
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_ab44dcb65ee9a7b2ecea6a618e6424e3_UTFxhR_html_6f0a1256.jpg]Also by David
Sheppard:

 


Oedipus on a Pale Horse

Journey through Greece in Search of a
Personal Mythology

 


Novelsmithing

The Structural Foundation of Plot, Character,
and Narration

 


The Mysteries

A Novel of Ancient Eleusis


THE ESCAPE
OF

BOBBY RAY HAMMER

 


A Novel of a '50s Family

 


by

David Sheppard

 


SMASHWORDS EDITION






*****






PUBLISHED BY:

David Sheppard on Smashwords






Copyright 2011 by David Sheppard

Smashwords Edition License Notes

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If
you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then you should return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the author's work.

 


Author's Website:

http://www.NovelsmithingBlog.com


FOR

 


All the kids of Chowchilla.


Acknowledgements

 


A special thanks to Renate Wood in whose
creative writing class this novel was initially conceived. She also
read the first draft and provided much needed guidance. Renate
passed away in 2007 from ALS. The novel was written with the
criticism and support of a private novel writing group in Boulder,
CO. Thanks to Amy and Sita for midwifing the first draft. I
submitted a second draft to the Rocky Mountain Writers Guild's
Advanced Novel Workshop under the direction of Dr. James
Hutchinson, who provided support and critiquing.




Author's Note

 


This is actually my first novel and was
written between the years 1988-93. It started out as a class
assignment in my first creative writing class at the University of
Colorado at Boulder, in which my instructor, the poet Renate Wood,
suggested we write a short story about someone as different from
ourselves as we could imagine. To satisfy the requirements of the
assignment, I wrote and submitted what is now Chapter 2. The
concept had its origin in my own childhood with the death of my
older brother's best friend in an automobile accident. Later on, I
became friends with the dead kid's younger brother. We played high
school baseball and drank a lot of beer together. His family never
really seemed to recover from the death. But his family was much
different than that portrayed here, as is mine. The story had a
momentum and direction of its own, and no one I knew actually shows
up in the novel; however, anyone who went to Chowchilla Union High
during the 1950s would certainly recognize the town, its people,
and perhaps an element of themselves scattered about the various
chapters.
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THE ESCAPE OF

BOBBY RAY HAMMER

 


A Novel of a '50s Family


Is not my word like as a fire?

saith the lord; and like a hammer

that breaketh the rock in pieces?

Jeremiah, 23:29


PART I

Charles Kunze's Gold Rush

 


CHAPTER 1: Rascal at the
Cemetery




Memories of May 1952

 


Papa had a pistol. He hardly ever carried
it, but I knew he had it on him that day. I saw that black metal
barrel and the little round cylinder with the shiny gold bullets
that turned when he fired it. I didn't see it sticking out of his
back pocket which it sometimes did when he was going out in the
field to target practice or maybe in his hand hanging down at his
side when he was going out to shoot something that needed to be
shot, like when a dog got its legs caught in the hay mower and was
yelping and stumbling around on bleeding stubs and dangling pieces.
I didn't see the pistol that way. That day it was more like the
time he carried it inside his jacket when he was paying the hired
hands for picking cotton, and they didn't like the way the weights
were adding up. It was like he was expecting trouble. I didn't
actually see the pistol, I just saw it in his eyes.

Not that Papa looked at me. He hadn't looked at me
or said a word to me in three days. But he'd been thinking a lot
about the police. He argued with them about how Lenny died. "It was
no accident," Papa said. "Lenny was too good of a driver to make
that kind of mistake." I thought he was going to hit Brock. Papa
backed Brock up so that he had to get in his police car and
leave.

I knew I'd done something wrong, but I just couldn't
remember what. Maybe someone else was going to get blamed for it.
And Papa kept on, so I knew he knew something. 

It was all my fault.

Mama was grief stricken, so I didn't blame her for
not keeping Papa from bringing his pistol, and I didn't blame her
for what happened at the Chowchilla Cemetery. She was all torn up
inside and kept Trish and Curt close. She just couldn't quit
screaming. For three days after my older brother Lenny was killed,
she'd been that way. It would be quiet in the house, quieter than
usual because she wasn't working in the kitchen like she was most
times, washing dishes or maybe banging pans baking chocolate
meringue pies or just frying up a mess of fresh-caught perch. She
was in her bedroom being real quiet, and then she would scream and
just keep screaming like she'd forgotten that it happened and then
remembered he was dead all over again.

That is the way it was with me. Every time I thought
of it, it was like I had just found out all over again. While Mama
was locked in her bedroom, I'd go into mine and sit on the bed with
my head down. Sometimes little Curt would come in and sit on the
floor at my feet. He was nine. Then Trish would come in. She was
ten. She would sit by Curt on the floor, and we wouldn't say a
word. Just listen to Mama scream. I felt like I should do
something. I'd replaced Lenny as the oldest boy, but I didn't know
what to do about things like he had.

Leroy was my best friend then but I didn't like him
much. His daddy brought him over to see how I was doing. First he
wanted to play catch, but I said no. Then he wanted to play with
the dog, Lenny's dog, Rascal, and I said no again. So he sat on the
bed beside me, and the two of us looked down at Trish and Curt as
they looked up at us, Trish with those big blue eyes. With Mama
letting out a scream once in a while, we didn't have to say
anything.

"I don't want you here," I told Leroy after a little
bit. "Go home." Leroy always irritated me, but I'd never been mean
to him before.

And I was still mad at Lenny for hitting me with a
baseball, even though he was dead. I was playing catch with him
only the week before. He was throwing the ball really hard, and I
got afraid because he'd hit me with the ball before. Charles was
there too. He was Lenny's best friend. We were playing three way
catch.

"Take it easy when you throw to Bobby," Charles told
Lenny.

Lenny was almost five years older and always called
me a sissy. He was a senior and I was in the eighth grade, even a
little small for an eighth grader.

"Hold it, Lenny," said Charles, but it was already
too late.

Lenny, he laughed because after it hit me in the
head, the ball went straight up in the air like a pop fly and he
caught it. "Funniest thing I've ever seen," he said. "A real high
pop fly. When a ball hits a sissy in the head, the higher it goes,
the bigger sissy he is. This one went a hundred feet high and I
caught it."

The ground floated on me, and it was hard to
stand.

"You shouldn't have done it, Lenny," said Charles.
Charles is the only one that ever took up for me. But he was mad at
Lenny that day anyway. I didn't hear all it was about, but I
thought they were going to start hitting each other over a couple
of girls.

I was dizzy for days. Mama said that if the dizzy
spells didn't quit, they'd have to take me to the doctor. She took
my temperature, and even it was running a little high. Then Lenny
got killed.

But after him hitting me, I decided that one day,
one day when I got big enough, I was going to get Lenny. I had
already started the countdown. The only thing I could hurt Lenny
about was that he used to keep a little notebook where he wrote
things. He didn't like me making fun of him for doing that. I used
to sneak it out, read parts and then laugh. He hid it from me, hid
it from everyone. So I would have to wait till later to get back at
him. When I got to be a senior in high school, like he was then,
I'd be big enough to kick his ass. But then I remembered that he
laughed when Papa shot Tangi, so I didn't know if I could wait that
long. You'd think that after he was dead, I wouldn't have had to be
mad at him anymore. Him being dead didn't seem to help a bit.

But, Rascal triggered what happened at the Cemetery.
Papa was primed for sure, but Rascal set him off. Lenny's dog was
named Rascal. Rascal had the hots for Lenny's Block C jacket. Lenny
had four white stripes on the left sleeve, one for each year he
lettered in varsity baseball. Mama was always sewing a patch on it
because Rascal liked to chew and that jacket was his favorite for
chewing. He got mad when Lenny tried to take it away from him, and
he'd growl and pull on a corner of it, or he'd stand on it with his
front paws and bark in Lenny's face real loud. Lenny liked to tease
him that way. Once I even saw Rascal try to mate it.

Aunt Loretta could see it coming. She kept telling
me to stand back a little more from the coffin. Mama asked her to
watch me because I had a bad case of the flu. I get nervous around
Aunt Loretta. She always dresses weird. You'd think she could have
worn something a little different for a funeral. Maybe it wasn't
the way she was dressed so much as it was the fact she didn't have
a bra on underneath. And she is so sloppy because she's just a
turkey farmer. She hadn't even made sure she had all the buttons
buttoned and a couple in the middle wasn't, so her blouse stood
open a little. If you looked real close you could see inside. I
mean, this was a funeral. At least her skirt was black.

So she was standing next to me, and I smelled a
strange mixture of perfume and turkey shit as she patted me on the
shoulder now and then and said, "Stand back a little, Ray." And
Papa kept ignoring me to the point where I knew I'd done something
wrong. For the life of me, I couldn't remember what it was. If he
knew, why didn't he do something to me?

I could tell that Papa was irritated with Charles
when he showed up late and had on those dark sunglasses. He
could've at least been on time. Lenny and Charles played baseball
at the high school together. Played a lot of things together for
that matter. And one of them was Helen, Lenny's girl. She was one
of the girls he was arguing with Charles over just before he got
killed. She was there, right in the middle of things, all that red
hair piled high up on her head so her long white neck and ears
showed, and her face an absolute mess, as wet as it was, and her
eyes still pouring tears. Her nose was so red I wondered if it was
bleeding, and she kept rubbing on her face so hard that it seemed
like her eyes, nose and that fat mouth of hers had all changed
places. Didn't even look like a face and she wasn't usually that
bad looking. Charles came over to say something to her, but she hit
him before old Charles even got a word out. Slapped him hard in the
face so that it echoed all over the Cemetery, almost knocked his
sunglasses off. Even the preacher, Brother Hensen, turned to look,
but he turned back real quick like he didn't want any part of it.
Papa looked like he was going to help her for a second but then
thought better of it. Helen kept at her nose so that it did start
bleeding, and it was a while before she noticed. She had blood
everywhere in no time. That side of Charles' face got real red like
he was blushing, and he kept looking from side to side, turning his
head like he was confused, and it was like "now he's blushing and
now he's not." Then Charles noticed me, and came over and put his
hand on my shoulder, but Papa shoved him back over by his father.
Papa didn't want anybody feeling sorry for me.

"Karl," that's Karl Kunze, Charles' father, "you get
that kid out of here," Papa told him, meaning he wanted Charles to
leave. "And get the hell out of here yourself." Papa didn't want
any of the Kunze's at Lenny's funeral for some reason. Karl's a
short little fellow, wide as he is tall, and he didn't have a wife
there with him because he didn't have one. She died in a car wreck
four years before. He had on his overalls just like he had to stop
milking cows to come to the funeral and was planning to go right
back afterward. Since Papa was getting madder and madder at
Charles, I got to thinking that maybe it was because Charles was
still alive and Lenny wasn't. I know I sure felt like it wasn't
right, me being alive and Lenny dead. Then Papa turned from Charles
and looked at me, and I thought he was going to hit me. But then I
saw that Papa was crying, and I'd never seen him cry before. I knew
Papa didn't know what I'd done. But he acted so strange toward me
that I even thought maybe I'd made a mistake, maybe I shouldn't be
there at all. Maybe there was a thing that said kids shouldn't be
at their brother's funerals. If there was, Mama and Papa wouldn't
have thought to tell me because they weren't thinking straight.
Trish and Curt were there, but they were little kids.

Papa was mad about something else, that something
else was Charles. Charles stood tall and straight in his new pair
of graduation pants and white shirt with his fists clenched,
standing a good head taller than his father. He kept clenching and
unclenching those fists and looking from side to side like if he
got his chance he was going to straighten out something with
Papa.

Then there was Gretta, Charles' younger sister.
"Take that whore," Papa said, meaning Gretta, and there wasn't any
doubt who he meant because he was pointing, "with you as you go,"
he told Karl. I didn't know what 'whore' meant then. I thought
maybe she'd been chopping cotton for some farmer and that instead
of 'whore' he was saying 'hoer' and Papa just called her that
because he knew what she worked at but didn't know her name. Papa
was mad, but I didn't think he could be mad at her. She was just
standing off in the background, looking a little big around the
middle for a girl her age. I remember hoping she'd get to stay
because she had a big black hat shoved down on top of the fluffiest
golden hair I'd ever seen. I really hated to hear that Gretta and
Charles had to leave. She was the other girl Lenny and Charles were
arguing about before Lenny got killed.

So Brother Hensen started his "ashes to ashes, and
dust to dust" thing, and I was waiting for Charles and the rest of
the Kunze's to leave like Papa told them, when up ran Rascal. Papa
had left the pickup window part way down so Rascal could get some
fresh air. But he got out through the window, and what he was
dragging with him was why Mama started screaming again. It was
Lenny's Block C jacket. Just before he was killed, Lenny had been
looking for it. I heard him and Mama arguing. He accused Mama of
hiding it because she didn't want to patch it anymore. The jacket
had been lost for weeks. Rascal had found the jacket behind the
seat in the pickup and was bringing it to Lenny for his final send
off.

Now, Rascal hated Charles more than any dog has ever
hated a human being. I don't know what Charles had done, but it
must've been something bad. Charles was the only one Rascal ever
bit, and he'd bite him every time he came over if Lenny didn't hold
him off. Lenny was a little slow about it, and Charles always got
mad. So Rascal came running into the Cemetery with Lenny's jacket
like he'd just found the one thing to make this occasion perfect,
and he looked like he was glad to get to do the last good thing
anybody could do for Lenny. Then he saw Charles.

Papa'd quit harping on Charles being there and
Brother Hensen was getting into all the fine words he brought that
would put Lenny to rest, and Mama had quit screaming again and was
just crying softly when Rascal ran up with Lenny's jacket, dropped
it by the coffin and lit into Charles. "You mangy sonofabitch," is
what Papa said when Mama screamed and I thought he was talking
about Rascal but then realized that Rascal had just set him off on
Charles being there again.

I'm still confused about what happened next. The
pain in the back of my head started throbbing again, and I thought
Lenny had just done something else to me. Aunt Loretta had me by
the armpits and was pulling me off of the ground, and I didn't even
know I fell. Mama, Trish and Curt were gone. People had scattered.
There was a chase. Gun shots.

Aunt Loretta pulled me to her breast saying
something about me fainting. "Don't look, Ray," she said. "They're
all killing each other."

I heard Rascal yelping like he always did when Papa
shot that pistol. I never liked to hear the pop of Papa's pistol
because he always fired it fast and never knew what he was going to
hit. Rascal didn't like that pistol either, so he ran and hid when
he heard it. He didn't like it because Papa shot my dog, Tangi,
with it when she was hurt so bad from the hay mower. I called her
Tangerine because she was so small and round-like as a pup and so
red. Peeking from just inside Loretta's hug, I caught a glimpse of
Rascal running. He must've run forever because he never came back.
And I thought Papa's pistol would never quit firing.

Aunt Loretta walked me through the short grass that
had just been mowed to the far side of the Cemetery. I got to
stumbling and couldn't stand again, so she was sitting and rocking
me with my head in her lap, and she was all wet with my sweat that
I had from listening to Mama's screaming and all the shouts and
cusses and a couple more pistol shots. She was sweaty and I was
sweaty and my hands were trembling and the side of my face all
pushed up against her breast so I could hear her heart pounding.
Then I heard more pistol shots, and Papa still shouting at
Charles.

"Don't look, Ray. Don't look," Aunt Loretta said.
And then "Oh, God, no. Oh Charles," as she covered my eyes again
and this time, she started crying. Just before I went out again, I
thought that the worst had happened. Papa had killed Charles, the
only person with any sense that ever took up for me.

*

I had to stay in bed for days after that.
Mama kept feeding me aspirin to get my fever down. And while I was
lying there, I heard Mama and Papa whispering in their bedroom.
They didn't make much sense. They said they buried him with Lenny.
Not a whole lot of sense in that at all. They put Lenny's Block C
jacket in there with them. I felt bad about the jacket too. Lying
there in bed with the covers all pulled up over my head and the
sweat pouring off of me from my fever, I wondered if they opened
the coffin and put Charles inside with Lenny, one at the head and
one at the foot like they were sleeping in a bunk bed, or if they
just shoved him in on top of the casket. Either way, it didn't make
much sense. Papa must have killed Karl too, I thought, or he would
have stopped them from burying Charles like that. That night I
didn't sleep good. I woke and saw a woman dressed in a red robe
flying around the room. I think it was Jesus' mother, Mary. I kept
looking at myself, putting my hand before my eyes. I was so hot, I
thought maybe I was glowing in the dark.

A few days later, after I got better, I found out
that Karl was still alive. Saw him crossing Robertson Boulevard in
downtown Chowchilla. Then I thought maybe I'd misunderstood Mama
and Papa about what they did with Charles. I thought maybe he'd be
buried later. I read the Chowchilla News, in the place where they
told about Lenny's death, to see about Charles. They never printed
anything about it. I thought the police would come get Papa. I sort
of held my breath on that one for days. Finally I asked Mama how
they buried Charles.

"What's the matter with you," she said, and she was
mad at me for asking. "Is your brain addled? He's not dead." If she
hadn't been mad, I might've believed her. I didn't know why she
didn't just tell the truth. I felt really bad for asking because
she started crying and went to her bedroom for the rest of the day.
We had to fix dinner for ourselves that night. I knew better than
to ask any more questions.

I didn't really believe what I thought I saw and
heard that day, but it set in my mind like cement because I didn't
have the truth to replace it. And in the four years since Lenny's
death, I've come to know one thing. I want out of here. I heard
Lenny talking about leaving before he got killed, talking about
getting out of Chowchilla. He kept talking about how good things
were on the outside. I've made up my mind to be free someday. Since
Lenny died I've felt like I'm fenced in. I run in the fields
sometimes, just run from one side of our farm to the other, from
fence to fence. I watch cars on Highway 152 going to the coast,
Oakland, San Francisco, Santa Cruz. I listen to baseball on my
little Philco radio. I listen to the New York Yankees like Lenny
used to do. I listen to football, the San Francisco 49ers. Maybe
Lenny didn't make it, but I know I will. I know the world is
different out there. I want out. But I need something, something to
get me from where I am to where I want to go. It's as if a big
canyon is keeping me from getting there. So I've been thinking
about bridges. That's what people do to get over things they can't
cross. They build bridges.


 CHAPTER 2:
Fight!

 


September 1956

 


I hear someone shout "Fight!" as our car pulls out
from the high school parking lot, and then a trail of cars full of
kids follows behind. So I get uneasy, feel a little wedged in like
the car seat's too close, and I shuffle my legs a little, but it
doesn't help none. Leroy's driving and laughing like hell, looks
through the rear view mirror at them pulling in line behind us. He
put the word out. He doesn't give a damn.

I'm talking to Leroy about how come we have to use
the Berenda Slough because that's where my older brother, Lenny,
got killed.

"Grow up, Bobby," he says. "He's been dead four
years. You ever going to get over that?"

"I'm not fighting at the Berenda Slough, and that's
that," I say.

So he heads out to Beacon Road, but I'm complaining
about that too because me and old Bev been making it out there on
Saturday nights.

"Tough shit," he says, so we follow Washington Road
out of town to Beacon Road that hardly anybody uses except dirt
farmers, and we stop, right in the middle of the beat up blacktop.
God, it's quiet at first, except for a mess of blackbirds sitting
off in some cattails. Some have blood red on their wings,
screeching and raising hell, and I don't feel too good about that
either.

Leroy comes out from behind the car stuffing his
shirttail in his pants, and I'm thinking what's he got to be
nervous about? Cars come from both sides now, stop so close Leroy
has to tell them to back up a piece. Starting to look like a
football game. Kids're cutting up, some shadow boxing. I'm going to
hurt someone if it doesn't happen soon. I pull off my shirt,
hearing them say how big I look. I feel good about that because old
Melvin, he's not that big anyway.

Just about the time I think maybe he's not coming,
here he is getting out of a brand new black '57 Chevy, and Bev just
tagging along like a pup in heat with that tight skirt of hers and
a fresh-lit cigarette. Melvin, he's pulling off his shirt, and
coming toward me. I'm thinking how white he looks and with that
blond hair, maybe he has albino blood. But he comes right over to
me and spits at my feet looking like he owns the ground I stand on.
I feel a little calmer now, and it's strange him being this mad at
me, all the times we've been up to Snelling fishing those pot holes
together. I wish I could feel madder at him. I'm just not quite
ready for this anymore.

"Hear you say dairymen suck cows teats," he says. I
hear someone snicker in the crowd. Melvin, his face turns red.

"I say a lot of things. So what's your problem?" I
ask him.

He turns sideways, doubles up his fist. "Hear you
say I got the brains of a cow."

Someone from the crowd butts in, "Just hit him,
Melvin. He's not going to apologize. You took his girl, now take
his head off."

"I wouldn't let on you had that much," I say, "but
if you do, I'm easy about it."

He doesn't have an answer for that, just clears his
throat and spits a lunger on my chest. He's helping me get ready
for this real fast, so I shove him back a piece, feeling how soft
and girl-like his shoulder is, and he takes a swing at me. We walk
around in circles a minute with Leroy hollering at me to bust
Melvin's head, and I'm thinking why can't Leroy shut his mouth.

We're coming in closer now, so I take a swing at
him. I don't see it but feel his fist pop my eye and know the
swelling is coming. That's when I hear someone holler for Melvin to
cut me because I'm nothing but an asshole anyway, and I'm looking
around to see who said that, wondering if Melvin has a knife, but
here he comes again. I'm dodging and swinging and catch him on the
ear. That makes him back off a little, and his ear turns blood
red.

I go at him this time, feel my fist hard against the
bones in his head and think maybe he'll go down. But he just steps
back a little. I see it coming this time, but I'm not quick enough,
and I hear the pop as my head goes back, and my feet are having
trouble finding the ground. And then I feel it, a feeling I have
sometimes that something real bad is about to happen. I can tell my
nose is bleeding because I taste it, and it's dripping from my top
lip. Leroy's still shouting for me to bust Melvin's head, and I'm
thinking maybe I'm going to kill Leroy.

I go at Melvin again now, feel my left in his teeth
and have him in my sights for my right, and I know I've got him
this time, just before I take another blow and go down. I'm looking
up at him from my knees with two swelling eyes. He's fingering a
chipped tooth which he sucks then spits a wad of blood. Leroy's
pulling up on my arm, so I shove him back to stand and pinch my
nose, wiping the blood on my Levis. I have to draw air through my
mouth.

We walk circles again now, and I hunch over a little
and move my right around in circles and then we throw a few. First
my arms don't seem long enough, then seem too long, so I grab him
around the waist and we roll around on the blacktop for a little
with gravel digging into my skin. He smells like he just quit
shoveling cowshit, and I don't like the feel of his warm skin much
either. When we get up, my blood is all over his chest. We stand
there for a second and off in the distance I think I hear an
ambulance, then think maybe not.

Melvin looks at me from across the blacktop,
breathing hard. I look down at my feet and up at him again through
the tops of my eyes, and I hear the blackbirds screeching in the
cattails again. He shakes his head a little. He starts forward this
time with his hands at his side, and I go to meet him. I'm
beginning to think he feels sorry for me. We stand there for a
second, me looking down at his pale blue eyes, and he sticks out
his flabby hand. My face is throbbing like it's going to burst. I
don't think I want anymore, so I take the hand.

Kids scatter and I hear a couple of cars with glass
packs rumble and then the screech of rubber. As I walk off, Leroy
throws my shirt, and I look back to see Bev looking back at me, one
foot in Melvin's black '57 Chevy and her skirt stretched tight. Her
tits are heaving, and it looks for all the world like she's going
to cry.


CHAPTER 3: Leroy's Lies




Leroy pulls up in front of my house with the
lights and motor off, coasts in real slow so Mama and Papa won't
know we're here. We've been in the bathroom at the Beacon station
in Chowchilla trying to put me together again. It's getting dark,
and I'm supposed to be in by sundown, but I'm putting off going
inside because I don't know what might happen when they see my
face. And then I wonder what Coach will say about me missing
football practice. Being a senior has got to be the toughest job in
the world. Everything I do now causes trouble. It started this
summer and just won't let up. Last year wasn't like this.

"Don't tell them you were in a fight," Leroy tells
me. "Give them a lie."

"Anybody can tell I've been in a fight."

"Well, tell them it was a fight by mistake. Tell'em
a bunch of Mexicans from Madera jumped you."

"Getting beat up by Mexicans is not something to be
proud of either."

"Then tell them you killed a couple but got a little
beat up in the process."

"And what did I do with the bodies, Leroy?"

"It's your lie, Bobby. You make up some of it."

"Not my style."

"Make it your style. Takes the edge off. Bigger the
lie, the better. They don't have to believe it. Puts them on the
defensive."

"I'm no good at it."

"A little practice is all you need. It might even
help you out with your next girl."

"I don't want a next girl."

"Let someone else have a go at Bev."

"I don't have to let Melvin. He's taking his
shot."

"Leave it to me. I'll find you one."

"Shut up and get a haircut. Would you?" I tell him.
"Olin Davis could use the business."

"You always have to get personal, don't you." He's
looking at my face out the corner of his eye with those thick
eyebrows going clean across his head.

I light a Lucky and lean back, blowing smoke out the
window. Have to keep it low in case Mama or Papa peeks out the
window.

"I just feel bad. You don't understand. Melvin was
my friend. Now I got another enemy. I don't know. It just bothers
me."

Leroy just never stops moving. He's making like he's
speed-shifting this old clunker, the steering column rattling like
hell and the clutch going thud and then he's back in first gear
again.

"I'm tired of all these Chowchilla people," I tell
him. "I've lived here all my life and due for a change. You know
that, Leroy? I've lived here all my life. I've got to get out of
this place after I graduate. Maybe get a job in Madera or Merced.
If I wait a year or two, I'll be here forever. This town is just
like a jail. A jail, Leroy, and I don't need a life sentence."

"Now you've started picking on Chowchilla."

I have to go in. That's all there is to it. God I
dread this, but I'm tired of Leroy's fidgeting. I throw my Lucky
out the window, grab my schoolbooks and slam his rattling door
behind me. Leroy's asking if I want him to take me in to school
tomorrow, but I'm walking on in now.


CHAPTER 4: Voices in the Dark




Papa's sitting in front of that damn old
yellow-screen Hoffman TV, cussing Milton Berle and eating dinner
off a stool. Has the lights down low. He's ignoring me, knows he'll
get his shot at me for being late. Good thing he hasn't seen my
face. My little brother Curt's laid out on the couch, and I get
this flash that maybe he's dead, but he's just sleeping. Mama comes
in from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a washcloth, ready to
crawl me. She stops dead in her tracks, voice crying before the
tears come.

"Bobby Ray Hammer. What in Lord's name has happened
to you?"

I'm thinking maybe I can just walk on past Papa. But
he looks up from Milton Berle, "jesuschrist" coming out under his
breath and then he comes at me. "Goddamn, would you look at this?
You've been fighting again. Well, good enough for ya, good enough,
I say," his voice sounding real strange, like maybe he isn't even
Papa. Then he backs off, turns around and kicks over his stool, the
plate, glass, milk and fried potatoes going everywhere.

Curt jumps like he's been shot.

"Come on over here in the light," says Papa. "Let's
just see how bad you got your ass kicked." And then he's up in my
face and me leaning back and putting my arm up. It's not like him
getting that close to my face, his little eyes darting around. I
don't know till now, he has to look up at me. "Dumb sonofabitch.
Bet he put you out, didn't he? The way that eye looks."

Mama puts her head down and turns away like she's
leaving the room, then turns back. "Hershel, do you think he needs
a doctor? Oh Lord. Look at the swelling." Her voice starts out low
but ends up in a high-pitched whine. She's crying real loud
now.

"A doctor? Hell no! Shit!" he hollers, turns around
and kicks a hole in the side of the leather couch. It even scoots a
ways across the floor. I haven't seen him this mad in a while.
"What he needs is a goddamn good whipping."

Curt's looking like he's going to run, and maybe
he's going to cry some too. I'm looking for a way out, but they
have me pinned against the wall.

And then Papa jerks off his belt, and I'm getting
that sinking feeling again. I haven't had a whipping in four years.
Then I feel it whiplash and the little metal tip, it hits me right
square on the kneecap, and I'm bent over holding it there and
dancing a little for him, big that I am, and feeling the new welts
coming across my back and thanking God for Mama because she's quit
crying and right in there trying to get him off and getting knocked
around a little herself. Finally Papa, he backs off, puffing
because he's so excited. I laugh a couple a times and have a
strange smile on my face, like maybe this is the first fun we've
had together in a long time.

The front door opens, and Trish comes in like she's
in a hurry, and I guess she's heard what's happening from outside
because she's mad as hell already.

Papa just ignores her and starts on Mama. "Goddamn,
woman," and there's a little spit coming from his mouth, "here I am
trying to teach him a lesson and you standing in there like you
want some for yourself."

"You leave Mama alone, Papa!" It's Trish shouting
and her eyes just puddles of tears. "God, why can't we be a normal
family? Why do we have to fight all the time? Eugene's family
doesn't. What's wrong with us?" She runs into the kitchen like
there's an answer in there somewhere.

I look over at Curt and give him a quick wink to let
him know not to take it all too seriously. God, you'd think by the
look on his face that the kid was going to have a seizure.

"Oh, Hershel, he's already hurt so bad," Mama says.
And she's up close too, with her head tilted back to get a better
look through those bifocals and her hand on my chin pulling my head
around. "I just can't stand to see him hit anymore." She starts
whining and crying again.

"Now don't you go turning against me. I don't have a
son anymore that's going to make much of a man. What Bobby Ray
needs is something to remember this by." And then he turns back to
me. "Didn't get any teeth, did he? That'd suit some of those little
bitches you been running around town with just fine. A couple of
holes in your mouth would be just right for you. Who was it anyway?
Just who was it kicked your sweet ass?"

Since I don't say anything, he rears back with the
belt again, but Trish is out of the kitchen in a flash with the
broom, beating Papa across the head and gouging him with it till
Papa grabs the handle and shoves her over in the corner. He tries
to hang on to it, but she pulls it out of his hand. I wish he
wouldn't shove her on the chest like that with those new tits just
starting to show through.

"Don't hit him anymore, Papa. Can't you see? You
dumb old goat. He's already beat up." Then she throws the broom at
him, but he catches it by the handle, throws it at the TV.

Papa's still on me. "Tell me, Bobby Ray. Damn it!
Who was it?"

"A bunch of Mexicans jumped me." Leroy's words just
pop out of my mouth.

First he looks real serious, like this means big
trouble, then looks puzzled. "If I thought you were telling the
truth, I'd put my pistol to work, but you're telling me one. I know
you are. There's a story behind this." And damn if Leroy isn't
right. Papa has already changed. "Come on. Who was it? I've got to
know."

I don't want to tell him, but it comes out in a
little tiny sound anyway, "Melvin Swensen."

Trish is on her feet again, but she's still mad. "A
bunch of damn animals, all we are," she says. "A pack of dogs, all
with rabies." She heads down the hall to her bedroom.

"Melvin? Jack Swensen that's got that little dairy
out on Road 7? His boy?" I think Papa even has a smile on his face
now. "Little Melvin kicked your ass? That shit shoveler? God, this
is getting better by the minute."

"I didn't do so bad, Papa. He didn't come out of it
looking like he'd been shooting pool." Papa hasn't seen Melvin
since he was twelve. Besides, I'm not so sure he's any smaller than
me. I just keep going over that fight in my mind, seeing Melvin
coming at me and wondering why I couldn't throw that right hand
that was going to put him down. I had him in my sights, like when
you get a deer in your sights and you squeeze the trigger and he
goes down. Only with Melvin, I went down instead.

I hear the front door slam as Curt goes out into the
dark. I feel sorry for poor old Curt. He must be feeling low. I'm
walking into the kitchen, smelling fried chicken, thinking maybe
I'll get something to eat. My face is beginning to throb again, so
I better have a handful of aspirins. I go to the refrigerator for a
glass of milk, Papa coming up behind explaining how tough Melvin
has to be. He stands in the doorway, and I can still see his spit
flying.

"Your big ass football buddies are going to think
you're one tough sonofabitch. You'll have to tell me how they take
it."

*

I'm in bed now in the dark. I'm on my side
facing the window, listening to Trish cry in the next bedroom. God,
Papa ought to put a sump pump in her bed with all the tears she
sheds. Curt sleeps with me but against the wall. I hear him
wrestling around over there now. I get kicked in the ribs a
lot.

Before I go to sleep I always see bridges. I count
bridges like other people count sheep. When I go to the library at
school, sometimes I get the encyclopedia and look up bridges. I try
to memorize where all the big ones are. My favorite is the Golden
Gate Bridge in San Francisco. I've been looking through my new
physics book for Mr. Wood's class. It has a chapter on bridges.

"You asleep yet, Bobby Ray?" Curt asks.

I thought he was asleep. I don't say anything at
first, just listen to Stan's Private Line that comes out of Fresno
on my little Philco radio. They've been reading dedications for
Elvis' "Don't Be Cruel" for the last fifteen minutes. I'm listening
for kids from Chowchilla and trying to remember how much homework I
should've done for tomorrow.

"No, not yet," I say.

"You fight down at the high school?"

"No. Beacon Road."

"Anybody see it?"

"Just about half the school."

"You afraid to go to school in the morning?"

"Always afraid to go to school, Curt."

He has to laugh at that. "Me too," he says.

We lie here listening to the radio some more, and
now I am worrying about how my face is going to look in the
morning. Wonder what the girls are going to think.

Just when I'm sure Curt is asleep, he says, "You
ever think about Lenny anymore?"

This really takes me by surprise because we don't
talk about our dead brother. I wait a little before I can answer
that. "Just all the time. Seems like I still follow him around
asking questions, and he just keeps on answering back. Don't even
seem like he's gone sometimes."

"You ever worry about dying?"

"No. I don't think so."

"You're almost as old as Lenny was when he got
killed, you know."

I open my eyes. Look around the bedroom with the
pale light coming through the window from the full moon outside.
I've always thought of Lenny as being a lot older than me. But
Curt's right. Lenny died in his senior year. And his best friend,
Charles, got killed too. At least I think he did. I've always
wondered if God would let me live to be older than Lenny was. I
feel kind of strange now, like maybe I should be looking out for
myself. I listen to the sounds of the house creaking, watch the
darkness out in the hall. Try to see something that'll fill it up.
Wish I'd closed our door.

"Yes, and you're the same age I was then," I tell
him.

It's his turn to be quiet for a minute. "You think
any of us 'll get out of here alive?"

"Yes. I will. And so will you and Trish. I'm going
to see to it."

"That a promise?" He's starting to cry now.

"You bet it is. Just wait and see."

Then I hear Curt sniffling for a while. After I
don't hear him anymore, I turn off the radio. Guess Trish quit
crying too.

I remember how I found out that Lenny was dead. I
think the way I found out was worse than him getting killed. Maybe
not, but it seems like it. And after Lenny's funeral, Mama and
Papa's whispering behind their closed bedroom door bothered me.
First that policeman, Brock, came. Then Mama and Papa whispered.
People dying is just a strange thing. And it happened to my big
brother. I think maybe the whispering had something to do with God.
God is a strange thing too. But I wish I could have understood the
whispering. There's something else that bothers me about Lenny
getting killed, something about me, but I can't remember what
anymore.

I've been thinking about keeping a little notebook
of things that go on inside my head, like Lenny used to do. But
with the life I'm living, what's the use? A lot of things happen to
me that I don't like. I don't like Papa hitting on me. I don't like
anybody hitting on me. I hope I graduate. My grades are taking it
hard too. If I don't graduate, there's no leaving this place.


CHAPTER 5: The '48 Hudson




Here comes big Thomas Powers walking across
the courtyard, arms out from his body a little, stopping now and
then to pinch a girl on the arm or tweak an ear, just bouncing
along. He has on white pants and white bucks, and just because he's
the big man on the football team, he thinks all the girls are in
love with him. Claims he's going to be one of those big-city
college boys after he graduates, talks a lot about USC.

It's noontime and we're parked in the vacant lot
across the street from the high school, just leaning back in
Leroy's old brown Ford. I'll be glad when I get my car out of the
shop. I'm eating an orange.

"You've got to give it to him, Bobby," he says.
"He's got style." Leroy has an opinion about everything.

"That's not style," I say, "it's show. Thomas has
never made an honest move in his life," and I have to slow talking
a little to swallow some orange. "That's what makes him a good
running back. His whole life's a fake."

"Well, whatever it is, it works. He gets any girl he
wants."

"They just put up with him. Don't want to hurt his
feelings."

"Seems to me, they like him. Well, come to think of
it, maybe it's just fat girls. Me and Wayne caught him and Brenda
going at it this summer."

"Going at what?"

"What do you think? Bobby. I'll give you three
guesses. Three guesses and a hint. We caught them in the backseat
of his car up at Raymond." Raymond is this little town in the
foothills about twenty miles west of Chowchilla where us kids go
sometimes to get away from prying eyes.

"Couldn't have been her, Leroy," I tell him. What do
you mean, "fat girls" anyway. I've known Brenda McCallum since
seventh grade. She's not fat. Besides, she's just not like
that."

I remember when Mr. Johns, the principal at Wilson
School, brought Brenda into our seventh grade classroom one morning
the second week of school. That was five years ago. I thought she
had the prettiest blond hair I'd ever seen, it falling down in
ringlets. Walked in like she belonged there. Just a short little
thing. She was fat then, new to the town, new to the state even.
Didn't matter to her. Just walked in and took over. Now she's the
senior class president. Not anybody touching that girl. I throw
some orange peal out the window, watch the kids sitting in the
shade on that big lawn out front of the high school.

"Sure looked like her with Thomas to me."

"You can look again on that one," I tell him. "Wayne
being there doesn't help your story any either." Wayne Hickman is
the undertaker's son. He doesn't like anybody. "I don't know why
you've started running around with him anyway."

I look over at the car next to us. My sister, Trish,
is in the front seat cuddled up with her boyfriend, Eugene
Waggoner. He's the first boyfriend she's ever had.

Eugene is a mousy little kid that keeps his head in
a book all the time. He thinks he's an athlete too. I hear he's not
bad at track. Trish went crazy the first time he asked her out. It
was her first date ever. She was covered with little beads of
sweat. I heard her talking to someone in her bedroom the night
before, so I stood by her door to see if I could tell who it was.
She was talking to herself, practicing conversations. It was like
she was two people. Finally she came to me. "Ever kissed a girl?"
she wanted to know. I looked her right straight in the face and
laughed. She blushed but asked another question. "I've got to know
this," she said and swallowed real deep. "What's a girl supposed to
do with her tongue when she gets kissed?" She'd asked her
girlfriends but they laughed and wouldn't tell her.

Mama doesn't like Eugene a whole lot. Papa, he
thinks she could've picked worse. But he knows the Waggoner's. He's
done some business with the old man.

Thomas crosses the road, comes by me.

"You tell your old man that the stalk cutter he's
been asking about came in." Thomas' father owns one of the
implement shops here in town.

"So what makes you think he'll buy it from you guys
instead of going down the street?" I ask.

"Come on now, Bobby. Your dad knows he gets a better
deal from us than anybody in town."

"Well, maybe he might want to go to Fresno," I say
looking down at those white bucks. Isn't he something? "They've got
some big implement stores there. Got a good selection."

"But you've got to think about service. We're just a
couple of miles away."

"Ya. If we buy from you, we'd better think about
service."

"Come on, Bobby. Quit it, would you? You tell your
old man to come into the shop."

"Lighten up, Thomas," I tell him. "You act like
you're running your old man's business."

"I'm going to someday. And when you start farming on
your own, you'll be one of my best customers."

"Well, we'll have to see about that," I say.

"By the way," he asks, "how is Pistoresi doing on
your car."

"I haven't seen it, but Larry says it's supposed to
be out next week."

He stands there for a minute like he's waiting on a
train, brushing the blond hair out of his eyes, and he keeps
looking down at me, his black eyes working their way around my
face. "You coming to football practice?" he asks, walking on.

"Sure," I say.

He says, looking back, "Too bad you can't put that
face in the shop while it's getting well."

The first bell rings and all the car doors open at
once and everybody is putting cigarettes out in the dirt, but not
me because if coach sees me sucking on a weed, that's it for
football, so I just stick the last slice of orange in my mouth. I
see Bev up by the school building, stepping into her shoes and
brushing the grass off her blue skirt that flowers out, showing the
edge of all those petticoats. We're all crossing the street now,
and Leroy, he comes up behind, pokes me with his skinny elbow. But
I've already seen Melvin out the corner of my eye. I wonder why
he's not with Bev. His upper lip is still a little puffy, but he
doesn't look so bad. If I'd hit him with that last right I had for
him, he'd be hunkered over and walking sideways. I get a grin on
real easy and look over at him.

"How you doing, Melvin?"

"Sore as hell," he says.

And then I see it, a car coming straight for me, but
I'm not worried about that. I recognize the car. It's Lenny's. But
it can't be because Lenny's car was totaled when he got killed. I
stand at the edge of the road to get a close look at who's driving
it. Sure enough, it's a '48 Hudson. Not many still around. The guy
looks kind of familiar, I think, but just as he gets even with me,
so I can get a good look at his face, he turns his head. For a
second there, I thought I recognized him, and it scared me.


CHAPTER 6: Expelled and No Football


In the middle of my second afternoon class,
here comes a mousy kid from the office with a note for fat old Mrs.
Biggs, the history teacher. I'm listening close because I'm in
trouble trying to learn this stuff. I'm trying hard to get Lenny's
car out of my mind. I don't like that car being on the road again.
These history dates just seem to come out of nowhere, and I don't
have anyplace to put them. Mrs. Biggs doesn't quit talking, doesn't
even slow down, just waddles over to my desk and lays the note in
front of me without a word. Next thing I know, I'm opening the door
to old man Sonnett's office. He's the new principal. I had typing
from him last year. We all call him Clyde because that's his name.
Just one step inside and I see Mama. That doesn't look good for
me.

"Now, Mrs. Hammer, I'm sure we can work this out.
But I've got to do something, considering the circumstances." Clyde
doesn't even look at me. Mama doesn't act like I'm here either.
She's too busy working on Clyde, and I think she has him on the
run.

"If you'd just listen a minute you'd understand that
Bobby Ray's not your problem down here. I know you've got a bunch
of kids that you can't control, but Bobby Ray's not one of them.
His papa will straighten him out if he doesn't mind his teachers.
What do they say? They complaining?"

Old Clyde, he's just the picture of cool, sitting
behind his big wood desk. He has his head shaved to get rid of
those few wild hairs he had on top last year and that ring around
the bottom that made his bald head look like a cap. But his head is
still flat in back like somebody, maybe his mother, hit him in the
back of the head with a baseball bat, and he's not going to do
anything about that.

"Now Mrs. Hammer, I checked with his teachers just
this morning. And quite honestly, he's becoming a distraction this
year. His grades are reflecting it too. He received an F on his
first test in civics. An F and we're not even through
September."

I'm tired of standing and take the wood chair next
to Mama, looking around at Clyde's office. He has all these square
picture frames with nothing but papers in them that say what a big
asshole he is.

"I don't see what his grades have to do with this
problem. We're talking about the fight he had after school
yesterday, not his grades." Mama's voice is getting higher and
higher like she does before she jumps into the middle of me. I
figure I'm about to see a good one.

"Grades are always an indication of what's going on
inside a boy, Mrs. Hammer. He's not paying attention to his
schoolwork. He's distracted and he's distracting others."

"Bobby Ray, you told me you didn't get into trouble
anymore and that you're doing good in your classes. And now I find
out this. What am I to think?"

"Ah, Mama, there wasn't any real trouble and I
didn't flunk that test. Old lady Watson gave me an F cause I said
something after the bell rang."

Old Clyde, he perks up to hear me talk. I think
maybe his face is going to be red. I can't believe he has me in
here for something that happened after school, off the school
grounds even, and now he's pulling my grades into it. He has it in
for me.

"That's Mrs. Watson to you, young man. She has a
perfect right to adjust grades based on classroom behavior."

"The only other problem I have," I say, "is in
physics and I've already talked to Mr. Wood about that. He knows
I'm taking a chance by taking his class, but he's willing to work
with me. It's important."

"That's another class I'm concerned about, Mrs.
Hammer. Bobby shouldn't be in a class like that and I'm thinking of
taking him out."

"You can't do that," I tell him. "Talk to Mr. Wood.
He knows why I'm there."

"I intend to. You can depend on it." But Clyde
doesn't look very satisfied. He better not screw that up. When he
screws with physics, he's screwing with my life. I'm going to build
bridges someday if it kills me. Besides, he isn't looking
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