We ate our hamburgers and french fries in relative silence, and the shakes seemed particularly delicious.  I thought about popping the horn and ordering another, but that would mean staking Shadow to one as well.  Our eyes fairly accustomed to the darkness by now, we were looking to see who else from Maury was hanging around the drive-in.  There was music coming from the jukebox inside: Tommy Dorsey's Boogie Woogie.  We could make out a couple of kids jitterbugging on the walkway between the building and the parking area.


"Bet that's Wayne Arnold an' Wanda Russell," Shadow said.


I agreed.  "Yeah, think you're right."


They were two juniors who'd been winning every dance competition since the 7th grade at Blair.  Every girl at Maury dreamed of being able to dance like Wanda Russell, and every fellow, from the football jocks on down, dreamed of kicking the shit out of Wayne Arnold.  Wayne made Fred Astaire look like Groucho Marx on the dance floor.  It was as in the movies when there was a high school or college dance scene, and when this one couple, usually the leads---Andy Hardy and Polly Benedict, for example---got up to dance, the crowds parted like the Red Sea, and all the other dancers came to a standstill and formed a circle around them, and Andy and Polly would go crazy with a routine that had been choreographed by MGM and rehearsed for six weeks before one frame was shot, and we sat there believing it was all spontaneous . . .


Only with Wanda and Wayne it really was.  And it really happened that way, at every school dance we'd ever been to.  They would come into the gym and only dance one or two numbers, but when they got out on the floor, the world stopped spinning, the war was over, we all got A's in Latin and algebra, and our lousy football team would never lose another game.
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"Know what?" Shadow mumbled, partially under his breath; and as usual, I had difficulty understanding him: Nuh'ott.   "Get us a surplus Jeep we got any money layin' 'round don?t know what to do with."   


"Yeah.  Sure gotta lotta that. . . How much money?" I asked, suspiciously, uncertain where this was heading.


A week before school was out at Maury, that fateful and curiously wonderful day in 1943, the air was light as a morning mountain mist, as though we lived in the open Blue Ridge rather than the suffocating, odoriferous Tidewater; and it was easy to breathe---the omnipresent canopy of wood pulp and fertilizer factories' fragrance now more routine than rude.  Another term was nearly behind Shadow and me.  And, of course, there was no way we could have known a page was turning, trembling, flapping in the spring wind, and The Great Adventure, as I?ve always thought of it since, was about to begin. 


Shadow and I walked home amidst the derelict curb weeds adorning Norfolk's West Princess Anne Road, the foot tall strands brushing against our trousers like the silly and shy whispers of teenage girls, leaving dots of pale pollen on the cotton twill as reminders of promises none of us were ever going to keep.  We were semi-conscious, somnambulistic in the nether world between the end of school and supper, kicking at small chunks of concrete that had broken away from the curb, life's languishing soccer game played to an open net---when Shadow suddenly came awake and shot a hard elbow against my shoulder. 


I pushed him away from me, and he tripped gracefully off the curb, then  back on again, laughing that disparaging giggle of indifference, a sputtering verbal shrug:  "Pssshitt!"


I repeated my question.  "Got any idea how much money y'all talkin' about?"


He still didn't offer a direct answer.  "If we did have some money, we don't have to walk to school all the damn time.  An' we got a date or sumpthin' we don't have to go 'round beggin' rides offa assho's we don't even like."   En we gotta dye-ter sumthin we doan haffa gew roun bacon ryes offa ass-hoes ee doan een lie-yak.

         
Shadow, who had been born in Bramwell, West Virginia, on the Virginia border, was my best (probably my only) friend and had been since the day we moved to Norfolk and had met in eighth grade.  His real name was Lamont Cranston, and quite naturally he was called Shadow---because of the popular and long-running radio show about that mysterious man---Lamont Cranston---who "had the power to cloud men's minds!"  Who knows what evil lurks in the hearts and minds of men?  The Shadow knows!

