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Nate Gilstrap was convinced his life had reached the floor of the valley. He had used up his promised three score years and the clock was running on his other ten, Now, unemployed and neither financially nor emotionally prepared for retirement, his forty year marriage was on the verge of collapse. Things couldn’t possibly get any worse. But then, without any warning whatsoever, his brother Johnny just up and died.

“He was just sitting there eating his supper Nate when all a sudden he sat up real straight with his eyes real big and then fell over in his grits and eggs and….”

“Darrell, I know you’re upset, but please, slow down. You’re talking so fast I can’t understand you. And you don’t need to talk so loud, okay?”

“I straightened him up and started wiping grits off his face Nate ‘cause he broke wind and I thought he was still alive but that doctor what come with the police said people do that sometimes and…”

“Darrell. I said it’s okay. Now calm down. Oh gosh no, Darrell, please don’t start crying, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to yell at you.”

“Who’s gone look after me now Nate Johnny was my brother and he looked after me real good and he come to all the meetings at the workshop and he talked to the doctor and helped me buy clothes and Johnny was a good man wont he Nate and he’s up in heaven with Jesus now ain’t he Nate? 

“Yes, Darrell, Johnny was a good man and I’m sure he’s in heaven with Jesus now.”

 “He’s better off now too ain’t he Nate?”

“Well, Darrell, I’m…”

“He’s up there with Mama and Papa and … Nate?”

“Yeah?”

“Ain’t nobody left but me and you now is there?”

“No, I guess not…” 

“You gone take care me now Nate?” 

“Oh, Darrell, don’t worry about…”

“When Mama died Kathy took care me and then when she died Johnny took care me and now Johnny’s done died and he was gone take me to the Wal-Mark today and get me a new tape player cause mine’s broke and I need some new battrys for my radio….”

“Okay, Darrell, slow down now, you’re talking too fast again and I can’t understand you. And please, try not to talk so loud, okay?”

“But I’ll be all right ‘cause you my brother and you’ll take care me won’t you Nate?” 

“Well, Darrell, we’ll have to see…”

“Yeah, I’ll be all right cause you gone take care me.” 

CHAPTER TWELVE

I like times like tonight, when me and Papa got the big old farmhouse all to ourselves. Me here on my little red stool, wedged between the wood burning heater and the wall,  reading my treasured copy of Huckleberry Finn. Papa sitting there in his old stuffed chair, placed in front of the heater so he can reach down and adjust the damper without having to get up, his big black Bible open on his lap. Mama over at Mrs. Higgins along with a bunch of other ladies from Long Creek, all huddled around a quilting frame, all talking at once. Kathy, now married to J.D. and expecting a baby, probably at home in their little four-room house just the other side of Long Creek. Johnny and Beth living in Greenville. And Marvin and Kenny? Who knows? Probably out gallivanting all over Ashton County in Papa’s pick-up truck, riding round and round the Hurri-Bak, smoking cigarettes, drinking Pepsis, and flirting with the town girls. Course ain’t no way a knowing what Darrell might be doing tonight.

I used to think that folks called Papa Big Nate ‘cause I’m Little Nate and they didn’t want to get us mixed up. But Johnny, now that he’s done been to college and thinks he knows everything, said folks called Papa that long before I was born. Even before Marvin and Kenny were born. Well, not everybody, Mister Smarty College Man. Mama calls him Papa, ‘cept when something’s serious, then she just calls him Nate.

Course ain’t no wonder folks call him Big Nate, neither, cause he is big. And strong? Why, when they’s a taking them sacks of feed off the pickup and putting them in the barn?  Papa? He’ll carry two, one under each arm. And Marvin and Kenny? They can’t tote but one. And I mean that’s after Papa’s done worked all day in the cotton mill. And after they unload all that feed? Papa? Well, he’ll get on that tractor and plow on up in the night. He says that’s why he retired Ole Bill, cause mules don’t have no headlights. And since we got a pickup truck now? Ole Bill don’t have to pull the wagon no more. That’s why Papa give me Ole Bill.

Now he didn’t want to give me Ole Bill at first, he wanted to sell him. They didn’t know I was a listening, but I heard him tell Mama one night that farm folks don’t have no pets, they have animals. He said critters have to earn their keep just like ever body else. Cat’s keep down rats and dogs hunt possums. Chickens give eggs and cows give milk and, by durn, mules are supposed to pull plows. Sides, Papa said we could use the money and Ole Bill eats more’n anybody on the place.

But Mama told Papa she heard me one day, when I was a sitting on the fence and talking to Ole Bill and telling him one of my yarns? She said, I swear Nate, that mule was a listening to ever word that young’un said. Papa thought about what Mama said for a little bit. Then he laughed and said, well, since he’s done taught Ole Bill how to chew bubble gum and drink Pepsi out of a bottle, that mule ain’t gone be worth a cuss to nobody noway, especially since he’s the only person in the world who can ride him. They both laughed and Mama said Marvin and Kenny sure learned that the hard way, didn’t they. Then Mama told Papa it might teach me how to be responsible for something. So Papa? He give me Ole Bill, but he told me if I don’t take care of him, Ole Bill’s gone, and when Big Nate Gilstrap tells you something, you better believe it.

Now Papa ain’t just big, he’s tall, too. Why when he lifts me up, I’m taller’n anybody round us, cause Papa’s taller’n anybody round us. Now I know I’m skinny and don’t weigh nothing. But Papa? He can put my little butt in his hand? And lift me up over his head? And I can see near about to Long Creek. So I guess that really is why they call him Big Nate, but I still like it when they call me Little Nate. But, Papa? He calls me Copperhead. Says I’m mean as a snake sometimes.

I don’t know where Papa got that scar on his forehead. It don’t turn brown in the sun like his face and arms do. He says it’s something left over from his other life. Papa’s funny like that sometimes. Like when I ask him if he likes fishing? He’ll ask me does a cat got a climbing gear, or something funny like that. Even if he thumps on me with his belt cause I left the ax out in the rain? He’ll come back there before I go to sleep and sit on my bed and tell me something funny.

Papa said he wished I wouldn’t say he thumps on me cause it sounds mean and cruel.  He says he spanks me, but it shore does hurt like he’s a thumping. And Papa says he don’t thump on me cause I’m a bad boy, but cause I’m a good boy and he wants me to stay a good boy. And when I asked him if he wanted me to help him stay a good Papa? He laughed real loud. Then he said, no thank you, Copperhead, Mama and the Good Lord take care of that just fine. And when I said, Aw, Papa, Mama don’t thump on you he said, Copperhead, there’s a lot more ways of a thumping than with a belt, believe you me.

Now Marvin and Kenny? They say Papa didn’t used to be funny, and he used to talk ugly, and you’d better never make him mad, but I ain’t never heard Papa cuss or nothing. Well, ‘cept maybe that one time when Ole Bill stepped on his foot. Anyways, Marvin and Kenny are worse than Johnny about telling me stuff. My Papa’s the best Papa in the whole world and Long Creek, too. Even Sheriff Sam Craine says Papa’s a good man. He told Mama at the church supper that when Papa got saved? Ashton County had to lay off two deputies. Mama? She started crying. But it was happy crying. Then Sheriff Craine patted Mama on the shoulder and told her he always knew Papa was a good man, it was just some old man named John Barber Corn what made him mean. Mama hugged Sheriff Craine and told him he was a good man, too.

Little did Nate realize at the time, but as he sat and looked at his Papa he was committing to memory an image that would last a lifetime. A scene that would appear out of nowhere at the very mention of Big Nate’s name. Even now, speak of Papa and Nate is gently embraced by a warm, ethereal aura and begins to float backwards in time. Back over half a century to a typical summer night in 1948. Back to an old unpainted farmhouse in Long Creek, five miles north of Ashton, South Carolina, where he will be sitting on a little red stool, looking at his Papa, who is looking at the heater.

Nate often wondered what Papa saw when he stared at the heater. It didn’t seem to matter whether it was glowing with heat in winter or, like now, standing dormant in summer, but he always did it when he read his Bible. Never with the newspaper, The Baptist Courier, or Life magazine, only when he read the Good Book, which was every night. Even after a hard day’s work, which was every day, except Sunday.

 Papa would look down at the big Book lying open on his lap, its rich, black cover now tan and scarred from use, and his soft, gentle eyes would follow his finger as it traced the words across the page. His lips would move but make no sound. Then his finger would stop, marking the place, and Papa would look up and stare at the heater. After a few moments he would smile, or sometimes frown, before returning his eyes to the aging, but ageless Book. Finally, after many smiles and a few frowns, Papa would take the tattered ribbon, once shiny and red but now faded and worn, and place it gently between the pages. He would slowly close the Book and, leaving it lying on his lap, rest his folded hands on top of it. Then he would cock his head slightly to one side and stare at the heater until Mama reminded him it was time for bed.

Sensing the young eyes on him, Papa turned and looked towards the little stool. Six children, all of them different, their own little quirks, expressions, and temperaments, but this one was really different. This child, who lived three quarters of his life vicariously through the works of Mark Twain and Zane Grey. Through the pages of Collier’s Magazine and the Saturday Evening Post. Even the Baptist Courier and R.G. LeTourneau’s little newsletter, Now. And, of course, the most influential vehicle of them all—his imagination, so vivid it could fashion plots from the announcements in a church bulletin.

Nate leaned forward on his stool, placed his elbows on his knees and rested his chin in his hands. Papa continued to look at his child. Skinny, almost frail, smiling at him with those gray-green eyes under lashes so long and dark the combination bordered on feminine prettiness. A puggish nose. A spattering of reddish-brown freckles that might have been applied with a salt shaker. All framed by a pair of over-sized, protruding ears that Mama says are just growing faster than the rest of his body. But don’t worry, she says, things will even out one day

Little Nate straightened up and began to fidget. Hooking his thumbs in the gallowses of his Osk Kosh Bigosh overalls, and rubbing the top of one bare foot with the other, he coughed and cleared his throat. Papa pulled the ribbon between the pages, closed the Book, and placed his hands on top of it. The father smiled at the child. The son grinned back.

“What’s on your mind, Copperhead?”

“Papa?”

“Yes.”

“Papa, is Darell a idiot?”
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The weather that Friday morning was in itself enough to make a fellow glad he lived in the Piedmont region of South Carolina. It was as if summer and winter were locked in a friendly game organized by nature to decide which one would control her elements. Winter was slowly gaining the upper hand, but summer was refusing to concede. Cool nights offset by warm days.  Hardwood trees taking on a myriad of colors—orange, yellow, brown, russet, and the occasional bright red—so vivid in the morning sun they bordered on neon while the occasional black-eyed Susan continued to bloom in spite of its blackened leaves. Of course, along the deserted state highways and secondary roads that amble through the outlying reaches of every county in the state, Johnson grass and kudzu were refusing to give an inch to the onslaught of golden rod and a host of other yellow and white late blooming wild flowers. All would be humbled soon, though, by the first frost of winter. But the conifers, cedars, and live oaks couldn't care less which season emerged victorious for they will ignore them both.

Nate slowed his truck to a crawl and checked his rearview mirror. From force of habit he glanced at his side mirror which, of course, was no longer there. Darn, he better get that fixed.  Side view mirrors were required by law now, or at least he thought so, and the last thing he needed was to be stopped and fined by a state trooper. But checking his mirrors was a mute gesture anyway for he hadn't seen another vehicle on this Bowden County back road for the last ten miles. Careful now. Steve Holcombe had warned him the turn-off was easy to miss. He was to look to his left as soon as he passed under a power line strung across the road. Sure enough, there it was, no more than a notch in an endless wall of pine trees. Only after Nate pulled onto the graveled drive did he see the sign, Stoney Point.

Nate eased his truck down the dusty, serpentine track and reminded himself of Steve's other warning. The drive was only slightly wider than one lane, but it served two way traffic, so he should enter each curve slowly and carefully or he might find himself in the ditch trying to avoid a head on collision. Although the drive through the thick stand of pine was less than a mile long, at the snail's pace Nate was driving it seemed like five. Finally the drive spilled out of the pine forest into an open, four-acre tract of pasture-like greenery that sat atop a gentle sloping bluff overlooking the gray-blue waters of the aptly named Broad River.

Dead ahead, centered and located at the far end of the expanse of well tended meadow, stood a sprawling red-brick and white trimmed ranch style house. A narrow concrete porch ran along the entire front of the structure. Four evenly spaced, square white columns supported the gabled porch roof. There was no railing. A narrow flight of four brick steps, centered in the porch, led up to an impressive walnut-stained front door protected by a screen door and framed between two full length, stained glass sidelights.  Three standard sized windows were spaced equi-distance each side the front door. A half-dozen cane bottomed rocking chairs were positioned each side the entrance. At the right end of the porch a concrete ramp led down to what was obviously a gravel covered parking area at the side of the house.

Halfway to the house the road split to create a long circular one-way counter clock-wise drive that passed close by the front porch. Nate was almost to the split when he saw someone sitting in the first rocker to the right of the front door. While still too far away to make a positive identification, Nate could tell the figure was male and dressed in suit and tie. Must be Mr. Bruce. But when the figure literally ejected from the rocker Nate no longer had to wonder who it was. It was Darrell.

One common malady that seems to afflict the mentally retarded is that excitement further decreases their limited sense of coordination and balance, causing them to lurch forward, and often sideways, when they spring to their feet from a sitting position.

So when Darrell jumped from his chair, he acquired the jerky animation of a dancing, wooden puppet.  Trying to regain his balance, his legs and feet became a flurry of stomping and dancing around and tripping over one another. Darrell's hands were raised head high and flailing about. Nate had a quick vision of what happened at Johnny's funeral and his heart jumped into his throat. Even at the distance he was from the house, Nate could tell that Darrell, in spite of his gyrations and peril, had not taken his eyes off the truck coming towards him.

"Oh, my Lord," Nate blurted, "he's going to take a nose dive off the porch onto the driveway. Oh, gah, Darrell, stop."

It was as if some telepathic process had conveyed Nate's warning, for Darrell's right hand immediately reached out and found one of the porch columns. That simple act was amazingly effective, for Darrell seemed to ricochet off the column and began to lope down the porch towards the ramp. Nate, having reached the split in the drive and veered to his right, was now close enough to see that Darrell's mouth was wide open and that he was gripped in laughter, almost hysterical. Suddenly, Darrell screeched to a halt, pivoted, and headed towards the front door. When he reached the screen door he put his hand on the handle, but stopped. He spun back around, took two steps, and stopped again. He glanced at the truck, that had now entered the curve and was almost to the front of the house, and turned back toward the door. Finally he settled on a course of action and hurried down the porch, reaching the head of the ramp the same time as the truck.

Nate eased the truck up to the steps while Darrell, still on the porch, followed along beside him. Even through the closed windows of an expensive vehicle engineered to isolate its passengers from outside noise, Nate could hear Darrell's excited voice yelling, "Hey Nate, Hey Nate, Hey Nate" alternating with spurts of clipped, nervous laughter. Anytime Darrell saw someone he knew or was excited to see, he always said the same thing—the person's name preceded by the word hey. He would begin by extending the word hey, increasing volume to a high pitch, and then trailing off before exploding the person's name.

Nate parked in front of the steps, stepped out, and rounded the front of his truck. Darrell stood at the top of the steps, head thrust towards Nate, and grinning.  Suddenly, Darrell's expression changed to one similar to shock, almost as if he had been jolted by a horrible revelation. To the top of his voice he blurted out a stream of unintelligible babble that Nate interpreted as, "I've got to get my stuff," then turned, crashed into the screen door, and began to claw at the handle. Nate called out, louder and more harshly than he meant to, "Darrell, wait".

Amazingly, right before Nate's eyes, like suddenly turning a page in a picture book, Darrell's out of control excitement lapsed into the calmness of an automaton. A mix of strange feelings swept over Nate as Darrell turned to face him, his mouth ajar, an expectant frown on his face. Nate felt like a heel. Why had he snapped at Darrell like that? It was so unnecessary. Yet he had no name for the feeling he experienced next while looking at his brother standing on the porch, waiting to be told what to do next. So agreeable. So trusting. So loving. And yes, even at the age of 68, so innocent.

"I'll need to go in with you, Darrell." Nate made a conscious effort to sound pleasant. "You know, to tell them we're leaving. And I'll probably need to sign something, too. Okay?"

"Okay, Nate."

Nate climbed the steps while Darrell continued to stand passively still, waiting. Stepping onto the porch, Nate smiled at his brother. Darrell grinned back. They looked at one another in awkward silence for a moment. A loud nervous laugh escaped Darrell's throat. "Hah-hah, huck." And then without any warning whatsoever Darrell primped his face and began to cry. Nate was stunned. "Darrell, what's the..." he started, but stopped when he realized what was taking place. In the only way he knew, Darrell was expressing the joy and thrill of seeing his brother and the prospect of spending a few days with him. Darrell's limitations prevented him from expressing those emotions with words, so he projected them through laughter and weeping, the degree of each indicative of the depth with which those emotions were felt. Did Darrell really love him that much?  So happy to see him he can't talk, so excited he doesn't know whether to laugh or cry? At that moment, Nate felt more ashamed than ever before in his life, embarrassed, almost unclean, for Darrell had lived in this house over fifteen years and today was the first time Nate had ever laid eyes on the place.

Oh, it wasn't like he had abandoned his brother. He saw Darrell at least a couple of times a year at family gatherings. And after Kathy died, when Johnny would bring Darrell home for a weekend or holidays, Nate would always try to spend at least a few hours with him, take him to Wal-Mart or McDonald's. But all that had been done with a sense of duty. Spend a little time with him, then drop him off and pretty well forget about him until the next time. It was only now, as he thought back on it, that he realized Darrell had always been excited to see him and had even cried a couple of times when he dropped him back off at Johnny's. But why had he not noticed those things then? And why was it affecting him so now? Though Nate was posing those rhetorical thoughts silently to himself, some unseen speaker began to answer them.

Nate was experiencing what it was like to be on the receiving end of genuine unselfish love. Not the love he had for Ellen and always thought she had for him. Not the love they had for Josh and Jake and three spoiled grandchildren. But true brotherly love. Unearned love, straight from the heart, expecting nothing in return. Unconditional love that ignored all the warts and blemishes. Darrell didn't harbor any grudges at Nate for slighting him all these years, he just treasured their times together. Was this another one of those things in Nate's misspent life that it's too late to do anything about? No, dammit, this is one thing he could do something about. Starting right now. Nate stepped closer and placed his hand on Darrell's shoulder.

"It's okay, Darrell," Nate said, "take it easy now, huh. We'll go in and talk to Mr. Bruce and get your stuff and be on our way. We're going to have a good time this weekend, right?"

Darrell smiled and reached up and wiped his dripping nose on the sleeve of his suit coat. Then he reached into his rear trousers pocket, took out a handkerchief, and dabbed at his eyes. "Yeah, Nate, we gone have a good time," he said, shoving the handkerchief back into his pocket and wiping his nose on his sleeve again.

A shutter passed over Darrell and his knees banged together. A brief look of shock crossed his face. His right hand flashed to his crotch and then back to his side. The movement was so quick Nate almost missed it. Nate grinned and put his hand on Darrell's arm.

"Hey, big brother, maybe you ought to run to the bathroom before we leave, huh?"

"Okay. What you call me Nate?"

"What? Oh, big brother?"

"Yeah," Darrell said, grinning.

"Well, you're older than me, right?"

"Yeah," Darrell said enthusiastically and then, with the air and authority of an academe, proceeded to recite both their birthdays, complete with month, date, and year. He concluded by reminding Nate that both of them were born in Ashton, South Carolina on Walnut Street in the Ashton Mill Village. Nate interrupted Darrell before he could continue with the rest of the family.

"That's right, Darrell, and if you are my big brother then that makes me, what?"

"I forgot."

"Well, if you're my big brother, then that makes me your little brother, right?"

Darrell let out a burst of laughter.

"Yeah, I like that Nate. You my little brother." Another nervous yuk-yuk.

"Okay, you run pee and I'll talk with Mr. Bruce for a minute and then we'll be on our way."

Another burst of nervous laughter and Darrell yelled, "Okay, Nate."

"What did you call me?"

"Huh?" A puzzled look quickly erased by one of understanding. In a loud voice, "Little brother." More nervous laughter as Darrell turned and began to claw at the knob on the screen door.

"Hold on Darrell, calm down, I'll get the door for you."

Again, Nate was taken by how quickly his brother responded to the mildest of reprimands. Darrell released the doorknob, took a step backwards, and stood expressionless, waiting for Nate to open the door. Nate opened the screen, pushed open the wooden door, and stepped back to let Darrell go first. Like a runner at the sound of the starter's pistol, Darrell lunged through the front door, stumbled slightly, passed through a narrow dim-lit foyer, and made a left turn into a darkened hall that ran perpendicular to the small entrance hall. Entering the small foyer, Nate took note of the lack of lighting, which seemed to create an air of somberness, an ambiance that demanded whispering, mindful of a small town mortuary. But everything was neat and clean, almost sterile.

To Nate's left, along the wall of the foyer, a narrow glass-topped table, centered under a large gilt framed mirror, held a small brass lamp and an open book much like an old-fashioned hotel register. Nate guessed the bulb in the lamp was no more than forty watts. To his right, an archway led into a well-furnished, but also dark, living room. At the far end of the room was a closed door that Nate assumed led to a dining room. He stepped to the end of the foyer and peeped around the corner to his right. What had obviously once been a great room had been converted to a large dining area with table and chairs to seat a dozen or so people. A kitchen area was separated from the dining room by a Formica topped counter. A small fluorescent bulb above the sink and one above the stove provided the only light for both rooms. In the back wall of the dining room, a wide opening that had once been an exit of double, sliding glass doors was now an archway leading into a large, add-on den where two men sat on a couch, zombie-like, watching a soap opera on a large screen television. Nate peered to his left, down a darkened hall lined with four closed doors, two on the left, two on the right. A single closed door formed the end of the hallway. Nate assumed the light filtering under the second door on the right was coming from the bathroom where Darrell was attending to his personal hygiene.

Nate stepped back to the foyer table and looked at the book. It was indeed a register of sorts, lined and divided into columns. Each column was marked with a heading. Visitor, For, Date, Time Out, Date, Time In. Nate assumed he would need to sign his name in the Visitor column and Darrell's name in the For column. Out of curiosity, he casually flipped back a page. He stopped when he saw Darrell's name middle ways of the page. Only a few weeks earlier someone had signed him out. The neatly penned signature in the visitor column caused Nate's heart to flutter—Johnny Gilstrap.

Nate started to turn the book back to its original page when his eye caught Darrell's name on another line, more recent than Johnny's. Beside Darrell's name the visitor had hurriedly scrawled the initials R.C. Nate began to flip back through the pages and was somewhat amazed that Darrell's name appeared on nearly every page all the way back to the front of the book. A quick calculation of dates and times revealed that almost every Monday since the first of the year, someone known only as R.C. had signed Darrell out mid-morning and returned him mid to late afternoon. Must be Darrell's caseworker, taking Darrell to doctor's appointments or such. But weekly, and keeping him out over lunch time? That seemed a bit odd. He would ask Darrell about it.

Continuing to look about, Nate noticed that on the floor, along the opposite wall and spilling through the archway into the living room, was an assortment of make shift luggage. Several of the residents must be going away for the weekend, he thought. On the other hand, one could be moving out, for among the items were two sports bags, a duffel bag, and a red laundry drawstring bag. A large brown paper sack from a well-known grocery chain was filled with shoes. Nate could make out a pair of leather, work boots and a pair of white sneakers. A heavy, fur lined parka lay folded atop an old fashioned brown and tan striped suitcase. A movement to Nate's left startled him. In the doorway to the hall, a short little man stood grinning at Nate. He was a far cry from the mental picture Nate had conjured up of Mr. Bruce, the contract operator of the residence. 

The only word to describe the pale, stubby little man was round. A round head, mindful of the iconic smiley face with thinning brown hair and granny glasses, rested upon a body just as round, only a dozen-fold larger. The stick figure arms, protruding from the short sleeves of a plaid cotton shirt, led Nate to conclude that similar constructed legs lay hidden under the blue denim trousers held up by wide, bright red suspenders.

As soon as Nate made eye contact, the little man came towards him, grinning broadly, pudgy little hand extended, chirping, "Hello, hello, hello, good to see you, good to see you".

"Good to see you, too. I'm Nate Gilstrap, Darrell's brother. I'm here to take Darrell home for the weekend".

"Ah, yes, Darrell. Fine man, that Darrell, fine man, one of the finest men I have ever known."

"Well, thank you. This is my first time here so do I need to..."

Nate stopped short. The little man's expression had changed from Old Saint Nick to Old Man Scrooge so quickly it startled Nate. Chin jutted forward, bottom lip protruded, eyes boring into Nate's with an accusing scowl. With an air of defiance, he took a step closer to Nate. He had to raise his head to maintain eye contact, but that didn't change his expression in the least. He stuck out his right forefinger and poked Nate in the chest, hard, and flung a challenging question at him.

"Do you cross-stitch?" he asked.

"Do what?"

"I said, do you cross-stitch?"

"Well, er...no, no I don't"

Another poke in the chest.

"Well, I do". Heavy emphasis on the I and the do. Then, deliberately, accenting each word with a poke in the chest, "And brother, I am an expert."

"Well, er, that's nice," nervously looking around for help or for somewhere to run.

"You don't believe me, do you?"

"Of course I believe you."

"No, you don't. Well, brother," another emphatic poke in the chest, "you just stand right there and I'll show you."

As quickly as he had appeared, the little round man spun around and hurried off down the hall. Nate turned to examine himself in the mirror, placed the palm of his right hand on his forehead and said to his reflected image, "Is this really happening?" The answer came in the form of a snorting grunt. Nate looked to his right, flinched, and sucked in a quick breath. Filling the doorway into the hall, eyes boring into Nate, was the biggest, meanest looking black man he had ever seen. The stern expression on the coal black face convinced Nate that this fellow didn't just look mean, he was mean.

"Gimme a quarter."

"Do what?"

A step towards Nate. A little louder, a little more forceful.

"I said, gimme a quarter."

Nate was sure he was about to die, but it would be painless for he was going to faint first. Miraculously, a sweet angelic voice, which could only be coming from heaven, rescued him.

"Tyrone. You leave Mr. Gilstrap alone. He's here to see Darrell. Now you go on back out there and watch TV."

Once again Nate witnessed the dramatic effect of a few words. He watched in disbelief as what he had perceived to be a huge, threatening menace dissolved into a lovable, harmless, child-like figure. Tyrone lowered his head, drooped his shoulders, and primped his face as his lower lip began to tremble. Nate looked to his right and saw that the voice had not come from heaven and it was not an angel who had spoken. It was a neatly dressed, attractive, middle-aged woman who was walking through the living room towards him. Over her shoulder, the door at the end of the room stood open revealing a well-lighted office. The pleasant voiced lady stepped over the duffel bag on the floor and extended her hand to Nate.

"Good morning, Mr. Gilstrap, I'm Martha Bruce. Mr. Bruce has taken the van into town to pick up some of our residents at the workshop, but he told me to be sure and tell you how sorry we were to hear of Dr. Gilstrap's death. He was a fine man."

"Thank you, Mrs. Bruce, and it's nice to meet you."

"A bit demanding at times, but nevertheless a nice man."

Nate immediately picked up on the hidden message. Johnny had been a pain in the butt about something and Nate was being warned not to try the same. But you also told me something else, Mrs. Bruce, something you didn't mean to. There has never lived a more un-pain in the butt man than Johnny Gilstrap, and that could only mean one thing. This just might not be the warm and cozy place it seems on the surface and you have just alerted me to it. Rest assured, I'll be watching.

"Tyrone, go on now," Mrs. Bruce said.

Tyrone mumbled "Yessum" but did not move. Tears began to form in his eyes.

Nate began to fumble in his pocket and, in an aside voice, asked Mrs. Bruce, "Can I give him a quarter?"

"Well, if you like, but we really don't encourage it."

"Here Tyrone, here's a quarter for you."

Tyrone grinned, exposing a broad ban of white teeth across his glossy black face. Accepting the coin, he slapped Nate on the shoulder with a hand the size of a fielder's glove and with such force Nate's knees buckled.

"Thank you, thank you." The booming bass voice was so deep Nate imagined he smelled the man's socks on his breath.

"Okay, run along now Tyrone and let me talk with Mr. Gilstrap."

With the quarter held out in front of him, clasped between his thumb and forefinger, Tyrone hurriedly left the foyer, no doubt on his way to show his new found treasure to one of his fellow residents.

"Oh, hello Darrell, you all ready for a nice visit with your brother?"

"Yes Mam," Darrell said, standing in the hall doorway.

"Well, I need to get your medicine, and Mr. Gilstrap, if you will sign the register please."

"Sure."

Mrs. Bruce was headed for the kitchen and Nate had just taken his pen from his pocket to sign the register when, like a jack-in-the-box, the little round man with the little round head brush-blocked Darrell out of the way and stormed into the foyer. Under his right arm, much like one would transport a watermelon, he carried a lidless shoe box heaped with scraps of cream colored fabric and skeins of various colored yarn. In his right hand he held a piece of the fabric stretched across a hoop of chrome-like metal. A needle, threaded with a long strand of yellow thread, stood upright in the center of the hoop. Obviously, a work in progress. The little fellow dropped his box on the end of the table and thrust his on-going work up under Nate's nose.

"See."

"Well, er...yes...that's nice."

"Didn't I tell you?"

"Yeah, yeah you did, and you were right."

A beaming smile replaced the stern glare.

"Oh, you ain't seen nothing."

The little man flung the hoop onto the table and began to rummage through his box. Selecting one of the swatches, he turned and held it up towards Nate, displaying the design by holding a corner of the cloth in each hand between his thumb and forefinger. The stitching was a rather complex rendering of a flower, done in bright greens, yellows, and deep brown. "See?" Before Nate could answer the flower was discarded and another rendering was being displayed. The image was obviously a poem or prayer. Nate was able to read "Dear Lord" before it too was discarded and a trio of playful kittens had taken its place.

"Now George, don't be bothering Mr. Gilstrap."

Okay. That answers that question. Not everybody in this place responds quickly to a few words. George didn't even acknowledge Mrs. Bruce's sweet reprimand, but kept displaying his wares as if he had only a few moments to show off his entire collection. He had become so excited he was trembling and beginning to giggle.

"George." A bit more sternly.

Well, maybe they all did respond. George stopped. The smile fell from his face, replaced by a look of dreaded anticipation, wondering, cautious, as he glanced back and forth between Nate and Mrs. Bruce.

"Take your things on back to your room, okay?"

"Yessum."

George, now seemingly unaffected either way, began casually gathering up his cross-stitch materials and stuffing them back into the box. Nate felt compelled to acknowledge the little man's accomplishments. While he had never tried the craft, he had seen enough of Ellen's work to know that it did indeed require skill to produce the samples George had shown him, and Nate's builder eye could recognize quality work no matter what the medium.

Hey, George," Nate said, "you really are an expert. Thank you for showing me your work. It really is nice."

A big grin.

"Thank you, thank you, thank you."

George grabbed up the rest of his things and shoved the box back under his arm, whirled around, and ran smack into Darrell who had resumed his position in the doorway. Darrell and George did a little sideways back and forth jig with each other until Darrell finally figured out that if he stood still then George could go around him. The little man's voice could be heard trailing behind him as he hurried down the hall, "I am an expert, I am an expert, I am an expert."

