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The mayor offered her a twenty-dollar gold piece. She shook her head. “I can’t bring the rain,” said the old woman standing under a brush arbor, stirring a boiling pot of roots and herbs. “I don’t get involved in those things that God takes care of. He’ll make it rain, or he won’t. It’s up to him.”  

“Mrs. Black,” said the mayor, “you are always mixing up stuff. You’ve cured babies of diarrhea, made dried up cows put down milk again. I’ve heard you can talk to the dead, why, you have done lots of things we can’t explain. We need rain bad...why won’t you help us?”

“Because that’s the good Lord’s job. Now git on out of here and let me work.”

***
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Billy Bartou stood on the one-room school’s stoop and waited for the teacher to lock the door.

“Hello, Billy,” she said. “I saw you a few minutes ago. Why didn’t you come on in? It’s way too hot to stand out here in the sun.”

Billy stepped from the porch and scuffed his bare feet in the dust of the yard. “I brung you this, Mrs. Bailey.” He held up a string tied to a catfish. “Thought you might like some fish for your supper. Fresh caught today.” He looked at the pretty teacher through unruly strands of hair that fluttered in all directions in the light breeze. 

She reached for the string. “That is so nice of you, Billy,” she said. This comes at a good time, she thinks, since her worthless husband lost most of the household money in a poker game last week. She didn’t know what she was going to do. Her twelve-dollar monthly salary wasn’t due for several days, and her husband wouldn’t work at any job for more than a week or so. He preferred to drink, which he was very good at, and play poker, which he was not. He rarely brought any cash into the house. 

Although barely sixteen, Billy was an expert woodsman. He regularly brought fish or the occasional rabbit to her. “That’s alright, ma’am,” Billy said. “You mothered me when I lost my maw a few years ago. Don’t know I’d be here if it weren’t for you. And you taught me letters and numbers. The food I bring is just to tide you over until Mr. Bailey gets a job.”

She knew he knew better. Nobody’d give her husband a job. Even if he did get a job, he had a history of collecting a few dollars and then quitting. She could not figure out why she didn’t send him packing. Felt sorry for him, she guessed.

The sound of an approaching horse interrupted her thoughts. Sheriff Carney Smith halted the horse. Saddle leather creaked, and the horse sighed visibly as the obese man slid from the saddle.

“Howdy, Mrs. Bailey,” he said.

She nodded. Smith glanced at Billy. “You need to git your thieving hind-end on out of here.”

“I just brung Mrs. Bailey, a catfish. I caught it. Didn’t thieve nothing.”

The sheriff shifted his bulk and, as fast as a snakebite, backhanded Billy. The boy landed on his back with blood dripping from his broken lips. 

“I said git,” he said.

Billy stood up, looked into the sheriff’s piggy face, faced the teacher, and nodded. He turned and walked up the road, his back ramrod straight. She knew he wasn’t afraid. His time would come.  

He heard her say as he stepped from the road, “Mr. Smith, there was no call for that. He’s just a boy.”

“He seemed to forget that I am the duly elected sheriff...Sheriff Carney Smith, and I can do whatever I please, whenever I please.”

“Yes,” she agreed. “You are the sheriff but not God. You can’t just do what you want. There are laws, and you are as beholden to follow them as any of us. Billy is like a son to me, and I appreciate him bringing me food. He’s a smart young man, and I like having him around.”

“I ain’t worried about that,” he said. “Now, let’s talk about what I dropped by to say. When you going to get rid of the no-account husband of yours? He owes me forty dollars. Whatcha’ going to do about that?”

She looked at the cloudless sky, then at the dry dust-covered bushes lining the road. “I’m sorry he owes you money, but you know better than to loan anything to him.”

“Didn’t loan it. He lost to me in a poker game. And if he don’t pay it, I’ll just have to get it some other way,” he said as he looked directly at her breasts.

She shivered visibly when she thought about his beefy, dirty hands touching her. Smith laughed at her discomfort. “I’ll be seeing you right soon, Mrs. Bailey.”

From his hiding place behind a struggling aspen, Billy watched her turn and march toward town and the tarpaper shack supplied by the town council as part of her salary. He slipped through the brush, following her. Billy felt certain the sheriff was going to try to do something terrible to her. He promised himself he would do everything he could to protect her. The only way she would be safe, he thought, was if the sheriff wasn’t around.
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The next afternoon Billy knocked on Mrs. Black’s door. He looked around while waiting and noticed that the pole corral needed repairs in a couple of places, and he felt a little guilty. After all, this old woman was related to him somehow. He didn’t know exactly, so he always called her Aunt Dodie.

“Whatcha’ doing down here, boy,” she said stepping from behind the chicken house. As she walked to him, she placed a small, round mirror in her apron pocket.

Without any preamble, he said, “I think I have a friend that’s in danger, Aunt Dodie.”

She walked past him and picked up a water bucket from the small washing-up stand by the door. “Here, go fetch a bucket of spring water, and we’ll have a drink of cool water. Then we’ll talk about it.”

After returning with the water, he handed her a dipper full and then straddled a ladder back chair she brought from the kitchen. He told her of the altercation with Sheriff Smith and his fear that Smith would do something bad to the teacher.

The old lady nodded and said, “I see he struck you and knocked you down.”

“How’d you know that?”

She pulled the mirror from her apron pocket and held it in her gnarled hand. “This sometimes shows me pictures.”

Billy looked at it and saw his dark brown eyes staring back. He didn’t understand. “What are you saying?” he asked.

“I’m saying we can sometimes fight evil. Sometimes we can’t. The sheriff is a lazy man, and he don’t want to wait for nothing. He’s let his elected title go to his head, and he’s got away with enough petty stuff that he thinks he can do most anything, and nobody will try to stop him.”

“So, what do I do now, Aunt Dodie?” asked Billy.

“You don’t do nothing now,” she said as she stood up and handed him the dipper. “Let’s go in, and I’ll fix you a bite to eat. When the time comes, we’ll do what’s necessary.”
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“That’s unusual,” Billy said as he strode through the dust of the road on his way to the river Monday morning. Several kids were running and playing in front of the school. He walked up to the stoop.

“Mrs. Bailey ain’t here if that’s who you come to see,” volunteered a girl with blond pigtails.

“She should be. It’s Monday, ain’t it?”

“Well, she ain’t,” said the girl. “Wonder if she might be sick?”

Billy stood for a few seconds, thinking. He switched the fishing pole from one hand to another and started up the road toward town. Billy knocked on the door then peered through the window of the Bailey’s shack. He detected no activity. He suspected the worst as he moved toward the sheriff’s office and confirmed his suspicions when he found the office empty. 

He started yelling several hundred yards before he arrived out of breath at the old woman’s cabin.

“I’m here, boy. What’s the matter?”

“The sheriff’s done took the Baileys.” He told her what he thought had happened. “She never misses school. Something’s wrong.”

“Go get you a dipper of water and a piece of that brown bread. Just calm down a minute,” she said and produced the mirror from the depths of her apron.

Mrs. Black turned the mirror this way and that and muttered to herself. “Can’t rightly see what it’s trying to tell us. Just a few glimpses. It’s gone now.”

“What did you see?” he asked.

“A small creek and a dying crabapple tree. I sensed someone being in a dark cell made out of rock.”

“I know where that’s at. Not a cell... it’s a root cellar...all that’s left of an abandoned farm. C’mon, let’s go.”

The old woman quickly gathered some supplies. “Might have a surprise in store for that high and mighty sheriff. One he might not find favorable.”

Darkness had settled in by the time they slipped to within a few yards of the sheriff’s camp. It was the dark of the moon, and the only light came from the campfire, which made the shadows even darker.

The sounds of night insects were interrupted by the teacher. “You going to give us anything to eat? At least a drink of water.”

“Shut up,” he said. “Left too quick to get supplies. We’ll eat after we get over the county line. No water till morning...just makes you whine to go take a piss.”

“Well then, tell me why you are doing this?” It can’t be because my husband owes you forty dollars.”

Her husband spoke up, “Be quiet. No need to antagonize him further.”

“Your old
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