Magic Street
Orson Scott Card

To Aaron and Lauren Johnston, who show us that magic can be funny and hopeful—a light
in the darkness, conjured out of love
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Chapter 1

BAG MAN

The old man was walking aong the Sde of the Pecific Coast Highway in SantaMonica, gripping
afigful of plastic grocery bags. His sdt-and-pepper hair wasfilthy and hanging in that sagging parody
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of aRagtafarian hairdo that most homeless men seem to get, white or black. He wore a once-khaki
jacket stained with oil and dirt and grass and faded with sunlight. His hands were covered with
gardening gloves.

Dr. Byron Williams passed him in his vintage Town Car and then stopped at the light, waiting to
turn left to go up the steep road from the PCH to Ocean Avenue. A motorcycleto the left of him
gunned itsengine. Byron looked at the cyclist, awoman dressed dl in black leather, her face
completely hidden inside ablack plastic hemet. The blank faceplate turned toward him, regarded him
for along moment, then turned to the front again.

Byron shuddered, though he didn't know why. He looked the other way, to the right, acrossthe
lanes of fast-moving cars that were speeding up to get on the 10 and head east into Los Angeles.
Normally Byron would be among them, heading home to Badwin Hillsfrom hisday of classesand

meetings a Pepperdine.

But tonight he had promised Nadine that he'd bring home dinner from | Cugini. That's the kind of
thing you had to do when you married a black woman who thought she was Italian. Could have been
worse. Could have married a black woman who thought she was aredneck. Then they'd haveto
vacation in Daytona every year and listen to country music and eat possum and
potato-chip-and-mayonnai se sandwiches on white bread.

Or he could be married to abiker like the woman il revving her enginein the other left-turn
lane. He could just imagine getting dragged into biker bars, where, as an African-American professor
of literature gpecidizing in the romantic poets, he would naturdly fit right in. He tried to imagine himsdlf
taking on a half-dozen drunken bikerswith chains and pipes. Of course, if he were with that biker
woman, he wouldn't have to fight them. She looked like she could take them on hersdf and win—a
big, strong woman who wouldn't put up with nonsense from anybody.

That was alot to know about awoman without seeing her face, but her body, her posture, her
choice of costume and bike, and above al that challenging roar from her bike—the message was
clear. Don't get in front of me, buddy, cause I'm coming through.

Heonly gradudly redlized that he was staring right a the homeless man with the handfuls of
grocery bags. The man was stopped at the edge of the roadway, facing him, staring back at him.
Now that Byron could see hisface, he redlized that the man wasn't faking his rasta do—he was
entitled to it, being a black man. A filthy, shabby, rheumy-eyed, chin-stubbled, grey-bearded,
dack-lipped old bum of ablack man. But the hair was authentic.

Authentic. Thinking of the word made Byron cringe. Every year there was at least one student
in one of his classes who'd mutter something—or say it boldly—about how the very fact that he was
teaching coursesin nineteenth-century white men'sliterature made him less authentic as a black man.
Or that being ablack man made him less authentic as ateacher of English literature. Asif al ablack
man ought to aspire to teach was African studies or black history or Swahili.

The old man winked a him.
And suddenly Byron's annoyance drained away and he felt alittle giddy. What was he brooding

about? Students gave crap to their teachers whenever they thought they could get away with it. They
learned soon enough that in Byron's classes, the students who cared would become the kind of



people who were fit to understand Wordsworth, Shelley, Keats, Coleridge, Grey, and—of
course—L ord Byron himsdlf. That'swhat his good students sometimes called him—L ord Byron. Not
to hisface, because he dways gave them hiswithering glare until they gpologized. But hereveled in
the knowledge that they called him that behind his back. And if he ever |et anyone see his poetry,
perhaps they'd discover that it was a name he deserved.

Linesfrom one of hisown poems cameto hismind. And from hismind, straight to hislips:

Into my chariot, whispered the sun god.

Here beside me, Love, crossing the sky.

Leave the dusty road on which you plod:

Behind these fiery horses come and fly.

No matter how fast we go, how far, how high,

I'll never let you fall.

All your life

On earth you've crept and climbed and clawed—

Now, Mortal Beauty, be my wife,

And of your dreams of light, I'll grant you all.

The bag man'slips parted into a snaggle-toothed grin, and he stepped out into the traffic,
heading straight for Byron's car.

For amoment Byron was sure the man would be killed. But no. Thelight had changed, and the
cars cameto astop as he passed in front of them. In only afew moments, he set his hand to the
handle of Byron's passenger door.

It was locked. Byron pushed the button to openit.

"Dont mindif | do," said the bag man. "Mind if | put my bagsin your back seat?'

"Bemy guest,” said Byron.

The old man opened the back door and carefully arranged his bags on the floor and back sest.
Byron wondered what was in them. Whatever it was, it couldn't be clean, and the bags probably had
fleasor lice or ants or other annoying creatures dl over them. Byron adways kept this car
spotless—the kids knew the rules, and never dared to eat anything insgdethis car, lest acrumb fall

and they get alecture from their dad. Sorry if that annoyed them, but it was good for children to learn
to take care of nicethings and treat them with respect.

And yet, even though he knew that |etting those bags St in the back seat would require him to



vacuum and wash and shampoo until it was clean again, he didn't mind. Those bags belonged there.
Asthe old man belonged in the front seat beside him.

The motorcycleto hisleft revved one last time and whined off up the steep road to Santa
Monica.

Behind him, cars started honking.

The old man took histime getting into the front seet, and then hejust sat there, not closing his
door. Nor had he closed the back door, either.

No matter. To achorus of honks and afew curses shouted out of open car windows, Byron got
out and walked around to the other side of the Lincoln. He closed the back door, then reached in and
fastened the old man's seet belt before he closed that door, too.

"Oh, you don't need to do that,” murmured the old man as Byron fastened the belt.

"Safety firdt," said Byron. "Nobody diesin my car.”

"No matter how fast we go, how far, how high," answered the old man.

Byron grinned. It felt good, to have someone know his poem so well he could quote it back to
him.

By thetime he got back to the driver's door, the cars behind him were whipping out into the
leftmost turn lane to get around him, honking and screaming and flipping him off asthey passed. But
they couldn't spoil his good mood. They werejedous, that's dl, because the old man had chosen to
ridein hiscar and not theirs.

Byron sat down, closed his door, fastened his seat belt, and prepared to wait for the next green
light.

"Ain't you gonnago?"' asked the old man.

Byron looked up. Incredibly, the left arrow was till green.

"Why not," he said. He pulled forward at a tately pace.

To hissurprise, thelight at the top of the hill was dtill green, and the next light, too.
"Hope you don't mind," said Byron. "Got to stop and pick up dinner.”

"A man's got to keep hiswoman happy,” said the old man. "Nothing more important in life.
Except teaching your kidsto beright with God."

That made Byron fed alittle pang of guilt. Neither he nor Nadine were much for going to
church. When hismother cameto vist, they al went to church together, and the kids seemed to enjoy
it. But they caled it Grandmas church, even though she only attended it when she cameto LA.



Byron turned left on Broadway and pulled up in the vaet parking lanein front of | Cugini. The
valet headed toward his car as Byron got ouit.

"Just picking up some takeout," he said as he handed the man afive-dollar bill.
"Pay dfter," sadthevaet.
"No, don't park the car, I'm just picking up atakeout order.”

The man looked at him in bafflement. Apparently he hadn't been here long enough to understand
English that wasn't exactly what he expected to hear.

So Byron spoke to him in Spanish. "Hace € favor de no mover mi carro, S? Volveré en dos
minutos.”

Theman grinned and sat down in the driver's segt.
"No," said Byron, "'no muevad auto, por favor!"

The old man leaned over. "Don't worry, son," he said. "He don't want to move the car. He just
wantsto talk to me."

Of course, thought Byron. Thisold man must be familiar to al the valets. When you spend hours
aday at the curb in SantaMonica, you're going to get to know al the homeless people.

Only when he was waiting at the counter for the girl to process his credit card did it occur to
Byron that he spoke Italian and French, and could read Greek, but had never spoken or studied
Spanishin hislife.

Wi, you learn acouple of romance languages, apparently you know them all.

Thefood was ready to go, and the card went right through on the first try. They didn't even ask
himfori.d.

And when he got back outside, therewas his car &t the curb, and the valet wasinside, kissng
the old man's hands. By the time Byron got around to the driver's side and opened the back door, the
valet was out of the car. Byron put the takeout bags on the floor, stood up, and closed the back door.
Thevalet was dready walking away.

"Wait aminute!" called Byron. "Y our tip!"

The vaet turned and waved hishand. "No problem!" he called in heavily accented English.
"Thank you very much sr!”

Byron got in and sat down. "Never heard of avalet turning down atip,” he said.

"He only wanted to talk to me," said the old man. "He worries about hisfamily back in Mexico.
Hislittle boy, he been sick. But | told him that boy be fine, and now he's happy.”



Byron was happy, too. "Well, friend, where can | take you?'
"Y ou go right on home," said the old man. "Don't want that dinner getting cold.”

"Oh, it'l get cold no matter what we do,” said Byron. "At six o'clock, doesn't matter if | take
Olympic or the 10, traffic just takestime."

"Taketheten," said the old man. "Got afeding we zip right ong.”

The old man wasright. Even at the junction with the 405, the |eft lanes were moving faster than
the speed limit and they made good time.

Byron thought of lots of things he wanted to say to the man. Lots of questionsto ask. How did
you know the valet's son was going to be okay? Why did you pick my car to ride in? Where will you
go from Baldwin Hills, and why don't you want me to take you there? Did you makeit so | could
speak Spanish? Did you speak Spanish to the valet?

But whenever he was about to speak, he felt such aglow of peace and happinessthat he
couldn't bring himself to break the mood with the jarring sound of speech.

So the old man was the one who spoke. "Y ou can call me Bag Man," he said. "That's agood
name, and it'strue. It'sgood to tell the truth sometimes, don't you think?"

Byron grinned and nodded. "Be good to tdll thetruth all thetime.”

"Oh, no," said Bag Man. "That just hurts peoplesfedings. Lying'stheway to go, most times. It's
kinder. And how often does truth really matter? Once amonth? Once ayear?'

Byron laughed in ddight. "Never thought of it that way."
Bag Man amiled. "I don't mind if you use that in a poem, you go ahead.”
"Oh, I'm not apoet,” said Byron.

"Thereyou go," said the old man. "Lying. Never show those poems, never admit they even exis,
and nobody can say, Thisisal too old-fashioned, you're not a real poet.”

Byron felt the hot blood in hisface. "I said it first."

Bag Man laughed. "Like | said!" Then he turned serious again. "Want to know how good you
is?'

Byron shook his head.
"Every bit asgood asyou hope," said Bag Man.

Relief washed over Byron and brought tearsto his eyes. "But you've never read anything of
mine”



"How could 1?" said Bag Man. "Can't read.”

"Yourekidding."

"l may lie, but | never joke."

"Wereyou lying just now?What you said about my poetry?

"No, gr."

"What about right then, when you said you weren't lying?"

"That wasalie, of course" said Bag Man. "But don't let logic spail thingsfor you."

Byron was aware of astrange feding in his ssomach. Nausea? No, not redlly. Oh, yes. It was
anger. A kind of distant, faraway anger. But he couldn't think why he might be angry. Everything was

wonderful. Thiswasagreat day. Not aspeck of traffic. Not alight against them.

Coming down La Cienega he noticed See's Candies. Still open. But he mustn't stop. Dinner hot
in the back sedt.

He got out of the car and went inside and got a one-pound box of milk patties, those little disks
of chocolate-covered caramel. It took forever for the woman to fill each little crinkled-paper cup.
And when he got back to the car, he wasreally pleased to see how delighted Bag Man wasto
recaveit.

"For me?' he said. "Oh, you just too nice, my man." Bag Man tore open the paper and put two
pattiesin hismouth at once. "I never get thisdown in SantaMonica."

"They have a Godivasin the mal at the bottom of the Promenade,” said Byron.

"Godivas? They too rich for my pockets."

There was something wrong with the logic of that, but Byron couldn't think what it was.

Byron drove through theflat part of Baldwin Hills. Modest homes, some of them alittletatty,
some very nicely kept—an ordinary neighborhood. But asthey started up Cloverdae, the money
gtarted showing up. Byron wasn't rich and neither was Nadine. But together they did well enough to
afford this neighborhood. They could have afforded Hancock Park, but that would be like
surrendering, to move into awhite neighborhood. For ablack manin LA, it was Badwin Hillsthat
sad you had madeit without sdlling ouit.

Au-then-tic.

"Thismagic street,” said the old man.

"What?'

"l sad, thisis Magic Street,” herepeated. "Can't you fed it? Like standing in awaterfdl, it'sso



thick here
"l guessthat's one of the senses | didn't get when God was handing them out,” said Byron.
"Pull up right here," said Bag Man.

They were at number 3968, an elegant white house with atile roof and atriple garage. It wasthe
last house before the hairpin turn, where no houses stood.

Instead, there was agrassy green valley that stretched about a hundred yards before it ran into
the thick woods at the base of the Kenneth Hahn State Recreation Area. Not that anybody did any
recreating there. It was kept clear because when it stormed, al the runoff from the whole park was
funneled down a concrete drainage system to collect in thisvaley, forming alake. And right in the
deepest part was arusted tube sticking straight up out of the ground. Must be two feet across, or so it
seemed to Byron, and eight feet high. It was perforated at about shoulder height, so water could drain
into it when the lake got deep enough.

That'swhat it was for. But what it looked like was a smokestack sticking straight up from hell.
That'swhat Nadine said when shefirst saw it. "Wouldn't you know it, up in the park it'sall so
beautiful, but down hereisthe anus of the drainage system and where do they put it? Right in the
nicest part of the nicest black neighborhood in the city. Just in case we forget our place, | suppose.”

"It's better than letting the rainwater run right down the streets and wash everybody out,” Byron
told her.

That earned him anarrow-eyed glare and a sllent mouthing of the word "Tom."

"l wasn't defending the establishment, | wasjust saying that not everything isracism. The city
puts up ugly stuff in white neighborhoods, too."

"If it was awhite neighborhood they'd make a playground and that pipe would be brightly
painted."

"If it was a playground, then every time it rained the children would drown. They fenceit off
becauseit isn't safe.”

"You'reright, of course," said Nadine. And that meant the argument was over, and Byron had
logt.

But he was right. The pipe was ugly, but the meadow around it was pretty, and the tangled
woods behind it were the closest thing to nature you'd find in the Mexican-manicured gardens of the

City of Angds.
Bag Man st patiently. Findly it dawned on Byron what he was waiting for.
Byron got out of the car and opened the door for the old man. "Why thank you, son," said Bag

Man. "It's not often you find aman with real mannersthese days. Why, | bet you till cal your mama
'maam,’ am | right?'



"Yesdr," said Byron.

The old man leaned on him as he got out. "I leave my blessing with you, son," he said. "'l bless
you in the blessed name of Jesus. | bless you for the sacred sake of your mama's mama, who never
lived to see your face, but she loves you in heaven al the same, son. | hope you know that. She's up
there pestering God to watch out for you. How do you think you got tenure so soon?"

"Affirmative action,” said Byron, even though it wasn't true. It was what he aways said to other
professors when they asked him questions like that. It wasn't even ajoke anymore, just a habit,
because it was s0 fun to watch the white professors ook at him without a clue how they were
supposed to answer when ablack man said something like that. He could see their brainsturning the
aternatives over and over: Ishejoking? Or does he mean it? Is he a Republican? Or does he think
I'm aRepublican? Is he making fun of me? Or himself? Or liberds? Or affirmative action? What can |
say that won't make melook like either aracist or apaliticaly correct brown-noser?

But Bag Man just grinned and shook his head. "Here | tell you about your mamas mamaand
how she love you, and al you answer mewith isajoke. But that's okay al the same. | don't take
back no blessng oncel giveit."

"Thank you for your blessing, Sir,”" said Byron. "And for my grandmas blessing, too."

"Wdll, ain't you the polite one. Now you just go on home and have dinner with that sweet
pregnant wife of yours. I'll bedl right here."

So Nadine was pregnant—and hadn't even told him! Wasn't that just like her, to keep a secret
likethat.

Byron watched Bag Man walk right up to the chain-link fence and open the gate and go on
through into the meadow. Then he knew he shouldn't watch anymore. So he closed the passenger
door and walked back to the driver's side and got in.

Not two minuteslater he was pulling through the eectric gate into his driveway and waiting for
the garage door to open. Nadine's car was there, and it made Byron happy just to seeit.

And then, suddenly, it wore off al at once, and the anger that had seemed so far away just
moments ago now erupted. He best on the steering whedl with his open pams until his hands hurt.

"What did you do to me? What did you do to me?' He said it over and over again as he thought
of that man just getting in hiscar asif he had aright, and the way he made Byron do things and say
things. Making him buy See's chocolatesfor him! Saying Nadine was pregnant and he believed it!
Was Bag Man ahypnotist? In the moment when Byron looked away from that motorcycle mama,
was that when Bag Man caught his eye and hypnotized him without him even knowing it?

If | seehimagain I'll run him over evenif they put meinjail for it. Nobody ought to have power
likethat over another living soul.

Word, histen-year-old son—named for Wordsworth—came through the door from the house
and rushed to Byron's car window. The boy didn't look excited, he looked worried.



Byron turned off the engine and opened the door.
"Dad, there's something wrong with Mom. She'sredly sick™

"All right, I'm onit." Byron headed toward the house. Then he stopped and looked back at
Word. "Son, would you get dinner out of the back seat?'

"Sure," said Word. "I'monit." And without aword of argument, the boy headed right back to
get the sacksfrom | Cugini. That's when Byron redlized that whatever was going on with Nadine,
Word thought it was serious.

She was in the bedroom and when he knocked on the door, she said, "Go away."
"lIt'sme," said Byron.

"Comein," shesaid.

He came through the door.

Shewas lying on her back on the bed, naked, breathing rapidly. Or was she crying? Both. Short
sobs.

She wasn't just pregnant. She was as big as she had ever been with any of the children.

"By, what's happening to me?' she said. She sounded frantic, but kept her voice low. "l just
started bloating up. An hour ago. | got home fromwork and | had to get out of my clothes, they were
strangling the baby. That'swhat | kept thinking. Only I'm not pregnant, By."

He sat on the edge of the bed and felt her somach. The skin was stretched astight asit ever
was a the peak of pregnancy, completely erasing her navel. "Y ou sure fed pregnant,” said Byron.
And then, without thinking, he blurted: "That son-of-a-bitch.”

"Who?" she said. "What are you talking about?"

"He said you were pregnant. He called you my pregnant wife."

"Who?Who who who who?"

"l don't know who. A homelessman. | gave him aride home. | gave him aride here."

"Y ou let ahomeess man into our house?"

"Not our house, | dropped him off at the bend. But it was crazy. | did whatever he wanted. |
wanted to do it. He made mewant to. | was thinking he hypnotized me."

"Wdl thisign't hypnogs, isit," said Nadine. "It hurts, By." Then her body tautened. "Merciful
Savior makeit stop!”

Byron realized his hand was cold and wet. "Baby, | think your water broke.”



"What water!" she hissed. "I'm not pregnant!”

But her legs were parted and when he looked he could see ababy crowning, its head pushing to
get through her fully dilated cervix.

"Just hold till, baby, and push thisthing out.”
"Wheat thing!"
"It lookslike ababy," said Byron. "I know it'simpossible but | can't lie about what | see.”

"It'snot ababy," said Nadine as she panted. "Whatever it is. It's not a baby. Babies don't.
Comethis. Fast."

But thisone did. Like popping apimple, it suddenly squished out right into Byron's waiting
hands. A little boy. Smaler than any of their real children had been.

Not that this baby didn't look redl. It had the arms and legs and fingers and head of agenuine
baby, and it was dithery and streaked in blood.

"It was nice of himto let you deliver this one without an episiotomy,” said Byron.

"What?' asked Nadine, gasping as her body convulsed to ddliver the afterbirth. The bed was
soaked in blood now.

"He didn't tear you. Coming out.”
"What?'

"I've got to cut. The cord. Where are there any scissors? | don't want to go clear to the kitchen,
don't you have scissors here?!

"Sewing scissorsin thekit in the closet,” she said.

The afterbirth spewed out onto the bed and Nadine whimpered a couple of times and fell adeep.
No, fell unconscious, that wasthe right term for it.

Byron got the kit open and took out the scissors and then found himsdlf hesitating as hetried to
decide what color thread to use. Until hefinaly redlized that the color didn't matter. It wasinsaneto
even worry about it. Except what was sane about any of this? A woman who wasn't pregnant this
morning, she gives birth before dinner?

Hetied the umbilica cord and then tied it again, and between the two threads he cut the springy
flesh. It waslike cutting raw turkey skin.

Only when he was done did he redize what was wrong. The baby hadn't made a sound.

It just lay there onitsback in apool of blood on the bed, not crying, not moving.



"It'sdead," whispered Byron.
Widll, what did he expect?

How would they explain thisto the police? No, we didn't know my wife was pregnant. No, we
didn't have timeto get to the hospital.

And something else. Nadine still had her legs spread wide, and she was smeared with blood, but
her belly wasn't swollen anymore. She had the flat somach of awoman who takes her workouts
serioudy. There was no sgn that afew moments ago she was nine months pregnant with this deed
baby.

There was aknock on the door.

"What?'

"Man hereto seeyou," said Word.

"I can't see anybody right now, Word," said Byron.

The door opened and Byron moved quickly to hide hiswife's naked body. But it wasn't Word in
the doorway. It was Bag Man.

"You," said Byron. "Y ou son-of-a-hitch. What have you done to my wife?!
"Got that baby out aready? That was quick." He looked downright cheerful.

"I got newsfor you," said Byron. "The baby's dead. So whatever you're doing to us, you blew it.
It didn't work."

Bag Man just shook hishead and grinned. Byron hated that grin now. Thisman virtualy
carjacked him tonight, and somehow made him like it. Well, he didn't like it now. He wanted to throw
the man againgt thewall. Knock him down and kick his head.

Instead he watched as Bag Man shambled past him and picked up the baby. "Look at him," said
Bag Man. "Ain't he as pretty as can be?'

"| told you," said Byron. "He's dead.”

"Don't beslly," said Bag Man. "Baby likethis, it can't die. How can it die? Aint diveyet. Can't
dielessyou been dive, foal "

Bag Man held the baby like afootbal in one arm, while he snapped open aplastic grocery bag
with the other hand. Then he dipped the baby into the bag. It fit nicdly, with itslegs scrunched up just
likeit must have been in the womb. That wasthefirst timeit occurred to Byron that al those grocery
bags were exactly womb-sized. He wondered if that's how they decided how big to make them.

"Hell suffocatein that bag,” said Byron.



"Can't suffocate if you ain't bresthing," said Bag Man cheerfully. "Y ou kind of dow, ain't you,
Byron? Anyway, nobody suffocatesin my bags." Helooked at Nadine's naked unconscious body
and Byron hated him.

"Why don't I just kill you right now?" said Byron.

"For looking at your wife naked?'

"For putting that dead baby in her."

"l didntdoit," said Bag Man. "Y ou think | got the power to do this? Drop deed, fool, thisain't
my style." He grinned when he said it, but thistime Byron refused to be placated.

"Get out of my house," said Byron.

"That'swhat | was planning to do,” said Bag Man. "But first | got aquestion for you."
"Just get out."

"Y ou want to forget this, or remember?’

"I'm never gonnaforget you and what you did. If | seeyou in the street, I'll run you down."

"Oh, don't worry, you ain't gonna see me, not for along time, anyway, but go ahead and run me
downif you can."

"| told you to get out.”

"S0... onefor remembering, therest for not," said Bag Man. "Y our order will beready ina
minute, Sir." Bag Man winked and went back out the door, carrying the dead newborn in the plastic
bag.

Isthiswhere those dumpster babies come from? Not pregnant teenagersat all.

And those redlly fat women who give birth without ever knowing they were pregnant. Nadine
once said, How can they not know? Well, what if it waslike this? What if some voodoo man did it?

Or maybe he redlly was a hypnotist. Maybe none of this happened. Maybe when | wake up it'l
turn out not to bered.

Except when he touched them, the sheets were wet with amnictic fluid and blood.
He got Nadine awake enough to move while he got the sheet and mattress pad out from under
her. As hefeared, it had gone clear through to the mattress. It was never coming out of there. They'd

have to buy anew one.

And these sheets? They weren't going in the laundry. He got a plastic garbage bag from the
cabinet under the bathroom sink and stuffed the bottom sheet and the mattress pad into it.



As he went back into the bedroom, Nadine padded by him toward the bathroom. "That'sa
good ideg," she murmured.

"What?"' said Byron. "Soon as| get clean sheets you can go back to—"
"Washing the sheets. Time to change the sheets" she said. "Did you get dinner?’
"l Cugini, as ordered,” he said. Could sheredly bethiscadm?

"Mmmm," she said. "I'm gonna shower now, By. Let'seat when | get out.”

She didn't remember. She had no ideathat any of this had happened.

"You werered swest, baby," she said.

She thinks we made love, thought Byron.

Weél, if awoman can give birth, fall adeep, and wake up five minutes|ater thinking al she had
was great sex, that was some kind of hypnotism, that'sfor sure.

If it happened at all.
I've got the bloody sheet in this bag, hetold himsalf impeatiently.
He opened the garbage bag again just to be sure. Bloody al right. And wet. And dimy. A mess.

He heard the shower start. Hetied the bag again and carried it out of the room and through the
kitchen, on hisway to the city garbage can in the garage.

"Dad," said Andres, the oldest. "Is Mom okay?"
"She'sfing" said Byron. "Just alittle Sck to her somach, but she'sfeding better now."

"Did she puke?' asked seven-year-old Danidlle. "l awaysfed better if I'm sick and then | puke.
Not during the puke, after.”

"I don't know if she puked,” said Byron. "She'sin the bathroom with the door closed.”
"Puking'snesty,” said Danidlle.
"Not as nasty aslicking it up afterward,” said Word.

Byron didn't tell him off. The girlswere saying Gross, Disgusting, Y ou're asfunny as adead dug:
the koine of intersibling conversation. Byron only wanted to get to the garbage can and jam this bag of
bloody sheet and mattress pad asfar down into it as possible.

What was the old man going to do with that dead baby? What wasthisal about? Why did this
witch doctor or whatever he was pick us?



He came back in and washed his hands with antibacterial soap threetimes and he ill didn't fedl
dean.

"Thefood's not very warm," said Andrea. "Want meto nukeit?"
"Not the sdlads."

Andrearolled her eyes. He could hear her muttering as she heated up the warm dishes. "Think
you haveto tell me not to nuke asalad, I'm not retarded, | think | know lettuce sucks when it's hot."

Byron supervised the setting of the table. And asthey were finishing, Nadine camein.

"Wdll, | fed alot better,” shesaid. "l just needed to rest aminute and then wash off the troubles
of theday."

Sheredly was cludess. For thefirgt timeit occurred to Byron that this meant there was no one
on God's green earth he could ever tell about what happened. Who would believe him, if Nadine
didn't back him up? Miz Nadine, your husband said you swoll up and gave birth dl in one hour and a
homeless man come and took it away in agrocery bag, isthat so? And Nadine would say, That'sjust
sck, if my husband said that he's making fun.

"By," shesad, "you look green asaghost. Areyouill?!

"Bad traffic on theten,” he said.

"| thought you said only afool takesthe ten, you've got to take Olympic.”

"So I'mafool," hesad.

Why didn't the old man come with me dl the way to our house, if he was hereto pick up the
baby? Why did he go into that fenced-off park?

And when did they put agate in the fence? There was no gate in the fence.

Wait aminute. There's no fence. Thereis no damn fence around that park.

"Redly, By, are you sure you shouldn't just go to bed?Y ou look pretty awful."

"| suppose | just need a shower, too."

"Well, right after dinner, and I'll give you aneck rub to wipe out al thet tenson, seeif | dont.”
"l sure hopeyou can," said Byron.

"Of course| can, darling,” she said primly. "A woman like me, | can do anything."
"Sheiswoman!" intoned Word. "She rocks!"

"Now that," said Nadine, "isonewdl-raised boy."



"Wél-raised man," said Word.

"You got adriver'slicense?' said Nadine. "Y ou got ajob?"

"I'mten," said Word.

"Dont go cdling yoursef aman, then,” said Nadine. "Man'snot aman till he earnsmoney.”

"Or drivesacar,” said Danidlle.

What athing to teach the children. That aman's not aman if heisn't making money. Does that
mean that the more you earn, the more of aman you are? Does that mean if you get fired, you've
been emasculated?

But there was no point arguing the point. Word wasn't aman yet, and when he was, Byron
would make sure he got aman's respect from hisfather, and then it wouldn't matter what the boy's
mother said. That was a power afather had that no woman could take away.

Whilethe rest of the family bantered, Byron's thoughts turned again to that baby. If it wasred,
wasit achild of Nadine's, or some kind of magica changding?If it was her child, then who wasthe
father? Byron? Wasit our son that freak toted out of our bedroom in agrocery sack? Word'slittle

brother, now bound for some miserable grave in adumpster somewhere?

Isheredly dead? Or will the old man's magic find some spark of lifeinsde him? And if he does,
could I find him? Claim him? Bring him home to raise?

And now Byron realized why Bag Man hadn't given Nadine a choice about whether to
remember or not. If the mother didn't believe she had given birth, then how could the father go
claming paternity? Nobody gave maternity teststo mothers.

If that's our baby, that old man stoleit from us.

| should havetold him to let me forget.

But that was wrong, too, and Byron knew it. It was important for him to know—and remember
—that such athing asthiswas possiblein theworld. That hislife could be taken over so easlly, that
such aterrible thing could happen and then be forgotten.

And now this man knowswherewelive. This man can do whatever he wantsin our
neighborhood.

Widl, if magic likethisisred, then | sure ashdl hopethat God isaso red. Because aslong as
Bag Maniswaking around in Baldwin Hillswith dead babiesin his grocery sacks, then God help us
al.

Please.



Chapter 2

URA LEE'SWINDOW

Ura Lee Smitcher looked out the window of her house on the corner of Burnside and Sanchez
astwo boyswalked by on the other side of the street, carrying skateboards. "There's your son with
that Raymond boy from out on Coliseum.”

Madeline Tucker sat on UraLe€e's couch, drinking coffee. She didn't even look up from People
Magazne. "I know dl about Raymo Vine"

"1 hope what you know is he's heading for jail, because heis."

"That's exactly what | know," said Maddine. "But what can | do? 1 forbid Cecil to see him, and
that just guarantees helll sneak off. Right now Ceese got no habit of lying to me."

UraLeedmog said something.
Maddine Tucker didn't missmuch. "I know what you going to say."
"l @n't going to say athing,” said UraLee, putting on her silkiest, southernest voice.

"Y ou going to say, What good if hetell you thetruth, if what'strueishésgoingto hdl ina
whedbarrow?'

She was dead on, but Ura Lee wasn't about to say it in so many words. "1 likely would have
said 'handbasket, " said UraLee. "Though truth to tell, I don't know what the hell a handbasket is.”

And now it was Madelings turn to hesitate and refrain from saying what she wasthinking.

"Oh, you don't haveto say it," said UraLee. "Women who never had achild, they al expert on
raising other women's children.”

"] was not going to say that," said Maddline.

"Good thing," said Ura Lee, "because you best remember | chose not to give you advice. You
just guessed what | was thinking, but | refuse to be blamed for meddling when | didn't say it."

"And | refuse to be blamed for persecuting you when | didn't say it either.”
"You know," said UraLee, "we'd get dong alot better if we wasn't a couple of mind readers.”
"Or maybe that's why we get dong so good.”

"Y ou think those two boysredly going to hike up Cloverdae and ride down on those
contraptions?”’

"Not al the way down," said Maddline. "One of them alwaysfdls off and gets bloody or



gprained or something.”

"They didn't walk like boys|ooking to have some innocent fun with ahill and somewhedsand
gravity," said UralLee.

"They agpecid way to walk for that?"

"Jaunty," said Ura Lee. "Those boyslooking sneaky."

"Ah," ssid Maddine,

"Ah? That'sal you got to say?"

Madeline sighed. "I already raised Cecil'sfour older brothers and not one of theminjail.”

"Not onein college, ether,” said UraLee. "Not to criticize, just observing.”

"All of them with decent jobs and making money, and Antwon doing fine."

Antwon was the one who was buying rental homesal over South Centra and making money
from renting week-to-week to people with no green card so they couldn't make him fix stuff that
broke. The kind of landlord that Ura L ee had been trying to get away from when she saved up and
bought this house in Baldwin Hills when the real estate market bottomed out after the earthquake.

They'd had this argument before, anyway. Maddine thought it made dl the differencein the
world that Antwon was exploiting Mexicans. "They got no right to bein this country anyway," she
sad. "If they don't likeit, they can go home."

And Ura Lee had answered, "They came here cause they poor and got no choice, except to
look for something better wherever they can find it. Just like our people getting away from
share-cropping or whatever they were putting up with in Mississppi or Texas or Carolina, wherever
they werefrom."

Then Madeline would go off on how people who never been daves got no comparison, and Ura
Leewould go off on how thelast davein her family was her great-great-grandmother and then

Madeline would say al black people were till daves and then Ura Lee would say, Then why don't
your massuh sdll you off stead of listening to you bitch and moan. Then it would start getting nasty.

Thing about living next door to somebody for al these yearsis, you dready had al the
arguments. If you were going to change each other's minds, they'd dready be changed. And if you
were going to feud over it, you'd already be feuding. So the only other choice wasto just shut up and
letit go.

" S0 you saying you going to cut them alittle dack even though you know they scored some
weed and they going up to that open space at the hairpin turn to smokeit," said UraLee.

"Up to the'dack,’ that'swhat I'm saying. How you know they got weed?"

"Cause Ceese keegps dapping his pocket to make sure something's fill there, and if it wasagun



it be 0 heavy his pantsfdl down, and they ain't fdling, and if it was acondom then it be agirl with
him, and Raymo ain't no girl, so it'sweed.”

"And you see dl that out this magic window."
"It'sagood window," said UraLee. "l paid extrafor thiswindow."

"| paid extrafor the rope swing in my yard," said Maddine. "Y ou know how fast boys grow out
of arope swing? About fifteen minutes.”

"So | got the better ded.”
"And you sure they going up to that nasty little park at the hairpin turn.”
"Where else can kidsin Baldwin Hills go to get privacy, they can't drive yet?"

"Y ou know what?" said Madeline. ™Y ou redlly should be somebody's mama. Y our talent being
wasted in this one-woman house."

"Not wasted—I'm hereto give you advice."
"Y ou ought to get you another man, have some babies before too late.”

"Already too late," said UraLee. "Men ain't looking for women my age and Size, in case you
notice"

"Nothing wrong with your size," said Maddine. "Y ou one damn fine-looking woman, especidly
in that white nurse's uniform. And you make good money."

"Thekind of man looks for awoman who makes good money ain't the kind of man | want
raising no son of mine. They enough lazy moochersin thisworld without me going to dl the trouble of
having ababy just to grow up and be another."

"Thing | appreciate about you, UraLee, you live next door to my Wington al these years and
you never once make eyesat him."

Madeline seemed to think everybody saw Winston Tucker the way she did—the handsome
young Vietnam vet with agreen beret and a smile that could make a blind woman get a hot flash. Ura
Lee had seen that picture on thewall in the kitchen of their house, so she knew al about what
Maddline had falen in love with. But that wasn't Winston anymore. He was bald as an egg now, with
abdly that was only cute to awoman who adready loved him.

Not that Ura Lee would judge a man on looks alone. But Winston was aso an accountant and a
Christian and he couldn't understand that not everybody wanted to hear about both subjects al the
time. Ura Lee once heard Cooky Peabody say, "What does that man talk about in bed? Jesus or
accounts receivable?!

And UraLee wanted to answer her, Assets and arrears. But she didn't know a single person
well enough to tdll nasty punsto. So she gtill had that witticism stored up, waiting.



Anyway, Maddline thought her husband was so sexy that other women must be lusting after his
flesh, and she'd be the one to know. They were lucky they had each other. "A woman's got to have
self-control if she expectsto get to heaven, Maddine," said UraLee.

"The Lord sometimes puts temptation right next door,” said Madeline knowingly, "but then he
givesusthe srengthtoresist it, if wetry."

"Meanwhile your boy Ceeseis going to have hisfirst experience with recreationa herbology.”
"If heredity isany guide, helll puke once and giveit up for good.”

"Why, isthat what happened to Winston when hetried it?

"I'm talking about me," said Maddine testily. "Cecil takes after me."

"Except for the' Y chromosome and the testosterone,” said Ura Lee.

"Trugt anurseto get dl medicd onme."

"Wdl, Maddine, | say it's niceto have sometrust inyour children.”

"Trugt, hdll," said Maddline. "I going to tell his daddy when he gets home, and Cecil's going to be
gtting on one butt cheek at atime for amonth.”

She got up from the couch and started for the kitchen with her coffee cup. UraLee knew from
experience that the kitchen was worth another twenty minutes of conversation, and she didn't like
standing around on linoleum, not after awhole shift on linoleum in the hospital. So she snared the cup
and saucer from Maddline's hand and said, "Oh, don't you bother, | want to Sit here and see more
visions of the future out of my window anyway." In afew minutes the goodbyes were done and Ura
Leewasdone.

Alone and thinking, as she washed the cups and saucers and put them in the drying rack to
drip—she hardly ever bothered with the dishwasher because it seemed foolish to fire up that whole
meachine just for the few dishes shedirtied, living done. Half the time she nuked frozen dinners and ate
them right off the tray, so there was nothing but aknife and fork to wash up anyway.

What she was thinking was. Madeline and Winston have about the best marriage I've seenin
Badwin Hills, and they're happy, and their boys are still nothing but aworry even after they get out of
the house. Antwon, who isdoing fine, still had somebody shoot at him the other day when he was
collecting rent, and twice had histires dashed. And the other boys had no ambition at dl. Just
lazy—completely unlike their father, who, you had to give him credit, worked hard. And Cecil—he
used to be the best of thelot, but now he was hanging with Raymo, who was studying up to be
completely worthless and had just about earned his Dumb Ass degree, summa cum scumbag.

Last thing | want inmy lifeisachild. Evenif | wasgood at it—no saying | would be, either,
because asfar as| can tell nobody's actualy good at parenting, just lucky or not—even if | was good
at mothering, I'd probably get nothing but kids who thought | was the worst mother in the world until |
dropped dead, and then they'd cry about what agood mamal was at my funerd but afat lot of good
that would do me because I'd be dead.



Of course, maybe I'd have a daughter like me, | was good to my mamatill she got hersdlf
smashed up on the 405 the very day | had finally decided to take the car keys away from her because
her reaction time was so dow | was afraid she was going to kill somebody running astop sign. If |
had taken the keys away from her, then sheld be dive but sheld hate me for keeping her from having
the freedom of driving acar. What good is agood daughter if the only way she can be good to you is
make your life miserable?

Not to mention how unhappy it made Mamawhen Ura Lee up and married that ridiculous Willie
Joe Smitcher, who thought he was born with a golden key behind the zipper of his pants and had to
dideit into every lock he could get near to, just in case it was the gate of heaven. And people
wondered why UraLeedidn't have kidsl Knowing, as anursing student, just what the chances were
of Willie Joe picking up something nasty, she had no choice but to protect her own health by keeping
that golden key rubber-wrapped at home. Shetold him that when he was faithful to her for long
enough that she could be sure he was clean, the wrapping could come off, but he chose the other
aternative and they went their separate ways with the government's permission before she even got
her first job asanurse. And, give the boy credit, he never came back to her asking for money. He
wasn't amooch, he was just aman who thought he had amission to perform, like Johnny Appleseed,
except for the apples.

It only meansthat I'll never have ason like him, or adaughter foolish enough to marry aman like
him, and that makes me about as happy awoman aslives on Burnside, and that's saying something,
because by and large thisis a pretty happy street. People here got some money, but not serious
money, not Brentwood or Beverly Hills money, and sure as hell not Maibu beachfront money. Just
comfortable money, alittle bit of means. And only ablock away from Cloverdae, and that street
have real money, on up the hill, anyway.

Sheonly got into Baldwin Hills hersdlf because the earthquake knocked this house alittle bit off
its foundation and her mamaleft her just enough money to get over the top for adown payment—a

fluke. But she was happy here. These were good people. Sheld watch them raise their children, and
auffer dl that anxiety dl thetime, and thank God she didn't have such aburden in her own life.

Chapter 3

WEED

Ceese saw Miz Smitcher looking out her window at him and saw how she wastaking to
somebody, and he knew without even thinking about it that the person she wastaking to was his
mother. "Maybethisain' such agood idea, Raymo."

"What you saying, Ceese, you just getting scared.”

"Y ou never seen my daddy when Mamagets mad at me."

"Y our daddy don't careif you smoke alittle weed."

"He care alot my mama gets upset. Whole house jumpy when mamaget mad.”



"S0 go on hometo mama.”

That'sthe kind of thing Raymo aways said. Instead of answering Ceese, hejust said, Y ou don't
like how thingsare, you go away. "I'm just saying | think my mamaknows."

"Knowswhat? That you and me walking up the street with skateboards? Anybody want to |ook
out they window, they know that. Ain't against no law."

"Miz Smitcher, sheknow."
"Youtdl her? That how she know?"

"Y ou know Miz Smitcher! Shejust look at you, she know what you been doing for the last three
days"

"Everybody know what you been doing, you been hiding under your bed, dapping the monkey."

"That'sjust dumb.”

"Y ou haven't figured out how to do it yet?'

"Too much stuff under my bed, nobody can get under there.”

They laughed about that for amoment.

"] think Miz Smitcher, she cdl the cops,” said Ceese.

"Shecall thecopsonus, | just haveto pay her avigt later.”

Raymo aways talked that way. Like he was dangerous. And grownups took him at his
word—treated him like he was arattler ready to strike. But in the past few months since Raymo's
mom moved into one of the rental houses owned by Ceese's brother Antwon, they'd been together
enough that Ceese knew better. Truth was, it surprised him that after al hisbrag, Raymo actudly did
score a bag of weed.

That was Ceese's problem now. It was easy to tell Raymo that if he scored some weed, Ceese
would smokeit with him, because he thought it was like the girls Raymo was dways bragging about
how they liked him to dip it to themin the girls bathroom at school or behind the 7-Eleven. All talk,
but nothing real. Then he shows up with aZiploc bag full of dry green leaves and sems, dong with

some roll-your-own papers, and what was Ceese supposed to do? Admit it was all fronting?

So now he had to think, was Raymo putting on when he threatened to do something bad to Miz
Smitcher?

"Look, Raymo, Miz Smitcher, she okay."
"Nobody okay, they cal the copson me."

"Let'sjust ride down Cloverdde before the cops come and do the weed another time.”



"You got it in your pocket, Ceese. Y ou decide," said Raymo. But his smirk was saying, Y ou
chicken out thistime, you ain't with me next time,

The smirk bothered Ceese. "Ain't likeit'sreal weed," he muttered.

"l heard that," said Raymo.

"You sposeto,” said Ceese.

"Youtelingmel cant tell weed from... weeds?'

That'swhat I'm telling you dl right. "No," said Ceese. "How would | know?"

"So you don't get high, you going to start telling everybody | couldn't tell weed from daffodils?"
"You can't hep it, you buy fake weed."

"Jugt give me the bag and fly on hometo Mama," said Raymo. "Dumb little—"

"No, I'm okay with it, I'll smoke it with you."

"l don't want you to," saild Raymo. "You avirgin, | don't want to be your firg time."

Ceese hated it when he twisted everything to be about sex. "Let's just smokeit," said Ceese,
and he started walking through the wildflowers growing profusdaly between the road and the lawn.

"Not here," said Raymo. " Somebody pack your head with supid?”
"Y ou said we going to smoke the weed up by the pipe.”

"On the way back down the hill."

"We got to walk al the way up to thetop?”

"When your daddy call somebody to seeif you realy go to the top, they say yes, they saw usgo
up there, we rode back down."

"My daddy don't know anybody higher up Cloverdae than his own house.”

Just then an old homeless man came out of one of the houses on the downd ope side of
Cloverdde, carrying abunch of grocery bags, somefull, some empty. The old man winked at them
and Ceese couldn't help it, he waved and smiled.

"Y ou know that guy?' asked Raymo.

"He told me he your long-lost daddy, come to see how you turn out, decide if your mamabe
worth—"



"Shut up about my mama,” said Raymo.

But Ceese knew what he was mad about was joking about his daddy. That was a sore spot for
Raymo, what with his mamanot actualy knowing who Raymo's daddy was. Not that Raymo ever
admitted that—Ceese only knew because his own mamatold Miz Smitcher once.

They waked farther up the hill.

Word Williams was standing at the curb, looking down the strest.

"L ook at that kid, wishing hewas us," said Raymo.

"Hean't evenlooking a us," said Ceese.

Illss)_"

But hewasn't. Asthey got closer, he moved back onto hisyard so he could look around them,
down the hill.

"Whazzup, Word?' said Ceese.
Word looked at him like he'd seen him for the firgt time that moment.

The door to Word's house opened and his older sister Andrealeaned out and called to him.
"Get in here, Word, it'stimeto eat.”

Word looked back down the road, then glanced at Ceese asif he wanted to ask a question.
"Word!" said Andrea. "Dont act like you don't hear me."

Word turned and walked back toward the house.

Raymo was a half-dozen steps ahead. Ceese ran to catch up.

"What you tak to that boy for?"

"L ook like hewas having some kind of problem,” said Ceese.

"Jud alittlekid.”"

"My mamaused to tend him and hislittle siter in the summer," said Ceese.

"She ever tend that older Sster?' asked Raymo. "She hot."

"She wasn't then,” said Ceese. It wasweird to think of Andreabeing "hot." Or maybeit was just

that Raymo never thought that any girl wastoo rich or too smart or too pretty for him. Nothing out of
reach for Raymo.



"Keep up," said Raymo.

Ceese hated it when Raymo treated him like alittle kid. Giving him orders. Taking down to him.
But mostly he didn't do that, and usudly it was when he was allittle bit mad. It begt getting shoved
around or cussed at. And he did let Ceese carry the bag of weed. Though that might have been so
Ceese would be the one carrying, if they got caught.

They got to the top of the hill but Raymo insisted they walk right to the end of Cloverdale, where
afence blocked the road off from the upper part of Hahn Park. Y ou could see the place where the
golf course bottomed out, like abig green bowl. Or more like agreen funndl, because at the lowest
point you could see where abig culvert split the grassto capture dl the runoff from therain. Ceese
didn't know if that water was piped down to thelittle valley by the hairpin turn where the drainpipe
stood up like atotem pole. So he asked Raymo.

"How could it?" said Raymo.
"It'sgot to go somewhere.”

"They got that huge drainage up there, you think they dump it down in thet little valley so that one
little pipe carry it dl away? That little pipejust for the runoff from below the park.”

Like you know everything, thought Ceese. But he didn't say it, because there was no reason to
make Raymo mad, and besides, he was probably right.

"All right," said Raymo. "People seen us up here. Now they see usride down."”
"You know | can't make that hairpin turn.”

Raymo looked a him like he was the stupidest kid in the world. "We don't want to make the
hairpin turn, Cecil. We want to get off the road and onto the grass and up into the treesto smoke
that weed you're carrying. Or did you think you just started growing weed in your pants?'

"l just don't want to fal down on the asphdt,” said Ceese. " Scrape mysdf dl up.”

"Wdll, heréswhat you do," said Raymao. "Y ou go red dow, back and forth across the road.
And then tomorrow, when you get down to the hairpin, you can wake me up and well go smoke the
weed for breskfast."

With that, Raymo pushed off and scooted along the level part of the road until he could turn and
start down the dope of Cloverdale.

Ceese wasright behind him. Hating every minute of it. Not because he didn't like the exhilaration
of speed, or the rumble of the asphat under his skateboard whedls. What he hated was Raymo going
faster than Ceese ever could, while waving his arms and squatting down and standing up and even
raisng oneleg likeastork, al the while whooping and calling out to Ceese. And though Ceese could
never understand the words, since Raymo was facing away and hisvoice was mostly logt inthe noise
of the skateboard, he got the message just fine: Y ou always aloser compared to Raymo.

He only want me around so they somebody to watch him be cool.



Why can't he ever do something just becauseit'sfun?
Why can't he ever have mewith him cause he likes me?

Son of ahitch. I'm going to stop hanging with him. Smoke thisweed, that'sit, | find somebody
don't think I'm dumb.

Of course, Ceese had made this resolution before, about a dozen times, but so far he'd never
actually gone so far asto say no when Raymo showed up and told him what they were going to do
that day.

Ceee never even hesitated. That'swhat his decisions were worth.

| got no spine. Had me aspine, I'd be cool too. Not coal like Raymond, my own kind of cool.
The guy who didn't need nobody. Stand done, stand tall. Stead of tagging along like alittle brother.

That'swhat | am. Always somebody's little brother. Got plenty of brothers, but what do | do?
Go and find me another.

By the time Ceese got to the hairpin, Raymo was nowhere in sight.

Thiswasthe part that Ceese dways dreaded: stopping. He liked the kind of hill where at the
bottom the road just goes straight for along time. He liked going for the distance. But here, that
wasn't possible. Oneway or another, he was going to end up off these wheels. He could do it all
splayed out in the street like roadkill, or he could do it by running up into the grassand faling dl over
himsdf likeadumbass.

Better to be adumbass on grass than... than...
He searched for arhyme, even as he steered toward the place where the grass looked softest.
Than atoad in the road.

Hisboard hit the edge of the road and flipped on the rocks before reaching the grass. Which
meant that he was off the board before he had a chance to jump high enough to make sure he landed
on the grassy dope. Thiswas not going well. All he could do wastry to stay airborne and roll when
he hit, so he didn't come home grass-stained. Better bloody than grass-stained, he learned that long
ago. Grass stains got you whipped, but blood got bandaids.

Helanded on hisface in the grass and flipped kind of Sdeways, twisting his neck so that when
hefinaly stopped rolling down inthetall grass, helay there for afew seconds, wiggling histoesto
make sure his neck wasn't broke. He wasn't sure why that worked, but that's what the guy at school
said, Don't move your neck, that just makesit worse. Instead, wiggle your toes to make sure you
can.

"L ook like you trying to mow the grasswith your chin, fool," said Raymo.

"Wherewere you?" asked Ceese.



"Lying behind the hill. Y ou sailed right over me."
"Like the Goodyear blimp," said Ceese.

Raymo broke up laughing. "I can't believe you. Complete klutz, can't ride, can't even fall right,
damn near broke your neck, but you till funny. That why | hang with you."

"Y eah, but why do | hang with you?" said Ceese.

"Cause I'm cool asyou wish you was," said Raymo.

"Guessthat'sit,” said Ceese.

"Y ou hang on to any of that weed?" asked Raymo.

Sure enough, it wasn't in Ceese's pocket. He legpt to hisfeet, discovering just how sore his
elbows and knees were—and fully grass-stained. He was dready back at the dope heading up to see
If the bag had fdlen out of his pocket where hisboard hit the gravel, when he redlized Raymo was
laughing. He turned around, and there was Raymo, holding up the bag.

Ashamed, both of his panic and that he lost the bag in thefirst place, Ceese sauntered back
toward the older boy. "Who needs weed when | can get high on inertia?”

Raymo cocked his head and made his eyes go buggy. "Inertia? In-er-she-ah! Y ou already been
to college or something?'

"You took that class," said Ceese. "Y ou learned about inertia"

"l learned about it for the grade, | didn't work it into my conversation to show off how smart |

"Sometimes| get tired, you caling me dumb.”

"l didn't cal you dumb," said Raymo.

"Y ou dwayscdl medumb.”

"] cadl you a dumb-ass. But not just plain dumb.”

Ceese was angry and ashamed and he hurt al over and he was going to catch hell for al these
grass stains. But he couldn't afford to answer the way he wanted to, because then Raymo would beat

the hell out of him and, worse, stop being hisfriend.

So Ceese stood there and looked at the only thing sticking up out of the grass that wasn't
Raymo: the rusted-up drainpipe.

There was something moving at the base of the pipe.

Hisfirg thought wasthat it was some kind of animal. There were squirrels everywhere, but this



looked tdler, and adifferent color. And shiny. What kind of anima was shiny? An armadillo? A redlly
huge wet toad?

Ceese jogged down the dope and right past Raymo.
"Whereyou going?'
Ceeseignored him. What kind of dumbass couldn't see he was heading for the drainpipe?

Ashe got closer, though, he could say that the thing he spotted from the dope was just ahandle
of aplastic grocery-store sack.

Then it moved, and since there wasn't any wind and none of the grass was moving, it meant
there might be an animal insde it. Maybe a mouse or something. Trapped in the bag.

Well if it was, held st it free before Raymo even knew it was in there. Because Raymo was bad
withanimas

It wasn't amouse. It was a baby. The smallest baby Ceese had ever seen. Stark naked, with the
stump of the umbilical cord till attached. It wasn't crying, but it didn't look happy either. Its eyeswere
closed and it only moved itsarms and legs alittle.

"What you got?"' asked Raymo.

"A baby, lookslike," said Ceese. "But it'stoo small to bered."

"Ain't even human," said Raymo, looking down at it. Y ou going to smoke or not?"

"Got to do something about this baby."

"Smokefirg."

Ceese knew that was wrong. "My brother told me that weed makes you forget stuff and not
care. We got to do something about this baby while we gtill remember it's here.”

Raymo stuffed the Ziploc bag into his pocket. Y ou want to take it somewhere, you do it
without old Raymo. | don't want nobody thinking | the daddy.”

Ceese wanted to say, Only way you be the daddy isif the mama be an old sock you hide under
your bed. But he didn't say it; Raymo didn't like getting teased. He could dish it, but he couldn't take
it.

"l don't want nobody asking me questions, | got abag of weed on me," said Raymo.

"It's probably nothing but pardey and broccoli or something anyway,” said Ceese. "Nobody
givesyou good weed for free." Ceese leaned down and picked up the grocery bag by the handles.

"What you going to do with that thing?"



"Takeitto Mama," said Ceese. " She know about babies."
"Not much," said Raymo. "She made you, didn't she?"

The baby was lighter than Ceese expected. But it ill felt wrong to hold it by the handles of the
sack. What was he going to do, walk along swinging it like adead squirrel?

Helifted it higher, to cradleit in hisarms. That'swhen he saw that the baby was covered with
antsinsde the sack. And the outside of the sack was swarming with them. A ot of them were aready
racing up hisarm.

Ceese set down the sack and started brushing the ants off hisarms.

"What you doing, you dumbass?' said Raymo. "Y ou doing some kind of wacko I-got-a-baby
dance? Or you got to pee?’

"Baby'sgot antsdl over it."

"I heard babies sometimes eat ants cause they need it intheir diet.”

"Woasthat on Discovery Channel or Animal Planet?' asked Ceese. Thelast of the ants was of f
him. He peded back the sack and lifted the baby in his hands, holding it far away from his body.
"Come here and brush the ants off this baby."

"Don't go telling me what to do," said Raymo. "Y ou don't tell me what to do.”

"We got to get the ants off this baby. Y ou want to hold it while | brush, that'sjust fine with me."

"l @nt holding no baby. Get my fingerprints on it? No way."

"Then brush off the ants.” And then, in deference to Raymo's superiority, Ceeseturned it from a
demand into arequest. "Puh-leeeeeeze.”

"Well, since you asked like such a polite dumbass." Raymo brushed off the baby's naked limbs
and trunk.

"Careful with thetop of his head, babies got a soft spot.”

"l know that, Cecil," said Raymo. Then he suddenly backed away, |ooking scared.
"What!" demanded Ceese.

"Ant comeout of his nose!" said Raymo.

"Brushit off! It won't biteyou.”

Raymo steded himself for amoment, then came back and flipped the ant off the baby's cheek.
"Freak me out, that's al."



"Ants probably in there eating the baby's brains," said Ceese. "Baby probably retarded now,
they ate so much.”

"Shut your mouth," said Raymo. ™Y ou making me throw up.”

The baby wiggled and made amewing sound. Just like akitten.

Thinking of akitten made Ceese pull the baby back from Raymo, because of that time Raymo
took a baby kitten and stepped on its head just to see it squish. Raymo cdlled it a"biology
experiment.” When Ceese asked him what he learned from it, Raymo said, "Brains be looser than
liver, and wetter, and they kind of splash." Ceese didn't want Raymo to start thinking scientificaly
about this baby.

"Judt leaveit," said Raymo. "Girl who left it there, shewant it dead.”

"How do you know it wasagirl?'

"Boysdon't have babies," said Raymo. " Surprised you didn't know."

"Maybe she hoped somebody find it."

"Y ou want somebody to find it, you leave it on they doorstep, buttgas.”

"Buttgas?"

"Worse than adumbass,” said Raymo.

"Wel we did find it, and I'm not going to let it die.”

"No," said Raymo. "Not let it die”

That wasit. Ceese clutched the baby as close as afootball and started for the edge of the grass.
Raymo just laughed at him, but Ceese was used to that.

"Hey, buttgas!" called Raymo. "Y ou know who owns this skateboard?"

Ceese looked back. Raymo was standing at the edge of the road, right at the hairpin turn, where
Ceese's skateboard had flipped to. Ceese was clear down by the fancy white house at the end of the
littevdley.

"You know it'smine!" called Ceese.

"Don't see nobody's name on it!" caled Raymo.

Ceese didn't know for sure what Raymo was about, but either he was trying to provoke Ceese
into walking all the way up the steepest part of the road to get his skateboard, and then probably

trying to goad him into riding it home while holding the baby—or he was planning to stedl the board
and taunt Ceese while hewas doing it, just so Ceese would fed helplessand small.



But standing there with that baby in hisarms, Ceese wanted with al his heart to be free of
Raymo and everybody e se like him, al the bullieswho kept looking for nasty stuff to do, and dways
had to have an audience for their nastiness, and didn't care much about the distinction between
audience and victim.

So Ceese just turned his back and kept walking down Cloverdale. It was steep, and he walked
extracareful, to keep from jostling the baby too much. Before too long, he could hear the sound of a
skateboard coming up behind. Knowing Raymo, it was possible held ddliberately crash into Ceeseto
make him drop the baby. So Ceese made arun for the front yard of one of the houses and got behind
ahedge.

Sure enough, Raymo had been heading right for him. But he wasn't going to crash into ahedge
just for alame joke.

So he hooted at Ceese and got back out on the road. "Mama Ceese got herself awiddo baby!”
Hewas holding his own skateboard and riding Ceese's. Of course.

Ceese didn't say anything. Just watched him go.

Why've | been hanging with that vienna sausage anyway? Makes no sense. Surething | got no
desire ever to see him again. Why did | put up with dl his crap for solong?

Right up to the minute | found this baby, and not aminute longer.
Ceeg's face burned with—what, embarrassment? Or the flush of sudden redlization?

Maybe he had spent dl thistime with Raymo, making his mother al worried and coming closeto
getting into trouble a dozen times, just so held be at the drainpipe today, to find this baby.

That was just crazy. Who could arrange something like that, God? And God sure as hell wasn't
going to use adipgtick like Raymo as an instrument of hisdivinewill. That would be like the devil
sending Gabriel to fetch hislaundry, only in reverse,

When Ceese got to Du Ray, Raymo was nowhere to be seen. No surprise there. Ceese took
theleft on Du Ray, then the next |eft on Sanchez. It wasn't far. And when he got to the front door,
Mamawas there, holding it open behind the screen.

"Judt tell me that what you got ain't yours,” she said coldly.

"Don't know whoseitis," said Ceese.

"Y ou mean you don't know if you're the daddy?' There wasred menacein her voice.

" mean | found it. | don't know who the mamais. And | sure know | ain't no baby's daddy.
Lessit can happen by looking at pictures.”

Mama gasped. So did Ceese. HEd never taked like that to his mamain hislife. Which, hewas
sure, was the only reason he was till dive. And from Mamals face, that was about to cometo a
quick end.



At that moment, the baby cried softly. Which was about the only thing that could have changed
the subject from how Ceese had just said hislast words.

"Y ou redly find this?' The screen swung open.

"Insde aLucky's bag and covered with ants," said Ceese. "It'saboy. Hes dlive."
"Seeing how I'm not blind and stupid, | already knew that."

"Sorry, Mama." He said it fervently enough that it might cover for what he said before.
"Before you ask, no, you can't keep it."

"It'sred little, Mama."

“They get bigger.”

"l don't want to keep it, Mama, | just don't want it to die."

"l know that," said Mama. "I'm thinking. Okay, I've thought. Take it over to Miz Smitcher. She's
anurse"

"Don't you want to take it?' said Ceese.

"No, | don't," said Mama. "That baby was concelved in Sn and left to die in shame. Don't want
no snor shamein my house."

Ceese wanted to yell at her that the baby didn't commit any sins and the baby had nothing to be
ashamed of, and what about "Even as ye have doneit unto the least of these my brethren™ and " suffer
little children to come unto me"? But he wasn't so stupid asto throw Bible versesinto Mamasface.
Sheld have ten more to answer him with, and no supper as punishment for blasphemy or whatever
religious felony she convicted him of. The most common one wasfailing to honor hisfather and
mother, even though he was the politest kid he knew of . Or maybe just the most best-down.

Not wishing any further argument with Mama, Ceese walked to the gap in the fence they dways
used to get between Miz Smitcher's house and their own. It wasn't agate—it wasjust agap where
two separate fences had sagged gpart. And now that he was there, he realized that holding a baby
madeit alot harder to squeeze through. He ended up holding the baby ahead of him in one hand, and
he near dropped it.

He got through just in time. Miz Smitcher was a night-shift nurse, and she was heading out the
front door to her car when Ceese started banging on the back.

"What isit?' shesaid. "l got no timeright now for—"
Seeing the baby changed her whole attitude. "Please God, |et that not be yours."

"Found it," said Ceese. "Covered with ants up in thet little valley on Cloverdde. Mama said take
ittoyou."



"Why? Does shethink it's mine?" said Miz Smitcher.
"No, maam," said Ceese.

Miz Smitcher sighed. "L et's get that baby to the hospitd.”
Ceese made asif to hand the baby to her.

Sherecoiled. "1 got to drive, boy! Y ou got ababy sest in your pocket? No? Then you coming
aongto hold that child.”

Ceese didn't argue. Seemed like once he picked that baby up, he couldn't get nobody eseto
take it no matter what he said or did.

Chapter 4

COPROCEPHALIC
It irritated Ura Lee, the way folks just assumed that because she was anurse, she'd take care of

their problems, no matter what. Found ababy in afield? Why, giveit to the nurse lady! Never mind
that she's never had ababy in her life and never worked with newborns on the job.

Only people | ever digpered were Alzheimer's patients and stroke victims. Maddline Tucker,
now, she's taken care of four sons, she's got digpering down to ascience, not to mention bathing and
feeding babies. She's got a car at home, no job that she's dready running late for, and it's her boy
found the baby. But it never crosses her mind to take the baby to the hospital hersdlf, doesit?
Because UraLee Smitcher isanurse, soit's her job.

"Fasten your seat belt," shetold Ceese.

When he didn't obey, she glared at him. He was moving his head and shouldersin aweird way.
It finally dawned on her that he was trying to snake his head through the shoulder strap.

"Use your hands, child, or do you think God stuck them on the ends of your arms so you could
count to ten without getting logt?'

"I'm holding the baby!" Ceese protested.
"Your lap isholding the baby," said UraLee. "Use your head."
"l was," Ceese murmured as he let go of the baby and pulled the seatbelt acrosshis middle.

Of course, the baby's head flopped down and hung like fruit from atree. Ura Lee reached over
and supported the head. "Y ou don't just let go of the head, you want to break its neck?’

"Yousadto... | wasjust..."



"What were you doing with Raymo? Smoking something made you stupid?
"No," said Ceese angrily. "I'm stupid without any weed."
At firg she thought he was being smart-mouthed and she was about to smack him when she saw

that hiseyeswere glistening. It occurred to her that maybe this boy had been called stupid afew times
too often.

His seatbelt fastened, he got his hand back under the baby's head, and she was free to shift into
gear. She backed the car out of the carport and onto Burnside, then headed for Coliseum and then La
Cienega. She drove gently, because she wasn't sure this boy could hold on to the baby. It looked like
he was being so gentle that he couldn't get adecent grip oniit.

"Y ou sure you got no ideawhere that baby comesfrom?" she asked.

"l know exactly whereit came from," said Ceese coldly.

"All right then," she said. "Whao's the mother?"

"How should | know?'

"Yousad—'

"They showed usamoviein P.E.," said Ceese scornfully. "But it didn't tell us how to figure out
who's the mother of anaked ant-covered baby you find in the grassby arusty old drainpipe. | guess

they only teach that to nurses”

Wi, that was an interesting reaction. Seemed like young Ceese Tucker didn't take crap from
anybody. Maybe there was more to the boy than tagging along after Raymo Vine.

At alight, shereached into her purse, pulled out her cellphone, and called work to tell them she
was | ate because she had to bring a baby to the emergency room. She was explaining it for the
second time to her supervisor, who seemed to think Ura Lee was so stupid that thisisthe kind of
excuse shed invent for being late to work, when she realized that the car in front of her was stopping
suddenly. She jammed on the brakes and saw the baby fly forward out of Ceese'sarms. It hit the
dashboard—with its naked butt, fortunately, instead of its head—and dropped like arock onto the
floor.

The baby lay there, sllent. Not crying, not whimpering, not even squeaking.
"God have mercy on you boy, if you killed that baby!"
"Why'd you stop so fast?" Ceese shouted back at her.

"What did you want meto do, you smart-mouthed little coprocephaic? Run into the car in front
of me?'

"He's breathing,” said Ceese. "Y ou got so many McDonad's wrappers on the floor it probably
saved hislife



"You criticizing how | kegp my car, now?"

"No, I'm trying to figure out why you called me a shithead when you're the one dammed on the
brakeswithout warning!"

"l couldn't make the car in front of me disappear!”

"And | couldn't repedl the law of inertiathat made this baby fly out of my arms," said Ceese.
"Whét you ydling & mefor?'

It was aquestion to which Ura Lee had no rational answer. "Because you're here and I'm mad,”
said UraLee. "Areyou going to pick the baby up or useit asafootrest?’

He bent over and scooped it up. Clumsly, but then it's not the kind of thing people got to
practice much, picking up babies off the floors of cars. The baby ill didn't make a sound. Hadn't
made a sound the whole time, before or after faling on thefloor.

Ceesewas gtroking the baby. Murmuring toit. "You dl right?'Y ou okay?"

He wasn't careless with this baby. Sheld judged him wrong.

"I'msorry | yelled at you," she said.

Hedidn't ook at her.

"l wasjust upset and | took it out on you," she said.

"That's okay," he murmured, so soft she could hardly hear him.

"That how you accept an apology?' she asked.

"l don't know," he said. "Nobody ever apologize to me before.”

"Oh, now, that'sjust Slly," shesaid.

"Sorry," hesaid.

Then again, he was the youngest, with nothing but brothers, and she didn't see Madeline or
Wington doing much gpologizing to their baby.

"Wasthat true?' she asked. "Nobody ever told you sorry?"

"Sure" hesaid. "My brothers. All thetime. One of them hits me upside the head, he says,
'Sorry." One of them walks by and knocks me against the wall, he says, 'Sorry." "

"| get theidea," said UralLee.

"One of them comes up to me when I'm playing with afriend and pulls my pants down,
undershortsand al, and flips me there where it redly hurts and when I'm crying and my friend's run off



home, he says, 'Sorry, Cecil.' "
"Well, your lifeisonelong nightmare,” said UraLee. Thinking maybe he was exaggerdting.
"Damnright,” said Ceese softly.
"What did you say?"
"Damnright, ma’am,” said Ceese, loudly thistime.

And UraLee busted out laughing. This boy was something. Or maybe holding ababy in hisarms
made him fed like more the equa of an adult. So he could give sassingtead of just taking it.

"Isthat redly what it'slike to have brothers?' she asked him.
"That'swhat it waslike to have my brothers,” said Ceese.
"But if you had alittle brother, you wouldn't treat him like that?"

Ceese barked out alittle laugh. "Miz Smitcher, | would be the best damn brother any kid ever
had. But no way is my mom going to let me keep this baby, so you can forget it."

Ura L ee hadn't been thinking that at al. Hadn't crossed her mind. But now that she was thinking
about it, she couldn't imagine why she had said that to him at al. How was he going to have alittle
brother, indeed?

Of course, one way might be to keep the child hersdlf. Then Ceese would be the next-door
neighbor. Not that they'd play much together. But when this baby wasfirst growing up, hed have
Ceese next door as an example of adecent kind of boy. Kind of a protector maybe. Wasn't that what
Ceese dready was? This baby's protector?

She pulled into the hospital parking lot. For amoment she thought of taking the baby right to
Emergency, but then she'd have to come out later and move her car, and it's not like the baby was
choking or having respiratory difficulty or diarrhea. It wasjust naked and newborn and dirty, unless
the doctors found something that wasn't visible to the naked eye.

Just take the stray to the vet, have him look it over to make sureit didn't have worms or the
mange, and you take it home and voild Y ou had yourself a pet!

What in the world was she thinking? Keep the child hersalf! How could she possibly keep a
child, what with them locking her up in amenta ward, since taking on somelittle lost baby would be
sure proof that she'd lost her mind?

"Don't get out of the car yet," she snapped at Ceese as she brought the car to astop in the
parking space. "L et me come around and take that baby out of your arms.”

"How am | going to get home?' asked Ceese.

She dammed her own door and walked around the back and opened his door. As she took the



baby, she answered his question. "1'm gonna give you money for the bus.”
"] don't know the bus route.”
"Then 'l tell you the busroute.”
"What if | get off a thewrong stop?"
"Hereésanidea: Don't get off at the wrong stop.”

By now he was out of the car, tagging aong behind her as she carried the baby toward
Emergency. "Why can't | just say here?"

"Becausethisisaworking hospital and thereisn't asoul to look after you.”
"I could work. I know how to clean stuff. | help Mom with the housawork all thetime.”

"Y ou don't know how to do hospita clean, boy," said UraLee. "And they got people paid to
do that anyway."

"Don't they have magazines? Like the doctor's office? | could read magazines.”
It dawned on her that maybe this boy was redlly attached to the baby held found.

Or maybe he wasjugt bored silly with lifein the summertime, and he figured hanging around a
hospital was better than walking up Cloverda e to ride down it on his skateboard.

"Tell youwhat," said UraLee. "They're going to tie me up with paperwork for an hour at least.
So I'm dready missing haf my shift. I'll take you home. When | got this baby admitted.”

"Cool," said Ceese.
She was about to launch into along list of warnings about don't talk and don't wander around
and don't pick stuff up and for heaven's sake don't open drawers or cupboards or somebody's going

to assume you looking for drugs.

Only before she said any of it, she remembered that thiswas a pretty good kid. Gottagive him a
chanceto prove hesanidiot or acrimina before you treet him like one.

Thiskid knew about Newton'slaws of motion, which meant maybe he actudly paid attention in
schooal. Bill Coshy would be downright proud of this boy!

More than that, Ceese actually understood that coprocephalic meant "shithead.” That made him
S0 smart it was admost creepy.

She was going to have to watch thisboy.



Chapter 5

BABY MACK

It wasal grown-up stuff, what Miz Smitcher was talking about with the people at the desk.
Meanwhile, there sat Ceese, holding the baby on hislap.

Thekid had adiaper now, which it got right after its bath. Miz Smitcher did that hersdlf, in about
aninch of water, not ever scrubbing very hard, but till getting dl the stainsand dirt off the kid, right
down to pulling onitslittle pud and washing it all over. Ceese was embarrassed at first, and Miz
Smitcher must have seen how hefdlt, because she said, "Aslong asit ain't yours I'm washing, there's
nothing to be embarrassed about.”

Which embarrassed him way more than he already was—no doubt that's what she had in mind.
But he didn't go away, he kept watching, right through the digpering. Ceese had never seen anybody
digpered before, being the baby of the family. It looked easy enough. He said so.

"That's cause we have these little sticky tas on a paper digper,” said Miz Smitcher. "Not al that
long ago, digpers were made of cloth, and you had to pin them into place, and like as not you'd stick
the baby or your own finger and then there'd be screaming and cussing like you wouldn't believe. And
then when the digper's all covered with feces or soaked with urine, you got to takeit to the toilet and
rinseit off and then load it dl into the washing machine. Up to your ebowsin piss and poop, that's
what it was like to have ababy in the old days. Up to about thirty years ago.”

"Man," said Ceese. "Was that back when they till fed babies out of bottles, or did they dready
invent thetit by then?"

Oh, the glare she gave him. But he could see from the way she clenched her lipsto keep from
amiling that shewasnt redly mead.

And when the baby was clean and digpered and in alittle undershirt that looked like doll clothes,
back he goesinto Ceesg's arms while Miz Smitcher seesto the paperwork about getting the baby
turned over to state custody.

Ceese couldn't hear much from where he was, but he could see that Miz Smitcher was getting
angrier thelonger it took. Not only that, but three times somebody came down from wherever it was
that Miz Smitcher was supposed to be on duty, telling about how they needed her up there right
NOW.

So he got up and walked over to her, holding the baby. "Miz Smitcher, | can stay heredl day if
you just cal my mom and tell her I'm with you. That way you can go do your shift and then they can
get al their paperwork done and we can take the baby home then.”

Miz Smitcher looked at him like he wasinsane. "I'm not taking this baby home.”

The woman behind the desk said, "They'll find afoster homein afew days, it just takestime.”

"Then the baby stays here in the neonate unit,” said Miz Smitcher.



"But the baby isn't sick and the baby wasn't born here, so as1'vetold you, Ura Lee, thereain't
no way in hell the hogpital is going to admit that baby because who's going to pay for it?"

"l am!" said Miz Smitcher.

"Wl if you're going to pay hospitd ratesfor babydtting,” said the desk lady, "why don't you just
take the baby home and let thisboy here babysit for you? Just till they get afoster family for it.”

"Him," said Ceese.
"What?' said the desk lady.
"Baby'sahim, not anit."

"Baby doesn't understand aword were saying, so | doubt that | have offended it or negatively
affected its gender-role identification process,” said the desk ladly.

"He'saboy," said Ceese. "He'sdive. | found him."
The desk lady pursed her lips and looked at the papers on her desk.

Miz Smitcher jabbed him in the arm, but not so hard asto hurt. Ceese looked up at her. She
was doing al she could to kegp from grinning.

"Seemsto me," the desk lady said, "this stubborn young man here has offered you the best
solution. Y ou might aswell get paid for part of thisday, and he seemsto be quiet enough.”

"Baby'sgoing to need feeding,” said Miz Smitcher.

"Y ou're bound to be right about that,” said the desk lady.

"They got bottlesand formulaup in neonate,” she said.

The desk lady sighed. "Miz Smitcher, now you're just trying to make metired. Y ou know
perfectly well that | can't admit that baby. But you aso know perfectly well that if you take that boy
up to neonate and | et those nurses coo over that baby for awhile, abottle or two is bound to fall off
the cart a feeding time. Along with afew clean digpers now and then."

Miz Smitcher grinned. "I dwayslike hearing practical advice."

The desk lady went on muttering as they walked away. "Make me say it out loud. Knew it
perfectly well from the start. Stubborn...”

"l hope you were serious about what you offered,” said Miz Smitcher, "cause everybody inthis
hospital got work to do, and you just need to hold that baby and don't bother nobody unless the
baby'swet or stinking or crying.”

"This baby don't cry,” said Ceese.



"Givehimtime," said Miz Smitcher, "hell figure out how."
"Should | try to teach him?”

She barked out alaugh. "Now, that'll be afirst. Teaching ababy to cry. What you want to do
next, teach clouds to float? Teach the sun to shine?"

"] just want to do right,” said Ceese.

She gave him aquick one-armed hug as they waked aong, which amost made him drop the
baby, sinceit took him kind of by surprise. "I know you do," she said.

Therest of the morning and al afternoon he spent in neonate. The desk lady was right—the
neonate nurseswere al coos and babytak, as much to him asto the baby. And by the end of the day,
Ceesefdt like an expert at digper changing and baby feeding. Not only that, but one of the nurses
bought him a sandwich out of amachine and a carton of milk for his own supper. And then later in the
evening, aCoke.

Along with awarning not to try to give any of that Coke to the baby. Till she said it, Ceese never
would have thought of feeding any to ababy, but after the warning, it was the only thing he could think
of. How easy it would be to pour haf the can into one of those formula bottles. Maybe the bubbles
would tickle the baby's nose. Or make him burp. Babies were supposed to burp, weren't they? And
except for the bubbles, wasn't Coke just sugar water? Well, and caffeine, but afew swallows of
caffeine might be just what this baby needed, to wake him up.

So Ceese did the only thing that made sense. He drank the rest of the Coke right down, so there
wasn't even adrop left. Then he burped so hard it made his eyes sting. But he till felt like ahero.

A redly stupid hero, sncethe only danger the baby wasin was from the hero himself. But hey,
he thought of abad thing and he didn't do it, and wasn't that what it meant to be good? Wasn't
nothing good about not doing bad stuff you didn't even think of. Pastor Sasquatch never mentioned
anything about how you can't be good unless you have bad thoughts. But it wastrue just the same,
Ceesewas sure of it. And now hewas kind of proud of himsdlf, because he had bad thoughts dl the
time, and he didn't do anything about any of them. Well, dmost any.

Ceese got up every now and then during the afternoon and walked the halls with the baby, partly
50 hisbutt didn't get so sore from sitting, and mostly because it was something to do, and there wasn't
many things as boring as sitting there holding a quiet baby while your arms went to deep.

Only when he got up after finishing the Coke, he didn't go down the hals. Or to the elevator. He
went to the door with the exit Sgn over it and pushed through it and found himself on alanding, with
gtairs going up and stairs going down.

At therailing, there was a gap between the flights of stairs that went right down to the bottom. It
wasn't very wide. Ceese figured that when he dropped the baby, it wouldn't go straight down, it'd
bounce off one of those railings and then land on the concrete stairs somewhere instead of smacking
into the basement floor.

I'm not dropping this baby! Ceesetold himsdlf. What put an idealike that into his head?



He could just set the baby on the top step and give him alittle push and let him roll down.
Maybe he'd go right down to the bottom, but probably it'd be like when Ceese rolled down one of
the grassy hillsin the park, he dways veered off till his head was pointed down the hill. Baby'd
probably do that and end up bouncing down the stairs on his squishy little head. Ceese could say he
dropped it. Nobody'd be too mad at him. It's not like the baby belonged to anybody, and people
expected kidsto be clumsy.

"|sthat what you redly want to do?'

Ceese sngpped out of his concentration. Down at the bottom of the next flight of stairs, and
coming up toward the opposite landing, was abig woman in black leather and amotorcycle hemet.

"I'm talking to you, boy," said the motorcycle woman. “I'm saying, you redly want that baby
dead?'

"No," said Ceese. "What you talking about anyway? Who are you?"'
She stopped at the landing ten steps below Ceese, her head hal oed by the light from the

window. "I'm just saying, before you kill somebody, you need to think real careful. Because when you
change your mind, they're ftill dead.”

| aintt killing nobody."

"I'm glad to hear it," said the motorcycle woman. "Killing people is a serious respongbility. |
hardly ever do it mysdlf, and it'smy job."

Ceese didn't doubt for aminute that she wastdling the truth.

A thought occurred to him. "Y ou this baby's mama?'

"Baby likethat got no mama,” said the motorcycle woman. "And agood thing, too. Hell be
nothing but trouble, you'll see. Dark trouble for everybody around him. Give himto me, I'll send him
home."

"No," said Ceese.

"Y ou can tell them that a sexy-looking woman in black leather come and kissed you and you
couldn't tell her no."

Kisshim? Shewas going to kisshim?

Shelaughed. "Or you could say an evil-looking aien with a space helmet came and carried the
baby off to heavenin aUFO."

"Likethey'd believethat."

"1'd make sure the nurses saw me running with the baby. They'd believe you dl right. I'm not
here to cause you trouble. I'm here to save you from alot of sadness and woe."



"Y ou're one of them wacko women that steals other peopl €'s babies from the hospital cause
they can't have any of their own."

"l could have a hundred babiesif | wanted to,” she said. "Want meto have your baby?Y ou that
hungry to be apapa?'

Shewas hafway up the steps, and he hadn't even noticed she was climbing. All he had to do
was stay there, and she'd come and take the baby out of hisarms.

For amoment, that sounded to him like the most naturd thing in the world.

Then he knew that it was the most terrible thing he'd ever thought of. Because if she ever got
control of this baby, shed stuff histiny body down the drainpipe in that little park and held never be
seen again. Maybe she meant to do that al aong, and the only reason she couldn't was that he found
the baby and carried him away.

"| saved thisbaby," said Ceese. "I don't want him dead.”

"You don't?' she asked. "Not even alittle curious about what it'slike to watch the life go out of
something?'

She was two steps down, and her head was almost even with his, and if she wanted to take the
baby from him, she had only to reach out. But she didn't reach.

"l don't likeyou," said Ceese.
"Nobody does," shesaid. "It'salonely life, being too coal for thisworld.”

And at that moment, the baby started making noises. Not crying. Little soft cooing babbling
noises. Like hewastrying to talk babytak to them.

"Except thislittle baby," she said. "Helikes me fine. He knows me."

"You are hismama,” said Ceese.

"Maybe I'm his girlfriend, you ever think of that? Or maybe hes my papa. Y ou just never know
how people are going to fit together in thisworld. Give him to me, Cecil. Y our mother would tell you
todoit."

Hewanted to. He could fed it, thislonging to hand the baby to her, rising in him like hope. And
yet he knew it was wrong, that it would be the deeth of the baby to hand him over. "l won't doiit,” he
sad. "Don't you worry."

"l wasn't worried,” she said. "Just hoping.”

"l wastaking to the baby," he said. "I'm not going to let you have him."

The door behind him opened. It was one of the neonate nurses. "Who you talking to out here?"
she asked.



Ceese was going to say, Her, but when he turned back around the motorcycle woman wasn't on
the second step down anymore. For asecond he thought she was entirely gone, but then he looked
down and she was at the bottom of the next flight of stairs, whereif he called to the nurse to come
and see, the motorcycle woman would be gone before she could get there to look.

So Ceese sad, "Tdking to the baby."

"It's dangerous by these steps,” said the nurse. "What if you dropped him?"

Below him, the motorcycle woman held out her arms. But despite her promises, Ceese knew
that if he tossed the baby to her, she would step back and | et the baby hit the stairs and spatter his
brains everywhere and she'd be gone and they'd think Ceese went crazy and killed the kid and they'd
lock him up until he admitted that there was never no motorcycle woman holding out her arms.

"l won't drop him," said Ceese.

"Still, comeaway.”

"Sure," he said. "Wanted to look out thewindow isall."

"All that's out that window isaparking lot and alot of hot asphalt trying to cool off inthe
darkness," said the nurse. "Want another Coke?"

Yeshedid. So he could get the baby to drink it.
"No thank you," he said.

Wasthiswhat it was like for everybody? Did they al keep thinking of ways to poison or drop or
otherwisekill their babies?

Not my baby, he reminded himself. Not mine at al. But that means, not mineto hurt, either. Not
mineto give away to motorcycle women. Not mineto kill.

He beongsto himsdlf, that'swhat. And nobody's got aright to steal hiswhole future from him.

Am | crazy, to think of waysfor this baby to die? Wasthere really amotorcycle woman on
those tairs? How would she know my name was Cecil? She called me Cecil and she didn't makea
sound when she went down those stairsin a couple of seconds when my back was turned.

He sat on the bench between the elevators for the rest of the shift. When Miz Smitcher cameto
him and woke him, the baby was dtill in hisarms, and till alive. And sure enough, even though a
different desk lady had lots of thingsto sign at the desk when they got there, none of them gave Miz
Smitcher permission to turn the baby over to the hospital. She had to take the baby home.

"All right then,” said Miz Smitcher, "if I'm going to be hisfoster mother, I'm going to name him.”

"Might aswell," said the new desk lady. "Got to cal him something.”

"Mack," shesaid.



"First name or last?" asked the desk lady, poised to write something on aform.

"Frs name.”

"Short for something?”

"That'sthewhole name. Thewholefirst name.”

"Last name Smitcher?" asked the desk lady.

"Noway in hdl," said Miz Smitcher. "Bad enough I'm stuck with Willie Jogs name, I'm not
going to imposeit on apoor little baby who with any luck will never meet him. Last name Street, that
was my name when | was growing up. My daddy's and mama's name."

"Mack Street," said the desk lady.

"Jugt likethat?' asked Miz Smitcher. "Don't need permisson?’

"There's countries where you can't give a baby a name without the government's okay, but here,
you just pick aname.”

"What if this baby dready had aname?'

"The person named him went and |eft him in afield somewhere" said the desk lady. "1'm betting
there's no birth certificate. He till had amniotic fluid on him, the doctor said. Hewasbornand laid in
that grass and that wasiit. So thisisthefirst name he ever had, count on it.”

Miz Smitcher turned to Ceese. "What do you think? Mack Street okay?"

"Mack's an okay name," said Ceese. "Better than LeRoy or Raymo,” he said.

"l agree with you there."

"Way better than Cecil."

"Cecil'sagood name," said Miz Smitcher. "Every Cecil | knew was afine man.”

Not al. Not if you knew the sick crap that was going through my head this afternoon.

"But we got a Cecil in the neighborhood,” said Miz Smitcher. "Near as| cantell, we got no
other Mack."

"Mack Street isagood name," said Ceese.

And then it was done. Papers signed. And in afew minutes, Ceese was Sitting in the car beside
Miz Smitcher, holding little Mack Street in hisarms.

They went home by way of a Kmart, where Miz Smitcher bought a baby seat and some cans of
formulaand some baby bottles and baby clothes and disposable digpers. " Stupid waste of money



when the baby's going to live with somebody elsein acouple of days," she said.
"So keep him," said Ceese.
"What you say?"
"Nothing,"” said Ceese.
"I know what you said.”
"Thenwhy did you ask?"
"Wanted to seeif you had the ballsto say it twice."
"Keegp him," said Ceese. "Y ou know you want to."

"Just because you want to doesn't mean everybody €l se does. He's an ugly little baby anyway,
don't you think?"

Ceese just stood there watching while she finished belting the car seet into place. By thetime she
was done, she was dripping with swest. "Give him to me now," she said.

Ceese handed the baby in to her.

"More trouble than you're worth, that's what you are," she cooed to the baby. "Use up al my
savingsjust to put food in one end and out the other.”

Ceese looked out across the parking lot toward the street. Under the bright streetlights there
was a homeless man standing on the curb, watching him, or at least looking toward Kmart.

Ceese heard again the thing that must have made him turn and look: the sound of amotorcycle
enginerewing.

A black-clad woman bent over the handlebars of ablack motorcycle that rode aong the street.
She wasn't looking where she was going, she had her head turned toward Kmart, and even though
there was no way to see her eyes, Ceese knew exactly who she was and what she was looking at.

The homeless man stepped into the street in front of her.

She screeched to a stop, the front whed of her bike between the homeless man'slegs.

The homeess man flipped her off.

Sheflipped him back.

Hedidn't move.

Shewalked her bike backward a couple of steps, then revved up and drove around him, flipping
him off again.



He double-flipped her back, then strode back to the sidewal k.

"Y ou gonnalive here at Kmart, or you coming home with me?' asked Miz Smitcher.
"Home with you," said Ceese.

"Thengetintheca.”

Hedid. By the timethey got to the street, neither the motorcycle nor the homeless man were
anywhere to be seen.

At home, Mother was strangely nice about hisbeing away dl afternoon and haf the evening, and
when Dad got back late from work, he didn't say much, elther. "Wdll, it's nice that Miz Smitcher will
have achild to look after,” Dad said.

"She didn't sound too happy about it," said Ceese. "'I'm going to be helping her by tending him
during the day."

"That'll keep you out of trouble," said Dad, laughing alittle. And then it was on to other topics
with Mom, asif finding a baby happened every day in their neighborhood.

It was dl sort of anticlimactic. There was nobody to tell about the motorcycle woman or the
homeless man. Nobody who even wanted to hear more about finding the baby. It wasdl just... done.
Over with. Il just be Miz Smitcher'slittle boy growing up next door, and everybody will forget that |
found him and diapered hislittle butt and fed him and didn't throw him down the Sairs.

He ae alate supper and went to bed and lay awake for along while. Thelast thing he thought
was. | wonder if Miz Smitcher isgoing to smother little Mack in hisdeep.

Chapter 6

SWIMMER

Mack Street grew up knowing the story of how Ceese found him in agrocery bag and Miz
Smitcher took him in. How could he avoid it, with neighborhood kids caling him by nicknameslike
"Bag Boy" and "Safeway" and "Plagticman.”

Miz Smitcher wouldn't talk to him about it, even when he asked her direct questionslike, Why
don't you let me call you Mama? and, Was| born or did you buy me at the store? So he got the
sraight story from Ceese, who came over every afternoon at four-thirty to take care of him while Miz
Smitcher went to work at the hospital.

Mack would ask Ceese questions dl the time, especialy when Ceese wastrying to do his
homework, so Ceese made arule: "Y ou get one question aday, at bedtime."

Mack would store up his questions al day trying to decide which onewould be tonight's



bedtime question. A lot of times he had one that he knew was great, the most important question
ever, but by the time bedtime came around he had forgotten it.

So as soon as he thought of agreat question, he asked Ceese to writeit down for him. "So
you're dill interrupting my homework with your question,” said Ceese.

"Y ou don't got to answer it now," said Mack. "Just write it down so | don't forget.”
"Writeit down yoursdf."
"l cant,” sad Mack. "I'm only four."

"If you can't remember it and you can't writeit down, that's not my fault,” said Ceese. "Now let
me do my homework."

So that night, Mack's question was, "Will you teach me to read?"
"That's not aquestion,” said Ceese.

Mack thought for aminute. What was a question, anyway? "l don't know the answer and you

"That'sarequest.”

"If that one doesn't count, then | get to ask you another.”

"Hit me"

Mack hit him.

"Ow!" said Ceese. "When somebody say ‘Hit me' it means'Go ahead.' "
"What would you say if you wanted somebody to hit you?'

"Nobody wants somebody to hit them. And that's your question, and that's my answer, go to
deepn.”

"You're mean!" caled out Mack as Ceese went back into the living room to watch TV till hefdll
adeep on the couch, which iswhere he spent every night that he tended Mack.

"I'm the meanest!" cdled back Ceese. "Miz Smitcher specidly picked meto tend you cause I'm
the most wicked boy in Badwin Hillgl"

That waswhy Mack Street started teaching himsalf how to read when he was four years old, by
copying out letters, not knowing what they said, and then asking Miz Smitcher to tel him what the
letters spelled. She could dways answer when he copied them down in the same order ason the
page, but when he changed the order sheld say, "It doesn't say anything, baby." Findly she gave up
and taught him the sounds of the letters, and pretty soon he was sounding out words for himself.



But by that time he had already asked Ceese the most important and worrisome questions.

Who's my daddy? Who's my mama? To which the answer both times was "Nobody knows,
Mack, and that's the truth.”

How come they sometimes cal me Ralph's? " Cause it's the name of agrocery store. Like
Safeway.”

Wdll, why do they call me grocery-store names? " That's a second question so you better save it
till tomorrow.”

Next night, he remembered and got the answer. " Cause when you was found, Mack, you wasa
naked little baby in a plagtic grocery bag, covered with antsand lying in afield.”

The next night: Who found me?"Me and Raymo, only Raymo wanted to kill you likeacat and |
wanted to saveyou dive."

Bit by bit Mack got the story from Ceese. He wasn't sure he believed it, so one of his questions
was, "Isthat dl true? Causeif it ain't, when I'm bigger I'll beet the shit out of you.”

"Who taught you to say shit?' demanded Ceese.
"|sthat your question for tonight?' said Mack.

"My answer to your question, before you said a nasty word that Miz Smitcher going to wash
out your mouth with soap, my answer isYes."

But thinking about what Miz Smitcher might do drove out what held asked. "What was my
quedtion?'

"That's another question, which | don't have to answer, nasty-mouth baby.”
"Shit shit shit shit shit."

"1'm going to get the stapler and fasten your tongue to your nose and see if you want to say any
more nasty words.”

"If you do I'll bleed on your shirt!”

"Y ou bleed on my shirt, I'll pee on your toys."

Mack loved Ceese more than any other human on earth.

In good weather, which was most afternoons, Ceese took Mack out to play in the neighborhood
before dinner. Ceese was way older than any of the children Mack played with, so he always brought
along abook so he could read, but then most of the time Ceese would get involved in the kid games

they played, sometimes cause there was a fight and Ceese had to break it up, but mostly cause kid
games were more fun than the books Ceese had to read for school.



"Mack, if you happen to live to be my age and somebody tells you you going to haveto read
The Scarlet Letter | recommend you just kill yourself right off and get it over with."

"What's Scarlet?" asked Mack.

"Ask meat bedtime."

Mack didn't know he was having agreat childhood. Ceesetried to tell him one time. About how
rich kids grew up in big empty mansions and never saw anybody except servants and nannies. And
poor kids grew up in the ghetto where people were always shooting bulletsinto their house so they
never dept at night and they got beat up every day and stabbed if they went out of their house. And
kids from in-between familieslived in apartments and never had anybody to play with but mean ugly
kids at day care.

"But you, Mack, you got awhole neighborhood full of kidswho know who you are. Y ou're
famous, Mack, just for being dive.”

Mack didn't know what famous was. So what if everybody knew who he was? He knew them
right back. Was everybody famous?

Okay, so everybody thought he was specia or weird because he was found instead of being
born or adopted. But that wasn't what made Mack different, he knew.

It was the cold dreams.

Hetried to talk about it to Ceese onetime. "1 had aredlly bad cold dream last night.”
"A what?'

"A cold dream.”

"What'sthat?'

"Where you dream and it'sredlly real and you want it so bad, and when you wake up fromi it
you're shivering so hard you think it's going to break your teeth.”

"l never had adream likethat," said Ceese.
"You didn't? | have them sometimes when I'm not even adeep.”
"That'sjust crazy. Y ou can't have adream when you're not adeep.”

"It comesin front of my eyesand | just stop and watch and when it's done I'm shivering so hard
| can't even stand up.”

"You crazy, Mack Street."

Ceese must have told Miz Smitcher because the next day she took him to adoctor at the
hospital who stuck thingsal over his head and then abunch of meta rods made squiggly linesona



moving paper and the doctor just smiled and smiled at him but he looked all serious when he talked to
Miz Smitcher and then they glanced at him and closed the door and kept talking where he couldn't
hear.

After that he decided that having cold dreams wasn't norma and just got himin trouble, so he
didn't talk about them anymore.

But the cold dreams scared him. They were so intense. And strange. His regular dreams, even
his nightmares, they were about thingsin hislife. Hisfriends. Miz Smitcher. Ceese. Grocery bags and
ants. But the cold dreams would be about grownups most of the time, and more than once it
happened that hed see agrownup for the first timein hislife, and it would be somebody from acold
dream.

"Miz Smitcher," said Mack, "I know that man.”

"Y ou never met him beforein your life”

"He dl the time sees thiswoman naked."

She wasfurious. "Don't you say such things! He's a deacon at church and he does not see
women naked and how would you know, any way?"

"It just cameinto my head," said Mack, which wastrue.

"Y ou're too young to understand what you're saying, which iswhy | don't beat you till your butt
turnsinto hamburger.”

"Better than my butt turning into achocolate milkshake."

"How about beating your butt into french fries?!

"That doesn't even make sense," said Mack.

"Don't go talking about men seeing women naked," said Miz Smitcher.

"l wasjust saying that | know that man.”

"Y ou don't know him. | know him and he'sa good man.”

But then came aday when Miz Smitcher sent him out of the room when Ceeseg's mama came
over and the two of them talked | serious and after Ceese's mamaleft Miz Smitcher cameinto

Mack's room and sat down on the floor and looked him in the eye.

"Y ou tell me, Mack Street, how you happened to know about Deacon Landry and Juanettia

"Who arethey?'

"Y ou met Deacon Landry and you told me you saw him looking a a naked woman."



From the look in her eye, Mack knew that this was something really bad, and he wasn't about to
admit to anything. "l don't remember," he said.

"I'm not mad at you, baby. Y ou just tell me what you saw and when you saw it."

"l don't know, Miz Smitcher," said Mack. "l don't know nothing about naked women. That's
nesty Suff."

She searched his eyes but whatever she was looking for, shedidn't find it. "Never mind,” said
Miz Smitcher. ™Y ou shouldn't be thinking about naked women anyway, I'm sorry | brought it up.”

But she paused in the door of hisroom and looked at him like he was something strange, and he
decided right then that he'd never tell anybody about those cold dreams, not ever again.

And he probably would have kept that promiseif it wasn't for Tamika Brown.

Tamikawas older than him and he only knew her because of her little brother Quon who was
Mack's age, and they played together al the time cause the Browns only lived afew doors down.
Mack even went into their house sometimes because Quon's mama wasn't one of those women who
wouldn't have a grocery-bag baby in their house. But he didn't see Tamika except when she was just
going out the door or running around getting ready to go out the door. And she was dwayswearing a
bright red swimming suit because that's what Tamika did—she was a swimmer.

Quon said shewasin competitions adl the time, and she outswam and outdived girlstwo years
older than her and people said she was amermaid or afish, shewas so natural and quick inthe
water. "Shejudt livesto swim."

And onetime Miz Brown told a story about when Tamikawas ababy. "My husband Curtisand
| had her in the pool, with those bubble things on her arms, and she wasn't even two years old yet, so
we were both holding on to her. But she was kicking so strong, like afrog, that | thought, I'm just
holding her back, and Curtis must have thought the same thing at that very moment because we both
just let go, and she takes off like amotorboat through the water and we knew right then that she was
born to swim. Didn't have to teach her none of the strokes, she just knew them. Curtis saysthere'sa
scientist who thinks humans evolved from sea apes, and the way Tamikatook to the water, | could
believeit, shewasbornto swvim.”

So when Tamika showed up in one of Mack's dreams, he would have thought it wasjust a
regular dream about people he knew. Except that he woke up shivering so bad he could hardly climb
out of bed and go to the toilet without falling over from the shaking.

In the dream she was Tamika, but she was dso afish, and she swam through the water faster
than any of the other fish. They swam around her when she was holding still, but then sheld give aflick
with her back and just like that, they'd be far behind her. She swam to the surface and flipped herself
out and flew through the air and then dived back in and the water felt deliciousto her, and she didn't
ever, ever have to come up because shewas afish, not agirl. She didn't have legs, she had big
flippers, and in the water there was nothing to dow her down or hold her back.

"Why would agirl want to be afish?' Mack asked Ceese one day.



"l know alot of girlsliketo eat afish," said Ceese. "Maybe some want to meet afish. And if
they cooking they got to heat afish.”

"Get mad and they want to beat afish," said Mack, playing dong.

"Playing cards they might want to cheat afish," said Ceese.

But Mack was done with the game. "I'm not joking."

"Whazz wet?—that's how you greet afish.”

"TamikaBrown, sheredly wantsto be afish.”

"Shelikesto swim," said Ceese. "That doesn't mean she's crazy.”

" She wants to get down in the water and never haveto come up.”

"Or maybe you crazy," said Ceese. "Give it gummy worms, that's how you treat afish."

"l dreamed about her," said Mack "No armsand legs, just finsand atail, living in the water."

"Y ou way too young to be having that kind of dream," said Ceese, and now he was laughing so
hard he could hardly talk.

"I'm not joking."
"Yesyou are, you just don't know you joking," said Ceese.

Mack wanted to tell Ceese about the cold dream he had about Deacon Landry and how it came
truein the red world, with Juanettia Post, and nobody liked how it turned out. What if Tamika's
dream came true, too? Quon wouldn't want no fish for asister.

Ceese would just laugh even more, maybe die from laughing so hard, if Mack told him that he
wasworried about agirl turning into afish.

That's because nobody but Mack ever seemed to have dreamslike his. Nobody else knew how
redl they were, how strong, how they gripped him with desire.

Y ou don't know, Ceese, how it feelsto want something so bad you'd give up everything if only it
could happen. But in acold dream, that's how it feelsthe whole time, and then it leaves me shaking
when | wake up out of thewish.

Curtis Brown woke up on that hot August night, covered with sweat and needing to pee.
Happened alot, deeping on awater bed. The motion of it sort of aerted hisbladder. Either that or he
was getting old—but he and Sondrawere still young. Their oldest, Tamika, was only ten. Curtiswas
along way from being somebody's grandpa who had to get up and go to thetoilet three times anight.



It was Curtiss daddy who stalked through his house late at night, flipping lights on and off and
cussing under his breath about how it didn't make no sense that he fedslike he's got to pee but he
can't get anything out. And when Curtis saysto him, Daddy, that means you got to get your prostate
checked, Daddy just looks at him and says, Y ou think I'm going to let some doctor stick hisfinger up
my anusand smear jelly al insde my rectum? You get your ass reamed out, you think it's so fun. You
the crazy one, not me, deeping on awater bed like ayuppie, you need your head examined, don't go
telling me to have my ass examined, at least my head ain't up my asslike you. And then he laughed
and kept saying to anybody who'd listen, Curtis gone to the proctol ogist to have his head examined,
cause you got to go through his assto get to his head.

Never going to be an old man like my daddy, Curtistold himsdlf al thetime. Never going to
make my kidswish | was aready dead.

Curtislay there on the bed, wondering if heredlly had to pee so bad he couldn't just go back to
deep, causeif he got up then when he got back to bed the sheets would be cold and clammy unless
he stayed up long enough for them to get dry and then...

Something bumped him.
Bumped him from under neath.

Hewas out of that bed in a second, sanding beside it, looking down. It was still undulating from
his getting up. But Sondralay there peaceful as could be, snoring just alittle theway she did, even as
sherocked dightly from the bed's movement.

I'm going crazy, thought Curtis as he sumbled to the bathroom. Either that or the chemicasin
the bed ain't doing their job and the algae gone and growed into the Blob. Now that's the kind of
nightmare would have kept him awake dl night, back when hewas akid. Except they didn't even
have waterbeds then. No, wait, yesthey did. There wasthat 1970s movie where the
cop—Eastwood? Some white cop, anyway—busts into some black pimp's room where he'slying
with some girl on his waterbed, and when he's done asking questions the white cop shoots the bed for
no reason a al, just to be mean and make it leak al over.

When he was done he didn't wash his hands, because he wastired and he hadn't got any on
himsalf and besides, urine was mostly uric acid so it was cleaner than soap, or that'swhat that guy
said at that spaghetti dinner at the Masons house on Memoria Day, soit didn't matter if you washed
your hands after you peed, you could eat a bananawith your bare hands and be perfectly safe. It was
wiping yoursdlf that made it so you needed to wash, that's where diseases came from. Little-known
facts, Curtissaid to himsdf. That'sdl | got in my heed, islittle-known completely usdessfacts.

He padded down the hall to look at the kids rooms. The boys had kicked their covers off and
Quon, asusua, was adeep with his handsinsde his underpants, what were they going to do with that
boy, couldn't stop playing with it like he thought it was made of Legos or something. Tamika, though,
her coverswere dl piled up on top of her. How could she deep like that? Too hot for that, she was
going to swest to death, if the pile of blankets didn't smother her.

He pulled the blankets back and she wasn't under them.

Helooked around her room to see if maybe she had fallen adeep somewhere else. He went



back into the hal and she wasn't in the kids bathroom and she waan't in the kitchen or the living room
and then he knew where she was, he knew it was impossible but didn't she say she wished she could
live underweter like afish, livetheredl thetime?

No way she could be inside the waterbed. But she wasn't anywhere else, and something
bumped him, he didn't imagineit, it was read. Something bumped him and if it was Tamika she had
aready been under the water way too long.

He was hdfway down the hall when he redlized that he'd need something to cut through the
plastic. He ran to the kitchen, got the big, sharp carving knife, and ran back to the bedroom and
gtarted yanking the sheets off the bed.

"What you doing, baby?' said Sondradeepily.
"Get up," said Curtis. "There's something insde the waterbed.”

She got up, dragging the top sheet with her. "How can there be something inside there? Y ou
deepwalking, baby?"

His only answer wasto plunge the knifeinto the plastic—but near the edge, where he wouldn't
run arisk of stabbing Tamika, if she wasredly under there, if he wasn't completely insane. The knife
went in on the second try, and then he sawed and tugged at the plastic and the stinking water splashed
into hisface and now the opening was wide enough and he reached down in, reached with both
hands, leaned so he could feel deep into the bed and there was an ankle and he grabbed it and pulled,
and when he got the foot out of the bed Sondra screamed.

"Hold onto her," said Curtis, and he fumbled around and found Tamika's other leg and now they
could pull her out, like she was being born feetfirst with ahuge gush of water. They pulled her right
over the edge of the waterbed frame and she flopped onto the floor like afish.

She looked dead.

Curtis didn't waste a second except to say, "Call 911," and then he was pushing on Tamikas
chest to get the water out and then bresthing into her mouth, trying to remember if there was
something different about CPR if it was from drowning instead of a heart attack or a seizure. When he
pushed on her chest water splashed out of her mouth but did that mean he had to get dl the water out
before breathing into her lungs and was he still supposed to pump at her chest to get her heart
Sarted?

Hedid everything, sure that whatever he was doing had to be wrong but doing it anyway. And
when the EM Ts got there, they took over, and before they got her onto a cart she had a tube down
her throat and they assured him that her heart was begting and she was getting air.

"How long was she underwater?' asked one of the guys.

"I don't know," said Curtis. "Took me awhileto redize shewasin there"

"Y ou expect meto believe she cut through waterbed plastic hersdlf, alittle girl like that?" asked
theguy.



"No, | cut it opento get her out,” said Curtis.

"Right," saidthe EMT. "So how did she get in?"

"Come on!" demanded the other guy and they were out the door with Tamika, rushing her to the
hospita. And Curtis and Sondrawoke up Azalea Mason and she came over and stayed in the house

s0 the boys wouldn't wake up to no grownups there, and then they went to the hospital to find out if
thelight of their lives had gone out on thisterrible, impossible night.

Ura L ee poured coffeeinto Maddline Tucker's cup.

"l don't know why he even sticks with such agtory,” said Maddline.
"Sondra says that's how it happened,” said Ura Lee Smitcher.

"Wl she would, wouldn't she, seeing how she doesn't want her husband to go tojail "

"I'd want my husband to gotojail if he stuck my daughter insde awaterbed so long she was
brain-damaged. That'sif | didn't kill him with the knife he used to cut through the plastic.”

"Well, that just showsyou are not Sondra Brown. Sheisloya to afault.”

"| supposethat's easer to believe than thinking Tamika could somehow magically appear indde
awaterbed,” said UraLee. "It'sjust acompletely crazy thing. The Browns are good people.”

"Those child abuser wackos aways |ook like good people.”

"My Mack playsthereal the time with their boy Quon, he'd know if they were abused children.
Abuserslivein secrecy, and their kids are shy and closed-off."

"Except the oneswho don't and arent,” said Madeline.

"Wll, | guessthey better hope you aren't on the jury, since you aready got that man convicted.”

"Reasonable doubt, that'sthe law,” said Madeline. "When hetells people shewasinsde the
waterbed and there wasn't abreak in it anywhere until he cut it open to get her out, then he better
plead insanity because ain't no jury inthiscity, white or black, that would let him off. Heaint O. J.
and ain't nobody going to believe himif he starts talking about the LAPD framing him, not eveniif he
got Johnnie Cochran and a choir of angels on his defense team.”

"Johnnie Cochran ain't taking this case anyway," said Ura L eg, "cause the Browns don't have
that kind of money and besides, Tamikaisn't dead.”

"Brain-damaged so she might aswell be dead. Poor little girl."

UraLeelooked over at the halway and saw Mack standing there. "'Y ou need something,
Mack?'



"Did Tamikago into the water last night?' he asked.

"Little pitchershave big ears," said Madeline Tucker.

"It'snot like we were talking soft,” said UraLee. "Mack, don't you have homework?"
“I'mfive”

"No reason to treat you like babies," said UraLee.

Mack and Madeline both looked at her like she was crazy.

"That'swhy | don't tell jokes," said Ura Lee. "Nobody ever laughs.”

"Nobody thinks you're joking, that'swhy," said Madeline.

"Y es, Mack, the Browns little swvimmer dmost drowned and she waswithout air for so long it

hurt her brain."

"Sheian't dead?'

"No, Mack, she'sadive. But there's things she won't be able to do anymore. Doctors don't know

how bad the damageis yet. She might get some of it back, she might not.”

Mack had tearsin his eyes. He wastaking it harder than Ura Lee would have expected.

"Mack, thiskind of thing happens sometimes. Accidentsthat hurt people. All you candois pray

that it doesn't happen to someone you love, and then pray for strength to deal withiitif it does.”

did."

"| should havetold her," said Mack.

"Told her what?'

"To stop wishing she could be afish.”

"Mack, honey, thisdoesn't have athing to do with you."

But Madeline was intrigued now. " She told you she wanted to be afish?"

UraLeedidnt want Maddine to start making something out of this. "It wouldn't matter if she

"Wl it would too, if it would show she had amotive for getting into that waterbed.”

"Motive or not, she can't fit down the hose hole in awaterbed, and that was the only way she

could havegot in."

"I1f Mack knows something," said Madeline stubbornly, "then hesgot to tell.”



"He'sfiveyearsold," said UraLee. "Nobody isgoing to accept histestimony, especidly since
theré's no way Tamika could have got in that waterbed except through the gash Curtis Brown cut in
it"

Madeline leaned closer to her. "Did you seeit? Did you go over there and see the gash?'

UralLeeturned to Mack. "Mack, thisisagrownup conversation. Tamikasgoing to befinein
theend, I'm sure of it. It's sweet of you to care what happensto your friend's big sster. But now you
need to let ustalk."

Mack turned around and went back up the hall. Madeline was about to talk again, but UraLee
held up her hand till she heard the door close. Then she got up and walked to the hall and looked
down to make sure Mack wasn't faking being out of earshot.

"Wel|?'" asked Maddine, when Ura L ee returned to the living room.

"Wl | did not go over thereto spy on them. | think you want to talk to Miz Opheliafor that
kind of thing."

"Oh, she wouldn't go in that room, she called it the death room and said it had some powerful
curseonit.”

"Wdll, if you're reduced to asking me for gossip, Madeline, you are at the bottom of the barrd,
cause nobody tells me anything and | wouldn't remember it if they did.”

In his bedroom, Mack was afraid to go to deep. What if he dreamed again, and someone else
had something terrible happen to them? So many cold dreams. A whole neighborhood full of them.
And when they cametrue, it wasn't ever going to be like the dreamers hoped.

He stayed awake forever, it ft like. And then he woke up and it was morning and he knew that
held have to find another way to stop the cold dreams from coming true.

Chapter 7

NEIGHBORHOOD OF DREAMS

The older Mack got, the more he lived outside the house. Nothing against indoors. That wasthe
place of breekfast, of deep, of Miz Smitcher's hugging and kissing and scolding. It was agood place
and he was glad to go back there when Ceese called to him at night.

But he grew up on the streets, more or less. Once school started for him, hed go, and try to
concentrate while he was there. But for him the real day was that morning run to the bus stop to hang
out with the other kids from the neighborhood, and it started up again after school when the busfinally
let him go in the afternoon. Summers were only different because he got to get lunch at the house of



whatever kid he was playing with.

Ceese, who was in high school now, mostly gave up trying to make supper for him—it was hard
enough for Ceeseto find himin the evening. Mack didn't hide from him, and the moment he heard
Cees2'svoice calling from up or down the block somewhere, Mack would drop what he was doing.
He never pretended not to hear. But Mack could be most anywhere, on any given day, so Ceese
might lose haf an hour of homework time walking up and down Cloverdale or Sanchez or Ridgeley
or Coliseum, calling out, "Mack! Mack Street! Get home now, boy!"

"That boy getting himsdlf apowerful set of lungs caling out for you,” Miz Ddlar said one
evening. Mack had eaten dinner with Tashawn Wallaces family, and Miz Ddllar was Tashawvn's
great-grandma, about the oldest person Mack knew in person. Her teeth hurt her, so she only wore
them at supper, and Mack liked to watch her put themiin.

"He knows | ways come home," said Mack.

"He cares about you, boy," said Miz Ddllar. "That's worth more than aday's pay in thisday and
age.”

"Day's pay for meisthe same asaweek's pay,” said Mack. "Nothing."

"That's causeyou lazy," said Tashawn. Sheliked Mack fine, but she dways said things like that,
dissing him and only pretending it was ajoke.

"He can't belazy," said Miz Ddllar, "cause he stinkslike asick skunk."
"That means hé'sdead,” said Tashawn.

"Do we have to have a conversation like thiswhile people aretrying to eat?' said Mrs. Wallace,
Tashawn's mother.

"Mack'slazy," said Tashawn. "He doesn't do any work."

"] do homework," said Mack.

"Not so anybody'd ever know it," said Tashawn. "He adways says heforgot to do it.”

"No, | forget to bring it. | did it, | just didn't haveit at school.”

"Tashawn, let up onthe boy," said Mrs. Wallace.

"Oh, that'sjust how Tashawn showslove," said Miz Ddlar.

Tashawn made gagging noises and bent over her plate.

"Thanks for supper,” said Mack. "It was ddlicious but | got to go or Ceesewill think | died.”

"If heamelsyou hell know you died,” said Tashawn.



"1 wish you hadn't mentioned hissmdll," said Mrs. Wdlaceto Miz Ddllar.

"Hejust smellslike achild who's been running around dl day inthe sun,” said Miz Ddllar. "It's
one of the few odors strong enough | can sill smell it, so | kind of likeit."

Mack stood in the doorway, listening to them for amoment. To him, conversation like that
sounded like home.

But then, all the conversationsin all the houses sounded like hometo him. Therewas hardly a
door within three blocks of Miz Smitcher's house that Mack hadn't passed through, and hardly atable
he hadn't sat down at, if not for supper then at least for milk or even for achewing out because he did
something that annoyed some grownup. Some of those houses, he wasn't welcome at first, being, as
they said, "fatherless' or "that bastard" or "ason of agrocery bag.” But astime went on, there were
fewer and fewer doors closed to him. He belonged everywhere in the neighborhood. Everybody
working intheir yard greeted him, even the Mexicans who did the gardening for the redlly rich people
up on the higher reaches of Cloverdale and Punta Altaand Terraza. They'd call out to himin Spanish
and he'd answer with the words he'd picked up and come and work beside them for awhile.

Cause Tashawn waswrong. Mack worked hard at whatever task anyone set him. If aMexican
was trimming a hedge, Mack would pick up the clippings and put them in apile. If one of hisfriends
had to stay in and do chores, Mack would work aongside without even being asked, and when his
friend got lazy and wanted to play, it was Mack who kept working till the job was finished.

At home, too, whatever Ceese or Miz Smitcher asked him to do, he did it, and kept right at it till
it was done. Same with his homework—when somebody reminded himto doit.

That was the problem. Mack didn't think of any of thework he did as his work, just as he didn't
think of any of the houses he went to as his house or any of the friends he played with as his friends.
If there was ajob and someone asked him to do it, he did it, but he never remembered to do any of
the chores Miz Smitcher or Ceese assigned to him. They had to remind him every time. Had to
remind him to do his homework, and then in the morning had to remind him to take his homework,
and if they didn't remind him to take hislunch he'd leave that behind in the fridge, too.

Hejust wasn't much for finding patternsin hislife and holding on to them. He never thought: It's
nearly seven-thirty, timeto grab my lunch and my homework and head for the bus stop. He never
thought: It's getting late, Ceese will belooking for me.

If Ceesedidn't call him home, Mack would stay wherever he wastill they kicked him out or
reminded him to go home, and if they didn't ever do those things, well then he waslikely to spend the
night, lying down wherever he got tired and degping there until he woke up. That happened most
often when he was playing up in Hahn Park, which crowned the heights above Baldwin Hills. The
park employees were used to finding him when they came to work in the morning, and one of the
gardenerswarned him, "Y ou best learn to snore red loud, boy, or someday I'm going to mow right
over you and never know you was theretill your bones get chipped up and spat into my grass bag.”

When he did spend the night in the park, though, there was so much trouble at home. Tears
from Miz Smitcher, real anger and cussing from Ceese. "We thought you were dead! Or kidnapped!
Can't you come homelike anorma child? When | get home from work | want to find you here.”



Ceese was even worse. "Miz Smitcher trust meto take care of you, and you makeit look likel
don't even look out for you. That shames me, Mack. Y ou make me ashamed in front of Miz
Smitcher."

Eventudly, though—about the time when the police informed Miz Smitcher that they were never
going to help her search for Mack again—they just gave up and recognized that Mack hadn't cometo
harm yet, and the whole neighborhood looked out for him, soif calling him through the neighborhood
didn't bring him home, well, he could spend the night out. It's not like they had any choice.

"Maybe it comes from being abandoned as ababy,” Mack heard Miz Smitcher say to Mrs.
Tucker.

"Maybe he'sjust like hisdaddy,” said Mrs. Tucker. "Men like that, they don't ever degp inthe
same bed twice."

Which made Mack think that Mrs. Tucker must know who his daddy was; till Ceese set him
draight. "My mamawas just imagining your daddy, Mack. Nobody knowswho heis. But my mama
sure she knows everything about people she never met. Just theway sheis."”

The only struggle Ceese won was teaching Mack that he had to use atoilet to pee or poop in
every time, and not just when one happened to be close when he felt the need. Till that battle was
finadly over, Mack was aslikely to squeeze aturd onto the sdewalk as a puppy was. It was only
when Ceese made him go and pick up histurds with aGlad bag and carry them homein front of the
whole neighborhood that Ceese findly got the right habit. Y ou nothing but abarbarian,” Ceesetold
him. "A one-boy barbarian invason. You aHun, Mack. YouaVandd."

But it wasn't redlly true. There was nothing destructive in Mack. When hewasllittle and Ceese
tended him by building towers of blocks, it was Ceese who had to knock them down—Mack
wouldn't do it. Not that he objected to the noise and clatter of the falling blocks. It'sjust that to
Mack, when something was built, it ought to stay built.

Except for Mack's own body. With his personal safety, Mack was reckless. The neighborhood
kids soon learned that he would take dmost any dare. Climb up on the roof. Jump off. Wak dong
the top of that high fence. Climb that tree. Drink that murky brown liquid. One of Ceese'smain jobsin
tending Mack was to keep the other kids from daring Mack to do something truly suicidal.

It didn't dwayswork out well. Mack was pretty deft for alittlekid, but he fell off alot of high
places. The miracle was he never broke his neck or his head or even hisarm. Sprained hisankle
once. Lotsof bruises. And cuts? Mack left blood scattered all over Baldwin Hillsfrom hisvarious
scrapes and dices and gashes and punctures. Miz Smitcher made sure his tetanus shot was up to
date.

By thetime Mack wasin school, though, the daring had stopped. Most of the kids redlized that
it was wrong to dare Mack to do stuff, because he'd do it dmost by reflex, so when he got hurt it was
their fault. And Mack gradualy cameto redize that he didn't have to do stuff just because people said
0.

When he took those dares, it wasn't because he felt a need to prove that he was brave, or to
impress the other kids, or because he feared being excluded from the group. He wasn't particularly



aware of whether or not he belonged to agroup of friends or not. Whoever was there, hed play with;
whoever wasn't, he wouldn't. If there was nobody around and he wanted company, he'd go off by
himsdf until he ran into somebody interesting.

So when hetook all those dares, it was ssmply because once an idea was suggested to him, he
assumed he ought to do it. At least until something happened to make him change his mind—like
Ceeseydling "Areyou out of your mind, you crazy kid!"

But by school age, he was learning not to do whatever came to mind. He was taking control of
what happened to him.

It was because of those cold dreams. After he saw what happened to Tamika Brown, held fedl
acold dream coming on and held try to get out of it. He didn't fedl like he was just awatcher. But he
aso didn't fed like he exactly was the person making the wish, ether. It was more like hejoined on to
that person, got inside them, and as he remembered the cold dream of Tamikaswimming, it felt to him
likeit becamered only when he began to wish for the dreamer'swish. Like he made it cometrue.

When he asked Ceese at bedtime one night, "' Can one person make another person's wish come
true?' Ceese's answer was true enough.

"Course you can. Person wishes for money, you give him abuck."

And that was the question for that night. By the next day, Mack had figured out that Ceese
couldn't answer his question anyway. How would he know? Mack was the only one in the world had
these cold dreams. Cause if he wasn't, then somebody €l se would have talked about it. They talked
about everything else. "'l had a cold dream last night and made your wish cometrue! Y ou wished to
pee, and | made you wet the bed!”

And even if he wasn't the one making the dreamsturn redl, he &till didn't want to be thereto
watch them. Some of the dreams were ugly; some of them were mean; alot of them he didn't even
understand. And even the good ones—he just didn't want to know about them.

Because he dways knew who the dreamer was. Oh, not during the dream, necessarily. But
later, the next day or the next month or the next year, he'd run into somebody and held just know,
looking at them, that he'd seen their dream.

How do you get out of adream? It's not like you could make yoursdlf wake up. Evenin hisown
dreams, whenever Mack dreamed of waking up, it turned out that the waking up was part of the
dream. He could dream himsalf woken up three times in the same dream and it didn't happen.

Andit'snot like hedid his clearest thinking in hisdeep. Hed bein acold dream but he wouldn't
say to himsdlf, Thisisacold dream, I've got to wake up—heck, having that thought would mean he
dready had woken up. Instead, he just felt a strong desire to get out of there.

So in hisdream, instead of waking, heldd start running.
And then afunny thing would happen. Instead of running, held beridinginacar. Or an SUV or

something, because regular cars couldn't drive on such rough roads. He dways started out on adirt
road, with ragged-looked trees around, kind of adry Californiakind of woods. The road began to



sink down while the ground stayed level on both sides, till they were dirt walls or steep hills, and
sometimes cliffs. And the road began to get rocky. The rocks were dl the size of cobblestones,
rounded likeriver rocks, and the vehicle hurtled dong asif the rocks were pavement.

The rocks glistened black in the sunlight, like they'd been wet recently. The cobbly road started
to go up again, steeper and steeper, and then it narrowed suddenly and they were dmost jammed in
between high cliffswith athin trickly waterfall coming from the crease where the dliffsjoined together.

He dways knew that they'd done it again—him and whoever it wasin the vehicle beside him.
They'd missed the turn. They hadn't been watching close enough.

So they backed out—and here was where Mack absolutely knew it wasn't him driving, because
he didn't know how to back acar. If it wasacar.

Backed out and headed down until the canyon was wide enough that they could turn around,
and then they rushed dong until they found the place where they had gone wrong. When the road
reached the lowest point, there was a narrow passage off to the left leading farther down, and now
Mack realized that this wasn't no road, thiswas ariver that just happened to be dry.

The second he thought of that, he heard distant thunder and he knew it wasraining up in the high
hills, and that little trickle of awaterfal at the dead end was about to become atorrent, and thereld be
water coming down the other branch of theriver, too, and here they were trapped in this narrow
canyon barely wide enough for their vehicle, it was going to fill up with water and throw them down
the canyon, bashing againgt the dliffs, rounding them off just like one of the river rocks.

Sure enough, in the dream here comes the water, and it's just as bad as he thought, spinning
head over hedls, getting dammed thisway and that, and out the windows al he can seeisroiling water
and stones and then the dead bodies of the other people in the vehicle as they got washed out and
crushed and broken againgt the canyon walls and suddenly ...

The vehicle shoots out into open space, and there's no cliffsanymore, just air on every side and
alake below him and the vehicle plungesinto the lake and sinks lower and lower and Mack thinks; |
got to get out of here, but he can't find away to open it, not a door, not awindow. Deeper and
deeper until the vehicle comesto rest on the bottom of the lake with fish swimming up and bumping
into the windows and then a naked woman comes up, not sexy or anything, just naked because she
never heard of clothes, she swims up and looks at him and smiles and when she touches the window,
it breaks and the water dowly oozes in and surrounds him and he swims out and she kisses his cheek
and says, Welcome home, | missed you so much.

When Mack got old enough to take psychology, it was easy to guesswhat this dream was
about. It was about being born. About getting to the lowest point, completely alone, and then hed
find hismother, sheld come to him and open the door and let him come back into her life.

He bdieved his dream so much that he was sure he knew now what his mother looked like, skin
s0 black it was amost blue, but with athinnish nosg, like those men and women of Sudan in the
African Peoples book at school. Maybe | am African, he thought. Not African-American, likethe
other black kidsin hisclass, but truly African without adrop of whitein him.

But then why would his mother have thrown him away?



Maybe it wasn't his mother'sidea. Maybe she was drugged and the baby was taken out of her
and carried off and hidden and she doesn't even know he was ever dive, but Mack knew he would
find her someday, because the dream was so red it had to betrue.

He knew it was about his mother because he wished so hard to be able to reach out and touch
her, but instead he was under water, swvimming up to the surface, up for air, only the bright sky
seemed to dim and the surface got farther and farther no matter how hard he swvam and he knew this
was because cold dreams could come true, but not his dreams.

And that was fine with him. Because the cold dreams he couldn't get away from, he didn't like
the way they cametrue. It was like somebody aways turned the granting of awish into adirty trick.
So the last thing he wanted was to have his dream of escape turn into awish, too. He didn't want any
such trick played on him.

Though he did wish he knew who it was in the vehicle besde him.

Such was the landscape of his dreams—the same road every time, the same canyon, the same
lake. And he only got there when he was fleeing from someone e se's degpest wish.

Wasthat the water that chased him down the canyon? A flood of other peopl€'s desires?

Their desreswere part of hismap of Baldwin Hills. He knew the streets, he knew the houses,
but it wasn't by the addresses or the names. It was by amemory of the dreams that came from there.

There was OpheliaMcCalligter, awidow who longed only to be reunited with her husband, who
had died of a heart attack right after he completed amerger that left her wealthy. Mack hated that
hunger of hers, because he dreaded every way he could think of for her wish to be granted.

Same with Sabrina Chum, who hated her huge nose and longed to berid of it. And hisown
friend Nathaniel Brady, whose conscious dream of dam-dunking baskets was born, at the degpest
level, of awishtofly.

Professor Williams's degp hunger to have his poetry read far and wide seemed harmless enough.
But Mack knew better than to think that any longing in acold dream could be fulfilled without some
evil twid.

Like Sherita Banks, who ssimply wanted men to desire her. Didn't she know how easily such a
wish could be granted without magic? It didn't have to be longed for, inviting the perversejoke of
whatever malevolent force ransacked Mack's dreams and destroyed his neighbors lives.

It waslike that fairy tale Ceese read to him once, about the fisherman who caught afish that
granted him three wishes. Without thinking, he wished for a big pudding. And when hiswife scolded
him for wasting awish, in fury hewished it would stick to her nose. It took the third wish to makeit dl

go away.

When Mack saw Sondra Brown pushing Tamikain her whedlchair, with al the pads and straps
and braces that held the girl's spastic body upright, he thought: Where'sthe third wish, theonel can
usetoundoit al?



After Ceese and he watched the DVD of Darby O'Gill and the Little People, Mack walked
around for weeks, whispering to himsdf whenever he wasn't paying attention, "Fourthwishand al is

gone.

But there had been more than four wishes granted in this neighborhood. Besides, how would "all
isgone" work with Romaine Tyler's architect father, who was crippled by an I-beam dropped from a
crane on the congtruction site of his newest building, granting her wish that he could be home dl the
time, S0 she could see him whenever she wanted? Now she saw him in constant pain, his back and
shoulder so shattered he survived in ahaze of drugs and never rose from his bed.

Would "al isgone" make him hedthy again, back to work but so busy he was never hometo
seehislondy little girl? Or would it Smply let him die, granting his heartfelt wish, so deep that he
never saw it himsdf, certain as he wasthat he believed that Jesus saved hislifein that accident for a
reason.

It's not Jesus, Mr. Tyler. It'sthe sick dreams of the son of agrocery bag, who ate at your table
and didn't mean to et this happen to you.

Mack saw Romaine at school dl thetime, and he kept thinking, Why did you have to comeinto
my dreams so often?| tried to get away from your longing, but | can't resst adream like that forever.
It'snot my fault.

And, underneeth, thetruer belief: It'sal my fault.

Y et when heleft his neighborhood, haunted asit was by al the wishes Mack had dreamed, he
felt vaguely lost. Going north on La Cienega or LaBreatoward the freeway, or eestward to thefailing
mall and the increasing poverty, or south into the land of oil wells, the buildings seemed emptier and
emptier to him. Still plenty of people, but they were strangers who had never hungered in his dreams.
Much as he dreaded the cold dreams, at least he knew the dreamers.

And so the years passed. To an adult, his childhood would have seemed idyllic. Like something
out of Dandelion Wine. Freedom al summer, friendsto gripe with about school. Adventuresin Hahn
Park and in the rough woods above the runoff pipe or scrambling up the wild brush of the hillsides.
The older he got, the more freedom he had—even though he aways seemed to have al the freedom
he wanted. Ceese graduated from high school and then college and by then Miz Smitcher knew
theréd be no point in replacing him. The whole neighborhood looked out for Mack now.

Mrs. Tucker, Ceese's mom, kept talking about how it was time to move into someplace small,
sincethelast of her kidswas gone, but she was till there day after day, year after year, whenever
Mack stopped in. Sometimes Ceese was there, but not often; he was busy al the time now, working
for the water department doing some computer thing while he went to graduate school to learn
engineering. Mack was more likely to run into one of Ceesg's older brothers, who aways seemed to
be recently divorced or freshly out of work or coming over full of advice about why whatever Mrs.
Tucker was doing, shewasdoing it al wrong.

And Miz Smitcher was older, too. It was athing that Mack only noticed from timeto time, but
he'd look up at her and see that there was steel grey in her hair now, and the skin of her face sagged,
and she groaned more when she got her shoes off; and she had enough seniority that there was no
more nonsense about | ate shifts, unless she wasfilling in for somebody.



Mack never tried to put aword to what he felt for her. He knew she had taken him in when he
might have been put into foster care. And even though it was mostly Ceese who raised him when he
wasllittle, he knew he was attached to her in such away that he would never leave her, would never
want to leave; no matter how old he got, no matter how widely he roamed the neighborhood, he'd
come hometo her.

Because that was her wish. Hewas her wish. To have him as her son.

There were times he even wondered if she had conjured him up in her own cold dream. If he
just magically appeared at that drainpipe at the hairpin turn of Cloverdde, swept out of hisredl
mother's arms and into the place where he would be found and brought to Miz Smitcher, exactly the
way Tamika Brown had been pulled from her sheets and plunged into the waterbed benegth her
deeping parents. In answer to awish so deep that it could not be denied.

He knew her cold dream, too. It was of herself, lying in ahospita bed, surrounded by the very
same equi pment that she monitored for strangers. Nurses and doctors moving around her, murmuring,
none of their words meaning anything, because the only thing that maitered was. When she opened
her eyes, there was Mack Street, a grown man now, holding her hand, looking into her eyes, and
saying, "I'm here, Miz Smitcher. Don't you worry, maam, I'm here."

Chapter 8

SKINNY HOUSE

The summer he turned thirteen, Mack was getting tale—fast enough that Miz Smitcher
grumbled about his wearing jeans one day and then she had to give them to Goodwill and buy him a
bigger pair the next. And his voice was changing, so when he talked he kept popping and squeaking.

He didn't find so many kids when he walked the neighborhood these days. Or rather, not the
familiar ones, not the ones his age. They were dl indoors, online, playing games or chatrooming, or
hanging somewhere that other kids could look at them and size them up and decide they were cool.

A lot of the boys had decided they were ghetto now, talking like they came from the mean
streets of Compton or South Central, putting on the walk and the clothes and the jive they saw inthe
moviesingead of talking like the upper-middle-class Cdiforniaboysthey redly were.

Mack didn't mind and till talked to them like normal, but he didn't put on attitude like that
himsdlf, not thetak or the clothes or even thewalk, so it left him as an outsider, |ooking somehow
younger than hisfriends. Or older, if you looked at it another way, since he showed no sign of caring
whether he was part of any group or not.

Even his grades at school stayed pretty good, since the teachers asked him to study hard and
learn, and so he did. But nobody gave him any crap about "acting white" or thinking he was better
than them when he got good scores on the test and aways had his homework to turnin. Hewas just
being the same old Mack. No threat to anybody. Always agood companion, if he happened to be
there. But not somebody you thought to call up if hewasn't. So it never seemed he wasin competition



with them, not about grades, not about girls, not about anything.

Now when he walked the neighborhood, it was younger kids he saw. But fewer and fewer of
them. Baldwin Hillswas the kind of neighborhood where, once ablack person bought a house there,
that wasit. If they had wanted to move "up" to awhite neighborhood, they'd aready have moved
there. A housein Badwin Hillswas like tenure at a university. Once you got it, you weren't going
anywhere. Y ou weren't going to move just becauise your kids were gone. Evenif, like Mrs. Tucker,
you kept saying you were. So when the kids grew up, the houses didn't fill up again with new babies
and toddlers and schoolkids, unless grandchildren cameto vigt.

Badwin Hillswas getting old. Eventualy, as people died or went to nursing homes, new families
would move in. But right now, as Mack wandered the streets of his neighborhood, it wasjust alittle...
emptier.

And when Mack got the notion to drop in on somebody at mealtime, they didn't turn him away.
They just weren't home. Too busy.

Hewasn't close to anybody—not at school, not at home. He hadn't redlized that no one
confided in him. He never asked questions because, by and large, he dready knew. And he never
confided in anyone el se about anything deeply important to him because he couldn't. The things most
important to him had to be kept secret for the sake of the people who would fed betrayed if he broke
that rule,

So hiswalks and runs through the neighborhood were more and more likely to be solitary, or
with younger kidstrailing after him. And that, too, was dl right with Mack. He liked being alone. He
liked the younger kids.

What he didn't like was walking past one particular spot on Cloverdde, just afew houses up
from Coliseum. And he didn't know why he didn't likeit. HEd just be walking dong, thinking his
thoughts or looking at whatever he looked at, and then, just as he passed between Missy Snipe's
house and the Chandresses, he'd suddenly fed distracted and look around him and wonder what he
had just seen. Only he hadn't seen anything. Everything looked normal. Hed stand there on the
sdewalk, looking around him. Nobody doing anything, except perhaps some neighbor in another yard
looking up a him, probably wondering why Miz Ura Lee Smitcher's strange boy was standing there
dazed like somebody smacked himin the head.

He aways shrugged it off, because he had someplace to go. And yet he remembered it, too, and
walked on the east Side of the Street as often as not, sometimes even crossing over, going out of his
way to avoid it, only to cross back again afterward.

What am | afraid of ? he asked himsdlf.

Whichiswhy, on one day in that hot summer of the year he turned thirteen, instead of avoiding
that spot on the west sdewak of the lower part of Cloverdae, he made straight for it, madeit his
destination, and found himself standing there wondering what it was that had bothered him so many
times before.

He gtill couldn't see anything. Thiswas stupid.



He decided to go home.
Hetook a step.
And there it was again. That moment of startlement. Held seen it. Out of the corner of hiseye.

But when he turned to look, there was nothing. He sidestepped, 1ooking between the houses,
going up and down the sidewak, and there was nothing.

Again he decided to go home.

Again, as he passed the same spot, out of the corner of hiseye he saw...

It was out of the corner of hiseye.

Instead of sidestepping, he now turned his face resolutely southward, looking up Cloverdale
toward the place where it jogged to the west at Sanchez Drive. Without turning his eyesto left or
right, he took afew steps backward, then forward, and both times he saw it, just alittle flash of
something to the right, directly between the houses, right at the property line.

Finally he got it exactly right and stopped, right there, with whatever it was holding Steady & the
corner of hiseye.

He knew better now than to try to look right at it—it would surely disappear. Instead, keeping
his gaze southward, he took a step onto the lawn between the houses. And another.

The shimmer became a vertical line, and then it became thicker, like alamppost or atelephone
pole—how much could he see, redlly, out of the corner of his eye? With each step it widened out,
shoving the other houses aside.

Ancther step and it was as wide as any house in the neighborhood. A whole house, directly
between Snipes and Chandresses, and nobody but him knew it was there, mainly because there was
no way in hdl it could possibly bethere. A whole house that was skinny enough to fit between two
houses taking up no space at al.

He reached out a hand and touched a bush growing in the nonexistent front yard. He sidled
closer to the house and in afew moments he had his hand resting on the door handle and it was as
real and solid as any door handle in the neighborhood.

So he dowly turned his head and thistime it didn't disappear. It stayed right where it was.

A whole secret house.

Somebody else might have doubted his sanity. But Mack Street knew helivedina
neighborhood where young swimmers could wish themsalvesinsde awaterbed.

Herang the doorbdll.

In alittle while he heard someone moving insde. Herang again.



"Don't keep pestering the doorbdl,” aman cadled out.

Mack let go of the doorbell and the doorknob and the house didn't disappear, as he had feared
it might. Instead, the door opened and there stood a black man in Lakers basketball uniform, except
he was barefoot and had a can of beer in hishand and a big filthy rasta.do like held been homeless for
acouple of years.

"Can | useyour toilet?' asked Mack.

"No," said the man. "Go away."

But Mack ignored him because he knew that the man didn't relly mean it. He walked past him
and found the bathroom behind the first door hetried.

"Can't you take no for an answer, boy?" asked the man.
"Y ou want me peeing on your floor?" asked Mack.
"I don't even want you walking on my floor. Who do you think you are?’

"I think I'm the only person in Baldwin Hillswho knowsthis place even exists." Mack finished
peeing and flushed and then, being a nurse's son, he washed his hands.

"Doesn't do any good to wash your hands," the man said from outside the bathroom. "The
towd'sfilthy."

"l don't know how it could be," said Mack. "It ain't like you ever useit.”
"Not al the company | get isastidy asyou.”

"How do you ever get company at al, being how your houseisonly visible out of the corner of
your eye."

"Depends on where you're coming from. The Good Folk find it whenever they care to come and
vigt"

"l don't know that I'm such bad folk. | think the folk of Baldwin Hills are maybe alittle better
than average.”

"Well, nobody would know that better than you, Mack Street," said the man. "But the Good
Folk | wasreferring to aren't from Badwin Hills"

"Y ou got any peanut butter?' asked Mack.
"I'm not hereto feed you," said the man.

"How did you know my name?" asked Mack, now that he realized that's what the man had just
done.



"Everybody knows your name, Mack Street. Just like everybody knows my house.”

"Youmean dl of the... Good Folk."

"They know my house because I'm right on the shore of the strongest river of power the world
has seen in five hundred years. And they know your name because that river sarted flowing the day
that you were born. It'slike your birth sort of popped the cork and et it rip. Like lavafrom avolcano.
Power flowing down Magic Street and on through the whole neighborhood.”

"l don't know what you're talking about.”

"Y ou know exactly what I'm talking about, Bag Baby," said the man.

"What do you know about the day | was born?"

"Everything," said the man. "And everything about your life since that happy day. The woman
who tried to get you killed that very first day of your life. The boy who amost did it and then spent
yearsof hislifein penancefor having even entertained the thought.”

"Y ou talking about Ceese?" asked Mack. "Y ou expect meto believe Ceese dmost killed me?"

"In fairness, no. He didn't dmost do anything. He fought off the desire. Do you have any idea
how strong he must be, to resist her ?"

"I might if | knew who her was."

The man smiled benignly and passed a hand over Mack's nappy head, which Mack aways
hated but never complained about. " So you're thirteen now. Y our lucky year."

"Doent fed dl that lucky sofar.”

"Well, it wouldn't to you, being achild, and therefore incapable of taking the long view of
anything.”

"How do you keep your houseinvisble?"

"It's perfectly visble," said the man. "It just takes alittle work. Therésalot of thingsin the world
likethat. Most peoplejust don't take the time to ook for them.”

"What's your name?' asked Mack.
"Why, do you plan on opening a bank account for me? Send me a Christmas card?”

Mack didn't like evasveness. Heliked it when people answered plain, evenif it wasto say,
None of your business. "I'll call you Mr. Christmas.”

"Y ou don't get to pick namesfor strangers, not in this place, boy. I'm master of my own house!”

"Then give me something to cal you."



"l don't want you to cal me," said Mr. Christmas. "I've been caled enough in my life, thank you
kindly."

"I'm betting thisisn't your house at dl," said Mack. "I'm betting you're asquatter, and you're
mostly crazy or at least half, but somehow you made it so the neighborhood thinks this street goes
from Chandresses house to Snipes with nothing in between.”

"l can't help what ignorant people think. The house ismine and it don't take no deed to proveit.”

"I'm hungry,” said Mack. Hewastired of talking to somebody who wouldn't say anything useful.

"I'm sorry to hear that," said Mr. Christmeas.

So hewouldn't even share food with avigtor. "What you got here that's so important you got to
hide from theworld."

"Me" sad Mr. Christmas.

"Why you hiding? Y ou kill somebody?

"Only now and then, and it was along time ago."

"Y ou planning to kill me?’

"Thisisn't Hansdl and Gretel, Mack. | don't egt children.”

"Didn't ask if you planning to eet me."

"Believe me, Mack, | don't want you dead." He laughed.

"What's so funny?'

"Humans"

"Asif you wasn't one yourself." Mack walked out of the living room and into the kitchen. It was
right where it was supposed to be. He went to the fridge and opened it. There was plenty of food
indde. Everything he liked to snack on. Milk. Juice. Grapes. Lunchables. Sdlami. Bologna. Evena
leftover mess of beans that looked just like Mrs. Tucker's recipe for burn-your-head-off chili.

Mack took the chili out of the fridge and opened a drawer and took out a spoon.

"Where's the microwave?" he asked.

"Do | have one?' Mr. Chrismas asked in return.

Mack looked around. The microwave was on the counter right beside the fridge, exactly where
it wasin Mrs. Tucker'skitchen. He put in the chili, set it for two minutes, and started it going.

"Wel, who knew," said Mr. Christmas.



"Who knew what?'

"Thet | had amicrowave."

"Youtdling methisisarentd and you just moved in?"

"I guess my house just bound to give you whatever you want."
"] want answers."

"Ask the house," said Mr. Christmeas.

Mack was sick of this. He rocked his head back and shouted at the celling, "Who this brother! |
want hisname!™

There was a clattering only acouple of feet away. Mack whirled and looked. In the middie of
the kitchen floor there was athick disk of plastic, bright orange. "What's that supposed to be?"

"A pileof flop from aplastic cow?' said Mr. Christmas. "A traffic cone had a baby?'
Mack leaned his head back again and shouted, "What's this thing supposed to be?"
Another clatter. Now, lying beside the plastic thing on the floor was a crooked stick.
"What isthis" said Mack. "ESPN in Middle-earth? | don't want to play hockey."
"Thisisgetting funny,” said Mr. Chrigmeas.

The microwave dinged. Mack opened it, took out the chili. It wasn't burning hot, but it was
warm enough to eat. He dug in with the spoon.

It didn't just look like Mrs. Tucker's chili, it was her chili. Mack jumped up and whooped just
like he did when he ate at Tuckers house. Thefirg bite of chili dways made him dance, it was so

spicy.

"Y ou eat that on purpose?* asked Mr. Christmas. "Even though it burns?

"It doesn't really burn,” said Mack. "It simulates the nervesin your mouth.”
"l guess| accidently asked Mr. Science.”

"It dso gimulates the nervesin your butt on the way out. | mean, that's chili.”
"Y ou telling me more than | want to know, boy."

"Y ou telling me nothing, so | guess on average we having a conversation.”

"Eat your chili,” said Mr. Chrigmeas.



"Did you buy this house? Or build it? Or just sedl it and then hide it from everybody?*

"Are you doing aresearch paper for school or something? Writing a children's book? The
Sinny House on the Cheap End of Cloverdale.”

"The Skinny House Out of the Corner of Your Eye."

"The Skinny House Where Srange Boys Come and Ransack the Fridge.”
"The Skinny House of Lies and Secrets," said Mack.

"The Skinny House of the Fairy," said Mr. Christmas.

"Now who'stelling more than the other person wants to know?"

"| findly tell you the truth, and you won't believe me," said Mr. Christmas.
"You think | believe asingle thing that's happened here this afternoon?”

"Y ou esting that chili."

"I'm pretending you polite enough to offer mefood.”

"Y ou sure take magic in stride, boy."

"] dready seen too much magicinmy life" sad Mack. "Andit'sdl ugly."

"I'm not the architect, Mack. This housejust like the othersin this neighborhood. | don't know
why people so thrilled to live in Badwin Hills. | don't think this houseis so much."

"The houses up the hill arejust fing," said Mack. "But even houses down herein theflat better
than what everybody used to have, in Watts."

"Your mamatd| you thet?"

"Miz Smitcher did," said Mack. "l don't know my mama."
"] do," said Mr. Christmas.

Mack took the last bite of chili. "Sheliving or dead?"
"Living," said Mr. Chrigmas.

"Shelive around here?'

"Right up Cloverdde.”

"That'ssuch alie” said Mack. "Y ou think agirl could get pregnant and have ababy around here



and the whole neighborhood don't know it?"

"Peoplekind of forgetful sometimes,” said Mr. Christmas.

Mack ignored him. He got up and washed the dish and the spoon and put them to dry. Mr.
Chrismas said nothing till Mack was done. ™Y ou downright tidy," he said. "Convenient to have
around the house."

"l just felt like washing it," said Mack.

"And you do whatever you fed like" said Mr. Chrismas.

“Mogly."

"But ain't it convenient that what you fedl like doing isjust exactly what other people want you to

"| try not to be abother."

"Y ou do your homework, get good grades, you don't sted anything but you don't tell on your
friendsthat do, you go everywhere and see everything but you don't gossip and you don't take
anything or damage anything and you don't even drop a candy wrapper on the ground, you take it
home and put it in the garbage.”

"Y ou been spying on me?"

"l guessyou just acivilized boy, that'sdl," said Mr. Chrismas.

Mack wasn't interested in this man's opinion of him. "So what's your back yard like? Doesit just
disgppear again, likein front?"

"Look and see" said Mr. Christmas. "'l don't go back there much."

Mack went to the back door and opened it and looked out onto the patio. There was arusted
barbecue off to one sde, and an old-fashioned umbrella-style clothedine with afew clothespins
hanging on it like birds perched along awire. Behind the patio a couple of scraggly-looking orange
treeswere covered in fruit that had been pecked at by birds or gnawed by squirrels. And the scruffy,
patchy, weedy lawn was dotted with rotting fruit.

"All the cheap Mexican labor in LA," said Mack, "and you can't even hire agardener?’

"You cal thisagarden?' asked Mr. Christmas.

"Don't you even want to eat these oranges before they rot or the birds and squirrels get them?”

"I've had oranges before. They ain't so much.”

"What do you eat?'



"Got ataste for See's Candies," said Mr. Christmas.

"I'm surprised you don't have them growing on trees, the way this house goes.”

"l got me abox afew years back. It hasn't run out yet."

"Either that was abig box, or you don't eat much.”

"Thirteen years,” said Mr. Christmas. "Asamatter of fact, | got that box asabirthday present.”
"When'syour birthday?'

"It wasn't for my birthday," said Mr. Christmas. "Y ou jump to alot of conclusons.

Mack wastired of riddles. He waked out onto the patio.

Did thetreesgrow tdler?

He stepped back. The orange trees were definitely smaller again.

"l see" hesaid. "Y our front yard gets smaller and smdller till your house just disappears. But the
back yard gets bigger and bigger."

"It doeswhat it does," said Mr. Christmas.

Mack walked back toward the trees. Right to the edge of the patio. Curioudly, the patio had
shrunk down now to abrick path, and when he turned around, the house was farther away than it
should have been, and was haf hidden among trees and vines that hadn't been there when he crossed
the patio. Mr. Christmas stood in the doorway, but he was no longer dressed the way he had been.
Nor was he quite the same man. He was thinner, and his clothes fit snugly, and he looked younger,
and hishair was ahao around his head, not filthy dreads at all.

"Who are you?' caled Mack.
Mr. Christmas just waved cheerfully. "Dontt et anything et you back therel" he cdled.

Mack turned back toward the forest—for that's what it was now, not alawn with trees, but a
track through a dense forest and not an orange in sight, though berries grew in profusion beside the
path, and butterflies and bees and dragonflies fluttered and hovered and darted over the blossoms of
adozen different kinds of wildflower.

It didn't occur to Mack to be afraid, despite Mr. Chrissmasswarning. If anything, thisforest felt
like hometo him. Likeal hiswandering through the neighborhood and Hahn Park hiswholelife had
actualy been asearch for this place. Cdiforniawas a desert compared to this. Even when the
jacaranda bloomed it didn't have this sweet flowery scent in the air, and instead of the dismal brown
dirt of Los Angeles there was moss underfoot, and thick loamy black soil in the patches where the
path hadn't quite been overgrown.

And water. Los Angeles had ariver, but it was penned in like the e ephants at the zoo,



surrounded by concrete and Ieft dry most of the year. Here, though, the path led a ongside a brook
that tumbled over mossy stones and had fish darting in the waters, which meant that it never went dry.
Frogs and toads hopped out of the way, and birdsflitted across the path in front of him, and beads of
water glistened on many aledf, asif it had rained only afew hours ago—something that never
happened in LA in the summer—or perhaps asif the dew had been so heavy that it hadn't all
evaporated yet.

The branches and |eaves were so thick overhead that the path grew darker, like twilight. Or
perhaps it wastwilight in this place, though it couldn't be much later than six o'clock.

Off in the distance, mostly hidden by bushes or vines or trunks of trees, but flashing occasiondly
as hewalked adong, therewas atiny light.

Mack |eft the path and headed toward it. It didn't occur to him at first that he might get log,
once heleft the path. He had never beenlost in hislife. But he had never beenin aredl fores,
either—the open woods of Hahn Park were nothing like this. And when he turned around after only a
few steps, he couldn't tell where the path was.

But he could till seethelight, flickering among the distant trees.

Now the bushes and branches snagged at his clothes, and sometimes there were brambles, so
he had to back out and go around. He found himsalf on the brink of alittle canyon once, and had to
turn around and climb down into it, and then search for a place where he could leap over the torrent
of water that plunged down the ravine. This place was getting wilder dl thetime, and yet he till wasn't
afraid. He noted the danger, how easily he might get lost, how a person could fdl into the current and
be swept away to God knowswhere, just like in his dream, and yet he knew that thiswasn't the place
or timefor hisdream to come true, and he would not be harmed here, not today.

Unless, of course, this sense of confidence was part of the magic of the place, luring him on to
destruction. Magic wastricky that way, as he knew better than any other soul. What seemed most
swest could be most deadly, what promised happiness could bring you deep and endless grief.

But he went on, clambering up the other side, which was, if anything, steeper than the sde that
he had climbed down.

When he got to the top again, he could see that there were two lights, not just one, and they
were much nearer now. Only afew dozen yards through the bushes and trees—easy passages,
mostly—and he was on the edge of aclearing.

The two lights were like old-fashioned lanterns. Glass-sided, with ornate meta lining the panes.
Unlike alantern, though, there was neither base nor roof to the lights, just glassall the way around.
Nor were there stands holding them up, or wires holding them suspended from above. They smply
hungintheair, flickering.

Therewas no bulb insde, giving light. Nor awick of any kind, nor asource of fudl. Just a
dazzling point of light drifting around indde each lantern, bumping againgt the glass and changing
direction again.

Mack was going to step out into the clearing and look more closdly at the lights, but that was



when he heard agrowl, and saw that a panther, black as night, dunk from shadow to shadow around
the forest verge. Its eyeswere bright yellow in the lantern light, and at moments Mack thought he
could see ared glow even deeper indde the eyes.

Mack took astep into the clearing.
The panther growled and bounded suddenly to the middle, directly between the two lights.

Mack took just one more step, not because he was so brave that he did not fear the panther,
but because it would have been unbearable not to get acloser look at what the panther's front paws
rested on.

It was acorpse, flyblown and rotted. The man had been wearing trousers and alongish shirt,
though the shirt had been torn by claws. And instead of aman's head, on his shoulders was the head
of adonkey, its eyesockets empty, itsfur patchy. Mack had seen squirrelsin this condition before; he
knew that under the collapsing rib cage there would be nothing, the worms and bacteria having done
their work.

This panther must have been herealong time, if it was what killed the donkey-headed man, and
the clawing the man's clothes had received suggested that it was.

Whatever the two lanterns were, it was clear enough that the panther did not intend to let anyone
near them.

And that was fine with Mack. He was curious, but never so curious that he'd die for an answer.
Let the globes of light keep their secret, and let the panther go hungry for another while.

Having seen the sources of the light he saw from the path, there was no reason for him to remain
here. He started back.

The moment he left the clearing, though, he was plunged into darkness. If it had been twilight
before, now it was night, and without the bobbing lantern light ahead of him to guide him, hehad to
fed hisway through the dark like a blind man.

Somewhere ahead of him was aravine, its sdes so steep that he had clung to vines and rootsin
order to climb. And at the bottom, atorrent that could sweep him away if he migudged in the
darkness and failed to jump al the way across.

"I'm not getting home tonight,” Mack said out loud.

Behind him, he heard the deep rumble of abig cat, purring.

He stopped, held ill.

A warm deek-furred body pressed close againgt him asit did past, then turned and rubbed itself
aganonhislegs

A tongue lapped at his hand.



Hedidn't think thiswasthe way that cats treated their prey.

Wouldn't do any good to climb atree to get away from a panther, either. And it didn't seem
angry.

Mack took another step toward the ravine. Suddenly the cat wasin front of him, blocking his
way. And instead of a purr, there was afierce, short growl.

I'min Narnia, thought Mack. Only it'sablack boy's Narnia, so instead of agolden lion theré'sa
black panther. And instead of entering through the back of awardrobein England, | got here through
the back door and patio of an invisible house on astreet in Baldwin Hills.

So what was the deal here? Guyslike C. S. Lewis and what's-his-name who wrote Alicein
Wonderland, were they reporting things they really experienced? Or things they dreamed? Or were
they imagining it, but it happened that in the real world the thingsthey imagined redly did come true?
Or isdl this happening because | read their books and so my own mind isfinding waysto make their
fantasy storiesturn red? Or am | crazy and cold dreams are nothing but the ugly nightmares of a
wacked out bastard boy whose mind was broken as he lay covered with antsin agrocery bag by a
drainpipe a the bottom of Hahn Park?

Either this panther was ablack Adan or ablack White Rabbit or... or something. Whatever. The
main thing was, it only growled when Mack walked in this direction. Or when Mack tried to walk
toward the lanterns. And it was dark. Night. Mack had eaten supper, such asit was. The leftover
chili. Soit'snot like he had a compelling reason to go home, except that Miz Smitcher would worry
about him, and there was nothing he could do about that, she/d worry alot worse and alot longer and
to less effect if he pissed off this panther and ended up lying in the woods with claw marks on his
clothing and maggots esting his dead flesh.

So he lay down where he was standing. The ground was soft and yielding. He could hear the
bresthing of the panther near him. He could see nothing at all. Not even thelightsin the clearing, now
that he was down below the leve of the underbrush. If there were snakes or other fearsome beasts
near him, he'd never know it; the rustlings and stirrings he heard were bound to be smal creatures of
the night, but they were none of his business and he hoped they'd fedl the same about him.

Lying there, in the minutes before degp overtook him, Mack thought about Mr. Christmas and
al he'd said. He knew Mack's mother. Could that be true? A woman somewhere nearby. In the
neighborhood. Was it possible? She gave birth, and everybody forgot she had even been pregnant? If
that was 0, then Mack redlly was home here. Or rether, therein Badwin Hills, snceright now "here"
was adark magica wood with a panther lurking nearby.

And what was that business with the hockey stick and the puck that appeared in midair and fell
to the floor in the kitchen of Mr. Christmas's Skinny House?

It was the house, answering his question about Mr. Christmassidentity, just as he had asked.

Puck. There was a character named Puck. Mack had heard the name, or read it somewhere.
Vaguely the memory cameto him: It was acharacter in Shakespeare. Mack had never read
Shakespeare, but somewherein his schooling, somebody had told or read him the story of someone
named Puck. A fairy named Puck. Mr. Christmas was afairy, like he said, only not what guys meant



when they cdled an effeminate kid afairy. Morelike an éf. A tall black old ef with arastado. Only
when Mack had walked into the woods and looked back at him, he had turned back into something
more like himsdlf, and what Mack had seen wasthefairy, tal and lithe, hishair ahao around his
head, his clothes clingy and... green. They had been green.

Got to read me some Shakespeare and find out who the hell Puck is. The story of the guy with a
donkey head, that was part of it.

It was aplay, now heremembered. A group of college students came to their e ementary school
and put on aplay that started with the queen of thefairiesfaling in love with aguy with adonkey
head, and then a bunch of stupid guys acting out aplay about aboy and girl who fal inlove and then
kill themselves because one of them wastorn by alion or... or something.

That'sal thisis. I'm adegp somewhere and dreaming that play they put on for uswhen | wasin
fifth grade.

Only he knew that he wasn't dreaming, that he was very much awake.

Until, amoment later, hewaan't.

Chapter 9

CAPTIVE QUEEN

Mack awokein thefirgt light of morning, cold and covered with dew, but not uncomfortable, not
even shivering except one quick spasm when hefirst bounded to hisfest.

Only when he was standing did he redlize that the panther had dept closeto him dl night, and
from the sudden chill of evaporating sweat he knew that the beast had been pressed up closeto his
back. Now it lazily rose up and stretched and padded away from him, back toward the clearing
where two lanterns hung suspended in the air.

Mack wasn't interested in going back there now. Miz Smitcher would worry and he didn't want
her to be unhappy or worried, though truth to tell she probably wasn't, since she was bound to
assume he had spent the night in somebody's house.

Alone now—for the panther felt to him like more than an anima—Mack did as his body
required, stepping right out of his pantsin order to empty his bladder and then squat down to hold on
to asapling trunk while he emptied his bowels. It had been along time since held doneit outdoors,
but his body was so hedlthy and worked so naturally that histurd came out dry and he didn't even
need to wipe himself, though he scooped up some old leaves and made apass at his butt just to be
aure.

Then he stood up and took a step and then snatched back at the sapling, because hisfoot didn't
find the ground, it hung out in the air, and he redlized that the trees and saplings here leaned out over
theravine or grew up from insdeit. He had dept on the edge of a cliff last night, the cat between him



and death, and the turd he laid had falen down into nothing.

Even holding on to the sapling, he couldn't fully recover his balance. The best he could do was
swing around as he dipped, so he was facing the cliff and could grab with his other hand and catch at
aroot to stop himsdf from falling dl the way down. He caught one, but he couldn't keep hisgrip, and
the vine he clutched with his other hand broke, and down he went, his bare feet finding no purchase,
his hands grabbing at this and that, until he landed on the steep grassy bank of the torrent.

It knocked the breath out of him, but not the sense—he knew as he did down toward the water
that he had to stop himself or he'd be caught up in the current and battered to death againgt the banks
and stony bottom of the stream, if he didn't drown first.

He caught atough root growing right at the water's edge, as hislegs went into the water. It was
so cold, right up to hiswaist, that it knocked the breath out of him al over again—not that he'd had
even amoment to caich it after the fall—and the shock was so grest he dmost lost hisgrip.

But he held on, and even though the water tore a him and held him out almost horizontal in the
water, hewas able to get aleg up into the roots of another tree and then climb up out of the water.

He sat on the bank, still without his trousers, trembling with the cold of the water and the pain
and bruises of thefal and the fear of having come so near deeth.

Far above him, he knew, were his pants. And his shoes? He couldn't remember if he had been
barefoot yesterday when he went to take alook at the strange spot between Chandresses and
Snipes. He wore shoes more and more these days, and he might have been wearing them, but he
couldn't remember taking them off last night when he went to degp. Main thing was, he was naked
from the waist down, and somehow he had to get home, only ablock or so but that was along way
when your butt was naked and the neighbors al knew where you lived and how to cal and tell Miz
Smitcher.

Should he climb back up and get those pants?

Theravinewas alot less steep on the other side. And Mr. Christmas—or Puck, if that was
really hisname, and why would the house lie to him?—might have something he could wear. At least
atowd he could wrap around himsdf asif he was coming back from somebody's swimming pool.

So herested alittle more, then jumped the stream and climbed up the other side. Then he just
walked, trusting that he'd run across the path and know it when he saw it. And sure enough, he did.

It was till that faint light of earliest morning when he saw the back of the Skinny House. Mr.
Christmas was no longer standing at the door, of course, as Mack lightly ran aong the mossy path
until hisfeet touched brick. And in afew steps the house wasitself again, and the patio was concrete
with the rusty barbecue and the umbrella clothedine stand and the old screen door that stood just the
tinies bit gar.

Mack opened it, and turned the knob and the door into the kitchen opened, and there was Mr.
Christmas, looking like himsdlf again—or not like himself, depending on which verson wasredly him.
The dirty dreads, anyway, and the clothes he was wearing, and he sat at the kitchen table sipping
something that wasn't coffee but Mack didn't know wheét.



"Forget something out there?"' asked Mr. Christmas.
"Isyour nameredly Puck?"

"Somebody steal your pants or you give them to abeggar? Or have you decided to go au
naturel today?"'

So he wasn't going to answer, and Mack wasn't interested enough to keep pushing. "'l need
something to wear."

"Asl| wassaying."

"Got anything that would fit me?" asked Mack. He looked at Puck's thickish body and said, "Or
something that won't fit me unless| tighten abdlt redly tight and roll up the pantlegs?"

" got nothing thet fits me, if you haven't noticed,” said Puck. "But you're welcometo look in the
closet and seewhat | got. Seeing how this house responds to you alot better than it doesto me.”

Mack walked into a bedroom that didn't look like anybody had ever dept init, considering that
there weren't even sheets or blankets or a pillow on the bed, and the bed was just a bare mattress on
thefloor.

He went to the closet and did the cheap diding door open and there were six pairs of pants
hanging there on hooks, each oneidentical to the pants he had | eft behind on the wrong side of the
ravine. Four of them were clean, but one was damp and muddy, and another wastorn asif by savage
claws and covered in half-dried blood.

"Guess things might have turned out afew different ways," said Puck.

"But they turned out thisway," said Mack. He took one of the clean pairs of pants out of the
closet and put them on.

"Y ou know how these pants would have gotten so wet and muddy?"
"l dmost fel into the stream at the bottom of a canyon,” said Mack.
" S0 these torn and bloody ones..."

"The panther,” said Mack.

"Panther?'

"The one guarding thelamps.”

"Ah," said Puck. "Lamps."

"They just hanging thereinthear.”

"Oh, they got something holding them up,” said Puck.



"Duh," said Mack. "Magic, of course.”

"So if you come closg, this panther..."

"Y ou never gonethere?' said Mack. "Y ou never saw that dead man? With adonkey head?"
Puck chuckled and shook his head. "Once she lovesyou, you never forget, you never give up.”
"Heain't trying no more," said Mack. "Whatever it ishewastrying to do.”

"Hewastrying to set her free”

"Set who free?’

"The queen."

"] don't know what you talking about. | got to go home now."

"Why you pretending you don't want to know?"

"Cause whatever | ask, you don't tell me nothing. But when | don't ask, you full of information.”

" She's the most beautiful woman who ever lived,” said Puck. "But her soul's been captured and
locked in aglass cage.”

"The queen.”
"The Queen of the Fairies," said Puck.
"And the dead guy with the donkey head, he wasin love with her.”

" Shakespeare, that asshole, he never understood anything. About love or magic. Always had to
‘improve the story." Puck winked. "He couldn't teake ajoke.”

"You don't like Shakespeare?' asked Mack.

"Nobody likes Shakespeare. They just pretend they do so they look smart.”
"I like Shakespeare," said Mack.

"Y ou never read Shakespearein your life”

"Some college students, they put on aplay for us. I likedit."

"Y eah, yeah, cause they told youto likeit. And cause they didn't put on Othello with some
white dude with hisface painted black.”

"S0 it was Shakespeare locked a queen's soul in alantern in the woods?!



"No," said Puck scornfully. " Shakespeare wouldn't have the power to pick his own nose, he
come up againgt the queen.”

"Who locked her up, then?"
"Himsdf," said Puck. "If you think | saying hisnameinthis place, you crazy."
"What about the queen. What's her name?"

" She has so many. Mab, some call her, and that's closer to her true name. But dso Titania.
Shakespeare knew those names but he didn't think she was the same person.”

"So why don't you go out into the woods and set her free? Guy can make awhole house
disappear from the Street, you got to be more powerful than a panther.”

"How far off the ground was that lantern?" asked Puck.

Mack held his hand out, about shoulder high.

Puck laughed hitterly. " So he didn't shrink you."

"Shrink me?'

"1 step off the bricks into the woods, | shrink down to fairy sze. Small enough to ride a butterfly.
Only they's no flying across that ravine. Y ou think you had ahard time climbing down and up again?
Crossing that water? How hard you think it be, you thishigh." He held up his hand, histhumb and
fingers about four inches gpart.

"You? That tal?'

"In those woods."

"And you can't do anything about it?"

"That my natural Sze," said Puck. "When I'm home."

"|sthat homefor you, in there?'

"It's part of home. A corner of home."

"So what'sit called?'

"Faerie" said Puck. "Fairyland."

"Not Middle-earth, then,” said Mack. "Not Narnia?'

"Made-up bullshit, that stuff,” said Puck. "There'sno lion in that place, making people be good.
There'sjust power, and those who got more of it and those who got less.”



"And inthat place, yourelittle."

"I'mlittle, my houselittle. That panther, he swalow mewhole, if he can. Birds come down and
get meif I try tofly. | can't get into et her free”

"But | could,” sad Mack. "I'mtall enough.”

"But you scared of that panther.”

"Only alittle," said Mack. "What I'm scared of isdying."

"Samething."

"Don't care how," said Mack. "Just don't want to do it. Panther no worse than any other way."
"What did she look like?"

"If it was her, and you not just shitting me, then she wasthislittle bit of light bouncing around
inddethe glass. Bright, though.”

"Couldn't look right at her, could you."

"Burned aspot in my eye, didn't wear off till morning. Saw her inmy deep.”
"Ah," said Puck. "Y ou had her dream?"

Mack shook hishead. "Not likethat. | just dreamed about that point of light."
"Ah," said Puck, clearly disgppointed.

"So who's the other one?" asked Mack.

"Other one?'

"Two lanterns, two lights. One of them might be this queen, but who's the other?"
"A prisoner of love," said Puck, and then he started singing it.

When grownups started singing old rock songs, the conversation was over. Mack had his pants
on, and he better get home.

"Y ou going to set her free?" asked Puck.
"Y ou get me acan of panther repellent and abig stick, | get that glass open.”
"Isthat alie or apromise?'

"If she'sredlly in one of thosejars™



"That'sagood point," said Puck. "What if you open the wrong one."
"Who'sin the other one?'

" told you."

"Y ou told me nothing. Y ou dwaystel me nothing.”

"| told you it was Queen Mab in that jar."

"That's probably just another lie."

"l dont lie," said Puck. "These days, | don't even spin.” He demonstrated how dowly he moved
when hetried to turn himself around.

Mack didn't wait to watch. He headed out of the bedroom and out of the house. When he
reached the sdewalk, he turned around to look, and the Skinny House was gone.

Mack reached down into his pants pocket and found the five-dollar bill he carried around in
case of emergencies. Like having amagic wand. Y ou have afive-dollar bill and you want adrink or
some candy or abusride, then you got it. Small magic, but magic just the same.

Puck's magic—now, that was big time. But it seemed to Mack that maybe Puck wasn't the one
did that magic. He didn't seem dl that powerful. Couldn't make Mack do anything. Maybe he was
trapped in that house the way that fairy queen wastrapped in the lantern in the woods.

If he wasn't lying about what those lanterns were about. Had he really been there and seen the
lights? Was he really so smdll and flightlessthat he couldn't get to aether lantern? When Mack was
telling the story, Puck nodded his head like he knew dl about it, but then from his questions it seemed
like he'd never been there, had no ideawhat it took to get there from here.

Puck hadn't even known that Mack would have pantsin the closet. And did each one of those
pairsof pants have hisfive-dollar bill in the pocket? If he was ever running short of money, could he
come back here and get another Lincoln from the extra pants? Or would they be gone if he ever came
back?

Mack turned away from the house and looked up the street and then took a step forward, then
back, until he saw the house come into view again through the corner of hiseye.

Had to make sure the house wasn't gone for good. What if he wanted to go back? Had to make
sure he could.

Then heturned and ran home in the predawn light. A few cars out and running. Dr. Marvin
heading out to put big titsinto some woman or liposuck the fat out. Mack waved at him, and Dr.
Marvin waved back.

Miz Smitcher was standing by her car when Mack jogged up to the house. Mack remembered
that she was covering the early shift thisweek.



"Where you been?' she asked.
"Fell adeep inthewoods," said Mack. "I'm sorry, Miz Smitcher.”
"Don't scare melikethat, Mack Street,” she said softly. "You dl | got.”

My mother livesin this neighborhood, Miz Smitcher. Did you know that? Did you keep that
from me?Y ou lying to medl my life, or you didn't know?

Out loud, Mack said, "I didn't meanto. | won't doit again.”
"Until the next time you don't mean to but it just happens.”
Mack hung hishead, showing his shame.

She touched the back of hishead. Not rubbing his hair, like Mr. Chrissmas did. Just touching
him. Laying her big nurse hand on his head like shelaid it on her patients a the hospitd. Felt good.
Fdt like apromise that everything going to turn out okay.

Shetook her hand away and his head felt cold without it.

"1 be home late tonight, kind of working haf adouble," said Miz Smitcher.
“I'll do my homework the minute | get home."

"Don't wait dinner for me, what I'm saying."

"l won't."

She got in the car and backed out of the driveway and pulled out into the street. He watched her
out of sight, then went into the house and took a shower.

When he came out, he heard avoice from the kitchen. "Mack Street, when you get dressed,
would you mind coming in here and talking to me?" It was Mrs. Tucker, Ceesesmom. It wasplain
she knew that Miz Smitcher was gone, so it was Mack she wanted to talk to. She didn't sound
agitated—in fact, she sounded downright perky. But it wasn't like adults came caling on him every
day. Had to be something wrong, and had to be she thought he had something to do with it or knew
something about it, so whatever it was, Mack was probably going to wish it wasn't happening.

Didn't make him dress any faster; didn't make him dress any dower. Hed find out what it was,
deal with it as best he could. Mack wasn't oneto worry, or at least he didn't go to great lengthsto
avoid facing whatever was coming & him.

Once he had hisbriefs on, he paused for amoment before putting on his pants. They weren't too
dirty to wear—though they did look as though they had made the passage through the woods. Thing
is, hewasn't sure he could trust them. He'd read plenty of stories about magic stuff that disappeared
at midnight or some other inconvenient time. But at least hed have hisbriefs on, if the pants vanished
off hisbutt. So he pulled on the pants and padded into the kitchen where Mrs. Tucker was Sipping tea
and looking alittle tense.



Ceese was Sitting in the chair next to her. Well, that was no big deal, Ceese probably didn't have
amorning class.

Mrs. Tucker smiled at him and offered him tea. He thought tea tasted like dishwater and he
never drank it. Still, he sat down across from her when she asked him to, and waited for her to get to
the point.

"It'sjudt alittlething,” she said. "Hardly worth mentioning, but it's been bothering me sinceit
happened last night." And then she stopped.

Mack looked at Ceese, who was staring at the table looking solemn.

"l brought Ceese along because he's going to be a policeman now," said Mrs. Tucker. "Not that
I think any crime has been committed!”

"And not that | know athing about police work yet," said Ceese. "l just Signed up to train for the
ted."

"You'regoing to beacop?' asked Mack, fascinated. ™Y ou never hit anybody in your life.”

"l did s0," said Ceese, "but that ain't what decidesyou on being acop. Theideaisyou try not to
hit anybody, but if you have to, then you know how. Same thing with guns. Y ou hopeto be a cop
who never hasto fireagun a aperson, but if the time comes when you got no choice, then you know
how todoit right."

"So why you doing it, Ceese?" asked Mack. "I thought you were going to build bridges."

"l was going to design electronics,” said Ceese. "Lots of different kinds of engineering, Mack.
But | was bored. Didn't fed like anything | was doing mattered to anybody. Being a cop, now, that
matters. Y ou make adifference. Y ou keep people safe.”

"Likeyou looked after me," said Mack.

"Likethat."

"So what do you think | done wrong?'

"No," protested Mrs. Tucker. "We don't think you did athing that'swrong. In fact, if you did it,
then it definitdy wasn't wrong, but | just have to know.”

"Know what?" asked Mack.

"What happened to the eftover chili | was heating up for Winston and mefor supper last night.”

Mack knew at once what happened to it, and it pissed him off. If the magic at Skinny House
could arrange for half adozen copies of his pantsto hang from hooksin acloset, why couldn't it

amply copy Mrs. Tucker'schili out of her fridgeinstead of steding it?

But he couldn't very well say so. He could just imagine how they'd react if hesaid, | aeit, but



not from your fridge, it got magicaly transported to the fridge at an invisible house down the street, so
when | ateit | didn't know | was esting yours. But it sure was delicious. | did my hot-mouth dance
when | aeit.

"What happened to it?" asked Mack.

"That'swhat we don't know," said Ceese patiently.

Mack just sat there, looking back and forth between them.

"1 was preparing dinner,” said Mrs. Tucker. "I checked in the fridge to make sure there was
enough chili for the two of us, and there was. And then | went to the sink and washed the corn on the
cob and cut up some bananas to put with a can of mandarin orangesto make alittle fruit salad. And
when | came back from the can opener with the orangesto drain off theliquid into the sink, therewas
the chili dish, freshly washed and gtill wet, in the drain-dry beside the sink. And a spoon.”

"Somebody snuck in and ate your chili and washed the dish while you were opening the
mandarin oranges?"' asked Mack.

Ceee gavethetiniest Sgh.

"I'mjust so afraid I'mlosing my mind,” said Mrs. Tucker. "1 was hoping you'd tell methat... that
you perhaps did it asaprank. Meaning no harm. I'd be so relieved to know that it was you, and that
I'm not crazy."

"You not crazy," said Mack.

"Thenyou did it?" said Ceese, sounding cam but dso just thetiniest bit incredulous.

Mack shrugged. "'l was not in your kitchen yesterday or last night, Mrs. Tucker."

"Where were you?"' asked Ceese.

Mack looked at him calmly. "Y ou asking for my dibi, Officer?'

Ceesegot asmal amile. "l guess so, Mack Street.”

"Got no dibi," said Mack. "I was walking around in the neighborhood and in thewoods and |
dept under atreelast night with abig black cat. | reckon that cat ain't much of an dibi."

"But you didn't eat Mom's chili," said Ceese.
"1 was not in your kitchen yesterday."

"l just cantimagine," said Mrs. Tucker, "why somebody would eat my chili and then wash the
dishes."

"] think," said Ceese, "we're not quite ready to start an urban legend about a sneak thief called
"Tidy Boy' who steals food from fridges while the cook isin the kitchen, and washes up without a soul



noticing he'seven there."

Mrs. Tucker could hear the trace of amusement in Ceese's voice and her eyes started swimming
with tears. Mack knew that her degpest wish was being young again. He dreaded the evil way that
magic would make the dream come true—yprobably a second childhood brought on by Alzheimer's.
But growing old terrified her, and this seemed like proof to her.

Magic dwaysfound away to be cruel. Mack couldn't even have a chili supper without hurting
somebodly.

"Mrs. Tucker," said Mack, "l can't tell you what happened to your chili, but | can promiseyou
this. Y ou're not going crazy, you're not getting old, something redlly happened, but if you keep talking
about it people going to think you crazy. So maybe you better let it go."

For thefirst time, Ceese got red dert. He didn't say anything, but now he was looking at Mack
red steady, and the amusement was gone.

"Do you think so, Mack?' asked Mrs. Tucker. "I know it'ssilly, you're only aboy, what would
you know?'

"1 know that the chili wasredly in your fridge when you saw it. | know you didn't accidently est
it and wash up afterward and then forget you did.”

"How do you know, Mack?' she said plaintively. "How can | know you redly know?"'

"Doubt meif you want, but | know everything happened just the way it seemed to you, and you
didn't forget anything. That'sthe best | can do.”

Shelooked a him searchingly, then reached out and clutched at his hands, there on thetable.
"Mack, you're an angel to say that to me. | know Ceese doesn't believe me, though he'stoo kind ever
to say s0. | just needed somebody to believe me.”

"l do, Mrs. Tucker."

"Wdl then," shesad. "I'll just wash up my cup..."

She stood up.

"Il do that, Mrs. Tucker,” said Mack. "I like washing dishes."

"You do? That's very strange of you," she said, and then laughed. It sounded only alittle
hygericd. "But very nice"

Ceese |eft with her out the back door, but as Mack expected, he was back before Mack
finished drying the cup and sauicer and spoon and putting them away.

"All right, Mack, what was dl that about?"

"Ceese, why should | tdl you?' said Mack.



"Cause | think my mother islosing her mind and if you know somereason | shouldn't think that,
you better tell me."

"She'snot losing her mind,” said Mack. He got down abowl and spoon for his breakfadt.

"That's not good enough,” said Ceese. "Just your word like that?"

"| ever lieto you, Ceese?' asked Mack.

"Not teling me the whole story, that'sthe same asalie”

"Not if | don't pretend that it's the whole story when it's not.”

"So you're going to keep it asecret.”

Mack laughed. "All right, Ceese, I'll tell you. | went into an invisible house four doors up from
Coliseum on Cloverdale, between Chandresses and Snipes, and in that house | got hungry and
opened the fridge and there was your mamas chili inaglassdish. | nuked it for two minutes, ateit,
did the warpath dance cause it was so spicy, then | washed the dish and spoon and put them in the
dishdrainin that house."

Ceese shook hishead. "So you're not going to tell me.”

"| supposeit's better you think I'm aliar than you think I'm wacked out,” said Mack. "Except
that if I'maliar, you're going to think your mamalosing it when sheain't. And you aso won't trust my
word, but | never lied to you, Ceese, and | didn't start now."

"Aninvisblehousa"

"It'sonly invigble from the street,” said Mack. "Y ou get closer, it gets bigger.”

"Show me."

"l don't know if | can,” said Mack. "Maybe I'm the only one can seeit.”

Ceese shook hishead. "Mack Street, I'm going to hold you to this. Y ou going to show me."

"l cantry. | just... maybeyou'l seeit, maybe you won't. | seealot of things| don't tell people
about," said Mack. "They just think I'm crazy. Miz Smitcher, she showed me early on that | better not
tell what | see. It just makesfolks upsat.”

Ceesg'sface looked cold and distant. "L et'sgo now," he said.

Mack led him down to the place and al the time he was haf afraid that it wouldn't be there
anymore, that weird spot in the sdewak where you could see Skinny House out of the corner of your

eye. But it wasthere.

"You seethat?' asked Mack.



"Seewhat?"

So Mack made him stand exactly where Mack had been standing, and then had him look
straight up Cloverdale and then step backward and forward.

"l don't even know what I'm supposed to see.”
Mack shook hishead. "It'sthere. But like | thought, you can't seeit.”

Ceese sighed. "Mack, | don't even know why you doing this. It's one thing to make my mama
fed better, | don't blame you for that, but telling this stuff to me when it'sjust ustwo—"

Mack didn't hear him finish the sentence, because he figured the only proof he had wasto have
Ceese watch him disappear. That must be what happened when Mack went into Skinny House, so
he'd do it when Ceese was watching.

So Mack lined himsdlf up with the thin vertica line of Skinny House and then strode right toward
it. Asbefore, it grew wider until it wasthe full width of ahouse. He reached out far enough to touch
the front door, then turned around.

There was Ceese on the sdewalk, looking around every which way, trying to see where Mack
went.

Mack opened the front door and went inside.

There was nobody there. And not astick of furniture. Nothing in the kitchen, either. No fridge,
no dishesin the cupboard, nothing.

But there werefive pairs of pantsin the closet, hanging from hooks. And when he checked the
pockets, five dollarsin each of them. Mack took al the billsand put them in different pockets of his
pants. Then he went back out the front door and jogged toward the sidewalk.

Ceesewas afew paces away, and partly out in the stret, still looking for him. Mack caled to
him, but Ceese couldn't hear him. Not till Mack actualy set foot on the sdewak. Then hewhirled
around.

"Where were you?' Ceese demanded.

"Watch me carefully,” said Mack. "Y our eyesright on me."

Ceese watched. Mack stepped off the sidewalk. Skinny House disappeared and Mack clearly
did not.

"Shit," said Mack. "All right, look away, but keep me visible in the corner of your eye.”
Ceeserolled his eyes, but did as Mack had ordered.

Thistime when Mack stepped off the sdewalk, Skinny House grew larger and Ceese whirled
around to see what had happened to Mack. Mack walked right back to the sidewalk and reappeared



right in front of Ceesg's eyes.
"Good Lord," whispered Ceese. "Y ou can disappear?”’

"Of course| can't disappear,” said Mack. "It'snot my magic, it'sthe magic of Skinny House. It's
not like | can disappear by stepping off the sdewak anywhere e se in Bddwin Hills™

"Y ou been magic the wholetime | looked after you?"

"I'm not magic!" said Mack, and now he was getting alittle angry. "Or can't you hear me?"
"l hear you, | just don't—I never saw anything like that before.”

"You seenitdl thetime" said Mack. "In moviesand on TV"

"Yeeh, but they fakeit."

"But do you know how they fakeit?"

"Not exactly, but it has something to do with... hell, I don't know."

"Y ou don't know how to do it, it'smagic to you." Mack held out his hand.

"What," asked Ceese.

"Take my hand and look up the street. Don't look toward the houses at all. Stand right... right
there."

Ceese Obeyed.

"Now, when | pull you, you just follow, but don't look where were going." When he could see
that Ceese wasfollowing orders, Mack stepped off the sidewalk and headed toward Skinny House.
He half expected to fed Ceese's hand vanish from his, or to have the grass just be the grass between
the two visble houses.

But no, Skinny House loomed, and Ceese's hand stayed in Mack's, and in amoment they were
standing on the front porch and Ceese was |ooking back and forth between the neighboring houses
and touching the door and thewalls, saying, "Good Lord."

"Ceese, | know the Lord got nothing to do with this, and I'm pretty surethat it ain't good.”

Chapter 10

WORD

Mack and Ceese stood on the back porch of Skinny House, looking at the orange trees and the



rusty barbecue and the umbrella-style clothedine.

"So that'sredly aforest back there." Ceese's voice wasflat, not the least bit sarcagtic, but Mack
knew him too well not to recognize the irony in the way he spoke.

"We're standing on the back porch of an invisible house, and you till don't bdieve me?' sad
Mack.

"Well, there wasn't afridge in the kitchen, either,” said Ceese.

"Because it was your mamasfridge. It was probably all your mamas stuff. | showed you the
pants. | showed you the claw marks and the bloodstains. | showed you the five-dollar bills| took out
of al the pockets."

"That doesn't prove anything. Lots of people got more five-dollar billsthan that."

"But not me," said Mack.

"Miz Smitcher didn't up your alowance?"

"Ceese, you gave methe original fivedollars™

Ceese hooted. "That was three years ago!"

"l don't spend much.”

"Mack, | believeyou, of course | do. But it takes getting used to."

"What'sto get used to? Either it'sin front of your face or it isn't. Thisis, so you got to believeit."

"Andif itisntinfront of my face?"

"Thenyou got to havefaith.”

"When you have faith in something alot of other people bdieve, then you amember of the
church," said Ceese. "When you have faith in something nobody believes, then you acomplete
wacko."

"Wdll, | believeit and so do you, so between us, we hadf awacko each.”

"And you been keeping secrets like thisyour whole life?’

"Nothing like this. | only found this place yesterday.”

"And therewas aman in the house."

"l cdl him Mr. Christmas." For right now, Mack wasn't interested in bringing Puck's real name
into the conversation. He had afeding that might make things too strange for Ceese.



"Cause he lookslike Santa Claus?'
"Helookslike Bob Marley only not dead.”

"Well, then, the name 'Mr. Christmas make perfect sense. | dwaysthink of Bob Marley at
Chrigmadgtime.”

"l wish | knew where hewas," said Mack. "He could explain thingsto you alot better than me.
Except that heliesdl thetime."

"All thetime?'

"No. Hetdlsthetruth just enough to keep you from knowing what's what."
"Well, then, | can't wait to meet him. | don't have half enough liarsin my life."
"Come on out into the woods with me. Just alittleway,” said Mack.

"Why?

"For one thing, o you can seethat I'm not making it up.”

"| redly do believe you now, Mack. | redly do."

"Y ou scared of the woods?'

"I'm scared of that panther. He likes you fine, but | don't want to test to seeif my pistol cankill a
magic cat. Besides, a cop shooting a Black Panther is such a stereotype.”

"Haha," said Mack. "It ain't that kind of panther, and you no kind of cop &t all, yet."

"l don't even havea gun yet," said Ceese.

"Then why you worried about whether you can shoot a panther?”

"Thinking aheed."

Mack took him by the hand and dragged him to the edge of the patio. But the cement didn't turn
to brick under their feet, and when they stepped off into the grass they squished rotting oranges,
which wasfine for Ceese, wearing shoes as he was, but pretty icky for Mack, whose feet were bare.

"I guess| don't have permission to enter Fairyland,” said Ceese.

"Then why were you ableto get into the house?"

"Maybe hdfway isasfar as| can go."

"No, let'stry getting you in Sdeways."



They tried crossing the patio with Ceese's eyes closed, and with Ceese walking backward, but
there was no woods and no brick path and finaly it occurred to Mack that maybe the problem wasn't
Cees.

"Let meseeif it'sgill therefor me,” said Mack. He let go of Ceese's hand and jogged across
the patio and sure enough, there was brick under the orange-sticky soles of hisfeet, and then moss
and dirt. He took only a couple of dozen stepsinto the woods and then looked back.

Where Puck had turned small and dender and green-clad, Ceese had changed in an entirely
different way. It was asif the house had shrunk behind him. Ceese was at least twice astall asthe
house, and he looked massively strong, with hands that could crush boulders.

Now | know where al those stories about giants come from, thought Mack. Giants are just
regular people, when they come into Fairyland.

Except Ceese can't get in. And what about me? I'm regular people, and I'm just the same size |
dwaysam.

"Mack!"

The voice wasfaint and smdl, and for amoment Mack thought it was Ceese calling him. But no,
Ceese was |ooking off in another direction and anyway, a man that big couldn't possibly make a
sound that thin and high.

Mack |ooked around him there in the woods, and finally found what he was looking for. Down
among thefdlen leaves, the grass, the moss, the mushrooms, with butterflies soaring overhead, was
Puck. Not the big man with the rasta do, but the dender green-clad fairy he had glimpsed last evening
on the porch of Skinny House.

He looked dead. Though he must have been alive amoment ago to call to him. Maybe it took
thelast of his strength. Maybe hislast bregth.

Puck was bloody, and hiswingsweretorn. His chest looked crushed. One leg was bent a a
terrible angle where there wasn't supposed to be a knee.

Mack gently scooped him up and started carrying him toward the house.

Trouble was, Puck grew larger in his hands. Heavier. More like hishuman Rastafarian salf. Too
big for Mack to carry safely.

At first hetried to carry him over his shoulder, but that worked for only afew steps before
Mack collapsed under the weight of him. Then he got his hands under the man's armpits and dragged
him. But it was hard work. His shoes kept snagging on stones and roots. Mack's heart was beating so
fast he could hear it pounding in his ears. He had to stop and rest. And in the meantime, he knew
Puck was till bleeding and probably dying even deader with every jostle and every minute of delay.

If only Ceese could enter the forest of Fairyland, he could pick Puck up like ababy and carry
him.



And then it dawned on Mack why it was Ceese couldn't get in.

Helet Puck sag back onto the path and ran the rest of the way to the patio. "Ceese," he cdlled.
"What?"

"Mr. Chrisgmasisin there, hurt bad, and | can't drag him out.”

"Wl | can't getin."

"] think maybe the reason you can't isthat the passageway into Fairyland isn't tall enough for

you.
"I'm not al thet tall,” said Ceese.
"In Fairyland you are. | saw you from inside the woods, and you're agiant, Ceese."
Ceeselaughed at that—he wasn't dl that tall aman, just average—but soon he was doing as
Mack suggested, crawling on hands and knees while holding on to Mack's ankle and looking off to
the sde, and whether al of that was needed or it was just the crawling, he made it onto the brick
path—which was no pleasure, on his knees like that—and then onto the mossy path.
"Open your eyes," said Mack.

Ceese did, and hetruly was a giant, looking down at Mack like he was a Cabbage Patch dall.
And there, two strides away, was agrown black man in arastado, just like Mack described him.

"How come I'm afull-grown giant and he'snot atiny fairy, thisfar into the woods?'
"How do you know you're full-grown?" asked Mack.

Hedidn't, and he wasn't. In the two strides it took him to reach Mr. Christmas, Ceese grew so
tall that his head was in the branches of the trees and he had to kneel back down just to see the path.

He scooped up Mr. Christmas just the way Mack had done and then, afew stepsater, he had
shrunk enough he had to set him down again and carry him in afireman's carry. By thetime they got
to the back door, with Mack holding the screen open so Ceese could get inside, the man was o
heavy and huge that Ceese was panting and staggering.

But he remembered how it felt to be so huge, and he kind of liked it.

Now the house was full of furniture again. Ceesetook thisin stride and laid Mr. Christmas out
on the sofa. Now he was able to check hisvita signs. "He'sgot apulse. | don't supposetheré'sa
phone."

"| wouldn't count on it," said Mack.

"Let's get him outside then, out to the street where somebody can see us, and try toget himto a
hogpital.”



"1 was hoping his own magic could hed him."
"You seeany sgn of it? Y ou willing to bet hislife on that happening?”

Mack helped Ceese get him up onto his back again, the old man's arms dangling over Ceese's
shoulders. "Get the door open, Mack, and then run out into the street and flag somebody down.”

Mack obeyed. Firgt car that came was anice big one, driven by Professor Williams from up the
hill. He pulled right over when Mack flagged him.

"We got aman needsto get to the hospital!"

"I'm not that kind of adoctor,” said Professor Williams. "I'm adoctor of literature.”

"Y ou the driver of abig car," said Mack, "and you can get this man to the hospita .”

By now, Ceese had staggered to the curb, so hewasvisible.

"That man looks hurt," said Professor Williams.

"That be my guess, too," said Mack.

"Hell bleed dl over my upholstery.”

"That going to stop you from helping aman in need?' asked Mack.

Professor Williams was embarrassed. "No, of coursenot.” A moment later, he had the back
door open and then helped Ceese get the man into the car without dropping him or banging his head

againgt the door or the car roof. It wasn't easy.

And at the end, when Mr. Chrissmas was laid out on the seat, Professor Williams took agood
long look at hisface. "Bag Man," he whispered.

"Y ou know thisguy?' said Ceese.

Professor Williams handed his keysto Ceese. "Y ou take my car to the hospital. I'll walk back
home and get my son Word to drive me to work."

"Y ou sureyou trust me with acar thisnice?' said Ceese.

Professor Williams looked from Mr. Chrissmasto Mack and then back to Ceese. "'I'm never
riding in acar with that man again,” he said. "If you're determined to save hislife, then go, | won't stop
you."

"] just hope | can get to the hospital intime. Unlessyou got asirenin your car.”

Professor Williams gave abitter little laugh. "1 have afeding you'll have green lightsdl theway,

0N,



Mr. Chrigmas didn't wake up at al, not on the way to the hospital, and not when the orderlies
came out and hauled him out of the car and laid him on agurney and rolled him into the emergency
room.

Ceese knew enough about how things worked to tell the hospital people, "No, we don't know
his name. No, we don't know who heis. He was lying on the sidewalk when Professor Williams saw
him and he didn't have timeto take him here so helent ushiscar todo it.”

That caused some raised eyebrows, and when they signed Mr. Christmasin as a John Doe,
Ceese turned to Mack and said, "Y ou watch, they'll have a cop coming by hereto ask usif wethe
oneswho best this man up.”

"Why would they do that?'

"Takealook at the color of your skin."

Mack grinned. "Thisjust asuntan, Ceese. Y ou know | spend all day outdoorsin the summer.”

"What I'm saying, Mack, is, let'sgo home. Let's not be here when the cop shows up.”

"] can't do that," said Mack.

Ceese shook hishead. "What is this man to you?"

"He'sthe man in Skinny House," said Mack. "He's the man who led meinto—"

"Dontsay it."

"Don't say what?'

Ceeselowered hisvoice. "Fairyland. Makes you sound two yearsold.”

"He's more than two years old, that'swhat he cdled it."

"So don't you wonder how he got so beat up?'

"It could have been anything, he was so smdl.”

"How small was he?" asked Ceese.

"Y ou know how smdl he wasin your hands when you picked him up?*

"Y eah, but that's because | was..." Ceese looked around at the other people in the emergency
waiting area. "Wadll, | waswhat | wasright then.”

"That's how big hewasto me, and | wasnorma sze."



Ceese turned himself on the couch and leaned close to Mack's ear. "That's something | want to
know. | got big, and that old bum got small, but nothing happened to you at al.”

"Sowhat?'

"So, why?"

"] didn't read the ingtruction manudl, | guess.”

"I'mjust trying to think it out and make some sense out of it."

"It don't make sense, Ceese."

"I mean, if humansturn into giants, and... whatever heis... getssmall, what are you?"'

"l wish | knew," said Mack. "I never met my mother. Maybe shewasregular size, too."

Ceese looked away, then turned to face front. "l wasn't saying about your parentage. Don't get
senstiveon meadl of asudden.”

"I'm not," said Mack. "I just don't know. | could be anything. | mean, if aregular-looking
homeless person with arastado can be afairy.”

A new voice came out of nowhere. "Isthat why you boys beat him up? Cause you thought he
was gay?’

It was a cop standing ten feet away, so his voice carried through the whole room. Mack had
never been rousted by a cop, though he'd heard plenty of tales and he knew the rules—always say sir
and answer polite and don't ever, ever get mad, no matter what stupid thing they say. Did it make a
difference that this cop was black?

"Wedidn't beat him up, gr," said Ceese. "And we were honestly not referring to anyone's sexua
orientation, Sr."

"Oh, s0 you weretdling fairy storiesto your little friend here?"

Mack didn't think he was so little anymore. Then he redized the cop was being sarcadtic.

"Asit happens, gr, | used to tend this boy when hewaslittle. | was his daycare while his mother,
who isanursein thisvery hospita, worked the evening shift. So I'veread him alot of fairy talesin my
time"

The cop squinted, not sure if he was being had. "I've heard alot of fairy taes, too.”

"Not fromme, ar."

"So you redly did just find that unconscious man by the side of the road,” said the cop, "and you

happened to flag down the only man in the universe who would hand you his car keysand et you
drive hisfancy car to the hospital with adirty bleeding old bum with abroken leg and five broken ribs



and dl kinds of contusions and abrasions bleeding dl over the nice legther interior.”
"Well, gr, that's pretty much what happened,” said Ceese.
"Except," said Mack.

Ceeseturned to him, looking as casua and politely interested as could be, but Mack knew his
look really meant, Don't touch my story, boy, it's the best one we got.

"He wasn't unconscious when we found him," said Mack. "When | found him, | guess| mean. |
heard him. Calling out for help. That's why we found him in the bushes and we dragged him to the
street and that's how we knew we couldn't carry him, and maybe we caused him more pain because
he was unconscious after that. But we didn't know what eseto do.”

"Could have called 911," said the cop, "and not moved him."

"We didn't know how bad hurt hewas at firgt," said Ceese. "We thought maybe he was just
drunk on thelawn."

"Where wasthis?" asked the cop, and from then on he was al business, taking notes, and then
taking their names and addresses. When it was all done, and he was about to leave, he said, "You
know why | believe your story?*

"Why?" asked Mack sncerdy, snce hedidn't think hedd believe it himsaif.

"Because you'd have to be six kinds of stupid to make that shit up. Causeit's going to be so
easy to check. Firdt call isto this Professor Williams."

"We don't know his number a Pepperdine, sir,” said Ceese.

"I'm apoliceman, ahighly trained professond. | am going to use that subtle instrument of
detection, directory assistance, and find out the number at Pepperdine, and then I'm going to ask the
nice lady who answers the telephone to connect me with Professor Williams. Meanwhile, | think I'll
hold on to these car keys, since they might be evidence if things turn out wrong.”

"So you don't believe us," said Ceese.

"I mostly believeyou," said the policeman.

"If you take the keys, how will we get home?"

The cop laughed.

Ceese explained. "If he doesn't get the right answer from Professor Williams, then we won't be
going home"

The cop winked and they followed him out into the corridor, where he pulled out a cellphone
and called directory assistance and then talked to the Pepperdine switchboard and then must have got
voicemall because he left amessage asking Professor Williamsto cal him about amatter concerning



his M ercedes automobile and then he said the license plate number.
"Bad luck for you, boys," he said. "Professor Williams doesn't answer his phone.”
"Of course not,” said Ceese. "He's aprofessor. He'sin class, not in his office.”
"But where does that leave me?'
"Well, you could ask Miz Smitcher," said Mack.
"Who'sthat?" asked the cop.
"Hismother," said Ceese.
"Hecdlshis mother 'Miz Smitcher'?"

"He's adopted,” said Ceese. "And Miz Smitcher was never onefor taking atitle she hadn't
earned. So shetaught him to call her Miz Smitcher like dl the other neighborhood kids."

The cop shook hishead. "Thethingsthat go onin Badwin Hills"" He got alittle smpering smile
on hisface. "l didn't grow up with money like that."

"Neither did we," said Ceese. "We grew up in theflat of Baldwin Hills"

"Thet liketheflat of Beverly Hills? Haf amillion'sstill ahell of alot morethan | had, growing
up."

"So that'swhat thisis about,” said Ceese. "Y ou're giving us a hard time after we brought acrime

victim to the hospita, not because you think we did anything wrong, but because you don't like our
address. How isthat different from rousting us because were black?"

The cop took a step toward him, then stopped and glared. "Well, | guess were definitely having
arideto central booking and getting your names down in the records. Thekid, he'sajuvenile, but
you—Cecil, isit?—I guessyoull bejust another black man with an arrest sheet."

"So you get alittle power,” said Ceese, "and it turns you white."

"All that racetalk, that's not going to help you much in the county jail, my friend," said the cop.
"Everybody we arrest has a master's degree in victimization."

And that was the moment when Word Williams showed up. "Sir," he said.
The cop whirled on him, ready to be furious at just about anybody. "Who the hell are you?"

"l believe you're holding the keysto my father's car,” he said. Theway Word talked, like an
educated white man, made the cop's attitude change just alittle bit. Less strut, more squint—»but not a

speck nicer.

The cop tossed the keysin hishand. "1 wouldn't know," he said. "Who's your father?"



"Dr. Byron Williams, afull professor at Pepperdine University and anoted poet. He caled me
on his cellphone and told me that Ceese and Mack were taking an injured homeless man to the
hospital in his car. He asked meto trade cars with them and get his car cleaned.”

"There wasn't too much blood on the upholstery,” said Ceese, "and | wiped it up asbest as|
could.”

The cop had that smirk again. "So | guess everybody in Badwin Hillsisreally close friendswith
each other."

Ceeserolled hiseyes.

But Mack answered him sincerely. "No, sir, most people only know their neighbors. | may be
the only one who knows everybody."

The cop just shook his head. "Why am | not surprised by anything anymore?”

"Perhgpsyou'd liketo cdl my father," said Word.

"| dready did, but he didn't answer his phone."

"His cellphone?’

"How will | know it'sredly him?*

Word looked at Ceese. "Y ou must have really pissed this man off. Look, I'll giveyou his
cdlphone number. But cdl the Pepperdine switchboard, ask for the chair of the English department,
and then ask her if thisisindeed Professor Williams's cdllphone number. Y ou'll know she'sredlly the
department chair, shelll confirm the number, and then well be square, right?”

"Just give methe number,” said the cop. He dided it, without bothering about the switchboard
and the department chair. After aminute of listening to Professor Williams, he handed the keys over
to Word, with afaintly surly thank you. He didn't so much as say goodbye to Mack and Ceese.

When the cop was out of earshot, Word turned to them and said, "That's how people with petty
authority dways act. When they're caught being unjust, the only way they can live with themsalvesis
to keep treating you badly because they have to believe you deserveit.”

"Hewas nice enough t first," said Mack.

"No hewasnt," said Ceese. "Hejust acted nice”

"But that'swhat being niceis" said Mack. "Acting nice. | mean, if you're redlly nice, but you act
mean, then you aren't really nice, you're realy mean, because nice and mean are about how you act.”

"Is he going to law school nights?" asked Word.

"No, he's so young he thinks the world ought to make sense,” said Ceese. "So you want meto
drive home whatever car you drove here?"



"l had afriend drop me off," said Word. "I mean, | can't drive two cars home."
"How we going to get home?" asked Mack.

"Your mom, | guess,” said Ceese.

"She doesn't get off till late in the afternoon,” said Mack.

"I'll find your mom, get her keys, drive her car, and then come back and pick her up after work,"
said Ceese.

"No, no," said Word. "L et metake you. We're practicaly neighbors.”

Mack didn't know why that felt wrong to him, but it did. Something about Word made him
uncomfortable. Which was crazy because nobody ever spokeill of Word.

Ceese had his own reasons for declining. "We kind of want to stay long enough to find out
what's happening to Mr.... the guy we brought here."

"Mr. what?"' asked Word, smiling. "I thought he was ahomelessguy. Y ou know his name?"
"No," said Ceese.

"We had to cal him something,” said Mack. "So | started calling him Mr. Christmas.”
"Helook like Santa Claus?'

"Morethan Tim Allen does, yesar," said Mack.

Word laughed and dapped Mack lightly on the shoulder. "Mack Street. I've seen you walking
through the neighborhood your whole life, but | don't think | ever heard you say aword.”

"| say lots of them,” said Mack. "But mostly when people ask me questions.”

"l guess| never thought you knew something | needed to find out,” said Word. "Maybe | was
wrong."

What Mack was thinking was. Y ou never heard aword from me, and | never felt adream from
youl.

That wasn't so unusua—there were plenty of peoplein Badwin Hillswho never had awish so
strong it popped up in acold dream. But there was something about Word that said he had alot of
strong wishes, akind of intensity about him, especialy when he looked at Mack. Like he wasjust the
tiniest bit angry a Mack but he was holding it inside. Or maybe he wasredly angry, and he was
barely holding it in check. Something like that. Something that made Mack wonder why aguy with so
much fireinside never showed up in adream.

"No," said Mack. "Y ou weren't wrong. When people ask me stuff, al they find out is| don't
know anything much.”



"l think," said Ceese, "alot of them hope that Mack knows good gossip, wandering around the
neighborhood like he does. But see, he doesn't tell stories about people.”

But at that moment, Ceese stopped talking and looked over Word's shoulder, down the
corridor.

"What?' said Word.

Mack leaned around Word to see what Ceese was looking at. But Ceese grabbed him by the
collar and pulled him back, so al Mack caught was aglimpse. It looked like an dien out of a sci-fi
book they made him read at school. Like abig ant. Only when he thought about it, he redized it must
have been somebody dressed in black, with ablack helmet. Like amotorcyclerider.

Word turned around, but too late. When Mack looked, the alien or motorcycle rider was just
turning away, so when Word turned, the corridor was empty.

Mack didn't like it when Ceese acted weird, and he was sure acting weird now, gripping Mack's
neck so hard it was like he was trying to break a pencil with one hand. So Mack tore away and took
off up the corridor the other way, to ask the nurse at the counter what was happening with the man
they brought in.

"I don't know if | should tell you," the nurse said. ™Y ou're not his next of kin or lega guardian.”

"Wl | was sure his guardian when he needed somebody to find him in the bushes and carry
him to safety,” said Mack.

"You caried him?"

Mack shrugged. Didn't matter whether she believed him or not. "He wouldn't be hereif | didn't
hear him in the bushes."

"Y ou're Ura Lee Smitcher's boy, aren't you?"
Mack nodded.
She nodded, too, and picked up the phone.

A few minuteslater, Miz Smitcher was down there with them and hearing their story. "'l guess
wejust want to know what's happening with the old guy,” said Ceese, when they were through telling
just enough of the truth to avoid having to spend time with a psychiatri<.

So Miz Smitcher went off and got permission from a doctor, on the basis that these werethe
boys who found the man, and she'd be with them. Pretty soon they were in adraped-off space
gathered around the man's bed. Hisleg wasin acast and his chest was wrapped up and he had a
needle stabbing the back of his hand, connected up by atube to abag hanging from a hook.

But the cast and the wrappings and the sheet were dl so clean that it was actualy an
improvement. And seeing him adeep like that made Mack fed safer somehow. Not that he'd felt all
that threatened when Puck was awake. But then, maybe he had fdlt alittle bit afraid, but just didn't



admit it to himsdf.

They stood there looking at him, nobody saying much because Mack and Ceese were afraid to
say anything for fear of giving away some of the strange stuff that happened and becoming the
laughingstock of the neighborhood. After alittle while Mack's attention turned to Word. Not because
he was saying anything—he was silent enough—but because of the way he looked at Puck.

Tak about fire. Tak about intengty. It'slike he thought he was Superman and he was going to
use his X-ray vison to bore a hole right through the man's head.

"Did you know him?" asked Mack.

It took amoment before it registered on Word that Mack was talking to him.
"Me?No."

"But you saw him before.”

Word shrugged.

"Then why do you hate him so bad?'

Word looked at him, startled, and then laughed. "I never heard you were crazy.”
"Then you haven't been paying much attention,” said Ceese.

Miz Smitcher looked at them like they were dll crazy. "L et'sleave this poor man alone,” shesaid,
and ushered them dl out.

Word drove them home, with Ceese sitting in the front seat beside him and Mack in the back,
looking for bloodstains, but there wasn't anything at all.

"Y ou cleaned this up pretty good,” said Mack.
"Therewasn't much to clean," said Ceese. "He didn't bleed much."

"Dad's ill going to make me get the car detailed,” said Word. "He hatesthat guy. Wants every
trace cleaned off."

"So your dad knows him?" asked Ceese.

Word shook his head. "Nobody knows him. But he cameto our door once. | let himin. And
then heleft again.”

"Youlet himin?' Ceeseasked. "A guy likethat, in your house?'
Word nodded. "My dad thinks | don't remember. Nobody elsein the family even remembers.

And for awhile| didn't—for an hour or so. Then it all came back to me. Mom wassick inthe
bedroom, and Dad got home and went in there and then that guy cameto the door and... | let himin."



"What did he do?" asked Mack.

"He went back there. | got ahead of him, to warn them he was coming, but | couldn't stop him. |
wanted to, but. No, | didn't want to. | knew | should want to. | wanted to want to. But no matter
what | wanted to want, what | actually wanted was to do everything he wanted meto do. I've never
fet so hdplessin my life" He shuddered.

"l don't get it," said Mack. "'If you wanted to stop him, how could you also not want to stop
him?'

"You cantimagineit till it happensto you. All of asuddenit'slike you don't even have avote on
what your body does and thinks and fedls. Y ou can think about how you don't want to do it, but at
the sametime, al you want in theworld isto please that son of abitch.”

Mack could see Ceese diffen alittle.

"Comeon, Ceese," Mack said. "You said 'son of abitch' in front of me often enough.”

Word gave asharp little bark of alaugh. "Sorry."

"] just didn't redlize this man's been around so long," said Mack. "How long ago wasiit?"

Word laughed again. "How old are you?' he asked.

"Thirteen and two months," said Mack. "Since the day | was found, anyway, and Miz Smitcher
says| couldn't have been born very long before that.”

"Then that man came to our house thirteen years and two months ago,” said Word.

Mack thought about that for aminute. And added into his calculations the way Ceese was
glaring & Word.

"So he had something to do with me, too, isthat what you're saying?" asked Mack.

"Let'sjust say that when he cameto our house, he had al kinds of empty grocery bagson his
belt and in his pockets. But when he left, there was a baby in one of them."”

Mack felt arush of feding, like hisblood wastrying to move to different parts of hisbody al at
once. Hewas alittle faint, even.

"And you didn't say anything?' said Ceese softly.

"Nobody would have believed me," said Word.

"Why not?' said Ceese.

"Because my mother wasn't pregnant an hour before,” said Word. "But | caught aglimpse of her

through the door and her belly was swollen up and... who's going to believe that? Especialy when she
didn't remember it even happened, haf an hour later? She swelled up, had the baby, and forgot dll



about it in about two hours. Y ou don't believe it even now.”

"Yes| do," said Mack.

"Yeah," said Ceese. "Wedo."

"Because of him," said Word. "Because of Bag Man.”

"Mr. Christmas," said Ceese.

Puck, thought Mack. "Soam | your..."

"l don't know," said Word. "Y ou might be my brother. Or my half brother. But considering that
thingslikethat areimpossiblein the real world, I'm not atogether surethat you exist." He laughed
again, that harsh laugh that said heredlly didn't think it was funny. "And if you do, what put you in my
mother's uterus? Who could | tell?Who could | ask? All | could do waswatch. | saw Ceesefind
you. And soon | heard that Miz Smitcher had taken you in. So you were okay."

"And what if | hadn't found him?' said Ceese. "Or what if Raymo..."

"l knew Raymo," said Word. "1 wouldn't have let anything happen.”

"So you just watched," said Mack. "Like Miriam watching Mosesin the bulrushes.”

"So you're aBible reader," said Word.

"| ligtened in Sunday school,” said Mack.

"Exodus. Moseswas in danger of being murdered by Pharaoh's men, so they put him a basket
and floated him down theriver. | suppose today it would be a grocery bag, and he'd be set downina
fidd by adrainpipe.”

"I'm not Moses," said Mack. "And nobody wastrying to kill me."

Both Ceese and Word laughed grimly at that, then glanced at each other. Both of them probably
wondering what danger the other one had known aboui.

"Do you read Shakespeare?' asked Mack.

Word shrugged. "My father dmost named me William Shakespeare Williams. Instead of William
Wordsworth Williams. So | might have been cdled Shake instead of Word."

"Or Speare," said Ceese helpfully.

"That would have guaranteed | never got adate in high school,” said Word, and thistime his
laugh was alittlemorered.

"What can you tell me about Puck and the queen of thefairies?' asked Mack.



"Puck?Why?'

"Just asking."

"Why?'Y ou think that Bag Man's an overgrown fairy or something?'

"Just asking,” said Mack. "But if you don't know, | guess|'ll have to read about it."

"Good luck on Shakespeare," said Word. "It'swritten in aforeign language. | heard ablack
linguist from Berkeley once say that English-speaking people are the only oneswho never get to read
Shakespeare in their native language. Instead we have to suffer through reading his stuff in the kind of
English they were spesking back in 1600."

"I got through Shakespeare okay," said Ceese. "Romeo and Juliet. King Lear."

"High schoal's one thing. They spoonfeed it to you.”

"In college | mean," said Ceese.

"Okay, wdll, fine" saild Word.

"All I want to know is about the Queen of the Fairies," said Mack.

"Titania" said Word. "And her husband is Oberon. They fight al thetime. Puck is Oberon's
servant, and he playsterrible tricks on people. He takes this guy who's lost in the woods and
magically makes him have the head of a donkey, and then Puck gives Titaniaalove potion and she
fdlsinlovewith this haf-assed guy.”

"So Puck isabad guy," said Mack.

"No, he'satrickster. Like Loki in Norse mythology. Hejudt... plays pranks on people. But
they're mean tricks. He has no conscience.”

They rodein slencefor awhile.

Then Word glanced back and asked Mack, " So you think this guy is Puck?'
Ceesesad, "He'sjust talking.”

"I have aword of advicefor you," said Word.

Ceese snorted. "Y ou have aword."

"1 know it'sapun on my own name. Don't you think | hear enough of that crap?”
"Your advice?' said Ceese.

"Leaveit. Forget about it. My father broods about it. It fill poisons him. He watches you from
the window. He watches you whenever he passesyou in his car. Because he knows. Baby found in a



grocery bag, not an hour after Bag Man carried you out of the house. Dad hates that guy. But what
good doesit do?'

Nobody answered. More slence.

Then Word spoke again. "In the play—in Midsummer Night's Dream, that'sthe play that has
Puck in it—wheat they're fighting about—the queen and the king of thefairies, Titaniaand Oberon—is

achangding.”
"What's a changeling?"' asked Mack.

"A littleboy. That'sal they say. | think theré'san old legend that fairies sometimes come and
stedl away human children and leave fake children in their place. | supposeit'sthe kind of legend that
was invented to explain autistic children. The changeling looks like a perfectly normd child, but he just
doesn't respond right.”

"|sthat what | an?' asked Mack.
"You'renot autistic," said Ceese. "Werd, but not autistic.”

"How could you be achangding?' said Word. "There wasn't ababy to swap you for. | don't
know what you are. Maybe you're just... my magicd brother."

"I don't see how you're any kind of brother to him," Ceese said irritably.

"Cecil," said Word, "you're his brother. Hisreal one. Or hisfather or some combination.
Everybody knowsthat. Everybody in Baldwin Hills knows you gave up haf your own childhood to
look after Mack. They loveyou for it. I'm not making any clam that | mean anything in Mack'slife."

"Lessthan nothing," said Ceese quietly.
"If | had told this story back then, would it have changed anything?!
Silence again, until Ceesefindly answered, "They would have locked you up in the loony house."

"He had you in hislife. And that was good. What if | had ‘found’ Mack in that grocery bag?1
thought of it. But | couldn't have brought him home. If | had comein that door with that particular
baby, | think my dad would have logt it. Might have killed the baby or run out of the house and never
come back or... | don't know. Dad was crazy. Y ou finding him, that was a good thing, Ceese.”

That wasthe last thing Mack heard for alittle while, becauseright at that moment, he dipped
into acold dream. Didn't even fall adeep first. Just felt himself waking into a hospitd room that he had
never seen before and firing elght rounds from ahandgun right into Bag Man's bandaged-up head.
Only the bandages were nothing like the real ones, and the room was nothing like the draped-off area
where Mack actually saw Bag Man, and suddenly Mack understood what he was seeing. It wasn't
coming out of Mack's memory of the hospitd, it was coming out of someone el sg'simagination. What
Professor Williams wanted more than anything e se in the world right now, far more than he wanted to
be a great poet, was to murder Bag Man.



Mack had never thought of Puck as"Bag Man," but in the cold dream that's absolutely who the
man was, what his name was.

Mack tried to force himsalf out of the dream, but now found himself in his own dream of driving
3I r%rl]g the road that became a canyon, and he was desperate to get out of the dream but he couldn't

Until he awoke shivering, with Ceese pinching the skin on hisarm.

"Ow," said Mack.

"Youfanted,” said Ceese. "Y ou were shivering like you were having some kind of fit."

"l was cold," said Mack angrily. ™Y ou don't have to punish mefor it by pinching likeagirl!"

"Judt trying to bring you back."

And that's what Mack wanted him to do.

"We okay back there now?' asked Word. "We're amost to your house."

"l had adream,” said Mack.

"In three minutes?' asked Ceese. "That's quick dreaming.”

"He's an efficient dreamer,” said Word from the front seat. He pulled back into traffic and a
moment later turned right on Coliseum and then Ieft on Cloverdae. Both Mack and Ceese looked at

where Skinny House was hidden but from the street, of course, they saw nothing.

When they got to the Smitcher house—Mack's house—Word got out of the car to help Ceese
get Mack out.

"I'm okay," Mack ingsted.
"Youjust fainted. That suggests you're not exactly okay," said Word.

"l had one of my dreams,”" said Mack. "Not adeeping-type dream. A different kind. And
somebody wastrying to kill Bag Man."

"Who," said Word, laughing. "My dad?1'd beieveit!"

Mack just looked a him.

Word stopped laughing. "Oh, come on. | don't really believeit.”
"Y our dad knows which hospital he'sin," said Mack.

"My dad's not amurderer.”



"l don't want himto be," said Mack. "But the things | seein dreams like this—sometimesthey
cometrue.”

"Likewhat?'
"Like Tamika Brown dreaming she was afish and waking up insde the waterbed."

That knocked them both for aloop. They stared at Mack for along moment. ™Y ou mean
Tamika's dad wasn't crazy?' asked Ceese.

"Or lying?" asked Word.

"Likeyou, Word," said Mack. "Who could | tdll?"

"Weird shit's been going on for years, and | never had aclue," said Ceese.

" S0 you think my dad might just magically appear in Bag Man's hospita room?" asked Word.

"l don't know what might happen,” said Mack. "But when these dreams come trug, it'saways
the thing the person wants most in al the world—only it happensin the ugliest way. If your dad gets
hiswish to have Bag Man dead, then | bet your dad gets caught. Or maybe shot down by the police.
And al of usarrested as accomplices, probably. All part of abig setup.”

Ceese and Word looked at each other.

"I'm going back," said Word. "It's crazy, but so is everything else. I've got to Stay there until... or
| could call my father."

"No, let'sgo back," said Ceese. "But not you, Mack. It'stoo dangerous.”
Mack just looked at Ceese with heavy-lidded eyes.

"Oh, don't give me that vulture look," said Ceese. He turned to Word. "But he'sright. We got to
take him, because he's more in tune with thisweird stuff than either of us.”

So they piled into the car and headed back for the hospital.

"I'm blowing off an exam to do this," said Word asthey pulled into the hospital parking garage.
"So what do we do? Sneak into the emergency room? They know usthere.”

"Hewon't be there now," said Mack. "They move them out of there after an hour or s0."
"Wherewill he be?'

"'l find out."

It was easy, aslong asthey didn't go through Emergency, where they would al be recognized.
Instead, Mack went to an ordinary nurses station where he was recognized only as UraLee



Smitcher's boy, and nobody even noticed when he looked up the John Doe who had been admitted
to Emergency as an indigent about two hours before—had it already been that long?

Armed with the room number, it was easy enough for the three of them to get to that floor.
Mack, knowing the routine and some of the staff on that floor, waited until the oneswho might have
caused trouble were out of the way, and then led the others on down the hdl and into the room.

Mr. Christmas was gtill adeep, but now he was on a hospital bed and there wasn't atube
anymore,

"So what do we do," said Word. "Wait for my dad to appear?'

Ceeselooked around. "Move the old man?"

"Thisisn't The Godfather," said Word. "We can't just move him. They'd notice. And besides, if
he comes here by magic, we can't fool the magic, can we? Hell come to whatever room Mr.
Chrigmasisin.”

They were interrupted by Mr. Christmas whispering from the bed. "Come here.”

They dl turned. The man was holding up afeeble hand. He was reaching for Mack. "Hold my

Mack took a step toward him.
"You trust him?" asked Word.
"Don't doit, Mack," said Ceese.
"Help me" said Mr. Christmeas.

Mack looked at Ceese and Word, then turned back to Puck. "The doctors aready did what
you needed.”

Mr. Christmas glanced at Ceese and Word, and suddenly they smiled and began pushing Mack
gently toward the bed.

"Itsdl right,” said Ceese.

"He needsyou," said Word.

And Mack knew right then that Puck was doing to them the thing he had done to Word
Williams thirteen years ago. Making them want to do something they didn't want to do. Encourage
Mack to obey Puck’'s command.

Thething was, Mack didn't want to do it. Didn't want not to, either. It'sasif Puck had no power
to make Mack want or not want anything.

"] touched you before,” said Mack to the man on the bed. "1.... carried you. It didn't help you.”



Mr. Christmas responded by wiggling hisfingers. Give me your hand, hisfingers were saying.

Am | doing something | don't want to do? thought Mack as he reached out. Isthiswhat it feels
like? But Word's description hadn't made sense to Mack before and he didn't know if he was being
Puck'sdave or not. So... just before touching his hand, Mack stopped, withdrew it, put hishand in
his pocket.

Mr. Chrisgmas dill wiggled hisfingers.

Okay, so | proved | could doit. But now as| take my hand out of my pocket and reach out to
him again, isthat because | want to or becausel...

| could keep going back and forth on thisall morning, and in the meantime, Professor Williams
might pop out of thin air and blast eight roundsinto Puck's body.

Mack took the man's hand.

His grip waswesk. But the longer he held, the stronger it got. Until Mack said, ™Y ou're hurting
rre”

"Sorry," said Puck. But now helooked stronger. And when he let go of Mack's hand, he sat
right up and pulled the bandages off hishead and hisbody. "That redly hurt.”

"What happened to you?' asked Mack. "Wasit the—"

Puck put up ahand to stop him from saying more. Then he stood up and looked down at the
cast on hisleg.

"Mack," said Puck, "can | lean on you to steady me?"
Mack came closer. The man leaned on him. He took a step. Another.
And then Puck wasn't leaning on him anymore. Mack looked at him, and now he wasfully

dressed as ahomel ess man, with grocery bags hanging out of every pocket and looped over hisarms.
"No reason to hide these from you now," said Puck to Mack. "Now that Word here hastold you

everything."

And with anod to Word and Ceese, and awink to Mack, Puck flung open the door and strode
boldly out into the hal. Nobody challenged him.

"You heded him," said Word.

"He hedled himsdlf,” said Mack. "He'sthe magica one, not me."
"But he had to hold your hand to do it."

"That's crazy," sad Mack.

"And when he was leaning on you," said Ceese, "his cast just disgppeared, and he was wearing



those clothes™
"So did we save aman'slifejust now," said Word, "or turn loose amonster into the world?!
"We saved your father,” said Mack. "From committing amurder and going tojail for it."
"If hewascoming."

"Now well never know," said Ceese. "But isn't that better than knowing because we didn't stop
him?'

"Yes, itis," sad Word.

"Now let'sgo home," said Ceese, "before the nurses catch us here and demand to know what
we did with the old man."

Asthey approached the car, Word pushed the button that made the Mercedes give alittle toot
and blink itslights. "Y ou know what | don't want to do now?"

"What?' asked Ceese.

"] don't want to spend alot of timetrying to figure dl thisout. | spent yearstrying to make it
make sense and | decided long ago that the best thing for meto do isact asif it never happened, just
as my dad does, because there's not a damn thing we can do about it and it's never going to make
sense. Infact, not making senseiswhy we cal it magic instead of science, right?”

"Right," said Ceese.

Mack didn't likeit. He had finally found not one but two people who believed him, and Word
might have even more information about Mack's origins. "1 got to talk about it," said Mack.

"Fine" said Word. "With each other, not with me. Becauseif you start telling people this Stuff,
and they cometo mefor corroboration, I'll tell them | just drove you guys homein my dad's car and
I've got no ideawhat you're talking about. I'm not |etting magic ruin my life."

"] understand,” said Ceese. "That makes sense.”

"Like hdl it does," said Mack.

"Watch your language,” said Ceese.

"Y eah, you two got your nice birth certificates and your moms and dads and your damned last
names."

Ceese reached over the back of his seat and laid ahand on Mack's head. Mack pulled away.
"Mack," said Word from the driver's seet, "I understand how you fed."

"Likehel," said Mack.



"Mack, don't—" Ceese began.

"Hdl hel hel hell.”

"Y ou've got to let this boy watch George Carlin and learn more words," said Word.

"Hdl," said Mack, toward Word thistime.

"Thethingis, Mack," said Word, "you dready know everything | know. | didn't hold anything
back. And | don't want to talk about this or think about it. Y ou've got afamily. Y ou even have amom
and dad, if you aren't too picky about standard definitions. Read Midsummer Night's Dream. Y oull
learn more from that than you ever will from me."

Thistime Mack didn't faint on the way home.

And late that night, after Mack wasin bed, he heard Ceese comein and give something to Miz
Smitcher. She brought it to Mack as Ceese | eft the house. It was abig thick book.

"A complete Shakespeare,” said Miz Smitcher. "What isthat boy thinking? If you read thisin
bed and fal adeep with that book on your chest you'll suffocate long before morning.”

"l won't read it in bed, Miz Smitcher," said Mack.
"Why Shakespeare? | sthat summer reading for school? Surely not the whole Works of Bill!"

"Heand | weretalking about aplay | remembered,” said Mack. "So | guess he wanted meto be
abletoread it for mysdlf."

"But why the book?' said Miz Smitcher. "Doesn't he know there are places online where you
can get thefull text of any Shakespeare play, free of charge? Thisis so expensivel™

"Ceeeisdill looking out for me," said Mack.

"He'sablessng inyour life, that'sfor sure," said Miz Smitcher. "But no reading tonight. Plenty of
timetomorrow."

Mack thought he'd have trouble getting to deep, he had so much to think about. But he'd been
thinking abouit it dl day, brooding about it, trying to figure out what it al meant and why Puck was
living in Skinny Houseright in their neighborhood and whet it might mean to be a changdling and how
that might explain why he didn't change sSize going into Fairyland and...

And he was adeep.

Chapter 11

FAIRYLAND



Ceese knew he couldn't say anything to anybody, yet it troubled him to keep such athing secret.
Thiswasn't gossip to excite or scandalize people in the neighborhood. Thiswasn't entertainment.
From what Mack let dip today, some terrible things had happened in the neighborhood—the worst
being Tamika Brown's near-drowning, but there were others, and the danger of more bad things
happening. Wishes always being turned againgt the wisher.

Maybe that was the way of it. All those fairy tales where people got three wishes—they aways
ended up wishing they hadn't. The whole idea of somebody granting wishes was evil, anyway. I'm the
powerful one, and it amuses me to see how ineptly you puny stupid mortals use the few powersthat |
deign to grant you.

Who was doing it? Or was it Smply the way of theworld, that all desires exacted their price?

Ceese wanted to talk to somebody about it. But who? Not his mama, that was certain. She'd
blab to hisbrothers, at the very least, and then they'd taunt him for the rest of hislife about how he
believed in magic and wishes. Dad? He wouldn't even understand what Ceese was talking about.

UraLee Smitcher? Maybe. She was a hardheaded woman and not prone to believe in strange
things, but she knew how to keep her mouth shut. The only reason not to talk to her wasthat it would
worry her that Mack wastied up in al this. And maybe that was her right, to know what her adopted
son wasinvolved in so she could worry.

But wasn't it Mack's place to tell his mamawhat he was going through? Those... what did he call
them?... cold dreams. Skinny House. That big Rastafarian fairy. Man, who could possibly believe that
if they hadn't held histiny body in their hands out in Fairyland? If they hadn't seen hiswings?

S0 Ceese kept it to himsalf. But he till thought about it.

Heread Midsummer Night's Dream over and over, at least the fairy parts, and cameto the
concluson that he didn't like any of the magical creatures. They were vicious and petty and used their
power for stupid and selfish things.

Then again, to befair, ordinary humans did the same thing. Nobody knew how to use power for
good.

Not even me. Why do | think | should be given agun and a nightstick and a badge and sent out
onto the streets as a cop? Because I'm so good that I'll never use my power for evil ? Isn't that how all
the evil peoplein the world get started?

No. They know they're doing something bad, or they wouldn't hide what they did and lieall the
time. And when I'm acop, I'll be protecting the weak people from the powerful ones.

Only how do | protect akid like Tamikafrom her own wishes? From the malevolent force that
will twist those wishesinto something dark and terrible?

Over the next few weeks, Ceese started paying attention in church. Then he gave up on the
sermons—they were al about working people up to fed the Spirit, but Ceese had seen real magic
and he waan't interested in fedings, he was hungry for understanding. So he spent histimein church
reading the Bible, trying to make sense of how Jesusfit into the world that Ceese now understood he



livedin.

What was Jesus, anyway? The smilarities with Mack were obvious. Bornto avirgin—well,
Mrs. Williamswasn't avirgin, with three other kids aready, but she didn't even know she was
pregnant. It was ameagicd birth, for sure, and no way of knowing whether Professor Williams was
Mack's daddy or if the boy partook of no mortal's genes. And there was nothing in the New
Testament about Jesus being born within two hours of being concelved. But 4till... the Holy Ghost
comes over thisvirgin girl and she gives birth to amagica being who can hed people.

Mack didn't know he could heal people, but it was obviousin the hospital that day. He held on
to Mr. Christmas or Bag Man or whatever his name was, and the man got better. His bones knitted
up, his skin smoothed over without ascar, even his clothes changed. So there was hedling in Mack's
touch even if he couldn't control it himsdlf. Heck, at the age of thirteen maybe Jesus didn't know what
he could do, either. Wasn't that the age when Jesus went and talked with those wise menin the
temple? Wasn't thirteen when Jews believed a boy became aman?

So what would that mean, if Jesus and Mack were the same kind of creature? That God the
Father was amalevolent fairy king? Ceese thought back to the scary woman on the
motorcycle—what was she, Satan? Tempting him to kill the boy? But then was it God who played
these crud tricks on peoplein the neighborhood? What kind of universe would that be?

No, thesefairies were the opposite of God. Instead of tricks, he healed people. Instead of
bringing them grief, he forgave their sns. And if I'm to serve Jesusin thisworld, thought Ceese, then |
haveto find away to fight thesefairies.

Except... if Mack was the creation of something evil, why was he so good? Why was his heart
so full of love and hope and joy? Nothing made sense. Maybe things couldn't be sorted out into good
and evil.

So Ceese did nothing, because he couldn't even figure out which side he ought to be on, let
alone how he could possibly take on magica beings and defeat them.

And he had thismemory: | wasagiant in that place.

It had felt so good to be unassailably large. What could hurt him there?

Thefary teswerefull of giant-killers.

Andif hewereagiant here, inthisworld, the real world (though that other one certainly felt redl,
while hewasinit!), hewouldn't be able to help other people using his great size and strength. They'd
be terrified of him. They'd shoot him down, likein King Kong and The Iron Giant.

So Ceese trained to be a cop so he could do some good in the world, and read the Bible to
figure out what "good" actualy was, and did his best to watch over Mack and make sure nothing bad
happened to him.

And now and then he walked past that place on Cloverdale Street, carefully looking straight

ahead, but without Mack at hisside, he never saw aglimmer of Skinny House, and he never saw
either Mr. Christmas or that black-clad motorcycle woman on the sireet.



Word got religion, too. He had seen redl power twicein hislife now—when Bag Man came out
of his parents bedroom with an impossible baby in abag, and now in that hospital room when Bag
Man was hedled just by holding on to Mack Street.

Word thought about Jesus, too, just like Ceese did. Only he saw it from acompletely different
perspective. He thought: Wouldn't it be cool to have power like that?

It began to haunt his dreams.

Mack went back to Skinny House the first chance he got. He wanted to find Puck and ask him
al the questionsthat were burning him up insgde. But the house was empty, no furniture, no food, no
sgn that anyone but Mack was ever there. Mack found that if he brought stuff there, it stayed. Redl
thingsthat he carried into this passage between redity and Fairyland stayed put and didn't pull
disappearing acts. So he kept a notebook there, and wrote down al his thoughts. He also brought
food—stuff that wouldn't rot without afridge. Cans of beans and mandarin oranges and little plastic
containers of applesauce. He used his alowance to buy a cheap meta can opener and some plastic

Spoons.

That way he could take expeditionsinto Fairyland and carry some food with him. Mack didn't
know what was edible and it wouldn't matter anyway—in Fairyland, anything might be poisonous. He
didn't want to end up like that donkey-headed man.

Though if something did go wrong, what would happen? If there were six ways he could die,
and oneway he could live, would the one version of himsalf that lived come back to Skinny House
and find six pairs of pants hanging from the hook again? Or was that splitting of time just aone-shot
ded? Did it happen because that's just how things worked, or was it something Puck did, toying with
him?

Fairyland was a huge place, Mack discovered, but it followed the terrain of the real world.
Mack could sort it out, if he made arough kind of map and kept his eye on the sun to keep track of
east and west, north and south. The mountain of Baldwin Hills and Hahn Park was more forbidding
and dangerous than in the real world, but that's because no one had tamed it. There was more water
everywhere, too—streams wherever the ground was low, and it rained often when he wasthere.
Right in the middle of summer, held come out soaking wet and from the windows of Skinny House
he'd see bright sunlight and bone-dry ground.

Heranged far and wide. There were ancient ruins atop the hills of Century City, ahuge stone
structure with pillars surrounding a centra table that was open to the sky. The handiwork looked
Greek or Roman, but the arrangement made him think of Stonehenge. It sat right on the crest of the
hill that had been cut in two to put Olympic Boulevard through. Only there was no Olympic
Boulevard, and so no cut in the mountain, though where the road would have been a spring burbled
up from the earth and started a stream that tumbled over clean rounded stones.

Timeworked differently in Fairyland. Thefirst time he went in, he dept the night and when he
came out it was aso morning in thered world. But ever sncethen, it was different. If hewent to



Fairyland for afew hours and came out, in the real world only an hour or so would have passed. So
for awhile he thought that time went haf asfast in Fairyland.

Then one day he got permission from Miz Smitcher to deep over at afriend's house, and then
went to Fairyland and walked al the way through the meadows of SantaMonicato the steep
terrifying cliffs overlooking araging sea, and then it was dark and he dept there. The next morning, he
foolishly went south aong the coast to where the cliffs sank down into the marshes of Venice, and
there he saw creaturesthat he did not imagine could exist in the red world—huge lumbering
bright-colored dinosaurs that stood in the swamp, letting the water bear part of their weight, asthey
browsed and nibbled on the trees that formed ajungle that seemed to go al the way down past
MarinaDe Rey to theairport.

The trouble with swampsisthey're easy to get lost in, and Mack found that out the hard way.
He didn't know whether the snakes he met were poisonous or not, but they |eft him alone, and one
time when a gator suddenly appeared out of nowhere, its jaw open and ready to snap at hisleg,
Mack heard agrowl and turned around and there was a panthe—maybe the panther—thresatening
the gator. It backed away and fled. But since when was a panther any threat to an dligator? Mack
couldn't begin to guesswhere redlity left off and magic began. And asfor the panther—wasit his
friend? Or someone e se's friend, ready to help him if it suited that person's purpose, or hurt him, even
kill him, if he got out of line?

It took him al day to make hisway back up out of the swamp and then hewaslost, not sure
how far south he had gone. He got confused and thought that Cheviot Hillswas Badwin Hillsand
that's where he spent his second night, worried to death about how Miz Smitcher was bound to be
worried to death. Compared to that, it was hardly even a problem that he had run out of food.

The next morning he found Century City pretty easly, and then struck out southeastward,
traversing familiar ground, so it was only noon when he found the path leading to the back yard of
Skinny House.

At Skinny Housg, it was | ate afternoon.

Mack raced home, desperately trying to think of some plausible lieto tell Miz Smitcher about
where he/d been for two whole days.

Shewas sitting in the living room, having coffee with Mrs. Tucker. "Wdl, Mack," shesaid, "did
you forget something? Or did you just missmy cooking?"

Mrs. Tucker laughed. "Now, Ura Lee, you are awonderful woman but you're no kind of cook."

"Mack likesmy food just fine, don't you, Mack?"

That'swhen Mack redlized that no matter how long he spent in Fairyland, it was never more
than an hour and a hdf in the real world, though he found through experimentation that it could be
much less. The only exception was that first night in Fairyland. And he couldn't think why that time
should have been different.

He could bring food and toolsinto Fairyland—he couldn't resist writing his name with afdt-tip
pen on theinside of one of the columns at the Century City Stonehenge—but he couldn't plant



anything and have it grow, and when hetried to take things out of Fairyland, they were transformed.
He had thought of trying to get his science teacher to identify some of the berries and flowers he
found, but when he came out, they had dried up and crumbled in his pocket so that it wasimpossible
to tell what they had ever been.

He even caught amouse onetime and held it in his hands as he walked back toward Skinny
House, watching to seeif anything happened. It did. The mouse became very till, and with another
step its body became lighter and drier. It was dead, and the corpse was desiccated.

Heimmediately turned around to try to restoreit to life by returning it to Fairyland, but it didn't
work. It was till dead. Mack never again tried to carry any living thing back with him from Fairyland.

Y et fairies themsalves could make the passage. And anything at al from our world could go the
other way.

Or could it?

Mack had never had a problem with any of histools—a spade, scissors, the Magic Marker, his
notebook, his pencils. But he found that he couldn't strike amatch in Fairyland. He couldn't set afire
of any kind. He never saw afire there—not even lightning.

So things that depended on fire wouldn't work there. Not guns, not cars. If he wanted a cooked
medl, hed haveto bring it with him. If he somehow managed to kill an animd there, he couldn't roast
the meet, he'd haveto est it raw.

What did fairies eat? Were they vegetarians? Or could they magically cook their food instead of
usngfire?

Those weretrivia questions, he knew, compared to the big ones: Why did such aplace as
Fairyland exigt in the first place? Were there other lands besides Fairyland and redlity? Why was there
a connection between the worlds right here on Mack's street? When he hiked through the place, why
didn't he ever see an actud fairy? He hadn't seen one since he found Puck; injured.

Who were Puck's enemies? Were they Mack's enemies, too—or was Puck his enemy?
Who was screwing with Mack's neighborhood, and why werethey doing it?

Mack struggled through Midsummer Night's Dream onetime, and couldn't keep track of the
lovers and who was supposed to be with whom. Maybe it was easier if you could see actors play the
roles so you could tell them apart by their faces. But it didn't matter. The second time through, Mack
read only about the fairies. Titaniaand Oberon. What apair. And Puck—he seemed to be Oberon's
servant but aso he enjoyed causing trouble for its own sake.

Again, though, therea question was much more fundamenta: Thiswas aplay, not history. How
could he possibly learn anything from amade-up story?

Hewent online and learned that Midsummer Night's Dream was the only one of Shakespeare's
playsthat didn't come from somebody €l se's story. One site said that he probably got hisfairies, his
"forest soirits,” from ord folk traditions.



Fairies cropped up elsewhere in Shakespeare. Changelings and baby-swapping came up in
Henry IV, Part |. Mercutio talked about Queen Mab—which made Mack wonder if shewasthe
same person as Titaniaor if there were two queens, or many, and lots of fairy kingdoms, or maybe
just one.

The websites talked about how before Shakespeare, everybody thought that fairies were
full-szed spirits who hated humans and wanted to cause them harm whenever they could. Supposedly
Shakespeare changed al that by making them smal and cute.

Only Mack couldn't figure out why they thought Shakespeare'sfairies were cute. They weren't
evil, ether, not exactly. They just didn't care. They had no compassion for humans. People merely
amused them. "Oh wheat fools these mortals be," Puck said—uwhich to Mack sounded like
Shakespeare dready knew that Puck was a black man, saying "be" instead of "are.”

So if the stories Shakespeare heard as akid were al about full-grown fairies as big as humans
who were filled with hatred for the human race, why did he change them to creatures so small that
Queen Mab could ride in achariot made from an empty hazelnut and pulled by agnat?

But he didn't dways make them small. When Puck made Titaniafdl in love with Bottom while
he had a donkey's head, she seemed to be the same size ashim.

They al thought Shakespeare was taming the fairies, making stuff up that would make them
seem cute instead of dangerous.

Mack knew that when afairy wasin our world, like Mr. Christmas, he was the size of aman.
But in Fairyland, hewas amdl. Not so smdl that he could fit into a hazelnut shell, though. Unlesshe
redly was that small when he got even degper into Fairyland. He had aready made hisway to a point
on the path within sight of Skinny House. If he hadn', if he had still been astiny as Queen Mab, then
Mack would never have found him.

Shakespeare got it right. Shakespeare knew something about how Fairyland worked. Changing
szes. The way fairies mess with humansfor fun, but don't actualy hate us because they don't care
about us.

And if Shakespeare got that part right, then why shouldn't he know about an ongoing rivalry
between the king and queen of thefairies? In hisday, it was amatter of pranks, argumentsover a
changdling, love pations. Silly things. But what if it got uglier and uglier asthe years passed? What if
Oberon somehow managed to imprison Titaniain a globe-shaped lantern hovering in aclearing on the
far 9de of aravine, guarded by a panther?

There weretwo lanterns there with afarylight inside. Was the other one Oberon himself? Or
maybe some boyfriend fairy that Titaniawas cheating on Oberon with.

If only Shakespeare had written more.
He was known asthe greatest writer in the world. Even people who didn't speak English thought

0, just from reading trandations of his plays. There was aguy who actualy wrote abook that
claimed that Shakespeare somehow invented human beings, or something wacko like that.



Wasit possible that Shakespeare's brilliant writing had been his wish? That he hungered to be
the greatest writer in the world the way Tamika had hungered for water to swvim in forever. What was
it Shakespeare might have asked for? Undying fame. A namethat would live forever.

Maybe what he wished for was undying famein the thestre, thinking that hed become famous as
agresat actor, but his wish was granted in an ass-backward way so that yes, he was famousfor plays,
but never for acting in them. A trick. A catch. Y es, that's why Shakespeare knew how to write about
thefairies. He had been granted his heart's desire, but with acatch that madeit taste like ashesin his
mouth. And then, at the end, even hiswriting was taken away from him because his hand began to
shake s0 he couldn't even sign hisname.

" Shakespeare” indeed. Some prankster fairy—was it Puck himself2—had decided to let
Shakespear€'slife act out his name. If the pen was his wegpon, his spear, then at the end of his career
his spear shook so badly that he was unable to keep writing. He hadn't wished for along career, had
he? Nor for happinessin love. He ended up marrying awoman who was years older than he was
because he got her pregnant—or somebody did. And then his career was cut off short by his shaking
hands—but then, hiswish had dready been granted, hadn't it? He was dready going to be famous
forever, so why should he be alowed to keep writing or even keep living long enough to enjoy his
fame?

Haha, Puck. Very funny.

What fools these mortals be my ass. | heard your teeny weeny little voice, Puck, and dragged
you out of Fairyland and took you to the hospital and then you somehow sucked hedling out of me
then what? Any thanks? Any favors? No, you just disappeared.

Though now that Mack thought about it, maybe not getting afavor from Puck was the best favor
he could think of. Becausefairy favors dwaystook away more than they gave.

"Mack, thisthing you've got with Shakespeare," said Miz Smitcher one morning, "'I'm ddlighted,
I'm happy for you, you're smart as | dways thought you were. But you got to deep at night, baby.
Look at you, hardly keeping your eyes open. It'samiracle you don't put your Rice Krispiesin some
other hole”

And because he wastired, Mack answered amost honestly. "'l got to find out about him," he
sad. "Heslikeme. Inalot of ways."

Miz Smitcher touched hisforehead. "Oh, | know, baby. He was white, you black. He had long
hair likeawhitegirl, you got hair so nappy your head could rub the paint off a Cadillac. He was
English, you American. He was abrilliant writer, you can't Spell. He made up plays, you wander
around the neighborhood like a stray dog eating at anybody's back door who'll feed you. Who could
missthe resemblance?’

Mack sat up straighter and finished his Krigpies and didn't talk about being like Shakespeare
agan.

"l can pdll okay," he mumbled.

"1 know. But you don't spell like Shakespeare.”



"Nobody spells like Shakespeare anymore, Miz Smitcher. He couldn't spell worth... spit.”

"That'sright, baby, you watch your mouth, don't go saying ugly wordsin front of me, | wash
your mouth out with specia sogp from the hospita, tastes so bad it makes you puke.”

That was an old game between them, and Mack took it up. "Tastes so bad | got to lick up the
pukejust so | can have something to puke out again.”

"Now you going to make me puke," said Miz Smitcher. She got up from the table and started
ringng off her dish to put it in the dishwasher.

So the game was over before it began. Or maybe it never was agame. Maybe shereally was
mad at him. But why? He didn't actudly say "shit." So she was probably really mad about something
dse

About Shakespeare. About Mack reading al the time and staying up late looking stuff up on the
web.

Don't you see, Miz Smitcher? This stuff isabout me. I'm achangeling myself, and Shakespeare
wrote about fairies and changelings because he met them, he must have, he knew the answers. Only
he'sdead and | can't ask him. So | got to find the truth in his plays.

Arid, for ingance, in The Tempest. Hewas afullszefary or spirit because he had been rescued
by Prospero and so he was bound to serve him for a certain period of time and...

And | rescued Puck. Therein thewoods, | rescued him, and he's bound to serve me.

That'swhy he's never there at Skinny House. That'swhy | never see him on the street. He's
hiding from me, so | won't redize that heésmy dave.

Not that | want adave.

But if I'm hismaster, then | can ask him questions and he's got to answer.

But aslong as he can't hear me giving him any kind of command, he doesn't have to obey.

Cheater.

That afternoon Mack dipped into Skinny House and out the back door and went to the ruins on
the hill above Olympic Boulevard and with spray paint wrotein big letters, oneletter per column,
PUCK YOU CHEATING FAIRY GET BACK HOME!

Two days later there was astory in the paper that he heard Mrs. Tucker read doud to Miz
Smitcher. "Can you imagine such bigotry in this day and age? Right therein huge letters across the
face of the Olympic overpass.”

"Atleast it said 'fairy' instead of 'nigger,' " said Miz Smitcher. "Maybe that's progress, maybe it
aint. Theway it used to befor usin this country, | don't wish that on anybody."



Mack heard this and he called Ceese and pretty soon the two of them were parked at Ralph's

just down from the overpass, looking at the big lettersthat said PUCK YOU CHEATING FAIRY

GET

BACK HOME!

"Youwrotethat?' asked Ceese. "What did you do, hang upside down over therailing?"

"I wroteit but not here. | wroteit in Fairyland. | was sending a message to that lying cheater

Puck.”

"Puck?" asked Ceese.

"Mr. Chrigmas. Bag Man."

"You'resaying heis Puck?'

"| asked the house what hisred namewas, and It made a hockey puck appear.”
"It doesn't look like it says Puck, actudly."

"That'swhat it says."

"That P looks morelike an F. See how it's not redlly aloop there?"

"It says Puck, dammit!" said Mack.

"Don't get excited. But you can see how it got folkstalking. They aren't going to think

somebody's writing a message to ared fairy named Puck. They're just going to think it'samessage

from

abigot so dumb he can't make an F right.”

"Don't you get it, though, Ceese?| wrote that at aruined circle of stone columnsin Fairyland,

and it appeared on the overpass here.”

"On both sides, too," said Ceese. "Y ou only wrote it once?'
"Only once."
"So what you do in that place changesthings here," said Ceese.

"I've peed and pooped dl over Fairyland,” said Mack. "Y ou think that stuff popsup in our

world, too?"

"Now that's a pretty thought. Right in the middle of somebody's kitchen table."
"Right in the office of some studio bigshot.”
"A pool of piss.”

"A geaming pile of—"



"Y ou're going to make me puke."
"| puked once there, too."

"Y ou aregular shitstorm, boy. Somebody got to get you under control. | got to find out if there's
aseria burglar who breaks into people's houses, takes adump, and leaves without stealing nothing.”

"I'd liketo see you proveit."

"We could do DNA tegting."

"Shit don't have no DNA," said Mack.

"Did somebody here ask Mr. Science?’

"l wrotethat Sgnin Fairyland," Mack said, returning to the subject. "And cometo think of it,
stuff that happens here changes the world there, too. | mean, the terrain is pretty much the same. So
when we have an earthquake, maybe they have an earthquake, too. Maybe they get mountains
because we get mountains.”

"That's God's business," said Ceese. "Not mine. I'm acop, not ageologist.”

"You not acop yet."

"Am too. Been acop for two weeks now."

"And you didn't tel me?'

"I'm gill atrainee. Probationary, kind of. | don't want to make some big announcement yet
because | till might wash out. But | got abadge and I'm going out on calls.”

"Youacop. | can't believethat."

"Now you can't messwith me anymore," said Ceese.

"l never messed with you before," said Mack. "Now | got to start.”
"I'll arrest your black ass and give you such aRodney."

"t takes Six copsto give somebody a Rodney.”

"It takes Six white cops,” said Ceese. "Takes only one black cop.”
"Who the bigot now?"

"Jugt sating the obvious," said Ceese. "I been practicing Eddie Murphy's speech from Beverly
Hills Cop. His'nigger with abadge speech.”



"Only cop | ever saw was Baldwin Hills"
"No, it was 48 Hours."
"That'sonelong movie"

"The name of the movieis... sop messing with me, Mack. | come clear over here cause you
want to check out the graffiti they wrote about in the paper, and now you telling me you wroteit in
Mr. Christmas's back yard."

"It'sabig back yard, Ceese."

"Wdll, | got to giveyou credit. It'sthefirst graffiti | seenin yearsthat | could actualy read. But
you can't make a P worth shit."

On the way home Ceese took him to the Carl's Jr. on La Cienega so it turned into afeast, but
the whole time, they both knew that something strange and important and maybe terrible was bound
to happen one of these days, and they wished they had some idea of what.

Chapter 12

MOTORCYCLE

So it wasthat, full of curiosity and dread, Mack Street passed the next four years, living asif it
were dways summer, passing back and forth between the world of concrete, asphat, and
well-tended gardensin Los Angeles, and the wild, rainy tangle of the forests of Fairyland.

In the one world, he went to high school and learned to solve for n, the causes of the Civil War,
how to write a paragraph, the inner structure of dead frogs, and how and why to use a condom. He
dropped in on neighbors and ate with them and knew everybody. He took Tamika Brown out in her
wheechair and walked her around to see stuff and learned to understand her when shetried to talk.
He broke up fights between neighborhood kids and carried things for old ladies and watched over
things, inhisway.

In the other world, he wandered farther and farther, climbing higher into the hills, using the tools
he brought with him to shape wood and stone. For days at atime he stayed, and then weeks. He built
an outrigger canoe and took it out into the ocean, thinking to sail to Catdina, but the currents were
swift and treacherous and he used up all his drinking water before he was able to work hisway back
to shore, south of the barking seals and cruising sharks and killer whales of the rocks around Palos
Verdes.

He climbed mountains and wrote notes on the terrain and marked on topographica maps of
Southern California. He drew sketches of the creatures that he saw. He traced leaves. He drank from
clear streams and looked up to face a sabertooth tiger that merely looked at him incurioudy and
padded away. He learned that the fauna of Fairyland wasimpossible. Creatures that could not coexist
passed each other on the forest paths or fought each other over carcasses or dept ten yards from



each other inthe dark of night. Y et whenever he needed to deep, helay downin alikely spot and
was undisturbed through the night. He was dways avisitor here, and even the animalsknew it.

Hislaborsweretolerated, his artifacts were undisturbed. But whatever he made or didin
Fairyland changed something in Los Angeles.

His outrigger, which he abandoned on arock-strewn beach where crabs as big around as
basketballs were so thick underfoot that he could hardly find a place to walk, became adrug-runner's
speedboat that inexplicably drifted to shore, filled with cocaine but with not a hint asto what
happened to the crew.

The canvas-roofed shelter he built for himself againgt the frequent downpours became aroofed
bus stop shelter on La Breawhere there had been no bus stop.

The melon and bean seeds he planted in aclearing did not grow in Fairyland, but in Koreatown
they became a maddening series of ONE WAY and DO NOT ENTER and NO OUTLET sgnsthat
mede traffic snarl continuoudy.

His cache of hand tools turned into a huge banyan tree that lifted and jumbled the sdewak and
Street a the corner of Coliseum and Cochrane, dong with protest signs demanding thet the city et this
"beloved and higtoric treg" remain standing. When he took the hand tools out of Fairyland again, the
tree remained, but soon died and was cut down and dug out without protest. And when he took the
tools back to the same place, instead of atree, thistime there was a seepage of water from a natural
spring that caused sewer workersto dig and patch and redig and repatch through Mack'swhole
junior year in high schooal.

The onetime hetried to carry fireinto Fairyland was entirely by accident. Miz Smitcher had
taken him to dinner at Pizza Hut and on awhim he picked up amatchbook. Heforgot it wasin his
pocket until he stepped off the brick onto the soft mossy ground of the path in Fairyland, and all at
once hefdt hisleg grow warm, then hot. He tugged at his pants, thinking maybe held been bitten by
someinsect, aspider or fire ant that got into his pants. Then he felt the square of cardboard through
the denim and tried to dig the matchbook out of his pocket. It burned hishands. Only then did he
realize he had to leave, take the matches back out of the place, back to the patio, where he tossed
them on the ground.

Heran back out of Skinny House to the street and then ran around the block to make sure the
matches hadn't caused afirein the real world. He watched the Murchison house for awhile, just to
make sure. No smoke, no flame. But that would have been too logica. The next day, the story spread
through Badwin Hills about how the Murchisons came home and found that their dog Vacuum,
chained up in the back yard, was now missing aleg. Only the vet told them that the dog had obvioudy
never had aright hind leg, since there was no bone, no scar, and... the Murchisons quickly redlized
that the vet thought they were insane and they stopped arguing. At first nobody argued with them
about how normal their dog had been the day before, but within afew daysit seemed like nobody but
Mack remembered that VVacuum had had four legs hiswholelife until someidiot accidentaly carried
fireinto Fairyland.

Unpredictable. Uncertain. No rules. Mack feared the uncertainty but loved the profusion of life,
and wished that he could share it with someone. Ceese did not want to go back there, though. And
besides, what kind of companion would he be, towering sixteen or twenty feet intheair? Or tdler, for



al they knew—maybe Ceese would never stop growing the farther he got from Skinny House, until at
the Santa M onica shore he would be so tall he could see over the mountains to the north and look at
the Centra Valey, or turn eastward and see the Colorado, no longer athread of silver through a
desert, but now awide stream like the Mississippi.

With dl the days and weeks Mack spent alonein Fairyland, which never took more than an
hour and a hdf in the real world, and often less, hefdt asif he must be a least ayear older than
anybody thought. Maybe two years. He had the strong wiry muscles of aman who had hiked from
Venturato Newport Beach, from Malibu to PAm Springs, with only the food he could carry on his
back.

Ashegot older, healso got taller, so each stride took him farther. He grew so tall so fast that for
awhile hewondered if maybe he was becoming agiant like Ceese wasin Fairyland, only dower, and
on both sides of Skinny House. It wasn't like he knew of any blood relatives who could show him
how tall he was likely to grow. But eventually it dowed down, and while hewastall enough that his
loping stride carried him far and fast, nobody would mistake him for an NBA star. Well, maybea
point guard.

Hisfeet were cdlused so they felt like the skin of the soles didn't even belong to him, they were
like hooves. He hated puiting shoes on at school—it felt to him like he was in prison, wearing them.
And in Fairyland they were more trouble than they were worth, the laces always snagging on
something, the soft soles cushioning hisfeet so that he couldn't fed the earth and learn what it was
telling him about the land he was passing through. One pair of shoes was sucked off hisfeet inthe
swamp and became a suitcase full of nearly perfect counterfeit hundreds found by a couple of
skateboardersin Venice. The newspapers speculated that the billswere part of aterrorist plot to
destabilize the economy. No sane person would ever believe that they began asapair of Regboks
that were sucked off hisfeet inamudhole,

And from time to time Mack climbed down into the ravine and up the other sde and walked to
the clearing where it was dways night, and the two globes sparkled with the only lights Mack saw in
Fairyland that weren't in the sky. He sat and contemplated the globes, not knowing which wasthe
captured fairy queen, not knowing if shewent by Titaniaor Mab or some other unguessable name.

Sometimes he thought of her as Tinkerbell from the Peter Pan movie—a scamp too dangerous
to let out into the world. But sometimes she was atragic figure, agresat lady kidnapped and
imprisoned for no other crime than being in somebody's way. Titania had saved a changeling from
Oberon's clutches. Titania had saved aboy like Mack. So she had to be punished, at least in
Midsummer Night's Dream. Wasit possible that her imprisonment now had something to do with
Mack?

"Do | owe you something?" he asked.

But when he spoke aoud, the panther always grew adert and stopped its prowling. If he kept
talking, even if it wasto the panther and not to the captured fairies, the panther began to stk him,
creeping closer, its muscles coiled to spring a him. So he learned to be silent.

The corpse of the ass-headed man was a collgpsed skeleton now, and grass grew over it, and
leaves had scattered acrossit, and before long the ground would swallow it up or rain would carry it
away. That's me, thought Mack. Dead and gone, while the fairieslive forever. No wonder they don't



care about us. We're like cars that whip past you going the other way on the freeway. Don't even see
them long enough to wonder who they are or where they going.

And then one day, when Mack came back into Skinny House from Fairyland, hisfeet covered
with mud because it was raining there, he stepped into a kitchen with atable and chairs, afridgeand a
stove, and he knew that Puck was back.

Sure enough, there hewasin the living room, building ahouse of cards. Looking like he dways
looked. Not even bothering to glance up when Mack camein.

"Treed lightly," said Puck.

"Whereve you been?'

"Did we have an gppointment? Y our feet arefilthy and you'retracking it al over the carpet.”

"Who cares?' said Mack. "As soon asyou leave, there won't be a carpet.”

"Y ou know how thisworks, Mack," said Puck.

Mack sighed. " Some woman in the nelghborhood's going to have to shampoo this carpet.”

"It'snice when youretidy," said Puck. "l try to have some consideration for the neighbors.”

"Y ou got towels and sogp and shit in your bathroom?"

"Oh, are you suddenly dl hip-hop, boy, saying 'shit' like it was 'the?"

"Nothing hip-hop about 'shit,' " Mack murmured as he headed for the bathroom. There was
soap, but it was a haf-used bar with somebody's hair al over it, and the shampoo was some smelly
fruity girly stuff that made Mack fed like he was putting candy in hishair. Couldn't Puck stedl this stuff
from somebody who kept their sogp clean? Rubbing somebody dseslittle curly hairsal over hisown
body.

He couldn't stand it, and stood there in the shower picking hairs off the soap and then trying to
rinse them off his hand. By the time he got the sogp clean the water was running tepid, and it was
downright cold when he rinsed.

When he stepped out of the shower, Puck was standing there looking at him. Mack yelled.

"What are you doing? Can't aniggah get some privacy here?"

"Y ou picking up that 'niggah’ shit at high school ? Y ou grew up in Baldwin Hills, not the ghetto.”

"What are you, my father? And how come you get to say 'shit'?"

"l invented shit, Mack," said Puck. "I'm older than shit. When | was aboy, nobody shit, they just
threw up about an hour after eating. Tasted nasty. Shit isabig improvement.”



"l saved your life, asshole, and then you ran off and hid for four years.”
"Statute of limitations run out so I'm back," said Puck.

"Therés no satute of limitations on owing somebody for saving your life."
"Aint no lawyersin Fairyland,” said Puck. "That'sone of its best festures.”
"Wearentin Faryland,” said Mack.

"WEll, your mortal copsand courts sure as hdll got no jurisdiction here," said Puck. "But tell me
what you want meto do for you, and I'll seeif | wanttodoiit.”

"I want to know about the queen of thefairies.”

Puck shook his head and clicked histongue three times. "Ain't you got no young girlsinhigh
school ? Why you got to go looking into awoman older than the San Andreas Fault, and alot more
troublesome?"

" S0 she causes even more trouble than you do?' asked Mack.

"Some people think so," said Puck. "Though maybe it's atossup.”

Mack wasn't going to let the fairy distract him. "1s she named Titaniaor Mab?"

"] thought we settled that years ago. | don't tell names.”

"Then I'll ask the house."

"Sheain't here," said Puck. "Won't work."

"I think you'relying," said Mack.

"I'm gonefour years, and you cadl mealiar first thing. Y ou got no manners, boy."

Mack leaned his head back and talked to the celling. "What's the name of the queen of the
faries?'

Nothing happened. Mack went back to drying off with the towe!.
"Told you s0," said Puck.

"Maybe the house just trying to figure out how to show me her name. Her nameisn't aword,
likeyoursis"

"Easy," said Puck. "Show you atit with atan—plenty of those in Brentwood—then aknee, then
some dumb kid standing there saying, 'Uh." "



"So her name is Titania"

Puck made abig show of looking aghast. "Oh, no! | let it dip!"

"S0 her nameisn't Titania?'

"Come on, Mack. I'm not going to tell you becauseit ain't mineto tell.”
"All right then, tell methis. Why don't | ever seeany fairiesin Fairyland?'

"Becausethis part of Fairyland is ahellhole where nobody goes on purpose. Why elsewould he
exile her here?"

"A hdlhole?' said Mack. "It's beautiful. | loveit here"

"That's because you got protection,” said Puck. "In case you forgot, | dmost got my ass chewed
off inthere

"| saved your chewed-off ass, remember?*
"How can | forget, with you dways bringing it up like that?"
"l haven't mentioned it in four yeard™

"Oh, yeah, congratulations on being asenior. Got AP English thisyear, too. Not bad for a boy
can't figure out how to tie his shoes."

"Areyou going to get out of the doorway so | can go out and put on my clothes?!
Puck stepped aside. Mack went into the bedroom and pulled on hisjeans.

"Oh, you go commando,” said Puck. "No underwear."

"What's the point?' said Mack.

"Y ou ready for anything," said Puck. "Except your pantsfdl down inthe mall.”
"] wear underwear when | remember to wash it."

"Good thing you buy tight jeansinstead of letting it hang off your buit like those other kids at high
schooal.”

"| don't care about being coal."
"Which meansyou even cooler.”

Mack shrugged. "Whatever."



"Y ou want to know why 1'm back?" asked Puck.

"1 want to know about the queen of the fairies,” said Mack.
"I'm back because he is about to make hismove.”

"What do | care?’

Puck laughed. "Oh, you'l care.”

"So tel me hisname, then."

Puck was silent.

"No guessing games?' said Mack.

"Don't even think about hisname," said Puck.

"l can't. | don't know what it is."

"Don't think about thinking about it. Y ou might aswell have flashing lightsand asiren.”
"What, he doesn't dready know where | am?”

"But you don't want him to notice you in particular.”

"I've been tramping dl over Fairyland and just asking you his nameis going to make him see
what he hasn't seenttill now?"

"Do what you want, then,” said Puck. "Just giving you good advice."

"I'm not afraid of him likeyou are," said Mack.

"Cause you dumb asamuffler on a'57 Chevy."

"l wouldn't be dumb if you'd answer my questions.”

"Boy, if | answered your questions you'd probably be dead by now."

"What happened to you, when we took you to the hospitd—he did that, right?"
"Birdsdidit."

There was some reason Puck was so scared of him. "His birds, right?"

"Who elsgs? That placeis Fairyland, and he king of Fairyland.”

"Bush is President and American birds don't do what he says”



"Presdent ain't king and Americaain't Fairyland."

"Sowhy didn't hefinishit and kill you?"

"Don't you have someplace to go thismorning?* asked Puck. "Like school ?*

"Plenty of timeto catch the bus. Specidly sincel didn't have to go home to shower.”

"Y ou don't ride with any of the other kids from Badwin Hills? They dl got their own cars, don't
they?"

"Not dl," said Mack. "Not everybody rich in Badwin Hills. And even some of the rich onesride
the bus so they don't have to take any shit about their fancy ride when they get to school.”

"All about money in your world," said Puck. "Money be magic."

"Y eah, like you're the great socid critic,” said Mack. " "What foolsthese mortasbe." "
"Oh yeah. Will Shakespeare. | loved that boy."

"| thought he was an asshole. According to you.”

"Even assholes got somebody who lovesthem.”

"I'm gill wanting answers," said Mack. "Y ou going to be herewhen | get back?"

"l be somewhere. Might be here.”

Mack was sick of the dodging. It's not like he was longing for Puck's company the past four
years. "Be herewhen | get back, you got it?'

Puck just laughed as Mack headed out the door.

AsMack knew, it wasn't even seven yet, and his bus wouldn't be by for another fifteen minutes.
He had time to stop by the house and pick up hisbook bag, which would make the day go easier.

Miz Smitcher was eating her breskfagt. "Where do you go in the early morning?'
"Exercise" said Mack. "l liketowalk."

"Soyou dways say."

Mack pulled up his pantsleg and moved his toes up and down so she could see the sharply

defined caf musclesflex and extend. "Those are the legs of aman who could walk to the moon, if
somebody put in aroad.”



"A man," shesighed. "Hasit redly been seventeen years since the stork brought you."

"Not anicething to cal Ceese." Mack poured himsdlf aglass of milk and downed it in four huge
swalows,

"How tal are you now?' asked Miz Smitcher.
"Six four," said Mack. "And growing."

"Y ou used to besmdler.”

"So did you."

"Y eah, but you didn't know mewhen | waslittle." She handed him ten dallars. " Spending
money. Take out agirl for aburger.”

"Thanks, Miz Smitcher," hesaid. "But | got no girl to take out."
"Y ou never will, either, you don't ask somebody.”

"l don't ask less| think she say yes."

"S0 you have somebody in mind?

"Every girl | looking &t, she'son my mind," said Mack. "But they aways |ooking a somebody
d"

"l don't understand it,” said Miz Smitcher. "Whoever your daddy and mamawere, they must
have been real good-looking people.”

" Sometimes good-looking people have ugly children, sometimes ugly people have beautiful
children. Y ou just shuffle the cards and deal yoursdlf a hand, when you get born.”

"Aren't you the philosopher.”

"I'min AP English," said Mack. "I know everything now."

Shelaughed.

In the distance, Mack could hear the whine of a high-powered motorcycle.

Miz Smitcher shook her head. " Some people don't care how much noise they make.”
"Wish | had abike made noise like that."

"Now, Mack, we been over that. Y ou want to drive, you have to have ajob to pay for

insurance. But if you have ajob, your studieswill suffer, and if you don't get ascholarship you ain't
going to no college. So by not driving you're putting yoursdlf through college.”



"Jugt don't ask mewhy | got no girlfriend.”

"Plenty of girls go out with guyswho got no car, baby."

"l don't care, anyway, Miz Smitcher,” said Mack. "It'sfineasit is." Heleaned down and kissed
her forehead and then strode to the door, dung the backpack over his shoulder, and started jogging
down the street to the bus stop.

He knew the bus driver saw him, but she never waited for anybody. They could have their hand
insde the door, sheld till take off when the schedule said. "I run aon-time bus," she said. "So you

want aride, you have yoursdf aon-time morning.”

So held jog to school. Hed done it often before. He usualy besat the bus there, since he didn't
have acircuitous route and alot of stops, and he could jaywalk so he didn't have to wait for lights.

Only thismorning, as he ran dong La Brea, the whine of the motorcycle got close enough to
become aroar, and then it pulled up just ahead of him. Riding it was afine-looking black girl inared
windbreaker and no helmet, probably so she could show off her smooth henna-colored do. She
turned around to face him.

"Missyour bus?'

Mack shrugged.

She turned off the engine. "l said, missyour bus?'

Mack grinned. "l said:" And then shrugged again.

"Oh," shesaid. "So you're not sure?'

"So | don't mind walking."

"I'm trying to pick you up. Don't you want to ride my bike?"

"That what you do? Pick up high school boys who missthe bus?’

"Big oneslikeyou, yeah. Little ones| just throw back.”

"S0 you know where my high schooal is?"

"1 know everything, boy," shesad.

"You cdl meboy, | get tocal you girl?"

"So tell me your name, you don't want to be boy."

"Mack Street."

"| said your name, not your address.”



He started to explain, but she just laughed. "I'm messing with you, Mack Street. I'm Y olanda
White, but peoplel likecal meYo Yo."

"Soyou likeme?'

"Not yet. It's Yolandato you."

"What about Miz White?'

"Not till my gee-maw dies, and my mamaafter her."

"May | have arideto school, Miz Y olanda?" asked Mack in his most whiny, obsequious voice.
"| thinks you owes me aride now, Snce you sopped me running and now | belate.

"What aTom," she said. "Next thing you'll be carrying mint julepsto massuh.”

For al hisbravado in talking sassto her, he wasn't sure about how to hold on, once he was
sraddling the bike behind her. He put his hands at her waist, but she just grabbed them and pulled his
arms so sharp around her middle that he bumped his head into the back of hers and hiswhole front
was pressed up againgt her back. He liked the way it felt.

"Hang on, Mack Street, cause thisis one little enginethat can.”

There was no conversation possible on the way there, because the engine was so loud Mack
couldn't have heard the trumpets announcing the Second Coming. Besides which, Mack couldn't have
talked, what with all the praying. She took cornerslaying over on her sde and he was sure she was
going to put the bike right down, a dozen times. But she never did. Her tires clung to the road like a
fridge magnet, and shelet him off in front of the school before half the buses had arrived. He kind of
wished there were more kids there to see him arrive like this, riding behind awoman so fine. Only it
wouldn't matter—they'd just make fun of him because she was driving and he was the passenger. Not
that he minded. Those who didn't resent him because he studied hard and got good grades made fun
of him because he didn't drive and took long walks and didn't dress cool. ™Y our mama buy those
pantsfor you?' one boy asked him one day. "Or she sew that out of one of her own pantlegs?’

"No," Mack told him. "'l thought you recogni ze it—these pants your mama's old bra."

Brother wasn't even hisfriend, he had no right to start talking about his mama. So when he gave
Mack ashove, Mack casudly shoved him into the lockers hard enough to rattle his teeth and make
him sag, and then walked on. Whole different story if he hadn't grown so tal. Lots of thingsmissing in
hislife, but God was good to him about his size. Guys wanted to get in his face sometimes, cause they
thought hewas alikdy victim, dressing like he did. So he showed them he wasn't, and they left him
done

Y ou can't have everybody like you, but you can make it so the onesthat don't, keep their
distance. Not that Mack ever fought anybody. They'd call him out, hedd just ignore them. They say,
Meet me after school, and he says, | ain't doing your homework again, you're on your own now. And
if they lay inwait for him, hejust run on by. Hewasfast, but not track team fast. Thing was, he could
run forever. Nobody ever kept up, not for long. Guys who pick fights, they aren't the kind to do alot
of solitary running.



So Mack Street had aname for himself, and the name was, I'm here for my own purpose, and if
you ain't my friend, leave me done. Senior year, it was okay now, none of the kids his own agewould
try to pick on him. Anybody taler than Mack was on the basketball team. But even so, there was
nobody who'd be al impressed if they saw him on this bike with thiswoman. Wasn't that a shame.
But you got to live out the life you made for yourself. High school was adry run for thereal world, the
principa said at least once per assembly. Mack figured in the grownup world, people wouldn't resent
him because he was a hard worker and did good. They'd hire him because of that. Hed make a
living. And then held get theright kind of girlfriend, not the kind that went for flash and sirut.

"Seeyou when | seeyou,” said Y olanda.

"You sad that just like Martin Lawrence," he said.

"Y ou too young to be watching shit likethat," she said.

"Old enough to get aride from ababe on abike," he sad.

"No, you did that cause you ‘crazy, de-ranged.' "

They both laughed. Then she said it again. " See you when | seeyou, Mack Street.”

She pedled out and was gone. Everybody turned to look, but at her, not at Mack. She might
have dropped off anybody.

Why am | suddenly so hungry to be famous at high school? Famous at high schoal islike being
employee of the month &t the sanitation department. Famous at high school like being the last guy cut
from the team before the first exhibition game. Nobody seen you play except at practice.

But the smell of her was on his shirt. Not a perfume, redlly, like some of the girls dumped on
themselves every morning. Nor ahair product, though her hair had given hisface kind of abesating, to
the point where he wanted to say, Y ou ever think of cornrows, Yo Y 0? only the bike was too loud so
he kept it to himsdlf.

Mack didn't et d one—he had alunch group he sat with—but mostly he just listened to them
brag about their prowess in some game or on adate, or talk raunchy about girls they knew would
never speek to them. Some of these guyslived in Baldwin Hills and he knew their cold dreams. Not
one of them cared about girls or sports as much asthey said. It was other stuff. Family stuff. Personal
stuff. Wishesthey'd never tdl to asoul.

Widl, Mack didn't tell them any of his deep stuff, so they were even. Only difference was, he
didn't talk about girls or sports, either. Only thing he ever talked about at lunch was lunch, because
there was no lying about that, it was right there on the tray in front of them. Apart from that and the
wegather and was he going to the game or the dance, hejust listened and ate and when he was done,
he threw away his garbage and stacked histray and tossed his silverware and went to the library to

study.

Usudly he studied his subject, though sometimes he il went back over the Shakespeare Suff,
just to seeif maybe held understand any of it better now—and he sometimes did.



Today, though, helooked up motorcycles on the internet till he found the Harley that Yo Yo was
driving. It was afine machine. He liked the way it rumbled under him. Like riding ahappy sabertooth,
purring the whole way asyou hurtle over the ground.

Chapter 13

PROPERTY VALUES

Between hislong walks and his cold dreams, Mack once knew everything that was happening in
his neighborhood. But now the long walks took placein Fairyland, and he had the skill of shutting
down dl but the strongest dreams before they were fully formed. So there were things he didn't know
about. Nobody was keeping it a secret, he just wasn't there to noticeiit.

He knew somebody was moving into the fancy white house just below the drainage valey—he
heard al about it when Dr. Phelps died and his second wife got the house in the will and sold it. And
he saw amoving van come and guys unload Stuff.

What he didn't know was who the new owner was. There was no hurry. He was bound to hear,
especialy because the house was above the invisible line—it was up the hill, where the money was,
and so whatever happened there was big news to the people who lived in theflat.

He was eating dinner with Ivory DeVriessfamily even though Ivory was ayear older than Mack
and was off at college down in Orange County. Maybe they missed Ivory and Mack waskind of a
reminder of the old days, when they both took part in neighborhood games of hide-and-seek. Back
when there were enough kids that they could fan out through haf of Baldwin Hills.

So Mack was standing at the sink, helping Ivory's sister Ebony rinse the dishes and load the
dishwasher. Ebony had dways hated her name, especidly because she was very light-skinned. "l
mean why did my parents choose each other if it wasn't to make sure they had kids that could pass
the damn paper bag test. And then they go and name me Ebony? Why did Ivo get to be Ivory? They
name the boy the white name and the girl the black black black name?’

"| hate to break it to you, Ebby," said Mack, "but both those names are definitely black names.™

"l guessyou right, | ain't never going to see no blond boy named Ivory, am |7

Mack and Ebony got along okay, like brother and sister, not that Mack didn't notice how she
filled out lately. But shewas 4till in ninth grade and she was so short he could have fit her under his
arm. And there was no sign she was interested anyway. So they did dishes together.

Hewastelling her about teachers he'd had and they were teasing each other about how 1vo
aways said Mack liked exactly the teachers that he hated most, which Mack inssted on taking asa

compliment. That's when the voicesin the living room got loud enough to intrude.

"Y ou think it doesn't hurt property values to have that motorcycle roaring up and down the street
a dl hours?'



Maybe it was the word motorcycle that caught Mack's attention.
"It isn't roaring up and down the street, she'sjust going home.”

" She does not just go home. Sheridesal the way to the top of Cloverdae and then races down
and skidsinto her driveway. I've seen her do it twice, soit'sahabit.”

"Woman looksthat fine on abike, it isn't going to hurt property values one bit."
"Now that isjust absurd.”

"1 value my front yard alot more now there's a chance she might ride by."
"That isthe most disgusting—"

"He just aman, what do you expect?'

"It's like mobile pornography, that'swhat it is, that girl on her motorcycle!™

"l never liked Dr. Phelpss second wife one bit, but now that we've seen thisnew girl, | wishwe
had Mrs. Phelps back again.”

"Sheis not like pornography, she'sgot al her clothes on right up to her neck.”
"Motorcycle-riding h—whatever."
"Theway those clothesfit her she might aswell be naked.”

"S0 |et's get together a petition that points that out to her. | mean, if she'sthat close to naked,
why not—"

"That's enough out of you, Moses Jones."

"lsn't there a noise ordinance?’

Mack and Ebby grinned at each other, and without even discussing it they went to the passage
between the dining room and the living room and saw that while they were doing dishes, somebody
convened ameeting of the neighborhood busybodies.

Ebby's mamalooked a her pointedly. "Thisis an adult discussion, Ebby."

Ebby just laughed.

"I don't like your tone, young lady,” said Ebby's mama.

"We werejust wondering,” said Mack, "who you talking about on the motorcycle?’

"The person who just moved into Dr. Phelpss old house just below the hairpin on Cloverdae.”



"Whom | asked to keep the noise down late at night, to which she rudely replied that her bike
was her only ride so how was she supposed to get home when shefinished work at three A.M."

"If she can afford that house she can afford acar.”
" She's one of those inhibitionistswho can't sand it when people aren't noticing her."
"Exhibitionigs"

Ebby poked Mack to try to make him laugh, and it nearly worked. To cover his tifled snort,
Mack said, "Um, so shegot no name at al? Just 'Motorcycle Ho'?"

"Mack Stregt, I'm telling Ura Lee you use language like that."

"But Mrs. Jones called her—"

" called her amotorcycle-riding hoochie mama™

"Her nameis Y olanda White," said Moses Jones. ™Y ou want her phone number?’

Joyce Jones smacked a sofa pillow into hisface. "Y ou better not have her phone number. 1 got
scissors and you deep naked.”

"That's more than we wanted to know, Joyce," said Eva Sweset Fillmore.

"1'm getting Moses some pgjamas this Christmas,” said her husband, Hershey. Their sandard
joke: When Eva Sweet found out that Hershey Fillmore was the one leaving those chocolatesin her
desk in fourth grade, it's like they had no choice but to get married as soon asthey got old enough.

"YoYo," said Mack.

"What?" asked Ebby.

"If shelikesyou, sheletsyou cdl her Yo Yo."

"Who does?'

"Y olanda White. The motorcycle-riding hoochie mama.”

"If you children arejust going to make fun!" said Ebby's mama sharply.

"We're back to the dishes!” cried Ebby and she dragged Mack back into the kitchen, though
truth to tell, he wanted to stay and listen. Mrs. DeV'ries made sure he couldn't hear anything from the
kitchen, either—she came to the kitchen, gave a child-maiming glare to Ebony, and closed the door.

"That look could dry up agirl'speriod,” said Ebby.

"Make aman'sbalsdrop right on thefloor,” said Mack.



"| seen her practice that look inamirror, and it broke."
"She can gart cars with that look.”
"Homeland Security list that ook as awegpon of mass destruction.”

From theliving room, Mrs. DeVriessvoice came loud and clear. "Quiet with that laughing in
there or | come back in and look at you both twicel™

In the end, though, when the meeting was over, Mrs. DeVries came to the kitchen where Mack
and Ebony were studying, made a cup of coffee, and told them everything. They were going to get
Hershey to write alegal-sounding letter—Hershey was aretired |awyer—to scare her that she'd get
sued if shedidn't quiet down. And Hershey said there might be something in the deed that he was
going to look up.

Mack listened to everything and didn't argue, but he knew—as Ebby had dready said in their
whispered conversation during homework—that this wasn't about the motorcycle noise. It was about
Y olanda White being a single woman who might be anywhere from eighteen to thirty-five, nobody
wanted to make a bet, who somehow had the money to buy a house like that.

Mrs. DeVrieswasincensed. "Who does shethink sheis, buying ahouse like that? Y ou got to
scrimp and save half your lifeto afford that house. What business agirl that age got with a
million-dollar house?'

"Maybe she had amillion dollars," said Ebby.

"Or maybe she has a man got amillion dollars, mark my words, that's how it's going to turn out.
Hell get tired of her and suddenly shelll be left high and dry with a place she can't afford. Foreclosure!
That'smy bet."

"Y ou don't know how old sheis, Mom, and she might have earned it. Maybe she invented a
curefor cancer.”

"Black woman inventsthe cure for cancer, it'sgoing to be dl over the news. Only way that Yo
landa be on the news is when she ODs on drugs or holds up aliquor store or gets busted in the front
seet of Hugh Grant's automobile on Sunset.”

"Or getslynched in Badwin Hills" said Ebby.

"We'rewriting aletter, not finding arope, Little Miss
[-Don't-Have-to-Honor-My-Father-and-Mother."

"How do you know Y olanda White doesn't honor her father and mother?' asked Ebby.
"Because | ancerely doubt she knowswho her father is"
That hung inthe air for along moment before Mrs. DeVrieslost her look of triumph and gave a

sort of quick glance toward Mack and then suddenly remembered she had to clean up some morein
theliving room.



As soon as she was gone, Ebby looked at Mack and said, "What was that about?"
"She just remembered | don't know who my daddy is, or my mama,” said Mack.

"lan't that just like grownups. It's okay to judge somebody for being abastard, but not if they're
gtting a the table with you."

"Actualy, these dayswe prefer the term 'differently parented.’ "

"No," said Ebby solemnly, "I am quite certain the term is paternity deficient.’ ‘Differently
parented’ means your parents are both the same sex, or there's more than two of them in the same
house"

They traded palitically correct synonymsfor bastard till Mrs. DeVries camein and sent Mack
home so Ebony could go to bed. "It is aschool night, and not everybody has the staminato wander
through the neighborhood al night and still be up for school in the morning.”

So people did notice him walking the streets. They couldn't know that for him, the middle of the
night might really be morning, because held just dept the night in Fairyland. 1t was like perpetud jet
lag for Mack, without the jet.

At the door, Mack findly asked the only question he was still wondering about. "What if
Y olanda does get rid of the bike? Would you al welcome her to the neighborhood then?”

"Welcome her! What do you mean, bake cookies and cakes and invite her over? Not awoman
likethat! Not on your life!"

"Wdll, then, why should she give up the bike for you, if you don't plan to treat her decent even if
she does get rid of it?’

"Shewon't be giving up the motorcyclefor us. Shell begivingit up to avoid abig ugly lawsuit."
And the door closed with Mack outside.

Next morning, Mrs. Tucker came over for coffee while Miz Smitcher and Mack ate breakfast,
which was becoming her custom now, with no kidsin the house and Mr. Tucker off to work so early
every day. Mack usualy kept still, but today he had alot on hismind.

"Over a DeVriesthey had ameeting last night.”

"About Miss Motorcycle" said Mrs. Tucker.

"Motorcyclean't the problem," said Mack.

"Wakes me up out of asound deep every time she goes by!"

"1 mean, last night Mrs. DeVriessaid it didn't matter if Y olanda give up the bike or not, she il
not welcome here."



"l completely agree," said Mrs. Tucker. " She cheapens the whole neighborhood.”

"If she's got the money to buy the house," said Mack, "then what businessisit of anybody
dsgs?!

"Got to have respect for the neighborhood,” said Miz Smitcher.

"That bikeisher ride," said Mack. "Since when do neighbors have theright to tell you what to
drive?'

"We not telling her what to drive," said Mrs. Tucker. "Wetelling her what not to drive at three
odock inthemorning.”

"Never woke me up,” said Mack. Though heimmediately redized it was probably because he
wasin Fairyland at thetime.

"Might not havetheright in law,” said Miz Smitcher, "but we have anaturd right to protect our
property values."

Mack set down hisfork and looked a them both in exasperation. "Can you hear yourselves?
Property values! They taught usin school that 'property values was how white people used to excuse
themselvesfor trying to keep blacks out of their neighborhood.”

Mrs. Tucker snapped back, "Don't you go comparing racismto... to cyclism.”

"Not that you were aive in those days, Mack, so you might know what you're talking about,”

said Miz Smitcher, "but the only reason property vaues went down when black people moved in was

because of racism. If they just stop being racists, then black people moving in doesn't lower property
vaues"

"So if you stop minding her riding her bike...," Mack began.

"Being black doesn't make aloud noisein the middle of the night," said Miz Smitcher.
"Neighbors got aright to have quiet. To keep people from being a public nuisance.”

"Soyoureonther sde Totreat thisgirl likea.. likeanigger just cause—"
"That word does not get said in my house," said Miz Smitcher.

"Just cause she's young and cool. Wasn't anybody in this neighborhood ever young and cool ? |
guessnot!”

Mrs. Tucker looked at Mack and cocked her head to one side. "'l don't know that | ever seen
thisboy mad like this before."

"Say that word in my house," muttered Miz Smitcher.

"l guess| just made your property values go down,” Mack muttered back.



"Listen to me, young man. Y ou may be six foot four and too cool to stand, but you—"

"I'm not cool, Yolanda cool.”

"Y ou don't understand anything about what it meansto ablack family to own ahouse! White
people been owning houses forever, but here in the United States of Savery and Sharecropping we
never owned anything. Always paying rent to the man when he didn't own us outright.”

"Y ou never asharecropper, Miz Smitcher," said Mack, trying to keep the scorn out of hisvoice.

"My daddy was. Not a homeowner in this neighborhood who didn't have agrandmaor grandpa
paying rent to some redneck cracker in the South, and adaddy or a mama paying rent to some
dumlord in Watts. These aren't the people who made money and moved to Brentwood and
pretended to be white, like O. J. These are the people who made their money and moved to Baldwin
Hills cause we wanted to have peace and quiet but still be black.”

"She black,” said Mack.

"Wewant to be black our way," said Miz Smitcher. "Decent, regular, ordinary people. Not
show black like those hippity-hop rippety-rappers and that girl on her bike."

Mrs. Tucker spoke into her coffee cup. "She'salittle bit old to be cdling her agirl.”

"How do you know sheisn't a decent, regular, ordinary person who happenstoride a
motorcycle?' demanded Mack.

"And why do you think | didn't go to that meeting last night?" answered Miz Smitcher.
"Well if youre againgt what they doing, why are you arguing with me?"

"Because you judging and condemning people you don't even understand. What they doing to
that girl, you doing to them. Everybody judging and nobody understanding.”

"Y ou were talking about property values,” said Mack.

"1 was explaining why somebody like that comes here, it makesusal fed like we getting
invaded. Like the neighborhood maybe starting to turn trashy. Plenty of placesfor trashy peopleto
live. They don't haveto live here. This neighborhood isanidand in asea of troubles. Somebody

young and loud like that, she's some people's worst nightmare.”

| know what their worst nightmares are, thought Mack. Or at least what they might be, if they
got their wishes.

Out loud, he said, "Wdll, she's not trashy, she'snice."

Both women raised their eyebrows, and Mrs. Tucker set down her cup. "Oh ho, soundslike
love"

"She'sten years older than heisif shesaday," said Miz Smitcher.



"Itisnt love" said Mack. "But | did something nobody e sein thiswhole neighborhood bothered
to do. | talked to her."

"Joyce Jonestaked to her and so did Miss Sweet,” said Miz Smitcher.

"They did not talk to her, they talked at her, told her what she got to do or else.”

"Oh, were you there?' asked Mrs. Tucker.

“I'll tell you about Y olandaWhite. She seesakid running to school cause the bus driver took off
without me like she dwaystriesto do, and she pulls up in front of me on that bike and givesme aride

to school.”

Mrs. Tucker gasped and Miz Smitcher looked at him for along moment. "Y ou been on that
bike?'

Only now did Mack redlize that they might not take the right lesson from his experience. "My
point isthat she'sakind person.”

But Miz Smitcher wasn't having it. " She's riding along and she sees a schoolboy and she gives
himaride?"

"It wasanicething to do," Mack inssted.

"S0 you had your arms around her and you were pressed right up against her back and tell me,
Mack, did she drivefast and hard so you had to hold on redl tight?"

Thiswas not going the way Mack intended. "We wereriding amotorcycle, Miz Smitcher, if you
don't hold on you end up diding dong the street.”

"Oh, I know what happensif you don't hold on to amotorcycle, Migter,” said Miz Smitcher. "l
see motorcycle accidents dl thetime. Skin flayed right off their body, these fools go riding in shorts
and at-shirt and then they spill on the asphalt and get tar and stonesimbedded in their bones and the
musclestorn right off their body cause the pavement's like being sandblasted. And that woman took
my boy and put him on the back of her bike so he rubbing up against her and she drove him aong the
dreetslike acrazy woman so she put him at risk of ending up in the hospital with anurselike me
changing the dressings on his skinless body while he screaming in spite of the morphine drip—oh,
don't you tell me about how nice sheis”

Mack knew that anything he said now would just make thingsworse. He dug into his cered.
"Don't you sit there and eat that Crigpix like you didn't hear aword | said.”

"Hejust trying to think of an answer,” said Mrs. Tucker.

"Just trying to finish breskfast so | don't missmy bus,” said Mack.

"You're not to go near her, you hear me?" said Miz Smitcher. "Y ou think you're friends with her
now—"



"l know we not friends." They'd be friendswhen shelet him cal her Yo Yo.

"Well you're never going to be friends becauseif | ever see you talking to that woman I'm going
to kill her or you or both, and if you get on her motorcycle again, I'm kicking you out of this house!"

"S0 I'd be dead and homeless," said Mack.

"Don't make fun of what I'm telling you!

Mack got up, rinsed out his dish, and started to put it in the dishwasher.

"Don't! Those are clean in therel" shouted Miz Smitcher.

"Youreright,” said Mack. "Wouldn't want adirty dish to spoil the property vauesin there."

"That's exactly my point!" said Miz Smitcher. "That is exactly my point. Onedirty dish and you
have to rewash the whole batch.”

"Well, thiswhole neighborhood better start rewashing, cause Y olanda White bought that house
and | don't think she going to pay any attention to a neighborhood vigilante committee.” He stalked off
to get his backpack out of his bedroom.

Behind him, he could hear Miz Smitcher talking to Mrs. Tucker. " She dready setting parent
agang child. Sheisdivisive."

Mack couldn't let that go. " She isn't divisivel Shejust minding her business! Y ou and methe
onesgetting divisvel"

"Because of her!" shouted back Miz Smitcher.

Mack stood in hisroom, holding the bookbag. In dl hisyearsin this house, thiswasthefirg time
he and Miz Smitcher ever shouted at each other in anger.

Which wasn't to say that they never disagreed. But up till now, Mack dways gavein, dways
said yes maam, because that was how things stayed smooth. Mack liked thingsto stay smooth. He
didn't care enough about most thingsto yell at anybody about them.

But suddenly he did care. Why? What was Yo Y o, that he should get so mad when somebody
dissed her? Why was he loyal to her?

He dmost walked back into the kitchen and gpologized.

But then it occurred to him: About time | stood up for something around here. Always doing
what other people want, well maybe I'm ready to fight for something, and it might aswell be
Y olandasright to live here and ride amotorcycle and give alift to a seventeen-year-old man who's
probably redly more like nineteen anyway.

Hewas ten yards from the bus when the driver started to pull away. She hadn't been stopped
there for two whole seconds and he knew she saw him cause she looked right at him. And today he



was pissed off, at Miz Smitcher, at the whole nelghborhood, and he was not going to take any shit
from abusdriver.

Heran, he sprinted. The bus hadn't gone fifteen feet when he took aflying legp and flung himself
againg the bus driver'swindow, dapping the glasswith his hand. It Sartled that driver so bad she
whipped her head around to look at him before he even did down to the ground, and she dammed on
the brakes without even thinking what she was doing.

Mack landed on hisfeet and ran directly in front of the bus and stood on the front bumper and
ydled through the windshield into the driver's face. "Open the damn door and take meto school like
they pay you to do!"

Mack couldn't see his own face but there must have been something new there, because that
driver looked a him with red fear in her eyes.

The door opened.

Mack got off the bumper, hoisted his book bag over his shoulder, and sauntered to the door.
He stepped up, taking histime, and kept his eyes on her the whole time he walked up the steps and
past her. She never looked at him once, just kept her eyes straight forward. She closed the door and
the bus started forward with alurch.

Mack turned toward the back of the bus, looking for a seat. All the other kids were looking at
him like he was an dien. But not just any dien. He was the dien who had faced down the devil driver.
Plenty of them had been left behind, too, over the years, and Mack was the first person to make her
stop and wait. So what he saw in the other kids eyeswas awe or ddight or amusement, anyway.
They weredl kids, so they were used to having to take crap from adults whenever the adultsfelt like
dishingit out.

When Mack sat down, Terrence Heck gave him ahood handshake and Quon Brown called out
from two rows behind him, in avoice pretending to be agirl, "Y ou my hero, Mack Street.”
Mack turned around and grinned. "That be Mr. Super Hero to you, Quon.”

When they got to schoal, the bus driver was still fuming, and when he passed her, she muttered,
"Y ou want aride, you get to the bus stop on time."

Mack whirled on her and glared a her and damn if he didn't discover in that very moment that
he had alook. Just like Mrs. DeVries. He could just focus his eyes on this mean bus driver and she
wilted like lettuce in the microwave. ™Y ou paid to take children to school," he said to her. Y ou do
your job or loseit.”

Then he jumped down the steps like he dways did, and behind him the other kids, who had
heard the exchange, whooped and laughed and whistled their way past the driver and out of the bus.

| did my own little revolution, thought Mack, and | fed fine,

But that night, when he got back into the neighborhood, it didn't take long for him to hear that
Hershey Fillmore had found the perfect way to get rid of Y olanda White. Badwin Hillshad originaly



been built as awhite neighborhood, and as old Hershey suspected, there were covenants in the deeds
of alot of the houses. There was one on the deed to Dr. Phel pss house, which Y olanda White had
just purchased.

It seemed that the property could not be sold to a person of color.

"Y ou mean a bunch of black people are going to sue to enforce aracist deed?' Mack asked,
incredulous.

"They not going to enforceit, those things don't hold up in court anymore,” said Ebby. "No, they
going to try to nullify the sde because she didn't strikeit out of the deed when she bought the house."

"They logt their minds or something? Dr. Phelpsdidn't strikeit out either or it wouldn't have been
there”

"Hateisan ugly thing," said Ebby.

"I'll tell you what," said Mack. " Somebody needsto tell that woman what they planning to do.”
"And | guessthat means you plan to be that somebody?*

"Who else? | adready taked to her once."

Ebby was taken aback. "When you talk to her?

"She give me aride to school a couple of weeks ago.”

"And you didn't mention that last night?" Ebby asked.

"Didn't come up,” hesaid.

"The very woman everybody was talking about in awhole meeting and it 'didn't come up'?"

Was Ebby going insane on him?"| told you shewent by Yo Yo," sadd Mack. "So | must have
met her. If you asked me how, | wouldvetold you."

"I thought we was friends, Mack Street." And she turned around and went back inside her
house, leaving him out on the street, fedling, for thefirst timein many years, excluded from one of the
homesin Badwin Hills

Chapter 14

PLAYING POOL

Mack had a cold dream that night, and it was Y olanda White's dream.



Inthe dream, Yo Y o rode a powerful horse across a prairie, with herds of cattle grazing in the
shade of scattered trees or drinking from shalow sireams. But the sky wasn't the shining blue of
cowboy country, it was sick yellow and brown, like the worst day of smog al wrapped up in adust
storm.

Up in that smog, there was something flying, something ugly and awful, and Yo Y o knew that
she had to fight that thing and kill it, or it was going to snatch up dl the cattle, one by one or ten by
ten, and carry them away and eat them and spit out the bones.

In the dream Mack saw amountain of bones, and perched on top of it a creature like a banana
dug, it was S0 filthy and dimy and thick. Only after cregping and diming around awhile on top of the
pile of bonesit unfolded ahuge pair of wingslike amoth and took off up into the smoky sky in search
of more, because it was always hungry.

I[twas Yo Yo'sjob to stop it from eating her cattle.

Thething is, through that whole dream, Yo Y o wasn't done. It drove Mack crazy becausetry as
he might, he couldn't bend the dream, couldn't make the woman turn her head and see who it was
riding with her. Sometimes Mack thought the other person was on the horse behind her, and
sometimes he thought the other person was flying dongside like abird, or running like adog, aways
just out of sight.

Mack couldn't help but think: Maybeit'sme.

Maybe she needs me and that'swhy I'm seeing this dream. Maybe her degp wish is not the
degath of the dragondug. Maybe what she'swishing for isthat invisble companion.

The girl rode up to the mountain of old bones, and the huge dug spread itswings and flew, and it
wastimetokill it or give up and let it devour the whole herd. Only then did sheredlize that she didn't
have agun or aspear or even so much asarock to throw. Somehow she had lost her
wegpon—though in the dream Mack never noticed her having awegpon in thefirst place.

The flying dug was spiraling down at her, and then suddenly the bird or dog or man who was
with her, he—or it—|eapt at the monster. Alwaysit wasvisible only out of the corner of her eye, so
Mack couldn't see who it was or whether the monster killed it or whether it sank its teeth or abeak or
aknifeinto the beast. Because just at the moment when Yo Y o was turning to look, the dream

stopped.

It stopped, and not because Mack had been ableto turn it into his own dream of the canyon. It
just stopped.

But he remembered his dream, and redlized that his dream and hers were dike. She had

somebody beside her in her dream, and Mack had somebody beside him in his. Somebody you could
never quite look at.

Each of usisin the other one's dream.

She needs meto kill that dragondug. And | need her to... or do I1? She'sthe one driving, if she's
the person in my dream. She's the one who drives me into danger.



Butin her dream she needs me. In her dream I'm the hero who daysthe...
No. I'm theidiot who tries. Nothing to say that | succeed.
If it'sme. If I'm the one who attacks that flying dug.

If I'm part of her wish, and her wish comestrue, then it'll come true some ugly way, and do |
want to be a part of that?

So he decided not to go up the street to her house today. Instead, though it was so early in the
morning that it was till full dark, he got up and jogged down the street to Skinny House. If he woke
Puck that was too damn bad. Puck wasimmorta—waking up early one morning wouldn't kill him.

He should have known Puck would be awake, racking up agame of pool on atable that nearly
filled theliving room. The other furniture was stacked up aong one wall, and there was more of it than
could havefit in the living room even without the pool table.

"Going into the moving and storage business?' Mack asked him.

"Quiet. Thisisatricky shot."

"It'sthe break," said Mack.

Puck looked up at him, put afinger to hislips, then let fly with a sharp stroke of the cue.

Thewhite bal struck at only the dightest angle from dead center on the front ball. All of them
took off, four of them going directly into four different pockets. And after only another rebound or
two, dl the others but the eight ball and the cue ball were in the pockets. And the eight ball teetered
on the edge.

"Y ou distracted me," said Puck. "Ruined my shot.”

Mack snorted. "Like athree-year-old. 'Look what you made medo.'"

"l don't use magic on shotslikethat,” said Puck.

"Bullshit," said Mack.

"Not to an exorbitant degree, anyway," said Puck. "I've had alot of practice.”

"Shel'sin my dream and it's not like the others," said Mack. "It's not her wish."

"Y ou mind telling mewho 'she is?'

"YolandaWhite. Yo Yo. Girl on amotorcycle, lives just below the drainage basin. She gave me
arideto school a couple of weeks ago."”

"Stay away from women on motorcycles,” said Puck. "They're usualy bad for you."



"Why do | get her dream when it's not awish?"

"Maybe she doesn't want anything."

"Doesn't explain why | dreamed her dream.”

"Backup," said Puck.

At first Mack thought he was giving him acommand, and he took a step back.

Puck rolled his eyes. "Come on, Mack, you're not stupid. | mean you're like a backup device
for acomputer. She's storing copies of her most important dreamsin your head.”

"I don't mean to repeat mysdlf, but bullshit.”
"Y ou asked me aquestion, | did my best to answer.”

"That wasn't your best," said Mack. ™Y ou know what happens with those cold dreamsis magic,
and magic is something you know about.”

"l don't dways know what he's doing.”
"Tdl mewhat shesdoing in my dreams.”

"Maybe she's not doing anything,” said Puck. "Maybe she doesn't even know you're having her
dreams.”

Something occurred to Mack. "What do you have to do with my dreams?’
"Think of me as being an appreciative audience. Front-row seet.”

"Y ou see my dreams?’

"l see you dreaming,” said Puck.

"Y ou have anything to do with the way they sometimes come true?"

"l don't have the power to make wishes cometrue.”

"That wasn't what | asked."

Puck sent the cue ball into the eight ball with such force that it struck the back of acorner

pocket and flew straight back out, zipped across the table, and dropped into the opposite corner
pocket.

"Thatissuch crap,” said Mack. "Why isthat even fun, when you can make it go wherever you
want?'



"I'm trying to entertain you," said Puck. He snapped hisfingers, and the ballsdl flew up asif the
pockets were spitting them out. They hit the table and rolled back into atriangle at the opposite end
from where they had been before the break.

"Didract me, you mean," said Mack.

"Isit working?' Puck broke again. The balls flew around the table and, when they findly cameto
ret, they were back in their origina order, except that the cue ball was where the eight ball had been,
inthe midst of the triangle, and the eight bal was now in the cue ball's position on the opposite dot.

"How long were you doing this before | got here?' asked Mack.

"None of this stuff was here until you did into the yard afew minutes ago,” said Puck. "When
you're not around, | just hang on ahook in the closet like your pants.”

"Y ou're the one who makes them cometrue,” said Mack. "The dreams, | mean.”
"Amnot," said Puck. "He is"

"But you... you bend them."

Puck shrugged. "Believe what you want."

"Wheat does her dream mean? And mine?'

"Can'ttdl you less| know what the dreams are.”

"Y ou know al my dreams”

"l know the dreams that come from other people'swishes," said Puck. "But | don't see her
dreams, nor yours either. Weren't wishes anyway, right?’

Mack knew that if he told Puck the dreams, there was a danger he/d meddle with them or make
something out of them. At the sametime, Mack had to know what that business was with the flying
dug, and who it was Sitting beside him in his own plunge through the flash flood in the canyon. He
findly decided totdl him Yo Y o'sdream, but not hisown. It made him fed didoyd and hypocritical.

Puck listened with interest and, Mack suspected, amusement. He was silent for agood long
while after Mack finished telling the dream. "What adangerous girl sheis,” hefindly sad.

"Dangerousto who?" said Mack.

"She can't do anything without you," said Puck.

"That'swhat the dream means?'

Puck smiled. "It'sthe truth, whether the dream means anything or not."

"She'sthe one gave me aride.”



"Tdl youwhat," said Puck. "I'll tell you the absolute truth. If you stay with her and help her, youll
have athrilling time, but you'll end up dead.”

"How?' demanded Mack. "A bike accident? Or something else?"
"Of course, you'll end up dead anyway," said Puck. "Being morta and therefore built to bregk.”
"You got broke up pretty bad afew years ago, as| remember."

"Never |et yoursalf get pecked and picked up and dropped by birds when you're about an inch
and ahdf high."

"If it comesup, I'll keep that in mind."

"Did | ever thank you for finding me?" asked Puck.

"No," said Mack. "But | never expected you to."

"Good thing, cause I'm not going to. Y ou did me no favor.”

"Y ou called out to me, man. That'sthe only way | found you."

"Did not," said Puck. "That would be pathetic.”

"Y ou called my name and | heard your voice come from the bushes and that's how | found you."
A gmilecrossed hisface. "Wdll, isn't that sweet.”

"What's sweet?'

The amileleft hisface. "It wasnt mewho called you."

"Who, then?"

"Must have been the Queen."

"Theonein that floating mason jar?'

"She'sthe only Queen,” said Puck. "All others are doppy imitations, not worthy of the name.”
"Titania Mab."

"Only fools and mortaswould try to contain her in aname," said Puck. "Sheismy lady."

"Not according to Shakespeare," said Mack. "Y ou were Oberon's buddy and you put that
potion in her eyes so shefdl in love with the ass-faced guy.”

"Ass-faced." Puck got ared kick out of that. In the midst of agreat heaving laugh, he broke



again. Thistime the bals bounced al over and every single one of them cameto rest flush against one
of the Sdes, so the middle of the table was completely clear.

"That'smorelike how | break," said Mack.

Puck proceeded to hit the balsin numerica order, putting each one into a pocket without
touching any of the other balls.

"Wasn't Shakespeare right?" asked Mack.

" Shakespeare knew about me and making mortasfall inlove," said Puck. "Had nothing to do
with apotion, but he never forgave me for getting him married to Anne Hathaway. She was seven
years older than him and her eyes were cocked. And for three years | had him so silly with love for
her that he thought she was the most beautiful girl in the world. She was pregnant when he married
her, but what nobody knowsisthat he had to beg her to marry him."

"She didn't want him?"

" She thought he was making fun of her.”

" So what happened when the potion wore off in three years?' asked Mack.

"It wasn't apotion, | told you. And it didn't weer off. | got tired of it. It wasn't anusing anymore.
So| st him free™

"He woke up one morning and—"

"It wasn't morning. He had just come home from aday'swork at hisfather's glove shop and she
was putting the twins to bed and he swept her up in afond embrace and kissed her al over her face,
and right in the middle of that | gave him back to himsalf." Puck sghed. "He didn't get the joke. | don't
like assholes who got no sense of humor.”

"You're such abastard,” said Mack.
"You'd know."
"I'm an abandoned child," said Mack. "But | didn't mean that kind of bastard anyway."

Puck smiled mdicioudy. "I amuse mysdlf by watching aperpetua TV series caled ‘'Messng with
the Mortals." I'm the hogt."

"What did he do?'

"To me? What could he do? And asfor Anne Hathaway, Will was such a nice boy. He couldn't
stand to be with her—she repulsed him physicaly, and he wasfilled with loathing for how he had
been used. Very resentful. But there was no getting out of the marriage—in those days you just had to
hope for adose of smallpox or abad childbirth to get you out of an unpleasant coupling—and
besides, he knew it wasn't her fault, so why should he punish her for loving the only man who had
ever wooed her?'



"Y ou o understanding.”

"Yearsof study. | know what makes these mortalstick. A hundred different hungers, but most
especidly the hunger to make babies, the longing to belong, the dread of death.”

"Freud and Jung and you, masters of themind.”

"So Will Shakedtaffe got himsdf taken on as a subgtitute in atraveling company that had alead
actor die suddenly, so they had to reshuffle al the roles. He showed them some of the sonnets he had
written for his beloved wife and they mocked him for being such abad writer—and it's true, nobody
doesthelr best poemswhen the loveisartificid. The only one he ever dlowed to be published was
the one that punned on Anne'slast name—hate away' for 'Hathaway.' So he had to show them he
was agood writer by rewriting some speeches and adding linesto his own bit parts. It redly pissed
off the big boysin the company, because he was getting laughs and tearsfor tiny parts, but the
audience loved hisrewrites and the partners weren't stupid. They had him rewrite the leading actors
speeches, too, until they had some plays that were more Shakespeare than the original writers work.
And they nicknamed him Shake-scene.”

"So they accepted him."

"He hated the nickname," said Puck. "And they wouldn't even look at hisfirst complete script.
That waswhy he quit and joined acompany that would trest him with respect and put on his plays.
Soyou seg, | did himafavor. | started him on his great career by making him fal inlovewith an
unlovablewoman.”

"And broke her heart when heleft her," said Mack.

" She had three good years of a husband who was completely devoted to her," said Puck.
"That's two years and fifty weeks more than most wives get."

"He wouldn't have been an actor without your little prank?’
"Oh, hewould have been," said Puck. "He was part-timing with a company when he met Anne.”
Heredly couldn't see that he had caused any harm. " So you postponed his career.”

"| postponed his acting career," said Puck. "It was loving Anne Hathaway that made a bad poet
of him. And theridicule he got for those poemsthat made him agreet playwright.”

And now Mack understood something. "Y ou're the one who twists the dreams.”
"Twigs? What are you taking about?"
"Tamikadreams of swimming and you put her insde awaterbed.”

"l woke her father up, didn't I? Not my fault if he took so long figuring out where she was and
getting her out.”

"And what about Deacon Landry and Juanettia Post? It was his wish, not hers, and why did you



have to make them get found on the floor right in the middle of the sanctuary?'

"It was the deacon'swish to beirresigtible to her. She was the one acting under compulsion, he

could have stopped whenever he wanted. All | did was pick the place where they saw each other

next.

And you haveto admit it was funny.”

"They both had to move away, and it broke up his marriage.”

"l didn't make up thewish."

"Y ou made them get caught.”

"Man has no business wishing for awoman ain't hiswife," said Puck.

"Oh, now you're Mr. Mordity."

"He was adeacon,” said Puck. "He judged other people. | thought it wasfair.”
"But in the red world, without this magic, he wouldn't have done anything about it.”
"So | showed who heredly was."

"Having awish in your heart, aman can't help that," said Mack. "He's only abad man if he acts

onit"

"Well, there you are. This beautiful woman suddenly offered him what he had no right to have.

Nobody made him takeit."

"Soitwasdl hisfault."

"] set them up. They knock themselves down."”
"So yourethejudge.”

"They judge themsdves™

"You makemesick."

"Y ou're S0 sanctimonious,” said Puck. "Come on, admit it, you think it's funny, too. Y ou're only

making yoursdf angry cause you think you ought to."

"These people are my friends," said Mack.
"Y ou were alittle boy then, Mack," said Puck.
"1 mean the peoplein this place. My neighborhood. All of them."

"You think s0?' said Puck. "There are no friends. There is no love. Just hunger and illusion. You



hunger till you get theillusion of being fed, but you fed empty againin amoment and then al your love
and desire go somewhere else, to someone else. Y ou don't love these people, you just need to belong
and these are the people who happened to be close by."

"Y ou don't understand anything.”

"You told metotdl you thetruth," said Puck.

"You lovethingsto beugly.”

"| likethingsto be entertaining,” said Puck. "Y ou have no ideahow boring it gets, living forever.”

"Soif thisfurniture and this pool table didn't appear until | showed up, how were you
entertaining yoursdlf before | got here?"

"1 was planning my shots," said Puck.

"Y ou never tell the truth about anything.”

"l never lie" said Puck.

"That wasalie" said Mack.

"Believe what you want," said Puck. "Mortas dwaysdo."

"What are you doing here?' demanded Mack. "Why are you hanging around in my
neighborhood? Why don't you go and have your fun at somebody el se's expense?’

Puck shook hishead. "Y ou think | picked this place?’

"Who did, then?'

"He did," said Puck.

"Doesn't mean you haveto stay.”

Puck stood upright and threw the pool cue at Mack. It hovered in the air, the tip right against
Mack's chedt, asif it were aspear amed at his heart. "I'm hisdave, you fool, not his buddy. And now
not even that. Not even hisdave. His prisoner.”

"Thisisajal?'

Puck shook his head. "Go away. I'm tired of pool, anyway. Like you said, it's no chalenge.”

"No wonder Professor Williams wanted to kill you."

"Oh, do you want to, too? Get in line," said Puck. ™Y ou got to give Will Shakespeare credit for
this. He didn't hate me. He understood.”



"Y egh, right, you got no choice."
"Oh, | got choices. But you're so stupid, it don't occur to you that the other choices might be
worse." Puck glared at Mack and then he reached down and started stuffing pool balsinto his mouth

and swallowing them. They went down histhroat like arats down a python, bulging as they passed.
Hewastaking the balsin numerica order and after each one he gave alittle belch.

It was clear the conversation was over. Mack | eft.

Chapter 15

YOYO

Ceese Tucker heard about it from his mother, who got it from Ura Lee Smitcher, who was
about out of her mind she was s0 angry and worried about that motorcycle mamagiving ridesto her
boy Mack. "Corrupting aminor isstill acrimeinthis state," said Ceese's mamaas he ate his supper.
"That'swhat | told Ura Lee and that'swhat I'm telling you. Now you go arrest that woman."

"Mama," said Ceese, "I'm edting.”

"Oh, so you intend to be one of those fat copswith your belly hanging down over your belt.
One of those cops that watches criminals do whatever they want but he too fat and lazy to do

anything."

"Mama, giving aride to aseventeen-year-old boy who'slate for school is not going to get that
woman convicted of anything in any court, and if | arrested her it would make me look like anidiot
and I'm till on probation, so al that would happen is| might get dropped from the LAPD and your
motorcycle mamawould gill beat large.”

"Aint that just like the law. Never does athing to help black people.”

"Just think about it for aminute, Mama."

"You saying | don't think lessyou tell meto?

"Mama, if awhite cop came and arrested a black woman for giving aride to ahigh school boy,
you'd befirgt inlineto cdl that racia profiling or harassment or some such thing."

"You an't awhite cop,” said Mama.
"Thelaw'sthe law," said Ceese. "And my job isone | want to keep."
"1 remember my daddy telling me," said Mama, "that back in the South, somebody got out of

line, he come home and find his house on fire or burned right down to the ground. That generdly
worked to give him the idea his neighbors wanted him to move out.”



"Now that is acrime, Mama, and a serious one. Burning somebody's house down. | hope |
never hear you or anybody esein this neighborhood talking like that. Because now if something did
happen to her house, 1'd be obstructing justice not to tell them what you said.”

"They turned you completely white, didn't they. Put a badge on you, and you awhite man, just
likethat, turnin your own mama.”

"It didn't turn me white, it turned meinto acop. I'm a good cop, Mama, and that means | don't
just go arresting somebody because their neighbors don't like her. And it aso meansthat when ared
crimeis committed, | will seeto it that the perpetrators are arrested and tried.”

"So having you here makes that hoochie mama safe to prey on the young boys of our
neighborhood and makesit unsafe for usto do asingle thing about it."

"That's right, Mama. Now you got somebody to blame—me. Fed better?’

"I'm just sorry | fixed you supper. Breakfast tomorrow | ought to make you egt cold cornflakes.
Ought to make you sit on the back porch to eat them."

"Mama, | love you, but you worry me sometimes.”

Ceese was worried about more than Mama threatening not to fix him agood breskfast. No
shortage of fast-food places with good egg-and-biscuit breakfasts before he had to eat cornflakes.
And cometo think of it, cornflakes weren't bad, either.

What worried him was awoman on amotorcycle taking special note of Mack Street. The
memories came flooding back, of that woman in black leather and amotorcycle hemet who stood
there on the landing of the stairsin the hospital and urged him—no, made him want—to throw baby
Mack down and end hislife on the concrete at the bottom.

Shewanted him dead, and now she's giving him rides on avery dangerous machine. Without a
hemet.

If it's the same woman.

How could it be? That was seventeen years ago. Nobody would call her ayoung woman now,
the way they were dl talking about Y olanda White.

Lots of people ride motorcycles. Lots of women, for that matter.
That other woman, though, she knew Mr. Christmas or Bag Man or Puck or whatever his name
is. Which means she's probably just like him. A fairy. Animmorta. In which case she could look as

young as ever, even after seventeen years. Could be the same woman. Might not be, but could be.

Which iswhy Ceese got up from the supper table, rinsed his dishes, put them in the dishwasher,
added the soap, started it up, then strapped on his gun and headed out the door to walk up the street.

It occurred to him that this might be more convincing if he arrived in apatrol car.



Then it occurred to him that if thiswas an ordinary woman who just moved into a neighborhood
that didn't appreciate her, there redly wasn't much point to the visit. And if this'Y olandawas actudly
afairy like Puck, hewasin serious danger of getting turned upside down or inside out or something
without her lifting afinger.

But if it was the woman from his childhood, the one who wanted Mack dead, she hadn't forced
anything then. Shemade him want to kill baby Mack, but she didn't make him do it. And she didn't
use any magic power to kill the baby hersdlf, either.

Maybe she wasn't as powerful as he feared.

Still, he couldn't help but wish that this confrontation was happening in Fairyland, where hewas
very, very large, and fairieswere very, very little.

Ceese waked up the hill, remembering seventeen years before when he walked up this same
street with Raymo, carrying a skateboard under his arm and fake weed in his pocket. He had seen
enough weed since then to know that they'd been scammed. Finding the baby probably saved him
from smoking something poisonous or at least sickening. And it occurred to him right then: Did
Raymo know it was fake? Was he setting Ceese up to be humiliated? Look what | got Ceeseto
smoke!

Well, it didn't work. Ceese was acop now. And Raymo was... somewhere. Doing something.
Hisfamily moved out before he got out of high school. Moved north somewhere. Centrd Valey.
Raymo was probably the biggest hood in asmdl town. Well, that wasdl right. In LA, Raymo would
have had plenty of redly evil guysto imitate; in amore innocent town, held be limited by the evil he
was ableto think up for himself.

Trouble was, Raymo was kind of acreative guy.

And what if he didn't stay in Fresno or Milpitas or wherever the hell he was? After high school,
why would he stay? What if he came back to LA and found himsdlf aspot in South Central or
Compton? Would there come a day when Ceese came face to face with Raymo again, only thistime
he's a cop with agun and the law on hisside, and Raymois...

Not the same dumb mdicious kid he was, that's for sure. Something more. Something worse.

If my life was touched by whatever power brought Mack and these fairiesinto our life, why
wasn't Raymo touched? Or was he?

Ceese was standing in front of the Phelps house. Where Y olanda White lived. There were some
lights on, but what did that mean? Garage door was closed so he couldn't tell if the bike wasthere or
not.

Why was he afraid? He was a cop, but he was aso aneighbor. He wished he hadn't strapped
on hisgun.

He passed through the low gate and walked to the front door and rang the doorbell. Still had the
chimesthat Mrs. Phelpsliked so much. Longest door chiming in Baldwin Hills. And sheéd never
answer the door till they finished chiming.



Y olanda White apparently had no such qualms. The door was open less than halfway through
the complicated melody. "Oh, good heavens," she said—not exactly the expletive he expected her to
use. "A policeman at my door. What isit, the noise of the motorcycle or achargethat | was
peeding? Or are you just here on aneighborly vist?!

Ceese was taken aback, but he let himsdf smile. "All of the above, Miz Y olanda.”

"Miz Yolanda? Am | that old and gill sSngle?' She held the door wider so he could comein.

"Miz White, then," he said as he entered.

She asked him to sit, and when he did, on abig white furry polar bear of a couch, she sat down
across from him on an ebony cube. "So," she said. "L et me guess. My bikeisnoisy, | drivetoo fadt, |
dresstoo sexy, and the Welcome Wagon wears agun.”

"Just got off work," said Ceese. "Cecil Tucker's my name. Everybody cals me Ceese."

"Asin'cease and dess'? Y ou should have grown up to be alawyer, not acop. You got a
brother named Nolo Contendere? What about Sic Transit Gloria Mundi?*

"1 don't spesk Spanish,” said Ceese. "And | don't know any Gloria."

"So you're the one they chose to cometell me what they been hinting about since | got here.”
"No, maam," said Ceese. "'l suppose| chose mysdf.”

"So what are you? Neighborhood watch? LAPD? Or you wanting to take me dancing?'
"] wanted to meet you isal. No dancing.”

"Got something againgt dancing?!

"l don't dance.”

"Two left feet? Got no rhythm? Or just never found anybody who'd dance with you?”

"l seeI'm out of my league here," said Ceese. "'l just can't think asfast asyou talk.”

"My problem, Officer Cease and Des g, isthat | never once found aman who could.”
"Youreafas talker."

"There was one, along time ago. With him, when we were together | didn't want him thinking
and he didn't want metaking."

"I'm glad to know you have happy erotic memories,” said Ceese.

"Wo, now, that was a fine speech. They teach you that in cop school 7!



"Theword 'erotic' comes up now and then."

"1 meant irony. When you say what you don't mean. Cause you ain't happy | got erotic
memories. Y ou don't care about meat dl. In fact, you look to melike you hafway afraid of me, and
whoever heard of acop scared of amotorcycle mama?’

The challengein her voice, her words, her posture, woke amemory in him. Wasthat how the
woman in the black helmet and black leather had stood, looking up at him from the landing on the
hospital stairs? Was that how she stood when she was talking to Bag Man on the street?

At that moment the doorbdl| rang, startling Ceese and making Y olandalaugh. "Now here's the
guest | was looking for."

She strode to the door, flung it open, and there stood Mack Street.

Mack looked from Y olanda to Ceese and back to Y olanda.

"Why, it'sthat nice boy | gave arideto school,” said Y olanda

Mack grinned. "I didn't know you knew each other.”

" Step away from the door," said Ceese.

Hewas pointing hisgun at her.

"Isthat loaded?' she said.

"Mack, go home. Now. Get out of here."

"Areyou crazy?' asked Mack. "She wasn't doing anything.”

"l wasn't doing anything,” said Y olanda.

"You caled him here," said Ceese. "'Y ou made him come.”

"Shedid not," said Mack.

"I'm just an unforgettable woman, Mr. Cop,” said Y olanda.

"l cameto tell her about how they planning to sue her," said Mack. "I think that'swrong.”
"Get the hdl out of here, Mack," said Ceeseintensdly. " She's got you under her control.”
But Mack was rooted to the spot. "Ceese, you lost your mind?'

"l guess he'sthe jealoustype,” said Y olanda "And we haven't even dated yet."

"l know you," Ceese said to her.



"That line might work in bars, but not in my living room."
"Wemet. A long time ago.”

"Well, what can | say?1'm kind of memorable, and you just aint." Y olandagrinned. "What | do
that makes you want to shoot me?"

"l wastwelve. | washolding ababy."

"No gr, doesnt gir amemory,” said Y olanda. "Besides which, if you wastwelve then, | must
have been about nine."

"Y ou were exactly the age you are now," said Ceese.

"Thenit wasnt me."

"Y ou couldn't make me do it then,” said Ceese. "So you come back to do it yourself?"
"Do what?" asked Mack.

"Kill you," said Ceese.

Y olanda laughed.

"Shecan't kill me" said Mack.

"Why not?" asked Ceese.

"I'm her hero."

Mack said the words with such smplicity and truth that it made Ceese lower hisweapon alittle.
"You are?' asked Yolanda. "1 dways wanted one."

"Your dream,” said Mack. "When the flying dug—the dragon, whatever it is—when it comesto
kill you, I'm the onewho fightsit."

"Wel, I'll be damned,” she said. "And herel thought it wasjust my dog."
Mack looked disappointed. "Y ou have adog?"

She shook her head. " Always meant to get one though.”

"What are you talking about?' asked Ceese.

"Ceese, you know | seedreams,” said Mack. "But | was in her dream.”

"Mack, shetried to make mekill you. When you were ababy. The day | found you. She stood



there and looked at me and dl | wanted to do was kill you."

“Why?

"l don't know why," said Ceese. "I just know that it took al the strength | had to keep from
doingit. And I'm not going to let her kill you now."

Y olandalaughed. "Y ou poor stupid sumbitch, don't you get it yet?!

And with those words, Ceese felt an overwhelming need to turn and point the gun at Mack.

"God hep me," whispered Ceese. But he knew with al his heart that he was going to kill Mack.
The person heloved best in dl the world. There was hisfinger on the trigger. The gun pointed straight
at Mack's heart.

"God doesn't sweet the small stuff,” said Y olanda. "He ain't going to interfere.”

"Likeyou'd know," said Ceese. He was sweeting from the effort of not pulling the trigger.

"Ceese, please put down that gun,” said Mack.

"Just get out of here," Ceese said between clenched teeth.

"Yolanda," said Mack. "Let go of him. Please.”

"He the one with the gun,” said Y olanda.

"Titania," said Mack, inalouder voice. "Let him go."

Shelaughed. "Y ou slly boy, do you think | ever told Will Shakespeare my red name?”

"Mab," said Mack. "Don't do thisto him."

"Those things are dangerous. Y ou never know where they'll be pointing when they go off."

"He couldn't have hurt you," said Mack. "Y our soul isin aglassjar in aclearing with a panther
watching over it."

When the compulsion |eft Ceeseit felt like somebody removed awall held been leaning againgt.
He stumbled and fell to one knee.

"Bend yo' knee, bow yo' head,” said Y olanda. "Tote that barge until yo' dead.”
"Mack," whispered Ceese. "I'm sorry.”

"Why don't you boysjust both sit down on the couch and tell me why you come to see me,
'stead of messing around with guns and shit.”



Ceese wanted to plunge out that front door and run home. Or farther. Asfar as he could go to
get the sense of helplessness off him. It clung to him like the stink of skunk.

But he couldn't go and leave Mack here alone.

So hefound himsdf Stting on the shaggy white couch, Mack besde him, hisgun ill lying on the
floor where heéld dropped it.

"l cameto warn you," said Mack. "About the neighbors. They plan to use the law on you. Cause
your house's deed got aclausein it—"

"Sandy Claus?" asked Y olanda brightly.

"Anyway, that's cause | didn't know who you were. Till you made him point the gun at me. Then
| knew."

"Y ou knew less than you think," said Y olanda. She turned to Ceese. "And you, did you cometo
kill me?'

"1 had to know if it was you. The same one."

"You'revery strong,” said Y olanda. " Twice now, you told me no. Nobody tells me no."

"You can't kill Mack Street," said Ceese.

"Oh, you silly boy," she said. "That wasthen, thisis now. | don't want him dead now. Back then

hewas till new, just alittlewad of evil that my husband squirted out into the world. | was cleaning
up. Only you wouldn't do it, Cecil Tucker. And now Mack's grown up into something else. Not just a

changding anymore.
"What's going on?" asked Mack. "Why did | suddenly dream your dream?’

"Because | cameinto your neighborhood,” said Y olanda. "Because | needed a hero. Because
nobody around here can wish for anything without it showing up in your dreams.”
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"Because you the Keeper of Dreams,” said Y olanda. ™Y ou the Guardian of Wishes. Deep
desire, it flowsto you. From the moment you popped out of that chimney up there, al the desires
around you, they got channeled. They flowed. Right to you, into you, al the power of al thewishing
of your whole neighborhood.”

"Why?" demanded Mack again.

"So he can worm hisway back into the world."

"Who?' asked Ceese.

"My husband," said Y olanda. "The one Will Shakespeare knew as Oberon. Or as helikesto



think of himsdlf, the Master of the Universe." She laughed bitterly. "He was cruel, my husband. Not
like Puck—not just playful. He wastired of flirting with the human race, he said. Hewas going to
make an end of you and start over with some other kind of creature. One that wouldn't keep fighting
him. And | didn't want to. | like humans. And Puck, he doesn't so much like you aslike playing with
you, but | was able to persuade him to help me.”

"Help you what?' asked Ceese.

"Bind the old devil deep insdethe earth,” said Y olanda. "It took the two of usand agreet circle
of fairies. We danced on Stonehenge and | called out his name. Because he told me hisname, you
%II

"What isit?" Mack quickly asked.

"Don't even ask that," said Y olanda. "That's his desire, talking through you. If you say histrue
name, then he can come out. Y ou're hiskey, don't you see? All the power of these hundreds of
humansis stored up in you, except whatever got bled off to grant their foolish wishes. Y ou've been
strong for him, | can seeit. Y ou've been keeping it in, not | etting any of it out for along time. But now
he wantsit out, and helll haveit. If he could get you to say his name, then it would be easier. He could
rise up out of the earth himself and no one could stop him then. He'd belike in the ancient days when
our kind first cameto earth and we al had the shape he's never given up. Thefirgt thing held do,
Mack Street, is swallow you whole, so dl that stored-up power wasinsde him.”

"And you're here to stop him?"' asked Ceese.

"I'm not here," she said. "That's what Mack understands and you don't. I'm trapped inajarina
clearing, guarded by apanther, and so is Puck. When we bound Oberon, when he was writhing on
the ground in the middle of the henge, when he was sinking down into the earth and it was swallowing
him up to hold him captive so he couldn't destroy the human race, he till had his power over Puck.
Once adaveto theking of thefairies, then you're never redly free. He can't be trusted, poor Puck,
because he's bound by my husband'swill. So at the last moment, the old worm tore the light out of us
and put it in two jarsand hung them like lanternsin afaraway place where he thought we'd never find
it"

She sighed. "It took us all these years. Nearly four hundred years. And yet we couldn't get to
where he held us captive. Because we could only control bodiesin this world. Until you were born,
Mack, if youwant to cal it that, al we could do was petty magicks. Bending humansto our will. Puck
didn't mind—it amused him—but | wastired of using castoff bodies and it didn't amuse me to torment
the otherswho still had afirm grip on theirs. We hung around here, but we went our separate ways.
Until wefdt it. The surge of power. The darknesslike a sudden blast of licorice. Of anise. We knew
he had found a passageway that let him push something of himself out into the world. Puck found the
way to you first—of course he would, he's ftill bound to Oberon and such binding works both ways,
Oberon can't stir without Puck fedling it. I'm bound, too, but only asawife. So you were aready
born when | arrived. Born and put in that shopping bag and taken back to the spout through which
the old worm reachesinto thisworld."

"Therésno way that Mack is something evil," said Ceese, findly making some sense of what she
was saying.



"Isahammer agood carpenter or abad one?' asked Y olanda. "The answer is, it's no carpenter
at al, and the good or bad of the hammer depends on how the carpenter usesit.”

"He'snot atool, ether.”
"He'satool when Oberon says heis. Hell have the use of him when hewants."
"He'stheworm in your dream," Mack said. "The dug with wings. Theonel fight."

"l don't know how twisted up that dream gets, but Mack, when you go to the worm, it's not to
fight him. It'sto be swallowed. It'sto bring the power of these people into him. Nourish him. Make

him mighty again.”
"Noway," sad Mack. "l won'tdoit."

"You're not like Ceese here. | think maybe Ceese could tdll him no. But you could no more
deny him than your finger could refuse to pick your nose. May not like the work, but it can't say no.”

"Y ou saying Mack's not redly human?' Ceese asked.

"Mack iswhat heis. Once you turn magic loose in the world, it becomeswhat it becomes. |
don't know how reliable atool hell be. And you can count on this—Oberon hasn't been waiting al
thistimejust to have everything depend on a changeling who's been under the daily influence of a
human as strong as you, Cecil Tucker."

"So what does that mean?" asked Mack. "What am | supposed to do?"

"Y ou're not supposed to do anything," said Ceese. "Do you think you can trust thiswoman?
She'sout for hersdf.”

"Wdll, of coursel am,” said Y olanda. "But it so happensthat what | want—to keep Oberon
penned up in hdll, or whatever you want to cal it—will make life alot better for you mortas.
Especidly the onesin this neighborhood, who have aready been collected.”

"Collected?' asked Ceee.

"Mack here has been collecting them dl for years," said Y olanda.

Mack looked stunned. "I have?'

"Every dream you saw that came from someone el se, you've got their will tied up in yours. What
do you think Oberon will be eating, when he swallows you? Y ou're nothing—you're just a piece of
him. It'swhat you collected for him that counts. He's been working through you ever since you were

born."

Mack legpt to hisfeet. "I haven't been. I've been cutting out of those dreams. After what it did to
Deacon Landry and Tamika Brown and... | been getting out of those dreams.”

"Y ou've been stopping up those dreams,” said Y olanda chearfully. "Like putting a cork in them.



Penning them in. Putting the genie into the bottle. All those deep and powerful desires, dl the wishes
of their heart, locked up insde you, ready for Oberon to tart using al that magic.”

"What about your magic? Where does that come from?' demanded Mack.

"It'sdl locked upinajar inthewoods," said Y olanda

"And Puck'sin the other [antern. How come he can do things?'

"All we haveis enough power to influence the desires of mortas. Puck'susing your power, not
hisown. And only because he wantshim to." She laughed, but it wasa sad laugh. "'If | could ever get
free of that jar, you'd see what power is. After al, | beat him once. My servantsand I."

"So where are they now?'

"Week," shesad. "Logt. Alone. And mostly il in England. They haveto hide. | draw power
from them, they draw power from me. Be glad, though—his servants are al so weakened. Like Puck.”

"So Puck is an enemy," said Mack.

"Puck is... Puck. Heloves me. | thought you knew that much. He loves me, but he's Oberon's
dave. So he can only help me obliquely. Sideways. He can't actudly disobey anything Oberon
thought to command him to do. That'swhy he couldn't tell you flat out who | am, or even who heis."

"| thought hewasjust alying sneke."

"Widl, heis. But he'salying snake who loves me, and alying snake who would rather have his
power trapped inajar in aclearing in the woods of Fairyland than have Oberon raging through the
world, sending him on crudl errands—especialy errandsto torment me.”

"And I'm Oberon'sdave, too," said Mack.

"Well, no," said Yolanda. "Y ou're part of him. More like Oberon's goiter. But acute one.”

Ceese could see how this devastated Mack—especially the way Y olanda seemed not even to
notice how hurtful her words were. Or maybe she just didn't care about humans fedlings. "Mack, you
don't haveto believethis

"But it'strue" said Mack. "It'swhat | felt al dong. That | never belonged to myself. | thought |
bel onged—to you, to Miz Smitcher, to the neighborhood. But now | know what | been searching for
al theseyears, al my life—it washim. It wasthe rest of me. HE'sthe one driving. He'sthe one
carrying me dong into theflood."

"What are you talking about?"' asked Ceese.

"Oh, hell get usedtoit,” said Y olanda.

"Used toit? Finding out heisn't evenred?"



"Oh, he'sreal," said Yolanda. "Red asrea can be. Whichiswhy | tried to get you to kill Mack
when he was a baby. Only thing | wasn't sure about was—when you didn't kill him, when you ressted
me, was it because of your own strength? Or because of Oberon's power stopping you? If it was that
worm doing it, then it meant he was watching closer than | thought he could. But now, I'm pretty sure
it'sjust you. I'm pretty sure he's il blind up here. He can sense the power. He can taste the dreams.
He can find dark and power-craving heartsthat are looking for him. But he can't redly see. It'slike
searching for clothesin the back of the closet.”

"So what?"' asked Ceese. "What can we do about it?"
"That'swhat I'm hereto figure out,” said Y olanda.
"Gregt," said Mack. "But what am | herefor?"

"For Oberon to useyou,” she said.

"So everything would be better if | was dead.”

"That'sthething,” said Yolanda ™Y ou're part of him. So youreimmortal. Can't kill you. We
stuck with you here, Mack Street.” She grinned. "But you can cal me Yo Yo if you want."

Mack |ooked downright grateful. But only for amoment. Then hiseyesrolled back in his head
and he dumped to the ground.

Ceese was kneding by him in amoment, supporting his head. "What did you do to him?' he
demanded of Y olanda.

"Haven't you heard athing | said?" she answered. "All that power stored up insgde
him—QOberon'susing it. The boy'll wake up whenit'sdone.”

Chapter 16

PREACHER MAN

It was Word'sfirst day preaching a City Haven, the storefront ministry where Reverend
Theodore Lee had taken him on as an assistant pastor. "It's an act of faith, young man,” said Rev
Theo, aseveryone cdled him. "Not in you, but in God's ability to transform you."

From what to what? Word wondered. But he smiled and said nothing. He had his college
degree, but after trying two divinity schools he was done with education.

Thefirst onetried to make him an expert in theology while discouraging Word from having any
belief in the supernatural. Word could only shake his head at their oh-so-sophigticated religion,
because he knew from experience that supernatura things could happenin LA. So why shouldn't he
believe they could happen in Paestine two thousand years ago?



The second one, though, was just as annoyingly off the mark. Full of al kinds of ideology on
current political issues, the professors had no ideahow good and evil actually worked in the world,
and no plan for how to stop evil—not when evil was capable of working dark miracleslike the birth
of Mack Street from Word's mother's body.

There is no one who can teach me except God, Word decided. And the only way God will
teach meisif I'm hard at work trying to serve him.

That'swhy Word chose City Haven, which sat between two boarded-up storefrontsin afailed
shopping center in aneighborhood that even the Koreans wouldn't buy up and renovate. The
parishioners were mostly women, and mostly elderly women at that. Children were dragged aong to
church mestings, but few over the age when the gangs started reaching for them. The mothers were
worried sick about their children—the fatherswho weren't dead, injail, or unidentified were usudly
part of the bad influence.

And yet these were the hopeful women, the Chrigtians who still had faith that God would reach
out to them and save their children if they just prayed hard enough for amiracle. Behind them, out
there in the deceptively sunny streets of the city, were thousands of women who had no hope, who
saw their children headed down dark roads and knew they could not stop them.

Word felt them out there, the hopel ess ones, and thought: | know that there are miracles. Dark
onesthat I've seen, and bright onesthat | hopefor. I will find you, | will touch your hearts, | will bring
you together in faith to demand that God do something about thismess. And I'll do it because
nobody isangrier a evil than | am. Mot of the world doesn't redly believeit exists. When they say
"evil" they mean "sck” or "nasty.” When | say "evil," | mean power that makes use of human bodies
like they were puppets. Evil isthe spirits that inhabited the woman who spoke filth to Jesus, and
whom Jesus cast out of her and into the bodies of the Gadarene swine. That's the power we need in
thisworld, right now, to cast out the filth-speaking devils and free the children of God to hear his
sweet word and redeem their souls from despair.

| won't let them be like my mother, forgetting everything, or my father, denying everything. | will
wake them up.

Thetrouble with dl this grim determination was that Word wasn't much of aspeaker. He knew
it, too. Growing up in Baldwin Hills as the son of afine-spoken English professor and poet, Word
spoke English too fluently and clearly to be credible on the street. He sounded like aforeigner
here—but not foreign enough for anyone to take him for Jamaican or ahighly educated British black.
Asonelittle boy said it when Word asked him where the unlocked entrance to City Haven might be,
"Y ou sound like awhite man." To which Word could only smile and say, "Y ou've never met awhite
man who talksthiswell."

He had tried for awhile, back in grad school. He rented moviesthat were full of street dang, but
the more he listened, the more it dawned on him that most of these scripts were written by white guys
faking it. Spike Lee he could trugt, but when hetried to talk like characters from Spike's movies, it
sounded so phony that even Word himself was disgusted. It wastoo late for him to pick up any of the
street-black didectsin America. The most he could do was lapse back into the phony Baldwin Hills
verson, and he knew that talking that way would open no doorsfor him in the gang neighborhoods.

And yet there were his dreams. He could see himself standing in a huge arena, with tens of



thousands of people, black and white, screaming and chanting " Give us Word, give us Word!"

He could hear an announcer speak over the sound system, the words rebounding raggedly from
every corner of the vast space: "In the beginning was the Word! And the Word was with God! And
the Word was God." Huge cheers. Vast roaring cheers that swept wave on wave across the stage.
"And heretoday in the name of the Word, is Word himsdf, Reverend Word Williamd "

In the dream, Word walked out onto the stage and saw al the faces, and in his dream he was
ableto see each individua of them, dl at once, to understand what they wanted, to fedl their need and
he knew that he could grant their wishes, feed their hunger, shelter them from dl that they feared. If
they truly believed in him, then anything was possible, because with their faith joined together with his
own, God himsdf could not say no to them.

He opened his mouth to spesk...

And every time, the dream stopped there. Just a sudden flash of being in acar riding dong a
road between canyon walls, and then held either wake up or go off into some random silly dream that
he couldn't even remember in the morning.

But the dream of that arena, of that audience, Word remembered every hit of it. He knew it was
red. He hungered for it.

So he st out to become Reverend Word Williams, and when he gave up on divinity school, the
only route |eft to him was apprenticeship.

He knew right away that Rev Theo was the right choice. His preaching wasn't empty—hefelt
thefire. Moreimportant, he redly loved the people and they knew it. He cared what they were going
through. Hetried to help them with their children. Even their money problems. Sometimes held turn
down their contributions—small asthey were. "Y ou can't afford that, Sister Rebecca.”

"Oh, but | want to, Rev Theo."

"It'sthe widow's mite, Sister Rebecca, and the Lord knows you gaveit. Now | giveit back to
you as Jesus own blessing on your family."

But then sometimes held keep the contribution—and from someone in worse shape than Sister
Rebecca. When Word asked him about it, he said, "It'simportant for her to fedl like she's part of the
church. Sster Rebecca contributes often and gets the blessings that come from her sacrifice. But
Sater WillaMag, thisis her first time, and to refuse her gift would be to deny her aplacein the
Kingdom of Jesus Chrig."

The man was wise, Word decided. Wise and good, and | should be like him.

Only when it came to the sermons, Word was terrified, because he knew held fail. Rev Theo's
sermonswere musical, rhythmic, passionate. Above dl, though, they were persond. He knew these
people, named names from the pulpit. "Don't you be afraid like Siter Ollieisafraid! Y ou know she
hears anoise in the night and she thinksit'saburglar cometo steal from her! Oh, Sister Areena, you
laughing, but that's cause any noise you hear, you hoping it's one of your men coming back to you to
make another baby! Y ou know welove you, Sister Areena, but you got to let Jesus teach you how to



say no when aman wants what he got no right to have. Y ou know that. And at least you got hope!
Any kind of hope better than living dl thetimein fear. Y ou can go to deep on adream of hope, but
fear will stedl the deep right out of your bed.

"Back to Sger Ollie. 1 tdl you, | tell you all, if you afraid of burglars, then take everything worth
stedling from your house and lay it down outside your front door. Do you hear me? If you value your
possessions so much that you afraid somebody stedl them, you give them to God and let him lead the
right person to your door! Sister Ollie got nothing to fear, nothing! When she hear that noisein the
night, don't she know that it's the Lord? It's the Lord Jesus coming to her! It'sthe comfort of the Lord
Jesus coming into her heart! But he can't get in because she so afraid, and the Lord can't get in past
that triple padlock, that deadbolt, that bank vault door of fear!”

And Sigter Ollie was sitting there weeping because he knew her heart, and Sister Areena, too,
and now the whole congregation knew them and loved them anyway. Sister Ollie cdled out to Rev
Theo, "1 won't be afraid no more, Rev Theo! | let Jesusinto my heart!" And Sister Areenacried, "l
ain't lost hope yet!" And everybody clapped and cheered and laughed and wept and...

And how the hell was Word going to touch their heartsthe way Rev Theo did? Lucky if he
didn't put them straight to deep.

So Word helped Rev Theo in hisminigtry, visiting people, taking notes at meetings, going with
him to ask for money from ministers of richer churches or from black businessmen. Word went here
and therein Badwin Hills, asking people he knew had money if they could hdp sustain alittle
storefront church in South Centrd. He smiled and nodded when they patronizingly said, "I didn't
know you were with the Lord now, Word. I'm glad to see you found Jesus.”

| didn't, thought Word. Not yet. But | sure found the devil, and I'm hoping Jesuswon't be far
behind.

He was energetic. He was dedicated. Rev Theo counted on him for more and more. And one
on one, Word liked talking to the members of the church. They liked him—though of coursethey dll
told him to learn from Rev Theo, because hewas areal man of God. "That'swhat I'm herefor,” said
Word, "but the Lord doesn't work through me the way he works through Rev Theo."

"The Lord works through everyone,” said Rev Theo. "They just don't dways know it."

But what Word had most hoped to learn never happened. Despite hislove and faith, Rev Theo
didn't have the power. People who were ailing would ask him to lay on hands and he did, but they
didn't get better except in the ordinary way. "That's how healing works," Rev Theo explained to
Word. "All inthe Lord'sown time." But Word had seen another kind of hedling, where agravely
injured old man gripped the hand of amagica boy and rose up from hisbed and his cast fell avay
from his broken leg and he walked on it, and his clothing was restored to him—filthy asit was, but
when the devil worked miracles, what could you expect but filthiness?

Now it wastimeto preach. To stand before the congregation. It was the nighttime meeting, for
the people who worked during the day, so it was asmdler group. And it included a couple of men,
neither one of them married, trying to come back from drug dedling and even darker ains. At first they
scared Word alittle, and they knew that he was scared, and that amused them but both of them at
different times had said to him, Don't be afraid of me, the only person | harm these daysis me. But



what could Word say to them? He'd been raised in privilege, surrounded by literature and love and
the comfortsof life.

But not by faith. Despite dl that he had, Word had never known that magic was possiblein the
world. But these men knew. They were counting on it.

Rev Theo introduced him—including areminder that it was hisfirst sermon and they should be
as kind to Word as Rev Theo's first congregation had been to him. Word appreciated what he said,
but also resented it alittle because he had hoped that Rev Theo might believe that he'd do agood job.
Why should he, though? Why should anybody believein him?

Word gripped the two sides of the pulpit and locked his knees and looked out at people he
knew well and loved and cared about and he wasterrified dl the same. "Why am | talking to you?" he
said. "What do | haveto say to you? Y ou know everything about pain and suffering. | don't know
anything. Y ou know about sacrifice. | don't know anything." He had begun this as candor. But now he
was picking up the cadence of a preacher and feding the music of it and he had afleeting thought: Is
thisal?Isit thiseasy?

And inthat moment it al dried up.

"Brothersand sgters, | don't even know humility. Just that moment | wasthinking, Thisiseasier
than | thought. But it isn't easy. It'sonly easy if Jesusisin your heart, and | don't know if he has ever
been in my heart. | know I've seen the Lord in Rev Theo's heart! | know I've seen the Lord in your
heart, Brother Eddie. I've seen Jesusin your face, Sister Antoinette! So | ask you who know the
Lord so well to pray for me. Let Jesusinto my heart, so | can know what you know about the Lord."

Word fell sllent. He had a prepared sermon but he didn't know how to get to it from where he
was. Why had he started out thisway? Why was he off on this tangent?

Sigter Antoinette spoke up from the congregation. "L ord Jesus hear the prayer of your servant
Brother Word and let him know that you dready in his heart.”

"Amen," said Brother Eddie loudly. "Amen to that prayer, Lord Jesud"

And then, asamurmur of amens spread through the congregation, Word felt something
astonishing. It was like somebody had reached a hand into his body, right through the back of his
head and down his spine and into his heart. He wasfilled with fire. His heartbest became a
jackhammer.

"O Lord!" hecried. "Give me the words they need to hear!"
And the words came.

It was asif Word heard someone e se speaking through his mouth. Only instead of advice and
counsel from the Bible, he heard himsalf making specific promises. " Sigter 'Cookie€’ Simonds, the Lord
healsyou of your femae trouble. Go to the doctor and hell tell you that it's not cancer. But | tell you
that it was cancer and the Lord hastaken it away. Brother Eddie, call your son again. Tonight, no
matter how late, you telephone him again and | promise you that thistime the Lord will soften his heart
and hewill listen to you, every word you say, and he will forgive you and let you be the father that you



should have been dl dong. And Sister Missy, go home to your baby Shanice right now, get out of
your chair, because sheis about to choke and your daughter's watching televison and won't hear her.
Get home and put your finger down your baby's throat and save her lifel™

Missy Dolewas out of her chair like ashot and out the door, and everyone looked around with
wonder, but Word was not through. The hand still had hold of his heart, the ideas and images kept
flowing into hisbrain. Heignored Rev Theo's hand on his elbow and kept promising and prophesying
until he had named every person in the congregation that night and a couple who weren't even there
but usually were, and just as he was about to wind down, just as he thought, Surdly there's nothing
moreto say, in rushed Missy Dole with her baby Shanice in her arms. Weeping, she ran to the front
and laid the baby down before the pulpit and cried out, " This baby belongsto Jesus! She was choking
and turning bluewhen | got there, and | put my finger down her throat like you said and my fingernall
broke open agrape, it was awhole grape in her throat choking off theair, and | broke it and pulled it
out with my fingernail and my baby took abreath! | would have come home from church and found

my baby dead!"

Word knew there was nothing to say after that. So he opened his mouth and sang. A common
ordinary hymn, but he put new words o it, words about baby Shanice and Sister Missy and the
hedling power of God. The words fit the music perfectly and Word vaguely noticed that as he sang
these new words, so did the congregation. They were standing up and singing with him, rocking back
and forth, many of them with their hands upraised, and they were singing along with him the very same
new words, without hesitation, asif the power of God was putting those new words in everyone's
mouth dl at once.

And then the song was over. The room wasfilled with weeping and laughing and murmurs of
amen, hdleujah, praise God.

Now Word felt Rev Theo's hand on his elbow and he backed away from the pul pit and sat
down and numbly watched as Rev Theo said ashort prayer and sent them home. "Remember the
miraclesyou've seen tonight,” he said. "The Lord has answered many prayersin thisholy house."

It took an hour for everyoneto leave. Word felt like his arm was about to be pumped right of f
his shoulder, they shook his hand so much, congratulating him on afine sermon, thanking him for his
promises. Some of them looked at him with perfect faith. Others had some doubt. But they al had an
air of wonder about them. They knew that they had seen something spectacular and that it had come
from God by way of Word Williams.

When they al were gone, and Rev Theo was locking the door, he began talking softly to Word.
"Don't count on it being like that every time," he said.

"Rev Theo, | can't believe it happened thistime.”

"l am awicked man," said Rev Theo. "I doubted the power of God. He granted the very prayer
| asked of him, but | doubted. | touched your arm to try to get you to Sit down. | was going to tell
you, Word, boy, you can't promise them thingslike this. It'll just bresk their hearts when they don't
come true. But then Missy Dole came back and... Swear to mein Jesus holy name that this comes
from God."

"Rev Theo, | don't know, but if it saved Shanice's life, who ese could it come from but God?



Theworld isfull of evil, but I've been given the power to fight it. Just alittle, but power dl the same.
Power for good. To combat the power of evil."

"But it might just be the once. Asaspecia blessng tonight. Do you understand me? Don't lose
fathif it doesn't happen again.”

Word only shook his head and smiled. "Rev Theo, don't you understand? | could open my
mouth right now and it would happen again.” He reached out his hand and took Rev Theo by the
shoulder and said, "I promise you right now, the Lord has heard your prayer and he will take avay
the wickednessin your heart and turn your desire back to your wife, and your wife's desire back to
you."

Helet hishand fdl away.

Rev Theo's eyes were wide and full of tears.

"I didn't know you were married,” said Word.

"Sheleft meten years ago," Rev Theo whispered. "A year after | left my fine church and cameto
this place. She couldn't take the poverty. | couldn't take her materiadism. Shetook my children away
from me. | vowed that | could forgive every sinner but | could not forgive her.”

"But you do forgive her," said Word.

"As God has forgiven methe pride of my righteousness.”

Rev Theo threw his arms around him and wept onto Word's shoulder and Word embraced him
as hisbody heaved with his sobs of relief and gratitude.

"Thank you, O King of Kings," murmured Word. The power to defeat the devil was back inthe
world again, and it wasin his hands.

Chapter 17

WISH FULFILMENT

Mack woke up lying on the white couch with Y olanda staring into his eyes. "Hes awake," she
sad.

Ceese was gpparently kneeling beside the couch near Mack's head. "' can seethat.”

"Y ou redly ought to spesk to me with more respect,” said Yolanda. "Or I'll makeyou fdl inlove
withme"

"I'm dready in love with you,"” Mack said. He hadn't redized it until he said it.



"Of courseyou are," said Y olanda. "Because Oberonis."

"Helocked you up in aglassjar and he loves you?' asked Ceese.

"Helocked meup in aglassjar because | wasimprisoning him under the earth.”
Mack closed hiseyes.

"He'sgone again,” said Ceese.

"No, he'sjust got hisfedings hurt,” said Y olanda. "It's something Will Shakespeare taught meto
recognize. Mortas get sad when their love doesn't lovethem in return.”

"l had aterrible dream,” said Mack. "A cold dream.”
"Which would explain the shivering,” said Ceese,

"l have these dreams," said Mack.

"l know," said Ceese. "Y ou explained it before.

"| started having this one... acouple of years ago. But it's different from the others. | don't know
whoitis. And up to now | never let it finish. Thistime| couldn't stop it.”

"What does that mean? That the wish came true?"' asked Ceese.

"l don't know. Y es, maybe it does. It dways did before."

Yo Yo stroked hisface. "Come on, little changeling, tell me what you saw."

"He'snot thet little," murmured Ceese.

"Hush yo' mouth, child,” Yo Y o murmured back.

"] was going on stage. In ahuge arena. Thefirgt time | thought maybe | was like agladiator
becauseit felt like some kind of contest and | was very nervous. | was afraid | might lose. But then |
redlized that | was aone, going out there alonein front of the crowd, and they were chanting but |
couldn't hear anything. It'slike I'm desf in the dream.”

"Any of your other dreamslike that? Deaf | mean?" asked Ceese.

"Don't be such acop and ask alot of stupid questions,” Y0 Y 0 suggested.

"Don't be afairy queen and boss people around,” said Ceese.

"1 can always hear in my dreams, and in thisone | could hear too, just not the crowd. What |
heard was the beating of wings."



"A bird?' asked Ceese.

"No," sadd Mack. "Up to now | didn't know what it was. Not even that it waswings. | usualy
know things like that. But this dream is hdfway hidden from me. And | don't likeit. It fedsugly. Like
thewish itsdf isugly, not just thetrick that it might get turned into. Tamika, her wish was beautiful.
Even Deacon Landry, hisdream was full of love and desire and... admiration. But thiswish, it's dark.
It's hungry."

"What'sthewish?'

"l told you. It's hungry. | go out there and I'm so hungry and | see dl these people shouting and
chanting and waving only they don't make asound and | can barely taste them, so they just make me
hungrier. | hated thisdream. | got out of it asfast as| could. Only thistimewhen | tried, dl | did was
carry the dream with me. So it combined with my escape dream. It became the same dream. And
when | looked out the window of the car in my dream, | saw the crowd from the other dream. So |
hadn't gotten away like | usually can. And then | felt something dap the car away, just whooosh and
it'sgone, and there | am aone on the stage of that arena, and suddenly there's something under me.
Something like amotorcycle seat. Or ahorse. It moved me forward and suddenly we were right out
over the audience, sivooping around them, their faces |ooking up and filled with love and madness and
it was frightening, the way weflew. | could fedl the wings beating now, and hear them of course—and
that'swhen | first realized the sound was wings. | was riding something but | couldn't see what it was."

"Itwasadragon,” said Yo Yo quietly.

"l guessit was," said Mack, and the redlization made him sad, because he knew he should be
fighting the dragon, not riding onit.

"Goon," sad Ceese.
"That'sit," said Mack. "That wasthe dream. After that it just stopped making sense.”
"Tdl meanyway," sad Yo Yo.

"Okay, but it don't mean athing," said Mack. "I was soaring over the crowd and | looked down
and | could fed their love. Their need. Like thiswoman with ababy. Shelooked at me and stuck her
finger down her baby'sthroat and pulled out agrape. Then she held it up to melike an offering, likeit
wasajewd. And aman was reaching up to us and with one beat of awing the... dragon, thething |
wasriding, it blew him clear across the arenaand landed him right on top of awoman who hugged
him like hewas her long-lost lover. Weird stuff. Not like cold dreams. So | thought the cold dream
wasover."

"It wasn't over,” said Yo Y 0. "Oberon came into your dream and took control. He's started
using the power he put in you, Mack. The power you've gathered from dl those dreams. Heisn't
letting you plug up the stream anymore. He wants the wishes to come true now. He's letting out the
flood."

"I know," said Mack, and he started to cry as he remembered. "I tried to stop it. But dream
after dream. 1'd hear the beating of the wings but | wasinto an old dream, one I've known for years.
Sabrina Chum, that girl with thereally big nose, in her dream she's dway's an e ephant and comes up



to arhinoceros and it saws off her trunk. | hate that dream, the sawing-off part, and | dways end the
dream before we get there, but thistime | saw her trunk lying on the ground. And then the begting of
thewingsand | wasin OpheliaMcCallister's dream, where she walks out onto the lawn of her house
and there's her husband and he holds out his hand and hugs her and kisses her." Mack shuddered.

"What'swrong with that?" asked Yo Yo.
"Old man McCalligter died along time ago,” said Ceese.

"l just know how these dreams cometrue,” said Mack. "I can think of alot of ways she could
have her husband in her arms again but none of themisvery nice."

"Any other dreams?"

"SheritaBanks," said Mack. " She just wants boysto think she's cute. Sheisn't. She'sgot aredly
big butt like her mother. Beyond what most guyswould find attractive. Family curse, kind of. But she
doesn't dream that the butt gets small, she dreams that boys come up and put their hands on her butt
and tell her she's beautiful .

"Sounds kind of swedt," said Yo Yo.

"No," said Mack. "That dream could cometrue, al right, but it wouldn't be sweet. It could bea
gang getting up atrain on her."

Ceese nodded. "Anybody € se?!

"l wasjust starting Professor Williams's dream. Not the one where he kills Bag Man. The one
where he's listening while people recite his poems. Only thistime of course | didn't hear the poems, |
just heard the wings besating only that's when they stopped. That's when | woke up.”

"So you think those wishes came true?' asked Ceese.

"They didn't ways come true back when | didn't know how to stop them,” said Mack. "But this
time, when | didn't have any control, when | was flying on the back of that thing from dream to
dream—I thought, They're coming true. | knew it. Like Yo Y 0 said. He wants the wishes to come
true. He was going from dream to dream.”

"And then he stopped when he got to Professor Williams."

Mack nodded. "Yes, but | don't care where he stopped, | carewhat he did. We got to get on
the phone. We got to call people. Like when Tamikawas insde the waterbed. If I'd known what was
happening, | could have caled Mr. Brown and woke him up and told him to look for Y olandain the
water."

"Right," said Ceese, "but then he might have run outside and headed for a pool and hewould
never havefound her at al. | mean, what do we warn people of ?"

"Wegot to try,” said Mack. "We got to phone people. We got to go places and try to stop
things”



"Y ou got aphone here that works?' Ceese asked Yo Yo.
"Y eah. Y ou got everybody's phone numbers memorized?*

"No," said Ceese. "But my mom does. Look, I'll go home and welll start calling. Find out about
Sherita Where sheis. | can get apatrol car to go thereand stop it if it's really happening like you
think. A gang rape.”

"What about Sabrina and her nose?' asked Mack.

"I'll cal her family. Maybe she's cut hersdf. Maybe they can till get her to a hospita—resattach

"Then why you stting here, boy?' asked Yo Yo.
"Mrs. McCdlister won't answer the phone,” said Mack. " Sheturnsit off at night.”

"Then you two go therewhile | go home. We had... who wasit?... Sabrina, Mrs. McCadlligter,
SheritaBanks, Professor Williams, and then you woke up. I'm calling everybody and you're going
over to McCalligers house."

By thetime Mack got up from the couch and outside the house, he could see Ceese dready
going around the bend in the road on hisway down the hill to home.

Then Yo Y o brought the motorcycle out of the garage and revved it up while Mack got on
behind her.

Across the street, the back of the Joneses house looked out over the street at the bottom of the
hairpin—and Yo Y 0's house. Now Moses Jones was out on the back deck stark naked yelling down
a them. Mack couldn't hear what he was saying becauise the motorcycle was so loud. But he could
see how he nearly had afit, jumping up and down and screaming after Yo Y o raised onefinger. It
wasn't even the bad finger. But maybein the dark old Moses Jones couldn't tell. He was still jumping
up and down when they roared on up the hill to McCaligters.

OphdiaMcCdliger lived in the house she had shared with her husband before he died. It was
right at the top of Cloverdale, just acouple of houses from where the road dead-ended at the
always-locked and often-climbed gateway leading into Hahn Park. Mack got off the bike beforeiit
even stopped, pushing himself up likein agame of legpfrog and hopping up so the bike kept going
undernegth him. But of course he ill had alot of momentum, so he staggered forward and since Yo
Y o had just brought the bike to a stop, he crashed into her.

She switched the motor off.

Acrossthe street two neighbors had come to their windowsto look at the motorcycle and they
didn't seem too happy. Though at least they weren't naked and jumping up and down like Moses
Jones had been.

They got to the door and Mack rang the bell and then he knocked loud and started shouting,
"Mrs. McCdliger!"



Now the neighbors were out of their houses. "What are you doing?' demanded Harrison Grand,
the next-door neighbor on the park side. "Do you know what timeit is?'

"Something's wrong with Mrs. McCalligter," said Mack. "We got to get in. She got aspare
key?'

"I don't know," said Mr. Grand. And then helooked at Y0 Y 0 and suddenly his face brightened.
"She keeps aspare key."

"Where?' asked Mack.

Harrison Grand immediately jogged to the juniper next to the front door and lifted up arock that
turned out to be afake. He took out akey and within afew moments he and Mack and Yo Yo were
searching the house.

"Sheian't here)" said Grand.

"| thought shewould be," said Mack.

"Well shewas," said Yo Yo. "Her bed'sbeen dept in. But she'snot in it now."

"Why would she leave?" asked Grand.

"Mr. Grand," said Mack, "you know where Mr. McCalister's buried?"

"Wl you can bet it ain't Forest Lawn,” he said.

Again heglanced a Yo Y0, and again he was suddenly enlightened. "I remember she hasacab
come and drive her there every week but | took her once afew yearsago and it's... it's..."

Hewalked to the calendar on the wall over the phone. He pointed to the name and address of
the cemetery that had given it out to their customers, including Mrs. McCaliger. "But you don't think
she'sgoneto vist her husband's grave in the middle of the night.”

Mack knew what would probably happen but he tried to explain anyway. "I know this sound
crazy but | think she'swith her husband now."

"Dead?"
"No, dive. But with him. Y ou know where hisplot is?’
"l don't think s0."

Yo Yo touched his shoulder. Y esyou do."

"Yes" hesaid. "l do."

"Can you take me there?' asked Mack.



"Right now?" he asked.

"Before sherunsout of air,” said Mack.

"Y ou saying shesdown insde the—"

Hefdl slent for amoment, Yo Y o's hand on his shoulder. Then he got an urgent look about him
and took off running for the garage of his own house. "Come on, Mack! Y ou come adong and help me
dig that coffin up!"

"Better get acrowbar to openthelid!" cried Mack as hefollowed him over to hisyard, his

driveway. Before they got a pick and shovel and crowbar into the back of his SUV, they could hear
Yo Yo'smotorcycle taking off at top volume.

Raph Chum was working late on a client's quarterlies when the phone rang. He picked it up.
"Barbara?' hesad.

"Mr. Chum?' asked amale voice.

"Whoisthis?'

"Thisis Cecil Tucker, gr. | gpologizefor caling thislate, but it might be an emergency.” Raph
vaguely knew that Ceese Tucker was a policeman. Sabrina had mentioned it—she once had athing
for him, though of courseit cameto nothing.

A policeman cdlsat thistime of night.

"Might be? s something wrong with Barbara? Was there an accident?”

"Nothing likethat," said Ceese. "Sir, isyour daughter Sabrinaat home?'

"Shel's adegp, Ceese" Was he actualy asking her out, thislong after her high school crush on
him?

"l know sheis, gr. | just wanted to make sure she was home. Sir, would you be willing to go
and check on her?!

"Check on her? What are you talking about?"

"Sir, thisisgoing to sound insane. Or like acruel joke. But | assureyou it isnot ajoke, and | am
not insane. Please go into her room and look at her face."

"Look at her—"
"Make sure that nothing has happened to her face.”

"What could happen to her facel”



"] told you it would sound crazy. All | cantell you s, think of how much Curtis Brown wisheshe
had checked on his daughter Tamikaalittle bit earlier.”

"What doesthis haveto do with—Curtisisinjail!"
"Please check your daughter, sir."”

Ralph knew that thiswas insane, but Ceese sounded so grave, and the thought of this somehow
being linked to what happened to poor Tamika Brown... "All right," he said, but he il |et annoyance
comeout in hisvoice.

"With thelight on, gr,” said Ceese.
"Y es, with thelight on!™

Angrily, Ralph Chum got up from his desk, Ieft his office, and padded through the house on
dippered feet until he got to Sabrina's room. From the door he could see that she was fine. There was
no need to turn the light on. Thiswas some stupid prank, and now that Ceese was a cop, Raph could
complain about him to somebody with more influence on him than his parents.

Heturned away but now the fear came to the surface. Wasiit possible that Curtis Brown was
telling the truth? That something strange and terrible had happened to Tamika and, ashe said when he
wept on the stand, he might have saved her in timeif only he had believed that such thingswere even

possible,

What wasit Ceese wanted him to check for? Poor Sabrina, with her nose that seemed to
spread hafway across her face. Should he wake her up by turning on thelight, and then tell her that
Ceese Tucker wanted him to look at her face to seeif anything was wrong with it? He knew what
Sabrinawould say: Of course something's wrong with it. Even plastic surgeons refuse to work on it
because narrowing my nostrils enough to make a difference would leave scars and make melook like
amongter instead of just afreak. And then sheéld cry. And when Barbara got home from her office
retreat sheld befurious at him and...

And he had to look.

Heturned on thelight. Sabrinastirred alittle but did not wake. Ral ph walked into the room and
looked at her. Shewaslying on her Sde, facing thewall. Ralph couldn't really see. When he leaned
over her, hisown shadow obscured her features.

So he sighed, reached out, and pulled at her shoulder.

Sherolled over and opened her eyes.

There was agrowth the size and texture of awalnut on the right side of her nose, the side that
had been on the pillow.

"What isthat," murmured Ralph.

"What?' said Sabrina.



"There's something growing there. Near your... eye.”

Sabrina crossed her eyes as she tried to focus on the growth. She reached up and touched it.
"Ow," shesaid.

Where she had touched it, alittle blood came to the surface.

"What isit, Daddy? It hurts. Oh, it hurts.”

"Get up and get dressed,” he said. "We're taking you to the emergency room."
"What isit!"

"Something growing there," said Ralph. "And we're getting you to adoctor right now. I'll wake
your sster. We can't leave her hereaone.”

Before he got to Keishas room, though, he remembered Ceese Tucker and went back to his
office and picked up the receiver.

"How did you know?" he asked.

"Isshedl right?'

"Don't you dready know sheisn't?"

"l hoped | waswrong. What isit?"

"She's got agrowth on her nose. It bleeds when she touchesit."

"Get her to ahospitd right now," said Ceese.

"That'swhat I'm doing. I'm hanging up now. But we're going to talk, you and I."
"Yesdr. God be with your daughter, Sir."

Ra ph hung up and went back to wake Keisha so they could take Sabrina to the hospital.

When Mike Herdd pulled his patrol car up in front of the house it was obvious there was some
kind of party going on insde—the bass from the music was throbbing so loud that he could fed it
even before he turned off the engine. But nobody had called to complain. Thiswas agang
neighborhood, and they all knew better than to call in the cops.

But apparently Ceese Tucker didn't know any better. A rapein progress? How would he know
that? Who would have called? These gangbangers raped girls dl thetime. It waslike an initiation for
thegirl. A party favor for the boys. Nobody ever reported it. And it would be worth hislifeto walk
up to that door alone.



Backup was coming. Maybe two minutes avay.

But Ceese had been so urgent about it. "I promise you, thisgirl does not want what's happening
to her. If shel's at that house. Mrs. Banks said she's been hanging around with agirl who livesthere.
Her brother'saPaladin. A young one, wantsto impress the older guys.”

There were acouple of kids aready out on the street, and of course they noticed the LAPD
vehicle. One of them was starting to sidle toward the house. To give warning.

Mike got out of the car, drew hisweagpon, and pointed at the boy with his other hand. Not
aming thegun a him, just pointing. The boy froze.

Mike looked around quickly. No weapons being pointed at him. Nobody was on dert—this
wasn't adrug deal or anything they planned. Just a party. Didn't expect copsto show up.

Another LAPD vehicle turned the corner, moving fast. His backup was here. He should still wait
till they were out of the car, till they could cover the back door and goinin force. But the girl wasin
there, and maybe there was a chance to stop thisthing before it got too bad for her.

So hejogged to the door. It was apiece of crap like al the materials used in these houses. He
stepped back and stomped hisfoot hard against the door just beside the knob. The frame broke and
let the door swing free. The music was so0 loud nobody heard it. He dso couldn't hear if the other
copswere running toward him or not. Couldn't hear anything except the music.

He moved into the house. Nobody in the living room, where the stereo made the cheap furniture
tremble like an earthquake.

In the kitchen was a girl making asandwich. Probably the girlfriend. Her brother was raping her
friend in the back room and she was making a sandwich. She had her back to the kitchen door and
didn't hear him. He knew he should neutrdize her firs—get her down on the floor, out of harm's
way—but he let her be and moved on toward the bedrooms.

Now the music wasn't quite so loud and he could hear agirl'svoice. "Please, God, no." Or was
she saying, "Please, Rod, no"? Wasn't the boy's name Rod?

The door was dightly gar. Six boys, none of them older than fourteen, were gathered around a
bed, laughing and leaning in, and some of them were holding the arms and legs of agirl who had been
stripped from the waist down. She was crying, and one of the youngest boys was poised over her.

"Come on, Sherita, | want you so bad.”

It was asif the words had plunged a dagger into her heart, the way she sobbed. But she dso
held till. Surrendering now.

Mike shoved the boy nearest to him, sending him sprawling across Sherita's body, knocking
Rod aside. The other boyswhirled around to find Mike training his gun on each of them in turn. "All of
you little bastards get down on the floor with your hands on your heads. Right now!"

No chance for them to put on their brave gang faces. No chance to go for whatever weapons



they might have had.

"Shewanted it!" Rod was screaming. " She just showed up here, she just showed up and she
wasn't wearing pants!”

Mike pushed the barrdl of the pistal into his face and Rod dropped to the floor.

Mike looked at the youngest of the boys. "Y ou. Get up and put something over her privates.
Right now!"

Hedid.

The stereo went sllent in the living room.

Another officer stood beside him, gun drawn. ™Y ou crazy, coming in here without backup?"
" Stopped them before they got into her," said Mike.

"Well, then, it'sonly attempted, isn't it, you moron," said the other cop.

"Let'sask her if shewished | waited," said Mike.

Sheritarolled onto her sde and curled into aball, weeping. The young boy untucked a corner of
the sheet and brought it up over her rear end. Her butt was so big that it wouldn't stay, it dipped off.

"That'sdl right," said Mike, holstering his wegpon and putting ahand on her shoulder. He helped
her off the bed, then pulled the whole sheet off and hel ped her wrap it around hersdlf. Then he kicked
acouple of the boysto get them out of the way so they could walk out.

Thegirl from the kitchen was standing in the hallway, holding her sandwich with two bites out of
it. Shelooked genuinely horrified. "Sherita," she said, "when you get here? What's going on?"

"Y our friend was about to be raped by Rod," said Mike savagely. "And don't pretend you didn't
know about it. Don't pretend you didn't help him set it up.”

"Swear to God!" she said. "That little shit was going to rape her?!

Mike brushed her aside, bouncing her off thewall just alittle as he continued to convey Sherita
Banks down the hal and into the living room where the other cop, the one who had turned off the
stereo, was watching.

"I'm taking her home," said Mike. "I'll get her statement.”

Ceesefinished his cdlswith his mother franticaly demanding that hetell her what was going on.

"Y ou wouldn't believe meif | told you," he said.



"Try mel" she demanded.

"Mack had abunch of dreams. Peoples wishes coming truein redly ugly ways."

"Y ou're waking people up from a sound deep because Mack had anightmare?!

"Samekind of nightmare he had the night Tamika Brown got herself insde her parents
waterbed," said Ceese. "Same kind of dream aswhen Mr. Tyler got hit on the head by an I-beam
cause his daughter Romaine wished he could be homewith her dl thetime."

"What are you saying? That somebody's murdering people?’

"I'm saying somebody's making wishes cometruein asick, twisted, evil way, and it's happening
tonight.”

"Wighes?' shesad. "Likeinfary tales?’

"No," said Ceese. "Wisheslikein hdl, where the devil tortures snners by making their wishes
cometrue.”

"But Tamika Brown wasn't asnne!"

He couldn't believe shewas arguing rigion with him. "Who saysthe devil playsfar?' said
Cees=. "Now | got to go."

"Where, at thistime of night?"

Ceese had hiskeysin his hand and was at the front door. " Professor Williams didn't answer the
phone.”

"All this comes from Mack Street's dreams?”

"Theré's more to the boy than most folks thought.”
"He'sgot the evil eye, that'swhat."

Ceesewhirled on her. "Don't say that,” he said. "It'salie.”
Sheflashed with anger. "Y ou cdling your mamaaliar?'

"Don't you ever speak against Mack Street,” he said. "It'sMack saving al these peoplé'slives. If
we get therein timeto save them.”

Grand Harrison had the flashlight because he knew the way, more or less. Mack and Yo Yo
followed close behind. Mack had been in cemeteries before but never at night with shadows looming
and something ugly waiting for them when they got to OpheliaMcCalister's husband's grave. He did
have the queen of the fairieswith him, but apparently she didn't have dl her powers, since her soul



waslocked up in aglassjar hangingin midair in aclearing in Fairyland.

Not that he had anything to fear. He had just found out he wasimmortal. So al that worry about
not faling in the river and getting drowned was a complete waste.

Then again, maybe she was lying. Puck dways did, and he was the only other fairy Mack knew
personally, so maybe lying was just something fairiesdid. He didn't intend to get himsdif killed just to
prove she waswrong.

"Hereitis," said Grand. "But look, the ground is completely undisturbed. Nobody's done
anything here”

"Dig," sad Yo Yo.
"No! That'sjust—"
Yo Yo put ahand on his cheek. "For me."

Mack was amazed. The man'swhole face and posture and everything changed. Hewasin love
with her, right on the spot. Completely out of hismind crazy for her. Like a puppy dog.

"Y ouwant meto dig?' hesaid. "How deep?'
"Let'sfind Mr. McCaliger's coffin,” sad Yo Yo.
And so they dug. That is, Mack and Grand dug, Grand wielding the pick to loosen things up,

and Mack shoveling and then Grand joining in with the other shovel, working fast—Mack because he
knew there wouldn't be much air in that coffin, and Grand because he was showing off for hisnew

lady love.

"YoYo," sad Mack, "you going to kill thisman if he don't dow down.”

"Grand," shesad lazily, "takeit alittle dower. Don't want you getting a heart attack on me."

Grand Harrison grinned like ajack-0'-lantern and dowed down just alittle.

And after awhilethey hit wood. They couldn't lift thelid until they cleared away the dirt the
whole length and breadth of the coffin, and even when they'd done that, it took serious work with the
crowbar to get the thing open. It wasn't acheap coffin.

Yo Yo stood over the hole, looking down. "Openit," she said.

Mack lifted up and sure enough, inside the box was the rotted, desiccated corpse of Mr.
McCadlligter, its raggedy-deeved arms wrapped around awide-eyed Ophdia

Shelooked dead.

"Wetoo late" said Grand.



"No," said Yo Yo. "She'sjust terrified. Help her out. Lift her out. Get her breathing.”

A few minuteslater OphdiaMcCallister lay weeping in the grass beside the pile of dirt from her
husband's grave.

"Cary her tothe SUV," saad Yo Yo. "l can only keep the security guy away from herefor so
long before | wear out.”

"Shouldn't wefill inthe hole?' asked Mack.

"All that matters” said Yo Y0, "isthat when they look into the coffin, they don't find an extra
Mack carried OpheliaMcCallister to the SUV Shewaslight asapillow. He didn't know old

people were so... empty. She clung to his neck and wept into his chest, but her sobsfelt like the

trembling of atiny bird'swings and her arms around his neck were like ababy's hands, her grip was

S0 weak.

"I couldn't breathe," she whispered between sobs. "I couldn't bresthe. Thank you. Thank God."

Saved one, thought Mack. | actually saved one. So maybe | was shown those dreamsfor a
reason. Maybe I'm not just Oberon'stool in thisworld.

Nadine Williams opened the door. A police officer was standing there. She knew immediately
that something terrible had happened to Word. She had warned him about becoming aminister in
such agodforsaken part of the city. They'll kill you. They have no respect for religion. And God won't
protect you, you can count on that! When you trust in God, you're on your own.

And now a policeman was here to tell them that Word was dead.

She sucked in her bresth and refused to cry. "Can | help you, Officer?"

"Mrs. Williams," said the policeman. "I'm Ceese Tucker. Isyour husband here?’

"My husband? He's adeep. Or hewas, till you rang the doorbell."

"l need to see him," said Ceese.

"You cantdl me" said Nadine.

"Tdl youwhat?' Helooked genuinely puzzled.

"I thought... aren't you here about Word?*

"What about Word?' asked Ceese.

"Hewas preaching hisfirst sermon tonight in that little church in that awful neighborhood and |



thought... hesdl right?

"1 don't know anything about Word tonight, maam," said Ceese. "I need to see your husband.”

Nadine would have continued arguing, but shefelt Byron's hand on her shoulder.

"What isit, Ceese?' asked Byron.

"Professor Williams,” said Ceese. "Y ou remember Bag Man?"

"1 want nothing further to do with him."

"l know that, gr," said Ceese. "I'm just telling you that the kind of thing that happens around that
man, it's happening tonight to alot of folks, and we have reason to think it might have happened to
you."

Nadine looked at Byron, puzzled. Did he know what this young man was talking about?

"Nothing likethet," said Byron.

"Did you have adream tonight, Sir?" asked Ceese.

"A dream?' said Nadine. "Are you the dream police?’

But Byron answered him. "1 did."

"A powerful dream. About your poetry, Sr.”

Nadine peered at her husband's face and could see that yes, he had dreamed such a dream.
"But Byron, | didn't know you wrote poetry.”

"Sir," said Ceese, | think there's reason to be afraid that your dream has cometrue. In an
unpleasant way."

"I've dreamed it before and it never..."
"Tonight isdifferent,” said Ceese. "For several other people that we know of."
Ceesg's cdllphone rang. "Excuse me for amoment, sir,” said Ceese.

Byron stood there for amoment in the doorway, watching Ceese as he started talking on the
phone. Nadine |ooked back and forth between them.

"So you got thereintime," said Ceese into the phone. " She's okay?' He looked relieved.

Byron suddenly swung away from the door and trotted toward the " office'—the spare bedroom
where the computer was aways on.



When Ceese put away his cellphone he stepped into the house. Do you know where your
husband went?'

"l assume to the computer.”

Ceese didn't ask if he could go back there, he just went, and Nadine didn't even protest. This
was avery strange evening, and what she'd heard of the cellphone conversation led her to think that
something very bad had almost happened to a girl named Sherita, and that would probably be Sherita
Banks, that girl who had inherited her mother's hippopotamus thighs and buttocks at atragicaly young
age. Her parents had tried and tried to have ababy before they finaly got Sherita. It just showed you
that even the blessingsin your life come with their own burdens. Like Word, with his sudden
conversion to Christianity three years ago, and two failed attempts at divinity school, and now this
dangerous, foolish attempt to become a preacher a a storefront church in ahellish neighborhood. All
the hopes and dreams they both had for that beautiful boy, and thisis what he was doing with hislife.

But at least he hadn't become a policeman, like Ceese Tucker. How did his mother ever deep
nights? No matter how bad things were, somebody always had it worse.

Byron was Stting at the computer, hisface buried in his hands.
Ceese wa ked around behind him and looked at the screen. Nadine followed him.

Byron had googled "Byron Williams poems' and the screen was showing the first seven of more
than three thousand entries.

How could there be three thousand entries about Byron's poetry on the web, and she had never
even known he wrote any?

Ceeseleaned over and used the mouse to click on thefirst entry. A moment later, awebsite
came up.

It was areview. "Now that the poems of Pepperdine Professor Byron Williams have been
spread through the web like avirus, can anyonetell us whether thiswasthe ultimate in vanity
publication, or acrud joke? Either way, we can al agree that Professor Williams deserves our
deepest sympathy. Becauseit's doubtful any of his students can ever take him serioudy again after
reading these things."

"Ohmy Lord," said Nadine. "Did you redly write poetry and publish it on the web?!

"] didn't publish anything,” whispered Byron Williams. "It was some hacker."

"No," said Ceese, and hisvoice wasfull of pity. "It was the degpest wish of your heart."

Chapter 18

WITCH



They gathered in Ophdias house, where Mack and Grand helped her calm down.

"There's nobody to cdl about this, Miz McCaligter,” Mack said.

" Somebody kidnapped me and put me down there." She shivered and sipped alittle more tea.
"No," said Mack. "They didn't. It was your wish. To bewith your husband.”

"What you're talking about is magic. Y ou should be old enough to know better.”

"Mrs. McCdligter," said Grand, "I don't know how, but you got down in there without the
ground being disturbed. Nobody dug to put you down there. We only dug to get you out.”

"Why would | wish to be with my husband's dead body?*

"Y ou dreamed,” said Mack, "of dancing with him when hewas asoldier in that fine uniform. He
was heading out for Germany, stationed there, sametime as Elvis. Y ou caled him 'my own Elvis and
you kept saying, | want to be with you forever and he said, Y ou can dways be with me, Fedly."

OphdiaMcCdligter leaned across the table and tried to dap him, but Mack backed away in

time. "That's privatel" she said. The teacup trembled in her hand so that Grand took it away from her
beforeit tipped and spilled or broke.

"Madam," said Mack, "l saw your dreams. | know how these dreams cometrue. In an ugly way.
A way youll hate. A way that makes you wish you had never wished. Like—"

"Like TamikaBrown," Ophdiasad impatiently. "But whet her father did to her isnothing like—"
"Her father pulled her out of that waterbed and saved her life, just like Mr. Harrison and me
saved your lifetonight. We didn't put you in there, and Mr. Brown didn't put Tamikain there either.
Y ou want to believe theré's no such thing as magic, fine. But | know thereis, and it nearly killed you
tonight."

Opheliatried for one more long moment to hold on to arationa world. Then she gave up and
burst into tears. "'l want to lie down."

"Wetried to get you to lie down before," said Grand.
"Nothing makes sense!™

"Y ou love your husband,” said Mack. "That was the center of your world, missng him. But
there's an evil force loose in the world, making wishes cometrue.”

"It'sthat witch!" cried Ophelia.
"What witch?" asked Mack.

"That motorcycle-riding witch! Shedid it!"



Grand helped her sit down on the sofain her living room. "Mrs. McCadliger, Y olandaWhite
was helping us. She held the flashlight while we dug. She kept the security guard from coming over
and finding out what we was doing.”

"Just because she's helping now doesn't mean shedidn't causeit!”

Mack and Grand looked at each other. Why would she believe such aridiculousthing? Where
did the idea come from?

"She hatesme," said Ophdlia, lying down on the sofa. Mr. Harrison pulled off her shoes. "Get rid
of that witch...," mumbled the woman. She was nearly adeep, even if she wasn't quite there yet.

"I'vegot to go," said Mack. "I'm worried about Y olanda. If people art thinking she'sawitch...”

"Nobody's going to believe that.”

"OpheliaMcCalligter does," said Mack.

"Well," said Grand, "l guessyou got to believe something, strangethingslikethisgoing on.”

"Mr. Harrison, [—"

"After what we just did, Mack Street, | think we definitely on afirst-name basis."

"Sir," said Mack, who couldn't call aman older than Miz Smitcher by hisfirst name no matter
what he said, "what's going on hereismagic, and Y olandaWhiteis amagica person, but she did not
cause these things tonight. 1t was her worst enemy caused it, and she'strying to fight him, and if she

getsblamed for it, well it'sjust what that enemy wants."

"I'll stay with her," said Grand Harrison. "'l won't let her go cdlling Y olandaWhite awitch." He
thought for amoment. "I'll call my wifeto come over with me.”

Mack thanked him and headed out the door.
Hejogged down the steep hill and as he rounded the hairpin turn he saw two things.

Firdt, the standpipe was glowing. No longer the color of rust, it was adeep red, and it glowed as
if it were being heated by lavaunder the earth.

And second, there was a crowd outside Y olanda's house, shouting, and some of them were
besting on the door with their figts.

Was Y olanda even in there? When she left them at Ophdlias house, she said she was going to
find Ceese.

But even if shewasn't in there, she could arrive at any time, and in the mood they werein, even
she might not be able to keep them from dragging her off her bike. Could she change them all so they
loved her? Maybe there was a reason witches in the past were mobbed—if they werereally
malevolent fairies, it would take amob to overwhelm them.



Wasit al true? Fairiesthat might betiny or regular Sze. Giants. Possession by devils. Witches
that flew and cursed people. All distorted memories of real encounters with beings like Puck and Yo
Yo, or red tripsinto Fairyland.

And they redlly were dangerous. Mogt of those witchhuntsin the past, they were probably just
what his high school teachers had taught him, astupid excuse for alynching, away for peopleto settle
old scores or try to shut out their fears, by killing somebody and feding they were on God's errand
whenthey did it.

But the reason people believed in witchesin thefirst place—they didn't just make them up.
Maybe they met Y olanda. Or Puck. Or Oberon. Saw their power. Felt their own hel plessness. Hated
them, feared them. And remembered.

Did that mean there were werewolves and vampires, too? What about Superman and
Spider-Man and why not Underdog, too?

It couldn't dll betrue. But some of it was. Therewasredl power in the world, and it was dark
and crud, and Mack didn't know if hewasright to trust Yo Y o; he knew he was right not to trust
Puck.

Maybe the human race had reason to fear little creatures lurking in the woods, or people who
walked the earth in human form but were really controlled by crud entitieswho could make you love
them, or beings of light that could be captured in bottles or jars, and if you turned them loose they'd
grant your wishes and then laugh at the agony your own wishes brought to you.

Maybe the mob outside Y olanda White's house had the right response. Maybe powerslikethis
needed to be destroyed whenever they surfaced.

Thenagain, heliked Yo Yo.

But how could hetrust that fedling, when he knew she could make him like her, make anybody
like her?

The people gathered outside her house, pounding on her doors and getting ready to break her
windows, they were his neighbors. She was the stranger.

Hadn't Ceese said shetried to kill Mack himself when he was a baby? He owed her nothing.

But when hetried to imagine himsdlf joining his neighborsin attacking Y olanda, he knew he
couldn't do it. She wasn't the one who put Tamika Brown in awhedlchair. There was evil in this
world, but right now, at this moment, it wasn't her.

It was the hatred he saw in the faces of his neighbors. It was the wolflike howling of their voices.

S0 he kept jogging down the hill until he was among them, pushing hisway through them. Then
he stood on the porch, shoving aside the men who were kicking at the door.

"Where's your burning cross!" he shouted. "Y ou can't have alynching without a burning cross!
Where are your white hoods? Come on, do thisright! Y ou gonnakill somebody without atrid, just



because you're scared, then get the gear, wear the outfit, follow the recipe!™
By the time he was through with hislittle speech, they were mostly slent, watching him.
"Why are you doing this?'
"She'sawitch!" shouted aman. The others murmured their assent.

"So when LAPD shows up and wonderswhy therésariot in Baldwin Hills and maybe even a
lynching, you'l dl explain that you had to burn awitch, isthat your plan? That's what well see when
they show your pictures on the evening news. Niggahsriot again but thistimeit's causethey dl ‘frad
of witches." He poured al the scorn he could muster into hiswords.

"Mack," said Ebby DeVries, "I'm scared.”

"Of course you're scared,” said Mack. "Ugly things happened here tonight. And it doesn't make
sense, because what happened, it was magic. Evil. Just like you think. Just like poor old Curtis Brown
tried to tell usdl those years ago. He woke up and Tamika was swvimming around insde his waterbed
and heonly just saved her life. Impossble! Couldn't happen! Like Deacon Landry. He never did
nothing to Juanettia Post. He wished for it! That'sall hedid! Any of you men ever wish for awoman
wasn't your wife? That wasall it was, wishing. Then al of asudden, just like Tamikain the waterbed,
he'sin the middle of church naked with Juanettia Post right when people start arriving for church.”

"Choir practice,” somebody corrected him.

"Tonight Grand Harrison and me, we dug up old Mr. McCallister's grave and opened his coffin
and saved the life of OpheliaMcCallister because she wished she could be with him and that same
evil magic granted her damn wish."

There was amurmur through the crowd.

"And what about you? Why were you suddenly so sure you had to come attack Y olanda
White? Who told you she was awitch?'

"Nobody had to tdll us," said Lamar Weeks.

"That'sright," said Mack. "You just knew. Y ou woke up and you knew she was awitch and
you had to go... do what? What were you going to do?"

"Get her," somebody said.

"Get her and do what?' demanded Mack.

They had no answer.

"Burn her dive? Wasthat the plan? Like they used to do when they lynched uppity niggahsin the
South? String her up and light afire under her? Don't you see? That same evil magic got into you and

made you act like the most evil people you ever knew of. And you didn't even try to stop
yourselves." Helooked at Ebby. "Ebony DeVries, what you doing here?"



"Watching you save your loverbaby'slife" she sad bitterly.

"But thereit isagain!” said Mack. "If there's anybody in theworld | got acrush on, it'syou,
Ebby. Not her! And | think you got a crush on me, too. But that evil magic got into you and said, Yo
Yo Whiteis stedling away your man. Isn't that right? But it'snot true. That evil isher enemy and it
wants you to do its dirty work."

"How do you know so much, Mack Street!" called out Ebony's father.

"Becausethat evil magic been doing ugly thingsto me my wholelife. | been seeing your
dreams—the deep dreams, the wishes of your heart. Thiswhole neighborhood, | been seeing your
darkest secretsin my dreams my whole life.”

"And you tdling us there's no such thing aswitches?' said Lamar.

"I'm telling you that there is such athing as evil, and tonight you are hisdaves! Unlessyou stand
up and say no to the devil.”

"You say no to thedevil!" shouted Lamar. "Get away from the door and let us through.”

"Sart by killing me, Lamar,” said Mack. "Not the whole mob here, just you. Come up here and
kill me. Do murder with your own hands. Show everybody how you're the enemy of evil. Kill akid.”

"Nobody going to kill you, Mack," said awoman.

"l been fighting off these dreams of yoursfor years, ever snce | figured out how it worked. If |
let the dream finish, then it might come true. So I'd make mysdlf get out of those dreams of yours. |
wouldn't let them finish. But tonight, our enemy started making his move. He forced the dreams
through to the end. OpheliaM cCallister wishing for her husband to be in her arms again. Sabrina
Chum wishing she didn't have such abig nose all over her face. Sherita Banks wishing that boys
would find her desirable. Professor Williams wishing people would read his poems. The wishes of
their heart. Tonight they finished those dreams. | told Ceese and Yo Y o, and they been working al
night trying to stop bad things from happening to these decent people. No more like Tamikal We
didn't want any more like Deacon Landry! Maybe Ceese got to the othersin time. | know that with
Grand Harrison's help, meand Yo Y o saved OpheliaMcCallister. And now you want to do the
devil'swork by killing awoman who helped me save OphdiaMcCadlister from her own terrible
wigh!"

"He making thisshit up,” said Lamar.
"Find out if | am. Cdl the Chums. Cdl Sherita's house. Y ou check with Grand Harrison."

Hedidn't tell them to talk to OphdiaMcCaligter. Not if she was going to till be babbling about
Yo Yo being awitch.

Of course, they might al be infected with the same delusion. In which case, what could he do?
Hewasn't strong enough to fight them off.

And he couldn't explain to them about the king of thefairies. Not if he wanted anybody to



believe anything he said.

He pointed at Lamar Weeks. "Y ou, Lamar. | know about that dream of yours. Money, Lamar.
It'sdl you want, enough money that people haveto treat you with respect, you can have everything
you want. Only for you it'sal wrapped up in that car. That fine Lexus. Everybody seeyou in that car,
right? Isn't thet the dream?"

Lamar took a step back. "Y ou stay out of my dreams.”

"How many times have | got you out of that dream? Taken you into my dream, ridingaongina
clunky car through a canyon and water comes down..."

"Stopit!" shouted Lamar.

"1 been keeping you dl safe from your own dreams. From the wishes that come up out of that
pipeinthe ground" He pointed toward where it was. It was just behind the lip of the hill—they
couldn't seeit fromthere. "Go look at it!" Mack said. "Go see the place. It flows up out of there,
poisoning the street, poisoning the neighborhood. A river of power, ariver of magic, taking your
dreams, and | have been protecting you."

They began moving away from Y olanda's house. Out of her yard. Toward the edge of thelittle
valey where rainwater collected to flow down thedrain.

Mack didn't know what they'd see. Maybe only the drainpipe just like dways. Or maybe the
red glow he had seen.

Ebby came up to him. "Y ou redly have a crush on me?"

"Of coursel do," said Mack. "But | didn't expect to tell you standing on aporch yelling at a

"] don't know what got into me," said Ebby. "I just knew shewas evil and stedling you away,
only it doesn't make sense, and now | can seethat she... that you..."

"It'scool,” sad Mack. "It'sal cool now. Nobody going to kill nobody."
"But | was S0 sure. Like it wasthe most important thing in the world. To stop her.”

"Comeon," said Mack. He held out hishand. Shetook it. They waked up the hill behind the
others.

They lined up dong the edge of the valey, looking down. It fill glowed red, but not as strong.
Could anybody see that except Mack?

If they couldn't seeit, why werethey gtill looking &t it?
"Anybody else seewhat | see?' said Lamar. "That thing ook hot enough to melt.”

The others murmured their assent. "Red," somebody said. "Red hot."



"Red asthe devil in hell," somebody dse said.
"Ain't thedevil," said Mack.

They were slent. Listening to him respectfully, now that he had woken them from the trance of
blood lust.

"l tdl youwhat itis," said Mack. "It's the one who made me. Theking of ... it's going to sound
stupid, but it's not. The king of the fairies. The eves. The leprechauns. He's been shut up under the
earth. Imprisoned for along time. He's mad as hell and he's getting ready to make abreak for it. He's
been sending his power out into the world through that pipe.”

Through me, Mack thought but didn't say.

"| fed it more than anybody," said Mack. "Being found by that pipetheway | was. It'sindgde
me. That'swhy | see your wish dreams. But | got no power of my own. I'm nothing compared to him.
We got to stop him, and | don't know how. Y olanda, she's not awitch. She's good. But she'sgot a
little bit of power. That's al. She used to have more. She used to have so much, she was the one who
imprisoned him. Get it? She's his most terrible enemy, so that's why he sent out his power and tried to
get youtokill her tonight.”

"Through thet pipe," said aman.
"He going to give methat Lexus?' asked Lamar, haf mocking.

"How about this," said Mack. "How about if you suddenly wake up in that Lexus, going seventy
miles an hour and heading right through aguardrail and over the dliff above the SantaMonicapier?

"Yeah, right,” said Lamar.

"Or you wake up in that Lexus and the whole LAPD on your ass going down the freeway like
0. J. and you al covered with blood only you don't know whose blood it is. Maybe the owner of that
Lexus. Maybe that's how your wish getsfulfilled. Everybody seeyou in that Lexus, man! On TV!
Only there'sadead Lexus owner back in his garage and your printsal over the golf club that beat his
brainsin. How about that for getting your wish?'

"Never happen,” said Lamar.

"OpheliaMcCadlister woke up tonight insde her dead husband's coffin,” said Mack. "That
couldn't happen ether.”

"] think we ought to talk to these people,” said Osie Feming. "Find out what's true before we
believethisbullshit.”

They heard the sound of amotorcycle.
They turned and saw asingle headlight coming up the hill. Two people on the bike. Had to be

Y olandain front. And behind her, when she got close enough, when she turned into the driveway of
her house, was Sherita Banks. Couldn't be anybody el se, those hips.



Sheritalooked up at al these people watching her from fifty yards away and buried her facein
Yo Yo'sback. Yo Yo turned and saw them, too. They watched her put down the kickstand and
worm her way off the bike without Sherita getting off first. And when she helped Sherita off, they
could seethat the girl was wearing a blanket wrapped around her like a skirt.

They came down the hill. Mack let go of Ebby's hand and ran down ahead of them.

"What's happening, Mack." Yo Yo caled out to him.

Mack didn't answer. He got ahead of the pack and turned and faced them. "Not one step
closer," hesad. Over hisshoulder, he cdled out to Yo Yo. "Some of these folks got to thinking you a
witch tonight. Cameto pay avist. Maybe have them alynching.”

"Nobody going to lynch nobody," said Lamar.

"Me? A witch?' said Yo Y o. And she laughed.

It was aglorious laugh, warm and resonant. It seemed to reverberate from the hills on elther
side. It seemed to make the stars twinkle clearer overhead.

More people were walking up the hill and down the hill to converge at her house.

"Sherital" called out Ebby. "What happened?'

Sheritaburst into tears and hid behind Yo Yo.

"She nearly got raped, that'swhat,” said Yo Y 0. "She was adegp in her own bed having this
dream, and she woke up at afriend's house and there was her gangbanger brother getting al set to
gart atrain on her. Yeah, that'swhat! And you know why it didn't happen? Cause Mack saw her
dream and told Ceese and he called his buddies on the force and they got therein time. Isn't that right,
Sheita?'

They could see that Sheritawas nodding.

"What you people want here?' demanded Yo Yo. "Leavethisgirl done. | just brought her here
to clean up and borrow some clothes before she went home. She didn't want her daddy and mamato
see her with nothing on.”

Lamar turned to Mack. "All that provesisthe two of you got your storiestogether.”

"Giveit arest, Lamar,” said Ose Heming. "Thegirl isnt denying it. And Mack'sright. It's crazy
to be going after awitch like this. What were we thinking?”'

"He beievesin magic, dammit,” said Lamar. "It's not like he's saying therésno such thing asa
witch!"

"And I'm saying we're crazy to treat thislike an emergency,” said Ose. "What were we thinking?
Plenty of timeto talk about thistomorrow. Find out how much of what Mack Street heretold usis
the truth. We can talk to Ceese. We can talk to the Chums. We can talk to Byron. Let's go home and



go to bed. Witch hunt in the middle of the night. We must be crazy."
That wasit. The end of it. People started heading back up and down the street.

Yo Yo cdled out from the driveway. "Any of you need aride up the hill, I'll be back outsdeina
minutel"

Shut up, Yo Yo, Mack thought but did not say. Y ou're not making any friends teasing them like
that.

"l heard that, Mack Street," she said to him as he approached.

"You did not."

"Dids0."

"What did | say?'

"You sad, 'I'myour hero now, Miz Y olanda, cause | kept them from breaking up your house." "

"I didn't know you wasn'tinsgde," said Mack.

"So you were saving my life

"Takethat girl ingde, YoYo."

But Sheritadidn't go. She turned to face Mack. Now that the crowd was dispersed, she didn't
feel so ashamed. " Officer that saved me said it was Ceese Tucker told him to come save me. And
Ceesetold meit was you saw what | was getting into," she said.

"l know you didn't chooseto doit,” said Mack.

"Thank you, Mack," she said. "And for what it'sworth, | never thought you was crazy."

Behind her, Yo Yo waggled her eyebrows. But Mack didn't laugh. "Thank you, Sherita. Now
you go on inddewith Yolanda."

It was near three A.M. before Y0 Y 0 got Sheritaback to her folks and extricated hersdlf from
tears and hugs and thanks. And not long after that, Mack joined her, aong with Ceese and Grand
Harrison down Cloverdae, between the Snipe and Chandress houses.

"What's he doing here?" asked Ceese. Y olandawas just as suspicious.

Mack smiled. "He was my ride?"

"You wak everywhere, Mack," said Ceese.



"He helped me dig out Miz Ophelia," said Mack. "He knows what he saw. He knows you got

powers, but he believes you're not awitch. There's no reason to leave him out now. And we need all
the friends we can get."

"So you'retaking him across?' asked Yo Yo.

"If I can,” said Mack. "I'll hold on to him and Ceese and get them inside.”

"And what about me?' asked Yo Yo.

"Y ou don't need my help.”

"Y ou ever seen meingde there?' she asked.

N

"Then how do you know | don't need your help?!

"Puck—Mr. Chrigmas—he getsin and out just fine."

"That's cause it suits my husband's purposesto let him. But me? | don't think so.”

"If he'swatching everything you do," said Ceese, "then how can you expect to fight him and

win?'

each

"He's not watching,” said Yo Yo. "He just made this place so it locks down hard if | come up.”
"So what makes you think Mack can get you in?'
"Cause he'ssuch alucky boy,” said Yo Yo.

"That'swhy I'm sorich," said Mack. "Comeon, let's seeif we can dl go at once, holding on to
other. If we cant, I'll takeyou one at atime.”

Chapter 19

COUNCIL OF WAR

Puck waswaiting for them inside the house. Theliving room was furnished exactly like Yo Yo's

living room. In fact, it was her furniture, right down to having Sherita's blanket tossed on the couch.

your

"Puck," said Yo Y0, "just keegp your hands off my stuff."

"1 never know what's going to show up here," said Puck. "The boy comesin bringing you—so
stuff gppears. Bingo! Presto! Abracadabral”



"Biteme" said Yo Yo.

"Likeyou'd ever redly let me" said Puck.

"Y ou dways offer, but youredl tak.”

"I know what he doesto his servantswho, uh, bite you.”

"Wegot asituation,” said Ceese, "and we got to figure out what to do.”
"You?' said Puck. "You don't have asituation, my lady and | have asituation.”

"This shit tonight didn't happen to you, it happened to people in our neighborhood, and were
going to do something about it," said Ceese.

"Ceese, he knowsthat," said Mack.
Puck grinned cheesily.
"Asshole" muttered Ceese.

"Bad language exacerbates the stuation,” said Puck. "I know they taught you that in cop nursery.
Alwayssay cdm.”

"What in the world is going on with you people?* said Grand Harrison. "Tonight | was just
minding my own business, and then | get my tools and my SUV borrowed, | dig up agrave, opena
coffin, and take my next-door neighbor out. Then | get brought down here into a house that doesn't
exist and listen to abunch of fools argue about nothing. Y ou know what | want? | want to know how
you al going to keep this stuff from happening again.”

"What stuff?" asked Puck.

"Wishes," said Mack.

"Mack'sdreams,” said Ceese.

"He's cut loose abig one tonight, Pudding,” said Yo Yo.

"That means he's got himsdf apony toride," said Puck—againtalking asif Yo Yo werethe only
person in the room.

"Yes"sadYoYo.
"A pony?"' asked Ceese.
" Some human he can work through. Kind of like theway my lady and | using these two bodies."

Grand didn't like hearing that. "Y ou telling me that you—that these bodies are possessed?"



"Leased," said Puck. "With option.”

"Thisgirl," said Yo Y0, "she on drugs, had two abortions, getting pimped out by a guy who besat
her, plus she had a couple of diseases she didn't know about or care. | have her for nearly eighteen
years now, and she hasn't aged a day, she's not addicted to anything, and she looking fine.”

"Thisold coot," said Puck, "be eating out of dumpsters and licking sweet roll wrappersand
walking around talking to his dead dog named God, cause he figured aslong as he knew it wasn't
redly God, just adog with God's name, he wasn't actudly schizo."

"We don't take bodies somebody actualy using,” said Yo Yo. "And that's the truth, Mr.
Harrison.”

"What did you mean," said Mack, "when you said 'leased with option?"
"Didn't mean athing," said Puck.
"Y ou dways mean something. Usudly about six things."

"Hemeans" said Yo Y0, "that if something happens to these bodies while we using them, then
our option'sup.”

"Youdie?' asked Mack.

"Not the part of usin those glassjugs,” said Yo Yo. "Just the part of usthat can move around on
itsown. Belikelivingin awhedchair after that."

"Worse" said Puck. "Belikeliving asahuman.”
"So you're not completely immortd," said Mack. "Just partly immorta.”

"And that's why Puck couldn't tel you thetruth," said Yo Yo. "He's under strict orders. He can
never tel amortal the truth unless he's sure he won't be believed.”

"That's not true," said Puck. He grinned.

"Shut up, Puckster," said Yo Yo.

"We got astuation,” said Ceese, "and you got a Stuation. Not the same situation, but they got
the same cause. Y our husband, your master, the king of the fairies, whatever heis, hesgot himsdf a
pony, right? And doing that made all those wishes come true tonight. So to solve your problem, and

our problem, what can we do?'

"Nothing," said Puck. "We are absolutely hel pless. Go home. Cry into your pillows until your
dreams cometrue.”

"He'sso funny,” said Mack to Grand. "Alwaysjoking. Y ou know how Puck is."

"Mack," said Yo Yo. "Thethingis, it'safight you can't fight. Y ou aready did al you could. For



yearsyou did it, deflecting his power so they never finished their dreams. That was good work, but
now it's done. He's got his power out in the world."

"But how come?' asked Mack. "How come his... pony... can do stuff like making wishes come
true, and you two can't do very much at al?

"Oberon's pony isn't doing this stuff,” said Yo Y o. "In your neighborhood, | mean.”
"Whois, then?'

"Puck," said Yo Yo.

Puck eaboratdly curled himself into afeta postion asif he feared being struck by stones.
"Thisisn't funny, Puck," said Mack. "You did this?'

"It'sinmy nature,” said Puck.

"That'strue enough,” said Yo Yo. "He can't help being atrickster. But aso he has Oberon's
direct command to find these twists. Thething is, Puck can't tell you because it would be the truth, but
he's dso deflecting them. He can't stop it from happening, but... well, for instance, Ophelia and her
husband could have been entwined in alove embrace under the HOLLY WOOD sign. Or hafway to
Catalina. And Sherita—it didn't have to be aboy her family knew about, it could have been somerich
boy in Beverly Hills or Palos Verdes, and how would you have found her then?"

"So hewas helping,” said Mack skepticaly.
"Asbest hecould,” said Yo Yo.
Puck ducked his head in a show of modesty.

"He doeswhat he can,” said Yo Y o. "Herés the thing. What he can do, what | can do, it isn't
much. The part of us he locked up, it includes most of our powers except persuasion and... pony
riding. And theway it worksis, we can't get that part out. Because this part of us, the wandering
part, the curious part, iswalking around free. It makesit so we aren't hungry enough to force

anything.

"But him," shewent on, "we pushed him dl theway under. Didn't divide him. So to do anything
he has to squeeze it out of his captivity. Get some part of him to the surface of the earth. But that part
isnever completely separated from him. He's not divided likewe are.” She sighed. "Took him along
time, but the force of hiswandering part was so great that it worked itsway through a channel to the
surface of the earth.”

"And that's the pony you weretalking about,”" said Mack.

"No, Mack," said Yo Yo. "That was you. Seventeen years ago. Y ou the first thing he squeezed
out. We could fed him bresking through like amother hen watching her chicksjiggle their eggs and
then peck ahole. But we couldn't stop him. Puck here couldn't even try—he's bound to Oberon by
vows he can't break. All | could do wastry to persuade Ceese here to kill you, and he wastoo strong



for me. Hislovefor you too strong.”
"Y ou people are apiece of work," said Grand Harrison.

"Now | just don't understand that saying,” said Puck. "A piece of needlework? Or, like, when
we call awoman a'piece,' only she doesit for money so she's, you know, working when—"

"Shut up, Puck," said Yo Yo.

"What you're saying," said Mack, "isyou want meto break you out of your little glassjars.”
"Eventudly,” said Yo Yo. "But not you. You couldn't doiit.”

"l couldn't?" asked Mack.

"Impossible," said Puck.

"Helying, right?' Mack asked Yo Yo.

"Doyou bdieve him?'

"No," said Mack.

"Then it doesn't matter if it'strue or not, doesit?"' asked Yo Yo. "Look, Mack, I'vetried to tell
you severa times. You are the part of him that he squeezed out first. Y ou are Oberon.”

"Bull," sad Mack.

"That'swhy you can find where this house is hidden," said Ceese. "And why you don't change
gzesgoing into Fairyland.”

"I'mme," said Mack. "I don't have any memory of being Oberon. | got no powers."
"Excuseme," said Yo Yo. "You think seeing dreams an't apower?'

"It's not apower if | can't contral it," said Mack.

"But you did control it," said Ceese. "For along time."

"You wander fredy through Fairyland and nothing hurtsyou,” said Yo Yo. "Puck goestwenty
feet in and birds pick him up and damn near feed him to their babies.”

"Because I'm Oberon.”
"You'repart of him," sad Yo Yo.

"So I'm hisspy?'



"No," said Yo Yo. "He probably can't use you for that. Like| said, you're not his pony—hell
see through the eyes and speak through the mouth and hear through the ears of whoever heé'sinside.
But you—he's about as conscious of you asamorta normaly isof his heartbest.”

"When | run hard enough, | hear my heartbeat without even taking my pulse,” said Mack.

"That'sright. Under stress, you're more aware. Same with him. Sometimes he notices you but
only when you'rein trouble."

"I'min troubleright now," said Mack. "Causethe only fairies| know keep tdling me I'm their

"Y ou're not our—" Y0 Y 0 began.

"We're your enemy,” said Puck, "but you're not ours."

"Y ou're not our enemy,” Yo Yo said forcefully, shutting Puck up.

"And if hefedslikeit, he can make me betray you.”

"Hasn't yet, though, hashe?' asked Yo Yo.

"1'm not some discarded piece of theking of thefairies" said Mack heatedly. "I'm not some
gppendix or tondll, I'm me. | was raised by Miz Smitcher and Ceese here. | wastrained up on the
Bibleand | try to be adecent man. | work at whatever I'm supposed to work on. | even work to
oppose Oberon, and he doesn't stop me. He's not me, I'm not him."

"Y ou're not the part of him that chooses," said Yo Yo, gently touching hisarm to calm him. "See,
Mack, here'swhat happened. He needed a changeling here to store up the power of al these
peopl€e's wishes. So he sent you. It doesn't matter to him whether the wishes come true or not, except

that if they do, he has Puck here assigned to make sure something ugly happensfor Oberon's
entertainment. That he likes—so when Puck comes back, if he does, Oberon will want afull report.”

"So what am |, then? His gastank?"

"No," said Yo Yo. "No, you'e his conscience. That's the part he had to get rid of. That'sthe
part that was stopping him from doing something truly hideousto usand to al the mortas. By taking
every good thing out of hisown heart, al his decency and honor and hope and joy and love, and

putting them in you and shoving you out into the world, he left only pure ambition and pride and
vengefulness and power-lust and violence therein hisown heart."”

"He decided to be evil," said Mack. "And I'm supposed to be al the good he threw away?*
"Hewould say, al the weakness and softness.”
"I'm not weak," said Mack.

"That'shismistake," said Yo Yo. "That's our secret weapon. He thinks you're weak because he
always managed to hide hiskind heart under a mask of jokery and rages and malice. But it was there,



and it kept him from utterly destroying people. Once you were... born, Mack, then there was no
restraint on hiswill to evil. It could grow and grow. Bit by bit. Without you in his heart, he turned
himsdf into the devil "
"Not the devil," said Puck. "I wouldn't want you to get aswelled head thinking you seen him.”
"Meaning that heistherea devil? Cause Puck lies?’

"Helies"" said Yo Yo, "but it doesn't mean that whatever he saysis the opposite of the truth,
ether. That would be just as sure aguide astelling you the truth in thefirgt place.”

"YoYo," sad Mack. "The stuff youretdling me. What difference doesit make?1 think I'm a
free man, you think I'm secretly Oberon. So what?"

" S0 you can do things that we need. We can useyou,” said Yo Yo, "to set up the old dragon
and—"

"Kill him?* Mack whispered.

"No, but cagtration and stomach stapling seem appropriate,” said Puck.

"Ishefat?' asked Ceese.

"No, | just want him to throw up every time he eats more than three little bites of amed.”

"We got to get out of thejugs,” said Yo Yo. "And not just st free. Protected till our... soulsare
given back."

"Why should we free his soul 7" asked Mack, thumbing at Puck.

Puck let out along, loud fart. Fortunately odorless. In fact, knowing Puck, it probably wasn't a
red fart.

"Dont, if you don't want to,” said Yo Y o. "Just remember that without me, Puck would belong
completely to Oberon. No more attempts to make it possible for you to avoid letting people hurt
themsdves”

"My head isspinning,” said Grand. "'l want to go home and go to bed.”

"I didn't inviteyou," Puck said cheerfully. "Fed freeto leave any time."

"What exactly isthe plan?' asked Mack. "And what can we do to hep?"

"Nothing," said Yo Yo. "It'stoo powerful for you. Thanksfor al you did so far, but except for
onetiny thing, we don't need you at al and don't intend to put you at risk."

"What'sthat onetiny thing?' asked Mack.

"Get usout of those jars.”



"How?" asked Mack.

"Well," said Yo Yo, "that's the thing. In order for usto do that, we'd have to know the
counterword. So we do need you to get that. Y ou or somebody."

"Wheredo | learn this 'counterword'?' asked Mack.

"Oh, you dready know it," said Yo Yo. "You just don't know that you know it. In fact, you
think you don't know it. But you know it."

"Soyou do need me."

"Judt alittle bit. Then we're on our own."

"Okay," said Mack. "I'll help you find that password—"

"Counterword,” said Puck with al the smugness of Alex Trebek.

"But you got to help us, too.”

"We are helping you," said Yo Yo. "Once we get out of those jars and put back together
properly, then we can go find Oberon's pony and shut him down. Put him out of business. Stuff the
genie back into the bottle. So to spesk.”

"Won't he know you're out?"'

"Wdl," said Yo Yo, "probably."

"So won't he come down on you the second you're free?”

"That'sthe other little thing we need.”

"The counterword and something e

"We need adistraction. We need—"

Grand Harrison interrupted her. "What you need isafairy circle.”

Y olandalooked at him like he wasinsane. "Do you know how many fairiesit takesto make a
decent circle?!

"But it'swhat you need, isnt it?" said Grand.

"We got no fairiesto work with," said Puck. "Oberon kegps atight rein on them. He only lets
the ones he absolutely truststo come out to... um... play. So we can't raiseacircle.”

"Helying?' Mack asked Yo Yo.



"Doyou believe him?' asked Yo Yoinreply.

"Yaddayadda," said Mack. "We never get astraight answer.”
"Can't get astraight answer into acrooked mind,” said Puck.
"What do you mean by that?' demanded Mack.

"I mean the only timeyou believe meiswhen| lie

Grand Harrison spoke up again. "If he can suck our wishes out of us, why can't you use us
mortasin your fary circle?'

"And that'sredlly starting to bother me," said Puck, rising to hisfeet. "What do you know about
fary cirdes?'

"It's how you do truly great magicks. Y ou bring together abunch of fairies and they form acircle
and dl of the power of dl thefariesin the circle becomes part of the great thing you'retrying to do.”

"And you learned thiswhere?' asked Yo Yo.

"The Blue Book of Fairy Tales," said Grand. "Or the Red one. Or whatever."
"Not in those books," said Puck.

"Stay on topic, Puckaroo,” said Yo Yo.

"If I had any real power, she'd drop dead when she called methat,” said Puck. Then he grinned
a Yolanda "Jugt kidding, darling.”

"Fairy circle" said Ceese. "Grand'sidea."

"It might work," said Yo Y 0. "Except we don't know just how much of him he's put into his
pony. If it'sdl there, except for the part that is Mack—then we could do it using afairy circle made of
mortals. But if part of himisherein thisworld, and part of himin Fairyland, that would belike
lassoing a one-inch-thick snake with alariat that won't get any skinnier than two inchesin diameter.”

"Will this be on the geometry test?' asked Mack.

"Soto do afary circlein order to confine him long enough for usto get free, you haveto find
out where heis, exactly," said Ceese. "And in order to find out where heis, you need—Ilet me
guess—Mack, because he is Oberon. Sort of."

"That'sright," sad Yo Yo.

"Only Mack doesn't know it," said Ceese.

Puck suddenly had amoustache and twirled it. "Little does he know..." The moustache
disappeared when everybody looked at him and nobody laughed.



"So how you going to get your counterword and your information out of aguy who doesntt
actually know the things you think he knows?" asked Ceese.

"Seegp with him, of course” sad Yo Yo.

"He's saventeen!” said Ceese.

"It's the time-honored tradition,” said Grand. "Fairy queen needsto find out something from a
mortal. She gets him into Fairyland, boffs his brains out, and then he just won't go away. Mortal stalks
her until she takes pity on him and makes him forget.”

"Blue Fairy Book or Red?" asked Mack.

"He'sjust making thisup,” said Puck.

"I'mafolklorigt,” said Grand. "Amateur. Started with dave narratives and dave magic beliefs.
Then | branched out. | never thought it wasredl."

"If youthink thisisred,” said Puck.

"Shut the Puck up,” said Yo Yo.

"Haha," said Puck. "Aren't we the class clown.”

"But youvegottodoit dl a once" said Grand, "which isimpossible. Because you can't use the
fairy circleto bind him unlessyou two fariesarein control of it, and you can't get control of it till
you're reunited with your imprisoned salves. And you can't be liberated until thefairy circle has
digracted him."

"Plus| ain't deeping with you," said Mack.

Both Puck and Yo Yo looked a him like he was crazy. "Everybody wantsto deep with her,"
said Puck.

"Not me," said Mack.

"Yesyou do," sad Yo Yo."Youthink I don't know?'

"Oh, | want to," said Mack. "But | don't want to."

"Try English thistime," said Puck.

"l want to deep with her but | don't choose to deep with her.”

Yo Yowason her feet in an ingant. "Why not? What's wrong with me? | have never had a
morta turn me down!"

"Because I'm not deegping with agirl I'm not married to," said Mack.



"Wow," said Ceese. "Y ou don't hear that very much.”

"You doing it that way," said Mack to Ceese.

"Y eah, but I'm not sure how much of that is voluntary and how much isinadvertent.”
Puck giggled and spoke to Mack. " So you want to get married?"

"She'saready married,” said Ceese.

"It doesn't matter," said Yo Yo.

"It doesto me," said Mack.

"l mean, it doesn't matter that I'm married to Oberon. Y ou are Oberon. So | could deep with
you right now."

"Oberon and you might be married, but I'm not Oberon,” said Mack. "And we're not married.”

Ceesetried to summarizeit. "So thisal comes down to, Mack getsit on with Y olanda White
here, you find out what you need to know, then dl the other stuff happens at once.”

"Thet'sit," sadYoYo.

"Including afary circle” said Ceese.

"If the neighbors might be willing to cooperate.”

"Weform your fary circle" said Grand, "will that make these horrible wishes stop?”
"1t would give me and Puck the power we need, if there are enough of you."

"And we got to get al those peopleinto this house?' asked Grand.

"No, dear no," said Yo Yo. "Mortas wishes have no power in Fairyland. Especialy not herein
this passageway. No, thefairy circle hasto bein the morta world."

"But you'reimprisoned in Fairyland,” said Mack.

"Right," said Puck. "Why do you think we haven't already worked this out with some other
neighborhood long ago?"

"Y ou haven't worked it out with this neighborhood, either,” said Ceese. "Y ou got along way to
go before most of these folkswilling to crossthe sireet for Miz Y olanda”

"Y ou haven't worked any of it out,” said Mack. "Including the part where you deep with me just
to get information. It'slike some bad World War One movie. What was that musical one with Julie
Andrews and Rock Hudson?"'



"Who are they?" asked Ceese.

"When people are watching avideo, they let me stay and watch,” said Mack. "I seen about
everything. Darling Lili, that was the name of it. Mary Poppins did a striptease. Nobody wantsto
see Mary Poppins do a striptease.”

"l wouldn't mind," said Puck.

"1'm not going to lie with awoman I'm not married to," said Mack.

"That one heavy Bible-reading boy there," said Puck.

"Good for you, Mack Street,” said Grand.

"Queen of the fairieswantsto deep with you," said Ceese, "and you saying no?"

"I'm saying, Marry me," said Mack.

"Wheatever," said Yo Yo.

Itinfuriated Mack that she dismissed him so easily. "Marry meand meaniit.”

"I meant it thefirs timel married you,” said Yo Yo impatiently. "lsn't that enough?’

"Y ou never married me," said Mack. He got up and walked out the front door.

"Oh good," said Ceese. "Now how are we going to get home?"'

"Y ou don't need hishelp to get out, you boneheaded mortd," said Puck with acheery smile.
"Only togetin."

"Why isthat?' asked Grand.

"Because that's the world you come from," said Yo Yo. "The world of the street out there. It's
where you belong. Y ou can aways go home."

"So does that mean Mack belongsin our world, too?" asked Ceese.

Yo Yo patted hishand. "Y ou such asweet boy, Ceese. Still looking out for your little Mack
Street. That boy livesin both worlds. Helivesin both worlds all the time.”

"Y ou mean when he'sin Fairyland, heswalking around here, too?" said Ceese. "'I'm surprised
he wasn't hit by acar.”

"1 mean he casts a shadow in both worlds. He makes afootprint.”

Puck snorted. "That boy barely isafootprint. Doesn't even makeit up to shadow."



"He's more than a shadow,” said Ceese. "He's the best kid in the world.”

"Cause he don't make no trouble," said Puck. "Exactly my point.”

Ceeseturned away from him and spoketo Y olanda. "1 don't want him to marry you.”
"Likel said, | don't care either way. | just got to know what's going on with my husband.”

"I know alot of people dept with alot of other people and till don't know sguat about any of
them.”

"Ceese,' said Yolanda. "Didn't you ever wonder why the Queen of the Fairies kept wanting to
deep with wandering mingres and farmboys? In al thosefary tdes?’

" Same reason white women always want to deep with black men," said Ceese.

"Poor boy," said Y olanda. "When mortals hook up like that, they don't even know each other's
bodies. It ain't even carnal knowledge. But when | hook up with somebody, | know everything, | see
everything. | even know stuff they don't know they know. It'sal mine. That's what | love.”

"Oberon do that too?"’

"He thinks he does, but he got no ideawhat-al | get fromiit. Truly knowing everything about
another person—that takes me way higher than dl that trembly screechy moany stuff mortal women
get S0 excited about.”

"But fary men don't do that."

"Maybethey could, if they bothered to look into their partner theway | look into mine.”

"Just seemsto me," said Ceese, "you taking alot from Mack and giving him pretty damn little.”
"I'maqueen,” said Y olanda. "What planet you been living on?"

"S0, you going to spoil him for other women? 'Y ou going to make it so he can't be happy with
somebody like Ebony DeVries?!

Y olandaamost answered. Then she shook her head. "I won't keep him from anything he ever
had a chance of having."

"Oh, youredl heart," said Ceese. "Y ou're Miss Congenidity timesten."

"Cecil Tucker," shesaid, "1 will never do anything that harms Mack Street. But | also can't give
him any happinessthat isout of hisreach by nature.”

"Nothing natura about any of you fairies™

"l don't like the way you said 'fairies,’ " said Puck.



"And | don't give aflying Puck what you like" said Ceese.
"That would be a'plying' Puck, | think," said Puck.
"Hugh," said Yolanda. "We need Ceese."

"What do you need me for?'

"Sometimes you got to have agiant.”

Chapter 20

WEDDING

All day people called and came by Rev Theo's church, wanting to know if the storiesthey were
hearing were true. Rev Theo assured them that |ast night they were truly blessed by God, and yes, it
was through the vessdl of Word Williams, his associate pastor. If anyone noticed that "associate
pastor”" was apromotion, they didnt mentioniit.

Those who wanted to talk to Word, however, were disappointed. Word spent the morning and
much of the afternoon in seclusion. From time to time, Rev Theo would knock on the door of hisown
office, but Word would answer, "Can | have just alittlelonger, Sr?"

Rev Theo wastelling everybody that Word was spending the day in prayer, and it was true that
from time to time he prayed. But mostly he was reading scripture and trying to sort thingsout in his
mind.

There was no denying that the gift he had received last night did good things for people. Hewas
given knowledge he shouldn't have had; the words just flowed into his mind and he spoke them. And
the hedlings, the saved life, those were real and definitely good.

But countering it dl wasthe feding of having something enter him. The Holy Spirit was supposed
to be afedling of joy, exdtation. Not like someoneinserting acold and cregpy hand into the back of
your head and down your spine. Like aworm ingnuating itsdf in your flesh.

It felt like being possessed by adevil. Not that Word had ever had such athing happen before.
But how else could it fed? Or like having some dien creature get insde your nervous system and take

over your body.

Only here hewas, praying, reading the Bible, al those things that were supposed to make devils
uncomfortable, and nothing was happening. At the sametime, didn't he fill fed it down hisspine? A
kind of thickness at the back of his head? An extralittle hitch in his shoulders when he moved his
ams? Or wasthat dl hisimagination?

Doesthe Spirit of God fed like apassenger? Doesit ride you like a pony?



A pony. Word thought back to when he was alittle kid and somebody had apony ride at their
birthday party. For some reason the pony decided Word was a pushover. Or maybe the pony was
just done for the day. Whatever the reason, it took off out of the front yard and started off down
Cloverdde, right at the steepest part. Went right past the Williamses house and the pony's owner was
ydling for him to stop, but Word had no idea how to control the pony. He kept kicking it and tdlling it
to stop, but it just went faster, and it was scary because the road was so steep. Finally the horse
scraped him off on astreet sign, knocking him to the Street.

So to Word, it wasn't the rider who wasin contral, it was the pony.

Or wasthat what hisrider wanted him to think? Had that memory been inserted in hismind like
those things he said yesterday ?

How could he explain to peoplethat it wasn't him, and it might not even have been God?
The New Testament had those stories about Jesus enemies saying, "He casts out devils by the
power of the prince of devils." But the whole point of the storiesisthat it was stupid to think that good

works could come from evil sources.

But common sense said that if you were evil and wanted to ingnuate yoursdf into acommunity,
you'd come on asredly nice and helpful. What community wouldn't welcome aheder?

He shook hishead. Why am | resigting this? Isn't it what | dreamed of ? There's a congregation
that will look to me now to show them the will of God. To bring them his hedling blessng. How can |
disappoint them?

But if thisis somekind of poison, sometrick, then how can | continue to deceive them?

Another knock on the door.

"Please," said Word. "I'm not done.”

To Word'ssurprise, it wasn't Rev Theo. "Word, it's me, Mack Street.”

Mack Street—the one who had known about dreams. Why didn't Word think of him before?
He might have the answers Word needed.

When he got up and let Mack in, though, Mack wasn't done. He had awoman with him. And
when Mack said her name, Y olanda White, Word remembered. The motorcycle-riding bimbo who
was getting dl the old fartsin the nelghborhood so upset because she didn't have the right dignity. And
here she was with Mack showing her off as proudly asif he had just invented her.

He had al the eermarks of young love. Trouble was, she didn't. Shejust regarded him calmly
and steedily as heinvited them to Sit down.

Mack came to the point pretty quickly. "We want to get married.”

"I'm not licensed yet," said Word. "Y ou got to talk to Rev Theo."



"That'sthe point,” said Mack. "We don't have alot of time. And even though I'm underage on
the books, I'm not redlly. I've spent at least awhole year wandering in Fairyland while only afew
hours passed herein thisworld."

"So you got an extra year tucked in there?' asked Word.

"Maybe as much astwo years."

Word tried to make sense of that one. And failed. " So you're saying that somehow you'reredly
over eighteen but not in away you could proveto the authorities.”

"And sheld have trouble coming up with abirth certificate,”" said Mack. "So what wewant isa
kind of unofficid marriage. Asfar asthe government is concerned, no marriage a dl. But in the eyes
of God, aredl one. That'sasmuch as| need.”

"That would be great,” said Word. "I'm aminister for so short atime | only gave my first sermon
last night, and dready I'm being asked to bresk the law.”

"But we're not asking for alegdly binding marriage. More like those ceremonies they do for gay
couples. No legal force, but dl the same words as a church marriage.”

"Stll, thisisfor Rev Theo."
"No," said Mack. "It'syou. Only you. Can't be anybody dse."
"Why isthat?'

"Because of ... because you were with me. Three years ago. When you saw how that old man
got heded.”

Thereit was. The very miracle that had gotten Word started on his quest for religious
enlightenment.

"Why would that matter, when it comesto marriage?"* asked Word.
"BecauseI'm... she's..."

"Mack," said Y olanda White, "we don't need to do this. | can see Brother Word here doesn't
wanttodoit."

"1 want to do whatever will please God," said Word. "Tel me."
"Thethingis," said Mack, "she'saready married.”

"That would probably stop Rev Theo from doing it," said Word. "Thingiis, it would stop me,

too.

"But the person she'smarried toisme.”



Word wondered if hewas crazy. All those years wandering around the neighborhood in a daze.

"Look, Word, heréshow it is," said Mack. "She knowswho | reglly am. | wasn't redlly ababy.
I mean, not a new baby. I'm just a part of somebody very, very old. Split off and sent to earth to
gather... well, dreams. Wishes."

Theinvisble hand that had been inserted down Word's spine shifted and shivered and Word
wriggled in his sedt.

"Got hemorrhoids?' asked Y olanda. She grinned at him.

What an gppalling woman. "No," said Word.

"l wasjoking," said Y olanda. "Don't any of you people have a sense of humor?”

"You people?" echoed Word, incredulous at such aracist remark coming from a black woman.
"Word," said Mack, "by 'you people' she means'mortas.’ She's... uh... shesafary.”

Word fdt atrembling in hisspine. "Lady, | sdutethee," said Word. He had no ideawhy he had
sad it. Hismouth no longer belonged to him.

She looked at him steadily. Warily. "I dso wish thee good hedlth, Sir.”
"S0 you've found somebody you love better than me?' Word said.
He covered his mouth. Why would he have said such athing?
"Baby," said Yolanda, "I love everybody better than you."

Theinvisble hand let go of hisspine. "I'll perform your wedding,” said Word. Thistimethe
wordswere hisown. "Aslong asyou don' try to assert it in court.”

"Wdl, | wouldn't dream of asserting my wedding. All right if | attend it?"

"Wouldn't have it any other way," said Word. And then more words came unbidden to hislips:
"O Titanig, dosvidanya.”

"Cute," said Y olanda. "Now were Russan?'

"What are you doing, Word?" asked Mack. "Y ou two know each other?"
"Only as | know the soul of every wanton woman," said Word's mouth.
"I'm the one wantin' to get married,” said Mack. "She'sjudt... willing.”

Word swallowed hard, trying to resst saying any words that came to him from his possessor.
But hismouth belonged to him again. "I'll do it," he said. "When?"



"Right now?" asked Mack.

"Want witnesses?' asked Word.

"Yes" said Mack.

"No," said Y olanda.

"How about acompromise?’ said Word. "Let'sbring in Rev Theo."
"Won't hetry to stop us?' asked Mack.

"Not today," said Word. "Today | have carte blanche.”

"Oooh," said Yolanda. " Another language.”

Word stepped to the door and called out to Rev Theo.

"Thanksfor letting me back into my office today,” said Theo with awink. "Glad to see you being
S0 respectful to your mother," he said to Mack.

Mack looked around. "Thisisn't my mother, Sr. Thisisthe woman I'm going to marry."

Rev Theo looked back and forth between them. "I think there's an age disparity, my children.
Plusyou look too young, son.”

"That's why we want Word to marry us," said Mack. "Because he doesn't have any authority.
Soit'snot redly amarriage.”

"So why bother doing it.”
"Because she needsto deep with me," said Mack.
"More than they need to know," murmured Y olanda

Word didn't think it was funny, and yet alaugh came unbidden to histhroat. A deep, hearty
laugh, and it went on and on.

"There's more than one way to possess achangding, my love," said Yolanda Thisredly
confused Rev Theo, since she said it to Word.

"Word," said Rev Theo, "have you and thiswoman been carrying on?"

"Just met for thefirst time," said Word. "We only wanted you as awitnessto this extralegal
wedding. Y ou need to be awitnessthat | didn't promise them it would be binding.”

So the wedding proceeded, with Word twisting around the words of the standard ceremony to
reflect their red stuation. He specificaly denied having any authority. And when he said the part
about does anybody know any reason these two should not get married, he added, "1 mean, besides



Rev Theo raised hishand. "Wdll, there you go," said Word. "It'satie. Two of usthink thisisa
stupid idea, and you two think it'sworth going ahead with."

"Man and wife," said Mack. "Say 'man and wife.""
It sounded like Mack was quoting. "Isthat from something?"* asked Word.

"Princess Bride," said Mack. Then hefdt stupid for having made ajoke during hiswedding.
But then, they were treating the wedding as ajoke. Everybody but him.

"| thought | recognized it," said Word. And, obediently, he cut to the chase, asking them
whether, and they answered that they did, and then he pronounced them man and wifein the eyes of
God but definitely not the eyes of thelaw. "Which meansit's gill having sex with aminor,” he pointed
out to Y olanda.

"Planning to tell on me?' she asked him. "Let'stdl everybody."

"I'mjust asking that you not do it right herein front of me."

"Y ou have my word," she said. Then winked. A punster. How swell. "Of course, you'll haveto
cooperate by leaving the room.”

Sheturned to Rev Theo, who till looked more than alittle appalled at what had just happened
ingde his office. "Don't you two have work to do now?" she asked. Then she touched his shoulder.

"Y es—my associate pastor here, Word Williams, needs to prepare another sermon for tonight.”
"So you don't mind if we stay and consummate our marriage vows herein your office?"
"What?' said Mack.

"Wedon't have alot of time, and thereisn't adecent motel within easy walking distance," she
explained.

"Why, that's no problem," said Rev Theo. "Just don't spill anything on my couch." And with that,
Rev Theo smiled, winked at Mack, and left the room.

Word couldn't understand why Rev Theo would act like that. These people had just asked him if
they could have sex in his office and he didn't bat an eye. "Who are you?' he asked Y olanda.

She smiled at him. "The part of you that knows, doesn't need to be told, and the part of you that
needs to be told, doesn't need to know."

Mack walked to the window and looked out onto the shabby street, where people were dready
lined up for the evening's service. "'l don't think well need this room, so don't worry, Word."

"What do you mean?' Y olanda asked him.



Mack turned around with tearsin hiseyes. "Thisisnothing to you," he said to her. "But it's
everything to me.”

"It's very important to me," Y olandainssted.

"It isvery important, but I'm not."

"Y ou're the only man I've ever married. Partly."

"] don't remember you ever loving me," said Mack. "And you sure as hdll don't love me now."
"But | do," said Yolanda. "I love you with dl my heart.”

"Why dont | believe you?'

"Because you have avery limited view of things" said Y olanda. "And, at this particular moment,
sodo|. What I'm wondering is, are you planning to let your limited view make my limited view
permanent?’

"What's going on here?' asked Word.

Y olandaturned to him and shook her head. "Word, the part of you that doesn't understand
doesn't need to know, and—"

"Oh, shut up," said Word, and he left the room. Whatever they were doing in there was none of
hisbusiness. If it didn't bother Rev Theo, it didn't bother him.

Therewasmagic inthis. And Y olanda seemed to know al about the changein him. Talking
about apart of him thisand a part of him that.

Whatever possessed him was not God. It was more like Bag Man. It was about babies being
born after a one-hour pregnancy. It was about an old man reaching out to be heded by a
fourteen-year-old boy who had no ideawhat he was doing. It was about hisfather finding al his
poems spread al over the internet and getting reviewed scornfully—the old man was almost catatonic,
refusing to go to the office, and Mother was staying with him al day because she was afraid he might
kill himsdif.

It was about magic and evil and not Jesus healing power.

Y et the people who were blessed last night were truly blessed. Therewasno trick init. Not like
what happened in Badwin Hills.

Therumorswereflying al over the neighborhood about OphdiaMcCadlister in her husband's
grave and Sherita Banks being transported to a gang bang. And Sabrina Chum had a hideous
fast-growing cancer removed from her nose. The doctors said that if it hadn't been discovered till
morning, it would have spread so far through her nose that the whole thing would have had to be
removed. And Madeline Tucker was spreading around what Ceese told her—that Mack Street saw
these peopl€'s dreams and knew that something bad was happening and saved them.



Look at it oneway, and it was a blessing, amiracle. Mack knew their dreams and he saved
them.

Look at it another way, and something evil wasin the neighborhood—adark force that turned
wishesinto nightmares. And who was profiting from those nightmares? Mack Street and hisfriends.

So was Mack saving them? Or profiting from their terror and gratitude? OphdiaMcCalister
wasin her living room telling every visitor how beautiful it felt to have that coffin lid open and Mack
Street and Grand Harrison lift her up out of the grave. "It was arehearsa for the judgment day. For
the rapture!™ she told anybody who came by.

And then Word came back down to the church and spent the day thinking and praying and
reading the scriptures. All day held been telling himsdf that the stuff that happened in Badwin Hills
had nothing to do with the Christian miracles here in this church last night. But now he knew it wasn't
true. Now he knew that it was dl part of the same thing. Whatever had crept ingde him, thiswoman
knew what it was, or who it was. She claimed that Mack Street was somehow already her hushand.

So by preaching to the people, was he advancing the cause of that vile man who took Mack
Street out of his parents bedroom in agrocery bag? Or opposing it? Whose side was he on? What
was good?

Good was that baby being saved last night.

Good was theway Rev Theo greeted him with a hug when he camein thismorning, and told
him, "The blessing of God is on my house again, thanksto you.”

"Thanks beto Jesusadone," said Word to him, and meant it. But now... now hejust didn't know.
Wasit Jesus? Or was Jesusjust... something like Mack? Or something like Word? Possessed. Or
some divided-off part of his"father” who wasn't in heaven at dl?

He went back to the office door and knocked on it. Hard. He didn't care what they were doing.
He needed answers more than they needed to consummate their marriage in the pastor's office.

He opened the door. Neither of them wasinside. The windows were still closed. The door had
been locked. Word had never been out of sight of the door.

But dl their clotheswere lying on the couch asif they had smply disappeared while embracing
each other.

Frustrated, angry, afraid, Word went to the window and opened it and looked down at the
hundreds of people gathering in the street. No way would they al fit insde the church.

How could he come down and say, What happened last night, that was evil. Because it wasn't
evil. It was good. It was hedling, and blessing, and it had to come from God.

If I preach to them tonight, just so they won't be disappointed, therell be an even bigger crowd
tomorrow. And bigger, and bigger, because these blessings work. Everybody can seeit. Not some
vague or phony miracles like amedicine show. He didn't have somebody out working theline,
learning facts about these peoplein order to fake up amind-reading act. Whatever possessed him



was going to change their lives. Some of them, anyway.

How could he say no to that?

As soon asthe door closed, she took him by the hand and led him to the couch. "It'sall right,
baby," she said. "It'snot like you think. I'm not just using you. | redlly do loveyou.”

"But | don't love you," hesaid. "I don't even know you."

"Never knew aman to be bothered by that,” said Yo Y o. "Men dwaysfind out they love me, as
soon as| do this" Shekissed him.

"I'm not aman,” said Mack. "Y ou said so yourself."
"That'sright," shesaid. "You don't haveto love me."

"l didn't know I'd fed thisway. | just thought it would be... like the guys at school talk abouit.
Getting laid."

“Not with me"

"l don't want it to be nothing," he said. "l want it to bered. | want it to lagt.”

Shegiggled. "Wadll, if it just went on and on, you'd never get anything else done.”

"YoYo," hesad. "l want to love you forever."

"What do you think | want?' She pulled him down to it by her on the couch. "Think |
imprisoned you in the underworld because | hated you? No, | loved you. | loved this part of you. The
Mack Street part. Sure, the other part was fun, the contest between uswas... entertaining. But you
never let this part of you out. Thisisthe part you hid away, and now you threw it away, but you're
wrong, Oberon, thisMack Street part of you is purelove and light."

"No I'm not," said Mack. "I'm not part of something else, I'm me."

"l know it, Mack," she said. "Y ou don't know how important it isthat | know you, and you
know me"

"It'sjust spying toyou.”
"No, Mack. It'sdiscovering. It's making something. It'sthe love of my life.”

"l don't want you to bethe love of my life," said Mack. "I want to love someone who thinks I'm
complete by mysdf."

"Then that someone would believein alie. Because you aren't complete. Y ou're the best part of
someone great, marvelous, powerful, and addicted to cruelty. Y ou don't know that side of you, but |



do. What | never got to know was this part of you. Oh, Mack Street, don't hide yourself from me
any longer.”

Her hands were around him like vinesaround atree. Her lipswere on his. And thiskiss—his

firs—was more than akiss. For amoment he thought she was sucking the life out of him, but then he
redlized that it waan't likethat a al. Shewas, in fact, moving him, but not taking anything from him.

They weren't Sitting on the couch anymore. They were sitting on a moss-covered stone, cool but
not cold, and the sun was shining through the canopy of leaves and warming their naked skin. He did
love her, just as she had told him he would. In fact, he discovered that he already knew her body in
waysthat he had not imagined. They were not strangers. They were hushand and wife.

Hewondered if he actually looked like Oberon, or if thingslike that didn't matter. What was she
seaing when she kissed him and held him?

Not Mack Street.

But here, in her embrace, naked among the trees, he didn't care.

Word and Rev Theo carried their whole PA system out into the street. Once this had been a
thoroughfare, and these storefronts had been full of business and the streets full of people and cars,
but now hardly anybody drove along here, and if some cop came up held seeit wasn't ariot or a
demondtration, it was church, it was religion. Nobody would interfere.

Because the thing that possessed him wouldn't et them.

It doesn't ruleme. If it triesto turn thisthing to evil, | won't et it. I'm till Word, the same man
I've dways been. | searched for God and this thing came instead, but that doesn't mean it wasn't also
an answer to my prayers. Couldn't God have sent thisto him? Given him this power in order to fulfil a

misson from the Lord?

Waan't thiswhat it fdt like for Jesus, when the multitude cameto listen to hisword, and then he
reached out and healed them, and gathered up their children and blessed them?

"No collection today,” Word said to Rev Theo.
"You'rejoking, right?' said Rev Theo. "Thisministry could use ashot of cash.”
"Y ou can set up baskets by the door. Let them come up if they want to contribute. But it can't

look like people are paying to get heded. Afterward, if they want to contribute. But nothing gets
passed around.”

"That'sjust crazy," said Rev Theo.
"Please" sad Word. "Don't ask for it. Let them giveit out of thelr own hearts."

Rev Theo studied hisface. "Y ou think well get more that way, don't you?"



"l have noidea," said Word.

"You think it's better PR, and well make morein thelong run.”

"Rev Theo, | know your ministry takes money. But money didn't buy what happened last night.”

"Money paid the rent on the roof under which it happened,” said Rev Theo. "Money paid the
light bill and paid for the benches and the doors and the locks on the doors that keep the vandals out.
A lack of money tore my wife and me gpart for along time, and now that the Lord is bringing us back
together, | got to pay for me and her to live decently. Don't despise money, Word."

"I'mjugt afraid that... | don't know if it will ever happen again.”

"It happened last night and we had a collection, didn't we?' Rev Theo patted his shoulder. "But
for you, tonight, well try it your way. A couple of deacons with bowls at the door, and those who

want to walk up front and contribute, we won't refuse them. The others can do what they want."

"Thanks," said Word.

They lay entangled on soft grass, and till the sun shone overhead as though time had not passed,
though it felt to Mack likeinfinitetime, and it dso felt likeno timeat dl. It wasn't over because he ill
held her, and her heart still beat between her breests asif it were his own heart, pumping hisown
blood. His hand rested there, and he never wanted to move.

"Did you get what you needed?' he asked her.

"Mm-hmm," shesaid.

"And me" said Mack. "Did | get what | needed?"

"Y ou got what he needed,” she said. "Y ou were aready perfect.”

More slence. More birdsong in the trees. More petalsfrom blossomsfalling, asif inthisglen it
happened to be spring.

"YoYo," hesad.

"Mm?'

"Why aren't you smal.”

Shegiggled. "What?"

"When Puck cameto Fairyland he turned smdl. Tiny. Why didn't you?'

"BecauseI'm holding you," she said. "I'm joined to you. Y ou kegp me from shrinking. As surely
asif my soul werefreed from that jar you put mein."



"I didnt—"
"Your evil... twin. Put mein."
"So if you were whole, you wouldn't be small.”

"When | go wandering in the world, | go out like this. Wearing another body. Because mortals
redlly couldn't bear to seeme as| truly am. I'm very—"

"Beautiful "

"I'm too perfect to be seen by morta eyes. It's not vanity, it'sjust the truth. So | go out
incomplete, and while that's happening, the part that stays behind islike what you saw inthejar.
Dazzling, but very small. And when the part of me that'sin your world triesto come back wearing this
morta body, then that body becomes smdll, too. Unless| have power like the power stored in you to
keep mewhole."

"S0 you're taking power from the dreams of my neighbors.”
"Ther wishes. Yes"
"Then you—we—were like parasites.”

"No," said Yo Yo. "Werelike artists. They don't make food, they don't make shelter. Y ou can't
wear apainting, you can't eat apoem, you can't put a song over your head to shelter you from wind
and rain. But we feed them, don't we, because we love the picture and the poem and the song. Like
we feed children, who aso don't earn their place.”

"We feed children because of what they can become.”

"And mortalsfeed me on their dreams because only |, and others like me, have the power to
make their dreams cometrue.”

"Right, like Puck does."

"If I had my right power, and Puck too, | could keep him tame. His pranks would be nothing
more than that. Not these monstrous things that Oberon istaking ddight in.”

"How do you do it? How can you collect awish and turn it into—something in the red world?"

"Don't you understand? Wishes are the true e ements underlying al the universe. Morta
scientists study the laws, the rules, the way the dominoesfall. But we can see undernegth it dl to the
flow of wishes and desires. Thetiny wishes of the smallest particles. The vast, complicated,
contradictory wishes of human beings. If mortals had the power to see the flows, the streams of
desire, if they could bend them the way we can, then they would constantly be a war with each other.
They stay at peace only because they have no idea of what power ispossible.”

"And why do you stay at peace?’ asked Mack.



"Haven't you been paying attention? We're not at peace. We are a war. Only there are no
more than afew thousand of us, and only a handful of us have great power. The kind of power that
would be dangerous. We have rules of our own, too. And one of the greatest is, we don't mess with
your world too much. Petty things. Entertainment. Like setting down apiece of paper, |etting an ant
crawl onit, and then moving him afew feet away. Watch him scurry. But we don't ssamp on the
anthill. Wedont burnit.”

"And that'swhat Oberon isdoing.”

"That'swhat he will do, if he can break free.”

"Cregting me, that wasthe first step.”

"And riding that poor boy Word like a pony, that was the second,” said Yo Yo.

"What's the third step?' asked Mack.

"What wejust did,” shesaid.

"What? We set him free?"

"We broke the shell of the egg, so to speak. Not that he wasredly in an egg. But you and |
were uniting. A part of him with apart of me. It opensthe door for him."

"So when you weredoing dl thisin front of Word—"

"1 knew he wouldn't stop us because it sets him free now, instead of waiting until he can form a
fairy circle out of Word's new converts. It would have taken enormous power to break the chainswe
put on him. But by marrying us, another way was opened up. It till be aday or two. We havetime.”

"Timefor what?'

"To get ready for him. To put him back down, only thistime deeper. And thistime without me
and Puck being locked in jarsin Fairyland.”

"Can't hefigure out that that's your plan?"

"Oh, he expectstricks. We've been at thisalong time. What he doesn't expect is... power. For
usto havered power."

"And where are you getting that from?”

"You," said Yo Yo."Youand dl your friends. Y our whole life, you've been gathering power
without even knowing it. Y ou're going to useit now to help us put him back down into the
underworld.”

"But I'm part of him. Y ou're going to ask meto imprison mysdif."

"YS"



"Why should | do that? Why would he let me do that?*

"He can't stop you. He thinks he can, but he doesn't understand how strong the virtue he
discarded redlly is. He doesn't redize that it's the most powerful part of himself."

"What you mean s, you hope so."

"Wel, yes, if you want to be accurate.”

"And you might bewrong.”

"Wouldn't that be a disappointment.”

"And | might end up..."

"Being swalowed up inhim again.”

"And you might end up..."

"L ocked away forever. Not just the part of me he aready hasin prison. This part too. | would
be sad. And so would the mortal world. Because what then would stop him? His own goodness

suppressed, and me not there to balance him from the outside.”

"So thewholefuture of theworld is at stake, al because we did this, and you didn't even tell me
what | wasrisking."

"Of coursel didn't," shesaid. "Y ou wouldn't have doneit."

"Damnright.”

"But it hasto be done.”

"We put everybody at risk of something terrible. We don't have theright.”

"That's virtue talking. The virtuous part of me agrees with you. But the practica part of me says,
Well be virtuous after we beat the son of abitch.”

"Andif wefal?"

"Thevirtuous part of mewill fed redly bad for along, long time."
"Well, now | can seewhy he fdl inlovewith you."

"What about you, Mack. Are you inlovewith me?'

Hekissed her. "No," he said. "I'll never know who | might have loved. But he's inlovewith
you."



She held him tighter. "L et's go back to redlity now, Mack Street.”

"1 know roughly wherewe are. It's not that long awalk."

"No need to walk. Besides, we need to pick up our clothes.”

And just like that, as she held him close, they were no longer on the grassin Fairyland, they

werein Rev Theo's officein astorefront churchin LA, stark naked with their clothes spread out
underneath them, and they could hear Word's voice in the Street outside.

Chapter 21

FAIRY CIRCLE

Word began to preach, expecting to have words given to him like last night. But it didn't happen.
He fumbled for amoment. Paused. Tried to remember the sermon he actualy wrote for yesterday.

"I'm not good at this" he said. "And | think alot of you came here hoping that you'd see
something miraculous. But ... it'snot something | control. | can pray for God's help for you. And |
can teach you the words of the Lord. So you can live abetter life. Do the thingsthat lead to
happiness. Love the Lord with al your heart, might, mind, and strength. Love your neighbor as
yoursdlf."

"Can you pray for my boy in prison?" called out awoman. "Hedidn't doit!"

"l can, Sger," said Word. "1 will."

"Well ishe going to get out?' she demanded.

"l don't know," he said. "'l don't even know if letting him out would be the will of God. It's God's
will we have to follow here. Maybe your son has things he needsto learn in prison.”

A couple of men in the congregation laughed bitterly. "L earn lots of good thingsin prison,” one
of them said.

"How old is your son?" asked Word.

"Sixteen," she said. "But they tried him as an adult. Can't vote, but he can do timelikea
grownup!"

"If he be black, they know hedoit." A Jamaican accent.
Word was at aloss. He dso knew that alot of blacks went to prison because they did doit, no

meatter what their mothers thought. But that wasn't a good thing to say to agrieving mother. Or to a
crowd in the street that came for miracles and was aready disappointed.



"Brothersand sgters,” said Word. "I wish | were a better preacher.”

He heard himsdlf say it and knew that the use of the subjunctive made him sound like he thought
he was something. He could seeit in the faces of the people, too. And in the way some of them kind
of stepped back. Not with him now.

What was he supposed to do, pretend that he grew up in South Central? What good would that
do, tobealiar?

"How can | know what to say to you? | was blessed in my childhood. My parents were happily
married. They till are. My father's a professor. My mother's an adminigtrator. | got the finest
education. | grew up surrounded by books. We never knew what it was to be hungry. What do |
know about the life your son had?

"But Jesus knows about hislife. Jesus grew up in agood family, too. A mother and father who
worked hard and loved him and took care of him. Jesus kept the commandments and served God.
And they took him out and crucified him cause they didn't like the things he said. Y ou think Jesus
doesn't know what it'sliketo beinjail for acrime you didn't commit?Y ou think Mary didn't know
what it'slike to have them take your son away and put him on trid and all the people shouting,
‘Crucify him!'?

"I'm not preaching here today because | know anything. | don't. I'm too young. My life's been
too easy. I'm here today because Jesus knows. It's the good news of Jesus that | want to bring you."

For alot of them, that was good. They moved alittle closer, then nodded, they murmured their
assent.

But for others, the ones coming to see something sensational, it was over. They started to walk
away.

Rev Theo spoke from behind him. "Y ou doing fine, Word."

Word turned gratefully to smile at him. That's when he saw Mack and Y olanda come out of the
door of the church, between the two deacons watching over the collection bowls. He felt a stab of
guilt over having performed what amounted to asham marriage, just so they could hump like bunnies
in the pastor's own office. What was he thinking? Even if Mack was somehow magicaly eighteen, he
was gill younger than she was. No way did he understand what he was doing, how he was being
used. Magicdly and sexudly and every other way.

Speaking of being used...

Hefdt theinvisible hand reach up his spine and spread through the back of hishead. It felt to
him asif the hand was somehow connected to Mack. And asit touched him, Y olandawinked at him,
asif shewas aware of what was happening.

He turned back around to face the congregation in the Street. "Sister,” he said, "your sonin
prison—what you don't know isthat he did the murder he was convicted of. And he killed two other
boys that you don't know about. And he's not sorry about it. His heart islike stone. Heliesto you
and tllsyou that he didn't do it, but the tears he sheds aren't remorse, they're because insde that



prison heisfighting for hislife againgt men much tougher and more dangerousthan heis. And dl the
timethat he's bowing before their brutal will, he's remembering how powerful hefelt when hekilled
those boys and dreaming of the day when he can kill again.”

The woman looked like she'd been dapped. People around him were wide-eyed with horror at
what he was saying.

"Siger, | pray for your son. | pray that the Lord will turn his heart to repent. But most of dl |
pray for you. Y ou have another son at home, sster. He'sagood boy, but you don't even notice him
because he's not the one in trouble. All the time you worry about the son in prison, but what about the
son who obeys you and works hard at school and gets teased by other kids because he'sagood
student and all the time his brother's gang istrying to get him to join up. Where are you for that son?
The prodigd isnot ready to come home. Why don't you love the son you have?!

"I lovemy boy! Don't tel me | don't love my boy!"

"Y ou have the power of hedling in your hands, sster,” said Word. "Go home and lay your hand
upon your good son's brow. Touch hishead and say, 'Thank you Jesus for this good boy," and you
will see how the Lord pours out his blessng upon you.”

"| didn't come herefor you to tell me I'm abad mother!" she shouted.

"Y ou came herefor the miracle you want, but I'm telling you how to get the miracle you need.
When that murderer repents and turnsto Jesus, then you'll seeamiraclein hislife, too. But he won't
get amiracle while you don't even have faith enough to do what the Lord tells you to do for your
good son."

A fiery young woman standing next to her yelled at him. "' God supposed to bring comfort!"

"God brings comfort to those who repent. But those who till love their sinsand won't give them
up, God doesn't bring comfort to them! He brings good news to them. He brings them aroad map
showing how to get out of hell. But there aren't any get-out-of-hell-free cards in the game of life,
because lifeisn't agame! Y ou can't change the rules just because you don't like the outcome! There's
apath you haveto wak. Jesus said | am the way. And you, sister, you so angry with me, I'll tell you
right now, the Lord knows the pain of your heart. He knows about the baby you aborted when you
were fourteen and how you dream about that baby. And the Lord says, You are heded. The scarsin
your uterus are made into normal flesh and your womb will be able to bear a child. So go hometo
your hushand and make the baby you both long for, because the Lord knows that you have repented
and your sinsare forgiven and your body is made whole."

The woman sobbed once, then turned and ran toward the edge of the crowd.

The people who had been wandering away were coming back now.

He heard urgent whispers behind him, and he turned around again. Mack waslying on the
ground, with one of the deacons bending over him. Y olanda didn't even seem to notice. Shewas

watching Word intently.

Word stepped away from the pulpit and asked Rev Theo what was happening.



"Woman says her husband just fainted,” said Rev Theo. "Go on with your ministry, well take
care of the newlywed groom.”

Word turned back to the microphone and began to tell a man near the edge of the congregation
that he needed to go to his mother and beg her for forgiveness and return to her the money he stoleto

buy drugs. The man fled, and Word went on to the skinny old woman with the twisted back. She
straightened up even as he spoke.

Mack woke up to the sound of ashort burst from apolice siren. Hetried to sit up and found
one of the deaconstrying to hold him down. "Got to get up,” he said.

"Don't worry, you not getting arrested today," the deacon said, smiling.

"Let meup,” Mack inssted, and he rolled over and got up on his hands and knees, then stood.
Y olanda was there, but not watching him, and Mack turned to see what she was looking at.

A police car was at the edge of the crowd, which was even larger than when Mack came out of
the church onto the street.

"Move out of theroad,” said avoice from the loudspeaker mounted on the roof of the car.
"Thereisno permit for this assembly. Clear the Street.”

Mack watched as Word stepped out from behind the pulpit and walked to the police car and
laid his hand on the hood.

The car's motor stopped.
The cop turned the key and tried to tart it, but the only sound was clicking.

The two front doors opened and two black policemen stepped out of the car. " Step away from
the car, Reverend,” said the driver.

"Son," said Word, "Jesus knows you didn't meanto doiit. | tell you right now, heforgivesyou,
and so doesthat boy you killed. Heis happy in the arms of his Savior, and the Lord honorsyou asa
good man and histrue servant.”

The officer staggered and leaned againgt the car for amoment, then turned and leaned against
the roof and hid hisface in his hands and wept.

His partner looked back and forth between him and Word. ™Y ou know each other?
"Jesus knows you," said Word. "Stay out of your neighbor's bed. Y ou've got no right there."

The cop got back into the passenger's seat and leaned across and tugged at his partner's bt to
get him back into the car. They tried to start the engine again. Again.

Then Word laid his hand on the hood of the car and it started right up. They backed out of the



crowd, did aY-turn, and headed away.

" Jesus met the woman at thewdI!" cried Word. "And he told her the truth about herself. She
had five husbands, and the one she had right now was not her own! She knew that it wasamiracle.
Because somebody knew her. In thislondly world, there was aloving God who knew her sinsand
had the courage to name them to her face. Only when she faced her sins could she repent of them and
become holy. That's the miracle! Do you redlly need to come to meto face your sns? Can't you see
them for yoursdlf, and admit them al to God, and |et the miracle change your life?"

"Did he hed anybody?' asked Mack quietly.

Yo Yo turned to him and grinned. " Oh, he's been doing miracles. Mostly, though, he's been
whupping ass and taking names. | tdll you, if thiswas what Jesus did when he wasamorta, no
wonder they crucified him."

"l had cold dreams again,” said Mack.

"l figured you did," said Yo Yo. "But | aso figured I'd best wait till you were done before |
woke you up."

"It'sbad stuff, Yo Y0," said Mack. "We got to get back to Baldwin Hillsand talk to Ceese and
get going on saving the oneswe can.”

"It'sashame you missed the show," said Y olanda. "This Word boy, he'sgood at it. Oberon's
got him afine pony thistime."

"He's Oberon's pony?*
"I saw dl hisplans, remember?’

"Yo Yo, theresterrible things happening in my neighborhood. Worse than last night, some of
them. We got to go.”

"Good idea." Shetook hishand and led him quickly away from the sdewalk in front of the
church.

When they were free of the crowd, they began to jog, then to run. " So what did you think about
the sex?' asked Yo Yo asthey ran.

Mack couldn't believe she was asking him like that, asif it had been amovie. What did you think
about the movie? Likeit? Plan to seeit again? Plan to recommend it to your friends?

"Oh, | forgot, you're shy."
"Theréspeoplein trouble," said Mack. "And the sex wasn't all that.”
"Dontlie" said Yo Yo."Youwant meagain right now."

"No," sad Mack truthfully. "I don't.”



They jogged in silence for afew moments. " That son-of-a-bitch made you aeunuch.”

"Maybel just felt what he fedlswhen he'swith you,” said Mack. He knew it was crudl, but then
o was she.

"Stop!" she shouted.

At firg he thought she was shouting at him, but then apolice car pulled over tothe curb. Yo Yo
grabbed the passenger door, pulled it open, and said, "Get in, Mack Street, thisisour ride.”

Thetwo officersin front welcomed them chearfully and the driver listened as Y olanda explained
where they were going. He reached over and switched on the Siren and they made their way quickly
back toward Baldwin Hills.

"What's going on?" asked Mack.

"1 made loveto you, and that filled me up with some of the power that my dear husband stored
upinyou. | could makethiscar fly right now, but only for alittle way, so | thought speeding dong the
ground would be good enough.”

Mack ignored the fact that she thought of "my husband” as someone other than him. "What do
you mean, Word's his pony?"

"He's preaching what Oberon wants him to preach. And the miracles he's doing, he's not turning
them over to Puck to make them perverse. He's playing them straight. But that's the worst trickery of
al, becauseit'sdl about building up Word into some kind of miracle-working saint. Wish you could
have seen it. Word's agreat one. He uses language amost aswell as Shakespeare. And it isn't written
down, he speaksit right out of hishead. It's like poetry."

She quoted Word asif his sermon had been broken up into lines of verse:

Do you really need to come to me

To face your sins?

Can't you see them for your self

And admit them all to God

And let the miracle change your life?

" Shakespeare was better than that,” said Mack.

"Not off the top of hishead, hewasnt," she said. "He sammered, you know. When he didn't
have written linesto say. Stammered. Not real bad. Just couldn't get words out. Made him quiet in

company. lronic."

"So Oberon doesn't give Word the wordsto say.”



"Oberon gives him knowledge. Ideas. Then Word says what he says and Oberon makesit true.
Or makes the people hearing him believe it'strue. Whatever works."

"Sothemiraclesaren't red ?"

"Oh, surethey are," said Yo Yo. "Telsawoman to go home and save her baby from choking,
and Oberon makesit so the baby chokes just as she getsthere. That kind of thing. And some of it's
probably true."

" S0 he doesn't redlly hed anybody.”

"Of course he does. Don't you get it? That's the trick. He uses the power he stored in you to
make wishes cometrue. But it'll aso make Word famous. Important. A saint. And Word isagood
boy. Smart. He understands people. Oberon doesn't understand anybody. So he trusts Word to
show him what's good to do in order to win people over. By the time he's done, Word'l be king of
theworld."

"We don't havekingsin America."

"Youwill," said Yo Y o. "Because the prophet of the beast is speaking, and can the beast be far
behind?'

"l had adog once," said the officer who wasn't driving. "He was dways tagging aong behind
me. On my bike. Got killed trying to cross a street that | barely made it across before the light.”

The officer's cheery little observation silenced them for the last couple of minutes of the drive.

Mack wondered what the policeman was thinking, underneath Yo Y o's control of him. Did he
seethe with resentment? Would he, when his own will reemerged? Or was he oblivious?

For that matter, am 1?

Nobody should have that kind of power, to make someone want what they didn't want, or fedl
what they didn't fed.

Now that so many people were aware of the perverse way magic wasinvading their
neighborhood, Mack and Yo Y o and Ceese had help.

They weretoo late to stop Nathaniel Brady from waking up in midair, having dreamed that he
was flying. But Ceese phoned to waken his parents, who found Nathanid lying on the driveway,
suffering from a severe concussion and severa broken bones. The paramedics assured them that he
would not have wakened on his own and probably would have been dead by the time anybody found
him in the morning. "What, did he think he was Superman?’ asked a paramedic.

And when Dwight Mgorsfound himsdf in the midst of making loveto Kim Hiatt, Miz Smitcher
was a the Hiatts door and was able to calm everybody down and reassure them that it wasn't rape.
It took more than alittle tearful conversation before it emerged thet it wasn't Dwight who had been



wishing for Kim—Dwight was happily married. It was Kim whose wish brought her high schoal flame
to her ashewas making love to hiswife. In fact, it was Michelle Mg ors who took the most
persuading, even though she had seen her husband smply vanish.

Yo Yo rode on her motorcycle to the 7-Eleven at La Cienegaand Rodeo Road to persuade the
night manager not to call the police to ded with five-year-old Alonzo Graves, whose wish left him
throwing up onto a pile of candy wrappersin the middle of the Sore.

Maddine Tucker was able to borrow arealy huge brassere from Estelle Woener so that
thirteen-year-old Felicia Danes could ded with the enormous breasts she had grown during the night.

Grand Harrison and OpheliaMcCallister hel ped soothe ahysterical Andre and Monique
Simpson after they found the desiccated corpse of their six-month-dead baby between them in their
bed.

"We knew about the wisheslast night," said Andre, when he could talk. "We tried not to wish
for our baby to be with us."

"1 don't think you can tell yoursdlf what to wish, degp down,” said Ophelia. "Because| didn't
wish to be with my husband, not conscioudy. | thought | waswaiting to see him again in heaven.”

Aaron Graves, Alonzo'slittle brother, was returned by thefirefighterswho found himin his
pajamas, straddling a firehose at the top of a crane that was working on saving the top story of a
four-story apartment building.

And Mack performed CPR on Denise Johnston until she revived. Hewouldn't tell her who had
wished her dead, or why.

It was after leven at night before al the wishes had been dedlt with, as much as possible, and
about seventy adults were gathered in front of Y olanda White's house. Thistime they weren't amob.
They were frightened—more than ever—but Mack and Y olandaand Ceese had the only explanation
that fit all thefacts, and they were disposed to listen.

"It'sgoingto go on likethis" said Y olanda. "Night after night. Every time Oberon, blesshis
heart, uses his power in thisworld, your wishes are going to be set loose to break hearts and cause
havoc."

"But we don't wish for these things,” OphdliaMcCdligter inssted.

"Y our wishes get twisted. And you can't sop them. They're already stored up.”

Mack was grateful that she didn't explain exactly where they were stored.

"So we can't do anything?' demanded Myron Graves. "Both my boys tonight—we're lucky
social services didn't come and take them away because we're negligent parents and don't watch

them at night.”

"Why isit happening now?" asked Denise Johnston. "And can the same wish be granted again?|
have aright to know who's wishing death on me."



"No, you don't," said Mack sharply. "The person who had that wish never would have acted on
it. It was maice but not murder. And I don't think it'll happen again to anybody. Except maybe for the
little kids, because they didn't understand their danger so they ill wish for the same things.”

Ceese brought them back to the subject. "Can't we just go to the person that Oberon isworking
through and ask him to stop?"

A lot of people wanted to know who it was, but Y olandarefused to tell. "He doesn't know that
Oberon isusing him asatool. He's agood man and it would tear him apart to know what's
happening. And it wouldn't change athing because Oberon will get hisway, aslong ashe's
imprisoned and hasto work through apony herein your world."

"It'sahorse?" asked Miz Smitcher.

"Heridesahuman being like apony. His power isirresstible.”

"So we can't gop him,” said Grand.

"Not by talking to the poor tool hesusing. But yes, | think we can stop him. And by ‘we' | mean
dl of us All of you."

They promised that they werewilling.

"Oh, yourewilling now," said Yolanda. "Well see what you think when | tell you how it'sgot to
go."

"What can we do anyway?' said Romaine Tyler. "I'll do anything if it can undo the damage that's
been done."

"It can't undo red things. Magic things, yes, they'll fade. But theinjury to your father, that was
caused by ared [-beam faling on him.”

"Then why can't my wish be granted before you stop dl the wishing?' said Romaine. "Because
every moment of my lifel wish | had never wished my stupid wish."

"How can we bury our baby again?' said Andre Simpson. "How can we explain even having

hisbody?"

"Well work it out,” said Y olanda. "But first we got to stop any more of these damned wishes
being granted. Or are any of you curious to see how tomorrow night's wishes turn out?"

Nobody was.

"l don't have the power to stop him, not by mysdlf. I've never been as powerful as heis anyway,
and I've spent the last few centuries with my soul divided from my wanderer.”

"Whatever that means," murmured Miz Smitcher to Mack.

"Here'swhat has to happen. My soul hasto be freed from its captivity and rgoined to me.



When that happens, in that very moment, the way these things are intertwined, it meansthat Oberon
will befreed from his captivity. But hiswanderer isgone, too, and hell be hungry to rgoinit. Hell
comefirg to Fairyland, and then helll seek a passage through to thisworld.”

"So wekill him while hes making the passage?' asked Ceese.

"Kill him?What part of theword ‘immortal’ don't you understand?' said Y olanda. "No, my poor
husband Oberon is dangerous right now, but it's because heisn't really himsdlf. I wish you could have
known him back in the day. He was glorious then, full of light. People thought of him asagod, and he
deserved it. But over the centuries he got bored and started playing pranks to amuse himself, and
after awhile they stopped being funny and started being mean. He competed with Puck to see which
one could be more vicious, and when Puck refused to go on because they were starting to hurt
people, Oberon endaved him and made him continueto play.”

"Who are you people?’ said Miz Smitcher. "What givesyou the right?"

"That'show | fdt," said Y olanda "What gives usthe right? Nothing! That'swhy | imprisoned my
husband in thefirgt place. Who e se had the power to do it? But during his captivity he deliberately
removed from himsalf every shred of goodness. Everything | ever loved about him, he cast out of
himsdf and became aterrible thing. A monger.”

"And you're going to let him loose?" asked Grand.

"He's going to get loose one way or the other,” said Y olanda. "He's been storing up power, and
his wanderer is controlling ayoung man that he's going to propel to power in our world. Right now the
boy's own virtueis till shaping his actions, but as Oberon puts more and more power in him, helll
crush the goodness of that boy and the world will be ruled by abeing more crud than Hitler or Stdin
or Saddam. That'swhat will happen if we do nothing—not to mention al the destruction in this
neighborhood when dl those wishes come true.”

"How did he choose this neighborhood?' asked Andre. "What did we do?'

"1f something bad coming, of course it happensto the niggahs," said Dwight Mgors.

"Y ou got no reason to be so bitter,” said Miz Smitcher. ™Y ou wasn't even alive during Jm
Crow."

"Just cause you had it worse don't mean | got to like what happens now," said Dwight.

"Maybeit wasjust the fact that he found that drainpipe,” said Y olanda, "or it might be something
more than that. Maybe your wishes drew him. Maybe black peoplein America are more passionate,
have stronger wishes. And maybe he was drawn to Baldwin Hills because thisis aneighborhood
where black people actudly believe they can make their wishes cometrue.”

"You ill haven't told uswhat you expect usto do," said Ophdia

"l need you to form afairy circle,” shesad.

Byron Williams laughed aoud. "Were supposed to dance in the meadow at dawn? Only one



problem—we aren't fairies."

"Youreforgettingwho | am,” said Yolanda. "If it'smy circle, joined to me, thenit'safary
arde”

"Soweadl join hands and sing 'Ring Around the Rose€?' asked Byron skepticaly.

"Long asit ain't 'Eeny Meeny MinieMoe,' " said Moses Jones.

"Weform the circle here, now," said Yolanda. "I touch you dl, and apart of meisin you. Then,
later on, you form the circle again in adifferent place, and even though this body won't be with you,
I'll still be connected to you, and as you dance, your power will flow into me so | can capture him and
imprison himagain."

"Of coursewell dl doit,” said Grand impatiently.

"There'sno of course about it,” said Y olanda. "Before you decide, let'sfind out where thefina
circleisgoing to be. Mack... in Fairyland, there should be a place of standing stones. They might be
fine columns, or they might look like boulders, or something in between."

Mack nodded. "I've been there."

"Do you know whereit isin this world?"

"Oh, yeah. Ceese and me both know. Cause | wrote amessage there for Puck, and it showed
up inthered world."

"Both worlds are red enough,” said Y olanda. "And that one's redler than thisone."

"Y ou want to know where the connection is?' asked Mack. "It's where Avenue of the Stars
crosses Olympic. Right on that bridge.”

"Then that'swhere thefairy circle needsto form up at dawn,” said Y olanda. "Exactly at dawn.”

"Whoa," said Ceese. "That's not going to work."

"Why not?' asked Y olanda

"Century City'sgot security. Y ou suddenly get seventy black people there, forming acircle that
1kt);gtc_ks Avenue of the Stars, with no parade permit, and they're going to call LAPD down on us so

"The circle doesn't haveto bein place for very long,” said Y olanda.

"How long?"

"Depends on how fast Oberon flieswhen he gets loose. And how fast you canrun.”

"Me?" asked Ceese.



"Youantinthat circle | cantdl youthat," said Yolanda. "Nor Mack. | got other work for the
two of you."

" S0 we supposed to go to the middie of Century City a dawn," said Miz Smitcher, "and form a
circlethat blocks Avenue of the Stars, and hold that circle long enough for you to capture your
husband in Fairyland so we can't even see when you're done?"

"Oh, you'l see plenty,” said Y olanda. "And you'll absolutely know when it's over. Whichever
way it turnsout.”

"S0 you might not win?" asked Grand.

"If it was easy, | wouldn't need you-al's help.”

"Isit dangerous?' asked Moses Jones.

"Oh, shut up, you girly-man,” said Maddine Tucker.
"Yes, it'sdangerous,” said Y olanda.

"Could we, like, die?" asked Kim Hiatt.

"Youremortas" said Yolanda. "Hasn't it dawned on you that you're going to die someday, no
meatter what?'

That was such a stupid thing to say. Mack looked at Ceesefor help.

Ceese stepped in front of her. "It'sdangerous,” he said firmly. "But not as dangerous as not
stopping him. Y es, you're putting your lives at risk. But if you don't do it, then the wishes he releases
in the months and yearsto come will put your families at risk. And what he does with his pony—his
dave—that will put the whole human race at risk. So we're the army. We're the specid forces. If we
succeed in our mission, then the whole world is safe and they won't even know the battle was fought.
And if wefail, then those of uswho die are merely thefirst of many, many thousands. We're like the
people on that airplane that crashed in Pennsylvaniaon 9/11 instead of blowing up the Capitol."

"They all dead," pointed out Grand.
"And they wastrapped in aplane,” said Willie Joe Danes. "They had no choice.”

"They had the choice to Sit there and do nothing and let even more people die,” said Ceese. "We
got the same choice. But that'swhy Y olanda White here wanted to make sure you understood just
what's a stake, before you agreeto bein thefairy circle. Because whoever'sin it, they can't change
their minds and run away. Y ou got to see it through. And no shameif you say you can't doit! No
shameinthat! Just betruthful with yoursdf.”

Fifteen minutes later, only five of the adults from Badwin Hills had |eft, and a dozen more had
arrived, so there were seventy-seven now who would form the circle. Some were young adults, some
were quite old. Y olanda assured them that physical strength didn't matter. "It'sthe firein your hearts
that | need,” she said. "That good old mob spirit you showed last night.”



Mack and Ceese, who would not be part of the circle, watched as Y olandaled the volunteers to
the open ground around the drainpipe and had them join handsin ahuge circle. She stood at the
drainpipe, watching them, ng them. Then she dowly began to walk around the drainpipe,
pointing a each person in turn. Without taking a step or moving in any way, each person wasdid an
inch or two until they were al exactly the same distance from the drainpipe and exactly the same
distance from each other.

"Don't move," said Y olanda. "And keep holding hands.”

Shewaked around the circle then, kissing each of them firmly but brusquely on thelips.

Mack watched from the brow of the hill, and as she made the circle he said to Ceese, "Y ou see
it? Y ou see how each one she kissed, they got alittle spark of light above their heads?"

"No, | don't," said Ceese.
"Wadl, it'sthere

"What | been thinking," said Ceese, "ishow to get the LAPD to back off long enough for this
fary circletodoitsjob.”

"Think of anything?'

"It'scoming to me," said Ceese.

"You asscared as| am?"' asked Mack.

"I | had brains enough to get scared, would | be acop?’

"l don't want Miz Smitcher to get hurt. Or your mom. Or any of them."

"Y ou didn't bring danger to this neighborhood,” said Ceese. "Y ou part of the solution, man, not
the cause of the problem.”

"| fed theminddeme" Mack said. "All their dreams. All so... wistful. And hungry. Or angry.
And filled with love. So mixed up.”

"When dl thisisdone," said Ceese, "maybethey'll dl have their own dreams back again, and
you'll be free of them. Freeto bejust Mack Street again.”

"Whoever thehdl that is," said Mack.

Chapter 22

BREAKING GLASS



They left Grand Harrison and Miz Smitcher in charge of thefairy circle with aplan that sounded
S0 crazy to Ceesethat it would be amiracleif anything worked.

Mack's part of the plan was for them all to assemble about half an hour before dawn, dropping
off the more ederly members of thefairy circle and parking in the Ralph's parking lot just down the
hill from the overpass. It would be alittle bit of ahike, but there was no on-street parking in Century
City and they didn't want to give Security an excuse to gect them too early.

Only afew watchers would wander onto the bridge, waiting for Mack's signal. And thiswas the
weirdest part: They had no ideawhat it would be. "The onetime | wrote something,” said Mack, "the
words came through, but about ten times as big and along the sides of the overpass. All the other stuff
| left, it sort of got transformed. All | cantell youis, look for achange. It might even be anatura
change. But there are seventeen pillars, so look for seventeen... things.”

And then what?

"Then form acircle. Seventeen of you right on top of the markers, the others arrange yoursalves
in between. And therest | don't know."

Yolandaknew. "Youll fed it," shesad."Y oull know when I'minthecircle
"But youwont be inthecircle,” Opheliaobjected, sengbly.

"I will, but on the other side. You'll see. Or... not see, but fed. And when that happens, you
gart moving. Counterclockwise. Which means, if you're facing into the circle, to your right.”

"Weall know what counterclockwise means," said Moses Jones.

"Except for those that don't and are too embarrassed to ask,” said Y olandawith atoothy smile.

"But we don't know the dance," said Miz Smitcher.

"Inafairy circle” said Y olanda, "the dance dances you."

The other part of the plan was Ceese's own contribution. " Six dozen black people, even nicely
dressed black people, if you start blocking the road, LAPD will be called and you will be dispersed.
But if you're carrying signs, then you're black activists. Protestors. Got to treat you differently. Find

out your grievances. A couple of you carry video cameras—prominently. The LAPD has greet
respect for video cameras.”

"Signs saying what?" asked Grand Harrison.

That was farther than Ceese had planned. " Something that would make sense to demonstrate
about in Century City."

" 'Down with Fox'?" somebody suggested.

"Don' forget that therésabig MGM building there now, too.”



" 'Not enough black actorsin movies.
" 'Racid stereotypes!"

"Yeah," said Miz Smitcher dryly. "How about the stereotype of blacks with signs, having a
demondtration.”

"Canwe sing 'We Shall Overcome'?" asked Ebby DeVries. "l dways wanted to march and sing
thet."

"No," said SondraBrown. "That song is sacred. Y ou don't sing it for some... act.”

"You sng it to change the world, sstah, and that what we doing," said Cooky Peabody,
sounding as ebonic as she knew how. A didect she pretty much learned from television.

To Ceeseit didn't matter. Heleft it up to Grand and Miz Smitcher and—why not?>—democracy
to make the decision, while hewould drive his patrol car down to the gateway between worlds. First,
though, he watched Mack get on the motorcycle behind... his wife. Man, that stuck in Ceese's craw,
even to think it. Wife. Mack marries ahoochie mama on a bike before he's eighteen and Ceese
doesn't even have asteady girl at thirty.

All right, she wasn't a hoochie mama. She was queen of the fairies and Mack was supposedly
some excrescence from the king of the fairies. To Ceese he was till akid who had no business being
that free and familiar with such avoluptuous bodly.

Ceese stood beside his patrol car watching them ride off on the bike. That's when Miz Smitcher
came up to him. "Didn't so much asinvite usto thewedding,” she said.

"I don't think it really counts as awedding. Near as| can tell, it was reconnaissance.”

"Now that's aword for it I've never heard before. 'Hey, baby, how about alittle
reconnaissance.' "

Ceese chuckled.

Sheleaned close to him. "Ceese, give me your wegpon,” she said softly.

"Areyou crazy?' hesaid. "A cop doesn't give hisgun to anybody."

"You can't takeit in there with you, right? Into Fairyland? | just got afeding, Ceese. Y ou know

I'm not crazy. | got afeding that gun's going to be needed somewhere other than locked in the trunk
of your patrol car herein Badwin Hills. You dig?'

"l can't believe | heard you say 'you dig.' "
"1 been ligening to Ray Charles" shesaid.

"He used to say that?'



"l don't know. | just know that back when | started listening to Ray, wewere dl saying 'you
dig'"

"Miz Smitcher, next thing you're going to tell meisyou used to beyoung.”
"| used to look young, anyway," she said. "Give methe gun.”

"If you shoot that thing, and somebody does ballistics on the bullet, they'll know it was my gun
which got fired in aplace where | wasn't."

"That happens, | soleit from you."
She looked determined.

"Ceese" shesad. "l trusted you with my baby. Now you trust me with your gun. | won't ruin
your lifeor kill anybody doesn't need killing."

He had her get insde the car and then took out the weapon, showed her how to work the
safety, and then gave her extraammo.

"Won't be much good againgt fairies" said Ceese. "Especidly if they'reredly tiny."

"Just have afeding,”" said Miz Smitcher. Sheput it dl in her purse.

A few minutes later, Ceese was down near the bottom of Cloverdale, parking the patrol car
between Snipes and Chandresses. Y olandaand Mack were aready waiting for him. "What kept
you? Stop to take aleak?' asked Mack. "We got awhole woods back there."

"Yeah," said Ceese, "but like you said, stuff you leave there might be anything on thisside. I'd
hate to leave abag of marshmallows or a baby stroller in the middle of some road, just because | had

to pee”

"Am | going to haveto listen to two little boys making peepee jokes the whole way?" asked
Y olanda.

Mack took both their hands and led them through the gateway into the house.

Puck waswaiting ingde with two plastic 35mm film canisters.

"Planning on taking pictures?' Ceese asked him.

"They'reempty,” said Puck. "And look—air holes."

"Air holes?'

"We're going to get red small once we get into Fairyland. Being without our soulsthe way we
are," said Puck. "And every creature Oberon can assembleis going to come and try to kill us. If

you're holding usin your hands, you can't dap them away. Or else you're going to get excited and
crush us. So you let us go ingde these film tubes and then put usin your pockets. Y our safest pockets



that we can't fal out of .

"Oh, Puck, you're so sweet and thoughtful,” said Y olanda. Only here, she wasn't Y olanda
anymore, was she? Shewas Titania. Or Mab. Or Hera. Or Ishtar. Whatever name she went by right
NOW.

"And something else" said Puck. "When werre smdl, we can't hear big deep sounds. Talk redly
high, Ceese, or we won't understand you. And every now and then, shut up so you can hear if were
ydling something & you."

"Which pocket?' asked Y olanda. "Not your butt pocket, get it?"

"Gotit," said Ceese.

"Good," said Mack. Then he broke up laughing, for reasons Ceese didn't bother to inquire
about.

"Y ou got your stuff? For the pillars?' Ceese asked Mack.

Mack patted his own pockets.

"And aknife?'

Mack shook hishead. "In my dream | didn't have aknife.”

"In your dream you were fighting asug with wings, too, not theking of thefairies.
"Um," said Y olanda

"What?"

"That'sthe form we imprisoned himin," she said. "It's one of the shapes he can wear, and it'sthe
only one where he doesn't have really dextrous hands.”

"Didn't want him to have hands. So what does he have?'

"Taonslikeasteam shovd," said Y olanda "But we weren't thinking about fighting him in the
flesh, when we did that."

"Andwings" said Puck. "With littletiny fingers on them, like abat. They can rip your cheek right
off your facein combat. Y ou couldn't tie your shoelaces with them, though."

"Wish it were the other way," said Ceese. "These other animals—what are they going to do to
me?'

"Nothing much, theSzeyou turninto in there.”

"What about me?"' asked Mack.



"They won't touch you, Mack. Have they ever?
"Panther growled a me once."
"Boo hoo," said Puck.

"So dl that time | kept awatch out for predators and scavengers and heat-seeking reptilesin the
night, | had nothing to worry about?"

"They obey Oberon, and to their tiny little mindsyou are Oberon."”
"You do smdl like him," Y olanda added.

"That'sgood news,” said Mack. "So what arewe waiting for?"
"Courage," said Ceese.

"A heart," said Mack.

"A brain," said Puck, pointedly looking at Ceese. And when Mack laughed, thistime Ceese got
the reference.

Everybody went to the bathroom who needed to, which meant Ceese and Mack. Then they
were ready to go.

When they got out on the back porch, not a thing was changed—not even blown by the wind.

But when they walked back onto the brick wakway, the forest was bedecked in the reds and golds
of autumn.

"Toto, | think we're not in Southern Caiforniaanymore,” said Mack.

"Stop," sad Yolanda

Ceese looked at her. She was hdf the height she was before. And he was severd feet tdler,
because he was looking down a Mack amost like Mack was akid again. Y et he hadn't felt himsalf
grow.

"They can smell usdready,” Y olandasaid. "They're gathering. Have those film cans ready?
Mack, you hold mine and be ready to put mein. Please don't et any birds snatch it out of your
fingers, dl right? Or me, for that matter.”

Mack looked up. So did Ceese. There were several birds hovering overhead. No, more than
severa—most of them were so high up they were hard to spot.

"Thisain't going to befun," said Puck. "In case you thought.”

"Especidly watch your eyes, Cecil Tucker,” said Yolanda. "They liketo go for the eyes. When
they'refighting giants.”



"l don't know theway," said Ceese. "'l got to be ableto see.”
"Squint," said Puck.

"Easy for you to say,” said Ceese. "Y oureimmorta.”

"But I've been blind."

Thiswasn't the time for astory. They took another step. Still way too big to fit into a baby
groller, let doneafilm caniger.

"Hold my hand, baby," said Y olanda. "I don't want you to lose me."

"Hold my hand, too," said Puck.

"I'll just hold you," said Ceese, picking him up and tucking him like afootball.
Another step. Another. Another.

Birds were swooping now, flitting by, close over their heads. And dl around them, squirrdsand
other animals were coming to the edges of the path and chattering a them.

The next step would take them off the brick. But the fairies now fit into the palms of their hands.
Another couple of steps and they'd befilm size.

They took the steps. Ceese's fingers were so big he could hardly get the lid off. And now the
birds were snatching and pecking a him. Landing on his shoulders. They were smdl but their pecks
were sharp and hard. They hurt like horsefly bites.

"l can't do this," said Ceese.

Mack looked up a him. He had thelid off hisfilm canister, and Y olandawas crawling into it.

At that moment, abird swooped and snatched the lid to Mack's film canister right off hispam.

"Shit!" shouted Mack.

Without even thinking, Ceese swatted the bird that had stolen the lid and knocked it to the forest
floor.

Mack dovefor it, found it, and put it on the canister. Then he put the canister inside hisfront
jeans pocket. Then he reached for Ceese'sfilm canister and got it open. All the while, Puck was
ydling something, but hisvoice was so little and high that Ceese could hardly hear him. No wonder
Puck had had to crawl closer to the house and get larger before Mack could hear him, that time when
he got so badly injured.

Mack handed Ceese the canister and Puck legpt in. Again, Mack had to fasten the lid because
Ceesg'sfingerswere smply too big. Like an eephant trying to pick up adime.



"l hate being thisbig," said Ceese.

"Y egh, wdll, try being my size and fighting off these damn birds."

"Then let's get under the trees.”

It was such agood idea. Except for the part about Ceese being so tall that he wasn't under
anything. He had to breast hisway through the treeslike he was trying to force hisway againgt ariver
current. And he couldn't see the path at all.

Mack was ydling a him. Ceese bent over, pushing branches out of the way ashe did.

"Y ou'e off the path!" Mack ydlled.

"| can't seethe path,” said Ceese. "But | can seethe sky."

"Great, | need aweather report, I'll give you acall. Look, Ceese, there's no way to do this
unlessyou get down to my level. Stay under the trees.”

"I'm supposed to crawl the whole way?'

Mack shrugged. "I cant helpit.”

Ceese saw that there was no choice. But it hurt his knees. The tree trunks were also close
together, so that Ceese was congtantly banging his shoulders. Not to mention breaking low-hanging
branches with his head.

"I'm going to have such aheadache," said Ceese.

He noticed that, along with the birds nipping at his ears and the back of his neck, there were
squirrels and other creatures running over his hands and up his deeves. "What do they think they are,
ants?'

"Commandos," said Mack. "Think: fireants."

"Squirrels aren't poisonous.”

"They've got teeth and jaws so strong they can crack nuts.”

"Aw no," said Ceese. "Please tel methat bastard won't make them go for my package.”

"Must be a huge target,” said Mack helpfully. "Easy to find."

Sure enough, just like fire ants, they went straight for his scrotum. Ceese pulled at the crotch of
his pants and tried to pinch the creatures without mashing his own testicles.

"Ceese," said Mack, "if you stop every time some creature bites you, well never get there.”

"| don't notice them biting you."



"They won't fit up my deeve or into my pants,” said Mack.

" And they think you're him."

"That, too," said Mack.

It was dow going—crawling, bumping into trees, scraping through branches, brushing avay
birds, plucking at squirrels. Ceese was bleeding from hundreds of pecks and bites and he was
desperate to fling his clothes off and put Neosporin—or anything, rubbing a cohol—on the sores
ingde hisclothes. "I always hated squirrels,” said Ceese. "Now | know why."

"Y ou think they like hanging around in your crotch?!

"Why not?' said Ceese. "Nobody's biting them.”

Mack held up ahand. " Stop."

Ceese stopped. He saw Mack smply disappear.

Then he looked closer and redlized that they were at the edge of achasm. Therewasa

fast-moving river a the bottom, and Mack had sivung down alittle way, clinging to acomplicated
root system.

Ceese saw the other side and it didn't look so far off. He extended his huge arm to reach for the
opposite bank. But inexplicably he couldn't quite touch it. It was asif it kept retreating just enough to
be ahdf-inch out of reach.

"l can't bridgeit," said Ceese.

"l suppose | shouldn't be surprised,” said Mack. "I think it's part of the protection of the place.
Y ou can't cross over the chasm, you have to get down to theriver's edge.”

Ceese crept dong the edge. "All right, I'll climb down over here so | don't accidently kill you by
brushing you off thewal of the canyon.”

Ceese swung aleg down over the edge.

"Stop!" screamed Mack.

"Just asecond,” said Ceese, meaning to drop down to the bottom before he stopped.
"Stop now! Get your leg back up! Now!"

Ceese stopped. But he il felt an overwhelming desire to jump down.

The samekind of desire he felt that day Y olandatried to get him to throw baby Mack over the
dair rail. So maybe it was an impulse he ought to ignore.

Ceesepulled up hisleg.



Mack ran over to him. "Y our leg was shrinking. As soon asit went over the Side, it was getting
down to norma size. What if you aren't big when you go down there?!

Ceese understood. "More to the point, what if they aren't small?"

Mack pulled the film canister out of his pants pocket and held it up by hisear. "What should we
do?'

Ceese didn't bother getting Puck out of his pocket. It was Y olandain charge of this expedition.

" She say's she has no ideawhat happens, she's never been here before. But maybeit'stimeto let
themout.”

Ceese pulled the canister out of his pocket. It was easier to get the top off without Mack's help.

Ceese saw Puck gtick his head out. He was drenched with swest, panting. "1 want
air-conditioning before | go back in there"

"Watch out for birds,” said Ceese.

"Not so many around here," said Puck.

"Only takesone."

"Atthispoint | don't care. It can't be any worseinsde abird'sgut.”

Ceese saw that Mack was perching Y olandaingde the collar of hisshirt. A killer squirrel legpt
for the spot. Mack dodged and the squirrel plunged over the side. Ceese had never heard a squirrel
scream before. Now he knew why Wile E. Coyote never made a sound in the Road Runner
cartoons. An anima screaming al the way down acliff wasachilling sound.

"Noway in hdl I'm getting ingde your collar!" shouted Puck.

"Where then?'

"Y our jacket pocket."

"What if you get big real fast?' said Ceese. "I don't want to haveto replace thisjacket, it'srea
lesther."

"Now it'smesh," said Puck.

Sure enough, the birds and squirrels and who knew what other creatures had pecked and torn
holesall over the leather. Tiny ones, but holes al the same. Ceese redlized his neck must look like
that, too.

Mack caled out. "Yo Yo saysto go dow, and hold on to vines and roots the whole way. Plants
don't obey Oberon the way animas do. Especidly trees. Very stubborn. They won't let go of us.”
Then he added, "Nobody ever caled atree a pushover.”



"Maybeit'sturning over anew leaf," said Ceese.

"Shut up, you two," Y olanda shouted—! oud enough that Ceese could hear her. Unless... yes,
they were far enough down that Y olanda was now larger, clinging to Mack's back inside his shirt like
achild getting a piggyback ride.

"That shirt'sgoing to rip, you get any bigger,” said Ceese helpfully.

Puck was out of his pocket now, holding on to his shoulders. And by the time they reached the
bottom, Puck was as heavy asthe dightly overweight older man that he was, while Ceese wasjust a
normal-sized LAPD cop.

Also, Puck and Y olanda were stark naked.

"Our clothes didn't grow back to normal size," Puck explained. "Oberon's sense of humor.”

"But my clothes shrank back to norma sizewith me," said Ceese.

"No way did Oberon make up this placein the split second when he realized we were
imprisoning him," said Y olanda. "Not with al these complicated traps. He was dready plotting this. |
think wegot himjugtintime."

Puck smiled wickedly. "Well, that's my beloved master. Mayhem with adirty twist."

"| was counting on Ceese ill being a giant when we got to the grove.”

"Maybe he will be, when we go up the other side," said Mack.

"If thereés any chance my clotheswill get exploded when | get bigger, I'm taking them off down
here," said Ceese.

Since nobody offered him any guarantees, he took off everything except his underwear. Then he
jumped over the water, with Puck holding his hand. Mack brought Y olanda over the water, too.

By ten feet up the cliff on the other Sde, Ceese's underwear had burst open. He was growing
again. And the two fairieswere shrinking. Only there weren't any pocketsthistime.

"Y ou're swesty and you stink,” said Puck.

"You want abath," said Ceese, "we got running water down there.”
"l wasjust saying: Wear some cologne.”

"I do."

"What, eall de pig Sy ?'

"It just said 'toilet water." "



Puck laughed—well, chirped, hisvoice being very high by now.

When they got to the top, the panther was waiting. It came and stood in front of Mack, not
looking ready to spring but not looking particularly friendly, either. Ceese wondered if it was possible
for acat that size not to ook dangerous.

Of course, to anaked guy—even a giant—any size cat was plenty dangerous. Those claws.
Those teeth. Ceese's scrotum shriveled. "What if he goesfor my dick?" asked Ceese.

"Then ten thousand women will mourn!™ shouted Puck. "L et's get amove on!™
"It'snot fair that Mack gets clothesand | don't,” said Ceese.
"What areyou, six?" asked Puck.

Ceese didn't bother answering. The birdswereredlly going at him now, and with no lesther
jacket to protect him the branches were amost as bad.

They were a the edge of the clearing.

Thetwo lanternswere ill there.

"There| am!" shouted Puck.

"Wait!" cried Yolanda. "Let meat least look for trgps.”

In reply, Ceese handed Puck to Mack and crawled into the clearing.

The panther legpt.

Ceese swatted it away. It struck atree trunk and dropped in aheap at the base.

Ceesereached out for the nearest floating lantern. It shied away from his hand. When hetried
for the other one, it did the same.

"All right, Miss Fairy Queen, what do | do now? Keep playing thisgametill | die of old age?"
"Bepatient," said Y olanda. "When | say the counterword, they'll stop evading you. But the
moment | say it, you have to get them both at once. One can't be opened without the other. That'sthe

way Oberon thinks. HE'd make sure we can't figure out which soul is mine and then leave Puck
imprisoned. Soif | get free, Puck getsfree, and then my darling husband will try to make Puck do
something.”

Puck just stood there and grinned.

Ceeseasked him, "Y ou couldn't just tell uswhat will happen, could you?"

"Of course he cant," said Yolanda. "Heis not hisown fairy. Don't worry. Now be ready,
because as soon as | say the counter-word, we have to move very quickly.”



"I'm ready," said Ceese.

Y olanda opened her mouth and uttered a swooping cry that rose so high that it could not
possibly come from ahuman throat. And then higher yet, so it could not be heard at al. Only then, as
she screamed in utter silence, did her lips form words.

Then she dumped to her knees and her voice aso became audible as the scream lowered in
pitch and faded to asigh.

Ceese reached out both hands at once and snatched at the lanterns. They held still. He caught
them.

Knedling in the grass, he got histhumbnails under the lantern roofs and tried to pry them off at
exactly the same moment. " Somebody needs to bring pop-top technology to Fairyland,” he said.

"Just break them. Crush them,” whispered Y olanda, exhausted for the moment by the word she
had uttered. "Y ou can't hurt us. That's our most immorta part inddethat glass.”

"How can one part be moreimmortal than another?' grumbled Ceese as he pried.
"Immortaler,” said Puck, correcting him like an English teacher. "Do what the lady said.”

Still kneding in the grass, Ceese pinched both |anterns between thumb and forefinger and
crushed them.

With asharp crack and a crunch of shards of glass rubbing together, the lanterns exploded.
Two tiny lights arose from the lanterns wreckage between Ceese'sfingers.

There must have been athousand birds waiting in the trees. And now they al swooped out and
down, darting for the lights.

Mack moved just as quickly. Holding Puck in one hand and Y olandaiin the other, he thrust their
tiny bodiestoward the hovering lights.

Asthey neared each other, they became like magnets. The lights crossed each other's path and
caught the bodies of thefariesin midair.

Therewas an explosion of light.

The birds veered and now were circling the clearing, around and around, like awhirlpool of
black feathers. But asthey flew, their colors changed, brightened. Suddenly there were as many red
and blue and yellow birds as black and brown, and among them were fantastically colored parrots,

and their cdlls changed from harsh cawsto musica sounds.

The leaves on the trees changed, too, from the colors of autumn to athousand different shades
of green, and many of the trees burst out in blossoms.

In the middle of the clearing, Y olandastood, norma size again, with her head bowed and her



arms folded across her chest. Then, as she raised her head, moth wings unfolded from her back, thin
and bright as a stained-glass window. She opened her eyes and looked at the birds. Then she opened
her arms, opened her hands, and the birds rose up again into the green-covered branches and sang
now in unison, like an avian Tabernacle Choir. The Fairy Queen opened her mouth and joined in the
song, her voicerising rich and beautiful like the warm sun risng on acrisp morning.

And then she turned her hands over, palm down, and the song ended. Shelooked at Mack and
sad, cheerily, "Honey, I'm home.”

Mack took a step toward her. She smiled.

Then she whirled toward the strong and tall young black-winged manfairy that Puck had just
become. With aquick movement of her hand and a brief "Sorry, dall," she shrank him down and her
finger hooked him toward her as surely asif she had just lassoed him. As he gpproached, he shrank,
until he was gragped in her hollow fist, the way achild holds afirefly.

"Give meafilm caniger,” shesad.
Mack had them in his pockets.

She held the open canister under the hedl of her fist and then blew into the top. In amoment she
had thelid on.

She blew ancther puff of air onto the film canister, and it became asmal cage made of golden
wire, beautifully woven.

Inside, Puck leaned againgt the wires, cursing a her.
Another puff of air and hisvoice went Slent.

Then she turned to Ceese and offered him the golden cage that contained Puck. "Oberon isfree
now," shesaid. "And Puck ishisdave. He must have known I'd have no choice but to do this."

"If Oberonisawake" said Mack, "we don't have much time."

"Takeit," she said to Ceese. "Take him back to the house. Don't let him out of your sight. | don't
want anybody stealing him and trying to control him like the poor fairiesthat gaveriseto those
genie-in-a-bottle stories.”

Ceesetook the cage, looking at the raging fairy whose wings fluttered madly as he ran around
and around insde the cage, treating the walls and celling of the spherical cage asif they weredl floor
and there were no up and down.

"Begentlewith him," said Titania. "1 owe him so much. And when thisis over, he will befree.
Not just from that cage, but from Oberon aswell. Hisown man again. A freefairy.” And softly,
tenderly, she leaned toward the cage. ™Y ou have my word on it, you nasty, beautiful fairy boy.” She
looked up into Ceesg's face. "Get going. The animals should leave you aone now, but you want to be
out of Fairyland before the dragon comes.”



"Good idea," said Ceese.

Holding the cage in his giant hand like a pea on a pillow, Ceese stood upright. His head was
above the treetops. He looked back the way he had come. He could see the route he had followed to
get here by the broken branches and leaning trees, and instead of getting back down on al foursand

crawling, he strode directly dong. The chasm wasn't uncrossabl e thistime—the magicd defenses
were done away with. He stepped right over it.

As he neared the place where the brick path began, he stopped one last time to ook around
over the beautiful green of springtimein Fairyland. He knew that he would probably never seethis
land again. Nor would he ever be so tdll, or see so far.

When he looked south, toward where Cloverdale climbed the mountain in hishome world, he
saw a hot red shaft of light shoot upward, surrounded by smoke.

And in the shaft ahuge black snaky thing began to writhe upward. Even at this distance, Ceese
could see how the creature's dimy skin shonein many colors, likeadick of oil onapuddle.

Two grest wings unfolded, shaped like enormous bat wings, but webbed like the wings of a
dragonfly. They kept unfolding until they extended to an impossible span.

And two red eyes opened and blinked.

From the cage in Ceesg's hand, atiny high voice cried out. "Here, Master! I'm herel She went
that way! She's over there! Head for the temple of Pan! Set mefreeto help you!"

Ceese dropped to hisknees and closed hisfist over the golden cage. Then he crawled onto the
brick path until he was smdl enough to stand up and walk.

He strode across the patio and opened the back door. The golden cage now wasthe size of a
grapefruit in hishand. Insde the lacework of golden wires, Puck hung by his hands from the wires, his

body racked with great sobs. "God help mel" he cried, again and again. "' hate him! | hate him!" And
then, more softly, "Beloved master, beautiful king."

Chapter 23

SLUG

As soon as Ceese | eft the clearing, bearing away Puck in his golden cage, Titaniaflung her ams
around Mack and clung to him. "He's coming,” shewhispered. "I can fed himrisng."

"Weve got to go," Mack said. "It'sagood long run.”
"Y ou forget that I'm in my power now." Shekissed him. "I'm so afraid.”

"There'sachancethat well lose?"



"If hewinstoday, I'll wintomorrow. No, I'm afraid that if | win, he won't love me anymore. You
won't love me anymore.”

"Titania" said Mack. "I'm not sure | even love you now."

"But he does," she said. "The only reason you don't love meisyou're upset because you think |
betrayed Puck. Y ou're so good and pure, Mack. But if you were alittle more wicked and sdlfish like
me, you'd redlize that Puck was atool that Oberon could have used against me. Now he can't.”

"| understand that," said Mack.

"With your mind," said Titania. "But in heré’—she touched his ches—"you would never be able
to do such athing. So loyd and true. Fly with me, Mack Street.”

"I cantfly."

"But | can." In aquick, sudden movement she swung herself around behind him, gripped him
across his chest and under his arms, then wrapped her legs around him. All the while, she was begating
her wings, so she weighed nothing. Less than nothing: Under her wings they both rose from the
ground.

In amoment they were above the clearing. She took one soaring circle. No birds came near
them. Mack could see the glorious spring forest spreading in al directions. Only now did heredize
that in dl hiswanderings, he had never seen spring. Perhaps there was no spring when Titaniawasn't
freein thisworld.

Not so far away, smoke wasrising from agap in the hills—the place where the drainpipe rose in
the other world.

"He'scoming up now," said Titania. "Away we go."

Hewas surprised at how fast she flew. Like adragonfly, not amoth. She could hover in one
place, then dart like arocket. He could fed the musclesflexing in her chest and arms as they ba anced
and responded to the exertions of her wing muscles. Aswomanly asthisfairy queen might be, she
was a0 amagnificent cresture, overwhemingly strong.

"So the pixie dust thing isjust amyth," said Mack.

Shelaughed. "J. M. Barrie knew boys. But he didn't know fairies. Not like Shakespeare. He
glimpsed Puck once, and one of my daughters. He thought the sparks of light were fairy dust. He had
no ideawhat was going on."

"What was going on?"

"Oberon'sfirgt attempt to make you," said Titania. "Using Puck asthe father. And no humans at
al. It didn't work."

"How many tries?'



"Four. Five counting you. Thelast two could have doneit, but they were never able to connect
with the people around them. Never ableto catch the dreams. It takes avillage to raise achangdling.”

"How do you do it?" asked Mack. "Magic, | mean. What doesit have to do with wishing? With
dreams? Y ou keep talking about it asif it could be stored up. In me.”

"That's what humans never understand,” said Titania. "They're S0 seduced by the material world,
they think that'swhat's redl. But all the things they touch and see and measure, they're just—wishes
cometrue. Theredity isthewishing. Thedesire. The only thingsthat are red are beingswho wish.
And their wishes become the causes of things. Wishesflow likerivers; causdity bubbles up from the
earth like prings. Wefairies drink wishes like wine, and insde usthey're digested and turned to
redity. Brought to life. All thislifel"

"Moretotheright,” Mack directed her. "That hill over there. Y ou're heading for Cheviot Hills."

"l never did get the grasp of LA. Too much asphdt. Tar smeared over the face of the earth.”

"On which you rode that motorcycle.

"It wasthe closest | could cometo flying like this. Only they would never let meride naked.”

" S0 the dreamsthat | absorbed and stored—they'rered.”

"Dreams arethe stuff that lifeismade of," said Titania

"And what am | made of, then? Coming into the world after gestating only an hour?"

"Y ou're Oberon'swish. All hiswishesfor beauty and truth and life. For order and system, for
kindness and love. Poured out into the body of awoman and allowed to grow in the form that she
dreamed of ."

"So sheredly was my mother.”

"The mother of your shape. But Oberon was father and mother of your soul.”

"l thought | didn't have one."

Titanialaughed lightly, like musicin the hurtling wind.

"So," said Mack. "How are we going to fight him?"

"l don't know," said Titania

That was not good news. "I thought you had aplan.”

"l have aplan to make me as strong as possible. And him allittle weaker. But once you Start
hurling unformed causdity around, you never quite know what's going to happen. I'll do somethings.

Hell do somethings. Thethingswe do will change the way thingswork. So well do different things.
Until I'm strong enough to bind him."



"What doesit mean, to bind him?"
"Bound," she said. "To therules. What people in your world think of asthe laws of nature.”
"Soit'sal about you and him."

"That'sright. | draw power from thefairy circle. And he can't seeit. He won't know they're
there. At firgt, anyway."

Mack thought about that. "What am | here for? Why didn't you send me back with Ceese?!
No answer.

"YoYo?

No answer.

"Titania, tell me. | should know."

"You're hisfairy circle," she said. "The power he's been storing up for years. Storying up, so to

"So I'm on his Sde?'

"Inaway," she sad. "But by having you near me, he can't do anything redlly awful to me."
Now he understood. "I'm your hostage.”

"It'sagmilar relationship. Except that normaly, hostages don't get eaten.”

"You'regoing to eat me?'

"No, dlly. | loveyou. He wantsto eat you. Or the dreams stored in you, | mean. Hed spit the
rest of you back out."

"Sol'dlive?'
"It won't happen, so don't worry about it."
"Why won' it happen?’

"Because he knows that while he's eating the dreams out of you, | would reunite you with him.
I'd restore the virtues he drove out of him."

"And he doesn't want that?"

"Suddenly held have a conscience again. Hed remember how much he loves me. It would
completely ruin hissde of thislittlewar."



"What would happen to me?"

"Y ou've gotten stronger in these years apart from him. His malice has been festering the whole
time, too, but you have grown very wise and strong. I'm proud of you."

"What does that mean?"

"l don't know," shesaid. "Likel told you, baby. | don't know how thiswill al come out. Wejust
play with the causdities he gives us, and throw our own redlities back a him."

She settled lightly to the ground in the middle of the henge of seventeen columns. She
unwrapped hersdf from Mack's body. "Timeto do your art, baby."

Mack set to work at once with ared magic marker, drawing asmal heart on each column and
moving quickly on.

Word was exhaugted &t the end of his sermon. Hislisteners weren't—after dl, it was till daylight
when he finished, and they were dl hoping that his heding touch would comeinto their lives, too. But
he was finished because the invisble hand down hisback had findly et him go. He had nothing left.

Hewould have goneinto Rev Theo's office to rest, but he remembered the use it had been put
to so recently. He sat down in one of the folding chairs at the back of the sanctuary and closed his

eyes.

Whatever possessed him had spoken again. Thistime Word wasn't taken by surprise, and he
was fataigtic about it. Either it would come or it wouldn't. Either held be given wordsto say, or he
wouldnt.

But by whom? He didn't like the sense that it was linked to Mack and Y olanda. What went on
with them was not from God—he knew that much, at least. So why did the spirit only start working
through him when the two of them emerged from their semi-holy tryst? Whatever spirit it was, it il
worried him that it might not be the Holy Spirit of God.

If I don't serve Jesuswith what | do, then whose serviceam | in?
All thethings| said to people. Werethey true? Or did they become true because | said them?

That was what Word had come to believe when he studied psychology as an undergraduate. He
cameto the conclusion that Freud wasn't discovering things, he was cregting them. There were no
Oedipus complexes until Freud started telling that story and people started interpreting their own lives
through that lens. Like neuralgia or the vapors or UFOs or humors or any of the other weird
theories—once the story was out there, people started believing it.

So now, am | doing the samething? Do | say things, and then they become sort of true because
| said them? Or are they dready true, and this spirit that possesses me reveasthat truth and heals
whatever can be healed? Am | giving peace, or cresting chaos?



Isany part of thisfrom me, my own wish to make sense of things? Or some even degper need
that | didn't know about—adesire to dominate? Because that's what's happening. The way they look
a me. Worshipful. Grateful. It'sthe look of faith. I've given them something | don't even have
mysdf—certainty. Trug.

Someone turned around the chair in front of him and sat down. That was something Rev Theo
did when he wanted to counsdl with somebody. So Word didn't open his eyes.

"Some sermon tonight,” said Theo.

"l don't know when it's going to happen,” said Word. "For dl | know, thiswasthe last time."

"Y ou doing fine before the spirit come into you tonight.”

"Y ou could tell when it came?’

"Y ou turned around and looked back at the door, like you heard the Spirit of God coming up
behind you, and then you turn around and tell that woman her son lying to her. | say it don't get much
clearer than that.”

"l didn't hear the Spirit of God. | heard Mack and Y olanda come out of the church.”

"Wel now," said Rev Theo. "How did you hear that? So much noise, and the door already
open, and they didn't walk heavy."

"l don't know," said Word. "I don't even know if it's the Spirit of God that comesinto me.”

"It'sthe spirit of truth. Spirit of hedling. Have somefaith.”

"It fdlstoo closein linewith the kind of thing | want and wish for," said Word.

"It'sright in linewith the ministry of HisMgesty King Jesus,” said Theo. "He said comefollow
me, and you doing it, Word. Even your name. In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was
with God, and—"

"Don't finish that,” said Word. "Or I'll change my name.”

"l @n't saying that last part is about you. But it's a sure thing that Word iswith God. Don't you
doubt it."

"Rev Theo, | don't trust it."

"If it comes, it comes," said Rev Theo. "When it doesn't, you just tell them, the Holy Spirit
comes when he comes, but the words of Jesus are dways with us. We not in thisto put on ashow,
Word. Wein thisto save souls.”

"l know that," said Word. "What | don't trust is... | don't know whether it's good or not."

"Oh, it'sgood, Word."



"In thelong run. They worship me, Rev Theo."

"Don't you mind that. They can see you. They can't see God. But they'll learn to look past you
and see God over your shoulder."

"Thething that'sindde me—I think it'stheir worship that it's after.”
"Of courseitis," said Rev Theo. "Didn't he say, Lovethe Lord your God with al your—"

"No, Rev Theo. What it wantsisfor them to worship me. To obey me. To elevate me. To give
me power in thisworld. It wants meto rule over people because they think God isin me. It'slust.
Ambition. Pride.”

"If you got those sins, we can work on repentance—"

"l don't have those sins, Rev Theo. Or if | do, | don't have them so bad. It's not my feding. It's
what | get from the thing insgde me. It doesn't fed good. It fedsmdicious.”

Rev Theo didn't have a comforting word for him. Not aword at all.

Word opened his eyes. Rev Theo was leaning back, studying him. ™Y ou acomplicated boy,
Word."

"Not so complicated,” said Word. "'l just want to do good. For good reasons.”

" Sometimes people do bad for good reasons, and God forgives them. And sometimesthey do
good for bad reasons, and God forgives them. And when they do bad for bad reasons, God will
forgivethem if they repent and come unto him. Y ou got nothing to fear, Word."

Word pretended that this was the answer he needed, because he knew that wise as Rev Theo
was, he didn't understand. He hadn't felt that hot hand down his back. He hadn't felt the glee that
radiated from it when people wept asthey caled out: Word, Word, Word.

It's the beast, and I'm the prophet of the beast. | know that now. It's pretending to be the Holy
Ghogt, but it isn't. So I'm not serving God, even though that'swhat | meant. I'm serving... someone
else. Maybe someone like Bag Man. Except it's not the way Dad said it was for him. Bag Man made
himwant things he didn't want. This thing insgde me doesn't change what | want. I'm till the same
person | was.

Word let Rev Theo take him partway homein hisrattletrap ministry car, an ancient VVolvo that
looked like a cardboard box with wheels and rust spots. " Thing that makes me most proud of this
car," Rev Theo liked to say, "ain't amechanic left in LA knows how to fix it. So you know it runson
fathdone”

Rev Theo dropped him at the bus stop and not long after, Word got on the bus that ran down
LaBreaand dropped him a Coliseum. Word insisted on that—no need for Rev Theo to take him all
theway into Badwin Hills, it wastoo far out of hisway. Even though it did mean it was nearly
midnight by the time Word wound hisway into the neighborhood.



Waking up Cloverdae, Word saw Ceese Tucker's patrol car and Y olanda's motorcycle parked
infront of Chandresses house. But the house looked dark, like nobody wasthere, or at least nobody
was up.

Word walked on up the street and passed so many people it made him wonder if there had been
ablock party. Or maybe apolitica meeting, since some of the people were carrying big sheets of
tagboard, the kind you make political sgnsout of. But what cause could possibly unite dl these

different people—folksfrom up the hill talking with people from theflat, which wasn't dl that
common. Not on the street anyway.

A lot of them greeted him, but they didn't volunteer any information and Word didn't ask.
Maybe they could see on his face how distracted and worried he was. Whatever they were doing,
Word wasn't part of it.

He got home and Mother was drinking teain the kitchen. ™Y our father'sin his office and he
doesn't want to be disturbed.”

"I'mtired mysdlf," said Word. "He il upset about those poems?”

"Actudly, he got some complimentary emailstoday. There are people out there who like the
kind of old-fashioned poetry your father has apparently been writing for twenty years without ever
givingmeor anyonedseahint.”

"Well that's good," said Word.

"So hiswish cametrue, | guess," said Mother. "l wouldn't mind afew of my wishescoming
true”

Word sat down across the table from her. "What isthe wish of your heart, Mom?"
"My children to be happy,” she said.
"You're dready Miss Americato me, Mom," he said, grinning.

"Wel, | do want that. But | guessthat's not what you meant. | honestly don't know the wish of
my heart. Maybe| likemy lifetheway itis. I'm pretty content.”

"That'swhat happy meansin thisworld, Mom."

"Well, aren't you the philosopher.”

"Not sncel got that C in aesthetics.”

He got up and kissed her cheek and |eft her to her teaand her contentment with life. Maybe
shed fed differently if she knew that achild of her loins had lived in the neighborhood for the past
Sseventeen years, and just tonight dept with awoman at least ten years older than him after asort of

fake marriage. Maybe that would spoil her contentment just alittle. Especidly the part about not
remembering giving birth to the kid.



Word got undressed and went to bed, but it didn't do any good. Well, maybe he dozed for a
while now and then, but he kept opening his eyes and seeing the clock. One-thirty. Two-ten. Like
that.

Findly at nearly four A.M. he got down on hisknees and prayed. Asking al his questions.
Begging for answers. If thisisfrom you, Lord, let me know it. Let metrust it. But if it's not from you,
then please, God, set me free of it. Don't make me part of some evil spirit that hungersto own
people's souls.

And then, al of asudden, right in the middle of apleato God, he felt the hand down his spine
Sart to dtir.

I've woken it. I'm going to be punished for asking God to take this spirit away.
Hefdt it dide up and out of him. And just like that, it was gone.

"O God," hesaid out loud. "Wasit thy spirit? Hast thou taken thyself from me because of my
unbdief?'

But in the next moment, now that the presence down his back was gone, he felt a powerful
lightness, asif the hand cupping his heart had been agreat weight he was carrying around with him.
And now hewas at peace.

"| thank thee, O God most holy," he whispered. "Thou hast cast out from me the evil spirit.”

He prayed amoment longer, giving histhanks. And with the thanks still in hisheart and a
murmuring prayer on hislips, he rose up from his knees and went to the window and turned the long
handle on the blinds and looked out into the grayish light.

Therewas ared glow from behind the housesto theright of hiswindow. A glow so intense that
it could only be coming from afire. But whose house? He could see dl the houses on Cloverdale, and
behind them there was nothing. Just the empty basin around the drainpipe.

At that moment, a column of red light shot upward and something dark rose withinit. Word
watched in fascination asthe thing writhed allittle. Like adug.

A dug with wings. He saw them unfold. He saw the bright and terrifying eyes. He saw the wings
spread out and beat against the red and smoky air and lift the great worm into the air.

Not aworm, redly. Too thick and stubby for aworm. The ancient lore had it wrong. Not a
worm, but aWyrm. The grest enemy of God. The one cast out of heaven by Michadl the archangd.

He heard footsteps behind him. He glanced back and saw hisfather, hiseyesred-rimmed asif
he'd been up way too late. Or asif he'd been crying.

"Sothereitis, Father," said Word.

"Can you figure out what a chopper's doing flying over our neighborhood thistime of night?"
asked Father.



"Chopper?'

Word looked back out the window. And sure enough, the great dragondug was gone. And in its
place was a chopper. Not the police. It belonged to a TV station, but not one whose call |etters
Word knew.

"What were you looking at then”?"

"No, I just... I'm kind of bleary-eyed. Didn't know it was a chopper.”

"You can hear it," said Father. "Waking people up al over the neighborhood, | bet. Have you
dept a dl tonight, son?"

"If | have, | must have dept through it, cause | don't remember.”

It was an old joke between them, and Father laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. " Guess
they'll have to do without you at that church today.”

"Maybe," said Word.

Father walked out of the room.

Word watched the chopper head out toward the northwest, right over the Williamses house.
It was adugdragon, thought Word. | knew it when | saw it—thiswas the beast.

And yet it was a chopper dl along. Heading northwest.

A dragon in disguise?

Word had to see. He was responsible for this thing, somehow. It had been in him. Who knew
what it took away? What knowledge it stole from him.

Word ran to hisdad's office. "Can | takeacar?"

"When will you be back?"' asked Father.

"Don't know."

"You'retoo tired to drive."

"Won't befar, Dad." Word hoped he was telling the truth. And then hoped he wasn't—because
whatever busnessthat flying dug had, he didn't want it to be in his own neighborhood, among his
friends.

"Takethe Mercedes,” sad hisfather, and then Word caught the keysin midair and headed for
the garage.



UraLeewore her nurse's uniform as she stood on the overpass with the earliest of the Olympic
Avenuetraffic passing under her. There weren't many carsout at thistime of day—but the surprise
was that there were any at dl. Early shifts? Or just people who figured it was better to be at work
two hours early and be productive than to arrive at work on time after an hour and ahalf on the 405
or the 10.

She wasn't sure how she felt about being one of the old people that had been dropped off while
the younger ones went and parked and hiked. She could have hiked it easily enough—she spent all
day on her feet, and the only thing interesting about the walk from Ralph's up to the overpass was that
it was uphill and wound around a cloverlesf.

Folksfrom Cloverdae waking up acloverlesf.

And before shelet hersdf go off on amentd riff about that, she reminded hersdf: Sometimes
coincidences arent Sgns of anything.

Would she ever see Mack Street again?

My son, she thought. As much of ason as| could ever have had. And | raised him about as
much as| ever could. | was never cut out to be afulltime mother, that's for sure. Thank God for
Ceese. That boy gave Mack Street aterrific childhood. Full of freedom and yet completely safe, with
someone dways watching over him.

Maybe | could have been afulltime mother. Maybe | wouldn't have run out of patienceif |
hadn't aready had along shift of taking care of people made fretful by their pain. Not to mention the
bossy people and the sneeky rdlatives and the selfish vistors who never noticed that ther victim was
worn out. The buzzers going off. The bureaucrats making demands. The incompetent trainees. The
inept doctorsthat you had to keep covering for.

Maybe Ura L ee would have been agreat mother.

In another life.

Shewas going to lose Mack this morning. That'swhat she felt in the pit of her ssomach. And she
didn't get to say goodbye. Did the boy even know she loved him? Did helove her? He said he did.
He showed he did.

He was supposed to be with mewhen | died. That wasthe only wish of my life. To have
someoneto love me, to hold my hand as| leave thisworld. | thought it would be Mack. | thought

God had granted my wish by putting thischild inmy life.

Sdfish. To grieve more because he wouldn't be there to grieve for me, than for the life that he
should have had, and now he wouldn'.

Don't be such amope, UraLee! He's not going to die. Why do you think you're suddenly a
psychic. When have you ever been ableto tell the future?

She noticed a child's dphabet block up on the sdewalk right beside her. How in the world
would something like that be abandoned here, of all places? Did some child throw it out of the car?



And look, there's another. Did they dump the whole thing?
Stupid. Those blocks weren't there ten minutes ago.

"Look!" she shouted to the other people on watch. " Alphabet blocks! Look! Stand on them!
One of you on each of them! Get the Sgns! Don't et anybody drive over the blocks or move them!"

They started obeying her. She turned to face Ralph's and waved her arms. Then she
remembered that it was still amost completely dark. She switched on her flashlight and pointed it at
them and blinked it.

She got an answering blink, and saw some people start trotting up the sidewalk.

That won' last long, she thought. Not many of them were in shape to run uphill al the way to the
overpass.

Apparently some of them had sense enough to know that, because afew cars started up in the
Raph'slot and siwung out to turn left on Olympic.

Wédll, let them get here when they come. I've got a block to stand on.

The blocks were too spread out for anybody to hold hands with anybody else. And there
weren't seventeen people up here, so they couldn't even cover dl the blocks. Why didn't we think to
make sure there were at |east seventeen?

A single car came from the south. Not part of their group, just some early riser heading for some
officein Century City. He blinked his lights when he saw the old black people standing out in the
road.

"Let him through!" UraLee cdled out. "But Stay close, 0 hell drivedow.”

They stepped back, leaving a gap barely wide enough for a car to pass. The guy pressed the
button and his automatic window rolled down. "What the hell are you doing at thistime of day? Stay
out of theroad!"

"We're here to commemorate the degth of an asshole who yelled things a old people out of his
car!" shouted Eva Sweet Fillmore.

The man probably didn't even hear her—he was dready on hisway, with hiswindow going up.
The blocks hadn't been touched.

And now more people began to arrive, carrying sgns. Now it would be obviousit wasa
demongtration. Now they could let them honk or turn around and head back the way they came. No
explanation needed. The signswould say it all.

Ura Leetook the sign that Ebby DeVries handed her. SAVE THE CHRISITANSIN
SUDAN," it said. She looked at the others and smiled. It was actually a cause she cared about. After
al, thismight end up on TV, so they might aswell demongtrate for aworthy cause.



REMEMBER AFRICA
AIDSISMORE COMMON IN AFRICA THAN THE FLU
FREE THE SLAVESIN AFRICA
IF BLACK SKIN COULD RUN YOUR CARWED LIBERATE SUDAN
WHAT DOESIT MATTER IF A MILLION BLACK PEOPLE DIE?

Asfar asUraLeeknew, nobody in LA even knew thiswas a cause. They certainly didn't
expect to have abunch of black people stop traffic in Century City. So she had made them add a
coupleof 9gns.

THISISTHE AFRICAN CENTURY!
WHY AREN'T ANY STARSLOOKING OUT FOR AFRICA?
That would explain, sort of, why they werein Century City; blocking the Avenue of the Stars.

"Arewe up to seventy-seven?' shouted Grand Harrison.

Someone on the other side, where the doverleafswere, called back, "No, we still got about six
graggling up thehill.”

"Well hurry! We got to closethiscircle”

UraLeefdt agtrangetingling in her feet. She turned to Ebby, who was now holding her hand on
theleft. "Youfed that?'

"Tingling feet?" asked Ebby.

"Gottadance," said UraLee. Sheydled at the others. "No moretime! It's started! Grab hands
and let the latecomersjoin in as soon as they get up here!™

The circleformed, and they started moving—though five or six people forgot about
counterclockwise and there was amoment of confusion. In afew moments, though, with handsjoined
around the handles of picket Sgns, the whole circle was dowly but smoothly walking rightward as
they faced the center. The stragglersjoined in asthey could.

Only when the last one—Sondra Brown, wouldn't you know it—took her place did thetingling
dtart to risefrom UraLegsfeet. Her feet began to get alittlejiggy. Her hips began to sway alittle as
shewaked. A little atitude. A little shine. A few people laughed with delight.

The circle moved faster and faster, but nobody was running out of breath. The tingling covered
her whole body, every bit of her skin and degp inside aswll.

No way was Y olanda White a hoochie mama. Cause if men could get thisfeding just by paying
ahundred bucks, she'd never have had time to ride that motorcycle.



They heard the hum, the roar, the thud-thud-thud of ahdlicopter. Ura Leelooked up. "Good
Lord," she said. "How did we get a news chopper here dready?’

"He'scoming,” sad Mack. "'l can seehim.”

"Well, you done with your little hearts and flowers?"

"Just hearts," said Mack.

"Areyou done?' she said impatiently.

"Oneon evay pillar.”

"All right. Stand herein the middle. And... how can | put this... when he gets here..."
"Keegp mysdf between you and him,” said Mack.

"That would be o very helpful,” she said.

She went from pillar to pillar, kissng the hearts. "They ought to be feding that now."
Sheran back to the center of thecircle.

Theflying dug let out acry of such rage that the pillars seemed to tremble.

"Get in front of me, Mack! Don't leave me out here aone!”

Mack ran to put himself between the Queen and her husband.

Isthisthefulfilment of her dream?

In the dream she didn't even know | wasthere. But in redlity, she needs me,

It made him fed good.

"Dammit, Mack, what's going on there? We're not connected yet."

"Maybeit took some of them longer to get up from Ralph's than they expected,” said Mack. "It's
not that long since | started drawing the hearts."

"What isthis, abad cellphone system?' said Titania. "'Can you hear me now? Can you hear me
effing now?"

"Please," said Mack. "Don't get angry.”

"Youreright," shesaid.



The dugdragon circled at a distance, reconnoitering. Mack sidled around her, as she pointed at
each pillar in turn. "I'm not filling up, Mack. Thisisgoing to be ashort fight if he'sgot you to draw on
and | don't have anybody.”

"Why don't you draw on me?"'

"l can't, Mack, and you know why," she said. And then: "Oh, praise the Lord. They finished it."

Immediately Titaniapointed at each pillar, but thistime she sang alow note asshe did it, and the
pillars began to glow.

"Oh, he seesthat,” she murmured—on the note. "He knows now. Watch out, Mack. Stand up
for me™"

Mack could hardly think about the dragon, because he was watching the pillars. They were
garting to move, diding around the circle. Clockwise.

"| thought you said counterclockwise," said Mack.

"If the circle moved the same on both Sides,” said Titaniaimpatiently, “there wouldn't be any
friction, now, would there?'

"Slly me" murmured Mack.

"Y ou do know that | love you, don't you, Mack?"

"What are you doing, kissing my ass goodbye?' he said.

"Here he comes, the son-of-a-bitch!™

The flying dug swooped down at them and atalon caught Mack aglancing blow. But it tore
open his chest diagonally from waist to shoulder. Mack screamed with the pain and dropped to his
knees.

"Stand up, Mack!" she cried. "He can't do that again, he can't afford to weaken you!"”

"Once was enough,” Mack whispered. "God help me!”

"l cant hdp you!" shesad. "I've got to get this circle moving!”

Mack tore off his shirt to see the wound. It was deep in places—the skin gaped wide. But it
hadn't opened hisbdlly. His gutswere still safely inside. "Just aflesh wound,” he said.

"Well, an't you brave."
"Well seewhat you think when | poop my pants," said Mack. "He's coming back."

"I'm getting stronger, Mack. It'sworking. You'll see”



The dragon swooped down again, but thistime abright yellow Cadillac suddenly rose straight
up from apoint insde the circle and smacked into the dug and threw it off course. A moment |ater,
before the Caddy could come back to earth, it blew up into smithereens.

No, not smithereens. Golf balls.

A thousand golf balswere pdting them.

"Damn," shesaid. "You got alot of strength in you, baby. Those should have been ping-pong
bdls”

"Aint | cool,” said Mack, nurang awelt that was rising on his head where agolf ball had
smacked him.

"Let meout of thiscage," shouted Puck. " She needs me, don't you understand? She thinks I'm
hisdave, but I'm not, | love her! She'sthelove of my life! I'd never hurt her! Let me out!”

Ceese kndlt by the cage. "I don't even know how," he said.
"Tear it open. Get back in there where you're agiant and rip this sucker open with your teeth!”
"No," Ceese said.

All of asudden the globe began to rall. It wasn't magic. Puck was moving it like ahamger,
running indde the ball and making it move across the floor toward the kitchen.

"Y ou're not getting out of here!”

"Try and op me!™

Ceese stopped him.

Puck stared at Ceese'sfoot, which was holding the cagein place.

"Police brutdlity!" shouted Puck.

"Oh, shut up, nobody's hurting you."

"Rodney King!"

"Nobody can hear you, Puck. And even if they could, they can't even see thishouse.”
"She needsme!"

"She needsyou here, with me," said Ceese.



Puck reared back and let out such a piercing scream that one of the panes blew out of the
window. It gave Ceese such apainin hisearsthat he picked up the globe and ran back to the back of
the house, intending to duck it in thetoilet or gtick it in the shower.

What he found was abedroom with acloset full of police uniforms. All of them his.

"Damn," said Puck. "What isthis, the Village People's dressng room?”

"I'm getting dressed,” said Ceese. "But before | do..."

Ceese took one of the leather jackets—the one that was till dripping from having been ducked
in water—and wrapped it completely around the globe.

From insdeit, Ceese could hear Puck's muffled voice. "It'sdark."
Ceese shook the wet jacket.

"It'sraining,” said Puck.

The chopper swooped in low over the fairy circle. When it was exactly in the middle, abig
dollop of red splashed down in the direct center of the circle, spattering everyone with it.

"What isit, paint?' called someone.

" Shut up and keep dancing!" cried Grand.
"It'sblood," said Ebby.

"Keep dancing, swestie," said UraLee.

Then, to UraLeg's amazement, her feet were no longer touching the ground. Still dancing, she
roseinto the air and the circle began to move even faster.

The chopper returned, but thistime asit passed, the red paint peeled off the pavement—and off
everybody it had hit—and formed itself back into aball of paint... or blood, or whatever it was...
which then rose straight up and splashed right across the windshield of the chopper.

The helicopter immediately veered upward and away.

"Blinded him. Good," said UralLee.

"What's that chopper doing?" asked Ebby.

"That ain't no chopper, swestie," said UraLee. "It'sthe devil. And that paint—that was Mack
and Y olanda, over in Fairyland, doing something bad to him and making him go away."

"Not for long," said Ebby. "He's coming back.”



"Dancefader.”
"] want to fly higher!" said Ebby.
And shedid.

The chopper camein close again, and seemed to be heading straight for the flying, dancing,
spinning fairy circle. But at the last moment, what |ooked like a giant frog's tongue shot up from
beyond the overpass and stuck to the chopper and flung it away.

"That wasclose," said UralLee
"It was cool,” said Ebby.

That happened a couple more times before the LAPD cruiser dowly coasted aong the bridge
and did in under thefairy circle. UraLee looked down at the officers who got out of the car and
thought it was rather charming the way they took off their caps and scratched their heads and spent a
long time discussing whether they dared to report what they were seeing.

Suddenly the metal pipe that made up the guardrail on the overpass tore loose from the concrete
and flew upward.

It hit Sondra Brown and knocked her out of the circle. She dropped like arock onto the road
below.

"Oh God help her!" cried UraLee. The prayer was echoed by many others.

Whatever God might be doing about Sondra Brown, the guardrail pipe was now standing on
end in the middle of the circle, poised to strike at another of them.

And where Sondra had been, it took amoment for the two whose hands she had been holding
to get together and close up the gap. During that moment, the circle dowed down noticeably, and
sank alittle toward the ground, and the tingling that gave them such pleasure as they danced began to
fade.

The pipe struck again. Thistime UraLeethought it wasaiming at her. But of courseit couldn't
am at dl—the circlewas moving too fadt. It hit Ebby DeVries and she flew out from the circle, over
Olympic Avenue, and dropped down out of Sight.

"Oh, God," cried UraLee. "Not Ebby!"

The cop car suddenly sprang into action. The lights came on, the engine gunned, and the cops
began to run back toward it, trying to get the doors open.

The car rose up in the exact center of the circle and the guardrail wrapped itself around the car,
coiled itsdf like asnake,



"Thisisgetting fun," sad Titania

Mack, whose chest seemed to be on fire so he could hardly breathe, wasn't quite sure he
agreed. The pillarswere now up in theair and circling so fast that they formed akind of wall; twice
the dragon tried to swoop in and was struck by a pillar and knocked away.

But now Mack and Titaniawerein the air, too, and Mack looked out frantically to see where
the dragon wasflying now.

Only when ahuge tree suddenly rose up into the air in the center of the circle did Mack redlize
that the dragondug had stopped flying and had dipped in under thewal of flying pillars. It was now
directly undernesth them, holding ahugetreeinitstalons.

It swing it like acudgd. Incredibly, the tree passed between two pillars, so they weren't
disturbed at all.

But Titaniagasped asif she had been struck, and the whole circle dowed down. They aso sank
closer to the ground, and when Mack looked down he could see the dug opening its huge, toothless,
duglike mouth to swallow them up.

Thetree swung again, and again it passed between columns, seemingly without harm. But again
the circle staggered in its movement and Titaniaand Mack sank closer to the dragon's mouth.

"Can't you do something?' demanded Mack.

"As soon asthey get the circle back together,” she said.
"They never will if he kegpsbresking it," said Mack.
"Just hold onto me and you'll befine!" she shouted.

Mack looked down and saw that the reason the mouth stayed directly under him was because it
was catching the blood that dripped off hisfoot. There was a steady trickle of it. He was
strengthening the mongter. His own blood was being used againg Titania,

Mack knew that his moment had come. In the dream he raced up to fight the dragon. Now, in
redlity, hed be dropping down onto it. So it was different. But that didn't matter. The most important
thing was that the dragon was gaining strength from him. He had to keep it from getting worse. If he
was going to save Titania

Only when he had shoved himself away from her and was dropping downward did it occur to
him that maybe the impulseto let go and drop hadn't come from his own mind, but rather from
Oberon's.

Thetreetrunk dropped to the ground and the dug leapt upward. Mack thought held smply be
swallowed whole, but instead the beast |eaned back and caught him initstalons. Then it begantorise
up past Titania.

"No!" she howled. "Mack, baby, fight him! Don't let him take you!"



Fight him with whet?
Titanialet out apiercing cry. A singleword, but in alanguage Mack didn't understand.
Then, suddenly, everything changed. There was no talon holding him. Instead, he was hanging

from something by his hands, and the pain in his chest was unbearable as his body strained and
stretched.

Suddenly, everything changed. The guardrail unwrapped itself and dropped to the ground; the
patrol car fell after it, landing with such force that it blew out al four tires.

The chopper appeared in the middle of the air, the blades seeming to be only inchesfrom the
fairy circle asthey spun. And hanging from the bottom skid of the chopper was... Mack Street.

His shirt was open and his chest was bleeding from aterrible wound from hip to shoulder. Ura
Leewasrdieved that no bowd was exposed, but he was|osing blood steadily. And the chopper was
trying to rise up and carry him away.

The circle spun faster and faster.

"No!" cried UraLee. "l haveto get out! | haveto help him!"

But Mack couldn't hear her. He grimaced and swung on the skid and pulled himself up so he
was standing on the skid and holding on to the door of the chopper.

"Stay away from the door!" UraLee cried. For she knew—somehow—that if that door opened
and Mack went insde, hewould belogt. "Don't go in!" she shouted.

Mack seemed to hear her. He looked toward the rapidly spinning circle and hesitated.

At that moment, a Mercedes coasted along the bridge underneath the chopper. 1t stopped and
Word Williams got out.

"Mack!" he shouted. "Jump! I'll catch you!"

That was about the stupidest thing Ura Lee ever heard. Mack was half a head tdler than Word.
Word wasnt catching anything tonight.

The door of the chopper siwung open. Mack lost his balance, veered, and then, in catching his
balance, swung back toward the open door. He was going to fal into the mouth of the beast.

Word jumped straight up into the air and caught the skid of the chopper and hung on. It was an
incredible jump—it would have set the record in any Olympics—but more important to UraLee was
the fact that he overba anced the chopper, causing it to lurch and swing Mack back out of the door,
which promptly dammed shut behind him.

The chopper tipped onitsside.



And suddenly Ura L ee knew what she had to do.

"Hold my armdl" she demanded of the people on either side of her. Though it cost the circlea
smdl lurch asthey let go to find anew grip on her upper arm, the maneuver worked well enough.
Even though her dancing stopped unabated, her hands were now free to reach down into her coat
pocket and pull out Ceese's revolver. She took off the safety, aimed the gun at the broad windshield
of the chopper, and fired.

Thebullet ricocheted off.

"Open the door, Mack!" cried Ura Lee.

"Don't doit!" shouted Word.

"Mack, thisisyour mother! Thisis Mom! Open the door!"

Mack hung on to the handle beside the door, completely baffled by what was happening. Where
had this helicopter come from? Where were the pillars? Where was Titania?

Only gradually did he redize where he was—in the air above the bridge over Olympic. And the
chopper must be...

The manifestation of Oberon in thisworld. The dragondug might not be able to cross over
between worlds, but like the debristhat Mack had left in Fairyland, Oberon himsalf caused thingsto
happen in thisworld, and there was afigure here that represented him. A news chopper.

Mack had amost crawled into Oberon's mouth of his own free will.

"Open the door!" he heard someone cry.

"Don't doit!" He knew both voices. The man was Word Williams. The same voice whose
sermon he had listened to just last night. Or had he? Hadn't he fallen adeep?

"Mack, thisisyour mother! Thisis Mom! Open the door!"
It was Miz Smitcher. But she called herself hismother. And she wanted him to...
To open the door.

She understood. She wanted him to make the sacrifice. She knew it was what he had been born
for. Hewas dragon food al aong.

She had cdled hersdf Mom.
"I will, Mom," said Mack. He reached out and flung open the door.

Suddenly a shot rang out. Another.



The door dammed shut.

Titaniawatched helplesdy as Mack struggled in the dragon'stalon. Only the heavy weight of the
ice and snow Titania had summoned were keeping the dragon from soaring up and out of reach with
Mack clutched initsclaw.

Even with the ice and snow, the dragon somehow managed to stay inthe air. But it was
gaggering, reding.

One lurch brought the dragon's mouth close to Mack's head. It probably would have bitten
down and swallowed the boy in two bites, but something made the dragon lurch yet again, and Mack
was pulled back out of its mouth.

Titanialooked down and saw atyrannosaur, with its enormous jaws clamped down on the
dragon's other leg. The weight was more than the dragon could bear. It was sinking toward the
ground.

Y et Mack seemed oblivious. He reached up toward the dragon's mouth, caught hold of it,
gripped itslip, and drew it downward toward him.

What is he doing? thought Titania. VVolunteering to be eaten?

The dragon’'s mouth was now wide open, and on the same level asthe pillarsthat still soun
meadly around Titania

A shot rang out. And another.
A bloody eruption in the dragon's eye told Titaniathat her husband had been hit. But by what?
The dragon was spitting out blood.

Titaniaknew thiswas her chance. Whatever had hit the dragon, it had its mind on something
other than the magic she might be ableto bring to bear.

She said the words, sang the notes, did the quick littlejig.
The wings of the dragon dropped off and the duglike body plummeted.

Sprawled on the ground with both the tyrannosaur and Mack Street being crushed or smothered
under it, the dragon stirred. But not quickly enough for Titania

She waved her hand, and the dug was suddenly transformed. No longer aterrifying dragondug,
it wasjust aman.

Her man.

And Mack Street was gone. In his place was asingle plastic grocery bag, rolling likea



tumbleweed in adight breeze coming in from off the ocean.

The helicopter was going to crash, and what would happen? An explosion, bringing desth or
injury to everybody inthefairy circle.

But UraLee did not regret shooting at the chopper. Whoever was flying it was trying to
consume her son. What e se could she have done?

The helicopter hit the ground and... disappeared.

Mack Street and Word Williamslay sprawled and somewhat entangled with each other on top
of the patrol car.

And the helicopter was gone.

Thefairy circle dowed down and sank so rapidly that in two revolutionsthey were on the
ground, moving & no more than abrisk walk. Thetingling stopped. So did thejigging.

UraLee shrugged off the arms of the two people holding on to her and ran toward the body of
her son.

Word Williams stirred, did away from Mack's body. He saw UraLee and said, "I'm sorry, Miz
Smitcher. | tried to save him."

The others gathered around.
Not far away, acar caught in the traffic jam surrounding thefairy circle let out ablast of itshorn.

One of the copsraised his nightstick and approached the offending car. "Thisisa
demondtration!" he shouted. "It has apermit! Didn't you see the Sgns out on Pico?’

UraLeedidn't care about the surrounding people. She made sure Mack's neck wasn't broken,
then did her aams under him and lifted him and held his head and shoulders againgt her like achild.

"Oh, Mack," she said. "Mack, it was supposed to be the other way. Y ou were supposed to
hold mewhilel died.”

Y olanda White appeared out of nowhere, standing on the roof of the cop car.
"Say goodbye to him, UraLee Smitcher,” she said. "Hée's coming with me."
"He'sdead!" said UraLee. "Can't | bury him?"

"He's not dead. But hisjob is done. Say goodbye to him, Miz Smitcher. I've got to get my
pathetic loser of ahusband back down to hell.”

"He'snot aloser!" shouted Word. "He'sahero!™



"l didn't mean Mack," said Yolanda. "I know we had that ceremony, but... it's the king of the
fariesthat I'm married to. Only now he'sthe king of nothing, not even himsdlf. Thanksto al thesefine
people, thefairy circle held, and weve got Oberon in chains. Thank you!"

Then she bent down to UraLee and held out her hand. "Give me the gun, UraLee Smitcher.
Y ou don't want to get caught with thisgun.”

"It's Cecil Tucker'sgun,” she said numbly.
"l know where heis. I'll giveit back to him."
UraLeetook the gun out of the pocket of her jacket and handed it to the fairy queen.

Titaniasmiled at her. "1t will beal right, Miz Smitcher.” Then she bent over, took Mack Street's
limp hands, and pulled him up from his mother'sap.

"Comeon, Mack," shesaid. "Y ou're going home."

She held him close to her, and then unfolded her wings. The people gasped. They hadn't seen
them, folded asthey were on her back. "Better clear the road and let the traffic through,” she said.

Word Williams hel ped aweeping Ura Lee away from the patrol car and over to the sdewalk.
The cops stepped out into the road and started directing traffic.

UraLeelooked over the rim of the overpass and saw severa people doing CPR on Ebby.
"Sweet Jesus," shesaid. "Let her live"

"l wigh," said Word Williams beside her, "1 wish | had the power to hedl her."

"Nowishing," said UraLee. "l don't want any wishing around me. Just doing or shutting up.
Help me down thereto look at that girl and seeif | can do anything before the paramedics get here.”

"Yesmaam," said Word.

Then she burgt into tears again. "Oh, Mack, my son, my sweet beautiful baby! Why couldn't | be
theoneto die!"

"You'll see him again, Miz Smitcher, I'm sureof it," said Word. "In theloving arms of his Savior.
Hell be waiting for you."

"l know that," said UraLee. "l know it, but | can't help wishing. Wishing! Why can't we stop
wishing and leave thingsdone!"

Chapter 24



CHANGELING
Titaniaflew with Mack Street in her arms, soaring over the buildings and streets of Los Angeles.

The SantaMonica Freeway like ariver flowing with cars. Hillsthat in her own country were thick
with forest, but here were thick with houses.

Stll, the glory of Fairyland peeked through here and there. In the lush gardens tended by the
hands of Mexican laborers. In the jacaranda that was just coming into fragrant bloom. In the moist
wind off the Pacific, carrying cooler air inland, though not very far. Just to Baldwin Hills, where Titania
landed on the sidewalk between two houses, with a cop car and a motorcycle at the curb.

She carried hislight, most empty body into the gap between the houses and, asfar asany
observer on the street could have seen, disappeared.

Inside the house, Ceese heard the door open and called out, "Who's therel
"Bill Clinton, thefirst black President, what do you think?"

It was Y olanda. Ceese picked up the golden cage wrapped in acopy of hisleather jacket and
walked into the living room.

She was laying Mack Street down on the floor. His shirt was open and aterrible wound was
seeping blood.

Ceese cried out, aterrible groan, and flung aside the cage. He ran to Mack's body and
embraced it, covering himsdlf with blood. "Mack," he cried.

"He'snot dead,” said Titania

"Do you think | don't know death?' said Ceese. "He's cold, and he has no heartbeat.”

"He's not dead,” she said. "He'sjust empty.”

"What do you mean?"

"In our battle, Oberon used him up. Emptied dl the wishes out of him. Soin the end, theold
monster had nothing left to draw on. A couple of bullets from your gun took my dear husband right in
the mouth and he had no strength to turn them into anything but whét they were. Bullets.”

"Oberon's dead?’

"He's bound. While he was lying there gasping with pain like he had never felt before, | bound
him. | stripped him of that hideous shape. | sent him back down, and thistime he didn't have the
power to bind mein return.” She walked over to the corner behind the front door, where the golden

cage had rolled after it fell out of the jacket. Puck was glaring at her.

"It'sover, Puck," shesad.



"1 could have helped. | could have saved the boy."

"Y ou would have torn the boy into pieces and killed everybody in thefairy circle” said Titania
"There at the end, when the dragon had no more strength, he would have made you do his bidding,
and you would have doneit.”

"Let meout."

"No revenge,” shesad. "I'll set you free—of this cage, of Oberon—but only if | have your
solemn vow. No revenge on me or any of the people who hel ped bring Oberon down today.”

"So now I'm your dave," said Puck.

"I'm offering you parole,” said Titania. "Aslong asyou don' try to hurt me or any of these
mortals, you're free. So say it. Give me your oath."

After amoment's hesitation, Puck launched into a stream of some language Ceese had never
heard before.

"What's he saying?'

"What | told himto. Only he'ssaying it in Sumerian, o you can't witness hishumiliation.”

"Sumerian?'

"It'swherewefirg met. | found himin thewild and loved him until he awoke from hisanimal
stupor and redlized he was aman. It took awhile longer to persuade him that he wasredlly one of us,
and immorta. Isn't thet right, Enkidu?’

Puck answered with another stream of incomprehensible words. Titaniachuckled. "Thet'll do.”
She passed her hand around the globe. As she did, the wires unwove themsalves and skeined
themsalves around the third finger of her left hand. So fine were the wires that they becameasmple
gold band.

Released from his prison, Puck squatted down and strained like adog trying to lay aturd in the
grass. Ashedid, hegrew larger and larger until he was hisfull height. But not the same man. No, not
the old homeless guy. He was young and beautiful and serioudy pissed off.

"Y ou owe your freedomto me," said Titania

"Only because you didn't let me help,” said Puck.

"Help now. Help me waken the boy. Let him remember who heis."

Puck sighed. "Wel, turnabout isfair play. He hedled me once." He knelt on the other side of
Mack from Ceese and laid a hand on the boy's head. Then he sighed, smiling. "Oh, Mack, it's good

to know you."

Mack's eyes fluttered and opened. He took a huge breath. His heart started. Ceese'stearsdidn't



stop, but they changed meaning.
"Don' get too happy,” said Titania. "' Say your goodbyes, Ceese. I'm taking him with me."
"No," said Ceese.
"l haveto," shesad. "l haveto finishthis. He'stheladt bit of business.”
"He'snot abit of business” said Ceese.

"He'sthe most beautiful of souls" she said, "but he's been too long away from the rest of himsdif,
and he needs to be made whole again.”

"Y ou're giving him back to Oberon?" asked Ceese. "To that damned dragon?'

"Dragon no more," said Titania. "'l tamed him. He'sjust an ordinary fairy now, except that he'sin
chains, and can't find the best parts of himsdlf, and has no idea of why."

Mack sat up under his own power, stood up, looked around. "Did we win?"

"Wedid, Mack, thanksto you. And to Ceese. And Ura Lee Smitcher, who shot the bastard in
the mouth when he waan't looking. And even Word Williams, who recognized the demon that
possessed him and hel ped keep him from swallowing you up. And al those good people who made
my fairy circle and freely gave metheir good wishes." She turned to Puck. " Speaking of which, I'd be
grateful, my dearest darling Puckaboo, if you'd go find the two people that Oberon smacked out of
thecircle. A girl named Ebony DeVries and awoman named Sondra Brown. They're the oneswho
paid the highest price for your freedom. Don't let them die. And no tricks. | want them restored to
perfect hedth and strength with their mindsintact. And while you're @t it, let's see about undoing some
of the other tricks you pulled with Mack's cold dreams. A little girl named Tamika. A man named
Tyler. You know thelig."

"Oberon made me."

"Well, I'm not making you undo it, so thisisn't apunishment. It'safavor I'm asking you to do.
For me. I'll oweyou."

"What will you owe me?'
"A single sweet and preciouskiss," she said softly.
Puck bowed, then spread hiswings.

He shrank rapidly again, until he was the size of amoth, and not alarge one. Hetook off flying,
out adightly opened window, and into the gathering light of morning.

"Timeto go, baby," said Titania.

" S0 you're giving me back to him after dl," said Mack.



"He'sready for you now. And you're ready for him. | promise.”
"And I'll never see Ceese again? Or Miz Smitcher?"
"Mack, that's not in my hands."

Mack turned to Ceese, who was aso standing now, and threw hisarmsaround him. "You'rein
al my happiest memories, Ceese" he said.

"Andyourein mine" Ceese answvered him.

Mack clung to him amoment more, then parted. ™Y ou know what, Ceese? Miz Smitcher cdled
herself my mother. She cdled hersdf 'Mom.'"

"Took her long enough,” said Ceese.

"Ceese, there's something | got to tell you. When | had her cold dream, the thing she wished
for—it was not to be adone. To have her son holding her hand in her bed when she dies. | can't now.
But you can il fulfil her wish, can't you? For me?'

"Weraised a bratty little kid together. We're practicaly married.”

"That'swhat | thought." Mack kissed Ceese on one cheek and then turned to Titania. "Let'sgo."

"Let mego with you," said Ceese.

"You've dready said goodbye," said Titania "AsUralLeedid. Leaveit at that."

Mack and Titania held hands as they walked up Cloverdae. Mack was keenly aware that this
was hislast time walking this street, and it made him sad. It seemed to him asthough he were five
yearsold again, and ten, and fifteen, dl at once, hisfeet knew the sdewak so well & every age.

"l didn't see enough,” said Mack. "I tried, but | didn't see anything as clearly as| should have."

"Yousaw it al, baby," said Titania. "Better than anybody.”

Mack shook his head. "I know all these people so well, and now I'll never seethem again.”

"Y ou know what we haveto do, don't you, Mack?' said Titania

"What | don't know iswhy."

"Ah. Back to causality. But Mack, you do know why. Aslong asyou're out here, then his
virtues are gone from him. All he'sgot ishismalice and hischains. And with you out here, hehasa

tool to use. Itll al start over again—if not this year then ten years or twenty or thirty. Y ou'reimmortal,
Mack. You'll aways be here for him to use for some despicable purpose.”



"l guess," hesaid.
"Don't be childish about it, Mack. Be glad. | promise you, it's not death I'm sending you to."

"] don't see how it could be anything else. | won't be Mack anymore. I'll be Oberon. Which
means | won't be anything, and hell be everything.”

Mack and Titaniareached the hairpin turn, crested the ridge, and walked down into the basin
surrounding the drainpipe. The grassy areaaround it had been blasted and burned and then even the
ashes had blown away. There was nothing but grey Cdiforniadirt.

Titanialed him to the drainpipe and helped him climb up on top of it.

"What do | do, just fall down intoit? It'sgot agrating in the way. Looks like crisscrossed rebar.”

"Mack," said Titania, "your body isn't real. Not the way other bodies are. It hasawhole
different set of causes. So you haveto trust mewhen | tell you that al I'm going to do is send you
back down the pipe with this."

Mack looked at the gun in her hand. "That Ceesg's gun?”

"Yes. And it's the gun that your mother used to stop Oberon in histracks."

"And you're going to useit to kill me."

"Not kill. Disrupt the structure of your body and let your immorta parts back down the pipe.”
"Oh, cool. Now it'sfine."

"Mack," shesaid. "I have no choice, and neither do you. For the sake of all these people.”

"l know that," he said. "That's why you didn't want to marry me, isn't it? Because you knew your
victory wouldn't be complete until | was dead.”

"Everything hasareason,” said Titania. "But until you know dl the reasons, you don't redlly
understand any of them.”

"Go ahead and shoot.”

Titaniaaimed a him. "Bye, baby." Shefired.

Mack felt nothing at dl. ™Y ou missed.”

"l didn't miss" she said. "It went right through your head.”
"Didn' fed it."

"Jump down from there."



Hedid.
Sheaimed again, thistime at his hand, and fired.

It hurt like crazy. Not as bad astherip in his chest from the dragon's talon, but bad enough.
"Why did you shoot mein the hand! Now you've got to do it again!”

"Thisisgreat," sad Titania. "l can shoot you just fine down here, but it wouldn't do adamn bit of
good. And when you're stlanding up there, it hafway demateriaizes you so bullets passright through.”

"Oh," said Mack. "Standing over the drainpipe doesthat to me?"

"It'swhere you came from," she said. "Y ou popped out of there and floated around till Puck sent
you up the road to Nadine Williamss womb. It was hisjob. Asit was hisjob to go fetch Byron
Williams and get him home before you were born.”

"What about Ceese? Puck fetch him, too?"

"No, baby," said Titania. ™Y our own goodness caled out to him. Asit caled out to UralLee
Smitcher. Love and honor and courage know their own kind. Even Word Williams. It was that
connection between you that kept Puck from fully erasing his memory. And it was that connection that
let Oberon find him and use him as his pony.”

"It dl comesback to me," said Mack.

"How'syour hand?'

"Bloody and painful. How's your conscience?"

"Troubled," sad Titania

"Youwon't even missme," said Mack.

"l will," shesaid, "but only for alittlewhile.

Her words staggered him, but he nodded gravely and said, " Thank you for being honest with
me"

"I'll never be anything ese."

"Aslong aswe both shdl live" he said bitterly.
"How are we going to do this?’

"We arent going to do anything. I'm goingto do it.”
"How?'

"If bullets go right through me when I'm over thedrainpipe,” said Mack, "then why would four



sections of rebar stop me from dropping back down to hell?*
Again Titaniaspread her wings and lifted him up to stand on the rim of the pipe.
Then she backed away and hovered, watching.
"I'll doit,” he said impatiently. ™Y ou don't have to watch.”
"Yes| do," shesaid.
"Just have to make sure| don't cheat and run away," he said bitterly.
"Every voyager needs someone who loves him to say goodbye.”
"Do you love me? Not Oberon, me?'
"l can't answer that," said Titania
Mack turned away from her.

Hisfeet balanced on the rim of the drainpipe, Mack made one dow turn, drinking in the hillsthat
surrounded the little basin on three sdes, and the view to the north, out over the city of Los Angeles.

| wish I'd known yesterday morning that 1'd never see any of thisagain after today. | would
have... | would have...

Only then did heredize that he wouldn't have done anything differently. Not yesterday. Not any
other day of hislife. There wasn't asingle choice that he regretted.

Wall, that's okay then, he decided. How many people get to leave thisworld without asingle
thing in their livesthat they'd like to undo? Oh, there's people | wish | could have helped, but no harm
that | did mysdlf but what | set it right asquick as| could.

"Titania" he cdled out.

Sheflew into view, afew yards away. Only now she was very small. About the size of a
butterfly.

"Titania, | didn't get to tell Ebby goodbye. Will you tell her for me?

"1 will, after Puck fixesher up.”

"1 think maybe | might havefdlen inlovewith her, if I'd had moretime.”

"Inand out of love. That'swhat mortals do,” said Titania. "Alwaysin love yet never satisfied.”

"Y ou and Oberon are so much better?"



She amiled. "Touché, baby."

Mack smiled back. Then he drew hisarms closeto his body, jumped just alittle bit upward into
theair, pulled his feet together, and fell straight down the drainpipe. He didn't fed the rebar or the
sSdes of the pipe or anything at all. Hewasjust... gone.

Chapter 25

ONE

Oberon stood wingless and in chains, guarded by two fairies with siwords who never took their
gaze from him. Over him vaulted a ceiling of solid rock, though if he had hisfreedom, the rock would
not be solid if he didn't want it to be.

Out of the sometimes solid rock directly above hishead, asmall sprinkling of lightsdid
downward, forming afaint pillar that sank toward him.

Oberon recoiled, strained againgt his chains to keep himsdlf from being touched by the
descending column.

It came gently to the ground and there began to cod esce into a manshape, with aface gradualy

becoming clear. Mack Street. Oberon knew him well. A monster, that's what he was. All that he
hated about himself, dl he had purged from himsalf, now come back to torture him.

"Get away,” hesaid. "l don't want you. Y ou weaken me. Y ou poison me.”

The apparition did not answer. It wasn't solid enough to have avoice. All it did was drift toward
Oberon. And reach out an ephemera hand.

Oberon cried out asif it were torture to be so touched. But the moment the dust of light came
into contact with his skin, the whole gpparition brightened, thickened, until it was dazzling white light.

And Oberon thinned out, becoming adust of ash in hisown shape.

The two clouds of dust, bright light and infinite shadow, hovered beside each other until, with
just the faintest tugging, they suddenly flew together into a single manshape.

The dust became a kaleidoscope of colors, until they finally took on afirm surface again. It was
aman again, his skin warm and brown. He was till in chains, but not standing in pride as Oberon had
done. Now his head was bowed, and he sank to his knees and wept, covering his face with his hands.

"What have | done," he groaned. Sobs racked his body.
As he knelt weeping, two patches of skin running up and down his back brightened, then broke

openinto two ditsof purelight. Out of the dits emerged more of the kaleidoscopic dust. It formed a
double sheath over hisback. The folded wings of amoth at rest.



A faint chord of music rang through the great cavern. Fairies began drifting in. In various Sizes,
they hovered intheair, watching. Waiting.

Until a last ahush fell over the crowd of onlookers, and the music swelled fervently, and Titania,
the queen of thefairies, flew in to the tumultuous shouts of the fairieswho had not seen her indl the
years of her captivity. "Titania" they shouted, and "Queen!" and "Glory!"

She nodded gracioudy, waved, touched severa fairies who came near her.

But nothing diverted her from the direction of her flight: toward the dab of rock where Oberon
knelt in chains, his head bowed.

She stood before him. " Oberon, my husband,” she said.

Hedid not raise hishead. "' can't bear to remember what | did to you," he said.

"But | understand, my king. Y ou suppressed the part of you that loved me, the part that knew
how to love. Bit by bit and day by day you gected it from yoursdf, isolated it, gave it no control over
any of your choices. It was no longer part of the cause of anything you did. When there was nothing
left but maice, envy, and ambition, how €lse could you do but the things you did?"

"] did them," said Oberon. "All my crudlties, they were my choices. | knew what | was doing."

"Yes" sad Titania. "Even when you created a surrogate for no other purpose than to capture
other people's wishes and keep them until you needed their power, you knew what you were doing.
Y ou were the one who chose to build them out of the very parts of you that you had driven into exile.

Forming them into aliving soul who walked the earth as you could not, seeing what you had forgotten
how to see.”

She reached down, put her hand under his chin, and lifted hisface to see her.

The face that looked at her was not the proud face of the captive Oberon.

It was the face of Mack Street.

"Hello, baby," shesaid. "l told you I'd only missyou for alittle while.”

Sheran her hand across his hair and behind his head. As she did, the chains dropped away.

Heraisad hishands, took her wrigtsin afirm grip, and looked intently into her face. "'l didn't
think it would be me," he said. "'l thought it would be him."

"They're both you, baby," said Titania. "Driving together down that canyon, through the flood.
But now you've got the right person in the driver's seat.”

Sheleaned closer to him, kissed him.

"Y ou loved so many people up there in that neighborhood, and so many people opened their
homes and hearts to you, that you became too strong for him. It's everything | hoped for, baby. He



didn't stand achance."

They embraced, and asthey did they roseinto the air, turning, turning, their wings outspread,
glorious stained-glass windows of color and light; and the fairies sang for joy.

They soared upward to the rocky celling of the cavern, and then began to whirl, growing smaller
asthey did. Below them, the other fairies also shrank and began to fly, swarming upward. Then they
funneled through a celling passageway and the cavern was left empty and dark.

In Fairyland, in aclearing in the woods that covered asteep-rising hill, there was asmall opening
in the earth, surrounded by flowers from thefirst rush of spring that had begun only that morning. Out
of the cleft there burst two tiny whirling fairies, followed by athousand more that swarmed like bees
ecaping from ahive.

There were birdsin the branches around the glen, and squirrelsthat skittered on trunks and over
roots; they gave the bright cloud of fairies only amoment's glance before going about their business.
The fairiesformed themselvesinto a circle around their king and queen, who danced abovethe
opening into the underworld.

In Badwin Hills, Los Angeles, astired neighbors were dropped off at their homes, or parked
their cars and went insde, Word Williams walked down the hairpin curve of Cloverdadeto join Ceese
Tucker and Ura Lee Smitcher on the brow of the hill, looking down into the dead brown hollow
surrounding the drainpipe.

In aperfect circle around the rusty red pipe, athousand toadstools grew.
"It'safairy circle” said UraLee. "Thetoadstools grow where the fairies dance.”
"I hope she takes good care of him," said Ceese. "Where she took him."

Word took Ura Le€'s other arm. " She took him home."

Together they walked her back down to her empty house, where tonight no dreamswould be
dreamed except her own.

But the hands that helped her make that walk despite the tears that filled her eyes were eloquent
with promises. Y ou will not die alone, UraLee Smitcher, they said to her. There will be two men
besde you when that time comes. An LAPD cop and a preacher from a storefront church; they'll hold
your hand to remind you that they aso knew and in their own way loved the son you raised, the boy
who never existed in thisworld, and yet who saved it.
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Someday he would, hetold me. But that didn't et me off the hook.

Because | wasintrigued by theidea. Roland had told me stories from hislife, growingupina
mixed middle-class neighborhood in Los Angeles—the subtle (and not so subtle) waysthat he was
told that his"acceptance” waslessthan total.

But | didn't want to write anovel about race—that is, | didn't want to write about racia conflict.
So we decided together that the ideal place to set thisbook wasin Badwin Hills, amiddie- to
upper-middle-class black neighborhood in Los Angeles between La Cienegaand LaBrea. There, |
could create acommunity of African-Americanswho had made it—or whose parents had made
it—out of the morass of poverty and oppression.

When next | wasin Los Angeles, my cousin Mark and | drove to Baldwin Hills and took
pictures. | wasimpressed by the great variety of the houses, from impressive demi-mansions on the
dopes of the hillsto the more modest, but still well-tended and attractive homesin theflat. It wasa
neighborhood with tire swings here and there, occasiond yards with eccentric plantings or houses with
odd paint jobs; theflat of Badwin Hills, in fact, reminded me of the neighborhood | had grown upin
farther north, in Santa Clara.

It felt likewhat | had imagined when reading Ray Bradbury's Dandelion Wine.

Above the neighborhood was the Kenneth Hahn State Recresation Area, which had adrainage
system that funneled rainwater down into the steep valleys where the weal thiest houses of Baldwin
Hills stood. The park had gorgeous views of Los Angelesto the north—and of old oil wellsto the
south.

And between the park and the neighborhood, therewas awild areathat ended in abasin
surrounding adrainpipe. In atorrentid rain, the runoff from the wild hillswould collect there and then
be drained away so it wouldn't flood Badwin Hills.

| knew then that my story would be about the leakage of magic into the world, right there where
it would spill out over this particular neighborhood; and because no one would belikely to believe
what the residents were going through, they would have to solve the problem themsdlves. | cdled it
Sow Leak.



It'salong way from aStuation to astory. It took me so many years to come up with agood
character that sometimes | despaired. | made two attempts a beginning the tale. One was the short
story "Waterbaby,"[*] my firgt telling of thetale of Tamika Brown.

[*] "Waterbaby," published in Galaxy Online, May 2000, Leading Edge magazine, 2001, and
Bli-Panika onlinefanzine (Isragl), August 2001.

Later | came up with the character of Y olanda White—the motorcycle-riding "hoochie mama'
who scandalized the neighborhood. And that finaly led me to the character of my hero, Mack Stredt,
the baby who was found by the drainpipe at the hairpin turn of Cloverdale. My first stab at writing it
appeared as the short story "Keeper of Lost Dreams."[**]

[**] "Keeper of Lost Dreams,” published in Flights: Visions of Extreme Fantasy, edited by
Al Sarrantonio (Roc, June 2004).

Findly | found the character of Byron Williams and the way that Mack Street was born into the
world, and findly this novel—which | now was calling by its present title—began to take shape. It
was gill painful going, and so many years had passed since my firgt expedition to Baldwin Hillswith
my cousin Mark that | had to go back and refresh my memory of the place. Aaron Johnston, one of
my partnersin my film company and awonderful writer himsalf, came armed with adigital camera,
and those were the pictures | consulted during the writing of the book.

| knew the physical place, but not the people. | don't know asingle soul who ever lived in
Badwin Hills. So for those readerswho do, | can tell you right now that nobody in this book is based
on anybody who livesthere. If you think you recognize area person in thisbook, it only shows that
guyswho make stuff up for aliving sometimes hit closeto redlity entirely by accident.

Then, with the book about half written, | went back to Baldwin Hills and was horrified to
discover that in the process of construction of anew house just below the hairpin turn, someone had
stripped al the grass and greenery from the basin surrounding the drainpipe. Instead of looking like an
idyllic meadow gtraight out of Shepherd's Calendar, it looked like Mordor.

Disaster! Even though it wouldn't matter to most of the readers of the book, | wanted peopleto
be able to drive up Cloverdale and see the scene that | described!

But the solution was obvious: | would have an event in the book that explained why the basin
looked burned over.

Thefind key to the noved did not come, however, until | was floundering about in mid-book, and
it dawned on mewho Yo Yo and Bag Man really were. | had once designed and built the set for a
production of A Midsummer Night's Dream, and | redized that if Yo Y o were Titaniaand Bag Man
were Puck, the story would take on awhole new layer of meaning.

| went back and revised and rewrote, and now the middle of the book came together. All that
remained was the realization that Word Williams, instead of forgetting the birth of Mack Strest,
should remember it and be Oberon'stoal in the morta world. Findly, dl the dementswerein place
and | could finish the book.

What Roland Bernard Brown asked mefor, | finally was able to ddliver—thanksto his help,



before, during, and after the writing of the book. In fact, it turned out to be overkill, sncethe
characters of Ceese and Word took on so much life for me that one could argue that Magic Street is
anovel with three black male heroes.

It istoo much to hope that my depiction of aculturethat | have never belonged to will be
error-free. | assureyou that al the errors are mine, the inevitable result of being astranger; but it is
thanks to Roland and other African-American friends that the errors are not more numerous and more

egregious.

Besdesdriving and hiking around Baldwin Hills and Hahn Park with me, Aaron and Mark
helped in other ways. It's because of the boundless hospitality of Mark and Margaret Park that | have
had the chance to know and love Los Angeles as| do; that magical place where Avenue of the Stars
fliesover Olympicison my regular running path when | stay with them, sometimes for weeks on end,
working on projectsin the city. And significant portions of this book were written on thetablein the
pare room they let me inhabit.

Aaron Johnston obtained for me the official maps of Baldwin Hillsthat | used asaresource. And
he worked like a crazy man to produce Posing as People (besideswriting one of the one-act plays
withinit), sothat | could direct the plays and till have timeto write on Magic Street during those hot
August daysin the summer of 2004.

| was helped by my normal crew of pre-readers—Kathy H. Kidd, Erin Absher, and, as aways,
my wife, Kristine, who aso had to suffer through every ideal came up with for the story over a
period of five years. Kristine dso performed financia miracles, keeping everything afloat while | was
gx months|ater than | thought I'd be in completing this novd.

My assgtant, Kathleen Bellamy, and my resident webwright, Scott Allen, make thingsrun
smoothly and help mein uncountable ways, though to Scott'srelief | didn't write asingle page of this
book in the car beside him, as | had done with the nove before. Not that there was no car-writing this
time—but it was Kristine doing the driving on the way to and from a spesking gig in Fredericksburg,
Virginia. As shedrove | wrote two chapters... and the speech.

I'm grateful for the patience and the sense of urgency provided by my editor, the saintly Betsy
Mitchdl, and my agent, the long-suffering BarbaraBova

And thanks to Queen Latifah for putting Y olanda White on amotorcycle.
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