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“No good deed goes unpunished.”
– Clare Boothe Luce
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Chapter 1 – Rest Stop
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Early evening, just west of Greenwood, Louisiana, May 1960.


The police cruiser eased into the rest stop just across the Texas-Louisiana state line. The burly officer in the right front seat climbed out and opened the back door. “This is where you get off, Drifter.”

Joe Turner reached for his jacket and his duffel bag with both hands – they were cuffed together, after all – and eased himself out the door. Every muscle in his body hurt from the beating he’d received in Easco, on the other side of the Sabine River. He stretched to straighten out his six-foot frame, but gave that up because it just made everything hurt worse. 

The cop gave Joe a hard shove on the shoulder, nearly knocking him down. Joe recovered his footing and turned. 

The cop pulled a key from his pocket and unlocked Joe’s handcuffs. Then he reached back into the car for Joe’s belt and tossed it to him. “Here. You’re once again free to hang yourself, now that you’re out of Texas. And if you’re ever in the neighborhood of Easco again, be sure and don’t drop in.” With a grin, he climbed back into the cruiser, which then spun its wheels in the gravel.

Joe threaded the belt through his belt loops, then turned and surveyed the little rest area. He’d seen a dozen like it in the last few months – concrete picnic tables with concrete awnings and the little brick building which housed the toilets. The place was deserted, except for one fire ring from which a thin column of smoke rose. Joe decided he would investigate that later, but for now, he would see if the men’s toilet was unlocked. It was.

The building had no light inside, so he dropped his duffel and his jacket to keep the door from closing. He stripped off his shirt and proceeded to rinse himself at the little sink under the stainless steel mirror. It took him a while because he had no towel, and the faucet kept turning off after three seconds.

He used the other feature of the little room, flushed, then pulled up his dungarees and buckled his belt. He rinsed his shirt, then headed outside to put it on. He guessed his shirt might not dry by morning, given the humidity, but the coolness of the damp fabric would soothe his aching skin.

He picked up his duffel and jacket and walked around the building toward that fire ring with the smoke. To his mild surprise, the fire now had a tender. A fifty-ish man with gray whiskers looked up. “Greetings, young man. Care to pull up a stump?”

Sure enough, someone had left some cut-off sections of tree trunks sitting around the fire ring. Joe dropped his gear again, bent over, and maneuvered one of the sections toward the fire. Bending over hurt the muscles in his back, and lowering himself to the stump hurt, too.

The man pulled out a pint bottle and grinned. “Saw you got the official escort. So did I, earlier, from the county.” He reached the bottle toward Joe. “Reckon you could use some anesthetic.”

Joe reached for the bottle. “I’d appreciate it.” He took a good pull, then handed the bottle back.

The man took a sip himself, then pocketed the bottle. He picked up a stick and stirred the ashes, then looked across at Joe. “I’m makin’ hobo stew. All I lack is some taters, okra, and a little meat. You wouldn’t happen to have any of them, would ya?”

Joe shook his head. “No, sorry. Didn’t know I’d be camping out tonight.”

The man poked at the fire again. “That’s okay. Tomorrow’s another day. Care to tell me what got you voted Citizen of the Month?”

Joe brushed his hair back. His fingertips touched the bruise where the back of his head had hit the cell bars. “They said it was vagrancy. I thought it was asking for work, but they saw it differently. And apparently, in Easco, the handyman tools I was carrying are considered burglar tools, and the hammer and saw and carpenter’s level are dangerous weapons.”

“Uh huh.”

“My point of view was that a man with seventy dollars in his pocket who’s looking for work is not a vagrant, he is a tradesman. I explained that to the arresting officer, which it turns out is considered resisting arrest.”

“Uh huh.”

“And jail fees and court costs and the taxi ride out of town, well darn it if that all didn’t come to exactly seventy dollars, which is exactly what I don’t have any more.”

“Uh huh.”

Joe stood, as sitting hunched over was proving to be a strain. “How about you?”

“Same tune, differ’nt orchestra. Only I was hitchhikin’ home, back east. The constabulary thought they’d help me further on my way.”

Joe tried rolling his shoulders, slowly. “You a handyman too?”

The man grinned. “In a way. I was handy with a gun. I just wasn’t handy gettin’ away from the liquor store! Oh, don’t worry, I learned my lesson. Took ten years of my life, but I have learned ... my ... lesson.”

“So you’re headed east?”

“Yeh-up. Georgia. Got a wife and a kid there. Prettiest woman you ever saw. And the kid? Bright as a penny.”

“Oh, that’ll be nice, to see them again.”

“If they remember me. I kinda had t’ leave in a hurry, on account of some other trouble I got into.” He rose and extended his right hand. “Name’s Charlie Milton, by the way.”

Joe shook his hand. “Joe Turner.”

“Pleased t’meet ya.”

Joe looked around. It was getting dark. “You got enough wood for tonight?”

“You could go collect some. Could get cold before dawn.”

“I’ll do that.”

Joe walked off toward the woods. It was nearly dark there under the trees, but he found quite a few fallen branches that seemed dry enough to burn. He began carrying some back.

He came out of the tree line. Scattered moonlight illuminated the field between himself and the picnic area. He saw two men standing by Charlie Milton’s fire. Their silhouettes showed a tall man and a fat man, each wearing a stingy-brim fedora. Behind them, in the drive, stood a four-door sedan. Would they give him and Charlie a ride?

As Joe watched, Charlie shook his head and backed up a couple steps. The two men followed, repositioning themselves on either side of him. At this distance Joe could not hear what they were saying, but the tone of it did not sound friendly.

He lay down all of the wood except a three-foot branch and moved silently toward the toilet building. When he got near the corner of the building, still in its shadow cast by the moon, he could hear them talking, and he could see a pistol in the hand of one of the men, the fatter of the two. The taller, thinner man was saying, “We been waitin’ ten years, Charlie. Ten years, and that’s long enough. We want the money.”

The Fat Man echoed, “Yeah, the money.”

Joe guessed that, in addition to being the fat man of the team, he was also the stupid one.

Charlie Milton answered, “It’s in Georgia still. I got it hidden there.”

Tall Man pulled something dark from his pocket and slipped it onto the fingers of his right hand. Joe guessed it to be brass knuckles. Tall Man said, “Where?”

Charlie eyed him. “Just outside Savannah. Take me there. I’ll show you.”

Tall Man maneuvered around Charlie a little farther. “Tell us now. We wanna know now.”

Fat Man echoed, “Yeah, we wanna know now.”

Charlie shook his head. “Uh uh. You take me there, we split it three ways, like we agreed.”

Tall Man stepped closer to Charlie and raised the brass knuckles. “Maybe you’ll change your mind and you’ll want to talk.”

Fat Man also shifted.

A cloud passed over the moon. The men’s attention stayed on Charlie. Joe raised his tree branch and took a few rapid steps forward.

Charlie’s eyes flicked toward Joe, and then quickly back to Tall Guy. He raised his hands to shield his face and cried, “No! Don’t hurt me, Shankey!” and shrunk away. Both of the fedora men stepped closer to him. 

Joe swung, catching Fat Man hard across the back of the head. His fedora went flying, revealing a round, bald head. Fat Man’s gun fired, sending a noisy, bright streak into the darkness.

Charlie leapt at Tall Man, grabbing his armored fist with both hands. Joe swung again, knocking Tall Man plenty hard and sending his hat flying, too.

Fat Man, who had fallen to his knees, rose to his feet. Charlie leapt at him and grabbed his gun hand. The pistol fired again. Charlie Milton froze, then staggered, then fell to one knee. 

Joe swung his branch at Fat Man’s bald head, knocking him sideways to the ground, then he turned toward Tall Man, who looked up from his kneeling position. Joe swung again, catching the man upside the head and knocking him backward to the ground.

Joe paused to see where his branch might be needed next. Both bad guys lay on the ground. They seemed to be out cold.

Joe dropped his weapon, ran around Fat Man to pick up his pistol, and turned to Charlie.

Charlie did not look well. He was kneeling, gasping, and holding his side with one hand – one bloody hand. 

Joe ran toward him. “Charlie, c’mon, get in the car. We need to get you to a doctor.”

Charlie tried to laugh, but only gasped. “Where, in Easco?”

Joe pulled at his arm. “No, east of here. Aren’t we near Shreveport?”

Charlie shook his head. “Half hour away. Kid, I gotta tell ya something.”

Joe pulled again. “Tell me on the way!”

Charlie coughed and spat blood. “No, here, now.” He pointed at the two men. “Tall one’s Shankey. Fat one’s Curly. We robbed a bank together, ten years ago, Savannah.”

Joe pulled again. “Later! We gotta go!”

Charlie pulled his arm from Joe’s hand. “No, here.” He coughed again, and collapsed to his hands and knees. “No time. Gotta tell.”

Joe knelt beside the bleeding man.

Charlie leaned back, gasping deep, wet breaths. “The money ... Get the money. Tybee. Go to the mermaid. Gold. From the pirate. Take it to my wife, Rose. Tell her I’m sorry.”

Joe looked around. What could he do for the guy?

Charlie clutched at his arm. “My kid. My little girl. I shoulda been there for her.”

Charlie fell onto his side. Joe leaned over him. “Charlie ...”

Charlie tugged at Joe’s arm. “Promise.”

Joe didn’t know what to do, but the man wanted a promise, so he said, “I promise I will get the money to Rose.”

Charlie smiled up at Joe, then fell onto his back. His eyes turned up toward the dark sky, and his smile faded.

“Charlie?”

No answer.

Joe stood up. His muscles ached, but his problems were nothing compared to Charlie’s. And those two guys. He looked at them – the tall one with the pencil-thin mustache, and the fat one with no hair, both with nasty, bloody bruises on their heads. Were they still alive? Joe guessed so.

He stuffed the pistol in his waistband and looked around. What to do?

Get out of here, that’s what.

He knelt at the side of the tall one, Shankey. He reached into Shankey’s rumpled sport coat and pulled out his wallet. It was thick with bills. He took two tens for himself, and put the wallet into the pocket of Fat Man. He pulled out Fat Man’s wallet, which had only a few smaller bills, and helped himself to half of them. He replaced the wallet.

He stood. That should give them something to talk about when they wake up.

He looked around. What next?

He pulled out the pistol, looked at it, and realized, I’m holding a murder weapon. He reached into Shankey’s jacket pocket, pulled out a handkerchief, and wiped every inch and curve of the pistol, then pressed it back into Curly’s right hand.

He dashed to Charlie and rifled through his clothing. Nothing.

Joe stood again. Nothing more to do here. He dashed for his duffel bag and jacket, ran to the car, and threw them through the passenger window. He ran around to the driver’s side, climbed in, and reached for the keys. Yes, there they were, in the ignition! He pulled the door closed, started the engine, and shifted into gear.

- X -
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Chapter 2 – Monroe

[image: ]


Joe drove east. Shreveport was less than a half hour away, even driving cautiously in the darkness. He stopped for gas at the first open station and considered his options. Stay here overnight? It just seemed too close to trouble, too easy to find him, even considering the city’s size, so he pulled back onto US 80 and continued eastward.

He crossed the Red River, skirted Bossier City – Why would anyone name a city that? – and still headed east. He passed through a couple of dark towns. At the outskirts of Arcadia he saw a sign saying 18 miles to Ruston, 54 to Monroe. He would try to make it to Monroe.

He did arrive in Monroe, only two unfortunate armadillos later. He turned off the highway, drove until he found a working-class neighborhood with cars parked on the street, and stopped in front of a possibly-abandoned bungalow.

Driving with the window open had dried his shirt, mostly. He figured the morning would be cool, like Charlie had said. He climbed out, opened the trunk, and inspected its contents by the light of the moon. He found a blanket wrapped around something, and a paper bag and a spare tire.

The blanket bore a familiar shape – its contents would be three and a half feet long, and bent a third of the way from one end. He unrolled the blanket, and out dropped a pump shotgun, 12-gauge he guessed. And yes, the paper bag held an almost-full box of shells. The shotgun would fail miserably at keeping him warm that night, so he took the blanket, closed the trunk, put on his jacket, and curled up in the back seat of the car.

- - -
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Joe woke to the sound of a lawn mower buzzing somewhere down the block. Nearer, he heard some kids playing street ball.

Joe cast off the blanket and straightened. Every muscle in him ached, worse than last night. And he was thirsty.

He brushed his fingers through his hair and looked out. He’d chosen the neighborhood well – not so affluent that someone would complain about an extra car on the street. He climbed out, straightened, and again considered his options. The bungalow he was standing in front of ... it wasn’t actually abandoned. Sure, the lawn needed mowing, but white lace curtains fluttered out its open front windows, and a radio could be heard playing inside.

He smoothed his rumpled clothing, shrugged his jacket straighter, and ran his fingers back through his hair again. Then he walked up the driveway, across the sidewalk, and up the front porch steps.

The screen door stood open. He glanced at it briefly, noticing the lower hinge had pulled loose from the door frame. Easy fix, he thought.

He stopped at the front door, cleared his throat, and pressed the doorbell. A bell rang inside, and a dog barked. Fifteen to twenty pounder, he guessed.

He heard a woman’s voice – an older woman’s voice – call, “Just a minute!”, then he heard, “Hush, Scotty, I hear it.” The dog quieted.

He took a step back, and put a smile on his face.

The door opened. The dog – some kind of terrier – leapt out and began barking energetically. The woman – he guessed her to be about seventy – peered out at him through wire-rim spectacles, then looked down at her dog. “Hush, Scotty!” 

The dog quieted except for its stubby tail, which waggled from side to side like a Chinese fan on a hot day. Scotty hopped around Joe, sniffing at his ankles and shins. 

The woman looked up at Joe again. “Yes?”

“Good morning, ma’am. I was just passing by, and noticed your lawn needed mowing. I was wondering if you would like me to do that for you.”

The dog barked once. Joe looked down and found the dog looking up at him. Even sitting on its hind end, its stub of a tail managed to whip back and forth at high speed.

The woman, who had also been eyeing her dog, looked up. “And how much would you want for doing the job?”

Joe shrugged. “A dollar or so, whatever you think is fair. And a big glass of water. Do you have a lawn mower?”


The woman nodded. “It’s in the garage. Side door’s open. I’ll get you that water.”



Joe walked around the side of the house to the garage and entered through its access door. He saw no car, only a wheelbarrow and a reel mower and an array of garden tools along the far side. On the near side stood a sturdy workbench, with every possible kind of hand tool hanging above it. Above the hand tools, a long shelf held about fifty different jars and tobacco cans of various nails and screws and odds and ends, certainly the results of a lifetime of collecting.

He raised the garage door, wheeled the lawnmower into the light, and searched for the source of the rattle and grating that had resulted.

Fifteen minutes, two screws and a good oiling later, he rolled the mower again. Its wheels turned smoothly and its helical blades whirled, ready for action.

He took his time on the front lawn, for it was his philosophy that a job worth doing was a job worth doing well. Scotty the terrier followed him almost the entire way, sniffing at this and that and chasing squirrels.

Half an hour later, he pulled the mower to the back door, Scotty still at his heels. The woman, Mrs. Ida Fitzhugh, met him at the back steps with another glass of water. She poured water into Scotty’s bowl, too, which Scotty eagerly began to lap.

Joe wiped his brow, as the heat and humidity had already begun to settle in by mid-morning. “Would you like the back yard done as well, or would you like me to fix your screen door out front?”

“The back yard is more pressing, if you have time. I had a boy to do it, but he’s got a job down at the hardware store now.”

“Yes, I have time.”

Less than an hour later, he had both jobs done.

Again she met him and Scotty at the back door. “My, that looks fine. I do like a neat lawn. Why don’t you come in and sit down? I’ll fix you a sandwich.”

He washed his hands for lunch, which came with ice tea and cucumbers in addition to the sandwich. Scotty settled in at his feet, but looked up whenever Joe looked down at him.

Lunch also came with a generous dose of conversation. She told him about her husband Albert, who had died of a heart attack nearly fifteen years ago, and of Scotty, who was actually Scotty The Third, and not actually a Scots Terrier like Scotty The First. Then she asked him his age, and if he had served in Korea.

“Twenty-eight,” he replied, “and yes I did.”

She shook her head and tsk’ed. “That was a hard one, they say. My friend Edna lost a son.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

She sighed. Then, with the merest toss of her head, she brightened. “And what of your family? Do you have a wife or a sweetheart?”

“I have a mother. Her name is Virginia, and a kid sister, Beth. Mom’s remarried. Her new husband is okay.”

He looked up and across the table to Ida Fitzhugh. She was studying him, but she said nothing. He answered her unasked question. “Pop died in Dubya Dubya Two.”

She reached her hand across the table to him. “I’m sorry, Son.”

He paused, then drew in a deep breath. “I sure do thank you for the meal and conversation, ma’am. Is there anything else you want done around the place?”

She pointed at one of the cabinet doors. “The hinge has come loose. And if you still have time –” She pointed out the window “– that branch over the garden – see the dead one? That one worries me.”

“Yes, ma’am, I will start right on those.”

The cabinet door was an easy fix, but it took a long ladder and quite some time to take out that dead branch and to cut it up. By the time he was done, he could smell fried chicken wafting out the kitchen window.

She made him wash up thoroughly from his day’s labor. “I’d offer you the bathtub, Son, but somehow it just wouldn’t seem proper. You’re welcome to these towels and the bathroom sink.”

“I thoroughly understand, ma’am.”

“And I’d offer you a clean shirt and trousers, but you’re quite a bit taller than Albert, and wider through the shoulders and narrower through the waist. How about some socks?”

He thought about the holes in his current pair. “Yes, I would appreciate another pair, if it isn’t too much to ask.”

The fried chicken came with fresh vegetables, lemonade, and rewarmed pie from the icebox, and more conversation. She said, “Albert was a warehouse foreman, but in his spare time he liked to build things. He fixed everything around the house. You’ve probably seen his tools hanging above the work bench.”

“Yes, a fine collection.”

“Do you have tools?”

“I lost ’em, ma’am, after my last job.”

“Which job was that?”

“I’m a carpenter, and I do repairs of all kinds. I’m making my way east across the U.S.  You know, just seeing the country.”

“Well, then you must have tools. You’re welcome to your pick of any of Albert’s. Lord knows I don’t need ’em. I have a hammer and pliers and a screwdriver here in the kitchen. That’s all I need.”

“I couldn’t, ma’am. That’s too generous.”

“Please, take what you need. I can’t afford to pay you much, and it’s a shame to let ’em stand idle.”

In the end she accompanied him to the garage. “Take this saw, Albert was always pleased with its cut. Take as many of those pliers as you need. Here, what do I need with five hammers? What does anyone need with five hammers? But they made Albert happy.”

Actually, Joe knew exactly what each of those hammers was for, but he selected a plain claw hammer with a securely fastened head.

She rummaged at the back of the garage. “Here’s a satchel to hold the tools. No use to me here. You take it.”

She walked him to the front of the house, with Scotty trotting along behind. “It’s getting late. I’d offer to let you sleep on the porch, but what would the neighbors say? There’s a mission down on Hart street, if you need a place to sleep and shower.” She held out a closed hand to him. “And I hope this will get you a little further down the road.” 

He held his hand under hers. She dropped five crumpled one-dollar bills into his palm.

He closed his hand around them. “Yes, ma’am, that surely will carry me on my way. I do thank you for your hospitality, and for the tools.”

“One more thing, young man. You never told me if you have a sweetheart.”

“No, ma’am. I guess I ... just don’t.”

She patted him on the arm. “You’re a nice man, and a hard worker. There’s a woman waiting for you. You’ll find her when you’re ready to settle down.”

“Thank you, ma’am. And thank you for trusting me in your yard and in your house. I know a woman has got to be careful.”

The corners of her eyes wrinkled with her warm smile. “I am careful, young man, and so is Scotty. He vouched for you, and he is never wrong.”

- X -
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Chapter 3 – A good deed
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The next morning, after a shower at the mission, Joe pawned the shotgun for some ready cash and resumed his journey eastward. As he crossed the Mississippi, he took a deep breath and let it out, glad to have put a whole state between himself and Easco. The trouble at the Greenwood rest stop was a state away now, too. Poor Charlie Milton. Joe hoped someone would find his body soon, but he himself had a strong desire not to be associated with the incident.

Joe stopped at a filling station in Vicksburg to buy gas, a doughnut, and a Dr. Pepper, then he headed east again. What was Charlie’s wife’s name? Rose? She deserved to know what misfortune had befallen her husband.

- - -
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He’d barely gone twenty miles when he saw, up ahead, a red convertible with its hood up. He slowed. He saw a child’s blond head sitting in the passenger seat.  Then another blonde stepped out and around from in front of the car, a cigarette in her right hand. This blonde was of adult size, and with a figure that definitely bore watching, clothed as it was in red high heels, a rose-colored sheath skirt, and tight white top. She spotted him approaching and tossed away her cigarette. She turned and leaned back against the driver’s door and bent one knee slightly forward. He had to admit, the woman knew how to pose. Even her short white gloves served to emphasize that she was both beautiful and helpless.

Joe pulled to a stop behind her car and got out. She reached up to touch her hair and she re-adjusted her posture, which stretched her white blouse a little tighter across her high bosom. If the woman was not Marilyn Monroe, she was doing a pretty convincing imitation.

As he approached them, the kid in the car turned her curly blond head toward him and scowled.

Joe glanced down at the rear of the car. It bore a Texas plate. As he passed the left tail fin, he saw the word Belvedere in chrome lettering. ’57, most likely, he guessed.

He turned his eyes back to the woman, to her perfect crimson lips. He would have liked to have seen her eyes, too, but the dark lenses in the red butterfly frames hid them from view. “Morning, Miss. You having car trouble?”

“Why yes,” she said breathily, pushing at her bright blond hair again. “It seems to be steaming.”

As he passed her, he asked, “Mind if I look at it?”

Her head – and her sunglasses – turned to follow him. “Please do.”

He had no doubt it had been steaming enough to make her pull to the side of the road, but now he saw only bubbles spitting from around the radiator cap.

She had followed him to the front of the car. He pointed at the bubbles. “It overheated. The radiator cap released the pressure, or maybe it’s a faulty cap.”

The kid appeared to his left and leaned on the right front fender with both arms. She looked at the engine, then up at him, and frowned. He guessed she was about ten.

The woman asked, “Can it be fixed?”

“We’re quite a few miles past Vicksburg. There was a town a few miles back, and Jackson’s about half an hour that way.” He pointed east. “I could go get a new radiator cap, but we don’t know that that’s the problem. There could be some kind of blockage in the system, or the water pump could have seized.”

“Is there anything you can do to get us farther down the road? We’re goin’ to visit my mama.”

“Well, we could let it cool, then pour some more water in it, and drive slow and see how it goes.”

“Then I would appreciate it if that’s what you would do.”

“Let’s look in your trunk to see if there is any water or coolant.”

She shook her head. “There ain’t any water or coolant in the trunk.” Her voice had lost any Marilyn Monroe-like smoothness.

He paused. “Well, can we look?”

She shifted her weight to her other foot. “I told you there is nothing like that in there.”

Marilyn had never sounded so irritated on the silver screen. Joe looked around, then pointed beyond the side of the road. “I see a stream there. Do you have a container to carry water?”

“I have a Coke bottle.”

“I have one, too. Anything else? It would take a lot of trips with just two Coke bottles.”

She placed both gloved fists on her hips. “I did not come prepared to carry water from a stream.”

“Well, uh ...” He looked about again, and walked to the side of the road. He spotted an empty can lying in the ditch. “We can use this.”

The kid asked, “How long is this gonna take?”

He turned to her. “Quite a few trips. Would you like to help?”

She shook her head firmly. “No.”

The woman strode toward her and waved her gloved hand at the child. “You go and help him bring water. Go on, make yourself useful.”

The girl looked up at the woman. “Why don’t you go?”

“Oh, don’t be silly.” She pointed down with both index fingers. “You can see I’m wearin’ heels. Now git, or I’ll leave you here.”

The girl rolled her eyes – in fact, her whole head – and peeled herself off the fender. “All right.” She looked up at Joe. “But you go first.”

He said, “Okay. You bring your bottle, I’ll get mine.”

He made his way down a less-weedy path to the stream bank, then walked a few feet along it to a gravelly spit. He turned to see if she was following him. She was, stepping gingerly in his footprints as she came. He walked out onto the spit and started rinsing the can.

She walked out onto the spit as well, squatted on her heels, and stuck the Coke bottle sideways into the shallow water. A few bubbles rose from it, but not many.

He turned to her. “You have to hold it at an angle so the air can get out.”

She glared at him. “I know!” Then she tilted the bottle. More air escaped. A half a minute later she rose with a full bottle.

“Fine,” he said. “Let’s go back.”

They retraced their steps. The woman emerged from the car as they approached. She’d taken off her gloves to smoke another cigarette.

At the front of the car, he set his Dr. Pepper bottle on the bumper and his can of water on the air cleaner. Then he patted his pockets, and found a handkerchief – a handkerchief that a day and a half ago he’d used to wipe fingerprints off of a gun. Yesterday he’d rinsed it out in Mrs. Fitzhugh’s sink. Gosh, both of those events seemed so long ago.

He flipped the handkerchief open and drew it into a sort of funnel. He turned to the woman. “Here, hold this. It’ll filter the water as we pour.”

She dropped her cigarette and ground it into the gravel, then stepped forward. She held the handkerchief to the opening of the radiator at arms’ length with her red-painted fingernails. He took his can and began to carefully pour through the cloth. She dropped one side of the cloth funnel, spilling a goodly portion of the water it contained.

He stopped pouring and looked at her.

“What?” she retorted. “It’s not like I know anything about cars!”

He said, “This will take longer if we keep spilling.”

She picked up both sides of the handkerchief and jiggled it back into a funnel shape. “There.”

He began pouring slowly, to give the water time to seep through the cloth. When he had poured in all of the can, he said, “Now shake off any dirt, and we’ll pour in the bottle.”

She did as he told her.

He turned to the kid. “Now you pour, slowly, so all of the water goes into the radiator. Then pour the other bottle in. I’ll go get more water.”

He waited to see that she actually followed his instructions, then set off for the creek.

They made quite a few trips this way, passing each other coming and going, until he finally caught up with her at the creek. She was squatting on her heels again, playing with the bottle in the water, scooting it around like a boat. She’s ten, and a kid, he reminded himself. She needs to play.

He squatted to fill his can, then turned and said, “My name’s Joe, by the way.”

She pushed her bottle under water, half turned to him, and scowled. “I don’t care.”

She shook her bottle to get the rest
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