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Chapter 1 

 

 

I met Max the day after our family moved to Greenwillow, Alabama. That was a long time ago 

and I was just fourteen years old, but if I live to be a hundred I’ll never forget him ... nor the 

wonderful things that happened that summer. 

Max was a dog. I’m not sure just what kind of dog. He was colored like a foxhound, brown 

and black and white, but he had stubby legs, ears like canoe paddles, and the mournful expression 

of a bloodhound. There may have been a beagle among Max’s ancestors, maybe even a basset; but 

he obviously had some not-so-aristocratic ones, too. His eyes had a white streak between them, 

the way clowns sometimes paint their faces, and his tail was a good six inches longer than it needed 

to be. His skin was too big for him, too. It piled up in soft folds around his neck and over his knees, 

making him look for all the world like some country dude in hand-me-down clothes. 

But the funniest thing about Max was his gait. He was out of line. When he trotted along he 

went sort of sideways, crossing his right hind foot in front of the left like a vaudeville comedian 

shuffling off stage. 

The first time I ever saw him he was sitting on the corner where Highway 11 cut through town, 

waiting for Greenwillow’s only traffic signal to change so he could cross the street. It didn’t occur 

to me right away that he was actually waiting for the light to change, but then I noticed that he was 

watching the signal pretty intently. When it turned yellow he got up off his haunches, and the 

minute it flashed green he ambled loosely across the street. On the opposite corner he made an 

emergency stop to scratch. 

When I came up beside him he interrupted his scratching, looked at me with those big liquid-

brown eyes, and lifted his paw to shake hands. Since he himself was being so formal, I took it 

solemnly, trying not to smile, and introduced myself.  

“I’m David Travers,” I said. “How do you do, sir.” 

He looked me over, sniffed delicately at my trouser leg, and having evidently decided that I 

was an acceptable sort of lad, continued on his way. 

I watched him till he was out of sight, and when I turned I saw a boy about my own age, in a 

white apron, grinning at me from the doorway of the drugstore. 

“Know who that was?” he asked. 

“No. Who?” I said, smiling back at him. 

He was a sandy-haired boy with freckles across his nose and a pencil balanced over one ear. 

“That was Maximilian the Great. He’s a famous character around these parts. You’re new here, 

aren’t you?” 

I told him I was, and explained that my father, who was an engineer, had just been transferred 

to Greenwillow by the state highway department. 

“My name’s Doug Clayton,” he said. “Welcome to town. My dad owns this place, which is 

why I’m wearing the apron. Fix you a malt, or a banana split?” 

I told him no, I didn’t think so. The fact was, I didn’t have a cent in my pockets.  

“Do you play baseball?” Doug asked. 

“I try to,” I said. 

“What position?” 



“Center field.” 

He shook his head. “Too bad. What we really need is a second baseman.” 

“Whose dog is he?” I asked. “Who does he belong to?” 

“Max? Well, he doesn’t belong to anybody exactly,” said Doug, “but in a way he belongs to 

everybody. He’s just sorta the town dog, if you know what I mean. They call him the dog mayor. 

Every time we have a city election he gets a hundred or so write-in votes.” 

I laughed. “Boy, he’s some politician all right. You see him shake hands with me?” 

“He always does that,” Doug said. “Max likes to hang out in the drugstore here – takes his nap 

under that big ceiling fan back there – and whenever he comes in he always shakes hands. If he 

hasn’t got a headache he’ll usually go around and shake with all the customers.” 

“Is he bothered by headaches?” 

“Has them right often,” Doug said without cracking a smile. “Max is getting along in years 

and we think it’s his eyes.” 

“Probably due to too much reading in bed,” I said. 

He laughed. “Well, that’s not as far-fetched as you may think. Let me tell you what that old 

dog can do.” He leaned forward and tapped me on the chest with his finger. “You won’t believe 

this, but that dog can use the telephone.” 

“Come on.” 

“It’s an actual fact. You know old Doc Blakemore? No, I guess you don’t, but you will if you 

stay around here long. Anyway, Doc calls up two or three times a week for Max. He’ll say, ‘Doug, 

is Max there?’ And if he is, the doc’ll say, ‘Put him on the phone.’ I’ll call Max and hold the 

receiver down to his ear. Then Doc will say, ‘Max, come on over here, I want you to make a house 

call with me.’ And Max will turn around and trot over to Doc’s office as straight as he can go.” 

“Which isn’t very straight,” I said, “considering that gait he’s got.” 

“No, but it gets him there. What Doc uses him for mainly is when there’s some kid who’s got 

to have a shot. The kids are so tickled to see Max show up they don’t mind the old needle so 

much.” 

“He’s some dog all right.” 

“Listen,” said Doug, “you don’t know the half of it yet. That dog is darn near human, some of 

the stuff he does. And don’t let that crooked gait fool you, either. Max just happens to be the best 

possum dog in town, among other things. Do you like to hunt?” 

“Well, I’ve never been, really. Not possum hunting. You see, we lived in the city ...” 

“Later on when the weather gets cool we’ll take you with us,” he said. “If Max is feeling up to 

it. Dad and Doc Blakemore let me go with them sometimes. I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t mind 

me bringing you along too.” 

“Say, that really would be great!” 

He grinned again and punched me lightly on the shoulder. “Listen, city boy, you’ve got a lot 

to learn about possum hunting and playing second base. But who knows, you may come to like it 

here in this little hick town of ours.” 

At that moment I was pretty sure I would. I’d already met two people I liked very much. A 

freckle-faced kid named Doug Clayton, and Maximilian the Great.  

  



 

 

 

Chapter 2 

 

 

Greenwillow in those days was a quiet, sleepy little town arranged around a quiet, shady 

courthouse square – “quiet” being the key word always – and though my sixteen-year-old sister 

rolled her eyes in dismay as soon as she saw it, I knew I was going to be happy there from the 

moment we arrived. It had everything a boy could want; and best of all, it was vest-pocket size. 

All a guy needed was a fishing cane, a sack of marbles, a baseball glove, and a bike to get there 

on. Before the end of that first week I had met several other boys I liked, and had been taken around 

to see the main points of local interest. These included the haunted house on Damp Lane, a cave 

on Backbone Ridge, and the swimming hole below Sweet Creek Bridge. 

My favorite friend was still my first friend, Doug Clayton – and of course Max, whom I got 

better acquainted with when he went swimming with us in Sweet Creek – but everyone treated me 

so nice I was beginning to think the town was populated by nothing but good guys. Sunday at 

church was when I changed my mind about that. And wouldn’t you know it? The very first boy I 

didn’t like was the first boy my sister did like. Max figured in this, too. 

We arrived at church a little late that morning and took a seat in the last pew so as not to disturb 

the congregation. Right away I spotted Max, who, unlike ourselves, had showed up early enough 

to claim a cool place under the choir loft, and seemed to be sleeping soundly. However, he must 

have been at least half awake and listening, because several times during the sermon when the 

minister raised his voice Max thumped the floor loudly with his tail, as if to say, “Amen, brother! 

You tell ‘em!” A few people sent disapproving looks in his direction, but most of them just tried 

not to smile. Old Max ignored them all nobly. You could tell he felt pretty much at ease in the 

public view. I also noticed that he stood for the hymns as the rest of us did, but refrained from 

barking or howling, thank goodness. When the service ended he gathered himself up and hurried 

out, as relieved as everyone else that it was over. 

“Isn’t it a shame that we can’t have anything without dogs barging in? I hope you didn’t get 

bit by a flea.” 

Those were the first words I heard as we left the church, and they came from a guy in a 

seersucker suit who was flashing one of those Pepsodent smiles at my sister. He looked to be about 

her own age, maybe a little older. 

“I’m Rodney Harper,” he said, “and you must be Susan Travers.” 

“Why, yes,” Sue said, using that fake accent she had developed for such occasions. “But how 

did you know?” 

“Well, I saw you come in the Emporium yesterday – Harper’s Emporium – and I made it my 

business to find out about you.” 

I could tell by the way Susan was starting to get flustered that he was making quite an 

impression on her. 

His parents were with him the same as ours were with us, so we had a round of family 

introductions there in front of the church. It was obvious that Mr. Harper was a big shot in town 

because he knew everybody, and a lot of people went out of their way to speak to him. He 

introduced us to most of them, too, which took an awful long time, especially when you’re standing 



out in the boiling hot sun wearing a starched collar and a necktie. It finally ended with Rodney 

inviting Susan to go for a drive with him that afternoon in the family car – a brand new Studebaker. 

“You can come too,” he said to me. 

But I could tell by the way he acted he was hoping I’d say no. And for that very reason I almost 

said yes; but then I remembered Dad and I were going to the baseball game. 

On the way home I asked Dad what an Emporium was. 

“Emporium? It’s that big store at the southwest corner of the square,” he said. “It belongs to 

the Harpers.” 

“I know that,” I said, “but why is it called an Emporium?” 

“That’s because they’ve got just about everything there under one roof – a dry goods store, a 

hardware store, a garden shop ....” 

“There’s even a drugstore,” Mom put in. 

“Yeah, but nobody ever goes to that drugstore,” I said. “Clayton’s is the place where everybody 

goes.” 

“The young people, you mean?” Mom asked. 

“Most everybody. It’s always busy. Even Max hangs out at Clayton’s. He never goes to 

Harper’s.” 

Without knowing it, I had touched a significant point: the fact that Max preferred Clayton’s to 

Harper’s. But it would be quite a while before any of us realized how significant a point it was. 

Suddenly my mother laughed out loud. “Honestly, that old dog is something else. Did you see 

him? He actually stood when we sang the hymns.” 

“Well, funny he may be,” Susan said huffily, “but I’m not at all sure dogs should be allowed 

to come to church.”  

  



 

 

 

Chapter 3 

 

 

Max didn’t only go to church, I soon found out; he went anywhere and everywhere, and especially 

to public functions, which he attended with the air of a celebrity. In point of fact, Max was a 

celebrity in Greenwillow, Alabama; there surely wasn’t one among its 2,000-odd citizens who 

didn’t know him, and not many who weren’t pleased to be recognized by him with a wag of the 

tail or a handshake. If Max snubbed you, you were really snubbed; and to be acknowledged as one 

of his favorites was the highest kind of accolade. 

Well, maybe that’s putting it a little strong. But to me, at age fourteen, that’s just how it was 

beginning to seem. The people Max didn’t like – or who didn’t like Max – simply were not to be 

trusted. And Rodney Harper, I had already discerned, was one of them. 

But going back to Max’s fondness for public affairs, it should also be stated that he often 

participated in them, too. Take the baseball games, for example. I’m talking now about the big 

games when our town team played teams from other towns, not the schoolboy stuff. These were 

well-attended events, back in those days before television, and on Sunday there was always a large 

crowd on hand to support the Greenwillow Independents. The team’s biggest star was a forty-year-

old barber named Bearcat Brown, known for his prodigious, if infrequent, home run smashes. But 

Bearcat was no crowd-pleaser at all compared to Max, who shagged foul balls, barked angrily at 

the umpires, and occasionally raced around the base paths between innings just to entertain the 

fans. Baseball seemed to be his favorite sport. At any rate, it brought him to life and charged him 

up like nothing else. The headaches and rheumatism that plagued him so much of the time were 

forgotten when he arrived at the ball park. 

During that summer and early fall I saw a lot of games in Greenwillow Park, but there’s a 

special reason to recall the first one that Sunday afternoon with Dad. Doug Clayton was there with 

his father and their good friend Dr. Blakemore. By now I knew Mr. Clayton, and so did my father, 

but neither of us had met Doc Blakemore yet. He was a tall, gaunt old man with a white moustache, 

wearing a Panama hat and smoking a long, very black cigar. I liked his eyes, which were bright 

and good-humored. 

“David,” he said to me, “I’ve been hearing a lot about you since you moved to town. Doug 

tells me you’d like to become a possum hunter.” 

“Yessir, I sure would,” I said earnestly. “Especially if I could go hunting with Max.” 

“Well, now, we’d never plan a possum hunt without including old Maximus. Think you could 

climb a persimmon tree?” 

I must have looked a little puzzled at that, because he laughed softly and punched Doug in the 

ribs. “Tell him, Doug, why a possum hunter has to be able to climb a tree.” 

“To shake the possum out,” Doug responded. 

“Shake him out?” I said. “I thought you shot them.” 

“My boy,” said Doc Blakemore, “only a barbarian would shoot a possum. It offends my 

sensibilities even to consider it. No sir. Possums are shook out. You’ll see.” 

During all this time the game was in progress of course, and suddenly I realized that Max was 

missing. He was nowhere to be seen, neither in front of the dugout nor along the third base line 

where only a few moments ago he had been pacing nervously back and forth. Just as I was about 



to comment on this I heard a single deep baying bark, and there was Max, directly below us at the 

foot of the grandstand, looking up to where we sat. 

“Well,” said Dr. Blakemore, “this must be the top of the seventh. There’s Max down there 

wanting his soda.” 

“No,” said Mr. Clayton, “he’s lying in his teeth. This is only the sixth inning and he darn well 

knows it.” 

Max let go another impatient bawl and the spectators below us began looking up to see what 

was the matter. 

“Oh well, it is hot today,” Doc Blakemore said. “Here, boys, take this money and buy the old 

gentleman a bottle of pop. He’ll be annoyed with me if I make him wait.” 

So Doug Clayton and I escorted Max to the concession stand and poured a strawberry soda 

down his gullet. Of course a lot of it went out the sides of his mouth and down his neck –  

dogs just aren’t built to drink from a bottle but he seemed to be enjoying it thoroughly when all at 

once a rousing shout went up from the stands. Old Max jerked his mouth away, whirled awkwardly 

on his stubby legs, and went tearing back to see what had happened. 

Bearcat Brown had just connected. 

“We’ll see about that possum hunt,” Doc Blakemore said to me later. “Along about first frost. 

That’s a promise.”  

  



 

 

 

Chapter 4 

 

 

It wasn’t long until Rodney Harper got in the habit of coming to our house pretty often. He took 

Susan to the picture show every Friday night, which was bank night, and on Wednesday evening 

after Bible class he’d walk her home and they’d sit in the porch swing together. She herself got in 

the habit of going to the library a lot. She’d check out two books on Monday, read them on Tuesday 

and Wednesday, then take them back on Thursday and check out two more. Very intellectual. And 

each time she went to the library she’d walk nearly a block out of her way to stop at the Emporium 

for a soda. Rodney, of course, worked in his dad’s drugstore just as Doug Clayton did. It was quite 

a ceremony old Sue went through, caking on the lipstick and brushing her hair, and then walking 

that slow walk all the way across town to the library with those two Nancy Drews clutched to her 

breast. 

“Why don’t you ever stop at Clayton’s?” I said to her. “You go right by it every time.” 

“Maybe I happen to like the atmosphere at the Emporium better.” 

“Well,” I said, “if you do, you’re the only one who does. Besides, you get bigger scoops at 

Clayton’s.” 

“David,” she said, using that see-here-little-boy voice of hers, “my reasons for preferring 

Harper’s drugstore are entirely my own, and I’ll thank you to keep your nose out of it.” 

“Some reason,” I said, meaning Rodney Harper. 

The more I saw of him, the less I liked him. And yet, if Susan had really pressed me to say 

why I didn’t like Rodney I’d have had a hard time doing it. On the whole, he treated me well 

enough – at least he didn’t call me “Buster” like one of her Montgomery boyfriends had, and he 

was certainly well-mannered around our parents. But there was something condescending about 

him, something insincere and a little phony. I guess that’s the word I want. He could turn it on, or 

he could turn it off, if you know what I mean. 

What really bothered me was that he was just like his father. When I thought of how Rodney 

would be, say, thirty years from now, all I could see was Mister Harper – a mean, overbearing man 

who people were nice, to not because they liked him, but because they either owed him money or 

feared his influence. 

And how had I formed such a bad opinion of Mr. Harper? Here’s the story. 

Among my new friends in Greenwillow was a boy named Willie White, who happened to be 

black. His father was the butcher at the City Meat Market. Willie was a pretty fair first baseman, 

a better-than-average yo-yoer, and the best marbles player I ever saw. But what we admired most 

about Willie was his ability to play the harmonica, or “French harp” as we called it then. His 

repertoire was astounding and he embellished his tunes with all sorts of special effects, like the 

sound of a train, a rooster crowing, even the whine of the barrel saw at the stave mill. He could 

really make that thing talk. I don’t remember what brand of instrument Willie played, but one day 

someone told him about a small shipment of Hohner “crow-matics” that had come in at the 

Emporium. These babies were over six inches long, weighed close to a pound each, and could be 

played in more than one key, according to Willie’s informant. The day he told me about all this 

we were putting up a bag swing in my back yard, and since Willie was anxious to see one of these 



new harmonicas I said we might as well take a break from our work and go on down there and 

have a look. 

“I may even buy me one,” Willie said. “I got a dollar and eighty cents saved up from cutting 

grass.” 

“They might cost even more than that,” I said. 

A pound-sized French harp could run a man as high as two or three dollars, I figured. But 

Willie scoffed at the idea. 

“Why, you know they don’t cost more than that. You can get a round-trip to Buckhorn for a 

dollar eighty-five!” 

I wasn’t sure how to equate a bus ticket with a musical instrument, so I let it drop. 

On our way to the Emporium we passed the Baptist church, and there in the shade of the big 

mulberry tree that stood between the church and the parsonage we saw Max, stretched out full 

length and sound asleep. It was where we played marbles on those long, hot summer afternoons 

and I guess he was waiting for some activity to develop. 

“Hey, Max, come on with us,” we called. 

He raised his head, considered our invitation drowsily for a minute, then decided he might as 

well. With a cavernous yawn he struggled to his feet, took a couple of staggering steps, and fell in 

behind us. You could tell he didn’t have much enthusiasm for the idea, but he had nothing more 

pressing to do at the moment. 

At the Emporium a clerk directed us to the Hohners, which were in the hardware department 

for some unfathomable reason, in the same case with the pocket knives. Willie got one out, 

unwrapped its tissue paper and gazed at it with awe. It was quite an instrument all right – long as 

a banana and gleaming silver. There was even a plunger at one end for changing the pitch. 

“Man,” he said, “heft that thing. Now, that’s what I call a French harp.” 

Just then there was a commotion at the other end of the store and I saw Mr. Harper descending 

hurriedly from his little mezzanine office. He made a bee line for us, grabbed the harmonica out 

of Willie’s hands and glared at him. 

“Did you blow this?” he demanded. “Did you put your mouth on it?” 

Before poor Willie could make a reply, he went on: “Because if you did, your father’s going 

to pay for it, I’ll tell you that. The very idea.” 

Finally Willie recovered his voice, and with it some of his dignity. “No, sir,” he said, “I didn’t 

blow it. And besides, that’s what I came in here for, to buy it.” 

“Ha!” Mr. Harper laughed scornfully. “Do you have any idea how much this harmonica costs?” 

“No, sir.” Willie looked about ready to cry. 

“Fourteen dollars and fifty-five cents,” Mr. Harper said, spacing words out and pronouncing 

each syllable for emphasis. He was already putting the instrument back in its box. “Now, if you’ve 

got anything better to do, I suggest you get on with it. Don’t come in here again and start handling 

the merchandise.” 

The incident, bad as it was, might have ended there, but suddenly Mr. Harper looked past us 

and his eyes bugged out. 

“No, no! Stop it! Stop it!” he shouted. “Get that cur out of here!” 

Max, who had followed us into the store, was just lifting his leg over a row of potted tomato 

plants that were arranged along one wall. 

On the way home Willie was tight-faced and silent and tears glistened in his eyes. 

“Gee, that was rotten, Willie,” I said. “Mr. Harper is a goon. He’s Dracula and Frankenstein 

both put together. I can’t stand the old so-and-so.” 



Behind us Max let out a deep “hummph!” as if to echo my sentiments. 

All at once Willie broke into a grin. “Man,” he said, “I wish old Max had gone ahead. I swear 

I believe he did it on purpose.” 

“Atta-boy, Max.” 

Later that same afternoon I saw him go by in Dr. Blakemore’s old Terraplane car, riding right 

up there in the front seat beside the doc. No doubt they were making a call together.  

  



 

 

 

Chapter 5 

 

 

 One of the things Max seldom did was hang around anybody’s house. He seemed to consider 

himself too much a public figure to form close personal alliances, and he spurned the overtures of 

kids and grown-ups alike who invited him to take a nap on their porch or share the leftovers from 

their table. Probably Doc Blakemore and Mr. Clayton were his closest “associates,” but even they 

were no more than that – hunting companions and, to stretch a point, professional colleagues. 

Technically speaking, Max was a stray. 

This bothered me at first and I asked my friends about it. Where did Max sleep at night? Where 

did he get his food? Who looked after his needs? 

“In the winter he sleeps at the cotton gin, or during real cold weather, in the boiler room of the 

courthouse,” Doug said. “In the summer he sleeps under the band rostrum on the courthouse lawn.” 

“And he gets most of his food at the meat market,” Willie White said. “Papa saves the 

trimmings for him, or a bone, if that’s what he wants.” 

“If he gets a tick in his ear or a bad cold, of course Doc Blakemore takes care of that.” 

“Another thing,” I said. “There are plenty of other dogs in town, but Max never seems to have 

anything to do with them. It’s like he doesn’t realize he’s a dog himself.” 

“I think ordinary dogs are so dumb they bore him,” Doug said. “They all respect him though. 

When they see him coming they get out of the way, and he struts on by like the King of England.” 

“Sometimes he does go to folks’ houses, though,” Willlie said. “He was at the wake before 

Judge Hawkins’ funeral. And when Erskine Stone got the scarlet fever and like to died, Max stayed 

at their house three days and nights.” 

Erskine Stone is a name I haven’t mentioned before, but he figured prominently in those 

Greenwillow days and came to be my closest friend, next to Doug and Willie. Erskine was a funny-

looking kid with buck teeth, thick glasses, and ears that stuck out from his head like the handles 

on a jug. It was Erskine Doug had in mind that day when he told me what they really needed was 

a second baseman. Erskine’s eyes were so bad that balls bounced right by him and half the time 

he never saw them. In the outfield he was even worse. He’d stagger around under a fly ball until 

it scared us all to death. 

“Look out, Erskine! Get back!” we’d yell, for fear it would hit him on top of his head. 

Actually, there were never enough boys for two full baseball teams, so what we played was 

“shove-up.” Shove-up required only twelve or thirteen players – nine in the field and the rest at 

bat. When a batter made an out he took the right fielder’s place and everyone moved up to the next 

position. This system of rotation kept the game going and nobody ever won or lost. But to give 

you an idea how bad Erskine’s eyes were, here’s a trick we used to play on him. When it came to 

his third strike – he always missed the first two – the pitcher wouldn’t even throw the ball, just 

make a throwing motion. The catcher would clap his hand in the mit, old Erskine would take a 

mighty cut and go down swinging. He never knew we did that to him. 

But if Erskine was no athlete, he was a near-genius when it came to the arts and sciences. He 

had the finest chemistry set I ever saw, and periodically set off minor explosions that brought the 

neighbors running to see if he had killed himself. To my knowledge, he never caused any extensive 



damage, though he did short out all the lights from our block to the freight depot one time while 

testing an electric commode-flusher he had invented. 

His was an inquiring mind – he read a lot – and his head was stuffed with all sorts of 

miscellaneous, and largely useless, information. For example, he could tell you who invented the 

paper clip, the name of Napoleon’s horse at Waterloo, and where the world’s richest deposits of 

guano were. He explained the escapement mechanism in an eight-day clock. Gave us the exact 

elevation of Mt. Shasta. He even forecast an eclipse of the sun, which he said would occur in 

October. Doug made a note to check him on that. 

Erskine spent many hours in Clayton’s drugstore squatting by the magazine rack to read 

Popular Mechanics, and that’s where he got a lot of his ideas, one of which nearly finished me off. 

“David, this is an authentic replica of an old sternwheeler,” he said to me that day, explaining 

the large, awkward-looking boat he had built. “And if I’ve got enough rubber bands on here, I 

think it will make it all the way across the ice plant pond.” He looked at me fiercely through those 

thick glasses of his. “Which would be a new Greenwillow record for self-propelled surface craft.” 

Erskine liked to talk in high-sounding technical terms like that, but the “self-propelled surface 

craft” he was showing me then was nothing more than a piece of pine plank, pointed at one end, 

with a cigar box tacked on it as a cabin, and a couple of wooden spools for smoke stacks. The 

ingenious part of it was the paddle wheel, a four-bladed affair mounted with rubber bands in such 

a way that it could be wound up to considerable tension. When they were released, the blades went 

into counter rotation, just like the propellers of those little balsawood airplanes we used to buy at 

the Five & Ten. 

It looked like something that would work, all right, so I agreed to help him test it and we set 

off for the ice plant, detouring only enough to stop at Clayton’s and pick up Doug and Max. 

Erskine’s father owned the ice plant so we had access to the fenced-in area behind the plant 

where the pond was. Mr. Stone was also the mayor of Greenwillow, but this was by no means a 

full time job – in fact, was not even rewarded with a salary in those days – so Mr. Stone was 

engaged in private enterprise as a matter of necessity. His horse drawn wagons made regular 

circuits through town, clanging a bell to announce their approach, and incidentally providing us 

kids with a handy transportation system. If you didn’t happen to have your bike, you could always 

hitch a ride where you were going by swinging on the back of an ice wagon. 

To make a long story short, Erskine’s authentic replica of an old stern-wheeler performed 

efficiently enough to cross the pond all right, but he had not given enough thought to a steering 

rudder, or “directional stabilizer” as he called it, and the thing kept veering off to the left or right. 

We’d get it all wound up and ready and aim it straight across the widest part of the pond, but as 

soon as we let go it would plunk away in erratic circles or bump among the water lilies at the 

shallow end. 

On one of these eccentric voyages it disappeared into a clump of reeds near a place where the 

pond’s overflow drained into an open ditch. It was my turn to fetch it. 

During all this time Max had been watching us with monumental disinterest from the shade of 

a small willow tree. But when he saw me start for the place where the boat had gone aground, he 

suddenly lunged out and intercepted me, snarling and growling like a mad dog. I could not have 

been more astonished. In all the time I had known him he had never showed the slightest hostility 

toward anyone, except a few baseball umpires, and here he was baring his teeth and threatening to 

tear me apart. 



It didn’t take us long to discover the reason for Max’s odd behavior. There in the reeds, not 

twelve inches from Erskine’s boat, lay a cottonmouth moccasin with a head as broad as a cornbread 

muffin. He was already coiled to strike. 

Back at Clayton’s a half hour later we recounted our experience to Dr. Blakemore, who had 

stopped in for his afternoon coffee. 

“Well, of course,” he said, glancing back to where old Max lay slumbering on the cool tile 

floor. “That’s the only reason he goes along with you boys, to keep you out of trouble. And by the 

way,” he went on, “that’s exactly why we don’t hunt possum in the summer – too many snakes 

crawling about. But you wait. After the first frost we’ll be ready.” 

I was glad he hadn’t forgotten our possum hunt.  

 


