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To Dick, for help

To Dawna and Diane, for friendship

To Gerry and Nate, for everything
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I’ve got these little bitty pieces of broken ceramic in my hands, and some of that fine white dust is coming off them, like chalk dust. There are some flecks of green paint on a few of the pieces. And some blue here and there. You’d never know to look at it that this mess used to be a cross.

I’ve been trying to forget it, keeping it in a paper bag in my bottom drawer for nearly a year now—since the summer of seventh grade.

But here’s June again. Another summer ready and waiting for me. And old Rufus just itching for us to get into something.

I guess it’s time to throw this mess away.

So if it’s time, how come I still can’t do it? How come I pour these pieces on my desk and look at them and roll them in my fingers and can’t bring myself to chuck them?

I figure it’s got something to do with finishing things up. Maybe if I just tell the story, tell it all from start to end, I’ll finish it. Tell it right to the end, then chuck these pieces. Chuck this cross and put the Man to rest.
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Before last summer, before the Man ever came to town, I figure I was getting ready for him. I bet I was even getting ready in first grade, when I threw up all over Billy Winfred in Sunday school.

I guess I was getting ready for him all those years, those years I was loving church. I can’t say why exactly, but I loved church from the start. My folks were never much interested, which makes it all the harder to understand why I was. When I was little, they’d take me to services now and then—like the day I threw up—but mostly on Sundays they just stayed home. And in our little North Carolina town, where the Baptist church is the biggest building of them all, with the Methodist second, it gets noticed when you’re not a churchgoer.

But my folks went right on staying home and reading the Sunday paper all morning, just popping into church every now and then for Easter or Christmas. Never once fearing the wrath of God.

What was happening to me inside, I can’t say exactly. But I didn’t want to stay home Sunday mornings. So when I was in second grade, I just invited myself to go to church with the Fosters, who lived next door. Then about fourth grade, I started going on my own. Mother and Pop must have thought me slightly touched, but I went on anyway. And when I’d come back after services they’d say, “How was church?” and I’d say “Fine” and they’d say “Good” and that was that.

I guess it was sometime during fifth grade that I got more serious about church. I don’t know why, but some part of me just got religious and there’s no other way to explain it.

I remember one Sunday that year, I got to church kind of early and slid into the middle of a pew, waiting for the place to fill up. I was looking around, trying to act like I’d really meant to be early, when my eyes stopped on this picture of Jesus. I’d seen it before, but never really looked at it.

It was a big one, up behind where the choir sat. Jesus was wearing the crown of thorns, blood dripping down His head, and His heart was showing, like one of those pin-on hearts. It was bright red and glowed like it was burning.

And His eyes. They were like those brown ponds you sometimes see in the woods. So dark and shining—but when you try to see yourself in them, you can’t. You look, and maybe you see a shadow of your head, but you don’t see you.

I sat there that morning, looking up at that picture of Jesus, and I liked Him. I started liking Him that morning and I’ve never stopped. I can’t figure it out. Before I was ever taught heaven and hell with any understanding of it, I liked Jesus.

And I liked Him so much that I guess as I got older, I got afraid of hell just because of Him. Those preachers telling me He’s going to come back to judge me, He’s going to cast me out, He’s going to send me to hell.

Lord have mercy.

Why, the thought of standing there and having Jesus look at me, then point His finger away, just point me right away from Him … the thought shook me to my toes. Please, I could see me begging Him. Please. I like you.

I didn’t want to go to hell. I wanted somebody to tell me I wouldn’t go to hell. I’d look at me and I’d see a boy who never did seem to be good or holy or worth anybody dying for. Just nothing real special. And I guess I wanted somebody to make me better. To save me from hell.

So last year, last June, somebody came to town who I thought could do that. I called him Preacher Man.

It’s him I’ve got to finish up. It’s him in these pieces of broken cross.

So I’m going to tell him to the end. And then I’m going to throw away every last piece of this cross, and I’m going to wipe my hands clean of that fine white dust.


The Hitchhiker
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It seemed like he came to town just for me. This man full of The Word, with The Power and The Light shining all around him. What was it, what was it, that made him come after me?

The first time I saw him, he was hitchhiking out on the 19-21 bypass. We didn’t pick him up, so you’d think I wouldn’t have noticed him, but he wasn’t any ordinary hitchhiker. I was sitting up front, next to the window, and as we passed—going slow, because the road’s nearly all uphill—he looked me right in the eyes. I could see that his were light blue (now, how many hitch- hikers do you pass and know what color their eyes are?) and he was looking right at me. It was powerful. Scared me good. And those few seconds I thought I was looking into the eyes of a crazy man.

The second time I saw him was a few days after, on June 11. I remember because it was the last day of seventh grade and we got to go home early, so I went into town to loaf around. Hadn’t been free on a Thursday afternoon for nearly a year. I wanted to soak it up.

He was in the drugstore. I’d gone in to look at comics, and while I was squeaking around the old rack to find some Fantastic Four, I looked over and bam, there he was.

I mean, he was there like a small explosion. Leaning against the counter at the soda fountain, hands in his pockets, sort of a ghost in a blue suit just swallowing me up. I knew those blue eyes, those hitchhiker eyes, and my heart flopped like a dying fish.

I looked at him for only a split second, then I scooted around behind the rack and buried my face into the first comic I could grab. It was a Baby Huey, and I guess I looked like a fool standing there reading it, but that big fat duck saved me.

Saved me.

I waited for the man to leave, but he stayed and stayed at that counter like a piece of hard rock. Darlene Cook had put his hamburger and drink down in front of him, but he still didn’t sit down to eat. All this time I’m thinking he’s some lunatic who hitched into town to murder people with a pickax, and I’m his first target. Darlene maybe his next. And I dug further into Baby Huey.

Then, like the Lone Ranger riding in, Rufus walked through the door. The bell tinkled as he opened it, and when I saw him, it was like a mighty chorus of angels just sang a few notes.

Rufus. You old sucker.

“Hey, Pete!” Rufus yelled when he saw me. The hitchhiker’s head turned toward him. “Hey, you old hound dog!”

I stuck Baby Huey back in the rack like a hot potato and waved Rufus over. I slapped him on the back and made a couple of jokes and told him I’d buy him a chili dog at the truck stop, which got us both out of the store fast. As we were leaving, I never looked right at the hitchhiker, but I knew he had his eyes on me.

I didn’t mention it to Rufus that day. Never mentioned that I’d likely be pickaxed before the summer was over. Rufus had too much sense than to listen to such stuff.

We’d been friends since kindergarten, Rufus and me, and two boys were never more different. From the day he was born, Rufus was a practical boy. He was popular at school, and I always figured it was because he was so honest and so practical. You could always trust Rufus to tell you what was what.

In fifth grade Rufus declared himself a CONFIRMED ATHEIST, and he’s been that way ever since. For Rufus, the world you see is all there is. He wouldn’t have any of that Spirit of the Holy Ghost.

We were so different, you’d wonder why we stayed best friends.
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