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* * *

Then they bare the first course with the blast of trumpets and 
waving of banners, with the sound of drums and pipes, of song and 
lute, that many a heart was uplifted at the melody.

   – Sir Gawain and the Green Knight
    (Jessie L. Weston translation)

And the three companies blew the trumpets, and brake the pitchers, 
and held the lamps in their left hands, and the trumpets in their 
right hands to blow withal:  and they cried, The sword of the Lord, 
and of Gideon.

   – Judges 7:20
       (King James version)

Life is something like this trumpet.  If you don’t put anything in it 
you don’t get anything out.  And that’s the truth.

  – W.C. Handy
     (The New York Times obituary)

* * *
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ONE

Back when I was growing up—or when I was almost grown, 
I should say—there were three things I was really afraid of.  Three 
things.  I almost hate to think back to those days, because sometimes I 
catch myself feeling the same way now.  But I’ve learned to live with 
my fears, I guess, through years and years of practice, and looking back 
isn’t quite as painful as it used to be.  You know, sometimes I think 
that’s what life is all about—learning to live with fear and to endure 
the pain that goes along with it.  But I sure did take my own sweet time 
learning that lesson.

Ever since that September morning when my high school 
civics class sat in stunned silence watching over and over the Twin 
Towers explode in balls of fire, then burn like horrible candles beneath 
coiling clouds of evil smoke, then crumble into dust, I’ve been afraid to 
fly.  My teacher that day—a substitute—was a little old man everybody 
called Brother Josh who had retired a few years earlier as preacher at 
the Freewill church in my town.  I remember that all he kept saying—
muttering to himself, really—after we had seen the footage for the 
umpteenth time was, “God…my God…why?”

Back then, I thought that was an odd thing for a preacher to 
say, Freewill or otherwise, but now I kind of understand his confusion 
as well as his horror.  But that’s neither here nor there.  I looked up 
“fear of flying” on the Internet recently and saw that its official name 
is aviophobia and that it became one of the most common fears in 
America back then—after 9/11, I mean.  So I wasn’t alone.

My second phobia and the one that has been hardest to hide is 
my fear of the dark (nyctophobia).  A person can always take a car or 
bus or train or boat to avoid taking an airplane anywhere—unless time 
is an issue, that is.  But everyone eventually has to click off the bedside 
lamp and try to go to sleep.  Believe me, the average person can take 
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only so many sleepless nights staring at a lightbulb.  Sooner or later 
she’s going to crash and burn.  I know that from experience.  You see, 
I’ve had professional help understanding why I’m afraid of the dark.  
They say it’s because of what happened to my family.

When I was little, my mother and father got killed in a car 
wreck.  So I had to go live with my elderly grandparents, and I wasn’t 
even out of high school before both of them died, too—of natural 
causes.  One of my counselors said my fear of darkness was really a 
fear of abandonment (monophobia), of my uncertainty about the future.  
He said it was a subconscious manifestation of the anxiety we all feel 
when we realize that we’re going to die and that we’re ultimately alone 
in the world.  I didn’t agree with him then and still don’t, because I 
could sleep just fine as long as a night light was plugged in near me.  
And I didn’t always like being around people, especially when they got 
on my nerves.

My name is Valerie Kirsten Galloway, but everyone who 
knew me then called me “Val,” even though I liked “Kirsten” better, 
and even though old men, especially, were always calling me “My Gal 
Val,” which annoyed the crap out of me after a while.  My grandfather, 
Bronson Galloway, never annoyed me.  He was my hero and always 
will be.  Grandpa was a shrimpboat captain, just like Forrest Gump, 
except my grandfather was the farthest thing from being an imbecile.  
In fact, he didn’t suffer fools well at all, although he was one of the 
most kind-hearted men I’ve ever known, once you got past his gruff 
exterior.  Old Bron Galloway could have used some of Forrest’s luck, 
though.  After a long hard life of shrimping and doing whatever else a 
fisherman had to do to support his family, Grandpa’s heart finally gave 
out.  He died the spring of my eighth-grade year.  That was when I met 
my best friend Bo—while he and his mother were on Easter break at 
the beach.

Grandma and I got along OK for the next three years, despite 
rambling around by ourselves in that old house on the mainland side 
of the Intracoastal Waterway near Shallotte Inlet.  We didn’t have any 
money to blow, but we got by well enough on our monthly Social 
Security checks and with some help from Aunt Elaine, Grandma’s only 
surviving child.  We had already sold Grandpa’s beloved shrimpboat, 
The Lady of Shallotte, to pay his medical bills and funeral expenses.  
But then, during the fall of my senior year at Lockwoods Folly High 
School, Grandma got cancer and in three months passed away.  They 
were both buried at Village Point Christian Church, in the same plot 
with my folks.  That’s why I didn’t want to leave the Point.  But I had 
no choice.  I was running out of family.  Or so I thought.

My story begins around noon on a partly sunny mid-June 
Saturday at the airport in Wilmington, N.C., which was about forty 
miles as the crow flies from my home at Village Point, a tiny fishing 
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community near the only slightly larger coastal town of Shallotte.  I 
was eighteen years old, having only a week earlier walked across the 
stage at Lockwoods Folly High to shake the principal’s hand.  Despite 
my fear of flying, I was seated on a small commuter jet parked at the 
terminal, waiting for my traveling companion to arrive, in hopes that 
he could help me take my mind off the takeoff and the turbulence and 
whatever else was in store before our scheduled 1:49 p.m. landing at 
the Hickory airport in the North Carolina foothills.

Unlike me, my friend, Bo Gaines, loved to fly.  He also wasn’t 
carrying the added baggage of knowing he was leaving the coast for 
good, as I was.  You see, I was going to live with my aunt and her 
nineteen-year-old son near the mountain resort town of Blowing Rock, 
while Bo—a student musician whose real name was Lionel Hampton 
Gaines, after the jazz musician—was heading off for a four-week 
music camp at the college in Boone, only a few miles from where I’d 
be staying with my relatives.

I was beginning to think Bo was going to miss our flight 
when at last I saw him stroll through the door at the front of the 
cabin.  He slowly approached with a slightly annoyed look on his 
dark handsome face.  He was a year younger than me, but he handled 
himself more confidently than I ever did.  I noticed that he had nothing 
with him—no carry-on bag, no cap, no jacket, no nothing that I could 
see.  Well, nothing but a thin paperback book sticking out of one pants 
pocket.  Of not quite average height and build, he was wearing light-
brown Dockers slacks, a royal-blue short-sleeve Polo shirt and brown 
Topsiders loafers.  His hair was natural but short and neat.  He called 
it his “baby ’fro.”

You could have described Bo as dapper, but you wouldn’t 
have wanted him to hear you say it, because he lately had acquired 
a certain moodiness, possibly from a devotion to his musical hero, 
jazzman Miles Davis.  Come to think of it, Bo even looked kind of 
like a younger, lighter-skinned Miles, at least when he had a trumpet 
stuck in his face.  I was surprised that Bo hadn’t carried-on his trumpet, 
because his horn meant so much to him.  “Lips off the Connstellation!” 
he’d say if I tried to play the instrument, which had been his father’s.  
Bo was the same way with his Martin guitar, but it was definitely too 
big for the overhead compartment.

Bo didn’t spot me on the plane right away, probably because I 
was blending into the cabin’s interior really well, as I was wearing my 
favorite style of clothes—plain.  My favorite colors were earth tones.  I 
always tried to blend in wherever I was.  That should tell you something 
about me.  I had taken up the ancient sport of golf and had begun to 
see myself in that light—as a golfer, a person whose passion is to chase 
a little white ball (in my case, an optic-yellow one) all over creation 
from sunup to sundown, beating that ball with a stick.  Even so, I hated 
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what the old-timers on the links called “go-to-hell” pants and the other 
garish golfing attire on sale in most pro shops.  I wore whatever was 
comfortable and whatever could be worn more than once, maybe even 
several days in a row, without being noticed.

That day, on the airplane, I had on a pair of baggy slate-gray 
cargo shorts and nondescript running shoes, both items from the Wal-
Mart back home, and a navy-blue T-shirt with “Cross Creek Country 
Club” and its logo of crossed golf clubs stitched in red and white on the 
pocket.  All my shirts were seconds or over-runs from a knitware outlet 
store in nearby North Myrtle Beach, S.C.  Since the shop did custom 
embroidering for local golf courses, I could buy customized tops—knit 
sportshirts as well as T-shirts—from places that I could never have 
afforded to play.

I found the outlet one time when Bo and his mom took me to 
North Myrtle for a concert at the House of Blues, Bo’s favorite place 
on earth, he claimed.  I don’t remember the name of the guy we went 
to see—some old folk/rock musician from the Sixties or Seventies 
who came onstage with just his acoustic guitar.  The only other thing 
I remember about the concert was that I got kinda tired of listening to 
the guy by himself, and I was ready to go home by the end of the man’s 
first set.  Bo, on the other hand, couldn’t understand why I wasn’t as 
thrilled as he was to hear this “living legend.”  But I could be that way 
back then—kind of impatient, or “hyper,” as some people call it.  My 
years of playing golf, however, have taught me patience, I hope.

While I’m trying to draw a picture of myself for you, I should 
probably go ahead and describe my looks in terms other than my 
clothes.  I was of average height and weight for a girl—about five-
feet-six and 110 pounds—and I kept my coarse reddish-brown hair 
cut short enough not to be too much trouble but long enough to be 
pulled back into a short ponytail and held in place with a golf cap and 
scrunchie.  Although I was a golfer, I didn’t have what could be called 
an “athletic” build, but I was in fairly good shape for a girl my age.  At 
the same time, I didn’t have the kind of figure that guys were always 
going on about.  My face had too many freckles to be anything other 
than “cute,” my boobs were a little too small, my waistline was a little 
too thick, and my hips, butt and legs weren’t anything to write home 
about, if you were a guy who was looking for those kinds of things in 
a girl.

And if you were that kind of guy, I wouldn’t have been 
interested in you, at all; in fact, I probably would have avoided you like 
the plague.  Which probably explains why I had so little experience 
dating boys in high school—just some friendly outings with Bo or with 
one or two of the guys from the golf team.  Lockwoods Folly didn’t 
have separate teams for guys and girls then, so the boys were forced to 
get to know me, at least on the course.  I never went to the prom.  No 
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one—no boy, I mean—ever took me out to the movies or out for pizza 
or out for anything else.  I never went parking with a boy, unless you 
count the time me and three of the guys spent the night in a parking 
lot near Pinehurst No. 2 to get onto the grounds of the U.S. Open first.  
Nothing happened, though, except stupid guy stuff that was totally 
annoying.

Anyway, back on that airplane, Bo eventually reached our 
seats about halfway down the aisle and broke into a smile when he 
finally noticed me sitting there next to the window.  “Hey, Val,” he said, 
a bit louder than necessary.  It was then that I noticed he was wearing 
earbuds attached to a tiny MP3 player clipped to his pants pocket.  He 
pulled out the left bud and let it dangle over his shoulder down the front 
of his shirt.  I could hear the tinny rasp of digital music.

“Sorry I’m running late,” he added, taking the seat next to me.  
“Had trouble getting my stuff checked after Mom dropped me off.  
They went through both cases—even looked inside my guitar.  You 
believe it?  And then my MuVo and cell phone and my harmonica set 
off the metal detector.”  He patted his pants pocket.

I shrugged it off.  “That’s OK.  What you listening to?  Not 
Miles, is it?”

He grinned again.  “Nope.  Doc Watson.  Here.”  He offered 
me the dangling earbud, which I took in my fingertips and held to my 
right ear.  Through the tiny speaker I could hear a deep country voice 
that Grandpa, who had his own way with words, would have said was 
“smooth as molasses,” accompanied by some nimble guitar-picking.  
“Cool, huh?” asked Bo, his dark eyebrows arching as if he were 
waiting for me to laugh at his taste in music.

The prospect of taking off within the next few minutes had my 
insides already tied in knots.  It was all I could do to stay seated, as my 
heartbeat and breathing suddenly were trying to keep pace with Doc 
Watson’s breakneck guitar.  I listened to the song a few seconds longer, 
then handed back the earbud with trembling fingers.  “Yeah, guess it’s 
OK,” I replied, taking hold of the armrest between us to steady my 
hand.  “What about Miles?  Thought he was your hero.”

Bo touched a button on the player to turn it off and took the 
bud out of his other ear.  “Oh, he is.  Miles’s the man, and I got him 
loaded, too,” he said, patting the device on his belt.  “But you gotta like 
Doc—best flat-picking guitar player in the world.  And you know, he 
lives near Boone, where we’re headed.”

I chuckled nervously through my rising anxiety over our 
imminent takeoff.  “Flat-picking?  You mean like flats and sharps?”

Grimacing, Bo slapped me lightly on the arm and just shook 
his head, then carefully wound the earpiece wires into a plastic case 
he had taken from his pants pocket.  “No, take my word for it,” he 
said.  “Doc plays all the notes great.  And we gonna get to see him next 
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month.  DocFest—that’s his music festival—it’s the weekend before 
camp ends, and me and you are going, period.”  He patted my arm 
gently this time, apparently having noticed how I had latched onto the 
armrest.

“Val?” he asked, eyeing me more closely.  “You gonna be solid 
with this?  I mean, you cool with this?”  I knew he was referring to the 
flight ahead and not to his assumption that we would go to the music 
festival together.

I nodded.  “Have to be, I guess.  I’m here.  Not going 
anywhere.”  Our eyes met and held each other’s gaze for a moment as, 
just then, the captain’s monotoned greeting and preflight instructions 
came over the cabin loudspeaker along with the order to buckle up.

The stewardess—I’m sorry, female flight attendant—walked 
down the aisle and helped passengers with their seatbelts.  It was 
a small commuter flight not even close to capacity, and the young 
woman reached us before I could get hooked in.  As she started to lean 
past Bo to help me, he waved her off.  “That’s OK, ma’am,” he said.  “I 
got her.”  She smiled and nodded as she moved on.

“You’re cool,” Bo said, reaching to help me with the belt.  It 
wasn’t a question this time; it was a statement.  Once I was buckled in, 
he leaned back in his seat to fish the earbud case from his pocket, then 
unclipped the player and handed both to me.  “Here.  Put these in your 
ears, close your eyes, and just sit back and listen.  Don’t even think 
about nothing else.  You got Doc and Miles and some other guys and 
me to keep you company the next couple hours.  Me and the boys’ll 
take care of you, sister.  All you gotta do is keep the faith.”

He patted my arm again and gave it a couple of reassuring 
squeezes before leaning back to buckle himself in.  Though I fumbled 
with it a bit, I managed to get the player hooked up and turned on 
before I noticed the plane begin to move.  I took Bo’s advice and 
closed my eyes, with no intentions of opening them, at least not for the 
next ninety minutes or so.  Peeking only to find the volume button, I 
tried not to focus on the bittersweet feelings and memories evoked by 
the very first song on Bo’s playlist, a friendly and familiar tune that 
could have been the soundtrack for our earliest adventures together 
at Village Point a few years earlier when Bo and I had first met.  It 
was Lionel Hampton’s “Flyin’ Home,” performed by someone named 
Charlie Parker, according to the scrolling LED readout on the player.  
Still, I couldn’t help but notice the irony that, yes, I was flying, but to 
an unfamiliar home I had never seen before.  And away from a home I 
might never, ever see again.
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TWO

I guess the flight went well—for me, anyway.  Once we got into 
the air and had leveled out, I did open my eyes from time to time.  When 
I did, I kept my head turned away from the window and toward Bo, 
who spent the whole flight reading his paperback about Miles Davis’s 
album Kind of Blue.  That’s why I had picked the window seat—not 
so I could look out the window and view the wild blue yonder, but so 
I wouldn’t have to face the window while talking to Bo and look out 
accidentally.  Every once in a while, I felt a jolt of turbulence; however, 
it wasn’t enough to send me running and screaming down the aisle to 
lock myself in the john.

I just kept listening to Bo’s music, and that was enough to 
keep me fairly calm.  After the Charlie Parker record, Bo had loaded 
a bunch of songs by Miles and Doc Watson, and a single selection 
by a guy named Mike Cross.  I recognized most of the tunes, but I 
hadn’t heard many, if any, of the versions Bo had loaded on the player.  
I was most familiar with Doc’s songs, mainly because they were 
traditional everyday kinds of tunes you might hear someone humming 
as they worked or played.  I found out later that Doc called his music 
“traditional plus”—traditional music, plus anything else he wanted to 
play.  In fact, a couple of the songs were ones I remember my mama 
and daddy singing or humming or whistling to me when I was little, 
back before the wreck that took them away from me.

Maybe it was the same with Bo, because he had lost a parent, 
too—his father, from cancer.  Bo and his mom got along pretty well, 
though, since Mr. Gaines’ death.  She was a history professor in 
Raleigh and made more than enough money to support them.  Like my 
Aunt Elaine, Dr. Marilyn Gaines was the kind of woman I wanted to 
become—smart and self-sufficient but caring and kind—even though 
I didn’t realize that for some time yet.  When she heard that we might 
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have to sell our Village Point house after Grandma died, Dr. Gaines 
agreed to lease it from Elaine as a vacation home until we decided 
what we wanted to do with it.  After dropping Bo off at the airport, Dr. 
Gaines was on her way down to Village Point for what would be longer 
than a summer’s stay.  She was taking the next year off from teaching 
to work on a book, and she said she wanted to write it at Village Point, 
near where she had grown up.

Her people had been slaves on one of the plantations near 
Shallotte.  They had stayed in that area after the Civil War to work 
the cotton and tobacco fields but after the Depression had eventually 
moved off to urban areas where jobs were easier to come by, places 
like Detroit, Chicago and New York.  That’s how Dr. Gaines’ family 
got up enough money to help her go off to college and make something 
of herself.  She had gone to school in Philadelphia—a natural choice 
for a history buff, I imagine—and there she had met Bo’s father, Lionel 
Hampton Gaines, Sr.  I’m not exactly sure what Bo’s dad did for a 
living.  Bo didn’t remember much about him, because he had died 
when Bo was just a baby.  But I know Mr. Gaines really liked music, 
which apparently was why Bo had decided to make music his life.  It 
was in his blood, I guess.

Back then I wished I knew what was in my blood—other than 
adrenalin, right at that moment—because there I was, eighteen years 
old and just out of high school, headed toward a new home and a new 
family, with not a clue as to what I was going to do with myself for 
the rest of my life.  Becoming a professional golfer was by no means a 
reasonable career goal, mainly because it was a rare day when I broke 
ninety on any regulation course.  That may sound impressive by most 
duffers’ standards; however, a twenty-handicap wasn’t going to get me 
on the ladies’ tour, much less the men’s, like Annika Sorenstam or, long 
before her, Babe Didrikson Zaharias.

By the way, I had three female sports heroes back then, like my 
three great fears.  First came the Babe, who was one of the most versatile 
athletes of all time, male or female.  She was a Texas girl whose father, 
like my grandpa, had worked on ships and sailed the world.  Though 
she excelled in all sorts of serious and leisurely pursuits, she is best 
known as an Olympian and women’s golf champion.

I also idolized the great Althea Gibson, who, like me, had 
lived in southeastern North Carolina.  Althea was a champion at both 
tennis and golf back in her day.  Actually, tennis was the first sport I 
had tried my hand at in school, but I gave it up when I popped a set of 
strings right away on the racket I had borrowed from another player 
and then found out how much it cost to have the racket restrung.  That 
other girl said I probably wasn’t “well-off enough” to play tennis.  But 
I still liked Althea, partly because she hadn’t always been “well-off” 
either.  Bo found out for me that she also was a singer and had recorded 
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an album in the 1950s, though I’ve never heard it and I don’t think he 
had either.  For that matter, the Babe entertained at parties by playing 
“hillbilly” songs on harmonica, according to what Bo learned on that 
computer of his.  He was always on the Internet, looking up something, 
whenever I was at his house.

And my third female hero?  Once again, like my third fear, I’ll 
have to hold off on telling you, at the risk of wearing out your patience.  
Besides, I didn’t know I wanted to be like this other woman until I 
moved to the mountains that summer.

I’m not sure if Bo used the Internet to find all the songs on 
the playlist I listened to during the flight that day.  He must have, 
though, because it was an unusual assortment of recordings.  As it ran, 
I peeked at each title that composed Bo’s soundtrack, which included 
“Flyin’ Home,” “Night and Day,” “Time After Time,” “Basin Street 
Blues,” “Stardust,” “Autumn Leaves,” “Sweet Georgia Brown,” 
“Summertime,” “Remember Me,” “More Pretty Girls Than One,” 
“Stormy Weather,” “Sitting on Top of the World,” “Will the Circle 
Be Unbroken,” and, finally, “Farewell Toast/Boatman.”  That last one 
made me laugh out loud.

At the time, I thought it was an odd mix, but Bo explained to 
me later that his main interest in those songs had to do with how the 
different artists chose to interpret—or cover—tunes written by other 
composers.  Also, Bo said he did idolize Miles and Doc but that he 
actually liked any artist who dared to take a risk and do something 
different, because risk and change were what life was all about, he 
said.  Even then, I was amazed at how wise my best friend was, though 
I didn’t necessarily agree with him about taking risks as we sat together 
on the airplane that day.

Back then my tastes in music were much simpler than Bo’s; 
I generally just listened to singers and groups whose music I liked.  
Since I didn’t own a computer and MP3 player like Bo and since I 
couldn’t even afford a Walkman CD player and CDs, I was pretty much 
relegated to the land of scratchy AM/FM radio and almost obsolete 
cassette tapes.  My machine’s brand name was Realistic, and it must 
have been one of the first boom boxes ever produced right after the 
Eight-Track Era of the Information Age.  About the size of a regular 
rural mailbox, the player/recorder had only one cassette deck, which 
could play either prerecorded tapes or record audio from whatever 
radio station I was listening to.  I had inherited the boom box from 
my dad, who had bought the machine back when he was a teen-ager.  
According to Grandma, Daddy had saved up his money from digging 
clams and selling them to a supermarket in Shallotte one year.  She told 
me that when she brought the boom box down from the attic and gave 
it to me a couple of years after the wreck.
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Actually, I think she gave it to me not long after Grandpa got 
sick, because I remember listening to it the day after Grandpa died.  
I had been listening to some of Daddy’s old tapes—the Beatles and 
Chicago and James Taylor—when I just happened to flip over to the 
radio right when the “Daily Obituaries” came on the local radio station.  
It was the most popular program on our town’s little AM station, at 
least as far as Grandma and her friends were concerned.  But as soon as 
I heard the somber-voiced announcer read, “Captain Bronson Benedict 
Galloway, 77, of…,” I flipped the switch back to the cassette deck 
and fast-forwarded Daddy’s copy of James Taylor’s Greatest Hits to 
“Fire and Rain.”  Even now I tear up when I hear the verse about Jesus 
looking down and flying machines on the ground.  I’m glad Bo didn’t 
put that song on his playlist, even though it’s one of my favorites.

You’re probably wondering how—if I grew up so poor and 
couldn’t afford to play tennis—how I could afford to play golf, truly 
a rich man’s game.  Well, it wasn’t always easy, especially after I left 
Lockwoods Folly and couldn’t play on the golf team anymore.  That 
had been great, getting to play every day for free, even in the off-
season, as long as I played at the no-frills locals course where our 
coach was the pro.  Occasionally, a teammate or two would call me up 
to complete a foursome at their country club or resort course, and then 
I’d get to play on the lush fairways and perfectly-manicured greens that 
the rich folks were used to treading every time out.  The other guys got 
a kick out of having me play with them, particularly when they were 
betting on the round and wanted to kind of sandbag whoever they were 
playing.  As I’ve said before, I wasn’t a great player, even for a teen-
ager in the South Brunswick Islands, but I could more than hold my 
own with the high-handicappers who deigned to let me, a mere girl, 
join their foursome.

I had taken up the game during the summer before my 
freshman year at Lockwoods Folly.  This was something else that 
happened as a result of Grandpa’s death, believe it or not.  Grandma 
and I were having trouble paying bills and making ends meet, so she 
asked around and found out that Billy Joe Pearlman, one of Grandpa’s 
old fishing buddies, needed a hand at the mom-‘n’-pop driving range 
and par-three course he had built all by himself with little more than 
a rented Bobcat earthmover.  A good ole boy who had recently retired 
from a long and lucretive career as a cement contractor, Billy Joe had 
known next to nothing about golf course design before starting his 
little retirement project.  All he knew was that he loved golf, owned 
forty acres of prime swampland near a booming tourist area and that he 
wouldn’t mind spending his golden years as a golf pro—even though 
he wasn’t an especially great golfer himself.

He was always claiming that he had played a lot better 
back before the war and that another North Carolinian named Billy 



10

Rahn & Timberley Adams

11

Night Lights

Joe—Billy Joe Patton, the amateur hero of the 1954 Masters golf 
tournament—had been named after him, but nobody with any sense 
believed him.  I knew it wasn’t true, because nobody outside our little 
corner of the world had ever heard of Billy Joe Pearlman and, besides, 
he was always saying something silly for a laugh.

Anyway, good ole Billy Joe paid me almost a minimum wage 
to keep the driving range and short fairways mowed two or three times 
a week depending on how much rain we got, and to pick up range 
balls and then wash and re-bucket them before sunset each day.  For 
some reason, though, he wouldn’t let me touch the special rotary-
blade mower he had bought to cut the nine small but perfectly-round 
mounded greens sculpted into “Buccaneer Bill’s Crossbones Country 
Club & Driving Range—9 Holes, Par 3, No Lights,” as the sign out 
front read.  Usually, folks just called the place “Billy Joe’s” and left it 
at that.

The course did have a certain flair to it, though.  Each green 
sported a kerchief-sized black pirate flag at the end of a seven-foot-tall 
pin.  We did have one gas-powered cart to rent out, as well as one Billy 
Joe had modified to pick up range balls and another one for himself 
to ride around in.  That one he had painted black to go with his pirate 
theme.  The course, however, was so short that the tourists who were 
silly enough or lazy enough to pay an extra ten bucks to use the one 
available cart looked even more ridiculous herking and jerking from 
spot to spot to spot, chasing their $25-a-dozen balls from Astroturf 
tee to Bermuda-grass green.  I kind of liked driving the ball-retriever, 
except that it didn’t have headlights.  That’s why I had to get all of my 
work done before sunset, because the unlighted “B.J.,” as the guys on 
my team laughingly called it, was situated deep enough in the pine 
swamp that I had trouble after dark finding my way back to the single-
wide trailer that served as clubhouse. 

One time when I got caught out on the course after dark, Billy 
Joe had to come and get me in The Jolly Roger, which was the name 
he had stenciled on his black cart.  Additionally, he had painted a white 
number three with red trim on each side, as he was a really big Dale 
Earnhardt fan.  The day Dale died at Daytona was probably the second 
worst day of Billy Joe’s life, and I know because I was with him both 
days.  “I like stockcars ‘cause it’s life or death out there on that track, 
kinda like bullfighting or boxing,” Billy Joe told me once.  “I like 
playin’ golf ‘cause it’s just about life—the frustratin’ part of it.”  He 
was always saying stuff like that, and sometimes it even made sense.

My teammates—the guys—were also always making fun of 
my mismatched clubs, even though I’m sure they understood why I 
didn’t have an expensive, matched set like theirs, and I don’t think they 
meant to be mean, necessarily.  That’s just how most high school boys 
are—kind of stupid and thoughtless sometimes.  Or, at least, most of 
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the boys I knew, except for Bo.  They can’t help it.  It’s in their genes.  
Anyway, since I didn’t dare waste my wages buying golf clubs, I had to 
cobble together a set from the stray irons and woods that were always 
being left by careless tourists on the course and even at the driving 
range.  It took me at least six or seven months, I guess, but I finally 
managed to adopt almost a full set of clubs, with all of my orphans 
coming from Billy Joe’s place.

A full set is fourteen clubs; mine, however, consisted of only 
the twelve that I absolutely needed on the course, as I had no use for all 
the different wedges (attack, gap, lob wedges and those with various 
degrees of loft) that most golfers clutter their bags with.  Just give me 
a good pitching wedge, and I’d be happy—even though Billy Joe said 
that if a golfer was going to carry only one wedge, it should be a sand 
wedge.  And I never used a driver, instead choosing to hit off the tee 
with a more dependable three-wood.  Even then, I often carried only 
six or maybe nine clubs onto the course, depending upon its length and 
difficulty.  It made sense to me back then, anyway.

Three of my clubs—my first six- and nine-irons and the first 
few pitching wedges that I found—were subpar sticks, all off-brand 
knock-offs that I was always complaining about to Billy Joe when we 
would sit around in his golf cart and talk shop.  “Just be patient, little 
Missy, just be patient,” he would always say.  “They’s always another 
wayward club just waitin’ to find a new home, you wait ‘n’ see.”  And 
he was right about all three clubs—six-iron, wedge and putter, three of 
the four clubs that will always be nearest and dearest to my heart.  I just 
had to be patient.

For some reason, the duffers who played the B.J. or used the 
range must have identified more closely with their putters than with 
any other club in their bags, because in the three years I worked there, 
only one putter was ever left at the course.  I found at least two $350 
titanium drivers, several of those oddly-shaped fairway “metals” that 
were a cross between an iron and a wood, a bunch of custom-made 
irons from expensive sets, and fancy wedges of all brand names, shapes 
and lofts.  I probably found more wedges than anything else, usually 
left on the fringe near the sand trap at the back of the fifth green.

Billy Joe’s stated policy was to keep recovered clubs in the 
clubhouse under lock and key for six full weeks before putting them up 
for sale, just in case the owners returned looking for them.  And despite 
the fun he took in playing Buccaneer Bill the Putting Pirate Captain, 
he stuck to his word, even when I had my eye on some really choice 
booty, like the Calloway Big Bertha II driver I found or that Nike CPR 
56-degree wedge (which would have completed my fourteen-club set).  
And then, more often than not, Billy Joe would sell the club while I 
was at school on the very day the six-week waiting period ran out.  
Of course, I’d get mad when I got to work and found the club gone, 
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but he’d just laugh and say, “Arrrrr, it’s a mighty cruel world out thar, 
matey!  It’s every buccaneer for hisself!”  Words to live by.

Like I said, Billy Joe was always saying goofy things like 
that.  I think he and Grandpa used to sit around thinking up that crazy 
stuff when they went shark fishing or floundering together and would 
stay gone all night.  Those were about the only times Grandma would 
get really mad and fuss at Grandpa, when he would come dragging in 
at sunup too tired to talk much to anybody.  All talked out, I guess—
knowing Billy Joe and my grandpa.

The only pieces of equipment that cost real money were my 
shoes, my glove, my cap, my golf bag and those four clubs, my four 
favorites.  For my sixteenth birthday, Aunt Elaine and her son, Alan, 
had come to visit us and had taken us out for pizza in Calabash and then 
down to those big golf stores in North Myrtle Beach.

Aunt Elaine—her full name then, by the way, was Elaine 
Katherine Galloway Delacruz—always made a pretty good salary in 
her jobs as a newspaper reporter and later as an editor.  But she never 
had money to burn when I was growing up, at least not since she and 
Alan’s father, Lance Delacruz, divorced some years earlier.  Before 
the divorce, the three of them—Elaine, Lance and Alan—had been 
fairly well off, you could say, because Uncle Lance was a big lawyer in 
the Wilmington area.  He specialized in divorce cases, oddly enough.  
They had a big house at the beach near Wilmington and a big vacation 
home in the North Carolina mountains, the house I was moving to that 
summer.  For a few years after the divorce, though, Lance was a real 
jerk about things and wouldn’t even pay child support.  He didn’t start 
paying until about a year before I moved in with them, after Elaine 
finally took him back to court over it.

So it really was a special occasion when she took us all out 
on the town for my birthday that time, maybe because it was my 
sixteenth birthday and you know how everybody is always making 
a big deal about being “sweet sixteen” and all.  Anyway, after dinner 
we were at the golf store when Elaine steered me away from the golf 
clubs and toward the shoe department and told me to pick out a pair of 
golf shoes.  I tell you what, I looked long and hard at the newest and 
most expensive pairs of shoes—especially the Nikes, since that was 
what Tiger Woods wore—but I settled on a heavily-discounted pair of 
brown-and-white saddle oxfords that came with a free set of soft spikes 
and individual velour storage bags.  I guess Aunt Elaine could tell that 
the cheaper pair wasn’t my first choice, because when we got back to 
the car, she presented me with a white Nike golf cap and a Nike golf 
glove to make up for my not picking those more expensive Nike shoes 
after all.  Actually, she said Grandma was the one giving me the cap 
and that Alan was giving me the glove, but I’m sure Elaine paid for 
everything.  That’s how Elaine was.
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How I got my first golf bag and my four favorite clubs is 
another story, one that I’m not too proud of but will tell you anyhow, 
just for the sake of balance; I don’t want you to think I’m a Miss Goody-
Two-Shoes, as Billy Joe sometimes called me.  Other times, by the 
way, he would call me things like Miss Too-Big-Fer-Yer-Own-Britches 
or Miss Got-Rocks or, my personal favorite, little Miss Vanasterbutt, 
whenever I was getting too full of myself, hanging around with my rich 
teammates on their fancy golf courses.  Billy Joe knew how to keep me 
humble.

Anyway, I carried my hodgepodge of clubs in what golfers 
call a “Sunday bag,” a thin little black nylon sheath with room for no 
more than five or six clubs.  But it had a red Wilson logo on it, and it 
hadn’t cost me anything—to begin with, anyway—because I’d found it 
at the B.J. and had waited the six weeks without anyone claiming it and 
had talked Billy Joe into letting me have it.  What I’m getting around 
to telling you, though, and what I didn’t tell Billy Joe right off then, 
either, was that I had also found three older but expensive clubs in the 
Sunday bag—a Ben Hogen forged six-iron, a Yonex pitching wedge 
and, the real treasure, a Ping putter, all three scratched and dinged from 
overuse and maybe even misuse but still in good playing condition.  
The two clubs other than the putter had been regripped, indicating that 
their former owner at least had known enough about the game of golf 
to realize he needed to keep a firm grip on his clubs at all times.  I’m 
surprised he let them slip away.

As a matter of fact, I can usually size up most players pretty 
quickly just by checking out their grips—the actual grips themselves, 
not the position of the golfers’ hands on their clubs, as so many 
teaching pros make such a big deal about.  Proper grips and perfect 
swings and all that technical crap don’t mean all that much when you 
get right down to it; it’s where the ball lands after you hit it that counts.  
Or, as Billy Joe used to say, “they’s more than one way to pluck a 
duck.”  Which brings me back to the story about how I paid for my four 
favorite clubs, including the three I had found in the Sunday bag but 
didn’t tell Billy Joe about.

When I finally got up enough nerve to take the clubs out of 
hiding and use them on the course one weekend—I practiced at the 
B.J. all the time because it was free—Billy Joe spotted the expensive 
Ping putter right away and asked me where I got it.  To make a long 
story short, I eventually told him the truth—that I had turned in the bag 
but had held onto the clubs.  “I don’t know why I didn’t just keep the 
bag, too,” I explained sheepishly.  “I don’t guess I thought it was fancy 
enough for me.”

“Now wudn’t that kinda stupid?” Billy Joe asked.  “Ya know, 
the ole man that lost them clubs come in a week or so after I give the 
bag to you, and when he asked me about them, I said we hadn’t found 
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no clubs, just the bag.  I told him some rascal must’ve picked them up 
right after he left them, ‘cause you hadn’t turned in nothin’ but that bag, 
and you’re an honest kid.  At least your granddaddy told me you were.  
Anyways, I didn’t figure you’d turn in the bag and not the clubs, too.  
That don’t make good sense.”

I really didn’t know what to say at that point.  I was so ashamed 
of myself for having violated Billy Joe’s—and Grandpa’s—trust that I 
just put my head down and, for one of the few times in my young life, 
started to cry like a girl.  Of course, my show of emotion, as honest as 
it was, embarrassed Billy Joe to no end.  “Now you can just stop that 
boo-hooin’ right now, little Miss Fancy-Pants,” he said.  “You’re actin’ 
like I done went and told you you’s fired or something.”

“Well, aren’t you gonna?” I sobbed.
“Hel—, I mean, heck, no.”  We were sitting side by side under 

The Jolly Roger’s plastic canopy to get out of the hot midday sun that 
late fall Sunday, and, as I kept crying, Billy Joe put his heavy arm 
around my neck and laid his rough cement-contractor hand on my far 
shoulder and shook me a little bit.  “No, no, no,” he said as gently as he 
could manage with his gruff voice.  “I ain’t about to let you go, big girl.  
You’re about the only thing that gets me outta bed ever’ mornin’.”

He and I both realized how his last remark sounded, because I 
glanced over at him and he withdrew his arm as he struggled to explain.  
“No, now, I don’t mean it that way, Val, so don’t you go givin’ me one 
‘o those looks of yers.  You know me, Val.  It’s just that ever since I 
retired, I ain’t had much to look forward to, not ‘til I got this place up 
and running’.  I always liked fishin’ with your granddaddy, ‘cause me 
and him always had a good time.  But Bron couldn’t go fishin’ with me 
ever’ single night, so I had to look for somethin’ else, and this is what I 
settled on.  Don’t really know why; it just worked out this way.”

“But you’re not firing me?” I asked again.
He grinned.  “Heck, no.  Are you jokin’?  I got just enough 

meanness in me to keep you ‘round here the rest of yer life and make 
you work off what you done.”  Though I could tell he was starting to 
tease me, I also knew he was just getting wound up.  “Ain’t you the 
very Ike who’s always goin’ on about givin’ folks second chances and 
not jumpin’ to conclusions about folks just because of the way they 
look and such?  Well, little Miss Vanasterbutt, you ain’t gettin’ off that 
easy.  Nosiree.  I felt so sorry for that ole boy whose clubs you took—
even though I didn’t know you took ‘em—that I give him better clubs 
and a better bag than what he lost.  Don’t know why I was such a soft 
touch that day.  Just was.  Guess I felt bad ‘cause I’d give away his bag.  
Anyways, big girl, I figure you owe me, oh, I don’t know, somewhere 
in the general neighborhood of, oh, ‘bout, hmm, ‘bout let’s say four 
days’ pay—one fer each club you took and one fer good measure.  I’d 
make you give them clubs back to that ole boy, but he looked like a 
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tourist, and I didn’t get his name and address.  And, you’re right, the 
bag ain’t really worth nothin’.”

Then Billy Joe said something else that still wounds me all 
these years later.  “I may not know what it feels like to play like them 
great golfers you see on TV, but I know how to act like ‘em, far as bein’ 
honest and bein’ a good sport and bein’ a golfer goes.  That’s one thing 
I like about this game—it shows you for who you are and what you 
are.  They’s a lot of ways to tell a lie, but they’s only one way to tell 
the truth.  I don’t know who said that first, but he was a smart man, and 
that’s the honest-to-God truth.  And you, Val, you are an honest girl, 
like your granddaddy said.  It ain’t like you to be dishonest and make 
a liar outta me—or him.  Our word, our honor, is about all some of us 
golfers got.  Val, you’re a golfer, too.  You ain’t no sneakin’ kid I can’t 
trust, and I know you’ll do the right thing here, and you won’t never let 
me down again.  Now will you.”

It really wasn’t a question.  The definite way he said “will you” 
and his sober look left no room for me to say anything but, “I won’t 
let you down again.”  And I never did pull another stunt like that in the 
next two-and-a-half years that I worked for Billy Joe.

I had to quit my job at the B.J. when Grandma got sick during 
my senior year, and I didn’t see Billy Joe again until the funeral and 
then, for the next to last time, exactly one week before my flight 
with Bo.  I ran into Billy Joe at the big golf store, one of his favorite 
places, too.  He said my job was waiting for me if I wanted it; he even 
promised me a raise and more hours than I knew he could afford.  I 
thanked him but said I was going to have to move to the mountains to 
live with Aunt Elaine and Alan.  I was leaving the next week, I said.  He 
nodded that he understood and told me to come see him at the course 
the next morning, because he wanted to talk to me before I left for the 
mountains, he said.

When I got there the next day—it was around ten o’clock, I 
guess—a hand-lettered “TEMP CLOSED FOR REPAIRS” sign was 
tacked to the locked clubhouse door, along with a smaller, folded note 
to me from Billy Joe.  Neither he himself nor any golfers were anywhere 
to be seen, even though a strange vehicle—a muddy, battered old black 
Scout, a jeep-like vehicle that looked like it had just been driven out of 
the swamp—was parked next to Billy Joe’s immaculate pickup truck in 
the lot outside the clubhouse.  The note directed me to the farthest point 
from where I stood—the sand trap behind the fifth green at the very 
back of the course, where I assumed that Billy Joe was working with 
whoever owned the Scout, maybe some guy that Billy Joe had finally 
hired to replace me after our talk the previous night.

Anyway, what I found was a complete surprise.  Lying there 
on the fringe was what turned out to be Billy Joe’s going-away present 
to me, a new Wilson sand wedge, its steel shaft and silver forged head 
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gleaming in the morning sun.  My fourth favorite club.  Taped to the 
shaft just below the grip was a yellow Post-It note that read:  “V.—You 
earned this 1000000 times over—think of the beach and me when ever 
your in the sand—I miss you—I will always luv you.  Come see me.  
By-by.  B.”

I rode my bike back to the course that night around closing time 
to thank Billy Joe, knowing that he would give me a ride back home, 
but, well, things didn’t work out the way anyone would have planned, 
and I’d rather not talk about it just yet, even now.  It was too much of a 
shock.  I don’t even want to think about it, to tell you the truth.

As Bo and I sat in the terminal at the Hickory Airport with all 
our baggage and waited for someone—either Aunt Elaine or Alan, we 
weren’t sure who it’d be—to pick us up, I told Bo about Billy Joe’s 
farewell gift and what my “old pro” meant to me.  Bo said I was lucky 
to have so many people who cared so much about me.  I knew he was 
telling the truth.

THREE

Bo and I waited in the terminal’s outer lobby for about thirty 
minutes before he asked if I knew Elaine and Alan’s phone number.  
That was his way of saying he was tired of waiting.  Actually, I didn’t 
mind the down time and I definitely was in no hurry to start a car ride 
up a winding mountain road; I was still shaky from the flight and from 
the landing, in particular.  Taking out his cell phone and flipping it 
open with a flourish, Bo punched in the numbers I recited, then handed 
me the phone so I could talk to my aunt.  I listened to at least seven 
or eight rings before I heard a click, then a glitch in the static, then a 


