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The Devil’s BirDs

In the middle of May, Owen sprawled in the grass at the edge of the 
schoolyard not three feet from Ricky the Indian, who stood above him. 
The two boys stared up into a pecan tree at a pair of Blue Jays shrieking 
and cavorting in its branches. Owen laughed, Ricky leaned down, said 
something to them, then turned and pulled something from his back 
pocket—a slingshot. Ricky arched back, aimed it like a bow, fired, felled 
one bird and sent the other flapping.

Owen whooped like Ricky had just made a touchdown. Ricky 
smiled down at Owen, then turned and noticed Wayne, who had 
watched them from the shadow of the schoolhouse breezeway. With a 
nod, Ricky tossed the slingshot to Owen and walked off.

“Why’d he do that?” Wayne asked as he came up and sat down on 
the grass beside him.

Owen thumbed the slingshot on his lap, caressed the worn leather 
sling fashioned from the tongue of a boy’s sneaker. He didn’t meet 
Wayne’s eyes. “Cause he don’t like Blue Jays.”

“Why?”
“His grandma says they’re the Devil’s birds, says they sold their 

souls to the Devil so they could wear the sky on their backs. Now they 
have to serve him. She says they hang out in the trees just waiting for 
folks to commit some sin. And every Friday they fly down to hell and 
tell the Devil all our secrets so he can know how best to get us. That’s 
why she made this for Ricky.” 
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“A slingshot’s gonna save him from the Devil?”
“It’s called a juvember.”
“It’s called crazy.” 
“It’s just a story, Wayne.” Owen lifted the juvember and aimed it at 

the clear blue sky. 
  

Ricky Oxendine spoke to Owen for the first time about eight months 
earlier, just after the start of ninth grade, when Owen wore a poncho to 
school and got beaten up by the Wise boys for wearing a “shawl.” 

Owen protested, kept going on about how it wasn’t a shawl; it was 
something banditos wore out West and it made him look tough. He 
insisted that it was a present from his preacher daddy who’d brought it 
back from a missionary trip to Mexico. But the Wise boys didn’t care. 
They weren’t just pounding him for what he wore on the outside, but 
because of something else inside of him, something they sensed and felt 
the need to beat out.

Ricky the Indian, two feet taller and two years older than the other 
kids, was the only one on the schoolyard, including Wayne, Owen’s 
best friend since kindergarten, who defended Owen. Ricky didn’t say 
anything as he came up behind the Wise boys. He didn’t shout for them 
to let go as they pummeled Owen against the chain-link fence. 

He just grabbed Jimmy Wise, the eldest and biggest of the brothers, 
by the hair, lifted him six inches off the ground. Jimmy hollered and 
flailed his arms like a colicky baby, screaming. Then Ricky threw him 
face first into the fence, shutting his mouth and chipping his tooth. The 
other brothers tucked tail and ran to safety, leaving Jimmy to hobble 
back through the assembled crowd in shame. 

Ricky helped Owen up, brushed the dirt off his torn poncho, and 
then he whispered something that only Owen could hear and walked 
off.

After he’d been to see the school nurse, and the Wise boys had been 
suspended and sent home, Owen, still wearing his shredded poncho, 
joined Wayne in the cafeteria. They were having pizza, Owen’s favorite, 
not because it tasted good, but because it was rectangular. Owen had 
odd reasons for most things he did. 

“Here,” said Wayne, forking his pizza and offering it to Owen, “I 
ain’t that hungry.”
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Owen hesitated and Wayne wondered for a moment if his friend 
was too angry to accept his bribe. 

“You know,” Wayne said as Owen stacked the two slices and ate 
them like a layer-cake, “I was planning on doing some dove-hunting 
this afternoon. Wanna come with me?”

Owen chewed his food slowly, as if it pained him, and didn’t say a 
word.

“I thought we could go down to the railroad tracks. Hunters been 
baiting them for a while. Should be a lot of birds.”

Owen looked up at Wayne. “Why didn’t you help me?” he asked.
Wayne struggled for an answer that wouldn’t make him sound like 

a coward or a bad friend or worse—an answer that would reveal that 
on some level Wayne felt like Owen had deserved the beating. He was 
tired of taking the brunt of Owen’s weirdness, of suffering the sting 
of unpopularity just because they’d become friends before Wayne had 
realized what being friends with Owen would do to his life. Wayne 
settled on: “I was about to when that crazy Indian showed up. Didn’t 
look like you needed nobody after that.”

“Don’t call him that.”
“Why? He’s a Lumbee.”
“I know he’s a Lumbee. I mean, he ain’t crazy.”
Wayne laughed. “Ain’t crazy? What is he then?”
Owen looked at his tray, put his fork down, and said, “Forget it.”
“So, what did he say to you?”
“What?”
“Ricky the . . . Ricky. When he helped you up. Looked like he 

whispered something to you.”
Owen almost smiled. “Nothing you’d understand.”
“Cause he’s crazy—”
“I done told you not to—”
“Hey, just ‘cause your boyfriend rescued you from the Wise boys, 

don’t mean he ain’t crazy!”
Owen shoved his tray into Wayne’s, spilling both their chocolate 

milks, and stood up. “He ain’t my—fuck you, Wayne!” he said, loud 
enough to draw unwanted attention from the next two tables.

Wayne knew the other students thought his friend looked as 
ridiculous as he did—tattered poncho, bruised cheeks, one eye going 
black, a band-aid stuck to his forehead just below his mussed-up blonde 
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hair, a righteous indignation on his face that belonged more to a pissed-
off school teacher than a ninth grade boy. “Sit down. I didn’t mean 
nothing by it,” he said as he used both their napkins to clean up the 
milk.

Owen sat back down and started eating again. After a couple of 
bites he said, “You shouldn’t judge people.”

“Your preacher daddy tell you that?”
“No. Well, yes. I mean, Jesus said that.”
“Well, maybe Jesus never met a Lumbee,” Wayne reasoned. 

“Everybody knows they’re no good. Always drinking and fighting and 
stealing things—never have jobs, just live off the welfare.”

“Sounds like your daddy.”
“My daddy’s sick,” Wayne said without conviction. He had put his 

father to bed that morning, helped him out of his shabby recliner in the 
little living room and half-carried him down the hall so he could sleep 
off another of his drinking binges he’d gone on regularly since Wayne’s 
mother had died of cancer last spring. 

“He’s a drunk,” Owen said.
“You shut the fuck up about my daddy. He does the best he can. 

Least he don’t take money for making people feel bad about their lives, 
for scaring the shit out of them with fire and brimstone. Like life ain’t 
tough enough.”

“My daddy’s a good man.”
“He rules you. If you ever step out of line he’ll kick you out of that 

nice house the church pays for just like he kicked my daddy out of the 
church for drinking.”

They looked at each other over their trays. Wayne wondered if they 
had already gone too far, said too much to ever get back to where they 
were before Owen the idiot had put on that sissy poncho and fucked 
up their lives.

“This ain’t about our daddies,” Wayne said. “It’s about bad people 
you shouldn’t mess with. About Lumbees. I mean, look at Ricky—he’s 
a mongrel dog like the rest of his people. Brown skin and yellow eyes! 
Been kicked out of school four times for beating the shit out of people, 
for coming to class stoned. That is, when he comes to class. Lives out in 
the woods with that crazy old wild grandma of his. They just ain’t right, 
Lumbees, none of them. You know the stories.”

Owen looked like he was about to say something when Ricky 
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walked past carrying two trays of food and sat down alone at the far end 
of their long table. Ricky ate his food in silence, but Wayne noticed that 
he never took his eyes off Owen for more than a few seconds. 

“See,” Wayne said, trying to break the spell being cast over his friend, 
knowing something wrong and odd and terrible was taking place right 
in front of him, knowing he had to somehow intervene, “Look at the 
way he’s staring at you. He’s crazy. He’ll probably come after you next 
just for the hell of it.”

Wayne watched as Owen turned from Ricky and lowered his eyes 
to the table as if he’d found an answer there in the speckled Formica. 

“He has golden eyes,” Owen whispered. 

As fall cooled down and blurred into a vague Carolina winter, Wayne 
tried repeatedly to get his friend to see reason about Ricky. He told 
him the worst story about Lumbees he knew: how a hundred years ago 
in Robeson County a Lumbee named Lowry went on a killing and 
burning spree that lasted over a decade. How Lowry never was caught, 
because he knew how to hide in the swamps like a runaway slave and 
because his inbred relatives—the Locklears and Oxendines—hid him 
from the police so he could go on killing white people.

Owen, like everyone else in Dillon County, already knew the story 
and countered: “That’s because white folks killed his family first. Ain’t 
you never seen Strike at the Wind!?”

Months passed with failed attempts at reunion by division, but Wayne 
could see no other path back to Owen. “Well, they ain’t never gonna be 
accepted by decent folks,” Wayne said one day in March. “Everybody 
knows they got nigger blood.”

“You shouldn’t say nigger and anyways, Heather Locklear’s been 
accepted. She’s on Dynasty. She’s a star. The Wal-Mart’s got posters of 
her and everything. Everybody thinks she’s hot and nobody but people 
around here even know or care whether she’s got mixed blood.”

“You shouldn’t even watch that show. People say there’s a queer on 
it.”

“I don’t watch it. Mama and Daddy say it’s sinful, I just know about 
it, that’s all. I just think it’s cool that Heather Locklear got out of here 
and got famous.”
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“She ain’t from here,” Wayne mumbled, defeated, and added as if 
there was any difference: “She’s from Robeson.”

One afternoon in summer, when Wayne came home from shooting 
starlings in the tobacco fields, he found his daddy sitting on the front 
porch steps of their sorry-looking, clapboard house on blocks, drinking 
cheap whiskey straight out of the bottle.

“Where the hell you been?” he slurred without looking up.
“Shooting birds.”
“You should get a job.”
“Nobody’s hiring.”
“What about Thompson’s in Riverside?”
“Just hiring Mexicans now. All the mowing places are doing that. 

Wilson’s is even run by one now that Mr. Wilson’s gone.”
“Boy don’t have a job, gets in trouble.”
Wayne wanted to tell his daddy about the pot and the kettle, wanted 

to tell him he was a fine one sitting there drinking whiskey he’d bought 
with food stamps traded for cash. He wanted to tell his father that it 
wasn’t his fault that his mother was dead. Instead he said, “Yes, sir. I’ll 
try harder.”

His father smiled at him. “That’s a good boy. You’ll do fine. Least 
you ain’t hanging out with that preacher’s son anymore.”

Wayne flinched at the mention of Owen. He wanted to say he wasn’t 
hanging out with anyone anymore. He wanted to admit to someone 
that he had never really needed another friend, weird as Owen was, and 
no longer knew how to make a new one. He wouldn’t even know who to 
be with someone else.

But there was no point talking to anyone about it. Owen had made 
his choice. Since school let out, Owen hadn’t bothered to call or come 
by and Wayne was too mad to make a gesture. He wasn’t the one who’d 
abandoned their friendship in favor of another. 

“Well, I told you he would come to no good. You’re better out of it. 
They always go wild, preacher’s sons. Hanging out with Lumbees and 
carrying on. I bet it was them that beat him up.”

“Beat him up?”
“I was sure you knew. Even Clarence down at the ABC knew. Yeah, 

they found Owen down by the river. Said he looked like somebody tried 
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to kill him. He’s up at St. Joseph’s now.”
Wayne started walking to the old pickup truck he shared with his 

father.
“Hey, I might need that later. You ain’t gonna get mixed back up 

with that kid are you?” his father called out after him.
Wayne mumbled no and something about looking for a job. 
His father was so out of it he didn’t even notice that Wayne still had 

the bird-gun with him.

Owen wasn’t at St. Joseph’s.
“His grandmother checked him out about three hours ago,” said 

Princess at the front desk. Wayne had known her since his mother had 
been admitted for chemo. “Boy, that old woman is quite a character. 
Ticked off Doctor Jennings but good. He said Owen was still too 
banged up to be released, but she wasn’t hearing it. Mama always says 
don’t argue with a crazy person, so I stayed out of it. It’s funny though. I 
go to his daddy’s, I mean Reverend Jones’s, church and I don’t ever recall 
seeing her before. I didn’t even know Owen had a grandmother.”

“He doesn’t,” Wayne muttered as he headed for the sliding doors 
leaving Princess open-mouthed behind him.
 
 
Wayne found the drive to the old Oxendine place near the fork that led 
to Bear Swamp. He’d been out this way fishing with his daddy when he 
was eight, back when his daddy was sober enough to take him places. 
He recalled his daddy saying as their truck rumbled past the turnoff, 
“Don’t you never go down that road, boy. Them people ain’t no good.” 

He turned into the drive, killed the engine, and grabbed his shotgun 
off the seat. He made the rest of his way to the house on foot. The rutted 
and pocked drive was over-canopied with wild privets, honeysuckle 
vines and magnolias. The woods behind these on either side were dark 
and brambled. Birds trilled in the upper-growth and nameless animals 
scuttled in the brush. The farther up he walked, the more he had the 
sense of leaving one world and entering another—a shadowed and 
primitive one, a world waiting at the end of a green and black tunnel 
where he would find God-knows-what.

As he came into a clearing at the end of the winding drive, the 
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sun made brighter by the time spent in the long tunnel of leaves, he 
squinted and raised his shotgun to his shoulder. 

Then he saw the barbed-wire fence that surrounded the old farm. 
Or more accurately, he saw what was hanging from it.
Blue Jays. 
The Devil’s Birds. 
Dozens of them. Dead and splayed out, linked along the fence like 

a garland of blue and white crucifixes. Some of them were long-dead, 
dried up and light as leaves, rustling in the rising afternoon breeze. 
Some hung limp, brown-red blood still blackening from their half-
closed beaks.

Wayne felt dizzy. This was not his world. 
Too strange, this place, even for Lumbees—definitely for a white 

boy from town. He looked at the gate and the dirt path that led to the 
front door and he knew that nothing good could happen to him if he 
took one more step toward the mean-looking house on the hill.

But he couldn’t abandon Owen. Not this time.
He avoided the front gate and the fence and the horrible birds. 

He hugged the wood-line, his gun lowered but pumped and ready. He 
could no longer hear the songbirds in the forest. Nothing moved in the 
understory. Even the blue sky above him seemed to be waiting for what 
was about to happen. 

At the back line, closest to the backdoor which was flung wide to 
catch the afternoon breeze, the fence was rusting to ruin and there was 
a gap wide enough for Wayne to struggle through. 

When he reached the other side, a mockingbird swooped and 
shrieked into the poplar trees above his head, breaking the silence with 
cries that sounded like a warning. Wayne cringed at the noise. He felt 
revealed and exposed. He raised his shotgun and listened at the open 
door. 

The house was dark. The only light seemed to come from the front 
door, a rectangle of yellow sun, which he could see down the straight-
shot hall. No sound at first—then a faint whispering, heard between 
the cries of the mockingbird, from a door just feet away, just inside the 
black hall. 

Wayne stepped inside.
The old house smelled savory, like a pot of fresh cooked stew. His 

stomach rumbled despite his fear. His eyes adjusted to the darkness and 
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he saw a faint light coming from the door nearest him on the left. He 
half-circled to the opposite wall, gun raised, to get a look and a better 
sightline into the room.

Over the black barrel of his gun, he saw Owen lying in a twin bed, 
covered to his waist with an old, rainbow-colored quilt. His left arm was 
in a sling of ripped rags and he had more than one angry looking bruise 
on his face. He was looking at someone just out of Wayne’s sight.

“No more, Ricky. Please,” his friend cried out. 
Wayne readied himself to push the door wide and fire when he 

noticed that though his friend sounded distressed, he was smiling. 
Ricky came into view holding a bowl of whatever smelled so good. 

“I’m telling you, I can’t eat no more chicken bog.” Owen protested.
Ricky sat down gently on the bed beside Owen. With his free hand, 

he caressed Owen’s bruised cheek, cupped it for a long moment in the 
brown crescent of his fingers and palm as if its roundness was the curve 
of something rare and fragile. As if Owen’s contused skin had come to 
Ricky’s hand at a great cost.

Wayne nearly dropped the gun as he lowered it to his side.
He watched as Ricky began feeding Owen. 
In an unguarded moment, Wayne saw Ricky through Owen’s eyes as 

a thing of combinations and contradictions, like someone out of a story, 
almost heroic: threatening and tender, free as a swamp fox and devoted 
as a dog, a half-black boy-man with the golden eyes of a panther, a 
powerful and loving thing that had shut Wayne out of Owen’s life as 
surely as a door closes a room.

Wayne turned to leave and found himself looking straight down 
the barrel of a twenty-two rifle. At the other end, an old woman—all 
brown, wrinkled skin, hair like gray fur, and a near toothless smile.

“Ain’t no shotgun, but ain’t no juvember neither. Won’t blow your 
head off, but reckon the bullet’ll go straight through your head and 
bounce around your skull till ain’t nothing but jelly left in it. Now go 
on,” she said as she nudged him with the barrel. “Get in the bedroom so 
we all can see you.”

Wayne, his mouth dry and his legs near-boneless, backed into the 
room with Owen and Ricky.

“Wayne?” he heard Owen ask behind him. All he could see was the 
crazy old woman who held the gun to his face and the dark hall behind 
her. “Wayne, what are you doing here?”
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“He one of the Wise boys? Did we miss one?” asked the old woman.
“No, ma’am,” Wayne half-shouted. 
Owen echoed him.
“Well, that’s good for him. Sure is good. Them Wise boys weren’t 

so wise after all. Come round mommuckin things up for my grandbaby. 
Got wise though, sure enough. My cousins done wised them up real 
good. They was the Devil’s Birds sure as a jaybird and I reckon you done 
seen what I think of jaybirds, boy.”

Wayne nodded.
“You a jaybird, boy? Huh? You gonna tell the Devil what you saw?” 

She pressed the cold narrow tip of the barrel into Wayne’s neck. “My 
grandbaby’s just taking care of his own. Ain’t letting nobody mommuck 
it up and tell the Devil, Wise devils or any others. Guess I’m going to 
have to shoot you.”

Wayne pissed himself. He felt the humiliating warmth run down 
his jeans leg. His eyes started to tear up.

The old Lumbee looked down at the dark patch on his groin and 
thigh and let out a disgusted “Humpf.”  

“It’s all right, Mrs. Lowry,” Owen said from behind Wayne. “He 
ain’t gonna tell nobody. He used to be a friend of mine.”

“Don’t trust no used-to-be friends,” she spat and pushed the barrel 
deeper into Wayne’s flesh.

“Guess you have a point,” Owen said without emotion.
“I’m still your friend, Owen. Tell her. I came to help. I came to bring 

you home.”
“This is home,” Owen said simply. His voice sounded older, deeper, 

as if it had broken for a second time and came now from a broader 
chest. “You know, I told Daddy about me and Ricky. You know what he 
did? He just dragged my mama out of my hospital room without even 
looking at me. He didn’t even take the time to spit on me. You were 
always right about him.”

Wayne tried not to look at Mrs. Lowry. “I wasn’t right about 
everything. I wasn’t right about anything. I thought Ricky did this to 
you. I was trying to help.”

“They saw us, the Wise boys, down by the river. They waited till 
Ricky left cause they sure wasn’t gonna start nothing with him there. 
They waited, Wayne.” 

Wayne swallowed hard. “And what happened to them? To Jimmy 
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and the others? What happened? Where are they?”
Mrs. Lowry let out a whispery laugh and he turned his eyes to hers. 

“Told you. They weren’t treated too kindly by my cousins, or by my baby 
boy here. Don’t reckon they’s anywhere no more.”

Wayne knew, suddenly, he was going to die. He was going to die 
because he hadn’t turned back when he saw the dead Blue Jays, because 
he hadn’t heeded the warning of the forest’s sudden silence, because he 
hadn’t understood what had happened to his friend. 

He closed his eyes and prayed to his mother. He prayed to his 
father, who wasn’t even dead, but might as well have been, to save him. 
He prayed to a God he didn’t believe in. He promised the Devil, like a 
Blue Jay, his soul if he’d grant one wish.

Wayne felt the barrel ease off him and drag down his cheek. 
He opened his eyes and looked directly into Ricky’s golden ones, 

his black pupils like dark spots in the heart of the sun. Ricky’s brown 
hand was closed around the thin barrel of the twenty-two. Ricky pushed 
it down to the floor behind him as he stepped between Wayne and Mrs. 
Lowry. 

Ricky nodded and looked at the door. 
Wayne quit the room without so much as a backward glance at 

Owen or the others. He ran from the house. He ran from the horrible 
fence. He ran back down the green tunnel until he reached the truck 
where he collapsed, out of breath, over the hood. He didn’t care that he’d 
left his father’s shotgun and would be punished for its loss. He didn’t 
care that he’d wet his pants in front of his old friend and strangers. He 
didn’t care if the police found the Wise boys’ bodies and traced their 
deaths back to Ricky or if Owen’s parents changed their minds and 
decided they wanted Owen back. He only cared about being gone. 

He caught his breath, got in the truck, and backed out onto the 
main road.

As he sped away he remembered that Owen had never told him 
what Ricky had said to him that day in ninth grade when he had lifted 
him from the dust of the playground. What had the golden-eyed 
Lumbee said that changed the world for his friend? The chance to ask 
was gone now, probably forever. He left the green world behind him and 
crossed over, back into the town he used to know.


