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PART l 

NOTHING HAPPENS NOWHERE:  

SETTING AS CHARACTER IN THE SHAPING OF FICTION
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Landscape, or setting, in literature serves as more than a colorful backdrop to the 

playacting of characters upon the story's stage. Rather than providing artistic moments 

of narrative or a chance for the author to dazzle with poetic display, setting in literature 

should serve as a catalyst for action, and should provide a foundational basis to reveal 

voice. Setting, as a living combination of time and place, serves as its own character 

that highlights the movement of others.   

 A setting should be as alive or real as any of the persons who inhabit the story; it 

has a look, a personality, flaws, and a drive. The setting wants something: it pushes 

against protagonist and antagonist alike and is intrinsic to story. Setting reveals the crux 

of the main character's journey: the success of the hero's journey begins and ends with 

place, or a return to home. A character must find place within the landscape of his 

journey, or be shunned by it. At the end of the quest, the hero must make a choice 

whether to treasure or eschew his redefined sense of "home," now altered by newly 

gained wisdom and experience. The setting redefines not only the hero, but the 

characters cohabitating the story. It offers boundaries for family, for nature, and for 

society. Setting and landscape define the rules in which the characters make their 

choices, for loss or gain. Characters are intrinsically tied to setting, and place and 

character make indelible prints on one another. Together, character and setting work 

together to create story.  

"Where do your stories come from? Where do you get your ideas?" These are 

questions that a writer of fiction encounters. Answers vary. Stories can erupt from 

anywhere: an incongruous headline over Sunday coffee, the sagging jowls of a bull-

faced veteran at a diner, an overheard argument of a frazzled mother and her resilient 



 

 3 

adolescent in the lines at Wal-Mart. A writer's thoughts percolate between the pages of 

fiction crafted by other writers. Idea bubbles rise from each careful comma, a well-

placed gesture, the names of characters, and the plotlines--both the ridiculous and 

sublime. I've received inspiration from each of these founts, but perhaps my most 

organic stories have birthed from a sense of place. "Nothing can happen nowhere," 

writes Elizabeth Bowen, and the reverse is true: everything must happen somewhere. 

That somewhere is a vital heartbeat of the fiction, and a choice the author must make 

with care. 

 My first novel, Potter Springs, sprang from the nine years I lived in the Texas 

Panhandle.  Potter Springs is a fictitious town, but one that bears a close resemblance 

to those small areas in West Texas that cling to the topography against all odds. I was 

impressed by the resilience of the people, by their quiet generosity and their willingness 

to reach out to transplants, like myself, who were wind-whipped and homesick. In my 

novel Potter Springs, Amanda is a young bride from Houston carted off to the high 

plains by her husband. Her despair at moving from the lush green quickness of Houston 

to the slower evolutions of a dusty town echoes her internal character struggles. The 

way she and Mark view the landscape, at different times in the story, reflects their 

individual sense of being and the growing distance between the young couple. For 

example, when considering the possibility of returning to the Texas Panhandle, the area 

of his birthplace, Mark thinks:  

Home. To windswept plains and broad fields of dancing yellow grass. Sky 
wrapped around the earth like a quilt, thin and high. Weather riding up like a herd 
of horses, clouds thundering in, seeing lightning from forty miles away. A land 
where sunsets were gifts brought from afar in colorful and glorious splendor. (63)  
 

Mark's excitement is cloaked in the language of landscape with its "dancing yellow 
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grass" and thundering clouds. The place is one of comfort to him, as imagined in that 

high thin quilt. He sees possibility in those sunsets which, as seen through a minister's 

point of view, echo the Magi with their "gifts brought from afar." 

Comparing Mark's perspective with Amanda's highlights the chasm between the 

newlyweds, brought on by the miscarriage of their first child. As Amanda approaches 

her new home, her interpretation of the landscape is wildly different from Mark’s: 

On the map, Potter Springs looked flat and ugly, with no green hatch signs for 
trees, no blurry browns for mountain ridges. Just thin black and blue lines, like 
varicose veins, weaving sparsely through a sea of white [...].  
 
In the flat expanse, the vegetation itself seemed to struggle for refreshment. For 
life. Each dot on the map proved to be a wasteland of peeling houses and 
junked-out farm equipment. Trees titled sideways and old grocery stores boasted 
boards instead of windows. (68-69) 
 

Amanda's response, told through a city girl's point of view in encountering a rustic 

landscape, is one of brokenness and struggle. She longs for refreshment, for newness, 

and all she can see is a wasteland. The landscape here is an antagonist, her enemy, as 

she's forced to start over in a strange place both unfamiliar and intimidating. The 

weather, the colors, and the winds fight against everything she knows, and she is forced 

either to change or to break. Amanda’s growth in her storyline shows in her character's 

appreciation of the landscape, and in the way she embraces a new sense of "home" in 

Potter Springs.   

When I found representation for my first novel with my agent, her constant refrain 

during my revisions was "More small town!"  She found the setting a character in its own 

right and wanted to see that more developed in the story. Apparently, small-town Texas 

sells. Through the revision process, I learned ways in which setting can transform the 

smaller moments and create tension and conflict for the larger scenes. I reconsidered 
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chapters that took place in more generic spots (a walk down the road, a kitchen table) 

and planted them more firmly into the setting's quirky personality. In my own way, I 

crafted Potter Springs as a love letter to the Texas Panhandle, to show how I had 

learned to release my preconceived notions and allow the place--a refining salt of the 

earth--to emerge as a strong and powerful character. This early emphasis on setting, 

and the power it has to shape story, guided my future writing and informed the way I 

read literature. For me, setting must be alive, and real, and participate in active 

relationships with its characters. 

As Eudora Welty writes regarding character’s relationship with place: 

Unlike time, place has surface, which will take the imprint of man—his hand, his 
foot, his mind; it can be tamed, domesticized. It has shape, size, boundaries; 
man can measure himself against them. It has atmosphere and temperature, 
change of light and show of season, qualities to which man spontaneously 
responds. Place has always nursed, nourished, and instructed man; he in return 
can rule and ruin it, take it and lose it, suffer if he is exiled from it, and after living 
on it he goes to it in his grave. It is the stuff of fiction, as close to our living lives 
as the earth we can pick up and rub between our fingers[…]. (Welty 176) 
 

Yet, not all setting is as nurturing as Welty describes. In some fiction, setting becomes 

the oppressor, the refining stone that sharpens the iron in characters. As an example of 

the defining nature of setting, Cormac McCarthy's The Road is set in post-apocalyptic 

America with a landscape so eerily changed by catastrophe that any real markers are 

gone. The ravaged landscape is juxtaposed against the hope within the family and the 

delicate movement between father and son.  As the novel focuses on survival, the 

power of setting runs in naturalistic tones.  The world is overpowering; mankind is at the 

disposal of the elements; nature is both violent and cruel.  The contrast is sharply life 

and death, with every surface covered in shades of gray. McCarthy's prose throughout 

the novel is spare, cutting, and pared down like the existence of his characters. 
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McCarthy keeps figurative language to a minimum, but he employs it in personifying his 

setting in poetic tones: "By day the banished sun circles the earth like a grieving mother 

with a lamp" (28). The setting creates struggle, and is a universal antagonist to the 

novel's two main characters. The dynamic of the father teaching his son coming-of-age 

lessons is poignantly highlighted by the very real fact that they both could die any day. 

The landscape becomes an antagonistic character to outwit and outmaneuver, and 

while it may prove ultimately undefeatable, if the characters are not destroyed by it 

(whether physically, morally, or spiritually), they will succeed in their journey. The father 

and son are redefined by their movements within the setting: their reaction to 

environment molds their shaping, and their relationship with one another. As they push 

against the forces of landscape, they find redemption of self and family is reconfigured. 

While some might argue that landscape functions as a flat character (as Forster 

describes flat), in truth landscape can reveal surprising nuances and turns of personality 

(Forster 137). Near the end of The Road, a new character emerges from the landscape, 

walking from within hidden post-apocalyptic folds and providing hope for the boy, and by 

extension, mankind. Critics have argued that McCarthy's bleak landscape and fear-

based narrative reflect the current climate of a post-9/11 world. That contemporary 

issues find way into a futuristic novel is not surprising. That McCarthy used setting as 

his most powerful tool for the construction of the work goes back to the original 

argument: nothing happens nowhere, and for a fiction to succeed, setting must be 

intentional. 

 My intention in my second novel, Prudence, was to explore the tension between 

characters struggling for a second chance within the microcosm of a small, fictional 
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town in East Texas. The landscape in East Texas stands in contrast to much of the 

state: it is piney, black soiled, spare of metropolitan areas, and dotted with communities 

based on the pine industries and closeted by the landscape. The inspiration behind 

Prudence came when our family moved from West Texas back to the Dallas/Fort Worth 

area. Transplanting from Amarillo to Fort Worth is a huge leap in highway miles, 

weather patterns, and lifestyle. We had moved away from high winds and steep shifts in 

temperature into a large metropolitan area that boasted art, fine dining, traffic, and 

heightened allergens. I experienced anew how a physical transportation in locale affects 

every area of one's life. My husband was starting a new job; I was starting over. New 

friends, new community, and with my first novel in the can, a new book.  Where to 

begin?  As a writer, I believe the best way to find inspiration, really, is to do nothing. 

Release preconceived notions, sit back with your eyes and ears open, and inspiration 

will find you.   

 The initial idea for this new novel came when we discovered our son had a friend 

whose father had been imprisoned for a white-collar crime. Our local church had 

supported this man throughout his incarceration, openly prayed for his family in Sunday 

services, and visited him on weekends. He was released with little fanfare and 

welcomed back into the community without censure. The seed that planted the idea for 

my new novel arrived in the way his family explained his absence to the uninformed: 

"He's away on a long business trip." The self-protection and (perhaps) unintended 

humor in that statement intrigued me, and I wanted to explore the idea of a man 

returning home after such a wrong turn of events. I wanted to work through the struggle 

to find "place" upon re-entry. The narrative in Prudence reflects, in a slight tap to my 
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biography once again, the family's communal and individual desire for a mulligan: a 

second start, a second chance. 

 Prudence's main character, Donovan Grey, is a young man on the cusp of PGA 

greatness, and I wanted to play with the irony of a character who seeks to play an open-

air game in a landscape choked with trees. I have travelled to East Texas many times 

and I always marvel at the difference in landscape. Prudence is a fictitious town I 

created from an amalgam of places I’ve visited in the region. The landscape in 

Prudence serves as Donovan’s personal antagonist physically and emotionally, and 

Donovan doesn't seem to fit in the small community. His sporting gift takes him away 

from Prudence and into broader worlds. When he returns to his hometown (twice in the 

course of the novel), bringing the invisible Other-ness with him, he thematically violates 

the structure of the town principles, and the result nearly destroys him. His journey is to 

learn his sense of self, and whether he belongs in Prudence after all, and whether 

Prudence will be found in him. Regarding Welty’s theory on place as nurse, nurturer, 

and instructor, I named Donovan's hometown "Prudence" for all of those qualities: it is a 

place of nurture and instruction. The name reflects the overarching movement of the 

characters, and I like the biblical musicology in the word: "You who are simple, gain 

prudence; you who are foolish, gain understanding" (Proverbs 8:5).   

 When Donovan returns to his hometown after an extended “business trip,” his 

interaction with setting reveals his new perspective, and the metaphorical steps he’s 

taken in coming home to prudence/Prudence: 

The house in Prudence looked smaller than Donovan remembered. Two stories 
of stained siding, the windows blackened rectangles against the overcast 
morning.  The east Texas sky, milky gray, a thin comfort leaking through dense 
forest pine.  He pulled the car into the long gravel driveway, flanked by deep 
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flood pits at the street line. He killed the engine and the Nissan clanked its ill-
content beneath him.   He eased himself out of the car, the dank air sinking its 
teeth into his joints. He pulled the small bag from the back seat and made his 
way up the steps. (242) 
 

Comparing this selection with Mark's thoughts from Potter Springs, I was surprised to 

find similarities between the men's characters. The emphasis on the sky underscores 

the smallness of humanity against larger forces, yet both Donovan and Mark find a 

sense of comfort in that fact.  Whereas Mark sees the sky as a quilt, Donovan describes 

it as "milky," evoking a maternal, caring image. The house, however, is a shrunken 

being, with blackened rectangles and stained siding. This suggests a mystery and hints 

at a shadowed, or darkened, past which Donovan will have to confront. The language 

here evokes violence and foreshadows conflict: the deep flood pits, the killed engine, 

the clanking ill-content of the car. Even the air is less than welcoming, as it sinks its 

teeth into Donovan’s joints. Setting becomes a character to reveal a harsh and difficult 

scene. 

 Annie Proulx is an author who brilliantly utilizes the harshness of setting and 

scene in her fiction. Proulx uses setting to reveal inner thoughts of characters, to create 

conflict, and to hint at secrets in the past. In The Shipping News, Proulx introduces an 

ancestral home that evokes more feeling than a typical four-walls-and-a-roof setting. 

The Quoyle family house is alive: it rocks and moans with the wind, it cries out when its 

nails are pulled upon, and it has stubbornly survived years of icy winds and storms off 

the Newfoundland coast. When Quoyle, his daughters and the aunt approach the house 

on a bitter cold morning, the reception is anything but warm: 

The house threw their voices back at them, hollow and unfamiliar. 
 
The gaunt building stood on rock.  The distinctive feature was a window flanked 
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by two smaller ones, as an adult might stand with protective arms around 
children's shoulders. (42) 
 

Notice the action: the house "threw their voices back" even as it stands, gaunt, on that 

rock. It has a "distinctive feature," as might a face, and the imagery of an adult with 

protective arms around children introduces the shadowy themes of generational incest 

that unfold. Quoyle, whom Proulx sketches as a "damp loaf of a man" is in search of 

place in this new land, and his story is finding a backbone beneath all that dough. 

Proulx uses the icy setting and history to buffer him toward strength and his identity as a 

man. His story is one of connection and redemption through community, and it is 

through the physicality of place that Proulx propels Quoyle’s story. 

 In writing good stories, Flannery O’Connor says, “If you start with a real 

personality, a real character, then something is bound to happen; and you don’t have to 

know that before you begin” (Gardner 18).I agree with this philosophy, but I would add 

to O’Connor’s list that you must start with a “real” place. These personalities, these 

characters, must have a setting as vivid and alive as they are in order for them to fight, 

to change, to seek, and to grow. I wanted the characters in Prudence to have an 

organic relationship to the landscape which reflects their characters.  Dorie, Donovan's 

younger sister, breaks away from academia to spend an evening of planned 

irresponsibility. When we meet her, she's engaged in a post-rodeo event with bull rider 

Boyd Dickerson. Dorie's response to setting exposes her age and her yearning to break 

free from both a reputation for being both smart and responsible and the constraints of 

living in a small town: 

The night air was thick and full, stars draped in a velvet painting, cicadas buzzed 
in the high trees. Fair lights swirled in distant carnival glory along with the smell 
of corn dogs and sweet funnel cakes. Her Love's Baby Soft perfume smelled 
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nice, too, even though she'd spent hours in the stands, watching local rodeo 
stars beat the snot out of kids from bigger cities. (16) 
 

This introductory, natural setting of Dorie outdoors with Boyd provides a backdrop that 

shows sexual desire with the air "thick and full" and the buzzing cicadas. The swirling 

lights and sweet smells are outward manifestations of her inner thoughts. The carnival 

sounds and the celestial lights embody her longing and her hopefulness. Yet, the reader 

can see a poignant edge to all of Dorie’s youthful naiveté, as she’s so besotted by the 

landscape and her desires that she’s unable to weigh the potential consequences of her 

actions: 

She relaxed, listening to the laughter from the tilt-a-whirl at the nearby carnival.  
The stars above sparkled a twinkly testimony to perfection and beauty. So what if 
Boyd had never noticed her before? She'd made him look tonight, and that 
satisfaction curled deep in her belly. "It's beautiful out here," she said to the stars 
and to Boyd.  "Don't you think it's beautiful?"  
  
You're beautiful, she wanted him to say.   
 
"Yeah, " he breathed. "Beautiful." His voice a hot whisper, and she drank it in. 
(20) 
 

Landscape here is a twin to Dorie’s character and nature provides a Greek chorus as 

witness: it expresses what she, in her youthfulness, cannot. Setting, in this initial 

chapter for Dorie, is not an antagonist to her; instead, it is her purest reflection. Dorie 

sees beauty in the world around her; she sees herself as beautiful. She's satisfied with 

her place in the world, and the landscape envelops her.    

 Charles Baxter employs an enveloping setting as character in The Feast of Love 

to create the tone for a novel that examines the consuming effects of relationship, 

sexuality and love. As experienced through the point of view of a fictional Charles 

Baxter, the imagery here is sexual, animalistic and grotesque: 
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No: here are the gypsy moths, still in their caterpillar form, chewing at the maple 
and serviceberry leaves, devouring our neighborhood forest leaf by leaf. Night 
gives them no rest. [...] The trees are coated, studded with caterpillars, their bare 
trunks hairy and squirming. I can barely see them but can hear their every scrape 
and crawl. (5-6) 
 

At this point in Baxter’s novel, the devouring moths whose appetites are "blindingly 

voracious, obsessive" reflect the narrator's skittish approach to his subject matter. He is 

uninitiated to the more intimate aspects of love, which will unfold in the stories of the 

lovers whose tales he chronicles in the rest of the narrative. In these opening pages "he 

can barely see them," but as the novel progresses he will have opportunity to observe 

with greater clarity the intertwined lives in his neighborhood and elsewhere. That Baxter 

selects a wee hours' stroll through a neighborhood as the beginning further emphasizes 

the setting as character. The moths, the nighttime, the stadium down the road where a 

"midsummer's night's dream is being acted down there [...] a solitary naked couple, 

barely visible down there right now on the fifty-yard line, making love" (7) are not 

accidental selections. Each serves to play against the fictional Charlie and to echo the 

inner lives of the characters.  

 Dorie's earlier beautiful moment, made poignant by Boyd's obvious lack of 

emotional connection, takes a tilt-a-whirl shift when she later discovers her pregnancy 

as she walks the track at school. The high school is the same one her parents attended, 

and serves as a hulking symbol of generations in Prudence. Its presence underscores 

the question of whether or not Dorie will rise above her circumstance: "The red brick 

building behind her was full of stifling classrooms and warped wood, worn linoleum that 

had borne the tread of thousands of tennis shoes.  She breathed deep, grateful to be 

outside" (51). The inside/outside theme is one that I tried to weave throughout 
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Prudence, using setting and internal dialogue. Dorie's revelations in the opening pages 

of the novel arrive when she's outside: in the truck with Boyd, as she's walking around 

the track, as she rides her bike in search of a job to support her child. She stands 

outside the normal or familiar in Prudence, and, more universally, in her embracing a 

teenage pregnancy with such hope. I wanted Dorie to be a strong female character in 

spite of her naiveté, and to handle obstacles with creativity and vigor. Thus, she 

prepares for the long, hot ride to the diner (a negative external force) by airing her tires, 

eating a hearty lunch, and gulping a handy bottle of orange-juice when nausea assails 

her. As a pregnant teenage girl, she may be part of an unfortunate statistic, but the 

ways she handles her circumstance, and her setting, makes her heroic. The way Dorie 

interacts with scene reveals her strength and her courage. 

 In considering the construction of scene, Elizabeth Bowen writes, “Scene, being 

physical, is, like the physical traits of the characters, generally a copy, or a composite 

copy” (145). This composite copy of the physical gives the author leeway to shift scene 

and setting as he or she likes, in order to make it the most real, the post powerful 

interplay for his or her characters. Michael Cunningham creates composite copies of 

setting, which he employs as character in The Hours in the lives of three women which 

intersect and overlap in a mosaic effect. As much as the three women--Clarissa, 

Virginia and Laura--function and weave through their individual journeys, so do the 

settings in which they live. Time and place function together to create companion 

characters for the women to interact with, to grow through, and to fight against.  

Virginia's story takes place in a suburb of London in 1923, in Hogarth House on 

Paradise Road (an ironic moniker, given Virginia's melancholy outlook.) Her creative 
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temperament and shaky mental state have, through doctor's orders, alienated her from 

London. Richmond is an unfamiliar neighbor a place where she can only think of "dim 

rooms and a listless, overcooked smell" (34). The time period creates setting as an 

oppressive character toward women: Virginia fights against the patriarchal restrictions 

put upon her.  Her sense of self is subject to her husband and to her doctor. Much like 

the slowly maddened woman in Charlotte Perkins Gilman's "The Yellow Wallpaper," 

Virginia is medically advised to spend time in the country against her wishes. The 

suburbs are her prison, and because of the time in which she lives, she cannot escape. 

It's a lush imprisonment, with a wealthy household and the luxurious freedom to 

write.She's surrounded by a loving husband, a sister and nieces and nephew.  Her 

greatest antagonist is herself and the setting in which she resides (displayed through 

exquisitely prickly exchanges with her household servants.) The landscape seeks to 

woo her with its lushness, but Virginia longs for escape. She wants to return to her 

beloved London and all it "implies about freedom, about kisses, about the possibilities of 

art, and the sly dark glitter of madness" (172).  London is her dark, mad lover, with 

whom she wishes to reunite. In great irony, Virginia finds release when she allows the 

river to swallow her in a drowning suicide. She succumbs to her antagonist setting, at 

her own will, and the result is death. 

 In Prudence, Donovan's character is the one who chafes most against his 

settings: Prudence with its choking trees, the confinement of a hospital bed and the 

limitations of his own body, and later in a prison cell. Each setting has its own walls, 

whether virtual or imagined, an antagonist character which presses against him. For him 

to succumb to that surrounding, like Virginia, would mean death. In fact, one life-altering 
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sequence for Donovan shows the setting as aggressor, and his body's helpless 

response, when he crashes into the horseman statue in Prudence’s  town square:   

He never felt the steering wheel turn as he yanked away, then came the noise all 
at once, the impact, and the sight of the confederate soldier and its angry horse 
as it charged his windshield, the crunch of flesh and bone and metal, his scream 
a short burst, a yell cut in two, and then the hot gush of urine from his surprised 
bladder. (14) 
 

The soldier and the angry horse are active as they charge toward Donovan’s vehicle; he 

is passive, as even his bladder is surprised. As he recuperates in the hospital, 

Donovan's freedom, unlike Virginia's glittering, mad London, is less a physical place 

than an imagined one. It's suggested in the rolling openness of the greens, where his 

subconscious can "play the game the greens the shot the perfect connection high and 

flying just right sinking sweet sinking" (39).   Freedom, for Donovan, is escaping 

whatever currently holds him, and standing beneath that comforting high and milky sky. 

Yet, consequences prevail and instead of green freedom, his next major setting is one 

of gray confinement as he's sentenced for the accident. When the bus arrives at the 

prison, the language is intentionally taut and flat: 

 The van stopped outside the gates, where fencing and whirls of barbed wire 
surrounded a complex of ash-colored buildings. Cars filled the parking lot. It 
might have been a business park, if not for the wire and the guard stations that 
resembled lighthouses except they were filled with men and guns instead of light. 
 
After check-in, the van pulled inside. 
 
     Inside. 
 
They held him in a waiting room that was stripped of all color, like the faces of the 
waiting men. He calculated size and build with a glance. Could he take them?   
Was there a ringleader? Were they looking at him? Tables, chairs, even wall 
corners were rounded smooth for safety, like the fine curve on the face of a 
three-wood. It smelled of floor cleaner and antiseptic spray, and the human 
stench of fear. (79-80) 
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Inside is a place of darkness, as opposed to Outside. His analogy of the curved 

surfaces inside the prison to the face of a golf club underscores his hopelessness at 

being so confined. Here the setting reflects Donovan's tense resignation to his future in 

a place where glimpses of the sky are rare indeed.   

 Skies are not always treated as metaphor for comfort and embrace. In Flannery 

O'Connor's Wise Blood, the spiritually disturbed Hazel Motes travels to Taulkinham on a 

quest for authenticity and truth. The novel opens with Hazel on a train and in his window 

he sees "his pale reflection with the dark empty space outside coming through it. A 

boxcar roared past, chopping the empty space in two, and one of the women laughed" 

(16). The emptiness and darkness reflected in the landscape reveal Hazel's internal 

state, as does that dividing metaphor that chops the space in two. He is a man divided, 

angry and combative, questioning theories of redemption and a church without Christ. 

With this point of view, Hazel walks beneath skies that show his spiritual perspective: 

The black sky was underpinned with long silver streaks that looked like 
scaffolding and depth on depth behind it were thousands of stars that all seemed 
to be moving very slowly as if they were about some vast construction work that 
involved the whole order of the universe and would take all time to complete. No 
one was paying any attention to the sky. (37) 
 

The dark coloration and the slow connectivity emphasize a larger construction at work.  

O'Connor suggests, through setting, that Hazel is but a part of "the whole order of the 

universe" and was a brief moment in an epic that "would take all time" to complete. That 

no one pays attention points to the futility of Hazel's search: he cannot see himself, or 

truth, because he is not paying attention to that "depth on depth." Later, Hazel drives 

along the open road with the "sky just a little lighter blue than his suit, clear and even, 

with only one cloud in it, a large blinding white one with curls and a beard" (117). A 
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patriarchal God-image, blinding white, appears to watch over an oblivious Hazel in his 

quest. In the climactic scene where Hazel murders the false prophet, setting appears 

once again, with strong biblical allusions, to underscore Hazel's ultimate confusion and 

sense of being lost as he drives down the highway: 

He drove very fast out onto the highway, but once he had gone a few miles, he 
had the sense that he was not gaining ground. Shacks and filling stations and 
road camps and 666 signs passed him, and deserted barns with CCC snuff ads 
peeling across them, even a sign that said, 'Jesus died for YOU,' which he saw 
and deliberately did not read. He had the sense that the road was really slipping 
back under him. (207) 
 

O'Connor's choice of stream-of-consciousness rhythms in this section provide for a 

feeling of movement. The scene is moving; Hazel is not. All the active wording applies 

to the setting: the 666 signs "passed him," the snuff ads are "peeling," and the sign is 

speaking (it "said.")  Hazel sees and does not read, and his refusal to absorb the 

warnings of the landscape lead to his eventual self-blinding and death. 

 Yet, the use of setting as a character-shaping force does not always work in a 

negative fashion. Scene can be an expression, a doppelganger for the inner workings of 

a character. In Prudence, Donovan seeks refuge in the anonymity of city dwelling after 

his release from prison. He rebuilds his life in Houston, a place where he can get lost in 

its "traffic and construction and beautiful multi-million population" (173-174). The 

Houston setting is refuge for Donovan, his heartbeat, with undercurrents of hope and 

possibility. Donovan has secured his prison release, but the language suggests he’s not 

entirely free: 

He took off his coat jacket, unpacked his socks and underwear into his new 
drawer, and sat on the edge of his bed. The window overlooked the interstate 
outside, red and white lights streaming along, full of everyday people and 
everyday lives. Rushing home from jobs, to families and friends, their minds on 
whatever slate of events had happened to them that day. 
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Donovan's slate was clean. Sort of. 
 
He lay back on his new mattress and stared at the ceiling, the lights on the 
freeway outside making slatted patterns on his artless wall. He watched them for 
a long time, until finally, he fell asleep. (151-152) 
 

In this scene, the red and white lights stream outside. The people and the lives are 

outside. Life and all its events are outside. Donovan remains inside, with the lights 

making slatted patterns, a visual allusion to prison bars. Donovan will remain figuratively 

inside until he makes the trip home to the setting, to the characters, he must face. Only 

by leaving the city and returning to Prudence, and working through his past as lived out 

in that place, will he be ultimately free. 

  Whereas in Prudence city-life represents both isolation and independence, 

Michael Cunningham uses a city setting in The Hours to present a landscape of 

intelligence and excitement, and complex layers of relationship and career. His 

character Clarissa resides in thriving New York City at the end of the twentieth century. 

Hers is the strongest female figure who operates in freedom and self-will. Here New 

York represents a character of opportunity and hidden agendas with surprises around 

every corner. Anything is possible in New York City, and it is in this modern setting that 

Cunningham weaves his most forward-thinking themes. Clarissa is at once her own 

character and an idea reflective of Virginia's story. Richard is little Richie from the Laura 

stories, and Laura becomes the elderly woman who watches across Richard's aging 

building. The architecture further reflects themes of health and vitality: Clarissa's home 

is well-appointed and rich and Richard's is run down and decrepit. The buildings 

embody the characters; the city is a twin to the lives within its boundaries. The time 

element of setting is especially relevant here, as Clarissa and Richard are characters 
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within characters. They've slipped through time and space, out of Virginia's novel and 

out of Laura's history, into this new setting, with new roles. As Richard fights his last day 

of life, he begins this exchange with Clarissa: 

"Sorry. I seem to keep thinking things have already happened. When you asked 
if I remembered about the party and the ceremony, I thought you meant, did I 
remember having gone to them. And I did remember. I seem to have fallen out of 
time." 
 
"The party and ceremony are tonight. In the future." 
 
"I understand. In a way, I understand. But you see, I seem to have gone into the 
future too."  (62) 
  

This bending of time and future is a sophisticated response to the purpose of setting, 

and its usefulness to display character. Richard has fallen out of time; he is both past 

and future. This slippery setting allows him to function throughout the work against time 

in the way Welty explains it:  "Fiction does not hesitate to accelerate time, slow it down, 

project it forward or run it backward, cause it to skip over itself or repeat itself. It may 

require time to travel in a circle, to meet itself in coincidence" (177). The Hours is full of 

that coincidental meeting, as time and place shift and skip to circle through the 

narrative. 

 In Prudence, another character who struggles with time and place is Revis Gray, 

the patriarch, and the comic relief for the novel. Time is an issue for Revis, as he is 

getting older and his means for providing for family narrow. His story opens with him 

waiting to start the evening's ghost tour in downtown Prudence. I had initially crafted this 

scene with Revis resetting tile at his friend Jasper's home. I liked the idea of introducing 

Revis as a working man, on his hands and knees, doing a sloppy job and trading barbs 

with his best friend since Little League.  After sharing a draft this chapter with my 
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critique group, I agreed with their finding that the scene wasn't as strong as other 

chapters. The question was, of course, why?  The solution came about through setting. 

A generic tiling job in an everyman house isn't interesting. How could I show Revis to 

his full effect, highlighting both his entrepreneurial spirit and his love for his hometown? 

The Ghost Tours Trolley was born, and a much more colorful scene emerged.  Themes 

of life and death, of aging and clinging to tradition are all reflected through the setting.  

As in Dorie's carnival scene, the tour is an outward display of Revis's inner state. The 

chapter opens with a fragrant rendering of Revis's physical and mental condition, as 

seen in the horses and the sunset:  

Sagging, smelly and strapped to the Prudence Ghost Tour Trolley, Revis Gray's 
horses were almost as tired as their owner. Revis sat in the driver's small bench 
seat with the leather reigns across his thigh, savoring the quiet and his third 
Marlboro of the evening. The burning amber inched closer to his fingers as dusk 
settled over downtown Prudence. [...] The horses dropped soft mounds of 
steaming excrement—a visual expression of how Revis felt after working all day. 
(23) 
 

This whole moment is meant to serve as "a visual expression" of how Revis feels. The 

way he views downtown Prudence with its "buildings, painted and propped on aging 

foundations, [that] leaned together like weary comrades in arms" (24)  shows his age 

and his storyline: he, too is a weary comrade in arms in many ways unable to bear the 

battle that lies ahead for him and his family. Yet, his character's optimism is found in the 

way he interacts with his surroundings on the ghost tour. He treats the signs of 

commerce with indifference, blithely flipping off a driver as his trolley rolls through traffic. 

He knows the history of the local Prudence ghosts "by heart" as he's internalized their 

history with his own. He treats the time in the cemetery not as ghoulish or macabre, but 

with simple tribute, exemplified in the shiny penny he places atop his parents' 
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gravestones.  The gesture of saluting the hallowed with the commonplace weaves 

Revis's character within the setting. He is an image of the now versus the past, and his 

character encounters Prudence as place as it evolves through time. 

 Eudora Welty calls place the accessible base of reference for the novel, the 

"inhabited one, has blessed identity--a proper name, a human history, a visible 

character" (175). For the novelist, the work in establishing setting requires attention to 

these three areas. The name, the history, and the visibility of place will ground the 

reader, suspending the disbelief that such a place is, in fact, real. For landscape to 

come alive, the writer must use as much intent and skill in crafting the stage as much as 

she might direct the actor or tweak the dialogue. All facets must function together, each 

a character in its own right, to fight and mirror in the grand theater of fiction. It is my 

hope that the town of Prudence will invite the reader to walk its streets and experience 

its character through the lives who've given it a name of their own: home. 
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A Soldier and His Horse 

Donovan fought the remnants of a gut-twisting hangover as he slowed the golf 

cart to a halt and stepped onto Prudence's best and only golf course.  Morning light 

revealed the course in all its scraggly, familiar glory.  The length and twists of the 

fairways, the amoeba sand trap of the bunkers, and the quick slides on the putting 

greens.  He read the course, with its pockmarks and promises, by feel and by instinct.  

He knew it as well as he knew himself.  Better, even.  He'd cut his teeth on this course.  

At age twenty-five, he'd long since graduated from amateur golf and was now banking 

his way through minor tournaments, on his way to earning a spot on the PGA tour.     

His best friend, Jeremiah Jackson, rode shotgun and lorded over the nylon cooler 

full of Shiner beer.  Jack wore a white Polo that showed off his dark brown skin, with 

khaki pants and pristine white cleats.  Jack had traded grueling two-a-day college 

football practices to barrel through medical school, but he still looked like he could take 

any three men in a bar fight without breaking a sweat.   

Jack whistled as he emerged from the cart, some upbeat tune entirely off pitch.   

 “Stop that, or I'm going to throw up.”  The morning was already blistering hot, the 

steam caught within the high pine trees that surrounded the course.   East Texas 

vegetation had a way of overwhelming the weak, and to play an open air game in a 

landscape that naturally seceded into a wooded swampland required either 

determination or dumb luck.  Donovan was blessed with both traits.  The ability to knock 

a little white ball whichever way he wanted with a precision that irritated his more 

hardworking colleagues was a gift that had catapulted him out of Prudence's sucking 

underwaters.  He took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of black soil and damp pine.  
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He did miss the smell.    

 “You gonna play this hole, or just sniff it?”  Jack teed up, and worked his way into 

his stance, a complicated process that involved several stops and starts and much 

wiggling of his lower half.   

 It never failed to amuse Donovan.  The man's running back skills had fearlessly 

driven their high school football team to several state championships, but approaching a 

drive Jack most accurately resembled a debutante avoiding a swarm of wasps.  “You 

going to drive or dance?” 

 “Both, baby.”  Jack's shot sliced right of the fairway and landed in the rough, a 

particularly tall reedy area known to devour balls whole.  He stood gazing for a minute.   

 “You're still pulling your swing,” Donovan said. 

 “My swing,” Jack said, “is a beautiful thing.  Just ask your mama.” 

 “You keep your swing away from my mother.”  Donovan tugged his three wood 

from the cart, judging the hole.  A short par four with a stream running between the 

fairway and the putting green.  He'd birdied the first and third holes, played par with an 

overshot putt on two.  Today's game wouldn't earn him any prizes, unlike the 

tournament in Fort Worth he was skipping for a rare visit home.   

 Jack ceased whistling long enough to commentate in hushed tones for a non-

existent crowd.  “Ladies and gentlemen.  Mr. Donovan Gray.  Champion golfer, PGA 

hopeful.  He takes in the course, becomes one with the earth.” 

“You through?” 

Jack paused to liberate a can from the cooler, and then continued in TV-ready 

modulations, “Young star on the rise.  Taking time out of his busy schedule to connect 
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with his roots.  A casual exhibition game for the little people.” 

 “You're not that little,” Donovan returned, still focusing.   

 “Excellent point.”  Jeremiah Jackson, Remy to the women and Jack to his 

friends, stood a full foot taller than Donovan.   With Jack’s muscled mahogany, build 

and Donovan’s lithe frame and Irish ancestry, the two made an odd visual pair.  Still, 

they’d been best friends since third grade when they’d both been sent to the principal 

for drawing caricatures of their heavily endowed art teacher, Mrs. Dupon.   

 “When you hit PGA we'll do it,” Jack said.  “The trip.” 

 The trip was a dream, one they'd worked on since study hall, freshman year.  A 

stop and play joyride of the best courses in the nation.  They'd charted it out, pinned 

bright flags on a map in Donovan's room.  The map and the pins were long gone, but 

the trip, or the idea behind it, wasn't. 

“If I make it,” Donovan said. 

 “Even if you sleepwalk through the Shreveport tourney you’ll qualify.  Besides, 

since when haven't you got what you wanted?”  Jack checked his Omega watch.  “Other 

than Samantha Wilburne, who, according to operation wedding countdown, will marry 

Tad Harris in roughly eight hours.”   

“Seven and a half,” Donovan corrected, pulling a Titleist from his pocket.  He 

teed up and nudged it in the sweating grass.  “And Sam's not my girl.  Not for a long 

time.”   Going on five years, but then again Prudence had its own way of keeping time.   

“Tough angle,” Jack pronounced, nodding at the curve in the fairway.  “How's 

your slice?” 

 “Quit talking.”  Donovan braced his feet, and eyed the ball and the fairway.  
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Once.  He only needed to look once.  

 “I still believe—” Jack ignored Donovan's swing stance— “that you're the better 

man.  No matter what everybody says.  We all know Tad's not functioning on all 

cylinders.  Too many concussions from back in the day.”  He belched in a wet low 

sound.  “I played ball with him, so I've seen it.  The guy's got no real human emotions.” 

 “Not true.”  Donovan lined up, the driver air-kissing the ball in the lightest of 

practice moves.  “He loves his truck.  And his daddy's money.” 

“And Sam.  But we don't talk about that.” 

“Nothing to talk about.”   

“Whatever you say,” Jack agreed. 

Donovan gripped the shaft, the handle fitting in the sweet spot of his palm.  

Sound ceased.  The buzzing cicadas, the occasional car on the road nearby, Jack's 

rattling conversation melted into the distance.  He heard nothing but the rush of his own 

blood. 

He set his feet, the ground meeting him, his spine aligned, the club an extension 

of his arms, a lean, graphite weapon.  He swung with speed and a curve that sang in 

one fluid explosion and the ball arced up, a whiteness against the morning sky, and 

landing just where he wanted it 250 yards down the fairway. 

 He grinned. 

 “Bastard,” Jack complimented.   

 Donovan wiped the driver on a towel and replaced it in his bag. 

 In the distance, a golf cart pulled to the club house and a wiry man stepped out of 

it, his cap a dingy ornament to startling white hair. 
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 “You talked to Burney yet?”  Jack nodded toward the older man, who 

disappeared into the small stone building. 

 “No.”  Donovan didn't plan a visit with his former coach. “I'm sure he's busy, with 

Sam's big day.” 

 Jack peered at him, his dark brown eyes familiar, and way too discerning.  “Oh, I 

get it.  I see what you're planning.” 

 “What are you talking about?” 

 “I give you points for testicular fortitude, but as your friend I gotta say, no way 

should you go to that wedding.” 

 “That would be ridiculous.  I'm not invited.” 

“True.  So, let it go.  We'll play, maybe later head back to The Whistle.  Check out 

the ladies.”  Jeremiah Jackson had a way with women and Donovan had spent many 

nights benefiting from his efforts as Remy's wingman.  “Right?  That's the plan.” 

“Yeah.  That's the plan.”  Resuming his seat, Donovan started the cart and drove 

the path to the green.  Jack passed him a beer, and Donovan popped it open.  It was 

noon somewhere. 

# 

 Hours later, after dropping off Jack with an excuse that he needed to sleep off 

the Shiners, Donovan showed up late to the reception.  The reception where he wasn't 

supposed to be, which just happened to be held at the country club where he'd played 

that morning.  He'd showered, changed, and arrived sporting a sunburned nose and a 

serious buzz.  He wore his father's best Sunday shoes, dug out from the bottom of his 

parents' closet.  When he'd decided to visit home, spur of the moment and in between 



 

 29 

tournaments, hadn't thought to pack anything other than his flip flops and spikes.   

He knew about the wedding the way he knew about everything in Prudence—

through his mother's weekly letters.  The rest of the world made phone calls and wrote 

email.  Loretta Gray used a typewriter and heavy vellum paper.  When he'd read the 

news his mother, as wedding coordinator at Christ Our Redeemer King First Church of 

Prudence, was helping to plan the Wilburne/Harris wedding, he'd barely blinked.  

Tossed the note in the trash the next day.  Yet months later he found himself driving to 

Prudence for that very weekend, missing a good paying tournament to do so, without a 

clear idea as to why.   

 To see Jack, catch up with his family, he told himself.  Still, he was wise enough 

to know a lie when he heard one. 

At the reception hall, Donovan stuck close to the doorway, partially hidden by a 

floor to ceiling pole coiled with sparkly lights.  The room was filled with a nauseating 

amount of bouquets and ribbons and elegant candlelight.  Gleaming crystal and creamy 

china.  Harris money.  The decorations alone must have put them back thousands.  

Everybody knew the Wilburnes didn't have the cash for this kind of display.  Burney's 

work as a golf coach and verifiable Prudence family tree earned him stature in the 

community, but not nearly enough Benjamins to compete with the deep well of timber 

money owned by four generations of Harrises. 

The live band, most likely imported from Dallas, slung together a jazz number, 

and pulled as if by an invisible force, the wedding guests formed a Congo line.  At its 

head, shed of his jacket and tie, Tad's forearms jabbed the air in time to the music like 

hairy missiles.   
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Donovan grabbed a drink from a nearby server, wondering where Sam was, 

watching the dance line sling out of control like a disintegrating caterpillar.  A familiar 

scent and a firm grip took hold of his elbow.     

His mother, Loretta Gray.  Encased in red dress with a pattern that made her 

look like a bruised apple, she glared under a brilliant smile.  “What are you doing here?”  

“I'm having a cocktail.  They're quite refreshing.  Want one?” 

“No.  Those are for the guests.  They're expensive.”  As wedding coordinator, 

Loretta would know the bottom line of every detail, down to the penny.   

“That's what makes it so refreshing.”  He took a healthy sip to make his point. 

“You're not supposed to be here,” she repeated, as if by restating facts she could 

make him disappear.  She frowned, managing to keep a smile on her face the whole 

time.  “Where's Dorie?  You're supposed to watch her.” 

How he'd suddenly become responsible for his younger sister within days of 

visiting home reminded Donovan why he'd been so anxious to leave Prudence in the 

first place.  “Mom, she's almost sixteen.  Besides, she had a school thing.  Something 

about debate.” 

Actually, he had no idea.  But he had a pretty good guess, judging from how 

short Dorie's shorts were as she flitted out the front door, that his brainy younger sister 

wouldn't be debating much of anything tonight.  With their nine-year age difference, 

Donovan had been surprised to find his bratty younger sister had grown into a young 

woman.  A pretty one who should probably have more parental supervision than she 

did.  

Loretta eyed him with suspicion, but seemed to let it pass.  “You can't stay.  She 
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doesn’t want you here.” 

“How do you know?  Did she say something?”  

They both knew which “she” they were talking about. 

“What makes you think Samantha Wilburne—excuse me, Samantha Harris—

would have anything to say about you in conjunction with her wedding?” 

Loretta liked to go for 10 point words whenever possible, as if to separate herself 

as an intellectual among idiots.   

“You're right.  Of course she wouldn't.  I just thought I'd say hello.” 

“Really?”  Loretta looked doubtful.  “That's it?  Then you'll leave?” 

“Yeah, I'll go.” 

“Then hurry it up.  And don't make a scene.”  She pushed him into the throngs of 

people. 

He stumbled in the borrowed shoes.  “Mother, this isn't—”  

“Samantha! Tad!” Loretta called above the noise.  “Look who I've brought all the 

way from Houston!  He's my date.”  She winked, smoothing over his non-invited status.  

“Donovan, dear, you know Samantha.”  

His mother never called him dear in private. 

Samantha.  In frothy white.  Her heart-shaped face more angular than in high 

school.  A grown woman.  A bride.  Not his. 

“Hello, Sam.”  His voice thicker, and slower than he wanted. 

“She's Samantha Harris now,” Loretta twittered.  “And you remember Tad, of 

course.”   

Before he grew to the size of a small gorilla, Tad Harris chewed the ends of his 
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crayons in kindergarten.  Literally.  Donovan remembered how Tad cried the first day of 

school and crouched under a desk, gnawing on the brand new Crayolas as if they were 

candy bars.  

Tad notched his chin in the air.  “Gray.”  Tad was the sort of person who offered 

last names and chin nods in lieu of an actual greeting. 

“Harris.” Donovan offered his hand first. “Congratulations, to you both.”   

Tad's handshake bespoke of Harris authority, and the power that brought 

influence and standing in Prudence that no amount of former crayon eating could belie. 

“Good to see you, Sam.”  Not knowing whether to shake hands or kiss her, 

Donovan stuffed his hands in his pockets.   

“You too.”  Sam gazed at him squarely, with none of the blushing silliness of a 

stereotypical bride.  Her athletic build ill-suited for her gown's billowy extravagance.  He 

wondered if her mother Ginny, a petite wisp of a southern belle, had picked it out for 

her. 

With an indistinct murmur, Loretta drifted off, having facilitated the most awkward 

introduction possible.  Her eagle glance back at him said, “I'm watching you.” 

He had no doubt if he failed whatever time frame she'd settled on, a giant hook 

would remove him from the premises.   

“How's the game?” Sam asked.  Her clear eyes on him, calm, unruffled. 

“The game's good.”  He grappled:  play it humble or brag?  He settled for plain 

truth.  “If I scratch in Shreveport next week I qualify.” 

“I know.”  She pushed the edge of her veil away from her face, flashing a 

diamond the size of a small olive.  “Dad keeps up.  Watches the papers.” 
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“Really?”  After competing on Burney's teams all through high school, he 

shouldn't be startled at anything Lou Wilburne did.  The man had taught him the 

essence of the game.   

“Sure,” Sam nodded.  “We're proud of you.”  She said with kindness, like a sister 

or an aunt.  Unfazed by seeing him, after all this time. 

“Doesn't take much to make the sports page of the Prudence Gazette these 

days,” Tad added. 

“No, I guess not.” His throat suddenly dry, and he needed to go to the bathroom.  

“You thirsty?” 

Tad put a hand to her back.  “She's fine.” 

“My best to you both, then.”  He felt like an automatron.  His movements 

unnatural, forced.  “I should go.” 

“Great idea, sport,” Tad said to Donovan, and then he kissed Samantha's 

forehead. “Listen, babe, I need to go talk to your dad.”  His slap on Donovan's back was 

harder than necessary.  “Later, Gray.”  Tad stepped away, weaving through the 

dancers.  

Donovan's feet were leaden, and the pressure in his bladder intensified, yet he 

didn't walk away.  Sam exchanged a hug from a passing woman, a few snippets of 

conversation and laughter, and then he was alone with her.  The wedding all around. 

The pause filled with the band's painful attempts at pop rock.  Donovan stood 

beside Sam, her shoulder nearly reaching his, as they watched attendees hop up and 

down like jumping beans.  He glanced sideways.  “You know I'm sorry.  About what 

happened.”  He said it quietly.  Not sure if she heard over the jolting guitar riffs. 
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She blinked, and her smile was polite.  “I should mingle. Have a safe trip back.” 

He wanted to put a hand on her arm, but he was frozen.  “I'd do it different, if I 

could.”   

“No.”  She shook her head, the smile slipping like the veil.  “You wouldn't.”   

“I never told you.”  He leaned forward, too fast, brushed the soft space in front of 

her ear with his lips.  “You were—” 

“Stop.”  She pulled away, her neck flushing red.  “Just go.  I mean it.  There's 

nothing here for you.” 

He straightened, and from across the room, found Lou Wilburne paused in 

conversation, staring directly at him.  Samantha's father wore a suit and the pink rose at 

his lapel hung crooked.  Absent of his trademark ball cap, Burney's hair was even more 

shockingly white than usual. 

Snowy eyebrows rose in disapproval. 

Donovan knew that look, and the way it made him feel hadn't changed.  He found 

himself doing a ridiculous motion with his hand, a lazy salute of sorts.   

“Okay then,” he said to Sam. 

But she was already gone. 

He exited through the country club's French doors, and into the blazing heat of 

almost dusk.  Tad's shiny white truck, a new model jacked up on grossly oversized tires, 

was parked by the doorway and decorated with streamers and Coors Light cans.  The 

back windshield read 'Help…Kidnapped!' in dripping shoe polish. 

 Donovan's pickup, borrowed from his father for the evening since his GTO had 

decided to throw a rod, smelled like Revis.  Beer, tobacco and dirt.  He slammed the 
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door and took one last look at the reception hall.  The steam inside the cab could have 

poached an egg.  Maybe it was baking his brain. 

 It shouldn't have gone this way.  Samantha with Tad, him more than half drunk 

and alone in the parking lot.  He didn't know what he'd hoped for, even subconsciously, 

but this wasn't it. 

 He sat a long time, waiting.  No one came out.   

He started the engine and pulled into the empty street.  Roads narrowed and 

trees gripped the edges of the asphalt, a running river of watchful green.  Heat burned 

through the floorboard and the air conditioning wheezed, blowing more dirt than cold.  

His throat constricted, he needed to breathe. 

The way she'd looked at him, like everything they'd been didn't matter.  There's 

nothing here for you, she'd said.  And now he knew it was true. 

 He flipped the glove box open, careful for the shower of trash, and found the 

broken handle.  Sliding it in place, he cranked the window down and wind ushered in 

the smells and sounds of Prudence. He drove the long way back, around the broadest 

stretch of the lake.  He'd leave in the morning, and focus on the tourney ahead.  With 

one arm hung out the window, he pointed the truck east and cruised downtown, past 

city hall and the post office, past Wylean's soda shop, and the video rental store.  At the 

center of the square squatted the courthouse, too small for the surrounding lawn, as if 

the town's forefathers had planned to add on and never did.  To make up for it, the town 

had commissioned a large statue of a confederate soldier atop a heaving stallion that 

got toilet papered every year at Homecoming. 

 Maybe Jack was at The Whistle, just around the bend.   
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 The bar and his friends greeted him, just as he knew they would.  Hours slipped 

by as he reveled in his local kid done good status.  It was worth plenty of free beer and 

the attention of more than one girl with a shiny tan and sun-bleached hair.  They were 

younger than Sam, and giggly, as if fate had offered the perfect fix for an easy goodbye. 

 He and Jack played the game, slipping into their roles with ease, his friend 

offering no more than a raised eyebrow at Donovan's wedding attire.  He didn't have to 

ask.  Donovan let himself let go in the beer and the laughter.  No more wondering what 

might have been, and what couldn't be.  No more nagging mother and forced 

responsibilities.  It was over.  Flirting mildly with the girls, he pushed away the last 

thoughts of Samantha and her olive ring, the humiliation of walking alone in borrowed 

shoes. 

# 

 Hours later, the long day slipped up on him in a rush and he made his excuses.  

He left Jack with the girls, longing for only the comfort of his childhood bed.  He poured 

himself into the Ford and started the engine, backing on autopilot into the non-existent 

traffic of downtown Prudence.  He pondered the statue and the heat, then dug for the 

broken handle to let in some air.  Groping for the handle, he slid through the light at 

Brunson and Elder.  He rose the next second, a half tick really, and his peripheral vision 

caught sight of a Chevrolet grill.   

Shiny and mean, it barreled toward him at an unchecked speed. 

He never felt the steering wheel turn as he yanked away, then came the noise all 

at once, the impact, and the sight of the confederate soldier and its angry horse as it 

charged his windshield, the crunch of flesh and bone and metal, his scream a short 
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burst, a yell cut in two, and then the hot gush of urine from his surprised bladder. 
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Pearls 

Sirens sounded in the distance as Donovan's little sister Dorie leaned back in the 

truck bed.  The loose waist of her jean shorts bunched beneath her, a handsome 

cowboy loomed above her, and she was nowhere near the high school debate team.  

This pleased her to the point of giddiness.  “You like me,” she said, her voice tucked into 

his neck.  There was a question, however faint, that lingered.  

“Sure I do.”  Boyd Dickerson's wiry arms, sinew popping where he'd cut the 

sleeves off his pearl snap-button shirt, braced his lean weight.  He'd held 1800 pounds 

of thrusting bull in complete control, and waved in solid victory after eight seconds, to 

the delight of the screaming crowds.  His parents were never at the rodeos, she’d 

heard.  His dad had died in a freak timber accident when Boyd was only five, and his 

mom took in foster kids to make extra money.  Dorie had ridden by his house on her 

bicycle, more times than she’d admit, and the yard full of junky toys and dirty kids 

always made her sad.  At school Boyd was nothing but confident and popular, but she 

thought he must get lonesome for attention sometimes, too. 

His hat knocked against her forehead, and she tugged it off, revealing a shock of 

greasy hair the color of honey.  She didn't mind the dirt as she ran her fingers through it.  

He smelled of sweat and a distinct rodeo aroma. 

 He'd taken extra care to smooth a horse blanket over the truck bed's metal 

ridges, which she found quite romantic.  The radio from inside the cab played old 

country, Conway Twitty singing about how he loved to lay his darling down.  Dorie, 

amazed to find she was finally somebody's darling.   

“You sure held onto that bull tonight, Boyd.”  She hoped her breath mints still 
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overpowered the nachos she'd eaten at intermission. 

 “Coulda gone longer than eight, if I'd wanted to.”  His lips grazed the side of her 

neck, with practiced ease. 

She twisted so he could reach better.  “I like that,” she breathed. 

“I know.”   

The night air was thick and full, stars draped in a velvet painting, cicadas buzzed 

in the high trees.  Fair lights swirled in distant carnival glory along with the smell of corn 

dogs and sweet funnel cakes.  Her Love's Baby Soft perfume smelled nice, too, even 

though she'd spent hours in the stands, watching local rodeo stars beat the snot out of 

kids from bigger cities.  It was mostly a younger Prudence audience tonight since 

everyone else was at the big wedding, including her mother.   

The thought of dressing up and spending another evening at another wedding 

with Loretta Gray made Dorie want to gag, so it was sweet convenience when Donovan 

came to town for the weekend.  Donovan had barely questioned her when she offered 

up a lame excuse to get out of the house, and she didn't question him when he came 

out of their parents' bedroom carrying Revis's shiny, unused church shoes.  She 

supposed the favor was mutual and left, guilt free. 

Dorie had climbed the wooden stands at the arena, careful of the sticky floors on 

her new white tennis shoes.  Her eyes clung as he strode into the bull pen like a 

seasoned gladiator.  She even prayed God would intervene.  Pastor Archwicker from 

Christ Our Redeemer King said to pray without ceasing, which Dorie found impossible 

until tonight.   

Please, Jesus, let him look at me.  Let him see me.  Let him want me. 
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After the rodeo she'd waited by the popcorn stand, drinking a Dr Pepper, praying 

he would find her.  And he did.  

She knew what Pastor Archwicker would have to say about what she was doing 

with Boyd, but Pastor Archwicker, in her opinion, was wrong about a lot of things.  Just 

in case, she planned to ask for forgiveness later.  She'd been born again since she was 

seven-years old, so she knew just how to do it.  

 Boyd shifted, pressing his body to hers shoulder to toe.  He kicked off his boots 

and his socks tickled her bare shins.  “I'm fixin' to go to finals,” he announced.   

 His weight on her chest, her torso, their legs tangled together, made her dizzy.  

She feigned calm.  “Wow.  That's so cool.”  She knew about the finals already, but she 

let him tell her again, and shared in his wonder.  He deserved someone to be proud.  

Besides, the women's magazines she read at the Prudence public library all said it was 

important to compliment a man about his accomplishments. 

 “Finals are big time,” he said.  “Bigger bulls.  Tougher competition.”  He tugged 

up the corner of her blouse.  His rough palms ran circles on her stomach. 

 “Not tougher than you,” she said with meaning.  She had full faith in him.  Maybe 

he would take her with him, let her wear his letter jacket with patches from his wins.   

She could sit in the stands and cheer him on.  She'd be the best rodeo girlfriend ever.  

For tonight, the moment was perfect, the weather was right, and she was wearing a 

brand new pair of lace panties from Wal-Mart.  She hoped he would like the blue.  She 

read in last year's yearbook it was his favorite color.  Not that she'd necessarily let him 

see the panties, maybe not tonight. 

 Maybe. 
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She shivered, and put a hand to his wrist.  “So, maybe we could sit together.  

You know, when school gets back.”   

Boyd Dickerson was a senior at Prudence High, an elusive prize in his Wranglers 

and trophy rodeo belt buckles, silver and gold saucers braced between narrow hips.  

With his easy laugh and the way he drove his truck fast and wild, he'd broken many 

hearts before hers, and Dorie wasn't above standing in line. 

 “Sure,” he murmured. 

 Her crowd didn't run with his.  The line between the academic kids and the Ag 

kids was firmly divided.   

The Gray family had to be the only one in Prudence who knew nothing about 

farms or animals or rodeos, unless you counted Revis raising pot-bellied pigs for a pet 

business, which she definitely did not.  She'd made rodeo an independent study, and 

had built up a storehouse of knowledge, from last year's national champion bull riding 

champ to the finer rules of barrel racing.  She could swap statistics and stories with any 

kid raised in an arena.  Not that she'd had the opportunity as of yet, but she was ready. 

She didn't want to break the mood, but she couldn't help but ask, “How come you 

never talked to me before?”   

 “Shhh.”   

 “Come on, tell me.” 

 He blinked.  “There's lots of kids.  And you're a sophomore, right?” 

 “A junior this fall,” she amended.  “But you noticed me tonight?” 

 “Yeah.  I noticed this.”  He fingered the edge of her v-neck shirt.  It was sky blue 

and a little too tight. 
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 She'd chosen her outfit with the precision and forethought of a NASA engineer, 

but she playfully slapped his hand away.  “Is that all?” 

 “Well, you asked.”  He grinned, and the freckles across his nose tipped her heart. 

 Her best friend Chastity would die if she could see her like this with Boyd.  It was 

all over town that he'd just gotten dumped by his snooty girlfriend, Suzanne Weathers.  

She'd heard Suzanne cheated on him, and if there was one thing Dorie couldn't stand, it 

was a liar and a cheat. 

 “And there's these,” he added.  

 His fingertips met the raw edge of her shorts against her thigh.  He smiled again, 

and went back to nuzzling her neck, sweeping lower, bolder, his hand restless on her 

leg. 

 She relaxed, listening to the laughter from the tilt-a-whirl at the nearby carnival.  

The stars above sparkled a twinkly testimony to perfection and beauty.  So what if Boyd 

had never noticed her before?  She'd made him look tonight, and that satisfaction curled 

deep in her belly.  “It's beautiful out here,” she said to the stars and to Boyd.  “Don't you 

think it's beautiful?” 

 You're beautiful, she wanted him to say.   

 “Yeah,” he breathed.  “Beautiful.”  His voice a hot whisper, and she drank it in. 

# 

 He dropped her off later, his truck rumbling in their long driveway, and kissed her 

goodbye for what seemed like a short forever.  She waved on the front porch until his 

tail lights became twin spots of red disappearing in the dark.   

 Mario and Morelli squealed inside their lean-to pen as she passed on her way to 
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the back door.  In a tin bucket, dried corn kernels felt like dusty pearls between her 

fingers, and she tossed a handful over the low wood fence.  The pigs snorted their 

thanks. 

She slipped into the quiet house and, from long instinct, neatly stepped over 

Donovan's muddy cleats in the dark laundry room.  The kitchen still smelled of Loretta's 

latest casserole, given away to whoever might be sick or infirm this week at Christ Our 

Redeemer King.  Her grandfather sat at the kitchen table reading, wearing a navy 

cardigan and pajama bottoms with a pattern of glow-in-the-dark candy canes.   

Dorie had bought them for him last Christmas.  She kissed the top of his balding 

head.  “Hi, Poppy.” 

He finished lettering in the crossword puzzle with a pencil, and then marked off a 

line on his list.  “Aha.  She returns.”  His smile was a more masculine, yet gentler, 

version of Loretta's.     

 Dorie opened the refrigerator and pulled out a cold Coke, and replaced it with a 

hot one from the pantry.  Loretta had an iron-clad system for refrigerated soft-drinks.  

“They not back yet?” 

 He shook his head, the loose jowls at his chin wobbling.  “Nice truck that brought 

you home.”  He didn't mention the eternity they'd idled in the driveway, or the fact she 

was way past curfew. 

 “His name's Boyd and he's super nice.  I think he likes me.”  Dorie pulled out a 

ladder-back chair next to Poppy, relieved Loretta hadn't been up to meet her, or to get 

twisted up about her clothes.  She wasn't ready to put on a defense, and it was easy to 

be with Poppy.  Other than Chastity, he was her closest friend, especially after he'd 
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come to live with them when Nana died.   

 “He likes you, huh?  Then he must be a pretty smart cookie.”   

 “He rides bulls.”  Dorie picked up the pencil, twirling it like a small baton against 

the table.  “In competition.” 

 Faded denim eyes twinkled behind Poppy's bifocals.  “Sounds dangerous.” 

 “Yeah.”  Dorie knew from her research that bull riding was the most dangerous 

sport in rodeo, which increased her admiration for Boyd.  “But he knows what he's 

doing.” 

Poppy looked at the wall clock.  “They should be back soon.”  One stubby finger 

pushed his glasses up his nose. He'd lost the tips of his two forefingers in a lawn mower 

accident years before Dorie was born, and had called them his tickle fingers ever since.  

“Where did they go again?”  

She hated when that happened, when facts seemed to slip from his mind like tiny 

seeds through a sieve.  She covered when she could and filled in the gaps so he 

wouldn't get embarrassed, especially in front of Loretta.  Dorie worried that one day the 

gaps would get too wide for her to hide, and she didn't want to think of what would 

happen then.  “The wedding, Poppy.”  She put her hand over his.  “Remember?   And 

dad's on a job.”  No telling where Donovan was, with his red eyes and Revis's shoes.   

“That's right.  A wedding.”  Poppy wiggled his nubs at her in a mild threat.  “Now 

don't you go getting any ideas.”   

“Not me.” She giggled.  But it was a fun idea to think on, marrying Boyd 

Dickerson.  He and his friends in matching cowboy hats and starched Wranglers, and 

she'd wear a white dress with a sweetheart neckline, and a tiara.  Just a little one, a 
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tasteful arc of sparkles, maybe with pearls. 

“No, not you.  You're too bright for that.”  Poppy nodded to himself.  “I think I'll 

head to bed and get settled.”  He rose, his knees sounding like dull firecrackers, and 

patted her on the back.  “Night, princess.”  Heavy footfalls made their way upstairs. 

 Taking her Coke with her, Dorie turned out all the lights except for the lamp over 

the stove and went upstairs, careful of the squeaky step.  In the hall bathroom mirror, 

her dark hair looked wild and her blue eyeliner was smeared in the corners.  Boyd 

Dickerson.  She could hardly believe it.  Her lips were still puffy from kissing.  She left 

her toothbrush untouched and padded past Poppy's room to her own bedroom. 

 Dressed in her favorite cotton sleep shirt, she pulled out her diary from its hiding 

spot at the bottom of her bra drawer and flipped open to an empty page. 

 “Dear God,  

You did it.  This is the happiest day of my life, and I won't ever forget it.  I won't 

forget my promise to you, either.  I remember what I owe you.  Just show me the way.”   

She ended with a quiet prayer, and snapped the book shut.  She hid it under the 

stack of college brochures that Loretta collected through the mail.  

From her manicure basket she found her favorite purple polish, the exact shade of 

Boyd's pearl-snap shirt.  The color glistened on her nails, shiny as the constellations in 

the night sky, and she painted it on in smooth strokes, remembering, dreaming, 

counting on tomorrow.
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Ghost Tours 

Sagging, smelly and strapped to the Prudence Ghost Tour Trolley, Revis Gray's 

horses were almost as tired as their owner.  Revis sat in the driver's small bench seat 

with the leather reigns across his thigh, savoring the quiet and his third Marlboro of the 

evening.  The burning amber inched closer to his fingers as dusk settled over downtown 

Prudence.  It was his favorite time of day.   The horses dropped soft mounds of 

steaming excrement, a visual expression of how Revis felt after working all day.  

Invisible vises squeezed his back and feet and his knees throbbed from hours setting 

faux marble tiles in thick smears of glue.  He'd hoped the glue toxins would ease the 

ache—he'd heard about kids getting high on fumes—but all it did was sting his eyes and 

make him feel old.  

 From the other side of the building, his best friend and business partner Jasper 

let loose a long low whistle, just as the sun tucked into the horizon.  Revis stubbed his 

cigarette on the worn heel of his boot and clicked the horses in motion.  The Ghost Tour 

Trolley was less a trolley and more a refurbished carriage with three rows of seats, but 

Revis liked the way the T's rolled together and insisted on the name.  Jasper, ever 

practical, pointed out a trolley technically rolled on a track and didn't use horses.  Revis 

argued that showmanship trumped technicalities, and if Jasper wasn't such a bean 

counter he might grasp hold of that essential truth. 

 Revis traveled the alley behind the First Bank of Prudence, Alice's Antique store 

and Custom Cuts 'n Cleaners, a beauty salon/washateria that starched his Wranglers 

and dyed Loretta's head an inky brown once a month.  The buildings, painted and 

propped on aging foundations, leaned together like weary comrades in arms.  He 
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rounded the corner of Henderson Avenue, flanked by oak trees choked with Spanish 

moss, in front of the stone courthouse.  The horses clopped toward the small group.  All 

six faces were white and eager.  The women in capris and soft shoes, and the men in 

camp shirts with cameras in hand, were of retirement age.  Plenty of expendable 

money, ready to be scared.   

 Jasper, skinny, balding and with an air of nervous energy, stood on the second 

step of the old bank to make him equal in height to the tourists and handed out the 

tickets.  “Have a great time, folks.  Remember to sit close together and pay attention.”  

His gray mustache twitched, a sign that he was excited.  Sales must have gone well.  

“We haven't had any casualties on the tour yet, and we don't want anyone crossing over 

tonight.  Nosirree.  No early departures.”  

 Revis had wanted to buy a second buggy for Jasper to double their business, but 

his small, bookish friend wanted nothing to do with the spectral side of things.  While 

Revis had a healthy respect for the supernatural, and a policy of treating the 

otherworldly in the way he would want to be treated, Jasper's superstitions kept him 

planted on the bank's curbside.  “I'm a money man,” he'd explained over an Odoules.  

“You handle the goobly gobblins and I'll count the greenbacks.” Jasper liked to use 

creative expressions for money.  Moolah, dough, cabbage, capones, oscars, 

hammerheads.  He held a day job as an insurance salesman and had been Revis's oft-

ignored financial advisor ever since Little League.  After being the one boy in the history 

of Prudence Pee Wees to get kicked off the team for lack of coordination, Jasper nimbly 

nominated himself the team manager and handled inside betting on postgame marble 

wars.  Now he sold whole life policies and tried to keep his wife Marsha happy.    
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 Jasper had been dubious about the Ghost Tour business venture at first, but 

Revis played on his friend's loyalty, to him and to their hometown's only bankable 

myths.  After all, everybody in town knew which stories were true (the crying infant in 

the Ashley Hotel) and which were pure schlock (the woman in white at old man 

Johnson's silo), but the town had an unwritten code to substantiate ghostly rumors when 

it came to outsiders.  Tourists meant money and locals had no qualms about rattling 

chains to curry cash. 

 Together Revis and Jasper advertised the tours as hosted by “paranormal 

investigators/researchers with years of experience in the field” which consisted of his 

and Jasper's unflagging dedication to B horror movies and the town's lore. 

 “Welcome, one and all.”  Revis grinned as they climbed aboard, the rig rocking 

from side to side.  He'd bought the carriage at a flood sale in New Orleans, replaced a 

wheel and sprayed the whole contraption with shiny black paint.  He'd done all he could 

with baking soda and fancy sprays, but a moldy stench still rose like a living thing from 

the decaying cushions.  So he squirreled a few of Loretta's quilts to spread over the 

seats and attributed the aroma to ambiance.   

 Bracing his feet for balance, he reached down to help the last couple.   The wife, 

auburn haired with eau de Chardonnay breath showed pillowy cleavage marked with 

freckles.  She caught him peeking and giggled.   

 “Settle in tight,” he said, clearing his throat.     

 “How long is the tour?”  A man with dentures the color of chalk and a suspicious 

scalp of lush brown hair checked his cell phone.  His pinch-faced wife folded next to him 

in angry angles, sniffing with disapproval at the trolley.  “I understand our ticket pays for 
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two hours?” 

 They timed the leaving with the sun, and some nights took longer than others.  

Revis didn't rankle at the man's insinuation.  “Yes sir, two full hours.”  He planned to 

make extended use of the evening as a valid excuse for missing the biggest event in 

Prudence, the Harris/Wilburne wedding.  He had always liked Samantha Wilburne, back 

when Donovan dated her in high school, but he'd rather be hogtied and beaten than 

celebrate any aspect of the Harris family.  He was sure they'd put on quite a spread, but 

a man can only eat so much of another man's barbeque without having to swallow a 

little crow along with it.   

 “Hades!  Cerberus!”  he called to the horses in a theater voice.  “Let us begone!”  

He only called them Pooter and Butt-Butt in private.  The horses' distinguishing feature 

as a team was that they could both loosely be called black.  Revis thought the shade a 

critical factor for a Ghost Tour, and paid more than he wanted for the pair at a farm 

liquidation sale in Hico.  The rig rolled off with a fragrant jolt and Jasper, nearly dancing 

in his stacked boots, waved an enthusiastic good-bye. 

 “Ladies and gentlemen,” Revis began his routine.  “What you are about to 

experience this evening is a lesson in otherworldly events.  Whether you are a skeptic 

or a true believer, on this very night you will have an encounter with...the supernatural.”  

He drew the word out, just like the horror hosts on cable.  He'd learned a lot about the 

hosting business since discovering Prudence  ranked 8th in the most haunted towns of 

Texas, according to Texas Travels magazine, summer 1985 edition.    

  

 Loretta always said Revis could charm a rattle off a snake.  It was an expression 
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he didn't care for as he was deathly terrified of snakes, but he was flattered by her point.  

A man aware of his strong suits, he put his talent behind spooking the well-heeled out-

of-towners.  His favorites were the men who wore tapered Levis too short for their brand 

new boots.  He counted two such peacocks in this very party.  

 The buggy lurched its way across Henderson Avenue, past the red brick, white-

steepled Christ Our Redeemer King First Church of Prudence.  Home of the CORKers.  

The church had hosted his and Loretta's nuptials and the christening of his children, and 

was now his wife's home away from home.  Even though she was at the wedding, out of 

habit he tucked his head down and kept quiet until they drew further down the road.    

Back when Revis first shared his plans for the Ghost Tour, Loretta had offered 

exactly zero support.  It didn't help that the idea followed closely on the heels of his 

other, not-so-successful ventures: a buy-in pyramid enterprise involving gold coins, a 

door-to-door curb painting business, and a small ranch for pot-bellied pigs. 

 No one bought the coins except for Jasper, and Prudence's flat piney landscape 

proved to have a severe lack of actual curbs for painting.  The pigs grew to the size of 

small heifers, and became amiable, if sizeable, outdoor animals, not the diminutive 

creatures the buy-in pamphlets promised.  Loretta was not amused, especially when 

Mario and Morelli devoured her tomato plants and turned the chrysanthemum garden 

into a mud pit.  Revis had yet to confess to her the pigs boasted a life span of roughly 

fifteen years.   

When he told her about the Ghost Tours, Loretta, true to form, was less than 

enthusiastic.  “Frankly, Revis, I find that whole ghost business to be undignified, and 

quite possibly the devil's work.”  She ripped the cellophane with a flourish and sealed 
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the bread tight as a mummified baby.  “It's certainly an area in which no good Christian 

would dabble.” 

 He couldn't argue with her, as he hadn't counted himself a good Christian for 

going on two decades.  He'd arrived at this unstartling conclusion the first time he found 

himself sharing sheets with a woman who was not Loretta.  She was a single mother 

named Janie who hired him to do gutter work on her house, and she'd let him see her 

fully naked in the afternoon light.  He couldn't remember the last time Loretta let him see 

her naked.  Their marital trysts were muted scufflings in the dark with him wading 

through several yards of cotton nightgown in search of a damp spot.  Janie was a 

blonde with an easy laugh and a dimpled bottom that waggled appealingly when she 

walked al fresco to the kitchen to refresh his iced tea.  Janie hadn't said “No, not there” 

when he touched her, not even once.  The surge to his masculine confidence overrode 

his guilt, and he hadn't looked back.   

Well past the church, Revis picked up his narration.  “History meets the haunted 

in our adventure through the ancient mysteries of Corrigan county”— Revis returned a 

discreet flip of the bird to a disgruntled man in a Lincoln whom he’d cut off with his slow 

progression—”where all is not as it seems.”  The rig slowed in front of the Ashley 

House.  The horses didn’t need the reins to halt them.  They could do the tour on 

autopilot should Revis fall asleep at the wheel, which had threatened to happen more 

than once.  He eased himself off the bench, careful of his knees, and held up a hand.   

 “If you’ll descend to the right, we’ll enter the lobby of the first of our stops this 

evening, the renowned Ashley House.”  The hotel was a white, heavily-columned 

structure that stood too close to the street.  The tour clustered on the sidewalk and a 
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few men stood in the dry gutter while Revis fired up the first presentation.  He knew it by 

heart.   

 “The hotel was built in 1852—” it was somewhere in the 50s, he could never 

remember, but thought the specific year added an air of authenticity—”by a rich gambler 

from back east who wanted a nice place to hide out from his wife with his special 

ladyfriend.  And I think you know what I mean by ladyfriend.”  He winked at a weak-

chinned husband whose spouse resembled a pregnant bulldog.  Revis continued, 

“Ashley's upper class wife hated the setup and when she got tired of living through 

Boston winters by herself, she sent him a telegram. Come home or she'd sue for 

divorce and take everything.”  Revis shook his head with a sigh.  He had great affinity 

for the gambler.  “Ashley sold the hotel and tucked tail back to Boston, abandoning his 

ladyfriend and their newborn baby.  Well, the little mama did the best she could in a 

timber town, and ended up working as a maid in the very hotel she used to call home.  

She caught a certain disease, which I won’t mention in front of the womenfolk”—and he 

wouldn’t, because he couldn’t pronounce it—”and died.  A bad fever took hold of that 

orphaned baby, and the little guy died not long after.”  He swept his arm at the hotel's 

façade.  “This is the place of his birth, and his death.”  He lowered his voice to a 

whisper, “Although some visitors to the Ashley claim they still hear his lonely cries.” 

 The heavy white doors with leaded glass windows creaked as the tour entered 

into the softly mildewing interior.  Crushed rose carpet and heavy chandeliers decorated 

the lobby where rickety antique furniture threatened to snap.  He nodded a somber 

greeting to Gayle, the proprietor, a woman who brooked no nonsense and had single 

handedly pulled the aging hotel from a termite smorgasbord into a thriving bed and 
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breakfast.  She was small and springy, with narrow-set eyes and papery pink skin 

dotted with age spots.  Gayle had outlived three husbands: a carpenter, a plumber, and 

a loan officer.  Significant marital choices, according to gossip.  Revis was a little scared 

of Gayle, but he couldn't help admiring a woman with grit.  He'd done his research and 

found she had a penchant for white Zinfandel.  He kept her in fine supply of Sutter 

Home in exchange for the right to tromp down her hallways twice a week. 

 Thick stained pine and yellowing wallpaper yawned with appropriate melancholy 

as Revis led the tour down the hallway.  He pushed open the last door to the right 

where a plaque read “Gambler's Paradise.”   

 “This is the original suite of Mr. Ashley and his ladyfriend.  The boy spent most of 

his short life within these walls.”  Some folktales argued that the baby had actually died 

in the servants' quarters out back, but Revis disagreed.  Revis, from personal 

experience, had his own opinions about that baby.  “It is here, my friends, that later 

owners spent money creating a honeymoon suite for wealthy travelers, only to hear 

complaints of a crying baby nearby, even when none were booked in the hotel.  After 

enough similar reports, the owners gave up on their fancy bedroom, and made it a 

secret gambling hall, disguised as a parlor during prohibition.”  This part was definitely 

true.  Revis's grandfather had played more than one ill-fated hand of stud in the 

Gambler's suite, and had lost his farm and Revis's inheritance because of it.  Some said 

the winning hand was a royal flush held by an old Harris patriarch.  It seemed odd to 

miss something that was never his, but he did.  Jasper told him to move on, but days 

when Revis's neck was locked in a right angle from hanging crown molding he had to 

wonder what life might have been had the cards fallen differently.   
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 “The gamblers heard the baby, too, and carried the tale back to their hometowns.  

Later management changed it back to a guest room for those looking for a supernatural 

sleepover.  The young boy without any family to speak of passed on, but his lonely spirit 

still lingers.  If you listen close, you might hear the baby as he cries out for someone to 

hold him.” 

 The tour stood in a loose horseshoe, some couples holding hands, others with 

crossed arms.  They looked nervous.  Some nights it happened, and others it didn't.  He 

and Jasper discussed hiding a tape player somewhere, away from Gayle's razor gaze, 

but ultimately it didn't feel right.  Because the first time he heard it for real, that high thin 

wail broken with soft hiccupping sighs, it was a sound so mournful as to rend his heart 

in two.     

 So he brought them, his tours, and watched them shudder when the ghost saw fit 

to visit, or turn away disappointed at only the whir of the air conditioner.  But for him, 

whether eventful or not, the visits to the Ashley were always meaningful.  On the quiet 

nights, in his worn down boots and his aching back, playing a smiling fool amidst 

strangers, he dared hope that the little guy had finally found his rest. 

 No, Revis no longer counted himself a good Christian man, but he tended to root 

for the defenseless, the unsung.  Maybe it didn't make up for everything else he messed 

up in his life, but he hoped it counted for something. 

    They waited for a long time in jittery silence, but tonight the child was quiet.  

Revis read the disappointment on their faces.  Best to wrap up and get onto the next 

stop.  “You can feel the quiet in the air, can't you?  Imagine the fear of the young 

honeymooners in the death of night.  The gamblers with aged faces flinching against the 
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chill.  No one knows why the baby returns with his cries, but one thing is certain, he is 

unhappy, and he is trying to make contact with the world.  We may not hear him, but we 

can feel his presence.  Can't we?”  A couple women nodded without conviction but the 

redhead was close to tears.  There was always one, and the Chardonnay had probably 

helped.  “May he rest in peace.” 

Revis swept from the room, mission accomplished.  “Next stop, the abandoned 

schoolhouse on Eugene Road.  Some say the voices are whispers in the wind, and 

others believe the chatter belongs to someone…or something.”   He shrugged at Gayle 

on his way out.  The mood from the group grew disillusioned instead of anticipatory, and 

he knew he had to work harder to make the night a success.  Still, the schoolhouse was 

sure to be a hit, since the teenagers still made illicit use of the schoolrooms.  If he cued 

the horses to startle and kept a far enough distance, it'd sound like ghosts instead of 

grunting adolescents.  Sure to please.   

 Then they'd end up at the glowing tombstone, which never failed to shake them 

up and earn a few hot tens in his hands as he dropped off goose pimpled women 

clinging to their thrilled spouses. 

 The horses waited patiently at the curb, switching their tails.  Revis ignored 

murmurs of “I hope it gets better” and “well, that was a letdown” from his travelers as he 

helped them reload.  The rest of the evening was a lesson in patience.  The teenagers 

were mysteriously missing, which was creepy in and of itself, but then Revis 

remembered a rodeo in town with the carnival.  He got Pooter to rear back when they 

neared the dilapidated building, and Butt-Butt did a commendable job of stomping his 

hooves, but in the end all they heard were crickets. 
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 The tour was not happy. 

 He plied them with jokes, whistled country songs, even offered the men a shot 

from his silver flask.  Impatience, darted looks, longer and longer sighs.  The angry wife 

went so far as to ask, “So, are we ever going to see something exciting, or is this it?” 

 He'd gone well over the two allotted hours by the time they reached the glowing 

tombstone, trying to give them their money's worth.  Even took them on an extra jaunt, 

over Ondo bridge toward Johnson's silo.  This was the foundation for the woman in 

white stories, and was a cheap trick, but he was desperate.  A homeless woman, who 

did look kind of whitish and glowing in the moonlight, lived down by the riverbeds and 

would run, her dirty trench coat flapping behind her, when she heard the horses.  Revis 

didn't like scaring her unnecessarily, but he had to rustle up something freakish, and 

she certainly qualified.  He'd heard she lost her whole family in an accident of some 

kind, and shied away from people ever since.  He didn't blame her.  People could be 

pretty awful to each other, in his opinion. 

 When they arrived, the woman was absent, eliciting more groans from his 

passengers.  Pooter, who suffered from the culinary habits of a goat, grabbed half an 

old boot before Revis could click him away and ate most of it.  They clopped back over 

the bridge, his jokes growing thin.   

 The glowing tombstone, that faithful slab, didn't let him down.  It was the old 

cemetery with most of the names ebbed away from time and weather, but at the right 

time of night and with the right moon, a central headstone took on an eerie glow that no 

one could explain.  Ralph Macarthur, died 1876.  Truth told, it gave Revis the willies, but 

it was a knockout punch, no matter how underwhelming the other stops.  Sure enough, 
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the Macarthur was lit up like a Christmas tree when he pulled the group through the 

cemetery gates.  “You can take pictures if you like,” he said, as a few men grabbed at 

their cameras, “but it won't come out on film.  One of the mysteries.  You might catch 

some orbs if you're lucky.  They'll show up like water spots or little balls of light.”  This 

part was true, too.  He'd showed Loretta dozens of times but she just told him if they'd 

get clearer pictures if they had a better camera. 

 He let the tourists wander around the cemetery for a while and smoked another 

cigarette.  He walked over to his grandparents' graves—his parents and Loretta's mom 

were in the newer cemetery across town—to pay his respects.   No real ghosts there, 

just memories of his grandma who smelled like powder and onions, and the few tall 

tales his grandfather passed on to him.  Had they lived at the same time, as adults, he 

imagined they might have been friends.  Bad luck at cards and all.  He placed a shiny 

penny atop each gray stone and returned to the rig.  The tourists came back, one by 

one, and snuggled in close.  Tour over, he hoped the glowing tombstone had saved his 

tips. 

 They were quiet as they pulled up to the old downtown bank, to get back to their 

cars, their normal lives. 

Revis was lifting the redhead down, enjoying a clear view of her panty lines 

through her capris, when he heard it.  The squealing of tires down Henderson and a 

grinding sound that could only be metal to metal.  The tourists whipped around at the 

noise, each craning for a view.   

Excited whispers overlapped in electric pulses.  “Did you see…” 

“How am I supposed to see with you in front of me?” 
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“A car—” 

The only visible sights in the dark, through the dense courthouse trees, were 

halted traffic lights and sounds of Samaritans exiting their cars. 

“Rammed into something solid, I bet.” 

“Sounded like a damn explosion—” 

The redhead climbed back in for a higher vantage point.  “Hope no one's hurt—” 

Revis climbed back aboard, too.  He was pretty sure it was just a fender bender, 

some drunken college kids in for a late summer weekend at the lake, but might be worth 

a looksee.  “What say,” he drawled over their chattering as he clicked the horses to 

attention, “we add a little detour to the tour?”  Six heads nodded in unison.  Cha-ching.  

“After all, maybe they could use our help.” 

Angry wife perked up.  “I've got a cell phone!” 

 The horses made a wide turn and Ghost Trolley Tours headed for the flashing 

lights and the sirens, straight wrong down the one way lane.  

 

 

 


