A Hollow Rain

The drumming rain had a soothing sound.  In the depths of sleep Syl acknowledged how it tended to drive him deeper down.  He rolled over, pulled the cover to his chin.  He could feel the depths pulling him in, drawing him down.  The rain, the blanket, the pillow; he was falling off the edge and it felt good.  Everything was good except for that nagging pressure.  He needed to pee.  He tried to ignore it, to go ahead and fall off, down into the depths of deep sleep that were calling.  He rolled over again.  That helped for a second.  He was savoring the soft dark feel of deep sleep when the pressure intruded again, along with a memory.  Well, not really a memory but more like the form of a memory.  It was the form of a memory imprinted in his mind from childhood that convinced him to get up, however reluctantly, and go to the bathroom lest he wet his bed.  It worked as it always had.
He was awake but confused.  He had been sleeping hard enough that upon waking he seemed to flounder in that nowhere land between slumber and consciousness.  Again he felt the nagging pressure.  “Where the hell am I?”  He sat up and looked around.
It is at times like these that we rely on all our senses.  It was cold—air conditioning.  He looked around again, even more confused.  This wasn’t his bed—too soft.  He smelled talcum.  It was really dark except for a slight green light from across the room.  He looked in that direction still confused.  The light was broken by the silhouette of a body in the bed next to him: Dahlia.  Now it all came together: the extreme air conditioning, the talcum, the green light from the bathroom.  The sound of rain was not rain at all.  It was the cacophony of leaking faucets and running toilet bouncing off the walls in Dahlia’s bathroom.

He shook his head and rubbed his eyes.  Waking up can be hard business.  He looked back at the green light and the tap-tap-tap of the leaks.  He had to go bad, and right now.  The leaks were annoying, could drive a preacher to drink.  Dahlia didn’t even notice.  That only bothered him more.  He could fix them, of course.  But he refused.  He refused to fix leaking faucets, or anything else for that matter, in Charlie Wakeland’s house.  Not that Charlie would care one way or the other, or even know for that matter.  Charlie was long gone.  He had walked out on Dahlia and Sarah three years ago.  

Charlie took Dahlia’s last ten dollars and went to the Piggly Wiggly for a loaf of bread.  Except that he drove right passed the local Piggly Wiggly and several more until he got to St. Pete where he promptly started a new, albeit just as pitiful, life.  He hasn’t spoken to either of them since, nor sent any money.  The only way they even knew he was still alive was through Glen Parker, Charlie’s cousin who got his hair cut at Dahlia’s hair salon.  Glen had never liked Charlie, hated him in fact.  But he got updates through the family grapevine, primarily from his momma, Earline Parker, Charlie’s aunt, the sister of Charlie’s mamma.  Glen passed along all the sorted info to Dahlia for what it was worth.  Although Dahlia always appeared uninterested, she never hesitated to ask Glen for the latest.
Dahlia publicly maintained that it was the best ten dollars she had ever spent.  But the truth was more painful.  Charlie emptied their savings on his way out of town, $3,800.00 worth.  And Sarah went from confused and curious to scared and depressed.  Indeed, if it hadn’t been for Dahlia’s mom, Miss Agnes Semmes, they would have had a much harder time.  Miss Agnes saved Dahlia and Sarah, and she was ready to tell anyone 
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who asked how she did it, right down to the cent.  Syl never asked once, and she must have told him a dozen times.
Word had it that Miss Agnes was hard as nails, and, thanks to the misadventures of her own no-good husband, wealthy.  Exactly how wealthy, no one really knew, except her accountant and he lived over in Crestview.  Of course Miss Agnes never actually flaunted her wealth.  That would have gone against her up-bringing and wouldn’t endear her to any of the people she may have hoped to impress.  The people around her were a bit hard-scrabble, but respectable just the same.  Anyone in Perdido County with half a mind to impress someone else, anyone else, better go about it the right way.  And Miss Agnes didn’t get to be Miss Agnes by acting the fool.

Miss Agnes was fond of resurrecting her great, great grandfather, Orpheus Maple, who was supposedly some big shot officer in the Confederate Army.  Somehow that was supposed to imply a pedigree, which implied that she descended from money and class.  Even though everyone in the county knew she got her wealth from Gulf Oil.  And her sense of class was limited to Gilbey’s Gin and The World Wrestling Foundation.  The fact of the matter was that Orpheus Maple did indeed serve in the Confederate Army, as to what capacity was a matter of conjecture and mythology.  Miss Agnes alternately called him a General and a Colonel.  There are those who say he was a buck private grave digger.  As far as a pedigree, there is nothing in any land or bank records to indicate that he or any of Miss Agnes’ relatives ever owned slaves, great swaths of land, or any of the other Deep South symbols of wealth.  But nothing totes a tale like Confederate relatives.  And old Orpheus had been toted by more relatives than he could have ever imagined.  Before she sued the Gulf Oil Company Miss Agnes ran a hamburger stand out on Highway 2 and never mentioned Colonel Maple.  She didn’t have any money back then but she made the best hamburgers between the beach and the Alabama State line.  And that was absolute fact and a matter of record.
Syl thought it was interesting how most people ended up living a life similar to the one they grew up knowing.  That’s the way it was with Dahlia.  Just as Charlie had left her and Sarah, her father had also walked out on her, her sister Janice, and Miss Agnes when she was in school.  Miss Agnes liked to tell everyone that she pulled a butcher knife on him and ran him off.  The truth was a little more complicated and not as interesting.  But Miss Agnes’ penchant for the spectacular was another of the things that made Miss Agnes the Miss Agnes that she was.
Syl always figured Wilbur Semmes just went off on another of his famous get-rich schemes and never came back.  Old Wilbur went through more than one or two schemes in his life.  In fact Miss Agnes’ hamburger stand was originally one of Wilbur’s schemes.  It was probably the only scheme of his that lasted more than two weeks.  The only reason this one took was that Miss Agnes made one mean hamburger, and she enjoyed running a restaurant.  Something about being in charge resonated with her.  The financial security was a big plus as well.  The hamburger stand wasn’t necessarily the pot of gold that Wilbur predicted, but the money she made was hers and was mostly safe from Wilbur’s dreams and gambling addictions.  Miss Agnes had often claimed her fortune would have grown much faster if she had invested in dog food; a sly reference to the money Wilbur lost at the dog track.  Wilbur considered the track as an investment in 
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the future, one sure to pay off big one day.  Miss Agnes would blow it off in an off-handed manner, saying “Wilbur’s out feeding his dogs again.”  In private she didn’t find it so funny.
But even Miss Agnes with her self-centered universe and time-tested, patient heart couldn’t help but find it ironic that one of Wilbur’s few attempts at obtaining a real job ended up being his most successful pot-at-the-end-of-the-rainbow scheme.  Probably because she ended up with the pot and Wilbur the rainbow.  After exhausting, yet again, his latest share of the Florida unemployment compensation fund, Wilbur got word of all the money to be made working the oil rigs and crew boats off the Louisiana coast.  With Carter in the Whitehouse and the change in national mood, domestic oil job opportunities were rising almost as fast as interest rates.  Wilbur had long worn out his welcome with most of Northwest Florida’s money lenders.  A tight money supply and empty unemployment pot left him with nothing but work as a means of income.  The way he figured it, if a man had to work he might as well get as much as possible for every hour he spent doing it.  The only place with any real potential in Perdido County was either at the Paper Mill or driving an over-the-road truck.  He had been fired from St. Charles Paper years before, so that only left truck driving, which he was seriously considering until an old high school buddy told him they were paying big bucks in Morgan City.
The last time Miss Agnes saw Wilbur alive was the night he left.  He told her he was leaving for Louisiana in the morning and needed $100.00 to tide him over until he started making money.  
“Do you mean to tell me that you are going to drive all the way to Lewsanna and you don’t have a job lined up already?”

“Damn it to Hell, Agnes.  I done told you, they hirin’ as quick as people show up.  They got more jobs n they got men ta do ‘em.”

“Don’t you cuss me you no-count somna-bitch.”  Miss Agnes screamed, throwing a one hundred dollar bill on the table and walking off.  Wilbur looked after her and thought about arguing back, but reconsidered.  Miss Agnes was carrying on in the kitchen, waving the butter knife she was using to spread mayonnaise on a tomato sandwich, and raising hell about Wilbur’s white trash parentage and his endless schemes.  He may have been lazy but he knew an opportunity when he saw it.  He picked up the money and walked out the door, never looking back or saying another word to Miss Agnes.  He had been gone a full twenty minutes before she shut up long enough to realize it.

As he stumbled toward the green-light bathroom with the symphonic leaks Syl thought about how he really loved Dahlia, even though she basically ignored his emotions as much as her own.  Having been let down so many times she had found a way to insulate herself from the world and still live in it.  “Just the same,” Syl thought.  “If she ever admitted it I’d have to fix these damn leaks.”
Dahlia had told Syl several times about the last day she saw her father.  Each time she told it without emotion and apparently without any memory of having told him before.  The day he left, Wilbur picked up Dahlia and her sister Janice as they walked home from school.  They stopped at the Jr. Store on the corner where Wilbur bought 
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them a couple of Icees with the money Miss Agnes had thrown at him the night before.  He had already bought breakfast with part of it and put ten dollars on the upcoming 
Dallas/Green Bay game.  He carried the rest in his front pocket in small bills, rolled up around a paper napkin to give the appearance of a much larger fortune.  Dahlia was curious since Wilbur always had something better to do than spend time with his daughters, even if that something was sitting around the Waffle House abusing the unlimited refills on a single thirty eight cent cup of coffee.

Wilbur asked them about school and talked about how he was going to get them a new dog.  Pedro, their old Heinz-57, had been run over out on the highway about a month earlier.  That was the first time Wilbur mentioned anything about it.  He took them home but didn’t get out, even though Miss Agnes was at the hamburger stand.  Janice jumped out of the truck and ran up to the house without saying a word.  Dahlia hesitated for a moment and waited for Wilbur to say something, then slid out of the truck and walked across the yard.  Wilbur mumbled something about loving them, but it wasn’t clear enough or loud enough for even him to hear, much less anyone else.  But that was Wilbur’s style.
Miss Agnes called the girls together in the living room six weeks later to tell them Wilbur had been killed in an explosion on a crew boat.  Dahlia immediately cried for the first and last time concerning her father.  Janice left the room with as little emotion as she displayed leaving Wilbur’s truck, but in the end she was the most affected.  While the adult Dahlia quite effectively hid and danced around her emotions, the adult Janice faced them head on and let them run and ruin her life accordingly.
Janice faked a pregnancy at seventeen long enough to convince Barry Winnant to marry her, and Miss Agnes to agree to the union.  However, overeating and emotional volatility does not a pregnancy make.  Within weeks Barry knew the truth and had the marriage annulled.  Before Janice could make amends and atone for her selfishness Barry belonged to the Marine Corps.  She never saw him again.  Before his enlistment was up he died in a barracks explosion in Beirut.  In her twisted and guilt-ridden mind Janice was sure she killed Barry.  This led her to seek refuge in the mist and fog of Quaaludes since alcohol alone was not up to the task.  Of course this didn’t bring Barry back or relieve Janice’s guilt, but it certainly made Miss Agnes’ life all the more interesting.  And while poor old Wilbur had been long gone at that point, Mrs. Agnes was still quick to blame it all on him.  He may have been dead but he was one hell of a scapegoat.  Between that and the money Gulf Oil coughed up as reparations for his accident it appeared the dead Wilbur was much more valuable than the alive version had ever been.
Syl didn’t bother to flush the toilet, it was constantly running anyway.  He did wash his hands and even tried to turn the faucet off all the way like he always had, which only gave him one more reason tonight to curse Charlie Wakeland.  He tripped over his sandals as he walked back across the room, but caught himself on Dahlia’s old dresser before he fell over on the bed.  His sandals spent more time on Dahlia’s floor than his feet anyway.  He kicked them across the room.  He should have just kicked them under the bed and forgotten them no more than he wore them.  But that would have been too much like moving in.  He slipped on his jeans and picked up his old T-shirt.  For a moment he considered kissing Dahlia good bye, but he didn’t want to wake her.
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He paused for a glass of water and noticed the light was on in Sarah’s room.  She was asleep with a raggedy old stuffed lion cub on top of a copy of “One Fish, Two Fish”.  
Sarah was fond of Syl.  He often told himself that Sarah was the only reason he hung around as much as he did.  He had long given up on a deeper relationship with Dahlia, but he couldn’t help feeling that Sarah needed him in Charlie’s absence.  And Dahlia, even though she wouldn’t admit it, wanted and appreciated Syl in Sarah’s life.  He flipped the light off and walked back over to the sink for another glass of water.  It was time to go home.  He sat the empty glass down on the side of the sink next to a picture of Dahlia and Janice.  Syl had always marveled at that picture because Janice was actually smiling in it.  He never saw Janice smile, not while sober anyway.
After her second suicide attempt Janice got religion and met Sam Smithey.  She fell head over heels for Pentecostalism.  Syl never did understand Pentecostals, all that yelling and fainting, sweating and foreign tongues.  His Grandma always said the hard-core religions would draw the hardest-core sinners; that’s why all the holy rollers were the heaviest drinkers in their pagan phases.  He wasn’t comfortable thinking about any of them that much.  Syl was quick to tell you he didn’t care much for drunks or bible-thumpers, even though he was surrounded by both.  Perdido County Florida had a church on every corner, and a bar on the other.  A person could likely read the whole bible off the bumpers of cars, King James Version of course, while driving through Perdido County, if he wasn’t too drunk to read, or drive.
Sam wasn’t as committed to church life as Janice.  In fact Sam hadn’t ever been committed to much of anything, except watching football on television.  His mother, grandmother, and grandfather were lifelong members of the Mount Zion Bethel Chapel.  He spent almost every Sunday of his life, except for the two years he was away in the Army, going to that church.  He wasn’t near as zealous as most of the members, he rarely spoke in tongues or testified out loud.  But he wasn’t zealous about anything, except Alabama football.  No one had every heard Sam witness to his neighbors about Jesus, but everybody had heard him go on and on about Bear Bryant.  Janice, when she was under the spell of religion, accused him of worshipping the television, and, God forbid, of not really being saved.  When she was under the spell of Jim Beam and Quaaludes she wasn’t around to accuse him of anything.  When Janice was on a binge she slept around—a lot.  She would sleep with Beelzebub if he kept her high.
Janice’s binges were one of the few reasons Sam ever gave personal testimony at church.  He would stand up and, with his monotone drawl, would announce that Janice had fallen into the Devil’s snare and ask the congregation to pray for her.  All the old churchwomen, with their beehive hairdos and plain cotton dresses, would gather around Sam while their husbands stood behind them and raised their bibles to the heavens.  It wouldn’t take long for the praying to reach fever pitch, unknown languages competing with the piano and drums which competed with Brother Parker’s sincere pleadings with the Almighty.  Within minutes of Sam’s petition there wouldn’t be a dry eye in all of the Mount Zion Bethel Chapel, except maybe Sam’s.
Sam never considered leaving Janice, or running her off.  As unconvincing as he might have seemed, he did believe in the power of prayer.  It might take four or five months of heavy—twice a week even—praying with all the sisters of Mount Zion, but 
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eventually Janice would sober up and come home.  Sam always allowed her to come back.  And on the next Sunday morning she would walk slowly down the aisle at Mount 
Zion and hand her soul back over to Jesus.  And this miracle, this proof of salvation, always brought a smile to Sam’s usually complacent face.  He would even stay after church a minute or so while the sisters took turns hugging and crying with Janice, as long as there wasn’t a Dolphins’ game on the tube, or a Braves’ game, or it wasn’t deer season, or as long as they weren’t catching stripers up on Lake Seminole, or shellcrackers at the Mill Pond.  Sam was a pretty agreeable guy, easy to get along with on his terms.  Of course he took another bedroom after Janice’s last suicide attempt which ended up with her having an affair, an abortion, a bout with depression, and eventually a trip to the State Hospital in Pensacola before she found religion again--this time of the Roman Catholic variety--and consequently a move back home.
Before she was allowed to leave the hospital after one of her famous overdoses, Janice started talking to Perry, an orderly she was sure she knew from somewhere.  Perry, a young enterprising black man, had found a way to get and maintain a steady supply of Quaaludes through the hospital pharmacy.  He didn’t take them himself.  He was a businessman.  Perry was, in fact, Janice’s supplier’s supplier.  She had met him once, but she had been too drunk to remember.  Perry did remember, but never said.  Janice was attracted to Perry.  He used the situation to his advantage.  He had no way of knowing that this was the point in the process where she not only sobered up but usually went back to her husband and Jesus.  But he had heard that she would sleep around.  He played his cards right and became her new savior before Sam got her back home and to the Sunday morning sisters.
Janice stayed with Perry for the best part of three weeks before he got violent.  He knocked her around one morning before work, fully expecting her to be gone when he got home.  But Janice had plenty of bourbon.  She was still in his house and stone drunk when he got home from work.  Perry put her in his car and drove her out to Miss Agnes’ house.  It was just getting dark when Perry pulled her out the passenger door and sat her on the back step.  And that’s where Mrs. Agnes found her, drunk, asleep, and bruised.
Miss Agnes knew she had been living with a black man.  And even though she was sure old Uncle Orpheus was turning over in his grave, she found it in her heart to let Janice stay at her house for a while.  No one really knew what Sam thought about it.  He didn’t talk about it at all.  In fact he went about his life as if nothing were out of the ordinary.  And nothing really was out of the ordinary.  Janice had been doing things like this ever since Barry died.  However, within a month Janice had missed her period and was getting sick in the morning.  She tried to ignore the obvious.  But Miss Agnes knew what was up, and was beside herself:  “Ain’t no daughter of mine havin’ no half-breed young-un.  No.  Not no, hell no!”
“Mamma!  I ain’t pregnant.”

“Oh yes hell you are.  God knows I wish you won’t.”

Miss Agnes eventually arranged for Janice to go down to Panama City and have an abortion on a Tuesday.  A week after the abortion Janice was refusing to eat, talk, or even get out of bed.  After a month Miss Agnes was worried and had a court order committing Janice to the State Hospital for severe depression.  Three months after that 
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Janice felt well enough to talk again.  Within another month she was on a first-name basis with The Virgin Mary.  By Easter she was Roman Catholic.  Before the oppressive 
summer heat set in she was released and back at Sam’s house.  Sam moved into the back bedroom.  By the start of football season she repented of her Catholicism and was back at the Mount Zion Bethel Chapel.  Before deer season was over she was drinking again.  And by the time the bream were bedding in Lake Jackson she had sobered up and was once again a friend of Jesus.  Sam, in the meantime, was concerned with little beyond fresh bait and who the athletic director at Alabama would name as the new head coach.  He stayed in the back bedroom.
Syl, as he walked out of Dahlia’s house, took notice of the light the moon was casting.  It was really bright for the dead of night.  It was also warm, which was a good thing since he had left his sandals in Dahlia’s bedroom.  Syl loved this time of night.  There was practically no one awake yet, it being too late for all but the toughest of the all-nighters or those cursed with graveyard shift, and too early for Hardee-birds, the neurotic early-risers who would soon be down at the Hardees on Highway 2 waiting in the parking lot for their ritual biscuits and coffee.  There is something magic about this hour.  Even the nocturnal animals seemed to take a break.  The locusts quit buzzing and the usually swift river gets as still as glass and appears to stop flowing.
Syl could feel the moon’s gravitational pull as if he were dragged down the road against his own will.  He was reminded of the nights he spent working graveyard at the mill, how he felt stronger and more alive during those hours when many of his co-workers would be nodding, devouring gallons of coffee and diet pills to stay awake.  That was back in the day, when the mill was still operating.  Nowadays the St. Charles Company found it more profitable to make paper in the third world.  They had closed the mill about three years earlier and proceeded to rapidly sell off their acres of managed forestland to investors and developers, the new Carpetbaggers grabbing up Florida’s last frontier.  Syl, like most of his neighbors, found it odd that all these outsiders were suddenly so interested in this scrubland that the rest of Florida chose to forget years ago, leaving it for the Crackers, Blacksnakes, and Possums to fight over.  Apparently the omnipotent St. Charles made more money selling off the land than polluting it.  Accordingly they found plenty of suckers to buy it.
Fortunately for Syl St. Charles had never owned much land in Perdido County, and therefore didn’t have it to sell.  So Perdido pretty much looked like it had all his life.  However, even though the mill had been closed for three years, Choctahatchee Creek still reeked of sulfur and PCBs.  As he approached the old wooden bridge just down the dirt road from Dahlia’s, under which the Choctahatchee ran, the smell hit him square across the face.  It reminded him of his childhood, of how Granny used to complain about losing her fishing hole, and how his daddy would retort with something about the dirty smell of money, the price of progress.
Just up the hill from the bridge there was a large gully on the left covered in kudzu.  Syl noticed from the bridge that it looked different.  It was hard to tell from that distance but it looked as if the kudzu were gone.  The gully looked deeper, darker, of a sharper incline.  Syl found this a little unsettling because he had just passed by here a few 
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hours earlier on his way to Dahlia’s and hadn’t noticed.  Perhaps the kudzu had caught fire and burned off.  No such luck.  Kudzu was supposedly immune to everything, 
including fire.  Besides, he would still be able to smell it, to see the smoke.  Syl picked up his pace, his curiosity ignited.

As he got closer he could plainly see the kudzu was gone, or mostly gone, from both sides of the road, from the gully and the small red clay bluff on the right.  Agent Orange Syl thought, with a quick involuntary chuckle.  It was kind of a family joke.  His brother, crazy as loon since he came back from Viet Nam, blamed everything on Agent Orange, including his own errant mental state, which as anybody who really knew Tom knew was caused by the strychnine in cheap acid and shell shock.  Once Syl reminded him of his abusive habits, Tom would insist that it was the government who had determined that small doses of strychnine would produce hallucinogenic effects in the first place and consequently they used it in Agent Orange, not only as a defoliant but as a method of personnel control.  He was certain he had been exposed to Agent Orange, even though the Army denied it and he had none of the physical symptoms that accompanied exposure.  The thing that amazed Syl the most was the apparent fact that he and Tom were really brothers; that they really had the same blood running through their veins; that they had grown up in the same house, in the same Perdido County.

Tom was now in the Starke Hospital for the Criminally Insane.  He had been diagnosed with Extreme Paranoid Schizophrenia after being convicted of the rape and murder of a Vietnamese girl.  The rape charge was troublesome because she and Tom had lived together for years.  However, he apparently broke her neck in the process of a sexual act of some sort.  Syl had believed for some time that Tom was losing his mind, but he never thought he was capable of cold-blooded murder.  Tom claimed self-defense.  He said she was a Priestess, a shape-shifter, pretending to be Su Linn, when in fact she was not Su Linn at all but the same Viet Cong spy that he had killed some eighteen years earlier in a South Asian flop house while on leave, risen from the dead and channeling through Su Linn to take revenge on him.  The District Attorney disregarded the possibility of an unsolved eighteen year old international murder, preferring to put Tom to death for this American murder with the help of the state of Florida and its voracious gas chamber.  
Syl was horrified when he first heard the details and even tried, without thinking it through, to talk to Tom.  By the time he got there Tom was totally gone.  He had been living in an isolated cell for four months and had finally cracked for good.  “Sylvester, man, I didn’t do it man.  That bitch committed suicide man, and then tried to blame it on me.”
“Tom, you called the police and turned yourself in.”

“No, man, it was the Acid, man.  I could smell the Agent Orange all over her.  She’s been cheating on me man.  It’s all for the cid man.  The Viet Cong are the only people on the planet who can make it.  She tried to poison me, but it didn’t work.  I saw her changing shape while we was, well, you know….  Anyway she was yapping all that yin-yang, man.  You know, the Cong had their own language man, and she knows it.  She’s Charlie man!  I can tell.  She came back.  She was steady yapping all that yang crap so I took her out.  I did my duty man.  Syl, man, I did what they taught me to do man.  
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They can’t fry me for that.  I mean, that’s what they told me to do, right?  I’m a patriot, man.  I went when they called me.  Then they poisoned me, first with the cid, then with 
the Orange.  And now, Sylvester, man, now the Orange is everywhere man.  Sue Linn brought it with her from Nam.  She’s a carrier, the Communist bitch.  I had to kill her.  It was a mater of life and death.”
Syl wouldn’t argue with a madman.  He understood why they had put in him in an isolated cell.  Consequently, he was glad they sent him to Starke instead of the chair.  Still Tom’s insanity bothered him in a way he wouldn’t have imagined and couldn’t fully understand.  It scared him.  As he looked at the kudzu-free gully he felt a tinge of fear.  He knew Tom’s problems were both self-inflicted and combat-related.  He reminded himself again that he wasn’t in any danger by familial association, or genetic inheritance.  Syl had always felt comfortable with himself, and immune from the dysfunctions and neuroses of his family.  But this, this fear, came from deep within, and was a bit uncontrollable.  It was extremely discomforting for him.  But he was quick to rationalize it.  He was different from everyone in his family.  He always had been.  In fact he felt very little commonality with any of them except his grandma.  
Looking over the gully he noticed something large that seemed out of place.  It looked like a giant ball or a boulder.  Syl wondered if the boulder had been there before the kudzu, or maybe even before the gully itself.  How long had the gully been there?  Had it always been there?  And what about the kudzu; how long had the kudzu been there?  He knew, like most people living in the South, that kudzu was not native, and therefore didn’t have a natural enemy.  It seems like someone had told him kudzu came from Japan, or China, or somewhere in Asia.  Maybe it was Vietnam.  Surely Tom would say it’s from Vietnam.  Perhaps kudzu extract was the source for strychnine.  Perhaps the only natural enemy of kudzu was Agent Orange.  
As he got a little closer to the gully the boulder began to take a definite shape.  It wasn’t a boulder at all.  It looked like a Volkswagen Beetle.  Syl started walking faster, picking up speed and tripping over blackberry vines as he lunged down the side of the gully.  He imagined finding a skeleton in the old car.  Perhaps someone had driven off the road twenty years ago and gotten buried in all the kudzu.  They had been trapped behind the wheel and couldn’t get out.  The Highway Patrol listed them as missing when all the while they were buried under the kudzu in this old gully beside this old forgotten dirt road alongside Choctahatchee Creek, suffocated by thick Asian weeds and the pungent smell of paper mill.  The blackberry vines cut Syl’s bare feet and slowed him down a bit.  Soon he was close enough to verify to himself that the boulder was indeed the rusted carcass of an old Beetle.  There were no skeletons.
Even though there were no signs of life, or death, Syl felt a sense of respect and reverence.  This car had once belonged to someone.  It had been a part of someone’s life.  It had been important, the way cars can be, almost like family.  He felt as if he were in a mausoleum, or at a funeral.  Looking at the empty Volkswagen lying here at the bottom of the gully, unearthed by the psychedelic power of the Florida DOT’s Agent Orange, he thought of what his grandma used to say when people close to her died: “A hollow rain is gonna fall.”  He had no idea what that meant.
