
        
            [image: image]

        

    




The Very Ordered Existence of Merilee Marvelous


Suzanne Crowley


[image: image]







For Caitlin,
 who believes in dragons
 and all things magical



Contents


Me




Chapter 1

It didnt take long to find out. News travels fast




Chapter 2

Grandma Birdy says I was marked from the day I




Chapter 3

About a week after Biswicks arrival, Miss Veraleen Holliday came




Chapter 4

I stayed late at Mamas bookstore to shelve the new




Chapter 5

Like Bug predicted, Biswick took the little bus for retarded




Chapter 6

Grandma thinks its a sin to cling to anything in




Chapter 7

It was a big, giant, oversized meat eater, phosphorously orange,




Chapter 8

To everyones surprise Veraleen had moved into a tiny three-room




Chapter 9

Several days later we patched things up, Veraleen and I,




Chapter 10

Grandma Birdy says life is unpredictableit can turn on you




Chapter 11

A long time ago, when the moon was full a




Chapter 12

I peered out of Veraleens old GTO only briefly as




Chapter 13

As I sat in class a few days after our




Chapter 14

Theres an ancient legend of a white dragon, the Songbird




Chapter 15

It hailed the night that Bug and I went to




Chapter 16

They say dragons are good keepers of secrets. Who would




Chapter 17

A doorway can tell you all kinds of things about




Chapter 18

A couple days later at school, there was a little




Chapter 19

There once was a dragon who was sent away from




Chapter 20

When I was a little girl I lost my favorite




Chapter 21

Like I said, Grandma loves funerals. But when we were




Chapter 22

They were pink, Biswick said, looking up from the leftover




Chapter 23

Everyones got a secret in the cellar, I remember Grandma




Chapter 24

Id been thinking a lot lately about Grandma Ruth. What




Chapter 25

Grandma Birdy, wearing one of her rainbow snowball caps, sat




Good-byes






Acknowledgments




About the Author




Copyright




About the Publisher









Me



Mama says change is Gods way of showing us a tender miracle, kinda like the chocolate inside a Tootsie Pop. Grandma Birdy says hogwash; change is no good and it always comes in threes like plane crashes and natural disasters. It was after Weenie ate the giant Cheeto that my life began to fall apart. No, wait. This story starts before the dreaded Cheeto incident. Yes, way before that. Like when I was born. Precision.

But Im not one for words, not conversations anyway. I have little to say to the outside world. My sister, Bugshe can talk the pants off ants in the rain. At least thats what Grandma (who doesnt mince her words) would say. If Grandma told the truth, that is. Though she wouldnt cause she adores her little Bug. Bug cant keep her mouth shut for ten seconds. She doesnt stop for nothingshe will talk in circles till your eyes roll back and you fall over dead and then shell stand above you and keep on jabbering.

I do have words, though. Astonishing words, and ideas, too. They are trapped inside me where they spin around like the whirling hot dust devils off Highway 90, up and up, forever carving out my insides. But they stay mostly in. To try and get some of my words out, Mama gave me a beautiful black journal with a silver clasp in the shape of a dragon. It goes with me wherever I go.

People around here have always thought Im not quite all there, that Im missing a marble or two. They think Im just good for picking up litter, reciting the train schedules, adding up their lunch tickets, or handing out those purple Tootsie Pops (my personal favorite). Just so you know, I have phobias, too, like bread crumbs in the butter tub, the word Velveeta, or having to stay perfectly still. Me, I move constantly.

One things for sure in Jumbo, Texas, population 1,258: if you are dumb as an old shoe or super, super smart, you get driven up to El Paso to see a specialist who can confirm what everyone already knows. Ive been taken there twice, once because Im smart and once because Im dumb. After only a few years of life in Jumbo, Ive come to a conclusion. Theres a thin line between genius and bottom-barrel stupidness. I hover delicately on a tightrope between the two, wondering where Ill land if I ever fall.

Plasma hiccup. Sarcastic universe. A long time ago, they all thought I was a genius. Now Im just known for being the weirdo who loves dragons. They even call me Dragon Girl. Although obsessions are common enough in podunk West Texas towns, dragons are not generally considered appropriate for young ladies. Horses, yes; dragons, no. But I cant stop drawing or thinking about my long, scaly beasts. Images of dragons litter every scrap of paper that comes anywhere near memy black journal, my homework, my mothers store receipts, even posters nailed to telephone poles downtown. I scatter my dragons everywhere like pollen.








Chapter 1



It didnt take long to find out. News travels fast in Jumbo. Even on a hot Saturday morning when the world is moving slow. I was making my usual rounds with my litter stick and my binoculars, and I was at the old Dixie Dog Drive In picking up trash left by the teenagers who hang out there on Friday night. Bug and Tootie McKelvey came and told me.

Theres a new retarded boy, Tootie blurted out, and Bug pushed at her for stealing her thunder. Tootie has more freckles than face and thats all there is to say about her. Hes funny looking, she added, icing on the big-news cake.

This was not a surprise to me. I knew Biswick was coming practically before he did. I felt it deep down in my dry bones that morning. A change was on its way and I didnt like it one bit. Not one bit.

Humph, I snorted. Marvelous. Lately my brains been grabbing words and just throwing them out there to the world. My thoughts are clear. But when I try to speak, sometimes it sounds as if I picked up my words secondhand, like bits of tattered lace at an estate sale. And my voice sounds odd, too. Mama says I sound like an old soul while Bug is always screaming at me to stop talking like a granny.

Anyway I have a tight schedule on Saturdays and I dont like to be interrupted, which Bug well knows. I lead a Very Ordered Existence, VOE for short. Everything is all lined up in my life and if anything is out of order, I get all nervy, which is what Grandma calls it. It mostly feels like being on fire. I stared vacantly at Bug and Tootie, hoping that would be enough to make them go away.

Hes eight, supposedly, but Mary Alice Augustine saw him and says he looks more like a kindergartner. And he doesnt have a mother, and his daddy writes commercial poetry, Bug stated with the authority of a professional gossiper. Which means Mama will invite the daddy over for dinner to get him to do a reading at the bookstore, which means well get to meet the kid first. And I bet they are gonna have to bring that funny little bus for retards over from Whiskey.

Whiskey is our sister town about ten miles away. Its got more stuff than we do, though, like the rinky-dink hospital where I was born and even a drive-thru McDonalds.

Bugs eyes got all big as she glanced down at my red high-top sneakers.

My uniform is a source of extreme embarrassment to Bug and she is always trying to mess with it. I wear the same things every daya yellowy-orangey shirt with the words Dilleys Chicken & Feed emblazoned on the front (Daddy brought it back from some agricultural conference and I took to it), a pair of army green cargo pants, and my (rain or shine) red high-tops, which Bug calls retardo shoes because they have Velcro flaps instead of laces.


I had been missing my high-tops for several days because Bug had snuck in my room in the middle of the night and stole them. But this morning I found them sticking out of the Dumpster behind the Rexall Drug. Bug was pissed.

You are an idiot! she spewed, all flustered. I bet the new kid dresses just like you.

Spectacular, I muttered, spearing a Big Crush can with my litter stick.

Spectacular? Oh Merilee! You are such a spaz!

To which I replied, Its controversial, not commercial poetry.

Bug stuck her tongue out at me, pulled Tootie along with her, and off they went to spread the exciting news to more enthused and grateful recipients.

I pulled the can off my stick and began looking for my next prize. I devote thirty minutes daily to picking up litter, two hours on Saturdays9:12 to 11:12. Im saving the world one Crush can at a time.



Its Merilee Monroe, my name. I know. Isnt it terrible? I would probably even snicker, too, and Im as polite as you can get. You cant imagine how many times Ive heard Mer-i-lee we roll along, roll along, ROLL ALONG! sung at my back. Im not the least bit merry and everyone knows it. In fact, Grandma Birdy scolds me to get my butt off my shoulders and smile once in a while. Mama says Im the moral compass of the whole wide world, and that I try to hold every sad thing there ever was in the palm of my hand. Its true. I think life is one big dream-squasher.

I also, by the way, dont look anything like Marilyn Monroe. My nose is so big and fat that if I lay down you could land a 747 on it. When Mamas not around, Grandma says someone hit me with the ugly stick up in heaven and the only time I should venture out is on Halloween.

Merilee. According to Grandma Birdy, my mother, high on the birthing drugs, spouted out this monstrosity of a name (or something similar), and the ding-dong candy striper wrote that down without consulting any of our kin. This all happened thirteen-and-a-half years ago. It could have been worse. Grandma Birdy thought for sure my mother said, Mercy, which would have most surely stamped me with a holy name. Im glad that didnt happen cause God knows I dont believe in him.

Theres no middle name. I guess that candy striper thought Merilee was a mouthful and didnt ask for anything more, or maybe Mama finally passed out. The story has a murky-water tinge about it, like so many other old family stories.

When my little sister came along, Mama, being the visionary and stir-the-pot lady that she is, continued the dumb tradition she had started in her delirium, three-and-a-half years earlier. Mama has a unique sense of humor. Really, everything about her is unique, for Jumbo that is. She intended that we call my sister Bitsy, after itsy-bitsy spider, but my father took one loving (and what must have been a very short) look at his new daughter and nicknamed her Bug. Cause she was cute as a bugs ear, you see. Like a big fat domino falling and hitting another one down, this led to Daddy giving me the nickname Hug. I think he just wanted to be fair because thats how he is.


Hug is an even more preposterous nickname than my sisters cause I dont like touching or being touched by anyone. Touching makes me feel as though someone is plunging a thousand poisonous needles into my skin. All my senses are messed up, in fact. The whole world is like one big scratch-and-sniff, only I dont have to scratch to smell it. And I can hear a frog burp from a mile away.

By the way, its not that I dont care for nicknames. Nickname-giving is a well-established pastime in Jumbo. Everyone has at least two, even the stray dogs. Unless you are an outsider, like Mama. I just think the nickname shoe oughta fit, thats all.

My sister got her a middle name, though. My mother wanted to birth all natural this time, and with no drugs she had the clarity to name my sister Bitsy Ruth Monroe, after my beloved grandma, Ruth, who lived in New York. Before she died. I guess Bug got the last laugh, cause she knows Grandma Ruth is the only one in the whole wide world who ever understood me.




Let me tell you I was not very thrilled that Bug got me off schedule when she came to tell me about that new boy. Not thrilled at all. I was off by ten minutes. Ten whole minutes. I should have already taken my paper and plastics to the recycling center over on Oak Avenue by now. VOE. Very Ordered Existence.

But there I was sitting on my bicycle at the corner of Fifth and Elm, in front of Myrtle Deans house, staring blankly at my watch as though I didnt have a thing in the world to do. Suddenly Myrtle came screeching around the corner in her old yellow Cadillac, who she calls Mabel, and pulled halfway onto her driveway, halfway on the grass. Shes blind as an old mole but refuses to get glasses.

Whats that? said a high, squeaky voice. I knew it was the new boy even before I turned my head. And it was. He was indeed small for his agelooked like he was about five or sixand something about his face was not put together quite right, like his genes had been stirred a little too much in the mixing bowl. He had brown skin and unruly black hair, with a flat-as-a-board forehead and little brown eyes. His ears looked like someone had yanked them down an inch or two. Two lines of snot ran down from his nose, like a green eleven.

When I was little I had a habit of asking impolite questions. I wasnt able to read peoples faces when they were mad at me, or irritated or perplexed. Back then I probably would have asked Biswick point-blank what was wrong with him. A couple of years ago, Mama decided I needed to work on my impolite question problem so she bought me a set of flash cards of peoples faces for me to study and decipher from an educational store in El Paso. It helped some. But I still have to concentrate to decipher those deep meanings people have hiding behind a smile or a frown. I didnt respond to Biswick. I just kept staring at his face.

That bike. Its funny looking. Can you ride with two people? he said, pointing at my most prized possession.

I never learned to ride a normal bike, just like I never really learned to tie my shoes. Ive always been all legs and arms, and since I turned thirteen theyve stretched even more like I was a piece of taffy yanked in four different directions.

Daddy bought me this special bicycle last year so I could get around Jumbo. Its not exactly the sharpest-looking thing, Ill admit. It looks more like an old-lady grocery getter. It has two wheels in the back for extra support with two matching baskets for my litterbag, my black journal, my pair of binoculars (also a precious gift from Daddy), a supply of Tootsie Pops to give out, and whatever book Im reading from Mamas bookstore.

A special bicycle, I answered as I put my foot on the pedal and started to push.

Did you know that frogs can throw up in space? he offered to my back as I passed him.

I braked. I have to admit it almost made me smile. Almost. I retrieved my black journal and wrote it down and prepared to ride away.

Did you know Betsy Ross was born with a full set of teeth? he added.

I blew out an exasperated sigh. My VOE was already wrecked for the day.


Marvelous. I cleared my throat and took a deep breath. I motioned for him to follow and started to pedal real slowly.

Babe Ruth, Abraham Lincoln, and somebody else who I forgot, are the only real people heads on PEZ dispensers, he said as fast as he could.

Coincidence, I thought to myself. Life is full of them. No, I told him as I tried to pedal on. Horrendous. Not true. It was actually Betsy Ross, Daniel Boone, and Paul Revere. He was way off. I kept trying to pedal slowly so he could keep up with me, and Im sure I looked like a grasshopper in a bug circus with my long legs.

You know about PEZes? he asked, clearly impressed.

Yep. Stupendous. I have the best PEZ collection in the state of Texas. Im not one to brag. But its true. They take up four long shelves in my room, perfectly lined up and standing sentry.

Me, too! I got my best one here! he said, shoving his hand in his pocket. I stopped my bicycle. He held out a ghost head PEZworthless, but obviously priceless to him.


Go away, I said. We were at the corner of Maple and Fifth, near Main Street, and I had forgotten where I was headed. Me, who has my whole year mapped out and planned, minute by minute. My heart started to beat faster and my palms were sweaty. I hate being off my schedule. Hate it.

Me and Daddy, were Irish, said the boy. You know, like Lucky Charms.

I had never seen any Irish people before, but I can tell you he didnt look anything like the little guy on the Lucky Charms box.

You want this? he asked. He was still holding his ghost head PEZ out, all proud and grinnin from ear to ear. We can be friends.

No, no friends, I told him.

I wasnt saying it to be mean. It was the truth. And I didnt need a ghost head PEZ, either. His face fell, so I rephrased my answer.

No time, I said, pointing to my watch. I pulled out a purple Tootsie Pop and handed it to him. Precision. Schedules.

He looked perplexed but I didnt have time to explain. I felt dizzy and the sidewalk was beginning to tilt. I pedaled on with my eyes closed for a few seconds, trying to retrieve my balance. When I opened them and looked in my rearview mirror, he was standing there on the sidewalk, holding the Tootsie Pop down at his side, unopened.



Saturdays are special to me because these are the days when I visit Uncle Dal, Daddys brother. He lives on the north edge of town in a rusted-out trailer on a patch of land where hes been sculpting a marble statue for seven years. But all that has ever emerged from that block of stone is a foot. I call it the Perpetual Foot.

Uncle Dal is one of the few people I like to be around. Him and Mama, and sometimes Daddy. Thats about it. Uncle Dal is a little like me, I guess is why. In fact, he was the only one who had any luck with me when I was a crying baby and ruining everyones lives. He reappeared after having disappeared for a long while, just in time to calm me down. I like to think he came home for me. Hed put me on his lap a few minutes each day, unwrap the mummy blankets Grandma Birdy had done me up in, and whistle a sweet song, old as the Chitalpi Mountains. I would stare into his eyes, still and calm as the summer blue sky. Mama would lay exhausted in her iron claw-foot tub, soaking like a pinto bean for fifteen quiet minutes all to herself before I would start bawlin again.

I glanced in my mirror and saw the boy was no longer there on the sidewalk. Good. I had ditched him. I didnt want him barging in on my time with Uncle Dal. My heart, slowing and rhythmic, soothed me as I pedaled my three-wheeler toward Uncle Dals trailer.








Chapter 2



Grandma Birdy says I was marked from the day I was born. Whether by the devil or God, she never specifies. She says I was tarred with the same brush as her Great-uncle Biedermeyer who had to be taken off in the middle of the night by men in white coats cause he stared at the same dollar bill nonstop for four days. When my family talks about my baby days, they do so with the reverence of old soldiers describing D-day. Apparently I screamed so loud in the baby nursery, the nurse on duty, Miss Veraleen Holliday, brought me in squallin to my mother and told her I was making all the other sweet babies cry and I couldnt come back. And I didnt stop crying. Not for almost a year. Grandma said I had the gas cramps. She thinks everything in the whole wide world is related to gas.

The town doctor, Dr. Coyote Wilson, recommended all kinds of cures for crying, and of course everyone had their own brilliant ideas. Suggestions were even printed in the newspaper. Hot water bottles under the mattress, pacifiers dipped in sugar, lemon balms, tinctures, tonics, catnip tea, every nasty concoction you can imagine they tried on me. Both Mama and Daddy spent hours walking around our house in the dark hours trying to soothe me. They even put me on top of the dryer in my car seat until I vibrated off the side. Bug says thats why Im funny in the head.

Next my parents ordered Dr. Homer Pitts How to Soothe a Squallin Baby off the TV. It was a waste of money like everything else. I made such a racket, Mamas pack of dogs (Beasie, Winkie, Weenie, and Stinky) hid under the beds, and when they would sneak out theyd slink around with their rears and ears hanging low like someone had swatted them and the whole wide world was ending. Daddy gave up trying to quiet me after several weeks and went back to his silent tomatoes at his hydroponics plant.

My crying was so loud, I think perhaps it was heard over in Whiskey, because one day that old baby nurse Miss Veraleen Holliday showed up at the door with a big smile and a mayonnaise jar full of moonshine water and fresh clover honey which she said would fix even a dead horse. Later Grandma Birdy dumped the jar in the trash, saying she wasnt gonna let some crazy ranch woman with voodoo cures get near her house again.

Mama told me that Grandma promptly got to work in the kitchen stirring up her own best cure-all, beets breath with peppermint, otherwise known as Ladys Crank Water. She assured Mama I would sleep like a lamb that night, but after drinking a bottle I threw up all over the living room. I think Grandma never forgave me for it.

Dr. Coyote Wilson finally proclaimed that I was wired differently. He got that right. Sometimes I picture the wires in my brain, all crisscrossed and storm-tormented and wish I had my own cure-all for untangling the mess. When I look at the few photos of my early life, everyone looks bone tired and trying so hard to smile their lips dont show. Grandma says they look all like jackasses chewing cockleburs. Im crying in every single photo, my little face all scrunched up, purple mad and ugly.

Mama never had the gumption to put together a baby album for me and I dont blame her. Who wants to be reminded of all that? Bug got her an album, though. Its full of photos of everyone smiling for real. All except me. Bug says I look like Im staring into the great beyond. Now that I think about it, thats how I always appear in photos, sort of blank and vacantnot of this world, not of any worldlike the hollow stare of someone fated a short life.

To make Mama feel better, Dr. Coyote Wilson told her a little story about how he got his unusual name. Seems he had been a strange baby, too, howlin up a storm so loud three coyotes would come and sit in an arc outside his bedroom window and howl-sing along with him. His mother, part Apache, knew then it was a sign that he was destined for something good. Maybe I would grow up to be a doctor just like him, Dr. Wilson told Mama.

I guess she believed his story cause she tells it a lot. She says she knows, like Dr. Coyotes mama knew, that Ill turn out all right.


I rode on toward the outskirts of town, where the houses are a little more unkempt and unshaved, too-long grasses, ignored weeds, and rusty, broken-down objects cast forlornly in the front yards. My stomach was growling at me now. I was hungry. It was past my scheduled noontime lunch, which consists of a PB&J sandwich and a pickle, usually eaten en route to the recycling center. But I had forgotten all about it. I would have to scarf it down at Uncle Dals.

Uncle Dal is full of mysteries. People ask me slyly sometimes, So where was he all those years? or Does Dal have a sweetheart over in Whiskey? or Whats that statue gonna be, anyway? But my mouth is sewn up tighter than a sailors knot. I wouldnt have an answer for them anyway. Ive never asked Uncle Dal about anything like that, and hes never asked me anything, either. Thats why we are such a good pair. We have spent countless hours together with not one word spoken, only the sweet sound of his whistling breaking the perfect silence.

I do know lots of secrets about other people in Jumbo, though. Im a good listener and a steady quiet presence, kinda like the town dog that everyone feeds but thinks they are the only ones doing it. Its amazing what people will tell you while sucking on a purple Tootsie Pop. I hand them out so that everyone will shut up and leave me alone, but all it seems to do is open up a whole can of worms.

I rode up to Uncle Dals parcel of land, put the kickstand down, and looked around. Uncle Dals pickup wasnt parked next to the barn, which was unusual. He knows very well how I feel about schedules and that I only have two hours with himnow only an hour and a halfbefore I have to go over to Mamas bookstore to help sort books.

I still felt a little dizzy. And I was annoyed. And hungry. I lay down despite the dusty dirt and let the ground red-sizzle my backside. I took deep, long breaths like I learned from watching Dame Fiona Friday, a turbaned lady who has a meditation show on at six A. M. every Saturday morning. Breathe in! Breathe out! Expand your chest. Embrace the feeling of calm and relaxation. It works sometimes. I call them FF breaths in honor of the dame. After her show I tune in to the early morning classic movie on channel 39. Thats the only TV I watch.

I lay there, my arms and legs sprawled out, staring up into the wide blue Jumbo sky. I looked at the clouds, wondering if I could find a dragon. The clouds were shapeless and long, like someone had stretched an ivory ribbon from the mountains to the highway.

A bird called forlornly and I blinked. I got my binoculars out of my bikes basket. I lay back down and lifted the binoculars to the sky. I was looking for White Feather. About a year ago, when I was out on my litter rounds at the railroad tracks, I spotted the hugest red-tailed hawk Ive ever seen. He swooped down very near me, and I saw that amid his crimson tail feathers was one as white as snow. As I studied him through my binoculars, I thought that this would be as close as I would come to seeing a real dragon fly in this world. I havent seen White Feather since that day. But I always look. Precision.

The slow rumble of Uncle Dals pickup startled me. I turned my head just as the wheels of his 1956 baby blue pickup rolled to a stop.

I lay there, warm and lethargic, and watched his boots, crusted with dried-up mud, step down from the truck and walk over to me. I watched Flynns paws arrive. I smiled at them sideways without lifting my head. I dont give away a lot of smiles, just like I dont give away a lot of words. Flynn licked my face with abandon, as though he had just found me lost in the desert. When he stopped his licking and I blinked a few times, I saw there was an extra set of legs standing next to Uncle Dal.

Little legs.

What are you doing lying there in the heat, Hug? Uncle Dal asked.

Her names Hug? came an annoying voice followed by a slurpy snort of a laugh. He was now sucking vigorously and happily on the Tootsie Pop I had given him earlier.

I scrambled awkwardly to my feet and wiped the dirt off my rear. I looked back and forth between the two of them.

Youre late, I told Uncle Dal, keeping my gaze just on him.

Look what I found, Uncle Dal said with a big cheesy smile.

You would think he had found the North Pole or something. Uncle Dal doesnt smile often, either, so when he does, I tend to take notice. Once when I was very little, I asked Grandma why he was that way. He could have been something she said, just like that, in her usual dismissive nothing anyone can do about it now way.

Uncle Dal had been a good baseball player. Everyone thought he was bound for the big leagues. But at the end of his senior year in high school, he fell out of the back of a pickup truck and broke his pitching arm. He and Daddy had been out joyriding in the brush when it happened. Grandma never forgave them, but then again she never forgives anyone for anything. Theres still a photo of Uncle Dal in his baseball uniform at the Sweet Home Diner, hanging next to a framed arrowhead collection and a photo of the 1952 State Champion 1A Jumbo football team.

Work, I said, still doing my best to ignore the boy.

This little guy has been looking for you, so I brought him along, Uncle Dal said. He said you two were friends.

I shot Uncle Dal a look. He knows very well I didnt have, or want, any friends. He doesnt have any friends, either. Just me. Im not usually someone that feels many emotions in either direction, but I could have rightly said I was madder than a wet hen. A hot wet hen.

Did you know everybody has their own tongue print? The boy stuck his long purple-tinged tongue out and flapped it up and down.

Uncle Dal laughed and rubbed the top of the boys head affectionately. I couldnt believe what I was seeing. Come on, you two can help me in the barn. By the way, little guy, whats your name?

Biswick OConnor, sir, he said, following behind Uncle Dal. Im Irish and we are from Boston and Daddy is home sleeping right now. And I have a new striped bathing suit. Are there any swimming pools around here? Daddy said I should go find one and stay all day.

I followed behind. Biswick. Hmm. With a little bit of guilty glee I thought of what his nickname was going to be here in Jumbo. Bisquick. Or Biscuit. Pancake. Waffle. Ha.

We walked toward Uncle Dals old red-washed barn where he works on his statue. The barn was built by a wheat farmer, Obedias Cuernavaca, a hundred and fifty years ago. Legend has it that he didnt have much luck farming in the hard ground outside Jumbo, so he became a stone mason, crafting all the headstones out in the old cemetery.

Since Uncle Dal doesnt have his own wife and kids, his work in that old barn has been his family. I can relate to that. Im never going to marry, either; that mushy stuff is for morons. But I do want to go away from here someday, across the country, maybe to New York, or even England, where no one can bug me.

Our usual routine was that I would sit next to Uncle Dal in the barn as he did his pondering about his statue. Sometimes thats all he does. Ponder. Sometimes he stands and ponders and sometimes he sits and ponders in an old damask-covered wingback chair that Mama bought for him at an estate sale. Sometimes Uncle Dal whistles. Sometimes he doesnt. If its a good day, hell hold out his hand and Ill give him one of Obediass old tools, which I keep in meticulous order, lined up on an ancient farm table. Today Biswick had run ahead and somehow knew exactly where I like to sit my own rear end. He was on my old milking stool, his face wide and happy. I wanted to reach out and straighten Biswicks face and pull up those droopy ears.

What is that? Biswick asked, pointing to Uncle Dals statue. Uncle Dal didnt respond. He was already pondering, his forefinger on his lip, standing in front of the marble block.

When Uncle Dal reappeared after disappearing all those years, he showed up with a six-foot-tall piece of white marble in the back of his pickup. It was the talk of the town for weeks. Its been here ever since on the dusty hay-scattered floor, right smack in the middle of the barn. And after all these years, only that rough-looking perpetual foot has emerged. People come out here periodically to stare at it. They take bets on what its gonna be. Some say its Bigfoot, others say its the Venus de Milo or the Statue of Liberty. Or even Davy Crockett or Sam Houston. And of course they all try to pry it out of me, what I think its gonna be. But I dont know, either.

So, Hug, what are we going to do next? Biswick asked.

Shhhh, I said. And its not Hug, I said as I optimistically handed a chisel to Uncle Dal, who was watching me funny with his forehead all scrunched up.

Well, what is it? asked Biswick. He had one finger in his ear, picking at it.

Merilee. Horrendous. I hate my name. Hate it.

Uncle Dal, are there any swimming pools around here? Daddy says theres nothing to do here in this jerkwater town.

Oh great. Now he was calling my uncle Uncle Dal.

Oh, we have lots of interesting sites here. We have the Balma hot springs nearby, and the Jumbo Ghost Lights. He walked around back of the marble and stood there.

Oh Lord. Why did he have to bring up that? We have some strange things around here that have been part of the landscape for so long people pay no mind to them anymore. There are mirages off in the desert that look like cities floating in the sky, and whirligig dust devils that seem to chase cars on the side of the highway. But what were most famous for is the Jumbo Ghost Lights. Theres even a viewing point off the side of the highway halfway to Whiskey. Supposedly the Apache Indians saw them, too, and believed they were spirits coming to take their ancestors home. The old-timers, theyll tell you a good story or two about the lights, if youll listen. We even have a corny festival every year near Christmastime called the Jumbo Lights Festival.


Ghost Lights? Whatya mean, whatya mean? Biswick asked.

I broke in with some satisfaction. Nothing worth seeing. Theyre not real. Phosphorous. Luminescence.

Whaaat? His voice quavered. Why does Merilee Horrendous talk funny?

Uncle Dal frowned at me, something he had never, ever done before. The lights are beautiful, magical lights, he said. And some say they are the ghosts of the Indians looking for their loved ones.

Indians? Biswick uttered, and I thought I saw a quick shimmer of something slide across his face.

Maybe your daddy can take you sometime. They come out in the middle of the night, Uncle Dal said as he walked back around to the front of the statue and knelt down. My heart leapt. Maybe today was gonna be one of those good days where I got to hand him a tooth chisel for some smoothing. A couple of weeks ago, wed had a breakthrough. Wed refined the baby toe and you could even see its little toenail now. The other toes still looked like fat sausages, those kind always in a Crock-Pot at parties. Uncle Dal ran his hand reverently over the pits and curves of the foot. Sometimes he could spend a whole hour doing this. So I sat down in some scattered hay and leaned back on my arms.

I stared up into the rafters. Old, rusty wheat-farming tools, remnants of Obediass farming venture, hung down. Cobwebs were strung across from tool to tool like party streamers. Ferdie Frankmueller told Uncle Dal once when she came to stare at the foot that he could make a small fortune selling all those old tools up there. But Uncle Dal said no, he liked everything just as it was in Obediass barn. And I did, too. I glanced further up to the old hayloft, which Id never explored and which I was never gonna explore. Sometimes while Uncle Dal was pondering, I liked to imagine a dragon lived up there, guarding a nest of eggs.

Biswick ran over and peered down at the foot. 
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