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The Woman in the Attic

A young girl named June lived across the street from the oldest house on the block. This house was much taller than it was wide and sat on a hill that made it look taller still. There was a large wraparound porch attached to the front of the house with a roof of its own. The corners of the roof drooped and when it rained the water poured off like a waterfall.

Her grandfather said, “Many sad things can happen over the long history of an old house, but that house is sadder than most. I’ve watched that house all my life and every family that has lived there has left unhappy.”

Then her grandfather told her that a policeman built the house for his wife and children. After the children grew up the policeman died, and his widow had no money so she had to rent out most of the rooms, and some of those renters caused her a great deal of trouble. The police were called to the house nearly every week and the house began to fall into ruin and the neighbors came to hate the widow’s place because of all the noise and worry it caused.

“Eventually the widow’s son came back and kicked out all the renters and moved his own family inside. But too much damage had already been done. The widow had lost her mind and couldn’t bear to be around other people. She couldn’t even stand to be outside during daylight.”

The grandfather pointed to a dark window at the top of the attic. “So the son put his mother the widow up in that attic to live. People said he had to paint the walls black and cover the window with a black curtain. There was no electricity in the attic, so if his mother wanted to see she had to use a lantern, but she almost never did. I guess she preferred not seeing at all.”

“Did the widow die in that attic?” June asked.

“You know something? I don’t really know,” her grandfather said. “Once when I was your age, I saw a woman in a black dress being led out of that house to an ambulance. I couldn’t see her face—a black veil covered her head. But I never saw if anyone ever brought her back again. Maybe they did and maybe they didn’t. I don’t even know for sure if it was the widow or not. It might have been some other woman. But if it had been the widow, she would have been impossibly old.”

June grew up watching families come and go from that ancient house and just as her grandfather told her none ever left it happy. There were always fights and too much noise and children crying and police cars coming and going, and no family ever lasted in the house for very long.

And sometimes, late at night after a family had moved out, she would see a soft glow burning in the dark attic window.

One day June was standing outside when a new family moved into the house. A pretty dark-haired girl who came with the new family ran up to her and said, “Hi! My name is Pearl!”

From that day on June and Pearl were the best of friends. They walked to school together and played together every day, although never inside the tall old house. This disappointed her, because by this time she was very curious about what it looked like inside. But every time she suggested that they go there, Pearl said, “No, I want to play somewhere else.”

June and Pearl were friends for a long time, even after they became teenagers. They went to parties and movies together, and they talked on the phone every day. Then one awful night June heard screaming outside. She and her family ran out and saw Pearl’s mother standing before the tall house, screaming like June had never heard anyone scream before. “Help us! Help my child!” And up in the attic window there was a glow behind the curtain, and someone’s shadow.

The next day at school everyone knew that Pearl died, but no one knew how. And June never did get an answer, no matter whom or how many times she asked.

June lived all her life across the street from the widow’s dreadful house. Her grandfather died, and then her father died, and then her own mother was a widow. June left and went away to college but came back with a husband and children of her own, and she took care of her mother until her mother died.

Families moved into the widow’s house from time to time, but never for very long. For years the house stayed empty, and now and then a man in blue overalls would come and trim the bushes and trees and mow the lawn. June never allowed her children to play there. Her kids always asked why, but June never explained.

Then one day a large number of men came and worked on the widow’s house. They replaced the roof and put in new windows and repainted it inside and out, and one afternoon they carried load after load of old boards and pieces of wall down out of the attic and threw them into a truck.

Every one of those boards and every piece of wall was painted the blackest of blacks.

A few days later a bright and shiny “For Sale” sign suddenly appeared on the front lawn. Families came and looked at the house, but that “For Sale” sign never went away. Eventually the sign disappeared, and the weeds took over. A different man came and trimmed the trees and bushes, and mowed the lawn, but not as frequently as before, and the house never looked nice again. Every time the rains came or the wind blew, it looked even worse.

One night, June, an old lady now herself, had a nightmare about when Pearl died, and how her mother had screamed and screamed standing in front of the widow’s house. After June woke up, she could still hear that screaming.

She went to the window and looked out, and then she went to her front door and stepped outside onto the front lawn.

There in the attic window of the saddest house she’d ever known, something burned bright red and orange.

Just below it, standing on the porch roof in an old-fashioned black dress, her dark veil pulled back to show her terrible pale face, the old woman screamed, and screamed, and screamed.


The Hideaway Man

People were always asking John how he and Dave could be friends. After all, they had nothing in common. John himself admitted that was true. John liked to be outside as much as possible, even in snow and drizzle (which drove his mom crazy). Dave liked to stay inside, mostly, and mostly in his room. John liked all kinds of movies, even the old black-and-white ones. Dave had a hard time sitting through a movie unless it was a cartoon. John liked girls. Really liked girls. Dave wouldn’t even talk in front of a girl.

“Hideaway hideaway hideaway man…”

“Shut up, Dave.”

Dave grinned down at him from the edge of the bed, the grin in his red face like a knife-cut in a tomato. “Hideaway hideaway hideaway man…,” Dave repeated, more softly but a whole lot more sarcastically.

That was another thing. Dave was always saying dumb things like that. John was sure he must have said dumb things sometimes, too. All guys said dumb things sometimes. He supposed girls did, too, but if you liked the girl in question, he guessed nothing she ever said sounded dumb to you.

But Dave was the champion at saying dumb things. Silly things. Crazy things.

“Hideaway hideaway hideaway man…” Grin grin grin.

“Shut up, Dave!”

Like this hideaway thing. Every time John stayed over at Dave’s house, he had to sleep in this little bed Dave’s mom called a hideaway bed. It stayed under Dave’s bed most of the time, then when Dave had com pany his mom rolled it out.

As far as John knew he was the only company Dave had ever had. If only Dave weren’t such a tomatohead!

Anyway, ever since they were little kids Dave had said the hideaway bed had its own “Hideaway Man” who came and slept in it when no one but Dave was around. “But someday, maybe…,” Dave would say, and grin. “Someday, maybe, if you’re real good…” Grin grin grin. “Maybe someday you’ll get to see the Hideaway Man, too.”

“Oh yeah, sure, Dave. Get a life, why don’t you?”

And Dave never said anything back. He never would talk about it. He just grinned. That was the scary part.

John didn’t know why he kept going over to Dave’s house. He was too old for Dave’s silliness. Force of habit, he guessed. They’d been spending the night at each other’s houses since they were little kids.

No, they didn’t have much in common. Everybody said so, even John’s mom.

But what John and Dave did have in common was something most of John’s other friends didn’t know much about. And it was something he wanted to talk about, but he just couldn’t. Neither John nor Dave had a dad.

John had lost his dad when he was only about two years old. Well, not lost. His dad died in a car wreck. Sometimes John imagined that his dad was out getting a present for him when he had the wreck, and so it was partly John’s fault his dad had died; but that was pretty silly, for sure. He thought that but never told anybody.

That was another difference between Dave and him. Dave was always telling people about every crazy thing that came into his head. Like the Hideaway Man.

John had always felt a little funny about not having a dad. Especially about not remembering him very well and wondering if his dad had been a good person or a bad person and if John were going to turn out to be just like him. His mom and the relatives always told John his dad had been a real good person, but that didn’t mean much. People were always saying nice things about dead people.

Still, as much as John thought about his dad, it was like his dad was the most alive person John knew. He wasn’t there, but it was like he was there all the time. Pretty silly thinking, John thought, and he knew better than to tell anybody.

Dave’s dad wasn’t dead, as far as anybody knew; he’d just walked away when Dave was only a few months old. So Dave had even fewer memories of his dad than John had. But Dave talked about his dad more.

“I think he was a pilot. I’m pretty sure Mom told me that one time. He was a fighter pilot and he shot down a lot of enemy planes. And he bombed places, but only military targets. He never killed civilians.”

“I thought you said he was a police officer, and he’d had to go undercover and that was why he left you and your mom.”

“That was afterward. They won’t let you be a pilot forever, you know. You get tired.” Then Dave grinned. He always grinned when he was nervous.

What a tomatohead.

Actually, Dave hadn’t brought up the Hideaway Man in a long time. Then tonight he’d been going on and on about his dad being a CIA agent, at least when he wasn’t being a genius scientist, or a movie star, or an athlete, or something. That’s what had started it. John had wanted to talk about girls and Dave had gone on and on with these crazy lies about his dad, his face getting redder and redder, grinning like an idiot, until finally John got mad. He just couldn’t take it anymore.

“Dave, your dad walked out on you and your mom because he didn’t want the hassle. I’ve heard your mom tell my mom that. Come on! I’ve heard her tell you that, too. He wasn’t brave; he was a coward. He ran away from being a father. And I guess he drank a lot, didn’t he? Your mom said he used to hit her. He hit you, too, she said.”

Well, he was sorry as soon as he said it. The way Dave looked at him, as if he couldn’t believe John could be this mean to him. John couldn’t believe it, either. He felt terrible.

“Hideaway hideaway hideaway man.” Grin grin grin. Dave leaned down from the edge of his bed, looking like a crazy person.

John figured his old friend would keep this up all night now, but he guessed he deserved it. He never should have said anything about Dave’s dad. He would have been really upset if somebody said something about his own dad. He looked up from the hideaway bed into Dave’s enormous, grinning tomatohead.

John felt terrible, but he tried not to say anything more. Just “I’m going to bed now, Dave.” Then he turned over and tried to go to sleep.

But he could still feel Dave grinning at him.

In the middle of the night John got up to go to the bathroom. Dave was asleep, facing the wall. When John got back Dave wasn’t in his bed, but there was someone under the covers of the hideaway bed.

“Come on, Dave, get out of my bed. I need my sleep. We both need our sleep.”

Dave didn’t make any sound.

“Dave, come on…” John reached down and pulled back the covers.

A man in a dark suit rolled over and looked up at John. But the man didn’t really look. The man had no face, just a big black shadow where his face should have been.

The man with no face reached out for John, and John turned and ran.

He ran out of the bedroom and down the hall and down the steps, where he stumbled and fell. He groaned and rubbed his face. Then a pale hand came out of the darkness and touched his shoulder.

“John.” It was Dave, his face glowing a warm pink in the dark.

“Dave? Dave, was that your dad?”

Dave leaned over, his face turning redder. “I thought it was your dad.” And then he grinned and grinned and grinned. “Hideaway hideaway hideaway man!”

“Cut it out, Dave!”

“No, no. I mean it,” Dave said. “I think that’s your dad.”

John stared at Dave, wondering what a crazy person looked like—if a crazy person looked like Dave; because what Dave was saying was real crazy. “My dad is dead,” John said. “You know that.”

“Just tell me what color hair your dad had,” Dave said.

John hesitated. As many times as he’d looked at his dad’s pictures, for a second, he couldn’t remember what his dad’s hair color had been. “Blond,” he finally said. “But a little darker, I guess. Maybe a real light brown.”

“Go look, then. Go look in the hideaway bed.”

John didn’t say anything. He looked up the steps. There appeared to be a dim light on at the end of the hall, where Dave’s bedroom was. Going back up there was the absolutely last thing he wanted to do, so why was he walking toward the steps, walking up those steps to the upstairs hall and Dave’s room? Like some dumb character in a movie going right toward the danger even though you’re yelling at him—in your head, at least—to stay away.

But now John knew why those dumb characters do that. They just have to know. He guessed we’re all just tomatoheads that way.

When he got to Dave’s bedroom door, he found that it was open. He eased his head around and looked into the room. The dark man, the Hideaway Man, had lain back down on the hideaway bed, with his face that was no face turned away from the door. The man’s hair was light colored. It could have been blond or a real light brown. Or it could have been gray. It could have been white.

“That can’t be my dad,” John whispered. “My dad is dead.” But Dave didn’t say anything, and when John turned around, he saw that Dave wasn’t there.

It’s bedtime, a low voice rumbled from the room, rumbled from the hideaway bed. Little boys should be asleep.

And just like in the movies, or just like in a dream, John discovered that he could not move, could not move an inch, even though he was terrified and wanted to run away as fast as he could—run down the stairs and out the door and all the way home to his mother and his own safe bed. He wanted to start screaming, start yelling for Dave’s mother to wake up and come out of her room and help; but he couldn’t do that, either.

John could hear the Hideaway Man get up out of bed and stumble across the room behind him. And still John could not move. He could smell the man behind him, and the man smelled like he’d been drinking—and John knew hardly any drinkers, so he couldn’t understand where he knew that smell from. Dave’s father used to drink.

“Dave! It’s your dad!” John screamed, as he started to run. But the Hideaway Man grabbed him and wrapped his arms around him, arms that seemed way too long, arms that were more like two snakes wrap ping around him, arms that squeezed and squeezed until John could hardly breathe.

But the kind of funny thing, the really strange thing, was that John also felt like he didn’t want the Hideaway Man to let go, that he actually liked the Hideaway Man squeezing him, hugging him.

“I hate you, I bate you!” Dave’s voice exploded inside the room, as powerful as the Hideaway Man’s smell.

The Hideaway Man let go of John, and John stepped back, and there was Dave holding his baseball bat, swinging it and beating the Hideaway Man with it as hard as he could. “I hate…you…I…hate you…” Dave gasped, almost out of breath, as the bat passed through the Hideaway Man’s body and the Hideaway Man started to fall apart, pieces of him dis appearing, an arm and then a leg…but on the face that was no face there was a grin grin grin just like Dave’s, just like a tomatohead with a knife smile cut into it.

“I hate you! I hate you!” John joined in, kicking and swinging his fists into the Hideaway Man’s disappearing body. And it was true, John did hate him, because suddenly John remembered something he’d always known, something he’d heard his mom tell his uncle that he wasn’t supposed to hear.

John’s dad had been a drinker, too. That was why he’d had the accident. John’s dad hadn’t been going to get John a present. John’s dad had been coming back from a bar when he ran his car off the road.

“Hideaway hideaway hideaway man,” Dave whispered to the old empty clothes lying on the floor at their feet. But Dave did not grin this time.

And then John knew why he and Dave had been friends for so long. Because they had so much in common.


Mechanic

The old gray Studebaker comes back into J.D.’s shop for the fifth time, only a couple of weeks since he saw it last. Smashed right front fender, both lights out, passenger door caved in, some damage right rear—J.D. decides it must have been a wraparound this time. Probably a tree, judging from the way the metal’s scarred. J.D. considers the lack of defensive driving skills evident from the majority of his cases. He thinks it a shame, the idiots they let out on the highway.

He gets Harry on the line, Harry of Harry’s High-Class Auto. “I’ll have this one back to you in two weeks. The engine’s still in pretty good shape. Be careful who you sell it to next time, will you?”

He walks slowly around the Studebaker in the moonlight. He broods over a particularly convoluted twist in the fender. He pats the metal.

He continues his grim examination, pausing every two feet or so, considers the extensive damage, considers the highlights in the twisted steel, the jumbled flats and rounds, the twin sunburst patterns smashed into the tinted windshield.

“Some people shouldn’t be trusted with an automobile…” He gently strokes the scarred hood ornament.

He scratches at the bloodstains on the dashboard with his fingertips, and decides the fabric covering will have to be replaced.

Metal groans out in the yard, then settles. Engines tick. Gears are engaged, then released.

The mechanic wanders out into the yard. The cars are lit in silver moonlight. He lightly fingers the broken taillight on a ’57 Ford, rubs his palms over the trunk lid of a yellow Thunderbird, whispers quietly to an early-model Plymouth station wagon with simulated wood paneling. He strolls, and pauses, considers briefly, and turns, waltzing his way through his charges newly returned from the county’s ill-kept highways.

“They should fix some of those potholes, they really should…”

When the line of tow trucks arrives bright and early the next morning at J.D.’s Yard, he’s there waiting for them, sliding open the heavy metal gates. Once again, he is thankful for the numerous exclusive contracts he has with the county’s various garages and wrecking yards. His services are in great demand. He hears it all the time— “Nobody can fix a car like that J.D. He can fix anything, cars any other mechanic would have hauled away!”

The stories are true. He’s never failed. The first time they brought in the Studebaker was after a collision with a gasoline truck. Warped metal, melted glass, the interior scoured clean by the flames. That was his biggest challenge, but he nursed it back to health.

The county needs him. Most of the people are poor; they can’t afford brand-new autos. They need J.D. to provide them with usable, old cars. And J.D. always provides.

He touches the ’60 Buick affectionately as they haul it into the yard. Four times in the shop. The Dodge Dart, a veteran at an even dozen. A Chrysler Imperial seems to wink at him with its shattered headlight, and the mechanic winks back. “Hi ya, Ci.”

He lays hands on streaked paint, twisted aerials, broken rods and wires.

“Good goin,’ T.B.…Fine work, Buck…. How’s it shakin,’ Polly?”

He carefully reattaches the wood paneling to the Plymouth station wagon, chattering and singing. He stands up and begins polishing the rearview mirror with an old rag. “Now, how’s that, Polly?”

He puts four new tires on Buck, repaints T.B., drops a new engine into Ci.

They all say he needs an assistant, that he works too hard. What if he’s injured? Who’ll fix their cars, then?

“Them’s my babies! Wouldn’t do to trust them with somebody new.”

He spends the afternoon straightening metal, replacing glass, switching parts. The sign for “J.D.’s Yard” hangs loosely from one nail over his garage door, but he doesn’t have the time to fix it. The babies require too much attention.

Tires squeal.

“Be patient, now.”

Metal screeches.

“I’ll be with you soon.”

Screws, bolts, and springs roll across the ground.

“Now, that’ll be enough.”

He’s never been married, never met a woman he thought could share his work. He’s aware that some folks in the county laugh at him, say he’s not much with the ladies; he’s just good with cars.

“A married couple this time, huh, Polly?”

He doesn’t particularly care what they say. The ladies just never seemed to like him much. In fact, he’s never cared much for people at all, male or female. Very few of them seem to take good care of machinery.

“T.B.’s waiting for a teenager, babies; I can tell by his chrome-plated smile!”

The whole county is at fault; they just don’t maintain their roads. They don’t care.

“Wrap ’em up real good this time, Buck!”

People in the county have started complaining about the number of bad accidents of late.

“Squeeze ’em real tight now, Polly!”

Some say it’s the county commissioners at fault, some say the highway patrol.

“You babies, you gonna make me proud!”

J.D. knows.

The mechanic sits out in the yard at midnight, humming, crooning to the wrecks. He does a little dance, raises his arms up high. Whirling around on one leg, he leaps between two cars. He stands in front of a ’72 Falcon, licks his lips, and the headlights blink to life.

He laughs and runs madly between the rows of twisted cars. Tires turn, and steering wheels revolve.

Just brought in again this afternoon, the Studebaker stares down from its place up on the ramps. “Nice goin’, Stu,” he croons, and lays his cheek on a tire.

He walks around, climbs up, and opens the driver-side door. Sliding inside, he runs hands over the torn upholstery, gently prods the broken instrument panel.

He picks up the shredded clothing on the floor and examines the stains. Noting where the steering column must have rammed the chest, he scrapes away at the blood coughed up onto the wheel. He studies where the gas pedal suddenly stuck, where the brake pedal caught and held the desperate foot.

He gently picks the threads of flesh out of the broken windshield with tweezers. He strokes the door handle where it clamped down on the frantic hands.

He whoops, he cries, bursting with pride.

Out in the yard two hundred headlights burn. A hundred engines growl.


Little One

I’m pretty sure I’ve never been anyone’s idea of what a mother looks like. If you’ve ever been downtown late at night—say you’ve just gotten out of a play—and you’re walking down one of those dimly-lit inner city streets dressed in your fanciest clothes and looking over your shoulder every minute afraid some lowlife is going to mug you (and believe me, you do have reason to be afraid, although maybe not of the things you’re thinking of)—well, you might have seen me then.

Remember that skinny little thing pushing by all hunched up in her coat? The one who looked kind of boy-like (no breasts to speak of), greasy hair plastered to her forehead, smelling vaguely, unfamiliarly, unpleasant? That might have been me.

Or above you, perched, bird-like, precariously on the edge of the roof like some incipient suicide, watching, listening? You’re not even sure I’m actually there—I might just be an optical illusion your mind has assembled from that bit of greasy, smoke-stained brick and that broken section of roofline. But that very well might have been me, looking like no one’s idea of a mother, but doing what mothers have done since the beginning of time, listening for the vague, distant cries of children—their own children and the children of others—with that special hearing they have.

But I’m not the actual mother in this tale. That would be Janet, my best friend for so long I can’t remember why, but with her rounded, smiling face and her easy embrace, her body just has that welcoming feel you expect from mothers. And she has breasts. And like my own mother, she never listens to me.

“Janet, this guy is just way beyond creepy.”

She looked at me with those big sad eyes of hers. A smiling face, but sad eyes. Has there ever been a more heart-breaking combination, a surer sign that this person will experience major pain in their life? “You always look for the bad, Lynn,” she said, like she pitied me. “You don’t know him like I do.”

That’s all I could tell her—I didn’t tell her how I knew. But if I could have, maybe she wouldn’t have gone off with him and had a baby. As it was, I think I just made her more interested.

Some things you can’t explain, and some things you just can’t tell. How would she look at me after that? I didn’t want to answer all her questions, and there are always questions. And I certainly don’t have all the answers. None of the changers do—we’re all different. There is no sense of camaraderie, or belonging, and certainly there’s no “club.” There is no such thing as a general understanding among the lost. We must each find our own way.

And maybe Janet just needed another bad decision in her life in order to change into whatever it was she was meant to become.

“You think too much,” she says, and the way she looks at me tells me that she loves me for some reason, a drab-looking skinny girl with chronically unwashed hair and a strange body odor. Of course she is correct. But she never thinks enough, and still I have managed to love her.

Janet sings to the baby, an off-key version of what I believe is a Britney Spears song. She does try, sometimes, at least as much as she is apparently able. She tries to hold her right, putting her hand under the neck to support the head better, but there’s no way to hold that baby right, things flop around as if disconnected, and still I don’t step in because I doubt I could do any better. I’m not sure anyone could do better, even if you were the perfect mom, and Janet’s far from that.

It is a chronic problem among the changers. None of us has ever been held right.

“Lynn, she smells funny,” she tells me, like that explains everything. But in a funny way it does.

“She’s a baby—they smell funny. They can’t wash themselves, remember? You got to wash her more.”

What else am I supposed to tell her? People talk about how sweet a baby’s head smells. Like everything new, I guess, and the heat in their
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