever met. So good-hearted. Shamed to
say Jimmy and me took advantage of her sometimes.

We were nowhere near Crow Tillman’s league,
as it turned out, when it came to taking advantage of people.

But, even like the most docile and
sweet-natured hound it was possible to rile Mama. She didn’t have a
bad side and grudges were foreign to her nature. She did have a
stubborn streak, and when it came out then it was time just to
button up and leave her alone.

I didn’t know what to do.

I got Jimmy started with his pre-algebra. He
caught on right away. They had him fast-tracked in every subject.
Like me. I wished Daddy could have seen the grades we were bringing
home.

Daddy was an engineer who worked for
the Highway Department. They double the fines for speeding in work
areas along the roads but there’s always some asshole. Daddy was in
a coma for three days, then he died. Never opened his eyes. Not a
word of good-bye.

Casey came by in his
Jeep Wrangler, limping a little after football practice. We went
for a walk anyway around our place and I kissed him a lot. I’d been
planning to stay a virgin until I was eighteen but now there was
Case so I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to make it that long.

I told him everything that was bothering me
about Crow Tillman.

Casey’s second-oldest brother was a
Jubilation County sheriff’s dep and I hinted to Case that it would
be a big favor to me if Von could find out about Crow. Who had said
when I prodded him that most of his people were from down around
Bainbridge.

Properties, I said to Casey. Yeah I’ll
bet.

Casey had a look around. The hoot owls were
starting up. There was a big Hallowe’en moon, two weeks early. The
air was nippy. I had my arms around him inside his letter
jacket.

How many acres y’all got here? Casey asked
me.

Twelve. Five on the lake.

Figure what?

Figure two hundred thousand easy, I said.
That’s right now. Five years from now who knows?

Casey whistled.

Well that’s it then, reckon?

Maybe, I said, but Daddy wasn’t dumb. He knew
better than leave it all in Mama’s hands. Look, you know Mama. Bank
teller don’t mean she has a head for business. And other ways she’s
never been the sharpest knife in the drawer, God bless her. So
Daddy had the property divided up and all twelve acres put in
trust, eight of them for me and Jimmy’s college. Want to go in now
and I’ll make some hot chocolate?

Sure.

A week later Mama
took a couple of days at the bank and sneaked off to Cherokee,
North Carolina, where she married Crow Tillman at Harrah’s Casino
and Hotel. Probably the most thoughtless thing she could have done
to us. Aunt Tilly James and Uncle Wren were just slack-jawed. It
was Crow’s doing, of course. The son of a bitch had her
hypnotized.

Mama was all apologies when they got back
from their wedding trip, promised to do it again for our benefit
in church. Like that made it okay. Jimmy said to me he felt like
she had spit on Daddy’s grave. Spit was not the word I had in
mind.

Jimmy climbed up in his old treehouse that
overlooked the lake. I spent hours coaxing him down, Jimmy crying
most of the time.

The whole thing gave me such a migraine I had
to miss the match with Pickens County. Just laid there in the
training room throwing up in a wastebasket. We lost.

Everything was just turned-turtle in my life.
I got a B Minus on a pre-calculus test. First time ever.

Crow had given Mama a half-carat diamond ring
he said had been a treasured family heirloom. In his family more
than a hundred fifty years. I’d’ve liked to got that ring appraised
myself.

He’d won close to twenty-five hundred dollars
playing blackjack at Harrah’s. Feeling real good about that. He
gave me and Jimmy each a hundred-dollar U.S. savings bond. For our
future education, he said.

Crow also said he didn’t intend to make a big
thing out of being our stepdaddy. We were a family now (going on
and on about that) and all he asked for pitching in to help support
us was some respect. I treat people how they treat me, was the way
he put it.

Well not exactly as I soon learned.

I met Casey and Von
at the Burger King after volleyball the week Crow moved in.

Von Shields said to me, Well he’s got a
sheet.

Kind of expected that, I said. I reached for
Casey’s hand to get ready for the worst. A goddamned jailbird
sleeping with my mother in Mama and Daddy’s old bed.

But what Von showed me first wasn’t so bad.
Crow had been in the military (before acquiring the glass eye I
supposed) and had done some kind of shady dealing. They’d busted
him down two stripes but gave him an honorable discharge anyway.
So much for his Army career.

Then there was something to do with
defrauding migrant workers down there in South Georgia, but how do
you find a migrant worker to testify in court? Charges
dismissed.

After that, bar fights, ADW dismissed,
possession dismissed (twice). Domestic violence three times, but
neither Vernelle Cotter, seventeen, or Lacey Ann Spokes, nineteen,
had been willing to take him to court. I didn’t have much trouble
picturing what those two must be like. I went to school with
plenty of them. They did go to the trouble to get divorced from
Crow

I sat there looking this stuff over, keeping
a tight grip on Casey. Lost my appetite so he finished my
cheeseburger for me.

You could say he’s done some dancin’ around
inside the legal system most a his adult life, Von said. But you
know, Chase, sometimes they get it out a their system and settle
down okay.

I shook my head. The dogs ain’t eatin’ that,
I said.

I never had felt so hopeless and depressed,
not even after Daddy was run over.

Von looked sympathetic. He was one of those
big good-looking ole boys who don’t have much of an eye for women.
The one he’d picked out to marry was as odd as a backward duck.

Anything goes down out your way don’t you be
slow to give me a call, Von said.

Or me, Casey said.

As it turned out, once Crow went off the deep
end Case was right there with me.

If only he hadn’t been.

 



Adam

December. Last Year.

Ten Days to Christmas.

 



It had reached that
point where I looked for her around the campus every day, and was
disappointed if I didn’t see her.

This was almost four weeks after I’d first
noticed her. She was tall, blonde, with a hang-loose body and the
soft appeal of sunflowers: a welcome glow of warmth and energy
about her with another dreary New Haven winter setting in earlier
than usual. She seemed almost always in a hurry, carrying a couple
of books more than she could easily manage, both arms full and a
bulging backpack. Sleet or snow, she never wore a hat, only a
skier’s headband to keep the precip out of her eyes.

Brown eyes, I was sure, although I hadn’t yet
come within twenty feet of her. And I was sure she wasn’t aware of
me. Nobody at Yale paid much attention to their security guys
unless there was a burglary or we had to cite a student for
something. She had the workaholic’s expression, not grim exactly
but very preoccupied, running late for this or that as she hurried
along. I didn’t think she lived in one of the Old Campus
colleges.

School had been closed for Christmas break,
but there were always stragglers around. I was on duty until
eleven, sharing the watch with Sven Griffith, who had had a root
canal and was miserable. He stayed indoors keeping an eye on the
squad room monitors while I biked my OC beat. A wintry mix was
coming down. One of those raw blustery nights. I’d been reprimanded
twice for listening to my iPod while on duty out there. But there
wasn’t a hell of a lot else to do: use my eyes, get rid of
loiterers outside Phelp’s Gate, check IDs occasionally. Count
squirrels that hung around the campus near Yale PD looking for
handouts. Some of them were brazen and could be a nuisance.

I perked up when I saw her again, coming
across the slushy campus from the Saybrook Gate, heading my way.
Her head down into the wind.

It seemed like a good night to finally get
acquainted.

When she was close enough to where I stood in
the shelter of the Phelps archway, near the steps up to our stuffy
rooms, I said, “They’re saying could be the worst winter in a
decade.”

She barely glanced at me, not breaking
stride. As if I had nearly derailed some serious train of
thought.

I thought she looked cold. Should’ve had her
head covered.

“How about some coffee? New week, new pot of
coffee.” All I got was a quick shake of her head, which she lowered
again as she walked past me toward College Street.

I shrugged. Married, or living with someone,
I thought. I didn’t think gay. I guess I wanted to keep my fantasy
going a little longer. Maybe I’d get another chance.

There’s always traffic on College, and there
are times when it’s jammed. I watched her as she waited for an
opportunity to cross. The wind had changed and she put her back to
it, face down against one shoulder as cars went by.

Then she saw an opening and started out into
the street. It’s a long block. And even in this kind of weather
some drivers were in too much of a hurry.

Good ideas to impress women always come late
to me. I could’ve joined her while she was waiting on the curb,
then stopped traffic to help her across to the New Haven Green.
Time enough to get her name, at least, and find out if she was
available.

Then I saw her do something both unexpected
and dangerous: she stopped dead in her tracks in the middle of
College, lit up by the headlights of cars going in opposite
directions. One swerved away from her, missing by a couple of feet.
Horns. She turned almost full circle, head high now, her mouth open
as if she had cried for help. I saw that her eyes were tightly
shut.

I ran toward her. A bus was coming,
westbound. She was in its path. The driver was already on his
brake, and the bus was sliding, back end coming around. If I had
slipped or faltered I wouldn’t have got to her in time.

But the bus came to a stop nearly sideways
across two wide lanes as I put an arm around her and guided her
back to the sidewalk by Phelps. For some reason her eyes were still
closed.

I sat her down out of harm’s way and used my
flashlight to get stalled traffic straightened out, keeping an eye
on her. But she didn’t move from where I’d left her. Her head was
in her hands.

“You hurt?” I said when I got back to
her.

She shook her head.

“You can open your eyes now.”

“Can’t. Not yet.”

I had once dated a girl who went to Wake
Forest. The one I’d pulled off the street also sounded deep-down
Dixie.

“What’s wrong?”

She reached for my gloved hand on her
shoulder, hung on tightly.

“Please,” she said. “Just keep talking to me.
So he’ll know I’m not alone.”

I took a fast look around. Traffic was moving
okay. There were some people on the sidewalk wondering, like I was,
what was going on with her.

“Who are you talking about?” I said.

“Would you help me up? I feel stupid sitting
here like this.”

I helped her up. She was biting into her
lower lip.

“Please keep talking. Who are you?”

“The cop you didn’t want to have coffee
with.”

“Oh. Yeah.” She was trembling. “Recognize
your voice. What’s your name? Talk to me.”

“Name’s Adam Cameron.”

“I think I—would like that coffee now”

“Right this way,” I said, gently turning her
around on the sidewalk. “Mind telling me your name?”

“Doesn’t matter. Did I break any law?”

“No. You just came within a couple of feet
from going under a bus. There’s probably something I could cite you
for if I think about it, but hell it’s Christmas. Almost Christmas.
And your name does matter to me.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m falling in love with you.”

Her eyes opened then. Wide. We were almost
the same height. Her gaze was in a dead heat with mine. She wiped
sleet from eyelashes and flaxen brows. Blinked. She had one of
those slow wide smiles that begin with a curl at the corners of her
lips.

“I’m Anne,” she said. “Are you
nuts?”

In the squad room it
took her several minutes to settle down. She was skittish,
obscurely out of phase, mind and body not connecting. She asked to
use the bathroom. I had time then and probable cause to look
through her book bag (her personal stuff was in a fanny pack that
went to the bathroom with her), but as I had already declared
myself to be emotionally involved, I didn’t.

When she returned she was calmer, clearer,
direct. She’d brushed her thick lion-toned hair away from her high
forehead. Her face was classically elegant; it belonged on gold
medallions. She wore neither lipstick nor eyeliner. Now that she
was inside I noted a nickel-sized, almost perfectly round birthmark
on the left side of her neck an inch below the ear. Nothing that
detracted from her beauty.

She had a wonderful voice: Southern,
low-pitched, and the mildly canted eyes of a young sorceress. They
were bronze-green, thinking eyes, coolly observant. My heartbeat
confirmed that I was in love with her. But I think I had been since
that first distant glimpse. It happens that way, if rarely. Before
you know a thing about her, hear her speak, know what makes her
heart sing or shudder. She’s the one. And the task is to find a way
to be worthy in her eyes.

First, though, I handed her coffee.

“I broke out the vintage stuff,” I said.
“Two-year-old Sanka.”

She gave me a skeptical look.

“I’m famous for my wit around here,” I
said.

“No doubt,” she said. She held the mug in two
hands and sipped some of the coffee. She’d taken off her coat. I
noticed the sweater she had on was threadbare at one elbow. She sat
with her legs crossed at the ankles. Long legs in faded
butterscotch corduroys. Timberlands on her feet. She watched me
over the rim of the mug. Not just looking. There’s a big
difference.

“Mind telling me why you couldn’t open your
eyes out there?” I said.

She sighed. “Medical condition. It’s known as
Essential Blepharospasm, or EBS. I call it ‘The Spaz.’ ”

“Oh, that,” I said. “Runs in my family
too.”

She knew I didn’t have a clue, and allowed
herself a smile.

“Right,” I said. “Never heard of it.”

Sven Griffith was wandering in and out of the
squad room just to check her out. I made a get-lost gesture she
probably didn’t notice. She was more interested in the last
doughnut in a box of Dunkin’s that probably had been around all
day. I reached for the box and held it out to her.

“Help yourself.”

She wolfed the doughnut down. Obviously
hungry. Her Timberlands were old and scuffed and there was a toggle
missing from the duffel coat draped over the back of her chair.

“So this blessed spasm is what?” I said.

“Blepharospasm,” she repeated, wiping crumbs
from a corner of her mouth. “I never know when they’re coming.
They last for two or three minutes. If I’m lucky.”

“Your eyelids close involuntarily, and you
can’t open them? I think I read something about that. Maybe it was
in The New York Times. But isn’t Botox used to—”

“I’m highly allergic to Botox.” She shrugged.
“So I’m stuck with my … affliction.”

“Sorry,” I said. Half a minute went by with
neither of us saying anything. “Look, the dorms are closed and I
guess you’re not headed home for the holidays. If you could use a
place to stay—

Her expression soured a little, as if I’d
disappointed her.

“I’ve got a place. Officer.”

“Well, no harm in asking.”

“I’m a grad student. Applied
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