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Chapter One

 


 


This story is about
what happened to my mother and I after my dad was killed in
Afghanistan and we had to move out of the family quarters on the US
Marine Base at Twenty-Nine Palms. I’m going to tell it as I
remember it, in the order that things happened. What happened split
the world for me and nothing was the same afterwards. I took
several life lessons from what happened but number one was that
monsters were for real, that they really do exist and furthermore,
if you’re not careful, they’ll get you. Number two was that an
apple doesn't fall far from the tree. Mom had always told me that,
but I never really understood it until we moved to Sunrise,
Texas.

***

When mom told me dad wasn’t coming home, I
was still too young to understand. It wasn’t such a shock. He was
gone a lot of the time anyway, deployed overseas for long periods
of time but I remembered him in his uniform and how he’d push me on
the swing in the park and how he’d put me on his shoulders at
football games so’s I could see better. I can remember other things
too, but not until something triggers my memory.

Mom and I moved to Sunrise from California in
the summer when I was eleven years old. Sunrise is a tiny little
rural town located seven miles south of Buford on the baking
rolling plains of north Texas; Sunrise is so tiny, in fact, you
might think it’s not a town at all if you’re passing through. We
rented a simple frame house and mom got a cashier job at the local
Walmart. I went to school during the fall and winter and remained
at home whenever mom had to climb into our old Toyota Corolla and
drive to work six days a week. So, I was alone quite a bit of the
time, leastways at first.

When we pulled up to the house after the long
road trip from California, I was happy and relieved. For one thing,
I was tired of sleeping in the backseat of the Toyota. Mom couldn’t
afford a motel while we were on the road so whenever she got tired
of driving, she’d pull into the first roadside park where we’d take
a stretch, use the restroom, wash our faces and hands in a filthy
sink, then eat the fast food mom had purchased in the last town we
passed through. She told me not to speak to strangers and I didn’t.
Whenever someone even looked my way, I’d turn my face away and
pretend to be interested in something else. If they did speak to
me, I just acted like I hadn’t heard. But when we got to Sunrise,
mom said I could relax a little because we were at our new
home.

We ended up in Sunrise because my dad’s
sister, my Aunt Gwen, got mom a job at Walmart and paid the deposit
on the rent house. There was another house across the dusty dirt
road – almost on top of us, actually. We had other neighbors, but
they were farther away. We were in the country after all and there
was room to spread out. The house across the street faced our front
door and an old man watched us from the porch as we got out of the
car. I looked at him as he leaned on the porch railing staring back
at me. He said nothing, nor did he wave. He just stared through
thick glasses. Mom went around the corner to the garage door as she
fished around in her purse.

“Now what did I do with that key?” she said.
“There it is.” She pulled out a single house key attached to a
length of twisty like what they used to keep shut a plastic wrapper
on a loaf of bread. She slipped it into the lock and turned and
pushed open the door before we stepped out of the blazing sun into
the darkened garage. I looked back. The old man still stared from
his perch.

I couldn’t see much but I could hear mom as
she felt her way through to the door that led into the house. She
opened that door and tried a light switch, but nothing happened.
“No electricity,” she mumbled to herself, then to me, “We’ll get
the power turned on first thing.” She turned back to the hallway
and stepped through to the front room. On the far side, the room
encompassed a kitchen with a double sink, a fridge, an oven with a
stove on top and cabinets. Mom tried the faucet and water poured
out. She took a drink from her cupped hand and said it tasted good.
While she looked around the kitchen, I explored the rest of the
house.

There was a bedroom downstairs with two
windows. One of the windows had an air conditioner stuck in it but
the other revealed a spacious yard with trees at the far end.
Another big tree shaded the window and I immediately set my mind to
procuring a long rope for a swing. Things were looking up. There
was a single bathroom downstairs with a vanity, a shower and a
bathtub. The tub had jets built into it and I shouted to mom that
we had a hot tub. Still in the kitchen, I could hear her opening
and shutting cabinet doors. Absently, I heard her say, “That’s
good.”

Back in the hallway, a cord dangled from a
pull-down attic door. I jumped and caught the cord on the first try
and pulled the door open to reveal a built-in ladder that I had to
fold out in order for it to reach the floor. I tried the steps
warily to see if they would hold my weight and slowly climbed up.
As soon as my eyesight cleared the ceiling, I looked out over a
carpeted floor into a room that ran the length of the house. There
were bits of furniture squatting in the darkness beneath the
slanted roof and I wanted to explore more but mom came into the
hallway and told me to get down.

“Can this be my room?” I asked.

“We’ll see,” she replied. “Help me open the
windows before I melt.”

We went around and raised the windows inside
the house and it helped some but really there was no breeze at all
so the house remained hot. Mom left the front door open and I went
outside to take a quick turn around the yard. It was big with grown
up grass and weeds held at bay within a four-foot-tall metal fence
all the way around, the kind made from the type of fencing they use
around a barnyard. When I completed my circuit of the yard, I asked
mom if we could get a dog.

“Oh honey, I don’t know. Somebody would have
to take care of it.”

“I will.”

She looked doubtful but replied with the
usual noncommittal. “We’ll see,” she said.

I helped her bring our things in from the car
and she unlatched the U-Haul trailer door. We didn’t have much and
after we had unloaded the boxes and two bed frames with mattresses
and my old bike and carried everything into the house and garage,
mom said we had to return the rental trailer and call the electric
company and Aunt Gwen too. We piled back into the car and drove the
seven miles to the U-Haul place in Buford where left the trailer.
When we got back to Sunrise, mom pulled into the filling station
and package store with the public phone out front. She bought me a
cold Dr. Pepper at the counter inside before going to use the
phone. I positioned myself at an old picnic table in the shade of
some trees beside the convenience store and watched the cars and
trucks whiz by on the highway.

A tall skinny boy with glasses rode up to the
front door of the store, stopped, and got off. Leaning the bike
against the wall, he pushed open the glass door and went inside. I
could see mom talking on the phone. She stopped talking and looked
at me. Covering the mouth-piece, she said, “I’ve got the electric
company. I think they’re going to turn us on today. They put me on
hold.”

As she was waiting, the skinny kid came back
out carrying a stick of jerky and a can of Dr. Pepper. He started
my way but slowed down when he saw me sitting at the picnic table.
I could see he was about my age and that he’d intended to sit at
the table to eat his jerky and drink his soda. Now he was having
second thoughts.

“It’s okay,” I said. “There’s plenty of
room.” I scooted over.

“Are you sure?” He looked around as if it
might be a trap.

“Sure,” I replied.

He came over and sat at the far end of the
bench before tearing off a bite from the stick of jerky and
chewing, eyeing me all the while. Finally, he asked, “What’cher
name?”

“Norman Ranchfield.”

He chewed for a few more seconds before
asking his follow-up question. “Whatcha doin’ here?”

I took a sip from my can of Dr. Pepper before
answering and he took a sip from his. “I just moved to Sunrise.” I
glanced to where mom was still talking on the public pay phone. She
was animated and smiling and so I surmised she was talking to Aunt
Gwen. “Me and my mom.”

He set his can of soda atop the picnic table.
“You’re moving here?”

“Uh-huh. We moved in today over on Carver
Road.”

“Really? You know why they call it Carver
Road?”

I shook my head. “Not really.”

“You don’t want to know. Are you going to
school in Buford?”

“I guess so.”

“What grade?”

“Sixth.”

He seemed to light up. “Me too. We might be
in the same class. They’s only two sixth grade classes – Mrs.
Campbell and Mrs. Sedgewick. Don’t get Mrs. Campbell. She’s mean
and she don’t like boys.”

He took a sip from his can and I followed
suit. “Say,” he said, “you want to see something?”

“What?”

“You got a bike?”

“Yep.”

Mom had hung up the phone and came toward the
two of us. “Gwen is going to bring us some dinner and the electric
company says they’ll have someone out to turn on the electricity
inside of an hour.” She looked from me to the skinny boy at the
other end of the bench. “Who’s your friend?”

I shrugged.

The boy said, “I’m Charles Nelson Riley. I
live here. In Sunrise, I mean. Me and Norman are probably going to
be in the same class at school. Can I show Norman something?”

Mom looked a little confused. I think I must
have too. ”I don’t know,” she said, “Norm needs to help me unpack.
We just moved to Sunrise.”

“I know,” Charles said. “Norman told me. He
said y'all moved into the vacant house on Carver. I live just down
the road. Can I show Norman something?”

Charles had tweaked my curiosity. What did he
want to show me? A dog, maybe? Maybe his family dog had puppies and
I could get one. Or maybe there was a nice stock tank or creek to
go swimming in or maybe a place to go fishing. A watermelon patch,
maybe?

Mom was about to say something but before she
could speak Charles said he would ride his bike over to the house
and meet us there. He was chewing on his last bite of jerky as he
finished the Dr. Pepper and threw the used can into a trash barrel
beside the front door. He waved at us as he climbed on his bike
before peddling off.

We got into the car and Mom asked if I
thought Charles was all right, like maybe he was all right in the
head… or not. I shrugged. “I guess so.” To tell the truth, I liked
the idea of having a friend to show me around and besides, maybe he
wanted to show me a puppy.

It took all of two minutes to get back to the
house and we did not pass Charles on the way. However, as we were
entering the house through the garage door, Charles came peddling
up on his bike.

“Where did you go? We didn’t see you.”

“I took a shortcut.”

Mom looked at me before saying, “Well, come
on inside.”

Charles came in with us as Mom started to ask
questions about where Charles lived and his parents. Stuff like
that.

Charles motioned in the direction of the
road. “Up Carver ‘bout a quarter a mile or so. We got a double-wide
on a half-acre.”

“Oh? What does your dad do?”

“He’s a welder when he’s working. Lately
there ain’t been much going on. He used to work on oil rigs and
such.”

“What about your mother?”

Charles shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“What do you mean?”

“She left us a couple of years back. Went to
Odessa with John Perkins. Haven’t heard from her since Christmas.
She was in Wichita working a waitress job at Denny’s. Least, that’s
what she said.”

“I’m sorry.”

Charles looked at my mom for the first time.
“About what?” he asked.

Mom didn’t know what to say and suddenly
turned away. She lifted a box and carried it into the back bedroom
before saying that there really wasn’t much we could do to help at
that point and why didn’t the two us – me and Charles – go outside
and let Charles show me around.

Charles did not have to be told twice and he
moved toward the back door. “Yeah,” he said, “come on, I want to
show you something.”

I turned back to mom. “Are you sure it’s
okay?”

“Sure I’m sure. Just don’t go too far and do
not get into trouble. Be back in an hour. Okay?”

“All right.” I turned and followed Charles
out the garage door. Outside, he was already on his bike.

“Follow me,” he said and off he went up
Carver Road.

It was an unpaved country road with no
traffic at all. We passed a house on the left, two more on the
right, and then another on the left before passing over an old
bridge. Trees shaded us as we stopped and looked at the trickle of
water in the creek below.

“When it rains,” Charles said, “this old
crick fills up pretty fast. When it pours, it floods. It’s really
cool. Come on,” he said and we started up again.

“Where we going? Your house?”

“Uh-uh. You’ll see.”

We pedaled along for a ways and took an angle
off the road onto a dirt track that finally dwindled to little more
than a trail so narrow that I had to follow behind Charles’ bike.
The weeds grew high and Charles stopped when our path became
blocked by a wall of tall, thick cane. Charles got off his bike and
dropped it beside the trail. “Come on.” He pushed a stalk aside and
disappeared into the cane field.

I pushed on the same stalk and entered. At
first, there was no path and I couldn’t see Charles. I looked
around and realized how easy it would be to become lost. “I don’t
know about this, Charles.”

I heard his voice directly in front of me.
“Look down,” he urged, “and you’ll see the trail.” I peered
downward and, sure enough, I saw a little space that looked as
though feet had come and gone over time. Charles’ voice came again.
“Follow me,” he said.

I moved forward and caught a glimpse of him
as he moved ahead.

“What is this place?”

“This is my private hideout. I always wanted
to make a club here but no one ever wants to come in with me.”
Charles forged ahead and I could hear him pushing the cane stalks
aside.

“I can see why,” I said. “It’s hard to even
turn around. Why don’t we…” I stopped mid-sentence as I pushed a
curtain of stalks aside and stepped into an open area, a room of
sorts. In the center was a small four-legged table with a checker
board on top. There was a chest to the side with an old plastic
tarp covering it. A barrel sat in one corner with a spigot in it –
Charles said it was full of rainwater, “clean and fresh”. There
were also two “doorways” that presumably led to other rooms. All
this was shaded by overhanging trees so that the brutal Texas sun
could not beat down upon our exposed heads.

I looked around in amazement. “This is so…
cool.”

“I know, right?” Charles quipped with pride.
“Want some water?” He produced two old ceramic coffee cups and drew
water from the spigot in the barrel, handing me one and urging me
to drink the fresh rainwater. “It’ll cure what ails ya.”

We sat at the table and drank our water. It
was the best water I think I’ve ever had. “How did you find this
place?”

“Oh, I’m not the only one who knows, but
hardly anybody comes down here. Most kids would rather stay at home
and play video games under the air-conditioning.”

“Where do those doors lead?”

“That one,” Charles pointed to the door on
the right, “is a storage area with a mattress on top of a wooden
frame to keep it off the ground. Sometimes I sleep out here.” He
turned in his chair and pointed at the other portal. “And that one
goes to another trail that winds around and finally comes out at
the crick. Neat, huh?”

“Yeah. Way neat. What do you do here?”

“Mostly just chill out. Sometimes my dad
drinks too much beer and gets mad, so I come here to get out of the
way.”

We didn’t say anything for a bit until
Charles suddenly asked if I wanted to see his collection of girlie
pics.

I shook my head. “Mom told me not to look at
porn if ever somebody offered.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“What do you think? What have you got?
Hustler? Playboy?”

“Yes and more than that.” Charles moved the
dirty tarp from the chest and opened the box to rummage around
inside. He pulled out a stack of well-worn magazines and dropped
them on top of the checkerboard. I took the top magazine and looked
at the cover. JUGZ was printed in bold letters across the top but
half of the page was torn off. I briefly flipped through its pages
and saw that most of the good parts were torn out.

“What happened to the pictures?”

“Got ripped out. There’s still some, though.
Do you like girls with big boobies?”

I shrugged. “I guess so.”

“I do. Papa says the bigger the better.”

A rattling noise came from behind as stalks
of cane were pushed aside. I turned in my seat to see an older,
bigger boy with flaming red hair and freckles across his nose and
cheeks step from the cane into the open area. He was followed by
two others. They smirked at Norman and me.

The redhead spoke first. “Well, well, well,
what do we have here?”

Charles stood up. “What do you want?”

“Aw, that’s no way to greet us,” he glanced
at his companions, “is it gentlemen?”

The other two wagged their heads in the
negative. “Ain’t friendly at all,” one said.

The redhead took a step closer. “Who’s your
pal, Chuckie?”

Charles sighed before introducing me. “This
is Norman. He’s new. He just moved to Sunrise.”

“Is that so?” The red-headed kid extended his
hand for a shake and, on reflex, I took it. His larger hand
encircled mine and he squeezed hard until it hurt. “I’m Rusty,” he
said. Still holding my hand, he half-turned to his companions. “And
this is Gary…” Gary pretended to tip an invisible hat, “and Max.”
Max was the largest of the three and he stared menacingly at me
without saying a word.

Rusty continued. “What are you guys doin’
here anyways? Lookin’ at dirty books?” Rusty released my hand and
took the old magazine I’d been holding and shuffled through the
pages. “All the good stuff’s missing.” He tossed the magazine back
onto the table.

I was pretty tensed up by then and kept my
eyes on Rusty. He seemed to be the leader of the group plus he put
out a violent vibe.

Charles made an attempt at being casual. He
said, “Rusty and Gary and Max are in the sixth grade…”

“Wrong, dipstick. We passed our exams and
we’re going to Junior High. Seventh grade.”

Charles shook his head and looked at me.
“Shoulda been there last year.”

“Shut up,” said Max so abruptly that I
jumped. Max wore glasses on a square face. He was bigger than the
other two with a blonde crew-cut, broad shoulders and thick arms;
obviously the enforcer for Rusty’s group.

Rusty looked from me to Charles as Gary moved
across the room, peeked into the storage room with the mattress and
finally leaned on the water barrel. There was an apparatus above
the barrel with another piece of tarp fashioned like a cone and
held aloft by makeshift strings and straps and clips. A tube
dangled from the bottom center and led to a hole in the cover over
the top of the barrel. It dawned on me it collected dripping
rainwater from the trees overhead.

Max moved to the other exit and stood in the
opening behind Charles. Charles still faced Rusty but began to
glance behind.

“So,” said Rusty, “what else you two
got?”

Charles shook his head. “Nothin’” he
said.

“I wasn’t talking to you.” Rusty poked me in
the shoulder. “I was talkin’ to him.” Rusty leaned closer and asked
if I had anything.

I shrugged again. “Like what?”

“Anything spare, you know, like money you
don’t need or something like that.”

“I’m just a kid – I don’t have any
money.”

Max mocked me. “I’m just a kid,” he whined in
a high voice, “I don’t have any money!”

Rusty and Gary laughed. Rusty looked at
Charles. “I know you don’t have any money; your old man spends
everything on beer and wine.” Rusty sighed, straightened up and I
was relieved because I didn’t have to smell his bad breath anymore.
He looked at me. “Empty out your pockets.”

“I don’t have anything!”

Max grabbed me by the back of my collar and
jerked me to my feet. “He said empty your pockets!”

I gritted my teeth and stuck my hands into
the pockets of my blue jeans. Naturally, I had lied about not
having anything. I had a quarter, a dime, two nickels, and two
pennies as well as a plastic whistle. I also had my dad’s
bone-yellow Old Timer pocketknife. Additionally, I had no intention
of giving up any of it. I groped around for a moment before pulling
out my empty hands and showing them to the three thugs. “See?” I
said. “I told you I didn’t have anything.”

At that point, Gary‘s attention had wandered
and he pulled on the cover atop the water barrel. It wasn’t secure
and it came up easily, slipping to the dirt floor, drawing
everyone’s attention. Gary saw he had become our focus and leaned
over the barrel, looking down into the container. Without a word,
he allowed a long sliver of saliva to stretch from his mouth until
the string finally broke and fell into the water.

“Max gave a long, drawn-out, “Ewww!” as Rusty
laughed.

Gary smiled at the reaction he’d brought
about and so extended everyone’s attention with an encore. He
gripped the top of the barrel with both hands and pulled it over.
Water went everywhere.

Rusty jumped back to keep his sneakers from
getting wet as did Max. Water rushed over my shoes in a cascade as
Charles placed his hands atop his head and moaned in frustration.
Gary tiptoed across the space to join his partners in crime.

I was on my feet facing Rusty. He was a head
taller and likely outweighed me by twenty pounds or so but I wanted
to slug him in the face anyway. He moved to the table and snatched
the old magazines where they sat in a stack. “I’ll have to take
these,” he said, “as a penalty for not having anything better.”

Gary grinned and Max glared at Charles and
me.

Rusty started to turn away and I felt relief
for an instant just before he turned back once more. He stuck a
forefinger in my chest and said, “The next time I see you, I want a
dollar. You understand?”

I said nothing but was surprised by my own
lack of fear. I was angry yet I knew better than to reveal it.
Oddly, I felt cold inside.

Rusty looked at Charles. “You too. Next time
I see you, be ready to pony up.”

“I ain’t got no money!”

“That’s your problem. Don’t make it mine.”
With that, Rusty turned, parted the cane and exited the space. Gary
followed and before Max exited, he pointed at the two of us. “You
heard what he said.”

After the trio left, Charles looked at me and
spread his hands. “I’m sorry, Norman.”

I shook my head. “It’s not your fault.”

***

Aunt Gwen was there when I got home. Mom said
she was starting to get worried about me and asked why my shoes
were wet – she notices everything – but forgot about it as she
introduced me to Uncle Claude who was setting up the television in
the living room. He fiddled with it for half an hour before giving
up and saying we needed cable. “There’s only one channel you can
get. It’s the station in Wichita.” He looked at me. “They have
cartoons every Saturday morning.” I wondered how he knew.

Gwen and Claude brought groceries as well as
dinner and we all sat around the fold-up card table on fold-up
metal chairs and ate pot roast, boiled potatoes, garden-fresh
tomato slices and green beans as we talked about the weather and
stuff. The electric company man had come by while I was out with
Charles and we had lights and the fans were turning so the heat was
tolerable. Claude said he’d bring another window unit in a day or
so.

“It’s too dad-gummed hot not to have
refrigerated air,” he said. “I’ve got an old one-ten GE I can give
you.”

“Can we put it in up in the attic?” I
asked.

“Wherever you want it,” Claude answered.

I liked Claude and Aunt Gwen all right. She’d
met Claude at church after she’d divorced her first husband and she
liked to say Claude had rescued her from a life of poverty. “My
first husband,” said Gwen, “didn’t like to work so much.” She
leaned forward and patted Claude’s hand as he tried to shovel in a
bite of potato. “Claude works from sun-up to sun-down.”

Gwen looked at mom. “When do you start at
Wally-World?”

“Tomorrow. They’ve got me on the three to
eleven shift. Ugh.”

“That’s not so bad,” Claude said.

“I have to leave Norman at home by
himself.”

Gwen frowned and told me to keep the door
locked when mom was at work.

“Why?”

Gwen looked confused. “Well, you know, just
in case.”

“In case of what?”

Gwen glanced at mom. “It’s perfectly safe out
here but you are seven miles from town.” Gwen looked back at
me. “There’s nothing to worry about.”

Claude cleared his throat. “To be honest,
there have been reports of suspicious activity out here.”

Gwen waved a hand in the air. “Oh fiddle,”
she said, “that was years ago and nothing ever came of it.”

Both mom and I looked at Gwen. “What kind of
activity?” mom asked.

“It’s really nothing,” Gwen replied.

“Satanic activity,” said Claude.

“Oh poo.” Gwen shook her head. “If you want
to call kids building bonfires in the woods at night, satanic
activity, well then I guess you can, but I call it kids building
bonfires in the woods at night!”

Claude looked at mom and said one of those
fires got out of control a few years back and spread quickly,
finally burning down an old frame house, “just like this one,” and
killing everybody inside – three kids and a woman and her husband.
“They died of asphyxiation.”

“For heaven’s sakes, it was an accident!”
Gwen chimed.

“Well, yeah…”

“Let’s change the subject. We’re scaring
Norman.”

“I’m not scared,” I said.

Claude leaned to me and said in a low voice.
“Best to keep the door locked at night.”

***

The following day was a Friday and mom and I
spent our time cleaning the house and unpacking. She said it was
okay if I took the space upstairs and why not, I was too old to
have to share a room with my mom and the only other recourse was to
sleep in the living room. She helped me to lift one of our
mattresses up into the attic and together we screwed the old single
bed frame together. I had a small chest of drawers and a toy chest
where Buzz Lightyear lived (“To infinity… and beyond!”) and it was
where I kept some board games like Chutes and Ladders and Stratego.
I had a chess board and pieces that dad gave me, but he never had
the chance to teach me how to play. Mom let me use a lamp from the
living room because there was only one built-in light and it was
cruddy for reading. Oh, I forgot to say I liked to read and had a
highly prized book collection. My favorites were Treasure
Island by Robert Lewis Stevenson, 20,000 Leagues Under the
Sea by Jules Verne, The Outsiders by S.E. Hinton,
Ender’s Game by Orson Scott Card, and Jennings’ Folly
by Thomas C. Stone. I had others but those were my favorites. I
kept them in a three-shelf bookcase beside my bed and put the lamp
on top so I could read while lying in bed.

It was too hot to sleep in the attic until
Uncle Claude returned on Sunday and installed the little AC in one
of the two windows in the attic. Meantime, I slept in mom’s bed
under the air conditioning in her bedroom while she was at work.
She got home at about 11:30 at night but I was already asleep when
she climbed in to bed.

I did not see Charles again until Monday
morning. He said nothing about what happened with Rusty and the
other two thugs, but he seemed happy because his dad had found a
job and had left that very morning for work. “We’ll have something
good to eat tonight!”

Charles and I went up to my room and I showed
him my toys and my books.

“You read all those books?”

“Sure. They’re really good. I think I’d
rather read a book than watch TV.”

Charles shook his head. “That’s crazy. I’d
rather play Xbox. Truth is, I don’t read so hot.”

“You can’t read?”

“Oh, I can read all right but it’s not
something I do outside of school. Speaking of which, this is our
last week of summer freedom. A week from today and we’ll be sitting
in a hot classroom listening to Mrs. Sedgwick tell us how to do
math cipherin’ and stuff.”

Charles was rummaging through my toy chest
when he came across the chess set. “Hey, you’ve got a chess
board.”

I nodded.

“You want to play?”

“I don’t know how.”

“You don’t know how? Well, I’ll teach you.
Come on, let’s set it up.”

Charles couldn’t read very well but he knew
how to play chess – a game for smart people, my dad had told me.
There was a lesson to be learned there and I stored the information
away for future use. Charles taught me how to play chess that very
morning. As we played, we talked more about school starting up and
I told Charles I was looking forward to it so I could meet new
people and make friends.

“I’m your friend, right?”

“Well, sure, but I’d like to have more than
one friend.”

Charles moved his knight to a position that
threatened my queen so I thought about it for a moment before
moving the queen out of the way. “Oh, I get it,” he said. “You want
to meet girls your own age.”

I blushed and started to protest but it was
weak because Charles was partially correct.

He studied the chess board. “Let’s see,” he
mused. “In our class there are definitely some lookers. There’s
Melonie, and Brittany – they’re cheerleaders so they like the older
boys – and there’s Jolene and Josie, they’re twins, and there’s
Angela. Angela already has boobs. The thing is, Angela was going
with Rusty last year. They broke up because he’s so conceited, but
he still gets jealous if anybody talks to her.”

I was embarrassed so I told Charles that
although I was interested in girls, I also wanted to play sports.
“I missed baseball season this year but I’d like to play football
in the fall.”

“You’ll be in the Peewee league but they’ve
still got cheerleaders.”

“I want to be a halfback,” I volunteered.

Charles laughed. “I’m good just watching. You
can get hurt playing football. Rusty and Max play football. No
thank you. I’ll sit in the stands with my Dr. Pepper and watch
Melonie and Brittany lead yells. Oh,” he added, “checkmate.”

Mom asked Charles to stay for lunch and we
had tuna fish salad sandwiches with corn chips. Charles asked mom
if he could have a second sandwich and mom built him another which
he scarfed down like he had not eaten in a week. After lunch,
Charles suggested we take our bikes down to the creek and look for
treasure in the water where it flowed under the bridge. “Sometimes
I find coins and stuff where people have tossed junk out their car
windows.”

“Why would people throw their money out the
car window?”

“I don’t know but I find money there all the
time. Sometimes ladies’ purses full of stuff.”

I must have looked doubtful because Charles
added that he wasn’t kidding.

I told mom we were going out to ride our
bikes and she said okay. I took my bike out of the garage and we
headed down Carver Road. In minutes we arrived at the shaded
bridge. I looked over the side and the creek looked just as it had
before. The trickle of a stream flowed lazily along and passed
underneath the concrete bridge. We stashed our bikes in the tall
weeds and slid down the embankment to the water’s
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