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 For my Jonah


 1

My brother, Jonah, taught me to be afraid of the dark. Funny how Jonah’s word was gospel to me. In a way, he was my hero. I believed just about anything he’d tell me. And Jonah had taught me careful, like it was his job. He was just being plumb ornery, but I didn’t know that then.

First, it had been the dark inside our house. He had begun early. I had been three or four when he’d say, “Look-a-there, Hot Shot. See those eyes peering out from the closet? He’s waiting till the house gets dark. Then he’s gonna come out mean and growling.”

Of course Mama and Daddy were never around. It was like Jonah carried the fears in his hip pocket, hidden till he wanted to pull them out.

Next it was the dark outside. I must have been six then but still believed . . . believed in the tooth fairy and Santa Claus and all that a big brother could conjure up and paint in my mind.

“Right over there behind them bushes. See it creeping, stealthy?”

And finally it was just night itself I was afraid of. And anything related to darkness.

 I remember thinking that spring of 1956 when I was thirteen, Surely to goodness a person outgrows her fears. But that spring I learned yet another.

That was the wettest spring that folks in these parts ever recollected. Flash floods. Drenching, creek-choking rains. Our town of Half Moon, North Carolina, lay twenty-two miles due south of Asheville. Its seven thousand six hundred and thirty-two residents were tucked on the sides of three mountains, deep in the rain-drenched Smokies. Of that number, three hundred and seventeen were Indians and half-breeds, and two families were black.

Come early April, when the French Broad River was on the rise, two Indians were drowned. That left three hundred and fifteen, not that anybody much noticed. I surely didn’t know them. The only reason I took notice was that it gave me one more thing to be afraid of. Death. I read the account in the Half Moon Weekly and pictured in my mind what it would be like under the dark, rushing water. That’s when I added another fear to my collection, like a person would add charms to a bracelet.

I wrote about this in a book I had got for my thirteenth birthday. It was an empty book to fill with my thoughts. All fall and winter I had written poems and fragments of my mind. But more and more my thoughts all ground down to that one thing. Fear.

Even at school, it formed an undercurrent for the way I was. And there I learned a different kind of fear.


 The eighth graders were stuck in the gymnasium every day for health and phys. ed. Neither one was my favorite but I could abide them. It was Fridays, squaredancing days, that I dreaded. They stirred fires in my insides that began sometime after supper on Thursday evenings and licked away even while I slept. I wasn’t up to dancing with a boy yet, even if it was just square dancing. I hoped to God I’d be sick every Friday that dawned.

“Stand next to me, Edie Jo,” my best friend, Mary Grady Heldron, hissed in my ear a Friday morning in April of that year.

“Quit spitting on me,” I told her. “I ain’t budging. I ain’t dancing.”

“All right! All you girls make an inner circle and you boys form a circle outside the girls.” That was Miss Biggers, a wide woman with arms that were flabbier than Jell-O. Those exercises weren’t doing her any good. Square dancing was her hobby, so Fridays she perked up like a revived dandelion. “Circle up!” she shouted.

Naturally the boys made their circle facing out so all we could see of them was their ducktail haircuts and the backs of their low-slung pants.

“All right, fellas, face those girls. Boys, slide to the right in time to the music. Girls, the same! Stop when the music stops.”

Miss Biggers shouted all this at an ear-splitting screech, voice tighter than a pumped-up basketball.

When we went to the right for the second time, I wound up with one of the three Indian boys in class for a partner. Cherokee Fish. A half-breed. Nobody knew his real name. At least not us. Everybody had always called him Cherokee. The other two Indian boys wouldn’t have anything to do with him, didn’t even live near him, since he was only half Indian. The white boys hated him because he was only half white. Me? I hated him because he was a boy. He had failed two grades. Maybe even three. I knew that his little sister, Leona, was catching up to him fast in school. But the look on that boy’s face said he hadn’t missed anything. Said he’d done things most of us eighth graders hadn’t even heard about. The half smile on his face was his natural look. I’d never seen him without it.

 We danced together but he never even bothered to look at me, which suited me just fine.

“Now we’re gonna try something different,” Miss Biggers said after we’d square-danced awhile. “I can’t let you people out of eighth grade without learning how to slow-dance.”

Everybody groaned. This was going to be worse even than square dancing.

“Watch me while I show you how to do the box step.”

She grabbed at Skeeter Runyon to use him as her partner in her demonstration, but he shot under her arm and sprinted into a wall of guys who hooted loud.

“All right then. You,” she said, pointing to Cherokee Fish. “You come here, Mr. Fish.”

He pointed to himself and mouthed, “Me?”


 “Yes, you,” she said. “Come here.”

He swaggered over and stood beside her, facing us all, his half smile smack in place.

“Face me,” she told him.

He did.

“Hoo-hoo-hooo, Cherokee. You gon’ do a war dance for us?” Skeeter Runyon called out, and his voice bounced all around that gymnasium.

Cherokee shook his head real slow-like and called over his shoulder to Skeeter. “Nope. Thought I’d try a rain dance since we ain’t seen rain in so long.”

The boys all howled.

Miss Biggers stepped toward them to quieten them down. That was when Cherokee Fish reached over behind his shoulder and tugged out a make-believe arrow from a make-believe quiver strapped to his back. He fitted it into a bow that wasn’t there either, took aim right at Miss Biggers’s large rear end, and let fly. Then he laid the make-believe bow on the floor.

Everybody busted out laughing and hollering.

I haven’t ever seen a teacher have that hard a time quietening people down in my life. She hadn’t the first notion what had caused us all to go to pieces like that. She climbed up on the bleachers and hollered and hollered.

Finally, she yelled out, “Sit down right where you’re at!”

We buckled under and got ourselves good and gritty on the wood gym floor. All except Skeeter.

“Take a seat, Mr. Runyon!” she screamed. It wasn’t hard to tell she was walking close to the edge of a precipice.

 “I already got one,” he called back, grinning and lounging his elbow on the caged-window sill.

Miss Biggers’s face got plumb red. She opened up her wide mouth and flew at Skeeter like a hen pecking up a bug in dirt.

“Then put it on the damn floor!” she screeched.

You’ve never heard a bunch of people get quiet so fast in your life. Teachers didn’t all the time cuss. Especially not women teachers. Skeeter turned white and slithered on down to the floor.

And that was the calmest part of the afternoon. After Miss Biggers showed Cherokee Fish how to do the box step, and she made us all pair up, boy-girl, and do it, too, then she made another mistake. She paired up Cherokee with Darnella Hendrix, who had been going steady with Skeeter Runyon since fifth grade. There wasn’t anything wrong with that, at first. They box-danced around like us all until a boy made like to shoot an arrow at Darnella, after he called out to Cherokee to snag his attention.

Cherokee reached round to Darnella’s backside, where the arrow would have lit, and he yanked it out for her, which would have been the polite thing to do, had it been a real arrow. Skeeter didn’t take kindly to it, though, being as she was his girl. He lunged at Cherokee like he was gonna knock his head off.

“Hey, man.” Cherokee broke Skeeter’s hold with his arm before it ever got lodged good. “Cool your jets. That was in fun. I didn’t even touch her. Okay?”

 “Okay?” Skeeter growled and his jaw jutted out a mile while he glared at Cherokee. “No, you son-of-a-bitchin’ half-breed. You touch my woman again and I’ll tear off your head. You’ll be the first headless Cherokee in Half Moo—”

The swiftness in Cherokee Fish’s move made blurs out of his arms. He grabbed Skeeter Runyon’s shirt collar and, twisting it, pulled his face so close to his own that they were breathing for each other.

“Don’t never call me a half-breed again,” Cherokee whispered to Skeeter’s nostrils. There wasn’t any smile on Cherokee’s face at that point. He was serious as sin. “You got that straight?”

Skeeter’s face was beginning to be deep red and his eyes were sort of bugging out, but he didn’t make an answer.

Cherokee gave him a jerk, his hand twisting harder on Skeeter’s shirt collar. That oxford-cloth shirt wasn’t giving an eighth of an inch on Skeeter’s windpipe.

“Yes,” he finally whispered.

Cherokee’s lips sucked together tight and he looked hard and long into someplace inside Skeeter’s bulging eyes. Then he let him go. Not a shove backwards or anything. lust undid his hand to his shirt collar. Then that boy turned and left. Left Skeeter Runyon crooked forward, gasping at any and all air. Left us all standing, bunched under the ten-foot hoop with the torn net. It wasn’t basketball season, so they hadn’t fixed it yet. It wasn’t the right time for Skeeter Runyon either, it appeared to me.

 And that’s when I strung that third fear onto my collection. I wasn’t exactly sure what all I was afraid of yet. People who were different—different color, different way of living, and mad because they knew they were different and didn’t know how to live with it, how to use it—they scared me. I had seen it in Cherokee Fish’s face before he left. His eyes said that without a doubt he felt he was different, less somehow . . . somehow lacking. And he hated it.
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That next week in April held more than any of us ever bargained for. On Saturday the fifteenth, something happened that would change our lives forever. The phone had rung about seven o’clock in the evening and Mr. George Findley screamed in my daddy’s ear that Gramma’s house was burning.

We tore fast down the mountain to town, hearing the fire sirens as we flew. As we rounded the corner, I could see that the whole block was lit from my gramma’s house. It was a torch against the night. It was the hottest fire I had ever seen. I had never watched a house burn before. And the smell! It was a bitter, scorching smell that made people squint. I watched the faces in the light of the fire. But if I’d been a blind person, I would have still known the fire by the sounds and the feel. Heavy hoses slapped the pavement, and water gushed; you could hear little explosions and falling lumber and people shouting. You could feel the heat from across the street in the Findleys’ yard where we stood.

Me and Mama and Gramma went to our house after we knew there was no hope. That was when I called Mary Grady Heldron.

 She was the person I called on Christmas morning to tell what presents I got; I was the phone call she made on her birthday to say what all she got; and she was the person I called that April night my gramma came to be with us. The night my gramma’s house caught fire and burned to the ground.

“Caught fire?”

“That’s what I said.”

“Burned down?”

“I just told you, Mary Grady.” Lord, she was slow to grasp it.

“Edie Jo Houp, you’re telling a big one. To the ground?”

“That’s what I said.”

“How’d it get started?”

“Nobody knows. The fireman got my gramma out and the living-room sofa. That was it. The fire got so hot they couldn’t go back in,” I told her.

The morning after, Mrs. Heldron brought over an apple cake and she and Mary Grady rode with us to see where my gramma’s house had stood.

“Looks like a giant cricket,” Mary Grady said, “with his skinny back legs forking up in the air.”

It did look like a cricket, the second floor beams all burned black and still hot and smoking, standing broken over.


 “Reckon when your gramma’ll build it back?” Mary Grady asked, puffing at her hair. It was longer than mine and curled, but always seemed like it fell across her face and she was forever blowing it away.

“Never,” I told her, walking along the sidewalk toward the Ninth Street corner so Mama couldn’t hear me. She and Gramma were standing on the front-yard grass with Mrs. Heldron. Talking. “There wasn’t no insurance money to speak of, Daddy said,” I told Mary Grady. “What Gramma’s got saved up’ll go for Jayhue Smith’s wrecking crew to come in and demolish it.”

“Demolish it?”

“Mary Grady, why do you say everything after me?” I asked her.

She flounced over to where her mama stood and planted those skinny legs facing west. I didn’t care. Talking with an echo was the last thing I had in mind that morning.

Gramma moved into my room and I was set up in the living room, with a feather mattress on a cot for a bed and Mama’s folding silk screen for a privacy wall. There wasn’t even a chest of drawers or bureau, so I took Gerber baby-food boxes cut low so they’d slide under the cot, and that’s where I kept my underwear and socks. My dresses hung from two big cup hooks Daddy had sunk in the wood frame on either side of one of the two huge living-room windows. Too tall and wide for window shades. On the wall Daddy had hung a mirror. Some mirrors gloss right over a person’s faults. This one magnified them, made my dark hair straighter, my face whiter.

 “This here’s right nice,” my brother, Jonah, felt compelled to say after I got it all set up.

I just looked at him. Seventeen years of living hadn’t given him a brain yet.

“Right nice?” I asked.

He looked at me with those cold eyes.

“Right nice would be having walls,” I told him. “And a bulletin board and a closet and a bookcase. But, maybe it won’t be forever.”

“Don’t trust your luck.”

“What d’you mean by that?”

He stretched out on the cot and hung a foot and a half beyond. I could see now why Mama hadn’t stuck him out here.

“Hot Shot, I don’t think Gramma’ll ever move back. She’ll be right here in this house the day I leave home to go to college and the day you leave home . . .”

“To go to college,” I finished for him.

“Right.” But I could tell he didn’t think that would ever happen.

“Now, Hot Shot, I wouldn’t worry about anybody looking in these windows.” He ambled over to the front window and looked out it. “They’d have to get up on the porch to look in this one at the foot of the bed, and the window at the side of the house, there, it’s pretty high up. They’d have to be a tall mother to see in that window. I wouldn’t worry about it none, Hot Shot.”

 “I’m not,” I snapped because from that minute on, when dark filled the window glass, I’d remember what he said, feeling eyes on me, following me, watching me sleep. I might not have even thought about the dark outside if he hadn’t brought it up. But now that he had, it was all I’d hold in my head every time night fell and found me in that corner.

So I found a way around it. I slept with all the lights off so nobody would be able to look in the windows and watch me. No more night light for me. For once, the dark inside was more of a comfort than a fear, a hiding place from the world out the windows. It was the way I learned to live, behind the silk screen, out of boxes, in the dark.

Staring out those windows into the darkness, I couldn’t tell if what I saw was real or just my mind’s doing. And sometimes I missed seeing things that were right there in front of me all along.

It was that last part, missing seeing the important things that were there all along . . . I learned to look differently that summer I was thirteen, and things were never the same again.

 


Monday evening Sheriff Stringfield showed up at our front door, talking to Daddy about arson. I had lived to be thirteen years of age and had never even heard the word, but I learned fast. Those two sat out in the front-porch swing to do their talking, and I just rested on the foot of my cot by the open window so I could catch on to arson.

 “Horace, rack your brain now. Tell me, can you think of a soul who’d be holding a grudge against your mother?”

I
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