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IN THE DAYS WHEN THE world was new, the sun, called Haioo, did not move across the sky, but shone steadily, motionless, continually blessing the First People of the world and all the world's creatures with His light and warmth. But many among the First People were displeased with Haioo, for his ever-present heat burnt the skin red, until it remained this color forever, and His brightness worried the eyes when it was time for rest, so that they could not sleep, and his ever-present light revealed the hunter to his prey, allowing the deer and the rabbit to escape even the swiftest of arrows. So the First People called upon their finest warrior, a young man of the Luccee tribe, who fashioned a terrible spear out of a single, great bone and hurled this into the heart of Haioo, mortally wounding Him. Haioo's fiery blood rained from the sky for days and days, staining the land as far as the eye could see. Then Haioo Himself slid from the sky, plunging the world into eternal darkness, bringing unbearable cold and starvation and death. The First People wept and lamented for many weeks, until the Creator of All was moved to resurrect Haioo and return Him to His place in the sky, on the condition that He only light the world for a portion of each day, so that the People would no longer take Him for granted. And from that moment on, they did not. Nevertheless, once a year Haioo perishes again, painting the leaves red-orange with his blood as he sinks lower and lower in the sky, dying only to be reborn again, an eternal reminder of the hubris of the First People. For this reason the third season is forever a season that belongs to the dying and the dead, and, if they so desire, they may return during this time to do their mischief upon the People.
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THEN
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IT HAD BEEN HARD, SWEATY work, the late August sun beating down like a taskmaster with a chip on his shoulder, baking them in their own skin from just after sunup until it dipped behind the line of pine trees to the west, finally affording some relief as it draped them in shadows. Samuel had worked harder than most, taking no breaks, directing other work from a distance even as he completed tasks of his own, foregoing lunch and subsisting entirely on warm water carried up from the stream.

He had never been happier.

The bell, that had been the hardest part. Liberated from its original home at the abandoned train depot five miles away, it had taken them all day to pull it down and manhandle it around town (trundling it directly through town was, of course, out of the question), through the woods, down the steep hill (it almost got away from them here – what a sight that would have been!) and up the narrow staircase into the steeple. But it had been worth it. The white man who owned the property the depot now sat on had told them that they could have the bell, free of charge, if they collected it immediately and did the work themselves. So they did.

And now their church had its own bell.

Samuel silently raised a single beefy arm and all work ceased, people gratefully plopping down where they stood, finally pausing to wipe the day's sweat from their brows. They were a fine congregation. Devout. Hard working. And now, with God's grace, it was finally happening. A place of their own. To worship. To gather. To...

"Reverend Samuel," one of the women said, pointing.

There were three whites, on horseback, watching them from the top of the hill.

No, four.

Five.

More kept coming.

"Samuel!" their leader shouted down. Samuel frowned. He knew the man well. Unfortunately. "We done tole you we don't want no nigra church in this town. Which o' them plain English words don't you understand?"

Samuel didn't respond. No answer would satisfy these men. But he stood his ground. At nearly seven feet, he was intimidating. Enough to give even this many whites – a score of them now – pause.

His congregation was more easily cowed. They shrank back, prepared to flee.

"Buncha God-fearing niggers," the man went on. "When you should be fearin' us."

Some of them had torches, Samuel realized. They meant to burn his church. His large, calloused hands curled into fists.

"I'd git if I were you, Samuel," a second white said, almost apologetically. "Let us do what we come to do."

"No," he said quietly, to himself.

The white men waited a beat and then their leader shrugged.

"Okay, then. Yah!" He spurred his horse down the hill and the others followed. But they didn't whoop or holler, which was somehow more intimidating than if they had. The congregation scattered, bolting in all directions across the clearing and melting into the surrounding wood like shadows.

Samuel did not flee. He waited, defiantly, as they rode straight towards him. His only concession was a prayer, mouthed silently. He closed his eyes and folded his hands, but he didn't kneel, which he'd always felt was proper – well-nigh mandatory – when addressing the Lord. He didn't want the whites to misinterpret this and think, even for a moment, that he was pleading with them.

He was sure that God would understand. 
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LATER


I


[image: image]


"SEE, THERE'S two universes," Deacon said, endeavoring to explain the episode of Super Friends he was watching. "And this Superman comes from a universe where everyone is evil." He assumed this was a concept his grandmother would have some difficulty with, but she waved a dismissive hand like he was preaching to the converted.

"It's the same old story," she said. "There's always a rotten version of the hero who shows up to test his mettle. And he always comes from someplace crazy!"

Now Deacon was the one who was confused.

"Metal because Superman's the Man of Steel?" he asked.

"Not metal, dear. Mettle. It means..."

"Mom, have you seen my small suitcase?"

"It's in the car already," the old woman sighed.

"Deak, we're leaving as soon as your show is over, okay?"

"'Kay."

Elise tousled her grandson's hair and joined her daughter in the kitchen, where the younger woman was loading sandwiches and sodas into a cooler.

"It's not right," she said.

"Mom, enough."

"He's twelve years old. A boy his age should be in school."

"Home schooling is better than public school, believe me. He's going to have a private tutor for Christ's sake."

"'Private tutor'," scoffed Elise. "You mean that beatnik?"

"He's not a beatnik," Erin said, rolling her eyes.

"Well, a hippie then. It's 1979, Erin. That whole hippie thing, it's not even a thing anymore. All the TV programs, the police shows, the rotten ones are always hippies. Hippies and bikers. That's when you know a movement has run its course, when it starts turning up on all the TV shows."

"Mother, please."

"I don't like it," Elise said.

"What do you want me to do? Go back to Craig?" She lowered her voice. "Wait for him to start knocking Deak around the way he knocked me around?"

"You could stay here..."

"There's no room here, Mom. And you can't afford us."

"You could get a job! I could watch Deacon during the day while you were at your job...!" She was fretting now, rehashing old arguments, grasping at straws. The conversation was over.

"Mom." Erin put her hands on her mother's shoulders. "This is going to be good for us. For Deak. Spiritual."

"'Spiritual'," Elise scoffed again.

Erin drew her in and forced a hug out of her.
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"...IF ROCK'S YOUR GAME it's KISS!"

Deacon had been singing the jingle repeatedly since they'd left. Some doll based on a rock star, advertised incessantly during his cartoons. Exactly the sort of pointless consumerism she wanted to limit his exposure to. Well, there'd be no TV at Asylum, she assumed. Maybe no electricity. Back to nature. Minimalism. Wisdom. Spirituality.

Everything life in the poisoned suburbs had siphoned out of them.

"Maybe we could listen to some different music now?" Erin suggested.

"The 8-track's broken," Deacon said.

"The radio works. Let's listen to the radio."

"Okay."

She found a country music station.

"Mom, is it nice in Ohio?"

She smiled.

"It is. It's cool and crisp, and the leaves are beautiful this time of year, and where we'll be there won't be any noise or pollution. There'll be all sorts of animals – you like animals – and places to explore and cookouts..."

"Why is it called Asylum? That's a place for crazy people."

"No, an asylum is someplace you go to feel safe. So when... crazy... people are put in a hospital where they're safe, they call it an asylum. See?"

"I guess."

They rode in silence for a while.

"Are we going to Asylum to be safe from Dad?"

The question was like an acid-punch to the guts. God, how much did he know? How much had he seen, or overheard?

No point in lying to him now.

"Yeah," she said, taking his hand and squeezing it. "Yeah."
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