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Introduction

By Steven Gould

I needed a title for this introduction.

My wife, Laura J. Mixon, suggested, "Brad Denton—what a babe." I reject this without consideration.

Brad's and my mutual friend, Robin W. Bailey, suggested, "Brad Denton—what a babe." Better, but not
quite there yet.

Brad's wife, Barb Denton, suggested, "Brad Denton—what a babe."
Okay, now we're getting somewhere.

Picture a man, young, blond, bearded, conservatively cut hair, glasses thick enough to stop neutrons,



and a pronounced tendency to blush and stammer with embarrassment when attention ofany kind is
directed his way. He's wearing slacks, a long sleeved shirt, and hush puppies. He stares around him with
a bemused expression and says "Excuse me" and "I'm sorry" and "Golly". He drives a small pickup truck
with a camper shell. The tires havewhitewalls.

We will call him gentleman "A".

Now picture a different man. Shoulder length hair, leather jacket, jeans, t-shirt, sunglasses dark enough
to stop neutrons, and a pronounced tendency to stare through you like you're not there. He plays the
drums in a ragged rock and roll band and the last song of every show he kicks over the entire drum set.
He has an attitude and drives a low slung motorcycle. He sweats a lot.

We will call him man "B". He isno gentleman.

Both of these creatures are Bradley Denton.

So what happened?

Was it moving to Texas?

No, those of you who've readWrack 'n' Roll know that man "B" was there in Brad back when he lived
in Lawrence, Kansas (even if he did look like something fromRevenge of the Nerds). Anyone who has
followed Brad's short fiction over the past eight years knows that this savage creature has always been
there, inside a calmer, more genteel facade. If you're acquainted with his latest book,Buddy Holly Is
Alive and Well on Ganymede, you know that Brad Denton burns with the fierce fire of all true believers.
And if you have the good fortune to read his James Blackburn stories, you'll know that this fire is white
hot.

It is no coincidence that this book is calledA Conflagration Artist. Yes, thatis the name of one of the
stories within, seeing print here for the first time, but it also describes Bradley as well, for reasons that will
become clear as you read this collection. There is fire in most of these stories, figurative and literal,
cleansing and scarring, and I assure you that you can't read these stories without feeling the heat.

And don't worry. Brad isn't (yet) a danger to society. Youcan meet him without harm, for while Man "B"
is definitely in Bradley, he hasn't escaped Gentleman "A" yet. He still blushes with wonderful regularity.

He still stammers from embarrassment. And he still has whitewalls on his truck.

—Steven Gould

In the Fullness of Time

Darrell (1)

The slowness begins as the pickup truck's headlight beams jump onto a boxcar. His right foot tries to
stab the brake pedal, but his muscles are too sluggish. It's as if the air has turned to gelatin.

He's been driving too fast. The brakes lock too late.



But he had to get Kaye home on time, didn't he?

Alien sound envelops him as the truck fishtails. The tires groan like dying animals, and Kaye's gasp is like
air filling a huge bellows.

Kaye. He forces his head to turn toward her and sees that her face, illuminated by the pale green glow
from the dashboard, is twisting into an expression of fear.

He tries to say that it's all right, that he loves her, but he can't open his mouth far enough.

Another boxcar is in their path now. It's the one they'll hit. On Kaye's side.

Darrell is aware of everything, of the train, of Kaye's breath, of the weirdness of the light. The brake
pedal thrums against his foot. The pickup's springs compress. There is a stink of black rubber and
asphalt.

He sees, hears, feels, and smells it all. And he can do nothing about it.

They shouldn't have gone to a party so far out in the country, so far away from the house where Mrs.
Phillips watches the passage of every minute on the living room clock. He shouldn't have had the last
three beers. He shouldn't have let time get away.

Not after what Kaye's gone through for him. You're only seventeen, the others are always telling her.
He's twenty-two. And what kind of support could he give you driving a soft-drink truck? What about

your college plans?

He looks at her frightened eyes and tries again to say he loves her. But the sound of grinding, tearing
metal fills the world.

The side of the boxcar looms beside Kaye's head. Darrell sees rough speckles of paint just before the
window explodes.

Green-glittering cubes shoot through the cab in a slow spray. Darrell sees Kaye try to turn, sees her
mouth open, sees the particles bury themselves in her cheeks and eyes.

The roof comes down.

Nine-tenths of a second have passed since the headlights shone onto the train.

Frank (1)

He calls Lori to say he'll be home late. It's a heavy Friday night in the E/R, much heavier than usual for a
town of 11,000 like El Dorado, much heavier than usual for the whole county, and he thinks he should
help.

He works on a cardiac case (stupid—the guy took up jogging tonight at age fifty-four without getting a
stress test), a kid who got his nose broken in a fight, and assorted other cut, bumped, and bruised
people.Spring must be the season for racking yourself up, Frank thinks.



It slacks off around one, and he waves to the two EMTs and the nurse to let them know he's leaving.

But two ambulances scream up outside, and the drivers bring in new patients. Looks bad; a tremendous
amount of red...

Frank goes to the first one, pulls off the sheet, and shudders.

He and one of the EMTs work on the girl, but it's useless. He can't help thinking that he might as well
stay around to do the autopsy, since Jack Simmons, the alcoholic county coroner, will probably ask him
to do it anyway.

He glances over and sees the second victim's face.

It's his brother.

Oh God, Black Sheep, what've you done now?

He feels a numbness in his solar plexus that he's never known before, but he banishes it by trying to save
the girl.

Eventually, he has to give up.

Darrell (2)

He hears low, booming things, like voices from a record album playing at half-speed.
"...you... awake?" one of the voices asks. "This... is... Frank..."

It doesn't sound like Frank. Frank doesn't talk as if he were submerged in molasses.
Darrell opens his eyes and is surprised at how long it takes.

One of the three men standing over him in this white room is indeed Big Brother...

...who made Mom and Dad proud before they died in the plane crash. Who married a girl his own age,
from his own high school class. Who went to med school and made something of himself.

"Hello, Goody-Two-Shoes," Darrell tries to say. But instead of his voice, he hears another low, booming
thing.

"...accident... last... night..." Frank says. "...fractured tibia... lacerations... concussion..."

Darrell's temples throb. He doesn't think he can stand to hear warped voices much longer, but he has to
find out—

What he already knows.

"Kaye," he says. In speaking that one syllable, he sounds almost normal.



Frank's colleagues turn away with incredible sluggishness and drift out the doorway that's several feet
beyond the end of the hospital bed. Frank's face creases, and his eyelids half-close.

"...didn't... make it..." the molasses-voice says.

Darrell listens to blood forcing its way through the vessels in his head. It's a sound like the ocean, or a
gargantuan washing machine.

"I want to see her," he tries to make his tongue and lips say.

"...burial... tonight..." Frank says. "Mrs. Phillips... didn't want... embalming... Kansas law... twenty-four
hours..."

The slowness of the words is horrible.

Darrell begins to close his eyes. If only no one will talk to him, he'll be all right. The hospital stench is
sickening, but at least it isn't time-warped like everything else.

He doesn't get his eyes completely closed before he sees a crying woman float into the room.

It is Kaye's mother, clutching a Bible in her left hand. She raises her right arm and points at Darrell.

"MUR... DER... ER..."

The word hangs like smoke.

"BURN... IN... HELL..."

She goes on and on, and Darrell can only understand part of what she says. But it's enough:

Kaye was only six weeks away from graduating, and then she'd have gone to college. She would have
been safe. But now—now—

If her father were alive, he'd get his gun and—

Frank takes the woman's left arm. Darrell sees the fingers of her right hand curl and is surprised that
Frank can't dodge quickly enough to avoid the nails that strike his cheek.

The other men return and grasp the woman's shoulders. Her wail resonates in Darrell's jaw.
The three doctors take Mrs. Phillips out of the room.

They walk as ghosts through water.

Frank (2)

He checks his brother's pulse, blood pressure, and respiration, then frowns and writes in the green spiral
notepad he bought at the drugstore this morning.



In the past four days, he's gone through all the literature that could possibly be relevant, done blood
tests, reflex tests, and even a CAT scan. All indicate that Darrell's obvious injuries are his only physical
wounds.

Whatever else is wrong, then, is beyond Frank's power to heal.

At least there'll be no legal trouble. The crossing was unlit and its markers knocked down by vandals,
and Darrell was only doing four miles per hour over the speed limit. The blood tests for THC and other
illegal drugs were negative, and the alcohol level was below that of legal intoxication.

(Frank wonders about this, though he tries not to. The tests were done so long after the wreck...)

Still, just because the law won't prosecute doesn't mean that his patient hasn't puthimself on trial.

He pats Darrell's arm and goes out to the nurses' station.

There he makes a phone call to a friend in Wichita, a friend who owes him favors. A psychiatrist.

He feels like a failure. A traitor.

Like Goody-Two-Shoes.

Darrell (3)

Raindrops drift down like elongated glass beads in clear syrup. He almost smiles as he watches them
disintegrate against the sidewalk.

Then he raises his eyes. The old place looks too perfect.

Frank and Lori have painted it blue and planted shrubs and flowers to mask the concrete-block
foundation. Darrell wonders if they've even landscaped the family cemetery on the back twenty.

Frank holds his crutches and helps him out of the car.A slow ballet for cripples, Darrell thinks.
"Good... country... air," Frank says.

Darrell wishes Frank wouldn't talk to him without using the three-speed tape recorder. It's too hard to
make sense out of the grotesquely stretched words.

But then, he knows Frank only bought the recorder to humor him. Big Brother thinks the problem is
mental. He's even hired a shrink, a med school buddy named Andrew Barnes.

The shrink says Darrell is punishing himself.

"Accidents... happen..." Barnes said at the hospital, refusing to use the recorder. "Yet you... take
blame... delude... yourself... You... move... speak... essentially... normally... must... forgive... yourself..."

"Accidents happen." Right. A sweet, beautiful one-hundred-and-three-pound woman has been crushed



by a ton of metal.

"Forgive yourself." But even if he does, Kaye's friends and family never will. Frank didn't let him attend
the memorial service a week after the burial, saying it was "too soon" to get out of bed, but Darrell
knows the real reason. He couldn't go because he would have been the Murderer. Murderers don't go to
their victims' funerals.

"In... the... fullness... of... time," Barnes has said, "they... will... forgive..."
How long will that take? Darrell wonders. And how long will itseem to take?

He counts off seconds as he hobbles up the sidewalk behind Frank, reaching two hundred and fifty
before they stand on the front porch. The sidewalk is fifteen yards long.

The year in the hospital, Frank has told him, took two weeks. The two months he's to spend here will
probably seem like a decade, because the slowness is getting worse.

It takes three hours, in Darrell's time, for him and his things to be moved into the little room on the first
floor. This was his bedroom when he was a teenager, after Frank left for college, and his narrow bed,
chipped maple bureau, and oak nightstand are still here. But the paisley wallpaper has been replaced by
neat wallboard painted a light blue. There's also a new rag rug, speckled with bright colors. He wonders
if Lori made it herself.

Frank leaves him alone "for a few seconds," so he counts the rug's colors and memorizes the position of
every speckle.

Has his body slowed down, or has his mind sped up? Or have both slowed down, but at different rates?

As he sits motionless on the edge of the bed, it occurs to him that he feels normal for the first time since
the accident. He's alone with no moving object to serve as a frame of reference, so his thoughts seem to
progress at their proper rate. But he must remain still...

Only the dead can be still forever.

He begins to wonder how much time is really passing and sees that there's no clock in here. Probably an
intentional omission on Frank's part.

After what seems like an hour, Frank's ten-year-old son Paul enters the room. Skinny and freckled, the
boy reminds Darrell too much of what he himself was like as a kid. The resemblance is especially striking
now that Darrell has time to note every blemish and scrape. The big scab on Paul's left forearm
duplicates an injury Darrell had at the same age as the result of a nasty bike wreck.

He studies Paul's face and sees the hero-worship he's always seen there, now mingled with worry and
fear. What must it be like to worship someone and then have your God despised by almost everyone

else?

Paul touches the plaster encasing his uncle's right shin and calf. Darrell winces even though he feels
nothing.

"No... basketball?" Paul asks in a voice as deep and slow as a whale's.



" 'Fraid not," Darrell tries to say. His jaw aches, and he tells himself he must be imagining it. There can
be no pain, for Frank and the psychiatrist insist that he speaks "essentially normally." It's only in his guilty
mind that his voice has slowed.

Ah, but dear brother and dear shrink, what does "essentially" mean in doctorese?

Frank returns and tells Paul to change clothes. At least that's what Darrell thinks he says. The boy
leaves.

Frank has the bulky three-speed tape recorder with him. He sets it on the floor, moves the speed switch
from the first position to the second, and pushes the PLAY button. The reels seem to stare at Darrell like
crazy brown eyes.

"I don't like using this," the machine says, "but I will now since Lori wants to go into town for Chinese
food. We usually eat out on Saturday evening." The voice is still too slow to be Frank's, but at least it's
understandable. "I know they fed you before I came up, so do you want to come, or will you be all right
by yourself?"

Even in the stretched syllables, Darrell can hear what Frank hopes the answer will be. Lori was one of
Kaye's teachers, and she must not want Darrell to come along, must not even want him in the house.
Frank is trying to be Perfect Husband and Big Brother at the same time.

Goody-Two-Shoes,Darrell thinks as he watches Frank's finger come down on the STOP button.

"I'll be fine," he forces out. It takes ten minutes.

Frank nods in a gradual sinking of chin toward chest, then holds out a small brown bottle. The word
LORAZEPAM stands out in typed capitals on the prescription label. This stuff was the shrink's idea.

"Frank says... you aren't... sleeping..." Barnes said when he wrote the prescription. "...too much...
anxiety..."

But Darrell hasn't been taking it. Frank doles out the pills and, trusting soul that he is, never checks to
see if his brother is actually swallowing them.

Frank shakes out a pentagon-shaped tablet and puts it on the nightstand. Then he replaces the bottle in
his pocket and takes a stethoscope and sphygmomanometer from the bureau's top drawer.

To Darrell's mind, the brief check on his vital signs takes about an hour and a half. When it's over, he
tries to say, "Really slowing, aren't [?"

The muscles in Frank's neck ripple as he shakes his head. Then he pushes the PLAY button again.
"You say the same thing every time," the machine says, "so here's my all-purpose answer: Even if your
pulse and respiration were slower than they used to be, and I'm not saying they are, it'd be the result of

biofeedback. Like Andy says, once you stop punishing yourself, everything'll be back... to... normal."

The last few words are so low and drawn-out that Darrell has to guess at what they are from the context
of the words that have come before. He wishes Frank would use the high-speed setting.

As his brother leaves the room, Darrell sighs. The sound is like the rumble of a freight train.



He thinks of how Kaye looked just before she died.

The little white pentagon on the nightstand gleams at him. He knows why Frank keeps the bottle, but it
doesn't matter. In the pocket of a pair of jeans in his suitcase is a plastic cylinder he took from a trash can
at the hospital. When he adds this latest pill, he'll have ten altogether.

Frank's wife, Lori, glides past the open doorway with the baby, Jennifer, in her arms. Her posture
suggests that she's hurrying, and she doesn't look in at him. But Darrell can read the message etched in
her profile. She wants him gone. She hates him, as does everyone who knows he killed Kaye. Except
Frank and Paul, who are trapped by blood.

Barnes doesn't hate him either, but that doesn't count. A shrink is trained not to hate paying patients no
matter what they've done. Darrell wonders how much he'd have to pay the rest of the world to make
them feel the same way.

He doesn't blame Lori. But he can't go back to his third-floor walk-up or to driving the Pepsi truck until
his leg heals, can he? And until the slowness stops...

Paul returns with an armload of books almost as big as he is, and after a subjective hour Darrell
understands that these are books Frank thinks might help pass the time. Darrell tries to say "thank you"
and doesn't know if the words come out right or not. The boy gives him a long hug and then dashes out,
running on the moon. Darrell's throat feels tight.

Much later, Frank appears in the doorway and indicates that he and his family are leaving. Is Darrell sure
he'll be all right?

Darrell manages a nod.

Long after Frank, Lori, and the kids have gone, the tearless heaving hits him. But it isn't as bad as it was
during the sleepless, week-long nights in the hospital. It only lasts a few hours.

When it's over, Darrell concentrates on his movements and is able to pick up the crutches and rise from
the bed. Eventually, he makes it into the hall and turns toward the living room.

By the time he reaches the edge of Lori's new dove-gray carpet, he feels winded and sore. His breath is
a rasp.

If he squints, the reddish lamplight shows him the hands of the clock that's part of the waterfall painting
on the far wall. It's seven P.M. He's been back in his boyhood home for twenty minutes.

Strangely, returning to his room doesn't seem to take as long as the trip out did. Maybe, he thinks as he
sinks down to the bed, Frank and the shrink are right. He'll never be rid of the pain, but if he can learn to
live with it—

The stack of books is beside the bed, and the jacket of the one on top catches his eye. It looks like a
slam-bang thriller similar to the ones he read in this room as a kid. He picks it up, trying to ignore the
slowness of his muscles, and opens it to the first chapter.

He's gotten through less than half a sentence when he realizes the true extent of the change. He can read
single words or even pairs of words with no difficulty, but when he tries to move his eyes to the next



pair—

It's so painfully slow that the concentration required to move his eyes obliterates his comprehension of
what he's just read. He spends what feels like four hours reading thirty words he can't remember. His
head aches.

He can't watch television; he tried in the hospital, and all he saw were snowy flickers. He can't talk, can't
listen, can't read—can't do anything but sit and think. And when he does that, he thinks of the wreck, of
Kaye's death.

He drops the book, then rises and again makes the trek to the living room. It takes twice as long to
reach the edge of the carpet as it did the first time. The aluminum crutches groan.

He stares across the room at the waterfall painting, tells himself he can't be sure of what he sees in the
dim light, and ventures out farther. The crutches leave deep round wells behind him. It's like crossing a

desert of gray sand, and it takes forever.

When his face is only a few inches from the face of the clock, he holds his breath until he can hear the
steady hum of the mechanism.

Then he begins breathing again, and the sound is deeper and slower than ever.

It's two minutes past seven.

Frank (3)

There's only one Chinese restaurant in El Dorado, and there are no empty tables when they arrive. They
have to wait in a recessed area to the right of the entrance, imprisoned behind velvet ropes.

Frank feels as though he's standing under a lens that's focusing the sun to a burning point.

"They're talking about us," Lori mutters. "Mary Webb and her husband. Terry Tucker and somebody |
don't know."

Paul looks up with a puzzled expression. ""What, Mom?"

Frank shifts the baby's weight from his right arm to his left. "She wasn't talking to you, kiddo." He tries to
sound jocular and fails.

The waiter finally comes for them, and as Frank walks between the tables he feels as though he's running
a gauntlet. Sure, Darrell used to be a little wild—drank too much beer, drag raced down Central—but
do they think he killed the Phillips girl on purpose?

"...heard the boy driving was stoned..." a woman whispers to her companion as Frank passes their table.

That's a lie'he wants to shout, and holds it in throughout the entire meal.

If only they could see Darrell, or the green notepad, maybe they wouldn't—



He breaks open a fortune cookie. Of course they would. Prejudice is stronger than pity.
His fortune says, YOU WILL PROSPER WHILE OTHERS FAIL.

He waits for Lori to finish so they can leave.

Once they're in the parking lot, he feels better despite Lori's anger. At least they can go home now and
spend a few hours away from other people.

As he takes the car keys from his pocket, he sees a young redheaded male leaning against their station
wagon.

"Oh no," Lori whispers.
"Who is it?" Frank asks in a low voice, slowing his pace. His keys jut up between his knuckles.

"His name's Tad Johnson. He was in my comp class last quarter. He... sat beside Kaye Phillips. I heard
him ask her out several times. She always said no..."

The teenager stands up and gestures at Frank. "You Doctor Butler?" he says loudly. "Darrell Butler's
brother?"

"That's me. Excuse me; [ have to get to my car." Frank shoulders past Tad Johnson and inserts the key
in the lock. Lori takes the kids around to the other side.

"I got a question," the teenager says.

Something churns in Frank's abdomen. He gets in the car and reaches across to unlock the passenger
door.

Johnson leans over and glares through the closed window. "Did you let Kaye Phillips die so you could
save your piece of shit brother?"

Numbness crawls up Frank's chest into his neck and brain.
Is that what they think?
The rearview mirror reflects his son scrambling across the back seat.

"You shut up!" the child screams.

The teenager's face presses against the glass. "Rumor says you gave him the dope he was on. But the
cops took your word he was straight, didn't they?"

Frank feels as if his head were encased in a block of ice. He starts the car's engine, guns it, and slams
the transmission into gear.

Five miles down the road, he can still see an anonymous face pressed against the glass, accusing him,
scorning him.

Because of Darrell. Because of his wild, hated brother.



He decides not to show the green notepad to another physician. He'll take care of his own blood.

Darrell (4)

The only trees in the back twenty are inside the cemetery fence. He touches the bark of the big
cottonwood and remembers the platform he built in it when he was thirteen. It didn't last long; his mother
made him take down the boards, saying it wasn't respectful to build a tree house where the dead were
resting.

Darrell stands with Andrew Barnes before the single grave where his parents are buried. It's the only one
of the thirty-five on the quarter acre that's still built up in a slight mound. The others are all flat,
recognizable as graves only because of the headstones. Tiny blue spiderwort blossoms are everywhere.
Kaye liked wildflowers...

A week ago—actually this morning—Barnes took him to the cemetery where she's buried. He wishes
he'd had some of the spiderwort, because the groundskeeper had long since removed the other
mourners' flowers, leaving a bare dirt mound that didn't even have a headstone yet. The only marker was
a metal plate with removable letters, and her name was spelled wrong.

He decides to take a few wildflowers back to the house. Uprooted spiderwort tends to die quickly, but
to him it'll seem to last a long time. He begins to stoop down, and it takes so long that he almost changes
his mind. But at last he comes up with fifteen or twenty blossoms and looks at them closely, trying to
distinguish the purplish grains of color on the petals from what must be a white background.

An hour or two later, he becomes aware of Barnes pulling on his arm.

He turns toward the psychiatrist and is struck by how out of place the other man looks. Barnes is short
and nearly bald with thick eyeglasses and a black mustache, and he's wearing a dark blue suit with a red
tie. The shrink clashes with the meadow, the trees, the headstones, and especially the wildflowers.

For the first time in years, Darrell feels the urge to laugh. But when he gives in to it he's immediately
sorry; the sound is like a whooping foghorn.

Barnes takes the spiderwort and hands Darrell his crutches, and they begin the journey to the mile road
where the psychiatrist's incongruous Lincoln sits like a monument.

As far as Darrell knows, shrinks don't usually make house calls, and they certainly don't spend Mondays
driving their patients all over the countryside. Yet Barnes has been coming out to the old place twice a
week for four weeks. He's being paid, but Darrell is sure he wouldn't be doing all this if it weren't for his
friendship with Frank.

Just what is it about Big Brother that makes everybody want to do him favors? What was Frank born
with that Darrell wasn't?

Frank is home when they reach the house, and he has Barnes stay for dinner. Darrell is glad of that,
because meals are usually the worst parts of his days. His sense of taste seems unaffected by the
slowness, but he has no appetite, and sitting at the table means being within the sphere of Lori's hatred.
The psychiatrist's neutrality might make the hours of chewing and forced smiling more tolerable.



It doesn't happen the way Darrell envisions. Paul isn't at the table, and Lori stays only long enough to
deposit the baby in her high chair and whisper something to Frank. Darrell guesses that he's meant to
hear, but to him the whispering is only a series of long hisses.

Paul must be in trouble, he thinks, and for a few hours he tries to find confirmation in Frank's face. But
Frank has a way of hiding concern that's especially effective now that his facial movements are so slow.

Darrell lets his fried chicken fall to his plate.

Big Brother and the shrink look at him strangely.

"Paauull," Darrell says. The vowel sound seems to fill the air for a full minute.
Low noises come from Frank's mouth.

Darrell pushes himself up from the table, grasps his crutches, and leaves. It'll take a while to find out
what's wrong, but he has nothing but time.

When he reaches his room, he lies on the bed and reaches underneath to switch the tape recorder to
slow-speed and start it running on RECORD.

Frank and Barnes come in a few hours later, the shrink carrying Jennifer. Darrell closes his eyes and

thinks of their voices as wind in distant trees. He's aware of Frank examining him, but he keeps his eyes
closed.

Much later, after they've gone, he rewinds the tape and moves the speed switch to the third position.
The voices are still too slow, but mostly understandable.

"T wonder if he even heard what we said." That was Barnes. "His delusion may have progressed to the
point where he literally can't understand us. Perhaps—"

"No. He's not going to the State Hospital. They can't do anything for him that we can't."

Rustling sounds; Frank getting out the stethoscope and sphygmomanometer. A rip of velcro. The baby
whimpering.

"How's he doing? There, there, Jenny."
"Um... fine."

"You don't sound like you mean it, and you keep touching something in your pocket. What is it—a
memo pad? Anything I should see?"

"No... Listen, talk to him, will you? I don't like the way he's just lying there. Trying to mimic coma, |
guess. Feel like my brother's a cadaver."

"T'll try—here, take your daughter, she's slobbering—but if he doesn't want to hear me, he won't.
Darrell. A few days' expulsion isn't a punishment a boy Paul's age pays much attention to. Yes, he got
into a fight, and yes, it was over you. But no real damage was done. If anything, this should serve as
proof of your worth. Paul thinks the world of you. You don't want to close yourself off from him, do



you?"
A long silence, broken only by a meaningless yelp from Jennifer.

Then Frank's voice again: "Andy, I can't help but wonder... You think there's any chance the problem
really could have a physiological basis?"

"No. Not unless you blew every test, which I find hard to believe. Look, most problems of the psyche
have physical components. But which is the cause and which the effect? To the patient, there isn't always
a difference. To us, there must be. Otherwise we have no hope of curing."

"Yes, but—" Frank's voice stops abruptly and then starts over. "It's just that I keep remembering a car
wreck I had in college. Went off a curve and down a flight of concrete steps. And itdid seem as though
time slowed down, just as Darrell describes it. I seemed to fall a hundred yards between each step."

"A trick of the mind," the shrink's voice says. "Sort of a temporary paralysis due to shock or fear, lasting
only as long as the event. But Darrell connects that paralysis with what happened to the girl. He feels he
must punish himself by remaining in the state he was in at the instant of her death. He'll stop when he
realizes the pointlessness of that. Are you listening, Darrell?"

Another long silence.

"I don't think he needs a tranquilizer tonight, do you?" Frank's voice asks. "Like I said, he's doing a good
imitation of a coma."

"He's resting well enough, but not necessarily too well, as you imply. He's just tired—Ilimping around on
crutches all day will do that, you know."

The tape recorder replays the sounds of Frank and Tony's footsteps and of the door closing.

Darrell turns off the machine and lies still. With his eyes closed, he can see what must have happened to
Paul.

"Hey, how's it feel to have an uncle who kills people?"
Paul would smolder, and the next time, or the time after that—

"Looka this kid. Got killer blood. His dad does abortions, and his uncle murdered a girl. Heard she was
pregnant, too. His unk's apregnant girl murderer."

Paul would explode, flailing at the bigger kid's face, kicking, crying—

"He is not! He is NOT!"

Darrell's eyes sting.

Something touches his left forearm. He'd flinch, but his muscles are too slow.

When his eyes open, he sees his nephew's face through blurred air. The skin around the boy's right eye

is purple, and the bruise extends down past the cheekbone. Paul's nose is so swollen that his freckles are
invisible. His lower lip is split.



Darrell tries to say he's sorry.

Paul finds the tape recorder, switches it to slow-speed RECORD, and begins speaking into the
microphone. Darrell watches him, wishing he could take the wounds upon his own face.

Paul 1s still talking when Lori appears in the doorway. Darrell feels hot beams stab into his brain.
After what must be a brief argument, Paul leaves. He pauses at the doorway, turns back, and raises a
hand. Then Lori grasps his arm and pulls him out. The door shuts, and a hollow rumble makes the bed
vibrate.

Darrell listens to the tape.

"Don't be mad at me like Mom and Dad, Uncle Darrell. I know I look bad, but you should see the other
guy. He has a big fat lying mouth, and I closed it for him."

A long pause.

"You get well soon, and then we'll show them. I guess I'm gonna stay home tomorrow."
"Paul! You're to stay in your room until I tell you to come out, young man."

"I said I'm sorry. I feel bad for—"

"How do you think I'll feel when the other teachers ask me why my own son got into a fight at the grade
school?"

"Tell them Jody Billings is a fat liar!"
"Get out here! Get away from that—that—"

In his mind, Darrell hears the word Lori couldn't say. He's heard it over and over since Kaye's mother
said it at the hospital.

The sounds of small, angry footsteps come from the tape recorder.
"Uncle Darrell, [—"
"Come on!"

At this speed the rumble is more obviously the sound of the door being closed. Not slammed—1Lori
wouldn't allow herself that—but closed hard enough that the message is clear.

Darrell turns oft the machine and thinks of the plastic prescription bottle on the floor between the wall
and a leg of the nightstand. There are thirty-nine pills in it now. He wonders if that would be enough.

"Y our unk couldn't stop killin', could he? But he got a busted leg when he murdered the girl, so he
couldn't kill anyone else. Had to get himself. Least he won't kill any more pregnant girls, huh?"

No. Even if the other kids left Paul alone, it would be wrong. Because if the boy ever had bad trouble,



really bad trouble, and offed himself...
That death would be Darrell's fault too.

He tries to think of other options and realizes that he has only one. To move away from El Dorado,
maybe clear the hell out of the state. Then in a few years, after Paul has forgotten about him, he can do
what he wants.

If only his leg would heal so he could get going. It's taking so goddamn long for the bone to knit... or
does it just seem like it?

He broods for weeks and decides that he can't face the dry sobs, the convulsions, tonight. Just this once,
he wants something he hasn't had much of for a long time: sleep. And he won't get it without one of the
white pentagons.

It takes several minutes to retrieve the cylinder, but then getting a tablet is easy because he always leaves
the cap loose. One pill teeters on the rim for a few moments before drifting down into his palm.

After swallowing it, he lies back and remembers the first time he and Kaye made love, out at the
reservoir one night last July. They drove around for hours before finally stopping in a wooded area of the
state park. Then they spread sleeping bags and blankets in the truck bed and slowly undressed each
other in the dark heat.

Slowness was good then, was wonderful, delicious. If only its permanence had begun then instead of ten
months later. Those ten months would have seemed a lifetime. A perfect lifetime.

He dreams of how it would have been.

Frank (4)

When his friend has gone, he writes down the latest findings. Then he looks at all the numbers he has so
far and wonders if he should show the notepad to Barnes after all. And if it would make any difference.
He doesn't think what's happening can be stopped.

Something inside Darrell is changing him beyond what even grief and guilt should be able to do, and the
part of Frank that is a doctor wants to tell his colleagues about it whether they can help or not. But the
part of him that is Darrell's brother...

He puts off the decision by going into his study to sort through the day's mail. Lori has already taken out
the bills and junk mail, and what's left is a pile consisting of three brochures from pharmaceutical

companies, a request for money from his alumni association, and a postcard from a vacationing friend.

There is also a second pile: Four envelopes addressed to Darrell. A little better, Frank thinks; the day
before yesterday there were six.

He opens the first. Inside is a single sheet of paper covered with huge block letters:

DIE YOU DRUG BASTURD SHE WAS WORTH 10000000000 OF YOU I HOPE YOU DROUN
IN YOU'RE OWN PUS. IF I CATSH YOU OUTSIDE I WILL KILL YOU.



The other three are longer, and worse. The worst of all is the last one Frank opens. It is neatly typed,
grammatically perfect, and contains no obscenities. It suggests that Darrell castrate himself with a piece of
broken glass.

Frank tears them up. But more will come tomorrow. Tonight is the night Kaye Phillips would have
graduated from high school.

The people of El Dorado wouldn't be satisfied if Darrell really did go into a coma. They want nothing
less than his death.

After a few minutes of hesitation, Frank opens the telephone directory and copies several numbers into
the green notepad. It's time to buy the things he'll need.

He 1sn't sure how he knows that. But he knows.

Darrell (5)

He raises himself up on one elbow, feeling as groggy as if he'd slept for several weeks. And to his mind,
he has.

Frank is here, and he puts the tape recorder on the bed beside Darrell's left hand.

"It's good to see you sleep," the thick machine-voice says, "but I'm going to have to wake you. Lori can't
get a substitute because the seniors graduated last night, and some of them trashed her room. It's finals
time for her juniors, so... you get the idea. And I've got five hospital patients I've got to see, plus
appointments, so I can't stay home either. Jenny's day-care center won't take Paul, and we couldn't find
anyone to sit with him. He's going to have to stay home.

"He's under strict orders not to leave the house or turn on the stove. But just in case anything should
happen, dial number seven on the hall phone. That's preset to my paging service, and they'll beep me.
Okay?"

Darrell looks up at Frank. "O...," he begins, and decides it isn't worth the effort.

Frank shuts off the tape recorder and checks Darrell's pulse. He frowns and seems about to reach for
the tape recorder again, then leaves. Darrell watches him as he goes. Frank's wearing a dark brown
three-piece suit and looks every inch the successful doctor.

Goody-Two-Shoes,Darrell thinks, and sits up. He's slept in his clothes and feels grubby. And slow.
Frank seems to have been gone for six hours before Darrell's feet touch the floor.

Three sounds like the beats of distant tympani quiver in the air. Someone is knocking on the half-open
door.

He's surprised to see that it's Lori. Frank caught a good-looking one, Darrell thinks as she glides toward
him. Shoulder-length honey-blonde hair, hazel eyes... but she can't compare to the dark, quiet beauty that
was Kaye. Nobody can.



Lori picks up the microphone, rewinds the tape, and begins recording. Darrell has nothing to do for a
long time but watch her, and he doesn't have to understand her words to know what she's saying.

He feels as though he's baking.

Days later, she goes out without looking at him.

"I have nothing against you..." the message begins.
She despises him.

"...but you're reckless. Please don't take this the wrong way. I hate leaving Paul here today, but I don't
see any way around it. I'll be home as soon as I can. What I'm trying to say is that if anything happens...
I'm holding you responsible."

Only fair,Darrell thinks.

"And I know your leg's a problem, but... could you please go back to your apartment? It'd be better for
everybody. You too; you need your independence."

Even as slowly as the words come out of the speaker, Darrell can tell that the last sentence was spoken
as if Lori had been saying "You need to stab yourself."

He rewinds and erases the tape. Tonight he'll tell Frank that he wants to move back to his own place
tomorrow. The hell with the stairs. The twenty-four hours remaining in his stay should only seem like a
month or so.

A day later, after the journey back from the bathroom, Darrell sits on the bed and stares at the
powder-blue wall, thinking of how Kaye's hair curled below her ears.

Then Paul comes in. He's carrying a cassette recorder, but he uses the three-speed to tape a message.

The boy's face looks worse than it did yesterday. The lids of his left eye have swollen into purple
half-moons.

When Paul finishes talking, he rewinds the tape and changes the speed selector switch. Then he presses
the PLAY button and sits silently while Darrell listens.

"Mom told me not to bother you, but you won't tell, will you? I was in my room fooling around with my
record player, and I got an idea. I don't know if it worked. If it didn't, you can throw away the tape. It's
kinda neat being home without Mom and Dad, even if I do have to stay inside. We were s'posed to have
an arithmetic test today, but Mrs. Clinton said she'd let me make it up if I didn't blab about it. I don't
think she likes Jody either... So I guess I better go now since Mom said I shouldn't come in here unless I
was dying. This is your nephew Paul signing off. Roger wilco, over and out."

When the message ends, Darrell strains his facial muscles into a grin. Paul grins back, looking a little
pathetic, then turns on the cassette player and bounces out of the room.

Darrell is surprised to hear recognizable music. It's still too slow, but the song is clearly an old Willie
Nelson number. Paul has played a thirty-three-and-a-third RPM album at forty-five or seventy-eight and
taped the result.



Darrell looks down at the Magic-Markered letters on his cast: PAUL THE GREAT WAS HERE XXX.
Next to the words is a drawing of a stick figure with a cape.

After listening to both sides of the tape, Darrell starts it again at the beginning. He wonders how he can
begin to repay his nephew for the gift.

Then he realizes that the song he's listening to seems slower than it did the first time through. Some of the
words are slurred. Maybe the batteries...

He finds an AC cord in a compartment on the back of the cassette player and plugs it into the socket
beside the nightstand.

The music still sounds slower than ever.

Before the first side has played through for the second time, Darrell can't recognize the songs. He raises
his head and is frightened at how long it takes.

His eyes focus on the jar on top of the bureau. The spiderwort he picked yesterday is dead.

Frank (5)

He has made his phone calls and written two checks, but the notepad in his jacket pocket still seems to
generate enough heat to burn through to his heart. He knows he's not paying enough attention to his
patients today, knows he's not being a good doctor. He hates it.

He wishes he knew what to do beyond what he's done, wishes there were some way to test what he
thinks is happening, wishes he could know whether his own silence indicates strength or cowardice. But
he doesn't believe wishes come true.

He doesn't believe in premonitions either. Yet he has acted on one.

At lunchtime he checks his box outside the hospital's mail-room. Inside is an envelope addressed to
SCUM'S BROTHER.

He throws it away without opening it.
Today,he thinks.

Let it be today.

Darrell (6)

He lies on the bed with his right hand on his chest. He can't feel a heartbeat. When he tries to lift his right
arm, it feels as though it were wet clay.

Just as his hand begins to rise, he becomes aware of a moaning sound, like the vibrations of thick power



lines in a storm, and has the unshakable feeling that it's calling him.
The sound grows louder as he fights to make his muscles take him out of bed. He tries to count seconds
as he begins to move toward the door, but he loses count after three hundred. His arms and legs feel

numb, and he can hardly control the crutches.

By the time he reaches the gray desert, he knows the sound is coming from the porch. The front door is
open a few inches.

The moan throbs as if it were his missing heartbeat. It's the only thing he's aware of, the only thing he
feels. The crutches swing past his body as if part of a huge, slow, cosmic gear.

When he's finally crossed the desert, he leans on his left crutch and uses the right one as a pry bar.

The door pivots as if it were a slab of stone. When it's open halfway, Darrell sees Paul on the porch, his
mouth open wide, his bruised face contorted in rage and pain. The moan isn't a moan at all, but a scream.

A seventeen- or eighteen-year-old stranger is behind Paul, holding the child's elbows. Three other
teenage males are turning toward the door. Darrell recognizes two of them. One is a beefy, redheaded
guy named Johnson who Kaye said was always bothering her. The other is one of Kaye's cousins.
Darrell begins pushing the screen door open with his crutch, and he smells soured beer.

He knows what's happened. The seniors graduated last night. Kaye was probably eulogized, and these
guys have been cursing the son of a bitch who killed her. Somewhere toward morning they decided that if
the law wouldn't get him, they would. He deserves to have his shit kicked to hell, one of them would say.

She dies and all he gets is a busted leg and a cushy place to flop. He's alone there during the day...

The moaning gets louder and higher in pitch before it's overpowered by the sound that comes from
Johnson's mouth:

"MMMUUURRR... DDDEEERRR... EEERRR..."
Kaye's cousin reaches for the screen door.

Darrell sees it all coming, coming even more slowly than it did the night of the accident. And like that
night, he can do nothing to stop it.

Johnson drags Darrell out onto the porch.

Paul is struggling. He must have heard them and come out to see who it was. If only he'd stayed inside.
If only he hadn't gotten into the fight at school. If only Kaye hadn't died...

The crutches drift down and bounce off the narrow boards. It's as if they've fallen to the surface of a tiny
wooden planet.

A fist comes toward Darrell's face. The fingers are tanned and thick, the knuckles creased like dry
leather. A silvery thing with a red stone hits him below his left eye.

He feels nothing at first. For a few minutes it's as if his face simply tries to change shape.



Only when the blow is long past does the pain come. It starts as a fuzziness at the edge of vision, then
creeps in until all is dark except a white-hot point at the center.

Then that point bursts, and its fragments shred tissue as if they were pieces from the window of Darrell's
pickup truck.

The boards of the porch press against his right shoulder until his collarbone aches. A cold metal tube
burns across his cheek. As the momentum of his fall turns him onto his back, he tastes a thick, metallic

saltiness. It's as if he's been chewing green copper.

The blackness flows back to the periphery, and Darrell sees Paul kick the ankle of the stranger holding
him.

The teenager stumbles back, still clutching Paul, and falls off the edge of the porch. An hour later, he
lands on the boy, pinning him against the sidewalk.

Darrell begins yelling, and the sound is exactly like Paul's scream. He tries to get up, but Johnson's foot
kicks him back down.

Before a second kick can land, Darrell finds a crutch and rams it into Johnson's groin. Then he swings it
at the other two, and they jump off the porch to float down like cottonwood seeds. The one who fell on
Paul is getting up, and Darrell sees that the child's lower right leg is unnaturally bent.

Johnson stumbles off the porch after the others, and they run away as though they were crawling.

Darrell tries to go down the steps on one crutch and falls, landing beside Paul. The boy's face is wet with
tears and blood.

Gradually, Darrell pushes himself up to his knees, leaving the crutch on the ground, then slides his right
arm under Paul's thin shoulders and his left arm under the boy's thighs. The lift takes hours.

When Darrell has Paul cradled against his chest, he brings up his left knee until the ball of his foot is
against the sidewalk. Then he tries to drag his weighted right leg upright.

They fall twice. The moan is constant. But Darrell finally stands.

Pain stabs up his right leg as his plaster-encased foot presses down on the first porch step. It feels as if
he's breaking the bone all over again, one cell at a time. The boy in his arms has the weight of a mountain.

It takes a day to climb the three steps to the porch.
Ten hours to reach the screen door.

Three days to open the door without dropping Paul.
A week to cross the gray desert.

Another week to lower the boy to the couch.

A year to find the hall telephone.



He feels nothing, hears nothing as he searches. He tastes blood. He misses Kaye.

He is in a slow universe, alone.

Frank (6)

He hangs up the phone and, hating himself, hopes this will be it. He hopes Darrell would understand, and
that Paul isn't badly hurt.

He doesn't know if he believes in hope or not.

He calls Lori, then rides to the house in the ambulance.

Darrell (7)
It's dark outside his window.

Frank is talking to the shrink, who is standing in the corner looking unhappy. Lori is in the hall outside the
doorway, her face in shadow. That's good, because Darrell doesn't want to see it.

Paul is in his room upstairs, asleep. Darrell imagines him lying there, his face discolored, frowning at a
bad dream and trying to turn onto his side. But he can't because of the cast on his lower right leg.

The tape recorder is in PLAY mode on its fastest speed, but Darrell can't make out any words. Barnes
has given in to the "delusion" only to have his surrender be meaningless.

It doesn't matter; Darrell knows the litany: "These things aren't your fault. It would be foolish to feel guilt
over the acts of others..."

He thinks he also knows the subtext:

"I don't understand this. You're breathing too slowly. Your eyes move only at long intervals, and your
hands move hardly at all. Yet there's nothing physically wrong with you. We'd know if there were, we
would, we would..."

Sure, shrink. Nothing's wrong. Nothing's ever been wrong. A little kid got hell beat out of him and a
shattered leg because of me. Big deal. I killed the woman I loved. Double big deal.

Sure, shrink. Everything's great. You don't stand like a wooden statue. Frank doesn't take a month to
scratch his arm. Let's all run to the back twenty and dance on the headstones.

Even as Darrell thinks, he knows his thoughts are slowing down to match his body. Two real-time days
ago, he relived four years of high school while Frank took his blood pressure. Now, Barnes's long

message has concluded before Darrell's finished imagining what it might be saying.

He has perceived the world as moving in slow motion, and his brain is finally adjusting to follow suit.



He wonders how it is that hisperception has been operating at a rate different from histhoughts in the first
place. Isn't perception simply the interaction of thoughts and senses?

He doesn't know, and he's too tired to try to figure it out. If he were able to hold a conversation, he'd
put the paradox up to Barnes. But if he were able to hold a conversation, there wouldn't be a paradox...

Frank and the shrink have left the room and closed the door. It took them about six weeks.

The forty-six days since Kaye's death have been twenty years. Twenty years to relive the moment when
the glass bits tore into her cheek. Twenty years to beat the face of a child and snap the bones of his leg.

Darrell's thoughts are interrupted by the aroma of roast beef. He focuses on it, savoring something
undistorted.

Yet he can't imagine eating the meat. His slow body has no need of energy.

He tries to listen to his heartbeat and hears nothing. He tries to listen to the blood pushing through his
head and still hears nothing.

Eventually thought itself'is too difficult. All that's left is smell, and even that fails him when the aroma of
the roast beef fades away.

He longs to dream as he did last night. In his dreams everything's normal—he can race someone, fight
someone, make love to Kaye. Even nightmares are better than the thickness of his waking hours.

With a tremendous effort, he makes his eyelids close. And then he waits. In silence. In nothing.

But again sleep won't come on its own. Unless he can swallow a white pentagon, he'll lie awake, unable
to move or even to think, for years.

Move, left arm. Down off the bed.

Nothing happens until he's repeated the command a hundred times. Then, numbly, his left arm slides
toward the edge of the mattress.

Two more inches. Come on. Two more inches.

At last his arm falls over the curve of the sheet. A few minutes later, his knuckles scrape across the floor
and bump against a leg of the nightstand.

Back. Back a foot.Over and over again.

By the time his fingers close around the cylinder, his whole body is sweating.

Up now. Up. Up. Please, please, up.

Eventually the message trickles down slow nerves to his arm muscles, and the pill bottle begins to rise.

How many should he take this time? he wonders. He wants to sleep long enough to dream of loving
Kaye and playing basketball with Paul, deep enough to forget what he's done to them.



A shudder rumbles through him as his hand rises over his face, and blackness reappears like a ring
surrounding his vision.

Is this sleep? Do I need—

The cylinder tips, and the loose cap tumbles off like something ejected from a spacecraft.

Mouth open, concentrate—

The pills drift out and fall around Darrell a thousand times more slowly than snowflakes in still air.

The blackness washes over him, and he feels inexplicably, wonderfully peaceful.

Frank (7)

He stands with Barnes outside the door to Darrell's room. The psychiatrist is biting his lower lip and
staring at the floor. Frank, not knowing if he should, has given in and shown his friend the contents of the
green notepad. He's glad that Lori is already upstairs in bed.

He opens the door and sees white flakes on his brother's chest.

He has the stethoscope out of the bureau drawer and is beside Darrell in an instant, searching for a
pulse. He's aware of Barnes standing anxiously behind him.

"Nothing," he mutters as if it were a curse. He's about to start CPR and tell Barnes to call for an
ambulance, then stops himself.

"Give me your watch," he says instead.

"I thought you couldn't find a pulse," Barnes murmurs.

"Give it to me."

Barnes hands him the watch, and Frank holds it close to Darrell's lips.

"What in—" Barnes begins.

"Shut up and count the pills," Frank says.

The psychiatrist obeys. "Thirty-eight," he announces after half a minute.

Frank does some swift arithmetic, then says, "Go to the bathroom and flush them down the toilet."
He looks up and sees his friend staring at him. "I'll do no such thing," Barnes says.

"See if you hear anything, then." He moves aside but keeps the watch half an inch from his brother's
slack mouth.

Barnes takes the stethoscope and tries for three minutes.



"He's gone, Frank. No heartbeat, no respiration."

"Right. Drug overdose."

Barnes scowls. "If these are the tabs I prescribed, he hasn't taken any. One, maybe."

"He took them all. Flush them down the toilet."

The psychiatrist pulls off the stethoscope and looks away. "The county coroner will want an autopsy."

Frank shakes his head. "Four times, I've done post-mortems for Jack when he was too drunk to do
them himself. I'll fill out and sign the death certificate, and he won't question it."

"Do you know what you're doing?"

"You saw my notes."

"And I can't believe your conclusions."

"Believe this," Frank says, and holds up the watch.

The crystal is fogged.

Late the next afternoon, Frank buries Darrell next to their parents. He has a brief moment of doubt as he
uses the rented backhoe to scoop a thin layer of earth over the fiberglass canopy that was once a boat,
but it goes away quickly. There is no life in the land of Hate. Happiness for the despised must wait until
Hate is forgotten.

Seven times, he drives the backhoe into the pasture and scatter-dumps the leftover dirt. Then he walks
back into the cemetery and looks beneath a clump of spiderwort behind his parents' headstone to be sure

the battery is connected properly. The ends of two hoses are hidden beneath the same clump, and he
holds his hand over them for a half-second.

When he stands up, he sees that he's finished just in time. Barnes is bringing Lori and the kids in from the
road.

They aren't religious, but Frank reads the twenty-third Psalm anyway. Its words have an eerie
significance, and he finishes in a quavering voice.

Paul hobbles over to the big cottonwood and leans against it, crying. Frank can't think of what to say; he
knows the boy can't understand yet...

Darrell should've been Paul's father,he thinks.
Lori is beside Frank, holding the sleeping baby, and he feels her looking at him.

"I saw the time written on the receipt," she says, half-whispering. "You paid the deposit on the backhoe
yesterday morning. Early."



"I was thinking of putting in a new septic tank."
Lori's eyes don't flinch. "Yourself? Who'd take your patients?"
Barnes makes uncertain noises in his throat.

"You got the casket awfully quickly," Lori continues, "and you cut through the paperwork as if you knew
just what to do so you could bury him yourself and avoid embalm—"

"T've buried family before."

She seems about to argue, then looks over at Paul, who has dropped his crutches and pressed his
forehead against the tree trunk. Her expression changes.

"He needs you now," she says.

Hesitantly, Frank goes to his son and puts his hands on the boy's shoulders.

"Just remember him," he says hoarsely, "and he'll never be gone."

Paul turns and hides his bruised face against his father's chest.

Andrew Barnes picks a handful of spiderwort and puts it on the bare mound of earth.
"From the shrink," he murmurs.

After several minutes of silence, they begin walking back toward the road. Frank lags behind to close
the gate.

The spiderwort bundle on Darrell's grave is being scattered by a gust of wind.
"When I learn what it is," Frank says too quietly to be heard, "and when those who hate you are gone..."
He leaves the sentence unfinished.

Rest well, Black Sheep. I'll be back tomorrow evening. And the next evening. And the next. And if it
takes that long, Paul and his children...

He latches the gate.
Rest.

And in the shade of the cottonwood, Darrell rests, dreaming slow dreams of love throughout the century
that will pass before his next heartbeat.

Top of the Charts

The transubstantiation ofHomo sapiens was nowhere in my thoughts the first time Doctor Joe came into



the shop. He was wearing a three-piece suit with a little flag pin in the necktie, and my immediate reaction
was that he didn't belong in Electroshock Records and Tapes.

The Pretenders were blasting out "Bad Boys Get Spanked" from all four corners, and Doctor Joe's face
twisted in pain. But his eyes radiated determination as he walked up to me at the counter and said
something.

"What?" I asked.

He said something again. Reluctantly, I reached behind me and turned down the volume.

"Thank you," he said stiffly. "T am Doctor Joseph Wright, and I would like to see the manager, young
lady."

"You're looking at her, elderly sir," I said. He wasn't old, maybe mid-forties, but ever since [ was three
it's ticked me off to be called "young lady," even by somebody too stupid to realize it's insulting. "The

store owner is in the Bahamas and has left me in charge. May I help you find anything?"

Doctor Joe looked displeased. "If you're in charge," he said, "does that mean you're in charge of
everything!"

I reached behind me and turned up the volume a little. Doctor Joe winced.

"Yeah," I said. "I've been running the place for seven months. The owner doesn't like customer
interaction."

Doctor Joe opened a briefcase and removed two white posters with black lettering. "I'd like you to put
these in your front window."

I held out my hand for them. We put up posters for almost anything—chili feeds, concerts, Druid prayer

vigils, whatever. There was always room for a few more, if I took down those that were six months out
of date.

Usually I didn't give them half a glance, but the block letters of Doctor Joe's posters jumped out at me:
WARNING TO PARENTS AND THEIR CHILDREN: MANY OF THE RECORD ALBUMS IN
THIS STORE CONTAIN SATANIC MESSAGES CONCEALED BY THE SUBLIMINAL
TECHNIQUE OF BACKWARD MASKING. BUYING AND LISTENING TO THESE RECORD
ALBUMS IS DANGEROUS TO YOUR MENTAL AND SPIRITUAL WELL-BEING.

Doctor Joe was already heading for the door. I lifted the stylus off the Pretenders, and the silence
stunned several browsing patrons.

"Halt, Fascist," I said to Doctor Joe's retreating backside.
He spun around. His face was red, and with a fleshy face like his, that was a lot of color.
"Just kidding," I said as he returned. "Just trying to get your attention."

He put both hands on the counter and glared at me.



I regretted calling him back. I'm five-three and weigh one hundred and seven. Doctor Joe was at least
six-two and weighed—well, imagine a water buffalo in a three-piece suit.

"You see, sir," I said as my fingers fumbled with the chain of the whistle I always wear, "I cannot place
these posters in the window. Even were their statements true, your imagined complaint would be with the
record companies. We're only a retailer.”

He took them back. "May I demonstrate something?"

I thought about it.

"No," I said after a tenth of a second.

He came around the counter.

"No customers are allowed on this side of the register," I said, backing away from him. "I have orders to
call the authorities."

He went to the turntable. I'd turned it off, but the amplifier was still on.

Doctor Joe placed the stylus in the middle of a track and spun the Pretenders backwards.

The windows nearly broke.

I hadn't been kidding when I'd said that my boss didn't like customer interaction. He liked it so little that
he had long ago put a sawed-oft softball bat under the counter. I chased Doctor Joe out of the store with
it.

"Give me a chance to prove my claim!" he shouted once he was across the street.

"Give me a chance to crush your chitin!" I yelled, and went back inside to call the police.

The officer I talked to emphasized that he wouldn't be surprised if therewere Satanic messages on the
records I sold.

"I sell Satie and Stravinsky too, you know," I said.

"Twisted punks," the officer replied. He then told me that Doctor (of Divinity) Joseph Wright was pastor
of the largest television congregation in the region and a highly respected man.

"He's a Looney Tune," I informed the officer, who hung up on me.
I sold a couple of cutouts, a Bach cassette, and a copy of the new Mangled Orphans EP, and pretty
soon I began to feel better. If Doctor Joe was really respectable, he wouldn't come back. Kansas City

boasted at least thirty classier record stores that he could terrorize to his heart's content.

At eight o'clock my night clerk, BooBoo (who wouldn't respond to his real name even when I
remembered it), came in to take over. I told him about Doctor Joe.

"Wild," BooBoo said. "Wild" was BooBoo's response to everything from pancakes to the threat of
nuclear vaporization. Some would have considered him to be a little on the defective side, but he knew



the lyrics to everything Bruce Springsteen ever wrote.

I showed BooBoo where the sawed-oft softball bat was in case Doctor Joe tried to make a nighttime
raid.

BooBoo seemed to like the bat. "Wild," he said.

I left the store in his capable hands and drove to Randall's apartment. Randall was the least degenerate
of my boyfriends, and after a day of Electroshock patrons, a nice, quiet, neo-classical cheese-ball-eater
was just what I needed.

We sipped white wine and listened to Rachmaninoft. I told Randall about Doctor Joe, and he was
sympathetic. He didn't care for progressive music, but he knew that rock didn't resort to tricks like
backward masking.

"It perverts the masses quite well enough without that," he said.

I hit him with a sofa pillow.

"You're an extraordinarily exciting woman, Terri," he said.

"You're an excruciatingly boring man."

"Yes, and you love it, too."

After a while we got back to the subject of Doctor Joe, and I worried about what I'd do if he came
back.

"Let him put up the posters," Randall suggested. "After all, how many of your patrons can read? And
even if the 'warning' is noticed, will that deter anyone? People love to buy things that are bad for them.
Witness the megabucks pulled in by tobacco, alcohol, pot, cocaine, and diet soda."

I realized he was right and called BooBoo at the store.

"Listen," I said, "if Doctor Joe comes in, don't give him any trouble. Put up the posters. Use our tape."

"Wild," BooBoo said.

"I'mean it," I said, afraid that BooBoo didn't understand. "Be nice. Be his buddy."

"Tramps like us," BooBoo said. "Baby, we were born to run."

I hung up, and Randall and I continued our pleasant neo-classical evening. Sometime after two I drove

home to my own apartment, playing the Stones on the car tape deck. I wondered what "Sympathy for
the Devil" would sound like backwards and decided it didn't matter. Human civilization was wonderful.

Doctor Joe came back the next day while I was putting out new albums. This time he carried a portable
record player.



"Doctor Wright," I said, smiling my best I'd-love-to-lick-your-shoes smile, "of course we'd be glad to
put up your posters. We of Electroshock Records and Tapes believe in public service."

Doctor Joe frowned and went to the counter. I followed, afraid that he might break something. I had a
stack of albums in my hands, and if worst came to worst, I could use them to deck him.

He put the record player on the counter, removed the lid, and opened his briefcase. "I know you only
want to get rid of me, young lady," he said.

[ felt my upper lip curling back.

"However," Doctor Joe continued, "this time I'm not leaving until I perform a demonstration. I'm as
concerned for your soul as I am for the souls of your customers."

I thanked him profusely and asked him to go right home and pray for me for a week or two.

He paid no attention and found a socket to plug in his record player. "This turntable is belt-driven," he
said, "and I've put a twist in the belt so it runs backwards." He took a copy ofBuddy Holly Lives from his
briefcase and cued up "Not Fade Away" at the end of the track.

"Now listen," Doctor Joe said. "You can quite clearly hear the words, 'Come kiss Satan on the lips,
perverse children of the Eighties.'"

He played it and gesticulated vigorously when the phrase occurred. I had to admit that if I tried, I could
hear words. But they were something like "Use two cups of flour and ice-skate naked."

I suggested that since Buddy Holly had been dead for a quarter of a century, he could have no desire to
make the children of the Eighties kiss anybody anywhere. Doctor Joe huffily noted that Satanic powers
weren't bound by the grave.

I was more convinced than ever that Doctor Joe would be most at home in a chapel with flexible walls.

"Thanks for everything," I said, helpfully unplugging his record player. "I'll put up the posters if you'll
leave them."

He looked at me disapprovingly. "You don't seem to appreciate the seriousness of this," he said. "This is
brainwashing direct from Satan by way of his Communist puppets in the popular music industry."

I wished BooBoo were there to quote Springsteen; that would get rid of the Revered Gentleman if
anything would.

Doctor Joe stared at the albums I'd put on the counter in order to free my hands for shoving him toward
the door. His face grew purplish, and he pointed.

"You see?" he said. "You see now? They're even admitting it."
The first album in the stack was a debut release by a new band called The Interstellar Peace Project.
Lousy name for a group, I thought. The cover was bad, too—a lot of stars and galactic gunk shaped like

a dove on a black background.

What had Doctor Joe upset was a white sticker in the lower right corner that I hadn't noticed before. It



said "gniksaM drawkcaB gninraW."
"Well, I'll be damned," I said.

"I know, I know," Doctor Joe said excitedly. He picked up the album and turned it over to read the
back. In a few seconds he shrieked.

I looked at the title his quivering finger was trying to point at: "The Pan-Humanistic Backward Bop."
"Humanism!" he shouted. "Communism!"
"Fluoridation!" I added.

I charged him $9.98 for the album, two dollars more than our usual discount price. He left ecstatic
because he'd really be able to work his viewers into a frenzy withthis.

[ was glad to be rid of him until I saw that he'd left his record player.

Resigned to yet another evangelical visit, [ went back to putting out new albums. As I worked, I realized
that [ was filing an awful lot of Interstellar Peace Project records. It wasn't smart to stock that many
copies of a debut album until the band proved itself.

I took a copy to the back room to check my files, and I noticed that it didn't have the white sticker.

By the time I finished going over my carbons, it had dawned on me that I had fifty copies of an album I
hadn't ordered. And according to my invoices, the distributor hadn't shipped it.

I made some phone calls, and after an hour of the usual Distributor's Wrangle, I got the following
explanation:

I did not have any Interstellar Peace Project albums.

Au contraire,] informed the drug-abusing lackey on the other end of the line. I had fifty of the things.
I was told that was not possible for two reasons:

One, the albums had never been shipped.

Two, they did not exist.

Did that mean I could keep them?

I could pulverize and inhale them for all the lackey cared. I thanked him and blew my whistle before
hanging up.

The album cover didn't list band personnel, a copyright date, or a label imprint, and the labels on the
disk itself only named the five songs: "Learning to Love Crustaceans," "The Pan-Humanistic Backward
Bop," "Your Stalk-Eyed Friend," "Bureaucratic Mind Candy," and "My Way." I hadn't heard any of
them on the radio yet. Usually the jocks got things a few weeks before I did—but then, they didn't
necessarily play them.



I put the record on the shop turntable, hoping for something commensurate with the album's mysterious
appearance, and was disappointed. It wasn't bad; it just didn't blow my brain out through my ears the
way I'd imagined it might.

The vocals were heavily filtered so the songs sounded like they were being sung underwater by
androgynous elves—odd, but not much different from a lot of top forty stuff—and the merely competent
instrumentals relied heavily on synthesized hums and rumbles. The lyrics were arcane, but, again, not
really weird for rock:

Your baby is a beauty

She lives inside a shell

She's one of several million

Interstellar Personnel

You've got to learn to love her

All you backward human nations

Learn to give it up to love her

Learn to love real big crustaceans

I figured that if the band got any airplay, I'd be able to sell twenty of the fifty copies—maybe a few more
if I cut the price. I'd gotten them for nothing, so any sale at all was profit.

I left the record playing and began to file more albums. Almost immediately, I had a sensation that felt
like three dozen cockroaches running down my spine. I shuddered and looked around, expecting to see
Doctor Joe.

Instead, I saw that all my patrons were standing still with their mouths hanging open. That wouldn't have
bothered me if the phenomenon had been confined to two or three of them, but there were fourteen
customers in the store, and every one of them was as animated as a popsicle. After a few seconds I
realized that each was staring at the corner speaker nearest him or her.

Okay, it was new stuff they hadn't heard before. No big deal. I approached the patron nearest me and
shouted in his ear.

"Like it?" I said. "Just got it in today."

His irises seemed to flicker, but he didn't look at me. When he spoke, his voice was a subdued
monotone that was difficult to sort out from the music.

"So beautiful," he said. "So beautiful to be at peace with my friend and her beautiful green shell with eyes
like pearls and tail like the terraces of heaven."

"I beg your pardon?" I said.

The track ended, and he looked at me.



"I want that album. I'll pay whatever you say."
"$7.98," I said.

By the time I got to the register to ring it up, all fourteen zombies had crowded around to buy the
Interstellar Peace Project album. Their staring eyes made me nervous.

The next track began to play. It was the one Doctor Joe had shrieked about, a real rocker:
Well, make your pappy happy
Don't make your mama cry

You gotta all be ready

When the ships come from the sky
You gotta back it on up
Shoo-wop, shoo-wop

You gotta back it on up
Shoo-wop, shoo-wop

Turn your bullets into gravel

Slow your run down to a walk
'Cause everybody's gonna do

The Humanistic Bop

Each zombie became a dancing maniac, like Howdy Doody on speed. They were still able to get money
out of their pockets, though, and I no longer felt like the potential main course in a George Romero film.

But I didn't feel exactly comfortable.

BooBoo came in at eight. His eyes looked a little glazed, but I tried not to worry. His eyes always
looked a little glazed.

"BooBoo," I said tentatively as I sold another IPP album. "Have you ever heard of a band called The
Interstellar Peace Project?"

BooBoo nodded somberly and killed the stereo system. Then he reached up and switched on the
television, which was permanently tuned to the cable rock music channel.

BooBoo turned toward me and jerked his thumb at the screen. "Wild," he said.

"I can't get enough of this," the VJ was saying in a drunken stupor, "and I know you can't either. So, for



the forty-ninth time today, but who's counting, here's The Interstellar Peace Project and their new
release, "The Pan-Humanistic Backward Bop.' | wanna have these guys' babies, how about you?"

The video was of the surreal variety, and the dominant images as the music played were of flowers,
dancing sheep, and indistinct giant lobsters.

I watched for a while and then shrugged. It was pretty typical stuff.

"T've sold thirty-two of those albums today," I said, "and I don't even know where they came from. I
don't get it." [ peered at BooBoo's eyes. "Do you?" I couldn't tell if he'd been turned into a zombie or not
BooBoo shook his head. "Nice, but it ain't Springsteen."

I was taken aback. I hadn't heard BooBoo vocalize anything besides "Wild" and Springsteen lyrics since
he'd said "Thanks for the job."

"That's a relief," I said. " was aftraid that everybody except me was being brainwashed just like Doctor
Joe said."

BooBoo snapped off the television, and the store was quiet. For the first time all day, there were no
customers.

"Much as I hate to say it," BooBoo said, concentrating hard on forming the words, "he may be right in
this case. | have a Master's in psychology, and—"

"You didn't mention that on your job application."”

One comer of his mouth curved up. "I thought it'd keep you from hiring me. Anyway, I've watched that
video twenty times since noon, and I can't help but see it as a subtle attempt at behavior modification."

I was staring at him. "You can even say big words."

He nodded. "One way to condition a subject is by anchoring a desired situation or behavior with
positive, behavior-reinforcing actions or images. In that video, what I'd consider positive images occur
during lines of the song that seem to be trying to convince the listener to accept something."

I didn't ask what, but he told me anyway.

"The strongest anchoring," he said quietly, "if that's what it is, occurs when the band is singing about ships
coming from the sky."

We were both quiet for a few minutes. I tried to convince myself that BooBoo had always been off his
nut and was only now displaying the complete symptomatology.

But I'd never heard of IPP before that morning, and neither had he. Neither had anyone else. Even the
Beatles had cranked it out in dives for a few years before hitting the top of the charts.

The Interstellar Peace Project had done it in a day.

Well, what if they had? With the right packaging, the advertising industry could have made Queen
Victoria a teen idol. Or even Doctor Joe.



"Look," I said, "we shouldn't get paranoid. After all, Americans blow millions on sugar water every year
because of a few sexy commercials. Whoever these guys are, they've just got a great manager who's
getting them incredible PR and distribution, that's all. It's not impossible, not with enough money."

"Wild," BooBoo said. It was a reassuring sound.

I didn't want to waste any more time worrying about a pop craze; I had a date with a cheese-ball-eater.
I took care of a few things in the office, gave BooBoo a pat on the back, and headed for the door.

Randall came in before I got there.

I knew him well enough to know that he would never willingly come to Electroshock Records and Tapes
after dark. Something was wrong.

"I'm not due at your place for ten minutes," I said, checking my watch. "What're you doing here?"
Randall grasped my shoulders and gazed into my eyes.

"Peace and love, sister," he said. "We await the crustaceans."

I looked back at BooBoo.

"Now," I said, "we should get paranoid."

I tried to stop him, to talk to him, to find out what had happened to him and to God only knew how
many others, but he wouldn't stay. I considered using the bat, but I could no sooner have clobbered a
delirious hamster.

He'd been buying groceries that afternoon and had heard the Bop while selecting cheese. Now he was
going to a rally at the football stadium and wanted me to come along. The fans of The Interstellar Peace
Project were going to play the album over the public-address system and memorize the lyrics.

I felt the sick realization that I'd never have a nice, quiet evening with him again.

He left without me. I stood looking after him through the dirty plate glass until he was obscured by a chili
feed poster.

Too wiped out to go home, I walked back to the office. I could feel BooBoo watching.

I closed the door behind me, lay down on the black Naugahyde couch, and tried not to think.

After finally dozing off, I dreamed of giant lobsters singing of peace and love. I was chasing them with a
forklift truck and trying to drop them into a swimming pool filled with boiling water. But just as I got one

into the steam, it turned into Doctor Joe. I dropped it anyway.

Then I had my usual dream in which my mother asks me why I'm not married yet. But toward the end
her head turned into a cheese ball.

My eyes shot open, and at first I didn't remember where I was. The light that came into the office



through the cracks around the door was weak and bluish. I got up and stumbled out into the shop.

The overhead lights were off; the blue glow came from the amplifier. BooBoo was sitting behind the
counter with his head in his hands, listening to a song about cars and girls. The volume was low, and the
place seemed more peaceful than it ever had before.

"BooBoo?" I said softly. I didn't think he'd seen me yet. "What time is it?"

He answered without moving. "After one."

"Why're you still here? Closing time was over an hour ago."

He shrugged his shoulders.

"Many customers tonight?" I asked.

He picked up an album from the counter and waved it. I couldn't see what it was, but I didn't have to.
"Last one," he said.

I went behind the counter and sat beside him on the other stool.

"What's going on?" I muttered. "When somebody like Randall switches from Rachmaninoff to
underwater elves, something unnatural is happening."

BooBoo shrugged again. In the faint blue light, I could see that he was lip-syncing along with
Springsteen. He probably wasn't even listening to me.

He'd put the last IPP album back on the counter. It was too dark to see the illustration clearly, but I ran
my fingers across the plastic, thinking that maybe I could feel what made this so different from everything
else.

My fingers stopped at the lower right corner.

There was nothing there. But in my mind's eye, I'd been running my fingers over the first IPP album I'd
noticed, the one I'd sold to Doctor Joe.

"Gniksam," I mumbled. "Drawkcab. Gninraw."
"Wild," BooBoo murmured.

I spun around to lift the tone arm off BooBoo's album and accidentally sent the stylus skittering across
the tracks.

BooBoo buried his face in his arms.

I found Doctor Joe's record player under the counter next to the softball bat, ripped open the IPP
album, and put the disc on the backward-playing turntable.

"Sorry about your record," I said as I plugged in the player, "but this is important."

BooBoo raised his head and looked at me. I could just make out the faint glistening in his eyes that said



nothing was more important than Springsteen.
I had