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TROUBLE. This time there
would be big trouble. This was Sergeant Dave Glosson’s first thought when the
Pontiac Firebird flew past him, doing at least eighty. Stupid kids.
Eighty miles per hour plus on a moonless, narrow two-lane with more sharp
curves up ahead than they would realize before it was too late. He started the
big Ford, yanking it in gear and flipping on the siren and lights
simultaneously, wondering aloud if he could catch them before the trouble came.
He hoped so. Prayed so, instantly wishing he hadn’t volunteered for duty this
weekend. First thing he’d learned back when he was an eighteen-year-old Navy
recruit was that you didn’t volunteer for anything. Ever. Highway Patrolmen
were no different. But Joe Reams’ wife’s baby was due and Joe had asked.
Practically begged.


Dave stomped on
the gas pedal, praying again. Praying when the trouble came, it wouldn’t be a
head-on. Dave cursed softly, aware that he’d used the word when instead
of if. He’d seen death like that before. Too many times. Human beings
reduced to pieces of bloody bacon and brains quick-mixed into a nightmare of
mangled steel and shattered glass. It took a strong stomach. And it was much
worse when they were kids. Kids like these. Must be at least five of
them in the Firebird, probably none of them over seventeen or eighteen, smoking
cigarettes and slugging down illegally purchased beer, celebrating their high
school football team’s win half an hour ago. It was all too easy to visualize
the prelude to carnage; the boys whooping it up, trying to accelerate their
path to manhood by accelerating the muscle car, with the girls—if there were
any with them—squealing their once a week approval.


When Dave
rounded the second curve and saw their taillights, he exhaled loudly. Thank
God. Maybe the kid driving would glance in his rear view and see him coming.
Maybe slow down, and they would all have a chance to live to see next week’s
game.  Please look back, son. Please slow down. I won’t be too rough on
you, beer or not. I promise.


The
Firebird slowed, as if answering Dave’s prayer of its own volition, and he
exhaled again, in relief. He didn’t have to look at his own speedometer to know
they were still doing more than seventy. Dave Glosson wasn’t in the least
concerned about his own safety. Twenty years of training and experience,
including many such chases down North Carolina roads and highways, had long ago
molded him and his car into a single unit, like a professional rider and his
quarter horse. Like a stock car and its driver.


Headlights of a
vehicle coming in the opposite direction came and went in a roar. Dave blinked.
Like a fine high-speed camera, his eyes and brain recorded the frozen image of
a white pickup—and two even whiter, open-mouthed faces—with instant gratitude
they’d had their lights on low beam and had escaped disaster. Before he allowed
himself to blink again, he saw the taillights of the Firebird become smaller.
The kid who was driving had seen him for sure, and had floor-boarded it. Now
he’s showing off, God help him. Dave ground his teeth and pressed down hard
on the Ford’s gas pedal. This secondary road between Chapel Hill and Durham had
one hairpin worse than all the other curves strung together. He knew he’d have
to catch them before they got there if they were to have any chance. Any chance
at all. And, that spot was only two miles further. No way. No way he could
catch them in time. Only one thing to do. He cut his blue lights and braked,
hoping the kid driving the Pontiac would notice and also slow down before
reaching the sixty-degree curve. Instead, the red taillights shot forward.
Disappeared. Dave swore under his breath again, hoping to God there was no one
else coming toward them. 


The sudden,
guilty thought occurred to him that it would be his fault when the
trouble came. Would the boy driving the Firebird have goosed it if he hadn’t
taken out after him? Would the other kids have forced the young driver to slow
down? Did any of them know this stretch of road? Dave dismissed these thoughts
more rapidly than they had come to him.  The North Carolina State Highway
Patrol didn’t make top Sergeants out of men who questioned either their duty or
their reflexes to it. He flipped the blue lights back on.


He heard it
before he saw it—the sound of rubber being deposited on asphalt. The sickening
sounds of metal tearing apart, small trees being crushed. And above it all,
screams. Screams cut short. The trouble was going to be bad. Real bad. He
braked again.


They had never
made the curve. Not even close. The Pontiac, braking too late, had swerved
sideways before hitting the ditch, rolling over several times, straightening
some, then crashing into the pines, landing bottom side up.  Dave took it
all in as he pulled onto the narrow shoulder, stopped, and thumbed his radio
microphone switch, automatically checking the time while calling in the codes
and location, also amazed at how calm his voice was.


He got out of
the Ford, grabbed his flashlight, and trotted toward the wreck. There was water
a foot deep in the ditch, but he didn’t notice. The Pontiac had carried a good
seventy-five feet past the apex of the curve. Dave noticed one wheel still
turning, like part of a child’s toy. He switched the powerful flashlight on and
began running faster. The car had wedged between two big pines. It would take
the “jaws of life” to cut them out of— The smell of gas stopped him in his
tracks. Oh, Lord, no. Please don’t let— 


Whump. Dave reeled
backwards at the explosion and the sudden intensity of its heat. He was still
thirty feet away when the Firebird became a fireball. A torch. Gas tank.
Dave felt his supper coming up in the same moment he heard new screams. Some of
them were still alive and conscious. He dropped the flashlight, took off
his hat and used it as a pitifully inadequate face shield as he tried to
stumble closer. He managed to get close enough to see two upside-down, bloody
faces. Two pairs of already blackened lips. Hair burned off. Faint bleats,
begging for help. The smoke and heat seared his eyes, bringing tears. Then came
the smell. The awful, satanic smell…


 


An ambulance and
two other Patrol units arrived within ten or fifteen minutes, but there was
nothing, absolutely nothing they could do but watch as five young lives were
horribly consumed. They’d discover later there had been three boys and two
girls. Those who hadn’t been killed outright were burned alive long before a
fire truck came around the curve. As the firemen went to work—far, far too
late—the two other Patrolmen tried their best to console Sergeant Dave Glosson.
They’d found him squatting twenty feet away from the burning wreck, blubbering
like a baby. One was Trooper Buck Messer, Dave’s oldest friend, who prudently
took Dave’s service pistol from his unfeeling hand and stuck it back into its
holster. Neither Buck nor his current partner would ever mention, even to each
other, the thought going through both their minds; that Dave, if he could have
gotten close enough, may have considered shooting those poor trapped, roasting
kids to put them out of unspeakable misery. It was maybe a terrible, if
merciful idea, but both men knew they would have thought briefly of doing the
same thing, like Steve McQueen did in that movie when his Chinese friend was
being tortured. Anyway, it would never go down on Dave Glosson’s record or show
up in the accident report. 


No words were
spoken until after the firemen had done their job. Then someone remarked that
it would be at least another hour before the wreckage cooled enough for the EMC
guys to use the jaws, needing a lot of guts to do it. They didn’t envy the
undertakers either. Or those poor, unsuspecting parents they’d now have to
contact. Next week there would be five closed-coffin funeral services. What a
mess. What an ugly, rotten mess.


 


Seventy hours
later, Colonel Al Simmons, the stern but popular Commander of the Highway
Patrol, sat behind his desk, Dave Glosson’s personnel file open before him, and
Dave’s letter of resignation in his hand. “I think I know why you’re doing
this,” he muttered to himself. “But I’m sure gonna miss you, Trooper. We all
will. You were the best of the best.”


 


 





 


 


 


Chapter
1


 


 


 


 


 


DOTTIE MOORE WAS
EXHAUSTED. Christ,
she was tired before the whole thing began, but now she was completely wiped
out. She could kick herself for volunteering to head up the decorating
committee. It had taken the whole afternoon. She’d barely had time to go home,
shower, and dress. Barely got back in time to help hang the maroon and gold
WELCOME CLASS OF ‘54 banner. 


Dottie sipped
her gin and tonic and sighed. Checked around. Well, it all looked pretty good.
Thank God for the Country Club staff. With their help, she and Beth had
managed. They’d strung all the maroon and gold streamers and gotten the tables
done properly with the place cards all set. She hoped she didn’t spell
anybody’s name wrong. Hell, she’d never been good at spelling to begin with. No
matter. She doubted if anyone would notice anyway. Most of them will soon be
too soused to care.


She smiled as
Beth sat down. They were at a table as far away from the bandstand as they
could get; in the corner by the French doors that opened to the pool. Tucked
away back there, they could at least hear each other talk and no one was likely
to notice when their feet touched under the table. Beth was smiling back and
Dottie was smugly proud that Beth Williams looked terrific in her black pants
suit. It almost looked like a tuxedo.  


Beth puckered
and blew her a quick little kiss, reached across the table and squeezed her
hand lightly, and Dottie was immediately feeling much better, wondering why it
had taken three husbands, three divorces, and four trips to the fat farm before
she and Beth found each other.  


“I hear one of
your old boyfriends is back,” Beth was saying.


“You mean Dave
Glosson?”


“That’s the
one.”


“Dave was never
one of my boyfriends.”


“You mean there
was one guy in this class you didn’t screw?”


“Watch your
mouth, Beth. No, I never had a date with him. Come to think of it, I don’t
think he dated more than a couple of girls the whole time we were in school.
Where is he? Which table?”


Beth pointed.
“Over there. Somebody said he was a cop.”


“Not a cop,
silly, a highway patrolman.”


“Cop with a
car.”


“You know
something, Beth? Sometimes you can be downright bitchy. What’s more, you listen
to too much gossip.”


Beth sniffed.
“They should have named this town Gossip Cove instead of Tyron’s Cove. News and
rumors spread around here faster than the flu. Don’t tell me you didn’t know
about him.”


“Yeah, I heard.
He’s bought a nice piece of land over on Blue Creek and put a small house
trailer on it. Some hot potato redhead’s been out there with him three or four
days helping with the furniture and all.”


“And all? What
do you mean by that?”


“You figure it
out. She must be Dave’s girlfriend. Owns a truck stop café somewhere near
Greensboro. I heard she wasn’t wearing much, either. He’s planning to build a
house out there and he’s already bought a big old cabin cruiser he plans to fix
up. He calls it a ‘project’ boat.”


“Really? And
you’re accusing me of gossiping? Talk about the kettle calling the pot black.
Who told you all that stuff?”


Dottie looked
around to make sure nobody was listening. Satisfied, she answered, “Bruce
Turnage. He makes up for being the worst lawyer in town by being the loudest mouth.
He also told me that Dave plans to be a private investigator, and Bif is
helping him with all the legal business.”


“Bif?”


Dottie
snickered. “That was Bruce’s nickname in high school. He hates being called
that now.”


Beth smirked,
“Well, you should know.”


Dottie ignored
her lover’s quip. “I’m going over to say hello. Get us another drink. I’ll be
right back.”  


 


Dave was sitting
at one of the two “singles” tables. He was thinking he might leave soon, but
he’d finish his drink first. The pinching patent leather shoes that had come
with the rented tux had probably already raised blisters on both feet. This
came as no surprise since he’d been on them the whole night, except for the
decent steak dinner. He’d danced with practically every girl in his class; more
than half of them were married to former classmates. A few of them had flirted
with him, none too subtly pulling him into the tight clutch that had been the
style back in the fifties. Bif Turnage had been right. Practically everyone in attendance,
male and female, had been “happy-as-hell-to-see-him-again,” and “You-must-give-us-a-call-now,
you-hear?” and, “What-are-you-gonna-do-with-yourself-now-Davey?”


There had been
only one bright moment. When the dreary band took their second break, he’d gone
out by the pool to have a smoke and shared an ashtray with the thirtyish
singer. With blond hair down to her waist and a miniskirt cut almost up to it,
she’d seemed to be singing to him all night. And without batting an eye, had
told him she could spot a single guy in a minute, said her name really was
Angel, handed him a cocktail napkin with a phone number already scribbled on
it, and told him if he was interested in spending a nice day at Atlantic Beach
to give her a call. Judging from her tan, Dave hadn’t thought she was putting
him on, had pocketed the napkin, and had told her he just might do that. 


That was
crowding his thoughts when he noticed a woman weaving her way over to him. The
hair was a different color and she was maybe thirty pounds chubbier than she
once was, but he knew the still pretty face belonged to Dottie Moore. He got to
his sore feet expecting another big hug, but she surprised him by offering a
hand with more rings than fingers.


“Dottie.”


“Davey Glosson!
I swear to God it’s criminal for somebody to wear twenty-five years like you’re
wearing yours.”


“Thanks. You’re
looking good, too, Dottie. It’s been a while. Have a seat. Can I get you a
drink?”


“Always the
gentleman. No, I think I’ve put down enough calories for one night. I heard you
were back. I’m guessing that by now word is probably all over Tryon’s Cove and
Tuscarora County that there’s a great looking bachelor back in town.”


Dave laughed.
“Don’t add to the rumor, Dottie. I want some peace and quiet for a while.”


“Bull. A man
like you will probably have a piece to go along with the quiet every night!”


“You haven’t
changed a bit, Dottie.”


“If you’re
referring to my bluntness and my insatiable appetite for good food and good
loving, you’re right. But after umpteen boyfriends and three husbands, I
finally discovered I could never get what I want from a man.”


“What?”


“Am I shocking
you, Dave?”


Dave recovered
fast. “Nothing you could say or do would shock me, Dottie.”


“So, you’re home
again after all these years. You’re much too young for retirement, Dave, if you
don’t mind my saying so. Fed up with the Highway Patrol?”


“You could say
that. I’ve seen one bad accident too many, Dottie.  I felt like coming
home and starting over, so to speak.  All those years I felt like I was
running away from my roots. It’s time for me to reconnect, I guess. Speaking of
the past, when I got out of high school and went into the Navy, I thought you
would have married Bif.”


“Ha! You gotta
be kidding. The Bruce A. Turnage family would never have allowed damaged goods
like me in. Talk about old Bif, look at him up there. He’s having the time of
his life presiding over this little affair. Politicking like he was born to
it.”


“I think he was
born to it.”


“Right again.
Only time he was disappointed was when we elected Drew Winstead class
president, and he had to settle for being number two.”


“We elected Drew
everything.”


“True.
President, Handsomest, Best Dancer, Most Popular, Most Likely and all that. But
he was a real shit. No great shakes in the sack, either. Barbara used to call
him ‘eleven fingers’. Oops, sorry, I shouldn’t have mentioned Barbara. I
remember how crazy about her you were.” 


“It’s okay.
Every boy was crazy about her back then. What happened to them, Dottie?”


“You mean
Barbara and Drew? Don’t you know?”


“Not really.
After I got out of the Navy, I joined the Patrol, and except for my uncle’s
funeral, I never came back here. Not until two weeks ago.”


“What happened
was that Drew knocked Barbara up. Must have happened the summer after we
graduated. Anyway, it was one grand mess. Drew’s mother was furious. You must
remember that she and Mr. Winstead had big plans for Drew to go to Yale. They
thought Barbara was trash anyway. Barbara told me Drew’s mother was desperate
enough to pay for an out-of-state abortion, but Barbara was Catholic. No way
was she going to do that. Besides, she wanted a rich husband, the little fool.
That’s why she didn’t go after you. Anyway, Barbara and Drew drove up to
Emporia and got married, and Drew went to work at the lumber company.” 


“Where did they
live?”


“With Drew’s
parents at first. Old Miz Winstead did her best to make Barbara’s life
miserable. So did her own parents. Wouldn’t have anything to do with her. It’s
a wonder Barbara didn’t have a miscarriage. She was on the verge of a breakdown
when the baby came. All the time she was carrying that kid, Drew’s mother was
trying her best to have the marriage annulled. Tried to bribe Barbara into
giving up the baby for adoption, and all that. When the baby did come, it was a
breech. Barbara almost died. 


“Drew’s daddy
put them up in one of his rental houses, but Drew’s mother kept after him to go
to Yale after all. The minute he’s gone, Barbara starts drinking. Serious
drinking. Two years later, Barbara gets an annulment, takes the cash Drew’s
mother offered, and disappears.” 


“What about the
child?”


“I don’t really
know, Dave. About the time Drew went to Yale, I got married myself. Spent
several years out in San Diego. I lost touch with Barbara and practically
everybody else around here. My understanding is that Drew’s folks took the
little girl to raise. You ask a hundred people around Tryon’s Cove, you get a
hundred different opinions ranging from bad to horrible, but whatever happened
must have been tragic. The poor thing’s practically a walking vegetable.”


“That’s pretty
much what Bif told me the other day.”


“Have you seen
her?”


“Not yet.”


“You will.”
Dottie suddenly sat up straight. “Damn. Dave, I’d better get back to my table
or I’ll have a very mad companion. Great to see you again. Let’s get together
sometime for coffee.”


“Sure, Dottie.
Why not?”


Dave watched
Dottie sway through the tables, and transferred his gaze to the blonde singer
whose throaty version of My Funny Valentine was aimed right at him.
Catching his glance, she shifted slightly on the stool she was more leaning on
than sitting on; one long, tan leg showing almost up to Baltimore. They
exchanged smiles and Dave was wondering if Angel—if that was her real
name—had her own place at Atlantic Beach. And if she did, how she got it. He
was also wondering if, when she found out that what was beneath the tuxedo he
was wearing was just a former cop and not a wealthy playboy, if she’d still be
interested in—


“Enjoying
yourself, old buddy?” Bruce A. Turnage the Third was leaning over, a glass of
Scotch in one hand and a cigar the size of a Little League baseball bat in the
other.


“I sure am,
Bruce,” Dave lied. “It’s a great party.”


Bruce sat down
with a grunt. “I told you it’d be fun. I’m glad you came. What do you think of
the club?”


“It’s nice.”


“You know, I’d
be glad to sponsor you if you’d like to join.”


“Thanks, but I
don’t think so, Bruce. I’m not much of a party animal and I never cared much
for golf.”


“Don’t matter.
Think of all the contacts you—”


“Let me ask you
a question, Bruce. Does this club have any black members?”


“Well of course
not. Why would you ask a question like that?”


“Listen, old
buddy, I served four years in the Navy with black guys, and there are a
bunch of stand up black guys in the Patrol. Some of them are good friends. I
can’t belong to a club where I couldn’t bring my friends to lunch.”


“I’m sorry you
feel that way, Dave. We’re not a bunch of racists here. Say, are you still sore
about the meeting we had the other day out at your new place? I thought I’d
made it clear to you that I had nothing to do with that business about the farm
and your parents’ insurance money. That was all Granddaddy’s doing. Him and
your uncle Joseph. I feel just as bad about it all as you do. That’s why I told
you about it.”


“I know that.
None of it was your fault, Bruce.”


“Then why jump
all over me? I’m trying my best to be your friend.” 


“You’re right. I
apologize. Look, let me buy you a drink. Then I think I’ll call it a night. I’m
fighting a losing battle with these shoes.”


Relieved, Bruce
laughed. “I’ll buy the drinks. I’m not surprised about the shoes,
either. You’ve danced with about every woman here but Dottie
whatever-her-last-name-is-now.”


“Dottie doesn’t
dance with men anymore.”


“Yeah, I heard
something to that effect. Different strokes and all that. What a waste.”


Twenty minutes
later, Dave left. The blonde was standing just outside the front door, smoking.
“You’re not sticking around for Auld Lang Syne?”


Dave gave her
his best smile. “I’ve heard it before. Nice to meet you, I enjoyed your
singing. You’re pretty good.”


“Thanks. Call
me?”


“Count on it.”


In his car, he
took the shoes off. Drove home humming My Funny Valentine.


 


It was two in
the afternoon the next day when Dave heard another song. He was standing at the
counter of Foster’s Hardware paying for wire for the electric fence around his
new property. 


You are my
sun-shine


My only
sun-shine


You make me
hap-py


Will Foster
smirked. “Sounds like Erin Winstead’s hooking the tourists again.”


Dave walked to
the window. There was a handful of people with embarrassed grins on their faces
watching and listening to the young woman, barefooted and miming playing a
guitar while she danced around an upturned felt hat on the sidewalk.


When skies are
blue



You
never know—dear


How bad I love
you…



Behind him, Will
Foster was saying, “She can’t even get the words right.” But Dave didn’t hear
him. He was looking at a face that was incredibly beautiful in spite of the
copious amount of dirt on it. Her hair was long, coal-black, and obviously
hadn’t been washed or combed in a long time, and her eyes...


Please don’t take


The sun-shine
away.


She was dressed
in a faded green granny gown with a torn hem. 


“Pitiful, ain’t
she, Mr. Glosson.”


Dave didn’t
answer. He couldn’t have described the wrenching he felt in his gut, not in a
million years. He held his breath most of the time it took her to get through a
warped version of the second verse. By then, the small crowd was moving on.
Some had dropped a few coins in the hat. She snatched them out, clapped the hat
on her head, and skipped away, down First Street. Her laughter was a lot like
the glass wind chimes he remembered that Aunt Edna had hung on her front porch.
Mental images of the strange girl, like fleeting, fast-forwarding frames of a
Fellini film, haunted his late dreams all night.


 





 


 


 


Chapter
2 


 


 


 


 


 


EDNA HEARNS
CLAYTON
was sitting on the chaise, waiting. She’d been waiting every morning and every
afternoon for four days, ever since Bruce Turnage’s grandson called her to tell
her to expect a visit from David Earl. “He knows about everything, Miss
Edna, and he’s likely to be pretty mad. He gives you any trouble, you give me a
call, you hear?” Edna had thanked him, hung up, and had immediately gone to
the kitchen to make the oatmeal cookies David Earl had loved since he was
eight. She was wondering if the cookies would still taste all right after four
days.


She leaned
forward and peered down the black asphalt lane that connected the house to the
main road, nearly a quarter of a mile away, a lane that had once been two deep
ruts. On both sides, the already-suckered, shoulder-high tobacco was steaming,
soon to be ready for harvesting. No sign of a car yet, she thought. Maybe he
won’t come today either. 


She poured
herself a cup of herbal tea. Took a sip. It had cooled too much. She frowned,
swallowed it anyway, and then carefully placed the delicate china cup and
saucer back on the wrought iron coffee table. Edna’s frown changed to a wide
smile. “This tea service is as nice as those that belong to any of those
blue-haired ladies in Olde Towne,” she said to herself. So was everything else
in the spacious, glass-enclosed porch, now kept at an even seventy degrees by
the fancy thermostat, which controlled that fancy heat pump.


Edna loved the
glassed-in porch. She liked to sit here part of every day dreaming she was on
the deck of a cruise ship looking out on a broad, blue ocean instead of fields
of tobacco. 


Her smile became
wider remembering when it was just a plain front porch where there might or
might not have been a wisp of air drifting by while she shelled butterbeans or
shucked sweet corn for dinner. Lord, she could remember when there wasn’t even
a porch, let alone a nicely landscaped lawn. She glanced up the lane
again. No sign of him yet. Maybe he wasn’t coming at all. Maybe he was too mad
to come. She hadn’t seen him since Brother Clayton’s funeral almost six years
ago. Without realizing she’d done so, she found herself looking to the east
forty where the family graveyard was. She couldn’t see it because the tobacco
was now too high, but she knew exactly where it was, and resting in it, Joseph,
his father, mother, and sister. All silent now, thank the Lord.


David Earl was
all she had left. 


She knew she’d
give up the house, the two Buicks, the whole farm if she could have him back.
It could all be so much different now. Now that Brother Clayton was plowing the
fields of the Lord. She sighed. He was such a skinny little thing when they’d
brought him here. Six years old, with his short pants and white cap on. And his
Buster Brown shoes. Skinny, and scared to death. Scared because he didn’t have
a mother or father any more, and scared because this place was a foreign
country to him. A long way from Fort Lauderdale and the wealth he’d been
surrounded by. 


The Social
Services people had brought him, left him with her, and quickly departed.
Brother Clayton had seen them leave and had also come in, smelling like the
animals that had produced the manure on his boots. He’d immediately removed his
hat, dropped to his knees, gestured for her and the boy to do the same, and
prayed, as usual, at the top of his voice. 


“Dear
Heavenly Father, God Almighty, 


Thou hast seen
fit to send this boy to us, Lord-ah,


His mama and
daddy are resting now in thy bosom, Lord,


Thou giveth and
Thou taketh away, Lord-ah,


You know, Jesus
Lord, that we are only poor farm folk, 


But we hear thy
command, oh Lord-ah,



And
we will do our best to give this boy a home-ah,


Thou knowest our
hearts, Lord Jesus, and Thou knowest we will make every sacrifice, Lord, and we
will raise this child up to be a good God-fearing Christian, Lord-ah,


Praise be Thy
Name-ah,


Yes, Lord, we
will show him the way of righteousness, Lord.”


He had then
branched into several utterances in unknown tongues and finished up with a
couple of halleluiahs and an Amen before adding, in a somewhat normal voice, “Sister
Clayton, feed this boy something. He’s thin as a clothesline.” 


Without another
word, her husband had stomped out, and the terrified child had wet his pants.


But it could be
good now, Edna thought. Maybe she could make him see that. We could read
together a lot, and—


A car was
turning into the lane. He was coming after all. But he’d be nice. David Earl
would never treat her unkindly, no matter how mad he was...


 


Dave drove
slowly. It was hard for him to remember how it all was before, but it sure
looked good now. Except for the absence of a few old trees and the growth of
new ones, the land never changed, but man-built things did. Through the
windshield he saw a house he hardly recognized. Instead of the simple two-story
framed structure he’d been brought to as a child, he was looking at an imposing
house which had, over time, undergone a metamorphosis into a home fit for a
squire. Dave now knew where the money for that had come from. Money to buy the additional
acres of prime tobacco land from Charlie Grubb as well.


Bruce had told
him his aunt Edna most likely had nothing to do with it. That it was a piece of
shady business concocted by his granddaddy and Dave’s uncle. Bruce had doubted
if Miss Edna ever even knew about it. Dave had not believed him, so he had to
find out for himself.


He slowed the
car even more. The crop looked good. Old Charlie Grubb, who owned the adjacent
farm and was now operating this one as well, was certainly doing a good job.
Dave grimaced at the thought of Charlie, or rather, Charlie’s four red-necked,
clodhopping sons, who’d been largely responsible for his learning how to take
care of himself in a fight. Wincing at the memory, Dave lightly fingered the
small scar on the left side of his chin, a leftover from a losing effort with
Harold Grubb—and the half of a brick Harold used when Dave was getting the best
of it. They had both been about ten years old. Dave had learned the brick trick
well. By the time he was twelve or thirteen, the Grubb boys had left him alone.
All four of them. Well, physically at least. They had kept up their crude
teasing right up until he left the farm.


“Hey, Dave,
quote us some scripture.”


“Lookie, Harold,
there goes Jesus Junior. Hey, Dave, speak some in tongues for us.”


“Hey, orphan
boy, you kiss my ass, I’ll turn the other cheek—”


“Say, Mister
preacher boy, them books you’re readin’ all the time tell you how to get some
poon?”


Dave parked his
car beneath the huge oak. Shook his head. Too bad about Ernest Grubb. Killed in
Korea. The other three were probably somewhere out in the fields with Charlie. 


He walked to the
front door. 


“Come on in,
David Earl.” Aunt Edna didn’t come close enough for a hug, but he could smell
her sachet. She’d never hugged him but once—that first day when he’d been
delivered straight into a small child’s nightmare.  


“I’m sorry, Aunt
Edna. I should have been out to see you before now, but I’ve been real busy.”


“It’s all right,
David Earl. I heard you’d bought that piece of land over on Blue Creek. I
expect you’ve had a lot to do to get settled in. Won’t you have some iced tea?
Some lemonade?”


“No, thanks.”


“Well, have a
seat. My, my, you sure look good. I’ve really missed you. Now that you’ve
retired, you suppose you can come out and visit with me more often?”


“Sure. Sure, I
can. The farm looks great. Charlie and his boys are doing a good job.”


“Yes, and
they’re real nice to me. All of them are.”


“I’m glad to
hear it.”


Now followed a
silence while Dave tried to think of the easiest way to ask his aunt the
questions he’d come to ask, but he couldn’t think of any easy way. “Aunt Edna,
I don’t want to upset you, but I have to ask you about a few things.”


“All right.”


“When my parents
died in the car accident, they had quite a lot of insurance. Did you know
that?”


“I do now, David
Earl.”


“You didn’t know
about it back then?”


“No. Brother
Clayton always took care of business matters like that.”


“Right. Brother
Clayton and old man Turnage. Do you know how much insurance they had?” 


“No.”


“It was over two
hundred thousand dollars. Double indemnity because they died accidentally.”


Edna Clayton’s
gasp couldn’t possibly have been phony. “My Lord God, David Earl. I swear to
you that I had no idea it was that much.”


“I believe you,
Aunt Edna. That’s a lot of money. Back in those days it was a fortune. Are you
aware that money was put in a trust for me?” 


“Brother Clayton
never told me—”


“Where do you
think the money came from to buy twenty more acres of land, or all that new
machinery, or remodel the house? The new cars?”


“Well, I—”


“Thought Uncle
Joseph had borrowed it? Or did the bastard tell you the ‘Good Lord will provide
as He sees fit?’ What did Turnage tell you when Uncle Joseph died?”


“Oh, son, he
told me that because Brother Clayton was so upset with you, he was willing the
farm to our church. He was afraid it would come to you after my death, and he
didn’t want you to have it. The income from the farm was to provide for me until
I died.”


“But why? Did
the old hypocrite hate me that much?”


His aunt stopped
wringing the handkerchief in her lap. She stood and walked to the east wall and
looked out again. At least two minutes passed before she answered. When she
did, her voice was surprisingly calm. “No, David Earl, it wasn’t that he hated
you, he hated that you were not our son. His son.”


She turned and
looked him dead in the eye. “Look at me, David Earl. What do you see?”


Dave didn’t know
how to answer that question. 


“How old do you
think I am?”


“Aunt Edna, I—”


“I look like a
seventy-five year-old dried-up prune, but I won’t have my sixtieth birthday
until December. I was only twenty-four when you first came here, and had already
been married for nine years. Joseph Clayton was fifteen years older than I was
when we got married. Twice my age.” She saw the look on his face and smiled.
“That’s right, David Earl, I was the younger sister, not your mother.”


Without waiting
for him to respond, she turned and went into the living room. Dave felt as
though he was holding an anvil on his lap. He was even more surprised when his
aunt returned, a bottle and a glass in her hands. “What’s that?” he asked.


“What’s it look
like? Bourbon. Oh, don’t look so shocked. I’ve been taking a little Jack now
and then for years. David Earl, you and I are going to have a drink together
and I am going to tell you what a hypocrite he really was.”


She poured him
three fingers and poured her teacup half full. “You called him a bastard. I’m
guilty of calling him much worse over the years.” She sipped and leaned
forward. “He brought me here directly after the wedding. There was no so-called
honeymoon. That night, he told me to undress and put my nightgown on—in the
closet! I was a fifteen-year-old girl, David Earl, and knew nothing. Absolutely
nothing. He hurt me real bad that night, and nearly every night after that for
over a year. He never once saw me naked. Never once told me he loved me. Far as
he was concerned, he was the bull and I was the cow, but when almost two years
had passed and I wasn’t pregnant, he said it was God’s will that we would not
have children, and he never touched me again. Ever. He’d sleep there next to me
every single night, but he never even so much as kissed me.” 


Dave took two
swallows of the whiskey in order to keep from having to say anything. 


“When you came,
it was as though God had sent him a son, to raise anyway. And you turned out to
be everything he could have possibly hoped for in a son. But I could tell, as
time went by, that he resented the fact that you were not—from his own loins,
so to speak. That’s when he began to ride you, harder and harder, until you
hated him, the farm, and maybe even me.”


“I never hated
you, Aunt Edna.”


“Well, maybe not
hatred, but you saw how weak and submissive I was.”


“When I was old
enough to know the difference, I hated him for the way he treated you. For
instance, I knew he’d never let you go back to school and become the teacher
you’d always wanted to be, but I thought you were just as religious as he was.”


“I went through
the motions.”


“You mean you—”


“Pretended?
Faked it? Of course! I knelt down at that altar at the Jones Ferry Church of
God and pretended to be ‘saved’ and ‘sanctified,’ and as soon as I had
practiced enough in the bedroom and could ‘speak in tongues’ with the best of
them, I pretended to be ‘filled with the Holy Ghost.’ I acted out my part and
as far as Brother Clayton ever knew, I agreed with him that nearly everything
was a sin you could be sent straight to hell for. Lipstick—any kind of
makeup—was a sin. Wearing a ring, even a wedding band, was a sin.”


“Dancing was a
sin,” Dave said. “Bad as smoking or drinking.”


“Oh Lord, yes,
and going to a movie was a sin.”


“And we never got
a television set because TV was the same as the movies.”


“Short dresses
were a sin.”


“And failing to
go to Sunday School, or both services, and prayer meeting on Wednesday nights
was a mortal sin.”


“You left out
revivals and summer Bible School.”


“Oh, yeah. I was
surprised he let me play football.”


“Well, that was
a manly thing. That was all right.”


“And he’d tell
me, ‘David Earl, you’ll be a right good farmer someday. All you have to do is
work hard on the land and it’ll work for you. Pay your tithes, be sure you take
good care of the animals, and treat your niggers good. Treatin’ your niggers
good can mean the difference in profit or loss some years.’” 


“And have the
preacher over for supper once a month.”


“Right.”


By now they were
both laughing hard and had another drink of the whiskey and Dave’s aunt Edna
was beginning to get a little tight, and confided to him that she had a
“gentleman friend” who came to see her now and then, sometimes, she said with a
wink, at night, and Dave was laughing with her again feeling a lot better than
when he came. He started to ask her what she knew about Drew and Barbara
Winstead’s daughter, Erin, but thought maybe it wasn’t the best time for that,
and left, promising to come back soon for another visit with this woman he
hadn’t really known until today. 
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THE TEMPERATURE was down a
degree or two but the humidity was still soaring on the fifth day of September
when the boat was delivered, along with the seven jack-stands Dave had bought
for propping her up. The combination of the huge flatbed trailer pulled by the
puffing diesel tractor and the self-propelled crane needed to lift her off the
trailer spooked his new Irish setter puppy, which scurried to sanctuary under
the steps. After directing the men to the spot he wanted the boat to be
off-loaded, there was nothing for Dave to do except watch the process. He sat
down on the top step, whistled once, and the puppy, ears flattened and a lot of
white showing in his eyes, scooted from beneath the steps onto Dave’s lap,
shivering. When a few minutes passed and the monsters hadn’t eaten him, he
offered two challenging yelps.


Dave laughed,
having just thought of a name for the pup. “Atta boy, Boo. Tell ‘em who’s boss
around here. Hey, we have to build you a house pretty soon, Boo, but first, we
have to finish the fence and gate, soon as these guys leave.” 


He was impressed
with the speed and quiet competence with which the three men worked; first
running the wide straps underneath the boat, then lifting her gently off the
trailer onto the jack-stands, three on each side. The seventh was a spare, to
be used when Dave would eventually need to shift their positions while he
worked on the hull. The whole job took them less than an hour. Pros. All of
them. Dave brought out a six-pack of cold Michelob, three of which disappeared
before he could write two checks.


“You sure got
your work cut out for you on this old lady, Mr. Glosson,” said the crane
operator. “She must be older than I am.”


“Maybe so,” the
truck driver agreed. “But her back ain’t broke and the timbers in her hull
don’t show too much dry rot. He works on her steady, she’ll be a right purty
thing in a year or so.”


Dave took their
good-natured jibes with a grin. “I got her cheap. The surveyor told me the
engines alone were worth more than I had to pay for her. Apparently, her
previous owners never used her much.”


“Well,” the
third man said. “You do the job right, she’ll be a classy vessel. Not like
those plastic cookie-cutter things they’re pressin’ together now. Good luck
with her, Mr. Glosson. Thanks a lot for the beer.” The men and their giant
machines left, instantly sending Boo back under the steps. Dave watched them
out of sight, and turned to the boat. Frowned. “You sure are one ugly
old whore. You remind me of one in Hawaii, named Lotus. But you won’t be ugly
for long, I promise you.”


He went back
inside and got himself a beer. Back on the steps with Boo once more in his lap,
he laughed again, this time at himself, and said, “Boo, you wouldn’t believe
how ugly that whore in Pearl was. My old Navy pals, Chief Powell and Buck
Messer had got me so drunk, I don’t know how in the world old John Henry
managed to do the job, but I guess he did.”


“What was
that Jap talk she said, Chief?”


“Oh, she said
you were the prettiest boy she’s ever given the clap to, is all.”


“Ohmigod.”


“Don’t worry
sailor, we got lots of penicillin on board. Least you ain’t a virgin no more.
Next thing we’re gonna do is get you a proper tattoo. Come on, let’s get outa
this rat hole...”


Dave
absentmindedly rubbed his left forearm—still showing the faded anchor flukes
poking through Barbara Mills’ initials. Tammy had noticed it the first time
they were together, and had only mentioned it once. Half joking, Dave had told
her it was the initials of a high school girl who had taken half his virginity.
 Tammy had never mentioned it again. Dave appreciated that about Tammy
Nichols. She knew when to ask questions and when not to. It had been like that
between the both of them ever since he first sat down in her roadside cafe for
a cup of coffee and a piece of pie. Two weeks later, she had shared her life
story, and within a month, her bed. Casual, uncomplicated sex was what they
both wanted, and aside from the tattoo, Tammy had never once pried into his
personal history. 


“Ah, well,” Dave
said, banishing his memories. “Life is life. Screw-ups and all. Come on, Boo,
we’ve got to go into town and see if we can find a good used pickup. The goats
and the gate can wait till tomorrow.”


 


Driving through
town, Dave was once again struck by how pretty a little place Tryon’s Cove was,
especially the section by the bay called Olde Towne. The seat of Tuscarora
County, Tryon’s Cove was older than Edenton, and almost as old as Bath. It had
survived everything: The Tuscarora Indian War, which nearly wiped out the
entire first population, three major fires over the years, a Revolutionary War,
and the Civil War! What was it Bif Turnage had said? “Tryon’s Cove came
through the first Yankee invasion fine, but the one that’s happening now is
likely to be permanent. Taxes here are a fraction of what they are in New
Jersey or New York. We’re getting more Twentieth Century carpetbaggers every day,
but at least they’re white.”


“Hey, Boo, I’m
glad you’re my best friend here, now. You don’t have one prejudiced bone in
your little body, do you?” But the puppy didn’t hear him. Pink tongue flopping
out, he was more interested in the wonders passing outside. They were driving
down George, first named for the unpopular English King, but shortened, after
1776, from King George’s Road to simply George Street. It was lined with
ancient live oaks and magnolias under which many of the colonial houses had been
restored, their small lawns as manicured as the people who lived in them. They
passed the new library and Dave made a mental note to get a card and check out
a few books. 


“In spite of her
problems, Aunt Edna did manage to share with me her love of books, Boo. Old
Joseph made me study the Bible every night, but she made sure I got plenty of
other things to read. If there ever was a natural-born teacher, she was it.
Wonder who her new boyfriend is? Bet she starts wearing a little makeup now,
too.”


They were soon
out of Olde Towne, heading for Talley Ford, which was now located across the
highway from the new Riverview Mall. Thirty minutes later, Dave was kicking the
tires of a four-year-old F-150 that Amos Talley’s nephew swore was in tip-top
shape. “Sure, it’s got some miles on it, Mr. Glosson, but for what you need it
for, it’s a great buy, and I’d be happy to deliver it out to your place
tomorrow morning myself, with a full tank of gas.”


Dave closed the
deal on the pickup, knowing that if anything really was wrong with it, Rufus
Collins would catch hell from his uncle Amos. “Is there a State Farm agent
anywhere near here, Rufus?”


“Yes, sir. Right
across the highway in the mall, next to the bank. Be sure and tell ‘em I sent
you over.”


“I’ll do that,
Rufus. Could you do me a favor and watch out for my dog while I run over there?
I won’t be long.”


“You bet, Mr.
Glosson. Take your time.” 


Crossing the
busy highway and the wide parking lot on foot took Dave ten minutes. He was
grateful for the air conditioning in the mall as he entered. Another half hour
later, the pickup was insured, and Dave’s stomach was reminding him he hadn’t
had lunch yet. He started walking toward the center of the mall, where he knew
there must be a few fast food places. He found two; a pizza place and a sub
shop. Both had plastic tables that sat facing the mall’s centerpiece: a
shallow, tile-bottomed pool with a small decorative fountain in its middle. He
ordered a small pizza with mushrooms and pepperoni, got a large Pepsi with it,
and sat down facing the pool.


He was halfway
through his meal when he noticed there were only a few people walking around in
the mall. He glanced at his watch. Two-thirty. It was as if he were in a mall
in Mexico. Siesta time. It hadn’t occurred to him that most people came here
very early or late, after work, and kids were already in school. They wouldn’t
start hanging out
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