Chastity Urwell remembered the tornado of 1981 well, and images of the day 
that dark tentacle of whirling cloud scratched and clawed its way through 
downtown Hopeville flashed through her mind as she dashed across the back 
yard to the playhouse. Drops of rain tickled her face and the fringe of her 
leather jacket snapped and twirled in the wind. The weather forecast had 
predicted only a mild summer storm, but Chastity couldn't help feeling as 
she climbed the little ladder to the gray plank playhouse and peeked in the 
window that maybe today the weather man was fated to be wrong. 

AJ wasn't in there. Where would he be, then, Chastity thought. She had 
seen him poking around her yard earlier. He liked to come over and play in 
the lilac bushes on the far corner of her lot. Sometimes he just sat in 
those bushes for an hour at a time, waiting for her to walk by so he could 
jump out and startle her. Today he had sat in the bushes for an hour, then, 
when Chastity looked out her kitchen window she saw him climb into the 
playhouse. But now he wasn't there. 

Chastity climbed back down the short ladder. She'd built the playhouse 
about ten years ago. It sat on four stilt-like legs, and was about as big 
around as a good-size wading pool. She looked up at the coming rain and 
squinted at the sun, which was sliding behind a gray, swollen-looking cloud. 

"AJ," she said to herself, "your mother's going to be mad at you if you get 
youself all wet." 


With a horrid whisper that resounded through the heavens the last stray rays of sun light vanished in a wild masquerade of clouds. The play house’s walls furrowed against the growing wind. Stretching her arms out wide, Chastity opened her mouth to inhale the first drops of rain that began to slowly trickle down from the high sky.


Thud. Thud.


The footsteps made Chastity swivel her little head about. It had to be AJ, running to get out the rain. Who else would be that silly? With a wide grin she swiveled her face over and then upwards, her grin dropping away, to regard a stranger.

 

