Anthony Watson


Billy and The Devil

Billy sat at the southeast corner of two roads with no names, waiting on the devil.

“I ain’t ever seen him, personally,” his Uncle Dean had told him, “but if I was looking for him, I guess I’d prob’ly look in Mississippi.”


So that’s where Billy went.  He hitchhiked down from Charleston, Illinois, dressed in black and carrying nothing on him but a wallet with sixteen dollars.  In Missouri, Billy hopped in an Impala driven by a cosmetics salesman who said his name was Doug.

“Where you headed?” Doug asked.

And Billy told him the same thing he told all the others who asked: “Heading down to Mississippi to sell my soul.”


That ended the small talk.


He made it in what he thought must have been record time.  After two days of thumbing, he hopped out of a meat truck in some town called Clarksdale and started walking.  



He walked right past the sweaty black men hollering at each other.  He didn’t stop at the drug store with the cold drinks and sandwiches that had been open for over a century.  He didn’t have any attention for the small-town blonde girl in the cut-off jeans who smoked her Virginia Slim and gave him a sidelong look.  His face had a determination that peaked in his eyes.  He was going to walk until he found the crossroads of his imagination.


“There’s not going to be a traffic light,” he told his sister.  “No street signs or flowers or corn rows or trees.”


“No trees?”  Meg couldn’t believe that.


“No, you ridiculous girl.  Desolation.  That’s all.  Sun-burnt grass in every direction with an X of dust branded right where I’ll stand.   That’s a crossroads.”


“Not a single tree?” She was a persistent one.


“All right,” he conceded. “Maybe one.  But just the one.  An old oak tree, gnarled tight, where an innocent man was hanged.”


He didn’t care if people told him he was stupid or crazy or laughed so hard spit hit his face.  A man’s got to be a man and not be afraid to look right at the devil.


He kept on walking.  Out of town and into the country by two in the afternoon.  The sun beat down on his black shirt so hard he was broiling.  

“Guess next time I sell my soul, I should wear a hat,” he mumbled.


The street turned to road and the road cut through farm.  There were flowers, pink ones mostly, and weeds that came up to his knees.  He barely noticed the field workers picking cotton, and they barely noticed him.


The road kept going, and so did he.  He went past farms and farms, over some train tracks, and the occasional gas station.  Roads crossed, but none of them fit the bill.


“Damn you, Satan,” he swore. “I don’t got all day.”


A quarter mile later the farms just stopped.  A fence that followed him most of the way suddenly took a sharp right, and after that it was nothing but brown grass for as far as he could look.  The only thing other than nothing he could see was the road and up a ways what looked like a tree. 


“Don’t run,” he thought.  “Play it cool.  Walk up like you own the place.  Don’t be eager.”

But he did pick up his stride, going from steps to paces.  The sun was on its way out, setting right in his eyes.   The overcast of dusk flooded the field quicker than turning the lights out, leaving the full moon to see by.  A breeze rushed through the tree, and the leaves shook like castanets. A fat bird flew out and headed north, squawking like it was being chased.

“Stupid bird.  I’m not here for you.”

Billy reached the tree and the intersection.  He looked left and right and saw the road went on as far as he could see it, with no houses or farms or anything on either side, same as in front of him.  He looked behind and saw more darkness and field.

“So dark, I can’t even see the fence anymore.”

And he sat and started to wait.

****


“A watch would be nice right now.”


He was starting to talk to himself to pass the time.  Considering things, like what to say to the devil, and just thinking out loud about anything that passed through his head.


“I could have brought a book,” he said into the dark.  “Not that I could read it.”


He stood up and walked to the corner.  He looked down each path and saw empty trail and dark.


“I guess he’ll walk down here.   Or drive?”


He headed back to the tree, stopping to consider a climb.


“No, no.  Somebody died in that tree.  Plus I’d just look stupid dangling up there when he shows up.”


So he sat and kept waiting.


“’Hello, Satan, my name is…’ No.  He’ll know, I’m sure.  Satan? Dark Lord? Mister Satan?  Maybe I’ll just leave all that off.”


He kept up the rehearsal.  Clouds covered the moon some of the time, making him blind.


He yawned, a real loud one.


“No sleeping.  Stay focused.”


But he was tired.  He’d walked quite a bit and it was past his normal bedtime.


“Maybe the devil is a morning person,” he said.


“I think not.”


Billy startled awake.  Standing catty-corner to him and the tree was a tall man wearing a suit and hat.


Billy scrambled up and started toward the man.  He stopped dead at his corner, the crossroads between them.


“Muh-muh-muh-m-m,” Billy could only stutter.


“Shhh.” 

The man waved his hand to Billy, letting him off the hook.

“Have you read Hamlet, Bill?”

Billy swallowed and let out a choked breath.  “The devil does know my name,” he thought.

“Cat got your tongue?”  The man grinned.

“What? Yes.  I mean, yes, I’ve read Hamlet.”

The man walked to the center of the road.  Billy thought he would keep walking, but he stopped right in the middle of the two roads.  The man is tall, Billy thought, tall as he is lean.  Like a preacher, in that suit.

“Back in those days, if you took your own life, they’d bury you at a crossroad.”

The devil looked down at his feet and chuckled.

“Can you imagine how many bodies could be buried under me?” He looked up at Bill.  “Maybe that’s why you guys look for me here.  Do you smoke?”

The man took out a soft pack of Newports and offered it up to Billy.

“No,” he said.

“You ought to start.  You’re gonna die of something,” the man said.  He took one out and put the pack away.  He patted himself down and made an “Aha!” face, taking a box of matches out of his pants.  He lit the cigarette and exhaled.

“Here I am; what do you want?”

“Well, Satan, sir…is it Satan?”

“How old are you?” the man asked.

Billy shifted his eyes and looked up.

“Nineteen, sir,” he finally said.

“Is that right?  Or did you just lie to me?”

Billy coughed into his collar.  “Seventeen, sir.”

“Let’s stick to sir, then.  I like the way you say it.”

“Yes, sir.”

The man looked over Billy’s shoulder.

“No guitar?” the man asked.

“Guitar?” Billy looked over his shoulder. “No, sir.  I don’t play.”

At that moment, the man looked severely at Billy with an expression of what seemed to be confusion.

“You havin’ me on?”

“What?”

“What, what?”

Billy’s eyes widened at this.  The man’s look was angry now.

“What, sir?”

“Are you having me on?  Messing with me?  Trying to pull a fast one, get it?”

The man took a step at Billy, and Billy flinched.

“No! No! No, sir, no!”

The man showed pity.

“All right, all right, calm down.” The man looked some kind of annoyed.

“Come here, Bill.  Come meet me halfway.”

Billy walked with hesitation to the middle of the road.

“I gave Rob Johnson his guitar here, you know?”

Billy nodded yes.

The man took a drag.  “You did know that? Well, that’s something.  Jimi came here.   Bobby D., a few others I could name.  But I didn’t come here to brag.”  


“No, sir.”


“They didn’t all have guitars.  Some of them had harmonicas.  Some of them had notebooks.  Shit, some came with paintbrushes.  What did you bring?”


Billy didn’t look nervous any more.  He looked embarrassed, like he didn’t want have any more conversation.


“I brought a wallet, sir.”


“A wallet?  To be rich, I guess, huh? That’s what you want?”


“No, sir, I just needed lunch money.”


If Billy could have dug himself to hell right then, he would have.  That’s what his face was saying, the way he was keeping his lips tights and his chin in his chest.


The man started to laugh, spitting through his lips into a full-blown laugh, right in Billy’s face.


“Bill, son, you are either crazy or stupid,” he said, with some laugh still left. “Lunch money, oh shit, that’s great.”  And then the laughing stopped, and it was quiet.


“Bill, do you know why you came here?  Did you have something you wanted?”


“Maybe if you weren’t so rude, I could tell you.”


“What was that?” The man stepped right into Billy’s face, putting his eyes right up into his.


“Rude, I said.  You won’t let me tell you,” Billy braced himself for a slap while he stared right into the man’s eyes.  They were black like railroad dirt and shined but cast no reflection.


They stayed that way, staring at each other, until Billy finally blinked.  The man backed off and tossed away his smoke.


“Where did you hear I had manners?”  the man asked, smirking.


“I—,”


“Forget it.  Just lay it on me already.  We’re killin’ moonlight.”


“I want to be a legend.”


Billy looked up at the man when he said it, saying it quiet but firm.


The man looked away and nodded slow.


“Yeah, I can do that,” he said. “That’s what they all wanted, I guess. Or what I gave ‘em.”


It was quiet again.


“But like I said, they usually brought me something, something to work with.  Jimi sounded like crippled cats fucking when he showed up.  But he brought the guitar.”


“If I should play guitar, I will, I guess.  Or anything.  So long as I’m great at it.”


The man’s jaw actually dropped.  His teeth shined in the moon with a green luster for a moment while he couldn’t believe his old ears.


“You came here…”


Billy’s eyes had the strangest mix of a five year old on his first day of school, watching his mother drive away, and a fifty year old man who just lost his job, asking his boss ‘why?’.


“Have you ever been good at anything?  Do you have any passion? Any…drive?”  The man was flabbergasted.


“To be great,” Billy said.


The man turned his back and walked back where he came.  It was Billy’s turn to drop his jaw.


“You’re not gonna take it?  I can’t even get the devil to take my soul?” he shouted.


The man turned on his heel and pointed at Billy.


“You could spend the rest of your life preaching the word, singing the gospel, drinking holy water all day long, and I’ve already got it, Bill.”


Billy stood up straight.


“You think you can come here, bring me here, and they’re going to just let that slide?”


“But…then why…how come you give them…”, Billy took short breaths while trying to fit this situation in his head.


“I made them great because I wanted to listen to more than shitty gospel on the radio, Bill.  I made them great because they wanted it and I had it to give.”


“I want it, too!” Billy hollered.


“Want what?  You don’t know what you want. Tell me right now what you really want and it’s yours.”


Billy tried to yell guitar player, folk singer, dictator, anything to get something, but when he talked, the words weren’t there.


“Maybe if you figure it out, I’ll see what I can do,” the man said and again started to turn away.


“No! Wait!”


The man didn’t turn around.  He kept on walking.


“I have to be something!  Give me something!”


The man didn’t stop his stride, walking away from the roads and taking the field and vanished into the darkness.
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