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FILLASH
A Web and A Spider

Dave Barrett

(A Novel excerpt from EXECUTIVES OF THE WORLD)

Three in the morning, and Billy Bettis was flat on his back on his cot in the darkened
second-story attic above El Sombrero, watching a spider spin a silvery web in the rafter’s
overhead by the glint of light seeping through the windows from the street lamps outside on
Riverside Avenue.

Billy couldn’t sleep.

He and Jerry had opened the fireproof suitcase in the basement that morning, and spent the
rest of the day trying to figure out what it meant. Neither Billy nor Jerry had ever seen a stash of
cash like this before, and both had been tempted to pocket a few crisp twenties for themselves—
or maybe just a single Ulysses S. Grant?—thinking who would be the wiser! However, almost
as soon they’d spoken of taking this option, they’d corrected themselves.

“Maybe not such a good idea ‘till we get a sense of where this came from, hey Billy?” Jerry
cautioned.

“Suppose you’re right,” Billy had seconded him. “Hell-—might be some kind of trap even!”

Without another word about it, they’d quickly re-secured the fireproof suitcase to its original
hiding place above the kitchen pantry.

Hot damn it was tempting though! Billy grinned to himself in the dark.

He was startled out of his reverie a moment later by the sound of keys scratching in the locked

attic door (the boys had taken to locking the door after two hoboes had found their way in the




week before). The spider was startled as well, scurrying out-of-sight behind an overhead beam.
At first, Billy thought it was Jerry returning late from his date with Amanda Hightower (but Jerry
had told him he’d likely have the attic to himself because he’d hoped to spend the night at
Amanda’s place again).

The mystery was solved when Will Ailing came stumbling through the heavy metal attic
door—falling hard to the floor with a loud groan, cursing to himself. The eldest Ailing boy was
obviously drunk. He reeked of gin and incoherently rambled aloud about “goddamn imps and
pros-tee-toots! thugs! Our country tis’ of killers, our country tis’ of crooks!” and “what the
fucker is matter with me? What’s this! Hey--where I doing? Marian? Is that you! Marian?

")

Why you abandon me, girl? Why oh why oh why--!” Will fell twice on his way across the sea of
darkened attic floor on way to his own cot. Before too long, he was snoring away.
And it was just Billy and the spider again: the creature crawling out from the beam it had been
hiding behind, back to work on its web.
Before Billy himself drifted into the blackness of sleep, his last conscious thought was that

Jerry was right: they needed to let Will know about the damn suitcase in the morning. First thing

too!

Dave Barrett is an Assistant Professor of Writing at the University of Montana/Missoula College. His work has
appeared most recently in Hive Avenue, In Parenthesis and Weber--the Contemporary West. His story-- LOST
KEYS--will appear in the September 2025 issue of Argyle Magazine. HIs novel--GONE ALASKA--was published
by Adelaide Books.




Dusted Moss and Weathered Copper

Chris Cottom

Day One of redundancy and Marlene goes in straight off the bat. ‘The spare room needs
decorating.’

I smile. ‘Good morning, darling. I’ve missed out on breakfast téte-a-tétes, what with two
decades on the 7:16 to Cannon Street.’

‘Don’t change the subject.’

‘Okay, we’ll get a man in.’

‘You’re a man.’

‘Surprised you remember.’

She says nothing, looks away. I should have kept my mouth shut. Marlene’s always
fragile in the spring.

‘Hey,’ I say, heading for safer ground. ‘You’ve finished the marmalade.’

‘There’s another jar in the cupboard. You’re always banging on about inventory control.’

‘It’s chunky. You know I prefer thin cut.’

‘My salary, my choice of chunky.’

‘I reckon my payout can stretch to a jar of marmalade. Or even a decorator.’

“You could do it. Make the most of being unemployed.’

‘I’m not unemployed. I’m a consultant.’

She clatters her knife and pinches her nose. ‘Ground Control to Man One. The spare
room needs decorating. Do you copy? Over.’

I stand up. ‘I’ve got a proposal to write.’

Instead, I research colourways and finishes.

‘I’ve drawn up a shortlist,” I say, as we sit down over spicy parsnip soup. ‘Javan Dawn or
West Coast Ghost; or Coastal Breeze with an accent wall in Inky Pool.’

‘Inky Pool! Who makes up these stupid names? I was thinking Buttercup.’

There’s an touch of sadness in her voice. More than a touch.

I reach across the table. “We’ve been through this, love. You’re forty-six.’




We agree I’ll do the walls in Dusted Moss, pick out the mouldings in Weathered Copper,

and use the room as an office. For the time being.

Chris Cottom lives near Macclesfield, UK. His work has been published by 100 Word Story, Fictive Dream, Flash
Frontier, NFFD NZ, NFFD UK, Oxford Flash Fiction, Oyster River Pages, Roi Fainéant, The Phare, The Lascaux
Review, and other fine places. In the early 1970s he lived next door to JRR Tolkien.




Dancing with Elvis
Niles Reddick

Forty years after Elvis Presley’s death, the radio disc jockey announced the anniversary
and asked listeners where they were when Elvis died. The DJ said the phone lines lit up, and he
took several calls on air. One had been in school when an announcement was made on the
intercom system, one had been riding on dirt roads drinking beer with friends, and one had been
on a family beach trip, the worst trip ever she’d said, but for me, the memory of my mother
steering the Oldsmobile Ninety-Eight station wagon toward the city from our small rural
community-my younger siblings sliding on the maroon vinyl seats, not wearing seatbelts before
laws.

As the oldest, I had claimed the front seat, and when we came to a stop sign close to the
city, regular broadcasts were interrupted to announce the king’s death, likely from cardiac arrest
they’d reported, his body having been discovered in a seated position on the floor in front of the
toilet, a fact no one would likely want reported.

Mom’s hands shook, tears streamed down her face, and she pulled off the highway into a
new subdivision with brick homes just outside the city built mostly for the expansion of Air
Force base employees.

“Is something wrong?”

“Elvis is dead.”

“Who’s Elvis?”

“A singer,” she said. She pulled a tissue from her purse, wiped tears, and pulled back onto
the state highway, patting her sprayed stiff and teased hair and checking it in the rear-view mirror

as if Elvis might see her from the side of the road. She drove slowly and listened to the Elvis




music playing on the radio, whispering softly the lyrics. I recognized the music from records
she’d played while cleaning our clapboard house.

When I got to my office, I turned off the car radio, clicked on my Pandora shortcut on my
computer, and listened to Elvis’ love songs softly in the background: “Love Me Tender”, “Can’t
Help Falling in Love”, and “Are you Lonesome Tonight?”

I recalled my mother sweeping and mopping the wooden floors of our rental house that
had been torn down years ago to an Elvis album on our record player. Her broom and mop were
dancing partners, and she imagined Elvis loved her, was singing to her, particularly after her
alcoholic husband knocked her around. She’d wanted the drunk to love her like an Elvis song
and like our father who’d died of a massive heart attack.

We didn’t like the stepfather’s tadpole eyes or his gold tooth, wanted to help her when we
heard her cries, but we were afraid he’d beat us, too. Our mother packed our bags and left one
summer morning when he was hungover at work making faulty car parts on an assembly line.
Elvis had given her hope and dreams in tough times. I felt my own memories spinning like a

vinyl record on a player, the needle inching forward until the song stopped.

Niles Reddick is author of a novel, four short fiction collections, and two novellas. His work has appeared in over
five hundred publications including The Saturday Evening Post, New Reader Magazine, Cheap Pop, Flash Fiction
Magazine, Citron Review, Hong Kong Review, and Vestal Review.
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FICTION
Free Ride

Pat Spears

Tate stares ahead through the bug-smeared windshield of the panel van he took from the
motor pool at his day job. For a few extra bucks, he’d agreed to fill in for a guy he knows who
delivers the local newspaper to rural boxes. He sips cooled coffee, jacked with cheap whiskey,
from a Styrofoam cup and accepts that back up the road he hit something; maybe a big-ass
raccoon or even a dog. Whatever he hit dragged for a distance. He figures it caught up between
the front fender and frame before breaking free. Another dead raccoon was nothing, but a dog
was something.

As a boy, he’d laid claim to a stray bitch, a red coon hound mix, and the sonofabitch who
hit her hadn't stopped either. After a cold morning of searching, he’d found her submerged in the
putrid waters of a roadside ditch. Been too busted up to crawl out, and she’d drowned. He stood
for a time, staring down at her, feeling lonely. Yet he’d done nothing but turn and walk away,
leaving her to the buzzards circling overhead.

He cranks down the driver-side window. The overnight air has remained steamy,
promising yet another day hotter than Tina Turner. North Florida’s suffocating heat arrived in
May and has hung like a sweaty yoke around his neck straight into September. The clock in the
dash flashes 5:19, and he’ll need to make better time if he’s to deliver papers and return the van.
He grips the steering wheel and strains to see beyond the narrow swath of light cutting through

the fog. Accelerating, he drives a flat out seventy on what he decides is a piece of straight road.




Ahead, through a sudden break in the fog, he makes out a flashing yellow light flying
toward him, warning of a sharp curve. He pumps the brake pedal, sending the van fishtailing into
a spin and onto the shoulder before coming to a hard stop, engine stalling.

He sits slouched, his breath coming in quick snatches, and though he feels lucky, he gets
a notion that he’s cashed in his last bit of good fortune. Nerves settled, he wipes sweat from his
face on his sleeve, restarts the engine, and drives back onto the road.

Ahead, caught in the headlights, he notices an odd-shaped hump on the opposite shoulder.
He isn’t at all sure what he sees but decides it’s likely nothing. Just more garbage strewn among
the countless beer cans, Styrofoam containers, cigarette butts, hunks of exploded tire tread, and
shitty diapers.

He isn’t sure why he stops, only that he does.

The worn wipers scrape a nerve-jittering clearer view, and what he sees drives a shudder
through his body, the kind his mama had warned was a visit from a man’s ghost. He was never
sure whose ghost she meant—one’s own or another’s. Some said she came from a long line of
women who saw things before they happened. He’s unsure about that, but he does believe she’d
suffered from a kind of craziness brought on by a vision of her own dark ending.

He shuts down the engine, working at denying that what he saw just now was a man’s
shoe attached to a twisted foot, and a second foot, shoeless. Feet pointed in opposite directions.
Tate edges out of the van, takes a fool’s hopeful look along the road, but there’s no relief in sight.

He approaches, spit drying in his mouth, and peering down, he takes a quick step back.
He’s seen enough to know that the old man’s head busted on impact like a Fourth of July
watermelon, his life escaping like hot air from a blown recap. His pupils, snapped back in his

head, his eyes showing only white, are like those of a cheap plastic doll. His mouth is open wide,




as if he tried saying how surprised he is to be dead. Tate had seen the same frozen disbelief on
the faces of ambushed soldiers. And here, now, in the eerie grayness that surrounds him, he needs
to remember that dead is dead, and in death there are no regrets.

He shoves his trembling hands deep into his pockets, turns and starts for the van,
intending to get on with the day he has. He starts the engine and drives back onto the road, and
although he doesn’t look back, he accepts that it’s too late. Cursing himself for the fool he’s to
become, he swings the van around, and speeds back to the all-night country store he passed
earlier. He’ll make a call, but not one thing more.

At the sound of the door, the woman behind the counter opens her blood-streaked eyes
and squints at him, a grunt passing for what he takes as customer service.

“Use your phone?”

“Outside, ’less it’s been ripped off the wall.” She doesn’t move off her stool.

“Then I’'m gonna need change.” He put his last five onto the counter.

“Can’t.” She shakes her head. “Do it for you, I gotta do it for all.”

He takes a quarrelsome look around the empty store and back at her.

She shrugs, looks down at the five, and in a take-it-or-shove-it manner, she says, “Buy
something. Then I can.”

“Look, lady, there’s a dead man back up the road. Figure to bloody my nose and call the
law on it.”

Her neck stretches like a wary hen, and he figures her to be a blue light chaser. The kind
thrilled by an outside chance of seeing spilled blood.

“Why didn’t you say as much? Call’s free.”

“Free?”” Tate winks.
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Her spark fades and she nods, conceding that for their kind nothing’s free; there’s always
a price.

The telephone hangs precariously from the wall, and the ground beneath his feet smells
pissed on. He dials the number and leans against the wall, imagining electronic signals feeding
along an array of bunched cables, linking him to the death of a stranger.

A voice Tate intuitively distrusts comes on the phone, and setting aside any pity he’s
come to feel for the old bum, he downgrades what he’s seen to a traffic accident. Only afterwards
does he admit to a likely hit and run. He pinpoints the location where he saw the body.

He glances toward the sound of traffic moving along the road, and if he’s to save his own
ass, he’ll need to be gone from here. But the voice doesn’t stop with the questions: his name,
current address, and location. What the hell, some GPS tracking device has already fixed him to
the spot. So, he does the smart thing and gives up the store address. His other answers, all
practiced lies.

The questioning abruptly stops, and in a tone that carries the full weight of every run-in
he’s ever lost to the law, he’s ordered to return to where he left the body, and to wait for the
sheriff’s deputy dispatched to the scene.

“No way, I’ve got a job to get to.” While panhandling has a mountain of downside, it’s
nothing like the misery of jail time.

The voice cranks up the threat, disguised as public duty, but Tate was done long ago with
empty slogans of what he owes God and country. Rather, it’s the old guy, his gaped mouth, that
Tate remembers, and it’s suddenly clear to him in the odd way he thinks his mama would have

known. It wasn’t death’s surprising arrival that the old man had tried to speak against, but his
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regret at having died alone. He can’t fix any part of the old man’s sorry ending. But he’ll wait
with him, give him that.

Approaching the sharp curve, Tate peers in the direction of the body and shivers with the
certainty of his own ghost hovering nearby. He wonders whether ghosts speak, and if so, what
they might say. He takes a long pull on the remaining whiskey and gets out of the van, taking up
a position near the back bumper. He squats, his butt resting back on his heels, and stares back in
the direction he came.

Curious motorists slow and gawk, their attention fixed. Those who surely recognize the
body for what it is look back at him in horror before speeding away. Slowly their messages sink
in, and he scrambles to his feet. What he sees approaching along the road turns his legs to lead,
and it’s too damn late to run. The full weight of the law bears down on him, and he stands,
trapped.

There were always plenty of cops: first they came for his daddy, and then they came for
him. And although his mama had stayed, his wife Mary Ann did not. He’d gotten sober long
enough to plead with her, arguing that as bad as things were, their three boys were still better off
with a daddy than not. Her eyes, flinty with her contempt for him, filled with tears and she
screamed that he was no kind of daddy to their boys, that they were terrified of him.

He’d believed she was wrong and to prove it, he called to the three, crouched in the back
seat of the Ford Escort she’d borrowed. They had not raised their faces to look at him. Instead,
they clung even tighter to each other, the little one whimpering. The truth of their fear and shame
was the same as he’d remembered his own. He dropped his argument and stood quietly as she

loaded the last of what she could fit into the car and drove away.

12




The sheriff’s deputy has taken his own sweet time getting out of the patrol car and now
stands, positioning his fake Stetson into the red groove of his pale forehead. Feet firmly planted,
he shifts his wide belt, cradles his balls, and steps into the worlds apart separating them.

Tate’s alertness is so keen that he hears the wet grass squash beneath the deputy’s heavy
boots. Even the scraping of his stiff collar against his freckled neck, as he turns his head,
squinting across at Tate. His frown speaks to his notion that Tate isn’t a man who gets American
Express bills sent to a street address.

Tate figures the deputy is too old for the night shift, and that he’s either a dirty cop or a
sick fuck who gets off on bashing heads under the cover of darkness.

“You the one called this mess in?”” His tone is that of some seedy character from a dirty
movie dubbed over for the family channel.

“Yeah, from the store back up the road. There’s a woman there. She’ll tell you the same.”
Tate glances toward the van, signaling that he’s a man with business elsewhere.

The deputy nods as though he’s only half-listened and goes to squat next to the body. He
reaches and takes something off the corpse. Rocking back on his heels, he flips open what Tate
makes out to be a flattened wallet. The deputy shrugs and slips it into his back pocket.

He stands and turns to Tate. “Guessing you ain’t a very good thief.”

“Hell, no.” Tate snorts a weak laugh. “Wouldn’t have needed to run him over to pick his
empty pockets.”

The deputy nods. “For damn sure he got cooked the hard way. Would you say the
sonofabitch who hit him drove clean over his fucking head?” The deputy’s eyes narrow and he

fixes his gaze on Tate. “How’d you say you come to spot him?”
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He hadn’t said. And he’s careful to leave out the part about speeding, telling only that he
caught sight of the body when he slowed to make the sharp curve. He points back toward the
road.

Again, the deputy squints, only slightly nodding. It’s as if the whole time he’s plotting
some other version he likes better. Still, Tate offers, “Does look like some driver failed to make
the curve.”

The deputy crosses the road and walks along the deeper tread marks the van had made.
He comes back across the road and circles the van.

“This bucket of rusted bolts belongs to you?” He gives Tate a lopsided look as though he
sees him for the first time.

“Belongs to this guy I know.” Tate nudges a flattened beer can with the toe of his boot
and waits.

“Tell me, is that old boy waking up this morning surprised to learn that you've gone and
borrowed his van?” He smirks in the way Tate believes cops are trained to do.

Tate knows the deputy is adding pieces of what he’s come to know as circumstantial
convenience, ignoring the fact that he could have been long gone. Still, he explains that he’s
delivering the local paper as a favor to the owner of the van. He motions toward the back of the
van, inviting the deputy to check the load.

Instead, the deputy walks to the front and stops at the right front fender. Squatting, he
runs a quick hand over the fresh dent, and for the first time, Tate spots the smeared blood. His
breathing quickens—his guilt fixed on the deputy’s face.

“Look, I ... I hit a dog. Maybe a small deer. It was dark. Fog thicker than sawmill gravy.’

“That’d make something big as a traveling man hard to see, don’t you agree?”
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Tate’s knees sag, and he relives the seconds in which the van had spun out of control. It
all happened so fast. But there was no way he’d hit anything the size of a man and not known.
Hadn’t he felt whatever he hit earlier? Known that it’d dragged?

He steps toward the cop. “Look, why not drive back a ways? See for yourself.” Why
hadn’t he looked for the dog? Then he hadn’t known he’d need to.

“And just how the hell am I supposed to know if I'm looking at a dog you hit, or one
somebody else hit? If that's the old man's blood, it won’t matter about some dead dog.” The
deputy moves his right hand back toward his gun.

Tate raises his arms, palms showing.

“That’s it, smart boy. Just stand easy. And now, why don’t we start with your name? The
one your mama thought enough of you to put on your birth certificate.”

An old anger catches fire in Tate’s belly, and his body stiffens with his struggle at not
lashing out. “Tate Brown. My name’s Tate Brown. And I ain’t the one who hit that old bastard.”

“You got a driver’s license, Mr. Tate Brown?”” His sneer is as natural to him as breathing.

Tate hands over the license he bought after a DUI suspension. Even a saint can’t get any
kind of legal job without one, driving many to do petty crime.

The deputy looks at the photograph and then back at Tate as if either he or his picture is a
fake.

“This your current address?”

“Uh, no, not exactly. What I mean is ... it was, but I got put out of there.” Failure to pay
rent would have been a simple answer, but it was more complicated than that.

“Then exactly where do you live when you ain’t holding up in that borrowed van?”

“Told you, it’s on day loan. And I sure don’t live in it.”
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Tate admits to staying at the city’s homeless shelter and a quick search of the van turns up
neither registration nor proof of insurance. While the deputy talks on the car radio, Tate stands
with his feet spread, hands on the hood of the patrol car. Minutes drag by before a speeding
ambulance slides to a hard stop. Two paramedics hurry out of the vehicle and go to the rear door
for equipment.

“Good afternoon, boys. Ain’t exactly happy pulling overtime while you two angels of
mercy play doctor.” He gives the female paramedic a lewd gesture and winks.

“Get the fuck out of my face, you sick sonofabitch.” Her loathing hints at old hatred
between the two.

“Hey, there, Bobby boy. I do believe I’ve pissed off your butch boss. Better watch she
don’t leave you holding the bag.” The deputy laughs alone.

The two lift the old man unto the bag, zip it closed, and load him into the vehicle like any
other cargo. Bobby slams the door closed, and without looking back, the two hurry into the
vehicle and speed away.

Tate wonders what exactly is in store for the remains, but he doesn’t inquire. Instead, he
gathers himself and, despite what he knows is to come, he steps away from the patrol car.

“Hold on there, boy. Where the hell do you think you’re going?” The deputy steps back,
draws his gun, and levels it at Tate’s chest.

Tate images the bullet exploding, hot lead ripping open his chest, splintering his
breastbone, and stilling forever his pounding heart. He stares down at the light passing through
his chest, and spreading his palms over the wound, he stuffs escaping air back into his collapsed
lungs. This he does while absorbing the driving force that is the deputy’s knee slammed against

his kidney. He sprawls face down, surrendering to the cold metal around his wrists.
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Loaded into the steel wire cage of the patrol car, Tate leans and asks, “Did you happen to

get the man’s name?”

“Why? What’s it to you?”
“No reason, I guess.” He didn’t know why he wanted to know; he just did.
“Go on now, sit back. Relax. Ride’s free.”

Tate presses back against the seat and watches the roadside, wanting proof that it wasn’t

some kid’s dog he’d hit. If he had it to do over, he’d have called the red hound Ruby, and told his

boys he was wrong to have done nothing.

Pat Spears is the author of three novels and many short stories. Her second novel, It’s Not Like I Knew Her, received
the bronze award for LGBTQ Fiction from Foreword Review. Her short stories have appeared in numerous journals,
including North American Review, Sinister Wisdom, Appalachian Heritage, Common Lives, Lesbian Lives, and
Seven Hills Review, and anthologies titled Law and Disorder from Main Street Rag, Bridges and Borders from
Jane’s Stories Press, Saints and Sinners: New Fiction from the Festival 2012, and Walking the Edge, a southern
gothic anthology from Twisted Road Publications. Her short story “Whelping” was a finalist for the Rash Award and
appears in the 2014 issue of Broad River Review. She is a sixth generation Floridian and lives in Tallahassee,

Florida.
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The Room Below the Church
Lenore Weiss

Worse than being the minister’s son, I was bigger than any of the other kids, except Cal.
He lived with his Aunt Theresa who had bad teeth. She treated them with a poultice of cinnamon
and chili oil. After school, we met in front of my uncle’s Fiesta Party House, a store that sold
milk, coffee, sugar, flour, bread, cigarettes, and bottles of liquor. There was also a bathroom that
went without toilet paper, largely to discourage people from using it, and a candy and chewing
gum display near the door. We always asked Uncle Mikey for popsicles. He had different
flavors: orange or lime-flavored, occasionally grape.

“Tell you what. If you want to stack those boxes and sweep the floor, maybe we can talk
popsicles.”

Cal and I argued about who was going to stack and who was going to sweep until Uncle
Mikey nailed us with a rusty eye. “Stop fussing. Boxes one week,” he said, pointing at me, “and
next week sweeping. Everything better get cleaned good. Don’t want to see a leaf or a cobweb.
And those boxes better be stacked as straight as a razor’s edge, otherwise, no popsicles.”

“Okay.”

We worked hard. Cal always had a magazine stuffed in his back pocket..

One day he asked, “Did you know that the Tirenshia Worm from the rainforest of Brazil
can grow to a length of one and a half feet?” That sounded to me like no worm at all, but a snake.
“And did you know that if you rub iron filings on the back of a large-mouthed bass,” he said,
“you can lay them across water to build a bridge? Journal of Interdisciplinary Warfare,” he
chewed his sandwich. “It’s the God’s honest truth.” He kissed his two fingers and pressed them to

his heart. I knew he was lying.
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Sometimes he'd remove a smashed peanut butter and jelly sandwich from inside his back
pocket. “Did you know if you want to slide a tank over a hill, all you have to do is to coat a hill
with peanut butter?”

“That’s crazy. It would take thousands of jars of peanut butter. And why would anyone do
that?” All the wheels would get stuck.”

One day in summertime, we finished our work early at Uncle Mikey’s. I’d been listening
to my father preaching. “Did you know that the Israelites wandered in the desert for forty years?”

“Where did they get water? They had to drink something.” It was terribly hot and we
were hoping Uncle Mikey would give us a popsicle.

“The Bible is a big book, Cal. You can’t expect me to know everything.” But my Daddy
would know.

Daddy was the minister of the local Baptist church. All men in my family had become
ministers, and were invited to lead prayer services and eat dinners throughout the parish.
Everyone called him Minister Turner, including myself. He counted on me to carry on the family
tradition, a line of Turners that stretched back to the days of the Underground Railroad.

“You want to see something?”’ I asked Cal.

Our church had a trap door that led to a hidden basement. A few times when no one was
looking, I climbed down its wooden ladder to the dirt floor below. The walls were soggy. A few
twigs stuck out of from the dirt. “Minister Turner told me slaves used to hide here and escape to
the North.”

“For real? Did people die down here?”

“No. They followed the North Star to freedom.” For the first time, I'd told Cal something

he didn’t know.
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After Sunday services, several church members took me aside and pointed to my father. “There
burns a bright candle and you is in its bright light.”

I hadn’t forgotten about water in the desert. Cal insisted we go to the library and look it
up. The library was opposite the Fiesta Party House, a place filled with used books people had
rescued from waiting rooms like Cal’s dental offices.

Mrs. Dunn sat behind an oak desk. “You come to read magazines, Cal?”

“No, ma’am.” I explained. “You see Cal and I were talking on my porch the other day and
wondered what the Israelites drank in the desert.”

She banged her fist on the oak desk and stared at me hard. “Dirksen Turner. Why don’t
you ask your daddy instead of wasting my precious time?”

For a few weeks, Cal and I didn't talk to each other until Uncle Mikey asked if we wanted
to take a ride with him to the warehouse, a short hop from our place. He needed to stock up on
more bee and soda for the store. We left early.

The moon hung low in the sky like a half-eaten biscuit. When we got to the warehouse,
Uncle Mikey went to talk to a woman about future orders. “Meet me back here in an hour.” He
combed his hair in the side-view mirror, and gave us each a dime for helping.

Cal and I walked two short blocks to downtown and pressed our noses against the glass
windows of the Dream Bee House that had all kinds of bric-a-brac. The lady behind the register
was patting her forehead with a hankie. “Hot today.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You boys aren’t from around here, are you?”

I shook my head and looked at the shelves. There was not one empty space—piles of

dishes, cups, old waffle irons, toasters, and framed pictures. There were several fans with their
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cords snaking toward me on the wooden floor. I saw a cardboard box with a silver blue number
nine sticking out from the top. “What's that?”

“Uniforms.”

Cal came back with a handful of moldy National Geographics.

“Take them,” said Mrs. Bee. In appreciation, Cal pressed a peanut butter and jelly
sandwich into her hand. “That’s all right, boy. Keep your sandwich.” Cal was as skinny as a
licorice stick. “You probably need it more than I do.”

We went back to the car. Uncle Mikey still wasn'’t there. It was hot and we were thirsty. I
popped open a Coke. I figured I could always give my uncle back his dime. But sitting there and
looking at the blowing dust from the other side of a gas station, I wondered if cactus grew in that
desert because Cal had told me that you could cut an arm of cactus with a sharp knife and suck
out the water just as long as a person was careful not to get a mouth full of splinter spines. Or
maybe those Israelites took turns digging wells through the sand and let babies drink first,
because that would be the right thing to do. I wondered if they carried water with them, if there
were desert donkeys with water jugs slung on either side of their saddles or maybe camels; Cal
had told me about camels with two humps where they stored all the water they would need for
months. I swished the Coke around my mouth. So maybe there was water in the desert—a person
only needed to know how to find it. I called his name. “Cal?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Remember when we were wondering about those Israelites?”

“Not now,” he said. “Way too steamy.”

Several months afterward Cal’s Aunt Theresa died. It seems as though there had been

more wrong with her than just her teeth. Cal moved in with a family member in Arkansas. But
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before he left, he stopped by the house and gave me a few of his magazines. “Read these,
Turner.”

He handed me a brand new magazine. On the cover was a man waving his hands behind a
pulpit, just like my Daddy.

“You buy this one, Cal, or find it?”

“Saved up all those dimes your uncle gave me. We gonna save each other and follow the
North Star like those slaves in the basement.”

He climbed into a Ford Rambler with another relative and waved good-bye. I waved to
back and shouted, “Send me your address!”

I walked around to the back patio to where Cal and I used to talk. One of my father’s
bibles rested on the table. I threw it against the siding and watched the pages flutter open. I

picked up Cal’s magazine, and began to read.
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