Qut house Mbon
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"Ain't nothin" good ever happens under an Quthouse Moon, boy."

WIlly watched in disgust as G andpa's weak whi skery chin worked on the
nmout hful of shredded tobacco for a nonent. He dodged out of the way as the old
man | eaned over and ainmed for the spittoon

"M nd you keep this here young' un hone tonight, Aline." dosing his
eyes, Grandpa tipped his chair back against the faded cherries and bananas on
the kitchen wall paper. "Dark things'll be afoot on a night like this."

"Mal" Panic welled up inside WIlly as he paused with his hand on the
door knob. "You know I'm going over to Rick Peterson's. You prom sed!" Cutside,
the fall wind skittered dry | eaves across the wi ndowpane |ike dead fol ks
fingernails.

Grandpa' s browni sh-gray eyes slid sideways to | ook knowingly at him
"There'll be things out there tonight what could eat a young' un up afore he
knowed what happened to him You m ght never come honme to your ma and ne, boy.
How woul d you like that, caught out there in the dark forever?"

WIlly felt ridiculously close to tears for a man of el even years. "M
you prom sed!"

"Don't you raise your voice to ne, young man." Up to the el bows in soap
suds, his nother |ooked up fromthe cracked porcelain sink and groped for a
dish towel. "Besides, it's getting late. | thought you were going over to the
Pet ersons' before it got dark."

WIlly's fingers tightened around the cool ness of the worn brass
doorknob. "We're—we're goi ng coon hunting. Rick got a new hound for his
bi rt hday. "

She wi ped her hands on the threadbare towel. "Don't be ridiculous. You
woul dn't so much as touch a dog if your life depended on it."

"We're just going to run some of his hounds for an hour or two and see
how t he new one goes." WIly did hate dogs with their sloppy wet noses and
great bone-white teeth, but he hated Rick teasing himabout it even nore.
After tonight, no one would be able to say that he was afraid of dogs ever
again. "There's no harmin it. Pa used to—=

The unfini shed sentence hung there in the air between themlike a bl ow
waiting to fall. WIlly swallowed hard, trying not to say anynore than he
al ready had. He didn't want to nake his nother cry again.

"I see." Her weary face, drained of color now, tightened until her
cheekbones stood out stark white against her skin. "You were just going
traipsing off all over the countryside without telling ne, is that it?"

He hung his head. "I was gonna tell you."

"When? After you broke your neck and laid out there all night in the
cold and wet?"

_ —+ike your Pa did. _

WIlly heard the words as plainly as if she'd actually said them
Suddenly, he could al nbst see his pa again, sitting here in the kitchen
letting WIly help himoff with his heavy boots after a | ong day's work.

"You better think on this, boy. Look what happened to your pa and he
weren't out under no Quthouse Moon neither." The front |egs of Grandpa's chair
t hunped back onto the floor. "I knowed how it was gonna be when | saw t hat
brazen sickl e moon ahangin' up there like that, all cozied up to that
Jezebel -1 ookin' star. No decent star fools around with the noon like that." He
ai mred anot her sideways shot of dark liquid into the spittoon. "Course you
never listen to your poor old G andpa.”

"That's just Venus!" WIly twi sted the doorknob w th both hands and
haul ed back on the door, letting the cold anger of the late autum w nd bl ast
past himinto the kitchen. "W |earned about it in school! M ss Robinson said
we coul d see Venus near the noon tonight!"

"WIlliam Bennett Harrison, you come back—



Hi s heart thunping like it would bang clean out of his chest, he scooted
t hrough the open doorway out into a cold that bit at his eyes and scared his
breath away. The door slammed behind himw th the force of a gunshot. He
hunched into his thin jacket and dashed into the stand of tall maples that
lined the stretch fromhis house to the | ane, plow ng dead | eaves behind him
like a plume of spray.

Why did she have to listen to that crazy old man? No one with any sense
ever believed a thing he said. If Gandpa said do this, then it was sure a
sure thing you should do just the opposite. WIlly cramed his fists down into
hi s pockets and waded through the rustling dried | eaves up to his ankles.

A dark shape | eaped out from behind the solid nass of a tree, screeching
and waving its arns. Startled, WIIly staggered backwards and fetched his head
up sharp against a trunk. He caught a glinpse of the nean-faced Quthouse Mon
t hrough skeletal dark tree linbs as he fell w thout ever hitting bottom—

"—feez, | said | was sorry, WIly!" Hands tugged at his jacket. "Quit
pl ayi ng around, wll you?"

The back of WIly's head was wet and nunb and sore, all at the sane
time. "R Rick?"

The dark figure sat back on its heels and stared down at him "This
ain't funny, WIlly," it said reproachfully.

WIlly tried to sit up, then felt his stomach roll sickly. He cl enched
his teeth and fought it off.

"Are you gonna be all right? Do you want me to go fetch your grandpa or
somet hi ng?"

"No! You | eave ny grandpa out of this!" Atree root gnarled into the
shape of a bony knee was digging into the back of his neck. WIly squirned
weakly, trying to ease off it. "Where's your dogs?"

"I left "emshut up in the barn." The other boy swallowed hard. "I was
pl anning to pick 'emup on our way over to Fox Hollow, but you don't feel like
hunting no nore, do you?"

"Sure | do." WIIly hoped that he sounded better than he felt. "Help ne
up, toadface."

Taller than himby a head, Rick grabbed his shirt and haul ed hi m back
onto his feet. "WIly, | didn't think you' d really be scared or |I'd never have
done it."

"I know." WIIly balanced there, the world spinning around in silly
circles, the stupid Quthouse Mon floating around up in the air where it
bel onged one m nute, then fooling around down sonewhere bel ow his feet the
next. He shook his head and started on wobbly | egs toward the fields.

By the tinme they reached the barn, Rick's dogs were all shivery with
excitement, yel ping and junping up on his chest when Rick |et themout, and
practically beating himto death with their whip-thin tails. Shuddering, WIly
pushed the sl obbery things away, then backed agai nst the rough boards of the
barn until Rick whistled themoff into the night.

"l dunno. Maybe you ought to go on honme, WIly." Rick fingered the
barrel of his twenty-two. "You still don't | ook so good. W can go out again
t omor r ow ni ght . "

WIlly was half-inclined to agree, what with the burning throb in the
back of his head and all, but he thought of how Ma would be waiting with her
birch-bark switch for himto get home, and how G andpa's toothl ess nouth woul d
smrk because he'd been right after all. "Naw, I'mfine, and besides, | ain't
never been hunting before.™

Just then, one of the hounds belled |oud and cl ear. \Wooping, Rick
thrust his rifle into the air. "There's Daisy! She's always first and she's
al ways true! Cone on!"

He sprinted away into the darkness across the hay meadow, headed for the
edge of the woods on the far side. WIly struggled after him

The shorn meadow shone silver under their feet in the faint noonlight.
Their steps crunched in the cold brittle air. WIly heard the hounds novi ng
farther and farther away, their baying voices building into a frantic



crescendo. At least they were having a good time, WIIly thought, glancing up
at Grandpa's Qut house Mbon and hating it with all his mght.

VWhen he caught up to Rick at the edge of the trees, the other boy was
just standing there, listening.

"What is it?" WIly managed to wheeze out between breat hs.

"The dogs sound different." Rick clinmbed up on a |l ow rock and craned his
head around, trying to get a fix on the baying as it echoed through the thick
trees. "Listen. They don't sound |like they're on coon track no nore. Can't you
tell ?"

"Sure." WIIly grimced behind R ck's back in the dark. It didn't sound
any different to him but he'd rather have been skinned alive than admt it.

"Come on!" Rick pulled himinto the dark underside of the forest,
keeping WIlly beside him The | ow | eavel ess |inbs whi pped across their faces
and tore at their clothes. WIly's chest felt like it was on fire as he gasped
down lungful after lungful of the scorchingly cold air. They ran on and on
foll ow ng the hounds' voi ces.

"That's Singer nowwith the lead," R ck called back over his shoul der

WIlly could only follow H's feet hardly seemed to touch the rocky
ground at all.

Then a dog screaned, a high thin wail that cut off as abruptly as it
began. Rick stopped dead under a huge tree and listened with all his strength.
"Dam!" He shook his head. "That sounded like Slim That stupid dog is always
getting too close."

WIlly | eaned his cheek up agai nst the rough bark of the tree and w apped
his arms around it for support. The wi nd swayed t he dark branches above them
and he caught another winking glinpse of the crescent nmoon and its conpani on
star.

Rick fastened his fingers in WIly's shirt again. "Cone on! W got to
find thembefore it gets another one of my dogs!"

"But —but what do you think they're running?' WIIly gasped as his feet
scranbl ed through the tangled brush, towed along by Rick's relentless arm

"I dunno! Not coon, though, that's for sure!"

Then they cane upon the dog's broken body, curled up as though it were
only sleeping by the gnarled foot of an ancient tree. "Jeez!" R ck handed him
the twenty-two, then knelt to touch the dog's browwith his fingertips.

The wi nd gusted, and the trees creaked in the cold, sounding a little
i ke squeaky, high-pitched | aughter. The hair craw ed on the back of WIly's
neck. "Maybe you should call themin, Rick." Staring around under the dark
trees, he shivered. "Maybe that's a bear or a cougar they're running."

Ri ck stood up and reached for the twenty-two. "Maybe, but, lessin'
catch up with them they won't be back until breakfast." He swi veled his head,
listening intently. "Come on!"

Ri ck dashed of f between the twi sted trunks. WIly plunged in after him
with a choking feeling like his heart was too big for his chest. And now t hat
Ri ck was scared for his dogs, he wasn't |aying back for himanynore. After a
few mnutes, WIly could only follow himby sound. They were so deep into the
woods now that the trees made an inpenetrable ceiling above them and every
sound they made echoed crazily.

The crash and crunch ahead of him stopped; WIly froze, terrified that
he had turned wong. The seconds dragged by as he tried not to breathe so that
he could catch a sound, any sound to follow out of this suffocating darkness.

"Wlly!" a faint voice called

"Here!" he called back

"WIly!" the voice canme again, fromsonewhere on the left up ahead of
him "Goddanmit, where are you?"

"Over here!™ WIly floundered toward him skinning his ankle agai nst an
i nvi sible broken-edged rock, then struggling up again, thinking that his
gasping breaths were the | oudest things he'd ever heard in his life. Finally
an arm snagged himas he stunbled past a split, half-fallen oak

"Wlly, |ook!"



Rick's fingers dug into his armas WIlly tried to focus through the
dark, then finally got down on his knees before the dark tumbled heap of
bodies. "It's Daisy and Singer and nmy new pup, little Poco." H s voice was
hoarse with restrained tears. "All's | got left nowis Betsy and A d Jobe
running out there all by theirselves. We've got to get to them"

WIlly stared at the tangl ed mass of hounds |lying there as though a gi ant
had scooped them up and thrown them agai nst the ol d oak. Sonewhere in the
ni ght, baying continued thinly, noving steadily off to their right.

Rick jerked at his sleeve. "Conme on!" And he was off again into the
dar kness.

WIlly lurched back onto his feet. "This is stupid!" he called after
Rick. "What if that old bear decides to up and chunk your head agai nst a
tree?" As he strained to hear an answer, he caught only the wi nd groani ng
through the trees and the branches scrapi ng over one anot her

H s hands out before him he followed the crashing of Rick's footsteps,
falling to his knees several times and once plunging ankl e-deep into cold
unseen nmud. The wind blew, stirring the dead | eaves on the ground, whistling
thinly through the branches.

WIlly struggled on, renenbering the whiteness of his ma's face when he'd
said that he was goi ng coon hunting, remenbering how his pa had been | ost out
on a cold fall night Ilike this, five years ago. He'd fallen and broken his
neck, and though the whole conmunity had searched, it had taken three days to
find him WIIly had been only six.

The hounds' baying abruptly changed in pitch, ascending the scale unti
it seemed that it could go no higher, and yet it still clinbed. WIly oriented
on it and changed direction slightly, realizing sickly that he was headi ng
even deeper into the woods. "Rick, where are you?"

The wi nd came up again, howing and clattering the tree |inbs against
each other so that they sounded |ike two bucks knocking antlers together

"Rick!" He stopped and held his breath, praying for an answer. "Wit for
nme! "

Then he thought that he heard a reply, very faint and off to his left.
He changed direction again, thinking that the hounds did sound nearer now. He
listened to his own feet clunping and crashing through the unseen brush,
prom sing hinmsel f that he would never go coon hunting again if only he got
hone safe tonight. Even Ma's switch woul d | ook good compared to this.

"Over here!"

Hi s face smarting froma deep scratch, WIly turned again. "Ri ck?" The
hounds' baying grew clearer. "Have they got it treed?"

"Not exactly."

The hounds were yel ping frantically now, as though they'd been hurt.
WIlly glanced around, his heart hamrering agai nst his chest. "Jeez, where are
you? | can't see you!"

"Well, that depends on what you mean." The voi ce sounded nearer now.
"The Rick you knew is over there by that tree on the left."

WIlly stunbled to his left, finally making out the dark mass of a fallen
body and the frenzied hounds whining and licking at its face.

"But the Rick that you're going to know is over here,"
conti nued.

The wi nd surged again; the tree |linbs nade creaky whispering noi ses al
around him WIly edged closer to the hounds and the body. "What are you
tal ki ng about ?" he whi spered between cl enched teeth. "Is it sonmeone we know?
Shoul d we go for hel p?"

"It's too late for that," Rick said, his voice strangely snooth and
easy. "And besides, we have all the help we need right here."

Grabbing the collar of one of the crying hounds, WIlly pulled it away,
then knelt and tried to see the person's face. "It's not funny! Do you think
t hat bear got hin®"

The creaking grew | ouder all around him squeaking and cackli ng,
sounding for all the world like his grandpa | aughi ng.

the voi ce



"No bear did that."

Foot st eps shuffled through the dead grass and the brittle |eaves.

"Ri ck's hounds don't run bear." The footsteps stopped just behind a tree. The
hound by the fallen body whined and cringed back agai nst the tree.

WIlly kept hold of the other dog's worn collar, feeling its exhausted
si des heave against his leg. "Look, we've got the dogs now. Let's get on hone
and tell your pa about—=

"About this?" The footsteps crunched closer. "But nobody w |l know about
t hi s—ever."

"Nnnobbodyyy, " answered the creaking.

Sonet hi ng dark and solid nmoved through the closely packed trees, its
head so high up that it knocked the stiff tree linbs aside as it came. Wlly
squatted down in the dead | eaves and the hound cowered back into his arns,
snarling and snapping out there in the dark

WIlly wiped at the sweat on his face with the back of his sleeve,
flinching at the salt stinging in his scrapes and scratches. "Let's get out of
here, Rick. These dogs are scared plumout of their mnds and | don't feel so
good nysel f."

"In a mnute.'
"You're very warm"

"Wwarrnmm " the creaking agreed.

"Course I'mwarml" WIly snapped and struggled to his feet, keeping a
good hold on the dog's collar because he didn't want to have to chase it
again. "l've run over half the county after you and these dadbl amed hounds!"

"Yes, you were a good friend." Rick sighed. "It's so touching, two good
friends out on a night of hunting."

" Goooooddddd, " the creaking chined in.

WIlly glanced around, his knees shaking until he wasn't sure that they
woul d hold him "How do we get back?" The bl ack mass nmoved anot her step cl oser
and suddenly he could see its vaguely manli ke shape.

"Ch, |I'mgoing back, but you're not." Blacker than the inside of a well
at mdnight, the shape nelted down into a shape that was nore human with each
second.

WIlly wanted to run, to scream to do anything, but he was nortared
right there to that spot.

Growing lighter now as well, it |eaned over and suddenly picked up the
other hound in stiff spiky arms, raised it high over its head, and dashed it
agai nst the tree.

WIlly stiffened as the dog thunped hard, yelped, then slid down to rest
on the unnmoving body already Iying there. He started to run, but the shape,
now no taller than Rick and its face a white blur, nmoved in and stiff-arnmed
hi m back agai nst the rough bark of a huge tree. "But someone will go back in
your place, just like I"'mgoing for Rick, so don't you worry about your nma.
She' Il be | ooked after.”

"Yyyeeesss!" the creaking agreed. "Yyyeeesss!" Then the trees noved
closer, shuffling toward himw th snakey tree root |legs, peering at himwth
knobby knot hol e eyes, scratching at his face with spidery branch-end fingers.

Wl ly ducked his head and ran off into the darkness, hol ding onto the
hound as though it were part of him the branches whi pping at his face and
clutching at his arns.

"This is our place," the cal mvoice-that-sounded-like-Ri ck said from
behind him "You canme into our place on this special night, and now one of us
will go to yours and enjoy all that warnth. That's fair, isn't it?"

"Faaaiiirrr!" the squeaki ng agreed, then degenerated into a raucous,
clattering | aughter.

A branch speared down through the front of his jacket, taking a patch of
his skin with it. He wiggled out, holding the frantic, squirmng dog with
first one hand and then the other. Then he ran as hard as he could, slipping
and falling, then slipping again, slicing his chin open on a rock

"Bl Il oooddd! " the squeaki ng, creaking voices chortled all around him

The shuffling bl ack mass noved another step forward.



WIlly pushed hinself up, half-dizzy with pain, still holding the dog,
but no | onger know ng whi ch way was out of the woods. He hesitated, trying to
renmenber how he'd cone in, but there had been too many turnings and the trees
were so thick that he couldn't even see the sky or that damm noon and star

"W can't let you go back," the voice said reasonably from behind him
"Someone else will go in your place."

The hound snarl ed, straining against the worn collar in WIly's hand,
tuggi ng himaway. WIly resisted for a second, then suddenly the neaning of
that penetrated his brain. Away! The dog knew t he way hone!

Gving into the dog's pull, he let it |lead himwherever it would, on and
on through the darkness and the branches that scraped and grabbed at himfrom
every side and the woody voices that gibbered at himuntil he couldn't hear
hi s own br eat hi ng.

After forever, he thought that he could see just a glint of starlight up
ahead between dark branches. He took another deep aching breath and fl oundered
on, then sonething caught his ankle, yanking hi m down.

He hit the ground chest-first, knocking the air out of him He lost his
grip on the hound's collar. The dog sped on, never slacking its pace. WIlly
woul d have screaned or cried, but he had nothing left. Was this what had
happened to his pa, he wondered dully, something wild and dark crushing the
life out of himfar away from anyone's eyes or ears?

Digging at his ankle, he wenched it out fromunder a thick knobby root
sticking out of the ground, but it was too late. The rustling, creaking,
whi spering branches closed in on him pressing down, pinning himto danp cold
ground with hard, stiff fingers. He turned his head aside to keep his nmouth
out of the dirt and | eaves and—

A cold wet nose thrust up against his cheek, then a npist warmtongue.
WIlly reached out and dug his fingers into the thick velvety fur; Ri ck's hound
had come back for him He wapped both arnms around its neck and cl osed his
eyes. "Home!" he whispered to it. "Hone!"

VWhining deep in its throat, the dog strained toward the edge of the
woods and WIly crawled along with it, breaking through the thin branch-ends
that tried to hold him

"Now, you know we can't have that,
behi nd hi m

The dog bunched its nuscles, trying to junp over a huge fallen log into
the open field beyond. Half-blind with exhaustion, WIlly pulled hinmself up the
rough bark, then slipped back, |leaving a sticky warmtrail of wetness beneath
his smarting hands.

"Be reasonable."’
see you like this?"

Ma . . . the aching look in her eyes earlier when she'd nentioned his pa

the voice-that-wasn't-Rick said from

The voice chuckled. "Do you really want your nother to

WIly worked his fingers into the rough-edged bark and clinbed up the
side of the trunk again, scooting forward on his stonmach. Sonething tough and
thin grasped his ankle from behind and held on, growing tighter and tighter
Under his other hand, the hound stiffened, then | ooked back over its shoul der
sharl i ng.

"Home!" WIly tried to push it ahead of him "Go hone!"

The dog strained forward to the top of the fallen tree, then fell back
unable to free him The grip on his ankle began to inch hi mbackwards and the
exhaust ed dog whi nper ed.

WIlly thought of his nother again, and then let go. "Go hone, dog! Get
on home!"

The dog scranbl ed over the trunk, then stood there, just on the other
side, watching himwith terrified, white-edged eyes. "Go hone!" he shouted at
it, but it was frozen there, its tongue lolling out. WIly realized that it
woul dn't go on w thout him

The voi ce | aughed again. "So, we'll have two for the price of one after
all. Very generous of you both."



"No!" Turning around, WIly saw an arny of black shapes whose tops
rivaled the trees, shuffling forward wi th dangling black arns that were
reaching out even as they inched forward. So scared that he couldn't even
breathe, he attacked the thin fibrous root |ooped around his ankle, tearing at
it with his bare fingers as the rustling crept closer and closer. He couldn't
make a dent in it, but as he strained back away fromit, he thought he felt
his shoe give just a little. He haul ed back harder and pointed his toe, the
way his pa had when WIly used to help himout of his boots. The shoe gave a
little nore, then slipped off. He pushed the vine away and scranbl ed over the
log, on out into the open treeless field.

The dog took of f running before himacross the hay field. One-shoed,
dirty, and bl eeding, he foll owed the weaving head through the silvery dried
stubbl e wi t hout | ooki ng back

"You can't bring that filthy thing in herel™

Half in and half out, WIlly stood in the doorway and stared up at his
not her, too exhausted to argue.

"You get on in here and cl ean yourself up." She put her hands on her
hips. "But that's not even your dog. Just leave it outside and it'll get on
hone by itself."

Grandpa shuffled toward the door and peered over her shoul der at the two
of them Hi s watery nouth smiled. "Escaped that Quthouse Mon after all, did
you?" He shook his head. "And what's that you got there? Thought you was
afraid o' dogs."

"It's—+t's ny dog." The words came out |ike a gust of wi nd, but even as
he said them WIIly knew that they were true. The Rick that he'd left behind
in the woods had no need of dogs now, and the Rick that was going over to the
Pet ersons' house woul dn't want themeither. "Rick gave it to nme."

"Well, | never said that you could have a dog, young man." A furrow
appeared between his nmother's eyes. "Least of all a dog in the house.™

WIly | ooked her square in the face, highly conscious of the creakings
and rustlings of the trees out in the darkness behind himand the quivering
body of the redbone hound pressed against his leg. Mdre than he'd ever wanted
anything in his whole life, he wanted to conme into the warnth and |ight.

He laid a hand on the furred head. "Either he comes in, or | don't."

"What did you say?" His mother stared at himin disbelief.

"Better get out fromunder that there Quthouse Mon, boy." G andpa
cackled to hinself for a nmonent, then hobbled back to his kitchen chair. "Al
sorts of creepin' nastiness afoot on a night like this." Nodding to hinself,
he tilted his chair back against the wall.

WIlly tightened his fingers around the hound's worn old collar

"Ch, for heaven's sake!" Hi s nother grabbed himby the shirt and yanked
hi minsi de. The hound squeezed in with him "You get on into the back and get
cl eaned up, and—and see you wash that filthy animal while you're at it!"

WIlly started to |inp past G andpa, but the hound suddenly dropped into
a bristling crouch and snarled at the old nman. Leani ng over, G andpa ained a
streaminto the spittoon, then smled his toothless snmile at the two of them
"Durn right, dog." He winked. "Can't keep no secrets fromthe likes o' you.
Guess you night say as | was born under an Qut house Mbon too." Then his eyes
cl osed again. "But don't you worry none. There'll be other nights, and ot her
nmoons for you and that hal f-growed boy."

He was so quiet for a monent that WIly thought he'd fallen asleep. He
reached for the snarling hound' s collar.

Grandpa's lips parted in a wide, |oose-lipped smle.

"Wy, " he said, and stretched his arns high over his head, "I suppose
that we'll all have to go out huntin' together one of these here fine, noonlit
ni ghts and see what we can scare up






