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The story begins with twelve year old Russell Pond recalling the night three years earlier he last saw his step mother. Either she was murdered or she ran away. He wants to believe the slaughter he witnessed was just a bad dream. He wants to believe the argument he saw between his father and step mother is the reason she left and never came back. That theory would not incriminate his father. And it would exonerate his German shepherd, who for the past three years had been killing all the female cats and their newborns in the community. Russell finally deciphers the facts, which leads him to a discovery that will challenge him to report it to the authorities or keep secret.

*
[image: ]


THE BOY’S STEPMOTHER vanished when he was ten years old, never to be seen clothed with flesh again. She was in her mid-twenties when she disappeared with thick dark hair parted on one side past her shoulders, and starchy white skin that seemed to him infected with chill bumps most of the time. He could not remember her wearing anything more than a short scissor cut white nightgown or yellow raincoat, her chalky white legs seeming long and fleshy for someone who wasn’t but a head taller than he. Two or three times a day she powdered her cheeks with rue and painted her eyelashes black, and then smudged a little green over her eyelids. She did that even though she rarely left the house, which was a Cooper County shack without indoor plumbing and electricity. He remembered her either in bed with his father or wandering through the two room shack, a rolled cigarette in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other. Smoke and steam always hazed her, either in puffs above her head or with layers of thin transparent clouds trailing her like rolling hills. Aloof, she seldom looked at him. But when she did, it was with contempt. He reminded her of his real mother.

His father, fourteen years her senior, was then thirty-nine and holding. It was he who regularly coaxed her into wearing the yellow raincoat. He liked it because it reminded him of a black leather dress he had seen on a young woman in a color page catalog. In his better days he was a stalwart man. At least six foot one with his hat on and one hundred ninety-eight pounds when his cholesterol was high. But even then he was addicted to jug whiskey, the pure white stuff he stored in gallon jugs and drank from small fruit jars. The hut reeked of whiskey and smacked the boy in the nose each time he entered the front door. If he went near the open jar or got down wind of it, its power could choke him, its pungency would knock down to nothing the smell of burning tobacco, kerosene lanterns, and black coal. But even when the jug was empty and the lid was on the fruit jar; even when his dad scuttled from wall to wall tormented with the shakes, reaching in his shirt pocket for cigarettes that weren’t there, the soot on the wall paper, bedding, and furniture suffocated the kid. The dimly lit rooms of the hut, from the dirt caked boards on the floor to the sooty, black ceiling rafters, had a dingy aura one blink short of walking through a nightmare.

To make the stench worse, his mother dieted on saltine crackers, green garden onions, yard vine tomatoes, and sardines in little cans with pop-a-top lids. Then in hopes to get thinner still, threw up each meal in the kitchen sink and washed her vomit down the drain with a tin pail of water.

She never did get thin enough for the mirror she talked to. But with the nightgowns help she looked good to most men, to the visitors who stopped by when his father was away roofing houses. They told her she smelled like a salad and called her their little garden tomato. Always before the bed springs squeaked. The boy always thought she smelled like sardines, upchuck, and the pee pot. He never called her by any name because he was afraid of her. But there was an attraction to her he did not understand.
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HE WAS NOW TWELVE AND had long suppressed his memory of the stormy evening he last saw her. The events which transpired that wretched night were vague, so unclear he brushed them aside as a bad dream which must have occurred at the midnight hour. The unsolved mystery had lain dormant in his mind, submerged beneath a child’s resilience to bounce back and let bygones be bygones, awakened only in brief apprehensions and sensations that sometimes effused through him when he came within sights, sounds, and smells that reminded him of the nightmare. But as those three years passed his courage grew and the puzzle grew. He began to live with the possibility that his stepmother had not went away on her own, and that she could not return and harm him because of where she went.

He remembered waking up on his pallet on the floor below the window, his pallet being a bed roll of patched quilts and a zebra striped feather pillow without a pillow case. The tip of a feather quill had slipped out of a hole in the pillow and gored the skin on the back of his neck. His blood which seeped down his neck and tickled him is what awoke him.

The heavy raindrops in the darkness outside pound the tin roof of the shack, falling in relentless succession until the rain evolved into a marching thud over the rafters, which sound like legions of drums with no relapse of time between the strokes of the drummers. Forks of lightning sizzled in the gloom like the dancing arteries of an indignant angel’s heart. The fear of God was in the air and in the storm. The Holy Bible had dust on its worn cover but set out in the open on a bedside table. It was as though an angel had been sent on a mission to investigate the outcries that reached the high heavens and had yet to return with his report. Each time the lightening lingered and shone like a spotlight to uncover what was hidden under the darkness, streaks of dancing lightening in the black pitch that followed seemed to be writing heavenly inscriptions in the air. Before each fire bolt withdrew, booms of thunder pealed through the tin above. The booms vibrated the shack’s walls and windows and rattled the tin stove pipe and the nick knacks on the shelves. The boy pulled the blankets over his head and shut his eyes as tight as he could.

Abruptly, the core of the storm died and the rain reduced to a steady peaceful drizzle. He slid the blankets up to his nose and peeped over the brim. The lightening lit up the darkness outside in unusual long spans, like some nefarious angel had control of the air where the birds fly and at leisure shone a ghastly daylight onto the yard and nearby pasture. When the outdoors brightened, he saw the graveyard greenery in the rain washed to a biting brilliance. And inside, he saw his stepmother’s chair, it’s upholstery being red suede and gold colored silk and it’s armrest and legs being the finest of wood, hard like steel. It set on his side of the room like a throne belonging to a mean nasty Queen who butchered peasants and prostituted for power, and strutted through her domain by providence of the gods and gun powder. The old man called the chair an antique. To the boy it was an old piece of furniture that got in the way. He resented it because of who sat in it. And because he was not allowed to.

A rust iron stove which burned wood and coal set in the middle of the room. Beyond it, on the same wall as the front door and by the window, was his father and stepmother’s bed. A framed but faded smoke stained painting of a big ship with sails, netted with sooty cobwebs, hung on the wall to the right of his bed roll. On the other side of that picture was the doorway to the kitchen and on the other side of the kitchen doorway was a chipped and scarred cherry wood dresser. It set on four wooden legs and had a square mirror attached to it. Above the mirror, his stepmother’s raincoat hung from a metal coat hanger that was hooked to a nail. The room turned to pitch when the lightening outside dimmed. But the darkness always crept back to gloom; with silhouettes of dark shapes lurking about that teased his imagination; none more lurid than the raincoat poised on the hanger. A hole in the wallpaper above it, round like a face, gave alarming life to it.

The coat once belonged to his real mother, who as the rumor went, abandoned him. The emptiness left in her absence was unbearable at first, and tortured him still sometimes, just as her presence had made him feel alive. She had made the shack a home. The scrub of a yard was once the yard he played in and the wild flowers in the meadow across the road is what he picked when he brought her bouquets. The creek in the yonder pasture was as clear and tranquil as mountain streams and muddier than dirt when it rained. Skeletons of ten thousand trees on the hillside were as pretty as winter and just as pretty when nature clothed them with forest colors. That was then.

But now the sound of thunder was distant, rolling slowly away like retreating cannons. An unusual August chill was in the air. He wiped the wetness on the back of his neck where blood had seeped from the stab of the feather quill. The rain dribbled peacefully on the shack’s tin roof.

His stepmother was in her bed by the curtain less window. It was an old fashioned bed with springs that squeaked. Its head end and foot end resembled cage bars, which were welded to the bow shaped ones that arched at either end of the frame. She sat up with her back against a stained pillow in her smoky white nightgown, hunched at her shoulders with her arms around her knees. The iron stove was the only object in the room between her bed and his bed roll.

He could see her. Through the one sided alley under the black tin stove pipe which curved and exited the shack wall. In the quiet flashes of lightening that illuminated the room and then lingered with quivering faint glows before they faded, he saw her. In fact he faced her, though she faced the wall that blocked the kitchen from view. She slowly turned her head and smiled at him. He thought he saw a sparkle of kindness in her copper tone brown eyes. Or perhaps she was drunk. And then the room went black.

When the room lit up in the darkness once more, she was staring at him, and seemed to want to cradle him, or tussle his hair, before she was hidden by the night again. If that reminded him of his mother or made him uncomfortable, neither feeling was to last. For in the shimmers of light which followed, the luster in her copper eyes pierced him as a menacing power from them taxied across the room, bringing him under their control. His face muscles tightened as his neck and arms stiffened. He could not hide himself from her or turn his head to look away. He could not even close his eyes. Inch by inch, shimmer by shimmer, her countenance crawled into a mood he
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