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Thinking of Jm Thomjpson and Sam Peckinpah:
L egendary shadows.



EDITOR'SNOTE

Before his desth from cancer in lae 1985, Richard Bachman published five noves In 1994,
while preparing to move to a new house, the author's widow found a cardboard carton filled
with  manuscripts in the cdlar. These novels and dories were in varying degrees of
completion. The least finished were longhand scribbles in the steno notebooks Bachman used
for origind compodtion. The mog finished was a typescript of the novd which follows. It
was in a manuscript box secured with rubber bands, as if Bachman had been on the verge of
sending it to his publisher when hisfind remission ended.

The former Mrs Bachman brought it to me for evduation, and | found it a least up to the
dandard of his ealier work. | have made a few smdl changes modly updating certan
references (subgtituting Ethan Hawke for Rob Lowe in the firs chepter, for ingance), but
have otherwise Ieft it pretty much as | found it. This work is now offered (with the gpprova
of the author's widow) as the cgpstoneto a peculiar but not uninteresting career.

My thanks to Claudia Eschdman (the former Claudia Bachman), Bachman scholar Douglas
Winter, Elane Koger & New Ameican Libray, and to Carolyn Stromberg, who edited the
earliest Bachman novels and vaidated this one.

The former Mrs Bachman says that, to the best of her knowledge, Bachman never traveled to
Ohio, 'dthough he might have flown over it once or twice. She dso has no idea when this
novel was written, dthough she suspects it must have been lae & night. Richard Bachman
suffered from chronic insomnia

Charles Verill
New York City
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'‘Mider, we ded in lead

— Steve McQueen
The Magnificant Seven
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CHAPTER ONE

Poplar Street/3:45 p.m./July 15, 1996

Summer’'s here.

Not just summer, either, not this year, but the gpotheoss of summer, the avatar of summer,
high green pefect centrd Ohio summer deadsmash in the middle of July, white sun glaring
out of that fabled faded Levi's sky, the sound of kids hollering back and forth through the
Bear Street Woods at the top of the hill, the tink! of Little League bats from the bdlfiedd on
the other dde of the woods, the sound of power mowers, the sound of musde-cars out on
Highway 19, the sound of rolleblades on the cement sdewaks and smooth macadam of
Poplaa Stredt, the sound of radios — Clevdand Indians bascbdl (the rare day game)
competing with Tina Turner bdting out 'Nutbush City Limits, the one that goes Twenty-five
is the spead limit, motorcydes not dlowed in it — and surrounding everything like an
auditory edging of lace, the soathing, lky hiss of lawvn sprinklers

Summer in Wentworth, Ohio, oh boy, can you dig it. Summer here on Poplar Street, which
runs gdraght through the middle of that fabled faded American dream with the smdl of
hotdogs in the ar and a few burs paper remains of Fourth of July firecrackers dill lying here
and there in the gutters. It's been a hot Jduly, a pefect good old by God blue-ribbon jeezer of a
July, no doubt about it, but if you wat to know the truth, it's dso been a dry July, with no
water but the occasond flipped spray of a hose to gir those last shreds of Chinese paper
from where they lie That may change today; thereés an occasond rumble of thunder from the
wed, and those waiching The Wegther Channd (there's plenty of cable TV on Poplar Stredt,
you bet) know that thundersorms are expected laer on. Maybe even a tornado, dthough
thet's unlikely.

Meantime, though, it's dl watermdon and Kool-Aid and foul tips off the end of he bat; it's
dl the summer you ever wanted and more here in the center of the United States of America,
life as good as you ever dreamed it could be, with Chevrolets parked in driveways and stesks
in refrigerator meet-drawers waiting to be dapped on the barbecue in the backyard come
evening. (And will there be gpople pie to folow? What do you think?) This is the land of
green lavns and carefully tended flowerbeds, this is the Kingdom of Ohio where the kids
wear their has turned around backward and ther strappy tank-tops hang down over ther
baggy shorts and their greet big galooty sneskers al seem to bear the Nike swoosh.

On the block of Poplar which runs between Bear Street a the top of the hill and Hyacinth
a the bottom, there are eeven houses and one sore. The gore, which stands on the corner of
Poplar and Hyacinth, is the ever-popular, dl-American convenience mart, where you can get
your cigarettes, your Blaiz or Ralling Rock, your penny candy (dthough these days mogt of it
cogts a dime), your BBQ supplies (paper plates plagtic forks taco chips ice cream ketchup



mustard relish), your Popsides, and your wide vaiety of Snapple, mede from the best stuff
on earth. You can even get a copy of Penthouse at the EZ Siop 24 if you want one, but yau
have to ask the dek; in the Kingdom of Ohio, they mostly keep the skin magezines under the
counter. And hey, that's pefectly al right. The important thing is that you should know
where to get oneif you need one.

The clerk today is new, less than a week on the job, and right now, a 345 in the afternoon,
dhe's waiting on a little boy and girl. The girl looks to be about deven and is dready on her
way to being a beauty. The boy, dealy her litle brother, is maybe sx and is (in the new
clerk’'sopinion, & least) dready on hisway to being a firg-class boogersnot.

'l want two candybardl' Brother Boogersnot exclams.

There's only money enough for one if we each have a soda’ Pretty Sis tells him with what
the dek thinks is admirable patience. If this were her little brother, she would be very
tempted to kick his ass so high up he could get a job playing the Hunchbeck of Notre Dame
in the schoal play.

‘Mom gave you five bucks this morning, | saw it,’ the boogersnot says. 'Wheres the rest of
it, Marrrrr-grit?

‘Dont cdl me tha, | hate that,' the girl says. She has long honey-blond hair which the derk
thinks is asolutdy gorgeous The new dek's own har is short and kinky, dyed orange on
the right and green on the left. She has a pretty good idea she wouldnt have gotten this job
without washing the dye out of it if the manager hadn't been absolutely strgpped for someone
to work eevento-seven — her good luck, his bad. He had extracted a promise from her that
shed wear a kerchief or a bassbdl cgp over the dyeqjob, but promises were made to be
broken. Now, she sees, Pretty Siter islooking a her hair with some fascination.

‘Margrit-Margrit-Margrit!" the little brother crows with the chearfully energetic viciousness
which only little brothers can mugter.

'My names redly Ellen the girl says spesking with the ar of one impating a grest
confidence. ‘Margaret's my middle name. He cdls me that because he knows | hateit."

‘Nice to meet you, Ellen,' the derk says, and begins totting up the girl's purchases.

‘Nice to meat you, Marrrrr-grit!" the boogersnot brother mimics, screwing his face into an
expresson s0 drenuoudy awful that it is funny. His nose is wrinkled, his eyes crossed. 'Nice
to meset you, Margrit the Maggot!'

Ignoring him, Ellen says. 'l love your hair.

Thanks' the new derk says, amiling. ‘It's not as nice as yours, but itll do. Tha's a dollar
forty-six.’

The girl tekes a little plagtic change-purse from the pocket of her jeans. It's the kind you
squeeze open. Insde are two crumpled dollar bills and afew pennies.

'‘Ask Margrit the Maggot where the other three bucks went!" the boogersnot trumpets. He's
a regular litle public address system. 'She used it to buy a magazine with Eeeeeeethan
Hawwwwke on the cover!!

Bllen goes on ignoring him, dthough her cheeks are darting to get a little red. As she
hands over the two dollars she says, 'l| haven't seen you before, have |?

'Probably not — | just dated in here last Wednesday. They wanted somebody who'd work
elevento-saven and day over afew hoursif the night guy turns up late!

'Well, it's very nice to meet you. I'm Ellie Carver. And thisis my little brother, Raph.'

Ralph Caver gicks out his tongue and makes a sound like a wasp caught in a mayonnaise
jar. What apalite little animd it is, the young woman with the tu-tone hair thinks

I'm Cynthia Smith,’ she says, extending her hand over the counter to the girl. 'Always a
Cynthiaand never a Cindy. Can you remember that?

Thegirl nods, amiling. 'And I'm dways an Ellie, never aMargaret.’

'‘Margrit the Maggot!" Rdph cries in crazed sx-year-old triumph. He raises his hands in the



ar and bumps his hips from dde to dde in the pure poison joy of living. 'Margrit the Maggot
loves Eeeeethan Havwwwwwke!'

Ellen gives Cynthia a look much older than her years, an expresson of world-weary
resgnaion tha says You see what | have to put up with. Cynthia, who had a little brother
herself and knows exactly what pretty Ellie has to put up with, wants to crack up but maneges
to keep a draight face. And that's good. This girl's a prisoner of her time and her age, the
same as anyone ese, which means that dl of this is perfectly serious to her. Ellie hands her
brother a can of Peps. 'Well split the candybar outside,’ she says.

Youre gonna pull me in Buder,” Raph says as they sat toward the door, waking into the
brilliant oblong of sun that fdls through the window like fire. ‘Gonna pull me in Buger all the
way back home.'

'Like hel 1 am," Ellie says but as she opens the door, Brother Boogersnot turns and gives
Cynthia a smug look which says Wait and see who wins this one. You just wait and see. Then
they go out.

SImme yes, but not just summer; we are taking July 15th, the very rooftree of summer,
in an Ohio town where mogt kids go to Vacation Bible School and paticipate in the Summer
Reading Program a the Public Library, and where one kid has jugst got to have a little red
wagon which he has named (for reasons only he will ever know) Buder. Eleven houses and
one convenience sore Smmering in that bright bad midwesern July glare, ninety degrees in
the shade, ninety-six in the sun, hot enough tha the ar shimmers above the pavement as if
over an open incinereor.

The block runs north-south, odd-numbered houses on the Los Angdes sde of the dredt,
evernrnumbered ones on the New York sde At the top, on the western corner of Poplar and
Bear Stredt, is 251 Poplar. Brad Josgphson is out front, using the hose to water the flowerbeds
besde the front path. He is forty-gx, with gorgeous chocolate skin and a long, doping guit.
Ellie Cave thinks he looks like Bill Cody . . . a litle bit, anyway. Brad and Bdinda
Josephson are the only black people on the block, and the block is damned proud to have
them. They look just the way people in suburban Ohio like their black people to look, and it
makes things just right to see them out and about. They're nice folks. Everyone likes the
Josephsons.

Gay Ripton, who ddivers the Wentworth Shopper on Monday afternoons, comes pedding
around the corner and tosses Brad a rolled-up paper. Brad caiches it deftly with the hand thet
isn't holding the hose. Never even moves. Just up with the hand and whoomp, thereit is.

'‘Good one, Mr Josephson!” Gary cdls, and pedds on down the hill with his canvas sack of
papers bouncing on his hip. He is wearing an overszed Orlando Magic jersey with Shags
number, 32, oniit.

'Yep, | ant log it yet,' Brad says, and tucks the nozzle of the hose under his am so he can
open the weekly handout and see what's on the front page. Itll be the same old crap, of course
— yad sdes and community puffey — but he wants to get a look, anyway. Just human
nature, he supposes. Across the dreet, a 250, Johnny Marinville is gtting on his front step,
playing his guitar and snging dong. One of the worlds dumber folk-songs, but Marinville
plays well, and dthough no one will ever migake him for Mavin Gaye (or Perry Como, for
tha matter), he can cary a tune and day in key. Brad has dways found this dightly
offendve; a man who's good a one thing should be content with that and let the rest of it go,
Brad feds.

Gay Ripton, fourteen, crewcut, plays backup shortsop for the Wentworth American
Legion team (the Hawks, currently 14-4 with two games left to play), tosses the next Shopper
on to the porch of 249, the Soderson place The Josgphsons are the Poplar Street Black
Couple; the Sodersons, Gary and Maridle, are the Poplar Street Bohemians. On the scades of
public opinion, the Sodersons pretty much baance each other. Gary is by and large, a hep-



out kind of guy, and liked by his neighbours in spite of the fact that hes a least hdf it nearly
dl of the time. Maridle, however . . . wel, as Pie Carver has been known to say, Theres a
word for women like Maridle; it rhymes with the one for how you kick a footbal.’

Gay's throw is a pefect bank shot, bouncing the Shopper off te Soderson front door and
landing it gpang on the Soderson welcome mat, but no one comes out to get it; Maidle is
indde taking a shower (her second of the day; she hates it when the weather gets gicky like
this, ard Gay is out back, absent-mindedly fuding the backyard barbecue, eventudly
loading it with enough briquets to flashfry a weter buffdo. He is wearing an apron with the
words YOU MAY KISS THE COOK on the front. It's too early to dart the stesks, but it's
never too early to get ready. There is an umbrdla-shaded picnic table in the middle of the
Soderson backyard, and standing on it is Gary's porteble bar: a bottle of olives, a bottle of gin,
and a bottle of vermouth. The boitle of vermouth has not been opened. A double martini
dands in front of it. Gary finishes overloading the barbecue, goes to the table, and swdlows
what's |eft in the glass He is very patid to martinis and tends to be in the bag by four
ocdock or so on most days when he doesn't have to teach. Today is no exception

‘All right, Gary says, 'next case’ He then proceeds to make another Soderson Martini. He
does this by @ filling his matini glass to the threequarters point with Bombay gin; b)
popping in an Amdi dlive ¢) tipping the rim of the glass agang the unopened bottle of
vermouth for good luck.

He tagtes, closes his eyes, tastes again. His eyes, dready quite red, open. He amiles. 'Yes,
ladies and gentlemen!” he tells his Smmering backyard. 'We have awinner!'

Fantly, over dl the other sounds of summer — kids mowers musde-cars, rinklers,
singing bugs in the baked grass of his back yard — Gary can hear the writer's guitar, a sweet
and easy sound. He picks out the tune dmogt a once and dances around the circle of shade
thrown by the umbrdla with his glass in his hand, Snging dong: 'So kiss me and smile for me
... Tdl me that you'll wait for me. . . Hold melike you'll never let mego. . .

A good tune, one he remembers from before the Reed twins two houses down were even
thought of, let done born. For just a moment he is struck by the redity of times passage, how
dak it is, and unappedable. It passes the ear with a sound like iron. He takes another big sp
of his martini and wonders what to do now tha the barbecue is ready for liftoff. Along with
the other sounds he can hear the shower updairs, and he thinks of Maridle neked in there —
the bitch of the western world, but she's kept her body in good shape He thinks of her
soaping her bressts, maybe caressng her nipples with the tips of her fingers in a crcular
motion, meking them hard. Of course shes doing nothing of the damned kind, but it's the sort
of image that jus wont go away unless you do something to pop it. He decides to be a
twentieth-century verson of S George: he will fuck the dragon insteed of daying it. He puts
his martini glass down on the picnic table and garts for the house.

Oh gosh, itfs summetime summertime, sum-sum-summertime, and on Poplar Street the
living is essy.

Gay Ripton checks his rearview mirror for traffic, sees none, and swerves eagterly across
the dtreet to the Carver house. He hasn't bothered with Mr Marinville because, a the start of
the summer, Mr Marinville gave him five dollars not to ddiver the Shopper. 'Please, Gary, he
sad, his eyes solemn and eanest. | cant read about another supermarket opening or
druggore jamboree Itll kil me if | do! Gay doent underdand Mr Mainville in the
dightest, but he is a nice enough man, and five bucksisfive bucks.

Mrs Caver opens the front door of 248 Poplar and waves as Gay essy-tosses her the
Shopper. She grabs for it, misses completdy, and laughs Gay laughs with her. She doesnt
have Brad Josephson's hands, or reflexes, but shes pretty and a hdl of a good sport. Her
husband is besde the house wearing his bahing suit and flipflops, washing the car. He
caches a glimpse of Gary out of the corner of his eye, turns, points a finger. Gary points one



right back, and they pretend to shoot each cther. This is Mr Carver's crippled but game effort
to be cool, and Gary respects tha. David Carver works for the post office, and Gary figures
he mugt be on vacation this week. The boy makes a vow to himsdf: if he has to sdtle for a
regular nine-to-five job when he grows up (he knows tha, like digbetes and kidney failure,
this does hgppen to some people), he will never spend his vecation & home, washing his car
in the driveway.

I'm not going to have a car, anyway, he thinks. Going to have a motorcycle. No Jepanese
bike dther. Big damn od HaleyDavidson like the one Mr Marinville kegps in his garage.
American ged.

He checks the rearview again and catches sight of something bright red up on Bear Street
beyond the Josephson place — a van, it looks like parked just beyond the southwestern
corner of the intersection — and then swoops his Schwinn back across the dreet again, this
timeto 247, the Wyler place.

Of the occupied houses on the dreet (242, the old Hobart place, is vacant), the Wyler place
is the only one which even gpproaches seedy — it's a smdl ranch-style home that could use a
fresh coat of pant, and a fresh coat of sed on the driveway. Thereés a sprinkler twirling on
the lawn, but the grass is dill showing the effects of the hot, dry weather in a way the other
lawns on the dreet (including the lawn of the vacant Hobart house, actualy) are not. There
are ydlow paiches smdl right now but spreading.

She doesnt know that water isn't enough, Gary thinks reaching into his canvas beg for
another rolled-up Shopper. Her husband might've, but —

He suddenly redizes that Mrs Wyler (he guesses that widows are gill cdled Mrs) is
danding ingde the screen door, and something about seeing her there, hardly more than a
slhouette, sartles him badly. He wobbles on his bike for a moment, and when he throws the
rolled-up paper his usudly accuraie am is way off. The Shopper lands aop one of the shrubs
flanking the front deps He hates doing that, hates it, it's like some stupid comedy show
where the paperboy is dways throwing the Daily Bugle on to the roof or into the rossbushes
— har-har, paperboys with bad am, wotta scream — and on a different day (or a a different
house) he might have gone back to rectify the error . . . maybe even put the paper in the lady's
hand himsdf with a smile and a nod and a have a nice day. Not today, though. Theres
something here he doext like Something about the way shés danding indde the screen
door, shoulders dumped and hends dangling, like a kid's toy with the batteries pulled. And
that's maybe not al that's out of kilter, either. He cant see her wel enough to be sure, but he
thinks maybe Mrs Wyler is naked from the wais up, that she's sanding there in her front hall
wearing nothing but a pair of shorts. Standing there and staring a him.

If S0, it'snot sexy. It's creepy.

The kid that says with her, her nephew, tha little weasd's cregpy, too. Seth Garland or
Gain or something like that. He never taks not even if you tak to him — hey, how you
doin, you like it aound here, you think the Indiansll meke it to the Series again — jud looks
a you with his mudcolored eyes Looks a you the way Gay feds Mrs Wyler, who is
usudly nice is looking @ him now. Like gep into my parlor sad the spider to the fly, like
that. Her husband died last year (right around the time the Hobarts had that trouble and
moved away, now that he thinks of it), and people say it wasn't an accident. People say that
Herb Wyler, who collected stamps and had once given Gay an old ar rifle, committed
suicide.

Goosflesh — somehow twice as scary on a day as hot as this one — ripples up his back
and he banks back across the dtreet after another cursory look into the rearview mirror. The
red van is dill up there near the corner of Bear and Poplar (some spiffy rig, the boy thinks),
and this time there is a vehicle coming down the dregt, as well, a blue Acura Gary recognizes
a once. It's Mr Jackson, the block's other teacher. Not high school in his @se, however; Mr



Jackson is actudly Professor Jackson, or maybe it's jus Assistant Professor Jackson. He
teeches a Ohio State, go you Buckeyes. The Jacksons live a 244, one up from the old Hobart
place. It's the nicest house on the block, a roomy Cagpe Cod with a high hedge on the downhill
sde and a high cedar stake fence on the uphill sde, between them and the old veterinarian's
place.

'Yo, Gay!" Pater Jackson says, pulling up besde him. He's wearing faded jeans and a tee
shirt with a big ydlowv gmile-face on it. HAVE A NICE DAY! Mr Smiley-Smile is saying.
‘How's it going, bad boy?

'Great, Mr Jackson, Gary says, gmiling. He thinks of adding Except that | think Mrs
Wyler's standing in her door back there with her shirt off and then doesn't. 'Everything's
Super-coal.’

'Are you garting any games yet?

‘Only two 0 far, but that's okay. | got a couple of innings last night, and I'll probably get a
couple more tonight. It's redly dl | hoped for. But it's Frankie Albertini's last year n Legion,
you know." He holds out arolled copy of the Shopper.

That's right,’ Peter says, taking it. 'And next year it's Monseur Gary Rip ton's turn to howl
at shortstop.'

The boy laughs tickled a the idea of danding out there a short in his Legion uniform and
howling like awerewalf. "Y ou teaching summer school again thisyear?

Yep. Two classes. Higtoricd Plays of Shakespeare, plus James Dickey and the New
Southern Gathic. Either sound interesting to you?

1think I'l pass'

Peter nods serioudy. 'Pass and you'll never have to go to summer school, baed boy.' He taps
the amile-face on his shirt. They loosen up on the teecher dress-code a little come June, but
summer school's gill a drag. Same as it ever was' He drops the rolled-up Shopper on to the
sat and pulls the Acurds transmisson lever down into drive 'Dont give yoursdf a
heatstroke pedaling around the neighbourhood with those pepers'

‘Nah. | think it's gonnarain later, anyway. | kegp hearing thunder off and an.’

"That'swhat they say on the— watch out!"

A large furry shepe bullets by, chasng a red disc. Gary leans his bike over toward Mr
Jackson's car and is just feathered by Hannibd's tail as the German Shepherd chases after the
Frishee.

"He'sthe one you ought to warn about heatstroke,' Gary says.

‘Maybe you're right,’ Peter says, and drives dowly on.

Gary waches Hanniba snatch the Frishee off the sdewak on the far Sde of the Street and
tun with it in his mouth. He has a jaunty bendanna tied around his neck and appears to be
wearing abig old doggy grin.

‘Bring it back, Hannibd!" Jm Reed cdls and his twin brother, Dave, joins in: 'Come on,
Hannibal! Don't be adork! Fetch! Bring!'

Hannibd gdands in front of 246, across from the Wyler house, with the Frisbee in his
mouth and his tail waving back and forth dowly. His grin gopears to widen.

The Reed twins live a 245, a house down from Mrs Wyler. They are standing a the edge
of thar lawvn (one dak, one light, both tdl and handsome in cut-off tee-shirts and identica
Eddie Bauer shorts), staring across the dreet a2 Hannibd. Behind them are a couple of girls.
One is Sud Gdler from next door. Pretty but not, you know, kabam. The other, a redheed
with long cheerleeder legs, is a different story. Her picture could be next to kabam in the
dictionary. Gary doesnt know her, but he would like to know her, her hopes and dreams and
plans and fanteses. Especidly the fantases. Not in this life, he thinks. That's maure pussy.
She's seventeen if shelsaday.

‘Aw, sugar!" Jm Reed says, then turnsto hisdark-haired sb. "You go get it thistime!



'‘No way, it'll be dl spitty,’ Dave Reed says. 'Hannibal, be a good dog and bring that back
herel’

Hannibad gands on the sdewak in front of Doc's house, dill grinning. Nyahnyah, he says
without having to say anything; it's dl in the grin and the regdly srene sweep of the tall.
Nyah-nyah, youve got girls and Eddie Bauer shorts but | got your Frisbee and I'm lesking
canine it dl over it, and in my opinion that makes me the Grand Wazoo.

Gay reeches into his pocket and pulls out a bag of sunflower seeds — if you have to ride
the bench, he has discovered, sunflower seeds help to pass the time. He has become quite
adept a cracking them with his teeth and chewing the tasty centers even as he pits the hulls
on to the cracked cement of the dugout floor with the machine-gun speed of amgor leaguer.

I gotcha covered,’ he cdls back to the Reed twins, hoping the sweet little redhead will be
impressed by his animataming prowess knowing this is a dream o foolish only a kid
between his freshman and sophomore years in high school could possbly entertain it, but she
looks so wonderful in those cuffed white dorts she's wearing, oh great gosh amighty, and
when did alittle fantasy ever hurt akid?

He drops the bag of sunflower seeds down to dog level and crackles the cdlophane.
Hannibad comes a once, ill with the red Frisbee caught in the center of his grin. Gary pours
a few seeds into his padm. 'Good, Hannibd,' he says. Thesgre good. Sunflower seeds, loved
by dogsdl over theworld. Try em. Youll buy em!

Hanmnibd dudies the sseds a moment longer, nodrils quivering ddicately, then drops the
Frisbee on to Poplar Stret and vacuums them out of Gary's pam. Quick as a flash, the boy
bends, grabs the Frishee (it is sorta spitty around the edges), and scdes it back a Jm Reed.
It's a pefect, floating toss, one Jm is able to grab without moving a single sep. And, oh God,
oh Jesus, the redhead is applauding him, bouncing up and down next to Sus Gdler, her
boobs (smdl but ddectable) kind of jiggling indde the hdter sheés wearing. Oh thank you
Lord, thank you so much, we now have enough jackoff materia in our memory banks to last
at least aweek.

Grinning, unaware that he will die both a virgin and a backup shortstop, Gary throws a
Shopper on to the soop of Tom Billingdey's house (he can hear Doc's mower yowling out
back), and swoops &ross the dreet again towards the Reed house. Dave tosses the Frisbee to
Sus Geller and then takes the Shopper when Gary flipsit to him.

Thanks for getting the Frisbee back,' Dave says.

'No problem." He nods toward the redheed. "'Who's she?

Dave laughs, not unkindly. 'Never mind, little man. Don't even bother to ask.’

Gay thinks of chasing it a little, then decides it would probably be better to quit while he's
ahead — he got the Frisbee, dter dl, and she applauded him, and the sght of her bouncing
aound in tha litle hdter would have gotten an overcooked noodle hard. Surdy that is
enough for a summer afternoon as hot asthis one.

Above and behind them, a the top of the hill, the red van begins to move, cregping dowly
up on the corner.

'You coming to the game tonight? Gary asks Dave Reed. 'We got the Columbus Rebes.
Should be good.’

"You gonnaplay?

I should get acouple of inningsin thefield and a least one ay-bee!’

'Probably not, then, Dave says, and yodds a laugh which makes Gary wince. The Reed
twins look like young gods in thar cut-off tees he thinks, but when they open ther mouths
they bear a suspicious resemblance to the Hager Twins of Hee Haw.

Gay glances down toward the house on the caner of Poplar and Hyacinth, across from the
dore. The lagt house on the left, as in the horror movie of the same name. There is no car in
the driveway, but that means nothing; it could be in the garage.



'He home? he asks Dave, lifting his chin a 240.

‘Dunno, dJm says, coming over. ‘But you hadly ever do, do you? That's what makes him
0 weird. Haf the time he leaves his damn car in the garage and cuts through the woods to
Hyacinth. Probably takes the bus to wherever it is he goes!

'You scared of him? Dave asks Gary. He's not exactly taunting, but it's close,

'Shit, no, Gary says codl, looking a the redhead, wondering about how it would fed to
have a package like her in his ams dl desk and singy, maybe dipping him a little tongue
as she snuggled up to hisboner. Not in this life, Bub, he thinks again.

He tosses the redhead a wave, is outwardly non-committa and inwardly overjoyed when
she returns it, then sdls diagondly down the dregt toward 240 Poplar. Hell ddiver the
Shopper on to the porch with his usud hard flip, and then — if the crazy ex-cop doesn't come
charging out the front door, foaming a the mouth and glaing & him with soned PCP eyes
maybe waving his service pigol or a machete or something — Gary will go across to the EZ
Stop for a soda to ceebraie another successful negotiation of his route: Anderson Avenue to
Columbus Broad, Columbus Broad to Bear Street, Bear Street to Poplar Street. Then home to
changeinto his uniform and off to the basebal wars.

Frgt, however, there is 240 Poplar to get behind him, home of the ex-cop who reputedly
log his job for beating a couple of innocent North Side kids to death because he thought they
ragped a little girl. Gary has no idea if therds any truth to the sory — he has never seen
anything about it in the papers, catanly — but he has seen the ex-cop's eyes, and there is
something in them that he's never seen in another pair of eyes, a vacancy that makes you want
to look away just as soon as you can without gppearing uncoal.

At the top of the hill, the red van — if tha's what it is it's S0 gaudy and customized it's
had to tdl — turns on to Poplar. It begins to pick up speed. The sound of its engine is a
cadenced, slky whisper. And what, pray tell, is that chrome gadget on the roof?

Johnny Marinville stops playing his guitar to waich the van dide past. He cant see indde
because the windows are polarized, but the thing on the roof looks like a chromeplated radar
dish, goddamned if it doesn't. Has the CIA landed on Poplar Street? Across from him, Johnny
sees Brad Josephson ganding on his lawn, ill holding his hose in one hand and his Shopper
in the other. Brad is dso gaping dfter the dow-moving van (Is it a van, though? Is it?), his
expresson a mixture of wonder and perplexity.

Arrows of sun dlint off the bright red pant ad the chrome bdow the dark windows,
arrows 0 bright they make Johnny wince,

Next door to Johnny, David Caver is gill washing his car. Hes enthudadtic, you have to
give him that; he's got that Chevy of his buried in sogpsuds dl the way to the wiper-blades.

Thered van ralls past him, humming and glinting.

On the other dde of the dredt, the Reed twins and their gd pds sop ther frontlavn
Frisdee game to look a the dow-rolling van. The kids meke a rectangle; in the center of it
Sts Hanniba, panting happily and awaiting his next chance to snetch the Frisbee.

Things are happening fast now, athough no one on Poplar Street redlizesiit yet.

In the disance, thunder rumbles

Gay Ripton bardy notices the van in his rearview mirror, or the bright yelow Ryder truck
which turns left from Hyacinth on to Poplar, pulling on to the tarmac of the EZ Stop, where
the Carver kids are Hill sanding by Budser the red wagon and sguabbling over whether Raph
will be pulled up the hill by his Sgter or not. Raph has agreed to wak and keep slent about
the magazine with Ethan Hawke on the cover, but only if his dear 9sger Margrit the Maggot
giveshim all of the candybar instead of just half.

The kids bregk off their argument, noticing the white steam hissng out of the Ryder truck's
grille like dragon's bresth, but Gary Ripton pays zero dtention to the Ryder truck's problems
His dtention is focused on one thing and one thing only: ddivering the crazy ex-copper's



Shopper and then getting away unscathed. The excopper's name is Coallier Entragian, and he
is the only person on the block with a NO TRESPASSING dgn on his lawn. It's smdl, it's
discreet, but it'sthere.

If he killed a couple of kids, how come hes nat in jal? Gary wonders, and not for the firgt
time. He decides he doexnt care. The ex-cop's continued freedom isnt his busness on this
aultry afternoon; survival is his busness.

With dl this on his mind, it's no wonder Gary doem't notice the Ryder truck with the steam
pouring out of the grille or the two kids who have momentarily cessed their complicated
negotiations concerning the magazine, the 3 Musketeers bar, and the red wagon, or the van
coming down the hill. He is concentraing on not becoming a psycho cop's next victim, and
thisisironic, snce hisfate is actualy gpproaching from behind him.

One of the van's Sde windows begins to dide down.

A shotgun barrd pokes out. It is an odd colour, not quite Slver, not quite gray. The twin
muzzles look like the symbal for infinity colored black.

Somewhere beyond the blazing sky, afternoon thunder rumblesagain.



From the Columbus Dispaich, July 31st, 1994:

MEMBERS OF
TOLEDO FAMILY

SLAIN IN SAN JOSE

Four Killed in Suspected Gang
Drive-by; Six-Year-Old Survives

SAN JOSE (AP) A family vacdion to northern
Cdifornia ended in tregedy yesterday when four
members of a Toledo family were dain in a hal of
gunfire, victims of what San Jose police speculate may
have been misdirected gang violence. Killed in the
driveby shooting were William Garin, 42, June Garin,
40, and two of ther three children: John Garin, 12, and
Mary Lou Garin, 10. The Garins were visting Joseph
and Roxane Cdaorese, friends from college The
Cadbreses were in the back yard a the time of the
shooting and were not injured. Also uninjured was six-
year-old Sath Garin, who was playing in the back-yard
sandbox. According to Joseph Calabrese, the Garins and
their older children were playing croguet on the front
lawn when they were gunned down.

'l can't believe the society we're living in, that such
things can happen,' a shaken Cdabrese said. 'This is a
good neighborhood. We've never ted anything like this
happen here before.’

Witnesses reported seeing a red van in the vicinity
shortly before the shooting. One man cdamed it may
have been equipped with high-tech monitoring
equipment. ‘It had what looked like a radar dish on the
roof,' he said. 'If the punks don't ditch it, it should be
easy to find.'

Police have not found the mystery van yet, however,
and no arrests have been made. When asked about the
wegpons used in the atack, Lieutenant Robert Alvarez
would only say that balistics had not yet been able to
make a definite determination, and that the issue is ill
under investigation.



CHAPTER TWO

1

Steve Ames saw the shooting because of the two kids arguing beside the red wagon in front
of the store. The girl looked serioudy pissed a the little boy, and for one second Steve was
aure she was going to give him a shove . . . which might send him sprawling across the
wagon and in front of the truck. Running over a brat in a Bat Smpson shirt in centra Ohio
would certainly be the perfect end to this totaly fuckedup day.

As he sopped wdl short of them — better safe than sorry — he saw ther atention had
been diveted from whatever they were fighting about to the deam pouring out of his
radiator. Beyond them, in the dreet, was a red van, maybe the brightest red van Steve had
ever seen in his life. The paintjob wasn't what attracted his eye, however. What did was the
shiny chrome doodad on the van's roof. It looked like some sort of futurigic radar dish. It was
swinging back and forth in ashort, repeating arc, too, the way that radar dishes did.

There was a kid riding a bike on the far Sde of the dreet. The van did over toward him, as
if the driver (or someone indde) wanted to tak to him. The kid had no idea it was there; he
had just teken a rolledup newspgper from the sack hanging down on one hip and was
cocking his arm back to throw it.

Seve turned off the Ryder truck's ignition without thinking about what he was doing. He
no longer heard the steady hissng sound from the radiaor, no longer saw the kids standing
by the red wagon, no longer thought about what he was going to say when he cdled the 800
number the Ryder people gave you in case of engine trouble Once or twice in his life hed
hed litle precognitive flashes — hunches, psychic nudges — but he was now gripped not by
a flash but a kind of cramp: a certainty that something was going to happen. Not the kind of
thing that made you raise a cheer, ether.

He didnt see the double barrd poking out of the van's sde window, he was placed wrong
for that, but he heard the kabam! of the shotgun and knew it immediatdy for what it was. He
had grown up in Texas, and had never mistaken gunfire for thunder.

The kid flew off the seat of his bike, shoulders twigted, legs bent, hat flying off his heed.
The back of his tee-shirt was shredded, and Steve could see more than he wanted to — red
blood and black, torn flesh. The kid's throwing-hand had been cocked to his ear, and the
folded paper tumbled behind him, into the dry gutter, as the kid hit the lawn of the amadl
house on the corner in abondess, gracdess forward roll.

The van sopped in the middle of the dregt jugt short of the Poplar-Hyacinth intersection,
engineiding.

Steve Ames sat behind the whed of his rented truck, mouth open, as a smdl window s
into the van'sright rear Sde did down, like the power window of a Cadillac or aLincoln.

| didn't know they could do thet, he thought, and then: What kind of ven is that, anyway?

He became aware tha someone had come out of the store — a girl in the sort of blue



smock top that checkout people usudly wore She had one hand up to her forehead, shidding
her eyes from the sun. He could see the young woman, but the paperboy's body was
temporarily gone, blocked by the van. He became aware that a double-barrdled shotgun was
now poking out of the window which hed just did down.

And, lagt but not lesst, he became aware of the two children danding by ther red wagon
— out in he open, totaly exposed — and looking in the direction from which the firg shots
had come.

2

Hannibd the Gaman Shepherd saw one thing and one thing only: the rolledup newspaper
which fdl from Cay Ripton's hand as the shotgun blast pushed him off his bicycle seat and
out of hislife. Hanniba charged, barking happily.

'Hannibal, no!" Jm Reed shouted. He had no idea what was going on (he hadnt grown up
in Texas, and he had migaken the firg twin shotgun blast for thunder, not because it sounded
like thunder but because he was unable to recognize it for what it redly was, not in the
context of a summer afternoon on Poplar Stredt), but he didnt like it. Without thinking about
what he was doing — or why — he scded the Frisbee down the sdewdk toward the store,
hoping to caich Hannibd's eye and divet him from his current course The ploy didnt work.
Hanniba ignored the Frisbee and kept on going, arowing for the fdlen copy of the Shopper,
which he could just seein front of theidling red van.

3

Cynthia Smith dso knew the sound of a shotgun when she heard one — her miniger father
had shot skest every Saiurday when she was a little girl, and had frequently teken her dong
on these expeditions.

Thistime, however, no one had yeled Pull.

She put down the paperback she had been reading, came around the counter, and hurried
out on to the top step of the store. The glare hit her and she raised a hand to shade her eyes
agand it.

She saw the van idling in the middie of the dred, saw the shotgun dide out of the back,
saw it center on the Carver children. They looked puzzled but not, as yet, frightened.

My God, she thought. My God, he meansto shoot the kids

For a moment she was frozen in place Her brain told her legs to move but nothing
happened.

Go! Gol GO! she streamed a hersdf, and that broke the ice sheathing her nerves. She
lurched forward on legs that fet like dilts, dmog fdling down the three cement eps, and
grabbed a the kids. The twin bores of the shotgun looked huge, gaping, and she saw she was
too late. That firg frozen moment had been faid. All she had managed to do was to meke
aure that when the guy in the back of the van pulled the shotgun's triggers, he would kill one
twenty-year-old roadbunny as well as two innocent little kids.

4

David Carver dropped his sponge into the bucket of sogpy water besde the right front tire of



his Caprice and drolled down his driveway toward the dreet to see what was hgppening.
Next door, one house up the hill on his right, Johnny Marinville was doing the same thing. He
had hold of his guitar by the neck. On the other Sde, Brad Josgphson was dso waking down
his lavn to the dredt, his hose spouting into the grass behind him. He was ill holding his
copy of the Shopper in one hand.

Was that a backfire? Johnny asked. He didnt think it had been. Back in his preKitty-Cat
days when he had dill consdered himsdf ‘a serious writer' (a phrase with dl the pungency of
‘a redly good whoré, to his way of thinking), Johnny had done a hdlish resserch tour in
Vietnam, and he thought the sound he had just heard was more like the kind of backfires he
had heard during the Tet offensive. Jungle backfires. The kind that killed people.

David shook his head, then tumed his hands up to indicate he didnt redly know. Behind
him, the screen door of the cream and green ranch-house banged shut and there were running
bare feet on the wak. It was Pie, wearing jeans and a blouse that had been buttoned wrong.
Her har clung to her head in adamp hdmet. She Hill smelled of the shower.

Was that a backfire? God, Dave, it sounded likea—

‘Like agunshat," Johnny said, then added reluctantly: 'I'm pretty sure it was.!'

Kirgen Caver — Kirdie to her friends and Pie to her husband, for reasons probably only a
hushand could know — looked down the hill. An expresson of horror was dipping into her
face, seeming somehow to widen not just her eyes but dl of her festures. David followed her
gaze. He saw the idling van, and he saw the shotgun bard gicking out of the right reer
window.

'Ellied Ralph!" Pie screamed. It was a piercing cry, penetrating, and behind the Soderson
house, Gay paused, ligening, his matini glass hdfway to his lips 'Oh God, Ellie and
Ralph!’

Pie began to sprint down the hill toward the van.

'Kirsten, no, don't do that!" Brad Josgphson yeled. He began to run after her, cutting into
the dreet even as she did the same, angling to meet her in the middle, perhaps head her df
between the Jacksons and the Gellers. He ran with surprising fleetness for such a big man,
but saw after only a dozen running steps that he wasn't going to catch her.

David Caver dso began to run &fter his wife, his gut bouncing up and down above his
ridiculoudy tiny bathing suit, his flipflops smacking the sdewadk and meking a noise like
cap-pigols His shadow ran after him in the dreet, long and thinner than Postd Service
employee David Carver had ever beenin his adult life.

5

I'm dead, Cynthia thought, dropping to one knee behind and between the kids reaching to
encdirde ther shoulders with her ams, meaning to pull them back agang her. For dl the
good thet would do. I'm deed, I'm deed, I'm totaly dead. And dill she couldnt take her eyes
off the twin bores of the shotgun, holes so black, so like pitiless eyes.

The passenger door of the ydlow truck popped open and she saw a lanky man in blugeans
and some sort of rock tee-shirt, aguy with graying shoulder-length hair and a craggy face.

'Get emin here, lady!" he ydled. 'Now, now!'

She pushed the children toward the truck, knowing it was too late. And then, while she was
dill trying to reedy hersdf for the rip of the shot or the pelets (as if you could get ready for
such a gross invason), the gun poking from the rer of the van swiveled away from them,
swiveled forward, dong the red flank of the van. It went off, the report rolling across the hot
day like a bowling bal speeding down a sone gutter. Cynthia saw fire lick from the end of
the bard. The Reeds dog, which had been gating his find goproach on the dropped



newspaper, was thrown violently to the right, the grace dapped out of him as it had been
dgpped out of Cary Ripton.

'‘Hannibal!" Jm and Dave drieked in unison. The sound made Cynthia think of the
Doublemint Twins

She dhoved the Caver kids toward the open door of the truck so had tha Brother
Boogersnot fdl down. He dated to below a once The girl — dways an Ellie never a
Margaret, Cynthia remembered — looked back with an expresson of heartbresking
bewilderment. Then the man with the long hair had her by the am and was hauling her up
into the cab. 'On the floor, kid, on the floor!" he shouted a her, then leaned out to grab the
yowling boy. The Ryder truck's horn let out a brief blat; the driver had hooked one sneskered
foat through the whed to keep from diding out headfirs. Cynthia baited the red wagon aside,
grabbed the boogersnot by the back of his shorts, and lifted him into the truckdriver's arms.
Down the dreet, gpproaching, she could her a man and a woman yeling the kids names
Dad and Mom, she assumed, and gpt to be shot down in the dreet like the dog and the
paperboy if they didn't look out.

'‘Get up here!' the driver bawled a her. Cynthia needed no second invitetion; she scrambled
into the overcrowded cab of the truck.

6

Gay Soderson came driding purposgfully (dthough not quite steadily) around the sde of his
house with his martini glass in one hand. There had been a second loud bang, and he found
himsdf wondering if maybe the Gdlers gas grill had exploded. He saw Mainville, who hed
gotten rich in the eghties writing children's books about an unlikely character named Pat the
Kitty-Cat, standing in the middle of the sregt, shading his eyes and looking down the hill.

What be hgppenin, my brother? Gary asked, joining him.

I think someone in that van down there jus killed Cary Ripton and then shot the Reeds
dog," Johnny Marinvillesad in astrange, fla voice.

"‘What? Why would anyone do that?

'l havenoidea'

Gay saw a couple — the Cavers, he was dmodt postive — running down the dreet
toward the sore, dosdy pursued by a gdumphing AfricarAmerican gent that had to be the
one, the only Brad Josgphson.

Marinville turned to face him. This is bad shit. I'm cdling the cops In the meantime, |
advise you to get off the street. Now.'

Marinville hurried up the wak to his house. Gary ignored his advice and sayed where he
was, glass in hand, looking a the van iding in the midde of the drest down there by the
Entragian place, suddenly wishing (and for him this was an exceedingly odd wish) tha he
wasn't quite so drunk.

v

The door of the bungdow a 240 Poplar banged open and Collie Entragian came charging out
exactly as Cay Ripton had dways feared he someday would: with a gun in his hand.
Otherwise, however, he looked pretty much dl rignt — no foam on the lips no bloodshat,
buggy eyes. He was a tal man, sx-four a leadt, Sarting to show a little softness in the bely
but as broad and muscular through the shoulders as a footbdl linebacker. He wore khaki



pants and no shirt. There was shaving cream on the left sde of his face, and a hand-towd
over his doulder. The gun in his hand was a .38, and might very well have been the service
pistol Cary had often imagined while ddivering the Shopper to the house on the corner.

Collie looked a the boy lying facedown and dead on his lawn, his dothes dready damp
from the lawn sprinkler (and the papers that had spilled out of his carrysack turning a soggy
gray), and then a the van. He rased the pistol, damping his left hand over his right wrig.
Just as he did, the van began to roll. He dmog fired anyway, then didnt. He had to be
caeful. There were people in Columbus some of them vey poweful, who would be
delighted to hear that Collier Entragian had discharged a wegpon on a suburban Wentworth
street . . . aweapon he had been required by law to turn in, actudly.

That's no excuse and you know it, he thought, tuming as the van rolled, pivoting with it.
Fire your wegpon! Fire your goddam wesgpon!

But he didn't, and as the van turned Ieft on to Hyacinth, he saw there was no license plate
on the back . . . and what about the Slver gadget on the roof? What in God's name had that
been?

On the other sde of the gregt, Mr and Mrs Carver were sprinting into the parking lot of the
E-Z Stop. Josphson was behind them. The black man glanced to the left and saw the red van
was gone — it had just disgppeared behind the trees which screened the part of Hyacinth
Street which ran east of Poplar — and then bent over, hands on knees, gasping for bregth.

Collie waked across the dreet, tucking the barrd o the .38 into the back of his pants, and
put his hand on Josephson's shoulder. 'Y ou okay, man?

Brad looked up a him and smiled panfully. His face was running with swvest. 'Maybe,' he
sd.

Cdllie waked over to the ydlow rentd truck, noting the red wagon nearby. There were a
couple of unopened sodas lying indde it. A 3 Musketeers candybar lay beside one of the rear
wheds. Someone had stepped on it and squashed it.

Screams from behind him. He turned and saw the Reed twins, their faces very pae benesth
ther summer tans, looking past their dog to the boy crumpled on his lawn. The twin with the
blond har — Jm, he thought — began to cry. The other one took a step backward, grimaced,
then bent forward and vomited on to his own bare fest.

Crying loudly, Mrs Caver lifted her son back out of the truck. The boy, dso bawling at
maximum volume, threw his arms around her neck and dung like alimpet.

‘Hush," the woman in the jeans and the misbuttoned shirt sad. 'Hush, lovey, it's over. The
bad man's gone.’

David Caver took his daughter from the ams of the man lying avkwardly over the seat
and enfolded her.

'‘Dad-dy, you're getting me dl sogpy!" the girl protested.

Carver kissed her brow between the eyes. 'Never mind,’ he said. ‘Are you dl right, Ellie?

'Yes,' she said. "What happened?

Shetried to look toward the Street, and her father shielded her eyes.

Collie went to the woman and the little boy. 'Is he okay, Mrs Carver?

She looked & him, not sseming to recognize him, and then turned her dtention back to the
squdling kid again, caressing his har with one hand, seeming to devour him with her eyes.
'Yes, | think so," she said.'Are you okay, Raphie? Are you?

The kid drew in a deep, hitching breath and belowed: 'Margrit's spozed to pull me up the
hill! That was the deal !’

The little snot sounded okay to Collie. He turned back toward the crime-scene, noted the
dog lying in a spreading pool of blood, noted that the blond Reed twin was tentaivey
goproaching the body of the unfortunate paperboy.

'Stay away!" Collie cdled sharply across the Street.



Jm Reed turned toward him. 'But whet if he's il dive?

'What if he iS? Have you got any heding fary-dust to sprinkle on him? No? Then stand
back!"

The boy stepped toward his brother, then winced. 'Oh man, Davey, look a your feet,' he
said, then turned aside and threw up himsdif.

Cdllie Entragian suddenly fdt tumbled back into the job he thought he hed left behind for
good the previous October, when he had been bounced from the Columbus Police
Depatment after a postive drug test. Cocaine and heroin. A good trick, snce he had never
taken either drug in hislife

First priority: protect the citizenry. Second priority; aid the wounded. Third priority:
secure the crime-scene. Fourth priority . . .

Wel, hed worry about the fourth priority after held taken care of one, two, and three.

The storeés new daycdek — a skinny girl with double-coloured hair that made Collie's
eyes hut — did out of the truck and draightened her blue smock, which was badly askew.
Thetruck's driver followed her. 'Y ou acop? he asked Collie.

Yes' Eader than trying to explain. The Cavers would know different, of course, but they
were occupied with their kids, and Brad Josgphson was gill behind him, bent over and trying
to caich his bresth. "You folks get in the sore. All of you. Brad? Boys? He raised his voice a
little on the last word, 50 that the Read twins would know he meant them.

'No, I'd better get on back home' Brad sad. He straightened up, glanced across the dtreet at
Gay's body, then looked back a Collie His expresson was goologetic but determined. At
leest he was getting his bresth back; for a minute or two there Collie had been reviewing
what he remembered of his CPR classes. 'Belindas up there, and . . '

'Yes, but it'd be better for you to come on in the store, Mr Josephson, a least for the time
being. In case the van comes back.

‘Why would it? Daid Caver asked. He was dill holding his litle girl in his ams and
garing a Collie over the top of her heed.

Callie shrugged. 'l don't know. | don't know why it was here in the first place. Better to be
safe. Get ingde, folks!

‘Do you have any authority here? Brad asked. His voice, dthough not exactly chdlenging,
suggested that he knew Collie didnt. Collie folded his ams over his bare ches. The
depresson which had surrounded him since hed been buded off the force had begun to lift a
little in the last few weeks but now he could fed it thregtening again. After a moment he
shook his head. No. No authority. Not these days.

Then | am going to my wife. No offense to you, Sr.'

Coallie had to amile a little a the careful dignity of the man's tone. You don't diss me and |
dont dissyou, it said. 'None teken.'

Thetwinslooked a each other uncertainly, then a Collie.

He saw what they wanted and sighed. 'All right. But go with Mr Josephson. And when you
get home, you and your friends go indgde. Okay?

The blond boy nodded.

‘Jm— youare Jm, right?

The blond boy nodded, wiping sdf-conscioudy at hisred eyes.

Isyour mom home? Or your ded?

'‘Mom," he said. 'Dad's till a work.'

‘Okay, boys. Go an. Hurry up. Y ou too, Brad.'

1l do the best | can,’ Brad sad, 'but | think | have pretty wel fulfilled my hurrying quota
for theday.'

The three of them dated up the hill, dong the west dde of the dreet, where the odd-
numbered houses were



'I'd like to take our kids home, too, Mr Entragian,’ Kirsten Carver said.

He sghed, nodded. Sure, wha the hdl, take them anywhere. Take them to Alaska He
wanted a cigarette, but they were back in the house. He had managed to quit for amogt én
years before the bagtards downtown had firsd shown him the door and then run him through
it. He had picked up the habit again with a speed tha was spooky. And now he wanted to
smoke because he was nervous. Not just cranked up because of the dead kid on his lawvn,
which would have been understandeble, but nervous. Nevous like-a de vitch, his mother
would have said. And why?

Because there are too many people on this sregt, he told himsdif, that's why.

Oh, redly? And what exactly does that mean?

He didn't know.

What's wrong with you? Too long out of work? Getting squirrdy? Is that what's buggin
you, booby?

No. The slver thing on the roof of the van. That's what's buggin me, booby.

Oh? Redlly?

Wael, maybe not redly . . . but it would do for a gtart. Or an excuse. In the end a hunch was
a hunch, and ather you bdieved in your hunches and played them or you didnt. He himsdf
had adways bdieved, and goparently a minor maiter like getting fired hadnt changed the
power they held over him.

David Caver st his daughter down on her feet and took his blatting son from his wife. Til
pull you in the wagon," he told the boy. 'All the way up to the house. How's thet?

‘Margrit the Maggot loves Ethan Hawke," his son confided.

'Does she? Wel, maybe so, but you shouldnt cdl her tha,’ David sad. He spoke in the
absant tones of a man who will forgive his child — one of his children, anyway — just about
anything. And his wife was looking & the kid with the eyes of one who regards a saint, or a
boy prophet. Only Coallie Entragian saw the look of dull hurt in the girl's eyes as her revered
brother was plumped down into the wagon. Collie had other things to think of, lots of them,
but that look was just too big and too sad to miss. Y ow.

He looked from Ellie Carver to the girl with the crazed har and the aging hippie-type from
the rentd truck. 'Do you suppose | could a least get you two to ep indde until the police
come? he asked.

'Hey," the girl said, 'sure.’ She waslooking at him waxily. 'Y ou're a cop, right?

The Cavers were drawing away, Rdph dgtting crosslegged in his wagon, but they might
ill be dose enough to overhear anything he sad . . . and besdes, wha was he going to do?
Lie? You dat down thet road, he told himsdf, and maybe you can wind up on Freek Stredt,
an ex-cop with a collection of badges in your basement, like Elvis, and a couple of extras
pinned indde your walet for good messure. Cdl yoursdf a private detective, dthough you
never quite get around to gpplying for the license. Ten or fifteen years from now youll gill be
taking the tak and & lesst trying to wak the walk, like a woman in her thirties who wears
miniskirts and goes brdess in an effort to convince people (most of whom dont give a shit
anyway) that her cheerleading days aren't behind her.

'Used to be' he sad. The derk nodded. The guy with the long har was looking & him
curioudy but not disrespectfully. "You did a good job with the kids' he added, looking at her
but spesking to both of them.

Cynthia consdered this, then shook her heed. 'It was the dog,’ she sad, and began waking
toward the dore. Collie and the aging hippie followed her. The guy in the van — the one
with the shotgun — he meant to throw some fire a the kids' She turned to the longhair. 'Did
you see that? Do you agree?

He nodded. There wasn't a thing either of us could do to stop him, ether.’ He spoke in an
accent too twangy to be degp Southern. Texas, Collie thought. Texas or Oklahoma Then the



dog digracted him — isn't that what happened? — and he shot it, ingtead.'

That's it; Cynthia said. 'If it hadn't distracted the guy . . . wel . . . | think wed be as dead
as him now." She lifted her chin in the direction of Cary Ripton, dill deed and dampening on
Colligslawn. Then sheled them into the EZ Stop.
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CHAPTER THREE

Poplar Street/3:58 p.m./July 15, 1996

1

Moments after Collie, Cynthia, and the longhar from the Ryder truck go indde the dore, a
van pulls up on the southwestern corner of Poplar and Hyacinth, across from the EZ Stop.
It's a flaked metdlic blue with dark polarized windows. Therés no chrome gadget on its roof,
but its 9des are flared and scooped in a futurigic way that makes it look more like a scout-
vehide in a sdencefiction movie than a van. The tires are entirdy treadless, as smooth and
blank as the surface of a freshly washed blackboard. Degp within the darkness behind the
tinted windows, dim colored lights flash rhythmicaly, like teltales on acontrol pand.

Thunder rumbles, cdoser and sharper now. The summer brightness begins to fade from the
sky; douds, purple-black and threatening, are piling in from the west. They reach for the July
sun and put it out. The temperature beginsto sink a once.

The blue van hums quigtly. Up the block, a the top of the hill, another van — this one the
bright ydlow of a fake banana — pulls up a the southeast corner of Bear Street and Poplar. It
sopsthere, dso humming quietly.

The firg redly shap crack of thunder comes, and a bright shutte-flash of lightning
folows It shines in Hannibd's glazing right eye for a moment, meking it glow like a spirit-
lamp.

2

Gay Soderson wes dill danding in the dreet when his wife joined him. 'What the hdl ae
you doing? she asked. 'Y ou look like you're in atrance, or something.’

"You didnt heer it?

'Hear what? she asked irritably. ‘| was in the shower, what'm | gonna hear in there? Gary
had been maried to the lady for nine years and knew that, in Maidle irritaion was a
dominant trait. The Reed kids with their Frisbee, | heard them. Ther damn dog barking.
Thunder. What esem | gonna hear? The NormanDickersnackle Choir?

He pointed down the dreet, first toward the dog (she wouldnt have Hannibd to complain
about anymore, a least), then toward the twisted shape on the lawn of 240. 'l dont know for
aure, but | think someone just shot the kid who deliversthe Shopper .

She peered in the direction of his finger, squinting, shading her eyes even though the sun



had now disappeared (to Gary it fdt as if the temperature had dready dropped a least ten
degrees). Brad Josephson was trudging up the sdewak toward them. Peter Jackson was out
in front of his housg, looking curioudy down the hill. So was Tom Billingdey, the vet most
people cdled Old Doc. The Caver family was crossng the dreet from the tore side to the
gde ther house was on, the girl waking next to her mother and holding her hand. Dave
Caver (looking to Gary like a boiled lobgter in the bahing suit he was wearing — a soap-
cruged boiled lobger, a thet) was pulling his son in a little red wagon. The boy, who wes
gtting crosslegged and daing aound with the imperious disdan of a pasha had adways
struck Gary as about a 9.5 on the old ShitheedM eter.

'Hey, Dave!' Peter Jackson cdlled. 'What's going on?

Before Caver could reply, Maridle druck Gary's shoulder with the hed of her hand, hard
enough to dop the lad of his matini out of his glass and on to his taty old Converse
neskers. Maybe just aswell. He might even do hisliver afavor and take the night off.

'Are you dedf, Gary, or just supid? thelight of hislife enquired.

‘Likely both, he responded, thinking thet if he ever decided to sober up for good, he would
probably have to divorce Maridlefirg. Or & least dit her vocd cords. What did you say?

'| asked you why in God's name anyane would shoot the paper boy?

'Maybe it was someone didn't get his double coupons last week,’ Gary sad. Thunder
cracked — dill west of them, but nearing. It seemed to run through the gathering douds like

aharpoon.

3

Johnny Mainville who had once won the Nationd Book Awad for a novd of sexud
obsession cdled Delight and who now wrote children's books about a feline private detective
named Peat the Kitty-Kat, sood looking down & his living-room tdephone and feding afrad.
Something was going on here. He was trying not to be paranoid about it, but yeeh, something
was going on here.

‘Maybe' hesad in alow voice.

Y eah, okay. Maybe. But the phone—

He had come in, propped his guitar in the corner, and punched 911. There had been an
uncommonly long pauss, 0 long he had been about to bresk the connection (What
connection, ha-ha?) and try again when wha might have been a child's voice came on the
line The sound of that voice both lilting and empty, had surprised Johnny and frightened
him bedly — he hadn't even tried to kid himsdf that his fright was only a sartled reflex.

‘Little bitty baby Smitty,’ the voice had lilted. '| seen you bite your mommy's titty. Dont
you fret and don't you pout, don't you spit thet titty out.’

There had been a dick followed by the hum of an open line Frowning, Johnny hed
redidled. Agan the long pause, then a dick, then a sound Johnny thought he recognized: a
mouthbreether. The sound of a kid with a cold, maybe. Not thet it maitered. What mattered
was that the phonelines had gotten crossed somewhere in the neighborhood, and now instead
of getting through to the cops —

'Who's there? he had asked sharply.

No answer. Jugt the mouthbreathing. And was that sound familiar? That was pretty
ridiculous, wasnt it? How in God's name could the sound of bresthing on the teephone be
familiar? It couldn't, of course, but dl the same—

'Whoever you are, get the hell off theline Johnny said. 'l have to cdl the police’

The breath caught, stopped. Johnny was reaching to bresk the connection again when the
voice returned. Mocking this time. He was sure it was 'Little bitty baby Smitty, stuck his



prick in Mommy's ditty. Don't you fre and dont you pout, she won't make you take it out.
Then, in a voice that was fla and somehow terible 'Dont you cdl here no more, you old
foal. Tak!'

Ancther click as the line went dead, but this time there was no opentline hum. This time
there was judt Hillness.

Johnny hit the phones cutoff switch, duttering lightly with the tip of a finger. Nothing
happened. The line remained blank. Thunder boomed, Hill to the west but dosng in, making
him jump.

He dropped the phone into the cradle and went into the kitchen, noting how rapidly the
light was fading out of the sky and reminding himsdf to dose the updars windows if it
dartedtoran. .. when it darted to rain, judging from the way things looked now.

Out here the phone was on the wall by the kitchen table, where dl he had to do was rock
back in his char and snag it if he happened to be edating a med when it rang. Not that there
were many cdls, his exwife sometimes, that was dl. His people in New York knew enough
to leave their money-machine done.

He unracked the phone ligened, and got a second helping of slence. No diattone no
daticky crackle when lightning flashed blue in the kitchen window, no wahwahwah
ggndling that the line was out of sarvice Jugt nothing. He tried 911 anyway, and there
weren't even any tone-beeps in his ear as he pushed the keypads. He hung the telephone up
and looked a it in the darkening kitchen. 'Little bitty baby Smitty, he murmured, and
suddenly shivered in a way that would have been taken for thearicd if he hadn't been done
a big backwardand-forward sngpping of the shoulders An ugly little jingle, and one hed
never heard before.

Never mind the jingle he thought. What about the voice? Youve heard that before . . .
haven't you?

'No, he said out loud. ‘At leegt . . . | don't know.'

Right. But the breathing . . .

'Fuck a duck, you don't recognize a person's breathing,’ he told the empty kitchen. 'Not
unless your granddad's got emphysema’

He left the kitchen, heading for the front door. All a once he wanted to see what was going
on out there in the Street.

4

'What happened down there? Peter Jackson asked David when the Carver family reached the
east Sdewdk. He bent his head toward David and lowered his voice o the kids wouldnt
hear. 'I's that a body down there?

Yes' David sad in a dmilaly low voice 'Gary Ripton's his name, | think.' He glanced a
his wife for confirmation and Kirsten nodded. 'The boy who ddivers the Shopper on Monday
afternoons Guy inavan. A drive-by.'

‘Someone shot Cary? That was impossble Impossble that someone he had just been
talking to should have been shot. But Carver was nodding his heed. 'Holy shit!’

David nodded. 'Holy shit about coversit, | guess.’

‘Hurry up, Daddy-doo," Rdphie commanded from his place in the wagon.

David glanced back & him, gave the boy a amile, then looked a Peter again. This time he
gooke in a voice 0 low it was redly a whisper. The kids were down a the store, buying
sodas. | dont know for sure, but I've got an idea the guy dmost took a shot a them, too. Then
the Reeds dog came by and the man with the gun shot it, ingtead.”

‘Jeud' Pater sdd. The idea that someone had shot Hannibd — genid, Frisbeechasng



Hannibd with his jaunty neck-scarf-made it impossble not to accept. He didn't know why
that should be, but it was. 'l mean Jesus Chrig!'

David nodded. 'Although if there was a little more Jesus in the world, there might be a lot
less suff like this. Y ou know?

Peter thought of the millions up through hisory who had been daughtered in the name of
Jesus, then pushed the thought away and nodded. He didn't think this was quite the time for a
theological argument with his neighbor.

| want to get them insde, Dave,' Kirgten murmured. 'Off the street, 'kay?

David nodded, garted up the hill again past Peter, then stopped and looked back. 'Wheres
Mary?

‘Work, Peer sad. 'She left a note to say she was probably going to swing by the
Crossoads Mdl on her way home. She should be here anytime, though — Mondays are her
short days, she's off a two. Why?

I'd make sure she comes right indde, that's dl. The guy's probably long gone and hard to
find, but you never know, do you? And a guy who'd shoot a paperboy —

Peter was nodding. Overheed, thunder boomed loudly. Ellie cringed againg her mother's
leg, but in the wagon, Raphie laughed.

Kirgen tugged Davids am. '‘Come on. And don't stop to tak to Doc.' She lifted her chin
toward Billingdey, who wes danding in the dry gutter with his hands in his pockets and
peering down the dreet. Squinting as he was, his eyes were reduced to a par of bright blue
oleams like exatic fish caught in nets of flesh.

David dated pulling the wagon again. 'How you doin, Raphie? Peter asked as the wagon
rolled past him. He noted the word BUSTER was written on the wagon's sde in fading white
pant. Raphie duck his tongue out and made the waspinthe-ja sound again, blowing 0
hard thet his cheeks bulged out like Dizzy Gillesi€'s.

'Hey, that's charming,’ Peter said. 'That'll get you girlslater inlife. Trust me!

‘Bugger-doody!" the little scamp in the wagon cried, and made a rather mature jacking-off
gedture a Peter with one hand.

Thetll be enough of tha, big guy, David sad indulgently, without turning around. His
buttocks worked back and forth in the too-amdl bathing suit. To Peer they looked like
biscuits on pigons

'What happened? Tom asked in his gruff voice as the wagon passed by.

Peter tuned out Carver's reply (David, mindful of his wifes concern, kept moving as he
filled in the Doc) and looked up toward the corner for any sgn of his wifés Lumina He saw
no moving vehides a dl, only a parked ven jug this sde of the Abdsons house on Bear
Street. It was panted a ydlow so bright it dl but screamed. He supposed that part of its
brightness deived from the way the light was fading as the douds advanced, but 4ill,
looking a it made his eyes ache. Mus be kids he thought. No one dse would want
omething thet color. It hardly looked like a red vehide a dl, more like something out of a
Sar Trek movie, or—

An idea suddenly hit him. Not avery good one.

'Dave?

Cave looked back, his sunburned bely hanging over the front of his bathing suit, scaes
of sogp from his car-washing operation drying on it.

What was he driving, the guy who shot Gary?

‘A red van.'

That'sright,” Ralphie chipped in. 'Red like Tracker Arrow.’

Peter hardly heard this. He was $uck on the word van, feding his own somach tighten up
like something attached to a crank.

The reddest red van you ever saw,’ Kirgen added. 'l saw it, too. | was looking out the



window and | saw it go by. David, will you come on?

'Sure’ he sad, and began pulling the wagon again. When David turned away, Peter (his
momentary disquiet passing) suddenly stuck his tongue out a Raphie, who just hgppened to
be looking a him. Raphie looked comicaly surprised.

Old Doc drolled down to Peter, hends dill in his pockets. Thunder rolled. They looked up
and saw dak shdves of clouds oversreading Poplar Street's portion of the sky. Lightning
gabbed forks at downtown Columbus.

'‘Going to ran a hitch, the veterinarian sad. His har was thin, white, baby-fine. 'l hope
they'll get the boy's body decently covered before it comes' He paused, took one hand out of
his pocket, and passed it dowly over his brow, as if to soothe away the beginnings of a
headache. Terrible thing. He was afine lad. Played ball.'

I know." Peter thought of the way Gary had laughed when he, Peter, had told him that next
year it would be his turn to howl a shortstop, and fet a sudden pain in his somach, the organ
(not the heart, as the poets had dways cdamed) mogs atuned to humankind's tender emotions.
Suddenly it was dl pefectly red to him. Gay Ripton wasnt going to be the Wentworth
Hawks dating shortsop next summer; Gay Ripton wasnt going to swing in through the
back door tonight, asking what was fa supper. Gary Ripton had flown off to Never-Never
Land, leaving his shedow behind. He was one of the Logt Boys now.

Thunder bammed again, the sound 0 cdose and lintery this time that Peter jumped.
‘Look," he sad to Tom. ‘I've got a big sheet of plastic in my garage. The size of a car-cover,
amost. If | got it, would you come down the street and hdp me cover him with it?

‘Officer Entragian might not like that," the old man said.

‘Screw Officer Entragian, he's no more a cop than | am, Per said. They fired his ass last
year for graft.’

The other police, though, when they come —

'l dont care @out them, dther, Peter said. He wasn't crying, exactly, but his voice had
thickened and was no longer quite seady. 'He was a nice kid, a redly lovely kid, and some
drugrunner shot him off his bike like an Indian off his pony in a John Ford movie It's going
to ran and hell get soaked. 1'd like to tdl his mother | did what | could. So do you want to
hep me or not?

'Wdl, snce you put it like tha,’ Tom sad. He dgpped Peter on the shoulder. 'Come on,
Teach, lef'sdoit.’

'Good man.

5

Kim Gdler dept through the whole thing. She was gill degping on the coverlet of her bed
when Sus and Debbie Ross — the redhead with whom Gary Ripton hed been 0 teken —
came rushing into her bedroom and shook her awake. She sa up, muzzy and feding dmost
hungover (desping on doghot days like this one was dmost adways a midake, but
someimes you jugt couldnt hdp it), trying to follow wheat the girls were saying and losing
the threed of it dmost a once. They seemed to be tdling her that someone had been shat,
shot on Poplar Street, and that was of course fantastic.

Sill, when they got her over to the window, it seemed undenieble that something had
happened. The Reed twins and Cammie, ther mother, were danding a the end of ther
driveway. The Lush and the Bitch, known as the Sodersons in politer cirdes, were standing
right in the middle of the dreet up by the end of the block . . . dthough now Maridle was
tugging Gary in the direction of ther house, and he ssemed to be going. Beyond them,
standing together on the sidewak, were the Josephsons. And, across the way, she saw Peter



Jackson and old man Billingdey coming out of the Jackson garage, carrying a great big piece
of blue plagic between them. The wind was dating to rise, and the sheet of pladic was
rippling.

Everyone on the dred, just about. Everyone that was home, anyhow. It was no good trying
to get alook a what they were gawking a from here, either. The sde of the house cut off any
view down the block to the corner.

Kimberly Geler tuned back to the girls trying hard to clear the cobwebs out of her mind.
The girls were dancing from foot to foot as if they had to go to the bathroom; Debbie, she
sav, was sngpping her hands open and closed. They were both pde and excited, a
combination Kim didnt care for very much. But the idea that someone had been killed . . .
they had to be wrong about that. . . didn't they?

‘Now tdl me what happened,’ she said. 'No faking.'

'Someone killed Gary Ripton, we told you' Sus cried impetiently, as if her mother were
the dumbest thing in the world . . . which, & this paticular moment, Kim felt hersef to be.
‘Come on, Mom! We can wetch the police come!’

1 want to see him agan before someone covers him up!" Debbie ydled suddenly. She
turned and raced off down the dars. Sus paused for a moment, looking dubious — looking
amog sick, in fact— then turned and followed her friend.

‘Come on, Mom!" she cdled back over her shoulder, and then was thundering down the
dairs, this spring's Rose Queen a the high school prom and every bit as graceful as a water
buffao, making the windows rattle ard the overheed light-fixturetingle.

Kim waked dowly across to the bed and dipped her bare feat into her sandds feding
dow and late and confused.

6

‘And you ran dl the way down there? Bdinda Josgphson asked for the third time This
seemed to be the part of the story she couldn't quite get Straight. ‘Fat as you are?

'Shit, woman, I'm not fat,’ Brad said. 'Largeiswhat | am.’

‘Honey, that's wha theyll put on your desth cetificate, if you do many more of those
hundredyard dashes’ Bdinda sad. "The vicim died of temind largeness™ The words
were nagging, the tone was not. She rubbed the back of his neck as she spoke, feding the
chilled swest there.

He pointed down the street. "Look. Pete Jackson and Old Doc.'

'‘What are they doing?

'Going to cover up the bay, | think," he said, and gtarted in that direction.

She yanked him back a once. 'No you dont, my friend. No sir, no way. Youve had your
trip downgtreet for the day.’

He gave hear wha Bdinda thought of as his Dont Diss Me Womean look — a pretty good
one for a Bodonraised black man whose chief knowledge of ghetto life came from TV —
but made no argument. Perhgps he would have if Johnny Marinville hadnt come down his
wak jug then. More thunder boomed. A seady breeze was blowing now. It fet cold to
Bdinda — showery-cold. There were purplish thunderheeds ralling in overhead, ugly but not
scary. What was scary — a little anyway — was the ydlow sky off to the southwest. She
hoped to God they werert going to see a tornado funnd between now and dark; thet would
add thefind touch to aday that had gone about aswrong as any day in recent memory.

She supposed that the rain would drive people indoors once it darted, but for now just
about everybody on the dsreet was out, gawking down the hill a Entragian's house. As she
watched, Kim Gdler came out of 243, looked aound, then waked one house up to join



Cammie Reed on the Reeds front porch. The Reed twins (the duff of which hamless
housewifefantases were made, in Bdinda Josephson's humble opinion), dong with Sud
Gdler and a dishy redhead Beinda didnt know, were standing on the lawvn. Davey Reed was
kneding and gppeared to be wiping his feet with his shirt, God knew why —

Of course you know why, she told hersdf. Theres a body down there, dl right, there redly
is, and Dave Reed vomited a the Sght of it. Vomited and got some on himslf, poor kid.

She saw people in front of every house or from every house except the old Hobart place,
which was empty, the excops house, and 247, the third house down on ther dde of the
sreet. The Wyler place. There was a badluck family if there had ever been one. Neither
Audrey nor the poor orphan child she was rasing (not that a boy like Seth could ever exactly
be raised, Bdinda supposed; that was jugt the hdl of it) were outsade. Gone for the day?
Maybe, but she was sure shed seen Audrey as late as noon, lackedaiscdly setting up her
lawn sprinkler. Belindamulled this over and decided she had the time about right.

She remembered thinking that Audrey was letting hersdf go — both the shel top and the
blue shorts shed been wearing had looked dingy, and why the women had ever dyed her
perfectly nice brunette hair that horrible shade of purplishred, Beinda would never know. If
it was supposed to make her look young, it was a misrable falure. It needed washing, too —
had a gressy, dumped-up look. As a teenager, Beinda had occasondly wished she were
white — the white girls dways seemed to be having more fun, and to be more rdlaxed — but
now that she was pushing on toward fifty and menopause, she was very glad to be black.
White women seemed to need so much more putting together as they went on. Maybe their
glue was just nat naturdly strong.

| tried to cdl the cops' Johnny Marinville was saying. He stepped out into the dreet as if
he meant to cross over to the Josephsons, then stopped. 'My phone . . ' He traled off, seem
ingly unsure of how to continue Bdinda found this extremely odd. Sheéd have thought this
was one felow who would kegp on rettling even on his own desthbed; God would have to
reach down and carry him through the golden door just to shut him up.

'Y our phone what? Brad asked.

Johnny paused yet a moment longer, seeming to sort through a variety of responses, then
settled on abrief one. 'It's dead. Y ou want to try yours?

1 can, Brad sad, 'but | imagine Entragian's dready cdled them from the Sore. He pretty
much took over.'

'Did he? Mainville said thoughtfully, and looked down the hill. 'Did he indeed? If he saw
the two men with the rippling tarp between them and understood what they were up to, he
didnt say. He seemed logt in his own musings

Movement caught Belindas eye. She looked up Bear Street and saw an olive green Lumina
gpproaching the intersection. Mary Jackson's car. It passed the ydlow van parked near the
corner, then dowed.

Made it back before the rain, good for you, Beinda thought. Although they were far from
bosom buddies, she liked Mary Jackson as much as anyone on the dreet. She was funny and
she had a drutty, no-bullshit way about her . . . dthough just lady she seemed preoccupied a
lot of the time It hadnt gone to her looks like it had with Audrey Wyler, though. In fact Mary
had just ladly seemed to be blooming, like a dry flowerbed after a shower.

v

The pay-phone was by the newspaper rack, which was empty except for one londy left-over
copy of USA Today's weekend edition and a couple of Shoppers. Last week's. It gave Callie
Entragian a queer, thoughtful feding to redize that the boy who would have restocked the



rack with a supply of the current issue was lying dead on his lavn. And meanwhile, this lousy
convenience sore pay-telephone—

He dammed it into its cradle and waked back to the counter, usng the towd to wipe the
lagt of the shaving cream from his face. The cutiepie with the tutone har and the aging
hipoe-type from the Ryder truck were both waiching him, and he was acutdy aware that he
was minus his shirt. He felt more like a cashiered cop than ever.

‘Damn pay-phone doexn't work,' he told the girl. He saw she was wearing a little name-
badge pinned to her smock. ‘Don't you have an out-of-order Sgn, Cynthia?

Yeeh, but it was working fine a one odock,’ she sad. The bakery guy used it to cdl his
girlfriend.” She rolled her eyes then sad something which Callie found dmogt surred, under
the circumstances: 'Did you lose your quarter?

He had, but it didnt much maiter, under the circumstances He looked through the E-Z
Stop's door and saw Peter Jackson and the retired vet from up the street, gpproaching his lawn
with a large piece of blue plagtic. It was obvious that they meant to cover the body. Coallie
darted toward the door, meaning to tdl them to stand the hdl dear, that was an evidence
scene they were getting reedy to screw around with, and then the thunder rolled again — the
loudest blagt S0 far, loud enough to make Cynthiacry out in surprise.

Fuck, he thought. Let them go aheed. It's going to rain, anyhow.

Yes maybe tha would be best. The ran would very likdy come before the cops got here
(Cdllie didnt even her any drens yet), and that would play hel with any hypothetica
forensics. So, better to cover it . . . but he dill had a dismaying feding of events racing out of
his control. And even thet, he redized, was an illuson: nothing aout the Stuaion hed ever
been in his control to dart with. He was, basicdly, just another citizen of Poplar Street. Not
that that didnt have its merits if he fucked up the procedure, they couldnt very wdl put it in
his jacket, could they?

He opened the door, stepped out, and cupped his hands around his mouth so as to be heard
abovethe risng wind. ‘Peter! Mr Jackson!'

Jackson looked over, face s, expecting to be told to quit what he was doing.

‘Dont touch the body! he cdled. ‘Do not touch the body! Just kind of shake that thing
down over him like it was a bedspread! Have you got that?

'Yes!' Peter cdled. The vet was dso nodding.

There are some cement blocks in my garage, dacked up by the back wdl!" Cdllie yeled.
The door's unlocked! Get them and use them to weight down the tarp so it won't blow away!"
They were both nodding now, and Callie fdt alittle better.

We can dretch it to cover his bike, aswell!" the old man cdled. 'Should we?

'Yed' he cdled back, then had another idea. 'Ther€s a piece of plagtic in the garage, too —
inthe corner. You can useit to cover the dog, if you don't mind carrying some more blocks!

Jackson flashed him a thumb-and-forefinger circle, then the two of them darted for the
gaage, leaving the tap behind. Collie hoped they would get it soread and anchored before
the wind drengthened enough to blow it avay. He went back indde to ask Cynthia if there
was a store phone — there had to be, of course — and saw she had dreedy put it on the
counter for him.

Thanks!'

He picked it up, heard the did-tone, tgpped four numbers then had to sop and sheke his
head and laugh a himsdif.

'What's wrong? the hippie-type asked.

‘Nothing.' If he told the guy hed just didled the firg four numbers of his old squadroom —
like a retired horse dip-dopping back to the old fircdban — he wouldn't undersand. He
tapped the cutoff button and didled 911 insteed.

The phone rang once in his ear . . . and it did ring, as if he had cdled a resdence. Collie



frowned. What you got when you didled 911 — unless they had changed it since the days
when ligtening to the recordings had been part of hisjob — was a high tondessbleep sound.

Well, they did changeit, that's dl, he thought. Made it a little more use-friendly.

It sated to ring agan and then was picked up. Only ingead of getting the 911 robat,
tdling him wha button to press for what emergency, he got <oft, wet, suffly breathing.
What thehell —?

‘Helo?

Trick or treat, a voice responded. A young voice and somehow eerie. Eerie enough to
send a scamper of gooseflesh up his back. 'Smel my fedt, give me something good to edt. If
you dont, | dont care, you can smdl my undewear.’ This was followed by a high, adenoidd
gigge

'Who isthis?

‘Dont cdl here no more, partner,’ the voice said. "Tak!'

The dick in his ear was dedfening, S0 deefening the girl heard it, too, and screamed. Not
the phone, he thought. Thunder. Shes screaming a thunder. But the guy with the long har
was bregking for the door like his hair was on fire and his ass was caching, the phone was
dead in his hand, as dead as the pay-tdephone had been even after he dropped his quarter,
and when the sound came again, he recognized it for what it was not thunder but more
gunfire.

Callie ran for the doar, too.

8

May Jackson had left the accounting firm where she worked part-time not a two but a
eeven. She hadn't gone to the Crossoads Mall, though. She had gone to the Columbus Hotd.
There she had met a man named Gene Martin, and for the next three hours she had done
everything for him a woman could possbly do for a man except cut his toenals. She
supposed she would have done that, too, if she had been asked. And now here she was,
dmogt home and looking (at leest as far as she could tel from the rearview mirror) pretty
much put together . . . but she was going to have to get into the shower fadt, before Peter got
too good a look a her, maybe. And, she reminded hersdf, she would need to take a par of
panties out of her top drawer to throw into the hamper dong with her skirt and blouse. The
par she had been wearing — what was left of them — were currently residing under the bed
in room 203. Gene Matin, a wolf in accountant's clothing if ever there had been one, had
ripped them right off her. Ooo you beast, quoth the maiden fair.

The question was, what was she doing? And what was she going to do? She had loved
Peter for the nine years of ther marriage, even more after the miscarriage than before, if that
was posshle and she ill loved him. That didn't change the fact that she dready wanted to
be with Gene again, doing things she had never even consdered doing with Peter. Guilt wes
freezing hdf of her mind, lus was frying the other hdf, and in between, in a kind of
drinking twilight zone, was the reasonable, good-humored, rationd woman she had dways
consdered hersdf to be. She was having an adulterous afair, and the guy she was having it
with was just as damned married as she was, she was on her way home to a good man who
suspeded nothing (She was sure he didn't, prayed he didnt, of course he didnt, how could
he?) with no underwear on under her skirt, she was dill sore from their adventures, she didn't
quite know how dl this had started or how she could want to continue anything so supid and
sordid, goddam Gene Martin didnt have a brain in his head, except of course it wasnt his
head she was interested in, she could have cared less about his head, and what was she going
to do? She didnt know. She only knew one thing for sire, and that was how drug addicts fdt,



and she would never put them down again in her life. Just say no? Mother, please.

She drove with these cheotic thoughts swimming in her mind, the suburban dreets passng
like landmarks in a dream, hoping only hat Peter wouldnt be home when she got there, thet
he would have maybe gone over to Milly's on the Square for ice cream (or maybe to Santa Fe
to vigt his mother for a few weeks that would be gredt, that would maybe give her a chance
to work through this awful fever). She didn't notice the way the afternoon was darkening or
the fact tha many of the cars that passed her on the 290 were usng their headlights she
didnt hear the thunder or see the lightning. Neither did she see the yelow van parked near the
corner of Bear Street and Poplar when she passed it.

What jerked her out of her reverie was seeing Brad and Beinda Josephson out in front of
ther house. Johnny Marinville was with them. Father down the block she saw more people
David Caver, weaing a bahing suit that looked dmost obscendy tight, danding on his
wak, hands planted on his meaty hips . . . the Reed twins . . . Cammie, their mother . . . Sus
Geler and afriend on their lawn with Kim Geler sanding behind them. . .

A wild thought came to her: they knew. All of them knew. They were waiting for her, they
were going to hep Peter hang her from a sour gpple tree or perhaps stone her the way the
townspeople had soned the woman in that Shirley Jackson gtory shed read back in high
schoal.

Don't be dupid, the pat of her that Hill belonged to her sad. Tha pat was dismayingly
amdl these days, but it was dill there. It's not all about you, Mare, no maiter what shit youve
been rdling in, the world ill doexnt revolve just around you, so why dont you just lighten
up alittle? Y ou probably wouldnt be haf so paranoid if you werent riding around with no —

Oh shit. Was that Peter down a the end of the block? She couldnt tel for sure, but she
thought so. Peter and Old Doc from next door. They seemed to be covering something on the
lawn of the house across from the little Store.

Thunder bammed this time hard enough to meke her jump and gasp. The firg drops of rain
gpatered on to the glass of the windshied, sounding like flecks of metd. She redized she had
been dtting here a the corner with the engine idling for . . . wdl, she didnt know just how
long, but for quite a while The Josephsons and Johnny Marinville must have thought sheld
log her wits. Except the world redly didn't revolve just around her; they werent paying her
any dtention a dl, she saw as she turned the corner. Bdinda had given her tha one little
glance, and now she and the resx of them were looking back down the dreet again, a
whetever her husband and old Billingdey were doing. At whatever they were covering.

Trying to see for hersdf, groping for the windshiedd wiper knob as more raindrops — hig
ones — began to spatter the glass, she didnt have any idea that the ydlow smce-age van had
followed her on to Poplar Street until it rear-ended her.



fhough the seling year has

barely begun. one post-Chiist-

mas winner has already been
crewned by acclamation, Retal response
in the usually torpid late-winter months
suggests that even such blockbuster
licensing deals as those associated with
the Teemage Mutant Ninja Turtles and
Mighty Morphin Power Rangers may
pale beside the newest craze, which
any parent of a 2-8 year old (girls as
well as boys inthis case) could tell you is
the MotcKops 2200 crew and their racy,
Spacey vans.

MNBC's Saturday-rmoming cartoon epic
began manufacturing in all major product
categories about three weeks too late to
catch the major Christmas wave of buy-
ing. John Kleist, senior ¥P at Good Palz,
Inc., which licenses the Molokop prod-
ucts, acknowledges that such a miss {in
this case occasioned by labor problems,
now solved, in the Palz Toledo plant) is
usually the smooch of death, but says the
late selling push for the MotoKops may
have actually worked in the company's
favor, 'Sometimes the marlket sees you
mare clearty when you show up for the
first time outside of Santa's workshop,
Kleist opined with a smile,

Whatever the reason, t seems clear
that Motokops Col Henry, Snake Hunter,
Bounty, Maj. Fike. Rooty the Robot,

From Playthings, The International Merchandising Magazine of the Toy Industry, January
1994 (Val. 94, No. 2), p. 96. Excerpted from Licensing '94: An Overview, by John P. Muller:

and tough-but-all-gif Cassandra Styles,
are going to be the hot action figures
this summer, along with arch-enemies
Mo Face and Countess Lili Marsh,

Chief delight for Palz marketers and
manufacturers 15 the immediate success
of the pricey MotoKop vehicles, the
so-called Power Wagons, futuristic vans
which come with fold-up wheels and
stubby extendable wings. Col. Henry's
yellow Justice Wagon, Smake Hunter's
red Tracker Ammow, Rooty's silver Rooty-
toot, and Cassie Styles's Mary Kay-pink
Dream Floater are all selling well despite
hefty pricetags. Overall best-seller of the
eight currently on the market is the dead
black Meatwagon, piloted by the sinister
Mo Face. This doesn't surprise veep john
Kleist at all ‘Kids love the bad guys’
he laughs,

Some parental groups have protested
what they term ‘the high viglence
quotient’ of the Motokops 2200 toon,
but according to Klest, new MotoKops
episodes (which begin on MNBC in March)
will emphasize “farnily values and peaceful
solutions”, Whatever values end up being
conveyed 1o the MotoKops fans, one can
certainly feel the euphoria in the offices
of Good Palz. This tiny company seems
to have found itsell holding a very large
wirning ticket. &

Playthings, Vol .94, No. 2 I5




CHAPTER FOUR

Poplar Street/4:09 p.m./July 15 1996

He sees everything.

Tha has been both his blessng and his curse in dl his years — the world dill fdls on his
eye asit fals upon the eye of achild, evenly, unchosen, asimpartid asthe weight of light.

He sees May's Lumina a the corner and knows she is trying to puzzle out what shes
seeing — too many people danding in Hiff, watching atitudes which dont jibe with a lazy
late-afternoon in July. When she darts to roll again, he sees the ydlow van which is now
behind her dso darting to roll, hears ancother vicious crack of thunder, and feds the firg cold
glashes of rain on his hot forearms. As she sarts down the dreet, he sees the ydlow van
suddenly speed up and knows what's going to happen, but he fill can't bdieveit.

Waich out, old boy, he thinks You get too busy waching her and youre got to get run
down like asguirrd in the road.

He seps back, up on the sdewak in front of the Josgphsons house, head ill turned to the
left, eyes wide. He sees Mary behind the whed of her Luming, but she isn't looking a him —
she's looking down the dreet. Probably recognized her husband, the disance wasnt too far to
do that, probably wondering what hes doing, and de it seeng Johnny Marinville, isnt
seeing the weird yelow van with the polarized glass windows looming behind her, ether.

‘Mary, look out!" he ydls Brad and Bdinda, now mounting their front steps, whed around.
At the same moment, the van's high, blunt front end crashes into the rear of the Luming,
slintering the taillights, sngpping the bumper and crimping the trunk. He sees May's heaed
sngp back and then forward, like the head of a flower on a long stak pushed back and forth
by a high wind. The Lumingds tires scream, and there is a loud dry bang as the right front
blows out. The car vears Ieft, the fla tire flaoping, the hubcap running off the rim and
sresking down the Street like the Reed kids Frisbee.

Johnny sees everything, hears everything, feds everything; input floods him and his mind
indggds on lining up each crazy increment, as if something coherent were hgppening here,
something which could actudly be narrated.

The dormy sky is coming agoat, dating to rdesse its cdd resarvoir. He sees spots
darkening dl over the sdewdk, feds drops hiting the back of his neck in an increesng
tempo as Brad Josephson shouts 'What the Christ!" behind him.

The van is dill on the Luminds ass, bulldozing it, digging into its flimsy New Age back
deck; there is a hideous metdlic squal and then a thunk! as the trunk laich lets go and the lid
flies up, disclosng a spare tire, some old newspapers, and an orange styrofoam cooler. The
Luminas front end bounces up over the curb. The car crosses the sidewak and comes to rest
with its bumper againg the fence between Billingdey's house and the next one down the hill,
Mary's own.

Lightning — it's cose, very dose — pants the dreet a momentary lurid violet, thunder



fdlons like a mortar barage, the wind begins to pick up, hissng in the trees, and the rain
dats coming in shedts. Vighility is dosgng down fadt, but therés enough for him to see the
ydlow van picking up speed, racing away into the rain, and to see the Luminds driver's sde
door open. A leg dicks out and then Mary Jackson emerges, looking as if she has absolutdy
no ideaof where sheis.

Brad is gripping his am now with a very large and very wet hand, hes asking if Johnny
saw thet, if he saw it, that ydlow ven deliberately rammed her, but Johnny bardly hears him.
Johnny can now see another van, this one with scooped Sdes and metaflake blue pant. It
comes looming out of the sorm like the snout of a prehigtoric beedt, the rain running in rivers
down a deep polaized windshidd on which no wipers move. And suddenly he knows what
is going to happen.

'‘Mary!" he screams at the dazed woman Staggering away from her car on high heds, but
another brazen cannonade of thunder drowns out his cry. She doemt even look his way. Rain
is running down her face like extravagant tears in a South American sogp opera

'MARY, GET DOWN!" screaming so loud this time he thinks his voca cords may rupture.
'GET UNDER THE CAR'

Then the windshidd of the blue van goes down. Sides down. Yes That steep windshidd
dides into the front of the van like the front of a glass devator, and behind it is darkness and
in the darkness there are ghosts. Ghodts. Yes. Two of them. Surely them must be ghods they
ae bengs as brightly gray as a fog-shrouded landscape just before the sun burns its way
through. The one behind the whed is wearing a Confederate States of America uniform —
Johnny is dmogt sure of this — but it is not human. Beneeth its pinnedback cavdry ha is a
bulging foreheed, weird dmond-shaped eyes, and a mouth that pulses out from its face like a
fleshy horn. Its companion, dthough dso a bright and illusory gray, a leest looks human. He
wears a buckskin trgpper's shirt with a bandolier belt across 1. His face is stubbled with what
might be a week's growth of beard; the bristles look very black againgt the unnaturd Slver of
his skin. He is dganding, this fdlow, and in his hands is a heavy double-barrdled shotgun.
Trapper John raises it as Johnny watches, leaning out into a teeming, streaming world full of
colors he does not in the dightet share, and he is grinning, lips drawing back to reved a
mouthful of tangled tegth which have dealy never known a dentid's minidraions. This
dreamlike cregiure looks like something from a horror movie about inbred cretins living far
beck in some svamp.

No he doest, Johnny thinks. He looks like something from a movie, dl right, but not thet
one.

'MARY!" he screams and besde him, Brad joins in: 'YO, MARY, LOOK OUT BEHIND
Your

But she never sees The guy in the buckskin shirt opens up, firing three times, pumping his
wegpon rapidly after each shot and then reshouldering it. The firg round goes wild, as far as
Johnny can see. The second erases the Lumingds radio aerid. The third blows off the left Sde
of May Jackson's head. She staggers away from her ca and toward Old Doc's house
neverthdess, blood pouring down her neck and soeking the left sde of her blouse, her hair
briefly burning in the rain (he sees this, he sees everything), and then for a moment she turns
in Johnny's direction and looks a him with her one remaning eye and the lightning flashes,
filling thet eye with fire in the last second or two of her life she is empty of eventhing but
dectricity, it seems Then she sumbles out of one of her high heds and fdls backward,
swvandives into the sound of thunder, the brief low flames in her hair going out, her heed il
amoking like the tip of an indifferently butted cigarette. She sprawls near the ceramic German
Shepherd on Billingdey's lawn, the one with his name and the number of his house on it, ad
as her legs rdax apat Johnny sees something which is terrible and sad and inexplicable, al a
the same time a dark shadow thet can only be one thing. Grotesquely, the punchline of an old



joke goes on for a moment in his head like a neon sign: | don't know about the other two, but
the guy in the middle looks like Willie Nelson. He laughs out loud in the rain. Peter Jackson's
accountant wife has just been killed by a ghod, shot from a ven piloted by ancther ghogt (this
one the ghogt of an dien in a Sesech uniform), and the lady has died drawerless. None of this
is funny, but he laughs just the same. Maybe to kegp himsdf from sxeaming. He's afraid that
if he garts doing thet, he won't be able to stop.

Now the shining cregture behind the whed of the blue ven turns toward him and for just a
moment Johnny sees it looking a him, marking him with its huge dmond eyes and he hes a
sense of having seen this thing before, insanity, of course, but the feding is neverthdess very
srong. It isonly for amoment and then the van is pest.

But he saw me, dl right, Johnny thinks. That thing in the mask (it must have been a mask)
sav me, and it marked me, the way you might turn down the corner of a book-page for later
reference.

The shotgun goes off twice more, and a firs Johnny cant see what this is about, because
the blue van is in the way — he thinks he can hear shdtering glass over the roar of the storm,
but that's dl. Then the van is retregting into the teeming, driving ran and he sees David
Caver lying dead in his driveway in a litter of glass from the blownin picture window.
Thereés a huge red puddle in the center of Carver's gomach, it is surrounded by gobbets of
torn white flesh that look like suet, and Johnny reckons that Carver's days as a postd worker
— not to mention his days as a suburban car-washer — are over.

The blue van rdlls rgpidly up to the corner. By the time it gets there and turns right on Bear
Strest, it looks to Johnny like the mirage it should by dl rights have been.

'Chrigt, lookit him!" Brad screams, and runsinto the street.

‘Bradley, no!" His wife grabs for him, but she's too kte. Down the dreet, angling toward
them, are the Reed twins.

Johnny walks out into the dreet on numb, unsteady legs. He raises a hand, sees that the
fingertips are dready white and pruney (he sees it dl, yes indeed, and how could a guy in a
Close Encounters dien mask possbly look familiar), and swops his sosked har out of his
eyes. Lightning jags across the sky like a bright crack in a dark mirror; thunder chases it. His
feet are sgueching in his sneskers, and he can smdl damp gunsmoke. It1l be gone in another
ten or fifteen seconds, he knows, driven to earth and then washed away by the pounding rain,
but for the time being it's dill there, as if to kegp him from even trying to bdieve it was dl
just ahdlucination . . . whet his exwife Terry caled 'abrain-cramp'.

And yes he can see May Jackson's pussy, that highly sought-after pat of the femde
anatomy that was known, in those dim old junior high school days, as ‘the bearded clam'. He
doesnt want to be thinking this — doesn't want to be seeing what he's seeing, for that matter
— but he's nat in charge. All the barriers in his mind have fdlen, the way they used to when
he was writing (it was one of the reasons he had quit writing novels, not the only one, but a
biggie), times passage dowing as perception grows, widening until it's like being in a Sagio
L eone movie where people die the way people swim in underwater balets.

Little bitty baby Smitty, he thought, again hearing the voice from the telephone. 1 seen you
bite your mommy's titty. Why should thet voice remind him of the man in the bizarre cogume
and even more bizarre dmond-eyed dien mask?

‘What in the name of Jesus H. Sodgpop Chrigt happened? a voice asks from besde him.
The others have converged on David Carver, but Gary Soderson has come over here, on to
Old Doc's lawn. With his pae face and scrawny body, he looks like a man suffering from
mid-stage cholera 'Holy shit, Johnny! | see Paris, | see France, but | don't seeher —

'Shut up, you drunken ashole, Johnny says. He looks to his left and sees the Reed twins
and ther mother, Kim Gdler and her daughter, plus a redhead he doesnt know a dl. They
ae gaheed aound David Cave's body like bdlplayers dusered aound an injured



teammate. Gary's shrew of a wife is dso there, but she's spied Gary and is now drifting in the
direction of chez Billingdey. Then she dsops, fascinated, as the Carvers door smashes open
and Kirdie comes flying out into the pdting rain like the governess in an old gathic novd,
shrieking her husband's name as the lightning flashes and the thunder ralls.

Sowly, like a supid child who has been cdled upon to recite Gay says 'What did you
cdl me? He ist looking a Johnny, though, or even a the crowd on the Cavers lawn; he is
looking a what the deed woman's hikedtup skirt has revedled, storing it up for later reference
(and, perhgps, conversation). Johnny suddenly feds an dmog irresdible urge to punch the
man in the nose.

‘Never mind, just kegp your mouth shut. | mean it' He looks to his right, down the dtrest,
and sees Callie Entragian running this way. He gppears to be wearing pink plagtic shower-
sandds Behind him is a longhaired guy Johnny has never ssen before, and the new girl from
the market — Cynthia, her nameis

And behind them, quickly outdigandng old Tom Billingdey and dosing in on Cynthig,
wild-eyed, comes the dtreet's resident expert on James Dickey and the New Southerns.

'‘Daddy!" A pierding, desolate little-girl riek: Ellen Carver.

'Get those kids out of herd' Brad Josephson, hard and commanding, God bless him, but
Johnny doesnt even look in that direction. Peter Jackson is coming, and there is something
here he probably has even less busness seeing than Johnny and Gary Soderson, even though
Peter has surely seen it before and they havent. An English teacher's riddle if ever there was
one, he thinks. Another crazy old punchline rockets through his head: Hey, mister, your sign
fell down! He cant even remember the fucking joke it came from. He takes one more look
aound to meke sure no one but Gay is paying dtention to Mary, and no one is This is
surdy a mirade that won't last long. He bends down, turns Mary's hip — how heavy she is
now that she's dead, how Qriding heavy — and her legs fdl together. Water runs down the
dde of one white thigh like rain on a tombstone. He yanks the hem of her irt, ddiberaidy
tuned s0 his action is blocked to the people coming up the hill. Alreedy he can hear Peter
bdlowing: 'May? Mary? He will have seen her car, of course, the Lumina with its nose
againg the stake fence.

'Why — ' Gary begins, then stops when Johnny looks up fiercdly.

'Say anything and I'll punch your lights out,' he says. ‘| meanit.

Gay looks vague — dmog dotish — for a moment, and then his face fills fird with a
goay sort of underganding, followed by fake solemnity. He makes a zipping motion across
his lips, though, and thet's good. In the long run Gary will dmog catanly tak, but Johnny
Marinville has never been less concerned with the long run in hiswhole life.

He turns toward the Carver house and sees David Reed carrying the little Carver girl —
dhe is drieking and kicking her legs in vadt scissoring mations — toward the house. Pie
Caver on her knees, waling as Johnny heard the village women wall in Vietnam dl those
years ago (only it doesnt seem that long ago, with the last scent of gunamoke ill on the air);
she has her ams around the dead man's neck and David's head is wagging in a horrible way.
Even more horrible is the litle boy, Rdphie danding besde her. Under ordinary
cdrcumgances he is a ceasdess, tirdess noissbox, a pintsized pisspot of the purest ray
aublime, but now he is a wax dummy, daing down a his dead father with a face which
aopears to be mdting in the rain. No one is taking him away because it's his Sster making the
noise for a change, but someone should be.

'Jm," Johnny says to the other Reed twin, walking to the back of Mary's car 0 he can be
heard without having to shout. The boy looks up from the dead man and the wailing woman.
His faceis dazed.

"Take Rdphieinsde, Jm. He shouldn't be here!’

Jm nods, picks the boy up, and trots up the wak with him. Johnny expeds dhieks of



protest — even a X, Raphie Caver knows it is his degtiny to run the world someday — but
the boy only hangs in the big teenager's ams like a doll, his eyes huge and unblinking.
Johnny bdieves the influence of childhood trauma on the lives of adults has been wildly
overaed by a geneaation that ligened to too many Moody Blues records in its formative
years but something like this mugt be different; it will be a long time, Johnny thinks, before
the chief behaviord factor in Raph Carver's life ceases to be the sght of his father lying deed
on the lavn and his mother kneding besde him in the rain, hands locked benegth his neck,
screaming his daddy's name over and over, asif she could wake him up.

He thinks of trying to separate Krgten from the corpse — itll have to be done sooner or
laer — but Collie Entragian arives a the Billingdey house before he can make his move,
with the counter-girl from the E-Z Stop right behind him. The girl has pulled ahead of the
longhair, who is puffing bedly. The guy isnt as young as his rock and rall har made him look
from a digance. Johnny is perhgps most sruck by the Josephsons. They are sanding & the
foot of the Carver driveway, holding hends, looking somehow like a Spike Lee verson of
Hansedl and Gretel in the pouring rain. Maidle Soderson passes behind Johnny and joins her
husband on the Billingdey lawn. Johnny decides that if Brad and Belinda Jossphson can be
Hansd and Gretd in Spike's new Grated joint, Maridle can play the witch.

Its like the last chepter of an Agatha Chridie, he thinks, when Miss Maple or Hercule
Poirot explains everything, even how the murderer got out of the locked degping-car berth
after doing the deed. Were dl here except for Frank Geller and Charlie Reed, who are il a
work. It's aregular block-party.

Except, he redizes that's not quite true. Audrey Wyler isnt here, and neither is her
nephew. The edge of something glimmers in his mind a tha. He has a flash memory — the
sound of a kid with a cold, he hed thought — but before he can do more than start to reach for
it, wanting to see if it's connected to anything (it feels connected, God knows why), Collie
Entragian comes over to May's ca and grabs his shoulder, hard enough to hurt, with one
dripping hand. He's looking past Johnny, &t the Carver place.

'What — two? —how — Chrigt!'

‘Mr Entragian . . . Collie . . . He tries to sound reasonable, tries not to grimace. 'Youre
bregking my shoulder.'

'Oh. Sorry, man. But — ' His eyes go back and forth from the shotgunned woman to the
dhotgunned man, David Caver with tendrils of blood washing down his white, blubbery
gdes in tendrils Entragian cant seem to pick one to settle on, and consequently looks like a
guy watching atemis match.

Your shirt, Johnny says thinking what a supendous non-dtarter of a conversationad gambit
thisis "You forgot to put it on.'

1 was shaving,’ Cdllie replies and runs his hands through his short, dripping hair. The
gesture expresses — as probably nothing ese could — a mind that has progressed beyond
confuson to a dae of dmod totd didraction. Johnny finds it drangdy endearing. 'Mr
Marinville, do you have the dightest clue what's heppening here?

Johnny shakes his head. He only hopes that, whatever it was, it's now over.

Then Peter arives, sees his wife lying in front of Billingdey's ceramic German Shepherd,
and howls The sound brings out fresh goossbumps on Johnny's wet ams. Peter fdls on his
knees besde his wife jus as Pie Caver fdl on her knees besde her husband, and oh gosh,
does John Edward Marinville have a case of Dem Ole Kozmic Vietnam Blues again or what?
All we need, he thinks, is Hendrix on the soundtrack, playing 'Purple Haze.

Peter grabs her and Johnny sees Gary watching with a kind of frozen fascingion, waiting
for Peter to rall her body into his ams. Johnny can read Soderson's thoughts as if they were
printed on tickertape and running across his brow: What's he going to make of it? When he
rolls her over and her legs flop apart and he sees what he sees, what's he going to make of it?



Or maybeit's no big deal, maybe she always goes around that way.

'MARY!" Peter cries. He doesnt turn her (thank God for smdl favors) but lifts her upper
body, getting her into a dtting podtion. He screams agan — no word this time, no voca
shape a dl, just a streamer of amazed grief — as he sees the state of her head, haf the face
gone, hdf the hair burned off.

'Peter — ' Old Doc begins and then the sky is split by a long lance of dectricity flowing
down the ran. Johnny spins around, dazzled but ill (oh yes of course you bet) seeing
perfectly well. Thunder rips the sreet before the lightning can even begin to fade, so loud that
it feds like hands clapped to the Sdes of his head. Johnny sees the lightning drike the
abandoned Hobart place which gtands between the cop's house and the Jacksons place. It
demolishes the decorative chimney Willian Hobat added lat year before his problems
started and he decided to put the house up for sdle. The lightning dso ignites the sheke roof.
Before the thunder has finished pummeling them, before Johnny even has a chance to
identify the flashfried smel in his nodtrils as ozone, the deserted house is wearing a crown of
flames It burnsfurioudy in the driving rain, like an opticd illusion.

'Holee shit; Jm Reed says Hes ganding in the Carver doorway with Raphie dill in his
ams. Rdphie, Johnny sees has reveted to thumb-sucking. And Raphie is the only one
(besdes Johnny himsdf, that is) who it ill looking a the burning house. He is looking up
the hill, and now Johnny sees his eyes widen. He tekes his thumb out of his mouth, and
before he begins to dhriek in terror Johnny hears two clear words . . . and again, they seem
hauntingly, maddeningly familiar. Like words heard in a dream.

'Dream Hoater,' the boy says.

And then, as if the words were some sort of magicd incantaion, his waxy, unnatura
limpness departs. He begins to scream in fear, and to twid in young Jm Reed's ams Jm is
caught by surprise and drops the boy, who lands on his ass. Tha mugt hurt like a badard,
Johnny thinks, heading in thet direction without even thinking about it, but the kid shows no
dgn o pan; only fear. His bulging eyes are dill daing up the dreet as he begins padding
franticaly with his feet, diding back into the house on his bottom.

Johnny, now standing on the edge of the Carver driveway, turns to look, and sees two more
vans swinging around the corner from Bear Street. The one in the lead is candy pink and s
dreamlined it looks to Johnny like a giant Good & Penty with polarized windows. On the
roof is a radar dish in the shgpe of a Vaentine heart. Under other circumstances it might look
cute, but now it only looks hizarre. Curved aerodynamic shgpes protrude on ether dde of the
Good & Penty van. They look like laterd fins or maybe even stubby wings

Behind this vehide, which may or may not be cdled Dreeam Hoaer, comes a long black
vehide with a bulging, darktinted windshidd and a toadstookshaped housing, aso black, on
the roof. This ebony nightmare is chased with zigzag bolts of chrome tha look like bardy
disguised Nazi SSindgnia

The vehicles begin to pick up speed, their engines purring with a humming, cydic bert.

A lage porthole irises open in the left 9de of the pink vehide And on top of the black
van, which looks like a hearse trying to trandorm itsdf into a locomotive, the dde of the
toadstool dides back, reveding two figures with shotguns One is a bearded human being.
He, like the dien driving the blue van, gopears to be wearing the tags and taiters of a Civil
War uniform. The thing besde him is wearing another sort of uniform dtogether:  black,
high-collared, dressed with dlver buttons. As with the bladkand-chrome van, there's
something Nazi-ish about the uniform, but this isnt what caiches Johnny's eyes and freezes
hisvoca cords so heis a first unable to cry awarning.

Above the high collar, there seems to be only darkness. He has no face, Johnny thinks in
the second before the creatures in the pink van and the dead black one open fire. He has no
face, that thing has no face at dl.



It occurs to Johnny Mainville, who sees everything, that he may have died; tha this may
be hdll.



Letter from Audrey WAer (Wentworth, Ohio) to Janice Conroy (Plainview, New York), dated
August 18, 1994.

Dear Janice,

Thanks so much for your call. The note of condolence, too, of course, but you'll never know
how good it was to have your voice in my ear last night — like a drink of cool water on a hot
day. Or maybe | mean like a sane voice when you're stuck in the booby hatch!

Did any of what | said on the phone make sense to you? | can't remember for sure. I'm off
the tranks — 'Fuck that shit,' as we used to say back in college — but that's only been for the
last couple of days, and even with Herb pitching in and helping like mad, a lot of the world
has been so much scrambled eggs. Things started being that way when Bill's friend, Joe
Calabrese, called and said my brother and his wife and the two older kids had been Kkilled,
shotgunned in a drive-by. The man, who I've never met in my life, was crying, hard to
understand, and much too shaken to be diplomatic. He kept saying he was so ashamed, and
| ended up trying to comfort him, and all the time I'm thinking, There's got to be a mistake
here, Bill can't be dead, my brother was supposed to be around for as long as | needed him.'
| still wake up in the night thinking, 'Not BIll, it's just a goof-up, it can't be Bill." The only thing
in my whole life 1 can remember that felt this crazy was when | was a kid and everybody
came down with the flu at the same time.

Herb and | flew out to San Jose to collect Seth, then flew back to Toledo on the same
plane as the bodies. They store them in the cargo hold, did you know that? Me neither. Nor
wanted to.

The funeral was one of the most horrible experiences of my life — probably the most
horrible. Those four coffins — my brother, my sister-in-law, my niece and my nephew —
lined up in a row, first in the church and then at the cemetery, where they sat over the holes
on those awful chrome rails. Wanna hear something totally nuts? During the whole
graveside service | kept thinking of my honeymoon in Jamaica. They have speed-bumps in
the road that they call sleeping policemen. And for some reason that's how | started thinking
of the coffins, as sleeping policemen. Well, | told you I've been crazy, didn't I? Ohio's Valium
Queen of 1994, that's me.

The service at the church was packed — Bill and June had a lot of friends — and
everyone was bawling. Except for poor little Seth, of course, who can't. Or doesn't. Or who
knows? He just sat there between me and Herb with two of his toys on his lap — a pink van
he calls 'Dweem Fwoatah' and the action figure that goes with it, a sexy little redhead named
Cassandra Styles. The toys are from a show called MotoKops 2200, and the names of the
damned MotoKops vans (excuse me, the MotoKops Power Wagons, lah-di-dah) are among
the few things Seth says which are actually understandable (‘Doughnuts buy ‘em for me' is
another one; also 'Seth go potty’, which means you're supposed to go in there with him —
he's trained but very weird about his bathroom habits).

I hope he didn't understand the service meant the rest of his family is dead, gone from him
forever. Herb is sure he doesn't know (‘The kid doesn't even know where he is,’ Herb says),
but | wonder. That's the hell of autism, isn't it? You always wonder, you never really know,
they're broadcasting but God hooked them up with a scrambler-phone and nothing's coming
through at the receiving end but gibberish.

Tell you one thing — I've gained a new respect for Herb Wyler in the last couple of weeks.
He arranged EVERYTHING, from the planes to the obituaries in both the Columbus
Dispatch and Toledo Blade. And to take Seth in as he has, without a word of complaint —
not just an orphan but an autistic orphan — well, | mean, is it amazing or is it just me? | vote
for amazing. And he seems to really care for the poor kid. Sometimes, when he looks at the
boy, a preoccupied expression comes into his face that could even be love. The beginnings
of it, anyway.

This is even more remarkable, it seems to me, when you realize how little a child like Seth
can give back. Mostly he just sits plonked down out there in the sandbox Herb put in as soon
as we got back from Toledo, like a big boy-shaped raisin, wearing only his MotoKops 2200



Underoos (he has the lunchbox, too), mouthing his nonsense words, playing with his vans
and the action figures that go with them, especially the sexy redhead in the blue shorts.
These toys trouble me a bit, because — if you're not entirely sure I've lost it, this should
convince you — I'm not sure where they came from, Jan! Seth sure didn't have any such
expensive rig the last time | visited Bill and June in Toledo (I checked in Toys R Us, and the
MotoKops stuff is VERY pricey), | can tell you that. They aren't the sort of toys Bill and Junie
would have approved of, anyhow — their toy-buying ideas ran more to Barney than Star
Wars, much to their kids' disgust. Poor little Seth can't tell me, that's for sure, and it probably
doesn't matter, anyway. | only know the names of the vans and the figures that go with them
because | watch the cartoon-show with him on Saturday mormings. The chief bad guy, No
Face, is tres creepy.

He's 50 strange, Jan (Seth, | mean, not No Face, har-har). | don't know if Herb feels that
as much as | do, but | know he feels some of it. Sometimes when | look up and catch Seth
looking at me (he has eyes of such dark brown that sometimes they actually look black), |
get the weirdest chill — like someone's using my spine for a xylophone. And some odd
things have happened since Seth came to live with us. Don't laugh, but there've even been a
couple of incidents like the poltergeist phenomena they sometimes dramatize on what Herb
calls 'the psychoreality shows'. Glasses flying off shelves, a couple of windows that broke
seemingly for no reason, and weird wiggly shapes that sometimes appear in Seth's sandbox
at night. They're like strange, surreal sand-paintings. I'll send you some Polaroids next time |
write, if | think of it. | vouldn't tell anybody this stuff besides you, Jan, believe me. Thank
God | know and trust your wonder . . . your curiosity . . . and your DISCRETION!

Mostly Seth is no trouble. The most annoying thing about having him around is the way he
breathes! He tkes in air in these big, sloppy gusts, always through his mouth, which is
always hung open and halfway down to his chest. It makes him look like the village idiot,
which he really is not, regardless of the problems he does have. Mr Marinville from across
the street was over the other day with a banana cake he baked (he's quite a sweetie for a
guy who once wrote a book about a man having a love-affair with his own daughter . . . and
called the book Delight, of all things), and he spent some time with Seth, who was taking a
sandbox-break to watch Bonanza. Remember that one? TNT shows the reruns every
weekday afternoon (they call 'em the Afternoon Ponderosa Party, ain't that cute), and Seth
just loves em. 'Wessurn, Wessurn,' he says, when they come on. Mr Marinville, who likes to
be called Johnny, watched with us for quite a while, the three of us eating banana cake and
drinking chocolate milk like old pals, and when | apologized for Seth's wet breathing (mostly
because it drives me nuts, of course), Marinville just laughed and said that Seth couldn't help
his adenoids. I'm not even sure what adenoids are, but | suppose we'll have to have Seth's
looked at. Thank God for the Blue twins — Cross and Shield.

One thing keeps nagging me, and that's why I've enclosed a Xerox of the postcard my
brother sent me from Carson City shortly before he died. He says on it that they've had a
breakthrough — an amazing breakthrough is what he says, actually — with Seth. Capital
letters, lots of exclamation points. See for yourself. 1 was curious, natch, so | asked him
about it the next time we talked on the phone. That must have been on July 27th or 28th,
and it was the last time | spoke to him. His reaction was very peculiar, very unlike Bill. A long
silence, then this weird artificial laugh: 'Ha-ha-ha!' the way it gets written out but the way real
laughter hardly ever sounds, except at boring cocktail parties. | never heard my brother
laugh like that in his life. 'Well, Aud,' he sez, 'l might have overreacted a little on that one.'

He didn't want to say any more on the subject, but when | pressed him he said that Seth
seemed brighter, more with them, once they got far enough into Colorado to see the
Rockies. "You know how he's always loved Western movies and TV shows,' he said, and
although | didn't then, | sure do now. Nuts for cowboys and posses and cuttin' 'em off at the
pass is young Seth Garin. Bill said Seth probably knew he wasn't in the real Old West
because of all the cars and campers, but 'the scenery still turned him on'. That's how Bill put
it.

I might have let it go at that if he hadn't sounded so funny and vague, so really unlike
himself. You know your own kin, don't you? Or you think you do. And Bill was always



outgoing and bubbly or indrawn and pouty. There wasn't much middle ground. Except during
that phone call, it seemed to be all middle ground. So | kept after him about it, which |
wouldn't have done ordinarily. | said that AN AMAZING BREAKTHROUGH sounded like one
specific event. So he said that well, yes, something had happened not too far from Ely,
which is one of the few good-sized towns north of Las Vegas. Just after they went by a road
sign pointing the way to a burg called Desperation (charming names they have out there, |
must say, makes you just wid to visit), Seth 'kinda freaked out'. That's how Bill put it. They
were on Route 50, the non-turnpike route, and there was this huge ridge of earth on their
left, south of the highway.

Bill thought it was sort of interesting, but no more. Seth, though — when he turned in that
direction and saw it, he went nuts. Started waving his arms and gabbling in that private
language of his. To me it always sounds like talk on a tape that someone is playing
backward.

Bill and June and the two older kids went along with him the way they do — did — when
he gets excited and starts verbalizing, which is rare but far from unheard-of. You know, kind
of like Yeah, Seth, you bet, Seth, it sure is wild, Seth — and all the time they're doing it, that
embankment is slipping farther and farther behind them. Until finally Seth — get this —
speaks up, not in gibberish but in English. He really talks, says: 'Stop, Daddy, go back, Seth
want to see mountain, Seth want to see Hoss and Little Joe." Hoss and Little Joe, in case
you don't remember, are two of the main characters on Bonanza.

Bill said it was more real words than Seth had put together in his whole life, and some
time spent around Seth has convinced me of how unusual it would be for him to say so
much in clear language at one time. But. . . AMAZING BREAKTHROUGH? | don't want to be
mean or anything, but it was hardly the Gettysburg Address, was it? | couldn't make it jibe
then, and | can't now. On his postcard, Bill sounds so pumped he's just about blowing his
stack; on the phone he sounded like a pod-person in The Invasion of the Body Snatchers.
Plus one other thing. On the card he says 'more later', as if he can't wait to spill the whole
thing, but once | had him on the phone, | just about have to drag it out of him. Weird!

Bill said what happened made him think of an old joke about a couple who think their son
is mute. Then one day, when the kid's six or so, he speaks up at the dinner table. 'Please,
Mother, may | have another ear of corn?' he says. The parents fall all over him and ask why
he's never spoken up before. 'l never had anything to say,' he tells them. Bill told me the joke
(I'd heard it before, | think back around the time they burned Joan of Arc at the stake) and
then gave out with the phony cocktail-party laugh again, ha-ha-ha. Like that closed the
subject for good and all. Only | wasn't ready for it to be closed.

'So did you ask him, Bill?" | asked.

'‘Ask him what?' he says.

‘Why he never spoke before.'

‘But he does talk.'

‘Not like this, though. He doesn't talk like this, which is why you sent me the excited
postcard, right?' | was getting mad at him by then. | don't know why, but | was. 'So did you
ask him why he hadn't ever strung fifteen or twenty words of clear English together before?'

‘Well, no," he says. 'l didn't.'

'‘And did you go back? Did you take him to Desperation so he could look for the
Ponderosa Ranch or whatever?'

‘We really couldn't do that, Aud,’ he says after another of those long silences. It was lke
waiting for a chess computer to catch up with a tough move. | don't like to be talking this way
about my brother, who | loved and will miss for the rest of my life, but | want you to
understand how really strange that last conversation was. The truth? It was hardly like
talking to my brother at all. | wish | could explain why that was, but | can't.

‘What do you mean, you couldn't? | ask him.

'‘Couldn’'t means couldn't, he says. | think he was a little pissed at me but | didn't mind; he
sounded alitle more like himself, anyway. 'l wanted to be sure of getting to Carson City
before dark, which we wouldn't have done if I'd turned around and backtracked to that little
town he was so excited about. Everyone kept telling me how treacherous 50 can be after



sundown, and | didn't want to put my family into a dangerous situation.' Like he'd been
crossing the Gobi Desert instead of central Nevada.

And that's all there is. We talked a little more and then he said, Take it easy, babe,' the
way he always did, and that's the last I'll ever hear from him . . . in this world, at least. Just
take it easy, babe, and then he disappeared down the barrel of some travelling asshole's
gun. All of them did, except for Seth. The police haven't even been able to identify the
caliber of the guns they used yet, did | tell you that? Life is so unfinished compared to books
and movies! Like a fucking salad.

Still, that last conversation nags me. More than anything | keep coming back to that stupid
cocktail-party laugh. Bill — my Bill — never laughed like that in his life.

| wasn't the only one that noticed he was a little off the beam, either. His friend Joe, the
one they were out there visiting, said the whole family seemed off, except for Seth. | had a
conversation with him at the undertaker's, while Herb was signing the transferral forms. Joe
said he kept wondering if they had a virus, or the ‘flu. 'Except for the little one,’ he said. 'He
had lots of zip, always out there in the sandbox with his toys.'

Okay, I've written enough — way, way too much, probably. But think all of this over, would
you? Put those good inventive brains of yours to work, because THIS IS REALLY BUGGIN'
ME! Talking to Herb is no good; he calls it displaced grief. | thought about talking to J.
Marinville from across the street — he seems both kind and perceptive — but | don't know
him well enough. So it has to be you. You see that, don't you?

Love you, Jgirl. Miss you. And sometimes, especially lately, | wish that we were young
again, wth all the dirty cards life can deal you still buried well down in the deck. Remember
how it was in college, when we thought we'd live forever and only our stupid periods ever
caught us by surprise?

I've got to stop or I'll be crying again.

XXX (and tons more),



CHAPTERFIVE

1

Sanding barechested a the bathroom mirror that afternoon before the world dropped into
hdl like a bucket on a broken gring, Coallie Entragian had made three large resolutions. The
first was to quit going around unshaven on weekdays. The second was to quiit drinking, at least until
he got his life back on an even ked — he was doing far too much boozing, enough to make him
unessy, and it had to sop. The third was to sop procraginating aoout looking for a job. There
were three good security firms in the Columbus area, people he knew worked for two of them, and
it was time to get cracking. He hadn't died, after dl; it was time to quit yowling and get on with
hislife

Now, as the Hobart house burned like merry hel down the dreet and the two bizarre vans
gpproached, dl he cared about was holding on to that life Modly it was the black vehicle
cregping dong behind the pink one tha gavanized him, that engaged every indinct to
immediaidy reocate, possbly to Outer Mongolia He didnt catch more than a rain-blurred
glimpse of the figures in the black van's turret, but the van itsaf was enough. It looked like a
hearse in a science-fiction movie, he thought.

Inddd’ he heard himsaf sreaming — some pat o him gyparently il wanted to be in charge.
‘Everybody indde now!’

At that point he logt track of the people clustered around the late posman and his keening,
drieking wife — Mrs Gdlea, Sud, Sud's friend, the Josephsons, Mrs Reed. Mainville, the
writer, was a little doser, but Cdllie lost track of him, too. His focus shrank to the ones in front
of Old Doc's bungaow: Peter Jackson, the Sodersons, the store-clerk, the longhar from the Ryder
truck, and Old Doc himsdf, who had retired fran veterinary practice the year before with
absolutdy no due that something like thiswaswaiting for him.

'Gol" Cdllie screamed into Gary's wet, gaping, hdf-drunk face. In that moment he wanted to
kill the man, jus haul off and kill him, s him on fire or something. 'Go in the fucking
HOUSE!" Behind him he could hear Mainville screaming the same thing, adthough it was
presumably the Carvers house hehad in mind.

'What — ' Marielle began, stepping to her husband's sde, then she looked past Gary and her
eyes widened. Her splay-fingered hands rose to the sdes of her face, her mouth dropped open
and for one mad moment Coallie expected her to drop to her knees and start singing ‘Mammy'
like Al Jolson. She screamed instead. And as if that had been dl their atackers had been waiting
for, the gunfire began — harsh, compact explosons that no one could have migtaken for
thunder.

The hippie guy grabbed Peter Jackson by Peter's right wrist and tried to haul him away from
his dead wife. Peter didnt want to let go of her. He was 4ill howling, and seemed completely



unaware of what was happening around him. There was a KA-POW, as dedfening as
dynamite, followed by the sound of shattering glass. A KA-BAM, even louder, followed by a
dhriek of either fear or pain. Collie's dough was on fear . . . thistime, a least. A third report, and
Billingdey's ceramic Gaman Shepherd dsgopeared from the fardegs up. Old Daocs imer frart door
good open behind a screen with a scrally, ornamenta B in the middle of it. That dark rectangular
hole— an opening which might leed to acave of safety — looked athousand miles away.

Cdllie ran for Peter fird, with no thought of bravery so much as crossng his mind; it was
jus where he went firs. Another desfening report, and he was tightening his back and
buttocks agang a potentidly lethd hit even while his mind was informing him that one, a
least, was thunder. The next one waait It wes anather whipash KA-RFOW, ad he fet somdhing
dap agrooveinthear past hisright ear.

Frg time shot at, he thought. Nine years as a cop before they suck it to me and broke it off —
four beet, four plainclothes, onelA — and never St a until now.

Andher rqpat Ore o Billingdey's livingroom windoas Hew in, billowing the white curtains like
ghogt-arms. Guns going off behind him like atillery now, jus bambambambam, and he fet
another hat load go hustling by, this one to the left of his head, and a black hole appeared in the
sding bdow the broken windbw. To Cdlie the hde lockad like a big datled e/e The ned one
hummed by his hip. He couldnt bdieve he waan't deed, just coddit bdiee it He aodd sl
buming cedr dinges ad hed time to think about October afternoons spent in the backyard with
his ded, burning leaves in smouldery arométic piles

He had been running for hours he fet like a goddam ceramic duck in a goddam shoaoting
gdlery, and he hadn't even reached Peter Jackson yet, what the fuck was going on here?

Its bem five ssoonds snce the shoding dated, the adder Sde of his mind informed him. Maybe
only three.

The hippie guy was dill yanking Peter's wridt, and now the girl, Cynthia, muckled on above
the hippie guy's grip. But Peter was actively resging them, Collie saw. Peter wanted to stay
with his wife, who had chosen adivindy bad time to arrive beckhome

Stll picking up soeed (and he could boogie pretty good when he redly wanted to), Callie bent
and hooked a hand under the kneding man's left ampit on the way by. Just cdl me the mall
tran, he thought. Peter thrashed backward, trying to dop the tree d them fram puling him
away fromhiswife Cdliéshendbegan to dip. Oh fuck, he thought. Fuck us dl. Sideways.

There was another shriek fran behind him, a the Carvers. In the corner of his eye he saw
the pink van, now past them and speeding up, accderating down the hill toward Hyacinth
Street.

'‘Mary!" Peter screamed. 'She's hurt!!

I got her, Pete, don't worry, | got her!" Old Doc screamed chearfully, and dthough he hed
no one — was, in fact, running past Mary's sorawled body without so much as a glance down
a it — Peter nodded, looking relieved. It was the tone, Collie thought. That crazily cheerful
tone of voice.

The hippie guy was actudly helping now ingtead of just trying to. He had Peter by the bdlt, for
onething, and that wasworking better. 'Help out, fella,' the hippie guy told Peter. 'Jugt alittle!

Peter ignored him. He dared a Collie with huge, glazed eyes. 'Hes getting her, right? Old
Doc. Hes heping her!

That's right!" Collie shouted. He tried for Doc's tone of good cheer — a kind of gorinting
bedsde manner — and heard only terror. The pink van was gone but the black one was dill
there, rolling dowly, dmost stopped. There were figures — too bright, dmogt fluorescent — in
theturret. ‘Billingdey —'

Maridle Soderson bashed past him on the left, dmogt knocking Callie fla in her sprint toward
Old Doc's front door. Gary blew by on the right, hitting the sore-girl with his shoulder and
knocking her to one knee She aied out in pan, mouth pulling down in a bow-shape as



something — probably her ankle — twisted. Gary did not so much as spare her a glance his
eyes were on the prize. The girl was up again in a flash. The pan-grimace was ill on her
face but she was holding gamedly to Peter's am, dill trying to hdp out. Collie was ganing an
gopreciation for her, schizo tu-tone hair or not.

Onward sprinted the Sodersons. It had taken them a moment or two to get the generd ideg,
but it hed certainly dicked for them now, Collie saw.

There was another report. The longhair shouted in surprise and pain, grabbing a his right
leg. Collie saw blood, amazingly bright in the gray gloom of the sorm, seeping through his
fingers. The girl was staring a him, her mouth open, her eyeswide

'I'm okay," the hippie said, regaining his balance. 'It'sjust agraze. Go on, go on!'

Peter was findly finding his fedt, both literdly and metgphoricaly. 'What in the fuck ... is
going on? he asked Collie. He sounded drugged.

Before Collie could say anything, there was a find shot from the black van and a sound —
he would have swon it — like the whidle of an atillery shel. Maridle Soderson, who had
reached the stoop (Gay had dreedy disgppeared indde, no gentleman he), screamed and
daggered ddeways agang the door. Her left am flew bondesdy upward. Blood splashed
Doc's duminum dgding; the rain began to wash it down the sde of the house in membranes.
Collie heard the doreqgirl scream, and fet a little like screaming himsdf. The dug had taken
Maidle in the shoulder and torn her left am admogt entirdy off her body. It flopped back
down and dangled precarioudy from a gligering knot of flesh with a mole on it. It was the
moe — a flav Gay might have lovingly kissed in his younger, less pickled days — that
mede it somehow red. She sood in the doorway, dhrieking, her left am hanging beside her
like a door which has been ripped off two of its three hinges. And behind her, the black van now
adso accderaed down the hill, the turret diding dosed as it went. It disgopeared into the ran
and the billowing smoke from the empty Hobat house, where the roof was now shaing its
gift of firewith thewadls

2

She had aplaceto go.

Sometimes that seemed like a blessing, sometimes (because it extended things, kept the
hdlish game going) like a curse, but ether way, it was the only reason she was dill hersdlf, a
leest some of the time; the only reason she hadn't been egten dive from the indgde out. The
way Herb had been. In the end, though, Herb had been able to find himsdf one more time. Had
been ableto hold on to himsdf long enough to go out to the garage and put abullet in his brain.

Or s0 she wanted to believe.

Sometimes, however, she bdieved otherwise. Sometimes she would think of the endless
evenings before the gunshot from the garage and she would see Seth in his chair, the one with
the horseand-rider decds she and Herb had put on when they came to redize jus how much
the boy loved 'Wessurns. Seth just Stting there, ignoring whetever was on TV (unless it was
an oatopera or a space-show, that was), looking a Herb with his horrible mud-brown eyes, the
eyes of a cregture that has lived its whdle life in a swamp. Stting there in the char which his
aunt and uncle had decorated so lovingly back in the early days, before the nightmare had started.
Before they'd known it had darted, at least. Sitting there and looking a Herb, hardly ever a
her, & least not then. Looking & him. Thinking & him. Sucking him dry, like a vampire in a
horror film. And that was what the thing indde Seth redly was, wasnt it? A vampire. And
their lives here together on Poplar Street, that was the film. Poplar Street, for God's sske,
where there was probably ill a least one Carpenters dbum in every home. Nice neighbors,
the kind of folks that drop everything when they hear on the radio that the Red Cross is



getting lov on O, and none of them knew that Audrey Wyler, the quiet widow who lived
between the Sodersonsand the Reeds, was now starring in her own Hammer film.

On good days she would think that Herb, whose sense of humor had served as both a shidd
and a goad to the thing insde of Seath, had held on long enough to escape. On bad ones she
knew that was bullshit, that Seth had smply used dl of Herb there was to use and had then
sent him out to the garage with a sdf-destruct program flashing away in his head like a neon
Schlitz 9gn in ataproom window.

It wasn't Sath, though, not redly; not the Seth who had sometimes (in the ealy days)
hugged them and given them brief openrmouthed kisses that felt like bursting soap-bubbles. ‘I
‘owboy,” he would occesondly say while gtting in the specid chair, words risng out of his
usud unintdligible babble and making them fed, however fledingly, tha they were getting
somewhere: I'm a cowboy. That Seth had been swest; lovable not just in soite of his autigm
but partly because of it. That Seth had dso been a medium, however, like contaminated blood
which smultaneoudy nourishes a virus and trangportsit.

The virus — the vampire — was Tak. A little gift from the Grest American Desert.
According to Bill, the Gain family had never turned back to Desperation, had never stopped to
investigate what was behind the bulwark of earth they had seen from the road, the bulwark
that had excited Seth enough for him to briefly transcend his usuad gabble and spesk in dear
Endish. Wereally couldn't do that, Aud, Bill had sad. | wanted to be sure of getting to Carson
City by dark. But Bill had lied. She knew because of a letter shéd gotten from a man named
Allen Symes

Symes, a geologis-engineer for something cadled the Deep Eath Mining Corporation, hed
seen the Garin family on July 24th of 1994, the same day Audrey's brother had sent her the
exuberant postcard. Symes had assured her tha nothing very interesting had happened, that
he had smply teken the Gains to the edge of the open-pit mine (actudly going in would
have been aganst MSHA regulaions his letter sad) and given them a little history lecture
before sending them on ther way again. It was a good sory, both boring and plausble. Audrey
wouldnt have questioned a word of it under ordinary circumstances, but she knew something
Mr Allen Symes of Desperation, Nevada, had not: tha Bill had denied sopping & dl. Bill
said they had smply hurried on ther merry way, because he wanted to be sure of getting to
Carson City by dark. And if Bill hed lied, waant it possble — even likdy — that Symes had
dolied?

Lied about what? Lied about whet?

Sop, Daddy, go back, Seth want to see mountain.

Why did you lie to me, Bill?

That was a question she thought she could answer: Bill had lied because Seth had made him
lie She thought that Seth had probably been danding right there by the phone during her
converstion with Bill, watching the creaiure it no longer regarded as its father with mud-brown
eyes that belonged under a log in some swamp. Bill had been dlowed to say only what Tak
wanted him to say, like a person who speeks with a gun pointed a his head. He had told his
dumsy liesand laughed the unnatural cocktall -party laugh, ha-ha-ha

The thing in Seth had eventudly esten Herb dive and now it was trying to eat her, but she
was gpparently different from Heab in one audd way: she hed a place to go. She had disoovaed it
perhaps by accident, perhaps with help from Seth — the real Seth — and she could only pray
that Tak would never discover wha she was doing or where she was going. That the mongter
would never follow her to her sanctuary.

In May of 1982, when she was twenty-one and Hill Audrey Garin, she and her roommate
(who was ds0 her best friend, then ad eva), Jrice Goodin hed goat a wodafu weked —
vay likdy the mog pafed weked o Audeys life — a& Mdork Mountan House in update
New York. The trip was a present from Jan's father, who had won some sort of cash award from



his compary far sling ad hed bam promated two o three ungs Up the corporate ladder into the
bargain. If his intention had been to share some of his hgppiness, he had succeeded splendidly
with the twio young women.

On the Saturday of thet magic weekend they had taken a picnic lunch (packed by the kitchen
in a wonderful old-fashioned wicker hamper) and waked for hours, hunting for the perfect spot
in which to sttle Usudly when youre doing that you dont find it, but they had gotten licky.
It was a beautiful and hdf-wild upland meadow, rife with buttercups and daises and wild
roses. It hummed with bees white butterflies danced on the warm air like enchanted confetti
which never fell to earth. At one end of this meadow was an eccentric little cupola-shagped thing
— Janice sad it was cdled a fally, and they were spotted al over the Mohonk grounds. It was
roofed to provide shade and shdlter, but open on every Sdeto provide air and view.

The two women had esten enormoudy, taked prodigioudy, and a three different points
laughed so hard that tears ran down ther faces. Audrey didn't think she had ever laughed with
quite that same heartiness since. She never forgot the long, clear summer light of thet afternoon,
or the dancing white shreds of the butterflies.

This was the place she returned to when Tak was fully out and fully in command of Seth. This
was where she hid, with a Janice who was gill Goodlin ingtead of Conroy, a Janice who was il
young. Sometimes she would tdl Janice about Seth — how he had come to stay, and how
neither she nor Herb had seen or suspected (et least at firs) what was indde Seth, a thing that
was being very dill, watching them and husbanding its strength and waiting for the right time to
come aut. Sometimes on these occasions she would tell Jan how much she missed Herb and how
terrified sheweas . . . how she felt caught, like afly in aweb or a coyotein aleghold trap.

But that kind of tak fet dangerous, and she tried to say away from it. Mostly she just replayed
the sweet inconsequentidities of that longago day when Reagan had 4ill been in his firg
term and there had been red vinyl records in the record stores. Stuff like whether or not Ray
Soames, Jan's current boyfriend, would be a condderate lover (pig-sdfish, Jan had reported
matter-of-factly three weeks later, jus before bidding adieu to Ray's sultry good looks
forever), and what sorts of jobs they would have, and how many kids they would have, and who,
in ther cirdle of friends, would be the most successful.

Running through it dl, large but ungpoken — perhaps they hadn't dared to spesk of it, for
fear of ruining it — was thar joy in the day, in the unremarkable good hedth of young
women, and their love for one another. It was these things and not her current troubles that
Audrey concentrated on when she fdt Tak digging into her with its unseen but exquistdy
panful teeth, trying to baten on her and feed from her. It waes to that day's love and
brightness that she fled, and so far it had given her succor and shelter.

So far, shewas dive.

More important, so far she was il she.

In the meadow, the confuson and darkness mdted away and everything stood clear: the
Flintery gray poles which hed up the folly's roof, each cagting its thin precise shadow; the
table (equaly splintered) a which they st on opposng wooden benches a table tha was
deeply carved with initids mogly those of lovers, the picnic basket, now st adde on the
board floor, ill open but redly finished for the day, the utensls and plestic food-containers
neetly packed for the trip back to the hotd. She could see the golden highlights in Jan's hair,
and aloose thread on the |eft shoulder of her blouse. She heard every cry of every bird.

Only one thing was different from the way it had redly been. On the table where the picnic
hamper had rested until they had repacked it and set it aside, there was a red plagtic telephone.
Audrey had had one exactly like it a the age of five, usng it to had long ad ddirioudy
nonsensica chats with an invisible playmate named Mdlissa Sweetheart.

On e vists to the fdly in the meedow, the wad ALAYSKOOL was stamped on the phone's
handset. At other times (usudly on days that had been paticularly horrible, and there were a



lot more of those lady), she would see a shorter and much more ominous word stamped
there: the name of the vampire.

It was the Takphone, and it never rang. At leest not yet. Audrey had an idea that if it ever
did, it would be because Tak had found her safe and secret place. If it did, she was sure it
would be the end of her. She might go on breathing and eating for a little while, as Herb hed,
but it would be the end of her, nevertheless.

She occasondly tried to meke the Tak-phone disgppear. It had occurred to her that if she
could dispose of it, get rid of the damned thing, she could perhaps escgpe the cresture on the
Poplar Street end of her life for good. Yet she couldnt dter the phone's redlity, no matter how
hard she tried. It did disgppear sometimes, but never while she was looking e it or thinking
about it. She would be looking into Jan's laughing face ingead (Jan taking about how she
sometimes wanted to legp into Ray Soamess ams and suck his face off, and how sometimes
— like when she caught him furtively picking his nose — she wished he would just crawl off
into a corner and die), and then she would look back a the table and see that the surface was
bare, the little red phone gone. That meant Tak was gone, a least for a while, that he was
degping (dozing, a leest) or had withdravn. On many of these occasons she came back to
find Seth perched on the toilet, looking a her with eyes that were dazed and drange but a
leest recognizebly human. Tek gpparently didnt like to be aound when its hog moved his
bowds. It was in Audrey's view, a drange and dmost exidentid fastidiousness in such a
relentlesdy crud cregture.

She looked down now and saw the phone was gone.

She stood up, and Jan — that young Jan, ill with both breests intact — stopped her chatter at
once and looked a Audrey with sad eyes. 'So soon?

I'm sorry,” Audrey said, dthough she had no idea if it was soon or lae Shéd know when
dhe got back and looked a a dok, bu whle de wes hag the whde conogat of dodks ssamed
ridiculous The meedow which lay upland of Mohonk in May of 1982 was a no-dock zone,
blessedly tickless.

‘Maybe someday youll be able to get rid of that damned phonefor good and say,’ Jan said.

‘Maybe. That would be nice!’

But would it? Would it redly? She didnt know. And in the meantime, she had a little boy
to take care of. And something dse she wasnt quite ready to give up yet, which was what
coming to live pamanently in May of 1982 would mean. And who knew how she would fed
about the upland meedow if she could never leave it? Under those circumstances, her haven
might become her hell.

Yet things were changing, and not for the better. For one thing Tak wasn't weakening, as she
hed perhaps foolishly hoped it would with the passage of time Tak was, if anything, getting
dronger. The TV ran condantly, broadcasing the same tgpes and recycled series programs
(Bonanza, The Rifleman . . . and MotoKops 2200, of course) over and over. The people on the
shows had dl begun to sound like lunetic demagogues to her, crud voices exhorting a restless
mob to some unspeskable action. Something was going to hgppen, and soon. She was dmogt
asure of it. Tak was planning samething ... if it could be sad to plan, or even to think a dl.
Perhaps change was too mild a word. It fdt like things were going to turn upside down and
ingde out, the way they did in an earthquake. And if they did, when they did —

'Escape,’ Jan sad, and her eyes flashed. 'Stop thinking about it and do it, Aud. Open the
front door while Sath's desping or shitting and run like hel. Get out of the house Get the

fuck away from that thing.’
It was the firg time Janice had ever presumed to give her advice, and it shocked her. She
had no idea @ al how to answer. 'I'll . . . think about it.'

‘Better not think long, kiddo — 1've got afeding you're dmost out of time!
1 ought to go' She took another flusered glance down a the table to make sure the



PlaySkool phone was gill gone. It was. 'Yes. All right. Bye, Aud.' Jan's voice seemed to come
from a great distance now, and she was fading like a ghogt. As the colour went out of her, she
began to look more like the woman who was waiting for her to catch up, a woman with one
breast — Tak was an atist when it came to those — but there was a clear sexud aspect to the
nipde-pinching. And there was the way she was dressed ... or undressed. More and more Tak
was making her take her clothes off when it was angry with her, or just bored. Asif it (or Seth,
or both of them) sometimes saw her as its own private gatefold verson of the tough but
unremittingly wholesome Cassie Styles. Hey, kids, check out the tits on your faxaiteMaoKop

She had dmogt no indght into the rdaionship between the host and the paraste, and that
made her dtuaion even worse. She thought Seth was a lot more interested in buckaroos than
in breads, he was only eght, after dl. But how old was the thing ingde him? And what did it
want? There were posshilities, things far beyond pinching, that she didnt want to congder.
Although, not long before Herb died —

No. She wouldnt think about thet.

She dipped the blouse on and did up the buttons, glancing a& the clock on the mantd as she
did 0. Only 4.15; Jan had been right to say s0 soon. But the weather had certainly changed,
Caskills or no Caskills Thunder rolled, lightning flashed, and rain peted so furioudy against
the living room's picture window thet it looked like smoke.

The TV was playing in the den. The movie, of course. The horrible, hateful movie. They
were on their fourth copy of The Regulators. Herb had brought the firsg one home from The
Video Clip a the mdl about a month before his suicide. And that old film had been, in some
way <he dill didnt underdand, the find piece in the puzze the find number in the
combination. It had freed Tak in some way ... or focused it, the way a magnifying lens can
focus light and turn it into fire But how could Herb have known that would heppen? How
could ether of them have known? At that time they had barely suspected Teak's existence. It had
been working on Herb, yes, she knew that now, but it had been doing so dmog as Slently as
aleechthat battenson a person below the waterline.

'Y ou want to try me, Sheriff? Rory Cahoun was gritting.

Murmuring under her bregeth, unaware she was doing it, Audrey sad, 'Why dont we just
gand down? Think thisthing over?

'Why dont we jus stand down? John Payne sad from the TV. Audrey could see light from
the screen nickering againgt the curved arch between the two rooms. "Think thisthing over?

She tiptoed to the arch, tucking the blouse into the waistband of her blue shorts (one of
roughly a dozen pairs, dl dak blue with white piping on the Sde-seams, there was certainly no
shortage of blue shorts here a casa Wyler), and looked in. Seth was on the couch, naked except
for a grimy par of MotoKops Underoos. The wadls, which Herb had pandled himsdf in firg-
qudity finished pine had been dippled with spikes Sgth had found in Heb's garage
workshop. Many of the pine boards had split verticaly. Poked on to these badly pounded nails
were pictures which Seth had cut from various megazines. They were modly of cowboys,
gpacemen, and — of course — MotoKops. Interspersed among them was a scattering of Seth's
own drawings modly landscapes done with black fdt-tip pens. On the coffee table in front of
him were glasses scummed with the resdue of Hershey's chocolate milk, which wes dl
Seth/Tak would drink, and jodling plates with hdf-eaten meds on them. All the meds were
Sah's favorites Chef Boyardee spaghetti and hamburger, Chef Boyardee Noodle-O's and
hamburger, and tomato saup with big chunks of hamburger risng out of the gdling liquid
like baked Pacific atolls where generations of atomic bomibs had been tested.

Seth's eyes were open but blank — both he and Tak were gone, dl right, maybe recharging
the batteries, maybe degping openreyed like a lizad on a hot rock, maybe just digging the
goddamned movie in some degp and dementd way Audrey would never be dble to
comprehend. Or want to. The smple truth was that she didnt give a shit where he — it — was.



Maybe she could get a med in peace, tha was enough for her. The Regulators had about
twenty minutes left to run in this its nine billionth showing a casa Wyler, and Audrey
thought she could count on a leest tha long. Time for a sandwich and maybe a few lines in
thejournd Tak might well kill her for kesping — if Tak ever found out about it, that was.

Escape. Siop thinking about it and do it, Aud.

She dopped hdfway back across the living room, the sdami and lettuce in the fridge
temporarily forgotten. Thet voice was 0 dear that for a moment it didnt seem to be coming
from her mind at al. For one moment she was convinced thet Janice had somehow followed her
back from 1982, was actudly in the room with her. But when she turned, wide-eyed, there was
no one Only the voices from the TV, Rory Cdhoun tdling John Payne that the time for
taking was done, John Payne saying, 'Wdl now, if that's the way you want it' Very soon
Karen Stede would run between them, screaming at them to sop it, just sop it. She would be
killed by a bullet from Rory Cadhoun's gun, one meant for John Payne, and then the find
shootout would begin. KA-POW and KA-BAM dl the way home.

No one here but her and her deed friendsonthe TV.

Open the front door and just run likehell.

How many times had she considered it? But there was Seth to think about; he was as much a
hostage as she was, and maybe more. Autistic he might be, but he was ill a human being. She
didnt like to think what Tak might do to him, if it was aossed. And Seth was 4ill there, dl of
him — she knew that. Parasites feed on their hogs but dont kill them . . . unless it's on purpose.
Because they're pissed off, maybe.

She had hersdf to think about, too. Janice could tak about escgpe, just opering the door
and running like hdl, but what Janice perhgps didnt understand was that if Tak caught her
before she was able to get away, it would dmost certainly kill her. And if she did get out of the
house, how far would she have to go before she was safe? Across the street? To the bottom of the
block? Terre Haute? New Hampshire? Micronesa? And even in Micronesia, she didn't think she
would be able to hide. Because there was a mentd link between them. The little red PlaySkool
phone— the Takphone— proved thet.

Yes, she wanted to get away. Oh yes, so much. But sometimes the devil you knew was better
then the devil you didnt.

She dated for the kitchen again, then dopped again, this time saing a the big window
with its view of the drest. She had thought the rain was pdting the glass hard enough to look
like samoke, but actudly the first fury of the sorm was dready passng. What she was seeing
didnt just ook like amoke it was snoke

She hurried to the window, looked down the drest, and saw that the Hobart place was
burning in the ran, sending big white douds Yo iNo the gay ky. Se sw o vendes o pegde
aoud it (and the smoke itsdf obscured her view of the dead boy and dog), © e locked Wp
toward Bear Strest. Where vre the pdice cars? The fire engines? She didn't see them, but she saw
enough to maeke her cry out softly through hands — she didn't know how they had gotten there —
that were cupped to her mouth.

A car, Mary Jackson's, she was quite sure, was on the gass between the Jackson house and
Old Doc's place, its nose dmogst up againg the steke fence between the two properties. The
trunk-lid had popped open, and the rear end looked trashed. The car wasn't what had made her
cay out, though. Beyond it, sprawled on Doc's lawvn like a fdlen piece of dauay, was a
woman's body. Audrey's mind made a brief attempt to persuade her it was something dse — a
department store mannequin, perhgps, dumped for some reason on Billingdey's lavn — then
gave it up. It was a lody, dl right. It was Mary Jackson, and she was as dead as ... wdl, as
dead as Audrey's own late husband.

Tak, she thought. Wasit Tak? Has it been out?

You knew it's been getting reedy for something, she thought coldly. You knew that. You've felt



it gethering its forces, dways in the sandbox playing with those damned vans or in front of the
TV, eding hamburger meds drinking chocolate milk, and wetding, wetding, wetching. Yauve
fetit, likeathunderstom building up on a hat afternoon —

Beyond the woman, a the Carvers house, were two more bodies. David Carver, who had
omeimes played poker with Herb and Herb's friends on Thursday nights, lay on his front
wak like a beached whde There was an enormous hole in his somach above the bathing
it he dways wore when he washed the car. And, lying face.down on the Carver stoop, there
was a woman in white shorts. Yards of red harr spilled out around her head in a frizzy corona
Rain glistened on her bare back.

But she's not a woman, Audrey thought. She fdt cold dl over, asif her skin had been briskly
rubbed with ice. That's just a girl, prabedy no maore then sevaten The ane who wes visting over a
the Reeds this afternoon. Before | went away to 1982 for a little while. That was Sus Gdler's
friend.

Audrey glanced down the block, suddenly sure she was imagning the whole thing, and thet
redity would sngp back into place like a released dadtic as soon as she saw the Hobart place
danding intect. But the Hobat place was ill bumning, dill sending huge white douds of
cedar-fumed amnoke into the ar, and when she looked back up the dreet, she gill saw bodies.
The corpses of her neighbors.

It's darted,” she whispered, and from the den behind her, like a horribly prescient curse, Rory
Cdhoun screamed: "We're gonna wipe this town off the map!”

Escape! Jan screamed back, a voice insde her head ingdead of from the TV, but just as
urgent. You're not just about out of time, not anymore, you are out of it! Escape, Audi Escape!
Run! Escapd

Okay. Shed let go of her concern for Seth and run. That might come back to haunt her later
— if therewas alater — but fornow . . .

She darted for the front door and was reaching for the knob when a voice spoke up from
behind her. It sounded like the voice of a child, but only because it was coming to her through a
child'svoca cords. Otherwise it was tondess, loveless, hideous.

Worst of dl, it was not entirely without a sense of humor.

‘Hold on, there, mdam,’ Tak sad, the voice of Seth Gain imitaing the voice of John
Payne. Why don't we just sland down, think this thing over?

She tried to turn the doorknob, meaning to chance it anyway — she had gone too far to turn
back now. She would hurl hersdf out into the pelting rain and just run. Where? Anywhere.

But ingeed of turning the knob, her hand fdl back to her sde swinging like a nearly
exhauged pendulum. Then she was turning aound, ressing with dl her will but turning
anyway, to face the thing in the archway leading into the den . . . and she thought,
conddering what spent mogt of its time in there, den was exactly the right word for what the
room had become

Shewas back from her safe place.

God help her, she was back from her safe place, and the demon hiding ingde her dead brother's
autidtic little boy had caught her trying to escape.

She fdt Tak crawling indde her head, taking control, and dthough she saw it dl and fdt it
al, she couldn't even scream.

3

Johnny lunged past the sprawled, face-down body of Sus Gdler's redheaded friend, his heed
ringing from a dug which had screamed pagt his left ear . . . and it redly had seemed to
scream. His heart was running like a rabbit in his chest. He had moved far enough in the



direction of the Carvers house to be caught in a kind of noman's-land when the two vans
opened fire, and knew he was extremdy lucky to Hill be dive. For a moment there he had
dmog frozen, like an animd caught in a par of oncoming headlignts Then the dug —
something that had fet the size of a cemetery headstone — had gone past his ear and he had
dresked for the open door of the Caver house, heed down and ams pumping. Life had
amplified itsdf amazingly. He had forgotten about Soderson and his goaty expresson of hdf-
drunk complicity, had forgotten his concern that Jeckson not redize his freshly expired wife was
gopaently coming home from the sort of interlude aout which country-western songs were
written, had forgotten Entregian, Billingdey, dl of them. His only thought had been that he
was going to die in the noman's-land between the two houses, killed by psychatics who wore
masks and weird outfits and shone like ghodts.

Now he was in a dak hdl, jus happy to redize he hadn't wet his pants, or worse. People
were screaming somewhere behind him. Mounted on the wal was a jury of Humme figures.
They had been placed on little platforms . . . and the Carvers had seemed s0 normd in other
repects, he thought. He started to giggle ad shoved the hed of one hand againg his lips to
difle the sound. This was definitdy not a giggling Studion. There was a taste on his skin, just the
tagte of his own swest, of course, but for a moment it seemed dmogt to be the taste of pussy,
and he leaned forward, sure he was going to vomit. He redized he would amog certainly pass
out if he did and that thought helped him to control the urge. He took his hand away from his
mouth, and that hdped more He no longer fdt much like laughing, ether, and that was
probably good.

'‘My daddy!" Hllen Caver was howling from behind him. Johnny tried to remember if he
had ever — in Vienam, for indance — heard such piercing, keening grief coming out of
such ayoung throat and couldn't. '‘My DADDY!

'Hush, honey." It was the new widow — Pie, David had dways cdled her. Sill sobbing
hersdf but dreedy trying to comfort. Johnny cdosed his eyes, trying to get away from it like
that, and ingead his hideous memory showed him what he hed just sepped over — lunged
over, redly. Sus Geler'sfriend. A little redheeded girl, just like in the Peanuts comic grip.

He couldn't leave her out there. She had looked as dead as Mary and poor old Dave, but he
had legped over her like Jack over the candlestick, his ear screaming from the near miss and
his bals drawvn up and as hard as a couple of cherrystones, not a date in which a man could
make a reasonable diagnosis.

He opened his eyes A Hummd girl wearing a bonnet and holding a shepherd's crook was
giving him a dead china come-on. Hey, salor, want to comb some wool with me? Johnny was
leaning againg the wal on his forearms. One of the other Hummd figures had fdlen off its
litle plaform and lay in shards a his feet. Johnny supposed he had knocked it off himsdf
while he had been druggling not to puke and trying to get that awful punchline — | don't
know about the other two, but the guy in the middle looks like Willie Nelson — out of his
heed.

He looked dowly to his Ieft, hearing the tendons in his neck cresk, and saw the Carvers
front door dill ganding open. The screen was gar; the redhead's hand, white and Hill as a
darfish cast up on a beach, was caught in it. Outsde, the air was gray with rain. It came down
with a geady hissng sound, like the world's biggest steam iron. He could amdl the grass, like
ome swveet wet pearfume. It was spiced with a tang of cedar samoke. God bless the lightning,
he thought. The burning house would bring the police and the fire engines. But for now . . .

The girl. A little redheaded girl, like the one Charlie Brown was so crazy for. Johnny had
jumped right over her, gripped by the blind impulse to save his own ass Undergandeble in
the heet of the moment, but you couldn't leave it that way. Not if youwanted to deep at night.

He garted for the door. Someone grabbed his arm. He turned and saw the intent, fearful face
of Dave Reed, the dark-haired tmn



'Don't, Dave sad in a congpirator's hoarse whisper. His adam's gople went up and down in his
throat like something in a dot. 'Dont, Mr Marinville, they could dill be out there You could
draw fire'

Johnny looked a the hand on his am, put his own hand over it, and gently but firmly removed
it. Behind Dave he could see Brad Josgphson watching him. Brad's aam was around his wife's
condderable wad. Bdinda gopeared to be quivering dl over, and there was a lot of her to
quiver. Tears were streaming down her cheeks, leaving shiny mocha tracks.

Brad’ Jhrmy sid 'Ga evaybody wihos here ino the kitden I'm pretty sure that's the furthest
room from the dreet. St them on the floor, okay? He gave the Reed boy a gentle push in that
direction. Dave went, but dowly, with no rhythm in his wak. To Johnny he looked like a windup
toy with rust in the gears.

‘Brad?

'Okay. Don't you go getting your head blown off, now. Therésbeen enough of thet areedy.’

I won't. I'm attached to it.’

‘Just make sure it says attached to you.'

Johnny watched Brad, Belinda, and Dave Reed go down the hal toward the others — in the
gloom they were just dustered shadows — and then turned back to the screen door. There was a
fig-5zed hole in the upper pand, he saw, with jags of torn screen curling in from the edges.
Something bigger than he wanted to think about (something dmog the sze of a cemeey
headstone, perhaps) had come through there, miraculoudy missng his dusered neighbors
... or s0 he hoped. None of them was screaming with pain, anyhow. But Jesus, what in God's
name had the guys in the vans been shooting? What was that big?

He dropped to his knees and crawled toward the cool, wet ar coming through the screen.
Towad that good andl of ran and gas When he wes as doe a8 he codd g, with his nose
dmod on the mesh, he looked to the right and then to the left. To the right was good — he
could see dmogt dl the way up to the corner, dthough Bear Street itsdlf was lost in a haze of
ran. Nothing there — no vans, no diens, no loonies dressad like refugees fran Stonewdl
Jackson's amy. He saw his own house next door; remembered playing his guitar and
indulging dl his dd folkie fantases. Ramblin Jack Mainville, aways headed over the next
horizon-line in those thirgy Eric Andersen boots of his, lookin for them violets of the dawvn. He
thought of his guitar now with alonging as sharp as it was pointless.

The view to the left wasn't as good; was lousy, in fact. The stake fence and Mary's crashed
Lumina blocked any sgnificant dghtline down the hill. Someone — a sniper in Confederate
gray, ssy — could be crouched down there dmost anywhere, waiting for the next good target.
A dightly used writer with a lot of old coffeehouse fantases Hill knocking around in his heed
would do. Probably no one there, of course — they'd know the cops and the FD would be
here any minute and would have made themsalves scarce — but probably just didnt seem
good enough under these circumstances. Because none of these circumstances made sense.

'Miss? he sad to the sprawled tangle of red hair on the other Side of the screen door. 'Hey,
miss? Can you hear me? He swalowed and heard a loud dlick in his throat. His ear was no
longer screaming, but there was a steady hum deep indde it. Johnny had an idea he was going
to be living with thet for awhile. 'If you can't talk, wiggle your fingers'

There was no sound, and the girl's fingers didnt wiggle. She didnt appear to be breathing.
He could see rain trickling down her pae redhead's skin between the srgp of her hdter and
the waidhband of her shorts but nothing ese seemed to be moving. Oy ha har locked dive
lush and vibrart, about two tonesdarker than orange. Drops of weter glistened in it like seed pearls.

Thunder rumbled, less threstening now, moving off. He was reaching for the screen door
when there was a much sharper report. To Johnny it sounded like a smdl-cdiber rifle, and he
threw himsdf flat.

That was just a shingle, | think," a voice whispered from close behind him, and Johnny cried



out in surprise. He turned and saw Brad Josgson behind hm Brad wes d0 on his hends ad
knees. The whites of his eyes were very bright in his dark face.

Whet thefudkreyou daing hare? Johrmy asked

'White Foks Fun Pard, Brad sad ‘Somdoody's gt to meke sure you guys dont have too
much of it — it's bad for your hearts.'

Thought you were going to get the rest of them in the kitdhen'

'And there they be' Brad sad. 'Stting on the floor in a neet little line. Cammie Reed tried the
phone. It's dead, just like yours. Probably the sorm.’

'Y egh, probetly!

Brad looked at the mass of red hair on the Carvers stoop. 'She's dead, too, isn't she?

I dont know. | think so, but . . . I'm going to ease the screen doar gpen, try b meke are Any
dyetions?

He rather hoped Brad would sy hdl yes he had objections, a whde dam book o them, but
Brad anly ook hisheed

You ket day low while | do it’ Johmy sad Were dkay on the right, but on the left | cant se
past Mary'scar.'

I'll be lower than a garter-snake in a tamping press.’

I hope youre never in a writing seminar | teach, Johnny said. 'And watch out for that
broken chinawidget — don't cut your hand.’

'‘Go on,' Brad said. 'If youregangto doiit, do it

Johnny pulled the screen door open. He heditated, not sure how to proceed, then picked up the
girl'scold starfish hand and fdlt for a pulse. For amoment there was nothing, and then —

1 think shes dive' he whigpaad to Brad His vace wes hash with excitement. I think | fed a
pulse!’

Forgetting thet there might Hill be people with guns lurking out there in the rain, Johnny yanked
the screen wide, grabbed a hendu o the gi's her, ad lifted her heed Brad wes aondad into the
doorway with him now; Johnny could heaer his excited bregthing, could smel mingled sweat and
aftershave.

The girl's face came up, except it didnt, not redly, because there was no face there. All he
could see was a shatered mass o rad ad a black hde thet hed been her mouth. Bdow it wes a litter
of white that he at first thought was rice. Then he redlized it was her teeth, what was left of them.
The two men screamed together in perfect soprano harmony, Brad's shooting directly into
Johnny's humming eer like a pike. The pain seemed to go dl the way into the middle of him.

'What's wrong? Cammie Reed cried from behind the swinging door that led into the kitchen.
'Oh God, what's wrong now?

‘Nothing," the two men said, dso bgether, and then looked a each other. Brad Josephson's
face had gone a queer ashy color.

‘Just day back, Johnny cdled. He wanted it to be louder, but couldnt seem to get any red
volume into hisvoice. 'Say in thekitchen!'

He redized he was 4ill holding the dead girl's hair. It was kinky, like an unraveled Brillo

No, hethought coldly. Not like that. Like what holding ascalp would be like, a human scalp.

He grimaced a that and opened his fingers. The girl's face dropped beck on to the concrete
goop with a wet smack tha he could have lived without. Besde him, Brad moaned and then
pressad the inner part of his foreerm againgt his mouth to tifle the sound.

Johnny pulled his hand back, and as the screen door swung cdosed, he thought he saw
movement across the dreet, in the Wyler house. A figure moving in the living room, behind
the picture window. He couldn't worry about the people over there now, though. He wes
currently too fresked to worry aoout anybody, induding hmsdf. What he wanted — the only
thing in the world he did want, it ssemed — was to hear the warble of gpproaching police cars



and firetrucks.

All he did hear was thunder, the crackle of the fire & the Hobarts, and the hiss of faling
ran.

'Leave — ' Brad began, then stopped and made a sound caught somewhere between a retch
and aswalow. The spasm passed and he tried again. 'Leave her.'

Yes What dsg, a least for now, was there?

They began to retrest down the hdl on their hands and knees. Johnny went backward at fird,
then swung aound, brushing the splinters of the fdlen Hummd figure with his moccasns.
Brad was dready past the doorway to the Caver dining room and mogt of the way to the
kitchen, where his wife, dso on her knees, waited for him. Brad's considerable rear end wagged
back and forth in away Johnny might have conddered comica under other circumstances.

Something caught his eye and he stopped. There was a amdl decorétive table by the entrance
to the dining roan where David Carver would never presde over another Thanksgiving turkey
or Chrigmas goose. This table had been loaded down with, gee, what a surprise, a dozen or 0
Hummel figures. The table wasn't standing flat but leaning back againgt the wall to the right of
the door, like a drunk dozing againg a lamppost. One of its legs had been sheared off. The
Hummd shepherdesses and milkmaids and farmboys were now mostly on their backs or faces,
and there were more china fragments under the table where one or nore had fdlen off and
shatered. Among the painted pieces there was something else, something black. In the gloom,
Johnny firgt took it for the corpse of some huge dead bug. Another crawling pace dissbused him
of that idea.

He looked back over his shoulder a the fist-szed hole in the upper pand of the screen door.
If adug had made that, one running the last part of adownward trgjectory —

He traced the course such a hypotheticd dug might have teken and saw that, yes it could
have sheared dof the table-leg, knocking the table itsdf back into that podiure of leaning
drunken surprise. And then, its force spent, come to rest?

Johnny reached into the litter of ching, hoping he wouldnt cut himsdf (his hand was sheking
bedly, and concentration would not il it), and picked up the black object.

'What you got? Brad asked, crawling toward Johnny.

'Brad, you get back herel' Belindawhispered fiercely.

"Hush, now,' Brad told her. ‘What you got there, John?

I don't know," he sid, and held it up. He supposed he did know, actudly, had known admost
as soon as he had determined that it wasn't the remains of some weird summer beetle. But it
was like no fired dug he had ever seen in his life. It waan't the one that had taken the gl's
life, that much seemed certain; it would have been flattened and twisted out of shgpe. This
thing didnt seem to have so much as a scraich on it, dthough it had been fired, had gone
through apand of the screen door, and had sheared off the table-leg.

‘Let me see' Brad sad. His wife had crawled up besde him and was looking over his
shoulder.

Johnny dropped it into Brad's pde padm, a black cone about seven inches long from its tip,
which looked sharp enough to cut kin, to its drcular base. He guessed it was about two inches
in diameter a its widest point. It was 0lid black metd, and completdy unmarked, o far as
Johnny could see. There were no concentric rings Samped into the base, no dgn of a firing
point (no bright nick left by te firing pin of the gun which hed thrown it, for that maiter), no
manufacturer's name, no caiber ganp.

Brad looked up. 'Whét in the hell?" he asked, sounding as bewildered as Johnny felt.

‘Let me e’ Belinda said in a low voice. 'My father usal to take me shooting, and | was his
good little helper when he did rloads. Giveit over.’

Brad passed it to her. She rolled the meta cone between her fingers then hdd it up to her
eyes. Thunder banged outside, the sharpest pedl in the last few minutes, and they dl jumped.



'Whered you find it? she asked Johnny.

He pointed at the litter of china under the leaning teble.

"Yesh? Shelooked skepticd. 'How comeit didn't go into the wall?

Now that she posed the question, he redized what a good one it was. It had only gone through a
screen and aflimsy table-leg; why hadn't it gone into the wadl, leaving just a hole behind?

I've never seen anything like this puppy in my life’ Bdinda said. 'Of course, | haven't seen
everything, far from it, but | can tel you that this didnt come from a pigol or a rifle or a
shotgun.’

‘Shotguns are what they were firing, though,’ Johnny sad. ‘Double-barrdled shotguns.
Y ou're sure this couldn't—*

1 dont even know how it was launcted,’ she said. Therés no firing nipple on the bottom,
that'sfor sure. And it's so clunky. Like akid'sidea of what abullet looks like'

The swing-door between the hdl and the kitchen opened, banging againg the wdl and
datling them even more bedly than the thunder had done. It was Sus Gedler. Her face was
horribly white, and to Johnny she looked dl of deven years old. 'Therés someone screaming
next door, a Billingdey's’ she sad. ‘It sounds like a woman, but it's hard to tell. It's scaring the
kids'

‘All right, honey, Bdinda sad. She sounded perfectly cadm, and Johnny admired her for that.
'Y ou go on back in the kitchen, now. Well be dong in a second.’

‘Wheres Debbie? Sus asked. Her view down the hdl to the soop was mercifully blocked
by the widebodied Josephsons. 'Did she go next door? | thought she was right behind me'
Shepausad. Y ou don't think thet's her screaming, do you?

'No, I'm aure it's not,; Johnny said, and was gppdled to find himsdf once more on the edge
of crazy laughter. ‘Go on, now, Suze'

She went back into the kitchen, letting the door daose behind her. The three of them looked
a one another for a moment with sck congpirators eyes None of them sad anything. Then
Bdinda handed the gawky-looking black cone back to Johnny, duck-waked past him to the
kitchen door, and pushed it open. Brad followed on his hands and knees. Johnny looked a the
dug a moment longer, thinking of what the woman had sad, that it was like a kid's idea of a
bulet. She was rignt. He had vidted his share of lower dementary school classooms since
beginning to chronicle the adventures of Pat the Kitty-Cat, and he had seen alot of drawings, big
grinning mommies and daddies sanding under ydlow Crayola suns, werd green landscapes
festooned with bold brown trees, and this looked like something that had fdlen out of one of
those pictures, whole and intact, Somehow made redl.

Little bitty baby Smitty, avoice sad way back in his mind, but when he tried to chase after that
voice, wanting to ask if it redly knew something or was just blowing off its bazoo, it was gone.

Johnny put the dug in his right front pants pocket with his car keys and then followed the

Josephsonsinto the kitchen.

4

Seven Jay Ames, pretty much of a scratched entry in the grest American steeplechase, had a
motto, and this motto was:

NO PROBLEM, MAN.

He had gotten D's in his first semester at MIT — thisin spite of SAT scores somewhere in
the ionogphere— but, hey,



NO PROBLEM,MAN.

He had trandferred from dectricd engineering to generd enginesring, and when his grades
ill hedn't risen pest that magicd 2.0 point, he had packed his bags and gone down the road to
Bogon Universty, having decided to give up the derile hdls of science for the green fields of
English Lit. Coleridge, Kedts, Hardy, a little T. S. Eliot. | should have been a par of ragged
claws scuttling across the floor of the universe, here we go round the prickly pear; twentieth-
century angst, man. He had done okay a BU for a while then had flunked out in his junior
year, as much avictim of obsessve bridge-playing as of booze and Panama Red. But

NO PROBLEM, MAN.

He had drifted around Cambridge, hanging out, playing guitar and getting laid. He wasn't
much of a guitar-player and did better a getting lad, but

NO FROBLEMV, MAN,

redly. When Cambridge began to get a tad ederly, he had smply cased his guitar and ridden
his thumb down to New York City.

In the years since, he had scuttled his ragged daws through sdesman's jobs, gone around
the prickly pear as a disc jockey & a short-lived heavy med gaion in Fshkill, New York,
gone around again as a radio-dation engineer, a rock-show promoter (Sx good shows followed
by a nightmarish exit from Providence in the middle of the night — hed left owing some pretty
hard guys about $60,000, but

NO REAL FROBLEM, MAN),

as a pdmidry guru on the boardwak in Wildwood, New Jersey, and then as a guitar tech.
That fdt like home, somehow, and he became a gun for hire in upstate New York and eastern
Pennsylvania He liked tuning and repairing guitars — it was peaceful. Also, he was a lot
better a repairing them than he was a playing them. During this peiod he had dso quit
gnoking dope and playing bridge, which amplified things even further. Two years before,
living in Albany, he had become friends with Deke Ableson, who owned Club Smile a good
roadhouse where you could get a bdlyful of blues dmost any night you wanted. Steve had
firg shown up a& Smile in his cgpacity as a fredance guitar tech, then had stepped up when the
guy running the board had a minor heart attack. At firgt that had been a problem, maybe the
fird red one of Steve's adult life, but for some reason he had stuck with it in spite of his fear
of fucking up and being lynched by drunk cyde-wolves. Part of it was Deke, who was unlike every
dub owner Steve had known up until then: he wes nat a thief, a leda, o a fdlov who ooud
vdicee his owmn exigence only by meking others misereble and arad. Also, he actudly liked
rock and rall, while most dub owners Steve had known loathed it, preferring Yanni or Zanfir
and his Pan Fute when they were done in ther cars. Deke was exactly the sort of guy that
Seve, who hed remembered to file a 1040 form exactly oncein hislife redly liked: a

ZEROPROBLEMS

kind of guy. His wife was dso a good sort, easygoing and equipped with mild, deepy eyes a
good sense of humor, beautiful breasts and not, so far as Steve could tdl, an unfaithful bone



in her body. Best of dl, Sandy was ds0 a recovering bridge addict. Steve had had many deep
conversations with her about the dmost uncontrollable urge to overbid, espedidly in a money

gare

In May of this year, Deke had purchased a very large club — a House of Blues kind of ded
— in Sean Francisco. He and Sandy had left the east coast three weeks ago. He had promised
Steve a good job if Steve would pack up dl thar shit (dbums mosily, over two thousand of
them, anachronisms like Hot Tuna and Quickslver Messenger Service and Canned Hest) and
driveit out in arentd truck. Steve's response:

NO PROBLEMV, DEKE

Hey, he hadn't been out to the West Coast in dmost seven years, and he reckoned the change
would do him good. Recharge those old Durecdlls

It had taken him a little longer than he had expected to sdttle his Albany shit, get the truck,
load the truck, and get ralling. There had been severd phone cdls from Deke, the last one sort
of testy, and when Steve had mentioned this, Deke had said, wel, that was what three weeks
of degping bags and making do with the same hdf a dozen tee-shirts did to a person — was he
coming or not? I'm coming, I'm coming, Steve hed replied. Codl it, big guy. And he had. Left
three days ago, in fact. Everything groovy a firs. Then, this afternoon, he had blown a hose
or something, he had teken the Wentworth exit in search of the Grest American Service
Sation, and then — whoa, dude — there had come a big bang from under the hood and dl
the dids on the dashboard started showing bad news. He hoped it was just a blown sed, but it

had actudly sounded more like a pigon. In any case, the Ryder truck, which had been a
beauty ever sincehe had left New Y ork, had suddenly turnedinto a beest. Still,

NOPROBLEM,;

jugt find Mr Goodwrench and let him do histhing.

Seve had taken a wrong turn, though, away from the turnpike business area and into a much
more suburban neighborhood, nat the sort of place where Mr Goodwrench was got to hang out
during working hours. He had redly been babying the truck by then, seam coming out through
the grille oil-pressure dropping, temperature risng, an unplessant fried smdl coming in through
thear vents. . . but redly

NO PROBLEM, MAN.

Wdl ... maybea

very andl problem

for the Ryder people, that was true, but Steve had an idea they'd be able to bear up under the
burden. Then — hey, beautiful, baby — a little neighborhood gore with a blue pay-phone sign
hung over the door. . . and the number to cdl if you had engine trouble was right up there on the
driver's Sde sunvisor.

ABSOLUTELY NOPROBLEM,

dory of hislife

Only now there was a problem. One that made learning the sound-board a& Club Smile look
likeaminor annoyancein campeisn

He was in a little house that smelled of pipe tobacco, he was in a living room with framed
photos of animas — pretty specid ones, according to the cgptions — on the wadls a living



room where only the huge, shapdess char in front of the TV looked redly used, and he had
just tied his bandanna around his leg where he had sudtained a bullet-wound, shdlow but a
bona fide bullet-wound just the same, and people were yeling, scared and ydling, and the skinny
woman in the deevdess blouse was dso wounded (nothing shdlow about hers, dther) and
outsde people were dead, and if dl this wasnt a problem, then Steve guessed that ‘problem’ was
aconcept without meaning.

His arm was grabbed above the wrigt, and painfully. He wasn't just being grabbed, actudly; he
was being pinched. He looked down and saw the girl in the blue sore duder, the one with the
crazed hair. 'Dont you freek on me' she sad in a ragged voice. That lady needs help or she's
going to die, so do not freak on me.'

‘No problem, cookie' he sad, and just hearing the words — any words — coming out of his
mouth mede him fed alittle Sronger.

'Dont cal me cookie and | won't call you cake,' she said in aprim little no-nonsense voice.

He burg out laughing. It sounded extremdy werd in this room, but he didnt cae She
didnt seem to, ether. She was looking back a him with just the faintest touch of a amile a
the corners of her mouth. 'Okay,’ he said. 'l won't cal you cookie, you n't cdl me cake, and
neither of usll freek, fair enough?

'Y esh. What about your leg?

'It's okay. Looks more like a floor-burn then a bullet-wound.

‘Lucky you.'

"Yeeh. | might dump alittle disnfectant oniit if | get achance, but conpared to her —

'‘Gary!" the object of comparison bawled. The am, Steve saw, was now hardly atached to the
res of her body a dl; it ssemed to be hanging by a thin strgp of flesh. Her husband, dso
skinny (but with a blooming suburben potbdly just beginning to take shgpe), did a kind of
helpless, panicky dance around her. He reminded Steve of a naive in an old jungle flick doing
the Codl Jerk around a brooding soneidol.

'‘Gary!" she streamed again. Blood was running out of her mangled shoulder in a steady Stream,
turning the left sSde of her pink top to a muddy maroon. Her paper-white face was drenched with
swedt; her har cung to the curve of her skull in dumps. 'Gary, quit acting like a dog looking
for a place to pissand help me—'

She collgpsad back againgt the wal between the living room and the kitchenette, panting for
bresth. Steve expected her knees to buckle, but they didn't. Instead, she grasped her left wrist with
her right hand and lifted her wounded am caefully towad Steve and Cynthia The blood-
gligening twigt of grigle that was Hill connecting it to the rest of her made a squelchy sound,
like a wet dishrag when you wring it out, and Steve wanted to tdl her not to do thet, to Stop
fooling with hersdf before she tore the goddam thing off like awing off a baked chicken.

Then Gary was doing the Cool Jek in front of Steve, going up and down like a man on a
pogo dick, paiches of hectic red standing out on his pae face. Gimme a little bass with those
eghty-eights, Steve thought.

‘Help her!" Gary cried. 'Help my wife! Bleeding to death!”

'l can't— ' Steve began.

Gay reached out and seized the front of Steves tee-shirt. When there's no more room in
hdl, this artifact sad, the dead will walk the earth. He thrugt his thin and feverish face up
toward Steve's. His eyes glittered with gin and panic. 'Are you with them? Are you one of
them?

I don't—"

‘Are you with the shooters? Tell me the truth!

Angrier than he would have bdieved possble (anger was not, ordinarily, his thing a dl),
Steve knocked the man's hands away from his dd and much-loved tee-shirt, then pushed him.
Gary took a stagger-sep backward, his eyesfirst widening, then narrowing again.



‘Okay," he sad. 'Okay, yeah. You asked for it. You asked for it and now youre gonna get it
He gtarted forward again.

Cynthia got between them, glancing a Steve for a moment — probably to assure hersef
that he wasnt in atack-mode yet — and then glaring a Gary. 'What the fuck's wrong with
you? sheasked him.

Gary amiled tightly. 'He's not from around here, is he?

'Chrig, naither am I! I'm from Bakersfidd, Cdifornia— does that make me one of them?

‘Gary!" It sounded like the ygp of a dog that has run a long way on a dusty road and pretty
much barked itsdf out. 'Stop fucking around and hdp mel My am . . ." She continued to hold
it out, and what Steve thought of now — he didn't want to but couldnt hdpit — wes Muod's
Fre Meds in Nemon Guy in a white dirt, white cgp, and blooddained goron, holding out a
peded joint of mesat to his mother. Serve it mediumrare with a little mint jelly on the side, Mrs
Antes, and your family will never ask for roast chicken again. | guaranteeit.

‘Gary!'

The skinny guy with the gin on his breath took a step toward her, then looked back a Steve
and Cynthia The tight, knowing smile was gone. Now he only looked sick. ‘I don't know what
to do for her,' he sad.

'Gary, you diseased ratbrain, Maridle sad in a low, hopdess voice 'You totd dumbwit.
Her face was growing ever whiter. She had gone, in fact, that fabled faded whiter shade of
pade. There were brown paiches benegth her eyes — they seemed to be unfurling like wings
— and her |eft snesker was now a lid red instead of white.

Shels going to die if she doemn't get hdp right away, Steve thought. The idea made him fed
both amazed and somehow supid. Professional hdp was what he was thinking about, he
supposed, ER guys in green suits who sad things like ‘ten cc's of epi, dat’. But there were no
guys like that aound, and gpparently none coming. He could Hill hear no drens only the
sound of thunder retreating dowly into the esst.

On the wall to his left was a framed photograph of a smdl brown dog with eerily intdligent
gyes. On the mating benesth the photo, carefully printed in block letters, was DAISY,
PEMBROKE CORGI, AGE 9. COULD COUNT. SHOWED APPARENT ABILITY TO ADD
SMALL NUMBERS. To the left of Dasy, its glass now gplattered with the thin woman's
bood wes a Cdlie tet ssamed 10 ke giming for the camaa The printed legend beneath this one
reed: CHARLOTTE, BORDER COLLIE, AGE 6. COULD SORT PHOTOS AND CULL OUT
THOSE OF HUMANSKNOWN TOHER

To the left of Chalotte was a photogrgph of a parrot which gppeared to be smoking a
Camd.

‘None of this is happening, Steve sad in a conversaiond — dmog jovid — tone of
voice. He didnt know if he was tdking to Cynthia or to himsdf. 'I think I'm in a hospitd
somewhere. | had a lead-on in the truck out on the thruway, that's what | think. It's like Alice
in Wonderland, only the Nine Inch Nails verson.'

Cynthia opened her mouth to reply and then the old guy — the one who had presumably
observed Daisy the Pembroke Corgi adding sx and two and coming up with eght,

ABSOLUTELY NOPFROBLEM FORDAISY —

care in carying an dd Hak beg The ap (wes his neame adudly Collie, Steve wondered, or
was that just some weird fantasy engendered by the photogrgphs on the wadls of this room?)
folowed him, pulling his belt out of its loops. Last in ling drifting, looking dazed, came Peter
What's-His-Face, husband of the woman who was lying deed out there.

‘Help her!" Gary yeled, forgetting Steve and his conspiracy theories, at lesst for the time being.
'Help her, Doc, she's bleedin like a stuck pig!”



Y ou know I'm nat ared physcian, don't you, Gary? Jugt an old horse-doctor isdl | —

‘Dont you cdl me a pig, Maridle interrupted him. Her voice was amost too low to le heard,
but her eyes fixed on her husband, glowed with baeful life She tried to draighten up,
couldn't, and dipped lower againgt the wall ingtead. 'Dontyou . . . cdl methat.'

The old horse-doctor turned to the cop, who was sanding just insde the kitchen doorway,
barechested with the belt now dretched between his fists. He looked like the bouncer in a
leather-bar where Steve had once worked the board for agoup cdled TheBig GhrameHdes

I have to? the barechested cop asked. He was pretty pde himsdf, but Steve thought he
looked game, &t leest o far.

Billingdey nodded and put his bag down on the hig essychar that sorawled in front of the
tdevison. He sngpped it open and begen ummeging thraugh it ‘And hury. The mare bood de losss
the woee her denoss beoome’ He looked up, a spod o suure in ane gaded dd hend, a par of bat-
nosd augcd sos in the abhg. This is o fun far me dathe. The lsg tme | sw a pdigt in
anything like this Stuion, it was a pony that had been mistaken for a dexr ad 9t in the fardeg
Gatitashighonher doudar asyou can. Turn the buckle in toward the breast and pull it tight!

'‘Where's Mary? Peter asked. 'Where's Mary? Where's Mary? Where's Mary?' Each time he
asked the quedtion his voice grew more plaintive. The fourth repetition was little more than a
fdsetto squesk. Abruptly he dutched his face in his hands and turned away from dl of them,
leening his forehead againg the wall between BARON, a Labrador Retriever that could spdl its
nere with Hoks ad DIRTYFACE, a mooselocking goet et was goparently able to play a
number of rudimentary tunes on the harmonica. It occurred to Steve tha if he ever heard a
goet paying TheYdlow Rosedf Texes onaHd e, hewaud probably fucking kill himsdf.

Maridle Soderson, meanwhile, was daring a Billingdey with the intensty of a vampire
looking a aman with a shaving cut. 'Hurts,' she croaked. 'Give me something for it.'

'Yes' Billingdey sad, 't first we tourniquet.’

He nodded impatiently & the cop. The cop sarted forward. He had the tongue of his belt
threaded through the buckle now, meking a loop. He reeched out gingerly to the skinny
woman, whose blond hair had gone two shades darker with sweet. She reached out with her
good am and pushed him with surprising strength. The cop wasn't expecting it. He went back two
geps, hit the am of the old guy's sorawled-out easy-chair, and fdl into it. He looked like a comic
whoa's just taken a pratfdl in amovie

The skinny womean didn't give him a second glance. Her atertion was focused on the old guy,
and the old guy's black beg.

‘Now!" she barked a him, and it redly did sound as if she were barking. ‘Give me something for
it now you quacky old fuck, it's killingme"

The cop sruggled out of the chair and caught Steve's eye. Steve got the message, nodded,
and began edging toward the woman named Maridle, drifting in from the right, flanking her. Be
caeful, he told himsdf, shes flipped out, got to scraich or bite or any damn thing, so be
careful.

Maidle thrust hersdf away from the wal, swayed, seadied, ad advaced on the dd guy. Se
was ae more hddng her am out in front of her, as if it were Exhibit A in a trid. Billingdey
backed up agep, looking nervoudy from the barechested cop to Steve.

'Give me some Demeral, you weasd!" she cried in her barking, edauded vace 'You gveit to me
ar 1l adokeyouunil youbak like a bloodhound! 'l —*

The cqp nodded to Steve again and sprang forward on the left. Steve moved with him and
threw an arm around the woman's neck. He didnt want to choke her, but he was scared to go
around her back, maybe grabbing her wounded arm by mistake and hurting it worse. 'Hdd 4ill"'
he shouted. He didn't mean to shout, he meant to just say it, but that wasnt how it came out. At
the same moment the cop dipped the loop of his bdt over her left hand and up her arm.

'Hold her, buddy!" the cop cried. 'Hold her ill!*



For a second or two Steve did, and then a drop of sweat, warm and dinging, reninto hiseye ad
he rdaxed his dke-hdd jug as Collie Entragian ran the makeshift bdt tourniquet tight. Maridle
lurched to the right, her baeful fadcon's gaze ill fixed on the old guy, and her aam came off in the
barechested cop's hands. Steve coud s her wigwetdh, an Indgo with the ssoondhend soppad
deed bawemn the four ad the five The bdt hdd on & her doude for a momat ad then dogped o
the floo, a lagp with nahing in it. The counter-girl shrieked, her huge eyes fixed on the am. The
cop looked down & it with his mouth open.

'Get it on icel' Gary bawled. 'Get it on ice right avay! Right aw — ' Then, dl a once, he
seemed to redly redize what had heppened. What the cop was holding. He opened his
mouth, twisted his head in a peculiar way, and unloaded on the photo of the cigarette-amoking
parrot.

Maridle noticed none of it. She daggered toward the clearly terrified veterinarian, her
remaining hand outstretched. 'l want a shot and | want it now!" she croaked. ‘Do you hear me, you
ddwoman?| want afucking shuh-shuh — '

She collgpsed on to her knees. Her head drooped, hung. Then, with an immense effort, she got
her chin up again. For amoment her gimlet gaze met Steve's. "Who the fuck're you? she asked in a
clear, pefectly undersandable voice, then did forward on her face. The top of her head came to
res inches from the heds of Peter, the man who had logt his wife. Jackson, Steve thought
suddenly. That's his last name, Jackson. Peter Jackson was Hill turned to the wall with his face
clutched in his hands. If he takesa step backward, Steve thought, hell trip over her.

'Fuck a duck,' the cop sad in a low, amazed voice Then he looked down and redized he
was dill holding the woman's am. He waked diffly toward the kitchen with it hed out in
front of him. The sound of rain hissng down seemed very loud in Steve's ears.

‘Care oan the dd paty sad, rousng himsdf. Were nat done yet. Get that belt on her, son. Buckle
in toward the bresst. Y ou game?

'l guess’ Steve sad, but he was very reieved when Cynthia the counter-girl picked the belt
up and then kndlt beside the unconscious womean with it in her hands.



From'TheForce Corridor', Episode 55 ofMatioKaps2200, original teleplay by Allen Srithee

ACT 2

FADE

INT.

IN ON:
CRISIS CENTER, MOTOKOPS' HQ

The room is dominated, as always, by the huge Situscreen.
Standing before it on a floatpad is COLONEL HENRY, looking grave.
Sitting at the horseshoeshaped Crisis Desk are the rest of the
MotoKops squad: SNAKE HUNTER, BOUNTY, MAJOR PIKE,
ROOTY, and CASSIE.

On the Situscreen we see a SPACE VIEW. In the distance is Earth,
just a blue-green coin at this distance. It looks peaceful enough.

SNAKE HUNTER (with customary scom)
So whats the big deal? | don't see anything that looks
very — What the — ??!!

Suddenly the FORCE CORRIDOR appears on the Situscreen, almost
filling it, blotting out the stars on either side. Its like watching
the arrival of Darth Vader's dreadnought at the beginning of the
first Star Wars movie; in a word, awesome!

The CORRIDOR consists of two long metal plates with big square
protrusions sticking out at intervals. The CORRIDOR HUMS
OMINOUSLY, and BLUE FIRE CRACKLES from side to side
between the square protrusions.

CASSIE STYLES gasps, looks at the Situscreen with dismay.
COLONEL HENRY pushes a button on his hand-control, and the
screen goes into FREEZE MODE. We can still see Earth, but with the
corridor on either side, it looks caught in a potentially lkethal WEB OF
ELECTRICITY!

COLONEL HENRY (to SNAKE HUNTER)
That's the big deal! The Force Corridor, artifact of a long-

vanished alien race! Destructive . . . and headed directly
toward Earth!

CASSIE (dismay)



Oh, gosh!

COLONEL HENRY
Relax, Cassie — its still over 150,000 light-years away.

This is a composite shot.

MAJOR PIKE
Yeah, but how fast is it moving?

COLONEL HENRY
That's the problem. Lets just say that if we don't resolve

this crisis in the next seventy-two hours, I think you can
cancel your weekend plans.

ROOTY
Root-rootroot+oot!

SNAKE HUNTER
Shutup, Rooty. to COLONEL HENRY) Sowhats our plan?

COLONEL HENRY takes the floatpad further up, so he can use his
highlighter to circle a couple of the protrusions on the inner
sides of the corridor.

COLONEL HENRY
Drone telemetry reports that the Force Corridor itself is
over 200,000 miles long and 50,000 miles wide, a
hallway of death in which nothing can live! But it may
have a weakness! | think these square shapes are power-
generators. If we could knock 'em out —

BOUNTY
Are we talkin' Power Wagon assault, boss?

We move in on COLONEL HENRY'S grim face.

COLONEL HENRY
It's Earth's only chance.

INT. CRISIS DESK, WITH THE MOTOKOPS

SNAKE HUNTER
A deep space Power Wagon assault? Could be a quick trip



to that Boot Hill in the sky!

ROOTY
Root-root-root-root!

ALL
Shut up, Rooty!

INT. A HALLWAY IN THE CRISIS CENTER

COLONEL HENRY and CASSIE STYLES are in the lead, the other

MotoKops tehind them. ROOTY, as usual, is bumbling along in the
rear.

COLONEL HENRY
You're worried, little one.

CASSIE
Of course I'm worried! Snake Hunter is right! The Power
Wagons were never designed for the stresses of a deep
space assault!

COLONEL HENRY
But that's not all that's on your mind.

CASSIE
Sometimes | hate your telepathy, Hank.

COLONEL HENRY
Comeon ... give.

CASSIE

Something bothers me about those shapes inside the
Force Corridor. What if they arent power-generators?

COLONEL HENRY
What else could they be?

They have reached the slide-door to the Power Wagon
Corral. COLONEL HENRY slaps his hand into the palm-lock
and the door slides up.

CASSIE



INT.

INT.

INT.

INT.

| don't know, but . . .

THE POWER WAGON CORRAL, FEATURING THE MOTOKOPS
CASSIE gasps with shock, eyes widening! COLONEL HENRY, looking

grim, puts his arm. around her. The other squad-members
gather round

ROOTY
Root-root-root-root!

SNAKE HUNTER
Yeah, Rooty, | couldn't agree more!

He stares bitterly at:
THE POWER WAGON CORRAL, MOTOKOPS POV

Floating in the middle of the parked Power Wagons, between
SNAKE HUNTERS Tracker Arrow and the silver-sided Rooty-Toot,
is a grim visitor: the Meatwagon,HUMMING SOFTLY.

RESUME MOTOKOPS SQUAD

COLONEL HENRY
MotoKops, prepare for battle!

SNAKE HUNTER (his stun-pistol already out)
Way ahead of you, boss.

The others draw.

RESUME MEATWAGON

The Doom Turret SLIDES BACK, rewvealing NO FACE, sinister as
always in his black wuniform. Sitting behind him at the
controls, with her customary look of sexy hauteur, is
COUNTESS LILI. The Hypno-Jewel around her neck FLICKERS
WILDLY through the color spectrum.

NO FACE
Floatpad, Countess. Now!



COUNTESS LILI
Yes, Excellent One.

The COUNTESS pulls a lever. A floatpad appears. NO FACE steps on to
it and is wafted down to the floor of the Corral. He is unarmed, and
as COLONEL HENRY steps forward, he holsters his own stunner.

COLONEL HENRY
Aren't you a little far from home, No Face?

NO FACE
Home is where the heart is, my dear Hank.

BOUNTY
This is no time for games.

NO FACE

As it happens, | couldn't agree more. The Force Corridor
approaches. You, Colonel Henry, are planning a Power
Wagon assault —

MAJOR PIKE
How do you know that?

NO FACE (icy)
Because it's what I'd do, you idiot!

(to COLONEL HENRY)
A Power Wagon assault is incredibly risky, but it may

also be Earth's only chance. Youll need all the help you
can get, and you have no vehicle at your command as
powerful as the Meatwagon.

SNAKE HUNTER
That's a matter of opinion, you mutt. My Tracker Arrow

COLONEL HENRY
Stow the gab!

(to NO FACE)
What are you offering?



NO FACE
A partnership until the crisis is past. Old quarrels put
aside, at least temporarily. A joint attack on the Force
Corridor.

He offers his blackgloved hand. COLONEL HENRY starts to
reciprocate, and then MAJOR PIKE steps forward. His almond-
shaped eyes are wide, and his mouth-horn quivers with alarm.

MAJOR PIKE
Don't do it, Hank! You can't trust him! It's a trick!

NO FACE
I understand how you feel, Major ... we both do, do we

not, Countess?

COUNTESS LILI
Yes, Excellent One.

NO FACE
But this time there are no tricks, no hidden cards.

COLONEL HENRY (to MAJOR PIKE)
And we have no choice.

NO FACE
Indeed we don't. Time is running out.

COLONEL HENRY reaches out and takes NO FACES hand.

NO FACE
Partners?

COLONEL HENRY
For now.

ROOTY
Root-rootroot+oot!

We FADE TO BLACK. Ends ACT 2.



CHAPTER SIX

1

Now spesking in the voice of Ben Cartwright, petriarch of the Ponderosa, Tak sad: 'Maam,
it looksto me like you were planning on skedaddling.

'‘No . . .'lIt was her voice but wesk and didant, like a radio transmisson coming in from
the West Coast on a rainy night. 'No, | was just going to the store. Because were out of .. .'
Out of what? What could they possbly be out of that this monger would care about, believe
in? And, blessedly, something cameto her. ‘Chocolate syrup! Hershey's!'

It came toward her from the den doorway, Seth Garin in MotoKops Underoos, only now she
sav an amazing, horrid thing: the child's bare toes were dragging across the living-room carpet,
but otherwise it was floating dong like a boy-shaped bdloon. It was Seth's body, poignantly
grimy at the wrigs and ankles, but there was no Seth in the eyes. None a al. Now it was just
the thing that looked like it belonged in a swamp.

'Says she was just going to take a mosey down to the generd dore' sad the voice of Ben
Cartwright. Whatever dse Tak might be, it was a hdlishly good mimic. You had to give it tha.
'‘What do you think, Adam?

Think she's lying, Paw," sad the voice of Perndl Roberts, the actor who had played Adam
Cartwright. Roberts had logt his hair over the years, but he had gotten the best of the ded, anyway;
the actors who had played his father and his brothers hed dl died in the years snce Bonanza
had gdloped off into the sunset of reruns and cable TV.

Back to the voice of Ben as the thing drifted closer, dose enough for her to be able to amdl
sour sweat and a sweet lingering ghost of No More Tears shampoo. 'What do you think, Hoss?
Speak up, boy.

‘Lyin, Paw," Dan Blocker's voice sad . . . and for a moment the amost-floating child actudly
looked like Blocker.

‘Little Joe?

‘Lyin, Paw.’

‘Rootrootroat-roat!!

'Shut up, Rooty,” said Snake Hunter's voice. It was as if some invisble ensemble of tdented
lunatics were putting on a show for her. When the thing in front of her spoke again, Snake Hunter
was gone and Ben Cartwright was back, that stern Moses of the Sierra Nevada. We don't nuch
abide liars on the Ponderosa, maam. Skedaddlers, ether. Now what do you reckon we should do
withyou?

Dont hurt me, she tried to say, but no words came out, not even a whisper of words. She
tried to switch over to some internd drcuit, visudizing the little red tdephone, only with
SETH stamped into the plagtic of the handset now. It scared her to try and reach Seth directly,
but she had never been in ajam like this. If it decided it wanted her dead . . .

She saw the phone in her mind, saw hersdf spesking into it, and what she had to say was



panfully smple Dont let it hurt me, Seth. You had power over it a the gart, | know you did.
Maybe not much, but a little. If you have any left — any power, any influence — please don't
let it hurt me, please dont let it kill me I'm miserable but not miserable enough to want to die
Not yet.

She looked for a flicker of humanity in the floaing thing's eyes, the dightest sign of Seth,
and saw nothing.

Suddenly her left hand shot up and then dapped down, whacking her left chesk with a
sound like a bregking stick of kindling. Heet flooded her skin; it was as if someone hed turned a
sunlamp on that side of her face. Her |eft eye began to water.

Now her right hand rose up in front of her eyes, like a Hindu swami's snake rising out of its
basket. It hung in front of her for amoment, and then dowly folded itsdlf into afidt.

No, she tried to say, please no, please, Seth, don't let it, but nothing came out this time
ether, and the fig plummeted down, knuckles very white in the dim room, and then her nose
seemed to explode upward in couds of white dots like butterflies They danced franticaly in
front of her eyes even as blood, warm and loose, began to run down over her lips and chin. She
staggered beckward

This woman is an afront to judtice in the twenty-third century!" Colond Henry sad in his
dern voice — a voice she found more hateful and sdf-righteous each time an episode of the
fucking cartoon came on. 'She must be shown the error of her ways!'

Hoss That's right, Colond! We gat to show this bitch who'stop hand!'

‘Rootrootroat-roat!!

Casse Styles: 'I agree with Rooty! And alittle sweetening up isjust the way to start!’

She was waking agan — being waked, raher. The living room flowed past her eyes like
scenery running backward past the windows of a tran. Her cheek throbbed. Her nose
throbbed. She could taste blood on her teeth. Now she pictured a MotoK ops-syle phone, the kind
where you could actudly see the person you were taking to, pictured talking faceto-face with Seth
on this phone. Please, Seth, it's your Aunt Audrey, do you recognize me even though my har's a
different color now? Tek made me dye it 0 it would look like Cassés, ad when | go out | have
to wear a blue headband like Casse does, but it's sill me, ill Aunt Audrey, the one who took you
in, the one who's been watching out for you, trying to, anyway, and now you have to watch out
for me. Dontt let it hurt me too bedly, Seth, pleasedont let it.

The lights were off in the kitchen and it was a bowl of gloomy, swarming shedows. As she
was propdled across the ydlow linoleum (cheery when it was dean, but now dingy and
jaundicedlooking), a thought occurred to her, one that wes terrible with logic. Why should
Seth hep her? Even if he was receiving her message and even if he ill could hdp, why
should he? To escgpe Tak meant to abandon Seth to his fate, and that was just what she had been
trying to do. If the boy wes 4till there, he must know that as well as Tek.

A sob, as fant and digant as an invaids breath, escaped her as the fingers of her
bloodstained right hand felt for the light-switch by the sove, found it, and turned it.

‘Sweeten her up, Paw!" Little Joe Cartwright yelped. 'Sweeten her up, by Jasper!" The voice
suddenly did up, becoming the highpitched laughter of Rooty the Robot. Audrey found
hersalf wishing for insanity. It would be better than this, wouldn't it? It would have to be,

Instead she watched, a hdpless passenger indde her own body, as Tak turned her, waked
her over to the spice rack, and used her hand to open the cabinet above it. The other hand
yanked out a yelow Tupperware container that hit the floor and sprayed macaron across the
linoleum in every direction. The flour went next, landing besde her foot and puffing up to
coat her legs. The hand darted into the hole it had crested and seized the plagtic honey besr.
The other hand grabbed the top, unscrewed it, tossed it asde. A moment later the bear was
hanging upside down over her open, waiting mouith.

The hand wrapped around the bear's chubby stomach began to squeeze rhythmicaly, much as



she had once squeezed the rubber bulb of the horn tha had been mounted on her childhood
bicycle. Blood from her ruptured nose did down her throat. Then honey filled her mouth, thick
and gagging-sweet.

‘Snvdlow it!" Tak shouted, now in no ones voice but its own. 'Swalow it, you bitch!'

She swalowed. One mouthful, then two, then three. On the third one her throat seemed to
clench shut. She tried to bresthe and couldnt. Her windpipe was blocked by a nightmare of
swveat glue. She fdl to her knees and began crawling across the kitchen floor, her darkred hair
henging in her face, barking out great thick wads of blood-laced honey. It was up her nose as
well, packing it and dripping from her nogtrils

For another few moments she dill couldnt seem to breasthe, and the white specks dancing
in front of her eyes turned black. I'm going to drown, she thought. Drown in Sue Bee honey.

Then her windpipe opened up again, a little, anyway, enough, and she was gasping air into her
lungs pulling it down her dick, coated throet, weeping with terror and pain.

Tak dropped on to Seth Garin's scabby knees in front of her and began screaming into her
face. 'Don't you ever try to get away fran md Dot you ever! Dot you ever!’ Do you undadand?
Nadyour head, you stupid cow, show me you understand!’

Its hands — the ones she cauldn't see, the ones that were insde her head — saized her and dl
a once her heed was swooping up and down, her foreheed smacking the floor on each
downgtroke, and Tak was laughing. Laughing. She thought it would keep on pounding her head
againg the floor until she passed out and just sprawled here in the mess she had made.

Then, as suddenly as it had begun, it stopped. The hands were gone. The fed of its mind
was gone, as wdl. She looked up cautioudy, swiping & her nose with the sde of her had,
dill hitching for bresth and letting it out in gegps tha were hdf-retches. Her forehead
throbbed. She could fed it swelling dready.

The boy was looking & her. And she thought it was the boy. She wasn't completdy sure, but

'Seth?

For a moment he only crouched there, not nodding, not sheking his head. Then he reached out
with one dirty hand and wiped honey off her chin with fingers she could hardly fed.

'Seth, where did it go? Where's Tak?

He sruggled. She could see him sruggling. With his fear, perhaps, but she wasnt sure he
fdt fear. Even if he did, it was more likey his own defective communications equipment he
was working againg right now. He made a gurgling noise, a sound like ar in the bathroom
pipes, and she thought that was probably dl hed be adle to get out. Then, just as she was
about to try for her feet, two choked words camefranhim

‘Gore Buildng'

She looked a him, dill bregthing through a film of honey but not noticing it for the moment.
She felt her heart begin to beet a little faster a the word gone. She should know better, especidly
after what had just happened, but —

Ishein abuilding, honey? Gone to a building? Is that what you're saying? What building?

‘Building,’ Seth repeated. He struggled, his head shaking from sdeto sde. Findly: ‘Making.'

Building, yes But the verb, not the noun. Tek was building. Tak was making. What was he
making . . . besdes trouble?

'He,' Seth said. 'He. He. He —"'

The boy struck down on his own thigh with a frudration she had never seen in him before.
She picked up the figt he hed hit himself with and soothed it back into a hand.

'No, Seth." Her digohragm pulled in agan, trying to retch — the honey was a heavy bdl in
her somach — but she controlled it. 'Don't, don't. Just relax. Tel me if you can. If you cant,
it's okay." A lie, but if she wound him up any tighter than he was dready, he would never be
able to get it out. Worse, he might go away. Go away and leave the wam boy-vacancy that



Tak inhabited 0 eedly.

'He — !' Seth reached for her, touched her ears. Then he put the backs of his hands behind
his own ears and pushed them forward. She saw that they were dso dirty from his long hours
in the sasndbox — filthy — and her eyes stung with tears. But he was looking at her intently, and
she nodded. Yes, she understood. When Seth redlly tried, he was quite good — as good as he hed
to be, anyway.

He ligens to you, the boy was saying. Tak lisens to you with my ears. And of course he did.
It did. Tek the Magnificent, cresture of a thousand voices, most of which came equipped with
Western drawls, and one set of ears.

Tak had dropped down in front of her, but it was Seth that got up, just a skinny little boy in
grimy underpants. He darted for the door, then turned back. Audrey hersdf was ill on her
knees, trying to decide if she could reach out for the counter from where she was or if she
should crawl alittlecloser firg.

She cringed when she saw him @ming beck, thinking that Tak had returned, thinking she saw
the hard shine of its inteligence in Seth's eyes. When he got closer, she saw that she had made a
naturd enough mistake. Seth was crying. She had never seen him cry before, not even when he
came to her with scraped knees or a banged head. Until now she hadn't been entirdy sure that
hecould cry.

He put his ams around her neck and dropped his forehead againgt hers It hurt, but she didn't
draw away. For a moment she had a blurred but very emphetic image of the red tdephone, only
grown to enormous Size. Then it was gone, and she heard Seth's voice in her head. Sheld thought
on severd occasons tha she was hearing him, that he was trying to contact her telepathicaly.
The sensation came most commonly as she was drifting off to deep or just as she was waking
up. It was dways digant, like a voice cdling through blankets of fog. Now, however, it was
shockingly dose. It was the voice of a child who sounded bright and not in the least defective.

| don't blame you for trying to run, the voice sad. Audrey had a sense of hurry and
furtiveness. It was like ligening to a kid whisper some vitd piece of dassoom gossp to his
seetmae while the teacher's back is briefly turned. Get to the others, the ones across the
street. You have to wait, but it won't be long. Because he's —

No words, but ancther blurred image that filled her heed completdy, temporarily driving
out dl thought. It was Seth. He was dressed in jester's motley and a cap of bells. He was
juggling. Not bdls dolls Little china ones. Hummd figures But until he dropped one and it
shattered and she saw the broken face of Mary Jackson lying beside one of the jester's redand-
white curly-toed cdiph's dippers, she did not redize that the dolls were her neighbors. She
supposed she was responsible for a least some of that image — she had seen Kirdie Carver's
Hummed figures (a tiresome hobby if ever there was one in Audrey's opinion) a thousand
times — but she understood hat whatever she might have added didn't in the least change what
Seth was trying to convey. Whatever craziness Tak was up to — hisbuilding, hismaking — it was
kegping him very busy.

Na too busy to see me when | broke for the doar a fev minutes ago, she thought. Not too busy to
sop me. Not too busy to punish me, either. Maybe next time itll be sdt going down my throat
ingtead of honey.

Or dran-cleaner.

I'll tell you when, the child's voice returned. Listen for me, Aunt Audrey. After the Rower
Wagons come again. Listen for me. It's important that you get away. Because—

This time many images flickered past. Some came and went too fast for her to identify, but
she got a few: an empty Chef Boyardee can lying in the trash, an old broken btile lying on its
sde in the dump, a ca up on blocks, no wheds no glass Things tha were broken. Things
that were used up.

The lagt thing she saw before he broke contact was the studio portrait of hersdf on the table



in the front hdl. The eyesof the portrait were gone, gouged oLt.

Seth released her and stood back, wetching as she grasped the edge of the counter and
sruggled to her feat. Her bely, heavy and thick with the honey Tak had made her swalow,
fdt like a counter-weight. Seth now looked as he usudly did — disant and disconnected, with
dl the emotiond gradient of a rock. Yet there were those clean dtresks below his eyes. Yes,
there were those.

‘Ah-oh,’ he sad in his tondess voice — soundings she and Herb had speculated might meen
Audrey, hello — and then waked out of the kitchen. Back to the den, where the climactic
shootout was dill going on. And when it was done? Why, rewind to the FBI warning and
dart dl over agan, mog likdly.

But he tdked to me ghe thought. Out loud and indde my head. On his verson of the
PlaySkool phone. Only hisversonisso big.

She took the broom from its place in the pantry dcove and began to sweep up spilled flour
and macaroni. In the den, Rory Cahoun yelled, 'Y ou an't goin rowhere, you sowbely Y ankee!'

It doesn't have to be thisway, Jeb," Audrey murmured, Sveeping.

It doesn't have to be this way, Jeb, Ty Hardin — Deputy Lane in the movie — said, and then
bed old Coond Murdock shot him. His find act of villainy; in another thirty seconds he would
be shot dead himsdlf.

Audrey's digphragm knotted again. Hard. She went to the dnk, traling the broom in one
hand, and bent over. She gagged, but nothing came up. A moment laer, the dench subsided.
She turned on the cold water tap, leaned over, drank directly from the faucet, then gingerly
splashed a couple of handfuls on her throbbing forehead. It felt good. Wonderful.

She turned off the tap, went back to the pantry, and got the dustpan. Tak was building, Seth
had sad. Tak was making. But wha? And as she dropped avkwardly to her knees by her pile of
swvespings, the broom in one hand and the dudpan in the other, a more urgent question
occurred to her: If shedid get away, what would it do to her nephew? What would it do to Seth’?

2

Beinda Josephson held the kitchen door for her husband, then draightened up and looked
around. The overhead light waan't on, but the room was dill a little brighter than it had been.
The sorm was dackening, and she supposed that in another hour or two it would be hot and
bright again.

She looked at the wall-clock over the kitchen table, and she fdt a mild burst of unredity. 4:03?
Weas it possble so little time had gone by? She took a doser look and saw that the second
hand wasnt moving. She reached for the light-switch beside the door as Johnny crawled into
the kitchen on his hands and knees and then stood up.

‘Don't bother,’” Jm Reed said. He was dtting on the floor between the fridge and the stove
with Raphie Caver on his lgp. Raphigs thumb was in his mouth. His eyes were glazed and
gpathetic. Bdinda had never liked him very much, didnt know anyone on the sreet who did
(except for his mother and his dad, she supposed), but il her heart went out to him.

'Dont bother with what? Johnny asked.

The light-switch. Power's off.'

She beieved him but snapped the switch a couple of timesanyway. Nothing.

There were a lot of people in this room — she made it deven, counting hersdf — but the
numb dlence which had sdttled over them made it seem like less. Ellie Carver was Hill giving
an occasond watery gasp, but her face was againg her mother's breest, and Belinda thought
she might actudly be adeep. David Reed had his am around Sus Gdler. Stting on the girl's
other sde, dso with an am around her (lucky girl, dl that comfort, Belinda thought), was her



mother. Cammie Reed, the twins mother, was gtting againg a door with a sgn on it reading
YE OLDE PANTRIE. Bdinda didnt think Cammie was quite as out of it as some of the others;
her eyes had a coal, thoughtful look.

'Y ou said you heard screaming,’ Johnny said to Sud. 'l| don't hear any screaming.’

Itsover, the girl said dully. 'l think maybe it was Mrs Sodasn!

‘Sure it was' Jm sad. He shifted Radphie on his lgp, wincing a litle as he did. I
recognized it. Weve been ligening to her scream at Gary for most of our lives Havent we,
Dave?

Dave Reed nodded. 'ld've murdered her by now. Honest.'

‘Ah, but you dont imbibe, my boy," Johnny sad in his bex W. C. Fidds voice. He took the
kitchen phone out of its cradle, ligened, bopped the O button a couple of times then hung it
up again.

'Debbie's dead, isn't she? Sus asked Belinda

'Shhh, baby, don't, Kim Geller said, sounding darmed.

Sus took no notice. 'She didn't go over next door at dl. Did she? Dont lie about it, ether.’

Bdinda thought about doing just thet, but it didnt seem the right way to go on, somehow.
In her experience, even wdl-intentioned lies usudly made things worse. More crazy. Bdinda
thought things were crazy enough on Poplar Street dreadly.

'Yes, honey,' she sad, marvelling & how southern she dways sounded — to hersdf, anyway
— when she had to give someone bad news. Perhaps it was part of the black experience that
no one had ye gotten around to teaching in a college course. What made it particulaly
interesting in her case was that she had never been south of the Mason-Dixon line in her whole
life. Tes honey, I'm afraid sheis!

Sus put her hands over her face and began to sob. Dave Reed pulled her to him and Sus put
her face agang his shoulder. When Kim tried to pull her back, Sus diffened her body and
ressted. Her mother gave Dave Reed a dirty look which the boy missad entirely. She turned her
angry face to Bdindaingteed. 'Why did you tdll her that?

'Girl'slying right out there on the stoop, and with al that red hair, sheis kinda hard to miss'

'Hushnow," Brad told her. He took her by the wrist and drew her over to the sink. 'Don't you
upst her!

Oh dear, too late, Binda thought, but prudently said nahing

There was a screened window behind the snk. Looking through it to the right, she could
see the stake fence sgparding the Cavas pa from Old Dods She could d0 s the green rodf of
the Billingdey house. Above it, the douds dreedy gppeared to be unraveling.

She turned and boosted hersdlf, sitting Sdesaddle on the edge of the snk. Then she leaned
cose to the screen, amdling its metd and dl the wet summer draining through its mesh. The
combined scents cdled up a momentary nostagia for her childhood, a feding that was baoth fine
and fierce. It was strange, she thought, how it was dmost dways the smdls of things that took
you back the hardest.

'Halloo!" she cdled, cupping her hands around her mouth. Brad grabbed her shoulder,
apparently wanting her to stop, and she shook him off emphaticaly. 'Halloo, Billingdey!

‘Don't do that, Bee,' Cammie Reed said. 'It's not wise!'

And what would be wise? Bdinda thought. Just gtting on the kitchen floor and waiting for the
cavdry to come?

'Hdll, go on,” Johnny said. 'What harm can it do? If the people who did the shooting are dill
around, | imagine that where we are is hardly a big secret to them." An idea seemed to drike
him a that, and he dropped on his hunkers in front of the late pogman's wife. Kirgen, did
David have agun? A hunting rifle, or maybe— '

Therds a pigal in his dek,' she sad. 'Second draver on the left of the kneehole. That
drawer's locked, but the key's in thewide drawer at the top. It's on a piece of green yarn.'



Johnny nodded. 'And the desk? Wherée's that?

'Oh. In his little office. Updairs the end of the hdl. She sad dl this while sseming to
contemplate her own knees, then raised desperate, distracted eyes to look a him. 'Heés out in
therain, Johnny. So is Sus's friend. We shouldn't leave them out in the rain.’

It's stopping,’ Johnny said, and his face suggested he knew how inane that sounded. It
seemed to iy Pie though, a least temporarily, and Belinda supposed that was the important
thing. Perhaps it was Johnny's tone. The words might be inane, but Belinda had never heard im
sound so gentle. "Just take care of your kids, Kirgtie, and don't concern yoursdf with the rest of it
for thetime being.’

He got up and started for the swinging door, walking in a battlefield crouch.

'Mr Mainville? Jm Reed asked. 'Can | come with you? But when he atempted to set
Raphie asde, a panicked look came into the boy's eyes. His thumb came out of his mouth with
an audible pop and he dung to Jm like a barmade, muttering, 'No, dm, no, Jm," under his bresth
in a way that made Bdinda fed like shivering. She thought mad people probably taked thet way
when they were donein their cdls a night.

'Say where you are, Jm," Johnny said. 'Brad? What about you? Little trip to higher
dtitudes? Clear the old Snuses?

‘Sure’ Brad looked a his wife with that expresson of love and exasperation thet is the sole
property of people who have been maried over ten years 'You redly think it's okay for this
woman of mine to be shooting off her mouth?

'l repeat, what harm can it do?

‘Be careful,’ Belinda said. She smoothed a hand briefly across Brad's chest. 'Keep your heed
down. Promise me!’

I promise to keep my head down.’

Shelooked at Johnny. 'Now you.'

'Huh? Oh." He offered a charming grin, and Bdlinda had a sudden insght: that was the way
Mr John Edward Marinvilleadways grinned when he made promises to women. 'l promise’

They went out, dropping a little sdf-conscioudy to their knees as they passed through the
swvinging door and once more into the Carvers front hal. Belinda leaned toward the screen
again. Beddes ran and wet grass, she could andl the old Hobat place burning. She redized
she could hear it, too — a crackly, whooshing sound. The downpour would probebly keep the
fire from spreading, but where were the fire trucks, for Chris's sske? What did they pay their
taxesfor? 'Halloo, Billingdey'st Who'sthere?"

After a moment, a man's voice (one she didn't recognize) cdled back. 'There are seven of us!
The couple fromup the block —*

That had to be the Sodersons, Bdinda thought.

— plus the cop, and the guy married to the dead woman. There's also Mr Billingdey, and
Cynthia, fromthe store!’

Who are you?' Belindacdled.

'Seve Ames! I'm from New York! | was having trouble with my truck, pulled off the
Interstate, got lost! | stopped at the store down there to use the phone!

'Poor guy,’ Dave Reed sad. ‘Like winning the lottery in hell.'

‘What's going on?' the voice from the other sde of the dake fence @led. ‘Do you know
what's going on?'

‘No!" Belinda shouted back. She thought furioudy. There must be more to say, other things to
ask, but she couldn't think of anything at dl.

"‘Have you looked up the street? Isit clear? Ames cdled.

Bdinda opened her mouth to reply, and then was didracted momentarily by the spider's
web outsde the screen. The window's overhang had protected it from the worst of the squdl,
but raindrops hung from the gossamer threeds like tiny, quivering diamonds The owner-



operator was a the center of the web. Not moving. Maybe dead.

‘Ma'am? | asked —'

‘| don't know!" she cdled back. 'Johnny Marinville and my husband looked, but now they've
gone upstairs to — ' But she didn't want to mention the gun. Stupid, maybe — rathale thinking —
but it didn't change the way shefelt. — to get a better look! What about you?

'It's been pretty busy here, ma'am! The woman from up the block — " A pause. 'Does your
phone work?'

‘No!" Belinda cdled. 'No phone, no el ectric!’

Ancther pause. Then, lower, bardy audible over the diminising hiss of the rain, she heard
him say 'Shit. Then there was another voice, one she knew but couldn't immediatdy place.
'‘Belinda, isthat you?"

"Yed' she returned, and looked around at the others for help.

It's Mr Jackson, Jm Reed said, spesking around Raphies shoulder. The little boy had not
quite managed to join his dder in the refuge of deep, but Bdinda didnt think it would be
long; histhumb hed dreedy begun to sag between hislips.

‘I've been to the front door!" Peter caled. "The street's deserted all the way down to the
corner! Completdy deserted! No gawkers or rubberneckers from Hyacinth or the next block of
Poplar. Doesthat make any sense to you?'

Bdinda thought, frowning, then looked around. She saw only puzzed eyes and dropped
heads. She turned back to the window. 'No!

Peter laughed. The sound chilled her the way tha little Rdphie Caver's digraught
muttering hed chilled her.'Join the club, Bee! Makes no sense to me, either!”

'Whod come on the block? Kim Gdler scoffed. 'Who in their right minds? With guns going
off and people screaming and everything?

Bdinda didnt know how to respond to that. It was logicd, but it Hill didnt hold water . . .
because people didnt behave logicdly when trouble broke out. They came and they gawked.
Usudly they did it a what they hoped was a safe distance, but they came.

'Are you sure there aren't people down below the corner?' she cdled.

This time the pause was 0 long she was about to repeet the question when a third voice
spoke up. She had no trouble recognizing Old Doc. 'None of us sees anyone, but the rain has
started a mist off the pavement! Until it clears, we can't tell for sure!’

'‘But thereareno sirens!' Peter again. 'Do you hear any coming from the north?'

‘No!" she returned. ‘It must be the storm!”

I don't think 0, Cammie Reed said. She spoke for hersdf, to haddf, nat the goup; if YE OLDE
PANTRIE ladnt bemn in dose proximity to the sink, Bdinda wouldn't have heard her. 'Nope, | don't
think so a dl.'

‘I'm going out to get my wifel' Peter Jackson cdled. Other voices were immediately raised
in protet agang this idea. Belinda couldnt make out the words but the emotiond tone was
unmistakable.

Suddenly the spider — the one she had assumed was dead — scattered from the center of its
web and mounting one of the dlk drands scrambled up until it had disgppeared under the eave.
Not dead after dl, Bdinda thought. Only playing possum.

Then Kirgen Caver was leening pad her, bumping Bdinda so hard with her shoulder thet
Bdinda would have gone assdeep into the snk if she hadnt managed to grab the corner of an
overhead cabinet. Pie's face was parchment-pale, her eyes blazing with fear.

‘Don't you go out there!" she screamed. "They'll come back and kill you! They'll come back
and kill usall

No answer from the other house for severd moments, and then Collie Entragian spoke up
in avoicethat sounded both gpologetic and bemused: ‘No good, ma'am! He's gone!'

"You should have stopped him!" Kirgen screamed. Belinda put an am around the woman's



shoulders and was frightened by the steady high vibration she fdt. As if Kirgen was on the
verge of exploding. What kind of policeman are you!'

'He's not,! Kim sad. She spooke in a jus-what-the-hdl-dd-you-expect tone. 'He got kicked
off the force. He was running ahot-car ring.'

Sus raised her head. 'l don't bdieveit.'

'What do you know about it, agirl your age? her mother asked

Beinda was about to dide off the edge of the snk when she saw something on the back
lawvn that made her freeze. It was caught agangt one leg of the kids swing set, and like the
spider's web, jewded with hanging drops of rain.

What?

‘Come here!

If anyone would know, Cammie would; she had a garden in her backyard, a jungle of potted
plantsingde her house, and a library's worth of books on growing things.

Cammie got up from her place by the pantry door, and came over. Sus and her mother joined
her; so did Dave Reed.

'What? Pie Caver asked, turning a wild gaze on Bdinda Pies daughter had her arms wrapped
around her mother's leg as if it were a tregtrunk, and was Hill trying to hide her face againg the
hip of Fies denim shorts. 'What isit?

Bdindaignored her and spoke to Cammie. 'Look over there. By the swings. Do you see?

Cammie dated to say she didnt, then Bedinda pointed and she did. Thunder mumbled to
the et of them, and the breeze kicked up a brief gust. The spider's web outsde the window
shivered and shed tiny droplets of rain. The thing Bdinda had seen got free of the swing st
and rolled partway acrossthe Carvers backyard, in the direction of the stake fence.

That's impossble' Cammie sad flaily. 'Russan thistle doesn't grow in Ohio. Eveniif it did . . .
thisissummer. They root in summer.’

'What's Russan thisle, Mom? Dave asked. His am was around Sus's wais. 'l never heard
of it.

Tumbleweed, Cammie said in that same flat voice. 'Russan thistle is tumbleweed.

3

Brad poked his head through Caver's office door just in time to see Johnny pull a green-and-
white box of cartridges out of a desk drawer. In his other hand, the writer had David Carver's
pistol. He had rolled the cylinder out to meke sure the chambers were empty; they were, but
he was dill holding the gun awkwardly, with dl of his fingers outdde the trigger-guard. To
Brad he looked like one of those guys who sold dubious items on high-channd cable TV:
Folks, this little beauty will ventilate any nighttime intruder unwise enough to pick your
house, yes, of course it will, but wait, theresmore! It dices! It dices! And do you love scalloped
potatoes but just never have time to make them at home?

‘Johnny.’

He looked up, and for the firgt time Brad saw clearly how frightened the man was. It made
him like Johnny better. He couldn't think of a reason why that should be, but it was.

Therésafool out on Old Doc's lawn. Jackson, | guess!'

'Shit. That's not very bright, isit?

‘No. Don't shoot yoursdf with that thing.' Brad started out of the room, then turned back.
‘Are we crazy? Because it fed s that way.'

Johnny raised his handsin front of him, pams up, to indicate he didn't know.



4

Johnny looked into the chambers of the pisol one more time — as if a bullet might have
grown in one of them while he wasn't looking — then sngpped the cylinder back into place.
He stuck the pigtal in his belt and tucked the box of cartridges into his shirt pocket.

The front hadl was a minefidd of Raphie Caver's boy-toys the kid had gpparently not yet
been introduced by his doting parents to the concept of picking up after himsdf. Brad went
into whet had to be the little girl's bedroom. Johnny followed him. Brad pointed out the
window.

Johnny looked down. It was Peter Jackson, dl right. He was on Doc's lawvn, kneding beside
his wife. He had gotten her into a stting position again. One arm was around her back. He was
working the other under her cocked knees Her skirt was wdl up on her thighs, and Johnny
thought again aout her missng pants. Well, so what? So fucking what? Johnny could see the
man's back sheking as sobs racked him.

Siver light ran across the top of hisvison.

He looked up and saw whet looked like an old Airdream traler — or maybe a lunch
wagon — turning left on to Poplar from Hyacinth. Close behind it was the red van that had
taken care of the dog and the paperboy, and behind that was the one with the dark blue meta-
flake paint. He looked the other way, up toward Bear Street, and saw the van with the May
Kay pantjob and the Vdentine radar-dish, the ydlow one that had firg rear-ended Mary and
then rode her off the street, and the black one with the turret.

Sx of them. Six in two converging lines of three. He had seen American LAC vehides in the
same formation along time ago, in Vietnam.

They were cregting afire-corridor.

For a moment he couldn't move. His hands seemed to hang a the ends of his arms like plugs of
cement. You cant, he thought with a kind of dck, unbdieving fury. You cant come back, you
bagtards, you can't kegp coming back.

Brad didn't see them; he was looking a the man on the lavn of the house next door, absorbed
in Peter's effort to get up with hiswife's deed weight in hisarms. And Peter . . .

Johnny gat his right hand moving. He wanted it to dresk; it seemed to float ingtead. He got
it around the handle of the gun and pulled it out of the waishband of his pants Couldn't shoot
it; no loads in the chambers Couldnt load it, ether, not in his current sate. So he brought it
down butt-first, shattering the glass of Ellen's bedroom window.

'‘Get insde!’ he screamed a Peter, and his voice came out sounding low and srengthless to
his own ears Dear God, what nightmare was this and how had they sumbled into it? 'Get
insde! They're coming again! They're back! They're coming again'’



Drawing found folded into an unfitted notebook which apparently served as Audrey WAer's journal.
Although unsigned, it is almost certainly the work of Seth Garin. If one assumes that its placement in
the journal corresponds to the time it was done, then it was made in the summer of 1995, after the

death of Herbert Wyler and the Hobart family's abrupt departure from Poplar Sreet.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Poplar Street/4:44 p.m./July 15, 1996

They seem to come out of the mig risng off the dregt like maeridizing metd dinosaurs.
Windows dide down; the porthole on the flank of the pink Dream Hoater irises open agan; the
windshidd of Bounty's blue Freedom van retracts into a smooth darkness from which three
grayish shotgun barrds brisle.

Thunder rumbles and somewhere a bird cries harshly. There is a beat of slence, and then
the shooting begins.

It's like the thundersorm dl over again, only worse, because this time it's persond. And the
guns ae louder than before Collie Entragian, lying face-down in the doorway between
Billingdey's kitchen and living room, is the firg to notice this but the others are nat long in
redizing it for themsdves Each shot is dmog like a grenade blast, and each is followed by a low
moaning sound, something caught between a buzz and awhisle.

Two shots from the red Tracker Arrow and the top of Collie Entragian's chimney is
nothing but maroon dugt in the wind and pebble-gzed chunks of brick pattering down on his
roof. A shot drikes the plagtic preed over Gary Ripton, meking it ripple like a parachute, and
another tears off the rear whed of his bike. Ahead of Tracker Arrow is the slver van, the one
that looks like an dd-fashioned lunchrwagon. Part of its roof rises & an angle, and a dlver
figure — it gppears to be a robot in a Confederate infantryman's uniform — leans out. It
mails three shotgun rounds specid express into the burning Hobat house Each report seems
asloud as adynamite blast.

Coming downhill from Bear Stredt, Dream Hoaer and the Justice Wagon pour fire into
251 and 249 — the Josephson house and the Soderson house. The windows blow in. The
doors blow open. A round that sounds like something thrown from a amdl anti-aircraft gun
hits the back of Gary's old Sagb. The back end crumples in, shards of red tallight glass fly,
and there's a whoomp! as the gastank explodes, engulfing the little car in a bal of smoky
orange flame. The bumper-sickers — | MAY BE SLOW BUT I'M AHEAD OF YOU on the
right, MAHA STAFF CAR on the left — shimme in the heat like mirages The south-
moving trio of vans and the trio moving north medt, cross and dop in front of the dake
fences separating the Billingdey place from the Carver house above it and the Jackson house
bdow it.

Audrey Wyler, who was edting a sandwich and drinking a can of lite beer in the kitchen
when the shooting darted, gands in the living room, saring out a the Street with wide eyes,
unaware that she's dill holding haf of a sdami and Iettuce on rye in one hand. The firing has
merged into one continuous, ear-plitting World War 1l roar, but she is in no danger; dl of it
is currently being directed a the two houses across from her.



She sees Raphie Carver's red wagon — Buger — rise into the air with one Sde blowninto
a twised metd flower. It catwheds over David Carver's soggy corpse, lands with its wheds
up and spinning, and then another hit bends it dmogt double and sends it into the flowers to
the left of the driveway. Another round blows the Carver screen door off its hinges and
hanmers it down the hdl; two more from Bounty's Freedom van vaporize most of Res
prized Hummd figures

Holes open in the crushed back deck of Mary Jackson's Luminag, and then it too explodes,
flames belching up and swalowing the car back to front. Bullets tear off two of Old Doc's
shutters. A hole the sze of a bassbdl appears in the malbox mounted beside his door; the
box drops to the welcome mat, smoking. Indde it, a Kmart crcular and a letter from the Ohio
Veerinay Society are blazing. Another KA-BAM and the bungdow's door-knocker — a
slver S Benads head — disgppears as conclusvely as a coin in a magician's hand.
Seeming oblivious of dl this Peter Jackson druggles to his fest with his dead wife in his
ams. His round rimless glasses, the lenses spotted with water, glint in the strengthening light.
His pde face is more than didracted; it is the face of a man whose entire bank of fuses has
burned out. But he's sanding there, Audrey sees, miraculoudy whole, miraculoudy —

Aunt Audrey!

Seth. Very faint, but definitly Seth.

Aunt Audrey, can you hear me?

Yes! Seth, what's happening?

Never mind! The voice sounds on the edge of panic. You have the place you go, don't you?
The safe place?

Mohonk? Did he mean Mohonk? He must, she decided.

Yes, | —

Go there! thefaint voice cries. Go there NOW! Because —

The voice doesnt finish, and doent have to. She has turned away from the furious
shoating-gdlery in the dreet, turned toward the den, where the movie — The Movie — is
playing again. The volume has been cranked, somehow, far beyond what ther Zenith should
be ale to produce Seth's shadow bounces ecstaticdly up and down on the wadl, dongaed
and somehow harrible it reminds her of what scared her mogt as a child, the horned demon
from the 'Night on Badd Mountan' segment of Fantasia. It's as if Tak is twiding ingde the
childs body, waping it, dretching it, driving it ruthlesdy beyond its ordinay limits and
boundaries

Nor is that dl that's hgppening. She turns back to the window, stares out. At first she thinks
it's her eyes, something wrong with her eyes — perhaps Tak has mdted them somehow, or
warped the lenses — but she holds her hands up in front of her and they look dl right. No, it's
Poplar Street that's wrong. It seems to be twiding out of perspective in some way she cant
quite define, angles changing, corners bulging, colors blurring. It's as if redity is on the verge
of liquefying, and she thinks she knows why: Tek's long period of preparation and quiet
growth is over. The time of action has come. Tak is making, Tak is building. Seth told her to
et out, a least for awhile, but where can Seth go?

Seth! shetries, concentrating as hard as she can. Seth, come with me!

| can't! Go, Aunt Audrey! Go now!

The agony in tha voice is more than she can endure. She turns toward the arch again, the
one which leads into the den, but sees a meadow danting down to a rock wal indead. There
are wild roses, she amdls them and feds the sexy, ddicate heat of spring now tending toward
summer. And then Janice is besde her and Janice is asking her what her dl-time favorite
Smon and Gafunkd song is and soon they are degp in a discusson of ‘Homeward Bound
and'l Am aRock', the onethat goes'If I'd never loved, | never would have cried.

In the Carver kitchen, the refugees lie on the floor with their hands laced over the backs of



their heads and their faces pressed to the floor; around them the world seems to be tearing
itsdf goat. Glass shaters furiture fdls something explodes. There are horrible punching
sounds as bullets pound through the walls

Suddenly Fie Caver can gand Ellies dinging to her no more. She loves Ellen, of course
she does, but it's Raphie she wants now, and Rdphie she must have smat, sassy Raphie
who looks so much like his father. She pushes Ellen roughly away, ignoring the girl's cay of
datled dismay, and bolts for the niche between the stove and the fridge where Jm is
hunched over the frantic, screaming Rdphie, holding one hand over the back of Raphies
head like a cap.

‘Mommmmeeed' Ellen wails, and attempts to run after her. Cammie Reed pushes away
from the pantry door, grabs the little grl around the wais, and drops her back to the floor just
a something that sounds like a monger locust drones across the kitchen, drikes the kitchen
faucet, and backflips it like a mgorette's baton. Mogt of the spinning faucet tears through the
screen and the spider's web on the other sde. Water spouts up from what's left, a first dmost
dl the way to the calling.

'‘Give himto me!" Pie screams. 'Give me my son! Givememy s —'

Ancther gpproaching drone, this one fallowed by a loud, unmusicd clang as one of the
copper pots hanging by the dove is hammered into a hulk of twised fragments and flying
drgond. And Fe is suddenly just screaming, no words now, just screaming. Her hands are
clapped to her face. Blood pours through her fingers ad down her neck. Threads of copper
litter the front of her misbuttoned blouse. More copper is in her hair, and a large chunk
quiversin the center of her forehead like the blade of athrown knife.

‘| can't seel' she shrieks, and drops her hands. Of course she cant; her eyes are gone. So is
mog of her face Quills of copper brigtle from her cheeks, her lips, her chin. 'Help me, | can't
see! Help me, David! Where are you?'

Johnny, lying face-down beside Brad in Ellen's room upgars can hear her screaming and
underdands that something terrible has hgppened. Bullets hemditch the ar aove them. On
the far wal is a picture of Eddie Vedder; as Johnny darts to wriggle toward the doorway to
the hdl, a huge bulle-hole appears in Eddi€s chest. Another one hits the childgzed vanity
mirror over Ellen's dressr and hammers it to sparkling fragments. Somewhere on the block,
blending helishly with the sounds of Fie Caver's screams from downdairs, comes the bray
of acar darm. And 4ill the gunfire goes on.

As he crawls out into the toy-littered hdl, he hears Brad besde him, panting harshly. This
has been a hell of an aerobic day for a felow with such a big somach, Johnny thinks . . . but
then that thought, the sound of the woman screaming downdtairs, and the roar of the gunfire
are dl driven from his mind. For a moment he feds as if he has wdked into a Mike Tyson
right hand.

It'sthe same guy," he whispers. 'Oh Jesus-God, it's the same fucking one.’

'Get down, fool!" Brad grabs his am and yanks Johnny collgpses forward like a car
dipping off a badly placed jack, naot redizing he's been up on his hands and knees until he
comes crashing back down again. Unseen bullets hunt the ar over his head. The glass on a
framed wedding picture a the head of the dars shaiters, the picture itsdf fdls face-down on
the capet with a thump. A second laer, the wooden bal aop the baniger's newe-post
digntegraies, spewing a deadly bouquet of splinters. Brad ducks down, covering his face, but
Johnny only sares a something on the hdlway floor, oblivious of everything ese.

'What's wrong with you? Brad asks him. Y ou want to die?

Its him, Brad,” Johnny repegts. He curls his fingers into his hair and gives a brief hard tug,
as if to assure himsdf that dl this is redly happening. The — ' Therés a vicious buzz, dmost
like a plucked guita-gtring, over ther heads and the hdl light-fixture explodes, showering
glass down on them. The guy that was driving the blue van,' he finishes. The other one shot



her — the human — but thisis the guy who was driving.’

He reeches out and picks up one of Raphie Cave's action figures from the hdl floor,
which is now littered with glass and splinters as wel as toys It's an dien with a bulging
forehead, dmond-shaped eyes that are dark and huge, and a mouth that isn't a mouth at al but
a kind of fleshy horn. It's dressed in a greenish iridescent uniform. The heed is bald except for
a giff blond grip of har. To Johnny it looks like the comb on a Roman Centurion's hdmet.
Wherées your hat? he thinks at the little figure as the bullets whine through the ar above him,
punching through the wadlpaper, dhatering the lahs benegth. The figure looks a little like
Spidberg's ET. Where's your pinned-back cavary hat, bub?

‘What are you tdking about? Brad asks. Hes lying full-length on his somach. Now he
takes the figure, which is perhgps saven inches tdl, from Johnny and looks & it. There is a
cut on one of Brads plump cheeks Fding glass from the light-fixture, Johnny assumes
Downdairs, the screaming woman fdls slent. Brad looks a the dien, then Stares a Johnny
with eyes that are dmost comicaly round. 'Y ou're full of shit,’ he says.

'No," Johnny says. Tm not. With God as my witness I'm not. | never forget aface.

What ae you saying? That the people doing this are wearing masks so the survivors can't
identify them later?

The idea hasn't occurred to Johnny until this moment, but it's a pretty good one. ‘I syppose
that must beit. But—'

‘But what?

‘It didn't look like amask. That'sdl. It didn't look likeamask.'

Brad dares & him a moment longer, then tosses the figure asde and begins wriggling
toward the darwdl. Johnny picks it up, lodks a it for a moment, then winces as ancther dug
comes through the window a the end of the hdl — the one facing the sret — and drones
directly over his head. He tucks the action figure into the pants pocket not holding the
oversized dug and begins to wriggle after Brad.

On the lawn of Old Doc's house, Peter Jackson stands with his wife in his arms, woundless
a the center of the firestorm. He sees the vans with their dark glass and futuristic contours, he
sees the shotgun barrds, their muzzles belching fire, and between the sivery one and the red
one he can s Gary Soderson's old shitbox Sasb burning in the Soderson driveway. None of
it mekes much of an impresson on him. He is thinking aout how he jus got home from
work. That seems like a very big ded to him, for some reason. He thinks he will begin every
account of this terrible afternoon (it has not occurred to him that he may not survive the
terrible afternoon, a least not yet) by saying | just got home from work. This phrase dready
has become a kind of magicd dructure ingde his heed; a bridge back to the sane and orderly
world which he assumed, only an hour ago, was his by right and would be for years and
decadesto come: | just got home fromwork.

He is ds0 thinking of Mary's faher, a professor & the Mearmont College of Dentigtry in
Brooklyn. He has dways been raher terified of Henry Kaepner, of Henry Kaepner's
somehow daunting integrity; in his heat Peter has adways known that Henry Kaegpner
congders him unworthy of his daughter (and in his heart this is an opinion with which Peter
Jackson has dways concurred). And now Peter is ganding in the firestorm with his feet in the
wet grass, wondering how hell ever be able to tdl Mr Kaepner that his father-indaw's worst
ungpoken fear has become redlity: his unworthy son-in-law has gotten his only child killed.

It's not my fault, though, Peter thinks. Perhaps | can make him see that if | dart by saying |
just got home fromw —

‘Jackson.'

The voice wipes out his waries, makes him sway on his fedt, mekes him fed like
screaming. It is as if an dien mouth has opened indde his mind, tearing a hole in it. Mary
dips in his ams trying to dither out of his grip, and Peter hugs her tight agang him agan,



ignaring the ache in his aams. At the same time he comes back to some vague appreciation of
redity. Mogt of the vans are on the move again, but very dowly, 4ill firing. The pink one and
the yedlow one are now pouring fire into the Reed and Gdler resdences, shatering birdbaths,
blasing away faucet bibs bresking basement windows, shredding flowers and bushes, dicing
through rainguitters thet drop, danting, to the lawns below.

One of them, however, is not moving. The black one It is parked on the other Sde of the
dreet, blocking most of the Wyler house from view. The turret has did back, and now a
shining figure, dl bright gray and deed black, issues from it like a spook from the window of
a haunted house. Except, Peter sees, the figure is standing on something. It looks like a
floating pillow and seems to be humming.

Is it a man? He cant exactly tdl. It gopears to be wearing a Nazi uniform, dl black, glossy
faoric and dlver rigging, but there is no human face above the wings of its collar; thereis no
face of any kind, in fact.

Just blackness.

‘Jackson! Get over here, partner.’

He tries to ress, to stand his ground, and when the voice comes again it isn't like a mouth
but a fishhook, yanking indde his head, tearing his thoughts open. Now he knows what a
hooked trout feds like.

'Get a move-on, pard!

Peter waks across the ran-washed remains of a hopscotch grid on the Sdewdk (Ellen
Caver and her friend Mindy from a block over made it that very morning), then steps into he
gutter. Rushing water fills one shoe, but he doesn't even fed it. In his mind he is now hearing
a vey grange thing, a kind of soundtrack. It's being played by a twanging guitar, sort of like
an old Duane Eddy ingrumentd. A tune he knows but cant dentify. It is the find maddening
touch.

The bright figure on the floating pillow descends to dreetlevel. As Peter draws closer, he
expects to see the black doth (perhaps nylon, perhgps dlk) covering the man's face, giving
him that spooky look of absence, but he doesn't see it, and as the plate-glass window of the E
Z Stop explodes down the dreet, he redizes an awful thing: he doesnt see it because it isnt
there. The man from the black wagon redly has no face.

'Oh God," he moansin avoiceso low he can bardy hear it himsdf. 'Oh my God, please!’

Two other figures are looking down from the turret of the black van. One is a bearded guy
wearing the ruins of what looks like a Civil War uniform. The other is a woman with lank
black har ad crud, beautiful features. She's as pae as a comic-book vampire. Her uniform,
like that of the facdess man, is black and slver, Gestapo-ish. Some sort of trumpery gem —
it's as big as a pigeon's egg — hangs from a chain around her neck, flashing like a remnant of
the psycheddlic sixties.

Shel's a cartoon, Peter thinks. Some pubescent boy's first hesitant try at a sex-fantasy.

As he draws closer to the man with no face, he redizes an even more awful thing: he's not
redly there a dl. Nether are the other two, and neither is the black van. He remembers a
Saurday mainee — he couldn't have been more than Sx or seven years old — when he
waked dl the way down to the movie screen and dared up a it, redizing for the firg time
how cheesy the trick was From twenty inches away the images were jus gauze, the only
redity was the bright reflective foundation of the screen, which wes itsdf utterly blank, as
featurdess as a snowbank. It had to be, for the illuson to succeed. This is the same, ad Peter
feds the same sort of stupid surprise now that he fdt then. | can see Herbie Wyler's house, he
thinks. | can seeit right through the van.

'JACKSON!

But that is red, tha voice, just as the bullet which took Mary's life was red. He screams
through a grin of pan, jerking her body doser to his ches for a moment and then dropping



her to the dreet in a tumble without even being aware of it. It is as if someone pressed the end
of an dectric bullhorn to one of his ears, turned the volume up dl the way, and then belowed
his name into it. Blood burgts from his nose and begins to seep from the corners of his eyes.

THATAWAY, PARD!" The black-and-slver figure, now insubgtantia but gill  threatening,
points & the Wyler house. The vace is the only redity, but it is dl the redity Peter needs, it's
like the blade of a chainsaw. He jerks his head back so hard his glasses fdl askew on his face.
WE GOT USSOME HOORAWIN TO DO! BEST GIT STARTED!'

He doesn't walk toward Herbie and Audrey's house he is pulled towards it, reded in. As
he waks through the black, facdess figure, a crazy image fills his mind for jus a moment:
spaghetti, the unnaturdly red kind that comes in a can, and hamburger. All mixed together in
a white bowl with Warner Bros cartoon figures — Bugs, Elmer, Daffy — dancing around the
rim. Just thinking about thet kind of food usudly nausestes him, but for the moment the
image holds in his mind, he is desperatdy hungry; he lusts for those pdlid drands of pesta
and that unnatura red sauce. For that moment even the pain in his head ceasesto exis.

He waks through the projected image of the black van just as it darts to rall again, and
then hés moving up the cement path to the house His glasses findly give up their tenuous
hold and fdl off; he doexn't notice He can ill hear a few isolated gunshots, but they are
digant, in another world. The twangy guitar is dill playing in his head, and as the door to the
Wyler house opens dl by itsdf, the guitar is joined by horns and he places the tune. It's the
theme to that old TV show, Bonanza.

| just got home from work, he thinks stepping into a dark, fetid room that smels of sweset
and old hamburger. | just got home from work, and the door dams shut behind him. | just got
home from work, and hes crossing the living room, heeded for the arch and the sound of the
TV. 'What are you wearing that uniform for? someone asks. 'War's been over near-bout three
years, ant you heard?

| just got home from work, Peter thinks as if that explaned everything — his dead wife,
the shoating, the man with no face the rancd ar of this litle room — and then the thing
gtting in front of the TV turns around to face him and Peter thinks nothing a al.

Out on the dreet, the vans which have composed the fire-corridor accelerate, the black one
quickly catching up with Dream FHoater and the Jugtice Wagon. The bearded man in the turret
throws one find round. It hits the blue US mailbox outsde the E-Z Sop, puting a hole the
gze of a softbdl in it. Then the raders turn left on Hyacinth and are gone. Rooty-Toc,
Freedom, and Tracker Arrow leave on Bear Street, disgopearing into the misg which firg
blurs them and then salows them.

In the Carver house, Raphie and Ellen are dhrieking a the sght of ther mother, who has
collgpsed in the doorway leading to the hdl. She isnt unconscious, however; her body sngps
furioudy from dde to Sde as convulsons tear through her. It is as if her nervous system is
being swept by hard squdls. Blood spetters from her shaitered face in ropes, and she is
meking a complicated sound deep in her throet, akind of Snging growl.

'‘Mommy! Mommy!' Raphie screams, and Jm Reed is losing his baitle to kegp the twidting,
struggling boy from running to the womean dying in the kitchen doorway.

Johnny and Brad are coming down the gars on ther fannies — arisy a a time like kids
playing a game — but when Johnny gets to the bottom and understands wha has happened,
what is dill happening, he gets to his feet and runs, firg kicking asde the battered-in screen
door, then crunching through the remains of Kirgen's beloved Hummels.

‘No, get down!'" Brad ydls a him, but Johnny pays no atention. Hes thinking only one
thing, and that is to separate the dying woman from her kids as fast as he can. They dont
need to see the rest of her suffering.

'‘Mommeeeee!' Ellen howls, trying to wriggle out from under Cammie. The girl's nose is
bleading. Her eyes are wild but hellishly aware. "Mommmeseeeee!'



Unhearing, her days of caring about her children and her husband and her secret ambition
to someday cregte beautiful Hummed figures of her own (mog, she has thought, will probably
look like her gorgeous son) dl behind her, Kirden Carver jitters mindlesdy in the doorway,
feat kicking, hands riang and fdling, drumming brigfly in her lgp and then flying up agan
like gartled birds. She growls and Sngs, growls and sings, sounds which are dmost words.

'Get her out!" Gammie ydls a Johnny. She dares & Fe with terror and pity. 'Get her away
from the kids, for Chrigt's sakel'

He bends lifts and then Beinda is there to hdp him. They cary Kirden into her living
room and st her on a couch that she agonized over for weeks and which is now bleeding
stuffing from a gaping hole. Brad backs up before them to give them room, throwing nervous
glances over his shoulder a the street, which gppears once again to be deserted.

‘Don't ask e to sew it,' Fie says in an ach tone of voice, and then gives a horrible choked
laugh.

Kirgen,” Bdinda says, bending over her and teking one of her hands. "Youre going to be
dl right. You're going to befine'

‘Don't ask e to saw it the woman on the couch repeats. This time she sounds as if she is
lecturing. The cushion under her head is growing dark, the bloodgain spreading vishly as the
three of them gtand looking down a her. To Johnny it looks like the kind of nimbus that
Renassance panters sometimes put aound ther Madonnes And then the convulsons
resume.

Bdinda bends and sdzes Kirgen's twiding shoulders. 'Hdp me with he!' she chokes
furioudy a Johnny and her husband. She is weeping again. 'Oh, you dupids, | cant do it
done, help me with her!

In the house next door, Tom Billingdey has gone on trying to save Maridles life even a
the height of the attack, working with the aplomb of a beattlefidd surgeon. Now she is sawn
up, and the bleeding is down to a muddy seep through a triple fold of gauze, but when he
looks up & Coallie, Old Doc shekes his head. He is actudly more upset by the cries from next
door than by the operation he has just peformed. He doesnt have much feding about
Marielle Soderson one way or the other, but hes dmogt pogtive the woman crying out over
there is Kirdie Caver, and Kirdie he likes very much. '‘Boy coh boy, he says out loud. T
mean boy-howdy.'

Cdllie looks toward Gay, wanting to make sure hes out of earshot, and spots him poking
aound in Docs kitchenette, oblivious to the screaming and the weeping children next door,
unaware that the operation on his wife is finished;, heé's opening and dosng cupboards with
the thoroughness of a dedicated acoholic hunting for booze. His look into the fridge for beer
or maybe some chilled vodka was an undersandably short one his wifes am is there, on the
soond shdf. Collie put it in himsdf, diding suff around — sdad dressing, pickles, the
mayonnaise, some left-over diced pork in Saran Wrgp — until there was room for it. He
doesnt think it will ever be reattached, not even in this age of miracles and wonders can such
a thing be done, but he dill couldnt bring himsdf to put it in Docs pantry. Too wam. It
would draw flies.

'Isshegoing to die? Cdlie aks.

1 dont know, Billingdey says. He pauses takes his own look a Gay, dghs runs his
hands through his Albert Eingein tangle of white hair. 'Probably. Certainly, if she doesnt get
to a hopitd soon. She needs a lot of hep. Mogt of al, a transfuson. And there's someone
hurt next door, by the sound. Kirgten, | think. And maybe she's not the only one!’

Cdllie nods.

‘Mr Entragian, what do you think isgoing on here?

'l don't havethe dightest idea.’

Cynthia grabs a newspgper (it's the Columbus Dispatch, not the Wentworth Shopper) that



has fdlen to the livingroom floor during the rumpus rdls it up, and crawls dowly to the
front door. She uses the newspaper to sweep broken glass — there is a surprisng amount of it
— out of her way as she goes.

Seve thinks of objecting, asking her if she maybe has a deathwish, then dows it
Sometimes he gets idess about things. Pretty srong ones, as a mater of fact. Once, while
peacecbly reading pams on the boardwak in Wildwood, he had an idea so srong that he quit
the job that very night. It was an idea about a laughing seventeenyear-old girl with ovarian
cancer. Mdignant, advanced, maybe a month beyond any possble human remedy. Not the
sort of idea you wanted to have amut a pretty green-eyed high-schodl kid if your lifés matto
was

NO PROBLEM.

The idea hes having now is every hit as strong as that one but quite a bit more optimidtic: the
shooters are gone, a least for the time being. Therés no way he can know that, but he feds
certain of it, just the same,

Ingdeed of cdling Cynthia back, he joins her. The indde door has been blown open by
svead gunshots (it has dso been 0 severdy waped tha Steve doubts it will ever cose
again), and the breeze coming through the shattered screen is heaven — sweet and cool on
his sweety face. The kids are 4ill crying next door, but the screaming has stopped, at least for
thetime being, and that's ardlief.

'Where is he? Cynthia asks, sounding sunned. 'Look, therés his wife — ' she points to
Mary's body, which is now lying in the dreet, dose enough to the far Sde so0 that tendrils of
her hair are wavering in the water rushing down the west gutter — 'but wheres he? Mr
Jackson?

Seve points through the torn lower haf of the screen. ‘In that house. Must be. See his
glasses on the path?

Cynthia squints, then nods.

'Who lives there? Steve asks her.

I don't know. | haven't been here anywhere near long enoughto — '

'‘Mrs Wyler and her nephew, Collie says from behind them. They tun and see him
qquating on his hunkers looking out between them. The boy's adtidic or dydexic or
catatonic . . . one of those damned icks, | can never keep them draight. Her husband died last
year, S0 it's just the two of them. Jackson . . . must . . . must have . . . ' He doesnt bregk off
but runs down, the words getting smdler and amdler, findly diminishing into slence When
he spesks again, hisvoiceis dill low . . . and very thoughtful. 'What the hell?

'‘What? Cynthia asks uneadly. 'What?

‘Are you kidding me? Y ou don't see?

'See what? | see the woman, and | see her husband's gla— ' Now it's her turn to run down.

Seve dats to ask wha the ded is, then underdands — sort of. He supposes he would
have seen it ealier, even though hes a dranger to the dreet, if his atention hadn't been
diverted by the body, the dropped spectacles, and his concern for Mrs Soderson. He knows
what he mugt do about that, and more than anything ese he has been nerving himsdf up to do
it.

Now, though, he smply looks across the dreet, letting his eyes move dowly from the EZ
Sop to the next building up, from that one to the one where the kids were playing Frisbee
when he turned on to the dredt, and then on to the one directly opposte them, the one where
Jackson must have gone to ground when the shooting got too hot.

There has been a change over there since the coming of the shooters in the vans.

Just how much he cannot tel, mostly becase he is a stranger here, he doesn't know the



dreat, partly because the smoke from the burning house and the mig ill risng off the wet
dreet give the houses over there a look which is dmogt spedrd, like houses seen in a mirage
. .. but there has been a change.

Sding has been replaced with logs on the Wyler house, and where there was a picture
window there are now three more conventiond — odld-fashioned, one might dmos sy —
multi-pane windows. The door has wooden supports hammered across ts verticd boards in a
Z-shgpe. The house next to it onthe left . . .

Tdl me something,” Collie says looking & the same one 'Since when did the Reeds live in
alogfucking-cabin?

'Snce when did the Gdlers live in an adobe haciendal' Cynthia responds looking one
farther down.

'Y ou guysre kidding,” Steve says. Then, weskly: 'Arent you?

Neither of them replies. They look dmogt hypnotized.

I'm not sure I'm redly seeing it; Cdllie says a last. His voice is uncharacteridicdly
hesitant. ‘It's. . ."

‘Shimmery,' the girl says.

He turns to her. 'Yesh. Like when you look a something over the top of an incinerator, or

'‘Somebody hdp my wife' Gary cdls to them from the shadows of the living room. He has
found a bottle of something — Steve can't see what — and is sanding by the photo of Hester,
a pigeon who liked to fingerpaint. Not, Steve thinks, that pigeons exactly have fingers. Gary
int seady on his fest and his words sound durry. 'Somebody hdp Ma'dle Losser damn
am!'

"We need to get help for her,' Callie says, nodding. ‘And — '

' — for the rest of us' Steve finishes. Hes rdieved, actudly, to know that someone dse
redizes this, tha maybe he won't have to go on his own. The boy next door has stopped
cying, but Steve can dill hear the girl, sobbing in big, watery hitches. Margrit the Maggot,
he thinks. That'swhat her brother caled her. Margrit the Maggot loves Ethan Hawke, he said.

Steve has a sudden urge, as drong as it is unaccusomed, to go next door and find that little
girl. To kned in front of her and take her in his ams and hug her ad tdl her she can love
anyone she pleases. Ethan Hawke or Newt Gingrich or just anybody. He looks down the
street instead. The EZ Stop, s0 far as he can tdl, hasn't changed; its dyle is Hill Lae-century
Convenience Store, sometimes known as Pestd Cinderblock, sometimes known as Stll Life
with Dumpgter. Not beautiful, far from it, but a known quantity, and under the circumstances,
that's a rdief. The Ryder truck is dill parked in front, the blue phone-Sgn is dill hanging
down from its hook, the Marlboro Man is till on the door, and . . .

... and the bike rack is gone.

WEél, not gone, exactly; replaced.

By something thet looks suspicioudy like a hitching-rail in a Western movie.

With an effort, he drags firg his eyes and then his mind back to the cop, who is saying
Seveisright, they dl need help. At the Carvers aswell asa Old Doc's, by the sound.

"There's a greenbelt behind the houses on this Sde of the Street,” Collie says. Theré's a path
that runs through it. Kids use it, modly, but I'm patid to it mysdf. It forks behind the
Jacksons house. One am runs down to Hyacinth. Comes out by the bus shdter hdfway
down the block. The other one goes eadt, over to Anderson Avenue. If Anderson's, pardon my
French, fucked up —*

'Why should it be? Cynthia asks. There haan't been any shooting from thet direction.’

He gives her a strange, patient look. There hasn't been any help from that direction, ether.
And our dreat is fucked up in ways the shooting had nothing to do with, in case you havent
noticed.'



'Oh, she saysin asmadl voice.

'‘Anyway, if Anderson Avenue's as crazy as Poplar — | hope it isnt, but if it is — therés a
viaduct that runs a least under the dtreet, maybe farther. It could go dl the way to Columbus
Broad. There's got to be people there. He doesn't ook asiif he redly believesit, though.

T'll go with you, Steve says.

The cop looks surprised at the offer, then considering. 'Y ou sure that's a good idea?

‘Actudly, yes. | think the bad guysre gone, at leest for the time being.

'What makes you think that?

Seve, who has absolutdy no intention of bringing up his brief caer as a boardwak
fortune-tdler, says it's just a hunch. He sees Callie Entragian thinking it over, and knows the
cop is going to agree even before he opens his mouth. Nothing psychic about it, ether. Three
people have been killed on Poplar Street this afternoon (not to mention Hanniba the Frisbee-
geding dog), more have been wounded, a house is burning flat without a sSngle goddam fire
engine to dtend it, there are crazy people running in the streets — homicidd maniacs — and
the guy would have to be insane to want to go cregping done through the woods between
here and the next block.

'What about him? Cynthia asks, jerking athumb a Gary.

Callie grimaces. 'Shgpe hes in, | wouldnt go to the movies with him, let done into the
woods with ghit like this going down. But if youre serious, Mr . . . Ames, isit?

‘Makeit Steve. And I'm serious!’

'Okay. Let'sseeif Old Doc's got agun or two kicking around his basement. | bet he does.’

They sart back across the living room, bent low. Cynthia tuns to follow them, then
movement catches her eye. She turns back and her mouth drops open. Revulson follows
surprise, and she has to put a hand to her mouth to difle the cry that wants to come out. She
thinks of caling the men back, then doesnt. What would it change?

A buzzad — it might be a buzzard, dthough it looks like nothing she's ever seen in a book
o a movie — has come cruisng out of the billowing smoke from the Hobat house and
landed in the dreet next to Mary Jackson. It's a huge unnatura awkwardness with an ugly,
peded head. It waks around the corpse, looking for dl the world like a diner reconnoitering
the buffet before actudly grabbing a plate, and then it darts its head forward and pulls off
most of the woman's nose,

Cynthia doses her eyes and tries to tdl hersdf this is a dream, just a dream. It would be
niceif she could bdlieveit.



From Audrey Wyler's journal:

June 10, 1995

Scared tonight. So scared. It's been quiet lately — with Seth, | mean — but now all that's
changed.

At first neither of us knew what was wrong — Herb as mystified as | was. We went out for
ice cream at Milly's on The Sguare, part of our regular Saturday ritual if Seth is being ‘good’
(which means if Seth is being Seth), and he was fine. Then, when we turned into the driveway,
he started the sniffing thing he does sometimes — kind of raises his nose in the air and sniffs
like a dog. | hate seeing him do that and so does Herb. The way farmers hate to hear tornado
warnings on the radio, | suppose. I've read that the parents of epileptics learn to look for
similar signs before seizures . . . obsessive head-scratching, Swearing, even nose-picking.
With Sethit's that sniffing thing. But it's not epileptic seizures. | only wish it was.

Herb asked him what was wrong as soon as he saw him doing it and got zlch, not even the
usual vocalizing stuff he does. Same when | tried. No words, no gabble, even. Just more
sniffing. And once he was in the house, that stalking thing —walking from place to place as if
his legs won't bend. He went out back to the sandbox, he went upstairs to his room, he went
downcellar, all in that ominous silence. Herb followed him for a while, asking what was
wrong, then gave up. While | was emptying the dishwasher, Herb came in waving a religious
tract he found sticking out of the milkbox around at the side door & yelling 'Hallelujah! Tes,
Jesus!' He is a dear man, always trying to cheer me up, although | know he isn't doing all
that well himsalf. His skin has gotten very pale, and I'm scared by all the weight he's lost,
mostly since January or so. It must be at least 20 Ibs and might be as much as 30, but
whenever | ask him about it, he just laughsit off.

Anyway, the tract was ypical Baptist bullshit. Had a picture on the front of a man in
agony, with his tongue sticking out and sweat running down his face and his eyes rolled up.
IMAGINE A MILLION YEARS WITHOUT ONE DRINK OF WATER! it says over the face.
And under it, WELCOME TO HELL! | checked on the back and sure enough, Zion's
Covenant Baptist Church. That bunch from Elder. 'Look," Herb says, 'it's my dad before he
combs his hair in the morning.’

| wanted to laugh — I know it makes him happy when he can make me laugh —but | just
couldn't. | could feel Seth all around us, almost crackling on our skin. The way you can
sometimes feel a storm building up, you know.

Just then he walked in — stalked in — with that horrible frown he gets on his face when
something happens that doesn't fit into his general plan of life. Except it isn't him, it isn't.
Seth is the sweetest, kindest, most accepting child 1 can imagine. But he has this other
personality that we see more and more. The stiff-legged one. The one that sniffs the air like a
dog.

Herb asked him what was wrong, what was on his mind, and then all at once he — Herb, |
mean — reached up and grabbed his own lower lip. Pulled it out like a windowshade and
started twisting it. Until it bled. And all the time his poor eyes were watering with pain and
bugging out with fear and Seth was staring at him with that hateful frown he gets, the one
that says: 'I'll do anything | please, you can't stop me." And maybe we can't, but | think that —
sometimes, at least — Seth can.

'Siop making him do that!" | shouted at him. "You just stop it right now!"

When the other one, the not-Seth, gets really mad, his eyes seem to go from brown to black.
He turned that look on me then, and all at once my hand came up and | dapped myself across
the face. So hard my eye watered on that side.

'‘Make him stop, Seth,' | said. 'It's not fair. Whatever is wrong, we're not responsible for it.



We don't even know what it is.'

Nothing at first. Just more of the black look. My hand went up again, and then the hateful
way he was looking at me changed a little. Not much, but enough. My hand went down and
Seth turned and looked up into the open cabinet over the sink where we keep the glasses. My
mother's are on the top shelf, nice Waterford crystal that | only take down for the holidays.
They were up there, anyway. They burst when Seth looked at them, one after the other, like
ducks in a shooting gallery. When they were gone, the eleven of them that were left, he looked
at me with that mean, gloating smile he gets sometimes when you cross him and he hurts you
for it. His eyes so black and somehow old in his child's face.

| started to cry. Couldn't help it. Called him a bad boy & told him to go away. The smile
dipped, at that. He doesn't like to be told anything, but that least of all. | thought he might
make me hurt myself again, but then Herb stepped in front of me and told, him the same
thing, to go away and calm down and then come back and maybe we could help him fix
whatever was wrong.

Sth went off, and | could tell even before he got across the living room to the stairs that
the other one was either gone or going. He wasn't walking in that horrible stiff way anymore.
(Herb calls it 'Seth's Rooty the Robot walk'.) Then, later, we could hear him crying in his
roomHerb helped me clean up the glasses, me bawling like a fool the whole time. He didn't
try to comfort me or jolly me out of it with any of his jokes, either. Sometimes he can be very
wise. When it was done (neither of us got a single cut, sort of a miracle), he said the obvious,
that Seth had lost something. | said no shit Sherlock, what was your first clue? Then felt bad
and hugged him and said | was sorry, | didn't mean to be a bitch. Herb said he knew that,
then turned over the stupid Baptist tract and wrote on the back on it: 'What are we going to
do?'

I shook my head. Lots of times we don't even dare say stuff out loud for fear he's listening
— the notSeth, | mean. Herbie crumpled the tract & threw it in the trash, but that wasn't
good enough for me. | took it out & tore it to shreds. But first | found myself looking at the
sweaty, tortured face on the front of it. WELCOME TO HELL

Is that Herb? Is it me? | want to say no, but sometimes it feds like hell. A lot of times,
actually. Why else am | keeping this diary?

June 11, 1995

Seth deeping. Exhausted, maybe. Herbie outside in the back yard, looking everywhere.
Although | think Seth has already been looking. We know what's missing now, at least: his
Dream Floater Power Wagon. He's got all the MotoKops shit — action figures, HQ Crisis
Center, Cassie's Party Pad, Power Wagon Corral, two stun pistols, even 'floatpad sheets for
his bed. But more than anything he loves the Power Wagons. They're battery-powered vans,
quite large, very futuristic. Most have wings he can pop out by pushing a lever on the bottom,
plus radar dishes that really turn on the roofs (the one on Cassie Syless Dream Floater is
shaped like a Valentine, this after about thirty years worth of talking about equal rights &
female role-models for girls; | could just about puke), flashing lights, siren noises, space-
blaster noises, etc., etc.

Anyway, Seth came back from California with all six that are currently on the market: the
red one (Tracker Arrow), the yellow one (Justice Wagon), the blue one (Freedom), the black
one (Meatwagon, belongs to the bad guy), the silver one (Rooty-Toot, &just think, someone
gets paid, to think this shit up), and the stupid pink one, driven by Cassie Syles, the love of
our young nephew's life. His crush is actually sorta funny & sweet, but there's nothing funny
about what's currently going on around here: Seth's 'Dweem Fwoatah' is gone, and all this is
a kind of tantrum.



Herbie shook me awake at six this morning, pulled me out of bed. His hand was cold as
ice. | asked him what it was, what was wrong, and he wouldn't say. Just pulled me over to the
window & asked me if | saw anything out there. | could tell what he meant was did | see what
he was seeing?

| saw it, all right. It was Dream Floater, which looks sorta art deco, like something from
the old Batman comic books. But it wasn't Seth's Dream Floater, not the toy. That's about two
feet long & maybe a foot high. The one we were seeing was full-sized, probably twelve feet
long and maybe seven feet high. The roof-hatch was partway up, & the heart-shaped radar
dish wasturning, just asit does on the show.

‘Jesus Christ,' | said. "Where did that come from ?* All | could think was that it must have
flown in on its stubby little retractable wings. It was like getting out of bed with one eye open
and discovering a flying saucer has landed in your back yard. | couldn't get my breath. | felt
like someone had punched me in the stomach!

At first when he told me it wasn't there | didn't understand what he meant, and then the sun
came up a little more and | realized | could see the aspens behind our fence right through it.
It really wasn't there. But at the same time it was.

"He's showing us what he couldn't tell us, Herb said.

| asked if Seth was awake & Herb said no, he'd been down the hall to check and he was
fast adeep. That gave me a chill | can't describe. Because it meant we were standing there at
our bedroom window in our pj's & looking out at our nephew's deam. It was there in the
back yard like a big pink soap-bubble.

We stood there for about twenty minutes, watching it. 1 don't know if we expected Cassie
Syles to come out or what, but nothing like that happened. The pink van just sat there with its
roof-hatch partway up and its radar dish turning, and then it started to fade until it was just a
shimmer. By the end you couldn't have told what it was, if you hadn't seen it when it was
brighter. Then we heard Seth getting up and going down the hall. By he time the toilet
flushed, it was gone.

At breakfast, Herb pulled his chair over next to Seth's, the way he does when he really
wants to talk to him. In some ways | think Herb is braver than | ever could be. Especially
sinceit's Herb that —

No, | won't put that down.

Anyway, Herbie puts his face close to Seth's — so that Seth has to look at him — & then
talks in a low, kind voice. He tells Seth we know what's wrong, why he's so upset, but not to
worry because Cassi€'s Power Wagon is sure to be in the house or in the back yard
somewhere. Well find it, he says.

All during this Seth was fine. He kept eating his cereal & his face didn't change, but
sometimes you just know it's him, and that he's listening and understanding at least a little.
Then Herb said, 'And if we absolutely can't find it, we'll get you a new one,' & everything
went to hell.

Seth's cereal bowl went flipping across the room, spilling milk and cereal all over the
kitchen floor. It hit the wall & broke. The drawer under he stove came open, and all the
things | keep under there — frying pans, cookie-sheets, muffin-tins — came flying out. The
sink faucets turned on. The dishwasher supposedly can't start with the door open, but it did &
water went all over the floor. The vase | keep on the window-shelf over the sink flew all the
way across the room & broke against the wall. Scariest of all was the toaster. It was on, |
was making a couple of dices to have with my o.j., & all at once it glowed bright red inside
the dots, as if it was a furnace instead of a little counter -gadget. The handle went up & the
toast flew all the way up to the ceiling. It was black and smoking. Looked nuclear. It landed
in the sink.

Seth got up and walked out of the room. His stalky walk. Herb and | just looked at each



other for a second or two, & then he said, 'That toast would probably taste okay with a little
peanut butter on it.' | just gaped at him at first but then | started laughing. That got him
started. We laughed & laughed, with our heads down on the kitchen table. Trying to keep him
from hearing, | guess, except that's stupid — Seth doesn't always have to hear to know. I'm
not sure it's mind-reading he does, exactly, but it's something.

When | finally got control of myself enough to look up, Herb was getting the mop for under
the dishwasher. He was still kind of chuckling and wiping at his eyes. Thank God for him. |
went to get the dustpan and brush for the broken vase.

‘I guess he's sort of committed to the old Dream Floater,' is all Herb said. And why say
anymore'? That pretty well coversit.

Now it's three in the afternoon and we have 'been all over the geedee house, as my old
school-friend Jan would say. Seth has tried to help, in his own peculiar way. It kinda broke
my heart to see him turning up the sofa cushions, as if his missing van could've sipped under
there like a quarter or a crust of pizza. Herb started out hopeful, saying it was too big &
bright to miss, & | thought he was right. As a matter of fact | ill think he's right, so how
come we can't find it? From where I'm writing at the kitchen table | can see Herb down on
his knees by the hedge at the back of the yard, poking along with the handle of a rake. I'd like
to tel himto stop —it'sthe third time he's been along there—but | don't have the heart.

Noises upstairs. Seth's getting up from his nap, so | need to finish this. Put it out of sight.
Try to put it out of mind, too. That should be okay, though. | think Seth has more success
picking up what Herb is thinking than he does with me. No real reason, but the fedling is
strong. And I've been careful not to tell Herb that I'm keeping a journal.

| know what anyone reading the journal would say: were nuts. Nuts to keep him.
Something is wrong with him. Badly wrong, and we don't know what it is. We know it's
dangerous, though. So why do it? Why go on? | don't know, exactly. Because we love him?
Because he's controlling us? No. Sometimes there are things like that (Herb twisting his lip
or me slapping nyself), things like a powerful hypnosis, but not often. He's mostly just Seth, a
child in the prison of his own mind. He's also the last little bit of my brother.

But sure, beyond all that (and over it, and under it, and around it) is just loving. And every
night when Herb and | lie down, | see in my husband's eyes what he must see in mine — that
we made it thru another one, & if we made it thru today, we can make it thru tomorrow. At
night it's easy to tell yoursalf that it's just another aspect of Seth's autism, really no big deal.

Footsteps overhead. He's going to the bathroom. When he finishes, helll come downstairs,
hoping we've found his missing toy. But which one will hear the bad news? Seth, who'll only
look disappointed (and maybe cry a little)? Or the other one? The stalky one who throws
things when he can't have what he wants?

I have thought about taking him back to the doctor, sure, of course, I'm sure Herb has, too
... but not serioudy. Not after the last time. We were both there & we both saw the way the
other one, the notSeth, hides. How Seth makes it possible for it to hide: autism is one hell of
a big shield. But the real problem here is not autism, it doesn't matter what all the doctors in
the world see or don't see. When | goen my mind & set aside all | hope & all | wish, | know
that. And when we tried to talk to the doctor, tried to tell him why we were really there, we
couldn't. If anyone ever reads this, | wonder if you'll be able to understand how horrible that
is, to have something that feels like a hand laid over the back of your mouth, a guard between
your vocal cords and your tongue. WE COULDN'T FUCKING TALK.

I'm o afraid.

Afraid of the stalky one, yes, but afraid of other things, as well.

Some | can't even express, and some | can express all too well. But for now, the thing I'm
most afraid of is what might happen to us if we can't find Dream Floater. That stupid goddam
pink van. Where can the damned thing be? If only we could find it —



CHAPTER EIGHT

1

At the moment of Kirden Cave's death, Johnny was thinking of his literary agent, Bill
Haris, and Bill's reection to Poplar Street: pure, unedulterated horror. Good agent that he
was, he had managed to mantan a neutrd, if dightly glazed, smile on the ride from the
arport, but the amile began to dip when they entered the suburb of Wentworth (which a sign
proclamed to be OHIOS 'GOOD CHEER COMMUNITY!), and it gave way entirdy when
his dient, who had once been spoken of in the same bresth with John Steinbeck, Sindar
Lewis, and (after Delight) Vladimir Nabokov, pulled into the driveway of the smdl and
perfectly anonymous suburban house on the corner of Poplar and Bear. Bill had stared with a
kind of dazed incomprenenson a the lavn guinkler, the auminum screen door with the
scrolled M in the center of it, and that avatar of suburban life, a grassgtained power-mower,
ganding in the driveway like a gesoline god waiting to be worshipped. From there Bill hed
turned his gaze upon a kid rolle-blading down the far sdewak with Wakman earphones on
his head, a mdting ice-cream cone from Milly's in his hand, and a happy brainless grin on his
pimply face. Sx years ago this had been, in the summer of 1990, and when Bill Harris, power
agent, had looked back at Johnny again, the smile had been gone.

You cant be sious Bill had sad in a flat, disbdieving voice Oh, Bill, but | think 1 am,
Johnny had responded, and something in his tone seemed to get through to Bill, enough a
leest s0 that when he spoke agan hed sounded plaintive rather than disbdieving. But why?
he asked. Dear Jesus, why here? | can sense my 1Q dropping and | just fucking got here. |
fed an dmog irressible urge to subscribe to Reader's Digest and ligen to tak radio. So you
tdl me why. | think you owe me tha. FHra the goddam puddy-tat detective, and now a
neighborhood where fruit cocktal is probably consdered a ddicacy. Tel me what the ded is
okay? And Johnny had said okay, the dedl is, it'sdl over.

No, of course not. Belinda hed said that. Not Bill Harris but Bdinda Josephson. Just now.

Johnny deared his mind with an effort and looked aound. He was dtting on the living-
room floor, holding one of Kirden's hands in both of his. The hand was cold and ill. Bdinda
was leaning over Kirdie with a diditowd in her hand and a square of white linen — it looked
to Johnny like a for-best table napkin — folded over her shoulder like a water's towe.
Belinda's eyes were tearless, but there was neverthekess an expresson of love and sorrow on
her face tha moved Johnny's heart, and made him think of how it must have been when the
two Marys — Magddene and the one Matthew smply cdled 'the other Mary' — had pre
paed the body of Jesus for its interrd in Joseph of Arimathaeds tomb. Brad's wife was
wiping Kirgen's blood-masked face with the dishtowd, uncovering what remained of her
features.

'Did you say — " Johnny began.

"You heard me' Bdinda hdd the daned distowd out without looking, and Brad took it.



She took the ngpkin off her shoulder, unfolded it, and spread it over Kirgen's face. 'God have
mercy on her soul.’

' second that, Johnny said. There was something hypnotic about the smal red poppies
blooming on the white linen ngokin, three on one dde of the draped shape tha was Kirden's
nosxe, two on the other, maybe haf a dozen above her brow. Johnny put his hand to his own
brow and wiped away apamful of swest. 'Jesus, I'm so sorry.!

Bdinda looked & him, then a her husband. 'Were dl sorry, | guess. The quedtion is,
what's next?

Before ether man could answer, Cammie Reed came into the room from the kitchen. Her
face was pae but composed. 'Mr Marinville?

He turned to her. "Johnny," he said.

Se had to mull it over — another classc case of shock-dowed thinking — before
understanding that he wanted her to cdl him by his firg name Then she got it and nodded.
"Johnny, okay, sure. Did you find the pistol? And are there bullets to go with it?

'Yesto bah.'

'Can | have them? My boys want to go for hep. I've thought it over and have decided to
give them my permisson. If youll let them take David's gun, that is'

I dont have any objection to giving up the gun,” Johnny said, not knowing if he was tdling
the complete truth about that or not, out leaving shdter could be extremey dangerous, dont
you think?

She gave him a levd look, no sgn of impatience in her eyes or voice but she fingered a
spot of blood on her blouse as she spoke. A souvenir of Ellen Carver's nosebleed. 'I'm aware
of the danger, and if it were a question of usng the sredt, I'd say no. But the boys know a
path which runs through the greenbdt behind the houses on this dde. They can use it to go
over to Anderson Averue. Theres a deserted building over there that used to be a moving
company's warehouse— '

"Veedon Brothers' Brad said, nodding.

" — and a waterpipe that runs from the lot behind it dl the way over to Columbus Broad,
where it empties into a stream. If nothing ese, they can get to a working phone and report
what's going on here!

'Cam, do ether of your boys know how to use agun? Brad asked.

Agan the levd gare, one which did not quite come out and ask Why do you insult my
intelligence? They both took a safety course with their dad two years ago. The primary focus
was on rifles and hunting safety, but handguns were covered, yes!

If Jm and Dave know about this path, the shooters who are doing this may, too,” Johnny
said. 'Have you thought about thet?

Yes' The impatience findly showing, but only a little Johnny admired her control. 'But
these . . . lunatics . . . are drangers. They have to be. Have you ever seen any of those vans
before today?

| may have, a that, dhnny thought. I'm not sure where yet, but if 1 can just get a little time
tothink . ..

'No, but | believe— ' Brad began.

‘We moved here in 1982, when the boys were three’ Cammie said. They say theres a path
that hardly anyone knows about or uses except for kids, and they say there's a pipe. | beieve
them.’

Sure you do, Johnny thought, but that's secondary. So's the hope of ther bringing back
help. You just want them out of here, don't you? Of course you do, and | don't blame you.

‘Johnny, she said, perhaps assuming his slence meant he was againg the idea, ‘there were
boys not much older than my sonsfighting in Vietnam not so long ago.’

'Some even younger,' he said. 'l was there. | saw them.! He got up, pulled the pistol from



the waighband of his dacks with one hand, pulled the box of catridges out of his shirt pocket
with the other. 'I'll be glad to turn this over to your boys . . . but I'd like to go dong with
them.’

Cammie glanced down a Johnny's bely — not as large as Brad's, but ill consderable.
She didn't ask him why he wanted to go, or what good he thought he could do. Her mind wes,
a lead for the time being, colder than that. She said, The boys play soccer in the fdl and run
track in the spring. Can you keep up with them?

‘Not in the mile or the four-forty, of course not, he replied. 'On a path through the woods,
and maybe through a viaduct? | think so."

‘Are you kidding yoursdf, or wha? Bdinda asked doruptly. It was Cammie she was
taking to, not Johnny. ‘I meen, if there was 4ill a working phone within earshot of Poplar
Street, do you think wed d4ill be gtting here with dead people lying out front and a house
burning to the ground?

Cammie glanced a her, touched the blood-spot on her blouse again, then looked back a
Johnny. Behind her, Ellie was pearing around the corner into the living room. The girl's eyes
were widewith shock and grief, her mouth and chin stresked with blood from her nose.

If its okay with the boys it's okay with me' Cammie sid, not addressing Bdindds
guesion a dl. Cammie Reed currently had no interest in speculation. Maybe laer, but not
now. Now there was only one thing that did interest her: rolling the dice while she judged the
odds were dill heavily in her favor. Rolling them and getting her sons out the back door.

It will be' he sad, and handed her the gun and the cartridges before heading back toward
the kitchen. They were good boys, which was nice, and they were dso boys who had been
pragranmed to go dong, in nine cases out of ten, with what ther eders wanted. In this
Stuation, that was even nicer. As Johnny waked, he touched the object he had stowed in his
left front pants pocket. 'But before we go, it's important that | tak to someone. Very
important.’

'Who? Cammie asked.

Johnny picked Ellen Caver up. He hugged her, kissed one blooddained cheek, and was
glad when her ams went around his neck and she hugged him back fiercdy. You couldn't
buy a hug like tha. 'Rdphie Caver, he sad, and caried Raphies sger back into the
kitchen.

2

As it happened, Tom Billingdey did have a couple of guns kicking around, but firs he found
Coallie a shirt. It wasnt much — an old Clevdand Browns tee with a rip under one am — but
it was an XL, and better than trying the path through the greenbdt naked from the wais up.
Callie had used the route often enough to know there were blackberry bushes plus assorted
other prickers and brambles, out there.

Thanks' he sad, pulling the shirt on as Old Doc led them past the Ping-Pong teble at the
far end of his basement.

‘Dont mertion it,; Billingdey sad, reaching up and tugging the dtring that turned on the
fluorescents. 'Can't even remember where it came from. I've dways been a Bengds fan,
mysdf.

In the corner beyond the Ping-Pong table was a jumble of fishing equipment, a few orange
hunting vests, and an ungtrung bow. Old Doc squetted with a grimace, moved the vess and
uncovered a quilt that had been rolled and tied with twine. Insde it were four rifles, but two
of them werein pieces. Billingdey hed up the ones that were whole. *Should do," he said.

Cadllie took the .30-.06, which probably made a lot more sense for a woods patrol than his



savice pidol, anyway (and would raise fewer questions if he had to shoot someone). Thet
left Ames with the other, smdler gun. A Mossherg. ‘It's only chambered for .22s’' Doc sad
apologeticdly as he rummaged in a cabinet mounted next to the fusebox and laid out cartons
of cartridges on the Ping-Pong table, but it's a damned fine gun, just the same. Holds nine in
arow for more go. What do you think?

Ames offered a grin Callie couldn't hdp liking. 'l think oy vey, such a ded, he sad, taking
the Mossy. Billingdey laughed at that — a cracked old man's chortle — and led them back
updairs.

Cynthia had put a pillow under Maridles head, but she was ill lying on the living-room
floor (under the picture of Dasy, the mahematicdly inclined Corgi, actudly). They hadn't
dared move her; Billingdey was arad his gitches might tear open again. She was dill dive,
which was good, and dill unconscious, which might dso be good, conddering what hed
happened to her. But she was bregthing in gredt, irregular gags thet did not sound good to
Cdllieat dl. It sounded like the kind of bregthing thet might stop any time.

Her husband, the charming Gary, was stting in a kitchen chair which he had turned around
20 he could & leest look a his wife while he drank. Callie saw that the bottle he had found
contained Mother Del_uccas Best Cooking Sherry, and fdt his somach turn over.

Gay saw him looking (or perhgps fdt it), and looked over a Callie His eyes were red and
puffy. Sore-looking. Miserable Collie hunted in his heart and found some sympahy for the
man. Not much, though. 'Lossr damn am,’ he told Cdllie in a furry, confiding voice. 'Gaw
hepper.’ Cdllie thought this over and trandated it as Drunkish for ether Got to help her or
God help her.

'Yes' he said. 'Were going to get her some help.’

'‘Aw be here awreddy. Lossar mahfuhn arm. Zin the mahfuhn fritch!”

I know.'

Cynthiajoined them. 'Y ou used to be avet, didn't you, Mr Billingdey?

Billingdey nodded.

'l thought s0. Could you come here? Teke alook a something out the front door?

'Do you think that's safe?

'For the time being, | think so. The thing that's out there . . . wdl, I'd rather you looked for
yoursdlf.! She glanced & the other two men. 'Salves'’

She led Billingdey across the living room to the door looking out on Poplar Street. Collie
glanced a Steve, who dhrugged. Callies assumption wes thet the girl wanted to show
Billingdey how the houses across the dreet had changed, dthough what that had to do with
Billingdey's being avet he didn't know.

'Holy shit, he sad to Steve as they reached the door. They've gone back to normd! Or did
we jud imagine they'd changed in the firgt place? It was the Gdler house he kept Saring .
Ten minutes ago, when he and the hippie and the counter-girl had been looking out this same
door, he could have sworn that the Geler place had turned into an adobe — the sort of thing
you saw in pictures of New Mexico and Arizona back when they were territories. Now it was
dad in plain dd Ohio duminum sding again.

'We didnt imagine it and things havent gone back to normd, Steve sad. ‘At leest, not dl
the way. Check that one!'

Collie followed Seves pointing finger and daed a the Reed house The moden
duminized 9ding had returned, replacing the logs and the roof was once more nest asphdt
shingles indead of whatever it had been before (sod, he thought); the mid-szed satdlite dish
was back on top of the carport. But the housgs foundation was rough wood planking instead
of brick, and dl the windows were tightly shuttered. There were loopholes in those shutters,
too, as if the inhabitants of the house expected their day-to-day problems to incude
maauding Indians as wdl a Seventh-day Adventigs and wandering insurance sdesmen.



Collie couldnt say for sure, but he didnt think the Reed house had even had shutters before
this afternoon, et done ones with rifleport loopholes.

'Sa-aagy.’ Billingdey sounded like a man who is findly getting the idea that dl of this is a
Candid Camera stunt. 'Are those hitching rails in front of Audrey's? They are, aren't they?
Whatisdl this?

‘Never mind that, Cynthia sad. She reached up, took the old man's face between her
hands, and turned it like a camera on a tripod s0 he was looking a the corpse of Peter
Jackson'swife.

'Oh my God, Cdlliesad.

There was a large bird perched on the woman's bare thigh, its ydlow tdons buried in her
skin. It had dready snacked off most of her remaning face, and was now burrowing into the
flesh under her chin. Collie had a brief, unwdcome memory of going after Kelie Eberhart in
exactly the same place one night a the West Columbus Drive-in, her saying thet if he gave
her a hickey, her dad wauld probably shoat them bath.

He didnt redize he had lifted the .30-.06 into firing podtion until Steve pushed the bard
back down with the pam of his hand. 'No, man. | wouldn't. Better to keep quiet, maybe.’

Hewasright, but . . . God. It wasn't just what it was doing, but whet it was.

'Losser goddam am!' Gary announced from the kitchen, as if arad they might forget this
if he dlowed them to. Old Doc ignored him. He had crossed the living room looking like a
man who expects to be shot dead in his tracks & any moment, but now he seemed to have
forgotten dl about killers, weird vans, and transforming houses.

'My good gosh, look a thet!" he exdamed in a tone that sounded very much like awve. 'l
ought to photograph it. Yed Excuseme. .. I'll just get my camera. . .'

He began to turn away. Cynthia grabbed him by the shoulder. The camera can wait, Mr
Billingdey.

He seemed to come back alittle to their Stuation & that. 'Yes. . . | suppose, but . . ."

The bird tirned, as if hearing them, and seemed to dare a the vet's bungdow with its red-
rimmed eyes. Its pink skull appeared black with stubble. Its besk was asmple ydlow hook.

'Isthat a buzzard? Cynthia asked. 'Or maybe a vulture?

‘Buzzard? Vulture? Old Doc looked dartled. '‘Good gosh, no. I've never seen a hird like
that in my life'

In Ohio, you mean, Cdllie sad, knowing that wasn't wha Billingdey meant, but wanting
to hear it for himsdif.

‘I mean anywhere'

The hippie looked from the bird to Billingdey and then back to the bird agan. 'What is it
then? A new species?

‘New species my fany! Excuse my French, young lady, but tha's a fucking mutant!'
Billingdey dared, rapt, as the bird opened its wings, flgpping them in arder to hep it move a
little farther up Mary's leg. 'Look how big its body is, and how short its wings are in relation
to it — damned thing makes an odrich look like a miracde of aerodynamicd | dont think the
wings are even the samelength!'

'No,' Cdlliesad. 'l dont think they are, ether.’

'How can it fly? Doc demanded. 'How can it possibly fly?

I dont know, but it does' Cynthia pointed down toward the thick billows which had now
blotted out dl vestiges of the world below Hyacinth Street. ‘It flew out of the smoke. | saw it.'

I'm sure you did, | didnt think someone pulled up in a . . . a Birdmobile and dropped it off,
but how it can possbly fly is beyond dl — ' He broke off, peering a the thing. 'Although |
can understand how you might have thought it was a buzzard before the inevitable second
thoughts st in' Callie thought Old Doc was mogly taking to himsdf by this point, but he
ligened intently just the same. 'It does look a little like a buzzard. As a child might draw it,



anyway.'

'Huh? Cynthiasad.

'As a child might draw it Billingdey repested. 'Perhgps one who got it dl mixed up in his
mind with abald eagle’

3

The dght of Raphie Carver hurt Johnny's heart. Put asde by Jm Reed, whose solicitude had
been superseded by his excitement a the impending misson, Raphie sood between the
dove and the refrigerator with his thumb in his mouth and a big wet spot spreading on the
front of his shorts. All his bretty bluster had departed. His eyes were huge and ill and shiny.
He looked to Johnny like drug addicts he had known.

Johnny sopped indde the kitchen door and put Ellie down. She didnt want to go, but &
last he managed to pry her hands gently off his neck. Her eyes were aso shocked, but held
none of the merciful glaze Johnny could see in her brother's He looked pagt her and saw Kim
and Sus Gdler gtting on the floor with ther ams around eech other. Probably suits Mom
jug fing Johnny thought, remembering how the woman had seemed to druggle with young
David Reed for possession of the girl. He had won then, but now David had bigger fish to fry;
he was bound for Anderson Avenue and parts unknown. That didnt change the fact that there
were two little kids here who had become orphans since lunch, however.

'Kim? he asked. 'Could you maybe help alittle with —

'No," she sad. No more, no less. And cdm. No defiance in her gaze, no hydteria in her tone
.. . but no felow feding, ether. She had an am around her daughter, her daughter had an
am aound her, cozy as can be jus a coupla white girls gttin around and waitin for the
clouds to roll by. Undersandable, maybe, but Johnny was furious with her, neverthdess she
was suddenly everyone he hed ever known who looked bored when the conversation came
aound to AIDS, or homeess children, or the defoliation of the rain forests she was everyone
who had ever sepped over a homdess man or woman deeping on the sdewak without so
much as a sngle glance down. As he had on occason done himsdf. Johnny could picture
himsdf grabbing her by the ams, hauling her to her feet, whirling her around, and planting a
swift kick square in the middle of her narrow midwestern ass. Maybe that would wake her up.
Evenif it didnt, it would catainly mekehimfed alittle better.

'No," he repesated, feding his temples throb with stupid rage.

‘No," she agreed, and gave him a wan little atlast-you-under-¢and smile. Then she turned
her head toward Sus and began to stroke the girl's hair.

'‘Come on, dear heat, Bdinda sad to Ellen, leening down and opening her ams. 'Come
over here and spend some time with Bee' The girl came, dlent, her face twiding in an awful
cramp of grief that made the slence somehow even worse, and Belinda enfolded her.

The Reed twins waiched this, but redly didnt see. They were standing by the back door,
looking brighteyed and excited. Cammie gpproached them, sood in front of them, gopraised
them with an expresson Johnny a fird migook for dourress A moment more and he
redized what it redly was terror 0 large it could only be partidly conceded.

‘All right,' she said & lagt. Her voice was dry and businesdike. "Which one carriesit?

The boys looked a each other, and Johnny had a sense of communication between them —
brief but complex, pethaps the sort of thing in which only twins could engage. Or perhaps, he
thought, it's just thet your brains have boiled, John. That was not actudly so fafetched. They
certainly felt boiled.

Jm hdd out his hand. For jus a moment his mother's upper lip trembled. Then it firmed
and she passed him David Carver's pigtol. Dave took the shells and opened the box while his



brother rolled the .45's cylinder and hdd the gun up to the light, checking to make sure the
chambers were empty just as Johnny had done. Were careful because we understand the
potentid a gun has to mam and kill, Johnny thought, but it's more than that. On some leve
we know they're evil. Devilish. Even their biggest fans and partisans senseit.

Dave wes holding out a pamful of shels to his brother. Jm took them one & a time
loading the gun.

'You act like your father was with you every minute’ Cammie sad as he did it. 'If you
think of doing something he wouldn't let you do if he was here, don't. Is that understood?

Yes Mom." Jm sngpped the pigtal's cylinder cdlosed and then hdd it a the end of his am
with his finger outdde the trigge-guard and the muzzle pointing a the floor. He looked both
embarrassed by his mother's orders — she sounded like the CO in an old Leon Uris novd,
laying down the law for a couple of green privates — and wildly excited a the prospect of
whet lay ahead.

Sheturned her atention to the other twin. 'David?

'Yes, Mom?

If you see people — strangers — in the woods, come right back. That's the mogt important
thing. Dont ask quedtions, dont respond to anything they might say, dont even gpproach
them.’

Jm began, 'Mom, if they don't have guns— '

‘Don't ak questions don't approach them,” she repested. She didn't spesk much louder, but
there was something in her voice they both flinched back from a litle Something tha
finished the discussion.

'‘Suppose they see cops, Mrs Reed? Brad asked. The police may have decided the
greenbdlt istheir best gpproach to the Stret.

'Safest to stay away,” Johnny said. 'Any cops we run into are gpt to be . . . wel, nervous
Nervous cops have been known to hurt innocent people. They never mean to, but it's beter to
be safe. Avoid accidents!’

"Are you coming with us, Mr Marinville? Jm asked.

Yes

Nather twin said anything, but Johnny liked the relief he saw in thelr eyes.

Cammie gave Johnny a forbidding look — Are you done? May | get back to business? it
sad — and then resumed her indructions. 'Go to Anderson Avenue. If everything looks dl
right there . . . ' she fdtered a moment, as if redizing how unlikdy that was, and then pushed
on' ... ak to use someones phone and cdl the police. But if Anderson Avenues like it is
here, or if things seem even the dightest bit . . . well .. ."

‘Hinky,” Johnny said. In Vietnam they'd had as many words for the feding she was taking
about as Indians had for variations in the weather, and it was funny how they dl came back,
tuning on like neon dgns in a dak room. Hinky. Weirded-out. Bent. Snafu'd. Dinky-dau.
Yegh, doc, it's dl coming back to me now. Pretty soon Il be whipping a bandanna into a
rope and tying it around my forehead to keep back the sweat, maybe leading the congregation
in the Fish Cheer.

Cammie was dill looking a her boys Johnny hoped shed hurry up. They were dill
looking back a her with respect (and a little fear), but mogt of wha she had to say from this
point on would go in one ear and out the other judt the same.

If you dont like what you see on Anderson Avenue, use that pipe you know about. Get
over to Columbus Broad. Cdl the police Tdl them wha's hgppened here. And dont you
even think of coming back to Poplar Street!”

‘ButMom — " Jm began.

She reeched up and s8zed his lips pinching them shut. Not painfully, but firmly. Johnny
could easlly imagine her doing the same thing when the twins were ten years younger, only



bending downto doit.

You save "but Mom" for another time' she sad. This time you jus mind Mom. Get to a
safe place, cdl the police, then stay put until this craziness is over. Got it?

They nodded. Cammie nodded back and let go of Jm's lips Jm was gmiling an
embarassed smile — ohboy, tha's my ma — and blushing to the tips of his ears He knew
better than to remondrate, however.

'‘And be careful,’ she finished. Something came into her eyes — an urge to kiss them,
Johnny thought, or maybe just an urge to cdl the whole thing off while she ill could. Then it
wasgone.

'Reedy, Mr Mainville? Dave asked. He was looking envioudy a the gun dangling & the
end of his brother's arm. Johnny suspected they would not be too far down the path through
the greenbdlt before he asked to carry it awhile.

‘Jugt a second,” he said, and kndt down in front of Raphie Raphie backed away until his
littte butt was flush againg the wall, then looked & Johnny over his thumb. Down here at
Raphieslevd, the amdl of urine and fear was so strong it was jungly.

From his pocket Johnny took the figure hed found in the updairs hdl — the dien with the
big eyes, the horn of a mouth, and the giff srip of ydlow har running up the center of his
otherwise keld head. He held it in front of Raphie's eyes. 'Raphie, what's this?

For a moment he didnt think the boy was going to answer. Then, dowly, he reached out
with the hand that wasnt anchored in his mouth and took it. For the firg time snce the
shooting had begun, aspark of life showed in hisface. That's Magjor Pike' he said.

'Oh?

'Yes. He's a Canopdean.’ He pronounced this word carefully, proudly. That means he's a
nallien. But a good nalien. Not like No Face' A pause 'Sometimes e drives Bounty's Power
Wagon. Mgor Pike wasnt with them, was he? Tears ovearspilled Raphies eyes and Johnny
suddenly remembered the dory every kid used to know about the Black Sox basebdl scandd
in 1919. A weeping little boy had supposedly gpproached Shodess Joe Jackson, begging the
bdlplayer to tdl him tha the fix hadnt been in — to say it wasnt s0. And dthough Johnny
had seen this freek — or someone wearing a mask to make him look like this freek — he
immediady shook his heed and gave Rdphie a comforting pat on the shoulder.

Is Mgor Pke from a movie or a TV show? Johnny asked, but he knew the answer
dready. It was coming together now, maybe should have come together a lot earlier. In the
last few years he had taught a lot of cdasses in schools where grownups had to lean over
srioudy in order to drink from the waer fountains, did a lot of reedings in library rooms
where the chairs were mogtly three feet high. He ligened to the run of their tak, but he didn't
watch their shows or go to ther movies. He knew indinctively that that sort of research
would hinder his work rather then hep it. So he didnt know everything, and ill had plenty
of quedions but he thought he was beginning to beieve that this craziness could be
undergood.

‘Ralphie?

'From a TV show,” Rdphie sad around his thumb. He was ill holding Mgor Pke up in
front of his eyes, much as Johnny had done. 'Hes aMaotoKop.'

'‘And Dream Hoater. What's that, Ralphie?

'Mr Marinville, Dave began, ‘weredly ought to — '

'Give him a second, son,' Brad sad.

Johnny never took his eyes off Ralphie. 'Dream Hoater?

'Cass€s Power Wagon,' Raphie sdd. 'Casse Styles | think shes Colond Henry's
girlfriend. My friend Jason says she isn't because MotoKops dont have girlfriends, but | think
sheis. Why are the Power Wagons on Poplar Stregt, Mr Marinville?

'l don't know, Ralphie." Except he dmost did.



'Why are they so big? And if theyre good guys, why did they shoot my daddy and
mommy?

Raphie dropped the Mgor Pike figure on the floor and kicked it dl the way across the
room. Then he put his hands over his face and began to sob. Cammie Reed darted forward,
but before she could get there, Ellen had wriggled free of Bdinda She went to Raphie and
put her arms around him. ‘Never mind,’ she said. ‘Never mind, Raphie, I'll take care of you.'

Won't that be a trest.” Raphie sad through his sobs, and Johnny clapped a hand over his
mouth dmog hard enough to meke his lips bleed. It was the only way he could keep from
burding into mad, yodding laughter.

If they're good guys, why did they shoot my daddy and mommy?

‘Come on, boys, he said, sanding up and turning to the Reed twins. 'Let's go exploring.'

4

On Poplar Street, the sun was darting to go down. It was too early for it to be going down,
but it wes, just the same. It glared above the horizon in the west like a baeful red eye, turning
the puddies in the dreet and the driveways and on the stoops to fire. It turned the broken glass
which littered the block into embers. It turned the eyes of the faux-buzzard into red pits as it
lifted off from the body of Mary Jackson on its improbable wings and flew across the Street
to the Caver lawvn. Here it dit, looking from David Caver's body to that of Sus Gdlea's
friend. It seemed unsure upon which to sart. So much to eat, 0 little time. At last it chose
Ellen and Raphies father, goproaching the deed man in a saries of dumsy hops One of its
ydlow daw-feet gported five taons, the other only two.

Across the dredt, in the Wyler house — in the amdl of dirt, old hamburger, and tomato
soup — the TV blared on. It was the first sdloon scene of The Regulators.

Youre a right purty lady,’ Rory Cadhoun was saying. That knowing leer in his voice the
one that said Babydoll, I'm going to eat you like ice cream before this shitty little oat-operais
over, and both of us know it. 'Why don't you St down 'n have adrink? Bring me some luck?

I dont drink with trash, Karen Stede responded coldly, and dl of Rory Cdhoun's men —
the ones not currently hiding outsde of town, that was — guffawed.

‘Wdl, ant you a little spitfire? Rory Cdhoun sad, rdaxed, and his men guffawved some
more.

'‘Want some Doritos, Pete? Tak sad. Now it spoke in the voice of Lucas McCan, who
rode the cable-TV range in The Rifleman.

Peter Jackson, seated in the La-Z-Boy in front of the TV, didnt reply. He was grinning
broadly. Moving shadows played across his face, occasondly meking the grin look like a
slent scream, but it wasagrin, dl right.

'He should have some, dl right, Paw, Tak sad, now in the dmog-adolescent voice of
Johnny Crawford, who had played Lucass son. Theyre the good ones. Cool Rath. Come
on, Mr Jackson, over the teeth and over the gums, look out guts, ‘cause here they come!”

The boy hdd chips out in one grimy hand and waved them up and down in front of Peter
Jackson's face. Peter took no notice. He dared a the TV, through the TV, with eyes that
bulged out of his head like those of some exotic degpdwdling fish tha has undergone
explosive decompression. And he grinned.

'Don't gppear he's hongry, Paw.'

I think he is son. Hongry as hdl. Youre hongry, ant you, Pete? Just need a little help,
that's al. So take the damn chips!'

There was a kind of humming in the room. A line of datic gopeared briefly on the TV,
where Rory Cahoun was now trying to kiss Karen Stede. She dapped his face and knocked



off his ha Tha wiped away his legring, teasing grin. Folks — even womenfolks — didn't
knock off Jeb Murdock's hat with impunity.

Peter dowly raised the chips He bypassed his rdentlessdly grinning mouth and  begen
poking them agang his nose indead, crumbling them, catching some of the smdler pieces in
his nogrils. His unnaturdly bulging eyes never left the TV.

‘Little too high, Mr Jackson. Now it was the earnest voice of Hoss Cartwright. Hoss hed
been one of Seth's favorites before Tek came to day indde him, and SO now he was one of
Tak's favorites, too. They rolled that way, like awhed. ‘Let'stry again, what do you say?

The hand went down dowly and jekily, like a freight evator. This time the chips went
into Peter's mouth, and he began to chew mechanicdly. Tak amiled & him with Seth's mouth.
It hoped — in its drange way it did have emaotions, dthough none of them was precisgy
human — that Peter was enjoying the Doritos, because they were going to be his last med. It
had sucked a grest ded of lifeforce out of Peter, first replenishing the gaudy amounts of
energy it had expended this afternoon, then taking in more. Getting ready for the next step.

Getting ready for the night.

Peter chewed and chewed, Dorito fragments spilling out of his grin and tumbling down the
front of his teeshirt, the one with hgopy od Mr Smiley-Smile on the front. His eyebdls,
bulging so far out of ther sockets that they ssemed to be lying on his cheeks, quivered with
the motion of his jaw. The left one had it like a squeezed grape when Tak invaded his
mind and dole mogt of it — the useful pat — but he could Hill see a little out of the right
one. Enough 0 hed be ddle to do the next part mostly on his own. Once, tha was, his motor
was running again.

'Peter? | say, Peter, can you hear me, old boy? Tak now spoke in the clipped British tones
of Andrew Case, Peter's depatment head. Like dl of Tak's imitations, it was quite good. Not
a good as its Wesen movie and TV show imitations (a which it had had much more
practice), but till not bed.

And the voice of authority did wondes it had found, even for the termindly bran-
damaged. A vague flicker of life came into Peter's face. He turned and saw Andrew Case in a
siffy houndstooth jacket ingead of Seth Garin in a pair of MotoKops Underoos decorated
with reddishorange blobs of Chef Boyardee sauce.

Tl want you to go across the street now, old boy. Into the woods, en? But you neednt
toddle dl the way to grandmother's house. Jd to the pah. Do you know the path in the
woods?

Peter shook his head. His protruding eyebdls trembled above the stretched clown rictus of
hislips

‘No matter, youll find it. Hard to miss, old top. When you gt to the fork, you can st down
with your . . . friend.

'My friend,’ Peter said. Not quite a question.

"Yes, that'sright.'

Peter had never actudly met the man he would be joining at the fork in the path and never
actudly would, not redly, but there was no sense in tdling Peter these things. He didnt have
mind enough left to undersand them, for one thing. He was shortly going to be deed, for
ancther. As dead as Herb Wyler. As dead as the man with the shopping-cart, the one Peter
would shortly be mesting in the woods.

'My friend,’ Peter said a second time. A little surer now.

'Yep." The British depatment head was gone, Tak returned to John Payne doing his Gary
Cooper thing. 'Best be crawling, pard.

'Down the path to the fork."

'Reckon s0.'

Peter rose to his fet like an old dockwork toy with rugt in its gears. His eyebdls jiggled in



the slver dreamlight fromthe TV.

‘Best be crawling. And when | get to thefork, | can Sit down with my friend.’

'Yessr, that's the ded.” Now it was the hdf-leering, hdf-laughing voice of Rory Cahoun.
'He's quite the boy, your friend. You could say he got this whole thing started. Lit the fuse,
anyway. You git on, now, pard. Happy trallsto you, until we meet again.’

Peter walked through the arch, not glancing with his one dying eye & Audrey, who was
dumped over ddeways in one of the livingroom chairs with her eyes hdf-open. She
agopeared to be in a daze or perhgps even a date of coma She was bresthing dowly and
regularly. Her legs, long and pretty (the firgt things about her to atract Herb back in the days
when she had ill been Audrey Gain), were dretched out before her, and Peter dmost
gumbled over them in his degpwak to the front door. When he opened the door and the red
light of the dedining day fell on his grin, it looked more like a scream than ever.

Hdfway down the wak with that red light faling like draned blood through the risng
pillar of smoke from the Hobart place, the Rory Cdhoun voice filled his heed, ripping a it
like arazor blade: Close the door behind you, partner, was you born in a barn?

Peter made a drunken about-face, came back and did as he was told. The door was smooth
and intact, the only one on the block not riddled with bulletholes. He did another amut-face
(@mog fdling off the stoop in the process) and then sat sal through the red light toward his
own house, where he would wak up the driveway, past the breezeway, and into the backyard.
From there he would dimb over the low wire fence and enter the greenbdt. Find the path.
Find the fork. Find his friend. Sit down with his friend.

He stepped over the sorawled body of his wife, then paused as a wild cry rose in the hat,
amoky ar: Wh-Wh-Whooo . . . As far gone as he was, that cry brought a scatter of gooseflesh
to hisarms. What was a coyote doing in Ohio? In a suburb of Colum —

Best be cramling, pard. Git along, little dogie.

Pain, even more excruciding than before. He moaned through the frozen curve of his grin.
Fresh blood oozed from his ruptured eye and trickled down his cheek.

He darted forward again, and when the cry returned — this time joined by a second, a
third, and findly a fourth — he didn't react. He thought only of the path, the fork, the friend.
Tak made one find check of the man's mind (it did not take long, as there was not much mind
left in Peter to check) and then withdrew.

Now there was only it and the women. It supposad it knew why it hed let her live, like the
bird thet is reputed to live in the very jaws of the crocodile, the bird safe from the croc's teeth
because it deans among them, but Tak would not save her much longer. In many ways the
boy had been an inspired hos — perhgps the only hog in which it coud have lived and
grovn 0 much — but there was this one ironic drawback: wha Tak could conceive and
dedre, the boy's body could not carry out. It could dress the woman and dye her hair, it could
drip her naked, it could make her pinch her own nipples and do dl sorts of other pueile
things if it dedred. It did not desre. What it desred was to couple with her, and that it could
not do. Under certain circumstances it fdt that it might have been able to manage some sort
of joining in spite of its host's immaturity . . . but Seth himsdf was §ll indde, and on the
occasons it had redly tried, Seth had prevented it. Tak could have chdlenged the boy and
dmog catanly prevailed, but it was perhgps wiser not to do so. It had not emerged from its
black place under the Nevada dud, after dl the millennia of imprisonment, to have sex with a
woman who was much younger than Tak itsalf and much older than its host body.

Andwhat had it come for?

Wdl ... tohavefun. And. ..

To watch televison, a voice far back in its mind whispered. To watch television, to eat
FoaghettiOs, and to make. To build.

'You want to try me, Sheriff? Rory Cadhoun asked, and Tak's eyes drifted back to the TV.



Some of the others might be moving into the woods. It could have made aure of this one way
or another if it had redly dedred, but it did not. Let them go into the woods if they wanted.
They would not like what they found. And where could they go? Back, that was dl. Back to
the houses. In a very red sense, there was nowhere dse. Meantime, it would save its energy.
Just rlax and watch the movie. Soon enough it would be time to bring on the night.

Why dont we jus sand down, think things over? John Payne asked, and Sgth and Tak
came together again, as the Westerns — this one in paticular — had dways brought them
together. Tak bent forward, eyes never leaving the screen, and picked up a bowl filled with a
congedled mixture of FrancoAmerican spaghetti and hamburger. It began to edt, eyes glued
to the TV screen, oblivious of the chunks of meat that tumbled down its neked chest from
time to time, coming to reg in its lgp. Soon the find shootout would begin yet again — KA-
POW and KA-BAM dl the way home — and Tek let itsdf float into the sory and the sivery
black-and-white images, drinking in the amosphere of violence, as ripe and dectric as an
impending thundersorm. As it wached, entranced, Seth Garin sgparated himsdf from Tak
and moved away from it with the sedth of Jeck cregping past the degping giant. He glanced
a the TV ad wasnt surprised to find that, whatever Tak might believe, he no longer liked
The Regulators very much. Then he turned away, found one of the secret passages he had
mede for himsdf during Tek's reign, and disgppeared quietly into it. Deegper into his own
mind he went, the passage teking him ever downward. He waked at fird, then began to jog.
He didn't undersland much more of this world than he did the one outsde, but now it was the
only world he had



From The Regulators, screenplay by Craig Goodis and Quentin Woolrich

EXT. MAIN STREET DAY

SHERIFF STREETER watches DEPUTY LAINE yank CANDY to
his feet. Behind them, in the adobe which houses Lushan's
Chinese Laundry, a number of Chinese workers watch from
the doorway, where they are huddled.

CANDY
What're you chinkies lookin' at?!

They don't recoil this time.

CHINESE LAUNDRYMAN
You! Clothes needee washee now, sure, sure!

The other CHINESE laugh. Even STREETER smiles a little.
CANDY looks dazed. Cant believe STREETER has beaten him
in a fair fight, can't believe these 'Chink-Chink-China Boys' are
laughing at him, can't believe any of this is happening.

STREETER
Best get on inside, boys.

The LAUNDRYMEN go back inside, but look out the windows.

STREETER (to LAINE)
Make sure he gets his hat, Josh. Wouldn't want him to
have to go to jail without his hat.

Grinning, LAINE picks up CANDY'S pinned-back Johnny Reb
cavalry hat, which fell off CANDY'S head when STREETER
knocked him over the hitching rail. Now, grinning more
broadly than ever, DEPUTY LAINE slams it down on the
defeated thug's head. There is a puff of dust.

LAINE
Come on, Capn. | done saved you the nicest tent in the
bivouac. Wait'11 you see it.

SCENE CONTINUES



He shoves the dazed and defeated CANDY toward the jail.
SHERIFF STREETER is watching them go with a grin, and

does not at first see the batwing doors of The Lady Day Saloon
open as MAJOR MURDOCK pushes out on to the sidewalk. For
once, MURDOCK'S trademark grin is gone.

MURDOCK
You think puttin' Candy in jails gonna solve your
problems, Sheriff?

STREETER turns toward him. MURDOCK pulls his mud-

splattered cavalry duster back, freeing the butt of his army-
issue Colt.

STREETER (smiles)
Could be 1 just arrested my first ghost. Where are the
rest of your regulators hold up? Desatoya Gnyon? Skate
Rock? You ready to tell me yet?

MURDOCK
You're crazy as a snakebit varmit!

STREETER

That so? Well, we'll see. I'm guessing there won't be any
ghosts riding tonight without Captain Candell to hand
out the sheets.

Still smiling, STREETER turns toward the jail again.
MURDOCK
Suppose | told you the regulators were a lot closer than
Desatoya Mountain or Skate Rock? Suppose | told you
they were right outside of town, just waitin' for the first

gunshot? How would you like that, you damn Yankee?

STREETER
I think I'd like it just fine.

He looks up, raises his fingers to his mouth, and WHISTLES.
SCENE CONTINUES

EXT. MAIN STREET ROOFTOPS, STREET POV



MEN start appearing from behind every sign, chimney, and
false front. Formerly terrified TOWNSMEN, now looking grim
and carrying rifles. Theyre on the Chinese laundry, the Owl
County Store, Worrell's Mercantile, even Craven's Undertaking
Parlor. Among them we see PREACHER YEOMAN and
LAWYER BRADLEY. YEOMAN, no longer concerned that the
regulators are a supernatural visitation meant to punish the
town for its sins, raises one hand to the SHERIFF in a salute.

RESUME MAIN STREET, WITH STREETER AND MURDOCK

STREETER returns YEOMAN'S salute with a flick of his hand,
then turns back to MURDOCK, who looks furious and
confused. A dangerous combination!

STREETER
Yep, bring 'em on, if that's your pleasure.

MURDOCKS face tightens. He drops his hand until it hovers
just above the butt of his Colt. Neither of them sees LAURA
push her way out of the saloon from behind MURDOCK. She's
wearing one of her spangly outfits and carrying her
DERRINGER.

MURDOCK
You want to try me, Sheriff?

STREETER
Why don't we just stand down? Think this thing over?

But he knows its too late, he's pushed MURDOCK too far.

STREETER drops his own hand to just above the butt of his
gun.

MURDOCK
Time for talking's done, Sheriff.

SCENE CONTINUES

STREETER
Well now, if that's the way you want it.



EXT.

MURDOCK
You could have stood aside and nobody would have got
hurt.

STREETER
Thats not the way we do things around here. We —
(sees LAURA)

STREETER
Laura, no!

While he's distracted, MURDOCK GOES FOR HIS GUN. LAURA
darts between the two men, pointing the DERRINGER at
MURDOCK. She pulls the trigger, but there's only a CLICK.
MISFIRE! A split second later, MURDOCK fires his cavalry
Colt, and the bullet meant for STREETER hits LAURA instead.
She CRUMPLES.

ROOFTOPS

The TOWNSMEN raise their guns to fire.

RESUME MAIN STREET IN FRONT OF THE SALOON

MURDOCK sees what's about to happen and dives back
through the batwings and into the relative safety of The Lady
Day. STREETER chases him with a couple of shots, then runs
to LAURA and kneels beside her.

RESUME ROOFTOPS

FLIP MORAN, the hostler, lets go with a round. A couple of
others follow suit, but only a couple, luckily.

RESUME MAIN STREET IN FRONT OF THE SALOON

A BULLET WHINES off one of the batwing doors, knocking a
splinter out.

STREETER
Don't shoot, he's gone!

RESUME ROOFTOPS SCENE CONTINUES



The men lower their guns. FLIP MORAN looks confused and ashamed
of himself.

EXT. STREETER AND LAURA, CLOSE

The SHERIFFS hard shell is temporarily gone — smashed. He
looks down at the DYING DANCEHALL GIRL and realizes he
loves her!

STREETER
Laura!

LAURA (coughing)

Gun misfired . . .you always said . . . never trusta . . . a
hideout gun . . .

She breaks down coughing.

STREETER
Don't talk. I'll send Joe Prudum for the doc —

LAURA (coughing)
Too . . . too late. Just hold me!

STREETER does. She looks up at him CURIOUSLY.

LAURA
Why, Sheriff! . . . are you crying?

EXT. REAR OF THE LADY DAY

MURDOCK comes bursting out. SERGEANT MATHIS is still
there, holding the horses.

SARGE
What happened? | heard shootin'!

MURDOCK (swings up on his horse)
Never mind. It's time to get the boys.

SARGE
You mean — ?!



Suddenly MURDOCKSS insanity breaks free. His eyes BLAZE.
SCENE CONTINUES

His lips pull back in a snarl that looks almost like a GRIN. It
is the grin of a cornered ANIMAL!

MURDOCK
We're gonna wipe this town off the map!

They wheel their horses away to join the rest of the regulators.



CHAPTER NINE

1

There was no need for Steve and Callie to hop the fence a the far end of Doc's yard; there
was a gae, dthough they had to ter out a far amount of wdl-entrenched ivy before they
could use it. They exchanged words only twice before reaching the path. The first time it was
Steve who spoke. He looked around at the trees — scrubby, weedy-looking things, for the
mos pat, now myserious with the rusle of ranwater dripping off the leaves — and then
asked: 'Are these poplars?

Callie, who had been working his way around a paticulally vidous dump of thornbushes,
looked back at him. 'Say whet?

I asked if these trees are poplars. Since Poplar Street is where we came from, | just
wondered.

'Oh." Collie looked around doubtfully, swapping the .30-.06 from one hand to the other and
then running an am across his forehead. It was very hot in the greenbdt. 'I dont know if
they're poplars or pines or goddam eucdyptuses to tel you the truth. Botany was never my
thing. That one over there is a skinny-ass birch, and that's aout dl |1 know on the subject.
With that, he sarted off again.

Fve minutes laer (Steve wondering by now if there redly was a path back here or only
wighful thinking), Collie stopped. He looked back past Steve, his eyes 0 intense that Steve
tuned himsdf to see what he was looking a. He saw nothing but the tangled greenery
through which they had dready made ther way. No sign of Old Doc's house the Jacksons,
ether. He could see a tiny wedge of red that he thought might be the chimney aop the Carver
house, but that was dl. They dmost could have been a hundred miles from the neares human
hebitation. Thinking that — and redlizing it was atrue thought — gave Steve a chill.

'What? he asked, thinking the cop would ak him why they couldnt hear any cars, not
even some kid's glasspackequipped low-rider, or a dngle basspowered sound-system, or a
matorcyde, or ahorn, or a shout, o anything.

Ingteed, Callie said: 'Werelosng thelight.'

'We can't be. It's only — ' Steve looked a his waich, but it had stopped. The battery had
given out, probably; hed never replaced it snce his dser had given it to him for Chrigmas a
couple of years ago. It was odd, though, that it should have sopped just past four odock,
which had to be not long after the time he had firs wheded into this marvelous little
neighborhood.

‘Only what?

1 cant say exactly, my watch has stopped, but just think about it. It can't be much more
then fivethirty, five forty-five Maybe even earlier. Don't they say you overesimate eapsed



time when you'rein a crigs Situation?

1 dont even know who ‘they' are, never have' Collie sad. 'Bu look & the light. The
quality of thelight.'

Seve did, and yes, the cop had a point. Steve didnt like to admit it, but he did. The light
danted through the tangle (and that wes the proper word for it, not greenbet) in hot red
shafts. Red sun at night, sallor's ddight, he thought, and suddenly, as if that was a trigger, it
dl tried to crash in on him, dl the things that were wrong, and he couldnt stand it. He raised
his hands and dapped them over his eyes whacking himsdf a damned good one on the sde
of the head with the butt of the .22 he was carrying, feding his bladder go loose, knowing he
was close to watering his underwear and not caring. He staggered backward and — from a
digance, it ssemed — heard Collie Entragian asking if he was okay. With what fdt like the
grestest effort of his life, Steve sad that he was and forced himsdf to lower his hands, to look
into thet ddlirious red light again.

‘Let me ak you a very persond question,” Steve sad. He thought his voice did not sound
even remotely like his own. 'How scared are you?

'Very. The big guy amed more sweet off his forehead. It was very hot in here, but in spite
of the dripping, rudling leaves, the heat fdt drangdy dry to Steve not in the lesst
greenhouse-ish. The amdls were that way, too. Not unplessant, but dry. Egyptian, dmog.
‘Dont lose hope, though. | see the path, | think.'

It wes indeed the path, they stepped on to it less than a minute after getting moving again,
and Steve saw dgns — comforting ones, under the circumstances — of the animas which
had usd this paticular game-trall: a potato-chip bag, the wrapper from a pack of basebdl
cads, a couple of double-A bateries which had maybe been pried out of some kid's
Wakman after they went dead, initids carved on atree.

He saw something far less comforting on the other dde of the track: a misshgpen growth,
prickly and virulent green, among the sumech and scrub trees Two more stood behind it,
their lumpy arms dicking tiffly up like the ams of dien traffic cops.

‘Holy shit, do you see those? Steve asked.

Collie nodded. They look like cactuses. Or cacti. Or whatever you say for more than one.’

Yes, Seve thought, but only in the way that women painted by PFicasso during his Cubig
phese looked like red women. The smplicity of the cactuses and therr lack of symmetry —
like the bird with the mismaiched wings — gave them a surred aspect that hurt his head. It
was like looking at something thet wouldn't quite come into focus.

It doeslook a little like a buzzard, Old Doc hed sad. As a child might draw it.

Things were darting to group together in his mind. Not fit together, a least not yet, but
forming themsdves naurdly into what they had been taught to cdl a st back in Algebra I.
The vans, which looked like props from a kids Saurday metinee. The bird. Now thee
violent green cactuses, like something you'd see in an energetic first grader's picture.

Callie gpproached the one closest to the path and stuck out a tentetive finger.

‘Man, dont do that, you're nutd" Steve said.

Coallie ignored him. Reached the finger further. Closer. And doser yet, until —

'Ouch! Y ou mother!"

Seve jumped. Cdllie yanked his hand back and peered a it like a kid with an interesting
new scrgpe. Then he turned to Steve and held it out. A bead of blood, smdl and dark and
perfect, was forming on the pad of his index finger. They're red enough to poke' he sad.
Thisoneis, anyway.’

‘Sure. And what if it poisons you? Like something from the Congo Basn, something like
that?

Collie shrugged as if to say too late now, pd, and Sarted dong the path. It was headed
south a this point, toward Hyacinth. With the redorange sunlight flooding through the trees



from the right, it was a least impossble to become disoriented. They sated down the hill.
As they went, Steve saw more and more of the misshapen cacti in the woods to the east of the
pah. They were actudly crowding out the trees in places The underbrush was thinning, and
for a very good reason: the topsoil was adso thinning, beng replaced by a grany gray
sandbed that looked like.. . . like. ..

Swet ran in Seves eyes, singing. He wiped it away. So hot, and the light so strong and
red. Hefdt sck to his somach.

‘Look." Cdllie pointed. Twenty yards ahead, another dump of cacti guarded a fork in the
path. Jutting out from them like the prow of a ship was an overturned shopping cart. In the
dying light, the metal basket-rods looked as if they had been dipped in blood.

Cadllie jogged down to the fork. Steve hurried to keep up, not wanting to get separated from
the other even by a few yards. As Collie reached the fork, howls rose in the drange air, shap
and yet somehow dckeningly swedt, like bad barbershop-quartet harmony: Whoooo!
Whoooo! Wh-Wh-Whooooo! There was a pause and then they came again, more of them this
time, mingling and yipping, bringing goosflesh to every square inch of Steves sin. My
children of the night, he thought, and in his mind's eye saw Bda Lugod, a spook in black and
white, spreading his cloak. MayBe not such a great image, under the circumstances, but
sometimes your mind went where it wanted.

‘Chrig!" Collie sad, and Steve thought he meaent those howls — coyotes howling
somewhere to the east of them, where there were supposed to be houses and stores and five
different kinds of McBurger restaurants — but the big cop waan't looking that way. He was
looking down. Steve followed his gaze and saw a man dtting besde the beached shopping
cat. He was propped againgt a cactus, stuck to its spines like a grotesque human memo which
hed been |eft here for them to find.

Wh-Wh-Whoooo . . .

He reached out, not thinking about it, and found the cop's hand. Cdllie fdt his touch and
grabbed back. It was ahard grip, but Steve didn't mind.

'Oh, shit, I've seen thisguy,’ Collie sad.

'How in Chrigt's name can you tdl? Steve asked.

'His clothes. His cat. He's been on the dreet two or three times snce the gat of the
summer. If | saw him again, | was going to warn him off. Probably harmless, but —*

‘But what? Steve, who had been on the bum a time or two in his life, didnt know whether
to be pissed or amused. 'What'd you think he was going to do? Sted someones favorite velvet
Elvis painting? Try to hit that guy Soderson up for a drink?

Cdllie shrugged.

The man pinned to the cactus was dressed in pached khaki pants and a teeshirt even
older, dirtier, and more ragged than the one Billingdey had found for Cdllie His dderly
sneskers were bound together with dectricd tape. They were the clothes of a bum, and the
possessons which had spilled out of the cat when it overturned suggested the same: an old
par of artip dress shoes, a length of frayed rope, a Barbie doll, a blue jacket with BUCKEYE
LANES printed on the back in gold threed, a bottle of wine hdf-full, stoppered with wha
looked like the finger of a lady's evening glove, and a boombox radio which had to be a lesst
ten years old. Its plagic case had been mended with arplane glue. There were dso a leest a
dozen pladtic bags, each carefully rolled up and secured with twine,

A dead bum in the woods. But how in God's name had he died? His eyes had popped out of
their sockets and hung on his cheeks from dried optic nerves Both looked deflated, as if the
force that had pushed them out had dso split them. His nose had bled copioudy over his lips
and the dt-and-pepper stubble on his chin. The blood didn't obscure his mouth, though —
Steve only wished it had. It was disended in a huge, loopy grin that seemed to have dragged
the comners of the bum's mouth hadfway to his grimy ears. Something — some force — had



swated him into the cactus-grove and killed him hard enough to shove his eyebdls dear out
on to hisface. Y et the same force hed Ieft him grinning.

Callies hand was gripping harder than ever. Crushing hisfingers

‘Canyou let up? Steve asked. 'Y ou're bresking my — '

He looked up the east-tending fork of the path, the one that was supposed to lead them out
on to Andeson Avenue and hep. It ran on for about ten yards and then opened like the
mouth of a funnd into a nightmare desert world. Thet it bore no resemblance to Ohio made
no impresson on Steven Ames, for the smple reason that it bore no resemblance to any
landscape he had ever seen in hislife. Or glimpsed in his dreams.

Beyond the last few sane, green trees was a broad expanse of whitish hardpan running
toward a troubled horizon of saw-toothed mountain pesks They had no shading or texture, no
folds or outcrops or valeys. They were the dead black Crayola mountains of a child.

The path didnt dissppear but widened out, became a kind of catoon road. There was a
haf-buried wagon-whed on the left. Beyond it was a gony ravine filled with shedows. On
the right was a sign, black |etters on bleached white board:

o THI PoND7 R0y

it sad. The d9gnpost was topped with a cow-skull as misshgpen as the cacti. Beyond the sign,
the road ran draight to the horizon in an atificidly diminishing perspective tha mede Steve
think of movie pogters for Close Encounters of the Third Kind. There were dready dtars in
the sy above the mountains, impossble sars that were much too big. They didn't seem to
twirkle but to blink on and off like Chrigmastree lights. The howls rose again, this time not
a trio or a quartet but a whole choir. Not from the foothills, there were no foathills. Jugt flat
white desert, green blobs of cactus, the road, the ravine, and, in the distance, the sharktooth
necklace of the mountains

Callie whispered, 'What in God's nameisthis?

Before Steve could reply — Some child's mind, he would have said, given the chance — a
low growl came from the ravine. To Steve it sounded dmog like the ide of a powerful boa
engine. Then two green eyes opened in the shadows and he took a sep back, his mouth
drying. He lifted the Mossberg, but his hands fdt like blocks of wood and the gun looked
puny, usdess The eyes (they floated like comic-gtrip eyes in a dark room) looked the size of
goddam footballs, and he didnt think he wanted to see how big the anima that went with
them might be. '‘Can wekill it? he asked. 'If it comes at us, do you think — '

‘Look around you!" Callie interrupted. 'L ook what's hgppening!'

He did. The green world was retregting from them and the desart was advancing. The
foliage under their feet fird became pdlid, as if something had sucked dl the sgp out of it,
then disgppeared as the dark, moist earth beached and granulated. Beads. That was what he
had been thinking a few moments ago, tha the topsoil had been replaced by this weird round
beadlike <hit. To his right, one of the scrubby trees suddenly plumped out. This was
accompanied by the sound you get when you stick your finger in your cheek and then pop it.
The treds whitish trunk turned green and grew spines. Its branches melted together, the color
in the leaves seeming to spread and blur as they became cactus arms.

"You know, | think it might be time to beet aretreet here,' Collie said.

Steve didn't bother to reply; he taked with his feet instead. A moment later and they were
both running back adong the path toward the place where they had stepped on to it. At first
Steve thought only about not getting poked in the eye by a branch, running into a drift of
brambles or going past the discarded double-A betteries, which was where they'd want to



turn dead west and head for Billingdey's gate. Then he heard the coughing growl again and
everyting dse faded into indggnificance. It was cose. The greeneyed credture from the
ravine was following them. Hell, chasing them. And gaining.

2

There was a gunshot, and Peter Jackson dowly turned his head toward it. He redized (so far
as he weas 4ill capable of redizing anything) that he had been sanding on the edge of his
backyard and looking & (so far as he was dill capable of looking a anything) the table on the
paio. There was a dack of books and magazines on the table, most brisling with pink
marker-dips. He had been working on a scholaly aticle cdled ‘James Dickey and the New
Southern Redlity', rdishing the thought that it would ir a grest ded of controversy in certan
ivied bowers of academe. He might be invited to other colleges to be on pand discussond
Pand discussons to which he would travd with dl expenses pad (Within reason, of
course) How he had dreamed of that. Now it dl seemed faraway and unimportant. Like the
gunshot from the woods, and the scream that followed it, and the two shots which followed
the scream. Even the snarling sounds — like a tiger that had escgped from the zoo and hidden
in their greentbdt — seemed faraway and unimportant. All that mettered was. . . wes. . .

'Hnding my friend' he sad. 'Getting to the fork in the path and dtting down with my
friend. Best . . . be crawling.

He crossad the patio on a diagond, driking the edge of the table with his hip as he waked
by. An issue of Verse Georgia and severd of his research books fel off the stack and landed
on the puddled pink brick. Peter ignored them. His fading sght was fixed on the greenbdt
which ran behind the houses on the east dde of Poplar Street. His dmog lifdong interest in
footnotes had deserted him.

3

When it happened, Jan wasnt exactly taking about Ray Soames she was wondering why
God had made a world where you couldnt hep wanting to be kissed and touched by a man
who often — hdl, usudly — had dirty ankles and washed his har maybe four times a month.
If it was a good month, that was. So she redly was tadking about Ray, just omitting the
names.

And for the firg time snce shéd been coming here, running here, Audrey fet a touch of
impatience, the soft droke of friend-weariness. She was findly lodng patience with Jan's
obsession, it seemed.

Audrey was danding a the entrance to the folly, looking down the meedow to the rock
wadl, ligening to the hum of the bees and wondering what she was doing here, anyway. There
were people who needed hdp, people she knew and, in most cases, liked. There was a part of
her — quite persuesve it was, to0 — that was trying to meke her bdieve that they didnt
metter, that they were not only four hundred miles west of here but fourteen years in the
future, except that wes a lie, persuasve or not. This place was the illuson. This place was the
lie

But | need to be here, she thought. | redly, redly do.

Maybe, but Janices love-hate rdationship with Ray Soames suddenly bored her to tears
She fdt like whirling on her heds and saying, Well, why don't you quit whining and drop
him? You're young, you're pretty, you've got a good body. I'm sure you can find someone with



clean hair and breath to scratch the parts of you that itch the worst.

Saying such an awful thing to Jan was gpt to expel her from this place of safety as surdy as
Adam and Eve had been expeled from the Garden of Eden for egting the wrong apple, but
that didn't change how she fdt. And if she managed to keep her mouth shut about Jan's love-
obsesson, what would come next? Jan's hundred and fiftieth assertion that, while Paul might
wel be the cutest Bestle, John was the only one she would serioudy consder deeping with?
As though the Beetles had never broken up; as though John had never died.

Then, before she could say or do anything, a new sound intruded in this quiet place where
there was usudly only the hum of bees the rickety-rick of crickets in the grass, and the
murmuring voices of the two young women. It was a jingling sound, light but somehow
demanding, like the handbdl of an dd-timey schoolmidress cdling the children in from
recess and back to their studies.

She turned, redizing that Jan's voice had ceased, and no wonder. Jan was gone. And on the
Flintery table, with its entwined initids dretching back dmog to World War |, the Tek-
phone was ringing.

For thefirg timein dl her vists, the Tak{phone was ringing.

She waked toward it dowly — three little steps was dl it took — and stared down & i,
her heart besting hard. Part of her was screaming & her not to answer, that she knew now and
had dways known what tha phones ringing would meen: that Seth's demon had found her.
But what €se was there to do?

Run, a voice (perhaps it was the voice of her own demon) suggested coldly. Run out into
this world, Audrey. Down the hill, scattering the butterflies before you, over the rock wal,
and to the road on the other sde. It goes to New Pdtz, that road, and it doesn't matter if you
have to wak dl day to get there and finish up with blisers on both heds. It's a college town,
and somewhere dong Man Street therell be a window with a sgn in it — WAITRESS
WANTED. You can work your way up from there Go on. Youre young, in your ealy-
twenties again, youre hedthy, youre not badlooking, and none of this nightmare has
happened yet.

She couldn't do thet . . . could she? None of this was real, after dl. It was just a refuge in
her mind.

Ring, ring, ring.

Light but demanding. Pick me up, it said. Pick me up, Audrey. Fick me up, podner. We got
to ride on over to the Ponderosa, only thistime you ain't never coming back.

Ring, ring, ring.

She bent down suddenly and planted a hand on ether sde of the little red phone. She felt
the dry wood under her pams, she fdt the shapes of carved initids under her fingertips and
undersood that if she took a olinter in this world, she would be bleeding when she arived
back in the other one Because this was red, it was and she knew wip had created it. Seth
had mede this haven for her, she was suddenly sure of it. HEd woven it out of her best
memories and sweetest dreams, had given her a place to go when madness threatened, and if
the fantasy was getting a little threadbare, like a carpet garting to show strings where the
foot-traffic was the heaviest, that wasn't hisfaullt.

And she couldn't leave him to fend for himsdf. Wouldn't.

Audrey snatched up the handsst of the phone It was ridicdoudy smdl, child-szed, but
she hardly noticed thet. 'Dont you hurt him!" she shouted. ‘Don't you hurt him, you monger!
If you have to hurt someone, hurt m —*

‘Aunt Audrey!" It was Seth's voice, dl right, but changed. There was no duttering, no
grasping for words, no lapses into gibberish, and dthough it was frightened, it did not seem
to bein apanic. At least not yet. ‘Aunt Audrey, listen to me!*

‘I am Tdl me!'



'‘Come back! You can get out of the house now! You can runl Tak's in the woods . . . but
the Power Wagons will be coming back! Y ou have to get out before they do!"

'What about you?

T'll be dl right, the phone-voice said, and Audrey thought she heard a lie in it. Unsureness,
a least. You have to get to the others. But beforeyougo. . ."

She ligened to wha he wanted her to do, and fdt adsurdly like laughing — why had she
never thought of it hersdf? It was so Ssmple! But . . .

‘Can you hide it from Tak? she asked.

'Y es. But you have to hurry!'

'What will we do? Even if | get to the others, what can we —*

1 cant explan now, therés no time. You have to trus me, Aunt Audrey! Come back now,
and trust me! Come back! COME BACK!'

That last shriek was 0 loud that she tore the telephone away from her ear and took a Sep
beckward. There was an indant of perfect, vertiginous disorientation as she fel, and then she
hit the floor with the Sde of her head. The blow was cushioned by the living-room carpet, but
it sent a momentary flock of comets sreaming across her vison anyway. She st up, smdling
old hamburger greese and the dank aroma of a house that hadnt had a comprehensive
cleaning or topto-bottom aring in a year or more. She looked firg & the char she had fdlen
out of, then a the telephone clutched in her right fand. She must have grabbed it off the table
a the same moment she had grabbed the Tak-phone in the dream.

Exoent it had been no dream, no hdlucination.

She brought the telephone to her ear (this one was black, and of a size that fit her face) and
ligened. Nothing, of course. There was dectricity in this house if nowhere dse on the block
— Tak had to have its TV — but a some point it had killed the phone.

Audrey got up, looked a the arch leading into the den, and knew wha she would see if she
peked in: Seh in a trance, Tak entirdy gone But not into the movie this time, or not
precisely. She heard confused cries and what was dmogt certainly a gunshot from across the
dreet, and a line from Genesis occurred to her, something about the spirit of God moving on
the face of the waers The spirit of Tak, she had an idea, was dso in motion, busy with its
own &ffairs, and if she tried to get away now she probably would make it. But if she got to the
others and told them what she knew, and if they beieved, what might they do in order to
escgpe the glamor in which they had been ensnared? What might they do to Seth in order to
escape Tak?

He told me to go, she thought. | better trust him. But firs —

Frg there was the thing he had told her to do before she left. Such a smple thing . . . but
it might solve a lot. Everything, if they were very lucky. Audrey hurried into the kitchen,
ignoring the cries and babble of voices from across the dreet. Now that her mind was meade
up, she was dl but overwhemed by a need to hurry, to get this las chore done before Tak
turned its attention back to her.

Or before it sent Colond Henry and his friends again.

4

When things went wrong, they went wrong with Spectacular suddenness. Johnny asked
himsdf later how much of the blame was his — again and again he asked it — and never got
ay dear answer. Certanly his atention had lgpsed, dthough that had been before the shit
actudly hit the fan.

He had followed dong behind the Reed twins as they headed through the woods toward
the path, and had dlowed his mind to drift off because the boys were moving with agonized



downess, trying not to rudle a sngle bush or snag a sngle twig. None of them had the
dightest idea that they were not done in the greenbdt; by the time Johnny and the twins
entered it, Collie and Steve were on the path and well ahead of them, moving quietly south.

Johnny's mind had gone back to Bill Harriss horrified survey of Poplar Street on the day of
his vist back in 1990, Bill a firg saying Johnny couldnt be serious then, seeing he wes
asking him what the ded was. And Johnny Marinville, who now chronicled the adventures of
a ca who toted a fingerprint kit, had replied: The deal is | don't want to die yet, and that
means doing some personal editorial work. A second-draft Johnny Marinville, if you like.
And | can do it. Because | have the desire, which is important, and because | have the tools,
which is vital. You could say it's just another version of what | do. I'm rewriting my life. Re-
sculpting my life.

It was Tary, his fird wife, who had provided him with what might redly have been his
last chance, dthough he hadnt sad so to Bill. Bill didnt even know thet, after dmog fifteen
years when ther only communication had been through lawyers Johnny and the former
Theresa Marinville had commenced a cautious didogue, sometimes by letter, mosly on the
phone. That contact had increesed snce 1988, when Johnny hed findly put the booze and
drugs behind hm — for good, he hoped. Yet there was dill something wrong, and a some
point in the goring of 1989 he had found himsdf tdling his firsd ex-wife, whom he had once
tried to stab with a butter-knife, that his sober life felt pointless and godless. He could not, he
sd, imagine ever writing another nove. Tha fire ssemed to be out, and he didnt miss
weking up in the morning with it bumning his brains . . . dong with the inevitable hangover.
That pat seemed to be done. And he could accept that. The part he didn't think he could
accept was how the old life of which his novels had been a pat was Hill everywhere around
him, whispering from the corners and murmuring from his old IBM evey time he turned it
on. | am wha you were, the typewriter's hum said to him, and what youll dways be It wes
never about sAf-image, or even ego, but only aout what was printed in your genes from the
vey dat. Run to the end of the earth and take a room in the last hotd and go to the end of
the find corridor ad when you open the door that's there Il be gtting on a table indde,
humming my same od hum, the one you heard on 0 many sheky hungover mornings and
ther€ll be a can of Coors besde your book-notes and a gram of coke in the top drawer left,
because in the end that's wha you are and dl you are. As some wise man or other once sad,
there is no gravity; the earth just sucks.

"Y ou ought to dig out the kids book," she had said, Sartling him out of thisreverie

'What kids book? | never — '

‘Don't you remember Pat the Detective Kitty-Cat?

It took him a minute, but then he did. Terry, that was just a little story | made up for your
sger's rugmonkey one night when he wouldn't shut up and | thought she was going to have a
nervous— '

"You liked it well enough to write it down, didn'tt you?

I don't remember,’ he had said, remembering.

'You know you did, and youve got it somewhere because you never throw anything away.
And bagtard! | dways suspected you of saving your goddam boogers. In a Sucrets box,
maybe, like fishing lures!

They'd probably meke good fishing lures’ he had sad, not thinking aout what he was
sying but wondering ingead where that little dory — eght or nine handwritten pages —
might be The Marinville Collection a Fordham? Possble The house in Connecticut he and
Terry had once shared, the one she was living in, taking to him from, & that very moment?
Quite possible. At the time of the conversation, that house hed been less than ten miles avay.

'You ought to find that story,” she said. ‘It was good. You wrote it a a time when you were
good in ways you didn't even know about.' There was a pause. 'Y ou there?



'Yeah.'

I dways know when I'm teling you stuff you dont like' she sid brightly, 'because it's the
only time you ever shut up. You get al broody .

'l do not get broody.'

'Do s, do s0." And then she had said what might have been the most important thing of dl.
Over twenty million dollars in roydties had been generated by her casud memory of the
gory he had once made up to get his rotten nephew to go to deep, and gazllions of books
chronicling Pat's glly adventures had been sold around the world, but the next thing out of
her mouth had seemed more important then dl the bucks and dl the books Had then, dill
did. He supposed shéd spoken in her pefectly ordinary tone of voice, but the words hed
gruck into his heart like those of a prophetess ganding in a delphic grove.

"Y ou need to double back,' thewoman who was now Terry Alvey had said.

'Huh? he had asked when heédd caught his bresth. He hadn't wanted her to understand how
her words had rocked him. Didnt want her to know she ill had that sort of power over him,
even after dl these years. What does that mean?

To the time when you fdt good. Were good. | remember that guy. He was dl right. Not
perfect, but dl right.’

You cant go home again, Ter. You must have been sck the week they took up Thomas
Wolfein American Lit.

'Oh, spare me. Weve known each other too long for Debate Socety games. You were born
in Connecticut, raised in Connecticut, a success in Connecticut, and a drunken, narcotized
bum in Connecticut. Y ou don't need to go home, you need to Ieave home!'

‘That's not doubling back, thet's what us AA guys cdl a geogragphic cure. And it doesnt
work.'

'You need to double back in your head, she replied — patient, as if gpesking to a child.
'And your body nesds some new ground to wak on, | think. Besdes you're not drinking
anymore. Or drugging, either.’ A dight pause. ‘Are you?

'No,' he sad. 'Well, the heroin.’

‘Ha-ha'

"Where would you suggest | go?

The place youd think of lagt,’ she hed replied without hestation. The unlikeies place on
earth. Akron or Afghanistan, makes no difference’

Tha cdl had made Terry rich, because he had shared his Kitty-Cat income with her, penny
for penny. And that cdl had led him here. Not Akron but Wentworth, Ohio's Good Cheer
Community. A place he had never been before. He had picked the area in the firs place by
shutting his eyes and gicking a pushpin into a wal-map of the United States, and Terry had
turned out to be right, Bill Harriss harrified reaction notwithstanding. What he hed origindly
regarded as akind of sabbatical had —

Logt in his reverie, he waked draight into Jm Reed's back. The boys had stopped on the
edge of the path. Jm had raised the gun and was pointing it south, his face pae and grim.

'What's — ' Johnny began, and Dave Reed dgpped a hand over his mouth before he could
Sy aymore.

5

There was a gunshot, then a scream. As if the scream had been a Sgnd, Maridlle Soderson
opened her eyes, arched her back, uttered a long, gutturd sound that might have been words,
and then began to shiver dl over. Her feet rattled on the floor.

'Doc!" Cynthiacried, running to Maridle. Doc!"



Gay came fird. He gumbled in the kitchen doorway and would have kneedropped on to
his wifés somach if Cynthia hadnt pushed him backward. The smdl of cooking sherry hung
around him in aswest doud.

'Wass hagppen? Gary asked. "Wass wrong my wi?

Marielle whipped her head from Sde to dde It thumped agang the wadl. The picture of
Dasy, the Corgi who could count and add, fdl off and landed on her chest. Medifully, the
glass in the frame didn't bresk. Cynthia grabbed it and tossed it asde. As she did, she saw the
gauze over the sump of the woman's am had turned red. The ditches — some of them, at
least — hed broken.

'Doc!" she screamed.

He came hurrying across from the door, where he had been danding and daing out,
amos hypnotized by the changes which were Hill taking place There were snarling sounds
from the greenbdt out back, more screars, more gunshots. At leest two. Gary looked in that
direction, blinking owlishly. 'Wass hgppen? he asked again.

Marielle stopped shivering. Her fingers moved, as if she was trying to sngp them, and then
that stopped, too. Her eyes stared up blankly a the celing. A sngle tear trickled from the
corner of the left one. Doc took her wrist and fet for a pulse He stared & Cynthia with a kind
of desperate intengty as he did. 'l guess if you want to go on working downdrest, youll have
to turn in thet cashier's duster for a dancehdl dress’ he sad. 'The E-Z Stop's a sdoon now.
The Lady Day."

'I's she dead? Cynthia asked.

Yuh,” Old Doc sad, lowering Maridles hand. 'For whatever it's worth, | think she ran out
of chances fifteen minutes ago. She needed a trauma unit, not an old veterinarian with shaky
hands!'

More streams. Shouts. Someone was crying out there, crying and shouting you should
have sopped him, you should have sopped him. A sudden surely came to Cynthia Steve, a
guy she'ddready cometo like, was deed. The shooters were out there, and they'd killed him.

'Wass hgppen? Gary asked for the third time. Nether the old man nor the girl answered
him. Although he had been right there, kneding in the kitchen doorway besde her when
Billingdey pronounced his wife dead, Gary didnt seem to redize wha had hgppened until
Old Doc pulled the brown corduroy cover off his couch and goread it over her. Then it got
through to Gary, drunk or not. His face began to shiver. He groped under the couch cover,
found his wifés hand, brought it out, kissed it. Then he hdd it agang his cheek and begen to

ary.

6

When Jm Reed saw rapidly approaching shgpes coming up the path toward him, his
excitement vanished. Teror filled the space where it had been. For the firg time it occurred
to him that coming out here might not have been avery intdligent idea

If you see drangers in the woods, come right back. That was what his mom had sad. But
he couldnt even move. He was frozen. Then there was a horrible growling sound in the
undergrowth, the sound of an animd, and he panicked. He did not see Collie Entragian and
Seve Ames when they burd into view; he saw killers who had left their vans to infiltraie the
woods He didnt hear Johnny's muffled yel, or see Johnny druggling to free himsdf from
Dave's clutching hands.

‘Shoot, Jimmy!" Dave dhrieked. His voice was a trembling, fresked-out fasetto. 'Shoot,
Jeezum Crow, it's them!"

Jm fired and the one on the left went down, dutching for the top of his head, which blew



back in a red film of scdp and hair and bone. The rifle the man had been carrying tumbled to
the side of the path. Blood poured through his fingers and sheeted down over hisface.

'Get the other one!" Dave cried. 'Get him, Jimmy, get him before he gets us!'

‘No, dont shoot!" the other guy sad, holding out his hands. There was a rifle in one of
them. 'Please, man, don't shoot me!'

He was going to, though, going to shoot him dead. Jm pointed the gun a him, hardly
aware thet he was ydling at the guy, cdling him names cocksucker, bagtard, fuckwad. All he
wanted to do was kill the guy and get back to his mother. Him and Dave both. Coming out
here had been a terrible mistake.

v

Johnny rammed both ebows back into Dave Reed's somach, which was trim and hard but
unprepared. Dave let out a surprised Ooof! and Johnny tore out of his grasp. Before Jm could
fire again, Johnny had saized his am and twigted it savagdy. The boy screamed in pain. His
hand opened and David Carver's pistol thumped to the peth.

'What are you doing?' Dave ydled. 'HEl kill us, are you crazy?

Your brother jugt shot Collie Entragian from down the block, how's tha for crazy? Johnny
sad. Yes tha was what the boy had done, but whose fault was it? He was the adult here. He
should have taken the gun as soon as they were safely away from Cammie Reed's fanatic eyes
and dry orders. He could have done it; why hadn't he?

‘No, Jm whispered, turning to him, sheking his head. 'No!' But his eyes dready knew;
they were huge, and filling with tears.

‘Why would he be out here? Dave asked. "Why didn't he warn us, for God's—

The growl, which had never redly Sopped, resssarted itsdf in the hot red ar, quickly
rigng to a snarl. The man who was dill on his feet — the guy from the rentd truck — turned
toward it, indinctively raisng his hands. The rifle in them was a very smdl one and the guy
might beright to use it that way, shiding his neck with it rether then pointing it.

Then the creature which had chased them up the path sprang out of the woods. Johnny's
ability to think conscioudy and coherently ceased when he saw it — dl he could do was see.
That dear Sght — more curse than blessng — had never faled him before, nor did it now.

The thing was a nightmare with a tawvny brown coat, crooked green eyes and a mouthful
of jagged orange teeth. Not a ca but a misbegotten fdine fresk. It legped, splintering the
uphdd Mossherg rifle with its enormous daws and tearing it away from the clenched hands
which had held it. Then, Hill snarling, it went for Steve'sthrodt.



From Audrey Wyler's journal
June 12, 1995

It happened again — the daydream thing. If that's what it is. 3rd or 4th time, but the first (I
think) since I've been keeping this journal, & by far the most vivid. It always seems to happen
when things around here aren't going well, & oh God are things around here ever not going
wel!

Herb got up with Seth this morning, ran through the shower with him (saves lots of time),
and when they came down Seth was sulking & Herb had. the start of a black eye. | didn't
have to ask him about it. Seth made him punch himself, of course, the same way he made him
twist his lip when we got back from the ice cream parlor and Seth discovered his damned
Power Wagon was gone. | looked at Herb & he gave me a little head-shake, telling me to
keep quiet. Which | did. I've discovered you can always find something to be grateful for, in
this case that making Herb punch himself was all Seth did (although it's not really Seth who
does the bad stuff but the other one, the Stalky Little Boy). Seth likes to stand by the bathroom
sink and watch Herb shave in the mornings. The SLB could have popped out and made him
cut his throat with his own Bic disposable, | suppose. Frightens me to write such a thing, but
sometimesiit's better to have it out on the page. Like squeezing infected material out of a cut.

The Stalky Little Boy started in before | even had breakfast on the table — I always know
when it's him instead of Seth because his eyes aren't dark brown but almost black. "Where my
Dweem Fwoatah?' he asked.

"‘We haven't found Dream Floater yet,' | said, 'but I'm sure we will.'

Iwant my Dweem Fwoatah! he screamed, at the top of his lungs, and Herb kind of winced.
| didn't. At least when he's screaming he's not throwing things. 'l want my fucking DWEEM
FWOATAH!

‘Don't you swear like that in front of your Aunt Audrey,” Herb said, and | was afraid at the
look he 9B threw at him then, very afraid, but Herb's look back never wavered. He is so
brave. So ssimply, upfront no-bullshit brave. And it was the SLB who finally looked down.

‘I want my Dweem Fwoatah,' he muttered in the sulky voice | hate most of all. 'l want my
Dweem Fwoatah, you find it.'

I made him French toast, usually his favorite, but he wouldn't eat. Just walked off (sorry,
stalked off) to the den. Pretty soon | heard the VCR, then one of his MotoKops tapes started.
He's got four or five, each with a dozen episodes on it. | have really gotten to hate those
stupid cartoon voices, especially Cassie's. Sometimes | wish No Face would kill her and
dump her decapitated body in a ditch somewhere. God help me, | wish | was joking but I'm
not.

When they were cackling away in there (he always turns up the volume, which is
sometimes good) | asked Herb how he was going to explain his black eye when he got to
work. He put his voice up to the falsetto range & batted his eyes and said, 'I'll just tell the
boys | ran into a door, honey.' Trying to make a joke of it. It didn't work.

The worst part of today hasn't been Seth throwing things like he did when Herb suggested
we could buy a replacement Dream Floater. He didn't do that today. | almost wish he would.
He smply goes from room to room, stalking, glaring, lower lip poached out, still looking for
the missing P. W. Sometimes he goes into the den to watch TV, but not even Bonanza held
him long today. | tried to get him to talk but he wouldn't & the thing is . . . oh, | wish | could
write better, express it so someone reading this (not that anyone ever will, 1 imagine) could
understand. It's like he — the S_.B — generates a kind of poison electricity when he's pissed.
He seems to spin it right out of his body, like a spider spinning electric silk or thunderheads
putting out lightning. It builds up and up until you fedl like just running from room to room,



screaming and beating your head against things. It's real, not just a feding but a physical
thing. 1t makes you sweat (& it's stinky sweat, like when you have a high fever), & your
muscles tremble, & your mouth gets dry. I'll write something in here I've never told Herb.
Sometimes, when it gets like that, | go in the bathroom, lock the door & masturbate like mad.
It's the only thing that seems to take a little of the pressure off. The orgasms are so hard
they're frightening. Like bombs going off!

I've felt all this before when the Salky Little Boy inside Seth is pissed about something, but
it'snever gone on so long or rewed up so high. By mid-afternoon it was like the whole house
was full of natural gas, just waiting for a match to set it off. | was in the kitchen, walking
aimlessly around, my head aching so badly that | could feed my eyeballs throbbing, & | kept
wanting to grin. | don't know why, there's nothing funny about any of it, but the more my head
ached and the more my eyes throbbed and the more | felt the atmosphere of the house
pressing in on me, the more | wanted to grin. Christ!

| went to the sink & looked out the window into the back yard. Seth was sitting in the
sandbox, playing with his other Power Wagons. Only if anyone but me had seen how he was
playing, I'm sure he would have been in some sort of special installation by nightfall, some
place where the government studies exceptional children.

The P.W.'s have pop-out wings, but they don't really fly, of course. Except sometimes Seth's
do. He was sitting in the sand with his hands in his lap, and around and around his head they
went, Tracker Arrow and Rooty-Toot and the Meatwagon and the rest, dipping and diving
under each other, swooping and doing rolls, coming in for touch-and-go's on a landing-strip
Seth has made for them in the sandbox, sometimes doing formation flights down te yard to
his swing, going under the seat like stunt pilots in a movie, then banking around and coming
back. Kids' toys, all bright colors, flying missions in the back yard. | know | must sound like a
raving madwoman, but | swear in the name of God that t's true. Sometimes he dive-bombs
Hannibal, the neighbors dog, with them & H. runs away with his tail between his legs. Herb
has seen this, too.

Any other kid seeing the MotoKops Power Wagons doing tricks like that would be
laughing & clapping & cheering, but not the Salky Little Boy. He just sits there in the sand
with hislip shoved out & glares.

Seth watching the wagons and me watching him, feeling whatever is insde him coming out
in waves, filling the air with a hum that's mostly in a person’'s head. | felt ready to come out of
my skin, ready to flip out right there in front of the sink, & then, all at once, the daydream
came. It is the most wonderful thing, and although | call it a daydream, that isn't how it feels;
it feelsreal. In it | amreliving a weekend afternoon | spent at Mohonk Mountain House with
my friend Jan. Back in 1982, this was, before either of us was married. We sat and talked for
| don't know how long — her mostly about this goofy, greasy guy she was so crazy about
back then, me about how I'd love to take three months off after graduation and see some of
the country.

It's so beautiful there at Mohonk, so peaceful. We have a picnic lunch. The air is warm.
Jan looks as gorgeous as | feel. | know it's not real, & that I'vegot all this mess to come back
to, but for the time I'm there, none of that matters. Jan & | talk, | fee the sun on my face, |
smell the flowers. It's wonderful. | don't know what it is or why it happens, but as an antidote
to the SLB's rages, it beats rubbing off in the bathroom eight ways to Sunday. Does Seth have
anything to do with it, | wonder?

| wish Herbie had a place to go, but | don't think he does. His silly jokes are as close as he
can come, poor man. | wish | could tell him about my place, maybe even take him there, but it
wouldn't be wise. | think the S_B can find things out from Herb that he can't from me, & Herb
looks so tired. It's unfair to both of us that this should be happening, but it's horribly unfair to
Herbie.



June 13, 1995

‘Dweemn Fwoatah' is back. Just now. | don't know whether to feel scared or relieved.

I mean of course I'm relieved, anyone would be, this place has been like a concentration
camp since Saturday, but what happens next? How will the SLB react? Thank God he was
napping when the doorbell rang, & thank God Herb's at work, because the S_B eavesdrops
on Herb's mind sometimes, | know he does. | don't think he can do it to me unless | let himin,
or unless I'm unprepared.

Boy. | just read this over and it's absolutely crazed. Let me take a deep breath and start
from the beginning. | should have time. Seth hasn't dept well since Friday night, and if I'm
lucky he might nap until 4:30. That gives me at least an hour.

Around 3:00, while | was vacuuming, there was a knock on the kitchen door. | opened it &
there stood Mr Hobart from down the street, and his son, who is a pudgy red-haired boy with
thick glasses and pasty skin. Sort of repulsive-looking, if you want to know the truth. The kid
had a Dream Floater van in his arms. There was no question it was Seth's. | didn't have to
see the broken tail-light and the scratch up the driver's side to know that, but as a matter of
fact |1 could see both. You could have knocked me over with a broomstraw. | tried to say
something & couldn't, my throat was locked up. | don't know what would have come out if |
had been able to talk!

It's hot today, mid 80s, but Wm. Hobart was dressed like a church deacon (which I'm sure
he is) in a black suit & shoes. His kid was wearing the junior version of the same getup, &
was snivelling. Had a pretty good bruise on one cheek, too. I'd bet my bank account his old
man put it there.

It didn't matter that | couldn't talk, because Hobart had the whole thing scripted. 'My son
has something to say to you, Mrs Wyler,' he said, then looked down at the boy as if to say
you're on, don't fuck it up. 'Hugh?'

Sivelling harder than ever, Hugh said he'd given in to the Tempting Voice of Satan (I
guess that's the TVS just like the Stalky Little Boy is the SLB) & stolen Seth's toy. He talked
real fast, crying harder & harder as he went along. The kid finished by saying, "You can go to
the police and | will make a full confession. You can spank me, or my Dad will spank me.'
Listening to that pan was like when you call the weather & the recording says, 'For current
conditions, press one. For the current forecast, press two. For road conditions, press three.' |
guess it was a blessing | was so stunned. If | hadn't been, | might've laughed, and there was
nothing funny about the two of them, standing there so holy & ashamed. | was more scared of
them— of the father, especially—than | am on most days of Seth.

Scared for them, too.

‘| am very sorry,' the kid says, still rapping it out as if it was on cue-cardsin front of him. 'l
have asked my Dad for forgiveness, | have asked Lord Jesus for forgiveness, and now | am
asking you for forgiveness.'

| got my act together enough then to take the wagon from him — | was so wrought-up |
almost dropped it on my toes —and told him that no spankings would be required.

"The boy also has to apologize to your son,” Mr Hobart said. He looks like Moses with a
clean-shaven face and a good haircut, if you can imagine Moses in a double-vented three
piece from Sears. After the things that have been going around here for the last few months, |
have no problem imagining anything. That's part of my trouble. 'If you'll just lead us to him,
MrsWyler —'

Il be damned if the sdf-righteous SOB didn't start trying to push his way right in! |
pushed him right back, | can tell you. (Almost dropped Dream Floater again in the process,
too.) The last thing | wanted was that fat little thief standing in front of the Stalky Little Boy.



What | wanted was for them to be out of my house, and quick. Before either their voices or
their emotional vibes (and tho he wasn't crying, Hob art was at least as upset as his kid,
maybe more) could wake him up.

'Seth's not my son, he's my nephew,’ | said, ‘and he's taking a nap right now.'

‘Very good,” Hobart says, giving a stiff little nod. "We will come back later. Is tonight
convenient? If not, | can bring Hugh back tomorrow afternoon. | can ill afford to take off a
second afternoon — | work at the stamping mill in Ten Mile, you know — but God's business
must always take precedence over man's.’

His voice kept getting louder while he was talking, the way the voices of guys like him
always seem to, it's like they can't tell you they've got to take a shit without turning it into a
sermon. | started to fed really scared about Seth waking up, & all this time, | swear it's true,
the kid's looking around like he wants to see if there's anything else worth hawking. I'd say
the day is going to come when Hughie winds up on some $irinky-dink's couch, except that
people like the Hobarts don't believe in shrinks, do they?

| herded them out the door & kept them going right down the walk, | mean | was on a roll.
The kid, meanwhile, is asking, 'Do you forgive me? Do you forgive me? over & over again,
like a broken record. By the time | got them down to the sidewalk, | realized | was furious
with both of them. Not just because of the hell we've been through but because they both
acted like | was somehow responsible for the thieving little fart's immortal soul. Plus | kept
remembering the way his eyes were going everywhere, seeing what we had in our house that
hedidn't havein his.

I'm pretty sure — almost positive, actually — that a lot of Seth's 'strange powers have a
very short range, like the radio transmitters they used to have at the drive-ins, the ones that
piped the movie sound directly into your car radio. So when | got them down to the strest, |
felt safe (relatively safe, anyway) to ask how Hugh Hobart had come to lift Seth's Power
Wagon in the first place.

Pére and fils exchanged a glance at that. It was a funny, uneasy glance, and | realized
neither of them much minded the idea of a spanking or even a visit from the cops, but they
didn't like the idea of talking about the actual theft itself. Not one little bit. No wonder the
fundamentalists hate the Catholics so much. The idea of going to confession must make their
balls shrivel.

Sill, I had 'emin a corner, & finally it came out. William did most of the talking; by then
the kid had decided he didn't like me. His eyes had gotten narrow, and they'd quit leaking,
too.

Most of it | could've figured out myself. The Hobarts belong to the Zion's Covenant Baptist
Church, and one of the things they do as good church membersis to 'spread the Gospdl'. This
means leaving tracts like the one Herb found sticking out of our milkbox, the one about a
million years in hell & not one drink of water. William and Hugh do this together, a father-
and-son type of thing, | guess, a holy substitute for Little League or touch football. They stick
mostly to houses that look temporarily empty, wanting 'to spread the word & plant the seed,
not engage in debate’ (William Hobart's words), or they put their little love-notes under the
windshields of cars on the street.

They must've hit our place right after we left for Milly's. Hugh ran up the driveway and
stuck the tract under the milkbox, and of course he saw Dream Floater wherever Seth put it
down. Later, after his father had declared him off-duty for the rest of the day but before we
got back from the mall, Hugh wandered back up the street . . . & gave in to the ever-popular
TVS (Tempting Voice of Satan). His mother found the PW yesterday, Monday, while Hugh
was at school & she was deaning in his room. Last night they had a 'family conference’ about
it, then called their minister for his advice, had a little over-the-phone prayer, and now here
they were.



Once the story was out, the kid started in on 'Do you forgive me again. The second time
through, | said, 'Quit saying that.’

He looked like 1'd dlapped him and his father's face got all tiff. | didn't give a crap. |
squatted down so | could look directly into Hugh's piggy little eyes. It wasn't all that easy to
see them, either, because of the dandr uff flakes and grease-smears on his glasses.

'Forgiveness is between you and your God,' | said. 'As for me, I'm going to keep quiet
about what you did, and I'd advise the Hobarts to do the same." They will, I'm pretty sure. |
only had to look at the bruise on Hugh's cheek, really, to know that. | don't know about the
creep's mother, but what he did is absolutely killing his father.

Hugh backed a step away from me, and | could see in his face that this wasn't going the
way it was supposed to, & he hated me for it. That's okay. | hate him a little, too. Not
surprising, isit, after the weekend we put in because of his light fingers?

"We'll leave you now, Mrs Wyler, if you're finished,” Hobart said. "Hugh has got a lot of
meditation to do. In hisroom. On his knees.'

'‘But I'm not finished,’ | said. ‘Not quite.' | didn't look at him. It was the boy | looked at. |
think | was trying to look past the hate & shame & self-righteousness, to see if there was a
real boy left insde anywhere. And did | see one? | truly don't know.

'Hugh,' | said, 'you know that people only have to ask forgiveness if they do something
wrong, don't you?'

He nodded cautioudly . . . like he was testifying in a trial & thought one of the lawyers was
laying a trap.

'So you know that stealing Seth's toy was wrong.'

He nodded again, more reluctantly than ever. By then he was practically hiding behind his
father'sleg, asif he were three instead of eight or nine.

‘Mrs Wyler, | hardly think it's necessary to browbeat the boy,’ his old man said.
Unbelievable prig! He's willing to let me turn the kid over my knee & whale on his ass like it
was a snare drum, but when | want the kid to say out loud that he did wrong, all at once it's
abuse. There'salesson in this, but I'll be damned if | know what it is.

‘I'm not browbeating him, but | want you to know that the last few days have been very
difficult around here,' | said. It was the adult | was answering but ill the kid | was really
talking to. 'Seth loves his Power Wagons very much. So here is what | want, Hugh. | want you
to tell me that what you did was wrong, and it was bad, and you're sorry. Then we'll be done.’

Hugh glared at me, & if looks could kill, I wouldn't be writing in this book now. But was |
scared? Please. When it comes to pissed-off kids, | live with the champ of champs.

‘Mrs Wyler, do you think that's really necessary?' Hobart asked.

'Yes, sir,' | said. "More for your son than for me."

'‘Dad, do | have t0? he whines. He's still giving me the Death-ray look from behind his
Smeary glasses.

'‘Go on and tell her what she wants to hear,’ Hobart said. 'Bitter medicine is best
swallowed in a single gulp.” Then he patted the kid on the shoulder, as if to say yes, she's
being mean, a real bitch, but we have to put up with it.

‘It-was-wrong-it-was-bad-I'msorry,’ the kid says, like he's back on the cue-cards. Glaring
at me the whole time — no more tears or snivelling. | looked up & saw the same stare coming
from the father. The two of them never looked more alike than they did right then. People are
amazing. They came up the street, scared but sort of exalted at the idea of getting crucified,
just like their boss did. Instead | made the kid admit what he was, & it hurt, & they both hate
mefor it.

The important things, though, are these: 1) D.F. is back, and 2) the Hobarts won't talk
about it. Sometimes shame is the only gag that works on people. | must think up a yarn to tell
Seth, then tell the same one to Herb. The truth just isn't safe.



Feet upstairs, going down to the bathroom. He's up. Please God | hope I'm right about him
not being able to see into my thoughts.

Later

Big sigh of relief. And maybe a self-administered pat on the back, as well. | think The Dream
Floater Crisis is past, with no harm done (except for some broken dishes & my beautiful
Waterford glasses, that is). Seth & Herb both deeping. | intend to go up myself as soon as I've
written a little in this book (keeping a journal under these circumstances may be dangerous,
but God, it can be so soothing), then put it back on top of the kitchen cabinet where | keep it.

Seth getting up when he did, before | had much of a chance to think what | was going to
tell him, turned out to be a blessing in disguise. When he came downstairs, still with his eyes
mostly puffed shut, | just held D.F. out to him. What happened to his face — the way it
opened up in surprise & deight, like a flower in the sun — was almost worth the whole
damned horror show. | saw both of them in that glad look, Seth and the SLB. The 9B just
glad to have his Power Wagon back. Seth, | think, glad for other reasons. Maybe I'm wrong,
giving him too much credit, but | don't think so. | think Seth was glad because he knows the
S B will let up on us now. For a little while, anyway.

There was a time when | thought, good college girl that | am, that the SLB was just another
aspect of Seth's personality — the amoral part Freudians call the id — but I'm no longer
aure. | keep thinking about the trip the Garins took across the country just before Bill & June
& the two oilier kids were killed. Then | think about how our father talked to us when we
were teenagers, and going for our drivers licenses, Bill first, then me. He told us there were
three things we were never supposed to do: drive with our tire-pressure low, drive drunk, or
pick up hitchhikers.

Could it be that Bill picked up a hitchhiker in the desert without even knowing it? That it's
till riding around inside of Seth? Crazy idea, maybe, but I've noticed that this is when most
of the crazy ideas come, late at night when the house is quiet & the others are adeep. And
crazy does not always mean wrong.

Anyhow, with no time to lie fancy, | lied plain. | found it in the cdllar, | said, when | went
down to see if there were any more vacuum cleaner bags. We'd already poked around down
there, of course, but | said it was way back under the stairs. Seth accepted it with no
questions (I'm not sure he even cared, he was so happy to have 'Dweem Fwoatah' back, but it
was really the S.B | was talking to, anyway). Herb only had one question: how did the PW
get down there in the first place? Seth never goes in the cdlar, thinks it's spooky, and H.
knows that. | said | didn't know and — miracle of miracles — that seems to have closed the
subject.

All night Seth sat in the den in his favorite chair, holding Dream Floater on his lap like a
little girl might hold her favorite doll, watching the TV. Herb brought home a movie from the
Video Clip. Just some old black-and-white thing from the Bargain Bin, but Seth really likes it.
It'sa Western (of course) from the late '50s. He's watched it twice already.

Rory Calhoun'sin it. It's called The Regulators.

June 29, 1995

| think we're in trouble.

William Hobart over this morning, in a rage. Herb had left for work about twenty minutes
before he showed up, thank God, and Seth was out back in the yard.

‘I want to ask you a question, Mrs Wyler,' he said. 'Did you or your husband have anything
to do with what happened to my car last night? A simple yes or no will suffice. If you did, it



would be best to say so now.’
‘| don't know what you're talking about,’ | said, and | must have sounded convincing,
because he calmed down alittle bit.

He led me down the front walk (I was happy to go, the further away from Seth in the back
yard, the better), & pointed, down at his house. He drives one of those four-wheel things, an
Explorer, maybe, something like that. It was standing on four flat tires, and all the windows
had been broken. Including the windshield and the big one in back.

'Oh my God, I'm so sorry,’ | said. | was, too, although maybe not for the reasons he
thought.

‘| apologize for my accusation,” he says, just as stiff as starch. 'l suppose | thought . . . the
toy Hugh took . . . if you were still angry . . . " A vehicle for a vehicle, | think he meant, like an
eyefor an eye.

'I've put the whole thing behind me, Mr Hobart,' | said. 'And I'm not what you'd cal a
vengeance-minded person under any circumstances.'

‘Vengeance is mine saith the Lord, | will repay,’ he says.

'Right!" | said. | don't know if it is or not, but by then | only wanted to get rid of him. He's
creepy.

'It must have been vandals he said. ‘Drunkards. Surely no one on the street would do such
athing.'

| hope it was vandals. | hope it was. And how could it have been Seth—or the Salky Little
Boy, if you prefer — if I'm right about his powers having a short range? Unless his abilities
are growing. His range widening.

| don't daretell Herb about this.

June 24, 2995

When | came downgtairs this morning to start breakfast, | saw the Reeds out on their walk,
till in their robes. | went out. It's been hot, but it rained in the middle of the night —hard —
& the air was cooler this morning, with that sweet wet smell it gets after summer rain. Early
Saturday morning, or the whole street would have turned out, | think. There was a police car
parked in front of the Hobart house, where there was broken glass everywhere, in the
driveway & on the lawn, twinkling in the sun. William and his wife (Irene) were standing on
their front stoop in their pj's, talking to the cops. The little thief was standing on the stoop
behind them, sucking his thumb. A little old for that, but it must have been a bad morning at
chez Hobart. Every window in the house was out, it looked like, upstairs as well as down.

Cammie said it happened around quarter to six, she was just waking up & heard it. 'Notas
loud as you would've expected, all that glass, but loud enough so you could tell what it was,'
shesaid. 'Weird, huh?"

‘Very,' | said. My voice sounded normal enough, but | didn't dare say any more in case it
started to get shaky.

Cammie said de looked out almost as soon as she heard the noises, but the people who
threw the rocks were gone already (if the police actually find any rocks, I'll eat them with
spaghetti sauce). "'Whoever it was, they must have moved very fast.” She threw an elbow at
Charlie. 'The big lug here dept through the whole thing.'

'First his car, now this' Charlie said. 'Vandals, my butt. Someone's got it in for Will
Hobart.'

"Yes,' | said. 'Someone must.'

Later



Found Seth's 'wascally wabbit' slippers pushed way kack under his bed. Just by accident.
Was looking for a stray sock. Sippers wet, pink fur all matted, pieces of grass stuck to the
bottoms. He was out in the night, then. Or early this morning. And | know where he went.
Don't I?

Bad . . . but thank God his range isn't widening as | suspected it might be. That would be
even worse.

June 26, 1995

Waited until Herb was at work — | didn't want him to go, he looked so pale and ill, but he
said he had an important report to finish and a big presentation this afternoon — then went
out back to talk to Seth.

He was ditting in the sandbox, playing quietly with his MotoKops guys, the HQ Crisis
Center, and what Herb jokingly calls 'the Ponderosa'. This is a ranchrand-corral set-up that
Herb saw at a yard-sale an his way home from work one day in March or April. He made a
U-turn to go back & get it. It's not really the Ponderosa Ranch from Bonanza, of course, but
the main house with its log sides does look a little like it. There is also a bunkhouse (part of
the roof broken in but it's otherwise in good shape) and a number of plastic horses (a couple
with only three legs) for the corral. Herb paid two bucks for it, & it's been one of Seth's
favorite toys ever since. What's funny (& a little weird) is how quickly & effortlessly he
incorporated the ranch into his MotoKops play-fantasies. | suppose all kids are that way,
arbitrary boundaries don't interest ‘em, especially when they're playing, but it's ill a dizzy
blending of genres to see Cassie or No Face riding athree-legged plastic nag around the old
corral.

Not that | was thinking about any of that this morning, | can tell you. | was scared, heart
pounding like a drum in my chest, but when he looked up at me, | felt a little better. It was
Seth, not the other one. Every time | see Seth's pale, sweet little face, | love him more. It's
crazy, maybe, but it'strue. | want to protect him more, and | hate the other one more.

| asked him what was happening to the Hobarts — no sense kidding myself any longer that
he's in the dark about what happened to Dream Floater — & he didn't answer. Just sat
looking at me. | asked him if he'd snuck out on Saturday morning and gone down there to
break their windows. Sill no answer. Then | asked him what he wanted, what had to happen
before he would stop. | didn't think he was going to answer that, either. Then he said, very
clearly for Seth: 'They should move. They should move soon. | can't hold it back much
longer.'

'Hold what back? | asked him, but he wouldn't say anything else, just went away to
wherever it is he goes. Later on, while he was eating his lunch (the usual, Chef Boyardee &
choco milk), | came upstairs & sat on the bed & thought. After my brother and his family
were killed, the witnesses talked about a red van that maybe had a radar-dish or some other
form of tedecommunications equipment on the roof. A mystery-van, the paper called it.
Tracker Arrow isred. And it has a dish on the roof.

| told myself | was completely crazy, and then | thought about the Dream Floater Herb & |
saw in the back yard. It wasn't real, of course, but it was full-sized . . . and Seth was adeep
when we saw it. Maybe not operating at full power.

Suppose the 9B gets tired of just breaking windows? Suppose he sends Tracker Arrow
(or Dream Floater, the Justice Wagon, or Freedom) to do a little drive-by at the Hobarts?

| can't hold it back much longer, Seth said.

June 27, 1995



Soent most of the day at Mohonk with Jan Goodlin. 1 know | shouldn't — it's as much a
retreat as drugs or alcohol would be — but it's hard to resist. We talked about our folks, and
embarrassing things that happened to us in high school, all the usual. Trivial and wonderful.
Until the very end. | saw the little phone was gone, which means it's time to go back, &Jan
said to me: (Tou know where he's getting the energy to work on the Hobarts, don't you, Aud?’

Sure | do: from Herb. He's stealing it like a vampire steals blood. And | think that Herb
knowsit, too.

June 28, 1995

Late this morning | was sitting at the kitchen table, making up a shopping list, when | heard
the whoop-whoop-whoop of an ambulance siren. | went out front in time to see it pull up in
front of the Hobarts with its lights flashing. The EMTs got out & hurried inside. | went inside
my own house — ran, actually — and looked out into the back yard, from the kitchen. Seth
was gone. Power Wagons lined up in the sandbox, slant-parked the way he always puts them
when he's done for a while, the Ponderosa all neat with the plastic horses in their corral, the
HQ Crisis Center down near the swing . . . but no Seth. If | told you | was surprised, 1'd be
lying.

By the time | got back to the front, people were standing out on their sidewalks all up and
down the street, looking at the Hobart place. Dave and Jim Reed were in their driveway, and
| asked them if they had seen Seth.

"There he is, Mrs Wyler,' Dave says, and points down to the store. Seth was standing by the
bike rack, looking across the street, just like the rest of us. 'He must have gone for a
candybar.'

'Yes,' | reply, knowing that &) Seth has no money; b) Seth can hardly talk to Herb and me,
let alone to store-clerks he doesn't know; c) Seth never leaves the back yard.

Seth doesn't, but sometimes the Stalky Little Boy does, it seems. To get into operating
range, | think.

About five minutes later, the EMTs helped Irene Hobart out the door. Hugh, the son, was
holding her hand & crying. | hated that kid, absolutely did, but | don't anymore. Now | only
pity him & fear for him. There was blood all down the front of her dress. She was holding a
compress on her nose, & one of the EMTs was pressing the top of her neck in the back. They
got her into the ambulance— Hugh got in right behind her — & drove away.

She was back less than two hours later (by then Seth was safely tucked away in the den,
watching old Westerns on cable). Kim Getter dropped by for coffee & told me she went down
to see if she could do anything for Irene. She's the only one on the block who is what you
could call friendly with the Hobarts. She said everything is under control, but that Irene had
a scare. She has bad hypertension. Takes medication for it, but it's still barely controlled.
She's had nosebleeds before, but never one as bad as this. She told Kim it went all at once,
blood just spraying out of her nostrils, and it wouldn't stop even when she cold-packed it.
Hugh got scared & called 911. The EMTs insisted on taking her to the hospital to see if she
needed to have the inside of her nose cauterized, even tho the bleeding had mostly stopped by
the time the ambulance got to the house.

| got Seth inside and started shaking him. Told him he had to stop. He only looked at me,
his mouth trembling. | was the one who stopped, angry & ashamed of nyself. | was shaking
the wrong one.

| could see the other one, though. | swear | could. Hiding behind Seth's eyes and laughing
at me. | think the most terrible thing of all is how the SLB knows to leave Hugh Hobart alone.
To let himjust watch.



June 29, 1995

Woke up this morning around 3 a.m. and the other half of the bed was empty. The bathroom,
too. | went downstairs, scared. No one in the living room, den, or kitchen. | went out to the
garage & found Herb sitting at his workbench, wearing nothing tut the Jockeys he deeps in,
& crying. He put in hi-intensity lighting out there two years ago — metal-hooded lamps that
look like the kinds you see in pool-parlors — & in their glow | could see how much weight
he's lost. He looks horrible. Like he has anorexia nervosa. | took him in my arms & he wept
like a baby. Kept saying he was tired, so tired all the time. | said something about taking him
to see Dr Evers firgt thing in the morning. He just laughed, said | knew what was wrong with
him
| do, of course.

July 1, 1995

Ancther ambulance at the Hobart house late this afternoon. As soon as | saw it | raced
upstairs to check on Seth, who was supposedly napping. No Seth. Window open — second-
floor window — & no Seth. When | went outside, | saw him across the street, holding old
Tom Billingdey's hand. | ran across & grabbed him.

'‘No fear, he's all right, Aud,’ Tom said. 'Just went wanderin' a little, didn't you, Sethie-
boy?'

}gon't you ever cross the street on your own!" | told him. 'Don't you ever\' Shook him again
in spite of mysalf. Supid; might as well shake a lump of wax.

This time when the EMTs came out, they were using their stretcher. Wim. Hobart was on it.
'Seems like just lately if it wasn't for bad luck, those Hobarts wouldn't have ay luck at all,'
Tom said.

This is supposed to be Mr Hobart's vacation week, but he will be spending at least some of
it in County General. He fell downstairs, broke his leg & hip. Kim told me later that he
drinks, church deacon at Zion's Covenant or rot. Maybe he does drink, but | don't think that's
why he fell downstairs.

July 3, 1995

There's no Salky Little Boy. Never was. There's a thirty inside of Seth — not an id, not
another manifestation of his personality, not a hitchhiker, but something like a tapeworm. It
can think. And talk. It talked to me today.

It callsitself Tak.

July 6, 1995

Someone shot the Hobarts' pet Angora cat last night. Apparently nothing left but blood & fur.
Kim says Irene H. is hysterical, thinks everyone on the stredt is out to get them because they
know the Hobarts are going to heaven & the rest of us are going to hell. 'So they are making
this hell on earth for us is what she told Kim. She begged Kim to tell her who did it, said
Hugh was devastated, wouldn't come ait of his room, just lay there on his bed, crying &
saying it was all his fault cause he was a sinner. When Kim said she didn't know and didn't
think anyone on Poplar Srreet would shoot the Hobarts' cat, Mrs Hobart said Kim was just
like the rest & told her they weren't friends anymore. Kim very upset, but not as upset as |
am
What in God's name should | do? It hasn't hurt anyone too badly yet, but —



July 8, 1995

Oh God, thank you. A Mayflower van turned on to the street at just past nine this morning &
stopped in front of the Hobarts. They are moving oui.

July 16, 1995

Oh you fucking little bastard you shit. Oh how could you. Oh you bastard if | could get at
you. If you let Seth go & | could get at you. Oh God God God. My fault? Yes. HOW MUCH
my fault is the question. Dear Jesus how can | live without him? How go on with this? | didn't
know there could be this much pain in the whole wide world & how much my fault HOW
MUCH? You bastard Tak you bastard. I'm done writing in this book. What good did | ever
think it could do anyway?

Oh Herb, I'mso sorry, | love you, I'm sorry.

October 19, 1995

Got an answer to my letter today, ages after 1'd given up expecting one. My respondent was a
mining engineer named Allen Symes. He works at a place called the China Pit, in the town of
Desperation, Nevada. Says he saw Bill and his family, but nothing happened, he just showed
them the mine and they went on, nothing happened.

He's lying. I'll probably never know why, or what happened out there, but | know that
much. He'slying.

God help me.



CHAPTER TEN

1

It dl heappened fadt, but Johnny's haf-wonderful, haf-terrible ability to see and sequence kept
up.

Entragian, dying but too badly hurt to know it, was cranling toward one of the primitive
cacti a the left sde of the pah, his heed hanging so low it left a swath of blood on the
ground-growth. His skull gleamed between hanging flgps of har like a bleary peal. He
looked scalped.

In the middle of the path, a bizarre watz was going on. The cregture from the ravine — a
gniger Ficaso mountain lion with jutting orange tegth — was up on its hind legs, paws on
Seve Amess shoulders. If Steve had dropped his ams when the ca clawed the puny .22
away from him, he would have been dead dready. He had crossed them over his chest
ingtead, however, and now his elbows and forearms were againgt the cat's chest.

'Shoot it!" he screamed. 'For Chridt's sake, shoot it!"

Nether twin made a move for the dropped pistol. They were not identicad twins, but ther
faces now wore identica expressons of anguish.

The mountain lion (it hurt Johnny's eyes jugt to look a it) uttered a womanish dhrieking cry
and darted its triangular head forward. Steve sngpped his own head back and tried to throw
the cregiure off to one dde. It hadd on with its claws and the two of them tangoed drunkenly,
the ca's daws digging desper into Stevés shoulders and now Johnny could see blood-
blossoms spreading on his shirt where the daws — as wildly exaggerated as ts teeth, only
black ingtead of orange— were dug in. Itstail lashed madly back and forth.

They did another hdf-turn, and Steve's feet tangled in each other. For a moment he tottered
on the edge of bdance ill holding off the lunging mountain lion with his crossed arms.
Beyond them, Entragian had reached the cactus He butted the top of his bleeding and
horribly disended heed into its spines, then collgpsed and rolled over on his sde. To Johnny
he looked like a machine that has findly run down. Coyotes waled, sill out of Sght but
closer now; the air was tangy with smoke from the burning house.

'Shoot this fucking thing!" Steve yeled. He had managed to catch his baance, but before
long would be dl out of backing-up room; he was a@ the edge of the path. One gep into the
thorny under-brush, two a mog, and he would go over. Then the nightmare would rip his
throat out. 'Shoot it, please, it'stearin me apart!’

Johnny hed never been 0 terified in his life, but he nonetheless discovered that only the
fird step was actudly hard; once the lock on his body was broken, the terror didnt seem to
metter much. After al, the worg thing the creature could do to him was kill him, and dying
would at least stop the feding that an earthquake was going on ingde his mind.

He scooped up Entragian's rifle — consderably larger than the one the cat had ripped out
of the longhair's hands — saw the safety was on, and flicked it the other way with his thumb.



Then he socked the .30-.06's muzzle againg the Sde of the mountain lion's bulging heed.

'‘Push!" he bdlowed, and Steve pushed. The ca's head rocked up and away from his throdt.
Its brigle of tegth shone like poison cord. The sunset light was in its green eyes, making
them look as if they were on fire. Johnny had time to wonder if Entragian had chambered a
round — he was probably never going to write another Pat the Kitty-Cat book if Entragian
hadnt — then turned his head dightly away and pulled the trigger. There was a satidying
whipcrack sound, a lick of fire from the bard, and then Johnny could smdl frying har as
wel as burning house. The mountain lion fel sdeways its heed mosly gone, the fur on the
back of its neck smoldering. Wha was indde its lifted skull was not blood bone, and tissue
but fibrous pink suff that reminded Johnny of the blownrin insulaion hed gotten for the
second floor and atic of his new house the year after hed moved in.

Seve tottered, waving his ams for bdance Marinville reached out a hand, but he was
dazed and it waes only a token effort. Steve went sprawling in the bushes & the sde of the
pah, besde the mountain lion's twitching rear paws Johnny bent down, grabbed his wrig,
and hauled. Black spots flocked in front of his eyes, and for one awful second he thought he
was going to pass out. Then Steve was on hisfeat and Johnny's vison was clearing again.

Wh-wh-whoo0o000 . . .

Johnny looked aound nervoudy. He could dill see nothing, but the sons of bitches
sounded closer then ever.

2

Dave Reed kept thinking that pretty soon he would wake up. Never mind tha he could smdl
the cop's blood and sweat as he kndt besde him, never mind the tortured sound of the cop's
breething (and his own), the cop's one dying eye, or the sght of his bran — his gray and
wrinkled brain — pushing through a dhattered window in his skull. It had to be a dream.
Surdly his brother could not have shot the guy from across the dreet, a crooked cop, yes, but
ds the guy who had once told Gary Ripton to try throwing a basebdl with his fingers across
the seams ingead of lying dong them . . . and who had then demondrated by throwing a
brain-busting rainbow change.

Smdls like he shit his pants Dave thought, and suddenly fdt like vomiting. He controlled
it. He didn't want to vomit again, even in adream.

The cop reached up and hooked hisfingersinto Dave's shirt.

"Hurt, he whispered hoarsdly. 'Hurt.'

‘Don't— ' Dave swalowed, cleared histhroat ' — try to tak.

Benind him, incredibly, he could hear Johnny Mainville and the hippie guy taking about
whether or not they should go on. They were insane, had to be. And Mainville . . . where had
Marinville been? How could he have let this hgppen? He was afucking adultl

With a shudder of effort, Collie Entragian got up on one dbow. His remaining eye dared a
the boy with ferocious concentration. ‘Never,' he whispered. ‘Never —'

'Sir... Mr Entragian . . . you'd better just . . ."

Wh-wh-WHOOOOOOOO!

Close enough this time to make Dave Reed's skin fed as if it were freezing. He fdt like
ripping Johnny Marinvillés face off for not stopping this before it had become irrevocable.
Yet the cop's eye held him like a bug on a pin, and one of the cop's blood-streaked rands had
knotted a handful of Daves shirt into a loose fist. He could tear awvay from him, maybe, but . .

" Butthat wasalie. Hefelt like abug on apin
‘Never took drugs . . . s0ld them . . . ay of it/ Coallie whispered. 'Never took a dime.



Framed. |A shoofliesonthetake. . . | found out.’

'You — ' Dave began.

I found out! You understand . . . wha I'm saying? He hdd up the hand that wasn't knotted
in Dave's shirt, opened it, gpopeared to examineit. 'Hands. . . clean.’

'Yeeh, okay, Dave sad. 'But you better not try to tak. You got . . . wdl, a little crease, and

'Jim, no!* Marinville screamed from behind him. '‘Don't!’
Dave suddenly discovered he could pull away from the dying man quite eeslly.

3

‘What do we do? Johnny asked the longhar as, on the cother dde of the path, the dark-haired
twin kndt by the man his brother had shot. Johnny could hear the fant sound of Entragian
murmuring, as if he wanted to make a good confesson before he died. Johnny had relearned
a gruesome fact this afternoon: people died hard, by and large, and when they went out, they
left without much dignity . . . and probably without redlizing they wereleaving at dl.

'Do? Seve aked. He sared & Johnny, dmost comicaly amazed, and ran a hand through
his har, smearing red in with the gray. More blood was soreading on the shoulders of his
shirt where the cat's claws had sunk in. "What do you mean, do?'

‘Do we go on or do we go back? Johnny asked. His voice was rough, urgent. 'What's up
ahead? Whet did you see?

‘Nothing, Steve said. 'No, | take that back. It's worse than nothing. It — ' His eyes shifted
past Johnny and widened.

Johnny turned, thinking the hippie must have seen the coyotes, they had findly arived, but
it wasn't coyotes. 'Jim, no!' he screamed. 'Don't!" Knowing it was dready too late, seeing it
on young Jm Reed's pde face, where everything had been cancelled.

4

The boy stood there with the pistol pressed againg the side of his head just long enough for
Steve Ames to hope that maybe he waan't going to do it, that heéd had a change of heart a the
penultimate moment, that lagt little vedibule of maybe not before the endless hdlway of too
late, and then Jm pulled the trigger. His face contorted as if he had been sruck with a gas-
pan of moderate intengty. His skin seemed to pop Sdeways on his skull, the left cheek
puffing out. Then his head blew agpat, his ambitions to write great essays (not to mention
those of getting into Sus Gdlea's pants) so much vapor in the strange sunset air, red goo that
latered across one of the insane cacti like spit. He staggered forward a step on buckling
knees, the gun tumbling from his hand, then went down. Steve turned his thunderstruck face
to Johnny's thinking: | didnt see what | jus saw. Rewind the tgpe, play it again, and youll
see too. | didn't seewhat | just saw. Neither of usdid. No, man. No.

Except he had. The kid, overcome with remorse and horror & what he hed done to the guy
from down the street, had just committed impulse suicide in front of him.

"You should have stopped him!' Dave Reed screamed, hurling himsdf a Johnny. "You
should have stopped him, why didn't you? Why didn't you stop him?"

Steve tried to grab the kid on his way by, but the pain in his shoulders was excrudding. He
could only waich hepledy as Dave Reed grabbed Johnny and bore him to the ground. They
rolled over twice, from one Sde of the pah to the other. Johnny wound up on top, a lesst for



amoment. 'David, ligen to me— "

'‘No! No! You should have stopped him! You should have stopped him!*

The kid dgpped Johnny firg with his right hand, then his left. He was sobbing, tears
sreaming down his pde cheeks. Steve tried again to hdp and succeeded only in digtracting
Johnny, who had been trying to pin the boy's ams with his knees. Dave rocked up hard on
one hip, throwing Johnny off the path to the left. Johnny put out a hand to bresk his fdl and
got apamful of cactus spines instead. He roared in pain and surprise.

Seve got hold of Dave Reeds shoulder with his right hand — that arm was a least
responding a little — but the boy shook him off eesly, not even looking around, and then
sorang on to Johnny Mainvilles broad back, got his hands around his throat, and began to
choke him. And, dl around them in the swiftly darkening day, the coyotes howled — perfect
round howls the kind Steve had never heard when he was growing up, dthough he had been
born and raised in Texas. Howls like these you only heard in the movies

5

Both men had wanted to come with her, but Cynthia wouldnt have it — one was dld, the
other drunk. The gate a the bottom of the lavn was Hill open. A moment after going through
it, she was fighting her way through the underbrush toward the path. She saw severd cacti
before she got there (there were more of them now, and they were driving out the normd
greenbdt vegetation), but didnt regiser them. She could hear the sounds of a Struggle up
ahead: harsh, drained breathing, a cry of pan, the thud of a landed blow. And coyotes. She
didn't see them, but they sounded as if they were everywhere.

As dhe reached the path, a trim little blonde in jeans blew past her without so much as a
glance. Cynthia knew who she was — Cammie Reed, the twins mother. Following her and
panting heavily was Brad Josgphson. Rivulets of swest were running down his cheeks, the
late light made him look as if he were crying tears of blood.

un's going down, Cynthia thought as she turned on to the path and ran after the others. If
we don't get out of here soon, were gpt to get lost. And wouldn't that be fun.

Then there was a scream from just ahead of her. No, not a scream but a shriek. Horror and
grief mingled. The Reed woman. Cynthia heard Brad say, 'Oh no, oh fuck,' jus as she
reached him.

For a moment Josephson's broad back obscured what was going on, and then he bent
besde Canmie and Cynthia saw two bodies lying soravled on ether Sde of the pah. In the
thickening shedows she couldnt tell who they were — only that they had been mde, and
looked as if they had died unplessantly — but she could see Steve standing to one side of the
melee a the left of the path, and the sght of him made her fed glad. Almog a his feet wes
the carcass of a horribly misshgpen anima with hdf its heed blown away.

Cammie Reed was on her knees besde one of the corpses not touching it but holding her
sheking hands out over it, pdms up, walling. On her face was an expresson of murderous
agony. Cynthia saw the Eddie Bauer shorts and understood it was one of her sons.

But they had such pefect tegth, Cynthia thought stupidly. Must have cost her and her
husband a fortune.

Brad worked a getting the other twin (Dave, Cynthia thought his name was, or maybe it
was Doug) off Johnny Marinville. The big black man had gotten his aams under the teenager's
ams, and had locked his lage hands together behind Daves neck, giving him full-ndson
leverage. Sill, the Reed boy did not come eesily.

‘Let me go!" he bawled. 'Let me go, you son of a bitch! He killed my brother! He killed
Jmmy!'



Mrs Reeds keening sopped. She looked up and the ill, questioning expresson on her
white face frightened Cynthia 'What? she said, so low tha se might have been spesking to
hersdf. "What did you say?

'He killed Jimmy!" Dave Reed bawled. His head was bent strenuoudy forward under the
pressure Brad was exerting on his neck, but he Hill pointed uneringly a Johnny, who wes
getting to hisfest. Blood trickled from one of the writer's nodrils.

‘No,” Johnny said heavily. The woman wast ligening to him, Cynthia saw that dearly in
her white and frozen face, but Marinville didnt. ‘| understand how you fed, David, but —

The woman looked down. Cynthia looked down with her. They saw the .45 on the path at
the same moment, and both of them went for it. Cynthia dropped to her knees and actudly
got her hand on it fird, but it did her no good. Fingers as cold as marble and as drong as the
talons of an eagle closed over her hand and plucked the pistol away.

" — it was dl a terible accident,” Johnny was mumbling. He seemed to be spesking modtly
to Dave. He looked ill, on the verge of fainting. That's how you have to think of it. As—

‘Look out!" Steve cried, then: ‘Jesus Chrig, lady, no! Don't!"

You killed dJmmy? the women asked in a deedly-cold voice. 'Why? Why would you do
that?

But she wasn't interested in the answer, it seemed. She lifted the .45, centering it on Johnny
Mainvilles forehead. There was no quedion in Cynthids mind that she meant to kill him.
Would have killed him, if not for the new arivd, who came between Cammie and her
intended target just before she could squeeze the trigger.

6

Brad recognized the zombie in spite of its hitching, shambling wak and didorted face He
didnt know what kind of force had been responsble for changing the amiable college English
teecher from down the block into the thing he was looking & now, and didnt wart to know.
Looking was bad enough. It was as if someone whose prodigious drength was only
overmached by his sadigtic crudty had gripped Peter Jackson's head between his hands and
squeezed. The man's eyes bulged from ther sockets, the left had actudly burst and lay on his
cheek. His grin was even worse, a grotesque ear-to-ear rictus that made Brad think of The
Joker in the Batman comic books.

They dl sopped moving, Coleridges Ancient Mariner with his glittering, enchanted gaze
might have entered their company. Brad fet his fingers, laced together a the nape of Daves
neck, loosen, but Dave made no immediae effot to pull away. The longhar in the
bloodgtained tee-shit was patidly blocking Peter's way, and for a moment Brad thought
there was going to be a collison. At the las second the hippie managed a single shaky
backward sep, meking room. Peter turned his drangdy disgended head toward him. The
fading light shone on his bulging eyebals and grinning teeth.

Hnd ... my ... friend, Peter said to the hippie. His voice was faint and quessy, as if he
had been gassed enough to fuck him up but not quite enough to put him down. 'St . . . down .
.. with ... my friend.

‘Do it, man, knock yoursdf out, the hippie sad in an ungeady voice then hunched his
shoulder in, away from the grinning men. The hippie had been wounded somehow and it
obvioudy hurt him to do that, but he did it anyway. Brad didnt blame him. He wouldnt have
wanted to be touched by that thing, ether, even in passng.

It went on up the path, kicking the leg of the outstretched animal, and Brad saw a werd
thing: the animad — it had been some sort of cat — was decaying with the speed of time-
lgpse photography, its pdt turning black and beginning to send up tendrils of nasty-amdling



deam or Imoke.

They remaned frozen — the hippie with his bloody shoulders hunched; the counter-girl on
one kneg Cammie ganding in front of the gil and pointing the gun; Johnny with his hands
up, as if he intended to ty catching the bullet; Brad and Dave Reed caught in therr wrestling
pose — as Peter drifted south dong the path, his back now to them. The evening was utterly
dill, poised on a diminishing shaft of daylight. Even the coyotes had gone dill, a least for the
moment.

Then Dave sensed the lack of strength in the hands holding his neck and tore out of Brad's
grip. The boy showed no interest in Johnny, however. He charged at his mother instead.

"You too!" he screamed. "You killed him, too!'

Sheturned toward him, her face shocked and flabbergasted.

‘Why did you send us out here, Ma? Why?'

He snatched the gun from her unressting hand, held it up in front of his eyes for a moment,
and then heaved it into the woods . . . except they weren't woods, not anymore. The changes
hed continued dl around them even while they had been driving one with the other, and they
were now gdanding in a brigling, dien forex of cacti. Even the samdl of the burning house
hed changed; it now smdled like burning mesquite, or maybe sagebrush.

'Dave...Davey, | ...'

She fel slent, only saring a@ him. He sared back, just as white, just as drawn. It occurred
to Brad that not long ago the boy had been sanding on his lawn, laughing and throwing a
Frishee. Daves face began to contort. His mouth drew down and shuddered open. Gleaming
drands of soit dtretched between his lips. He began to wail. His mother put her arms around
him and began to rock him. 'No, it's dl right,’ she said. Her own eyes were like smooth dark
dones in a dry riverbed. 'No, it's dl right. No, honey, it's dl right, Mom's here and it's dl
right.

Johnny sepped back on to the path. He looked briefly & the dead animd, which was now
shimmering like something seen through a furnacehaze and oozing runnds of thick pink
liquid. Then he looked a Cammie and her remaining son.

‘Cammie,’ he said. 'Mrs Reed. | did not shoot Jm. | swear | didn't. What happened was— '

‘Be 4ill,’ she sad, not looking a him. Dave was hdf a foot taler than his mother and hed
to outweigh her by seventy pounds, but she rocked him as easly now as she must have done
when he was eight months old and colicky. ‘I don't want to hear what happened. | don't care
what happened. Let'sjust go back. Do you want to go back, David?

Woeeping, not looking, he nodded againg her shoulder.

She turned her terrible dry eyes toward Brad. '‘Bring my other boy. Were not leaving him
out here with tha thing' She looked briefly a the fuming, sinking carcass of the mountain
lion, then back a Brad. 'Bring him, do you understand?

'Yes, maam, Brad sad. 'l absolutely do.’

v

Tom Billingdey was ganding a the kitchen door, peering out into the growing gloom toward
his open back gate and trying to make sense of the sounds and voices he heard coming from
beyond it. When a st of fingers tapped him on the shoulder, he dmost had a heart atteck.

Once he would have spun gracefully and coldcocked the intruder with his fis or ebow
before ether of them knew wha was hgppening, but the dim young men who had been
cgpable of such speed and agility was long gone. He did drike out, but the redheaded woman
in the blue shorts and deeveless blouse had plenty of time to step back, and Tom's arthritis-
bunched knuckles coldcocked nothing but thin ar.



‘Chrigt, woman!" he cried.

I'm sorry. Audrey's face, normaly pretty, was haggard. There was a hand-shgped bruise
on her left cheek and her nose was swollen, the nodtrils caked with dried blood. ‘| was going
to say something, but | thought that might scare you even worse!

What happened to you, Aud?

‘It doesn't matter. Where are the others?

'Some in the woods, some next door. It — " A wavering howl rose. The red light had faded
from the ar now, and dl tha remained was ashes of orange. ‘It doesn't sound too good for the
ones that're out. A lot of screaming.’ He thought of something. Wheres Gary?

She dood asde and pointed. Gary lay in the doorway between the kitchen and the living
room. He had passed out while dill holding his wifés hand. Now that the screaming and
ydling from the greenbdt had sopped — at least temporarily — Old Doc could hear him
aring.

That's Maridlle under thet coverlet? Audrey asked.

Tom nodded.

'We have to get with the others, Tom. Before it starts again. Before they come back.'

‘Do you know what's happening here, Aud?

I dont think anyone knows exactly what's happening here, but | know some duff, yes' She
pressed the heds of her pdms agangt her forehead and closed her eyes To Tom she looked
like a mah sudent wredtling with some massve equation. Then she dropped her hands and
looked a him again. "We better go next door. We should dl be together.!

He lifted his chin toward the snoring Gary. 'What about him?

'‘We couldnt carry him, couldn't lift him over David Caver's back fence even if we could.
Youll be doing well to get over it yoursdf.

I'll manage," he said, stung alittle. 'Don't you worry about me, Aud, I'll manage fine!

From the greenbdt there came a cry, another gunshot, and then an animd howling in
agony. What seemed like athousand coyotes howled in response.

They shouldnt have gone out there' Audrey sad. 'I know why they did, but it was a bad
idea

Old Doc nodded. 'l think they know that now," he said.

8

Peter reeched the fork in the path and looked into the desert, bone-white in the glare of a
risng moon, beyond it. Then he looked down and saw the man in the pached khaki pants
pinned to the cactus.

'Hdlo . . . friend, he sad. He moved the bum's shopping cart so he could St down beside
him. As he stled againg the cactus spines, feding them dide into his back, he heard a cry
and a gunshot and an agonized howl. Al from far away. Not important. He put his hand on
the dead bum's shoulder. Their grins were identicd. 'Hello . . . friend, the erswhile James
Dickey scholar said again.

He looked south. His remaining sght was dmost gone, but there was enough Ieft for him
to see the pefectly round moon risng between the fangs of the black Crayola mountains. It
was as dSlver as the back of an old-time pocket watch, and upon it was the amiling, one-eye-
winked face of Mr Moon from a child's book of Mother Goose rhymes.

Only this verson of Mr Moon gppeared to be wearing a cowboy hat.

‘Hello . . . friend, Peter said to it, and settled back further againg the cactus. He did not
fed the exaggerated spines that punctured his lungs, or the firg trickles of blood that seeped
out of his grinning mouth. He was with his friend. He was with his friend and now everything



wasadl right, they werelooking at Mr Cowpoke Moon and everything was dl right.

9

The light dropped out of the day with a peed that reminded Johnny of the tropics, and soon
the spiny landscape around them was only a black blur. The path was dear, a least for the
time bang — a gray dresk about two feat wide winding through the shadows — but if the
moon hadnt come up, they would probably be n even deeper shit than they aready were. He
hed watched the wesather forecast that morning and knew the moon was new, not full, but thet
little contradiction didn't seem very important under the current circumstances.

They went up the path two by two, like animds mounting the gangplank to Noah's Ark:
Cammie and her surviving son, then he and Brad (with the corpse of Jm Reed swinging
between them), then Cynthia and the hippie, whose name was Steve. The girl had picked up
the .30-.06, and when the coyote — a nightmare even more misbegotten than the mountain
lion had been — came out of a cactus grove to the east of the path, it was the girl who settled
its account.

The moon was bringing out fantagtic tangles of shadow everywhere, and for a moment
Johnny thought the coyote was one of them. Then Brad yeled 'Hey, look OUT!" and the girl
fired dmogt & once The recoill would have knocked her over like a bowling pin if the hippie
hadn't grabbed her by the back of her pants.

The coyote yowled and flipped over backward, its mismached legs spasming. There was
enough moonlight for Johnny to see that its paws ended in gppendages that looked horribly
like humaen fingers, and that it wore a cartridge belt for a collar. Its mates raised their voices
in hawis of what might have been mourning or laughter.

The thing began to decay a once, paw-fingers turning black, ribcage collapang, eyes
fdling in like marbles. Steam began to rise from its fur, and the sench rose with it. A
moment or two later, those thick pink streams began to ooze out of its liquefying corpse.

Johnny and Brad sst Jm Reeds body gently down. Johnny reeched for the .30-.06 and
poked the bard a the coyote He blinked with surprise (moderate surprise; his capacity for
any large emationd reaction seemed pretty wdl draned) as it did past the darkening hide
with no feding of resstance & dl.

It's like prodding cigarette smoke' he said, handing the gun back to Cynthia 'l dont think
itshereat dl. | don't think any of it's here, not redly.’

Seve Ames gepped forward, took Johnny's hand, and guided it to the shoulder of his shirt.
Johnny fdt a line of ragged punctures made by the mountain lion's daws Blood had soaked
through the cotton enough for it to squelch under Johnny's fingers. The thing that did this to
me waan't cigarette samoke,’ Steve said.

Johnny darted to reply, then was didracted by a srange raitling sound. It reminded him of
cocktall shekers in the be-bop bars of his youth. Back in the fifties that had been, when you
couldnt get smashed without a tie on if you were a member of the country dub set. The
sound was coming from Dave Reed, who was sanding rigidy besde his mother. It was his
teeth.

‘Come on,’ Brad sad. 'Let's get the hdl back under cover before something dse comes.
Vampire bas, maybe, or —

"Y ou want to stop right there,’ Cynthia said. 'I'm warning you, big boy.

‘Sorry,' Brad sad. Then, gently: 'Get moving, Cammie, okay?

‘Dont you tdl me to get moving!'" she responded crosdy. Her am was around Daves
wad. She might as wel have been hugging an iron bar, so far as Johnny could see. Except
for the shivering, that was. And that weird thing with the teeth. 'Can't you see he's scared to



death?

More howls drifted through the darkness. The sench of the coyote Cynthia had shot was
rapidly becoming unbearable.

Yes, Canmie, | can, Brad sdd. His voice was low and kind. Johnny thought the man
could have mede a fortune as a psychiaris. 'But you have to get moving. Else well have to
go on and leave you here. We have to get ingde. We have to get to shdter. You know tha,
don't you?

'See that you bring my other boy, she sad sharply. "Youre not leaving him besde the path
for the. . . you're just not leaving him beside the path. Not!'

WEell bring him," Brad sad in the same low, soothing voice He bent and took hold of Jm
Reed's legs again. Won't we, John?

'Yes' Johnny sad, wondering what was going to be left of poor old Collie Entragian come
morning . . . assuming there would be a morning. Callie didnt have a mother present to stand
up for him.

Cammie watched them lift her son's corpse between them, then stood on tiptoe and
whispered something into Dave's ear. It must have been the right thing, because the kid got
moving agan.

They had made only a few deps when there was a subdued retle up ahead, the gritty
crunch of a footstep on the new surface of the ground, then a muffled cry of exasperated pain.
Dave Read drieked as piercingly as a darlet in a horror movie. This sound more than that of
srangers in the woods made Johnny's bdls pull up agang his groin. From the corner of his
eye he saw the hippie grab hold of the rifle barrd when Cynthia brought it up. Steve pushed it
back down again, murmuring for her to hold on, just hold on.

‘Dont shoat!" a voice cdled from the tangle of shadows up ahead and to ther left. It was a
voice Johnny recognized. 'Were friends, 0 judt teke it easy. Okay?

'Doc? Johnny, who had come dose to dropping his end of Jm Reed, now renewed his grip
in spite of his aching ams and shoulders. Before the sounds from up ahead had begun, hed
been thinking of something from Intruder in the Dust. People got heavier jugt after they died,
Faulkner had written. It was as if death was the only way stupid thief gravity knew how to
celebrateits existence. 'Doc, that you?

Yesh! Two shgpes gopeared in the dark and moved cautioudy toward them. ‘I stuck hell
out of mysdf on agoddam cactus. What are cactuses doing in Ohio?

‘Excdlent question,’ Johnny said. 'Who's that with you?

‘Audrey Wyler from across the dreet,’ a woman replied. 'Can we get out of these woods,
please?

Johnny suddenly knew that he could not cary his end of Jm Reed's body dl the way back
to the Caver house, let done hdp Brad boos it over the fence He looked around. 'Steve?
Can you spdl me on this for a whi — ' He broke off, remembering Stevel's dance with the
Picasso mountain lion. 'Shit, you can't, can you?

'Oh, Chri . . . ig" Tom Billingdey's voice made one sylldble into two, then cracked on the
second one like ateenager's. 'Which twin isthat?

'Jm," Johnny said. Then, as Tom sepped next to him: cant, Tom, youll have a droke, or
something.’

'l help," Audrey sad, joining them. '‘Come on. Letf'sgo.'

10

Steve saw tha the old veterinarian and the woman from across the street had come on to the
path a the same place where he and Entragian had come on to it. There was a cow's skull



hdf-buried in the ground where the discarded batteries had been and an old rusty horseshoe
where the potato-chip bag had been, but the wrapper from the basebdl cards was Hill there,
Seve bent, picked it up, and hdd it so the moonlight would drike it. Upper Deck cards.
Albet Bdle with the ba coiled behind his head and a predatory look in his eye Seve
redized an odd thing: this fdt like the anachroniam, not the cacti or the cow's skull or even
the freskish ca which had been hiding in the ravine And us he thought. Were the
abnormdlities now, maybe.

'What are you thinking about? Cynthia asked.

‘Nothing.

He let the wrapper drop from his fingers. Hdfway to the ground it suddenly spread, filling
out like a sl, tuning from wha might have been light green (it was had to tdl in the
moonlight) to bright white He gasped. Cynthiaz who had turned to check the path behind
them, whedled back in ahurry. 'What?

'Did you see?

'‘No. What?

‘This' He bent and picked it up. The basebdl card wrapper was now a shegt of rough
paper. Staring out of it was a scruffybearded villan with hooded, hdf-bright eyes.
WANTED, the pogter blared. MURDER, BANK-ROBBERY, TRAIN-ROBBERY, THEFT
OF RESERVATION FUNDS, MOLESTATION AND TERRCRIZING, POISONING
TOWN WELLS, CATTLE THEFT, HORSE THEFT, CLAIM-JUMPING. All that gbove the
picture. Bdow it, in big black type, the villain's name EBEDIAH MURDOCK.

'Give me abresk,' Cynthia said softly.

'What do you mean?

That isn't a craok, it'ssomeactor. I'veseenhimon TV

Steve looked up and saw the others were pulling away. He took Cynthia by the hand and
they hurried after them.

11

Tak dangled in the archway between the den and the living room with Seth's dirty toes bardy
touching the carpet. Its eyes were bright and feverish; it used the boy's lungs in quick, hard
gasps. Seth's hair sood on end, not just on his heed but dl over his body. When any of this
fine fuzz of body-har brushed agang the wal, it made a fant crackling noise. The muscles
of the boy's body seemed not just to quiver but to thrum.

The deeth of the cop had ripped Tak out of its TV-daze, and it had snatched for the cop's
essence quickly, indinctively, going dl the way to the edge of its range .. . and then pad,
legoing for the prize like an outfidder geding a home run that's dready over the centerfidd
fence And getting it! Energy had boomed into it like napam, ancther barrier had fdlen, and
it had found itsdf closer than ever to Seth Garin's unique center. Not there yet — not quite —
but now so dose

And its perceptions had dso boomed. It saw the boy with the smoking pigtol in his hand,
understood what had hgppened, fet the boy's horror and guilt, sensed the potentid. Without
thinking — Tak didnt think, not redly — it legped into Jm Reed's mind. It could not control
him physcdly a this range, but dl the fal-ssfe eguipment guarding the boy's emotiond
amory had temporaily shorted out, leaving that pat of him wide open. Tek had only a
second — two, & most — to get in and tun up dl the dids overloading the boy with
feedback, but a second had been enough. The boy might even have done it, anyway. All Tak
hed done, after dl, wasto amplify emotionswhich had dready been present.

The energy rdeased by Jm Reed's suicide had lit Tak up like a flare and shot its borrowed



nerves dl the way into the red zone Fresh energy — young energy — flooded in, replacing
the enormous amounts it had expended thus far. And now it hung in the doorway, humming,
totaly loaded, reedy to finish what it had started.

Food firg. It was ravenous. Tek floated hafway across the living room, then stopped.

‘Aunt Audrey? it cdled in Seth's voice A sweet voice, perhaps because it was <0 little
used. 'Aunt Audrey, are you here?

No. It sensed she wasnt. Aunt Audrey was able — with Seth's hdp — to block off her
mind sometimes, but never the deady pulse of that mind's exigence its thereness. That was
gone, now, but only from he house. She could be with the others, probably was, but she had
gone no farther. Because Poplar Street was surrounded by Nevada desart, now . . . except it
wasnt exactly the real Nevada, more a Nevada of the mind, the one Tak had imagined into
being. With Seth's help, of course. It couldn't have done any of this without Seth.

Tak moved toward the kitchen again. Aunt Audrey's leaving was probably for the best. It
would meke Seth esser to control, meke it less likdy tha hed become a didraction a a
crudd moment. Not tha the little feler could present much of a problem under any
crcumgances, he was powerful but in many crucid ways hdpless. At firg it had been an
amwrestle between equdly matched opponents . . . except they weren't equdly matched,
not redly. In the long run, raw drength is never a maich for craft, and Tak hed had long
millennia in which to hone its hooks and wiles Now, little by little, it was gaining the upper
hand, usng Seth Gain's own extreordinay powers agang him like a clever karae mader
meatched againgt a strong but stupid opponent.

Seth? it asked asit drifted toward the refrigerator. Seth, where are you, pard?

For a moment it actualy thought Seth might be gone . . . except that couldnt be. They weae
completdy entwined now, patners in a rdaionship as sgorophytic as tha of Siamese twins
fused a the spine. If Seth left this body, dl the parasympahetic sysems — heat, lungs,
diminaion, tissue-building, cerebrd wavefunction — would cease. Tek could no more
mantain them than an adronaut could mantain the thousands of complicated sysems which
firg thrus him into space and then kept him there in a dable environment. Seth was the
computer, and without him the computer operator would die. Yet suicide was not an option
for Seth Garin. Tak could kegp him from the act jugt as it had driven Jm Reed to it. And, it
sensed, Seth did not want to commit suicide. Part of Seth, in fact, did not even want to be free
of Tak, not redly. Because Tek hed changed everything. Tak had given him Power Wagons
that werent just toys Tek had given him movies that were red; Tak had come out of the
China Pt with a par of seventleegue cowboy boots jugt the right sze for a londy little
buckaroo. Who would want such a meagicd friend to leave? Especidly if you would once
agan be locked in the gulag of your own skull when your trugty trailmate was gone?

Seth? Tak asked again. Where are you, y'old cayuse, you?

And, far back in the network of caves and tunnds and boltholes the boy had consructed
(the part of him thet did not want Tak, the part thet was horrified of the stranger now living in
his head), Tak caught aglimmer, afant pulse, that it recognized.

Thereness!

It was Seth, dl right. Hiding. Confident that Tak couldn't see, hear, or smdl him. Nor
could it, exectly. But the pulse was present, a kind of sonar blip, and if it needed Seth, it
could hunt him down and drag him out. Sgth didnt know tha, and if he was a good little
trailhand, he would never have to find out.

Yesdr, it thought, opening the fridge, I'm a regular one-man posse. But even posses got to
edt. They get powerful hongry, posses do, chasin down them bank-thieves and cattle rustlers.

There was fresh chocolate milk on the top shdf. Tak took the tdl white Tupperware
pitcher out with Seth's grimy hands, st it on the counter, then ingpected the contents of the
meat drawer. There was hamburger, but it didn't know how to cook and there was certainly



no informaion on the subject dtored in Sath's memory-banks. Tak had no objection to raw
meat — liked it, in fact — but on two or three occasons, eating hamburger that way had
made Seth's body ill. At leest Aunt Audrey sad it was the rav meat which had made him
sck, and Tak didnt think she was lying (dthough with Aunt Audrey, it could never be
completdy sure). The last go-round had been the worg — vomiting and dhiting dl night
long. Tak hed vacated the premises until it was over, just checking in every now and thento
make sure there was no funny stuff going on. It hated Seth's diminatory functions even when
they were normd, and on that night they had been anything bui.

S0, no hamburger.

There was bologna, though, and a few Kraft cheese dices — the ydlow ones that it
paticularly liked. It used Seth's hands to put the food on the counter and used the
extraordinary mind it and Seth shared to floa a plagtic McDondd's glass across from the
cabinet where they were kept. While it made itsdlf a sandwich, daping meat and cheese on
to white bread dathered with mudard, the plagtic pitcher rose and filled the McDondd's
glass upon which was a fading picture of Charles Bakley going one-onrone with the
Tasmanian Devil.

Tak drank hdf the chocolae milk in four big gulps beched, then emptied the glass. It
poured a second glass with its mind while tearing into its sandwich, heedless of the mustard
which dripped out and splattered on Seth's dirty feet. It swalowed, bit, smacked, swalowed,
drank, belched. The roar in its gut began to subsde The thing about TV — especidly when
The Regulators or MotoKops 2200 was on — was tha Tak got interested, fdl into its
powerful dreams, and forgot to feed Seth's body. Then, dl & once, both of them would be 0
ravenousit could hardly think, let done act or plan.

It finished its second glass of chocolate milk, halding it over its mouth to cetch the lagt few
drops, then tossed the glass in the dnk with the rest of the dirty dishes. 'Aint nothin bests
chow arourd the campfire, Paw!" it cried in its best Little Joe Cartwright voice. Then it drifted
back toward the kitchen door, a dirty boy-bdloon with the remains of a sandwich in one
hand.

Moonlight dreamed through the livingroom windows Beyond them, Poplar Street was
gone. It had been replaced by the Main Strest of Desperation, Nevada, as it had been in 1858,
two years dter the few remaning gold miners had redized the troublesome blue clay they
were scraping out of their cdlams was, in fact, raw dlver . . . and the dedlining town had been
revitdized by disgppointed wildcat miners from the Cdifornia goldfidds Different land,
same old ambition: to grub a quick fortune out of the degping ground. Tak had known none
of this and had certainly not picked it up in The Regulators (which was st in Colorado, not
Nevada); it was information Seth had gotten from a man named Allen Symes shortly before
he had met Tak. According to Symes, 1858 was the year the Raitlesnake Number One mine
hed caved in.

Across the dreet, where the Billingdey and Jackson homes had been, were Lushan's
Chinese Laundry and Worrdl's Dry Goods Where the Hobat house had been the Owl
County Gererd Store now sood, and dthough Tak could gill smdl smoke, the store wasn't
showing SO much as a sngle charred board.

Tak turned and saw one of the Power Wagons on the floor. It was poking out, amogt
dwly, from besde one end of the couch. Tak floated it into the ar and brought it across the
room. It stopped before Seth's darkbrown eyes hanging in mid-air with its wheds dowly
turning while Tek ate the rest of its sandwich. It was the Jugsice Wagon. Tak sometimes
wished it was Little Joe Cartwright's Justice Wagon ingead of Colond Henry's. Then Sheriff
Stregter from The Regulators could move to Virginia City and drive the blue Freedom ven
ingead of riding a horse Stregter and Jéb Murdock — whod turn out to have been only
wounded, not redly dead — would become friends . . . friends with the Cartwrights, too . . .



and then Lucas McCan and his son would move in from his soread in New Mexico . . . ad .
owdl L

'‘And I'd be Pa' it whispered. 'Boss of the Ponderosa and the biggest man in the Nevada
territory. Me!'

Smiling, it sent the Jusice Wagon around Seth Garin in two dow, beautiful drdes Then it
swept the fantases out of its head. They were lovdy fantases, though. Perhaps even
atanable fanteses, if it could gan enough essence from the remaning people across the
street — the stuff that came out of them when they died.

‘It's getting to be time" it said. 'Roundup time.’

It dosad its eyes, usng the circuits of Seth's memory to visudize the Power Wagons . . .
expecidly the Meatwagon, which would lead this assault. No Face driving, Countess Lili co-
piloting, and Jeb Murdock in the gunner's turret. Because Murdock was the meanest.

Eyes dosed, fresh power lighting up its mind like Fourth of July fireworks bursing in the
ummer sky, Tak began the job of powering up. It would teke a little while, but now that
things had gotten thisfar, it had time.

Soon enough, the regulators would come.

'Get ready, folks' Tak whispered. Seth's fits were cdenched a the ends of its ams,
clenched and shaking. "Y ou just get reedy, because we're gonnawipe this town off the map.’



Allen Symes worked for the Deep Earth Mining Corporation in the
capacity of Geological Mining Engineer for twenty-six years, from 1969 to
late 1995. Shortly before Christmas of 1995, he retired and moved to
Clearwater, Florida, where he died of a heart attack on September 19th,
1996. The document which follows was found in his desk by his daughter.
It was in a sealed envelope marked CONCERNS STRANGE INCIDENT
IN CHINA PIT and READ AFTER MY DEATH, PLS.
This document is presented here exactly as it was found.

October 27th, 1995
To Whom It May Concern:

I am writing this for three reasons. First, 1 want to clarify
something that happened fifteen months ago, in the summer of
1994. Second, I am hoping to ease my conscience, which had

settled down some but has been considerably stirred up again ever
since the Wyler woman wrote me from Ohio and | lied to her in
my response. 1 don't know if a man can ease his conscience by
writing things down in hopes they will be read later, but it's worth
a try, | guess; and 1 may want to show this to someone — maybe
even the Wyler woman — after | retire. Third, I can't get the way
that little boy grinned out of my mind.

The way he grinned.

I lied to Mrs Wyler to protect the company, and to protect my
job, but most of all because | could lie. July 24th, 1994 was a
Sunday, the place was deserted, and | was the only one who saw
them. | wouldn't have been there either, if 1 hadn't had paperwork
to catch up on. Anyone who thinks being a mining engineer is all
excitement and travel should see the tons of reports and forms
I've had to plow through over the years!

Anyway, | was just finishing for the day when a Volvo station
wagon pulled up out front and this whole family got out. I want to
say here that I have never seen such excited people who weren't
going to the circus in my whole life. They looked like the people on
the TV ads who have just won the Publishers' Clearing House
Sweepstakes!

There were five of them: Dad (the Ohio woman's brother, he
would have been), Mom, Big Brother, Big Sis, and Little Brother.
LB looked to be four or so, although having read the Wyler
woman's letter (which was sent in July of this year), I know now
he was a little older, just small for his age.

Anyway, | saw them arrive from the window by the desk where
I had all my papers spread out. Clear as day, |1 saw them. They
dithered around their car for a minute or two, pointing to the
embankment south of town, just as excited as chickens in a
rainstorm, and then the little guy dragged his Dad toward the
office trailer.

All this occurred at Deep Earth's Nevada HQ, a double-wide
trailer which is located about two miles off the main drag



(Highway 50), on the outskirts of Desperation, a town known for
its silver mining around the time of the Civil War. Our main
mining operation these days is the China Pit, where we are
leaching copper. Strip mining is what the 'green people' call it, of
course, although it's really not so bad as they like to make out.

Anyway, Little Brother pulled his Daddy right up the trailer
steps, and | heard him say, 'Knock, Daddy, there's someone home,
I know there is." Dad looked surprised as heck at that, although I
didn't know why, since my car was parked right out front, 'big as
Billy be damned. | soon found out it wasn't what the little tyke
was saying but that he was saying anything at all!

Father looked around at the rest of his clan, and all of them
said the same thing, knock on the door, knock on the door, go on
and knock on the door! Excited as hell. Sort of funny and cute,
too. I was curious, I'll freely admit it. | could see their license
plate, and just couldnt figure what a family from Ohio was doing
way the hell and gone out in Desperation on a Sunday afternoon.
If Dad hadn't got up nerve enough to knock, I was going to go out
myself and pass the time of day with him. 'Curiosity killed the cat,
but satisfaction brought him back,' you know!

But he knocked, all right, and as soon as | opened the door, the
little tyke went running in right past me! Right over to the wall he
went, to the same bulletin board where Sally put up Mrs Wyler's
letter when it came in, marking it CAN ANYONE HELP THIS
LADY in big red-ink letters.

The tyke tapped the aerial photographs of the China Pit we kept
tacked on the bulletin board, one after the other. Maybe you had
to be there to understand how strange it was, but take my word
for it. It was like he'd been in the office a dozen times before.

‘Here it is, Daddy! he said, tapping his way around those
pictures. 'Here it is! Here it is! Here's the mine, the silver mine!

‘Well,' 1 said, kind of laughing, 'its copper, sonny, but | guess
that's close enough.'

Mr Garin gave me a red-faced look and said, 'I'm sorry, we dont
mean to barge in.! Then he barged in himself and grabbed his little
boy up. I was some amused. Couldn't help but be.

He carried the tyke back out to the steps, where he must have
thought they belonged. Being from Ohio, I don't guess he knew we
take barging around pretty much for granted out in Nevada. The
tyke didn't kick or have a tantrum, but his eyes never left those
photos on the bulletin board. He looked as cute as a papoose,
peeking over his Daddy's shoulder with his little bright eyes. The
rest of the family clustered around down below, staring up. The
bigger kids were near bursting with excitement, and Mom looked
pretty much in the same emotions.

Father said they were from Toledo, then introduced himself, his
wife, and the two big kids. 'And tis is Seth," he finished up. 'Seth
is a special child.

'Why, | thought they were all special,’ | said, and stuck out my



hand. 'Put 'er there, Seth; I'm Allen Symes." He shook with me
right smart. The rest of the family looked flabbergasted, his Dad in
particular, although | couldn't see why. My own Dad taught me to
shake hands when | was just three; its not hard, like learning to
juggle or floating aces up to the top of the deck. But things got
clearer to me before long.

'Seth wants to know if he can see the mountain,’ Mr Garin says,
and pointed at the China Pit. The north face does look a little like
a mountain. 'l think he actually means the mine —'

Yes!" the tyke says. The mine!l Seth want to see the mine! Seth
want to see the silver mine! Hoss! Little Joe! Adam! Hop Sing"

I busted out laughing at that, itd been so long since I'd heard
those names, but the rest of 'em didn't. They just went on looking
at that little boy like he was Jesus teaching the elders in the
temple.

‘Well," I says, 'if you want to look at the Ponderosa Ranch, son, I
believe you can, although its a good way west of here. And there's
mine-tours, too, some where they ride you right underground in a
real ore gondola. The best is probably the Betty Carr, in Fallen.
There's no tours of the China Pit, though. It's a working mine, and
not as interesting as the old gold and silver shafts. Yonder wall
that looks like a mountain to you is nothing but one side of a big
hole in the ground.’

'He won't follow much of what you're saying, Mr Symes,' his big
brother said. 'He's a good brother, but he's not very swift. And he
tapped the side of his head.

The tyke did get it, though, as was easy to see because he
started to cry. Not all loud and spoiled, but soft, like a kid does
when he's lost something he really likes. The rest of them looked
all downcast when they heard it, like the family dog had died. The
little girl even said something about how Seth never cried. Made
me feel more curious than ever. | couldnt figure out what was
going on with them, and it was giving me a hell of an itch. Now 1
wish I'd just let it go, but I didn't.

Mr Garin asked if he could talk to me private for a minute or
two, and | said sure. He handed off the tyke to his wife — the boy
still crying in that soft way, big tears just rolling down his cheeks,
and I'll be damned if Big Sister wasn't starting to dribble a little bit
right along with him. Then Garin came inside the trailer and shut
the door.

He told me a lot about little Seth Garin in a short time, but the
most important thing was how much they all loved him. Not that
Garin ever came out and said so in words (that I might not have
trusted, anyway). It just showed. He said that Seth was autistic,
hardly ever said a single word you could understand or showed
much interest in 'ordinary life', but that when he caught sight of
the north wall of China Pit from the road, he started to gabble like
crazy, pointing at it the whole time.

‘At first we just humored him and kept on driving, Garin said.



‘Usually Seth's quiet, but he does go off on one of these babbling
fits every now and then. June calls them his sermons. But then,
when he saw we weren't turning around or even slowing down, he
started to talk. Not just words but sentences. "Go back, please,
Seth want to see mine, Seth want to see Hoss and Adam and Little
Joe."'

I know a little about autism; my best friend has a brother in
Sierra Four, the state mental facility in Boulder City (outside of
Vegas). | have been there with him on several occasions, have
seen the autistic at first hand, and am not sure | would've believed
what Garin was telling me if 1 hadn't seen some of it for myself. A
lot of the folks in Sierra not only dont speak, they dont even
move. The worst ones look dead, their eyes glazed, their chests
hardly going up and down so you can see.

'He loves Western movies and TV shows,” Mr Garin said, 'and all
I can figure is that the pit-wall reminds him of something he must
have seen on an episode of Bonanza.'

I thought maybe he had even seen it in an episode of Bonanza,
although 1| don't recall telling Garin that. A lot of those old TV
shows filmed scenic footage (what they call 'second unit) out this
way, and the China Pit has been in existence since 57, so its
possible.

'‘Anyway," he said, 'this is a major breakthrough for Seth —
except the word that really fits is miracle. Him talking like he is
isn't all of it, either.

'Yes,' | said, 'he's really in the world for a change, isn't he?'

I was thinking of the people in Lacota Hall, where my friend's
brother is. Those folks were never in the world. Even when they
were crying or laughing or making other noises, it was like they
were phoning it in.

'Yes, he is,’ Garin says. 'Its like a bank d lights went on inside
him. 1 don't know what did it and |1 don't know how long it's going
to last, but . . . is there any way at all you could take us up to the
mining operation, Mr Symes? | know you're not supposed to, and
I bet your insurance company would have a fit if they found out,
but it would mean so much to Seth. It would mean so much to all
of us. We're on kind of a tight budget, but I could give you forty
dollars for your time.'

I wouldn't do it for four hundred, | said. This kind of thing a
man does for free or he doesn't do at all. Come on. We'll take one
of the ATVs. Your older boy can drive it, if you dont have any
objections. That's against company regs, too, but might as well be
hung for a goat as a lamb, | guess.'

Anyone who's reading this and maybe judging me for a fool (a
reckless fool, at that), 1 only wish you could have seen the way
Bill Garin's face lit up. I'm sorry as hell for what happened to him
and the others in California — which 1 only know about from his
sister's ktter — but believe me when | say that he was happy on
that day, and I'm glad | had a chance to make him so.



We had ourselves quite an afternoon even before our ‘little
scare'. Garin did let his older boy, John, drive us out to the pit-
wall, and was he excited? | almost think young Jack Garin would
have voted me for God, if I'd been running for the job. They were a
nice family, and devoted to the little boy. The whole tribe of them.
I guess it was pretty amazing for him to just start up talking like
he did, but how many people would change all their plans because
of a thing like that, right on the spur of the moment, even so?
These folks did, and without so much as a word of argument
among them, so far as I could tell.

The tyke jabbered all the way aut to the pit, a mile a minute. A
lot was gibberish, but not all. He kept talking about the characters
on Bonanza, and the Ponderosa, and outlaws, and the silver
mines. Some cartoon show was on his mind, too. Motor Cops, |
think it was. He showed me an action figure from the show, a lady
with red hair and a blaster that he could take out of her holster
and kind of stick in her hand. Also, he kept patting the ATV and
calling it 'the Justice Wagon'. Then Jackd kind of puff up behind
the wheel (he must have been driving all of ten miles an hour)
and say, 'Yeah, and I'm Colonel Henry. Warning, Force Corridor
dead ahead! And theyd all laugh. Me too, because by then | was as
swept up in the excitement of it as the rest of them.

I was excited enough so that one of the things he was saying
didn't really hit home until later on. He kept talking about ‘the old
mine'. If 1 thought anything about that, I guess | thought it was
something out of some Bonanza show. It never crossed my mind
to think he was talking about Rattlesnake Number One, because
he couldn't know about it! Even the people in Desperation didn't
know we'd uncovered it while blasting just the week before. Hell,
thats why | had so much paperwork to 'rassle’ with on a Sunday
afternoon, writing a report to the home office about what we'd
uncovered and listing different ideas on how to handle it.

When the idea that Seth Garin was talking about Rattlesnake
Number One did occur to me, | remembered how hed come
running into the office trailer as if he'd been there a million times
before. Right across to the photos on the bulletin board he went.
That gave me a chill, but there was something else, something I
saw after the Garin family had gone on its way to Carson, that
gave me an even colder one. I'll get to it in a bit.

When we got to the foot of the embankment, | swapped seats
with Jack and drove us up the equipment road, which is all nicely
graveled and wider than some interstates. We crossed the top and
went down the far side. They all oohed and aahed, and I guess it is
a little more than just a hole in the ground. The pit is almost a
thousand feet at its deepest, and cuts through layers of rock that
go back all the way to the Paleozoic Era, three hundred and
twenty-five million years ago. Some layers of the porphyry are
very beautiful, being crammed with sparkly purple and green
crystals we call 'skarn garnets. From the top, the earth-moving




equipment on the pit floor looks the size of toys. Mrs Garin made
a joke about how she didn't like heights and might have to throw
up, but you know, its not such a joke at that. Some people do
throw up when they come over the edge and see the drop inside!

Then the little girl (sorry, can't remember her name, might
have been Louise) pointed over across, cbwn by the pitfloor, and
said, 'What's that hole with all the yellow tapes around it? It looks
like a big black eye.'

That's our find of the year, | said. 'Something so big its still a

dead secret. I'll tell you if you can keep it one a while longer. You
will, wont you? | might get in trouble with my company
otherwise.'

They promised, and | thought telling them was safe enough,
them being through-travellers and all. Also, | thought the little
boy would like to hear about it, him being so crazy about Bonanza
and all. And, as | said, it never crossed my mind until later to
think he already knew about it. Why would it, for God's sake?

That's the old Rattlesnake Number One,' |1 said. 'At least, thats
what we think it is. We uncovered it while we were blasting. The
front part of the Rattlesnake caved in back in 1858.

Jack Garin wanted to know what was inside. 1 said we didn't
know, no one had been in there on account of the MSHA
regulations. Mrs Garin (June) wanted to know if the company
would be exploring it later, and | said maybe, if we could get the
right permits. | didn't tell them any lies, but 1 did skirt the truth a
bit. We'd gotten up the keep-out tapes like MSHA says to do, all
right, but that didnt mean MSHA knew about our find. We
uncovered it purely by accident — shot off a blast-pattern pretty
much like any other and when the spill stopped rolling and the
dust settled, there it was — but no one in the company was sure if
it was the kind of accident we wanted to publicize.

There would have been some powerful interest if news of it got
out, that's for sure. According to the stories, forty or fifty Chinese
were sealed up inside when the mine caved in, and if so, theyd
still be there, preserved like mummies in an Egyptian pyramid.
The history buffs wouldve had a field day with just their clothing
and mining gear, let alone the bodies themselves. Most of us on-
site were pretty interested, too, but we couldn't do much exploring
without wholehearted approval from the Deep Earth brass in
Phoenix, and there wasnt anyone | worked with who thought
we'd get it. Deep Earth is not a non-profit organization, as I'm sure
anyone reading this will understand, and mining, especially in
this day and age, is a high-risk operation. China Pit had only been
turning a profit since 1992 or so, and the people who work there
never get up in the morning completely sure they'll still have a job
when they get to the work-site. Much is dependent on the per-
pound price of copper (leachbed mining is not cheap), but even
more has to do with the environmental issues. Things are a little
better lately, the current crop of pols has at least some sense, but




there are still something like a dozen 'injunctive suits' pending in
the county or Federal courts, filed by people (mostly the 'greens’)
who want to shut us down. There were a lot of people — including
myself, 1 might as well say — who didn't think the top execs would
want to add to those problems by shouting to the world that we'd
found an old mine site, probably of great historical interest. As
Yvonne Bateman, an engineer pal of mine, said just after the
round of blast-field shots uncovered the hole, 'It would be just like
the tree-huggers to try and get the whole pit designated a
historical landmark, either by the Feds or by the Nevada
Historical Commission. It might be the way to stop us for good
that they are always looking for.' You can call that attitude
paranoid if you want (plenty do), but when a fellow like me
knows there are 90 or 100 men depending on the mine to keep
their families fed, it changes your perspective and makes you
cautious.

The daughter (Louise?) said it looked spooky to her, and | said
it did to me, too. She asked if I'd go in it on a dare and | said no
way. She asked if | was afraid d ghosts and | said no, of cave-ins.
Its amazing that any of the shaft was still up. They drove it
straight into hornfels and crystal rhyolite — leftovers from the
volcanic event that emptied the Great Basin — and thats pretty
shaky stuff even when you're not shooting off ANFO charges all
over the place. | told her | wouldn't go in there even on a double
dare unless and until it was shored up with concrete and steel
every five feet. Never knowing I'd be in there so deep | couldn't see
the sun before the day was over!

I took them to the field office and got them hard-hats, then took
them out and showed them all around — diggings, tailings,
leachbeds, sorters, and heavy equipment. We had quit a field-trip
for ourselves. Little Seth had pretty much quit talking then, but
his eyes were as bright as the garnets we are always finding in the
spoil-rock!.

All right, I've come to the 'little scare' that has caused me so
many doubts and bad dreams (not to mention a bad case of
conscience, no joke for a Mormon who takes the religion stuff
pretty seriously). And it didn't seem so 'little' to any of us at the
time, and doesn't to me now, if I'm to tell the truth. I have been
over it and over it in my mind, and while 1 was in Peru (which is
where | was, looking at bauxite deposits, when Audrey Wyler's
letter of enquiry came in to the Deep Earth post box in
Desperation), | dreamed of it a dozen or more times. Because of
the heat, maybe. It was hot inside the Rattlesnake Mine. | have
been in a lot of shaft-mines in my time, and usually they are chilly
or downright cold. | have read that some of the deep gold mines in
S. Africa are warm, but | have never been in any of those. And
this wasn't warm but hot. Humid, too, like in a greenhouse.

But I'm getting ahead of myself, and I dont want to do that.
What | want is to tell it straight through, end to end, and thank



God nothing like it will ever happen again. In early-August, not
two weeks after all this happened, the whole works collapsed.
Maybe there was a little temblor deep down in the Devonian, or
maybe the open air had a corrosive effect on the exposed support
timbers. I'll never know for sure, but down it came, a million tons
of shale and schist and limestone. When 1 think how close Mr
Garin and his little boy @ame to being under all that when it went
(not to mention Mr Allen Symes, Geologist Extraordinaire), | get
the willies.

The older boy, Jack, wanted to see Mo, our biggest digger. She
runs on treads and works the inner slopes, mostly digging out
benches at fifty-foot intervals. There was a time in the early '70s
when Mo was the biggest digger on Planet Earth, and most kids —
the boys especially — are fascinated with her. Big boys too! Garin
wanted to see her ‘close up' as much as young Jack did, and |
assumed Seth would feel the same way. I was wrong about that,
though.

I showed them the ladder that goes up Mo's side to the
operator's cab, which is almost 100 feet above the ground. Jack
asked if they could go up and | said no, that was too dangerous,
but they could take a stroll on the treads if they wanted. Doing
that is quite an experience, each tread being as wide as a city
street and each of the separate steel plates that make them up a
yard across. Mr Garin put Seth down, and they climbed up the
ladder to Mo's treads. | climbed up behind them, hoping like mad
nobody would fall. If they did, | was the one who'd most likely be
on the hook in case of a lawsuit. June Garin stood back aways so
she could take pictures of us standing up there with our arms
around each other, laughing. We were clowning and mugging for
the camera and having the time of our lives until the little girl
called, 'You come back, Seth! Right now! You shouldn't be way
over there!

I couldn't see him because up where | was on Mos tread, all the
rest of the digger was in the way, but | could see his mother just
fine, and how scared she looked when she spotted him.

'Seth!" she yelled. 'You come back now! She yelled it two or three
times, then dropped her camera on the ground and just ran. That
was all 1 needed to see, her dropping her expensive Nikon like a
used cigarette pack. 1 was back down the ladder in about three
jumps. Wonder | didn't fall off and break my neck. Even more of a
wonder Garin or his older boy didn't, | suppose, but I never even
thought about that at the time. Never thought about them at all,
tell the truth.

The little boy was already climbing the slope to the opening of
the old mine, which was only about twenty feet up from the pit-
floor. 1 saw that and knew his mother wasn't ever going to catch
him before he got inside. Wasn't anyone going to catch him before
he got inside, if that was what he meant to do. My heart wanted to
sink into my boots, but I didn't let it. |1 got running as fast as |




could, instead.

I overtook Mrs Garin just as Seth reached the mine entrance.
He stopped there for a second, and | hoped maybe he wasn't going
to go in. | thought there was a chance that if the dark didnt put
him off, the smell of the place would — kind of an old campflre
smell, like ashes and burned coffee and scraps of old meat all
mixed together. Then he did go in, and without so much as a look
back at me yelling for him to quit it.

I told his Mom to stay clear, for God's sake, that I'd go in and
bring him out. 1 told her to tell her son and husband the same
thing, but of course Garin didnt listen. I don't think I would have,
in his situation, either.

I climbed the slope and broke through the yellow tapes. The
tyke was short enough so he'd been able to go right underneath. |
could hear the faint roaring you almost always hear coming out of
old mine-shafts. It sounds like the wind, or a far-off waterfall. |
don't know what it really is, but I don't like it, never have. | don't
know anyone who does. It's a ghostly sound.

That day, though, | heard another one | liked even less — a low,
whispery squealing. | hadn't heard it any of the other times I'd
been up to look into the shaft since it was uncovered, but | knew
what it was right away — hornfels and rhyolite rubbing together.
Its like the ground is talking. That sound always made the miners
clear out in the olden days, because it meant the works could
come down at any time. | guess the Chinamen who worked the
Rattlesnake back in 1858 either didnt know what that sound
meant or weren't allowed to heed it.

The footing slipped on me just after | broke through the tapes,
and | went down on one knee. | saw something lying there on the
ground when 1 did. It was his little plastic action figure, the red-
head with the blaster. It must have fallen out of the boy's pocket
just before he went into the shaft, and seeing it there laying in
that brokenup rock — waste stuff we call gangue — seemed like
the worst kind of sign, and gave me the creeps something fierce. |
picked it up, stuck it in my pocket, and forgot all about it until
later, when the excitement was over and | returned it to its
proper owner. | described it to my young nephew and he said its a
Cassie Stiles (sp.?) figure, from the Motor Cops show the little
tyke kept talking about.

I heard sliding rock and panting behind me; looked back and
saw Garin coming up the slope. The other three were standing
down below, huddled together. The little girl was crying.

You go on back, now! | said. This shaft could come down any
time! Its a hundred and thirty damn years old! More!'

' don't care if its a thousand years old, he said back, still
coming. That's my boy and I'm going in after him.'

I wasn't about to stand there and argue with him; sometimes all
you can do is get moving, keep moving, and hope that God will
hold up the roof. And that's what we did.



I've been in some scary places during my years as a mining
engineer, but the ten minutes or so (it actually could have been
more or less; | lost all sense of time) that we spent in the old
Rattlesnake shaft was the scariest by far. The bore ran back and
down at a pretty good angle, and we started to run out of daylight
before we were more than twenty yards in. The smell of the place
— cold ashes, old coffee, burned meat — got stronger in a hurry,
and that was strange, too. Sometimes old mines have a 'minerally’
smell, but mostly thats all. The ground underfoot was fallen
rubble, and we had to step pretty smart just to keep from stubbing
our toes and going face-first. The supports and crossbeams were
covered with Chinese characters, some carved in the wood, most
just painted on in candlesmoke. Looking at something like that
makes you realize that all the things you read about in your
history books actually happened. Wasn't made up a bit.

Mr Garin was yelling for the boy, telling him to come back, that
it wasn't safe. | thought of telling him that just the sound of his
voice might be enough to bring down the hangwall, the way people
yelling can sometimes be enough to bring down avalanches up in
the high country. | didn't, though. He wouldn't have been able to
stop calling. All he could think of was the boy.

| keep a little fold-blade, a magnifying loop, and a Penlite on my
key-ring. | got the Penlite unhooked and shone it out ahead of us.
We went on down the shaft, with the loose hornfels muttering all
around us, and that soft roaring sound in our ears, and that smell
up our noses. | felt it getting warmer almost right away, and the
warmer it got, the fresher that campfire smell got. Except by the
end, it didnt smell like a campfire anymore. It smelled like
something gone rotten. A carcass of some kind.

Then we came on the start of the bones. We — us with Deep
Earth, | mean — had shone spotlights into the shaft, but they
didn't show much. We'd gone back and forth a lot about whether
or not there really was anything in there. Yvonne argued that
there wasn't, that no one would have kept going down into a shaft-
mine dug in ground like that, not even a bunch of bond-
Chinamen. They said it was all just so much talk — legend-
making, Yvonne called it — but once Garin and | were a couple of
hundred yards in, my little Penlite was enough to show us that
Yvonne was wrong.

There were bones littered everywhere on the shaft floor,
cracked skulls and legs and hip-bones and pelvises. The ribcages
were the worst, every one seeming to grin like the Cheshire cat in
Alice in_Wonderland. When we stepped on them they didn't even
crunch, like youd think such things would, just puffed up like
powder. The smell was stronger than ever, and | could feel the
sweat rolling down my face. It was like being in a boiler room
instead of a mine. And the walls! They didn't just put on their
names or initials down where we were; they wrote all over them
with their candlesmoke. It was as if when the adit caved in and




they found they were trapped in the shaft, they all decided to
write their last wills and testaments on the support beams.

I grabbed Garin's shoulder and said, 'We've gone too far. He was
standing off to one side and we missed him in the dark.’

'l don't think so,' he said.

'Why not?' | asked.

‘Because 1 still feel him up ahead, he said, then raised his voice.
‘Seth! Please, honey! If you're down there, turn around and come
to us!

What came back put the hackles up on my neck. Further on
down that shaft, with its floor of crumbled skarn and skulls and
bones, we could hear singing. Not words, just the little boy's voice
going 'La-la-la and 'dum-deedle-dum'. Not much of a tune, but
enough so | could recognize the Bonanza theme music.

Garin looked at me, his eyes all white and wide in the dark, and
asked if 1 still thought wed come past him. Wasn't anything I
could say to that, and 0 we got moving again.

We started to see gear in amongst the bones — cups, picks with
rusty heads and funny short handles, and little tin boxes with
straps running through them that | recognized from the Miners
Museum in Ely. Keroseners, the miners called them. They wore
them on their foreheads like phylacteries, with bandannas tucked
in underneath to keep their skin from burning. And | started to
see there were candlesmoke drawings on the walls as well as
Chinese words. They were awful things — coyotes with heads like
spiders, mountain lions with scorpions riding on their backs, bats
with heads like babies. I've wondered since then if | really saw
those things, or if the air was so bad that far down in the shaft
that I hallucinated them. | didn't ask Garin later on if he saw any
of those things. I don't know for sure if | just forgot or if maybe I
didn't dare.

He stopped and bent down and picked something up. It was a
little black cowboy boot that had been wedged between two rocks.
The tyke must have got it jammed and run right out of it. Mr
Garin held it up so | could see it in the light of my little flash,
then stuck it in his shirt. We could still hear the la-las and dum-
dee-dums, so we knew he was still up ahead. The sound seemed a
little closer, but I wouldn't let myself hope. Underground you can
never tell. Sound carries funny.

We went on and on, | don't know how far, but the ground kept
sloping down, and the air kept getting hotter. There were less
bones on the floor of the shaft but more fallen rock. I could have
shone my light up to see what kind of shape the topshaft was in,
but I didn't dare. 1 didn't even dare think about how deep we were
by then. Had to have been at least a quarter of a mile from where
the explosions cut into the shaft and opened it up. Probably more.
And I'd started to feel pretty sure wed never get out. The roof
would just come down and thatd be it. It would be quick, at least,
quicker than it had been for the Chinese miners whod suffocated




or died of thirst in the same shaft. | kept thinking of how | had
five or six library books back at my house, and wondering whod
take them back, and if someone'd charge my little bit of an estate
for the overdue fines. Its funny what goes through a person's
head when he's in a tight corner.

Just before my light picked out the little boy, he changed his
tune. | didn't recognize the new one, but his Dad told me after we
got out that it was the Motor Cops theme song. | only mention it
because for a moment or two there it sounded like someone else
was singing the la-las and dum-dee-dums along with him, kind of
harmonizing. I'm sure it was only that soft roaring sound I
mentioned, but it gave me a hell of a bump, I can tell you. Garin
heard it, too; | could see him a little bit in the light from my flash,
and he looked almost as scared as | felt. The sweat was pouring
down his face, and his shirt was stuck to his chest like with glue.

Then he points and says, 'l think | see him! 1 do see him! There
he is! Seth! Seth! He went running for him, stumbling over the
rubble and rocking like a drunk but somehow keeping his balance.
All 1 could do was pray God he didn't fall into one of those old
support baulks. Itd probably crumble to powder just like the
bones we'd stepped on to get where we were, and that would be all
she wrote.

Then | saw the kid, too — you couldn't very well mistake the
jeans and the red shirt he was wearing. He was standing in front
of the place where the shaft ended. You could tell it wasn't just
another cave-in because it was a smooth rock-face — what we call
a 'slide’ — and not piled up rubble. There was a crack running
down the middle of it, and for a minute | thought the kid was
trying to work his way into it. That scared me plenty, because he
looked small enough to do it if he wanted to, and a couple of big
guys like us would never have been able to follow him. He wasn't
trying to do that, though. When | got a little closer, 1 saw that he
was standing perfectly still. I must have been fooled by the
shadows my little flashlight threw, that's all I can figure.

His Dad got to him first and pulled him into his arms. He had
his face against the boy's chest, so he didn't see what | did, and 1|
only saw it for a second. It wasn't just my eyes playing tricks on
me that time. The boy was grinning, and it wasnt a nice grin,
either. The corners of his mouth looked like they were pulled most
of the way up to his ears, and | could see all his teeth. His face
was so stretched that his eyes looked like they were bulging right
out of his head. Then his father held him back so he could give
him a kiss, and that grin went away. | was glad. While it was on
his face, he didn't hardly look like the little boy I'd first met at all.

'What did you think you were doing? his father asks him. He
was shouting but it wasn't really much of a scold even so, because
he gave the boy a kiss practically between every word. "Your
mother is scared to death! Why did you do it? Why in God's name
did you come in here?'




What he replied was the last real talking he did, and |
remember it well. 'Colonel Henry and Major Pike told me to, he
said. They told me I could see the Ponderosa. In there.' He pointed
at the crack running down the middle of the slide. 'But | couldn't.
Ponderosa all gone. Then he laid his head down on his father's
shoulder and closed his eyes, like he was all tuckered out.

‘Let's go back,' I said. 'I'll walk behind you and to your right, so |
can shine the light on your footing. Don't linger, but don't run,
either. And for Christs sake try not to bump any of the jack-
straws holding this place up.’

Once we actually had the boy, that groaning in the ground
seemed louder than ever. | fancied | could even hear the timbers
creaking. I'm not usually an imaginative sort, but it sounded to
me like they were trying to talk. Telling us to get out while we still
could.

I couldn't resist shining my light into that crack once before we
went, though. When | bent down | could feel air rushing out, so it
wasn't just a crack in the slide; there was some sort of rift on the
other side of it. Maybe a cave. The air coming out was as hot as air
coming out of a furnace grate, and it stank something fierce. One
whiff and | held my breath so I wouldn't vomit. It was the old-
campfire smell, but a thousand times heavier. I've racked my
brains trying to think of how something that deep underground
could smell so bad, and keep coming up empty. Fresh air is the
only thing that makes things stink like that, and that means some
sort of vent, but Deep Earth has been burrowing in these parts
ever since 1957, and if there had been a vent big enough to
manufacture a stench like that, surely it wouldve been found and
either plugged or followed to see where it went.

The crack looked like a zigzag S or a lightning-bolt, and there
didn't seem like there was anything much in it to see, just a
thickness of rock — at least two feet, maybe three. But | did get
the sense of space opening out on the other side, and there was
that hot air whooshing out, too. I thought I maybe saw a bunch of
red specks like embers dancing in there, but that must have been
my imagination, because when | blinked, they were gone.

| turned back to Garin and told him to move.

In a second, just give me a second, he says. Hed taken the
boy's little black cowboy boot out of his shirt and was sliding it on
his foot. It was the tenderest thing. All you'd ever need to know
about a father's love was in the way he did that. 'Okay,’ he says
when he had it right. 'Let's go.’

‘Right," I says. 'Just try to keep your footing.'

We went as quick as we could, but it still seemed to take
forever. In the dreams | mentioned, | always see the little circle of
my Penlite sliding over skulls. There weren't that many that | saw
when we were actually in there, and some of those had fallen
apart, but in my dreams it seems like there are thousands, wall to
wall skulls sticking up round like eggs in a carton, and they are



all grinning just like the little one was grinning when his Dad
picked him up, and in their eyesockets | see little red flecks
dancing around, like embers rising from a wildfire.

It was a pretty awful walk, all in all. 1 kept looking ahead for
daylight, and for the longest time | didn't see it. Then, when 1
finally did (just a little tiny square | could have covered with the
ball of my thumb at first), it seemed like the sound of the hornfels
was louder than ever, and | made up my mind that the shaft was
going to wait until we were almost out, then fall on us like a hand
swatting flies. As if a hole in the ground could think! But when
you're actually in a spot like that, your imagination is apt to go
haywire. Sound carries funny; ideas do, too.

And I might as well say that I still have a few funny ideas about
Rattlesnake Number One. I'm not going to say it was haunted, not
even in a 'backstage report no one may ever read, but I'm not
going to say it wasn't, either. After all, what place would be more
likely to have ghosts than a mine full of dead men? But as to he
other side of that slide of rock, if | actually did see something
there — those dancing red lights — it wasn't ghosts.

The last hundred feet were the hardest. It took everything | had
in me not to just shove past Mr Garin and sprint for it, and 1
could see on his face that he felt the same way. But we didnt,
probably because we both knew we'd scare the rest of the family
even worse if we came busting out in a panic. We walked out like
men instead, Garin with his boy in his arms, fast asleep.

That was our 'little scare'.

Mrs Garin and both the two older kids were crying, and they all
made of Seth, petting him and kissing him like they could hardly
believe he was there. He woke up and smiled at them, but he
didn't make any more words, just kind of 'gobbled. Mr Garin
staggered off to the powder magazine, which is a little metal shed
where we keep our blasting stuff, and sat down with his back
against the side. He laced his hands together between his knees
and then dropped his forehead into them. | knew just how he felt.
His wife asked him if he was all right, and he said yes, he only
needed to rest and catch his breath. | said | did, too. | asked Mrs
Garin if shed take her kids back over to the ATV. | said maybe
Jack would like to show his brother our Miss Mo. She kind of
laughed like you do when nothing is funny and said, 'l think we've
had enough adventures for one day, Mr Symes. | hope you won't
take this the wrong way, but all 1 want to do is get out of here.'

I said | understood, and | think she understood that | needed
to have a little talk with her man before we picked up our marbles
and called it a game. Not that | didn't need to collect myself some,
too! My legs felt like rubber. I went over to the powder magazine
and sat down beside Mr Garin.

'If we report this, there's going to be a lot of trouble,' I said. 'For
the company and also for me. | probably wouldn't end up fired,
but I could.'



'I'm not going to say a word," he said, raising his head out of his
hands and looking me in the eye. And I don't think anyone will
hold it against him if | add that he was crying. Any father would
have cried, | think, after a scare like that. I was near tears myself,
and | hadn't ever set eyes on the lot of them until that day. Every
time | thought of the tender way Garin looked, slipping that tiny
boot on his boy's foot, it raised a lump in my throat.

'l would appreciate that no end,' | said.

‘Nonsense,' he said. 'l don't know how to thank you. | don't even
know how to start.'

I was starting to feel a little embarrassed by then. 'Come on,
now,' | said. 'We did it together, and all's well that ends well.'

I helped him to his feet, and we walked back toward the others.
We were most of the way there when he put his hand on my arm
and stopped me.

You shouldn't let anybody go in there, he said. 'Not even if the
engineers say they can shore it up. There's something wrong in
there.’

'l know there is,' | said. 'l felt it. | thought of the grin on the
boy's face — even now, all these months later, it makes me shiver
to think of it — and almost told him that his boy had felt it, too.
Then | decided not to. What good would it have done?

'If it were up to me,' he said, 'lI'd toss a charge from your powder
magazine in there and bring the whole thing down. It's a grave.
Let the dead rest in it.’

‘Not a bad idea,’ I said, and God must have thought so, too,
because He did it on His own not two weeks later. There was an
explosion in there. And, so far as | know, no cause ever assigned.

Garin kind of laughed and shook his head and said, Two hours
on the road and | won't even be able to believe this happened.’

I told him maybe that was just as well.

‘But one thing | won't forget,’ he said, 'is that Seth talked today.
Not just words or phrases only his family could understand,
either. He actually talked. You dont know how amazing that is,
but we do." He waved at his family, who had got back into the ATV
by then. 'And if he can do it once, he can do it again." And maybe
he has, | hope so. I'd like to know, too. I'm curious about that boy,
and in more ways than one. When | gave him his little action
figure woman, he smiled at me and kissed my cheek. A sweet kiss,
too, though | seemed to catch a little whiff on the mine of his skin
. . . like ashes and meat and cold coffee.

We 'bid a fond adieu' to the China Pit and | drove them back to
the office trailer where their car was. So far as | could see, no one
took much notice of us, even though | drove right down Main
Street. Desperation on a Sunday afternoon in the hot weather is
like a ghost-town.

I remember standing there at the bottom of the trailer steps,
waving as they drove off toward the awful thing Garin's sister said
was waiting for them at the end of their trip — a senseless drive-




by shooting. All of them waved back . . . except for Seth, that is.
Whatever was in that mine, 1 think we were fortunate to get out . .
. and for him to then be the only survivor of that shooting in San
Jose! It's almost as if he's got what they call 'a charmed life', isn't
it?

As | said, | dreamed about it in Peru — mostly the skull-dream,
and of shining my light into that crack — but | didn't think of it
much until | read Audrey Wyler's letter, the one that was tacked
on the bulletin board when | came back from Peru. Sally lost the
envelope, but said it just came addressed to The Mining Company
of Desperation. Reading it reinforced my belief that something
happened out there when Seth was underbill (as we say in the
business), something it might be wrong to lie about, but I did lie.
How could | not, when 1 didn't even know what that something
was?

Still, that grin.

That grin.

He was a nice little boy, and 1 am so glad he wasn't killed in the
Rattlesnake (and he could have been; we all could have been) or
with the rest of them in San Jose, but . . .

The grin didn't seem to belong to the boy at all. I wish | could
say better, but that's as close as | can come.

I want to set down one more thing. You may remember me
saying that Seth talked about ‘the old mine, but that | didn't
connect that with the Rattlesnake shaft because hardly anyone in
town knew about it, let alone through-travelers from Ohio. Well, |
started thinking about what he'd said again while I was standing
there, watching the dust from their car settle. That, and how he
ran across the office trailer, right to the pictures of the China Pit
on the bulletin board, like hed been there a thousand times
before. Like he knew. | had an idea then, and that cold feeling
came with it. I went back inside to look at the pictures, knowing it
was the only way | could lay that feeling to rest.

There were six in all, aerial photos the company had
commissioned in the spring. | got the little magnifier off my key-
chain and ran it over them, one after another. My gut was rolling,
telling me what | was going to see even before | saw it. The aerials
were taken long before the blast-pattern that uncovered the
Rattlesnake shaft, so there was no sign of it in them. Except there
was. Remember me writing that he tapped his way around the
pictures, saying: 'Here it is, here's what I want to see, here's the
mine? We thought he was talking about the pit-mine, because
that's what the pictures were of. But with my magnifying loupe I
could see the prints his fingers had left on the shiny surface of the
photos. Every one was on the south face, where we uncovered the
shaft. That was what he was telling us he wanted to see, not the
pit-mine but the shaft-mine the pictures didn't even show. I know
how crazy that must sound, but I have never doubted it. He knew
it was there. To me, the marks of his finger on the photographs —




not just one photo but all six — prove it. I know it wouldn't stand
up in a court of law, but that doesn't change what I know. It's like
something in that mine sensed him going past on the highway and
called out to him. And of all my questions, there's maybe only one
that really matters: Is Seth Garin all right? | would write Garin's
sister and ask, have once or twice actually picked up a pen to do
that, and then | remember that | lied, and a lie is hard for me to
admit. Also, do | really want to prod a sleeping dog that might
turn out to have big teeth? I don't think so, but . . .

There should be more to say, maybe, but there isn't. It all comes
back to the grin.

I don't like the way he grinned.

This is my true statement of what happened; God, if only I

knew what it was | saw!



CHAPTER ELEVEN

1

Old Doc was the first one over the Cavers back fence. He surprised them dl (induding
himsdf) by going up eesly, needing only a sngle boos in the butt from Johnny to get him
dated. He pausad a the top for a second or two, seiting his hands to his liking. To Brad
Josephson he looked like a skinny morkey in the moonlight. He dropped. There was a soft
grunt from the other Sde of the stakes.

‘You dl right, Doc? Audrey asked.

'Yeah,' Billingdey said. 'Right asrain. Arent |, Sud?

'Sure’ Sus Geler agreed nervoudy. Then, through the fence 'Mirs Wyler, is that you?
Wheredid you come from?

"That doesn't matter right now. We need to —*

'What happened out there? Is everyone dl right? My mom is having acow. A large one'

Is everyone all right? That was a quedion Brad didnt want to answer. No one d<e did
ether, from the look.

'Mrs Reed? Johnny asked. 'Dave next, then you?

Cammie gave him her dry dare, then turned back to Dave. She murmured in his ear once
more, droking his har as she did s0. Dave ligened with a troubled expresson, then
murmured back, just loud enough for Brad to hear, ‘| dont want to. She murmured agan,
more vehemently this time. Brad caught the words your brother near the end. This time Dave
reeched up, grabbed the top of the fence, and swung himsdf smoothly over to the other side.
He did it, so fa as Brad could see, with no expresson save tha look of fant unesse on his
face. Cammie went next, Audrey and Cynthia booding. As she gained the top, Daves hands
rose to meet her. Cammie dipped into them, making no effort to kegp hold of the fence for
sdfety’'s sske. Brad had an idea that a this point she might have actudly welcomed a fal.
Maybe even a broken neck. Why did you send us out here, Ma? the kid had shouted, perhaps
intuiing that his own eagerness to go — and Jm's — would never sarve as a mitigating
cdrcumdance in her mind. Cammie would dways blane heasdf, and he would probably
dways be willing to let her.

‘Brad? That was a voice he was glad to hear, dthough he rardly heard it sound 0 soft and
worried. 'Y ou there, hon?

'I'm here, Bee!'

'Y ou okay?

'Fine. Ligen, Beg, and dont lose your cool. Jm Reed is dead. So's Entragian from down
the stredt.’

There was a gasp, and then Sus Geler was screaming Jm's name over and over again. To



Brad, who was emationdly as wdl as physicdly exhausted, those screams roused annoyance
rather than pity . . . and the fear that they might draw something even less plessant than the
big cat or the coyote with the human fingers.

'Sus? The darmed voice of Kim Gdler from the house. Then she was screaming, too, the
sound sseming to cut the moonlit ar like a sharp whirling blade: ' So00000-zeeeeee! Soo000-
Zeeeeee!'

"Shut up!" Johnny yelled. 'Jesus, Kim, SHUT UP!'

For a wonder she did, but the girl went on and on, drieking like a misbegotten fifth-act
Juliet.

'Dear God," Audrey muttered. She put her pdms over her ears and ran her fingers into her
hair.

'Bee,' Brad said through the fence, 'shut that Chicken Little up. | don't care how.'

'‘JIM!" Sus screamed. 'OHHHH GAVWWAD, JIM! OH GAWMMD NO! OH —!

There was a dap. The screams were cut off amost a once. Then:

You cant hit my daughter! You cant hit my daughter, you bitch, | don't care what idess
you've gotten from . . . from affirmative action! You fat black bitch!"

'Oh, fuck me til | cry,’ Cynthia sad. She dutched her own double-dyed hair and squeezed
her eyes shut like akid who doesn't want to waich the fina few minutes of a cary movie.

Brad kept his open and hdd his bresth, waiting for Bee to go nuclear. Ingtead, Bee ignored
the woman, cdling softly through the fence 'Are you sending his body over, Bradley? She
sounded completdy composed, for which Brad was completely thankful.

"Yesh. You and his mother and his brother catch hold of him when we do.'

'We will." Still cool asacucumber fresh out of the crock.

'Kim? Brad cdled through the stakes of the fence. 'Mrs Gdler? Why don't you go on in the
house, mdam?

'Yed' Kim sad plessantly. 'l think that's a good idea Well just go in the house, won't we,
Sus? Some cold weter on our faces will make us fed better.’

There were footfdls. The snuffling began to diminish, which was good. Then the coyotes
began to howl again, which was bad. Brad looked over his shoulder and saw chips of moving
dlver light in the tangled darkness of the greenbdlt. Eyes.

'Weve got to hurry,’ Cynthiasad.

"Y ou don't know the hdf of it,” Audrey said.

Brad thought: That's what I'm &fraid of. He turned and took hold of Jm Reed's shoulders
He could smdl, vey fantly, the shampoo and dtershave the kid had used that morning.
Probably hed been thinking about the girls as he gpplied them. Johnny took a nervous look
behind them — a those moving chips of light, Brad assumed — then moved down Jm's
body until he had one am aound the dead boy's wags and the other supporting his buit.
Audrey and Cynthiatook hislegs.

'Ready? Johnny asked.

They nodded.

'On three, then. One.. . . two.. . . three!’

They raised the body like a quartet doing a team benchlift. For one horrible moment Brad
thought his back, having supported a shamefully large gut for the last ten years or 0, was
going to lock up on him. Then they had Jm's body up to the top of the fence The dead boy's
ams hung out to ether Sde, the posiure of a circus acrobet inviting gpplause a the dimax of
afabulous sunt. His open padmswere full of moonlight.

Besde Brad, Johnny sounded on the verge of cardiac arest. Jm's head lolled limply
backward on his neck. A drop of hdf-congeded blood fell and struck Brad's cheek. It made
him think of mint jdly, for some mad reason, and his gomach denched like a hand in a dick
glove



'Hep ud' Cynthia gasped. 'For Chrigt's sake, someone—

Hands appeared, hovered above the blunt fence-stakes for a moment, then broke gpart into
fingers which grasped Jm's shirt and the wastband of his shorts Just as Brad knew he
couldnt hold the body another second (never until now had he redly understood the concept
of dead weight), it was pulled away from him. There was a meaty thud, and from a little
disance away (the Carvers back porch was Brad's guess), Sus Geller voiced another brief
scream.

Johnny looked & him, and Brad was dmog convinced the man was smiling. 'Sounds like
they dropped him,” Johnny said in a low voice. He wiped an am across his sweaty face, then
lowered it. The smile — if it had been there in the first place— was gone.

'Whoops,' Brad said.

'Y eeh. Whoops-a-fuckin-daisy.'

'Hey, Doc!' Cynthia cried in a low voice. 'Catch! Dont worry, safety's on!' She lifted the
.30-.06, stock firgt, standing on her toesin order to tip it over the fence.

'Got it Billingdey sad. Then, in a lower voice That woman and her idiot deughter findly
went in the house'

Cynthia dimbed the fence and swung essily over the top. Audrey needed a push and a
hand on her hip for badance, and then she was over, as wel. Seve went next, usng Brad's and
Johnny's interlaced hands as a dirrup and then gtting up top a moment, waiting for the pain
in his daved shoulders to subsde a little When it had, he swung over the fence to the
Cavers side and pushed off, jumping rather than trying to let himsaf down.

I can't get over there," Johnny said. 'No way. If there was aladder in the garage —

Wh-wh-WHOOOOQOO! . . Wh-wh-WHOOOOOOO!

From dmog directly behind them. The two men jumped into each other's ams as
unsdfconscioudy as smdl children. Brad turned his head and saw shegpes dodng in. Each
was hulked up behind apair of those glinting semi-circular moonchips.

‘Cynthia" Johnny shouted. 'Shoot the gun!’

When her voice came back it sounded scared and uncertain. 'Y ou mean come back over the

‘No! No! Jugt shoat it into the sky!"

She triggered the .30-.06 twice, the blags whipcracking the ar. The bitter tang of
gunsmoke seeped through the fence-dakes The shapes coming toward them through the
greenbelt paused. Didn't draw back, but at least paused.

'Y ou il pooped, John? Brad asked softly.

Johnny was looking back a the shepes in the shadows There was a drange, shaky smile
on hismouth. ‘Nah," he said. ‘Got my second wind. | . . . what do you think you're doing?

What's it look like? Brad asked. He was down on his hands and knees a the base of the
fence. 'Hurry up, Daddy-O.'

Johnny stepped on to his back. ‘Jesus he said, 'l fed like the President of South Africa’

Brad didnt seem to understand a firsd. When he did, he began giggling. His back hurt like
hdl, Johnny Marinville ssemed to weigh & least five hundred pounds, the man's heds fdt as
if they were leaving divots in Brad's outraged spine, but the giggles poured out of him just the
same he couldnt hdp it. Hee was a white American intelectud with a prep school
education of excruciating correctness — a writer who had once partied with the Panthers a
Lenny Berngtein's pad — usng a black man as a footstoal. If it waan't a liberd's idea of hell,
Brad had never heard of one He thought of moaning and crying, 'Hurry up, massa, you killin
dis po boy!" and his giggles became outright laughter. He was terrified of losng a section of
his tender upturned ass to one of the dinkers back there in the woods, but he laughed anyway.
Il give him a chorus of 'Old Black Jog, he thought, and howled like a coyote himsdf. Tears
poured from his eyes. He pounded hisfist on the ground.



‘Brad, what's wrong? Johnny whispered from above him.

‘Never mind!" he sad, Hill giggling. 'Just get off my back! Holy shit, what you got on those
shoes? Cleats?

Then, blessedly, the weight was gone. There were grunting sounds as Johnny sruggled to
get his leg over the fence. Brad got up, rode through a scay moment when his back agan
seemed about to lock, then got one meaty shoulder planted under Johnny's ass. A moment
later he could hear another grunt of effort and a muffled cry from Johnny as he came down.

Which Ieft him, dl done and with no footstodl.

Brad eyed the top of the fence and thought it looked about ninety feet high. Then he
glanced behind him and sav the shgpes on the move agan, tightening around him in a
collgpsing crescent.

He seized two o the dakes and as he did, something snarled behind him. Underbrush
raitled. He looked back over his shoulder and saw a crediure that looked more like a wild
boar than a coyote . . . except what it redly looked like was a badly made child's drawing,
nothing more than a hurried scribble, redly, that had somehow come to life. Its legs were dl
of different lengths and ended in blunt dubs unlike ether paws or fingers Its tal seemed to
jut up from the middle of its back. Its eyes were blank slver cirdes. Its nose was a pig-pug.
Only its teeth seemed redly red, huge croggled things which spouted from ether sde of the
beast's mouth.

Adrendine hit Brads nervous sysem like something shot from one of Old Docs horse
syringes. He forgot dl about his back and yanked himsdf upward, tucking his knees between
his chest and the fence when he heard the thing charge. It hit just below his feet, hard enough
to shake the whole fence. Then Johnny had one of his wrigs and Dave Reed had the other
and Brad scrabbled to the top of the fence, leaving generous amounts of skin behind. He tried
to get his left leg over the top and thumped the ankle on one of the blunt stakes insteed. Then
he was fdling, tearing his shirt dl the way down one sde in his usdess sruggle to hald on to
the top of the fence with his right hand. He let go in time to kegp from bresking his am, but
when he landed (patly on top of Johnny, modtly on top of his admirably padded wife), he
could fed blood trickling down from his armpit.

‘Want to think about getting off me handsome? the admirably padded lady hersdf asked,
sounding breathless. ‘| mean, if it wouldn't discommode you any?

Brad crawled off them both, collgpsed in a hegp, then rolled over on his back. He looked
up a dien gas swollen things that blinked on and off like the Chrigmas lights they drung
ove gndl-town Man Streets every year on the day after Thanksgiving. What he was looking
a were no more rea stars than he was the King of Prussa . . . but they were up there, just the
same. Yes they were, right over his head, and how bad was your Stuatiion when the sky itsdf
was part of the damned conspiracy?

Brad dosed his eyes s0 he wouldnt look & them anymore. In his minds eye — the one
that opened widest when the other two cdossd — he saw Gay Ripton tossng him his
Shopper. Saw his own hand, the one not holding the hose, go up and catch it. Good one, Mr
Josephson! Gary cdled, honestly admiring. It came from far away, tha voice like something
echoing down a canyon. Closr by, he heard howls from the greenbdt sde of the fence
(except now it was the desartbelt). These were followed by a series of hard thuds as the boar-
coyotesthrew themsdaves at it.

Christ.

‘Brad," Johnny said. Low voice, leaning over him, from the sound.

'‘What.'

You dl right?

'Fine as pant.' Stll not opening his eyes.

‘Brad.'



"What!"

'l had an idea. For amovie!

"Youre a maniac, John." Eyes gill shut. Things were better that way. ‘But I'l bite. What's it
going to be cdled, thismovie |l can bein?

‘Black Men Can't Climb Fences' Johnny sad, and began laughing wildly. It had an
exhauded, hdf-crazy sound to it. I'm gonna get Maio Fucking Van Pecbles to direct. Lary
Fishburne's goma play you.'

'Sure’ Brad sdd, dtting up panfully. 'l love Lary Fshburne Vey intense. Offer him a
million up front. Who could resst?

‘Right, right,” Johnny agreed, now laughing so hard he could bardy tak . . . only tears were
dreaming down his face, and Brad didnt think they were tears of laughter. Not ten minutes
ago, Cammie Reed had come within a har of blowing his head off, and Brad doubted if
Johnny had forgotten that. Brad doubted if Johnny forgot much of anything, in fact. It was
probably atalent he would have traded, if given the opportunity.

Brad got on his fedt, took Bees hand, and hdped her up. There were more thuds a the
fence, more howls, then gnawing sounds, as if the hungry abortions over there were trying to
eat their way through the stakes.

'So what do you think? Johnny asked, letting Brad hdp him up as wel. He saggered,
found his baance, wiped his sreaming eyes.

I think that when the chips were down, | climbed just fine' Brad said. He dipped an am
around his wife, then looked a Johnny. '‘Come on, honky. You dimbed to success over your
firgt black man, you must be dl tuckered out. Let's get in the house!

2

The thing which hopped ungeedily through the gate & the rear of Tom Billingdey's backyard
was a childs verson of the gila monser Jeb Murdock blows off a rock during his shooting
contes with Candy about hafway through The Regulators. Its head, however, was that of an
escapee from Jurassic Park.

It hopped up the back seps, dithered to the screen, and pushed at it with its snout. Nothing
happened; the screen opened outward. The gila Sretched its saurian head forward and began
chomping at the bottom pand of the door with its teeth. Three bites was dl it took, and then it
wasin Old Doc's kitchen.

Gay Soderson became digantly aware of a rotten breeze blowing into his face. He tried to
wave it away, but it only grew stronger. He raised one hand, touched something that felt like
an dligaor shoe — a very large dligator shoe — and opened his eyes. What he saw leaning
over him a kissng digance, daring & him with a curiogty which was dmogt human, was 0
grotesque that he could not even scream. The lizardthing's eyes were bright orange.

Hereit is Gary thought, my first mgor attack of the dt's. Ahoy, mateys, A.A. dead ahead.

He dosed his eyes He tried to tdl himsdf thet he didnt smel swamp-breath or hear the
toneless dickety-click of a tal dragging across kitchen linoleum. He hed his dead wifes cold
hand. He said, 'Nothing there. Nothing there. Noth — *

Before he could finish the third repetition (and everyone knows the third times the charm),
the monger had plunged itsteeth into his throat and torn it open.



Johnny sawv amdl feat through the open pantry door and looked in. Ellie and Rdphie were
lying in there on what looked like a futon, holding eech other. They were fast adeep,
gunshots from out back notwithgtanding, but even in dumber they had not entirdy escaped
what was happening; their faces were white and strained, ther bresthing had a watery sound
that made him think of gifled sobs, and Raphie's feet twitched, asif he dreamed of running.

Johnny guessed that Ellen mugt have found the futon and brought it into the pantry for
hersdf and her little brother to lie on; cetanly Kim Geler hadnt done it. Kim and her
daughter had resumed ther former places by the wadl, only now dtting in kitchen chars
ingtead of on the floor.

Is dm redly dead? Sus asked, looking a Johnny with wet, shiny eyes as Johnny came in
behind Brad and Bdlinda 'l jugt cant bedieve it, we were playing Frishee like we dways do,
and we were going out to the moviestonight — '

Johnny was completely out of petience with her. 'Why dont you go aut on the back porch
and have alook for yoursdf?

'Why ae you being such a bagtard? Kim asked angrily. 'My daughter may never get over
serious traumalike this. She's had aprofound shock!”

'Shes not the only one, Johnny said. 'And whilewereat it — '

'Quiit it, man, we don't need to get fighting,’ Steve Ames said.

Undoubtedly true, but Johnny no longer cared. He pointed a finger & Kim, who Sared
back a him dong its length with hot, resentful eyes 'And while were & it, the next time you
cdl Belinda Josgphson a black bitch, Il knock your teeth down your throet.

'Oh, gosh, dont you think your shit comes out smoking,’ Kim sad, and rolled her eyes
theatricaly.

'Sop it, John," Bdlinda sad, and took his am. ‘Right now. Weve got more important things
to—'

Fa black bitch Kim Gdler sad. She didnt look & Beinda as she sad it but a Johnny.
Her eyes were 4ill burning, but now she was amiling. He thought it was the most poisonous
amile he had ever seen in his life 'Fa black nigger bitch.! Tha sad, she pointed her own
finger & her mouth and visble teeth, like a woman trying to get suicide across in a game of
charades. Her daughter was looking a her with a stunned expression. 'Okay? Did you hear it?
So come on. Knock my teeth down my throat. Let's sseyou try.!

Johnny darted forward, meaning to do just that. Brad grabbed one of his ams Steve
grabbed the other one.

'Gat out of here, you idiot; Old Doc sad. His voice was harsh and dry. It got through to
Kim, somehow, and she gave him a startled, consdering look. ‘Get out of here right now.'

Kim rose from her chair, pulling Sus out of hers For a moment it ssemed they would go
into the living room together, but then Sud pulled away. Kim reached for her, but Sus
continued to back off.

Wha do you think youre doing? Kim asked. 'Were going into the living room! Were
going to get away from these —

'Not me,' Sus said, shaking her head quickly. Tou, maybe. Not me. Uhuh.'

Kim gared a her, then looked back a Johnny. Her face was sick with a kind of hateful
confusion.

'Get out of here, Kim, Johnny sad. He could 4ill see himsdf driving his fig into her
mouth, but the madness was passing and his voice was dmost steedy. 'Y ou're not yoursdif.'

'Susi? Y ou get over here. Were going away from these hateful people!

Sus turned her back on her mother, trembling dl over. Johnny supposed this did not
change his opinion of the girl as a shdlow, flighty creature . . . but she seemed a link or two
up the food-chain from her mother, at leest.

Sowly, like a rusy robot, Dave Reed raised his ams and put them around her. Cammie



seemed about to object to this, then subsided.

‘All right, Kim said. Her voice was ckar and composed again, the voice of someone giving
a goeech in a dream. 'When you want me, I'll be in the living room." Her eyes switched to
Johnny, whom she seemed to have identified as the source of al her misery. '‘And you — '

'Sop it,' Audrey sad harshly. Startled, they dl turned to look a her, except for Kim, who
dipped off into the darkness of the living room. We have no time for this shit. We might have
a chance to get out of this — a smdl one — but if you fools sand around sguebbling, al
weregoing to doisdie’

'Who're you, maam? Steve asked.

‘Audrey Wyler.'! She was tdl, her legs long and coltish and not unsexy beow her blue
shorts, but her face was pae and haggard. That face made Johnny think of the way the Carver
kids boked as they lay desping in each other's ams, and suddenly he found himsdf trying to
remember when hed last seen Audrey, passed the time of day with her. He couldnt. It was as
if she had dropped out of the casud, back-and-forth life of the Street ertirdy.

Little bitty baby Smitty, he thought suddenly, | seen you bite your mommy's titty. Then he
thought of the vans that had been on the floor of the Wyler den the afternoon hed spent some
time weatching Bonanza with Seth. And once he had tha, a kind of landdide dated in his
head. Outlaws that looked like movie sas Mgor Pke a good nalien gone bad. The
Western scenery. That most of al. He loves the old Westerns, Audrey hed sad that day. Shed
picked up a few of his toys as she spoke, doing it the way people do suff when they're
nervous. Bonanza and The Rifleman are his favorites, but anything they'll bring back on the
cable, hell watch. If it hashorsesinit, that is.

It's your nephew, Audrey. Ian't it? It's Seth doing this' 'No." She raised a hand and wiped
her eyes with it. 'Not Seth.

What's inside Seth.’
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Il tdl you what | can, but therés not much time. The Power Wagons will be back before
long.

'Who's indde them? Old Doc asked. ‘Do you know, Aud?

‘Regulators. Outlaws. Sci-fi policemen. And this place where we are is partly the Old West
& it exigs on TV and patly a place cdled the Force Corridor, which only exigs in a TV-
catoon verson of the twenty-third century.’ She took a deep bresth and ran her hands
through her harr. 'l don't know everything, but —*

"Take us through as much as you can,” Johnny said.

She looked at her watch and made a sour face. 'Stopped.'

'Mine, too,’ Steve said. 'Everybody's, | imagine.'

'l think theres time' Audrey sad. Which is to say, | think it's too early for ay . . . awy
movement just yet’ She laughed suddenly, datling Johnny. Startling dl of them, from the
look. It wasnt the hydericd undertone so much as the genuine meriness on top. She saw
their stares and brought hersdf under control. 'Sorry — it's a kind of pun. No reason you
should undergand. Yet, anyway. We have to wait. If he brings the regulaors back in the
meantime, well haveto jus . . . endure them, | suppose’

'‘Are they geting dronger? Cammie asked suddenly. These regulators, are they getting
more powerful ?

'Yes' Audrey sad. 'And if the thing doing this caught the energy from the people who died
out there in the woods, the next run will be the worgst yet. | pray thet didn't happen, but | think
it probebly did.



Shelooked around at them, drew in a deep breeth, and began.
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Thething indde Seth is named Tek.'

Isit ademon, Aud? Old Doc asked. 'Some kind of demon?

No. It has no . . . no rdigion, | suppose youd say. Unless TV counts. It's more like a
tumor, | think. One that's conscious and enjoys crudty and violence. It's been indde him for
damog two years now. | heard a sory once about a Vermont woman who found a black
widow spider in her gnk. It goparently came into the house in an empty box her husband
brought home from the supermarket where he worked. The box had been full of bananas from
South America. The spider had gotten in with them when they were packed. That's pretty
much how Teak got to Poplar Stredt, | think. Except were taking about a black widow with a
voice. It cdled Seth when he and his family were crossng the desert. Crossing Nevada. It
sensed him, someoneit could use, passing dose by, and called him!

She looked down a her hands, which were knotted tightly together in her lap. Kim Geler
was danding in the living-room doorway now, dravn back by Audrey's story. Audrey looked
up again. She spoke to them dl, but it was Johnny her eyes kept returning to.

I think it was week at fird, but not too wesk to understand that Seth's family posed a threst
to it. | dont know how much they knew or suspected, but | do know that my last phone
conversation with my brother was very drange | think Bill could have told me a lot . . . if
Tak had let him.!'

"It can do that? Steve asked. 'Impose control over people like thet?

She gestured a her swollen mouth. 'My hand did this' she said, 'but | wasn't running it.’

'Chrigt,’ Cynthia sad. She looked nervoudy a the knives hanging on their magnetized ded
runners over the kitchen counter. That's bad. Very.'

‘It could be worse, though,” Audrey said. Tak can only physcaly control at short range!’

‘How short? Cammie asked.

‘Usudly no more than twenty or thirty feet. Beyond that, its physca influence runs out in a
hurry. Usually. Now, al bets are off. Because it's never been so loaded with energy.

‘Let her tdl her gory,” Johnny sad. He could fed time dmost as a tangible thing, dipping
away from them. He didnt know if he was getting that from Audrey or if it was coming from
ingde himsdf, and he didnt care. Time was short. He had never fdt an intuition so strongly
in hiswholelife. Time was short.

Therés a boy 4ill in there' de sad, spesking dowly and with great emphesis ‘A swest,
gpecid child named Seth Garin. And the mogt despicable thing is thet Tek has used what the
child loves to do its killing. In the case of my brother and his family, it was Tracker Arrow,
one of the MotoKops Power Wagons. They were in Cdifornia, a the end of the trip that took
them through Nevada, when it happened. | dont know where Tak got enough energy to
summon Tracker Arrow out of Seth's thoughts and dreams at that stage of its development.
Seth is its basc power-supply, but Seth isnt enough. It needs more in order to redly crank
up.'

Its a vampire, isnt it? Johnny said. 'Only what it draws off is psychic energy instead of
blood.’

She nodded. 'And the energy it uses is most abundantly available when someone is in pain.
In the case of Bill and the res of his family, maybe someone in the neighborhood died or was
hurt. Or—"

'Or maybe there was someone it could hurt itsdf,’ Steve said. 'A handy bum, for ingance.
Just some old wino pushing a shopping cart. Whoever it was, | bet he died with a amile on his



face!

Audrey looked a him, her face sad and sickened. 'Y ou know.'

‘Not much, but what | know fits what youre saying, Steve told her. There's a guy like that
back there’ He hooked a thumb in the generd direction of the greenbdt. 'Entragian
recognized him. Said hed been on the dreet two or three times before snce the dat of the
summer. He got in your nephew's hooking range, didn't he? How?

'l don't know,' she said dully. 'l must have been away.'

'Where? Cynthiaasked. She'd had the ideathat Mrs Wyler was sort of arecluse.

‘Never mind, Audrey sad. 'Jugt a place | go. You wouldn't undersand. The point is, Tek
killed my brother Bill and the rest of his family. And it used one of the Power Wagons to do
it.

‘Maybe he could only manage one londy trombone then, but hes got the whole band
playing now, doesn't he? Johnny asked.

Audrey was looking away from them now, nibbling at lips that looked dry and sore. 'Herb
and | took him in, and in some ways — in many ways, actudly — | was never sorry. We
could never have children ourselves. He was aloving boy, a sweetheart of aboy — '

‘Somebody probably loved Typhoid Mary, too," Cammie Reedsaid in adry, ragping voice.

Audrey looked a her, dill biting & her lips, then looked back a Johnny, gopeding with
her eyes for underdanding. He didnt want to understand, not after dl that had heppened,
especidly not after seeing the terrible digtortion in Jm Reed's face as the bullet dammed into
his brain, but he thought maybe he did allittle, anyway. Likeit or not.

The fird 9x months or 0 were the best. Although even then we knew something was
wrong, of course.’

'Did you take him to the doctor? Johnny asked.

It wouldnt have done any good. Tek would have hidden. The tests would have shown
nothing, I'm amogt sure of it. And then . . . later . . . when we got home.. . .

Johnny studied her swollen mouth and said, Tt would have punished you.'

Yes. Me and — ' Her voice thickened, broke, resumed as little more than a whisper. ‘Me
and Herb!'

‘Herb didn't kill himsdlf, did he? Tom asked. This Takthing murdered him.'

She nodded again. 'Herb wanted us to get away from it. Tak sensed that. And it found it

couldnt use Herb for . . . for something it wanted to do. To have sex . . . experience sex . . .
with me. Herb wouldn't let it. That made Tak angry.’
‘My God, Brad sad.

It killed Herb and replenided itsdf. After that, Seth was its only hostage . . . but Seth was
al it needed to kegp meinline'

‘Because you love him," Johnny said.

'Yes, that's right, because | love him." It wasnt defiance Johnny heard in her voice but a
weird and awful shame Cynthia handed her a paper towd, but Audrey only hed it in her
hand, as if she had no idea what to use it for. 'So in a way, | suppose my love's responsible for
dl that's hgppened. It's terrible, but it's probably true’ She turned her streaming eyes toward
Cammie Reed, who sat on the floor with her am around her remaining son. ‘| never bdieved
it would come to this. You have to bdieve that. Even &fter it drove the Hobarts awvay and
killed Herb, | had no idea of its powers. What its powers could be.’

Cammielooked at her, saying nothing and giving nothing out of her sone of aface.

'Since Herb died, Seth and | have lived a quiet life’ Audrey sad. Johnny thought this was
the firg outright lie she had told them, dthough she had perhgps skirted the truth a time or
two on her way to it. 'Seth's eight, but schodl's not a problem. | fulfil certain home-education
requirements and send in a form once a month to the Ohio Board of Education. It's a joke,
redly. Seth waiches his movies and his TV shows over and over. That's his real education.



He plays in the sandbox. He eats — hamburgers and FrancoAmerican spaghetti, mostly —
and drinks dl the chocolate milk Il meke him. Mogly it was Seth” She looked a them
pleadingly. 'Modlly it was. Except . . . dl thet time . . . Tak was indde. Growing. Pushing its
roots deeper and deeper. Invading him.'

'And you didnt know any of this was going on? Kim asked from the doorway. 'Oh, wait, |
forgot. It killed your husband. But you just passed thet off, didn't you? Probably as an acc —

"You don't understand!" Audrey nearly screamed. 'You dont know what it was to live with
him, and with it ingde him! It would be Seth, and then | might have a thought thet | didnt
shidd wel enough and I'd find mysdf running into a wal over and over again, as if | were a
windup toy and the kid who owned me wanted to smash me gpart. Or I'd punch mysdf in the
face, ortwismy ... my skin...'

Now she used the paper towe, not to wipe her eyes but to blot perspiration from her
forehead.

It made me fdl downdairs once' she sad. ‘It was around Chrigmas, lagt year. All | did
was tdl him to sop shaking the packages under the tree. | thought it was Seth | was taking
to, you see tha Tak was gone deep indde. Seeping. Hibernating. Whatever it does. Then |
saw his eyes were too dark, not Seth's eyes a dl, but by then it was too late. | got out of my
char and waked up the dars. | cant tdl you what it's like, how horrible it is . . . like being a
passenger in a car that's being driven by a maniac. | turned around & the top and then just . . .
sepped off the landing. Like sepping off a diving board. | didnt bresk anything, because it
cushioned the fdl a the very lagt second. Or maybe it was Seth who did that. Either way, it
was gill amiracle | didn't bresk anarmor leg.

'Or your neck,' Bdindasaid.

‘Uh-huh, or my neck. All I'm trying to say was th, yes | loved him — him — but | was
terrified of it.

'Seth was the carrot and Tak was the gtick, Johnny said.

‘Right. And | had my place to go, too. When things got too crazy. Seth did help with that, |
know he did. So the time just . . . passed. The way it does, maybe for people who have
cancer. You go on because here's no other choice. You get used to a certain leve of pain and
fear and you think tha's where it's going to stop, where it mugt sop. | never knew it was
planning this. You have to beieve that. Mog times | was ade to shidd my thoughts from it.
It never occurred to me that Tak might have thoughts — plans — it was hiding from me. It
waited . . . and then | suppose that bum showed up a the house while | was away . . . vidting
withmy friend, Jan ... and then . ..’

She stopped, dmost visibly catching hold of hersdlf, settling hersdlf down.

This nightmare were in is a combination of The Regulators, his favorite Western movie,
and MotoKops 2200, his favorite catoon show. One episode in particular, the one about the
Force Corridor. I've seen it lots of times Seth's got it on not just one but three of his
compilation tapes. It's very, very scary for a cartoon show. Very intense. Seth was terrified of
it — he wet the bed three nights in a row &fter seeing it for the first time — but he was ds0
exhilarated by it. Mogly because of the way the show's continuing characters, both good and
bad, band together in order to destroy the scay diens hiding in the Force Corridor. These
diens are in cocoons Colond Henry fird migtakes for power-generators, and the part where
they come bursing out and attack the MotoKops would scare just about anybody. Only |
think thet in thistelling of The Force Corridor', the cocoons are our houses. Andwe. . . "

'Were the scary diens Johnny said. He nodded. It dl made horridly perfect sense "And |
uppose what gppeds mogt to both parts of him — or it — is the idea of forced co-operation.
Ge dong, or ds= Kids like the concept because it absolves them of judging functions, which
most of them aren't very good & to begin with.'



Audrey was nodding, too. 'Yes that sounds right. Like how the characters from The
Regulators, both good and bed, have dways gotten dong with the MotoKops in Seh's
sandbox play-fantases. In his fantades, even Sheiff Strester and Jeb Murdock get dong,
dthough they're deadly enemies in the movie!

Is what's happening now dgill a play-fantasy to Sgth? Johnny asked. 'What do you think,
Aud?

1 cant redly tell,’ she said, 'because it's hard to know where Tak leaves off and Seth begins
... you have to kind of feel for that point. | mean, on some level he probably knows better,
the way a kid knows better than to believe in Santa Claus once he gets to be eght or nine . . .
but we hate to give up some of those make-bdieves, don't we? Therés a — ' She broke off
for a moment. Her lower lip trembled, then firmed again. Theres a sweetness to the best of
them, something that heps get us over the rough spots. Tak has dlowed Seth to play out his
fantasies on awider screen than most of us get, that'sall.’

‘Hdl, he's gdting to play them out in virtud redity, Steve sad. That's what youre
describing — the ultimate virtud redlity game.”

Therds another possibility,’ Audrey said. 'Seth may not be ade to sop Tak anymore or
even put abrake on it. Tak may have tied Seth up, gagged him, and thrown him in adoset.

'If Seth could stop Tak, would he? Johnny asked. "What do you think? Wheat do you feel ?'

I'm sure he would,’ Audrey said a once 'I'm sure that, somewhere insde, he's terrified.
Like Mickey Mouse in Fantasia, when the brooms got out of control?

'Let's say youre right. Lef's say Tak is driving this thing that's hgppening to us dl by
himsdf now. Why is he driving it? Whet cbes he get out of it? What's the payback?

It; she sad, her mouth drawing down in wha Johnny thought was an entirdy unconscious
moue of disgud. 'It, not he!'

‘All right, it. To Seth, Poplar Street is the Force Corridor, the houses are cocoons, and were
the evil diens that live indde them. It's a shootout & the OK Corrd, interselar verson. But
what does Tak get out of it?

'‘Something dl its own,” Audrey sad, and Johnny suddenly thought of an old Bestles lyric:
What do you see when you turn out the light? | can't tell you, but | know it's mine. The
fantases were dways drictly for Seth, | think — they're the way Tak taps into Seth's powers,
which complement itsown. Tak . . . | think Tak just likes what hgppensto us!

Slencein theroom.

‘Likes it; Bdinda sad a last. She spoke in a low, conddering tone 'What do you meen,
likesit?

When we hurt. We give something off when we hurt, something it . . . it licks up, like ice-
cream. And when we dig, that's even beter. It doesn't have to lick then. It can just gobble the
duff down whole'

'So were dinner, Cynthia sad. That's what youre saying, right? To Seth were a video
gameand tothisTak . . . weredinner.’

Were more, Audrey said. Think what food is to us the source of energy. Tek is making,
that's what Seth told me. Making and building. | don't think the desert where Seth picked it up
was its home | think that was its prison. Its home is what it may ultimatdy try to re-create
here!'

'On the bass of what I've seen <0 far, | dont even want to vist its neighborhood, let done
livethere' Steve sad. 'In fact — '

‘Quit it, Cammie sad. Her voice was harsh and impatient. 'How do we kill him? You sad
there might be away.’

Audrey looked a her, shocked. 'Youre not killing Seth,” she said. ‘No one is killing Seth.
Y ou can get that thought right out of your mind. Hes just aharmlesslittle boy —

Cammie legped a her and grabbed her shoulders It was done before Johnny could even



think of moving. Her thumbs sank deeply into the tops of Audrey's breasts Tdl it to Jmmy!'
she shouted into Audrey's stunned face. 'He's dead, my son is dead, so don't you go crying to
me about how harmless your nephew is Dont you dare Tha thing is in him like a tapeworm
inahorsgsbdly! Inhimt And if it won't come out — '

‘But it willl' Audrey sad. She began to regain control of hersdf, and her voice grew cam
agan. It will.

Cammie reaxed her grip dowly, and her look was nat trugting. ‘How? When?

Before Audrey could reply, Kim sad: ‘I hear a humming sound. Like dectric motors' Her
voice rose, trembling. ‘'Oh God, they're coming back."

Now Johnny could heer it, too. It was the same dectric humming he had heard befae, only
it was louder now. Somehow more vitd. More thregtening. He looked toward the cdlar door
and decided it was probably too lae to try for the basement, especidly with two deeping
children in the pentry.

‘Down, he sad. 'Everyone down on the floor." He saw Cynthia take Steve's hand and point
through the open pantry door with a finger which wasn't quite Seady. Steve nodded and they
went in to cover the children's bodies with their own.

The humming sweled.

'Pray,’' Bdinda said suddenly. 'Everybody pray.’

Johnny was too frightened to pray.



From Audrey Wyler's journal

February 7, 1996

Have noticed something interesting, what may be a key way of deciding which of them is in
charge, at any given time, of the body they share. They both care a great deal for the
Cassandra Syles action figure, but Tak's caring is almost completely sexual. It strokes her
plastic breasts & rubs her plastic legs. Two days ago | saw it sitting on the stairs & licking
the crotch of her blue shorts & sporting an erection (hard to miss, when all it wears most
days are underpants). And, of course, the fact that it wants me to wear Cassie-type clothes
and has gotten me to dye my hair Cassie Styles red (horrible shade, too) has not escaped me.

Seth, on the other hand . . . when it's Seth, sometimes he just hugs the figure of Cassie, or
strokes its stiff red hair, or kisses its cheek. He is pretending it's his mother. | don't know how
| know that, but | do.

Must stop now. Crying again.



CHAPTER TWELVE

Main Street, Desper ation/Regulator Time

As on ther previous run, the vans gppear like phantoms, only this time it's not mig from
which they gppear but blowing desart dust that shines like lame in the glow of Old Mr Cow-
poke Moon.

Casses pink Dream Hoaer comes fird, with Candy behind the whed in his pinned-back
cavdry ha and Casse hadf dtting besde him. On the roof, the Vadentine-heart radar dish
is turning brikly. Like a sgn on a whorehouse roof, Johnny Mainville might have sad hed
he seen it, but he does nat; he is lying on the floor of the Cavers kitchen next to Old Doc
with his hands laced together over the top of his head and his eyes squeezed tightly shut; on
his face is the expresson of aman who expects Armageddon, and soon.

Dream Hoater does not swing on to Desperation's dusty Man Street from Hyacinth;
Hyacinth is gone Where it once ran there is now nothing but hardpan desert, dmost
featurdess . . . as the sky overhead in this direction is dmost completdy dales. It's as if,
when His eye tuned south to the wastes beyond this tiny huddle of buildings the Creator hed
logt mogt of His divine ingpiraion.

Dream Hoater's subby wings are extended, its wheds patidly raracted; it cuts through
the ar about three feet above the whed-ruts of the dreet. Its engine pulses gdeadily. As it
pases The Lady Day on the corner, its firing port irises open. Laura DeMott from The
Regulators leans out. In her ddicate white hands is not her Derringer but a shotgun. Just a
double-barrdled shotgun, but when she fires it, the report is as loud as a detonaing backpack
missle The report is followed by a short, high-pitched wall, and then the front of the sdoon
explodes The batwing doors fly up, for a moment fluttering medly and looking like real
wings. Therés an ingant of flicker across what remains of the sdoon's front, dmost like a
heatwave, and for that one indant, anyone who had been looking would have seen the E-Z
Sop benind the bumning Lady Day like a ghost-buildng or a double exposure the
convenience gore dso haf -demolished and dso burning.

Behind Dream Hoater comes Tracker Arrow, and behind Tracker Arrow comes Freedom.
Freedom's polarized windshidd dides down agan. Mgor Pke a good Canopdean gone bed,
is currently behind the whed of Bounty's van, but the Confederate uniform and pinnedback
hat are gone (Candy has the hat on now; the regulators are dways trading accessories and bits
of uniform back and forth, it's pat of the fun). The Mgor is wearing his iridescent MotoKops
uniform again, and without a hat, his blond Mohawvk 'do shows to good advatage Sitting
besde him in the na+pit is the grizzled trapper type Johnny spotted earlier: Sergeant Mathis,
Jeb Murdock's chief aide after the begting and capture of Captain Candell.

Cdllie Entregian's house has been replaced by the Two Sgers Millinery, where can be
found The Finest in Ladies Fashions. Serge leans out, draws a bead on the dorefront with his
shotgun, and yanks the triggers There is another shattering double crash, and again that long,



wailing shriek, as of abomb faling dead center-true down the gravity-wel toward itstarget.

'‘Makeit stop!" Sus screams. 'Oh please someone MAKE IT STOP!

The top hdf of Two Siders seems to lift off in a gorm of boards and shingles and glass
and nals Agan there is tha flicker, dmogt as quick as a hummingbirds wing, and in it
Entragian's house may be glimpsed, even Gay Ripton's bike and plastic-covered body may
be gimpsed shimmeing like the mirages they have now become Then the house is gone
and it's the Two Sigters (where in The Regulators we first see Laura DeMoitt, sdoon lass with
a heat of gold, surreptitioudy buying doth for a church dress) again, with hdf its roof gone
and dl itswindowsblownin.

From the badlands (sagebrush and huge tumbled boulders of cartoon roundness) north of
Poplar Street, where Bear Street now isnt, the slver Rooty-Toot Power Wagon appears.
Rooty is behind the whed, his eyes flashing on and off like traffic lights Little Joe
Catwright is in the sest next to him, devil-may-care grin on his face, a shotgun chrome-
plated with futurigic swoops and doodads in his hands. Directly behind Rooty-Toot comes
the Jugtice Wagon, and behind Judtice there gopears a humming dectric nightmare. In the
bondight of the moon, the Meatwagon looks wrapped in black slk. No Face is in the
seering-pit. Countess Lili is in the nav-pit, her sexy eyes gleaming in her ashy vampire
maiden's face. Jeb Murdock is above them, in the Doom Turret. In the prime shooting-stetion.

Because heisthe meanest.

And s0 the find Power Wagon assault begins, with three vans swinging into the Force
Corridor from the north and three more from the south. Hideoudy amplified shotgun blagts
shake the ar; the whigling passage of the shdls thrown from the muzzles of those guns
sounds like a flock of banshees. The Catlemen's Hotd (formerly the Soderson house) is
shivered backward on its founddions, the left sde fird dumps, then actudly crumples,
soitting off dry boards and wooden shingles The house north of it — a wattle-and-daub
condruction Brad Josephson would never have recognized as his own lovingly mantained
lit-levd — seems to explode outward in dl directions, shooting jagged chunks of wood and
dabs of dried mud into the ar.

On the other sde of the dreet, the fdse front of Worrdl's Market & Mercantile (once Tom
Billingdey's house, the corpses of the Sodersons lie in an ade of big round bags, dl labdled
scthz,| disntegrates under a saries of rifle shots from the Justice Wagon — each ariving
round as loud as a mortar shell. Colond Henry is driving; poked out of the firing trgp and
doing the shoating is Chuck Connors, dso known as The Rifleman. His son is right next to
him, grinning from ear to ear. 'Good shoatin, Paw!" he exdams as smoking boards from the
fdse front ignite the decades worth of trash and dugt thet has been hiding behind it. Soon the
entire building will be on fire

Thanks son,’ Lucas McCan ssys and turns his missle-firing Winchester on to Lushan's
Chinee Laundry. Lushan's, once the home of Peter and May Jackson, has been pretty well
bashed about dready by Rooty-Toot, but that doesnt deter The Rifleman. His son joins in,
firing a pigdl. Its a andl one but every round from it sounds like a bazooka shel, just the
same.

At the end of the run, a haze of gunamoke hangs over Main Street. Severd of the houses on
the west 9de of the street — the adobe hacienda where the Gdlers once lived, the log cabin
where the Reeds hung their assorted hats, the waettle-and-daub Brad and Beinda once cdled
home — have been dmog totally destroyed. The Cattlemen's is Hill standing — more or less
— ad 0 is the Two Sges on the ees dde but the Mercantile will soon join the Owl
(formerly the Hobart place) as so much ash in the wind.

Only one house on the east Sde of the dreet remains as it was before the regulaors came:
the Carver place. There are bullet-holes in the sding and broken windows from the previous
assault, but on thisrun it has been completdy untouched.



Dream Hoater, Tracker Arrow, and Freedom have reached the north end of what used to
be Poplar Street's two-forty block. Rooty-Toot, Judtice, and the Meatwagon have reached the
south end. The firing dackens, then ceases entirdly. The people in the Carver house can hear
the crackle of fire from the other side of the fence — the Market & Mercartile they ill think
of as Old Doc's bungdow — but otherwise there is a degp quiet that lies like bdm againg
ther ringing ears. In it, the survivors cautioudy raise their heads.

Is it over, do you think? Steve asks, in the tone of someone who doesnt want to come
right out and say it wasn't as bad as he thought . . . but who is thinking it.

'Weought to — * Johnny begins.

I hear it agan!" Kim Gdler cries from the living room. Her voice is high, shivering on the
edge of hyderia, but the rest of them have no reason not to bdieve her; she is doses to the
dreet, after dl. That awful humming! Make it stop!" She rushes through the door into the
kitchen, her eyes bulging and crazed. 'Make it stop!”

'Get down, Mom!" Sus cdls, but she hersdf does not ir from besde Dave Reed, who is
lying with one am aound her and his hand (the one his cregpy mother can't see from where
she is) agang her breest. Sus doesnt mind his hand a bit; would mind, in fact, if he took it
away. Her teror and her dmost maternd concern for the surviving twin have combined to
make her redly horny for the firg time in her life. All she redly wants right now is to be with
David in a place where they can take their pants off without being noticed.

Kim ignores her daughter. She goes to Audrey, grabs her by her hair, yanks her head back.
'Make him stop it!" she shouts into Audrey's pde face. 'He's your kin, you brought him here,
NOW MAKE HIM STOP!!

Bdinda Josephson moves fast; shes up from where she's been lying, she's across the room,
and she has Kim Gdller's free arm twisted up behind her back dmost before Brad can blink.

'OW" Kim screams, immediatdy letting go of Audrey's hair. 'Ow, let go! Let go, you black
bi —

Bdinda has taken dl the tiresome racigt shit she intends to for one day. She yanks Kirn's
am up even further before she can finish. Sud's mom, who supports the Girl Scouts and
never sends the Cancer Society lady away empty-handed, shrieks like a factory whidle at
quiting time. Then Bdinda tuns her, hips her, and sends her flying back into the living
room. Kim craghesinto awal. All around her more Hummd figures tumble to their doom.

There' Bdinda says in a busnesdike voice. 'She had that coming. | dont have to put up
with thet kind of —*

‘Never mind, Johnny says The humming is louder now, louder than it has ever been: a
seady, cycling beat like the sound of a huge dectric transformer. 'Get down, Bee. Right now.
Everybody. Steve, Cynthia? Cover those children!" Then he looks dmost gpologdticdly, at
Seth Garin's aunt. 'Can you make him stop, Aud?

She shakes her head. ‘It's not him. Not now. It's Tak." Before she puts her head back down,
she sees Cammie Reed looking & her, and there is something in that dry glance that frightens
her more than dl of Kim Gdle’'s shouting and hair-pulling. It's a serious look. No hyderia,
only flat murder.

Who would Cammie murder, though? Her? Sgh? Both? Audrey doent know. She only
knows she cannot tel the others what she did before leaving, that smple thing tha might
slve 0 much — if. If the window of time shes hoping for opens, if she does the right thing
when it does. She cant tell them thereé's hope, because if Tek is able to reach out and catch
hold of their thoughts, dl hopeswill fail.

The thrumming grows louder. On Man Street, the Power Wagons are rolling again. Dream
Floater, Tracker Arrow, and Freedom are closer to the Carver house and reech it first. They
pak in line the red Tracker Arrow with Sneke Hunter behind the whed in the midde
blocking the driveway where the lord of the manor is lying dead (and looking much the worse



for wear by this time). The other three — Rooty-Toot, Justice, and Meawagon — come up
from the south end of the Street and lengthen the line of vehicles.

The Caver house (it is, perhagps ironicdly, a ranchsyle home) is now entirdy blocked off
by Power Wagons. From the firing pit of Dream Hoater, Laura DeMott trains her shotgun on
the smashed picture window; from the firing pit of Tracker Arrow, Hoss Catwright and a
vay young Glint Easwood — he is Rowdy Yates of Rawhide in this incarndtion, as a maiter
of fact — have aso got the house covered. Jeb Murdock stands in the Doom Turret of the
Meatwagon with two shotguns, each sawed off four inches above the cocked triggers the
butts propped againg the wishbones of his hips He is grinning widdy, his face that of Rory
Cdhounin his prime.

Rooaf trapdoors bang open. Cowboys and diensfill the remaining shoating-points.

'Gosh, Paw, looks like a damn turkey-shoot!" Mark McCain cries, and then utters a dhrill
laugh.

'Root-r oot-root!"

'SHUT UP, ROOTY! they dl chorus, and the laugh becomes generd.

At the sound of that laughter, something indde of Kim Gdler, something which has only
been badly bent up to now, findly sngps. She gets to her feet in the living room and marches
to the screen door beyond which Debbie Ross dill lies Kirn's sneskers grit through the
broken china shards of Pie Cave's prizezd Hummes The sound of the cyding motors out
front — that weird best-beat-beat, like some sort of dectric heat — is driving her insane,
Sill, it's eesier to focus on that than it is to think about how that uppity nigger woman first
amog broke her am and then threw her into the other room as if she were a sack of laundry,
or something.

The others are unaware she's left until they hear her voice, querulous and dhrill: 'You get
out of heredl You just sop it and get out of here right now The police are dready on ther
way, you know!'

At the sound of thet voice, Sud forgets al about how nice it is to have Dave Reed touching
her breest, and how shed like to hdp him forget the desth of his brother by teking him
updtars and baling him until hisliver explodes "Mummy!' she gasps, and startsto get up.

Dave hauls her back down, then clamps an am around her wast to meke completdy sure
she doesn't get up again. He haslogt his brother, and he feds like that's enough for one day.

Come on, come on, come on, Audrey thinks . . . except she guessss it's actudly a prayer.
Her eyes are squeezed 0 tightly shut she can see exploding red dots behind the lids, and her
hands are damped into fids the ragged remans of her nals digging into her padms. Come
on, go to work the way you're supposed to, do your job, get Sarted —

'Kick in, she whispers, unaware she's spesking out loud. Johnny, who has raised his head
a the sound of Kirn's voice, now looks a Audrey. Kick in, cant you? For Chris's sake, kick
in!'

Whet are you taking about? he asks, but she doesn't answer.

Outsde, Kim moves down the wak toward the Power Wagons, which are parked a the
curb. Thisisthe only place dong the former Poplar Street where there is any curb |eft.

'm giving you a chance,' she says, her eyes drifting from one weirdo to the next. Some are
dressed in ridiculous outer-sgpace masks, and the one behind the whed of the lunchwagon
thingy is actudly wearing a whole-body robot cosume. It makes him look like an overszed
vason of R2D2 in the Sar Wars movies. Others look like refugees from a class in Western
line-dancing. A few even seem familiar . . . but this is no time to be disracted by such foolish
idess.

I'm giving you a chance she repeats, coming to a s just above the place where the
Cavers cement wak joins the remaining drip of Poplar Street Sdewdk. 'Go while you dill
can. Otherwise — '



The dide door of the Freedom van opens, and Sheiff Stregter steps out. His star gleams a
dull moonlit dver on the left flgp of his vest. He looks up a Jeéb Murdock — old enemy, new
dly — in the Doom Turret of the Meatwagon.

'Wdl, Stregter? Murdock says. 'What do you think?

I think you should take the yappy bitch,' Stregter says with a smile, and both of Murdock's
sawed-offs explode with noise and white fire. At one moment Kim Gdler is ganding & the
end of the Carvers walk; at the next she's entirdy gone. No; not quite gone. Her sneskers are
dtill there, and her feet are fill ingde them.

A qlit-second later, something that could be a bucket of dark, Sity water but isnt hits the
front of the Caver house Then, with the sound of the twin shotgun blagts ill rolling away,
Stregter screams. 'Shoat! Shoot, goddammit! Wipe them off themap!”

'Gat down!" Johnny shouts again, knowing it will do no good;, the house is going to
disappear like a child's sand-cadle before a tidd wave, and they are going to disgppear with
it.

The regulaors begin firing, and it's like nothing Johnny ever heard in Vietnam. This, he
thinks, is what it must have been like to be in the trenches a Ypres, or in Dresden thirty years
or 0 laer. The noise is incredible, a ground-zero concatenation of KA-POW and KA-BAM,
and dthough he feds he should be immedatdy desfened (or perhgps killed outright by raw
decibes done), Johnny is dill ale to hear the sounds of the house being blown apat dl
aound them: burding boards, bresking windows, china figurines exploding like targets in a
shooting gdlery, the brittle spatter of thrown lahs Vey fantly, he can dso hear people
screaming. The bitter tang of gunsmoke fills his nodrils Something unseen but huge passes
through the kitchen above them, screaming as it goes and suddenly much of the kitchen's
rear wal is just rubble fanned across the backyard and floating on the surface of the Kmart
poal.

Yes, Johnny thinks Thisisit, thisisthe end. And maybe thet is just aswell.

But then a drange thing begins to happen. The shooting doesnt stop, but it begins to
diminish, as if someone is tuning down the volume control. This it just true of the
gunshots themselves, but of the screaming sound the shdlls make as they pass overhead. And
it happens fast. Less than ten seconds after he firgt notices the dminution — and it might be
more like five — the sounds are gone entirdy. So is the queer, humming best of the Power
Wagons engines.

They rase their heads and look around a each other. In the pantry, Cynthia sees that she
and Steve are both as white as ghogts. She raises her am and blows. Powder puffs up from
her kin.

'Flour, she says.

Seve rakes through his long hair and holds an ungteady hand out to her. Therds a cluster
of shiny black thingsin the pam. 'Hour's not so bed,' e says. 'l got olives!

She thinks shell begin to laugh, but before she can, an amazing and totdly unexpected
thing happens.

Seth's Place/Seth's Time

Of all the passages he has dug for himself during the reign of Tak — Tak the Thief, Tak the
Crudl, Tak the Despot — this is the longest. He has, in a way, re-created his own version of
Rattlesnake Number One. The shaft goes deep into some black earth which he supposes is
himself, then rises again toward the surface like a hope. At the end of it is a door of iron
bands. He doesn't try to open it, but not for fear he will find it locked. Quite the opposite. This
is a door he must not touch until he is completely ready; once through it, there will never be



any coming back.

He praysit goes where he thinks it does.

Enough light comes through the cracks between the door's iron lengths to illuminate the
place where he stands. There are pictures on the strange, fleshy walls; one a group portrait
of his family with him sitting between his brother and sister, one a photo of him standing
between Aunt Audrey and Uncle Herb on the lawn of this house. They are smiling. Seth, as
always, is solemn, distant, not quite there. There is also a photograph of Allen Symes,
standing beside (and dwarfed by) one of Miss Mo's treads. Mr Symes is wearing his Deep
Earth hardhat and grinning. No such photograph as this exists, but that doesn't matter. This
is Seth's place, Seth's time, Seth's mind, and he decorates it as he likes. Not so long ago, there
would have been pictures of the MotoKops and the characters from The Regulators hung, not
just here, but all along the length of the tunnel. No longer. They have lost their charm for
him

| outgrew them, he thinks, and that is the truth of it. Autistic or not, only eight or not, he
has gotten too old for shoot-'emup Westerns and Saturday-morning cartoons. He suddenly
understands that this is almost certainly the bottom truth, and one Tak would never
understand: he outgrew them. He has the Cassie Syles figure in his pocket (when he needs a
pocket he just imagines one; it's handy) because he till loves her a little, but otherwise? No.
The only question is whether or not he can escape them, sweet fantasies which might have
been laced with poison all along.

And the time has come to find that out.

Beside the photo of Allen Symes, a little shelf just out of the wall. Seth has seen and
admired the shelves in the Carver hallway, each dedicated to its own Hummd figure, and this
one was created with those in mind. Enough light seeps through the cracks in the door to see
what's on it— not a Hummel shepherd or milkmaid but a red PlaySkool telephone.

He picks it up and spins out two-four-eight on the plastic phone's rotary dial. It's the
Carvers house number. In his ear the toy phonerings. . . rings. . . rings. But isit ringing on
the other end? Does she hear it? Do any of them hear it?

‘Come on,' he whispers. He is entirely aware and alert; in this deep-inside place he's no
more autistic than Seve Ames or Belinda Josephson or Johnny Marinville . . . is, in fact,
something of a genius.

A frightened genius, right now.

‘Comeon. .. please, Aunt Audrey, please hear . . . please answer . . ."

Because time is short, and the time is now.

Main Street, Degeration/Regulator Time

The tdephone in the Carver living room begins to ring, and as if this is some kind of sgnd
amed directly & his degpet and most ddicate neurd centers, Johnny Marinvillés unique
ability to see and sequence bresks down for the firgt time in his life. His perspective shivers
like the shapes in a kaeidoscope when the tube is twirled, then fdls gpat in prisms and
bright shards. If this is how the rest of the world sees and experiences during times of dress,
he thinks, it's no wonder people make so many bad decisons when the hegat is on. He doemnt
like experiencing things this way. It's like having a high fever and seeing hdf a dozen people
ganding around your bed. You know that four of them are actudly there . . . but which four?
Sus Gdler is aying and screaming her mother's name. The Caver kids are both awake
agan, of course, Ellen, her capacity to endure in rddive goiciam findly gone, seems to be
having a kind of emactiond convulson, screaming a the top of her lungs and pounding
Steves back as he tries to embrace and comfort her. And Raphie wants to whae on his big



sge! 'Sop huggin Margrit!' he sorms a Steve as Cynthia atempts to restrain him. 'Stop
huggin Margrit the Maggot! She shoulda give me all the candyba! She shoulda give me
ALLLLL of itn none a this would hgppen!' Brad darts for the living room — to answer the
phone presumably — and Audrey grabs his am. 'No,’ she says and then, with a kind of
surred  politeness: 'It's for me' And Sus is on her fet now, Sud is running down the hdl
toward the front door to see what's happened to her mother (a very unwise ideg, in Johnny's
humble opinion). Dave Reed tries to redran her agan and this time cant, s0 he follows her
ingeed, cdling her name. Johnny expects the boy's mother to restrain him, but Cammie lets
him go while from out back coyotes tha look like no coyotes which ever exiged on God's
earth lift their crooked snouts and Sng mad love songs to the moon.

All of thisa once, swirling like litter caught in acycdlone.

Hes on his fest without even redizing it, folowing Brad and Bdinda into the living room,
which looks &s if the Green Giant somped through it in a snit. The kids are dill dhrieking
from the pantry, and Sus is howling from the end of the entry hdl. Wedcome to the
wonderful world of stereophonic hysteria, Johnny thinks.

Audrey, meanwhile, is looking for the phone, which is no longer on its little table besde
the couch. The little table itsdf is no longer besde the couch, in fact; it's in a far corner, split
in haf. The phone lies besde it in a srew of broken glass. It's off the hook, the handset lying
asfar from the base as the cord will dlow, but it's il ringing.

'Mind the glass, Aud," Johnny says sharply as she crossesto it.

Tom Billingdey goes to the jagged hole in the west wal where the picture window used to
be, sepping over the smoking and exploded ruins of the TV in order to get there. They're
gone' he says. The vans' He pauses, then adds 'Unfortunately, Poplar Street's gone, too. It
looks like Deadwood, South Dakota out there Right around the time Jack McCdl shot Wild
Bill Hickok in the back.

Audrey picks up the telephone. Behind them, Raphie Carver is now shrieking: 'l hate you,
Margrit the Maggot! Make Mummy and Daddy come back or I'll hate you forever! | hate you,
Margrit the Maggot!" Beyond Audrey, Johnny can see Sud's sruggles to get awvay from Dave
Reed subsiding; he is hugging her out of horror and toward tears with a patience that, given
the circumgtances, Johnny can only admire.

'Hello? Audrey says. She lisens, her pae face tense and solemn. 'Yes' she says 'Yes, |
will. Right away. 1 . . . ' She lidgens some more, and this time her eyes lift to Johnny
Marinvillesface. 'Yes, dl right, just him. Seth? | love you.’

She doesnt hang the tdephone up, smply drops it. Why not? Johnny traces its connection-
wire and sees that the concusson which tore gpart the table and flung the phone into the
cormer has aso pulled the jack out of the wall.

'‘Come on,” Audrey says to him. "Were going across the dregt, Mr Marinville. Just the two
of us. Everyone dse says here!’

'‘But— ' Brad begins.

‘No arguments, no time," she tells him. "We have to go right now. Johnny, are you ready?

'Should | get the gun they brought from next door? It'sin the kitchen.'

‘A gun wouldn't do any good. Come on.

She holds out her hand. Her face is set and sure . . . except for her eyes. They are terrified,
pleading with him not to meke her do this thing, whetever it is on her own. Johnny takes the
offered hand, his feet shuffling through rubble and broken glass Her kin is cold, and her
knuckles fed dightly swollen under his fingers. It's the hand the little mongter mede her hit
hersdf with, hethinks.

They go out the living room's lower entrance and past the teenagers, who stand slently
hugging each other. Johnny pushes open the screen door and lets Audrey precede him out and
over the body of Debbie Ross. The front of the house, the stoop, and the dead girl's back are



lattered with the remains of Kim Gdler — dresks and daubs and lumps that look black in
the light of the moon — but neither of them mentions this. Ahead, beyond the wak and the
short section of curb where the Power Wagons no longer stand, is a broad and deeply rutted
dirt stret. A breath of breeze touches the sde of Johnny's face — it caries a smoky smdl
with it ard a tumblewead goes bouncing by, as if on a hidden sring. To Jdnny it looks
draight out of a Max Flescher cartoon, but that doesnt surprise him. That is where they are,
igt it? In a kind of catoon? Give me a lever and Il move the world, Archimedes sad; the
thing across the dreet probably would have agreed. Of course it was only a sngle block of
Poplar Street it had wanted to move, and given the lever of Seth Garin's fantases to pry with,
it had accomplished thet without much trouble.

Whatever may await them, there is a certain rdief just in being ou of the house and away
from the noise.

The stoop of the Wyler house looks about the same, but that's al. The rest is now a long,
low building made of logs Hitching pods are ranged dong the front. Smoke puffs from the
sone chimney in spite of thenight's warmth. 'Looks like a bunkhouse," he says.

Audrey nods. The bunkhouse & the Ponderosa’

Why did they go away, Audrey? Seth's regulators and future cops? What made them go
away?

In & leest one way, TeK's like the villan in a Grimms' fairy-tde' she says leading him
into the street. Dugt puffs up from beneath their shoes. The whedruts are dry and as hard as
iron. 'It has an Achilles hed, something youd never suspect if you hadn't lived with it as long
as | have. It hates to be n Seth when Seth moves his bowels | dont know if it's some weird
kind of aesthetic thing or a psychologicd phobia or maybe even a physcd fact of its
exigence — the way we cant hdp flinching if someone makes like to punch us, for instance
—and | don't care.’

'How sure of this are you? he asks. They have resched the other sde of the broad Main
Street now. Johnny looks both ways and sees no vans just massed, rocky badlands to the
right and emptiness— akind of uncreation — to the left.

‘Very,' she says grimly. The cement wak leading up to 247 Poplar has become a flagstone
path. Hdfway up it, Johnny sees the brokenoff rowd of some rangehand's spur glinting in
the moonlight. 'Seth has told me — | hear him in my head sometimes'’

Tdepathy.'

‘Uhthuh, 1 guess And when Seth taks on thet level, he has no mentd problems whatever.
Onthat level he's so bright it's scary.

‘But are you completdy sure it was Seth talking to you? And even if it was are you sure
Tak wasletting himtell the truth?

She dops hdfway to the bunkhouse door. She is dill holding one of his hands now she
takes the other, turning him to face her.

‘Ligten, because there's only time for me to say this once and no time a dl for you to ask
guestions. Sometimes when Seth taks to me, he lets Tak ligen in . . . because, | think, that
way Tak believes it hears all our menta conversations. It doesnt, though. She sees him dart
to goeek and squeezes his hands to shut him up. 'And | know Tk leaves im when he moves
his bowds. It doesnt just go deep, it comes out of him. I've seen it happen. It comes out of
his eyes'

‘Out of his eyes,' Johnny whispers, fascinated and horrified and allittle awed.

I'm telling you because | want you to know t if you see it she says 'Dancing red dots,
like embers from a campfire. Okay?

‘Chrigt," Johnny mutters, then: 'Okay.’

'Seth loves chocolate milk, Audrey says, pulling him into motion again. The kind you
make with Hershey's syrup. And Tak loves what Seth loves . . . to a fault, | guess you could



say.’
You put Ex-Lax in it, didnt you? Johnny asks Tou put Ex-Lax in his chocolate milk.' He
dmog feds like joining the coyotes in a good howml a the moon. Only hed be howling with
laughter. Lifés more surredigtic posshilities never exhaust themsdves, it seems their one
chance to survive this is a summer-camp dunt on a level with snipe hunts and short-sheeting
the counsdllor's bed.

'Seth told me what to do and | did it; she says ‘Now come on. While hée's 4ill crapping his
brains out. While theres ill time. Weve got to grab him and just run. Get him out of Tak's
range before it can get back ingde him. We can do it, too. Its range is short. Well go down
the hill. You carry him. And I'll bet that before we even get to where the store used to be,
were going to see one hig fucking change in our environment. Just remember, the key is to
be quick. Once we get sarted, no hesitation or pulling up dlowed.

She reaches for the a@or and Johnny redtrains her. She gares a him with a mixture of fear
andfury.

'Did you hear me say we had to go right now?

'Y es, but theré's one question you have to answer, Aud.'

They're being watched anxioudy from across the street. Belinda Josephson bresks away
from the little dluster doing the watching and goes back into the kitchen to see how Steve and
Cynthia ae meking out with the little kids Not bed, it appears Hlen is siiffling but
othewise under control again, and Relphie seans to have blown himsdf out, like a hurricane
tha moves inland. Bdinda glances briefly around the empty kitchen, which is now open to
the backyard, then turns to go back down the hdl to the others. She takes a sngle step, then
pauses. A narow verticd crease — Bees thought-line, her husband cdls it — appears in the
center of her forehead. It's not entirdy dark down there by the screen door, theré's moonlight .
. . and these are her neighbors, of course. It's not very hard to tell them gpart. Brad & easy to
identify because hes her closest neighbor, so dose she's been able to reach out and nudge
him in the night for twenty-five years. Dave and Sus are easy because they're ill hugging.
Old Doc is essy because hes o thin. But Cammie isnt easy. Cammie isnt easy because
Cammie isnt there. Not here in the kitchen, ether. Has she gone updtairs or stepped outside
through the hole in the kitchen wal? Maybe. And —

"You two!" she cdlsinto the pantry, suddenly afraid.

What? Steve asks, sounding a bit impdtient. In truth he feds a little impatient. They're
findly getting the kids soothed down, and if this woman screws that up, he thinks he will
brain her with the firgt pot or pan he can lay grip to.

'Mrs Reed's gone’ Bee says 'And she took that rifle with her. Was it empty? Come on,
make me happy. Say it was empty.'

I dont think so,” Steve says reluctantly.

'Shit-fire and save matches,' Belinda says.

Cynthia is looking a her from aound one of Raphies dumped dhoulders, her eyes
widening in darm. 'Have we got a problem here? she asks.

'We might,' Bee says

Tak'sPlaceTak'sTime

In the den where it has spent so many happy hours — at the breast of Seth Garin's captive
imagination, one might say — Tak waits and listens. On the Zenith's screen, black-and-white
cowboys dressed in ghostly gear ride across a desert landscape. Their passage is slent.
Discorporeal now that it is out of Seth, Tak has muted the TV with the best remote control of
all —itsown mind.



In the bathroom adjacent to the kitchen, it can hear the boy. The boy is making the low,
piggy grunting sounds Tak has come to associate with its elimination function. For Tak, even
the sounds are revolting, and the act itself, with its cramping and its sensations of dliding,
helpless exit, is hideous. Even vomiting is better —it's quick, at least, up the throat and gone.

Now it knows what the woman did to him: drugged the milk with something to bring on not
just a single act of eimination but shivering convulsions of it. How much did she give him? A
huge wallop, from the way Seth felt just before Tak fled, and now it under stands everything.

It flickers in a dark upper corner of the room — Tak the Cruel, Tak the Despot — like a
little cluster of disembodied bicycle taillights that pulse and revolve around each other. It
can't hear Aunt Audrey and Marinville even with the TV sound off, but it knows they're there,
outside the front door. When they finally stop talking and come in, it will kill them — the man
first, and simply to replenish the energy it has expended (being out of the boy's body is
particularly depleting), Seth's aunt for what she has tried to do. It will feed on her as well,
and she will die dowly, by her own hand.

The boy's punishment for trying to stand against Tak will be to watch it happen.

Yet Tak respects Seth; he has been a worthy opponent. (How could any vessel capable of
containing Tak not be?) Snce the wino came yesterday, Tak and the boy have been playing a
nervy game of stud poker, just like Laura and Jeb Murdoch in The Regulators. Now
everything is in the pot and all but the final hole cards are face-up on the table. When they
are flipped, Tak knows it will win. Of course it will win. Its opponent is only a child, after all,
no matter how brilliant the lower courses of his intdlect may be, and in the end the child has
believed just a little more than is healthy for him. It knew Seth had planned to drive it
temporarily out of his body, and although the exact method was a surprise (a very unpleasant
one), even that much knowledge is more than Seth knew it had. But there is something else, as
well.

Seth doesn't believe Tak can re-enter him while he is performing the disgusting act for
which the little room adjacent to the kitchen has been set aside.

Seth is wrong. Tak can re-enter. It will be unpleasant — painful, even — but it can re-
enter. And how does it know that Seth hasn't seen this final card, as he has seen some of the
others Tak has held, even in spite of its best efforts to hide them?

Because he has called his beloved auntie back to the house to help him get away.

And when his beloved auntie finally stops hesitating out there on the stoop and comes in,
shell be...wdl ...

Regulated.

Completely regulated.

Thered lightsin the shadows swirl faster, excited by the idea.

Main Street, Desper ation/Regulator Time

'Did you hear me say we had to go right now?”

Johnny nods. Neither of them sees Cammie Reed cross the sreet from the adobe church
that used to be Johnny Marinvilles suburban retreat to the remains of the waettle-and-daub
that used to be Brad and Beindas house. She's got her head down and the .30-.06 in one
hend.

'Yes, but therés Hill that one question | have, Aud.’

'What? she nearly screams. 'For God's sake, what?

‘Can it jJump to someone s2? To you or me, for instance?

A look of what might be relief gppears briefly on her face.

‘No.'



'How can you be sure? Did Seth tel you?

He thinks for a moment she won't answer this, and not Smply because she wants to get to
the boy while he's ill on the jekes. He a firg mistakes her look for embarrassment, then
seesit's deegper; not embarrassment but shame.

'Seth didnt tdl me' she sys. '| know because it tried to get into Herb. So it could . . . you
know . .. have me!

‘It wanted to make love to you,' he says.

‘Love? she sys her voice bardy under control. 'No. Oh, no. Tak undersands nothing
about love, cares nothing dmout love. It wanted to fuck me, that's al. When it discovered it
couldn't use Heb to do tha, it killed him." Tears are running down her face now. ‘It doesn't
give up eadly when it wants something, you know. What it did to him . . . wel, imagine what
would happen to one of litle Raphie Caver's shoes if you tried to get it on your big
grownup's foot. If you just kept jamming it and shoving it, harder and harder, oblivious of the
pain, oblivious of what you were doing to it in your olbbsesson to weer it, wak init . . .

‘All right; he says He looks down toward the bottom of the hill, dmost expecting to see
the vans coming back, but there is nothing. He looks up the dtrest and sees more nothing;
Cammie is ganding out of sight in the shadow of he precarioudy leaning Catlemen's Hotd.
'l get the message.’

"Then can we go in? Or do you even intend to go in? Have you logt your nerve?

'No, he says, and sighs.

Therés an old-feshioned iron thumb-latch on the bunkhouse door, but when he tries to
gragp it, his thumb goes draight through. Beow it, gopearing like something floating up
through dirty water, is a plan old suburban doorknob. When Johnny grasps it, a suburban
door forms aound it, fird overlying the planks and iron bands then replacing them. The
knob turns and the door opens on a dak room tha smdls as dde as dirty laundry. The
moonlight floods in, and what Johnny sees makes him think of Sories hes read in the papers
from time to time, the ones aout ddely reduse millionares who spend the last years of
ther lives in dngle rooms dacking up books and magazines collecting pets, shooting
Demeral, eating medls out of cans.

'Quick, hurry,' she says. 'Hell be in the downgairs bathroom. It's off the kitchen.'

She moves pagt him, taking his hand as she does, and leads him into the living room. There
are no stacked books and magazines, but the sense of recluson and insanity grows rather than
lessens as they advance. The floor is tacky with spilled food and soda there is an underlying
sour smdl of dabbered milk; the wdls have been scribbled over with crayon drawings that
are frightening in ther primitive preoccupation with bloodshed and deeth. They remind him
of anoved he read not 0 long ago, abook cadled Blood Meridian.

Movement flickers to his left. He turns that way, heart speeding up, adrendine dumping
into his blooddream, but there are no gun-toting cowboys or snider diens not even an
atacking little kid with a knife. Its only a shimmer o reflected light. From the TV, he
assumes, dthough there's no sound.

'No, she whispers, 'dont go in there!'

She leads him toward the doorway draight ahead. Light shines through it, printing a bright
oblong on to the foodencrusted carpet. Eledricity may not yet have been invented adong the
rest of what used to be Poplar Street, but theres il plenty here.

Now Johnny can hear grunting sounds, interspersed with mildly labored bresthing. Sounds
& human — and as indantly recognizéble — as soring, neezing, wheezing, whistling.
Someone going to the toilet. Doing number two, as they used to say when they were kids. A
grade-school couplet comes to mind:  Mother gives me lemonade, around the corner fudge is
made. Whoa, Johnny thinks, that one's right up there with little bitty baby Smitty.

As they enter the kitchen and he looks around, it occurs to Johnny that perhgps the good



folk of Poplar Sreat desarve what's happening to them. Shes been living like this for God
knows how long and we never knew, he thinks. Were her neighbors, we dl sent her flowers
when her husband ae the end of his gun, mogt of us went to his funerd (Johnny himsdf hed
been in Cdifornig, talking to a convention of children's librarians), but we never knew.

The counter josles with jars discarded packeging, empty glasses and <oft-drink cans.
Many of the latter have become antfarms. He sees the Tupperware pitcher with the remains of
the doctored chocolate milk in it, and the crust of Tak's bologna-and-cheese sandwich besde
it. The snk is dacked with dirty dishes Bedde the dish drainer, a pladtic bottle of detergent
which might have been purchesed when Herb Wyler was 4ill dive lies overturned. Around
its nozze is a long-congeded pudde of green dishgoo. On the table are more stacks of dirty
dishes, a squeeze-bottle of mugtard, sprays of crumbs (therés a Van Haen casste lying in
one of thex), an agros0l can of whipped cream, two bottles of catsup, one mogly empty and
one modly full, open pizza boxes littered with crusts, breadwrappers, Twinkies wrappers,
and a Doritos bag pulled down over an empty Peps bottle like a werd condom. There are
dso piles and piles of comic books. All those that Johnny can see are issues of Mavd's
MotoKops 2200 series. Spilled Sugar Pops are scattered across the cover of an issue which
shows Casse Syles and Snake Hunter standing hip-deep in a swamp and firing their stun
pigols a Countess Lili Madh, who is atacking on wha coud be a jet-powered
motorscooter. BAYOU BLAST! the title screams. In the far corner of the room is a hegp of
bulging plagic garbage bags none secured with ties most oozing ant-infested swill. All the
cans sem to bear the amiling face of Chef Boyadee The dove is covered with pots
encrusted with the Chefs orange sauce. On top of the fridge, a bizarre crowning touch, is an
old plagic dauete of Roy Rogers mounted on the fathful Trigger. Johnny knows without
having to ak that it was a present to Seth from his uncle, something perhaps remembered
from the days of Herb Wylea's own youth and patiently hunted out of a dust-covered dtic
carton.

Beyond the fridge is a hdf-open door, caging its own wedge of light out on to the filthy
linoleum. The door's angle isn't too severe for Johnny to be able to reed the Sgn onit:

EMPLOYEES MUST WASH HANDS AFTER USING
THE LAVATORY (AND CUSTOMERS SHOULD)

'Sghl' Audrey stage-whispers, dropping Johnny's hand and rushing for the bathroom door.
Johnny follows her.

From behind them, spots of dancing red light stream out of the den's arched doorway like
meteor debris, they flash across the dark living room toward the kitchen. Even as they do,
Cammie Reed geps through the door from outdde. She has the gun in both hands now, and
as she dands looking aound the dim living room, she dips her right index finger ingde the
trigger-guard and nedles it agang the trigger. She is hestant, not sure where to go next. Her
eye is drawn to the flicker of reflected TV-light from the den, her ear by the sound of people
moving in the kitchen. The voice in her head, the one demanding revenge for dJmmy, haes
fdlen dlent, and she isnt sure which way to go. Her eye regiders a brief strobe of red light,
but her mind does nothing with the input; it is totally preoccupied with the quesion of how
ghe should go on. Mainville and Wyler are in the kitchen, shes sure of that, but is the killer
bra in there with them? She glances doubtfully toward the TV flicker again. No sound, but
maybe autigtic children watch it with the sound off.

She has to be sure, that's the thing. There are probably just a couple of rounds Ieft in the
30-.06 . . . and they likedy wont give her a chance to pull the trigger more than once or twice,
anyway. She wishes the voice would spesk up again, tell her whet to do.

And then it does.



Across the dreet, on the cement path between the Cavers front door and the sdewalk,
Cynthia has seen Cammie go into the Wyler house. Her eyes widen. Before she can sy
anything, Steve nudges her sharply. She looks @ him and sees he's got a finger to his lips. In
his other hand he's got a knife from the Carvers kitchen rack.

‘Come on," he murmurs.

"You're not going to use thet, are you?

'l hope | don't haveto," he says. 'Areyou coming?

She nods and follows. As they step off the curb and into Tak's verson of the Old Wed, a
confuson of drieks and shouts commences from indde the Wyler house. Get out of him
Cynthia hears, something like that, anyway, then more suff she can't even begin to decipher.
Mog or dl of it seems to be coming from the Wyler woman, dthough she hears a scream
from Cammie Reed (‘Put it down'? Is that what she's screaming?) and a hoarse cry that likely
comes from Marinville Then, two whipcracking rifle shots and a scream of ether agony or
extreme horror. Cynthia can't tdl which, isn't sure she wants to know.

Neverthdess, by the time she and Steve reach the far Sde of Desperation's Man Street,
both of them are running.

Seth'sPlace/Seth's Time

Now. It all comes down to now.

He turns away from the shelf with the PlaySkool phone on it. Built into the other side of the
passage's wall is a small control panel, very similar to the ones built into the nav-pits of the
Power Wagons. Jutting from it is a row of seven switches, each turned up to the position
marked ON. Above each switch, a small green telltale glows in the gloom. This panel wasn't
here when Seth reached the end of the passage, only the pictures of his two families, the
picture of Mr Symes, and the telephone. But this is Seth's place, Seth's time, and it's like the
pockets in his shorts: he can add pretty much whatever he wants to add, and whenever he
wantsto do it.

Seth reaches toward the panel with a hand that trembles dightly. In the movies and on TV,
the characters never seem afraid, and when Paw Cartwright has to act to save the
Ponderosa, he always knows just what to do. Lucas McCain, Rowdy Yates, and Sheriff
Streeter are never unsure of themselves. But Seth is. Plenty unsure. The end of the game is
now, and he's terrified of making an irrevocable mistake. For now he till knows what's going
on upstairs (this is how he thinks of Tak's world now, as upstairs), but if he turns these
switches—

There's no time to reconsider, though. Audrey is in the bathroom. Audrey is rushing for the
little boy sitting on the toilet with his underpants dangling from one grimy ankle, the little boy
who is —for the time being, at least —just a wax dummy with lungs that breathe and a heart
that beats, a human machine deserted by both its ghosts. She knedls before him and sweeps
him into her arms. She begins to cover his face with kisses, unmindful of anything else — the
room, the circumstances, Marinville standing behind her in the door way.

And now Seth senses the red swarm that is Tak flashing across the kitchen like a stream of
supernatural bees, and it has to be now, yes, hasto be.

His hand reaches the panel and he begins snapping the switches down. The green telltales
above them wink out; red telltales below them wink on. With each flicked switch, his
knowledge of what's going on upstairs dims out more. He is not turning off the senses of the
wax dummy his aunt is now covering with kisses, he's not sure he could do that if he wanted
to, but he can block them off . . . and heis.

Finally there's nothing left but his mind. It will have to be enough. With his hand pressing



down on the switches he has just turned so they cannot fly back up, Seth reaches out to Aunt
Audrey, praying he can till find her in all this dark.

TheWyler House/Regulator Time

At the indant Audrey sweeps the boy off the toilet and into her ams something blasts by
Johnny Mainville, something which feds smultaneoudy as hot as a fever and as cold as
frogjdly. His head fills with a swirl of garish red light tha makes him think of honkytonk
neon and country musc. When it dears his ability to see everything and segquence even
overlgpping events has been restored. It's as if the thing that passed him adminigered some
sort of dectroshock. Thet, and asickly flush across his thoughts thet feds like dime.

As Audrey risss with Seth in her ams (the Underoos dip off his foot and he is entirdy
neked now), Johnny sees that swirl of avid light swing around the boy's head like a corona
aound the head of baby Jesus in an old painting. Then, like a swarm of termites, it sdtles
coding his cheeks, his ears, his sweaty hair. It crams into his open glazed eyes and lights his
teeth scarlet.

'No!" Audrey dhrieks. ‘Get out of him! Get OUT, you bastard!’

She legps for the bathroom door with the boy in her ams. Seth's head seems to be burning.
Johnny reaches out — for her? Sath? both? He doesn't know and it doesn't metter because she
burgs pas him into the filthy kitchen, shrieking and dawing a the dancing swam of light
around Seth's head. Her hand dides usdesdy through the red duff. As she and the boy pass
him, Johnny's heed is filled with a horrible machine-like buzzing sound. He screams,
clapping his hands to his ears. It is only for a moment, as Audrey bolts by, but it is a moment
which seems dl but eernd, just the same. How can there be any boy left under that sound?
he wonders. How in God's name can there be anything left under that sound?

‘Let him GO!' she shrieks. ‘Let him GO, cocksucker, let him GO!'

Then the kitchen doorway is no longer empty. Cammie Reed is standing there with the .30-
.06 in her hands.

Tak'sPlace/Tak'sTime

When it reaches Seth and finds all its usual ways in blocked, its rather indulgent respect for
the boy's abilities breaks down for the first time since it sensed Seth's extraordinary mind
passing by and called out to that mind with all of its strength. What replaces the indulgence
first isredlization; anger follows in its wake.

It has been wrong, it seems — Seth has known all along that Tak can re-enter, even during
evacuation. Has known and has successfully hidden that knowledge, the way a clever
gambler will hide an extra ace up his deeve. In the end, though, not even that matters; it will
get in anyway. There is no way the boy can keep it out. There will be no seige here; Seth
Garin is his home now, and he will not be held out of his home.

As the woman carries Seth's body past the witer and into the kitchen, Tak assaults the
boy's eyes, the ports of entry closest to that wonderful brain, and begins shoving at them like
a burly cop shoving at a door being held by a weak man. It knows a moment of utterly
uncharacteristic panic when at first nothing happens — it is like pushing against a brick wall.
Then the bricks begin to soften and give way. Triumph flashes up in its cold mind. Soon . . .
another moment . . . two, at most . . .



Seth's Place/Seth's Time

Under his hand, two of the swvitches are moving up. Even when he redoubles his efforts to
hold them down, he can fedl them straining under his hand like something alive. The telltales
are still red, but not for much longer. Tak is right about one thing: however the two of them
may dack up in the matter of wits, Seth is no longer a match for Tak's raw strength. Once,
maybe. At the beginning. No more. Still, if he's right, that may not matter. If he is right, and if
heis lucky.

He glances toward the PlaySkool phone — what Aunt Audrey calls the Tak-phone —
longingly for a moment, but of course he doesn't need a telephone, not really; it was always
just a symbol, something concrete to help the telepathy flow more easily between them, as the
switches and telltales are simply tools to elp him concentrate his will. And telepathy isn't
Seth's concern here, anyway. If telepathy were all the two of them could share, this would be
futile.

Under his hand, the switches move stubbornly upward, driven by Tak's primitive force,
Tak's primitive will. For a moment the red telltales beneath them flicker out and the green
ones above them flicker on. Seth feels a terrible machinelike buzzing in his head, trying to
overwhelm his thoughts; for a moment his inner vision is blurred by swirling crimson light in
which embersflick and stutter.

Seth pushes the switches down with all his strength. The green lights go off. The red ones
come back on. For the moment, anyway.

The time is now, there is only one down-card left in the game, and now Seth Garin turns it

up.

TheWyler House/Johnny'sTime

In a way it is like being caught in another barrage from the regulaors, only this time what
Johnny feds cutting past him ae thoughts ingead of bullels. But werent they dways
thoughts, redly?

The fird one goes to Cammie Reed, sanding in the kitchen doorway with the gun in her
hands:

— Now! Do it now!

The second goes to Audrey Wyler, who recoils as if dapped and suddenly stops clawing a
the spectrd red miasma around Seth's head:

— Now, Aunt Audrey! Thetime is now!

And the last one, a terrible inhuman roar that fills Johnny's heed and wipes out everything
else

—NO, YOU LITTLE BASTARD! NO, YOU CANT!

No, Johnny thinks, he cant. He never could. Then he raises his eyes to Cammie Reed's
face. Her eyes bulge from their sockets; her lips are sretched in adry and terrible smile.

But she can.

Tak'sPlace/Tak'sTime

It has perhaps three seconds, while the woman with the gun calls out, to realize it has been
outplayed. How it has been outplayed. A few seconds of incredulity in which to wonder how
that could happen after all the millennia it has spent trapped in the dark, thinking and
planning. Then, even as it begins to realize that Seth isn't really inside the body it has been



trying to re-enter, the woman in the doorway opensfire.

TheWyler House/Johnny'sTime

Cammie is no longer sure that she is acting of her own free will, but it doesn't maiter; if her
will was freg, this is gill what she would do. The Wyler woman is holding the monstrous brat
curled naked in her ams like an overszed baby, its shanks painted with shit instead of blood
and afterbirth. Holding it like a shidd. Cammie could dmogt laugh & the idea.

'Put it down!" Cammie screams, but ingead of putting Seth down, Audrey lifts him higher
agang her breed, as if in defiance. Still amiling her dry, vicious amile, her eyes gopearing to
dat out of ther sockets (Johnny will tdl himsdf later that was an opticd illuson, surdy it
was), Cammie centers the rifle on the child.

'‘No Cammie dont!" Johnny cries, and then she fires. The firg shot takes eght-year-old
Sah Gain, who is dill shivering hdplesdy with bowd cramps, in the temple and blows the
top of his head off, goatering his ant's werdy sarene face with blood, har, and bits of
scdp. The dug drives dl the way through his brain and exits the far 9de of his skull, where it
enters Audrey's left breest. By then, however, it is too spent to do any further serious damage.
It's the second shot that does that, catching her in the throat as she staggers back under the
force of the fird one. Her butt hits the overloaded kitchen table Piled dishes fdl off and
shatter on the floor.

She tuns to Johnny, the bloody child 4ill in her ams, and Johnny sees an agtonishing
thing: she looks happy. Cammie screams as Audrey goes down, perhaps in triumph, perhgos
in horror & what she has done.

Audrey somehow keeps her grip on Seth even as she dies. And as she fals, the uneasy red
thing rises from the remains of Seth's face like a caul. It swirls in the ar above the filthy
linoleum, bright scarlet bits orbiting eech other like dectrons.

Johnny and Cammie Reed face each other through this redness for he doesnt know how
long — they are frozen, it s;ems — until someone screams. 'Oh shit! Oh shit, why'd you do
that, you numb bitch?'

Johnny sees Steve and Cynthia come forward through the darkened living room  until
they're sanding just behind Cammie. Cynthia sorings forward, grabs Cammie by the am, and
shakes her. 'Bitch! Supid murdering cunt, what did you think, this would bring your kid
back? Didn't you ever go to fucking SCHOOL?"

Cammie seams not to hear. She is looking a the soinning red thing with wide unblinking
gyes as if hypnotized . . . and it is looking back at her. Johnny doesn't know how he can
know this but he does. And suddenly it launches itsdf a her like a comet . . . or Snake
Hunter's red Tracker Arrow on a Power Wagon assaullt.

He had asked Audrey if Tak could jump to someone dse. She had sad no, she was sure it
coudnt, but what if she had been wrong? What if Tak had fooled her? If it had —

‘Look out!" he shouts a Cynthia. 'Get back from her!"

Litle Miss Tu-Tone Har only daes a& him uncomprehending, from over Cammiégs
shoulder. Steve doen't look as if he undergands, ether, but he reacts to the unmistakable
panic in Johnny's voice and yanks Cynthia back.

The swirling red specks divide in two. For a moment Tak's exterior form looks to Johnny
like the sort of fork they used to toast marshmalows on back when they were teenagers,
gtting around driftwood beech fires a Savin Rock. Only the tines of this fork plunge
themsdves directly into Cammie Reed's bulging eyes.

They dow a brilliant red, swdl even further outward, then explode from their sockets The
grin on Cammies face dretches so wide that her lips split open and begin to stream blood



down her chin. The eydess thing staggers forward, dropping the empty rifle and holding its
hands out. They dutch blindly a the ar. Johnny thinks he has never seen anything in his life
0 Smultaneoudy week and predatory.

"Tak," it prodams in a gutturd voice which is nothing like Cammigs 'Tak ah wan! Tak ah
lah! Mi him en tow!' There is a pause. Then, in a grinding, inhuman voice Johnny knows he
will hear in nightmares until the end of his life, the eydess thing says. 'l know you dl. I'l find
you dl. I'll hunt you down. Tak! Mi him, en tow!"

Its skull begins to swd outward then; what remains of Cammiée's head begins to look like a
monger mushroom cap. Johnny hears a tearing sound like ripping paper and redizes it is the
scat flesh over her skull pulling apat. The clotted sockets of her eyes dretch out long,
turning into dits the swdling skull pulls her nose up into a shout with long, lozenge-shaped
nodrils

So, Johnny thinks, Audrey was right. Only Seth was able to contain it. Seth or someone
like Seth. Someone very specid. Because—

As if to finish this thought in the most pectacular fashion imaginable, Cammie Reed's
head explodes. Hot fragments, some il pulsing with life, pet Johnny's face.

Screaming, revolted to the point of madness, Johnny wipes & the suff, usng his thumbs to
try and dear his eyes Fantly, the way you hear things when someone a the other end of the
line temporarily puts the phone down, he can hear Steve and Cynthia, dso screaming. Then
blinding light fills up the room, as sudden and shocking as an unexpected dgp. Johnny thinks
a firg it's an exploson of some sort — the end for dl of them. But as his eyes (il burning
and <ty and full of Cammiés blood) begin to adjudt, he sees it's not an exploson but
daylignt — the strong, hazy light of a summer afternoon. Thunder rumbles off in the esst, a
throaty sound with no red threat in it. The sorm is over; it has lit up the Hobart place (that
much he's sure of, because he can smdl the smoke), then moved on to play hob with someone
eses life. Therés another sound, though, the one they wated for so eagerly and in van
ealier: the tangled wal of drens Police, fire engines, ambulances, maybe the fucking
Nationd Guard, for dl Johnny knows. Or cares. The sound of drens doesnt interest him
much at this point.

Thegormisover.

Johnny thinks thet regulaior time is over, too.

He gts down heavily in one of the kitchen chairs and looks a the bodies of Audrey and
Sath. They remind him of the sensdess dead & Jonestown, in Guyana Her ams ae dill
aound him, and his — poor thin wasted arms, unscratched from a single game of tag or
falow-the-leader with other boys his own age — are around her neck.

Johnny wipes blood and bone and lumps of bran from his chesks with his dick pdms and

beginsto cry.

From Audrey Wyler's journal:

October 31, 1995

Journal again. Never thought 1'd resume, probably never will on a full-time bass, but it can
be so comforting.

Seth came to me this morning & managed to ask, with a combination of words & grunts, if
he could go out trick or treating, like the other kids in the neighborhood. There was no sign
of Tak, and when he is just Seth, | find him all but impossible to refuse. It isn't hard for me to
remember that Seth's not the one , responsible for everything that's happened; it's quite easy,
in fact. In a way, that's what makes it all so horrible. It seals off all my exits. | don't suppose



anyone else could understand what | mean. I'm not sure | understand myself. But | fedl it. Oh
God, do I.

| told him okay, I'd take him trick or treating, it would be fun. | said | could probably put
together a little cowboy outfit for him, if he'd like that, but if he wanted to go as a MotoKop,
we'd have to go out to Payless and buy a store ouitfit.

He was shaking his head before I'd even finished, big back-and-forth shakes. He didn't
want to go as a cowboy, and not as a MotoKop, either. There was something in the piolence
of his headshaking that was close to horror. He might be getting tired of cowboys and police
from the future, I think.

| wonder if the other one knows?

Anyway, | asked him what he did want to dress as, if not a cowboy or Shake Hunter or
Major Pike. He waved one arm & jumped around the room. After a little bit of this
pantomime, | realized he was pretending to bein a swordfight.

'‘Apirate?' | asked, & hiswholefacelit up in his sweet Seth Garin smile.

'Pi-ut!" he said, then tried harder and said it right: 'Pi-rate!’

So | found an old silk kerchief to tie over his head, and gave him a clip-on gold hoop to put
in his ear, and unearthed an old pair of Herb's pj's for pantaloons. | used elastic bands on the
bottoms & they belled out just right. With a mascara beard, an eyeliner scar, and an old toy
sword (borrowed from Cammie Reed next door, a golden oldie from her twins younger
years), he looked quite fierce. And, when | took him out around four o'clock to ‘do’ our block
of Poplar Sreet and two blocks of Hyacinth, he looked no different than all the other goblins
and witches and Barneys and pirates. When we got back he spread out all his candy on the
living-room floor (he hasn't been in the den to watch TV all day, Tak must be deeping deeply,
| wish the bastard was dead but that's too much to hope for) & gloated over it asif itreally
were a pirate's treasure. Then he hugged me and kissed my neck. So happy.

Fuck you, Tak. Fuck you.

Fuck you and | hope you die.

March 16, 1996

The last week has been horror, complete horror, Tak in charge almost completely and
goosestepping. Dishes everywhere, glasses filmed with chocolate milk, the house a mess.
Ants! Chrigt, antsin March! It looks like a house where lunatics live, and is that so wrong?

My nipples on fire from all the pinching it's made me do. | know why, of course; it'sangry
because it can't do what it wants with its version of Cassandra Styles. | feed it, | buy the new
MotoKops toys it wants (and the comic books, of course, which | must read to it because Seth
doesn't have that skill for it to draw on), but for that other purpose | am useless.

As much of the week as | could, | spent with Jan.

Then, today, while | was trying to clean up a little (mostly I'm too exhausted and dispirited
to even try), | broke my mother's favorite plate, the one with the Currier & Ives sledding
scene on it. Tak had nothing to do with it; | picked it up off the mantel-shelf in the dining
room where | keep it displayed, wanting to give it a little dusting, & it smply dlipped through
my stupid fingers & broke on the floor. At first | thought my heart had broken with it. It
wasn't the plate, of course, as much as | have always liked it. All at once it was like it was my
life | was looking at instead of an old china plate smashed to shit on the diningroom floor.
Cheap symbolism, Peter Jackson from across the street would probably say. Cheap &
sentimental. Probably true, but when we are in pain we are rarely creative.

| got a plastic garbage bag from the kitchen & began picking up the pieces, sobbing all the
while | did it. | didnt even hear the TV go off — Tak & Seth had been having a MotoKofs
2200 festival most of the day — but then a, shadow fell over me and | looked up and there he



was.

At first | thought it was Tak — Seth has been mostly gone this last week, or lying low — but
then | saw the eyes. They both use the same set, you'd think they wouldn't change, couldn't,
but they do. Seth's are lighter, and have a range of emotion Tak can never manage.

I broke my mother's plate,' | said. 'It was all | had of her, and it dipped through my
fingers.'

It came on worse than ever then. | put my arms around my knees, put my face down on
them, & just cried. Seth came closer, put his own arms around my neck, & hugged me.
Something wonderful happened when he did. | can't explain it, exactly, but it was so good
that it made visiting with Jan at Mohonk seem ordinary in comparison. Tak can make me fegl
bad — terrible, in fact, as if the whole world is nothing but a ball of mud squirming with
worms just like me. Tak likes it when | feel bad. He licks those bad feelings right off my skin,
like a kid with a candy cane. | know he does.

This was the opposite . . . and more. My tears stopped, & my feelings of sadness were
replaced by such a sense of joy and . . . not ecstasy, exactly, but like that. Serenity &
optimism all mixed together, as if everything couldn't help but turn out all right. As if
everything was already all right, & | just couldn't see that in my ordinary state of mind. | was
filled up, the way good food fills you up when you're hungry. | was renewed.

Seth did that. He did it when he hugged me. And he did it, | think (know), in exactly the
same way Tak makes me fedl the bad things and the sad things. Maroon is what | call it.
When Tak wants to, it makes me feel maroon. But it can only do it because it has Seth's power
to draw on. & | think that when Seth took away my sadness this afternoon, he was able to do
it because he had Tak's power to draw on. And | don't think Tak knew he was doing that, or it
would have made him stop.

Here's something that's never occurred to me until today: Seth may be stronger than Tak
knows.

Much stronger.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

1

Johnny didnt know how long he sa in the kitchen char, head down, body racked with sobs
as strong & shivers, tears pouring out of his eyes, before he fdt a soft hand on the back of his
neck and looked up to see the girl from the market, the one with the schizo hair. Steve was no
longer with her. Johnny looked through the livingroom picture window — the angle was just
right for him to be able to do tha from where he was — and saw him gdanding on the
dispirited grass of the Wyler lawn and looking down the dreet. Some of the Srens had died as
the vehides they beonged to reached the dreet and stopped; others were ill whooping like
Indians as they approached.

'Y ou okay, Mr Marinville?

Yeah.' He tried to say more, but what came out indead of words was a hitching haf-sob.
He wiped snot off his nose with the back of his hand and then tried to smile. ‘Cynthia, isn't it?

'‘Cynthia, yep:

'And I'm Johnny. Just Johnny.'

'Kay." She was looking down at the entwined bodies. Audrey's heed was thrown back, her
eyes closed, her face as dill and sarene as a deathniask. And the boy 4ill looked like an infant
in hisfragile nakedness. One that had died in childbirth.

‘Look a them, Cynthia sad softly. 'His ams aound her neck like that. He must have
loved her such alot.’

‘Hekilled her, Johnny said flatly.

‘That can't be!'

He sympathized with the shock on her face, but it didn't change wha he knew. It is
though. He cdled Cammiein on her.'

'Cdled her in? What do you mean, cdled her in?

He nodded as if she had offered agreement. 'He did it the same way COs n the bush used
to cdl in atillery fire on enemy Villes in Vieinam. He cdled her in on both of them, in fact. |
heard him do it." He tgpped histemple.

'Y oure saying Seth told Cammieto kill them?

He nodded.

The other one, maybe. Y ou might have heard him . . . it —'

Johnny shook his head. 'Nope. It was Seth, not Tak. | reoognized his voice' He paused,
looking down a the dead child, then looked back up & Cynthia 'Even in my heed, he was a
mouth-bregther.’



2

The houses had returned to what they redly were, Steve saw, but that didn't mean they hed
returned to norma. They had clearly taken one hdl of a paging. The Hobart place was no
longer burning, there was that much; the downpour had tamped the fire to a kind of sullen
fume, like a volcano dfter the main eruption. The old veterinarian's bungdow was more fully
involved, with flames legping from the windows and black, chary paches soreading aong
the eaves and bubbling the paint. Between them, the house of Peter and Mary Jackson was a
tumbled, shot-up ruin.

There were two fire engines on the sreet and more coming. Already hoses lay tangled on
the lawns over there, looking like fat beige pythons There were police cars, too. Three were
paked in front of Entragian's place, where the newsboy's body (and that of Hanniba, couldn't
forget him) lay under plagic which was now pudded with water from the downpour. The
cruisers red lights swung and flashed. Two more cruisars were parked at the top of the dredt,
blocking the Bear Street end off entirely.

That wont do any good if they come back, Steve thought. If the regulators come back,
boys, they'll blow your little roadblock right over the nearest ice cap.

Except they wouldnt be back. That was what the sunlight meart, what the retreating
thunder meant. It had dl redly happened — Steve only hed to look a the burning houses and
those that were dl shot up to know that — but it had heppened in some welrd fisula of time
that these cops would never know about, or want to know about. He looked down & his
watch and wasn't surprised to see it was running again. 5:18, it sad, and he guessed that was
asdoseto thered time as his Timex was ever going to get.

He looked back down the dregt a the cops. Some of them had their guns out; some did
not. Not one of them looked clear on how he or she was supposed to be behaving. Steve
could underdand that. They were looking a a shooting gdlery, after dl, and probably no one
on the surrounding blocks had even heard any shots Thunder, maybe but shotguns that
sounded like mortar shells? Nope.

They saw him on the lawn, and one of them beckoned. At the same time, two others were
gesturing for him to go back into the Wyler house. They looked like a pretty mindfucked
pose dl in dl, and Seve didnt blame them. Something had gone on here they could see
thet, but what?

Youll be a while figuring it out, Steve thought, but youll get something you can live with
in the end. You guys dways do. Whether it's a crashed flying saucer in Rosewdl, New
Mexico, an empty ship in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, or a suburban Ohio dreet turned
into a fire-corridor, you dways come up with something. You guysre never going to catch
anyone, I'd bet my fa-from-consderable life savings on that, and you wont bdieve a sngle
goddam word any of us say (in fact, the less we say the easier itll probably be for us), but in
the end youll find something that will dlow you to reholster your guns . . . and to deep a
night. And yau know what | say to thet?

NO PROBLEM,
that's what!
NO...FUCKING... PROBLEM!
One of the cops was now pointing a bullhorn a him. Steve wasnt crazy about thet, but

better a bullhorn than a gun, he supposad.
'ARE YOU A HOSTAGE? Mr Bullhorn boomed. '"ARE YOU A HOSTAGE-TAKER?



Seve grinned, cupped his hands around his mouth and cdled back, 'I'm a Libra! Friendly
with strangers, loves good conversation!'

A pause. Mr Bullhorn conferred with severd of his mates. There was a good ded of head
shaking, then he tumned back to Steve and raised the bullhorn again. 'WE DIDNT GET
THAT, WILL YOU REPEAT?

Steve didnt. Hed spent mogt of his life in show-busness — wdl, sort of — and he knew
how essy it was to run a joke into the ground. More cops were ariving; whole convoys of
black-and-whites with grobing red lightbars. More fire engines Two ambulances. What
looked like an armoured assault vehicle. The cops were only letting the fire trucks through, a
leest for the time being, dthough thanks to the rain, nether blaze looked like much shekes to
Steve.

Across from where he sood, Dave Reed and Sus Gdler came out of the Caver house,
ams aound each other. They depped carefully over the dead girl on the stoop and waked
down to the sdewak. Behind them came Brad and Bedinda Josgphson, shepherding the
Cave children and shidding them from the sght of ther father, ill lying in his driveway
and dill as dead as ever. Behind them came Tom Billingdey. He had what looked like a linen
tablecloth in his gnarled hands. This he shook out over the dead girl's corpse, taking no notice
of the man down the block who was trying to hail him with the bullhorn.

Whees my mom? Dave cdled to Steve His eyes looked smultaneoudy wild and
exhaugsted. 'Have you seen my mom?

And Steve Ames, whose lifé's motto had been

NULLO IMPEDIMENTUM,

hadn't the dightest idea of what to say.

3

Johnny got into the living room, waking on tiptoe and stepping over as much of the mess
Cammie hed left as he could. Once pagt tha obstacle, he started for the door with more speed
and confidence. He had brought his tears under control, a least for the time being, and he
upposed that was good. He didn't know why, but he supposed it was. He looked at the clock
danding on the mantd. 1t said 5:21, and that felt about right.

Cynthia caught his am. He turned to her, feding a bit impatient. Through the picture
window he could see the other Poplar Stret survivors dugering in the middle of the dSreet.
So far they were ignoring the hails from the cops who didnt seem to know if they should
come up or hold thar podtions, and Johnny wanted to join his neighbors before they made up
their minds one way or the other.

'Isit gone? she asked. 'Tak — that red thing — whatever it was— isit gone?

He looked back into the kitchen. It hurt him admost physcaly to do this but he managed.
There was plenty of red in there — the wals were painted with it, the celling too, for that
matter — but no sgn of the glowing, embery thing that had tried to find a safe harbor for
itsdf in Cammie Reed's heed after its primary host had been killed.

'Did it die when she did? The girl was looking a him with pleading eyes 'Say it did, okay?
Make me fedl gpod and say it did.

It mugt have' Johnny sad. 'If it hadnt, | imagine it would be trying one of us on for sze
right now.’

Shelet out ar in agusty rush. 'Y esh. That makes sense’

So it did, but Johnny didnt believe it. Not for a second | know you all, it had sad. I'll find



you all. I'll hunt you down. Maybe it would. And maybe it would have a dightly more
drenuous fight on its hands than it had bargained for, should it try. In any case, there was no
sense in worrying about it now.

Tak ah wan! Tak ah lah! Mi him en tow!

Whét isit? Cynthia asked. What's wrong?

Whét do you mean?

"You're shivering.'

Johnny amiled. 'l guess a goose just waked over my grave’ He took her hand off his am
and folded his fingers thraugh hers. '‘Come on. Let's go out and see how everyone's doing.'

4

They were dmog to the dreet and the others when Cynthia came to a sop. 'Oh my God, she
sad in asoft, srengthless voice. 'Oh my God, look.

Johnny turned. The sorm had moved on, but there was one isolated thunderhead just west
of them. It hung over downtown Columbus, connected to Ohio by a gauzy umbilicus of rain,
and it made the shgpe of a gigantic cowboy gdloping on a sorm-colored gdlion. The horsgs
grotesquely elongated snout pointed eest, toward the Grest Lakes its tal stretched out long
toward the prairies and desarts. The cowboy agppeared to have his hat in one hand, perhgps
waving it in a hooraw, and as Johnny watched, openrmouthed and trandfixed, the man's head
flickered with lightning.

‘A ghodt rider,’ Brad said. 'Holy shit, a goddam ghost rider in the Sky. Do you see it, Bee?

Cynthia moaned through the hand shéd pressed to her mouth. Looked up a the doud-
shape, eyes bulging, head dhaking from dde to dde in a usdess gesdture of negation. The
others were looking now, as wel — nat the firemen and not the cops, who would bresk out
of their indecison soon and come on up here to join the block party, but the Poplar Street
folk who had survived the regulaors.

Seve took Cynthia by her thin ams and drew her gently away from Johnny. 'Stop it he
sad. 'It can't hurt us. It'sjust acloud and it can't hurt us. It's going away dready. See?

It was true. The flank of the skyhorse was tearing open in some places mdting in others,
letting the sun through in long, hazy rays. It was jus a summer afternoon agan, the very
rooftree of summer, dl watermeon and Kool-Aid and foul tips off the end of the bat.

Steve glanced down the dtreet and saw a police car begin ralling, very dowly, up the hill
toward them, running over the tangled firehoses asit came. He looked back a Johnny. 'Y o.'

'Yowhat?

'Did he commit suicide, thet kid?

I dont know what dse youd cdl it Johnny sad, but he supposed he knew why the hippie
hed asked; it hadn't fdt like suicide, somehow.

The police cruisr sopped. The man who got out was wearing a khaki uniform which came
equipped with roughly one ton of gold brad. His eyes, a very shap blue, were dnog log in
a complex webwork of wrinkles His gun, a big one, was in his hand. He looked like someone
Johnny had seen before, and after @ moment it came to him: the lae Ben Johnson, who had
played santly ranchers (usudly with beadtiful daughters) and satanic outlaws with equd
grace and aility.

'‘Someone want to tell me what in the name of Christ Jesus the Redeemer went on here? he
asked.

No one replied, and after a moment Johnny Marinville redized they were dl looking a
him. He sepped forward, reed the little plague pinned to the pocket of the man's crig
uniform blouse, and said: 'Outlaws, Captain Richardson.’



'I' beg your pardon?

‘Outlaws. Regulators. Renegades from the wadtes:'

‘My friend, if you see anything funny about this— '

I dont, 9r. No indeed. And it's going to get even further from funny when you look in
there’ Johnny pointed toward the Wyler house, and as he did suddenly thought of his guitar.
It was like thinking about a glass of iced tea when you were hot and thirsty and tired. He
thought of how nice it would be to gt on his porch sep and srum and sng The Bdlad of
Jesse James in the key of D. That was the one tha went, 'Oh, Jesse had a wife to mourn for
his life, three children they were brave. He supposed his old Gibson might have a hole in it
his house looked pretty wel trashed (looked as if it was no longer dtting exactly right on its
foundations, for that matter), but on the other hand, it might be pefectly fine Some of them
hed come through okay, after dl.

Johnny darted in thet direction, dreedy hearing the song as it would come from under his
hand and out of his mouth: 'Oh, Robert Ford, Robert Ford, | wonder how you mugt fed? For
you dept in Jesse's bed, and you ate of Jesse's bread, and you have lad Jesse James down in
hisgrave'

'Hey!" the cop who looked like Ben Johnson cdled truculently. 'Just where in the hdl do
you think you're going?

"To sing a song about the good guys and the bad guys' Johnny sad. He put his heed down
and fdt the hazy heet of the summer sun on his neck and kept waking.



Letter from Mrs Patricia Allen to Katherine Anne Goodlowe, of Montpelier, Vermont

Mohonk

M oanatals Mo

A NATHONAL HISTORIC LANDMARK

June 19, 1986

Dear Kathi,
This is the most beautiful place in the whole world, I'm convinced of it. The honeymoon
has been the sweetest nine days of my whole life, and the nights— ! I was raised to believe

that certain things you don't talk about, so just let me say that my fears of discovering, too
late to do anything about it, that 'saving it for marriage' was the worst mistake of my life,
have proved unfounded. I feel like a kid living in a candy factory!

'Enough of that, though; I didn't write to tell you about the new Mrs Allen's sex life
(superb though it may be), or even about the beauty of the Catskills. I'm writing because
Tom's downstairs for the nonce, shooting pool, and 1 know how much you love a ‘spooky
story'. Especially if there's an old hotel in it; you're the only person I know who's read not
just one copy of The Shining to tatters, but two! If that was all, though, I probably would
have just waited until Tom and I got back and then told you my tale face-to-face. But |
might actually have some souvenirs of this particular ‘tale from beyond', and that has
caused me to pickup my pen on this beautiful full-moon evening.

The Mountain House was opened in 1869, so it certainly qualifies as an old hotel, and
although 1 don't suppose it's much like Stephen 'King's Overlook, it has its share of odd
nooks and spooky corridors. It has its share of ghost stories, too, but the one I'm writing
you about is something of an oddity — not a single turn-of-the-century lady or 1929 Stock
Market-crash suicide in it. These two ghosts — that's right, a pair, two for the price of one
— have only been actively haunting for the last four years or so, as far as | have been able
to find out, and I've been able to find out a fair amount. The staff is very helpful to visitors
who want to do a little ‘ghost-hunting' on the side; adds to the ambience, I suppose!

Anyway, there are over a hundred little shelters spotted around the grounds, eccentric
wooden huts which the guests sometimes call ‘follies and the Mohonk brochures call
‘gazebos', you find these overlooking the choicest views. There's ane located at the north end
of an upland meadow about three miles from the Mountain House itself. On the map this
meadow has no name (I actually checked the topographical plans in the office this morning),
but the help have a name for it; they call it Mother and Son Meadow.

The ghosts of the eponymous mother and son were first spotted by guests in the summer
of 1982. They are always seen around that particular gazebo, which is located at the top of
a hill and looks down toward a rock wall which is pretty much buried in honeysuckle and
wild roses. It isn't the most spectacular place on the resort, but I think it may prove to be
my favorite when I think back on my honeymoon in later years. There's a serenity there
which certainly beggars my powers of description. Some of it's the scent of the flowers, and
some is the sound of the bees, | suppose — a steady, sleepy drone. But never mind the bees



and flowers and picturesque rock wall; if 1 know my Kath, it's the ghosts she'll be wanting.
They aren't spooky ores at all, so don't get your hopes up on that score, but they are well-
documented, at least. Adrian Givens, the concierge, told me they have been seen by perhaps
three dozen guests since the sightings began, always in that same rough, locale. And
although, none of the witnesses have known each other, making conspiracy or collusion
seem unlikely, the descriptions are remarkably similar. The woman is described as being in
her thirties, pretty, long legs, chestnut-brown hair. Her son (several witnesses have
remarked, on the physical resemblance between the two) is small and very slim, probably
about six. Brown hair, likee the woman, his face has been described as ‘'intelligent’, 'lively’,
and even 'beautiful'. And although they've been seen by a variety of people over a course of
years, they are always described as wearing the same clothes: white running shorts,
sleeveless blouse, and lowtop sneakers for her; basketball shorts, a tank-top, and cowboy
boots for him. It's the cowboy boots that give me the most pause, Kath! How likely is it
that all those people would put a kid in such an unlikely combination as shorts and cowboy
boots, if they were just making it up? The defense rests.

Several people have theorized that they are real people, perhaps even a Mohonk employee
and her child, because they've dropped an awful lot of empirical, lasting evidence for ghosts
(who as a rule only leave a swirl of cold air or perhaps a little smear of ectoplasm behind, as
I know you know). All sorts of little souvenirs have been found at that particular gazebo.
You know the weirdest? Half-eaten plates of Chef Boyardee spaghetti! Yes! I know it
sounds crazy, laughable, but stop and think a minute. Aside from hot dogs, is there
anything in the world that kids love more than the Chef's pasta?

There have been other things, as well — toys, a coloring book, a small silver makeup case
that could well belong to a little boy's pretty mom — but | admit it's those half-eaten
bowls of kid-style spaghetti that get to me. Whoever heard of a spaghetti-eating ghost? Or
how 'bout this? In the fall of 1984, a group of hikers found a kid's plastic record-player in
that gazebo, with a 45rpm record on the spindle. — 'Strawberry Field's Forever' by the
Beatles, fitting, eh?

My friend at the oncierge's desk, Adrian, smiles and nods when you suggest it's all a
put-up job, that ghosts don't leave actual physical objects behind (or trample down the
grass, or leave footprints in the gazebo). 'Not ordinary ones, anyway, he says, ‘out maybe
these aren't ordinary ghosts, for one thing, everyone who has seen them says they're solid.
You can't look through them, like the ones in Ghostbusters. Maybe they're not ghosts, have
you thought of that? They might be real people who are living on a slightly different plane
than ours." | guess you don't have to be a guest at Mohonk to get a little astral; just
working there seems to do the trick.

Adrian said that on at least three occasions a determined effort had been made to catch
the mother and son by people who believed the whole thing was a hoax, and all three efforts
had come to nothing (although once the searchers came back with another of those
spaghettibowls). Also, he said — and I found this much more interesting — the
apparitions had been showing up in and around that gazebo for four years. If they were
realpeople, floaters or pranksters or both, how could the boy six or seven?

Okay, this is the point where, in a traditional ghost story, | would reveal that | myself
had. seen the ghosts or the 'Phantom Rickshaw. Except I didn't. I've still never seen a ghost



in my whole life. But I can testify that there's something very special about that meadow,
something hushed and — don't you dare laugh — almost holy. I didn't see ghosts, but there
Is definitely a feeling of presence there. I went without Tom, and will freely grant that
probably made me more susceptible, but even so, I knew then and know now that | had
come to a very extraordinary place. And there was a pricking along the back of my neck a
sensation — very clear and specific — of being watched.

Then when | went into the gazebo itself to sit and rest up a little for the walk back I
found the items I'm enclosing. They are perfectly real, as you see, not a bit ghostly, and yet
there is something very strange about them, don't you thinly?

The little womanfigure in the blue shorts is the more interesting of the two. It's
obviously what the kids call an ‘action figure', but I've been teaching kindergarten for three
years now and thought I knew them all. I don't know this one, though. At first I thought it
was Scarlet, from the G.I. Joe team, but this little, lady's hair is a very different shade of
red. 'Brighter. And usually kids treasure these things, will fight over them in the play-yard.
This one was tossed, into a corner, almost as if it had been thrown away. Save it for me,
Kath, and. I'll show it to my kindergarteners next fall . . . but I'm betting right now that
none of them will know her and all of them will want her! I think about what Adrian said,
about how the ghosts in Mother and Son Meadow might live on a slightly different plane,
maybe of the astral kind, maybe of the temporal kind, and sometimes (often, really) I think
Miss Red might actually come from that plane! (Does the idea gives you the shivers? It does
me!)

Okay, okay, so a strong wind has come up outside and the lights are flickering. Put it
down to that, if you want.

Then there's the picture. 1 found it under the little gazebo table, you're the art major,
kiddo, &Il me what you think? Is it some kind of gag — maybe a hoax perpetrated by a
local kid who enjoys teasing the guests? Or have | found a drawing made by a ghost? What
a concept, huh?

Okay, girl, that's my creepy story for the night. I'm gonna stick the whole works in a
little padded mailer from the gift-shop, then see if I can persuade Tom it's time to stop
shooting bumper pool in the game room and come to bed. Frankly, I'm not expecting it to be
a problem.

I love being married, and 1 love this place, ghosts and all.

Still your fan,

Pat.

P.S. Please save the picture for me, okay? I want to keep it. Hoax or not, I think there's
love in it. And a sense, almost, of coming home. P.
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