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It wasn’t my fault.

I told him that, more than once, a dozen times at least, but he didn’t care. Mr. Smitherman didn’t want to hear none of what I had to say. And I couldn’t rightly blame him. After all, I did already have two strikes against me. Heck, more than that on account of “my behavior and my attitude and my shenanigans,” as Mr. Smitherman called it. I would admit, I wasn’t the best student at Putnam Middle School. In fact, I was probably one of the worst. Not that I was dumb. I had a vocabulary like a thesaurus on account of the crossword puzzles I worked on in class, and a keen intellect. Mama said so herself, usually when she was disappointed in me for screwing up at school, but even so.

Eighth grade just didn’t hold much interest for me, like grades one through seven before it, and no doubt like the rest of the grades to follow. I didn’t want to be cooped up all day in some stuffy classroom, being taught geometry or civics or whatever other nonsense they were trying to cram into our brains. I wanted to be out and about, having adventures, doing something else, anything else. I didn’t have time for school. “Life’s too short,” Pops would preach, before he went away. There was a whole wide world waiting to experience, and I had this burning urge to get on out there and experience as much as I could. But the State said I had to stay in school until I was eighteen, and I still had four more years for that. I just had to bide my time, and do what I could, and get away with what I could until I couldn’t get away with anything anymore.

I told Mr. Smitherman that it wasn’t my fault, nearly pleaded with him, and that wasn’t like me because it was usually much easier for me to be convincing. But I had lied to him a lot, so I could maybe understand his disinclination to believe me. Yet, this was the God’s honest truth. That gun he pulled out of my backpack wasn’t mine. It surely wasn’t mine! It was Timbo’s, of all people, my so-called best friend since kindergarten. He was showing it off to a bunch of us before class, shooting the shit out back behind the dumpster that smelled like sour milk, bragging about how he had swiped it from his old man’s dresser when he was searching for his nudie mags. That son of a bitch must have slipped it into my bag when he spotted Mr. Smitherman walking in our direction, and someone must’ve tipped off Mr. Smitherman since everyone snitched and tattled and told on everyone at this stupid school that I didn’t even want to be at anyhow. There was no honor here. But, dang, I never saw Mr. Smitherman coming. I must’ve had my head in the clouds, as usual. Nor did I expect what was to follow.

“Expulsion!” Mr. Smitherman shouted to me, at the top of his lungs, that one vein that ran up the side of his neck warped and crooked and purple, and I swore it was pulsing like some sort of alien earthworm. Jabbing his stubby finger in my chest—his chunky gold ring with the red ruby shimmering in the morning sun—he reeked of musty aftershave and stale cigarettes.

“How’s that?” I followed, barely able to get the words out, caught completely off guard by that, convinced I had misheard him as I had a knack of doing. I didn’t always listen to people when they spoke to me, especially adults, especially adults like Mr. Smitherman with his shiny bald head and that ill-fitting gray pinstripe suit and paisley bowtie he wore day in and day out: his uniform we teased behind his back. “What’d you say,” I asked him, and to include some speck of respect for that asshole for once, I added, “sir?”

“You heard me, Mr. Littlefield,” he answered, abrupt as if he was expecting me to say that and pounced on my words. And when he called me by my last name, I knew he was serious, that this was serious, that I was in trouble, and if I had had any doubts prior, they were long gone. “You’re out of here! I’ll have no more of your shenanigans!”

Shenanigans, again. That was Mr. Smitherman’s favorite word. I would’ve laughed at him for that like I normally did—we all would’ve like we all normally did—but this wasn’t normal. A circle of students three or four deep had formed around us the way they did whenever there was a fight or something scandalous, materializing out of nowhere with a rowdy, manic energy. A piece of me, deep inside, broke off and fell heavy into the pit of my stomach with a kerplunk as it finally connected: the gravity of my predicament. Mr. Smitherman’s face was beet red and bloated like a balloon that was fixing to pop. The other kids “oohed” and “aahed” and whispered and murmured to one another, delighting in my demise. I just stood there, frozen. I couldn’t move if I tried. It was all I could do to keep breathing. I couldn’t believe this, could absolutely not believe this.

Perhaps I did have it coming—and for a while now—for all the other stuff I had done, all of my previous shenanigans. But not for this because this wasn’t my fault—I swore it wasn’t my fault! I turned to Timbo, threw my hands out palms up like, “C’mon, buddy, say something. What gives?” But he just shrugged and slinked away, disappearing into the crowd, leaving me out there empty and exposed, all alone on my own to deal with Mr. Smitherman, how he was with his entire body trembling, his hands forced stiff down at his side, both fists clenched, and that vein on the side of his neck growing bigger.

The school resource officer, Officer Smiley, who we called Cop Smiles—and he didn’t seem to mind it because he did always smile and wish us a nice day and to keep out of trouble as best we could—grabbed at my arm, and it hurt. He was grim all of a sudden, which was strange to see coming from him. He had his head bowed as if to apologize for this since he couldn’t verbally apologize because Mr. Smitherman was keeping a watchful eye on us, and I reckoned Mr. Smitherman, as Vice Principal, was Cop Smiles’s boss, so he had to do what he was told. And what Cop Smiles was told was to lead me off, making a hole through the circle of students who surrounded us. He took me into the building, down the empty hallway—our footsteps echoing, as class hadn’t yet begun and kids waited until the very last possible moment to go inside—and into the front office where Principal Vickers was waiting with a manner that told me I was in deep. She had me sit before her in that hard, wooden chair in the front of her desk that she made all the kids who got into trouble sit in while she called Mama and broke the bad news to her, glaring at me all the while, which only added to my discomfort.

From what I could surmise from the volume of her voice that came across clear as a whistle on the other end of the receiver even while Principal Vickers held it pressed close to her ear, Mama wasn’t one bit pleased about the situation either. When Principal Vickers hung up the phone, she just stared across her desk at me, wearing a smug countenance as if she had finally won. It was a long wait, the longest wait of my short life, as I sat there with Principal Vickers and Cop Smiles, straight and stiff, not even fidgeting—and I had to pee whenever I got nervous—and I waited for Mama to arrive, which she did subsequently in a huff and a panic. Principal Vickers told it to her all over again, what they claimed I had done, as if she needed to hear it again, but more likely because Principal Vickers just enjoyed saying it. And none of them still with any interest whatsoever in my version of events. Mama had to sign some official document, and Cop Smiles had to sign it too, and Principal Vickers affixed a stamp to it that she pounded into an ink pad and then pounded onto the paper with extra—and what I perceived as wholly unnecessary—vigor. Mama took me home without talking to me, not one word, without so much as a glimpse in my direction.

The next morning, I was on a Greyhound bus on my way to my uncle’s house somewhere deep in the hollers of Eastern Kentucky.

❖

The thing about my uncle was that I hardly knew him. Uncle Theo kept to himself, some would say he was a recluse, and by all accounts, that was how he preferred it. I couldn’t precisely recall when I had seen him last in the flesh. I just had a foggy recollection from when I was little, like a grainy home movie with cracks and skips and frames missing, of him being around a bunch and doing just fine and all right one moment, and then being sick, deathly ill, the next. Mama visited him in the hospital, and Grammy and Gramps came in to see him too when they were still alive. It wasn’t so much a memory as it was this feeling of denseness in the atmosphere, choking and suffocating, with a heavy sense of dread, seriousness draped over everything. The sun didn’t even shine as far as anyone in our family was concerned, sour and dour expressions on everyone. That was also around when Pops left, just up and out unexpectedly, never to return. So there was a lot going on, and none of it any fun. It wasn’t a pleasant time at our house back then.

There came a point though, when Uncle Theo got better, and he up and left too. And I never saw him since—I didn’t know of anyone who had—though he kept in touch with me, here and there, now and again. I would get cards and gifts from him in the mail on occasion, for my birthday or Christmas or whatever, sometimes with a crisp twenty-dollar bill folded inside. Once, he sent a card to congratulate me for making the Little League All-Star team. I remembered that one because the front of the card had a cartoon of a dog spinning a basketball, which struck me as peculiar, and it didn’t make a lick of sense given that I had made the baseball team, not the basketball team. But it could’ve been that Uncle Theo wasn’t able to find a card that had a cartoon of a dog with a baseball bat, and so maybe that card had to do.

Regardless, it was always a treat to get cards in the mail from Uncle Theo, just him taking the effort to reach out, his way of saying hello I supposed. He must have had some inkling of what I was up to, yet I hadn’t a clue how. Mama never mentioned him, and he never came back around, and since I wasn’t allowed on the Internet, I couldn’t hunt for him myself. It was as if Uncle Theo had just disappeared, except that he obviously hadn’t, not completely, since here I was on my way to see him, on what felt like an endless bus ride with a multitude of stops in-between, from Louisville across I-64 and then over the Mountain Parkway to Prestonsburg. The plan was for Uncle Theo to meet me at the bus station there and then drive me to his house to stay, as Mama explained, until I “straightened the hell out, however goddamned long it took.”

Although I didn’t properly know a whole lot about my uncle, I did venture to guess that he was a millionaire and that he lived in a mansion with tall white columns and a porch that stretched clear around the house that had rocking chairs and swings, an in-ground marble swimming pool out back with two diving boards, a high dive and a low dive, and a fizzy, bubbly Jacuzzi. And his lawn was the size of a football field and expertly manicured like a putting green, and you could lie down on it and sleep like a baby on a feather bed if you desired. Off to the side, there was a two-story garage chock-full of expensive automobiles—a Rolls, a few Bentleys, Jaguars and Porsches and Maseratis—and a speed boat that he would take out on his private lake to water-ski if he wasn’t in the mood to ride one of his fleet of Jet Skis. Uncle Theo ate steak every night, medium rare, with a loaded baked potato and a glass of red wine.

At least that was how I pictured him. I recalled Mama saying how Uncle Theo didn’t work anymore, so I just figured he was rich like some type of millionaire, that he had to be because everyone had to work if they weren’t rich. Sometimes, Mama worked three jobs, and I had a paper route until I got fired for tossing the Sunday edition onto Mr. Williams’s porch and knocking over his statue of a pig that I asked him, to be a wiseass, if it was a relative. So, with Uncle Theo not having to work even one job, it stood to logical reasoning that he had to have been a millionaire who lived in a mansion and ate steak every night. And that made me feel a little bit better about where I was going, that this trip would be somewhat worthwhile for me since, if nothing else, I would be staying in a mansion. Yet, I still didn’t altogether understand why I had to go and live with Uncle Theo to begin with. But as I pondered it—and I had nothing to do but ponder on this endless bus ride with a multitude of stops in-between—I couldn’t fully assert that it was a surprise either. Not with the way I had been, the way I had acted toward people, and to Mama specifically.

Mama and I had been having it out a lot lately, and we really had it out last night. Although, to be clear, Mama had it out with me, and I kept quiet as a church mouse to not give her any more reason to take the wooden spatula from the kitchen drawer and beat me along the backside with it. Mama was angry all right, the angriest I’d seen her. And sorry to say that I’ve made her plenty angry in the past. She yelled that she was “fed up, Rhett!” with her voice sharp and shrill and that liked to rattle the windows. “Fed up to here!” She motioned high above her head to indicate exactly how fed up she was, which was the most fed up I’ve ever made her as far as I was aware and was apparently more than she could take. Mama carried on such that she made Ella Mae, my four-years-younger little sister, cry, and Mama had to take a break from yelling at me to tend to her. But then once Ella Mae had settled down, Mama came right back at it with me.

At the end of her tirade—though I would have never dared to tell it to Mama that I considered she was having a tirade—Mama proclaimed, as she pulled herself together, breathing in through her nose and out through her mouth and pushing her hair from her face and resuming to using her inside voice, that she had arrived at the conclusion that the best solution was to get me out of the house after my “latest stunt.” She called Uncle Theo—and that was the first ever I’d heard her call Uncle Theo—and went on and on and on with him about how fed up she was with me and how badly I’d been behaving, and a whole host of other stuff as Mama was quite the talker. She said something to Uncle Theo about how “you need to see what you caused” which seemed like an odd thing to tell him, but I wasn’t about to question Mama about it, not with how she was. Then, she sent me straight off to my room without dinner—and it was tuna mac night, my favorite—and instructed me to pack a bag, changes of clothes, clean underwear and such, my toothbrush and comb, and the Bible because she said it was high time I commenced to reading that. And the next morning, here I was on a Greyhound bus on my way to my uncle’s house somewhere deep in the hollers of Eastern Kentucky.

The bus was nearly full, nary an empty seat, which surprised me, as I wouldn’t have guessed there would be many folks inclined to travel to these parts. Across the aisle sat an elderly woman flipping through a worn copy of The Saturday Evening Post, her hair in tight curls with a pale-bluish tint and letting off a fragrance of flowery perfume and mothballs. I caught her looking at me, and she said I had sad eyes. When we were just outside of Frankfort, she reached over with a greasy paper bag of home-baked chocolate chip cookies. She shook the bag in my direction and whispered with a reassuring smile—and one of her teeth, on the top row toward the back, was silver—for me to take one cookie for now and one to save for later, which I gladly did. Although when she dozed and began to snore, I ate them both on account of, aside from missing dinner, I hadn’t had breakfast this morning either and I was fairly hungry.

The bus ride was tedious and boring, with not a lot to see, only anonymous stretches of highway under an overcast sky. When we got past Winchester and veered onto the Mountain Parkway, the view was slightly more scenic, with dense emerald foliage and a gradually building mountain landscape, like pine-covered walls in the horizon. I spotted a fawn gingerly traipsing through the brush on spindly legs to catch up with its family, as the foothills of the Appalachians began to rise on all sides. I felt my eyelids grow heavy, having not gotten much sleep last night from tossing and turning and being concerned for my quandary. But whenever I was just about to drift off, a coal truck would rumble by, belching out billows of black dust. I finally managed to nod off to the vibration of the bus and the monotonous humming of its engine, my head resting against the window, my jacket balled up as a pillow.

I had a weird dream where I was playing ball out in the backyard with Pops, and I hardly ever dreamed about Pops anymore. It was just him and me, tossing a baseball back and forth, Pops telling me to zing it in to him, to not hold back, to really let it fly. And I did, and I did, with the ball landing with a smack, flush into his mitt, and Pops grabbing it and lobbing it back to me. He kept yelling at me to go harder, to let him have it. The dream was so real that it was as if I was living it. My heartbeat increased and beads of perspiration gathered on my forehead as I threw the baseball at Pops as hard as I could, but not as hard as Pops wanted me to. I was giving it everything I had, but it was never good enough for Pops, no matter how I tried. This went on for what seemed like forever, tossing the ball back and forth like that, when off in the horizon, right beyond Pops, a storm cloud formed, dark and menacing with jagged streaks of electric lightning. It rolled in, but Pops told me to pay it no mind, to keep throwing the baseball at him as hard as I could, which I did—or at least I tried to—while the storm cloud got closer and closer and the wind picked up. It started to rain, blinding sheets of rain that drenched us and made it so that I could hardly make out anything in front of my face. But I kept throwing the ball all the same, with every ounce of my effort, an exertion I hadn’t known, until a clap of thunder like a shotgun blast rang out in my dream and jolted me back to consciousness with the bus grinding to a halt at our destination—the bus station in Prestonsburg—an exhale from the exhaust like a last gasp.

I gathered myself and my belongings, and I joined the other passengers as we patiently filed off. I let that elderly lady with the blue hair from across the aisle go ahead since Mama had taught me that stuff like that—being polite and whatnot—was the gentlemanly thing to do, and I was a gentleman after all, despite my shenanigans. I followed her out and then stepped to the side to wait for the bus driver to pull everyone’s suitcases from the luggage compartment at the bottom. My bag was the last to be freed, and when the bus driver tossed it to me, it had been scrunched and smooshed, but it was none the worse for wear, sort of like me. I slung it over my shoulder, thanked that elderly lady again for the chocolate chip cookies, not revealing that I had eaten them both at once contrary to her wishes, and wandered around to the other side of the bus with no inclination where I needed to go or what I needed to do.

That was when I saw him, standing over yonder in the parking lot, leaned against this beaten up and dented and rusted-out green-and-white pickup truck, yet the tires appeared to be brand new, for some odd reason, which didn’t seem to fit in with the rest of the vehicle. It was my uncle. It had to be him, looking mostly the same as he did in the photograph Mama had given me this morning, which I pulled out of my pocket, now crinkled and creased, to compare it nonetheless to the person I was gawking at. He was older, and somewhat haggard, and heavier. Not so much a fat-heavy but a muscular-heavy, with an extra-large torso and a thickset waist. It was him. It had to be him. Even so, just to be certain, I called out, “Uncle Theo?”

“Come on, boy.” He flung his hand out like he was disgusted with something. “Don’t just stand there, deer in the headlights. We gotta get a move on.” Then he got into his truck.

That was him, all right. I nodded and hurried across the street as quickly as I could, almost tripping over my feet. My uncle had this presence—some attitude he conveyed, this air about him—that told me I had best do what he said, and posthaste. So, I hustled over to where he was and yanked open the weighty front door, the hinges screeching as if in mortal pain and they might snap, and climbed up into the truck cab, my bag on my lap. Uncle Theo turned the ignition, and the motor shuttered to life with a cough and a sputter, and we drove off with a jerk and a spurt. I was both excited and nervous, my belly overrun by a swarm of agitated butterflies. But I was also eager to get this adventure underway.

Uncle Theo wasn’t much of a talker. In fact, he barely spoke. He just drove, eyes forward, his left hand high on the steering wheel, and his right hand nursing something out of an insulated travel mug that he would put to his mouth and take a swig from, going about his business as if I wasn’t even sitting next to him. He could’ve been driving by his lonesome for how he was. I could’ve been invisible, nonexistent. I stared straight ahead, as well, while the truck bounced along on these uneven, potholed backcountry roads. Every so often, I’d sneak a peek over at him whenever I had the chance, whenever I could do it such that he wouldn’t notice, so as not to make it obvious, to see what I could gather about this man.

My initial impression of Uncle Theo was that he was hairy, a very hairy individual with wild sprigs of hair flipping out from under his sweat-stained ball cap and a bushy, unkempt beard, gray around his mouth and on his chin and brownish everywhere else. He had broad shoulders and solid arms like he might’ve played football in high school, maybe even college. He wore a red-and-black checkered flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows to expose a veritable cornucopia of tattoos covering both his forearms. Every sort of tattoo imaginable it seemed: nothing continuous, just random designs and lettering. I could make out a feather and a cross and something written in cursive but couldn’t tell what all else during my sporadic glances. His jeans were worn with ragged holes in the knees, like he had actually torn them and not like the trendy torn jeans the popular girls at school wore that were already torn when they bought them, and his hiking boots were coated in dried mud. He smelled like a campfire.

“What’d exactly you do again to make your mother so mad at you?” Uncle Theo ultimately broke the silence I had gotten used to so much that the sound of his voice, which was deep and firm as if emitting directly from his gut, caused me to flinch in surprise.

“Got kicked out of school,” I answered, sheepish, still staring straight ahead as the road grew narrower.

“That’ll do it.” He snorted a laugh, and under his breath, I heard him say, “My sister.”

We didn’t interact any more after that on our drive. I just sat there and looked out the window, attempting to figure out where we were. We passed through a few small towns that the signs on the sides of the road said were called Gross Sandy Creek and Birchmont Village and Cole’s Landing, and we took some turns and some twists. After a while, there was hardly anything around resembling civilization: some trailers, and cars on blocks, and barns in the distance, crumbling into various stages of disrepair. Sometimes, we would come to a blinking red light at an empty intersection that seemed to have cropped up out in the middle of nowhere without any rhyme or reason.

We drove like that, it being otherwise silent except for the rattling of the truck, for roughly forty-five minutes in my estimation before Uncle Theo pulled onto a dirt path through a rusty gate, lazily swinging open in the breeze. He drove right smack dab into what seemed like the heart of the woods, the trees full and spread, curving up above us to create a canopy as if we were traveling through a tunnel, blocking out what light there was. I thought to myself how if this old truck broke down now, we’d be trapped out here, and no one would ever be able to find us. That caused my body to tense up, and I just held my breath and clenched tight to my bag, hoping that we would get to where we were going in one piece. And sure enough, after a ways, we did. The woods miraculously parted, and we came upon a holler sunken into this little gap between the hills. Up ahead, I could make out a house, and not a very big house at that. Certainly no mansion. But it was the only house around. I glanced over at Uncle Theo, concerned that we might be lost, but he acted like he knew what he was doing as we continued on in the direction of that house and onto a lengthy gravel driveway that ran beside it. He eased the truck into park with a squeal and cut the engine.

“This it?” I asked, gaping out at the house and then turning to my uncle.

“Mm-hmm,” he replied as he exited the truck.

“Thought you lived in a mansion,” I said.

Uncle Theo stopped and peered back inside at me.

“A mansion?” He snickered. “Yeah, bud. Welcome to my mansion.”

Uncle Theo slammed the door shut and ambled on up to the house. I waited a second, just to make sure, about anything. Then I jumped out of the truck and ran to catch up with him.

❖

Uncle Theo’s house wasn’t a bad house. Not completely, I reckoned, as far as houses went. Four walls and a roof, and that was about that. It just wasn’t what I had grown to expect, not if Uncle Theo was so rich that he didn’t have to work, my imagination getting the better of me yet again. It was a plain, ordinary, average house: square for the most part, a smidge off-kilter on the foundation, one floor from what I could ascertain from the outside, wood painted white that was chipped and peeling and could use a decent pressure washing to remove the crusty sage mold, a couple of the black shutters just clinging on, a red brick chimney missing some of its red bricks. There were no tall columns, no wrap around porch, but it had a stoop with a broken flowerpot absent any flowers, not unless dandelions were considered flowers. I didn’t need to peruse any further to assume there wasn’t a swimming pool out back nor a garage chock-full of expensive cars. The yard, however, was big, though not well-maintained, and the grass probably hadn’t been cut in weeks, with stray clumps of weeds throughout and meandering splotches of brown patches and divots. Most definitely not putting-green quality.

Uncle Theo’s house wasn’t much bigger than the house we had in Louisville. And actually, as I continued to scrutinize it, I’d venture that it was smaller than our house. That was when it dawned on me, as I tried to accept what was to be my new home for the foreseeable future, that when Mama said she was sending me here until I “straightened the hell out,” she had really just sent me here to punish me, forcing me to live in Uncle Theo’s sad house to get back at me for my “latest stunt” and the rest of my shenanigans. If that were true, then Mama was more shrewd than I gave her credit for being, because it was certainly working. I was already feeling terrible for everything I had done—and for a few things I hadn’t—and for all that I had put Mama through, and I was missing home something awful. I sighed, and I gulped, and I surrendered myself to the disheartening notion that this was the hand I was dealt. I had no other option than to do what I could to get through this as I plodded up the cracked concrete sidewalk.

No sooner was I about to take one foot onto the stoop as Uncle Theo pushed opened the front door with a jiggle of his key, when this beastly creature, a blur of teeth and fur, came charging out of the house, its eyes wild, its fangs exposed and dripping with saliva. It was a dog, I presumed, but it wouldn’t have surprised me if it was a wolf, and it most assuredly had to have had some percentage of wolf in its DNA. This dog was like one of those hounds of hell from the comic books I read in class—jet black, with pointy ears and sharpened claws—and weighing well over one-hundred pounds, it had to be. It was causing quite a ruckus, barking and snarling and all that, and it was headed forthwith at me!

I dropped my bag, pivoted, and hightailed it back to Uncle Theo’s truck. I was never the fastest kid in my grade, usually ended up somewhere in the middle of the pack whenever we had to run laps for PE class, but I became an Olympic sprinter at that moment. I ran like my life depended on it, and sadly, it probably did. I ran like there was no tomorrow, and if I didn’t make it to Uncle Theo’s truck before that dog got to me, there surely wasn’t. I didn’t bother trying to pull open the door to the cab. I just jumped headfirst into the truck bed, landing with a thud and a crash onto what felt like gardening tools, which pained me, but not nearly as bad as what that dog might do.

I lay there like that, on my back, shivering I was so afraid, staring up at the early evening sky as the sun—a burnt orange poking through the stubborn gunmetal clouds—was fixing to set and close out this day that still wasn’t anywhere close to ending for me, waiting for that dog to leave me be, praying that it would, that maybe it would get bored or just give up. But no chance for that as it growled and roared, its meaty paws hitting and scraping against the rear fenders. I could hear my pulse pounding in my ears, could feel it in my fingertips. I was convinced that I was a goner, that that was it for me, that I was done for and it was over. I would never see Mama again. I would never even make it inside Uncle Theo’s sad house to find out how truly sad it was. The only thing I knew to do was to lie there like that and pray for this to pass. I closed my eyes tight, and I prayed.

“What are you doing?” asked a voice from above.

I opened my eyes, thinking that for once it might be God, to find instead Uncle Theo staring down at me, hunched over the truck bed, his arms leaned up against it, and I noticed some more tattoos on him: a typewriter and a shark and some scribbled words.

“Huh?” was all I could muster.

“What are you doing in the back of my truck?” Uncle Theo repeated. “Aren’t you coming into the house?”

“Yeah, but...” I didn’t know what to say, what there was to say, how did this need any explanation with that wolf dog or whatever still behaving as if it wanted to tear me limb from limb?

“Oh,” Uncle Theo said, nonchalant, as if only then did he understand my concern. “Chekhov.”

“Chekhov?”

“Chekhov. My attack dog. You don’t like dogs?”

“I like dogs just fine,” I answered, “but this one...this dog’s gonna kill me.”

“She’s not gonna kill you,” he dismissed. “She just needs to get to know you. Now, c’mon. We don’t have all day.”

I thought Uncle Theo was kidding. He had to be kidding. Either that or he was as plumb-crazy as his devil dog. But as I lay there, with him looking at me incredulously, I had a sinking feeling that he meant it. And when he slammed his hand against the side of the truck, the dull metallic thud reverberating inside the bed, there was no doubting that he meant it. So carefully, cautiously, highly reluctantly, such that I had to practically force my body to move, I sat up as the dog was unrelenting in her woofing, not letting up one iota and, if anything, she had gotten louder with a boundless intensity. I wondered how this beast was supposed to get to know me, but Uncle Theo didn’t strike me as someone who was going to take no for an answer on this or on much of anything. Against my better judgment, I scooted myself over to the side of the truck bed, and I peeked down at the dog, who was crouched and ready to strike, every canine in her oversized mouth showing.

“Um...hey, girl,” I offered up weakly, and it sounded pathetic as I said it. “I’m Rhett. Nice to meet ya.”

My forced and stilted introduction did nothing to settle this animal, but rather seemed to further infuriate her as she leaped against the truck. Uncle Theo did nothing to stop this. He just stood by and watched this play out, a sly grin sneaking across his face for some reason.

“With more effort,” he coaxed me, “like you really mean it. This dog can see right through a bullshitter.”

I took a deep breath and a heavy exhale and tried not to show Uncle Theo that I was shaking like a leaf, and I said, with more effort and a smile to help convince the dog that I was okay, “Hi there, Chekhov. I’m Rhett. I’m a good boy.”

That made Chekhov particularly upset, and she let loose with a wail that sent shock waves rippling throughout my body.

“You don’t bare your teeth like that to an attack dog,” Uncle Theo scolded me. “Don’t you know anything?”

I didn’t know anything, at least not when it came to attack dogs, and I shook my head to convey this to my uncle.

“I don’t have time for this,” Uncle Theo muttered as he went around to the back, released the tailgate, and, to my absolute horror, led that monster up into the truck bed, his hand on the dog’s collar to control her, but even so.

Out of reflex, I darted in the opposite direction, slamming myself against the back of the cab. Undaunted, Uncle Theo brought the dog farther in, holding her face mere inches from mine, close enough that I could smell her hot breath, and it smelled like she had just eaten something rotten with a side of dirty socks and garbage.

“Chekhov,” Uncle Theo demanded of the dog, still with a tight grip on her, “this here’s Rhett. He’s family, and you need to treat him as such.”

Those few words, or more likely Uncle Theo’s forceful tone, had a noticeably calming effect on Chekhov. She instantly ceased the barking and growling and all of that carrying on, and let out a little whimper, nothing I would have expected from a dog that fierce. Then she sniffed in my direction, her big dark eyes fixed on me.

Uncle Theo told me to “go ahead and give her your hand.”

“What?” I asked, alert, certain that if I gave that dog my hand, I wouldn’t get it back.

“So she can sniff you,” Uncle Theo said like it was obvious.

“Um, huh?” I asked, and when Uncle Theo didn’t say anything, I stuttered, “All right,” as I again knew that my uncle wasn’t going to take no for an answer on this either. I warily held my quivering hand in the dog’s direction, diverting my eyes so as not to witness the carnage that was undoubtedly to follow. But to my surprise, and abundant relief, the dog didn’t take my hand off. She just licked it, wet and sloppy, and followed with a similar lick about my face from cheek to cheek and even on my mouth, which was gross, but I had to let her do what she wanted. Her breath was still horrible, so horrible that it made me want to giggle. And without giving it a second thought, I reached out and put both of my hands around the dog’s enormous head and rubbed her behind her pointy ears as she kept on licking me. I had always wanted a dog when I was growing up, and in that instant, I realized why.

“Okay,” Uncle Theo said bluntly to break things up, “enough with this lovefest.” And to the dog, “C’mon, girl. Let’s eat.”

Uncle Theo hopped out of the truck, Chekhov bounding off with him, and they returned to the house. I saw that Uncle Theo walked with a bit of a limp as his dog trotted on ahead and waited for him on the stoop, tail wagging. When Uncle Theo got to the front door, he turned around to where I was, still in the back of the truck.

“Aren’t you coming in the house?” he hollered to me.

“Yeah, I’m coming,” I replied, not even bothering to try and come to terms with what had just happened.

I jumped out of the truck, grabbed my bag, and ran into the house.

❖

“So why Chekhov?” I asked Uncle Theo, between bites of dinner, some kind of mystery meat, with mashed potatoes, and green beans with bacon, and yeast rolls, and a glass of milk for me even though I would have rather had a can of pop or, better yet, a cold beer like Uncle Theo was drinking.

“Huh?” Uncle Theo said like he didn’t understand the question.

“Chekhov,” I went on. “Why’d you name your dog Chekhov?”

“Why not Chekhov?” Uncle Theo asked me back as he stood and put a second heaping helping of everything on my plate. “It’s as good a name as any, don’t you think?”

“Yeah, guess so.” I paused to think. “But what’s it mean?”

Uncle Theo stopped, remained completely still while holding a pot of mashed potatoes, serving spoon in hand, and looked at me like I was plain nuts.

“You really don’t keep up with your schoolwork, huh?” he said to me, and I just stared back at him. “Anton Pavlovich Chekhov was one of the greatest writers of all time: plays, short stories, you name it. Are you telling me you’ve never heard of Chekhov?”

I shook my head no, and I hadn’t. I didn’t even remember if we’d been taught about him in English class, and if we had, I wasn’t paying any attention, as usual.

“Guess I’ve got my work cut out for me.” Uncle Theo sighed and returned the pot to the stove, and then joined me back at the table, Chekhov—the dog and not the greatest writer of all time—at his feet begging for table scraps.

“What work?” I inquired of him as I considered what he had just said.

“To get you up to speed on your studies,” he answered, “so they’ll let you back into school, and you can get out of here, and I can get on with my life. So that we both can get on with our lives.”

I still wasn’t totally sure what Uncle Theo had in mind, until he motioned with his fork between his fingers down at the other end of the table to a large cardboard box.

“Your studies,” he said. “It’s all there: your books, assignments, all of it. It came in right before you did. Your mother sent it. Along with some notebooks, pencils, whatnot.” He waited for my reaction, which was no reaction. “You didn’t think you were here on vacation, did you? Hanging out at my mansion just lounging around, eating my food, taking up my time.” He wagged his fork at me. “Oh no, no, no. You’re here so I can straighten you out.”

I waited for some indication, some sign that Uncle Theo was joking: an upturn to his mouth, a twinkle in his eyes. But nothing. And Uncle Theo didn’t seem like he was one for joking anyhow. Hearing that, and grasping that, made my entire being deflate.

“It’s life, buddy,” he told me. “Best get used to it.”

We finished our meal without saying anything else, just utensils clinking against plates, chews and swallows, Chekhov begging for table scraps, a clock on the wall steadily ticking the seconds away. It wasn’t bad enough that I had to stay at Uncle Theo’s sad house, with him hardly wanting to have anything to do with me, but then learning that he was going to make me keep up with my studies to boot. I didn’t keep up with my studies when I was at school, and now that I’d been kicked out of school, I had to study? If this was life, then it wasn’t fair, and it didn’t make much sense.

“You done?” Uncle Theo asked when he noticed my empty plate.

“Uh-huh,” I answered, my belly full, my spirit broken. “What was that mystery meat anyway?” I asked him.

“Venison,” he replied, finishing his food, then wiping his mouth with a paper napkin and tossing it onto his empty plate.

“What’s venison?”

Uncle Theo chuckled. “You really don’t know much about anything.”

“Never had venison,” I told him, and it was true. “Mama mostly makes us spaghetti or chili or her tuna mac.”

“Venison,” he said, pausing to take a last gulp of his beer, “is deer meat.”

“Deer meat?” I questioned as my stomach churned. “You mean like Bambi?”

Uncle Theo exhaled, and I couldn’t tell if I was amusing him or aggravating him.

“Bambi was a cartoon,” he told me, rising from the table and taking his plate and glass into the kitchen. “Venison is the lean, nutrient-rich meat of the deer. It’s good for you. And judging from how scrawny you are, you’re in no position to be turning down a meal.”

I reckoned he had a point there, and it was tasty, just so long as I didn’t think about it being deer meat, and I wished I didn’t know that. But this only raised more questions for me.

“Where’d you get the deer meat?” I asked Uncle Theo at the risk of either amusing him or aggravating him further. “Do you hunt? I saw that shotgun over the mantel.”

“Sure are inquisitive,” he said, sort of just to himself rather than directly to me as he ran the water in the sink. When he shut the faucet off, he turned back around and pointed across the room—as this house was really just one big open room divided up by the sparse furnishings—to the opposite wall where the shotgun hung. “And don’t go messing with that shotgun. It’s no toy.” Then he added, “I don’t want to find it in your backpack.”

That last comment struck me as a low blow, and it hurt. Mama must have told him about Timbo’s gun, even if it wasn’t my fault that it ended up in my backpack. I didn’t have a response, just
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