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Chapter One 
 

Gently the train rocked back and forth as it trekked through the countryside. The 
cadence was a calming one, and many a traveler fell asleep in its embrace. After a 
while, even the sudden bumps and jolts of  some bit of  wood or rock on the track 
felt normal. A body could absorb the impact without much thought at all. 

Perhaps that’s why I didn’t feel the tugging at first. Just another bend in the 
track or debris. Gentle rumbles one became accustomed to. What gave the game 
away eventually was the sudden relief  of  open air on my foot. My socks, long 
worn holes in each one, were suddenly exposed. Well, at least one was. For the 
time being, the other stayed put. 

I awoke but didn’t open my eyes. No need yet to let them know I had 
cottoned on; not until I knew what the game was exactly. One shoe was off, and 
they were working on the other one. 

“Don’t figure I can fit into these boots. They awful small,” said one whispered 
voice. 

“No matter. Better than nothin’. We can cut the toes to make room,” 
whispered his gruff  companion. 

In a smooth movement, I lifted my head and my pistol to the men in front 
of  me. The cocking of  the hammer stopped them mid-thievery. I tipped my hat 
back to take them in full. Two grown men they were and sorry sights at that. All 
worn and ragged from riding the boxcars too long. Perhaps, in a few decades, that 
would be me. I shook off  the thought and aimed my pistol straight. They held 
their hands high in surrender. 

“You best hand that back to me.” 
One man stepped forward and kicked the boot back in my direction. I 

examined their feet. One wore mismatched shoes, if  you could call them shoes. 
The other had no shoes at all. Just socks with more holes in them than mine. 

“You best go red light yourselves. I don’t mean to ride this train with one eye 
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open,” I said without the even the smallest hint of  doubt in my voice. 
“Come on, kid. We didn’t mean nothin’,” said the one in socks. 
“Yeah, we need some shoes. You can see the state we’re in.” 
“Seeing as how I more or less share that state, I’m going to decline. Off  with 

you.” 
“You can’t be more than sixteen or seventeen. Puny at that if  you don’t mind 

me sayin’ it. Surely you got someone at home waiting fer you. Me and ole Marv 
here ain’t got no one.” 

“I don’t mind you sayin’, but I do mind your presence. I ain’t got anyone 
waiting for me, same as you. You tried to steal from me. This is your last warnin’ 
before I start letting bullets fly. Go to the door and escort yourselves out.” 

“You can’t mean that. Train ain’t even slow enough to jump. It’s a good 
chance we’ll die or get real banged up at least.” 

I turned the gun to point at the man with the mismatched shoes. He stiffened 
when the barrel leveled directly at him. It was an unblinking sort of  death staring 
his way. 

Without another word, he moved the few feet to the boxcar door. He shoved 
the heavy thing and slid it to the side. The world rushed past us in a blur of  trees 
and land. What might be green in the daylight was blue and dark in the night. 
Night colors like that spoke of  evil things. 

A tingle in my gut said this thing I was doing was wrong, but I ignored it. Not 
much else to do now. I was bone tired, and they were desperate enough to try to 
steal from me my only pair of  boots. For the last three days, I’d been awake and 
travelling in fear of  this very thing or worse. Sleep was a necessity now, and this 
was my only way to ensure it. 

His buddy joined him at the door. They both looked out into the whirring 
landscape. 

“This is on your head, son. If  something happens to us. It’s on you,” said the 
man with the mismatched shoes. 

Both men turned and leapt out of  the car and into the blur of  the world 
passing by me. 

“No, it ain’t,” I said to a now-empty boxcar. 
Perhaps later I would feel bad for this. It was probable. Never did I pride 

myself on cruelty. If  anything, I normally strove for kindness. For now, I couldn’t 
afford a conscience. Besides, what curse could come from a ragged heap like that? 
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I was so tired. Too tired even to get up and slide the door shut. A dumb move 
if  there ever was one. It just invited trouble, but the lure of  sleep convinced me 
otherwise. Now that the imminent danger had passed, I slumped back against the 
dense hay that had become my temporary bed. The car had been mostly empty 
when I boarded, a good reason to choose it. No one would be checking an empty 
car. At least not at first. 

It was normally used for livestock. That fact was undeniable. The odor of  
breath and feces still lingered even though no animals stood around me. In the 
board below, stamped hoof  prints told stories of  cattle. 

The hay acting as my bed was sparse and sour smelling at that. It had to have 
been a good while since this train carried something living. At least since before 
the last rainfall seeing as the bottom portions of  hay were mildewing. I couldn’t 
recall the last rain I’d witnessed myself, but then again, the train had probably 
seen a good bit more than me. 

I didn’t mind the smell, not with the promise of  sleep tugging me down. I 
pulled on my errant boot and fell back into the hay. Somewhere beneath me, I 
thought I heard the skitter of  insects. Tiny snaps in the fibers of  my bed. A 
whispering. 

Let them crawl over me, I thought. I don’t care. Nothing that small matters 
anymore. Just please let me sleep if  for only a little while. 

When the train stopped in Amarillo, I nearly was caught. The station men 
moved from car to car, readying the cargo for unloading. Normally, I would have 
heard them or felt the train stop. My person would sneak away and blend with 
the nearest town. But my bones were tired. The deep sleep I had fallen into held 
me captive. It wasn’t until I heard the men shouting a few box cars down from 
mine that I awoke with the urgency the moment required. 

“Get out of  there, you lazy bums! I mean it. I’ll call the sheriff. You have to 
the count of  five to move it. After five, I let loose the dogs on you.” 

I sat bolt upright. Somewhere nearby dogs barked that choked sort of  sound, 
strained by the pull of  their leashes. 

“One…Two…” 
Shoving my pistol into the gunny sack I carried, I scrambled to my feet and 

made my way to the door. When I looked down the line, the men with the dogs 
were four cars down from mine. 

“Three…Four…” 
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I leapt to the ground and ran the opposite direction. A few of  the dogs turned 
and barked at me, straining to follow. No use turning to look. There was no way 
to go but forward. The last thing I heard as I ran into the waking morning was 
the man with the dogs laughing. 

“Your comrade over there has the right idea. Run for your life.” 
Amarillo stretched out before me as I made it out of  the train yard and into 

the city proper. Bustling it was and big. Too big for my comfort. It was a cow 
town; no doubt there. The scent of  manure and burned rawhide drifted on the 
wind. Grit and what I hoped was dirt stung my eyes and stuck in my teeth. There 
was something more here though. A pull I couldn’t label. 

Lots of  people who rode the rails stayed in big towns like this. They 
panhandled and worked odd jobs as long as they could. Then, off  they went on 
another train going nowhere special. I had ridden long enough to know it wasn’t 
for me. Really, the life wasn’t good for anyone. Constantly living in fear, running 
for your life at every stop. I didn’t want it, not long term. I was young. I could 
work. The thing of  it was work was hard to find. The dust had come in a few 
years ago and buried the world as we knew it. Farms choked, and so did the 
people. 

When Mamaw passed, there was nothing left for me to do but ride the rails. 
Banks took the house and the land. No family left to take me in. Even if  there 
were, who’d want me? It wasn’t a lie I told the men the night before. I truly had 
no one left. 

Amarillo had potential for sure. It was big enough to have restaurants and 
hotels. I could get a job washing dishes like I had in previous towns. Maybe one 
of  the ranch hands could put in a word for me with the boss man. Animals never 
scared me much. 

As I walked along the streets, that idea faded away. There were throngs of  
people slumped against buildings and hiding in alleyways. Most were begging. I 
walked by business after business, and most had signs in their windows. 

 
No Jobs. Don’t Ask. 
You Pay, or You Leave. 
Panhandlers Prosecuted. 
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The work here was dried up. That was clear enough. There would be nothing 
here for me, but hope was not lost yet. I made my way to a general store that 
seemed to be doing a brisk bit of  business. Several farmers in wagons and trucks 
congregated in the back lot hoping to sell and barter with what they had. 

I smelled sweet tobacco as I got closer along with the tang of  manure. 
Keeping to the shadows of  the building, I spied on the men as they talked and 
laughed with one another. One man traded the store’s owner a sack of  potatoes 
for some sugar and coffee. Another bought his supply with eggs and two hens. 

The man with the hens walked back to his truck with the provisions he had 
bought. I followed him but hid in and among the other vehicles. One look at me 
and anyone would peg me as a boxcar kid. With that label came disdain. The 
picture of  a delinquent youth who would probably rob you blind if  you gave them 
an inch. 

There was no point in offering my services there with the way I looked. 
Amarillo was thick with people like me, but perhaps where this fellow was from 
that wasn’t the case. After all, he had a stack of  crates four or five feet high in the 
back of  his truck. Half  the crates were occupied with chickens. Pretty fat hens 
too. Wherever he called home might be faring better. No train stops would mean 
fewer boxcar kids. I might have a chance at a job there. 

He sucked on a cigarette and gabbed with another man. The one with the 
potatoes. 

“I tell you, it is a beating coming up here all the way from Tanglewood,” said 
the chicken man. 

“Why make the trek? Your man there not buying eggs?” asked the potato 
man. 

“Norman’s flush with eggs. He’s bartering less and less these days. Fewer 
customers and all that. Says it’s hard for him to buy supplies we can’t provide. 
Wants money.” 

“Don’t we all? Is it so bad you’re selling your laying hens?” 
“Not yet. I keep the best at home. These are the old gals. Good for the bellies 

more than the eggs. Past their prime.” 
The men conversed more or less this way for another fifteen minutes. I took 

that time to sneak around the truck, hiding my purple shadow among the shadows 
of  the wheels. The sun was still young, making the shadows long. It made it easy 
to blend in with the darkness of  things. 
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When I managed to get around to the back of  the truck, the tailgate was 
already up. Such a break for me. I tossed my gunny sack into the back of  the truck 
and followed after it just as fast. I had to be quiet. The presence of  my sudden 
weight lowered the truck slightly, but not enough to notice. I squeezed myself  
down in the small break in between the two rows of  chicken crates. 

It was a tight fit. I was barely able to squeeze my whole body there. The gunny 
sack was on top of  me as an added barrier between me and anyone who might 
look inside. I didn’t mind the closeness. There was a kind of  security in it. 
However, the chickens didn’t agree. They squawked and flapped their wings in 
protest. Feathers flew this way and that. I had to blow them away from my face. 
I hissed at them as quiet as I could manage. They were not impressed. One 
particularly agitated hen pecked at my leg from her crate. I bit my lip to not cry 
out and give away the game. 

“Pipe down in there!” shouted the chicken man from outside the truck. He 
banged his fist against the fender of  the truck. “You keep that up, and I’ll ring 
your necks myself  when we get back to Tanglewood.” 

As if  understanding him, the hens calmed slowly. Even the one pecking my 
leg stopped her painful campaign. I heard the men say their goodbyes as the 
chicken man walked around to the front of  the truck. The vehicle slumped 
forward with his sudden weight, and he fired up the engine. Before I knew it, we 
were on the road. The only thing I could see above me was blue sky and errant 
feathers. 

I hadn’t ever heard of  Tanglewood, but I hoped it was beautiful. 
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Chapter Two 
 

I woke to someone kicking my feet. Jolting upright, the first thought that came to 
me was the sense of  still sleeping in the train. The boxcar men were back 
somehow and trying to steal my boots again. When my eyes adjusted, it was 
daylight in an open sky. There was no jostling of  the track beneath me, and a very 
angry farmer stared daggers at me from the other side of  the tailgate. 

“What do you think you’re doing? I ain’t handing out free rides.” 
“I’m sorry, sir. I ain’t looking for a free ride. I will gladly work it off. Please, I 

need a job,” I said to the chicken man. 
“A job you say? That’s a new one. I thought all you kids did was steal and 

beg.” 
“I aim to work, sir. My apologies for not askin’ permission. I didn’t think 

you’d let me on.” 
The chicken man looked me up and down, pondering my presence and the 

words that accompanied it. Apparently, I had made some sort of  impression. 
Otherwise, I would be running for my life at the present moment. He held a 
shotgun lazily pointing down to the ground. 

“Well, that’s alright, I suppose. Ain’t no harm as long as you didn’t steal any 
eggs or nothin’.” 

“No, sir. I didn’t touch the hens. They touched me though. The one over here 
pecked me up a good bit in the beginning. Almost bloody.” 

He smiled. Even chuckled a little. 
“Yeah, she’s one to do that. Listen here boy, I ain’t got no work for you. Got 

seven children of  my own that work the farm. Hard enough feedin’ those. I won’t 
charge you fer the ride. You seem nice enough. You got any family to speak of?” 

“No, sir.” 
“I see. Hop down from there.” 
I did as instructed. The chickens flapped a bit as I got up and jumped off  the 
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tailgate. When I stood on the ground, I was a head shorter than the man. He 
looked down at me, appraising the sight. Grown men always seemed unimpressed 
with my size. 

“Here,” he said holding out a nickel from his pocket. 
“Sir?” 
“You’re skinny, kid. The good Lord wouldn’t look kindly on me if  I let a nice 

kid go hungry. Take it,” he said and pointed down a dusty street toward a 
smattering of  buildings clumped together. “There’s town. Tanglewood. Your best 
bet for a job.” 

“Thank you, sir.” 
The chicken man nodded, and I hurried away from him, a whole nickel richer. 

I silently patted my own back for the decision to try things out in the country. 
Perhaps Tanglewood could be a home for me. 

As I got closer to the main square, I saw it was a small place to be sure. Not 
nearly as large and bustling as Amarillo had been. While the bigger town had been 
teaming with people, this one’s occupants were few. Farmers mostly. They made 
their way along the streets, some even nodded politely to me as I passed. The 
tugging I’d felt in Amarillo was stronger here. There was no deciphering what it 
was, but I was getting closer. 

I made my way to the heart of  every town, the general store. Everything 
always revolved around the general store. I hadn’t eaten much of  anything in a 
couple of  days. The first thing on the list was to get some food. Tanglewood’s 
general store sat at a large corner lot on the west side of  the square. As I made 
my way there, the promise of  food tugged at my insides. 

My hand was reaching for the door handle when I saw her. Down the road a 
piece and just outside the main thoroughfare was the strangest sight I had ever 
seen. There was an old hitching post, broken in places but the main part still stood 
true. It wasn’t the post that was odd. It was the girl chained to it. She was a slip 
of  a thing with a metal chain around her waist that fastened around the sturdy 
part of  the post. Above her was a sign. 

Thou Shalt Not Suffer a Witch 
I gave up the idea of  the general store for a moment and made my way to 

her. Such an odd sight. A whole town walking about and doing their business, yet 
they ignored this girl. Pretended she wasn’t there. As I got closer, I saw she was 
about my age if  not a tad younger. Hard to tell things like that when a creature 
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cowered in chains. Her lips were chapped, and her skin was dry from sitting out 
in the sun. A burlap sack of  some sort loosely fitted around her like a dress. I 
couldn’t help but wonder how long she had been out here. 

“Miss? Miss, are you alright?” 
The girl didn’t acknowledge me, not at first. 
“Miss? Is there something I can do for you?” 
When she finally tilted her head up at me, she did so sluggishly. Great hazel 

eyes looked up into mine. Her dirty hair had probably been golden once. Now, it 
was dry and oily at the same time, sticking in clumps and gathering in knots 
around her face. She shook her head from side to side slowly as though it caused 
her great pain. 

“Are you sure? I can help you. Hold tight. I’ll be right back.” 
She didn’t answer. I turned on my heel and hurried back over to the general 

store. There was a nickel burning a hole in my pocket. 
A bell dinged when I pushed the doors open. I nodded to the man behind 

the counter and promptly made my way through the store. Fresh food was not 
practical. Who knew how long I would need it to keep. I found the aisle where 
the jerky was kept and grabbed three rations of  it. I brought the bounty to the 
clerk up front. He eyed me and my selection. 

“You got money for this?” 
I put my nickel on the counter. He nodded and went to make change. Just 

behind the clerk, I spotted a number of  specialty items. Tobacco, coffee beans, 
and candy. My eyes grew wide when I spotted the peppermints. I wasn’t always a 
fan of  that flavor of  candy, but it did help with the thirst when no water could 
be had. 

“Do I have enough left over for some of  that peppermint?” 
He looked at me and then up at the candy on the shelf. They sat prettily, thin 

sticks in a glass jar. My mouth watered thinking about them. 
“You have enough for four sticks.” 
“I’ll take those too please.” 
“Whatever you want, son,” he said as he got the jar down from the shelf. 
My purchases were gathered and packed in a paper sack. He handed them to 

me with a strained grin. I wondered if  he knew what I was from appearance. All 
thoughts I had about asking him for a job left my mind as he looked at me. 
Perhaps I smelled bad. He probably wanted me out of  his store as soon as 
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possible as to not offend his other patrons. 
“Just one more thing before I’m out of  your hair, sir. You got a well around 

here I can use to fill my canteen? I’d be much obliged.” 
His features softened, and what I once took as strain now read more like 

concern. 
“You best leave that girl alone,” he said gently. 
“Excuse me, sir?” 
“You’re new here. I can tell. I saw you out there talking to her. The one with 

the witch sign. She’s a Jones Girl. Best you leave her be. You seem nice enough. 
Wouldn’t want trouble fer you. Stay clear of  the Jones’s.” 

“I don’t understand.” 
The door jingled a bell as it swung open. Suddenly, the clerk straightened and 

smiled widely at the new costumer. He was a tall gentleman in a black suit, very 
modest and finely pressed. Such a fancy dark suit, it didn’t seem practical for 
Texas. I pegged him in his fifties but well preserved at that. I had no idea a face 
could hold such a sour expression for so long. He looked at me sharply, and I 
flinched the way the clerk had. 

“Why yes, young man. There’s a barrel ‘round back where you might fill your 
canteen,” said the clerk with a flick of  his head. “It’s plenty fresh. Off  with you 
now.” 

I didn’t ask questions. The air in the store shivered with agitation the second 
the man in black walked in. Something inside me said to leave and do it fast. 
Nothing good could possibly follow a man like that. 

I went out the back and found the water barrel. I dunked my canteen, filling 
it to the brim. The smart thing to do was to drink about half  of  it down and refill 
it again. I did so as quickly as possible as to not let anyone see and accuse me of  
taking more than my fair share. Folks would find any reason at all to push 
someone like me out of  town. 

When I made it back out to the street, there was no one around. It was as if  
the town took note of  the man in the black suit and decided to hide in the 
shadows until his departure. I couldn’t help but wonder what that meant. The 
shop clerk looked nervous when he entered. Why was that? And what did he 
mean by saying she was a Jones Girl? 

I stood at the opposite corner as the store and chewed on a bit of  jerky. It 
was good, salty and peppered just right. My mouth watered properly to moisten 
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the bite as I chewed. The girl was still chained in the distance. I wanted to go back 
to her with the food, but something inside me said to wait. Not yet. Give it a few 
more minutes. 

When the scary man stepped out of  the store, he held a flour sack with his 
purchases over his shoulder. He crossed the street, pausing once to gaze down 
the way at the girl chained in the distance. A look of  disgust covered his face. He 
shook his head slightly as if  trying to rid himself  of  a foul smell. When he 
continued to my side of  the street, I had to look away so as to not snarl at the 
man. 

The imposing fellow left the square. Where he went, I couldn’t say. All I really 
cared about was that he wasn’t in sight anymore. As soon as he did, I made my 
way back to the supposed witch. Somehow she looked worse for the wear since 
I’d seen her only twenty minutes before. I sat beside her and leaned against the 
post. 

“Hi. I’m back. Thought you might want a bit of  food. Some water?” 
She gazed up at me, her eyes still listless. When she looked at my offerings, 

she shook her head. 
“It ain’t no trouble. I don’t mind sharing.” 
The girl made to shake her head no again, but when she saw my canteen, her 

eyes lit up. Her lips were so dry the bottom of  them was split right opened, 
cracked with dried blood on it. At that point, I don’t think she could resist the 
water if  even she wanted to. I handed the canteen to her, and she greedily drank 
about a third of  it, unable to control herself. When she handed it back, her face 
looked a bit chagrinned. I couldn’t help but smile. 

“No trouble. I can get more. Here, want some jerky?” 
She considered the jerky, but it was the peppermint her eyes lit upon. There 

was no doubting the sparkle in them. I reached in and pulled out a stick and 
handed it to the supposed witch. The girl hesitated for a moment before she took 
it from my hands. When she bit off  a piece, the joy in her face was worth all the 
effort in the world. 

“I’m glad you like it. Like I said, I don’t mind sharing.” 
She looked at me suddenly with an urgency. She sat up straighter, the chain 

around her waist rattling a bit from the movement. To my surprise, she reached 
her hand inside the collar of  her sack of  a dress. She was fiddling with something 
just beneath her bosom. A red blossom flushed in my cheeks. I threw my hands 
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up in protest. 
“No, no. I didn’t mean that. I’m not trying to get anything like that from you. 

I’m just trying to help.” 
She stopped long enough to give me an exacerbated glare. Apparently, that 

was not what she intended either. When she brought her hand back out, she was 
holding a small sack. The paper of  it was worn and crinkly only at the top. She 
opened it to me, and I saw it was filled with roasted pumpkin seeds. The girl held 
the bag out, offering me some. 

“I see. You want to share too. Well, I can’t say no to that.” 
There we sat, the most unusual of  friends. A boxcar boy and a chained witch. 

The very epitome of  outcasts nobody wanted sharing what little we had. To 
anyone passing, this might be absurd. Two filthy urchins more dirt than flesh to 
the naked eye. Yet, we sat there in the dusty morning, eating a sparse meal with 
one another. Possibly the strangest picnic in the history of  Tanglewood, I 
reckoned. 
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Chapter Three 
 

I had no recollection of  falling asleep. Perhaps that was the point of  sleep. One 
wasn’t meant to remember actually doing it until one was woken. My thoughts 
kept on going until they were dreams. Somewhere in between, I forgot about 
being awake. 

It was late afternoon when I heard the boy yelling at me. I startled awake at 
the sound of  his voice. He barked at us like a dog might. 

“Hey! Hey you,” he yelled at me. 
I sat up straight and looked over at the girl. She was waking as well, pulling 

herself  up from the tight ball she had been sleeping in. No fear crossed her face 
when she saw the boy. If  anything, it was a look of  love. She even smiled a little 
as though he were familiar. 

He was taller than me, older too. Not scrawny the way I was. I would wager 
him to be nineteen or twenty at best. He wore a grey suit, finely pressed like the 
man in black earlier. Tailored to fit him, which was an odd thing in the country. 
The boy glared at me and shot a look of  concern over at the girl next in chains. 

“You okay, Poll? Did he hurt you at all?” 
“Poll? Is that her name?” I asked. 
He scowled at me. 
“That’s none of  your business. Polly, did he do somethin’ bad to you?” 
Polly smiled and shook her head at him. With a gentle hand, she patted mine. 

A tender gesture and one of  friendship. I smiled back at her as though we were 
old friends. 

The boy softened, and his back relaxed. A bit of  starch still hung around his 
collar, but the worst of  the ardor was gone. I don’t know why I hadn’t seen it 
before, but he held a small sack in his hand. It looked just like the one Polly had 
retrieved earlier except cleaner. I wondered if  this one too was filled with 
pumpkin seeds. 



 

Manufactured Witches   20 

“She’s fine. I don’t want nothin’ from her. Who are you?” I asked now that 
he wasn’t about to pummel me in public. 

“I’m Luke Jones,” he said as though I should know who he was. 
“Alright, Luke. What’s she to you?” 
“She’s my sister,” he snapped at me. 
“Then why do you leave her here? Why is she chained to the post? Not much 

of  a brother if  you ask me.” 
“No one’s asking you!” 
He looked around suddenly as though worried someone might hear him. 

Polly patted my hand to cool my head. I shut my mouth with difficulty. 
“I don’t have much time,” he said hurriedly, the ire leaving his voice. 
“What’s happening here? Why is she chained?” 
“It was the only way.” 
“The only way? What the hell does that mean?” 
Luke crept closer and handed the bag of  seeds to Polly. When he spoke, it 

was quick and in a hushed tone. I couldn’t fathom why. No one was near enough 
to hear. 

“You ain’t from around here. You wouldn’t understand,” he snapped at me. 
“You’re right. I don’t understand. You folks here believe in witches?” I asked 

with a mouth full of  incredulity. 
“You will too if  you stay long enough,” he replied as serious as could be. 
I looked over at Polly. She shrugged. Nothing about her appeared even 

remotely witchlike to me. Witches were meant to be ugly with big noses and such. 
Warts and flying on broomsticks. That’s what the stories said anyway. What I saw 
was a frightened girl chained to a post. 

“I don’t buy it. Polly’s not a witch,” I said. 
“She’s not, no. It was the only way. The only way I could save her.” 
“Locking her to a post was the only way to save her?” I asked skeptically. 
“No no. I didn’t lock her here. But she has to stay here. It ain’t safe…” 
“Luke!” said a man’s voice in the distance. 
We all turned to see the man in the black suit on top of  a wagon with two 

horses tethered to the front of  it. A gaggle of  women and children filled up the 
back along with supplies. All were dressed in grey like Luke. The women wore 
crisp, white bonnets despite the heat. 

Luke dropped the bag in front of  Polly and turned to face the wagon. In the 
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shadow of  his father, Luke trembled like a leaf. 
“You know you aren’t supposed to fraternize with witches. Come now or 

you’ll get such a beating,” said the man in the black suit. 
“Yes father, I’m coming.” 
He looked back at Polly quickly with an apologetic face. She nodded to him 

with some quiet understanding. Luke broke away from us and ran to his family’s 
wagon before he could be admonished any further. We watched him board the 
wagon and ride off  in the direction of  the setting sun. When they were no longer 
in sight, she let out a loud sigh. 

“So, your name is Polly?” I asked. 
Polly nodded her head. 
“You don’t talk?” 
She shrugged. 
“So, maybe you talk. You just don’t want to right now?” 
She nodded her tiny head. 
“That’s alright, Poll. I talk enough for the both of  us. Everyone in this town 

keeps telling me I should leave you alone. The way I see it, you might need some 
protection. A girl in need of  protection shouldn’t be left alone.” 

I opened my gunny sack wide enough to show her the pistol resting inside. 
Polly peaked inside and looked at me in a way I couldn’t translate. 

“I don’t want to stay here if  you want me gone, but I would be right 
appreciative if  you let me stay and keep watch over you. Leavin’ you here just 
doesn’t feel right. Do you mind if  I stay?” 

Polly shook her head. 
“Alright then. That’s fine by me. Now, I just hafta ask. Are you a witch, 

really?” 
Without hesitation, she shrugged in a way that said “maybe.” I snickered, and 

she smiled too. Truth was it didn’t bother me one way or the other. 
“You are just full of  surprises,” I said. “Just don’t turn me into a frog or a 

newt or whatever. I like being a boy.” 
Polly reached the few inches to collect her brother’s latest offering, and she 

stuffed it down the front of  her dress like the last one. The chain clanked as she 
scooted toward me and rested her head against my chest. Instinctively, I put my 
arm around her. It was the closest I had been to any human being in a long time, 
at least one I wanted to be near. 
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We rested there against the post watching the sunset. Two outcasts in a world 
hell-bent on ignoring our existence. As the world turned purple and then blue all 
over, I breathed in the earthy perfume of  our bodies. Dirt and dried grass wafted 
into my nose as I felt Polly’s breaths even out and deepen into the cadence of  
sleep. Something told me to stay awake and vigilant. To protect her in a night full 
of  dangers, but the long days of  my past made everything heavy. It wasn’t long 
until the comfort of  a sleeping companion pulled me down into sleep with her. 
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Chapter Four 
 

Time was lost to me yet again. It seemed my life of  late was a series of  fevered 
dreams book ended with rude awakenings. This proved to be the case yet again. 
It was definitely a trend that needed to be dealt with. When yet another voice to 
close for comfort startled me awake, I knew all this had to stop. 

“Why isn’t this nice, Johnny? A picture really. Sometimes it takes a strange 
fool to see a domestic folly.” 

When my eyes opened, there was a woman. Larger than life, she seemed. She 
stood over me like a giant might in a flowing dress of  red and blue. Such patterns 
and along her skirt; I had never seen the like. Circles and angles and patterns 
unlike any I’d seen on a woman. Her hair too was wrapped in similar cloth like 
something from a fairytale. Turbans from Arabian Nights or something like that. 
She held the reigns to a mule twice the size of  any I had seen up close. The picture 
didn’t seem real at first as I squinted at her against the morning sky, like when you 
blink up at a building with the sun behind it. 

It was when I looked over at Polly that I realized she was not a dream. The 
wiry girl stiffened all over. She stared up at the woman, tension coloring her gaze. 
Her limbs went rigid, and so did mine. 

That was enough warning for me. I stood in an attempt to look menacing 
and pulled my pistol out of  the gunny sack. When I stood, the woman before me 
no longer appeared giant. In reality, from a standing position, she wasn’t much 
taller than I was. Still, an air revolved around her that made her grand. I pointed 
the pistol at her all the same even if  my aim was shaky. 

“We ain’t doin’ anything wrong, Ma’am. Let us be,” I said with all the dreaded 
sincerity I could muster. 

She merely smiled. 
“Cool your heels, child. We both know that pea shooter of  yours ain’t 

loaded.” 
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This cut me to the quick faster than anything else she could have said. I hadn’t 
had bullets in my gun for months. A good deal of  my bullets went to shooting at 
wild dogs or a few ill-fated attempts to kill a raccoon for dinner. Most people 
were so frightened by the sight of  the gun, they didn’t notice it wasn’t loaded. 
Without thinking, I lowered the barrel and gawked at her. 

“Oh, come now. You think a lady like me gets around in the world without 
knowing when a gun pointed to her head is loaded? Please, child. No need getting 
your back up all over again. I ain’t here to hassle the two of  you.” 

Her voice was smooth as honey, but it didn’t fool me. The slickest talkers 
sometimes were the most dangerous. 

“Then what are you here to do?” I asked as I tucked the gun into the back of  
my pants. 

“I aim to take this little gal with me,” she said with a smile. 
I balled up my fists and stepped in between her and Polly. 
“Relax, Galahad. You can come along too.” 
“Where do you want to take her?” 
“To my home, silly boy.” 
“She ain’t going nowhere she don’t want to,” I demanded. 
The woman put her hands on her hips and squared off  with me. There was 

something solid and sure about her. She smelled of  some sort of  oil made of  
flowers, but there was nothing delicate about her. It would take more than a 
breeze to knock her down. With how little I’d eaten, I wasn’t sure I could hold 
out to more than that. Still, she relented her staring at me and trained it down to 
Polly on the ground. 

“That’s fair enough, ain’t it wee one? You know who I am?” 
Polly shrunk a bit and scooted closer to my legs. One small arm wrapped 

around my ankle. She nodded up at the strange woman. 
“I see. Your pappy been tellin’ you stories about Miss Camille, I suppose?” 
Polly nodded her head again. 
“Would it help if  I said he’s a rotten liar?” 
Polly suppressed a grin and shrugged her shoulders. 
“I reckon he’s the one who put you here in these chains?” 
There was no response to that one. Polly merely turned away and tried to 

hide behind my legs. She reached for one of  my hands, and I held it. 
“Do you even know what’s happening here, son?” asked Camille when she 
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looked back at me. 
“No, Ma’am. Polly don’t seem to talk much.” 
“Why’re you here helping her then?” 
“Because…it’s the right thing to do. She needed help.” 
The tension was broken when Camille clapped her hands together and 

hooted. A huge smile broke across her face. Polly and I jumped at the sudden 
noise of  her clapping. It was like thunder that pops out of  nowhere. Her mule 
merely twitched an ear at the irritation. 

“Hot damn! Johnny, we got us a real Galahad here. In the flesh and bones 
right here in Tanglewood. This is a sight to behold. Will wonders never cease?” 

“I’m sorry. Who’s Johnny?” 
“Oh, I’m so sorry! Where are my manners?” Camille gestured to the mule at 

her side as though he were a person and not a beast. “Johnny Sanders, this is Polly 
Jones and Galahad. Polly and Galahad, this is Johnny Sanders.” 

I didn’t really know what to say. How did one react to being introduced to a 
mule with a first and last name? A great inner debate raged for about thirty 
seconds in my mind. This woman was obviously nuts, but I didn’t want to offend 
her in a way that meant violence. Not in my weak state. In the end, I nodded to 
the mule as though he were a man and tipped my hat. 

We heard the general store’s door jingle and heavy footfalls along the deck. 
When I looked over, I saw the clerk standing out on the edge of  the walkway, 
gawking in our direction. His feet pivoted on the edge of  the wood as though the 
earth below were on fire. He didn’t dare move closer but craned his neck as far 
as it would go. 

“Miss Camille, you do know them children is white?” he hollered in our 
direction. 

Camille turned to look at him, shading her eyes to the sun. 
“I did notice that, Norman Jackson. Thank you for the observation.” 
The worried look on his face deepened into an almost comical expression. 

He twitched as he looked up and down the streets of  the square. No one was 
around. His fear contrasted starkly with Camille’s jovial smile. 

“You…you know you ain’t, right Camille?” he asked. 
I almost laughed. The words would be ludicrous even in a normal situation, 

let alone the one we found ourselves in. While Polly and I were tanned from the 
Texas sun, Camille was a gentle shade of  brown all over. Negroes were what most 



 

Manufactured Witches   26 

called them in polite society. My grandmother had another name entirely. One I’d 
never use for the sour taste it left after saying it. 

Camille did laugh at Norman’s absurd comment, and the tension dissolved. 
“Yes, Mr. Jackson. I recall. Every time I look in the mirror in fact.” 
“Just a friendly warnin’ after last time, Camille. Just a warnin’.” 
“I appreciate it, sir. Consider me dutifully warned.” 
She waved at him, and he made his way back into the store. After the bell 

jingled, and he was gone, she turned her attention back to us. 
“Alrighty now. Who wants to come with Miss Camille? Polly?” 
She stared down at Polly who was still holding my hand. Polly trembled a 

little behind me. The tiny thing looked back up at the woman with an 
unconvinced grimace. 

“Oh come now, child. As far as I can tell, you got two choices here. One, you 
can stay here tied to a post like a dog and sporting this lovely sack ensemble for 
the rest of  your short days. Or two, you can come with me, and we can feed and 
clothe you properly as best befitting a lady of  your stature. What colors do you 
prefer in dresses, by the way?” 

I looked down at Polly, but she was just as flabbergasted by the woman as I 
was. Colors? Clothes for a lady of  her stature? Everyone seemed to know this 
woman but me, but no one could predict what she would say next. Briefly, I 
wondered if  she were a complete loony or just half  of  one. 

“Look, child, I haven’t got all day. Johnny and I need to be getting back with 
our supplies, and I’d rather not hang around long enough for your nasty father to 
spot us. I can’t imagine you want to stay here, and I doubt you want him to see 
you talking to the likes of  me.” 

At that, Polly jumped up from the ground to her feet. Her eyes were wide 
with fear as she shook her head no. Whatever she knew about this Camille woman 
wasn’t half  as bad as her father seeing her conversing with her. 

“Alright then. Good decision. You will come with me then?” 
Polly nodded her head and made a show about linking arm around mine. 

She’d go with me and me alone. 
“And of  course, your Galahad may come as well. We have plenty of  room. 

What say you, Galahad?” 
Truth be told, I had no idea what to say. Yesterday, all I wanted was a job and 

a roof  over my head. Now, I didn’t really know what I had gotten myself  into. 
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One thing was for sure, I wouldn’t leave Polly alone, not with anyone. 
“I would work,” I blurted out. “I don’t mean to be a burden. I aim to work 

to pay for my keep. No handouts.” 
Camille’s wide grin showed up again as she appraised me. 
“Of  course, child. You may work. We have no lack of  work to be done, but 

no worries about it either. Everything is for the wind, and the wind works for us 
all.” 

“What does that mean?” 
“Shhhhhh…I gotta get Johnny positioned just right. Help Polly move as far 

as you can get her that way.” 
I wrapped my arms around Polly and moved her far away from the post. We 

were at the end of  the tether the chain provided. Camille walked the mule around 
so his hindquarters faced the post that held Polly to her prison. She cooed and 
coaxed the animal so that he was lined up a very specific distance from the post. 
He only snorted a bit. 

“Johnny! Coyote!” she screamed and slapped the mule on the haunch. 
He brayed and kicked with his back legs so hard it shattered the wooden post 

Polly was tied to. Splinters flew everywhere. The heavy chain fell loose to the 
ground. 

“Well then. That worked well. You are free, my dear.” 
Polly moved away from me and gathered the metal links in her hands. She 

was free, but the chain was still wrapped around her waist. 
“Never mind that, dear. You are free. We’ll figure that when we get home. I 

would so like it if  you’d call it home. The wagon’s around back.” 
Despite all the fear we should have had, Polly and I started following the 

strange woman. The whole ordeal seemed straight from a storybook. The idea of  
ducklings blindly following their mother came to mind. The unease hit when I 
couldn’t remember how that particular fairy tale ended. 

Polly and I looked at one another, sharing silently shocked expressions. We 
didn’t know where we were going or what would be in store for us there. In the 
end, anything had to be better than the post. We limped along after her, our limbs 
like jelly from sitting for so long. I helped Polly carry her chains to Camille’s 
wagon. It too was painted as garishly as the woman dressed. Everything was too 
much all of  a sudden. Too much to consume quietly. 

“I’m sorry, but why are you helping us? Don’t you care at all that most people 
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in this town are convinced Polly’s a witch?” 
“Oh my dear boy, that doesn’t bother me a bit. In fact, it’s a bonafide letter 

of  recommendation in my book. You see, I’m in the witchin’ business.” 
“The what? What is witchin’ business? Wait, who are you?” 
“My name is Miss Camille Renoir Lavendou, and I guarantee that everything 

you’ve heard about me is only fifty percent exaggerated.” 
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Chapter Five 
 

Polly curled up in the back of  the wagon among the goods and sundries. Despite 
the heat of  the day, she couldn’t seem to cease her shivering. I myself  had only 
been sitting there at the post with her for the better part of  a day. Who knew how 
long she’d been there. I helped Camille cut the chain with a heavy axe from her 
wagon. Her skinny limbs trembled when she rested them on the sacks of  flour 
and feed. Camille threw an old quilt on top of  her for comfort more than 
anything else. 

I sat at the lead of  the wagon with Miss Camille. Seemed the proper thing to 
do. Whomever this strange woman was, she had rescued Polly and me from a bad 
predicament. It was only fitting I keep her company. 

The bench creaked and bowed a bit when I sat next to her as though it had 
been unoccupied for a while. Camille snapped the reins, and Johnny Sanders 
began our journey to a place I could only guess at. He grunted a bit as mules did, 
but set off  as though he already knew the way. 

“Why name your mule Johnny Sanders?” I asked her after the town was a 
good ways behind us. “I ain’t never heard of  an animal with a first and last name.” 

“Then you have heard of  it?” she asked wryly. 
“What? No, I said I hadn’t.” 
“I know what you said, but saying ain’t and never together cancels them out. 

Two negative words makes a positive. What you actually said was you had heard 
of  it.” 

I pondered this. It was a thing that might have made sense if  I had all my 
faculties about me. Truth was the world was a little fuzzy after days on the road 
with little food. She must have seen my confusion because she smiled and went 
on with her words. 

“Never mind that school talk. We got time to dig there. I named him Johnny 
Sanders for a very strategic purpose. You see, there used to be an old drunk who 
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stumbled about town by the name of  Johnny Sanders. No one cared for him at 
all. He was more of  a nuisance than a buffoon if  you catch my meaning.” 

“He cause a bit of  trouble?” I asked. 
“Nothing terrible. He’d pilfer food and raid gardens. Stumble about hollerin’ 

when he was drunk. That sort of  thing. In the end, old Johnny just sort of  
disappeared. No one really knew what happened to him. Could’ve run off  or 
maybe something worse. He just up and left the Earth one day.” 

“Then why name your mule after him? Were you close?” 
“Heavens no. I hated him as much as the next person. It just so happened I 

bought my mule here about the same time Johnny went missing. I saw me an 
opportunity there. I named him Johnny Sanders, so the folks ‘round here would 
think it was the man turned beast.” 

I stared at her incredulously. 
“Why the hell would they think that?” 
“You saw the way Polly reacted to me. Folks around here genuinely believe 

I’m a witch. Magic, potions, broomsticks, all of  it. Best way to keep them thinking 
that way is to plant stories of  my supposed power. They see me walking a mule 
named Johnny Sanders, they think he wronged me somehow, and now he’s my 
genuine beast of  burden.” 

“But, you didn’t?” 
“No. I have many peculiarities, but that ain’t one of  them. Best to keep the 

folks thinking what they will so long as they leave me alone. Superstition goes a 
long way to self-preservation. They know my name, but nothing solid about me. 
Speaking of  names, I have to say I didn’t catch your name, son.” 

“Nat,” I said shortly. 
“Nat, huh? I assume that’s short for Nathaniel? Got a last name?” 
“Not one of  consequence.” 
“Fair enough, young Nat.” 
We rode in an amiable quiet for a piece. The things Camille had said swirled 

in my mind, and I needed a minute to try to snatch them from the air. I had so 
many questions, but it was best to ration my thoughts and focus rather than prattle 
about. A bit of  food was also needed for the foggy head of  mine before deep 
thinking was needed. The big question rattling in my mind finally came down to 
light on my tongue, so I decided to ask that one first. 

“Polly’s family. They left her there tied to the post like that. Called her a witch. 
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How could anyone do that to a girl?” 
Camille sighed. Her dark eyes stared forward with the look of  someone 

exhausted by the world around her. The corners of  her mouth tipped downward 
in what I assumed was her version of  a scowl. 

“She’s a Jones Girl. That is to say she is from the Jones colony just outside 
of  town. The longer you’re here, the more you’ll hear about them.” 

“What sort of  colony is it?” 
“The unhealthy sort to be sure. Polygamists, but that ain’t the real problem 

with them.” 
“I heard about that sort of  thing. Mormons?” 
“I reckon at one time in their history they were. I ain’t got beef  with real 

Mormons, at least, none to speak of. What I do not abide are zealots. The men 
in charge have made the colony somethin’ cursed. They auction off  young girls 
to older men. Their women and children live in fear. If  an older boy is the least 
bit obstinate, they are forced to leave without supplies or money. I don’t know 
why poor Polly back there got the treatment she did, but I guarantee it wasn’t 
witchcraft.” 

“Why doesn’t anyone stand up to them? Why wouldn’t anyone in town help 
her?” 

“The Jones colony owns most of  everything around here. People follow their 
lead in all matters of  business. It would be too costly to anger the elder men. You 
wouldn’t want the Jones folks to boycott your cattle or feed or whatever.” 

“But you don’t mind?” 
Camille laughed out loud. Hers was a whole-hearted laugh. Nothing held 

back in it. It was the way children laughed. Johnny Sander’s ears twitched. 
“I don’t need them for anything. I am not beholden to anyone. The Jones 

men don’t scare me a bit. Bullies, the lot of  them. Trust me, a bully’s weakness is 
his own fear, and they are all terrified of  the witch Camille.” 

We passed the time gently along the dusty road on the way to somewhere 
unknown to me. The path we took was less a road than a trail marked by the 
parallel lines where wagons or trucks might cut into the ground. The land around 
us was prairie; a rolling ocean of  dried grass speckled with a scraggly tree here 
and there. There was the gentle scent of  sweet grass on the breeze, even though 
the hot Texas sun baked everything amber. 

It wasn’t until we reached the sign that I noticed the difference. In a world of  
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brown, there sat a beacon of  life. A white sign stood tall next to the road, stark 
against its dingy surroundings. On it was beautifully scripted letters in black and 
gold. 

Miss Camille’s Home for Wayward Children 
The sign was lovely unto itself like no weather had ever worn it, but the truly 

odd thing was at the base of  the sign. A tuft of  lush green grass surrounded the 
posts holding it up. The greenery only seemed to be gathered in that spot and 
nowhere else. 

As we got closer, tiny stalks raised up from the grass. They were moving like 
an animal slowly raising its head. At first, I thought my eyes might be deceiving 
me. One blink and they would go away. A trick of  the sunlight maybe. The closer 
we got, however, the more real they became. When we were almost on top of  the 
sign, the stalks opened their heads, and sunflowers bloomed big and yellow from 
each one. 

It was unlike anything I’d ever seen. Flowers blooming from nothing in a 
matter of  seconds, and timed exactly at our arrival. There was nothing I could 
say. My mouth hung open like carp on a line. I wondered what in heaven I got 
myself  into. 

In the end, I didn’t need to ask. When I turned my disbelieving face to 
Camille, she was already beaming at me. Had she anticipated this? Had she caused 
it? Regardless, she seemed unmoved and entertained by my ignorance. 

“I told you, young Galahad,” she said with a knowing grin. “I’m in the 
witchin’ business.”
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