
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When I was nine years old, my father gave me some rare advice, or 
tried to.  

“Son,” he said, bobbing a marshmallow over a campfire we’d 
built. “I’ve got three bits of advice to give you.” He swigged from 
his ever-present bottle of Rock & Rye. “The first bit of advice is: 
Never stick anything in your ears. The second is: If you’re going to 
build a rope swing, use a thick rope. The third is—” My father 
paused. “The third bit of advice… The third bit…”  

He gazed into the campfire. His eyes lost their luster. He 
chewed his bottom lip, pulled his nose, wrinkled his brow, nibbled 
his tongue, scratched the short gray hairs on the back of his neck.  

We were watching the Crofus & Corbet hat factory go up in 
flames. One of the principle forms of entertainment in our town 
back then was watching hat factories burn down. Dad would seek 
out the best vantage point high on a hill in that town of many hills. 
On cold nights sometimes he would build a bonfire, a small blaze 
to mirror the inferno soon to rage in the gully below. While roast-
ing marshmallows on twigs, we would take in smoke, flames, and 
the whirling lights and wails of fire engines. If the view was acces-
sible by car, we’d sit side by side in Dad’s cream-colored Stu-
debaker Champion, his features burnished orange by the light of 
the flames. Dad would sip from his bottle of Rock & Rye, while I 
munched Cracker Jacks from a box, just like at the drive-in theater.  

The hat factories burned gloriously, their marmalade-colored 
flames licking utility lines, shooting up sparks that joined the con-
stellations, or forming their own. When the wind changed direc-
tion suddenly, we would cover our mouths with damp rags my 
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father prepared for the occasion, knowing that the smoke carried 
toxic fumes from the chemicals used to turn raw rabbit and beaver 
pelts into felt. Once a flurry of burning, half-finished hats swirled 
up into the twilight, miniature flying saucers of flaming felt. One 
nearly landed on my head.  

“Now that’s something!” my father said, slapping his knee first, 
then mine, his outburst as singular as the event itself. My father 
was a man of very few words. 

Some wondered how it was that my father always seemed to 
know in advance when a hat factory was about to burn. A few even 
insinuated that he set the blazes himself. This I refused to believe. 
Dad was a crude man, uneducated, inarticulate, reeking of hat-
factory fumes, bristling with bad habits. My mother had once told 
me the only reason she married him was because he was a good 
dancer and could make her laugh. “Your father was the price that I 
paid,” she said, “for having a sense of humor.”  

But Dad was no arsonist.  
Still, however he came by it, when it came to predicting hat-

factory fires, Leopold Joseph Napoli III was possessed of a Prome-
thean foresight.  

At last, with a bony arm around me and a heavy sigh—his 
breath a blowtorch of fruity booze—my father said: “Sorry, son, but 
I forgot what the third bit of advice was.”  

He burst out laughing then until a coughing fit seized him, 
ending the longest conversations he and I would ever have.  

We went back to watching the hat-factory fire, letting its 
tongues do the talking for us.  
 
That same night I dreamed that I was drowning. It was a recurrent 
dream. I had fallen into a lake or some other body of water, or been 
pushed. In the dream I gasped and groped toward the pale light of 
salvation, but couldn’t reach it. Still gasping from my nightmare, I 
opened my eyes to see my father, an oblong darkness framed by my 
bedroom doorway.  

“Dad?” I said, catching my breath, propped up on one elbow.  
His silhouette swigged from a bottle. 
“What gives?” I said. “What are you doing?” 
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“I remembered the third bit of advice.” 
I waited. 
“Follow your fears,” my father said.  
“What?” 
“Your fears. Follow your fears.” 
Then he was gone. A patch of dawn filled the space where he 

had stood. 
 
My father died on a Wednesday afternoon. My mother was work-
ing in town, at the office of Mr. Stevens, the optometrist. Dad had 
smoked like a burning hat factory all his life, but long before his 
lungs gave out he suffered headaches, fatigue, shyness, depression, 
irascibility, vertigo, shortness of breath, sore throats, and tremors so 
violent there were times when he couldn’t even tie his own shoes—
all symptoms of hydrargyria or mercury poisoning, known also as 
Mad Hatter’s disease. Or, locally, as “The Hattertown Shakes.”  

Everyone who worked in hat factories back then was exposed 
to some mercury, but none more so than the so-called Back Shop 
workers, those who processed the raw pelts of rabbit and beavers 
into felt. Though they stopped using mercury shortly after World 
War II, by then my father had breathed in over twenty years’ worth 
of the stuff. He’d worked in hat factories his whole life, since he 
was old enough to reach the pedal of a blocking machine—as had 
Leopoldi di Napoli II, his father before him, and his father, Leo-
poldi di Napoli. Like them, and though the official cause of death 
was listed as “lung infection,” my father died of “the shakes.”  

Hats killed my father. I had just turned ten. 
 
With my father’s death all the colors seemed to drain out of the 
world. Trees didn’t talk to me, birds didn’t fly or sing. The sky was 
a gray wall over my head. Nothing inspired me. The bitter taste of 
a tarnished penny filled my mouth and flavored my days. I felt the 
vague, empty longing experienced by many a young boy, but with a 
sour, dark, disconsolate twist. I yearned—for what exactly I don’t 
know. A spark, a flame, a glimmer of hope or transcendence or 
redemption, a guiding light, a Star of Bethlehem, a cosmic hat-
factory fire to brighten up my gloomy world. So it remained until 
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the summer of 1963. The summer I followed my fears.  
The summer I met the Man in Blue. 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The Man in Blue walked. 

Past woods, swamps, fields; past homes, shops, and factories; 
along winding back roads, down highways, through parking lots. 
He used a walking stick and carried a canvas rucksack. He walked 
in all kinds of weather, in sun, snow, and rain.  

Nobody walked in Hattertown, at least no one who was old 
enough to drive a car and whose license hadn’t been revoked, who 
wasn’t poor or crazy or otherwise impaired. For sure they didn’t 
walk around in blue coveralls with a gnarled walking stick, a canvas 
rucksack, and a scruffy beard. For a grown-up to walk the streets of 
Hattertown, Connecticut (“The Town that Crowned America”) 
alone in broad daylight was as good as wearing a sandwich board 
saying I’M A WEIRDO GIVE ME THE FINGER. 

He spoke to no one—assuming he could speak at all, which we 
doubted. Wherever he walked, the air around him turned blue with 
suspicion. In the homes he passed, louvers and drapes parted 
stealthily. Vehicles swerved by, stirring up eddies of dust that 
soaked into the fibers of his blue coveralls. And though he never 
broke his stride, the Man in Blue must have sensed the supreme 
effort by which the drivers of those vehicles resisted running him 
down. 

We called him the Man in Blue. He had a real name, more 
than one, it turned out, but none of us knew that then. All we 
knew was that he walked all over town gathering things in his 
rucksack—what things we weren’t sure. Nor did we have any idea 
how long he had been there, in our town. We knew only that his 
presence was as inevitable as it was mystifying, that he was as much 
a part of the landscape as the brick smokestacks of crumbling hat 
factories.  
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Though we knew nothing about him, still we were prepared to 
believe anything. 
 
“I bet he’s a spy,” obese Victor offered. “A Commie spy.” 

“He’s probably queer,” Skunky submitted, peering through a 
cardboard tube. “You can tell by the way he walks. Only queers 
walk like that.” 

“I wonder where he got that limp,” I said. 
“He probably broke his leg parachuting out of a spy plane,” 

Victor conjectured. 
“I bet you he has a venereal disease,” said Skunky, whose nick-

name had been earned by the white streak in his otherwise jet-
black hair. 

“I bet he’s got more than one,” Victor said. “I bet he’s got them 
all.” 

 Zag, our short, muscular, adamantine leader, said nothing. He 
chewed the end of a horsetail fern while clenching and unclenching 
his fists. 

 “I bet he escaped from Willoughby Hills,” Skunky speculated, 
referring to the state psychiatric facility eight miles away, in New-
bury.  

 “I bet he’s a murderer. I bet he murdered a bunch of people,” 
said Victor. “He’s got a cave somewhere deep in the woods where 
he drags their dead bodies. He cuts them up into little pieces and 
eats them with boiled skunk-cabbage leaves.”  

Skunky spit a thick loogie over the cliff side. 
“Uhn haah dah,” said Gordon, my stepbrother. 
“I bet he practices black magic,” said Skunky. “That walking 

stick? It’s got talismanic properties. Wherever he taps it on the 
ground, poisonous mushrooms sprout. If he pees on a tree, the bark 
turns black just like it got hit by lightning.” 

“Whatever you do,” Victor warned, “don’t ever look him 
straight in the eyes. It could permanently stunt your growth.” 

“I wouldn’t let him spit on you, either,” Skunky added. “If he 
spits on you, the acid in his saliva will burn a hole clear through 
your clothes and skin down to the bone.” 

“Uhn haah dah,” said Gordon. 
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A deaf dumb commie queer spy lunatic murderer black magi-
cian. The Man in Blue was all of those things and anything else we 
wanted him to be. As children believe in dragons, Santa Claus, and 
the boogeyman, we believed in the Man in Blue, if only to pity, 
fear, and despise him.  
 
We called ourselves the Back Shop Boys, since all of our fathers 
once worked in the back shops of hat factories, before they got sick 
or died or the hat factories went out of business or burned down. 
There were four of us: Larry “Zag” Lengyl, Wade “Skunky” Stra-
vos, Victor Szentgyorgyi (pronounced Saint George), and me, Leo 
Napoli—or “Half,” as they called me, since I had only half my 
middle finger left on my right hand, the other half having been 
sacrificed during a Fourth of July mishap. 

Then there was Gordon, my stepbrother. Gordon who, 
though only a year younger than me, was still in second grade. 
Gordon whose thick glasses and red Boy’s Club baseball cap failed 
to hide his bulging eyes. Gordon whose nose never stopped run-
ning, whose plaid shirt-sleeves (when nobody rolled them up for 
him) were constantly encrusted with dried snot, whose bony fore-
arms (when someone did) were glazed with the stuff as if by a coat 
of shellac. Gordon who spoke a grand total of three words. Gordon 
who, back then, wasn’t “intellectually challenged” or “mentally 
handicapped” but mentally retard. Or, as we said, a retard.  

Not that my stepbrother cared what anyone called him, as long 
as we let him tag along with us, and as long as nothing stood be-
tween him and his Magic Hot Dog: the optical illusion of a free-
floating bullet of flesh formed by touching the tips of his index 
fingers together and gaping at them cross-eyed—easy for Gordon 
to do, his eyes being permanently crossed.  

The three words that Gordon spoke were “a hot dog”—or, 
more precisely, “uhn haah dah.” He said them over and over again, 
always with the same tone of amazed discovery, as if witnessing the 
phenomenon for the first time. Sometimes he’d try to eat the thing, 
earning a pair of bitten fingertips for his trouble. At first we found 
this amusing, but like all of Gordy’s tricks it got old fast. In time, 
seeing him about to make a meal of his own flesh, I’d box his ear—
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which also made him cry, but not as hard chomping down on his 
own fingers did.  

Gordon. My cross, my curse. 
 
We sat there, at the summit of Cheese Hill, watching the Man in 
Blue limp his way across the Caxton-Dumont hat factory’s parking 
lot below, headed toward us. The cliff pitched forward like the 
prow of a clipper ship. We called it Cheese Hill because the lime-
stone broke off in crumbly, pale yellow, cheese-like chunks that 
we’d hurl onto the corrugated tin roof of the hat factory’s reject 
shed, enticing the grizzled old security guard out of his wooden 
shed to shake his bony fist up at us, which gesture we’d meet with 
stiff, out-thrust palms and shouts of Sieg heil! and Heil Hitler!  

From Cheese Hill we could see most of the town. Beyond the 
Caxton-Dumont plant was the town’s main thoroughfare. To the 
left: the railroad and fuel storage tanks. To the right: the middle 
school, its copper cupola crowned by a fierce-looking lightning rod. 
Slithering snake-like through the view was the aptly named Brim 
River, since every few years its threatened to flood the town. On 
the back door of the Caxton-Dumont plant hung a yellow Fallout 
Shelter sign.  

Lording over the landscape were a dozen smokestacks: twelve 
brick middle fingers thrust up into the Connecticut sky. From the 
top of Cheese Hill we could read the names of the hat-
manufacturing companies they had once stood for: MALLORY, 
LEE, HOYT, KNOX, DOBBS, SUTTON-DEXTER, DAL-
TON, BENTON, HOWES VON-GAL, CROFUS & COR-
BET, DUNLAP, MERRIMAC. Once those smokestacks 
darkened the sky with soot and prosperity. But by the summer of 
1963 all but one had gone extinct.  

As for the other eleven, only their shadows still darkened 
things—long black shadows sliding across playgrounds, slinking 
through parking lots, slithering over car hoods and convertible 
bonnets, gliding over back yards and front porches, slipping past 
the minutes, hours, and seconds of each day like the hands of a 
huge gloomy clock. 
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* 
The Man in Blue approached, limping across the oil-splotched 
parking lot. It must have been a Sunday morning. Church bells 
tolled. A lukewarm April breeze, the pale buds just starting to 
bloom on the elm trees lining Felt Street.  

We kicked our sneakers (“P.F. Flyers make you run faster and 
jump higher!”) against the cliff face. As the Man in Blue stepped 
into range we snapped and gripped new cheese bombs in our fists, 
casting each other defiant looks. Skunky spit another loogie. Victor 
wiped sweat from his pimply forehead. Zag clenched and un-
clenched his fists. Zippo—his beagle-mix dog-pound-refugee 
mutt—barked. We sat coiled like springs, hearts pounding, mouths 
dry, breaths held—except Gordon, who stared at his fingertips.  

“Uhn haah dah,” said Gordon. 
The Man in Blue drew closer. His rucksack bulged. The mys-

terious objects inside it made tinkling sounds. We gripped our 
cheese bombs.  

“Someone throw!” Victor implored. 
“Darers go first,” Zag reminded him. 
“I know. Let’s all throw at once!” Skunky proposed. 
“Good idea,” I said. “You first.” 
“On a count of three,” Zag instructed. “One, two—” 
A solitary cheese bomb—mine—arced through the air, its 

pale-yellow color shifting in flight: dark against the bright blue sky, 
neutral against the dull brick, pale where it burst apart just inches 
from the tip of the Man in Blue’s walking stick. The skittering 
fragments painted a chalky star on the black asphalt. 

The Man in Blue stopped walking. He stood looking up at us, 
the blue sky mirrored in the round glasses he wore. His face was 
the red brown of fired clay, of hat-factory bricks. He didn’t shake 
his fist up or yell or say anything—how could he, being deaf-mute? 
He might even have cracked a smile, it was hard to tell with that 
scruffy beard. He stood there for a good ten seconds. Then he 
hoisted up his canvas rucksack and continued on across the parking 
lot and out of sight. 

“We need to get the goods on him,” Zag decided once he’d 
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gone. He unrolled a pack of Lucky Strikes from his sleeve and lit 
one. “It’s our civic duty.” 

“Should we try and follow him, you think?” said Skunky. 
 Zag shook his head. “Too conspicuous. This is a one person 

job. Any volunteers?”  
We all looked at each other. 
“Uhn haah dah,” said Gordy. 
“We’ll have to draw for it.” 
We followed Zag down the path to the bottom of Cheese Hill, 

to Bum’s Trail, a trail through the woods bristling with horsetail 
ferns. Zag picked three ferns and held them so we couldn’t tell 
which was the longest.  

“The short fern investigates and reports back to the rest of us.” 
Each of us drew a horsetail fern. By the feel of it I was sure I 

hadn’t drawn the shortest. At first I felt relief, then disappoint-
ment. Behind my back before we all showed each other, I snapped 
my horsetail fern in half.  

Follow your fears. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Two days later I returned to Cheese Hill. Gordon was with me. 
My stepbrother was always with me. Wherever I went, whatever I 
did, he was there, constantly, like my shadow. With him I waited 
for the Man in Blue. 

While waiting I had my knapsack full of diversions to occupy 
me. My jackknife, my Duncan Midnight Special yo-yo (played 
left-handed thanks to my missing finger), my How and Why Won-
der Book of Interplanetary Travel, and my Space Orb Kaleidoscope 
The Space Orb was my favorite. It diced and swirled the humdrum 
world into enchanting alien landscapes. I longed for things out of 
this world, a world from which I felt alienated from everyone and 
everything.  

If the contents of my knapsack weren’t distracting enough, I 
could always fall back on trivia. My brain was its own rucksack 
stuffed with useless facts. An ordinary sheet of paper folded in half 
fifty times will attain a thickness sufficient to arrive at the sun. On an 
earth the size of a basketball, Mount Everest would be so flat you 
wouldn’t be able to feel it. The # sign on a typewriter is called an octo-
troph. 

A quarter to three. We’d just gotten out of school. I was never 
much of a student, but since my father died, I hadn’t been able to 
concentrate on school at all. Instead, on the shopping-bag-paper 
covers of my school textbooks I doodled rockets blasting off, space 
capsules, oxygenated suits with bubble helmets, and the NASA 
insignia, with its orbital blue halo and slashed bloody chevron.  

If I concentrated at all it was on Belinda Dalton, who sat in 
the desk in front of mine in third period biology class. Belinda was 
the great great great (I’ve lost track of how many greats) grand-
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daughter of Barclay Moses Dalton, the man responsible for turning 
the once sleepy farm village of Hasty Junction into The Town that 
Crowned America. For over a year I’d had a hopeless crush on her, 
hopeless since there was no chance that she, a Dalton, would have 
anything to do with me, a Back Shop Boy. She wore plaid dresses 
and had bright orange hair the color of a burning hat factory.  

My crush on Belinda began the day I learned that her father 
died the same week as mine. Out on the playground that day she 
described to me the pale blue light she had seen outside her bed-
room door the night the ambulance came for him. Awakened by 
feverish dreams and fevered whisperings, she opened her bedroom 
door to the weird bluish light—unlike anything she had seen be-
fore—flooding the staircase. She explained how she stood there, in 
her nightgown, blinded by it, shouting out for her parents, wonder-
ing why they didn’t answer, her cries sounding to her like cries of 
someone screaming under water. Along with the outlandish blue 
light an absurd breeze blew up the staircase, lifting her gown as she 
made her way down tread by tread, her hand shielding her eyes 
from the blue glare. When she got to the bottom, suddenly the 
light and the wind both stopped. She stood there, alone in an emp-
ty house. Later that same morning, when, having gone back to 
sleep, she awoke to the sound of someone knocking timidly on her 
bedroom door, instantly Belinda understood two things: one, it was 
her mom knocking; and two, her father was dead.  

She told me all this hanging upside-down on the jungle gym, 
tears in her eyes, her reddish-orange ponytail dangling like a length 
of burning rope. I wanted to console her, but wasn’t sure how. 
What do you say to someone whose dad has just died?  

Had I known, I’d have said the same magical words to myself. 
Instead I offered her a sweet sugary gumdrop of trivia.  

Did you know, I submitted with burning authority, that the 
volume of the moon is almost exactly the same as the volume of the Pacif-
ic Ocean? 

Belinda looked up at me as if she hadn’t understood, so I re-
peated my astonishing claim. She kept staring, her eyes as remote 
and sullen as Pluto. 

No kidding, I persisted. They’re the same volume, almost ex-



T H E   W A T E R   M A S T E R : 15 

actly. You wouldn’t think so, now, would you? I mean, the whole 
Pacific Ocean fitting inside the moon. I mean it doesn’t seem pos-
sible, does it? 

Belinda kept on staring, eyes hard, jaw set.  
How about this, I tried again. Hydrogen gas is the least dense 

substance on the planet. Can you guess what the most dense sub-
stance is? 

I haven’t the foggiest, Belinda admitted distantly. 
Take a wild guess! 
Your brain? Belinda ventured. 
Nope. Frozen hydrogen! The exact same element! Hard to be-

lieve, isn’t it? 
My intention had been to cheer Belinda up—so I told myself, 

though the truth is I was trying to impress her. I heard a faint dis-
gusted sound issue from the back of her throat. She shook her head 
and sighed. Oh, Leo, she said. 

What? What’s wrong? What did I do?  
Just then the school bell rang. Belinda jumped off the jungle 

gym and hurried off, fiery pigtail bouncing. Wait! I yelled after her.  
We have to go. You heard the bell! 
Don’t you want to hear about Saturn’s rings? 
Defeated, I fell back on daydreams and doodles, sketching 

space capsules flaming through Earth’s atmosphere, bobbing on 
parachutes, splash-landing next to aircraft carriers in choppy seas. I 
could draw Colonel Glenn from memory, all freckles and humble 
hero’s grin. To be like John Glenn, to ride a series of explosions to 
the moon and back, and come home to headlines and my very own 
ticker-tape parade. To pack this gloomy existence of mine into a 
spinning bright blue ball and send it hurtling backwards through 
238,900 miles of empty space.  

To touch something of the infinite: That was my dream. 
 

As I peered through the Space Orb kaleidoscope, among crystalline 
spirals of dull earth tones a blue crystal flourished. With his canvas 
rucksack and gnarled walking stick, the Man in Blue limped across 
the Caxton-Dumont factory parking lot. I snatched Gordon’s red 
Boy’s Club cap off his head and swatted him with it.  
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Come on! I said. 
We scrambled down the hill to where we’d stashed our bicy-

cles. Leaving behind Gordon’s Tomato Red Schwinn Tornado 
(cantilevered frame, chrome-plated horn tank, whitewalls, stream-
lined Fenderlight, seat springs: a splendid machine thoroughly 
wasted on its owner), we climbed on my piece-o-shit Royce Union 
and rode off.  

With Gordon gripping me and me pedaling furiously, I fol-
lowed the Man in Blue. Soon we were crossing the green iron 
bridge spanning the Brim River.  

The sky hung heavy and gray. On the far side the Doughboy 
Diner’s onion-shaped ventilator spewed bacon and French fry 
grease into the air. A sudden gust blew Gordon’s red Boy’s Club 
cap off. I stopped to fetch it for him. 

At Pelt Road the Man in Blue took a left and started up the 
incline. At its crest he stopped and turned. We were by the hobby 
shop. Thinking the Man in Blue had seen us, I pulled up into the 
vestibule where, for the next few minutes, I faked a profound inter-
est in model ships, cars, and trains. By the time I turned around the 
Man in Blue was gone.  
 
With Gordon on my bike with me I knew I’d never catch up with 
the Man in Blue. So I did something I knew I shouldn’t have done. 
I dropped him off at the Congregational church, where other spe-
cial kids gathered every day after school. The other kids hadn’t 
arrived yet. The heavy wooden door to the social hall was still 
locked.  

I told Gordon to wait there for them. They should be here 
pretty soon, I told him. That’s when he started blubbering. I was 
never supposed to leave my stepbrother alone and both of us knew 
it.  

Come on, Gordy, I said, wiping his face with the handkerchief 
I kept on me for that purpose. It’s just for a few minutes. Just this 
once. 

He kept blubbering. I took the yo-yo from my knapsack. Here, 
I said, and handed it to him.  Just try not to get the string all fouled 
up on me like you did the last time. 
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Gordy smiled. I finished wiping his face. Then I threw a mock 
jab at his shoulder—he loved that—and gave him the thumbs-up 
(he loved that, too), and took off.  

 
When I caught up with him the Man in Blue was headed down 
Blocker Avenue, carrying what looked like a bag of groceries. From 
Blocker he took a right onto Fuller Lane, then a left on Bumping 
Hill Road, which climbed up a steep grade for about a quarter mile 
before falling as steeply to where it stretched out flat through acres 
of tangled, weedy marsh.  

I heard a rumble of thunder and felt the first few shy drops of 
rain. Soon the drizzle turned into a downpour. The raindrops 
bounced off the pavement like long silver needles. They slid under 
the collar of my windbreaker as I pedaled my bicycle, keeping the 
Man in Blue in sight, watching his blue shoulders turn black from 
the rain.  

Beyond the swamp the road climbed steeply again. I knew that 
stretch of road well, having pedaled up it a thousand times with the 
Back Shop Boys. A hundred yards past the crest of the next hill an 
unpaved road veered sharply to the left around a big dead oak tree. 
It was the road to Lost Lake and what remained of the Dalton 
estate, built there a hundred and seventy-one years before by Bar-
clay Dalton—Belinda’s great great great grandfather, the man re-
sponsible for bringing the hatting business to what became 
Hattertown.  
 
According to local legend, Barclay Dalton had been a struggling 
Yankee fur trapper when, one freezing winter morning, he plugged 
a hole in his boot using a scrap of rabbit fur. That night, when he 
took off his boots to get ready for bed, he noticed that the pressure 
and perspiration from his foot had transformed the blob of fur into 
a soft, stiff, but highly malleable substance. Over the next few 
weeks he performed a series of experiments using the material, 
pounding and twisting it into different shapes, discovering, in do-
ing so, that it was ideally suited for making men’s hats. Less than a 
year later, in 1785, Barclay Dalton opened the first hat factory in 
what was then still Hasty Junction, but would eventually be reborn 
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as Hattertown, with a dozen more hat factories sprouting like 
mushrooms after a spring rain as word of Dalton’s success spread. 
A hundred years after its first hat factory opened, Hattertown’s 
two-dozen hat factories were churning out over two million hats 
per year—including, it was said, the famous stovepipe worn by 
President Lincoln himself. 
 
The Man in Blue turned down the road to the former Dalton es-
tate, which lay hidden behind a rusty, chain-link fence coated with 
ivy and spangled with NO TRESPASSING signs. Since the man-
sion burned down a dozen years earlier, the estate had been all but 
deserted—all but, I say, since whoever put up those NO TRES-
PASSING signs obviously hadn’t taken into account us Back Shop 
Boys, for whom such warnings were honey to flies. Though at least 
six feet tall and crowned with spiraling barbed wire, the fence like-
wise failed to discourage us, since we soon located a breach where a 
storm had dropped a tree branch onto it.   

The Man in Blue didn’t climb over the fence. He walked on 
past it, headed for Lost Lake. Why? What for? I wondered. To 
swim? In the rain? At the start of May? 
 
That’s when I remembered the caretaker’s cottage, which lay in 
ruins at the end of that dirt road. I knew it lay in ruins, because the 
Back Shop Boys helped ruin it. In the summer of my tenth year, 
two weeks after my father died, with Skunky’s older brother, we 
broke into and ransacked the place, tipping over a rusty pot-bellied 
stove, gouging holes in plaster walls with a fire poker. Zag found a 
bunch of old apothecary bottles complete with glass stoppers. 
Skunky found an enamelware colander, the enamel mostly chipped 
off. Victor found a case of Mason jars filled with strawberry pre-
serves. We opened one and sampled its contents, brown but still 
sweet. Gordon (who, though my mother had yet to remarry, was 
already in my care) found an old pair of gardening gloves, the fin-
gers glued together by mildew. Inside a big wooden chest I found 
some ancient travel brochures illustrated with pictures of multi-
funneled steamships. The whole cottage floor was covered with 
moldy newspapers and brochures. From their pages something like 
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seaweed sprouted.  
In the yard behind the cottage all kinds of junk lay in various 

piles, rusty machine parts, saw blades, pulleys, and gears, a bathtub 
shaped like a shoe. In the midst of all this junk stood a closet-sized 
shed. A few yards from it was a rectangular wooden box with a 
hinged top. Gordon stood looking at it.  

What’s the matter, there, Gordy? said Victor. Afraid a ghost is 
gonna jump out of there and bite you? 

You never know, said Skunky. There may be a dead body in 
there! 

Or a giant lizard! said Zag. 
Quit teasing him, I said. 
Gordon turned to me. I nodded. The lid squeaked when he 

raised it. A moment later he yelped like a dog whose tail had been 
stepped on and fell back-first onto the ground. As I helped him up 
he gasped like someone drowning.  

It was Victor’s turn then to have a peek in the wooden box. 
When he did, the same thing happened, only when Victor fell the 
earth shook under our feet. Skunky and Zag each took their turns 
with the similar results. One by one each fell, writhing, to the 
ground. 

Then it was my turn. I stood over the wooden box, drew a 
breath, raised the lid, and glimpsed a lumpy white mass—like the 
shortening my mother used for baking cookies and pies. Then it hit 
me, a smell like nothing I’d ever smelled before. It singed my nos-
tril hairs and scorched my eyeballs. I bent, coughed, retched.  

In time Skunky identified the substance as caked ammonia, 
used as a disinfectant in outdoor privies. But for me, then, for all of 
us, it was the Smell of Evil itself.  

We got the hell out of there, but not before taking turns 
shooting out every last one of the cottage’s windowpanes with 
Skunky’s brother’s pump-action BB gun. 
 
It never occurred to me that someone might live in that cottage 
again, not after what we’d done to it. So imagine my surprise when, 
walking my bike, as I rounded a bend in the dirt and gravel road, 
there, gleaming white, with every one of its windowpanes intact, 
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was the caretaker’s cottage looking as new as if it had been built 
yesterday.  

A queasy feeling came over me then, a hollow, seasick feeling, 
as if I had passed through one of those cheesy swirling time tunnels 
in a low-budget science fiction movie.  

By then the rain had stopped. The sun tore patches of blue 
through the clouds. The Man in Blue opened the cottage door and 
went inside. To the left of the door was a small wooden sign, green 
letters carved into the varnished wood: 

FERN COTTAGE 
I looked around and, sure enough, the grounds surrounding 

the cottage were strewn with bright green ferns, their complicated 
fronds glistening with rain. They lapped dog-like at the cottage’s 
lower shingles, nipping at them with sharp emerald teeth, licking 
them with pointy tongues of malachite, emerald, amazonite, and 
jade. As far as my eyes could see, the woods surrounding the cot-
tage lay thickly carpeted with dazzling green ferns. 
 
I straddled my bike and stared at the cottage door, unsure what to 
do next. I waited for a light to go on inside, but the cottage’s win-
dows remained dark. I leaned my bike on a tree and took a step 
closer, with just a branch or two separating me from the cottage, 
thinking What if he’s watching through one of those windows, seeing 
me standing here with a dumb look on my face? This is dumb, I said to 
myself. Really dumb. You should leave, now. 

Leave, now. Leave, now— 
Suddenly the cottage door opened and the Man in Blue stood 

there, wearing a green plaid robe. He looked at me but didn’t say 
anything. I had to remind myself that he couldn’t talk, that he was 
dumb—not dumb as in stupid, but as in deaf and dumb. Through 
his round glasses he stared at me, his mouth a bloodless line under 
that scruffy beard.  

Hello, I said. 
The man squinted. 
I—uh—I think I might be lost. 
… 
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I was trying to get back to the main road. Can you tell me how 
to get back to the main road? 

… 
That’s okay. I’ll figure it out. Thanks.  
I took a step back, then another.  
Then I turned, ran, got my bike and took off. 

 
 


