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INTRODUCTION

How nice of you to come.

It would have been easy to stay away, to leave mewhere lay. Y et you came, even though the moon is
low and you redly should be adeep, safein your dreams of slk. Y ou came even though your bonesrattle
with the chill.

I'm s0 glad you're here. Now we can have thét little chat, lost in darkness with nothing between us. No
more lying. No eye games, no distractions, no dreaded tomorrows or forlorn yesterdays to hide behind.

Just you and me and words.
Trust me. Take my hand.

We'rein thistogether, you and |, in this dance of dust and air.



Wewill walk in shadows, we will learn to breathe again, we will teach our heartsto best.
Because hope should never surrender, and love should never rest in peace.

So let'sgo, dl theway.

And then some.

Farther.

By the way, thank you for the flowers.

HAUNTED

“Doit again, Daddy.” Jani€'s coloring book wasin her |ap, forgotten.

Darrdl smiled and thumbed open the top on his Zippo lighter. He struck the flint whed and the flame
burgt to life. The dancing fire reflected in each of Janie's pupils. Her mouth was open in fascination.

“It'spretty,” shesaid.

“And so are you. Now back to your coloring. It'samost bedtime.” Darrdll flipped the silver metd lid
closed, snuffing the orange flame.

Janie put the coloring book in front of her and rolled onto her somach. She chose acrayon. Gray.
Darrell frowned and placed thelighter by the ashtray.

Ritatensed in her chair besde him. She reached out with her thin hand and gripped hisarm. “Did you
hear that?’ she whispered.

Darrdl listened. Janie was humming to hersalf. The wax of the crayon made a soft squeek acrossthe
paper. The clock on the mantel ticked once, again, three times, more.

Hetried to hear beyond those normal sounds. His hearing was shot. Too much Elvis, Ritaaways said.
Too much Elviswould make anybody desf.

“From the kitchen,” she said. “Or outside.”

Janie heard the same noise that Rita was hearing. She cocked her head, the crayon poised above the
page. She stopped kicking her feet, the heels of her saddle shoes nearly touching her back.

“Mice, most likely,” he said, too loudly. He was head of the household. It was hisjob to put on abrave
face. The expression fit him like a glass mask.

Why didn't the damned dog bark? Dogs were supposed to be sengitive to spirits from the other side. He
put down the newspaper, paper crackling. Mayor Loeb and Martin Luther King looked out from the
front page. Black and white.

“Terribly loud mice,” Ritafinaly answered. Darrell shot her aglance, then rolled his eyestoward Janie.



Ritawas usualy careful in front of their daughter. But having those noisy things around had been stressful.

“Soundslikeit's coming from the kitchen,” he said with what he hoped was nonchaance. He pulled his
cigar from hismouth. He rarely smoked, and never inside the house. But they were acomfort, with their
rich sweet smedll and tangy taste and the round weight between hislips.

Helad the cigar carefully beside hislighter, propping up the damp end on the ashtray so the dust
wouldn't stick to it. The ashtray was shaped like a starfish. They'd gotten it on their honeymoon to Cuba,
back when Americans were alowed to visit. He could still see the map of the idand that had been
painted on the bottom of the glass.

Darrdl stood, hisrecliner groaning in relief. He looked down at the hollow impression in the woven seat
of the chair. Too much food. Too much food, and too much Elvis.

Can't go back. Can't get younger. Can't change things. He shook his head at nothing.

“Don't bother, honey. The mice won't hurt anything.” Rita chewed at the red end of her index finger.
“Well, we can't let them have the run of the house.” It wastheir secret code, worked out over thelong
deepless night. Janie didn't need to know. She was too young to understand. But the things were beyond
anybody's understanding, no matter what age a person was.

Darrdl glanced at the big boxy RCA that cast aflickering shadow from one corner of the room. They
usualy watched with the sound turned down. Barney Fife was saying something to Andy, hisAdam'’s
gpple twitching up and down like aturkey's.

“Get measodawhileyou're up?’ Ritaasked. Trying to pretend everything was normal.

“Sure. Anything for you, pumpkin?’

Janie shook her head. He wished she would go back to coloring. Her eyes were wide now, waiting. He
was supposed to protect her from worries.

She put the gray crayon back in the box. Fifteen other colors, and she dmost dways used gray. Freud
would probably have made something of that. Darrell hoped she would select ablue, even ared,
something vibrant and found in rainbows. His heart tightened as she chose black.

He walked past her and turned up the sound on the television. Beginning to whistle, he headed across
the living room. No tune came to mind. He forced afew in-between notes and the music jumped track
somewherein histhroat. He began again, with “I Seethe Moon.” Janiesfavorite.

Where was that dog? Always underfoot when Darrell went through the house, but now nowhere to be
found. Nothing like this ever happened back in lllinois. Only in Tennessee.

Hewasin the hdl when he heard Aunt Beds ariafrom the living room: “ An-deeeee!”

They used to watch “The Outer Limits,” sometimes“ The Twilight Zone.” Never again. They got too
much of that sort of thing in redl life. Now it was nothing but safe, family fare.

Darrell eased past the closet. His golf clubswerein there, the three-wood chipped where held used it to
drive anail into the kitchen drawer that was always coming apart. Cobwebs probably were stretched



between the irons. Par for the course, these days.

He stopped outside the kitchen. A bright rectangle of light spilled into the halway. Mice were supposed
to be scared of house lights. Well, maybe mice were, but those things weren't. Then why did they only
comed night?

There was a smudge of fingerprints on the doorway casing. Purple. Smal. Grapejdly.

Hetried to yawn, but his breath hitched. He checked the thermogtat, even though it was early autumn
and the temperature was fairly constant. He looked around for another excuse for delay, but found none.

The kitchen floor was off-white linoleum, in aPollock sort of pattern that disguised scuffsand stains.
Mice would find nothing on thisfloor.

The Formica counters were clean, too. Three soiled plates were stacked in the sink. He didn't blame
Ritafor avoiding the chore. No one wanted to be aonein the kitchen, especially after dinner when the
sun had gone down.

A broom leaned againgt the little door that hid the folding-out ironing board. He wrapped his hands
around the smooth wood. Maybe he could sweep them away, asif they were dust balls.

Darrell crossed the kitchen dowly, the broom held across his chest. As he crouched, he felt the bulge of
his belly lapping over hisbelt. Both he and his crosstown hero were packing on the weight in these later
years.

Where wasthat dog? A few black-and-white clumps of hair stuck to the welcome mat at the back door.
That dog shed so much, Darrdll wouldn't be surprised if it wasinvisible by now. But the messwas
forgivable, if only the mutt would show up. A good bark would scare those things away.

He parted the curtain on the back door. The grassin the yard had gotten tall and was alittle ragged.
George next door would be tut-tutting to hiswife. But George was retired, he had nothing on hismind
but lawn fertilizer. There was ajoke in there somewhere, but Darrell wasn't in the mood to dig it up.

A little bit of wind played in the laurel hedge, strong enough to make the seat of Janie's swing set ease
back and forth. Of courseit was the wind. What would those things want with aswing set? The set's
metd poleswere flecked with rust. He didn't remember that happening. Gradua changes weren't as
noticeable, he supposed.

Inthedim light, the world looked colorless. Nothing else stirred. If they were out there, they were
hiding. He amost expected to hear some corny organ music like they played on the “Inner Sanctum”
radio program.

He was about to drop the curtain and get Rita's soda, and maybe a beer for himsdlf, when he saw
movement. Two shapes, wispy and pae in the faded wash of the backyard. Trick of the moonlight.
Y eah. Had to be. They didn't exist, did they?

He looked forward to the beer bubbling in histhroat. The bitter sweetness wasn't as crisp asit used to
be back when he was young. Maybe everything got flatter and less vivid as a person got older. Senses
dulled by time and timelessness.

The big Generd Electric was nearly empty. The celery had wilted. Something on the middie wire shelf



had separated into layers. He didn't dare open the Tupperware container to see what wasinsde. A
half-dozen eggs roosted in their scooped-out places. One had ahairline crack, and aclear jewd of fluid
glistened under the fluorescent light.

He fished out the drinks and closed the door. There was a hiss as the motor kicked in and sucked the
sedlstight. A fluff of lint shot from the grill at the base of the gppliance.

Thedrinks chilled his palms. Sensation. He pressed a can to hisforehead. Great way to curea
headache. Too bad he didn't have one.

He went back to theliving room. Janie was till coloring, the tip of her tongue pressed just so against the
corner of her mouth. Her eyes were half-closed, the curl of her lashes making Darrell's heart ache. He sat
down.

Darrdll gave Ritathe soda, then pulled the tab on his beer. The can opened with aweak, wet sigh. He
took agp. Flat.

“Seeany mice?’ Ritaasked, trying to smile.
“Not asingle Mickey Mouse in the place. Saw a Donad Duck, though.”

Janie giggled, her shoulders shaking alittle. Her ponytail had fallen against one cheek. Darrell hated lying.
But it wasnt redly alie, wasit? The lie was so white, it was practicaly see-through.

He settled back in his chair. The newspaper had dipped to the floor and opened to page seven, where
therea newswas|located. More stuff on Johnson's messin Viet Nam. Right now, he had no interest in
the world beyond. He looked at the television.

Gomer was doing something stupid, and his proud idiot grin threaetened to split hishead in hdf. Barney
waswaving hisarmsin gangly hysterics. Andy stood there with his handsin his pockets.

Tedevison was black-and-white, just likelife. But in televison, you had “problem,” then “problem
solved.” Sprinklein some canned laughter dong theway. In life, there were no solutions and not much
laughter.

Hetook another sip of beer. “Y ou want to visit your folks again this weekend?’
Ritahad gulped haf her sodain her nervousness. “ Can we afford it?’

Could they afford not to? Every minute away from the house was a good minute. He wished they could
move. He had thought about putting the house up for sae, but the market was glutted. Theracia tension
had even touched the midtown area, and middle-class whites didn't want to bring their familiesto the
South. Besides, who would want to buy a haunted house?

And if they did manage to sdll the house, where would they go? Shoe store managers weren't exactly in
high demand. And he didn't want Ritato work until Janie started school. So they'd just haveto rideit out
for another year or s0. Seemed like they'd beenriding it out forever.

He put down the beer and jabbed the cigar in his mouth. “Maybe your folks are getting tired of us,” he
said around the rolled leaf. “How about atrip to the mountains? We can get alittle cabin, maybe out next
toalake.” Hethought of hisfishing rod, leaning againgt his golf bag somewherein the lost black of the



clost.

“Out in the middle of nowhere?’ Ritas voice rose ahaf-step too high. Janie noticed and stopped
scribbling.

“We could get aboat.”
“I'll cdl around,” Ritasaid. “Tomorrow.”

Darrell looked at the bookcase on the wall. He'd been meaning to read so many of those books. He
wasn't in the mood to spend afew hourswith one. Even though he had dl thetimein theworld.

He picked up the Zippo and absently thumbed the flameto life. Janie heard the lid open and looked up.
Pretty colors. Orange, yellow, blue. He doused the flame, thumbed it to life once more, then closed the
lighter and put it back on the table.

Rita pretended to watch television. Darrell looked from her face to the screen. The newswas on,
footage of the sanitation workers' strike. The reporter's voice-over was bassy and bland.

“Do you think it's serious?’ Rita asked, with double meaning.

“A bunch of garbage.” Thejokeféll flat. Darrell went to the RCA and turned down the volume. Silence
crowded theair.

Janie stopped coloring, lifted her head and cocked it to one side. “1 heard something.”

Her lips pursed. A child shouldn't suffer such worry. He waited for apang of guilt to sear hischest. But
the guilt was hollow, dead insgde him.

“I think it'stimealittle girl went beddy-bye,” he said. Ritawas standing before he even finished his
sentence.

“Aw, do | haveto?’ Janie protested half-heartedly.
“Afraid so, pumpkin.”

“I'll go get the bed ready, then you can come up and get brushed and washed,” Ritasaid, heading too
fast for the sairs.

“And Daddy tells the bedtime story?” Janie asked.

Darrel amiled. Ritawas awonderful mother. He couldn't imagine a better partner. But when it cameto
telling stories, therewas only oneking. “ Sure,” he said. “Now gather your crayons.”

The promise of astory got Janiein gear. Darrell heard Rita's dippered feet on the sairs. Her soleswere
worn. He'd have to get her anew pair down at the store,

Hefroze, the hairs on his neck stiffening.

There.



That sound again.

The not-mice.

Where was that damn dog?

He got to hisfeet, somach clenched. Janie was preoccupied with her chore. He walked to the back
door and parted the curtain, wondering if Rita had heard and was now looking out from the upstairs
window.

The moon wasfuller, brighter, more robust. Why did they only come at night?

Maybe they had rules. Which was stupid. They broke every natura law just in the act of existing.

There, by thelaure at the edge of the backyard. Two shapes, shimmering, surred, abit washed out.

He opened the door, hoping to scare them away. That was a hoot. Him scaring them. But he had to try,
for Janie's and Ritals sake.

“What do youwant?’ he said, trying to keep hisvoice level. Could they understand him? Or did they
spesk adifferent language in that other world?

The shapes moved toward him, awkwardly. A bubbling sound flooded the backyard, like pockets of air
escaping from water. One of the shapes raised a nebulous arm. The motion wasjerky, likein an old silent
film.

Darrell stepped off the porch. Maybe if he took a stand here, they would take what they wanted and
leave hisfamily done.

“Therés nothing for you here,” he said. “Why don't you go back where you came from?’

A sudden rage flared through him, filling his abdomen with heat. These were the things that bothered
Janie, that made Ritaworry, that was the fountain of his own congtant guilt. These things had no right to
intrude on their space, their lives, ther redlity.

“| don't believein you,” he shouted, no longer caring if he woke Neighbor George. If only the dog would
bark, maybe that would drive them away.

The bubbling sound came again. The spooks were closer now, and he could see they were shaped like
humans. Noises from their heads collected and hung in the air. The wind lifted, changed direction. The
noises blew together, thickened and became words.

Darrdl'slanguage.

“Theréswhereit happened.”

A kid. Sounded like early teens. Did their kind age, or were they stuck in the same moment forever?

Darrell opened his mouth, but didn't speak. More words came from the world of beyond, words that
were somnambulant and sonorous.



“Gives methe cregps, man.” Another young one.
“Three of them died when it burned down.”
“Freaky. Maybe some of the bones are till there.”
“They say only the dog got away.”

“Must have been along time ago.”

“Almog thirty years”

“Nothing but achimney left, and afew black bricks. Y ou'd think something would grow back. Trees
and suff.” A slence. Darrel's heart begt, again, three times, more.

“It's supposed to be haunted,” said thefirst.
“Bullshit.”

“Go out and touchit, then.”

“Noway.”

A fireflashed in front of one of the shapes, then adow curl of smoke wafted across the moonlit yard.
The end of acigarette glowed. Smoke. Spirit. Smoke. Spirit. Both insubstantial.

Darrell walked down the back steps, wondering how he could make them go away. A cross? A Bible?
A big gtick?

“I only come here a night,” said the one inhding thefire.

“Place gives methe cregps.”

“It'scool, man.”

“I don't likeit.” The shape drifted back, away from the house, away from Darrell's approach.
“Chicken.”

The shape turned and fled.

“Chicken,” repeated thefirdt, louder, sending apuff of gray smokeinto the air.

Darrell glanced up at Jani€'s bedroom window. She would bein her pgjamas now, the covers up to her
chin, apicture book across her tummy. The pages opened to astory that began “Once upon atime...”

Darrd| kept walking, nearing the ghost of shifting smoke and fire. He was driven by hisanger now, an
anger that drowned the fear. Thething didn't belong in their world. Everything about them was wrong.
Their bad light, their voices, their unreal movement.

He reached out, clutching for the thing's throat. His hands passed through the flame without burning, then



through the shape without touching. But the shape froze, shuddered, then turned and fled back to its
world of beyond.

Darrd| watched the laurels for amoment, making sure the thing was gone. They would come back. They
awaysdid. But tonight he had won. A swest of tenson dried in the gentle breeze.

Hewent inside and closed the door. He was trembling. But he had aright to fed violated, outraged. He
hadn't invited the things to his house.

He had camed down alittle by the time he reached the living room. A Spencer Tracy movie was on the
televison. The glow from the screen flickered on the wallslike green firdlight.

Ritawasin her chair, blinking too rapidly. “Wasit...?" she asked.
“Yesh”
“Oh, Darréll, what are we going to do?’
“What can we do?’
“Move.”
He sighed. “We can't afford to right now. Maybe next year.”
He sat down heavily and took asip of hisbeer. It was il flat.
“What do wetell Janie?’

“Nothing for now. It'sjust mice, remember?’

He wished the dog were here, so he could stroke it behind the ears. He thought of those words from
beyond, and how they said something about the dog getting out. Getting out of what?

Hereached for hiscigar and stuck it in his mouth. After amoment, he said, “Maybe if we stop believing
in them, they'll go away.”

The clock ticked on the mantel.
“| cant,” Ritasaid.

“Nether canl.”

The clock ticked some more.
“Shelswaiting.”

“I know.”

Darrell leaned hiscigar carefully againgt the ashtray. He noticed hislighter was missing. He shrugged and
went upstairs to read Janie her story. He wondered if tonight the ending would be the same as dways.



THE VAMPIRE SHORTSTOP

Jerry Shepherd showed up at first practice done.

| mean,showed , asif held just popped into thin air at the edge of the woods that bordered Sawyer
Field. Most kids, they cometo first practice book-ended by their parents, who glower like Mafiaheavies
willing to break your kneecapsif their kid ridesthe pinefor so much asaninning. Soinaway, it wasa
relief to see Jerry materidize like that, with no threat implied.

But in another way, he made me nervous. Every year us Little League coaches get handed two or three
players who either recently moved to the area or were given their release (yeah, were that serious here)
by their former teams. And if there's one thing that's just about universd, it'sthe fact that these
Johnny-come-latelies couldn't hit their way out of a paper bag. So | figured, here's this spooky kid
standing there a the fence, just chewing on hisglove, red scared-like, so at least there's one brat who's
not going to be squeding for playing time.

| figured him for avampireright off. He had that pale complexion, the color of abrand new baseball
before the outfield grass scuffs up the horsehide. But, hey, these are enlightened times, everybody's cool
with everybody, especidly since“ Transylvania’ Wayne Kazloski broke the mgjor league undead barrier
back in ‘29. And that old myth about vampires melting in the sunisjust that, an old myth.

The league powers figured | wouldn't raise afussif they dumped an undesirable on me. | had eleven kids
on the rogter, only five of them holdovers from the year before, so | was starting from scratch anyway. |
didn't mind anew face, evenif | was pretty much guaranteed that the vampire kid had two |eft feet.
Coming off athree-and-thirteen season, the Maynard Solar Red Sox didn't have any great expectations
toliveupto.

All the other players had clustered around me asif | were giving out ticketsto see arock band, but Jerry
just hung out around first base like ad ow-thawing cryogenic.

“I'm Coach Ruttlemyer,” | said, loudly enough to reach Jerry's pointy ears. “ Some of you guys know
each other and some of you don't. But on my team, it's not who you know that counts, it's how hard you
dw.”

At thispoint in thefirst preseason speech, you aways catch some kid with afinger in hisor her nose.
That year, it was a sweet-faced, red-headed girl. She had, at that moment, banished hersdf to right field.

“Now, everybody's going to play in every game,” | said. “We're here to have fun, not just to win.”

Thekidslooked at me like they didn't buy that line of bull. | bardly believed it myself. But | dwayssad it
extra-loud so that the parents could hear. It gave me something to fall back on at the end of alousy
Season.

“We're going to be practicing hard because we only have two weeks before the first game,” | said,
pulling the bill of my cap down low over my eyes so they could seewhat aserious guy | was. “Now let's
seewho'swho.”

| went down the roster aphabeticaly, caling out each player's name. When the kid answered “Here,” |
glanced first at the kid, then up into the bleachers to see which parents were grinning and straining their
necks. That'sagood way to tell right off who's going to want their kid to pitch: the beefy, red-faced dad



wearing sunglasses and too-tight polyester shorts, and the mom who's busy organizing which parent is
bringing what snack for which game.

When | called out Jerry's name, he croaked out aweak syllable and grimaced, showing thetips of his
fangs. | waved him over to join therest of the team. He tucked hisglovein hisarmpit and jogged to the
end of theline. I watched him out of the corner of my eye, waiting for him to trip over the basdline chalk.
But he didn't ssumble once, and that's when | got my first glimmer of hope that maybe hed be ableto
swipe acouple of basesfor me. He was gaunt, which meansthat if he's clumsy you call him *“gangly,” but
if heswell-coordinated you call him “deek.” So maybe we're not as enlightened as we claim to be, but
hey, we're making progress.

| liked to start first practice by having the kids get on the infield dirt and snag some grounders. Y ou can
tell just about everything you need to know about a player that way. And | don't mean just gloving the
ball and pegging it over tofirst. | mean footwork, hand-eye, hustle, aggressiveness, vision, dl thoselittle
extras that separate the cellar-dwellers from the a so-rans from the team that takes home the Sawyer
Cup at the end of the season. And it's not just the way they act when it'stheir turn; you get alot of clues
by how they back each other up, whether they sit down between turns, whether they punch each other
onthearm or hunt for four-leaf clovers.

By thefirgt run through, ten ground balls had skittered through to the deep grassin center field. But one,
one , made up for dl those errors. Jerry Shepherd's grounder. He skimmed the ball off the dirt and
whizzed it over to first asif the ball were ayo-yo and he held the string. My assistant coach and darling
wife Danagrinned at me when the bal thwacked into her mitt. | winked at her, hoping the play wasn't a
fluke.

But it was no fluke. Six turns through, and six perfect scoops and tosses by Jerry Shepherd. Some of the
other kids werefifty-fifty risks, and one, you'd have guessed the poor little kid had the glove on the
wrong hand. Y ou know the kind, parents probably raised him on computer chess and wheat bran. Oops,
there | go again, acting dl unenlightened.

Another bright spot was Elise Stewart, my best returning player. She only made the one error on her first
turn, and | could chalk that up to along winter'slayoff. She was not only sure-handed, she was also the
kind of girl you'd want your son to date in high school. She had ahappy heart and you just knew shed
be good at algebra.

All indl, | was pleased with the personnel. In fifteen years of coaching Little League, thiswas probably
the best crop of raw tdent that 1'd ever had. Now, | wasn't quite having delusions of being hauled out of
the dugout on these guys shoulders (me crushing their bones and hoisting the Sawyer Cup over my
head), but with alittle work, we had a chance at awinning season.

| made aboy named Biff put on the catcher's gear and get behind the plate. In baseball films, the chunky
kid dways plays catcher, but if you've ever watched even oneinning of ared Little League game, you
know the catcher needsto be quick. He spends dl histime against the backstop, sscumbling over his mask
and jerking his head around looking for the baseball. Besides, Biff had agreat namefor a catcher, and
what more could you ask for?

| threw batting practice, and again each kid had aturn while the others fanned out across the diamond. |
didn't worry as much about hitting as| did fielding, because | knew hitting was mosily a matter of
practice and concentration. It was a skill that could be taught. So | kind of expected theteamto bea
little dow with the bat, and they didn't disgppoint me.



Except when Jerry dug into the batter's box. He stared at me with his pupils glinting red under the brim
of hisbatting helmet, just daring meto bring the heat. | chuckled to mysdif. | liked thiskid's cockiness at
the plate. But | used to be adecent scholarship prospect, and | ill had alittle of the old vanity mysdlf.
So ingtead of lobbing acream puff, | kicked up my leg and brought the Ruttlemyer Express.

Hisline drive would have parted my hair, except for two things. | was wearing acap and my hairline
barely reached above my ears. But | felt the heat off his scorcher dl the same, and it whistled like abullet
from agun. | picked up the rosin bag and tossed it in the air afew times. Some of the parents had
stopped ta king among themselves and watched the confrontation.

Jerry dug in and Biff gave me atarget painting the black on theinside corner. | snapped off a
two-seamer curveball, hoping the poor batter didn't break his spine when he lunged at the dipping pitch.
But Jerry kept his hips square, then twisted hiswrists and roped the ball to right field for what would
have been astand-up double. I'd never seen a Little Leaguer who could go with a pitch like that. | tossed
him aknucklebdl, and most grown-ups couldn't have hit it with atennis racket, but Jerry drilled it over
thefencein |eft-center.

Okay.Okay.
He did miss one pitch and hit a couple of fouls during histurn. | guess even vampires are only human.

After practice, | passed out uniforms and schedules and talked to the parents. | was hoping to tell Jerry
what agood job hed done and how I'd be counting on him to be ateam leader, but he snatched up his
goods and Ieft before | had the chance. He got to the edge of the woods, then turned into a bat (the flying
kind, not the kind you hit with) and flitted into the trees, hisred jersey dangling from one of hislittle
claws. His glove weighed him down alittle and he was blind, of course, so he bumped into a couple of
tree limbs before he got out of sight.

And so went the two weeks. Jerry was anatura shortstop, even the other kids saw that. Usually,
everybody wanted to pitch and play shortstop (both positions at the same time, you know), but nobody
grumbled when | said Jerry would be our starting shortstop. Elise was starting pitcher, and Whesat Bran
and the redhead were “ designated pinch hitters.” | told everybody to get agood night's deep, because
we would be taking on the Piedmont Electric Half-Watts, which was aways one of the better teams.

| could hardly deep that night, | was so excited. Danarolled over at about one A.M. and stole her
pillow back.

“What'swrong?’ she grunted.

“Thegame” | said. | was running through lineupsin my mind, planning Strategies for Stuations that might
aiseinthe sxthinning.

“Go to deep. Deadling's tomorrow.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” | was editor of the Sawyer Creek E-Weekly, and Thursday noon was presstime. |
dtill had some unfinished articles. “ That'sjust my job, but baseball ismy lifeblood.”

Thinking of lifeblood made me think of Jerry. The poor kid must have logt his parents. Back afew
centuries ago, there had been alot of purging and staking and garlic-baiting. Yeah, likel said, were
making progress, but sometimes | wonder if you can ever redly change the human animal. | hoped
nothing would come up about hisbeing avampire.



| knew how cruel Little League could be. Not the kids. They could play and play and play, making up
rules asthey went along, working things out. No, it was the parents who sometimes made things ugly,
who threw tantrums and called names and threatened coaches. I'd heard parents boo their own kids.

In one respect, | was glad Jerry was an orphan. At least | didn't have to worry about his parents
changing into wolves, legping over the chain-link fence, and ripping my throat out over abad manageria
decison. Not that vampires perpetrated that sort of violence. Still, al myths contain akernd of truth, and
even amyth can make you shiver.

| finally went to deep, woke up and got the paper online. | drove out to the balfield and there were four
dozens vehiclesin the parking lot. There's not much entertainment in Sawyer Creek. Likel said, Little
League'sabig ded in these parts, plusit was abeautiful April day, with the cloudsdl puffy and soft inthe
blue sky. Danawas aready there, passing out baseballs so the kids could warm up. | looked around and
noticed Jerry hadn't arrived.

“Hell be here,” Danasaid, reading my nervousness.

Wetook infidld and | wasfilling out the lineup card when Elise pointed to center field. “Hey, looky there,
Coach,” shesad.

Over the fence loped abig black dog, with red socks and white pin-striped pants. Propped between the
two iff ears was a cockeyed cap. The upraised tail whipped back and forth in the breeze, aworn glove
hooked over itstip. The dog transformed into Jerry when it got to second base.

A murmur rippled through the crowd. | felt sorry for Jerry then. The world may be enlightened, but the
light'salittle dower in reaching Sawyer Creek than it ismost places. There are dways afew bigots
around. Red, yelow, black, and white, we had dl gotten along and interbred and become one race. But
when you get down to the equdity of the living and the living dead, some people just don't take to that
notion of unity asessly.

And there was something el se that set the crowd on edge, and even botheredme for asecond. Hanging
by astrap around his neck was one of those sports bottles al the kids have these days. Most of the kids
put in juice or Super-Ade or something advertised by their favorite big leaguers. But Jerry's drink was
thick and blood-red. Perfectly blood-red.

“Sorry I'mlate,” he said, gtting down on the end of the bench. | winced as he squirted some of the
contents of the sports bottle into histhroat.

“Pay ball,” theumpireydled, and Elise went up to the plate and led off with aclean sngletoright. The
next kid bunted her over, then Jerry got up. The first pitch bounced hafway to home plate and Elise stole
third. Dana, who was coaching third base, gave her the“hold” sign. | wanted to give Jerry achanceto
drive herin.

The next pitch was alittle high, but Jerry reached out easily with the bat. The bdl dinged off the titanium
into center and we were up, one to nothing. And that wasthe final score, with Elise pitching athree-hitter
and Jerry taking away a handful of hitsfrom deep in the hole. Jerry walked once and hit another double,
but Whest Bran struck out to leave him stranded in thefifth.

Stll, I was pleased with the team effort, and a“W” isa“W,” no matter how you get it. The kids
gathered around the snack cooler after the game, al happy and noisy and ready to play soccer or



something. But not Jerry. He had dipped away before | could pat him on the back.

“Ain't nofair, you playing adanty-eyed vampire,” came agruff voice behind me. “Next thing you know,
they'll dlow droids and other such trash to mix in. Basebdl's supposed to be for norma folks.”

| turned to find myself face-to-face with Roscoe Turnbull. Sawyer Creek's Mister Basebal. Coach of
the reigning champs for the past seven years. Hed been watching from the stands, scouting the
opposition theway he dwaysdid.

“Hey, he'sgot just as much right to play as anybody,” | said. “I know you're not big on reading, but
someday you ought to pick up the U.S. Congtitution and check out the 43rd Amendment.”

The Red Sox had never beaten one of Turnbull'steams, but at least | could be smug in my intellectud
superiority.

“Big words don't mean nothing when they're giving out the Sawyer Cup,” Turnbull hissed through his
Y ogi Berrateeth. He had apoint. Hed had to build an addition onto his house just so he could store all
the hardware his teams had won.

“Well see” | said, something | never would have dared to say in previous years. Turnbull grunted and
got in hispane truck. Hisson Ted wasin the passenger seet, wearing the family scowl. | waved to him
and went back to my team.

We won the next five games. Jerry was batting something like .900 and had made only one error, which
occurred when a stray moth bobbed around his head in the infield. Hed snatched it out of the air with his
mouth at the same moment the batter sent athree-hopper hisway. | didn't say anything. I mean, ingtincts
areingincts. Plus, we were winning, and that was all that mattered.

The seventh game was trouble. I'd been dreading that line on the schedule ever since | redlized that my
best player was avampire. Maynard Solar Red Sox versus The Dead Reckoning Funera Parlor Pall
Bearers. Now, no self-respecting parlors weresdlling the blood that they drained. But there had been
rumors of underground activity, a black market for blood supplies.

And Jerry had dowly been catching the heat, anyway. The grumbles from the stands had gotten louder,
and whenever Jerry got up to bat or made aplay in the field, some remark would come from the
opposing bleachers. Oh, they were the usud unimaginative kind, like the old “Kill the vampire,” the play
on the resembl ance between the words “vampire” and “umpire.” The other common one was*Vampires
suck.” And these were the parents, mind you. They wonder where kids get it from.

The cruelest one, and the one that caught on the fastest, came from the unlikely mouth of Roscoe
Turnbull, who'd made a habit of bringing his son Ted to our gamesjust so they could ride Jerry's case.
Jerry had launched athree-run homer to win in thelast inning of one of our games. As he crossed the
plate, Turnbull yelled out, “Hey, look, everybody. It'sthe Unnatura.” Y ou know, aplay onthe old
Robert Redford film. Evenl had to grudgingly admit that was agood one.

Now we were playing afuneral parlor and | didn't know where Jerry got hisblood. | usudly didn't make
it my businessto keep up with how the kids lived their lives off the diamond. But Jerry didn't have any
parents, any guidance. Maybe he could be bribed to throw agameif the enticements wereright.

So | wasworried when Jerry came to bat in the sixth with two outs. We were down, four-three. Biff
was on second. It was asituation where there was redlly no coaching strategy. Jerry either got ahit or



made an out.

He had made hitsin histhree previoustrips, but those were dl in meaningless situations. | couldn't tell if
he was setting us up to lose. Until that moment.

“Comeon, Jary,” | yelled, clapping my hands. “1 know you candoiit.”
If youwant to, | silently added.

Jerry took two strikes over the heart of the plate. The bat never left his shoulder. All my secret little
fantasies of an undefeated season were about to go up in smoke. | started mentally rehearsing my
after-game speech, about how we gaveit dl we had, well get *em next time, blah blah blah.

The beanpole on the mound kicked up hisleg and brought the cheese. Jerry laced it off thefencein
right-center. Danawaved Biff around to score, and Jerry was rounding second. | didn't know whether |
hoped Dana would motion him to try for third, because Whest Bran was due up next, and held yet to hit
even afoul tip al season. But the issue was decided when their shortstop, the undertaker'skid, rifled the
relay throw over the third basemen's head as Jerry pounded down the basepath. We won, five-four.

“I never doubted you guysfor asecond,” | told the team afterward, but of course Jerry had aready
pulled his disgppearing act.

Danawas blunt at dinner as | served up some tastiwhiz and fauxburger. I'd popped a cork on some
decent wineto celebrate.

“Steve, | think you're beginning to likewinning just alittle too much,” she said, ever the concerned wife.
| grinned around amouthful of food. “It getsin your blood,” | said. “Can't hepit.”

“What about al those seasons you told the kidsto just giveit their best, back when you were plenty
satisfied if everyone only showed alittle improvement over the course of the season?’

“Back when | wasjust trying to build their self-esteem? Well, nothing builds character like winning. The
little guys are practicdly exploding with character.”

“I wish you were doing more for Jerry,” she said. “He till doesn't act like part of the team. And the way
he looks at you, like he wants you for afather figure. | think he's down on himsdlf.”

“Down on himsdf?Down on himsdf?’ | dmost sprayed my mouthful of wine acrossthe table, and that
stuff was ten bucks a bottle. I gulped and continued. “1 could trade him for an entireteam if | wanted.
He's the best player to come out of Sawyer Creek since—"

“—aince Roscoe Turnbull. And you see howhe ended up.”

| didn't like where this discussion was headed. “1'm sure Jerry's proud of hisplay. And the team likes
him.”

“Only because the team'swinning. But | wonder how they would have reacted, how their parents would
have reacted, if Jerry had struck out thet last time today? | mean, nobody's exactly inviting him for
deep-oversasitis”



“He'sjust quiet. A lonewolf. Nothing wrong with that,” | said, alittle unsure of mysdif.
“Nothing wrong with vampires aslong asthey hit .921, isthat what you mean?’
“Hey, we're winning, and that's what counts.”

“I don't know,” Danasaid, shaking her pretty and sad head. “ Y ou're even starting to sound like Roscoe
Turnbull.”

That killedmy mood, dl right. That killed my mood for alot of things around the house for awhile. Lying
in bed that night with afrigid three feet between us, | stared out the window at the full moon. A shape
fluttered acrossit, asmall londly speck lost in that greet circle of white. It most likely wasn't Jerry, but |
fdt anachein my heart for him al the same,

At practice, | sometimes noticed the players whispering to each other while Jerry was at bat. | don't
think for aminute that children are born evil. But they have parents who teach and guide them. Parents
who were brought up on the same whispered myths.

| tried to be friendly toward Jerry, and kept turning my head so | could catch the look from him that
Dana had described. But all | saw were apair of bright eyes that could pierce the back of aperson's
skull if they wanted. Truth betold, he did give methe cregps, alittle. And | could dways pretend my
philosophy was to show no favoritism, despite Dana's urging me to reach out to him.

Danawas aloya assstant regardless of our difference of opinion. She helped co-pilot the Red Sox
through the next eight victories. Jerry continued to tear up the league's pitching and played shortstop like
adrip of flypaper, even though he was booed congtantly. Elise pitched well and the rest of the kidswere
coming aong, improving every game. | was amost sad when we got to thelast game. | didn't want the
Season to end.

Naturaly, we had to play the Turnbull Construction Claw Hammersfor the championship. They'd gone
undefeated in their divison again. Ted had afastball that could shatter a brick. And Roscoe Turnbull
started scouting his draft picks while they were till in kindergarten, so he had the market cornered on
taent.

| was so nervous | couldn't eat the day of the game. | got to the field early, while the caretaker was il
trimming the outfield. Turnbull was there, too. He was in the home team's dugout shaving down a
wooden bat. WWooden bats weren't even used in the mgjors anymore. Turnbull could afford lithium
compound bats. That'swhen | first started getting suspicious.

“I'm looking forward to the big game,” Turnbull said, showing the gaps between hisfront teeth.

“Me, too,” | said, determined not to show that | cared. “ And may the best team win.”

“What do you mean? The best team awayswins.”

| didn't like the way he was running that woodshaver down the bat handle.

“You getting al nostalgic?’ | asked, tremblingly nonchdant. “ Going back to wood?’

“Good enough for my daddy. And my greet-great-grandpaw on my mother's sde. Maybe you heard of
him. Tyrus Cobb.”



The Hall-of-Famer. The Georgia Peach. The greatest hitter in any league, ever. Or the dirtiest player
ever to set foot on adiamond, depending on whom you asked.

“Yeah, I'veheard of him,” | said. “ That's quite abloodline.”
“Wdl,we've dways managed to win without no low-down, stinking vampires on our team.”
“Jerry Shepherd deservesto play as much as any other boy or girl.”

“Itantright. Herethis—" he made aspitting face—" creaturehas al these advantages like being able to
changeinto an anima or throw the hocus-pocus on other players.”

“Y ou know that's againgt the rules. Weld be disqudified if he tried something like that. Therésno
advantage.”

“It'sonly againgt therulesif you get caught.” Turnbull held thetip of the bat up in theair. It waswhittled
to afine, menacing point. “ And sometimes, you got tomake your advantages.”

“Even you wouldn't stoop that low,” | said. “Not just to win agame.”

A thin stream of saliva shot from his mouth and landed on theinfield dirt. He smiled again, the ugliest
smileimaginable. “ Gottakeep alittle something on deck, just in case”

| shuddered and walked back to my dugout. Turnbull wasn't that bloodthirsty. Hewas just trying to gain
apsychologica edge. Sure, that wasall.

Psychologica edgeswork if you let them, so | spent the next fifteen minutes picking rocks from the
infield. The kidswere starting to arrive by then, so | watched them warm up. Jerry was late, as usud, but
he walked out of the woodsjust as| was writing his name into the lineup. | nodded at him without

spesking.

We batted first. Ted was sarting for the Claw Hammers, of course. He wasthe kind of pitcher who
would throw abrushback pitch at his own grandmother, if he thought she were digging inon him. He
stood on the mound and practiced his battle glare, then whipped the ball into the catcher's mitt. | had to
admit, the goon sure knew how to bring it to the plate.

Half the town had turned out. The championship game aways drew better than the town elections. Dana
patted me on the back. She wasn't one to hold a grudge when times were tough.

“Play bdl,” the umpire shouted, and we did.
Elise strode confidently to the plate.

“Go after her, Tedder,” Turnbull shouted through his cupped hands from the other dugout. “Y ou can do
it, big guy.”

Thefirgt pitch missed her helmet by three inches. She dusted hersalf off and stood deeper in the batter's
box. The next pitch made her dance. Ball two. But she was getting alittle shaky. No one likes being used
for target practice. The next pitch hit her bat as she ducked away. Foul, strike one.



Elise wastrembling now. | hated the Strategy they were using, but unfortunately it wasworking. The
umpire didn't say aword.

“Attaboy,” Turnbull yeled. “Now go infor thekill.”

Ted whizzed two more strikes past her while she was il off-balance. Biff grounded out weakly to
second. Jerry went up to the plate and dug in. Ted's next offering hit Jerry flush in the face.

Jerry went down like ashot. | ran up to him and knelt in the dirt, expecting to see broken teeth and
blood and worse. But Jerry's eyes snapped open. Another myth about vampiresisthat they don't fedl
pain. There are other kinds of pain besidesthe physica, though, and | saw them in Jerry'sred irises. He
could hear the crowd cheering as clearly as | could.

“Kill thevampire,” one parent said.
“Stick agtakein him,” another shouted.
“The Unnatura strikesagain,” awoman yelled.

| looked into the home team's dugout and saw Turnbull beaming asif hed just won atrip to Alpha
Centauri.

| helped Jerry up and he jogged to first base. | could see aflush of pink on the back of the usualy-pae
neck. | wondered whether the color was due to rage or embarrassment. | had Dana give him the * stedl”
sign, but the redhead popped up to the catcher on the next pitch.

We held them scordessin ther half, despite Ted's getting atriple. My heart was pounding like akid's
toy drum on Xmas Day, but | couldn't |t the players know | cared one way or the other. When we got
that third out, | calmly gave the kids high fives asthey came off thefield. Sure, thiswas just another game
likethe MonaLisawasjust another painting.

So it went for another couple of innings, with no runners getting past second. Jerry got beaned on the
helmet his next trip up. The crowd was cheering like mad as hefdl. | looked out at the mob sitting in the
bleachers, and the scariest thing was that it wasn't just our opponent's fans who were applauding.

There was the sheriff, pumping her fist in the air. The mayor looked around secretively, checked the
maority opinion, then added hisjeersto the din. Biff's mother dmost wriggled out of her tanktop, she
was screaming o enthusiadticdly. A little old lady in the front row was bellowing degth threats through
her megaphone.

| protested the beaning to the umpire. He was a plump guy, hisface melted by gravity. He looked like
he/d umpired back before the days of protective masks and had taken afew foul tipsto the nose.

“Y ou've got to warn the pitcher againgt throwing at my players” | said.

“Can't hurt avampire, so what'sthe point?’ the umpire snarled, spitting brown juice towards my shoes.
So that was how it was going to be.

“Then you should throw the pitcher out of the game because of poor sportsmanship.”

“And | ought to throwyou out for delay of game.” He yanked the mask back over hisface, whichwasa



great improvement on hislooks.

| squeezed Jerry's shoulder and looked him fully in the eyesfor thefirst time since I'd known him.
Maybe I'd been afraid he would mesmerize me.

“Jerry, I'mgoing to put in apinch-runner for you,” | said. “It'snot fair for you to put up with thiskind of
trestment.”

I'd said the words that practically guaranteed losing the game, but | wasn't thinking about that then. The
decison was made on ingtinct, and ingtinct is aways truer and more reveaing than arationdizing mind.
Later on, that thought gave me my only comfort.

| sgnaed Danato send in areplacement. But Jerry's eyes blazed like hot embers and hisface contorted
into various animal faces: wolf, bat, tiger, wolverine, then settled back into its usua wan congtitution.

“No,” hesad. “I'm sayingin.”
Hejogged to first before | could stop him.
“Batter up,” the umpire yelled.

| went into the dugout. Dana gave me ahug. There weretearsin her eyes. Mine, too, though | made
sure no one noticed.

Jerry stole second and then third. Whesat Bran was at the plate, waving his bat back and forth. | knew
his eyes were closed. Two strikes, two outs. | was preparing to send the troops back out onto the field
when Wheat Bran blooped a single down the linein right. Jerry scored standing up.

Elise shut out the Claw Hammers until the bottom of the sixth. She was getting tired. Thiswas ulcer time,
and I'd quit pretending not to care about winning. Sweet pooled under my arms and the band of my cap
was soaked. | kept clapping my hands, but my throat was too tight to yell much encouragement.

Their fird batter struck out. The second batter sent ahard grounder to Jerry. | was mentadly ringing up
the second out when someone in the stands shouted, “Bite me, blood-breath!”

The ball bounced off Jerry's glove and went into the outfield. The runner made it to second. Jerry stared
a thedirt.

“Shakeit off, Jerry,” | said, but my voice was|ogt in the chorus of spectators, who were calling my
shortstop every ugly name you could think of. The next batter grounded out to first, advancing the runner
to third.

Two outs, and you know the way these things always work. Big Ted Turnbull dug into the batter's box,
gripping the sharpened wooden bat. But | wasn't going to let him hurt us. | did what you dwaysdoto a
dangerous hitter with first base open: | took the bat out of hishands. | told Eliseto wak him intentionaly.

Roscoe Turnbull glared at me with death in hiseyes, but | had to protect my shortstop and give usthe
best chance to win. Ted reached first base and called time out, then jogged over to histeam'’s bench.
Roscoe gave me aamile. That smile made my stomach squirm asif I'd swallowed a dozen large snakes.

Ted sat down and changed his shoes. | didn't understand until he walked back onto the infield. The



bottom of his cleats were so thick that they resembled those shoes the disco dancers wore after disco
made its fourth comeback. The shoes made Ted six inchestaller. The worst part was that the spikes
were made of wood.

| thought of Ted's ancestor, Ty Cobb, how Cobb was legendary for diding into second with his spikes
high. | rocketed off the bench.

“Time!” | screamed. “ Time out!”

The umpirelifted his mask.

“What now?’ he asked.

| pointed to the clegts. “Those areillega.”

“The rule book only bansmetal clests,” he said. “Now, batter up.”

“Second baseman takes the throw on astedl,” | shouted asinstruction to my fielders.

“No,” Jerry shouted back. He pointed to the plate. “ L eft-handed batter.”

Shortstop takes the throw when alefty's up. Thetradition of playing the percentageswas asold as
basceball itself. Even with the danger, | couldn't buck the lords of the game. Unwritten rules are sometimes
the strongest.

| sat on the bench with my heart againgt my tonsils. The crowd was chanting, “ Spike him, spike him,
spike him,” over and over. Dana sat beside me and held my hand, a strange mixture of accusation and
empathy in her eyes.

“Maybe the next batter will pop up,” she said. “ There probably won't evenbe aplay at second.”
“Probably not.”

She didn't say anything about testosterone or my stubborn devotion to the percentages. Or that Elise
was getting weaker and we had no relief pitcher. Or that we had to nail thelid on thisvictory quick or it
would dip away. | knew what Danawas thinking, though.

“I'ddoit evenif it was my own son out there,” | muttered to her. | dmost even believed it.

They tried adouble-steal on the next pitch. It was a delayed sted, where the runner on third waits for
the catcher to throw down to second, then triesfor home. Not a great strategy for the game Situation, but

| had afeding Turnbull had alower purposein mind.

Biff gunned a perfect strike to Jerry at second. The play unfolded asif in dow motion. Ted was aready
leaning back, launching into hisdide.

Please step away, Jerry,| was praying. The runner on third was hafway home. If Jerry didn't make the
tag, we'd be tied and the Claw Hammers would have the momentum. But | didn't care. I'd gladly trade
safefor safe.

Jerry didn't step away. Hisingtincts were probably screaming a him to change into abat and flutter



above the danger, or to paralyze Ted in histracks with a deep stare. Maybe he knew that would have
caused usto forfeit the game and the championship. Or maybe he was just stubborn like me.

He gritted histeeth, histwo sharp incisors hanging over hislip in concentration. Ted did into the bag,
wooden spikes high inthe air. Jerry stooped into the cloud of dust. He applied the tag just before the
gpikes caught him flush in the chest.

Thefidd umpirereflexively threw histhumb back over his shoulder to signa the third out. But dl | could
see through my blurry eyeswas Jerry writhing in the dirt, his teammates hustling to gather around him. |
ran out to my vampire shortstop, knedling beside his body just as the smoke started to rise from hisflesh.

He gazed up a me, the pain dousing the firein his eyes. The crowd was silent, hushed by the horror of a
wish cometrue. The Red Sox solemnly removed their hats. I'd never heard such ajoyless championship
celebration. Jerry looked at me and smiled, even as his features dissolved around hislips.

“We won, Coach,” he whispered, and that word “we” was like a stake in my own heart. Then Jerry was
dust, forever part of theinfield.

Danatook the pitcher's mound, weeping without shame. She stared into the crowd, at the umpires, into
Turnbull's dugout, and | knew she was meeting the eye of every single person at Sawyer Field that day.

“Look at yourselves,” she said, her voice strong despite the knots | knew weretied in her chest. “ Just
take agood long look.”

Everybody did. | could hear ahot dog wrapper blowing against the backstop.
“All hewanted wasto play,” shesaid. “ All he wanted wasto be just like you.”

Sure, her words were for everybody. But she had twenty-two years of experience as Mrs. Ruttlemyer.
We both knew whom she wasredlly talking to.

“Jugt likeyou,” she whispered, her words barely squeezing out yet somehow filling the outfield, the sky,
thelittle place in your heart where you like to hide bad things. She waked off the mound with her heed
down, like a pitcher that had just given up the game-winning hit.

So many tears were shed that the field would have been unplayable. People had tasted the wormwood
of their prgudice. They had seen how vicious the human anima could be. Even vampiresdidn't kill their
young, even when the young were decades old.

There was no memorid service. | wrote the eulogy, but nobody ever got to read it, not even Dana
Therewastak of filing crimina charges againgt the Turnbulls, but nobody had the somach to carry it
through. What happened that day was something that people spent alot of time trying to forget.

But that victory rang out across the ensuing years, a Liberty Bdll for the living dead in Sawyer Creek.
Vampires were embraced by the community, welcomed into the Chamber of Commerce, one was even
elected mayor. Roscoe Turnbull has three vampires on histeam this season.

That Sawyer Cup still stson my mantel, even though | never set foot on adiamond after that day .
Sometimeswhen | look &t the trophy, | imagineit isfull of blood. They say that winning takes sacrifice.
But that'sjust amyth.



Stll, dl myths contain akerne of truth, and even amyth can make you shiver.

SKIN

Cold.

But that was wrong.

Should have been hot.

Firelick orange. That wasthe |last thing Roger remembered, until now.

Along with the chill, other sensations seeped into the murky pool of histhoughts.

Pain. A sheet of razors and barbed wire across his chest, an iron maiden mask closed on hisface, sSixty
volts of dectricity running through the fluidsin hisveins. Ground glassin histracheawhen hetried to
breath. Behind his eyelids, jagged lime and lemon shapes dicing at thejelly of hiseyebals.

“Moo fwing okay?’ Words from somewhere above his seething cauldron of agony, muffled by what?
The upholstery of his coffin? Theidea of being dead made Roger panic, and hetried to open hiseyes. A
wedge of brightness cut across hisvison like a saber. Tearswelled, and the st made hisface erupt in
fresh hurt.

A moist cloth descended and wiped softly at hiseyelids. Cold. He shivered.

“Welcome back.” A shape now, fuzzy, large, pae. Over him. He blinked twice and saw her. A woman
inwhite, her facean ova blur.

Roger started to ask her where, what, why. But he could only gurgle weskly. Therewasatubein his
throat. Hetried to push histongue out to hislips, but the mesat in his mouth was swollen.

“Takeit easy, Mr. Fremont. Y ou're going to be just fine.” The words were as soothing asavanilla
milkshake.

Nurse. Shewas anurse, not Grandma Cuvier. So hewasn't dead after al. Hefelt adraft, saw another
shape join the first. Another woman, this one wearing a drab turquoise apron.

“He'sawake” said thefirst. The new arrival bent over him. She wrinkled her nose at the scent of his
cooked flesh.

“Hédllo, Mr. Fremont,” she said, and her words were frosty, clotted, like adaiquiri. “1'm Dr. Ghaani.
Y oureavery lucky man, though you might not think so at the moment. But welll have you back on your
festinnotime”

Hetried to spesk again, and thistime managed a grunt.

“Save your strength. Burnstake along timeto heal, so the best thing for you to do islearn how to be
patient.”

Patient. Burns. Doctor. Thefire.



“I'm sorry we can't give you any painkillers” said the femaevoice. “Unfortunately, the sysemic injuries
are S0 severe that we can't risk burdening your respiratory system. But maybe in aday or two...”

Day or two? How long had he been lying under this sharp sheet? That meant somebody el se was
running the restaurant, probably skimming money from the register. Or e se the insurance company was
ripping him off by finding some obscure clause in hisfire coverage.

Roger tried to raise himself off the bed. His body was awater baloon. The effort undulated uselessly
down to hislower limbs, avakening dormant nerve endings. The waves rebounded and raced to his
brain, carrying fishhooks and shark's teeth and sharp broken cord in on thetide. Thistime histhroat and
tongue worked, but the scream was gargled and wesk.

“Don't try tomove,” Dr. Ghdani said. “ Y ou'l hed faster if you stay ill and let your body do itswork.”

Roger wept again, but thistime no wet cloth cameto hisrescue. He didn't trust women. Grandma
Cuvier said they were leeches, wanting only blood and money. And awoman doctor wasworst of all.

Dr. Ghalani turned to the nurse. “It'stime for another scraping, then we can change his bandages.”

Roger heard a sound that was unmistakable to someone who had cooked for fourteen years: the rattle of
cutlery on stainless stedl. He felt atug on his abdomen, and aliquid tearing noise reached hisearsa split
second before the pain hit. Sparks of fluorescent custard yellow and vivid red jumped the wiresin his
brain. They wereflaying him.

Hetried to turn his head, to scream, to run, but he was beached, bloated. He saw another shapein the
corner, and hislast thought was that the medica team had caled in an extrahand to help shred hisflesh
from his bones. Then he passed ouit.

* * k* %

Thefire.

He should have known better than to throw water on agrease fire. But the grill and deep fryersand
stoveswere dl fueled by propane. If thefire reached the tank...

Exploson.

His eyes snapped open. The dull greenish gtriplights above stared back without pity. How long? He
shifted his gaze to the window. Black, so it must be night.

The shape in the corner. A doctor? Nurse? Roger tried to call out, but hisvoca chords were il
knotted.

The shape moved. Was he injured so badly that he required constant supervision? Thiswas going to
cost him abundle. Grandma Cuvier said that modern medicine was just highway robbery without the
highway. Chicken blood and bone powder and alittle prayer were the best cures.

He shivered, hisbody icy. That didn't make sense. How could you be cold when you were burned? And
why did hisbody fed so thick? Hed aways been lean, despite the lure of an endless supply of available
food. Now the thought of food diding down hisraw throat amost made him want to vomit, and if he
vomited when he couldn't turn his head, he might choke. Evenif his somach were empty, just the



convulsonsjarring his body would be ahdlish torture.

He wished the shadow-person would come to his bedside and murmur some placating words. Even if
they werelies. He wouldn't mind having his eydidswiped. And now that he was fully awake, he became
aware of theitch.

Not just asingleitch. A thousand feathertipswere at hisflesh, tickling, quivering, probing. Hewaslying
on straw. Hewas dressed in burlap, with fiberglassinsulation stuffed down his collar and cuffs.

He wished the person would scratch him, plow his skin with aweedrake. He managed a groan, hoping
the noise would bring the caregiver closer. No luck. What kind of hospital were they running here? No
painkillers, no atention, and probably a hefty daily chargefor dl the needles and tubes that were jabbed

into hisbody.
Itching. Waiting. The night didn't move. Neither did the shadow-shape.

He thought of the years held spent working hisway from dishwasher to restaurant owner, how
everybody had wanted a piece of him, ahandout. Wéll, he only wanted what was his. And the hospital
officials and the insurance company were probably working together to make sure they took everything
from him. The anger added to his discomfort and kept him from deeping.

After what seemed to be years, the window grayed, then brightened. Morning. The corner where the
shadow had been was now empty. Dr. Ghalani cameinto the room.

“And how are we today, Mr. Fremont?’ She sounded like a bird, cheery, happy. She wasn't the one
who was suspended in sawdust and wool and nails and shrapnel. He wheezed acomplaint.

“Dont try to speak.” She looked at the machines above the bed, wrote some numbers on a clipboard.
“Y our blood pressureis up. You're on the mend.”

She pedled back what felt like a carpet's-thickness of Roger'sflesh, though surdly it was only the gauze
shewaslifting. He squeaked like arat caught in atrap.

“Lookslikethegraftistaking.” The doctor sounded pleased with hersdlf.
Graft? She must have seen his eyes widen.

“Skin graft. To alow your own skin achanceto grow back. Y ou might fed alittleitching, but itsonly
neturd.”

Roger guessed sheld never been aburn victim hersdlf. There was nothing natura about his“littleitching.”
What did she care? She was getting paid the same whether helived or died.

Helicked hislips and felt ragged tissue. There were bandages on his face. How much of himwas
burned? Did he have eyebrows?

Was his face damaged? He hadn't been the most handsome guy around, but he'd grown accustomed to
the dab of skin and cartilage that had stared back a him from the mirror al hislife. And what was aguy
besides hisface?

It figured. Grandma had warned that the world was out to get them. He'd devel oped atough hide, but



maybe not tough enough.

A moan rose from hisheavy chest. Dr. Ghdani patted him gently on apart of his body that must have
been hisarm. She didn't wipe histears. “Don't worry. Well have you good as new before you know it.”

Someone else camein theroom. A nurse, different from the first one. “Hisrespiration and EKG are
strong enough now that we can give him some morphinein hisdrip,” Dr. Ghdani said to the nurse. Dr.
Ghalani was reding off some dosage instructions, but Roger had shifted his attention across the room, to
the shadow in the corner.

It wasn't medica personnd. The shadow wasn't wearing white. The shadow was red, the color of a
peded tomato. A visitor? Why would anyone visit him, unlessit wasto borrow money or stedl hiswallet?

Grandma Cuvier would visit him, to mumble prayers and rub potions on hisfeet. But she was dead. The
only person he could ever trust. The only person who hadn't wanted a piece of him.

Hetried to focus on the visitor, but hisvision blurred. Then he was soaring in ice water, swvimming in
blue sky, swelling like asummer cloud, riding arainbow ded into unconsciousness.

* * * %

The tube was gone from Roger's mouth when he awvoke. The window was black, meaning he'd dept
through the day. The pain was nothing but adull steedy throb, like the itching, both merely background
noise to his buzzing brain. He could move hisarmsalittle under the sheet. They fdlt like sausages.

Roger raised his head and looked in the corner. The red shadowy visitor was there, standing. Probably a
clams agent from the insurance company, cometo give him the shaft while he was too wesk to fight
back. Roger tried hisvoice.

“Heeeey,” he wheezed. Hislungs raged with the effort of drawing air. The red shadow shifted astep

closer, dmogt into the full glare of the fluorescent lights. The door to the room swive ed open, blocking
Roger's view of the shadow.

The nurse camein, the one who had spoken to him when he first regained consciousness in the hospital.
He remembered how she had wiped around his eyes with the damp cloth. Hetried to smile at her, then
reglized that he probably had no lips.

“Wéll, hello, Mr. Fremont,” she said. “1 hear you're coming dong just fine.”

“Huh ... hdlo,” he whispered.

“So weretalking now. That'swonderful.” She checked the machines. Roger smelled her perfume, and it
was a pleasant change from the days or weeks of smelling his own barbecued flesh and the burn

ointments. Then he remembered the vigitor in the corner.

“Thevulturescant ... wait,” he said. Histhroat was dry but he was overjoyed to be able to make words
again. Now he could tell those doctors and lawyers and crooks what he thought of them.

“Sutures? They'll be out soon.”

Sheld misunderstood. He tried to raise his hand and point, but she lightly touched hisarm. “Now, now,
mustn't Sretch the grafts, Mr. Fremont. The new skinistill trying to makeitsef a home.”



Home. He'd read about how they took skin from adifferent area of a person's body for transplants
during plastic surgery or burn trestment. But he didn't have enough hedlthy skin left to provide hisown.
His entire upper body was encased in bandages, along with hisface. They'd probably given him the most
costly treatment ever invented.

“Swollen.” He had trouble enunciating the labids.

“It'syour body'sway of fighting off infection. Y our immune system is sending plasmaand antibodiesto
theinjured areas. Nothing to worry about.” She lifted abandage from his chest and peered at the burns.

“Nu—"nother nurse?’ Herolled his eyesto the place where the shadow had been.

“No, there's not another nurse. I'm afraid you're stuck with little old me tonight.” She checked hisdrip,
and Roger fdt thefirg stirrings of disorientation. “ Rest easy now,” she said, waking toward the door.

Roger wanted to call her back, to tell her not to go, he itched, hewasin pain, anything to make her stay.

But already histongue felt thick and alien in hismouth, asif he were sucking on cotton. The door swung
closed.

The red shadow was slent in the corner. It stepped forward. Roger was glad he till had eydids. He
clamped them down and tried to remember how to pray. He thought of Grandma Cuvier, how she knelt
beside his bed when he was young, clutching her beads and crossesin her gnarled fingers. What were
her words?

He dmost remembered by thetime hefinally fell adeep.

* * * %

“Y ou're much improved, Roger,” Dr. Ghaani said. Shewas cdling him by hisfirst name now. To Roger,
that was asign that he'd been in the hospital far too long.

“Theburns,” hesaid. “How bad?’

“Unfortunately, some were third degree, meaning the damage reached the fat and muscle. Other areas
weren't as severely affected.”

Roger could raise his bandaged arms now. He looked like amummy in an old Universal movie, one of
the goofy oneswith Abbott and Costello. The skin under the wraps was trying to merge with his meat.
He had to know.

“Where ... the skin for the grafts.” Needles and razorswere in histhroat. “Whose was it?’

“Donor skin. Idedly, wewould use your own skin, but in this case, the injuries were too widespread.”
“Donor?’

Dr. Ghaani pursed her thin lipsasif coming to adecision. “Taken from cadavers.”

So he was ingde another person's skin. The person who was standing in the corner, the wet shadow, the
thing that was watching with bright wide eyes.



Because he remembered one of Grandma Cuvier's stories. About how a person couldn't get into heaven
unlessthey had dl their body parts, because God wanted His angelsto come inside the Pearly Gates dll
beautiful and whole and perfect. And those that lost a part were doomed to walk the earth until they
were able to reunite their bodies and thus their souls.

Dr. Ghaani must have seen thefear light hiseyes. “It's perfectly safe. The skinistested for infectious
diseases before being removed. It protects your body until your own epidermal layers have achanceto
rebuild themsalves”

Roger trembled under his shest.

“Cold? Y our regulatory system isdtill trying to regain its ability to control body temperature. I'll have the
nurse turn up the thermogtat.” She gave aprofessona smile. “I believe you're scheduled to begin your
physical rehabilitation today. I'll bet you're looking forward to getting out of that bed for awhile”

Roger gulped some sharp air and looked at the red thing in the corner. No, it wasn't in the corner
anymore. It was closer, near enough for Roger to see the gleam of itsteeth againgt the pink of the gums.
Its eyes were naked glass. Thelack of lips gave thething aglesful grin.

“I've got to finish my rounds, Roger,” the doctor said. “ Seeyou later.”

She whirled and stood face-to-face with the red shadow. She didn't scream. She walked through it and
out the door.

The thing drifted closer. Roger could smdll it now, adecaying corruption mingled with the coppery odor
of blood. Stipples of red fluid stood out from the bands of gristle.

“Go away,” Roger whispered. Grandmal's stories were just old folk tales. Ghostsweren't redl. “Y ou're
not real.”

The red corpse's grin deepened. It was ten feet away now.

The door swiveled open. A short man with muscular hairy arms camein the room. “Hi, Roger. Ready to
get back on your feet?’

Roger was more than ready. He wanted to regain the ability to run.

“WEell takeit dow today,” the therapist said. “Maybe get you down for aworkout by the end of the
week.”

The corpse watched as the man eased Roger out of bed. Roger watched back. Asthe therapist waltzed
Roger and worked his limbs, Roger had the fedling that the corpse ad so wanted a spot on his dance card.

Night came, as dways, too soon. The ward was quiet, not even the squeak of stretcher whedlsinthe
hallway outsde. The red thing had maintained itsvigil. Now it sat in achair beside Roger's bed. Sweat
moistened Roger's bandages in the places where the skin was undamaged enough to exude liquid.

Roger felt much better. He had a new theory, one that made more sense than Grandmal's strange beliefs.
It was the drugs doing it, making him have halucinations. Good, expensive drugs.

A low-voltage shock of worry tingled in the back of his mind, about how the corpse had appeared



before the drugs were administered. But that period was hazy, just along agonizing fog. Pain was
probably just as much of amenta trickster asdrugs. Sure, that wasit. He might aswell anuse himsdlf, to
help passthetime.

“H—nhdlo,” Roger said. The corpse only dumped lower in the chair.

Strips of tendon and muscle stretched over the red thing's skeletal frame. The corpse wasn't entirely
skinned: it looked asif it were wearing gloves. Asif whoever had performed the butchery avoided the
areas that were too troublesome to pedl.

“I know why you're here,” Roger said. The corpse grinned wetly, showing too many teeth.

“I'm sorry about what they did,” Roger said. Hetried to roll over, but his body was too weak to
respond. Dr. Ghalani said he was getting better. Then why was he so tired?

“It was on mewhen | regained consciousness.” Roger was pleading now, whining. The raw face with its
too-wide eyes leaned closer. One of the skin-gloved hands reached out to Roger's chest.

Roger tried to duck away, but the metd rails kept him imprisoned in the bed. He screamed, but no
sound came from histhroat. Only abad dream, he told himsdlf. Only abad dream. That'swhy the
scream didn't bring hospital staff running.

The hand was on him now, its fingernails probing into the moist bandages. The funk of rot mingled with
the smell of salve. The cold hand was now in contact with Roger's chest, Roger's skin.

No, notmy skin, Roger thought.His skin.
A rattle of cutlery.

There was no pain asthe blade diced into the flesh. Roger heard the scraping noises even over the
pounding of hisheart in hisears. The scalpe did lower, across Roger's ssomach, the thing's other hand
scooping and clawing asit followed the instrument. Then the hand went up, around the Sdes, to the
edges of the hedlthy skin.

Roger tried to scream again, but his mouth was cloth, histongue cotton. He closed his eyes, but the
snick-snick of the flaying only grew louder. And the fingers were on his neck. The blade raked a seam up
to Roger's chin, then to his mouth.

Roger looked &t the red thing's eyes. They were lifeless, without pity, but a grim determination shonein
thetiny pupils. The hand worked itsway along his cheek. Silver flashed as the blade scraped up to his
temples and across his forehead.

Roger tensed as the instrument stroked near his eyes. If the thing wanted revenge, it could choose a
hundred places. Hisface, hisexposed lips, hisears. Claim ascalp. Or down below, things at lower
regions.

But the corpse only pedled up to the beginning of Roger's hairline, to the point where the skin grafts
stopped. Then Roger knew. It wanted its skin back. Skin that it needed before it could move on to the
next plane, to heaven or hell or wherever ese that wholeness was required.

Roger brought his own bandaged hands up and feverishly raked at his chest and neck, heedless of the



pain as he peded and clawed a the foreign matter clinging to hisbody. He grunted as he shed himsdlf of
the invading skin that clung to his own newly-grown cells. He wanted nothing that belonged to adead
person. He wanted freedom, just as thiswalking nightmare sought its own release.

A long minute's clumsy rending, and the work was done. The dead thing gathered the loose kinin its
arms and stepped away from Roger's bed. It sood for amoment under the fluorescent lights, its gleaming
flesh in contrast to the pile of pale materia clasped to its chedt. Its eyes met Roger's, and there was no
relief or gratitude in them. Nothing.

Asit turned and shuffled back into the shadows, Roger redlized that the naked corpse had recovered
only aportion of itsskin, that it still wasn't dressed for the afterlife. It would have to make other stops.

Roger closed his eyes and tried to remember how to pray.

* * % %

“Very good.” Dr. Ghaani put the bandages back in place. Another doctor stood beside her, tall and with
athick mustache. He looked and smelled expensive. Two doctors for the price of three, probably.

“Good?’ Roger thought she would notice that the skin grafts were gone.

“Yes. Your own skinisgrowing back. The graft isdoughing off.”

“Soughing?’

“The body always rgjectsforeign skin. It'sonly atemporary cover to give you timeto hed.”
Foreign skin. If that was good news, why wasn't she smiling? Did the insurance bills not clear?
“How areyou feding?’ she asked.

“Fine” Much better, now that the corpse was gone. Now that he had only his own skin to worry about.
“Except I'm alittletired.”

Dr. Ghdani frowned. “Y es. Something showed up in your tests.”
“Tedts?

“The metabolic strain from the burns. Y our regulatory system was severely damaged. Weve moved fast
onthis. You'reluckier than most.”

Roger tried to swalow, but felt asif apill the Size of afootball waslodged in histhroat.
“I'm afraid there's been permanent liver damage.”

Roger looked from Dr. Ghaani to the new doctor.

“ThisisDr. Wood,” she said. “He's hereto talk to you about your transplant.”

Roger's scream awoke a donor's gutted corpse six hundred miles away.

DEAD AIR



| leaned back in my swivel chair, my headphones vice-gripping my neck. The VU meterswere pinned in
the red, and Aerosmith had the monitor speakers throbbing. | turned down the studio sound level and
pressed the phone to my ear, not believing what 1'd heard.

“I'vejust killed aman,” she repeated, her voice harsh and breathless.

“Comeagain, Sgter?’ | said, pulling my feet off the console. My brain was alittie dow in catching on. |
was two hoursinto the graveyard shift, and the before-work beers were crashing into my third cup of
cold coffee like Amtrak trains.

“I'vejust killed aman,” she said for athird time. Shewas alittle calmer now. “| just wanted to share that
with you. Because I've dwaysfet like| could trust you. Y ou have an honest voice.”

| potted up the telephone interface and broadcast her live to my loyd listeners. All three of them, |
chuckled to mysdf. Infiveyearsat WKIK, TheKick, I'd cometo accept my humble placein the
universe. The only people tuned in at this hour were hepped-up truckers and vampire wannabes, the
unwashed who shied from the light of day. I'd long ago decided that | might aswell keep mysalf amused.
And now | had anutter on theline.

| flipped my mic key and thered “ON AIR” sign blinked over the door.

“Y o, thisisMickey Nixon with yain theweehours,” | said, in the dightly-false bass1'd cultivated over
the course of my career. “I've got ataker on theline, sheé'sthere to share. Go on, honey.”

“I'just want everybody to know that | killed someone. This man I've been dating got alittle bit too
aggressive, so | blew hisdamned brainsout. And it felt good,” she said, her words pouring out over the
monitors through thewarm Kansas air.

My finger was poised over the mute button in case | needed to censor her. By gtation rules, | was
supposed to send dl live cal-ins through the loop delay. But since | got so few callers, | usualy took my
chances. Plus| liked the razor edge of spontaneity.

“I want to tell you that the steam off hisblood is till risng. HEslying here on his apartment floor with his
pants around his knees and his brains soaking into the shag carpet. If any of you guys out there think date
rapeisalaughing matter, I'm sharing thislittle story so you'l think twice.”

| gulped. Thiswasredly wacky stuff. | couldn't have written it inamillion years. 1'd paid friends before
to cal with outrageous stories, but they always sounded alittle too rehearsed. Now here was some
dynamite, and it was exploding at no charge.

“Wait aminute, woman,” | said, playing the straight man. “'Y ou mean to tell usyou're sanding over a
warm body right now with aphonein your hand, confessing murder?’

“It's not murder, it's self-defense. | may be awoman, but 1've got my rights. Nobody touches me unless
| et them. Besides, I've donethis before, I'vejust never fdlt like talking about it until now.”

“So maybeit'swhat you would cdl a‘judtifiable homicide. Have you caled the police?’

| was starting to get alittle nervous now. If this girl was acting, she wastoo good to be stuck ina



Midwestern cow town like Topeka. She was starting to sound too weird, even for me. Her voice was as
sharp and cold asanicicle, but with atouch of sexinessdl the same.

“That'swhy | cdled you, Mickey. I've listened to your show for along time, and | just knew you'd
undergtand. Y ou think the boysin blue would beieve me?’

| was amogt flattered, but aredity check roselike somach acid. Sure, yearsago | wasamorning star in

Los Angelesdrive-time, but alittle FCC controversy knocked me down faster than aMike Tyson punch.
I'd bounced around afew AM stations and tried my hand at ad sales, but now | was just riding the board
until the years of chemica abuse caught up with me.

“Honey, I'm herefor you,” | said, getting back in the game. “We love you here at the Kick, and Mickey
Nixon is not one to judge other people. Live and let live, | dwayssay ... to coin aphrase.”

Now | could see arow of green lights blinking on the telephone board. Four callers were waiting to be
punched in. I'd never had more than two, and that was when Lefty from Promotions had fingered mea
couple of White Zombieticketsto give away. Thisgirl, whoever she was, had the audience irring.

“Mickey, men have adways disgppointed me. They talk sweet and walk straight until they get what they
want. Then they treat you like arag doll or worse. Well, I'm fed up. Now, I'm the one on the prowl for
easy meat. Just ask Chuck here...”

There were a couple of seconds of dead air.

“Oh, sorry. Chucky can't come to the phone right now. He's got other things on his mind, and they're
caled my feet. Wdll, Mickey. I've got to go. It'sbeenred, and I'll bein touch.”

| could hear sirensin the background just before she hung up.

“If you're ill out there, remember that you can talk to me. I'll never do you wrong,” | broadcast to the
deepy world. | punched up caler number two, trying to keep some momentum.

“Hey, Mickey, that tart's gone out of her mind. Did you pay afriend of yoursto cal in or something?’ a
drunken voice durred.

“Yeah, just like | did with you, upchuck breath.” | cut him off and punched up the next cdler.

“I just killed abeer mysdlf, and | want you to know your show rocks, man.”

It sounded like a college student who had seen “Wayne's World” too many times. But | wasn't choosy
and | doubted I'd be lucky enough to get anyone asinteresting as my death-dedling divaas an on-air
guest. What was | expecting, Howard Stern or the ghost of Orson Welles?

“That chick wasredly wild, man,” the caller continued, adding a couple of “uhs’ into the mix. This show
was billed asthe “ Tak-n-Toonage Marathon,” but the talk never seemed to keep rolling.

“Thanksfor the input, ‘dude.” Gottago.” | sighed, stabbed the button on the cart machine, and AC/DC
darted ringing “Hell's Bells”

* * % %

The next afternoon, | rolled out of bed and belched stale coffee. | ssumbled through the dirty clothesand



back issues of Rolling Stone that served as the carpet in my one-room bachelor's paradise and elbowed
open the bathroom door. | showered and even screwed up my resolve enough to shave. | felt displaced
and dienated, asif 1'd just come back from along drug trip. At firs, | couldn't figure out what was
different. Then it hit me. | actudly felt reuvenated, asif last night's caller had given me something to look
forward to.

| drove my ragged Honda down to the station and parked at the far end of the lot. All the other jocks
had personal spaces. | guess the station GM figured one day 1'd just disappear and she didn't want me
around badly enough to invest ten bucksin alousy plywood sign. Well, no lovelogt.

| went inside and checked the shift schedule, then headed for the staff lounge. | was just about to scarf a
couple of donutswhen | saw the newspaper open on thetable. | picked it up and searched the front
page. No headlines screaming bloody murder.

| was turning to the crime section when Pudge, WKIK's answer to Benito Mussolini aswell as Program
Director, walked in. His eyes glared from under the caterpillars of hisbrows. He didn't bother saying
hello. He had amarketing report in hishand and hewaved it like an ax.

“Y our numbers are down, Mick. Y ou know the only reason we stay on during the graveyard shift is
becauseit's cheaper than locking up and paying security for afew hours. But | want to lead in every time
dot, and you're not up to speed.”

Pudge was on amission to inflate his own ego until his head could no longer fit through doorways. He
gobbled up credit like it was free pizza, but when it wastime to dish out the blame, he had alist aslong
ashisbdt, and his name was on the last notch. College communications courses taught me that radio was
apersona medium, but Pudge must have skipped those. At every staff meeting, he argued for tota
automation of WKIK.

| rubbed my cheek and fdlt the first blossom of stubblein the weedbeds of my cheeks.

“Wdl, Pu—um, Andrew, if you'd give my dot alittle promotion, it might do something. Besides, I've got
aloyd audience”

“Well, your audience's demographic doesn't coincide with the one our advertisers want to reach. Even at
your low wage, this* Tak-n-Toonage Marathon’ is barely breaking even. I'm tempted to change your
dot to asadlitefeed.”

| was bardly listening because | wastransfixed by the flapping of his plump lips. He bored me faster than
adinner date with Andre. | muttered something appropriately offensive and incoherent and left with the
newspaper and apair of chocolate donuts. The Hondawhined alittle before starting, but | coaxed it
home so that | could rest before the night's shift.

As| gnawed athree-day-old dice of anchovy pizza, | thumbed through the paper. On page two of the
local news section, | found my item.

* * k* %

MAN FOUND DEAD IN APPARENT HOMICIDE

Charles Shroeder, age 29, of 417 Skylark Place, was found shot in his home last night. Police responded
after aneighbor reported hearing agunshot. A medica examiner ruled that Shroeder died from asingle



bullet wound to the head at approximately 2:00 AM. There are no suspects at thistime, according to Lt.
C.L. Hubble of the Topeka Police Detective Divison.

* * * %

So my mystery caler wasthered thing after dl. | wondered if | should cdll the police. | didn't have any
solid evidence, if you didn't count a phone conversation, and | didn't. | decided to wait until she called
again. | wanted to hear her voice, the one of blood and smoke. | only hoped she wouldn't have to kill
again, if indeed she had killed at all, to be motivated enough to give mearing.

Four long, lonely nights crawled by. “Wayne® caled once and requested some Beastie Boys, and a
handful of callers asked about the “murder woman,” but other than that, the phone set initscradlelikea
cement dipper. | did into my regular routine, ignoring the playlist and forgetting to air the paid ads
according to the traffic schedule. My cynicism began to consume me again, asnake swallowing itstall.
Then, on Thursday, she called.

| knew it was her the moment | saw the light on the switchboard. | snapped the phoneto my ear.
“Mickey Nixon at the Kick.”

“Hi, Mickey. It'smeagain.” Her voice rushed through the miles of cable like aMay breeze, warm and
fresh.

“Y ou have me a a disadvantage. | don't know your name.”

“That would sort of be like kissng and telling, wouldn't it?'Y ou aready know so much about me. But
just cal me‘Night Owl.””

| eyed the digits counting down on the Denon player and cued the next CD. So sheéld given hersdlf a
pseudonym. Not exactly asign of emotiond stability. But, hell, my rea name was Miche D'artagne.

“Wadll, do you want to tell our audience what you've been doing with yoursdf lately?”
“Anything for athrill, Mickey. Have you missed me?’

“Sure. It'salondy life, surrounded by these cold machines. The music helps, but it's the people that
make it matter. I'm sending you out live now.” | potted up the interface before beginning my introduction.

“Y 0, shake out of those dreams, my friend, Mickey's got the Night Owl here, the onethat'sto diefor,
and you want to twist thet did right on up.”

Degaying was one of the few occupations where you could get away with referring to yourself in the
third person, aong with politics and professiond sports. She picked up on my enthusiasm and jumped
rightin.

“Hey, out therein radio-land. Thisis Night Owl with more good news for the human race. Theré's one

less piece of dirtbaggage in the world tonight. | just took down number three. Johnny picked meupina
bar and wanted a double-handful of hot romance. He got an earful of hot metal instead. Just because he
bought me adrink, he thought he was buying the whole package.”

| could see the switchboard lighting up like a Chrisgmas tree. WKIK's phone system could handle eight
lines, and every one had a cdler on the end. Apparently, word had trickled out like eectricity. I'd been
searching my whole career for something to strike the audience's nerves, and it seemed desth did the



trick.

“Night Owl, some of our audience would liketo talk to you. Go ahead, caler one...” | potted up our
auxiliary phone link so we could have athree-way conversation.

“Thank you for bringing joy to my life,” awoman's cigarette-scorched voice came over the monitors.
“I've been married to adob for eighteen years, and suddenly he'sturned into Mr. Clean, minusthe
earring. He heard about you down at the Pump-And-Pay, and he figured he'd better get his act together,
because you never know who's going to turn into a copycat killer. Keep up the good work, girl.”

| punched up another. It was Wayne, my main man. Maybe he had something bright to say for once. He
stuttered a couple of times before starting. “Hey, MissNight Owl lady, | dig your style. | know us men
can be, like, pigsand stuff, but don't you think killing'salittle harsh?’

“Desperate times cdl for desperate measures,” Night Owl said. “| think thousands of years of
male-dominated society are enough, don't you?’

“Well, uh—" Wayne was a aloss for words. Maybe he'd used up the dozen he knew. But he coughed
and continued. “I guessthere's some bad guys, but it's not, you know, atota washout with us

dude-types.”

“Oh, there are afew good men, and believe me, they're not in the Marines. Take our Mickey, for
indance.”

“Thanks, Night Owl.” 1 was beginning to wonder if | knew thiswoman. I'd dways had a soft spot for
sweet psychos. “Do you havetimefor another caler?’

Wayne cut in like acowboy at aline dance. “Would you liketo, like, go out or something, Night Owl?’

“Well, you definitdy sound like my type. My type of victim, that is. Who knows, maybe well mest. I'll
keep onein the chamber, just for you.”

| punched up another caler. It was awoman.

“I'mright with you, honey. | dated a clown for seven years, and ever doggonetime | brought up
marriage, hed say, ‘Why buy the cow when you can get the milk for free? Well, | put agood dose of
digitdisin acherry cheesecake—do you bake? | got some good recipes. Been in the family for
generations—well, theidiot ateit. Hewas grinnin’ like aturtle eatin’ saw-briarsthe wholetime. Fell over
dead right there at the kitchen table. Had aweak heart, | told the police. Well, | may be the cow, but
he's the one who kicked the bucket. And | got you to thank for gettin’ up my nerve.”

“Another blow for freedom, my dear,” Night Owl said. “Keep that oven warm. Soundslikeyou'reared
killer cook. Well, folks, got to run. Thereés nothing | hate worse than being a cold-blooded murderer, so
| try to leave before rigor mortis setsin. Bye, Mickey, smoochesto you.”

Asshehung up, | fdt like | wasin avacuum. | was annoyed by my attraction to her. | was beginning to
understand the audience's fascination with Night Owl. | punched up another caller.

Wefilled theair of the black Kansas sky with talk about the Equal Rights Amendment, the best methods
of undetected murder, and even shared afew culinary tips. The switchboard stayed full most of the shift.
| dipped inafew hard rock tunes and a couple of ads without losing talkers. The night flowed by like



warm honey.

By the time the sun was stabbing over the flat horizon, | was wrapping up the best shift I'd ever had.
Reluctantly. | turned the board over to Georgie Boy, host of the Kick's Morning Show. | signed off on
the tranamitter log and went home. | was so wired, | didn't fall adeep until noon. A lot of people
probably caled in Sck that morning.

* k k %

Night Owl didn't phone the next week, but plenty of others did. Some were women confessing murder.
A few guys apologized for the whole mae gender. Most people quite Ssmply wanted to talk about death
and dying, epecidly of theunnaturd” variety.

| played therole of arbitrator. 1'd never fought in the battle of the sexes, so | just stood by and counted
casudlties. | changed the name of the show to “ Degth Radio,” and | even had some cdlebritiesdiaingin. |
was caught in the flush of excitement. | fdlt free, like ateenager with hisfirgt car and the whole bright
futurelaid out in front of him like asix-lane highway.

There was arash of homicidesin the city, and officiads had no explanation. Gun saeswere up, but
robbery and rape were way down. My show was number one with a bullet among the overnightsin my
market. When | went to pick up my check one Friday, | ran into Pudge. He looked like acat that had
swallowed curdled cream.

“Congratulations, Mick. In three weeks, you've escalated to the top of your time dot. Weve got
sponsorslining up to take your show. We can pretty much name our price. Freddie in salesis shopping
for anew BMW, he's so confident thisis going to be his big payoff. This*death’ thing isastroke of
genius. Y ou should go into marketing.”

And spend even more time with people like you, | thought. I'd rather eat digitais cheesecake. | enjoyed
having Pudge over thefire, so | rotated the spit alittle.

“Wall, I think we need to automate the show. People just love spending the night on hold.” | was about
to fan the flames alittle more when smugness crept like a shadow across his doughy face.

“Oh, by theway,” heinterrupted, with an undisguised note of glee, “thereé's a policeman waiting in the
lounge to seeyou. | hope you're not into those awful drugsagain.”

I'd been expecting this. The cops were dow in thistown, but even they could follow abeacon like the
one my show had become. | flipped Pudge afinger and walked past the sudio into the lounge. At the
table sat ashort, wiry man in arumpled tan suit. His eyeswere beady and intelligent, like those of afied
mouse. He was eating a glazed donut.

“Youmust be Mickey,” hesaid, ajawful of pastry muffling hiswords. “I'm Detective Dietz from
homicide”

He held out hishand for me to shake. My hand came away alittle bit sticky.

“I've heard that you might know alittle bit about this‘ Night Owl’ character. According to witnesses,
she'scdled here at the station on at least two occasions, apparently just after committing murder.”

“I can't control what people are going to say. Theresthat little matter of the First Amendment.”



“Therésaso amatter caled ‘withholding evidence,” and itskissing cousin, ‘aiding and abetting.” Surely
you'refamiliar with thejudicid system by now.”

| was about to protest when he held up a hand. “ Society considers those debts paid, Mickey. Or should
| say ‘Michel’ ?Wejust want to stop the killings. All this city needsis afema e Charles Bronson running
wild. The next thing you know, the papers pick up on it and we got adew of imitators.”

“Y ou aready know as much as| do. She says she killed some guys who did her wrong.”

“Well, she ssemsto think you're on her side. Y ou haven't done anything to encourage her, have you?’
Dietz wiped the crumbs off his chin and licked his rodent lips.

“Look, she'sgood for ratings. The audience loves her. She connects with people. Maybe theresa
murderous streek in dl of us. It's not my place to censor immorality.”

“That'swhy there'sa Federal Communications Commission, my friend. I'd be willing to bet that a death
forumisnot what they consder ‘in the public interest.””

“What can | do?’ | shrugged. | got theimpression that Dietz would be on melike afly on stink until he
wrapped up this case.

“We want to set up awire-tap in the studio and wait for her to cal again. Y ou'll need to keep her going
long enough for usto get atrace. Our technician tells me that takes about two minutesif sheson aloca
exchange”

| shrugged again. He would have no problem getting a court order if necessary. “I never know when
sheésgoingtocdl.”

“WEell wait. Were on salary. And you have good donuts here. We start tonight.”

* * % %

My Honda broke down, so | had to catch a bus back to WKIK that night. As| walked to the entrance,
| noticed asign with my name onit. It was agood space, right next to the GM's. | noted with satisfaction
that it was alittle closer to the door than Pudge's.

It wasalittle past midnight, so | waslate signing on. Dietz and an engineer who looked like ajunkie
were dready on thejob. The engineer was splicing into the phone system. Bits of bare wire littered the
floor like copper worms.

| checked the transmitter readings and apologized to the jock who had to stay late to cover for me. He
had alittle acne around his mouth. Probably an intern. Helooked at me with aflash of something like
hero worship in hiseyes.

“No problem, Mr. Nixon,” he said, handing me the playlist. For asecond, | thought he was going to ask
for my autograph.

| settled behind the console like a pilot about to launch ajumbo jet. Dietz douched in one corner with a
Styrofoam cup of coffee. The engineer held an earphone againgt his gaunt head and nodded at him. Al
systems go, prepare for lift-off, | said to mysdlf. | flipped over the mic key and addressed the waiting
ears of Topeka.



“Have somefear, Mickey's here, welcometo ‘ Death Radio,” only on the Kick. Give me abuzz and let
me know what's going down in the dark corners of your mind.”

| grinned at Dietz as the board lit up. “Go ahead, caller. You'reon,” | said, cranking up the pot.

A woman with asiuffy nose began talking. “Mickey, | just wanted you to know how much we love
‘Death Radio’ here at Floyd's Truck Stop. Y ou don't know how many loafers sit around here on their
lazy hind ends soppin’ up freerefillsand listenin’ to your show.”

“Glad to have you aboard, honey. So, have you killed anybody lately?’

| saw Dietz wince as shelaughed. “Now, | don't think that girl's as bad as al that. So she shot afew,
soundsto melikethey had it comin’. And dl the guys around here been tippin’ real good thisweek.
Been mindin’ their manners, and egtin’ with their hats off. Ever bad wind blows somebody good, | say.”

“Amentothat,” | said. | was beginning to wonder, and not for the first time, if | was playing to people's
fearsjust to be abig shot. To be honest with mysdlf, | was enjoying the success. Let peopledieif it was
good for the ratings. | was beginning to think like atelevison news producer. Give the people what they
want and damn the consequences.

| steadily punched up calers, and every one had a story about some man they knew who wasfinaly
shaping up or had died trying. A few knew, “firs-hand”, about somebody who met their Maker over a
little maritd indiscretion. Dietz was pae, furioudy scribbling on a note pad with the stub of apencil. He
hadn't redlized just how out of control the show had gotten.

“Folks, I loveyou,” | said at the end of the shift. “ Thanksfor opening your heartsto me, not to mention
afew holesin people's heads. Night Owl, if you're out there, fly right and keep your barrel smoking.
Tunein again tomorrow, skip work if you fed likeit, and degp-six somebody if you mugt. ThisisMickey
Nixon, stick afork in me, I'm done.”

Dietz was as white as anurse's bra. He would probably be in an al-day powwow with the Digtrict
Attorney's office, scrambling for offenses to charge me with. Georgie Boy walked in and surveyed the
electronic carnage the police engineer had inflicted. | winked at him and poked the Denon machine with
my finger. The Cars started playing “Let The Good Times Roll.”

* * * %

Three nights passed that way, with Dietz as my co-pilot and the skeletal technician as navigator. The
phone lines stayed busy. Other stations were covering my show as anews event, and afew weretrying
their own Death Shows. But | was the only one with Night Owl. She caled that Tuesday at about 4 AM,
just after the hourly station ID.

“Hey, Mickey, honey, it'sNight Owl,” her voice purred over the speakers.

Dietz jumped up, spilling his coffee and adding another ain to the studio floor. The policetech rolled
the tape recorder and watched his meters. | reached atrembling finger to my mic switch.

“Héllo, Night Owl, it'sgood to hear your voice. | was beginning to think you'd forgotten old Mickey
here”

“I'd never do that. Just thinking about you gets me al hot and bothered. I've been listening, and | like
what | hear. It seemslike murder's the biggest game in town.”



“Y es, but nobody doesit like you. Have you doneit lately?’

“Wadl, now that you mention it, | wasjust with a gentleman who knows how to show alady agood time.
He even did the driving. It'sfunny how if you wak down certain Streets at night, guysjust pull over and
ask if youwant aride. They'll even try to give you money. But, oh my, the thingsthey ask you to do.”

“What did thisonewant?’ | was excited and scared at the sametime. Dietz flicked his eyesfrom the
tech to hiswristwatch, then to my swesty face.

“You know | don't talk dirty over the phone, Mickey. That would be unladylike. Let'sjust say we
wound up on adead-end road. | could fed the pounding of his cheap heart beneath his polyester suit. He
said | could do it any way | wanted. The way | wanted wasto put it right between his meaty chins and
scetter his pea-sized brain al over hisnice, clean upholstery.”

“Way togo, girl,” | said. The switchboard was clogged with callerswanting to talk to Night Owl. There
was no time to punch someone in. The tech started nodding down the seconds, his bony head wobbling
likeafrog onawire, and | felt dread squeeze my throat.

“Mickey, nobody knows how to treat alady anymore, except you. Thanksfor keeping me going when
therest of theworld isgoing crazy. If only every man were like you—"

| suddenly felt Sick.

“Hang up, thereésapolicetrace!” | screamed into my mic, covering it with sdliva. | heard aclick on the
monitors. It was the sound of my world coming to an end, in astream of dead air instead of the guitar
feedback 1'd awaysimagined.

Dietz rushed a me, anger twisting hisface into amask. The tech threw his scrawny arms up in surrender.
| leaned back in my swivel chair and stared at the zeroed-out volume meters. “ Good-bye, Night Owl,” |
sad, tono onein particular.

Everything moved in dow moation after that. Dietz read me my rights and was about to snap on the cuffs,
but in my condition, | was about as dangerous as a gol dfish. Once he regained his composure, he was
kind enough to let me run the board until another jock showed up. They couldn't reach Pudge, but the
GM sent inthe pimply intern. | Sgned off with The Who's“ Song is Over.”

* * k* %

I've got abattery of lawyers from the American Civil Liberties Union, and they tell me my case will be
tied up for years, years| probably don't have. Night Owl |eft amessage on my answering machine a
home.

“Mickey, you said you'd never do mewrong, but you're just like al therest.” Sadness had replaced the
firein her voice, and her wordstwisted in my chest like acorkscrew. “ All the joy's gone, but at least |
gtill have my work. I'll see you around. And now | think I'm supposed to say, ‘Don't call me, I'll call
you.'”

| kept my degjay job. Therewas no oneto fire me. It seems Pudge was found dead in his car. Balistics
tests match those of the other Night Owl murders. The GM decided | have just enough notoriety |eft to
draw afew ligteners. They've removed the interface from the sudio, and dl we haveisarequest line.



So now | Sit and wait. | heard there's been astring of shootings over in Council Bluffs, with afamiliar
M.O., andit'snot along drive to get here. The request line blinks, aslonely asthelast morning gar.
Wayneison the other end.

“Lookslikeit'sjust youand me,” | say.

“Rock on, dude.”

| do.

IN THE HEART OF NOVEMBER
Margaret sat on the tombstone, swinging her legs. Ellen could read Margaret's name carved in the gray
granite, though the letters were blurred.
“How long have we been friends?” Margaret asked, her voice like alost wind.

“You mean ... before or after?’ Ellen pulled her sweater more tightly across her chest. The graveyard
was in the heart of November, al shadow and chill and flapping brown leaves.

“Bath, glly.”

1] %/m yws‘”

“And have | ever broken apromise or blabbed a secret?”’

Ellen looked away. Even though Margaret was dmost invisible, her eyes glowed bright and strange.
Ellen had stopped by the graveyard every day after school since her best friend had been buried, and
they often spent hours out here in the summer, talking about boys and Ellen's mom and Mrs. Deerfidd's
geometry tests. Margaret knew more of Ellen's secrets than anybody.

“I don't know,” Ellen said. “Y ou never blab on thissde, but you could betelling my secretsto every
dead person intheworld, for al | know.”

Margaret's wispy features darkened. “ Dead people don't care about your problems. They've got their
own.”

“Their problems can't be asbad asmine.”

Margaret drifted down from the tombstone and put a cold hand on Ellen's shoulder. “I wish you would
never haveto find out.”

“If 1 were dead, then it wouldn't matter if boys treated melike | wasdirt.”
“Don't be so sure.”
“Doboyslikeyou ... overthere ?’ Ellen tried to picture Doug as aghost, but couldn't. He wastoo tall

and healthy and strong. He was meant to be running up and down a soccer field, as swift as sunshine, his
dark curly hair flying about hisface.



“Dead boysjust aren't very interesting,” Margaret said. “ They don't want to do anything but deep.”
Margaret put her hands together, and the pale fingers merged. “It's hard to hold hands when you don't
have much to hang on to. And kissng—" Margaret puckered her lips and made an exaggerated
smacking sound. “Nobody likes cold lips.”

“Gross” said Ellen.

Margaret's giggle spilled out over the grass and echoed off the stone wall that surrounded the cemetery.
The sun was sinking into the gnarled tops of trees. Cars passed by the highway beyond thewadll, the
wheels making whispers on the asphdt.

“I'd better get home,” Ellen said. “Mom will be mad.”

“I wish you could stay here dl thetime.”

“But you don't want meto be dead.”

“| just get lonely sometimes. Londly for living people. | missbeing dive”
Ellen looked into Margaret's unearthly eyes. “Y ou miss Doug.”
“Wouldn't you?’

Ellen didn't say anything. How could shetell her best friend that they were in love with the same guy?
Sheld hoped Margaret would get over him. Margaret and Doug didn't have anything in common

anymore, especialy now.

But they had been close once. Back in the seventh grade, they'd been as steady as anybody. And all
Ellen could do was watch with envy asthey held onto each other at school dances or talked quietly
during lunch or passed notesin class. After Margaret was hit by acar and killed, Ellen thought Doug was
going to dieaswell, only from a broken heart instead of a broken body.

“I'vegot togo,” Ellen said. Her mom would yell at her for being late again. If only Mom knew that the
more she yelled, the more Ellen wanted to be late. Ellen waved and started through the rows of
tombstones.

Margaret followed. “1 might come out tomorrow,” she said.

Ellen turned, chilled by more than the long shade of adead oak. “1 thought they didn't likeit when you
comeout.”

“Who careswhat they think?’” Margaret shook her see-through hair. “1 get tired of them telling me what
to do and where to go. They don't want anybody to have any fun.”

Ellen didn't know who “they” were, but Margaret's eyes dways narrowed with anger when she spoke of
them. “Y ou aren't supposed to leave,” Ellen said.

“Gosh, you're garting to sound like your mom.” Margaret's hollow voice rosein pitch as she mimicked
Ellen'smom. “'Y ou weresupposed to be home an hour ago. Y ou weresupposed to make an A on that
mathtest.””



Ellen laughed, even though Margaret's shrill imitation was too perfect, and it reminded Ellen of what was
awaiting a home. “What will they do to you if you leave?’

Margaret shrugged. “Y ou don't want to know.”

Margaret had |eft the cemetery once, had floated outside Ellen's window in the mobile home park. This
had been about two weeks after her burid. Margaret had seemed so much more logt, londly, andcreepy
outside of the graveyard. Whatever invisible chains kept her bound to the dirt under her tombstone must
have been painful to break, because when Ellen visited the next day, Margaret had faded to nearly
nothing. A month passed before Margaret returned to her usua thin form.

Ellen moved to her best friend and gave her ahug. At least, shetried. Her arms passed through
Margaret, raisng goosebumps. “Don't do anything to make them mad. They might take you forever next
ti rTe”

“I want to see Doug,” Margaret said.

“Doug's not worth it.”

“How do you know? What doyou know about |osing somebody you love?’

Ellen's eyes grew hot with held tears. Margaret was beautiful. She could have had any boy she wanted.
Ellen was afraid that Margaret ill could, even dead. “1'veredly got to go.”

“I'm sorry. | wasn't trying to be mean.”
Ellen sniffled. “It's not your fault. I'm just feding sorry for mysdif.”
“See you tomorrow?’

Ellen nodded and hurried from the graveyard, making sure no one was looking before she climbed over
the cemetery wall. She dipped into the woods and onto the well-worn path that led home.

* k *x %

“What'swrong?’ Mom asked. “Y ou've hardly eaten abite. Y ou're not going to starve yourself so you
can look likethegirlsinSeventeen , are you? | told you to quit wasting money on those stupid

magazines.”

“No, Mom, I'm not on adiet.” Ellen wastired of eating macaroni and cheese and greasy hamburger.
Mom's cooking even made the school cafeterialuncheslook good.

“You look pale”” Mom leaned over the small table and pressed her hand to Ellen'sforehead. Her hand
was nearly as cold as Margaret's. “ Y ou're not taking sick, are you?’

“I fed fine” Except her belly waslike anest of snakes. She wasworried that Margaret would come out
tomorrow.

“Wadll, you don'tlook fine”

“I think | just want to go lie down awhile.”



“Got your homework done?’

Ellen nodded. She dways did her homework while the teachers were explaining it to the rest of the
class. Margaret had gotten beauty, but Ellen was lucky with books. Too bad Doug was smart, too, and
never asked Ellen to hep him with homework.

“Wdll, good. That's onelessthing I've got to worry about.” Mom's face was pinched and tired, her
cheeks flushed. She might have been drinking. Ellen couldn't smell anything over the cloying aroma of
cheese powder.

Ellen pushed her plate away, knowing she'd see the | eftovers again tomorrow. And tomorrow might
bring other horrors. She went down the narrow paneled hall to her bedroom. The bed took up most of
the floor, and she crawled onto it and lay on her back, looking at the pictures of musicians and unicorns
on her walls. The unicorns would have to go. She was getting too old for unicorns.

She reached over, did her desk drawer open, and took out the photograph. Its edges were worn from
handling, but the face wasjust as wonderful as dways. Doug smiled out from between the white borders,
straight teeth and dark eyes and curly hair. Something swished against the window, and Ellen's breath
frozein her lungs. What if Margaret was at her window, looking in? What if Margaret had seen her

gazing longingly a Doug's picture?

She got on her knees and |ooked out the window. The lights blazed in the windows of the mobile homes,
which were arranged as awkwardly astombstones. Different sizes, moved in at different times, al dowly
fading under the wear of time. Thiswas her graveyard, and she was as trapped here as Margaret wasin
the graveyard of grass and granite and artificid flowers.

Nobody stirred outside, neither the dead nor the living. Leaves scurried across the bare yards like frantic
mice. A pole at the end of the park glowed with asick blue light, but it was too cold and wesk to attract
bugs. Ellen drew her curtainstight and rested back on her pillow.

Doug. Hed said hello to her in the hall the other day. She summoned the memory in dl itsglory, theflash
of hiseyes, thewarm tone of hisvoice, his head above the crowd of students changing class. Sheld been
too nervousto say anything in response, al she could do was give alame wave and what she hoped was
agmile

Probably looked like a grimace. She brought asmall hand mirror from her drawer and practiced her
smile. Dimplesthat were dumpy instead of cute. Her cheeks were fat. She had apimple on her chin.
God, she washideous . No wonder Doug didn't want her.

She and Doug had been close briefly, right after Margaret's death. They had sat together at lunch, Doug
wearing sunglasses so that no one could tell that Mr. Cool had been crying. They'd even hugged at the
funera, and now Ellen embraced that fleeting memory of hismuscles.

If only Margaret could die every day, then maybe Doug and |—

As soon as she had the thought, she was sickened. She'd rather have Margaret back dive than to have
any guy intheworld. Anyway, if Margaret were dive, Doug would still be going out with her. Margaret
had been beautiful. Still was. And Ellen was afrumpy, dumpy piece of nobody. She cried hersdf toa
restless deep.

* * * %



“You didn't comeout,” Ellen said the next afternoon.
Margaret lowered her voice, looking around at the other graves. “I was scared.”

“I don't blameyou.” Ellen felt asmal spark of joy, alightnessin her chest. If Margaret didn't go out,
everything would be okay.

“I want to seehim.”

“You'd better be careful, Margaret.”

“I don't haveto talk to him or anything. | just want tosee him. To remember what he'slike.”
“What about Doug? What if you freak him out?’

“| didn't freakyou out.”

“Wadll, youdid alittle, at first. | mean, it'snot like | believed in ghosts or anything, or did one of those
corny seancesto try and bring you back.”

“I wonder if Doug missesme asmuch asl misshim.”

Ellen didn't know whether to lie or not. She had never kept secrets from Margaret before. She looked at
the ground, at the seam of stubborn dirt where the grass hadn't taken root.

“Areyou ashamed of having mefor afriend?’ Margaret asked.

“Of coursenot.” Ellen knelt in the moist grass by the tombstone. *Y ou'll ways be my best friend.
Forever.”

“Better than Doug?’

Does she know?Ellen'sthroat wastight.\WWhat would a ghost do to you if you tried to steal her
boyfriend?

“Doug il thinks about you alot,” Ellen managed to say, which wasn't alie. “| taked to him afew
weeks ago. He said that you guys listened to Crash Test Dummiestogether. He said that * Swvimming In
Y our Ocean’ was your favorite song.”

“Crash Test Dummies. Nowthat's what | cal irony, seeing theway | got killed.”

Ellen tried to change the subject away from Doug and deeth. “ Do they have music ... over there?’
Margaret looked beyond the graveyard, beyond trees and stone and all things solid, asif she hadn't
heard Ellen. “It doesn't hurt to get killed. It hurts more, afterward. Being dead, | mean. And knowing it.
That'stheworst thing.”

“I wish | could trade placeswith you.” So Doug would bein love withher . Even if she couldn't do

anything about it, couldn't hold his hand or kiss him. She'd be happy enough just to know he carried her
in hisheart. Just to be able to make him happy or sad when he thought of her.



“Don't say that.” Margaret drifted down from the stone. Part of her misty flesh seeped across Ellen's
face. Ellen shivered.

“It hurtsto be dead, Ellen. It hurtsto remember everything you lost.”

“You haven't lost me,” Ellen said, wondering if Margaret was splashing the chill of death on her facejust
to warn her. But Ellen would never commit suicide. She wastoo scared. And if she died, sheld never
have Doug. But would Doug haveher ?

“| don't ever want to lose you.” Margaret's smile was awhite diver of movement among the smoky
threads of her face. The front gate of the cemetery creaked open.

“Somebody's coming,” Ellen said, but Margaret had already disappeared, back to her cold and
dreamless deep. Ellen pretended to mumble a prayer in case the visitors happened to see her. Then she
went out the front gate and headed toward the soccer field.

* * % %

Ellen's mom would be mad, but Ellen didn't care. Nothing else mattered anymore. L et everybody else
hate her. She had to find out once, for al, and forever.

“Thisisredly weird, Ellen,” Doug said.

Wheat did Doug know about weirdness? His world was soccer games, shooting for college scholarships,
getting tons of picturesin the yearbook. HEd been in the graveyard before, but not since Margaret's
funera, and certainly never when the sky was purple with sundown. A pae dice of moon hungin bare
branches like an ornamen.

“How come you've never been back?’ Ellen asked.

“Because |—" Doug paused, gasped. “I don't know. It makes me think about her, and | don't like to
think about her. It makes my chest hurt.”

They stood before Margaret's grave, Doug shivering in his soccer shorts and T-shirt. Sheld dragged him
hereright after practice, had caled him to the sddines and told him she had something redlly important to
show him. So important it couldn't wait for him to get dressed.

Sheld taken hishand, and he hadn't pulled away. Sheled him acrossthe street and over the hill, fegling
the eyes of Doug's friends on her back. They probably thought good old Doug was going to score, put
another onein the net. Ellen trembled as they walked, brushing aside his questions until they cameto the
graveyard.

“Margaret ismy best friend,” Ellen said. Doug looked &t her asif she were crazy, but she didn't fedl
crazy a al. Infact, for thefirst timein years, shefdt that her life was under her own control.

“Yeah, Margaret was great,” Doug said, looking around at the tombstones gray in the wesk light. “ She
wasredly specid.”

“I haveto know, Doug. Did you redly love her?’

Doug let go of her hand. “Y ou're scaring me.”



“Thetruthisnothing to be afraid of.” Ellen squinted at Margaret's grave, but could see none of the
strange milkiness of her ghost. She hoped they hadn't called Margaret away, that they hadn't confined her
to some dismd, dark hibernation. “ Did you love her 7’

Doug looked around. He seemed uncomfortable without an audience. Ellen wondered if thiswas how he
acted when he was done with Margaret. “Uh, yeah. Sure. Of course | did.”

“How many girls have you gone out with snce then?’
“What's that got to do with anything?’

“It'sgot everything to do with everything.”

“Areyou feding okay?’

“I'mfine.” Ellen grinned, not caring if her dimpleswere dumpy. “Never been better. How many girls?’
“Heck, | don't know. Five, Six.”

“Maybeten?’

“Maybe”

“And you loved Margaret the best?’

“Yourewerd. I've got to go.”

“Just answer me, and you can leave.”

He scratched his head. His eyes reflected the moonlight. “Well, | loved her. But you got to move on.
Y ou got to keep living. | know you were her best friend, but | didn't know you were so hung up on her.”

“Even dead people havefedings.” She dmost wished Margaret would riselike fog, to tell Doug how
much she missed him. Ellen wondered how Mr. Cool would handlethat .

“I'm getting out of here.”

Doug headed for the gate, hunched, his arms huddled across his chest. November was aways cold,
especidly inthe graveyard. But Ellen knew some things were colder than November. Like aguy's heart.

“Sheloved you, you know,” Ellen cdled.

Doug stopped near the gate, his shadow mingling with the wrought-iron bars. 1 thought you were taking
me out here so we could be aone. | was going to kissyou. | was going to be gentle. | was even going to
walk you home after.”

“I bet you say that to dl the girls,” Margaret said, her voice everywhere and nowhere.

Doug glanced at the sky, shook his head asif to clear away cobwebs or memories or imagined voices,
then hurried through the gate.



“He'snot so hot after dl,” Margaret said from her tombstone perch. “Not like | remember him.”

Ellen turned, wondering how long Margaret had been sitting there. “ Some people grow on you, and
somedon't.”

“Y ou could havefaleninlovewith him,” Margaret said. “1 wouldn't have minded too much.”
“I know. But every time | kissed him, | would have thought of you. And he wouldn't have.”

“Yeah.” The moon shoneinto Margaret, making her hair radiant. She was beautiful, both inside and
outside. “Well, when you're dead, warm lips are gross anyway.”

They shared alaugh, and even though the wind howled around them, Ellen was warm. She might not
know what losing love was like, but she knew whathaving it waslike.

“You'd better get home,” Margaret said. “Y our mom'sgoing to kill you.”
“Naw. She'snot going to kill me. I'm going to livealong time.”

The cemetery was slent except for the brittle rattling of bone-dry leaves. After amoment, Margaret
sad, “Livefor both of us, okay?’

Ellen reached out, held the wispy hand of her best friend. 1 promise,” she whispered.

Ellen left Margaret to her dark deep and headed for the gate, street, and home. Tomorrow Doug would
betelling half the school that she was nuts, but she didn't care. Doug could go stuff himsdlf, asfar asshe
was concerned. She could hardly wait to get home and tear his picture into shreds.

There was one more thing. She paused at the gate. “ See you tomorrow, Margaret,” she caled across
the empty graveyard.

A peaceful hush was her only answer.

TheThree-Dollar Corpse

The morning sky was red-orange, the colors of hell and Georgia August. Ragsda e squinted into the
brightness and marveled at how rapidly the scant dew had evaporated. Another fifty men would die
today, but that was today. At the moment, the only dead that Ragsdal e cared about were yesterday's.

The corpseswerein aline, laid out like sacks of grain. Some had been stripped of their rotted clothing,
leaving pae skin stretched taut over bones, flesh exposed to the unblinking eye of dawn. Others, treated
more mercifully, had scraps of blankets covering their rigid faces. Those lucky souls were tended by
friends. The rest were accompanied by traders like Ragsdale.

Ragsdale could see Tibbets' corpse, down at the end of the row where the freshest ones were. He
mourned the waste of agood body. As atentmate of Tibbets, Ragsdale had aright to be the one who
bore the corpse to the dead-house. But a corpse at the end of the line was nearly worthless, and brought
only fifty centsfor the privilege of carrying it out. So hed sold the privilege and bought the three-dollar
corpse a the front of theline.



Those near the front of the line had first chances with the smugglers waiting in the woods beyond the
stockade walls. A good day of trading kept one's belly full and made ahandful of dollars besides. The
war would end someday, and Ragsda e planned on having asmall fortune tucked away insde his boots
the day he walked out of the camp for good.

Some of the soldiersfredly distributed their smuggled goodsto keep others dive. Ragsdde didn't believe
in camaraderie. Only each man to himself, each man to live or die as hiswits alowed, each man
abandoned and aone, even though 40,000 of them were cramped into a place barely 25 acres across.
And each death was welcomed, if not by the poor sufferer himsdlf, then certainly by the huckster
tradesmen like Ragsdde.

He held hiskerchief over hisface to block out the wave of corrupted air, but the kerchief smelled as bad
asthe bodies. He had once used the kerchief to filter the water from the duggish stream that served as
both drinking supply and sewage for the prisonersin the Andersonville camp. Even after severa
grainings, the water till looked like teaiin the bottom of his dented tin cup. But dl he could do was
grimace and swallow, thefetid particlesimparting asweetly foul aftertaste. Ever since héd becomea
huckster, though, he had dl the fresh water he could drink.

“You see Tibbets go over?’ It was M cClaoskey, a young tough who had the corpse next to Ragsdae's.
McCloskey had been working hisway up the line over the last few weeks, asign of affluence. Ragsdde
didn't like the competition. McCloskey was starting to get some of the better trade goods, thingslike
cigarsand real bread and even an occasiond pint of whiskey.Damned Irish , Ragsdale thought. But he
kept hisface as stolid as those of the dead.

“Yeah,” Ragsdde sad, quietly, so that the guards assembled by the gate didn't snarl a him. “I wish |
coulda got that fresh one instead of this here sorry sack of maggots.” Ragsdae nudged the corpse with
his boots.

“You got thefirst one,” McCloskey sad. “Every first oneisbeautiful.”

“Maybe. Damn shame about Tibbets, though.” What Ragsdale meant wasthat if Tibbets had any
consideration, he'd have died early in the day so that Ragsdale could have made more profit from his
corpse.

Tibbetswas from the 82nd Regiment New Y ork Volunteers, the same as Ragsdale. Tibbets wasthe
religious sort, dways chattering in his degp about the divine hand of God that would deiver him from
suffering. He never bothered to make any money, and never asked Ragsdale for extra portions, though
the smell of smuggled food must have been overpowering in that smal tent. Maybe he knew Ragsdale
would have denied him.

So Tibbets wasted away on camp rations and prayer, until the previous evening. He had eaten his
pamful of raw corn medl, not even bothering to pick the larger pieces of dry cob from the ration. Soon
the food was gone, leaving only afew white specksin Tibbet's beard, hislips being too dry for the medl
to stick. But the fool had not stopped there. He continued gnawing at the toughened skin of hisfingers,

perhgpsimagining them to befinelllinois sausages.

Ragsdale had dapped Tibbets hand away, but the man'sjaws continued to gnash together. Those teeth
rattled like sabers, a percussive counterpoint to the low somber dirge made by the groans of ten
thousand sick, wounded, and dying. Tibbets eyeswent bright and wide, looking past the high stockade
walls and the coarse Southern cloudsto that high place where He was trampling out the vintages. Before



Ragsda e could stop Tibbets, if he had even thought to stop him, the man had vaulted to hisfeet and
dashed through the rows of ragged tents.

The stricken man was al bony limbs and rags, jerking like awindy scarecrow on awire. The nearby
prisoners paused in the eating of their rations to watch him run. Shouts arose, haf of the voices pleading
for him to stop, the other half urging him onward. They dl, Ragsdale included, watched as Tibbets neared
the dim gray railing that marked the dead line.

The dead line was asingle wooden rail laid about twenty feet insgde the walls and circumscribing the
perimeter of the camp. Any prisoner who crossed the rail was assumed to be attempting escape, and
was ingtantly shot. It wasthe only activity that kept the Rebel guards dert, for they had been denied the
glory of battle by their ignominious posts. A Union prisoner might be their only quarry of the war, so they
competed among themselves to be the one who fired a successful shot.

Threeriflesrang out as Tibbets vaulted the fence. Tibbets ssumbled, fell to one knee, then rose and
continued staggering toward the stockade wall. Maybe his fevered brain thought that reaching the
wooden wall itsdlf was some kind of victory, asif adoor might open and usher him to Elysianfidds. In
any case, Tibbetsfdl dead when afourth shot pierced his skull.

But hed died in the evening, and awhole day's dispatch of dead were aready waiting to be carried
outsde before him. So Tibbetslay stiff and nearly worthless near the end of the line, attended by some
amateur hucksters who were no competition to the likes of Ragsdale and McCloskey.

“What got yours?” McCloskey said, biting off asmal plug of chewing tobacco. Ragsdae watched him
with disguised envy, then looked down at the corpse a hisfeet. The flesh around the sunken eyeswas as
black astheinsde of coastove pipe.

“Dysentery, diarrhea, the Tennessee trots, take your pick.”
“At leadt theliceis off him, eh?” McCloskey cackled juicily around his chaw.

“Every dark cloud,” Ragsdale said, tired of talking. But McCloskey wasright. If you happened to be
near aman at the moment the heat started fading from his dead body, dl thefleasand liceand invisible
parasites hopped and jumped onto the closest host. Ragsdale scratched his beard, remembering the
things crawling there.

He looked off toward the center of the camp, at the stretch of swamp that served asthe camp's sewer.
A few men werein the thick of the morass, relieving themsalves. A new prisoner stood at the edge, his
face curdled in horror at what the others had accepted as routine. The surface of the swamp churned
with the breeding of maggots. Ragsdale looked away as the new prisoner squatted at the edge of the
soiled water.

Thefront gate opened, and a haf-dozen Rebels douched in, their gunslazily angled toward the ground.
They were near-corpses themsealves, gray-faced and war-weary and noses wrinkled against the constant
fecd rot of the camp. A captain accompanied them, head high, wearing leather leggings and his brass
polished and gleaming in the dawn. Ragsdale cursed under his brezath.

Thiswas the man whose pockets werefilled by the mass misery. But Ragsdale knew he was no more
honorable himsalf. He only begrudged the captain skimming off the profits, and avoided dl reflections on
mordity. Now, with the guard coming, he thought of nothing but the tradesmen waiting outside, the
smugglers and deders waiting along the route to the dead-house and the grave ditch.



And he had first opportunity. Sure, it cost him agood thirty percent of histake, but he was making a
killing insde the stockade. He was fat, which was a prisoner'strue sgn of wealth. He had clean water
and cotton blankets and molasses and pi pe tobacco. He had apillow. And no one would touch him,
because to cross Ragsdale meant getting no smuggled goods, subsisting on the meager camp rations, and
likely adow desth.

The Rebd captain gave the command for the detail to move out. Regsdale lifted his corpse with ease.
The fellow was hardly more than askeleton. That was another advantage of adisease victim. With fresh
ones like Tibbets, two men had to carry the corpse on amakeshift Sretcher, which split the profits.

Ragsdale dragged the corpse past the open dead line toward the gates. The guards watched,
hollow-eyed, not even joyful about the goods that the hucksters would dip them upon the return trip.
They were as much prisoners of war as the Union troops. All were bound to this boiling swamp of
disease and death, and sometimes Ragsda e could imagine the war never ending, their ghost-like daily
sruggles extending into an afterlife of misery.

He never imagined anything for long, though. In the camp, dreams were dangerous. If you dreamed, you
were gpt to lose your reason. That was one of the few differences between the living and the deed: only
the dead could afford to dream.

S0 he shook his head and damned himsalf for dreaming. All one had to do was look back toward the
camp, at the pathetic shebangs made of old coats and tent scraps and dry tree limbs, with not even
enough of abreezeto flutter astray thread. And in front of the makeshift tents, or dying insde them, were
men. Men who had |etters from homefolded carefully in their pockets, men with children waiting, men
with hearts swollen by rdigiousfaith and patriotism and dl false hopes.

Ragsdale amiled to himsdlf. He wouldn't cling to bravery. He would survive. He pulled the corpse
through the gates.

The captain nodded as Ragsdale passed.
“Morning, Johnny,” Ragsdale said, using the only term of address that the prisoners were alowed.
“Going to be adandy one, Yank. Don't yall forget me on the way back in.”

“No, suh,” Ragsdde said, imitating a Southern accent. He kept his grin plastered on, and wondered if
that was how the Negroesfdt, smiling and smiling as the lash came down acrosstheir backs. He didn't
know, because he'd never met one.

The haul to the dead-house was about a hundred yards. The corpse-bearers passed the cookhouse on
theway, and a charred smdll drowned out therot of corpses. A gaunt civilian came from the cookhouse
and dumped athick greasy liquid into the stream. Ragsdale watched the gray dick make itsway down
the creek towards the stockade.

When Ragsda e reached the dead-house, which was an open covered area, he laid the corpse down
and went into the shade of the high Georgia pines. The other hucksterslaid out their corpsesaswell. In
the dead-house, Confederate officiastried to determine the names and units of the dead and keep
careful records. But as the degth tolls mounted over the summer, the effort had become hurried and
careless.



But, brief though the respite was, there was time enough for Ragsda e to do business.

“Hi, Johnny,” Ragsdale said to the Rebd guard who was douched againgt atree. The guard might have
been acivilian from the manner of dress, but Ragsdale took no chances.

“Howdy.” The guard scarcely looked up. “Don't you go and try to run, or | got to put a bullet in your
back.”

“Wouldn't dream of it, Johnny.” And he wouldn't. He was making too much money. “What's good
today?’

“Hear tell there's some sweet potatoes. Smoked pork, too. Eggs.”

Eggs. A good egg could fetch fifty cents, arotten egg adime. Ragsdde smiled and reached insde his
shirt, which was overlarge and worn loose so that he could smuggle as many items as possible back into
camp. He pulled asmall sack of dried beans from a hidden pocket and passed it to the Rebdl.

“Much obliged,” the guard said, without looking up. Ragsdale hurried into the trees. McCloskey and the
other hucksters would be aong soon, and Ragsdale wanted his choice of merchandise. He was scarcely
twenty feet into the forest when a man stepped out of the brush.

Their eyes met. The man held out his hands, revealing four smal brown eggs.

“How much?

“A quarter,” the man said. Dedl done. Ragsdale then purchased some stale tobacco, pork that had not
yet gone rancid in the heat, a dozen wrinkled potatoes. All for adollar, which hewould turn into ten
dollarson theinsde, and have afull belly besides. He put the goodsinside his clothes, except for the
eggs, which he wanted to protect until al the bodies were counted and it was time to bury the
three-dollar corpse.

He started back toward the dead-house, pleased with his purchases. Another man stepped from the
trees.

“Sorry, Johnny, al done up,” Ragsdde said.

“That'sashame,” the man said. “Because | got qudity goods.”

Ragsdae glanced at the face. That dark hair, those bright eyes—

Ragsdae nearly dropped his eggs. Tibbets stood before him, smiling.

“Yeah, it'sme.” Tibbets mouth yawned open in speaking, and Ragsdale saw where the fatd bullet had
shattered the man's jaw. Ragsdd e felt the blood drain from hisface. His mind screamed at him to run, but
hislegs were rooted to the Georgiaclay.

“Nuh—,” Ragsdae grunted, unable to formulate any words which would explain the impossibility before
him. It was Tibbets, dl right, fevered and pale and exactly the same as he had been yesterday, with the
exception of the bloody holesin hisworn tunic.

“It's better out here,” Tibbets said, again flapping the damaged lips. “Look.”



The dead man held out histhin hands, pamsfull of pink sogp and razors and finelllinois sausage and
eggsthe size of gpples. Despite his shock, Ragsdae couldn't help coveting the merchandise.

It's a dream, Ragsdale said to himself.My belly's full and I'm dozing in the shade of my tent.

But the fine fragrance of the soap beckoned him, too real for dreams, more vivid than any sensation he
had ever known. He reached for it. “How much?’ he managed to gasp. Tibbets pulled the goods back
into thefolds of histunic. “Not for sale”

Not for sdle? Why, everything was for sale, ever since those 3,000 Plymouth prisoners had been
brought in. Just before their capture, they'd been furloughed from the Union army, and under the terms of
their conditional surrender, they were alowed to keep the veteran's bounty that filled their pockets,
hundreds of dollars per man. Since then, the huckster business was booming.

And Tibbetswasn't going to deny him what wasrightfully his. Hed paid histhree dollarsfor that first
corpse, hed bribed his captors, he'd earned first chances on the merchandise fair and square. What was
it to Ragsdade if some men starved because they couldn't afford his mark-up?

“That soap,” Ragsdale said. Imagine the luxury of soap in acamp where the prisoners waded into an
open swamp to relieve themsalves? Where the odor of fevered sweat and gangrenous flesh and death,
deeth, desth, hung in the air like asolid thing? Who woul dn't want to scrub such misery from their skin?
Why, soap would fetch five dollars a bar.

“You can haveadl this”” Tibbetssaid. “And more.”

“More?’

“Pumpkin and corn, raspberries, honey, sugar, coffee. All free.”

Asif by magic, what had to be magic, the scent of those products wended into Ragsda e's nogtrils. How
long since he had tasted redl coffee? Chickamauga, nearly ayear ago?

There was a crashing in the brush nearby, and he knew that the guard had come to herd the hucksters
back to the dead-house. Only moments to act. He knew he must be mad, and that Tibbets couldn't exist.
Stll, those smells haunted him as no mere ghost could.

“Yank?’ cdled the guard from beyond the trees.
Ragsda e leaned toward Tibbets and whispered. “How?’

“Crossthe deadline,” Tibbets said, hisragged lips stretching into asmile. “It'sal here waiting. Welve got
acamp set up behind the forest.”

And asthe Rebd guard blundered cursing through the bushes, Tibbets vanished back into the pines.
Ragsda e gave the guard an egg to soothe the man's anger, then alowed himself to be led back to the
dead-house. All the while, Ragsdal e thought of those smélls, tried to recall them and keep them full in his
mind.

As he dragged the three-dollar corpse from the dead-house to the grave ditch, he looked at the others
with their corpses and searched madly for Tibbets. Ragsdale and the others stooped and strained with



their shoves, widening the ditch to add their fifty to the thousands aready returned to the soil.
McCloskey was digging beside him, stripped to the wals, the sheen of sweat bright on his muscles.

“McCloskey, have you seen Tibbets?’
“Tibbets? Who cares about Tibbets? I've got a pound of tobacco to sell when we get back inside.”

Then the deed was done, the bodies covered but the ditch still open and awaiting tomorrow's supply. As
they went back to the stockade and again entered that dreary mass of groaning men, Ragsdale could
take no joy in his smuggled goods. He gave the captain an egg, then went among the disease and squa or
and filth and sat in histent, thinking of orange pumpkins and strong coffee and, most of dl, that swest,
Sweet soap.

The afternoon came and two dozen died in the heat. Evening food rations were parceled out. Still
Ragsda e sat, heedless of the eggs and potatoesin the folds of his shirt. The prisoners who eagerly came
to him with cash were sent away grumbling about how smugglers held out on goodsto drive up the price.
But Ragsdd e cared nothing for their money. Because out there, in the high bristling trees beyond the
stockade walls, was soap and coffee and bacon and perhaps a pint of fine bourbon.

All he had to do was cross the dead line.

He stood on trembling legs. His eyes were bright and |ooking toward where vintages might need
gamping.

Ashebrokeinto arun, he heard shouts erupt from the tents, and from the little circles of men gathered
around their cooking fires. But he didn't stop, he didn't even hear them, and then he saw what Tibbets
must have seen.

A large shining field, rolling out in gold and green and red, al harvest colors. And to the Sdes, under
shady trees, were stdls and wagons |oaded with every luxury known to civilized man. Crisp tentsand
bright campfires stretched into the distance, and the smell of frying bacon mingled with the woodsmoke.

Ragsdd e vaulted the rail and shouts rang from above. Still heran, the blood roaring in hisears. A
wetness poured down his head, surrounded him, and he lost his balance as darknessfell.

Dawn found him outside the walls. He searched for Tibbets, but saw nothing but scrub forest. Sounds
from the prison gate drew him back to the edge of the woods. The grave detail was heading out.
Ragsda e thought that M cCloskey would take his place at the front of the line, but dl the prisonerswere
strangers.

Ragsdae saw his own corpse down near the end of the line. A fifty-cent corpse. He looked hopefully at
the two hard-eyed Union prisonersthat carried the flesh that Ragsdale had so recently worn. Ragsdde
was annoyed that someone had made fifty cents off his corpse. That money wasrightfully his.

Maybe he could hail the soldiers, send them away with aquick profit and no work. Ragsdd e searched
his boots for money and found none. Someone had robbed him as he lay dead. And he had nothing to
trade. He watched from the woods as his body was counted, then thrown in the ditch and buried.

Asthe dirt wasthrown over hisface, night fell, then the sun rose and found him watching the next grave
detail. Again his corpse was dragged before hiseyes. A different pair of soldiers carried him that
morning. He again felt the anger at someone profiting from his degth.



A week of such dawns, amonth of funeral processions, and Ragsdd e became accustomed to the stench
of corpses. In fact, he welcomed it. Because the stench hel ped drown out the maddening aromas that
drifted through the trees, the exotic smells of sogp and coffee and bacon, goods that were being enjoyed
by othersin peaceful distant bivouacs. If only Ragsdae had some money, he might go there and tradein
the land where everything was free.

Sometimes, just asthe dirt was thrown on the face of his corpse and night again fell, he heard laughter
and singing from the far camps. It was the sound of men with full bellies.

A year passed, and Ragsdale till had no money, not even thefifty centsthat his bullet-riddlied corpse
brought each day. He sat and watched the grave details, his somach rumbling with an emptiness greater
than hunger.

Ten, twenty, ahundred years of soft parades.

Inthetrees, forever in sight of the stockade walls, Ragsdale waited for the war to end.

THIRST

Sdly hadn't rained in days.

She hid under the porch when Mom opened the screen door. The wood of the porch bent and groaned
above her head. Mom's shadow fell across the sunlit cracks between the boards, and Sally knew it was
time. She hated being one of the stupid old rain people.

She wanted to be like Mdanie, with ablue dress and fine yelow hair and no freckles and skin that didn't
turn pink on thefirst spring day. But Mom said Sdlly wasarain girl, and that wasthat. Rain girls weren't
supposed to be pretty, even with rainbowsin their hair.

And raining was so much trouble. How could you have fun when you had to fight the sun and mash the
clouds together and wring the drops out of the sky? She had to worry about the trees, the flowers and
shrubs and vines and thorns and al of them screaming and whining for water. And the people, too. Mom
had told her amillion times that she had to care about people she didn't even know. Stupid people with
their supid thirgs.

It was s0 grown-up, all thisworry. She wanted to spend her summer catching the frogs that hid in the
grass beside the ditch, racing boys down the street on her bicycle, running through butterfly fields with her
arms spread wide as the colors dodged and blurred at the edge of her vision. She longed to sit under the
dars at the foot of an old oak and just breathe the big air and not think about whether the soil was moist
enough. She wanted summer nights, holding hands with Jason if she could gather the nerve,

“Come help me, Sdly Ann,” Mom called. “ Got choresto do.”

Mom was on the porch steps now, and Sdlly could see the veinsin her ankles. Mom was dehydrating.
Her eyeswere faded and rinsed, her face creased with arid distress, her hands cracked like an ancient
washwoman's. Mom had started driving the rain a an early age, younger even than Sdly. And now she
wasworn, shriveled, like a sponge that had soaked up too many spills.

The shady space under the porch was atiny separate world. Outside it, the maddening sun baked the



earth and asphdlt ran like ariver between the neighborhood houses. Sdlly wished she could lie there
forever on her belly inthe cool dirt. But it was early afternoon in July, and that meant only onething.

Timefor thunderstorms.
“Sdly?” Mom called again.

“Coming, Mom.” She skinnied out from under the porch, catching a cobweb with one of her pigtails.
Her mother smiled down, her lipsa pinch of gray.

She's so tired, Sdly thought. Why doesn't she just quit?

“That'smy good girl,” Mom said.

“It must betime, huh?’” Sdly sniffed theair for rain, but it wastoo early. Mom's eyes were dry.

Mom turned and walked into the house without answering. Saly followed, letting acouple of fliesinto
the house before damming the screen door closed. She'd heard that flies bit more before a storm, but she

didn't believe the saying wastrue.

Dad was sprawled on the couch, fanning himsdlf with anewspaper. The paper was opened to the sports
section. For aspiteful moment, shefelt likeraining out afew basebal games.

Dad was a demoalition man. He ran awrecking ball and worked as a dynamiter when he had the chance.
But there weren't alot of buildingsto tear down in this dying town. Nobody wanted to build here. Too
hot. The concrete clung to steel bones and waited, waited, waited, while the windows and doors held
their bresth.

Mom sat at the table and folded her hands. Sally wished Mom wouldn't wear those ugly scarves on her
head. They made her look like agypsy. People talked enough the way it was, without giving them more
whisper ammunition.

Dad rolled to hisfeet and flapped the papers, then threw them to the floor. He growled and kicked the
edge of the couch. Mom closed her eyes and turned down the corners of her mouth and her eyelashes
flickered like eectric moths. Outside, the sky grew darker.

Acrosstown or country, one of the wind people was at work, sending chapped leaves and candy
wrappers skittering across parking lots and sdewalks. Sally sat at the table across from her mother as
the breeze rattled the screen door.

Dad pounded the walls with the bottom of hisfids.

The sky grew charcoa gray.

Mom whimpered.

A raindrop fell, ticking off the shingleslikeasmal stone.

“Comeon, Sdly. Comeon and cry,” Mom said.

But Sally wasn't the least bit sad.



“1 need help, honey. | can't do it done.” Mom's voice nearly broke. She clenched her parched hands.

Sdly didn't want to mourn. Why should she weep just so the dumb grass could grow and puddles could
fill and cows could drink and the world could be blue and cool ?

Dad knocked over the lamp. Thunder whimpered in the distance.

“Sdly, please,” Mom whimpered. She was too eager to serve. Just adishrag too soon threadbare, a
gray mop-head limp from swabhbing, a puckered lemon squeezed dry of juice. Sdly grew more angry
than sad when thinking of Mom'syears of sacrifice.

Dad put aboot through the sheetrock wall and lightning flashed and thunder split the sky. Sally wanted
to be like him and bring the thunder. That was braver and crueler. None of these foolish tears.

Mom was behind schedule, not matching Dad's ruckus. Her weskness threw her timing off. Soon it
would al be up to Sdly. And that made Sally damp with rage.

She closed her eyes and thought of Mom, who was barely able to summon agood dew. Mom was
failing and fading. Just as Sdly would be in twenty-five years. And with that redization, the tears came,
dowly at firgt, then faster.

Drops rattled off the roof and Sally looked out the window. Through her tears she saw streaks of
dlver-gray, the smal diamond drops bouncing and breaking on the earth, the ground drinking the gift she
had made. Mom had stopped trying to cry, only sat and watched with a pleased smile, proud to have a
daughter who was her spitting image.

Sdly cried rhythmicaly and easily now that the clouds had burst. Dad stormed up a storm and rumbled
his rage and the sky echoed his anguish. Sdlly cried until she was weary from weeping. Rain fell and the
plainsrefreshed themsalves, pricked up its corn, stiffened its marigolds and shivered itsthick trees.

Then the wind person must have grown tired of puffing and blowing, because the clouds broke apart and
spread out likewool jam on gray bread. Dad fell on the couch, exhausted, the summer hest of effort
making his forehead bead with swest.

Sdly sniffed and blinked. She dried her eyeswith the corner of the tablecloth. At least Mom hadn't
diced onions, as she had done last week when Sally'stears refused to fall.

Outside, the sun came, and the last dripsfell from the rusty gutter onto the porch. The air was scrubbed
clean, itsmoleculesfull of fresh green, smelling of renewed life. Dad returned to the couch.

“Good job, honey,” Mom said, patting Sdly's hand. “I'm afraid I'm just not much help these days.”
“Why do you keep on, then? Why can't—"

“—someone ese do it? Thereis no one dsg, at least in this part of the country. Only me. And now you,
dear.”

“But it'snot fair. Making therain is hard work. Meanie Higgins doesn't haveto do it. Vince and Sdena
don't have to worry about crying when the sky needs them. And Jason—"



“But you're not likethem.”

“Why not?’

Mom shrugged. “The world needs rain. We bring it. Who are we to know the reason for such things?’
“Could be worse.” Dad had opened the paper again and spoke from behind the rumpled pages. “ Them
in the Sahara, the Mojave, the Painted Desert, the Gobi, places were the rain people died out, them folks
are suffering. We ain't so bad off here. We got shade trees and aroof over our heads.”

“ Bl,[t—”

“No morebuts, ifs, or druthers, young lady,” Dad said, dipping the newspaper to send hisstormy glare
at Sdly. “Youll do asyour mother says.”

“But | want to be like everybody else.” Sally stood and stamped her foot. “I won't bearain girl for the
rest of my life. 1 won't, | won't, lwon't .

Saly ran to her room and threw hersalf on the bed. She put her head under the pillow and sobbed. The
rain started again, mad on the windowslI. It poured until Mom camein an hour later to soothe her.

* * k* %

“What do you want to do?’
“1 don't know. What do you want to do?’
What Sdlly redlly wanted to do was exactly what they were doing now. Nothing.

Jason skipped arock acrossthe creek, afour-hopper. He looked coolly at the sky, at the fat orange
gob of sun sinking toward September. Sally watched him. She liked to watch him.

He had blue eyes and aflame of hair, and his shoulders were starting to broaden. His voice was deeper
than those of the other boys on the block. He was different, better than the others.

They sat on the smooth black rocks and watched a crawdad make a milky mud-trail on the bottom of
the creek. The shade was pleasant. The high trees fanned them. Or maybe one of the wind people was
breathing hard.

“School startsin afew weeks.”

“Yeah,” Sdly sad. “Where has summer gone?’

“Wheredid it even come from?’

Sdly looked at him closely. Did heknow ? Or was he just guessing? She decided he was just making
strange talk. He couldn't know about the season people, about the tug-of-war between the spring folks
and the summer hotheads, the nerveless winterers and the brown brittle autumn makers. Ordinary people

didn't know the true workings of nature.

SAly hugged her kneesto her chest.Jason, eyes of ice , shethought. You should be a winter boy.
Because your eyes are cold and blue and you see the end of things.



But she said nothing, only listened to the music that some creek minder was playing, atinkle here, aglug
and gurgle there, a soft swallowing splash and afishy laugh.

Jason wastossing amudbal intheair, spinning it in hisquick hands.

“Seventh grade next year. That meanswell have Miss Fenwick. It'sgoing to bealong year.” Jason's
head bobbed as he followed the path of the mudball.

“Shel'snot so bad,” Sdly said. They sat in thelong shadow of evening for awhile without spesking.
Then, “ Jason?’

“Hmm?’

“IsMédanie going to be your girl next year?’

The mudball stopped, held in one hand. “Méeanie?’

“| saw you kissing her on the playground last spring.”

The mudball started again, more dowly. “That was just kissng. | don't want Meanieto be my girl.”
“But Mdanie says—’

“Méaniesaysalot of things”

Another slence, shorter thistime, and the gap wasfilled with the first night noises as the man who tucked
in the sun started hisdaily labors. The insect conductor lifted her arms somewnhere, counting out the beets
with adandelion wand. Crickets and late birds played their notes, and a beagle across the meadow
flubbed itslines.

Sdly's heart was beating fast, like Dad's during athunderstorm. “ Are you going to you ... you
know—haveagirl?’

“Been thinking about it.”

The mudball landed in the black water of the creek. Jason moved from hisrock to St beside Sally. The
stone cooled beneath them.

“Been thinking, maybe you. If you want to, that is.” Jason's bresth was close, an odd whispering wind,
warm but fresh on her cheek, followed by lipson hers, dl as mysterious as night.

SAly skipped into theliving room, whistling.
“Y ou've been chipper lately,” Mom said.
“It'sautumn. | don't have to do those stupid afternoon rains anymore.”

Mom put her hands on her hips. “Now, | cantdl it'smorethan that. | wasagirl once, too.”



Sdly found that hard to imagine, looking at Mom now. A thousand years of sorrow were etched on her
forehead. “Wdl, anyway, thunderstorm seasonisover.”

“It's been weeks since arain, though. | think well need one later this evening. Getting alittle dusty
outsde”

That evening, Dad pitched hisusud fit. Saly tried to squeeze some tears out of the corners of her eye,
but it was no use. Her heart wastoo light, a helium balloon, a seagull, pink cotton candy.

Mom diced two onions. No good. Thunder shook the windowpanes, but the sky kept its bottom and
hoarded itsliquid jewels.

Weeks passed. School had started, the fields withered, dwarf corn shriveled, peasrattled in their pods,
oldtimers|eaned on fences and recollected the great droughts of their youth.

Sdly tried every night, tried to be sad, tried to weep. She sniffed onions and thought of sick puppiesand
broken toys and funerals and other sorrowful things. Once she even poked hersdlf in the eye. Still the
fiddslay dry and aching.

She saw Jason every day at school, and they walked holding hands every afternoon, kissing by the
creek when the other children weren't around. The creek was thinner now, weak between the smooth
stones, quieter and less merry. The sky was cloudless.

The autumn makersrolled out golden rugs, applied their red and orange brushstrokes, underpinned the
landscape with brown. The trees thirsted and gave up their leaves too soon. The ground cracked and
sgghed. Still norain.

October came, on dried batwings.

The Halloween dance was coming up a school. Sdly sat at her desk, excited by the chaff inthe air and
that sweet melancholy aromathe grass gave off just before the winter women put it to deep. Sally cut her
paper pumpkins and bundled her corn by its bleached husks. She wanted adrink of water, but the
school principa had shut off the fountain because of the water shortage.

Sdly didn't fed guilty. So what if the pumpkins were shrunken and scarecrows withered at their posts?
She had tried to rain. It wasn't her fault that al those stupid people shook their fists at the sky and sent up
arrplanes with silver iodide and cast their hopeful doomed eyes at each occasiond cloud. She hadn't
asked to bearain girl, anyway.

Classes were dismissed early for the holiday, but Saly stayed to finish the decorations that would hang in
the gym on twisted orange and black streamers. She stood to stretch her legs. Her fingers were sore
from scissoring. But she didn't mind. Tonight she would be dancing with Jason.

She walked down the hall on the pillows of daydreams. She had anew dress to wear, one her mother
had made as Sally sat at the table each evening and tried to drum some rain. Mom had worked the
needle and kept looking up at Sally, her eyesred and dry and hollow. Dad had cursed, but only managed
to summon some hest lightning.

Saly opened the school door. Even the sunshine didn't bother her. She thought of the dress that was
waiting a home. It was blue, the color of amean sky, and she couldn't wait to wear it. Even Mdanie
never had adresslikeit.



Four steps across crisp grass.

Shapes over by the swingset.

Somewhere, the wind people gasped.

Jason was kissing Melanie.

Sy gared, disbdieving.

The shapes blurred, shimmered in her damp eyes.
“Sdly, wait,” Jason called. Meanie laughed.
Sdly ran toward home without looking back.

The sky opened itsthroat, empty of clouds but spewing asilent silver grief. Her heart was asleaden as
theair. Her drenched clothes clung to her like a second skin.

She found home and bed and Mom, but sill the achetore at her heart.

“What's wrong, honey?” Mom said, sitting on the bed. Beneath the concernin Mom's voice, Sally heard
elaion and relief. Rain pounded on the shingles, steady and untiring and passionate. Puddles stretched
themselves outward and rivers swelled with Sdly's hurt. Shriveled apples were knocked from their
branches and umbrellas collapsed like tissues.

Ordinary people watched from their windows as the sudden rain fell. Minutes before, not a cloud had
dotted the sky. But in the peopl€'s happiness they forgot al about the oddness of it, too joyful that the
dry spell was broken. They stuck out their tongues and quenched themsealves.

Therain kept on into the night and throughout the next day, soaking al the kids who went to the
Halloween dance. Then two more days without pause, the ground saturated and the ditches swollen,
brown water churning over sewer grates, al pulled by the gravity girl toward the far gulf. The creeks
bloated, and the creek minders wrung their hands, flustered by the loss of control.

On the fourth day, when the riverslesgpt their banks and people evacuated their front porchesin
rowboats, when everyone huddled in yellow dickers and no dry socks remained, then, then, they started

worrying.
Y oung heartsare dow in heding.

Sdly drowned November.
DO YOU KNOW ME YET?

It all started with astory. Y ou know the one | mean, don't you, Doctor?

Of course you do. Y ou know everything. Y ou smile and nod and write down little words on your paper
and then go home at the end of the day, safe in the knowledge that I'm the crazy one and you're normdl.



But let metell you something. These wallswork both ways. They not only keep peoplein, they keep
you “norma” people out. Except you have akey, don't you? Y ou can come and go anytime you want.
Just like my ideas. They come and go anytime | want.

| know what you just wrote. “ Episodic paranoia?’ With a question mark. Wheré's your smile now,
doctor? Try to hide it under that bald head of yours, it won't do any good. | can read thoughts. That's
why I'm here. That'swhythey put me here,

Except they're the crazy ones. See, they can read thoughts, too. Only they do it better than me. And the
world cdlsthem “leading lights” and “visonaries,” the critics rave about how they “ stare unflinchingly into
the darkness.” The editorsfight over them, make fools of themselvesin their rush to outbid each other.
Agents snap like sharksin abloody sea, hoping to get apiece.

Sorry. I'm getting angry, and my last doctor told methat getting angry is not the path to healing. And |
want to be cured. | redlly do. | want to get outside again. They won't let me have any pencils or pensor
other sharp objects, and it'sredly hard to write novelswith crayons. Plus editorswon't ook at
handwritten manuscripts.

Tell about how it started? Again? How many years did you go to school to earn a piece of paper that
empowers you to judge me? Ten years of college, just like | thought. Seems like you'd need agood
memory to get through al those classes.

But I'll doit. Because I'm astoryteller, and you're the audience. Eveniif | can read your thoughts and
know that you don't believe aword of what | say. At least you're honest, and by that, | mean you don't
lieto my face. Not likethem .

It started way back then, with my story about the girl with psychokinesis. Y ou don't believein
psychokinesis. But that's okay. It's not what you believe that matters. It'swhat | believe, and what |
know.

| wrote that story inthe early 1970's. Well, actudly, | didn't get to writeit. But | thought about it almost
every day for two years. Thisgirl isin high school, see, and dl her classmates pick on her because she's
so weird. Her mom's ardigious zedot, and the girl doesn't have anybody to turn to when her mental
powers start developing. PK aways comes on with adolescence, see?

| never figured out how it was going to end, but | redlly was going to start writing. | bought a Roya
typewriter and abunch of paper. Y ou canlook it up, it'sal inthat civil suit | brought againgt that creep
who stole my story. | can't mention his name, because of lega reasons, but one day the truth will come
OuL.

So anyway, imagine my anger when that story came out as a bestsdller in paperback, movie rights sold,
and that low-down dirty thief quit his day job and became an overnight success. Sure, his agent put this
spin on later, about how the guy wrote six hours aday for fifteen years, about how he'd been submitting
stories snce he was twelve or S0, and that he'd been publishing short stories in naughty magazines. But
you know the lengths they go to when they have to cover their tracks. And everybody knows they got
the millions. Millionsthat should be mine.

Ah, you just crossed out the question mark, didn't you?* Episodic paranocia.” No doubt about it, in your
mind. Y ou're smug, Doctor. As smug asthey are. Everybody'sright, and I'm wrong.



Goon? Sure, I'll go on. See, I'm controlling my temper. Just like the last doctor told meto do. And
you'rethinking that if you let metalk, I'll cdm down and you can be done with mein timefor your five
o’clock martini. Seeme amile.

Back before | wasawriter, when | wasjust akid, | had this other idea. About awoman who has the
Devil's baby. When the book came out about that one, | just figured it was a coincidence. But then when
that guy stole my idea about the little girl who gets possessed by Satan and a Catholic priest triesto save
her, | decided I'd better become awriter, too. | figured that if my ideas were so good that other people
wanted to steal them, I'd better write them mysdlf. That's when | came up with the psychokinesisidea.

Have | ever written anything? Sure, | have. | get agood sentence or two down, and then | stare at the
paper. It'scdled “writer'sblock,” and only crestive people get it. That's why you breeze right through
those papers you submit to the trade journals. That's the reason al these other writers are so pralific. It's
easy when somebody eseisdoing your thinking for you.

Wédll, | decided I'd hurry through my next couple of books before somebody could stedl my idess.
Except that one guy typesfaster than | do. So he beat me to the one about the virus that wipes out most
of theworld so God and the Devil can fight over the survivors, and he beat me to the one about the
haunted hotdl. And get this...

Whenever | got writer's block, do you know what | used to type? “ All work and no play makes Jack a
dull boy.” And you-know-who stealsit and everybody thinksit's the most clever thing to ever gracea
page. And they cdlme crazy.

His best trick was when he “released” dl these books that he'd supposedly written before he got
famous. | had dl of thoseideasin one night, right after the PK book came out. Y ou know, the walking
race where only the winner survives, the sameideaagain except thistimeit's set in the future and the
comptitors are paid to run for their lives, one where a man blows up stuff because he doesn't like
progress, and one where akid shoots up his high school. That last one was so dumb | didn't think
anybody would stedl it. But you-know-who types alot faster than he thinks, so held probably mailed it to
his publisher before he redized what it was about.

And he was clever, because he knew | was on to him. He even came up with a pen name for those
books so that | would haveto sue him twice. | guess hefigured | couldn't afford lawyers fees. | wasjust
apoor writer, see? Never mind that I'd never actually published anything.

It was bad enough when only afew people were picking my brain. Oncein awhile, | could fed them, up
therein my skull, tiptoeing around and fighting each other for the best ideas. But then people acrossthe
ocean got into the act. People in England and some people who couldn't even speak English. That's what
| cal power, when your ideas are o universal that they crosslingua and cultura barriers. But my head
was getting crowded.

Ah, you just crossed out aword. Now it'sjust “paranoia” And you're about to write “ delusions of
grandeur.” Why do they let you have a pencil and not me?

We both know why, don't we? Because then | would write down my ideas before they could steal them.
The hospita'sin onit, too. Y es, you can smile about it, like you've got a secret. But we both know
better.

Let's see, where were we? Because you are my audience and | don't want to lose you.



Oh, yes. My idea about a bunch of old men who had falen in love with aghost along time ago. A
different writer got that one. But instead of getting mad, | became more determined than ever. | quit my
job and did nothing but think &l the time, getting wonderful ideas one after another. Psychic vampires,
sympathetic vampires who are more romantic than scary, akiller clown that's really a UFO buried under
the ground, a puzzle box that opens another dimension, giant ratsthat live in the sewer system,
paranormd investigators who discover a haunted town, achild that's redlly the Antichrist, so many ideas|
could hardly keep track.

Everyone was sedling from me. Even writerswho could barely make out a shopping list. Only the critics
caled it the “horror boom,” and you couldn't pass the paperback rack in the supermarket without an
army of foil-covered monsters grinning out a you. My monsters. Some | wasn't too proud of, but they're
like children. Y ou gtill have to love them, even the dumb and ugly ones.

| just kept getting ideas, and they kept stealing them. They got richer while | got madder. And | mean
“mad’ inthered way, not in the crazy way. But the maddest | ever got was when that British writer
pulled a satire on me.

See, hewrote this story you may haveread. Cdled it “Next Time You'll Know Me.” | know the story,
and I've never even read it. Because | met him at a convention, and as | was shaking hishand, | was
thinking that | hoped he didn't sted any of my ideas, because then I'd have to get him, and he seemed like
such anice man.

Of course, I'd never get himin red life, because only crazy people do things like that. But he looked at
me, and he had atwinklein hiseye, and he started writing the story right there in his head. My story!
About how apsycho thinkswriters are stedling hisideas. | was going to say something, to claim
copyright infringement, but the next woman in line pushed me away o she could shake the famous
writer's hand.

Ever wonder where ideas come from? No, | suppose not. Y ou don't have very much imagination. |
guessyou can't afford to, in your line of work.

Wall, see, | wondered about where ideas came from, after that British writer made me so mad. And it
took me years of thinking about it before | redlized that ideas came fromme . So | made myself stop
getting them, so the other writers couldn't sted them.

Of course, some grest ideas ill dip out onceinawhile. | can't shut down such awondrousforcedl the
time. So you-know-who managesto stedl two or three per year, and afew others are till getting their
share. But the “horror boom” faded, and if you'll notice, publishers are avoiding horror books right now
because | stopped letting my good ideas loose.

Shutting down wasn't easy for awriter like me, who lovesideas more than the actud writing. It was hard
work, and gave me aheadache. That, and the stress of al those lawsuits | filed againgt the thieves. That's
why | did al those bad things that put me behind these walls. Or in front of them, depending on how you
look at it.

Why isit | only had ideasforhorror stories? Leaveit to ashrink to ask something like that. Oh, you'l
redly going to have afield day with that, aren't you? Well, ideas just come, and you can't do anything
about them. Unlessyou're me.

| know you're going to look in your diagnostic manual tonight and come up with some long explanation
of why you think I'm crazy. Except you don't call it “crazy,” do you? These are kinder, gentler times. You



haveto cdl it a“behaviora disorder.”

| don't carewhat label you attach to me. | don't believe in psychology. | don't believein insanity. | don't
beievein ghrinks,

Oh, you're offended? Well, let mefill you in on alittle secret, because you're not as good at reading
minds as your predecessor. Did the hospital tell you why he resigned? Of course not. All you shrinks
keep your secrets, even from each other.

Widl, I'll tell you why heleft. We were Sitting here, just like you and | are doing, and | wastdling him my
story. And al of asudden | got thisgreat ideafor anovel. It just dipped out before | even realized what |
was thinking about. And it'sadoozy. | may aswell tell you about it, becauseit'stoo late for you to stedl
it. Plus, no offense, but | don't think you have what it takesto be ared writer like me.

Okay, theidea. Thisguy isin the psychiatric ward because he thinks people are sedling hisideas. Only
nobody believes him, and they al think he's crazy. So he escapes, and goes out to get revenge on all the
writerswho have made millions off of hisideas. Only when he getsout in the real world, he finds out that
he'sredly just anidea , that he doesn't even exist at dl. Soit'slike he'saghost, which makesit red easy
to get to these famous writers.

But the hero is smart, he doesn't kill them or anything. That would be too easy. And they would be
famousforever, and readers and critics would never know the lie behind the success stories. So the hero
givesthewritersbad ideas, sneaksin a night and aterstheir manuscripts, gives them amild enough case
of writer'sblock that they get desperate. | thought about calling the book “ Desperation,” but that one guy
isso good he stedsmy titles before | even come up with them.

Pretty good idea, huh? Well, the doctor snatched it right out of my head, and if you pick up the latest
“Publisher's Weekly,” you'll seethat he just got a six-figure advance on an outline and sample chapter. It
can happen to anybody, if you get agood idea. If you sted them from me.

See how well I'm controlling my anger? I'll betyou wouldn't be so cam, if you werein my shoes. But I'm
used to it by now. I'm theideaman. | could lmost be happy with that, and accept my placein the
literary landscape. But the thing that bugs me the most isthathobody el se knows. I'm not getting any
credit.

And there's one more thing. I'm awriter. And some day |I'm going to get around to actually writing. One
day soon, you're going to let me have a pencil and some paper, maybe even atypewriter after | prove
I'm not athreat to myself or others.

And | will write down my idesas, all theones| kept locked away al these years. | have alot of them. I'm
going to berich. Nobody thinks you're crazy when you'rerich, even if you're a horror writer.

And after I'm cured, when you think about what I've said and redlize I'm right, you're going to
rubber-stamp my papers and | will be on the outside again. | know, | said awhile ago that walls work
both ways, but that was crazy tak, and you can see that I'm no longer crazy. Y ou are such agood
doctor that you are curing me. I'm feeling much better.

No, if | get out, | certainly won't go after al those writerswho got rich off of my ideas. That would be
acting paranoid. Anyway, I'll be too busy writing down my new ideas, which will be much better than the
old ones. In fact, the readers will forget about al those other writers.



So that will be my only revenge. I'll knock them off the bestsdller lists. And I'll et them have only my
worst idess. I'll make millions, and the criticswill eat those* ooh-la-lahs’ dive.

Oh, | may do one morething. After you let me out, I'm going to fly to the Merseyside. I'm going to hunt
down that writer who satired me. I'm not going to stalk him or anything, and | won't be carrying any
sharp objects, except maybe awriting pen.

Maybe I'll come up to him in agrocery store, or at abus stop, or in adark pub. I'll look himinthe eye
and seeif it twinkles. I'll say, “Do you know meyet?’

And I'll wait for him to ask for my autograph.

Seemegnmile.

HOMECOMING

Thewind cut through the valey like afrozen razor. Black clouds raced from the west, shrouding the
setting sun. Leaves skittered over the brown grass. The air smelled of dectricity and rust and dried
chestnut and things long dead.

No ghosts flickered among the sagging fence posts outside, no spirits swept over the hay-strewn
barnyard. Only earthly shadows moved in the twilight, nothing but swaying trees and nightbirds and loose
gates. Charlie Roniger turned from the dark glass of the window.

“It'sgonnacome astorm,” he said, drawing the dusty curtains. Hiswife, Sara, sat in her ragged easy
chair and said nothing. She looked deeply into the flames crackling in the fireplace. Her wrinkled hands
were folded over the quilt in her lap, hands that had once snapped green beans and wrung out wet sheets
and caressed the soft down on a baby's head.

Charlie studied her face. It wasfdlen, asif the framework behind it was busted up like an old hatbox.
He never thought she'd end up broken. Not the way she'd dways been able to show her fedlings, to hold
the family together, to love the only two menin her life.

She was too much like that old spring up on the hill, just kept on dow and steady until you cameto
expect it to run on forever. Then when it dried up, you got mad, even though you had no promisethat it
would keep running. Even when you knew you had no red right to it. It was ablessing, and blessings
weren't madeto last. Otherwise, the bad thingsthat God sent along wouldn't get their proper due.

Charlie reached into the front pocket of his denim overalls and pulled out a plug of tobacco. He twisted
off achaw with histhree good teeth. His gums mashed the tobacco until it was moist and pliable. Then,
with histongue, he pushed the wad into the hollow of hisjaw.

He walked to the door, unconscioudly checking thelock. On a peg beside his overcoat hung the
baseball glove held given Johnny for histenth birthday. The leather had shrunk and cracked from dl the
years Johnny had lobbed dewy walnuts on the tin roof of the barn, pretending he was catching fly balls
off Y ankee bats. Johnny had been a southpaw. He'd gotten that from Saral's Side of the family.

Charlie wished held had more time to play catch with his son. But the fields dways needed his plow, the
hay had to be pressed into yellow squares, the hogs squealed for dop, the corn cried for water. The
forest gaveitstrees but demanded in trade hours of stretched muscles and stinging swest. Even the soil



begged for hisflesh, whispering to him to lie down and rot and feed the new roots.

So time went away, the sun rose and fell like arib cage drawing in deep breaths. And chores and meals
and church on Sundays stole the years. Charliewondered if al you were |eft with a the end wasthe
memory of dl the things you should have said but never could. Thingslike*1 loveyou.”

He touched the glove that was as rough and parched as his own skin. He always thought it would be the
other way around, with him fading out dow and gaspy and full of pain while Johnny stood over the bed
and tried to get up the nerve to hug him. And Charlie thought he might have been able to say it then,
when they were both scared and had nothing to lose. Back when death looked like a one-way road.

Charlie stooped, his spine popping as he reached into the firebox and grabbed a couple of oak logswith
hisarthritic fingers. He carried the wood into the living room and tossed them onto thefire, sending a
shower of sparks up the chimney. The reflection of the fire danced in hiswife's glassy eyes, red-orange
pinpricks on bald onyx. She didn't blink.

“Frefedsgood, don't it, honey?’ he said gently, squirting a stream of brown juiceinto the flames. The
liquid hissed and evaporated as he waited for an answer, knowing it wouldn't come. Language had | eft
her aone, even if the dead folks hadn't.

Outside, the wind picked up. The old two-story house creaked and leaned against the coming gale. A
few loose shingles flgpped, and the upstairs windows réttled. Blasts of cold air swirled under the front
door and thefirst raindrops spattered the porch.

Charlie gingerly led Sara up the squeaky stairsto bed and tucked her under the thick blankets. He
checked the weather once more, but all he could see was black and his own reflection. Hetossed on a
back log, spit out his chaw, and locked the door. He went upstairsto wait for them.

Hefdl adegp with hisarm around Sara, nuzzling into the hard edges of her bones. The howling wind
cameinto his dreams and turned into afamiliar moan. He awoke in aswesat and blinked into the
blackness around him. Faint blue-white shapes hovered above the bed. He reached for hiswife, but felt
only the cool sheetsin the little hollow of the bed where she should have been.

She was with them, dancing and waving her frail arms, as she had every night since Johnny had been
buried. The tranducent wisps flowed over her, caressing her skin and weaving around her worn flannel
nightgown. She floated two feet off the ground, embraced by the spirits. They were al locked together in
ahoe-down of resurrection.

As Charli€'s eyes adjusted, he could make out the feathery shapes taking form. It wasthe regulars, the
happy hour crowd of the dead set. The ghostsfilled the room like joyful clouds. They cavorted like they
hed timeto kill and forever todoit in.

Familiar faces coa esced among the mists. Therewas Doris, the school teacher, who had passed onin
the winter of ‘ 73, now as withered as aforgotten houseplant. Freddie, Charlie's old fishing buddy, was
moaning and hooting like an eviscerated owl. He had drowned severa years ago and his skin was
stretched and pale like ableached water baloon. Freddie had lost his hat, and Charlie noticed for the
firgt time how large hisearswere.

Colonel Hadley was hovering like a shroud on acoat hanger, wearing his military dress blues even
though hisramrod days were over. Thetown gossip held that Fanny Coffey had run off with atraveling
Bible salesman, but she couldn't have made it far on those amputated legs. The Bible sdlesman had



answered anewfound calling to be a sex murderer, an about-face career change that caught Fanny by
aurprise. Consumptive old Pete Henriesfumbled at his chest, amlessy searching for another of the
cigarettesthat had nailed his coffin lid shut. The Waters bunch looked on, father and mother and child,
gtill as ashen asthey had been on the morning they were found in their garage with the Buick engine
running.

Rhetta Mae Harper was among them, Rhetta Mae who had tried to seduce Charlie when Sara had been
50 knotted up with pregnancy that she couldn't bear her husband's touch. Sara'swomb had taken his
seed in late middle age, and the fetus that would be Johnny kept her in congtant discomfort. Charlie had
tasted Rhetta M ag's temptation and had nearly swallowed, but in the end hislove for Sarakept him true.
Rhetta M ae had been shot during some drunken, jealous frenzy, her voluptuous figure shredded by
number eight buckshot pellets. Charlie found her charms much easier to resist now.

He kicked off the blankets and rolled out of the old cast-iron bed, the mattress springs and his bones
creking in harmony. The cold pine floorboards chilled his feet as he walked over to hiswife. The ghosts
crowded Charlie'sface, but he brushed them aside like cobwebs. He put hishand on Sara'sarm. She
tried feebly to fight him off. She wanted to play with her see-through friends.

“Johnny isn't here,” Charlie said to Sara. “They won't take you to Johnny.”
Shetried to answer but could only gurgle like an infant. She was finding ecstasy in thoseicy ams.

“Now get the hell outta here, you bunch of deadbests,” Charlie shouted at the ghogts, trembling with chill
and outrage. For some reason he didn't understand, they dways obeyed him, asif they hadn't awill of
their own and took their masters where they found them.

The ghosts turned to him, blank faces drooping, like children who had been scolded for taking baby
chicksout of anest. They gently lowered Saraand she stood on the wobbly sticks of her legs. The
figuresflitted into shadows and disappeared.

The storm had blown over now and adiver of moonlight spilled across the bedroom. Charlielaid his
wife down and tugged the blankets over her. He got in beside her and watched the corners of the room.
Johnny's photograph was on the dresser, the portrait grinning in the weak moonlight. Smooth skin and a
proud shy smile, those eyes that Sara said were so much like hisfather's. Damn shame about that boy ,
he thought, as his rage faded like the ghosts had. Sorrow rose from ashalow gravein his heart to takeits
place.

They said Johnny had dipped down &t the sawmill, hisflannel deeve yanked by the hungry blade that
didn't discriminate between limbs of poplar, jack pine, or flesh. The lumber company sent a check and
paid for hisfunerd. It rained the day they lowered Johnny's purple casket into the ground. Rivulets of red
stresked the clay asthe gravediggers shoveled. Charlie thought it was funny how they threw in that coffin
and dl that dirt, and the hole till wasn't full. He and Sarawatched the rain drill down into the man-sized
puddlelong after the minister had fled for the shelter of his powder-blue Cadillac.

The ghosts had paid their first visit that night. Sarals mind, aready splintered by grief, took afina wrong
turn down the dirt road of madness. Charlie had been disbelieving at first, but now the midnight stops
were another part of the day, asfixed in the rhythm of hislife as milking the cows and gathering the eggs.
Just another hardship to be endured.

Charlie turned his eyes from the photograph and reached for the tobacco. Since he was awake, he might
aswell have achaw. He rested hiswiry neck back on the pillow and worked the sticky sweet leaf with



his gums. Something rustled by the dresser.

“You'realittlelate, the show'sover,” Charlie said. The noise continued.

Charlieraised his head and saw afaint apparition trying to form by the closet. Damned if it ain't a new
one, hethought. Threads of milky air spun themsalvesinto a human shape. Charlie blinked and looked at
the photograph.

“Can't be” he muttered. Then he redlized it was the one held been waiting for, night after long night.
“Johnny? Isthat you, boy?’

A voicelike December answered, “Y esh, Dad.”

Charlie sat up in bed, his heart pounding. He glanced sideways at hiswife. Her eyes were closed, and
the blankets rose and fell with her even breathing.

“How'sit going, son?’
“Not too bad. I've been alittle confused here lately.”

“Didn't | tell you to keep an eye out for that damned sawblade? Just ook what you've gone and done to
yoursdlf.”

Johnny materidized more fully and stepped forward into the moonlight. Flesh hung in ropesfrom his
ruined cheeks. His hose was missing, and chunks of his hair had been torn from his savaged scalp. His
Adam'’s apple bobbed uncontrollably, dangling by atendon from the gash in his neck.

Charlie gulped, feding the tobacco sting histhroat. “Y ou're looking real good, son.”

“How'sMom?’

“She'sfing” Charlie said. “We better let her deep, though. Her spring'sdried up.”

Johnny nodded asif that made sense. The Adam's apple quivered and made awet sound.

“They took your pitching arm, son. That was supposed to win you a college scholarship.”

Johnny contemplated hismissing left hand asif he could still seeit. 1t happened so fast, Dad. Hurt for a
second, like when you get rope burns or something, but then it was over. Seemslike only yesterday, but
seemslikeit never happened, too. Lots of things are funny that way anymore.”

Charlie looked into Johnny's eyes that were deep as graves. He suddenly remembered teaching his son
how to tie adip-knot on afishing line. They had stood in the shade of a sycamore, where the branches
were highest, so the hooks wouldn't snag. Johnny's stubby fingers had fumbled with the line as hisface
clenched in determination, but now the fingers of hisremaining hand were ragged and moldy, with dirt
packed under the nails.

Charliefdt the blankets dip from his shoulders, and a coldness flooded his chest asif his heart had
frozen. “ Y oufed liketaking about it, son?’

“Wll, I'm supposed to be looking for something. | thought | ought to come here,” Johnny said, the bone



of hishead dowly swiveing.

“Homeiswhere you go when you got trouble,” Charlie said. 1 told you I'd dways be here to help you.”
“Dad, it ain't the hurt, ‘cause | don't fed nothing. But I'm o, like. Can't seem to find my way.”

Charlie gummed his chaw quickly and nervoudy before answering. “Y ou know you'd be welcome here,
but | don't think that's right. There's others that are your kind now.”

“I reckon s0,” Johnny said softly, looking at and through his own torso asif finaly understanding. Then
his hollow voicelifted. *'Y ou remember when those Corcoran boys were picking on me, and you Stared
down their whole damned brood? Walked right up on their front porch, standing on them old boards
ready to fight’em one at atime or dl at once. That sure took the steam out of their britches.”

“Nobody messeswith my boy.” Charlie looked into the shadows that passed for Johnny's eyes.

“Say, Dad, whatever happened to Darlene?’

Charlie didn't want Johnny to rest any less easily than he aready did. He couldn't say that Darlene had
married Jack Corcoran when Johnny was barely six weeksin the ground, before the grass even had time
to take root over his grave. Fond memories might give the dead comfort, for al Charlie knew. So helied.

“She pined and pined, boy. Broke her poor little heart. But eventually she got on with her life, theway a
body does. That would have made one fine wedding, you and her.”

“1 only wanted to make her happy. And you, too, Dad. | guessI'll never get the chance now.”

The dark maw in the center of Johnny's face gaped like an endless wet cave.

“Weal got our own row to hoe, Johnny. | taught you that we take care of our own. But | also told you
that you gotta make hard choices dong the way. And it looks like thisis one path that you better walk

done”
Johnny shuffled his shredded feet. “Y eah, | reckon so. But | ain't scared. | guessit'swhat ought to be.”

Charliefdt atirring in the blankets beside him.

“Them other ones been herelookin’ for you. Been here ever damn night, bugging hell out of your mom,”
Charliesaid quickly.

Sarasat up, her eyes moist with deep. She gasped as she saw the scraps of her son. Charlie put ahand
on her shoulder to keep her from getting out of bed.

A thin strand of drool ran down her chin as shetried to speak. “ Juhhhnn...”

Johnny drifted forward. “Mom?’
Charlie pressed Sara's head down onto her pillow. “Y ou'd best be getting on, son. No need to stir up
trouble here.”

Johnny moved closer, though not one of hislimbs moved. He was beside the bed now, and Charliefelt



the stale cold draft of his son's deathwind. Johnny reached out with a hand that was the color of atrout
bdly.

Sarasquirmed under Charlies arm, but Charlie pinned her and pulled the quilt over her face. When he
looked back at Johnny, the vacant expression had been replaced by alook that Charlie had seen one
other time. A possum had crawled under the henhouse wire, and Charlie went after it with a pitchfork
when the animd refused to give up its newfound territory. Charlie must have jabbed the possum fifty or
gxty times, with it hissng and snarling every bregth right up until it finaly died.

Charlie wondered what kind of pitchfork you used on aghost.

The mottled hand came closer, and Charlie clenched histeeth. “ Ain't proper for agrown man to be
making hismother cry.”

Johnny paused for amoment, and his eyes|ooked like they werefilled with muddy water.
“That'sright,” Charliesaid. “Y our spring's dried up. Y ou got other riversto run to, now.”
Sarakicked Charlie'sleg, but he wasn't about to turn her loose.

Johnny reached out and touched Charli€'s cheek. His son'sfingerswere likeicicles. The hand trailed
adongtheline of Charlies stubble, asif remembering the scratchiness hed felt againgt hisinfant skin. It
wasthefirg timethey had touched in nearly twenty years.

“I'd best go with them. Seems only right,” Johnny whispered in hislost voice. Affection and astrange
pridefluttered in Charlie's chest. Thiswas hisonly son standing before him. Did it matter that his decaying
gutswere straining againgt the cotton of hisburid shirt? Asafather, it was his duty to teach his son one
more of lifésharsh little lessons.

“A man's gottado what aman's gottado.” Charlie pointed to the far corner of the room. “They went
that-a-ways.”

Johnny turned his mutilated face, aface that only a mother could love. Then he looked back. He leaned
over Charlie and spread hisarmswide. The raw mest of histhroat jogged as he spoke. “I love you,
Dad.”

Without thinking, Charlie reached up, his hands passing through the moist silk of Johnny'sflesh. But how
could you hug adried-up spring? How could you hug amemory?

Charlieloved the son who had walked this earth. The small boy who had sat between Charli€'slegson
the tractor, pretending to steer while making engine noises with his mouth. The son he had taken to see
the Royals play, who had built an awkward birdhouse in eighth-grade shop for his mother, who had dept
in the hayloft in the summer because he liked the smell. The son who had buried hisold hound himsdlf
because he didn't want anyone to see him cry. Johnny did those things, not this blasphemy hovering over
him.

Johnny had been the flesh of Charli€'s flesh, but this thing was beyond flesh. Resting in peace wasa
comfort for theliving, not the dead.

He amost said the words anyway. But he found he'd rather take his regrets to the grave. Second
chances be damned.



“It'sgood to seeyou, son.” Like hell.

“Tell Mom that | missher.” Johnny's maw opened and closed raggedly. Sarawas sobbing under the
blankets, her fragile bones trembling.

“I will. Y ou take care, now.” Like he was sending Johnny off to summer Bible camp.

Johnny shimmered and faded, the dutiful son to the last. His stump of aleft arm raised asif to wave
good-bye. The essence that had been Charlie's only son fluttered and vanished just asthefirst rays of
dawn broke through the room. The ghosts wouldn't be back. They had what they had been looking for.

Charlie relaxed and pulled the blankets off hiswife'sface. She turned her back to him, her gray hair
matted againg the pillowcase. He touched her shoulder but she shrugged him away. Something rattled in
her chest.

He rose from the bed and dressed, working the tightness out of his stringy muscles. He rubbed hishands
together to drive away the lingering chill of his son'stouch. His heart felt like a charred ember in the ash
of adead fire. His eyes burned, but they had aways been miserly when it came to making tears.

He knew you couldn't expect it to keep running forever. When the spring dries up, you had to remember
that you had no promise that it would keep on. The water's for everybody or even nobody at al. You
had no redl right to it in the first place.

Charlie stopped by the front door and put on his overcoat and heavy work gloves. Firewood was
waliting outside, frosty and unsplit. Hetook hisax and hisloving memories out under the morning sun so
he could hold them to thelight.

KILL YOUR DARLINGS

| was wiping down the counter with an old shirt rag when he came in. The man in the yellow
dlicker. I saw himwithout looking up, drank himin the way my customers downed their Scotch
and water. Years of bartending had made me a quick study. Call it survival instinct.

Big guy, woolly Groucho Marx eyebrows, but his nose was small and sharp, more like a hawk's
bill than an eagle's beak. He was an easy 6'2” if he was an inch, and he was at least an inch. He
was slouching down into the collar of his slicker, trying to make himself invisible. Fat chance.

He shook off the afternoon rain that had collected on his broad shoulders. Even in the dim light
of neon beer signs, | could see his black smoldering eyes roaming over the joint. He wasn't here
for the atmosphere, though we had plenty of that. A television in the corner, tuned to a 24-hour
sports station, the sound turned down. A row of ragged barstools, their cotton stuffing oozing out
from under the vinyl seats. A jukebox by the restrooms, broken down and so old that it featured
“ The Brand New Hit from Hank Williams!” A couple of regulars slouched in a booth, deep in their
cups despite the early hour, whiling away the day until it was time to get down to some serious
drinking. And all of that was doubled back in the long, foggy mirror that covered the wall behind
the bar, the mirror that had a perfect round hole from a passionate gunshot maybe twenty years
ago. Hewasn't here for the scenery.

And he wasn't here for the smell. Sale urine laced with crusted vomit that never completely



dried, just sort of congealed half-heartedly. The musty smell of the soggy carpet, worn down to
the threads or, in places, all the way through to the rough pine planks underneath. The odor of old
cigarettes which had seeped so deeply into the walls that you could kill a nicotine craving by
chewing on a piece of the peeling wallpaper. And, of course, the grainy smell of every kind of
imbibement known to man, at least the stuff that was under twenty bucks a bottle.

No, despite all this decadent splendor, he was here for something besides a blind date with a
watered-down slug of rotgut. He was looking for someone. He walked across the floor to the
chipped bar and sat down in front of me.

"What's your pleasure?” | asked, till not looking up, rubbing on a cigarette burn | had been
working over for a few weeks.

"Businessis my pleasure,” he said, his voice husky and raw, histhroat a clearinghouse for
phlegm and bitterness—

* * * %

“Honey, timeto go to work,” my wife caled from the kitchen. She put up with my writing, humored my
foolish ambitions, and served asawhimsica sounding board for my evolving plots. She even let me use
our gpartment's overgrown pantry asastudy. At least my new hobby kept me at home, unlike my earlier
flings with surfboarding and collecting Civil war relics. My writing wasfine with her, aslong asthe bills
were pad.

| gulped down the gritty dregs of my coffee and looked a my wristwatch. “Coming, dear.”
| left Marco in the middle of his story, aong with the guy with the raincoat. | thought of him as* Fred,”
but that would probably change to something more noble and tough, like “Roman.” Y eah, Roman would

work just fine. Roman would be looking for hiswife, who had run off in the middle of the night with his
best friend. Naw, that was too bana—

“ Horw! ”

“Okay, I'm redly coming.” | hit the“save’ button on the word processor and jogged out of the study
and into the kitchen and gave Karen a husbandly peck on the cheek. | turned before going out the door.
“Behomethisevening?

“No, I've got to pick up Susanne after her soccer and then I've got afundraiser meeting at the library.”
“Then I'll grab aburger on theway back in.”

“No, you're going to heat up the pot roast and microwave some potatoes for us.”

“Oh, yeah. Bye. Loveyou.”

| was two minutes late at the magazine stand where | worked. | liked the job. From my position at the
register, | had aclear view of the street, and the company was good, mostly educated people who
actualy relished honest differences of opinion. And it was great place for scoping out characters, finding

facesthat | could pressinto the two-dimensiona world of fiction.

Henry, the store owner, gave me alittle ribbing about being late, but he was never in ahurry to be
relieved. | tried to picture hislife outsde the shop, but when my mind followed him down the street, him



with a couple of newspapers tucked under his pudgy ebow, my imagination always gave out when he
turned the corner. He was like aminor character who served his plot purpose and then dutifully shuffled
off the page.

| restocked afew monthlies and had to rotate a couple of the afternoon editions that had just rolled off
the presses. One of my favorite parts of the job was getting to smell the fresh paper and ink. I'd open a
box of magazines or comic books and take a big relaxing sniff, like one of those turtlenecked actors
“savoring the aroma’ of acup of expensive French roast.

To me, words on paper were magic: entire universeslined up in neat rows on the bookshelves, filled
with heroes and heroines that dared to dream; fantastic voyages to the outermost edges of the cosmos or
the inner depths of the mind; unthinkable horrors and profound rhapsodies; the vast revelations of
consciousness, all for cover price and tax.

| was arranging the cigar showcase when Harriett Weatherspoon came in. She had parked her poodle
by the door, and it pressed the black dot of its nose against the glass.

“Hdlo, SI,” shesad, in her canary voice.
“ Afternoon, Mrs. Weatherspoon. What will it be today?’
“I think I'll just browse through the bestsellers today.”

“Weve got the new Michede McMartin in. And probably an R.C. Adams or two. Seems like they come
out every couple of months nowadays.”

“Now, Sil, you know those are ghost-written. They come out of one of those prose-generating
computer programs | read about inWriter's Digest .”

“Million-sdlersal. What doesthat say about the state of literacy today?”
“Charles Dickensisralling over in hisgrave.”
“Along with the ghosts of severa Chrismases.”

Mrs. Weatherspoon bought a paperback and a couple of nature magazines and went out into the bright
spring afternoon. She stopped at the door and unhitched her poodl€'s leash, and for a split-second, |
thought she was going to hop on the little varmint and ride off into the sunset. But she wrapped the leash
around her wrist and went down the sdewalk, chin-firg.

| waswatching her dip into the human stream when | saw the man in the raincoat. He stood out from the
crowd because the coat was canary yellow and aso because the day was sunny and warm, with not a
cloud above the skyline. Unexpected showers occasiondly blew in off the coast, but most of the other
pedestrians needed only an umbrdlain their armpit for security. The raincoat-wearer was on the edge of
ameaty crush at the corner, waiting for the light to change, and in the next moment he was gone.

“Canary yellow,” | said to the empty store. “ Good piece of detail. Roman's dicker will be canary yelow
ingteed of just plain yelow.”

| searched my memory to seeif | could dredge any morefictiona dudge out of the flegting vison. He
had been Roman's height, and he had ajot of black hair. Not the dark brown that most people call



black. Thiswas shoe-polish black. But | could stedl no other features from him, because | had only seen
him from behind.

Arriving home after work, | started warming up dinner and went into the study. | turned on the word
processor and began spewing words, with my tongue pressed lightly between my teeth the way it does
when I'm onto something and | forgot wherel am, when | get sucked into aworld that istrying to create
itsdlf before my eyes.

* * * %

"Businessismy pleasure,” he said, his voice a clearinghouse for phlegm and bitterness. | hadn't
heard that corny line in a few months, but | wasn't about to bring up hislack of originality.

| looked into the pits of his eyes. His pupils were as dark as his shoe-polish black hair, and they
were ringed by an unusual reddish-gold color. Our eyes met for only a second, and mine went
back down to the bar.

In that instant, | had seen plenty. Pain. Anger. And unless I'm a bad judge of character, which I'm
not, a touch of crazy aswell.

"Odd placeto do business,” | said, with practiced carelessness.

"I'm looking for somebody.” His voice was grave-dirt.

"Ain't we all?"

| saw movement out of the corner of my eye, and suddenly his hand was on the bar, palm-down.
The back of his hand was a roadmayp of blue veins, lined with tiny creases, and wiry black hairs
stuck out in all directions. But what really caught my eye was the fifty-dollar bill underneath.
"Bartenders see things, know things,” he muttered under his breath.

It was an occupational hazard, all right. | saw lots of things and knew things | wouldn't tell for
twenty times that amount. But a fifty didn't walk in every day, and a G-note never did. | nodded

my head dlightly, to let him know | understood.

His hand suddenly balled into a fist, his veins becoming swollen with rage.

* * k* %

| smelled something. Smoke. | ran out to rescue the pot roast and was just diding its black carcass out of
the oven when my wife and daughter walked in.

“Order out for pizza?’ | asked in greeting.

We ate the pizza, then | plowed ahead with the story. After a couple of pages, | wasfighting for words,
torturing mysalf through painful paragraphs, dangling from the cliff-edge of plot resolution likea
sxth-grader's participle. What do | do with these people? | needed some fresh idess.

After work the next day, | stopped down at Rocco's Place. Rocco was a short, paunchy Italian who
was born into bartending. He wasn't aclose friend, but | figured he wasfair game asamode for my
story. Marco. Rocco. Close, but he'd never know the difference. He probably dangled from the
cliff-edge of literacy by athin rope anyway.



His bar was much cleaner than the onein the story, but this place was too sterile to make good fiction.
Readers wanted fantasy, not reality. They got plenty of redlity. They got plenty of hard-backed chairs
and plastic potted plants, scores of vapid muzak melodies piped through polyester speaker grills. | satin
one of the hard-backed chairs and ordered a beer.

“Y ou that writer fella?’ Rocco set afrothy brew in front of my face.

| was surprised. | didn't make a habit of telling people | wasa“writer.” | didn't wear tweed jackets with
leather elbow patches or chew thoughtfully on athick maple pipe. | might be crazy for trying to write, but
| wasn't insane enough to advertise. But it was aso nice to have my humble accomplishments recognized.

“I've published alittle,” | said, trying not to swell.

Hewasn't looking at me anyway. He was wiping down the bar that was dready so shiny customers
were afraid to set down their drinks.

“Fdlawasinlooking for you.”

| stopped in mid-hoigt, doshing alittle sticky liquid on my cuff. Who would look for mein abar?|
wasn't Hemingway. | could barely afford this beer, much less becoming one of Rocco's house fixtures.

“Big guy. Kindamean-lookin'.
| laughed. “Let me guess. He thinks I'm messing with hiswife, right?’

“Some people don't think it's funny. Especialy certain husbands.” Hiswords were clipped and he kept
his eyes down. “Y ou're an okay guy. Don't spend afortune, but ya never cause trouble. Been known to

tip.”

| waswondering if he waswaiting for meto grease his palm, perhapswith my meady pocket change.
But he continued.

“I know it'snone of my business. But | thought I'd give you some advice, friend to friend. Keep an eye
out for him. He's the dangerous type. Seen’em before.” He nodded to the perfect round bullethole that
wasthe only blemish in the clean slver glass of the bar mirror.

| played along. “What did helook like?

“Beefy guy, black hair, black like licorice kinda. Weird eyes, acolor you hardly ever see. And he was
wearing abig ydlaraincoat, and we ain't had rain for aweek.”

Karen must have put him up to this. She must have read my work-in-progress and planned thislittle
joke. Surdly shedidn't think it wasme that was having the affair?

| paid Rocco and |eft him to wipe up the ring my half-empty mug had made. | ran the three blocks home
and went into the study to re-read what | had written last night. Sweat was pooling under my arms and
my scap wastingling, theway they dways did when | waslost in an unfolding plot, only thistime my
intestineswere unfolding along with it. The story carried me back into Marco's bar.

* k kx %



His hand suddenly balled into a fist, his veins becoming swollen with rage.

| was staring at that fist, that big hunk of ham that looked like it could smash a city bus. | waited
for it to relax, for the little muscles to stop twitching. When it was back in his pocket, leaving the
bill, he said, “ Wimpy little smart-assed writer type. Shifty-eyed know-it-all, been in here with a tall
blonde. You woulda noticed her. Green eyes. Legs all the way down to the floor."

I had noticed, all right. Some hoity-toity wiseacre getting a looker like that, and us lonely
bartenders paying through the nose for our company.

"What of "em?” | asked.

"The fifty's for you. A fringe benefit of knowing things. And it's got a twin here in my pocket."
"Knowin’ is cheap, but sayin’ ain't."

Out of the corner of my eye, | saw a greasy smile dlip across his face.

"Double or nothing, then. The double's for forgetting you ever saw me."

"Saw who?"

He laid another three fifties down on the bar. | eyed the joint in the mirror to make sure no one

was watching. Then | swept the money away with my towel and had it in my pocket, where it
would stay until I caught up with Leanna tonight.

"Lives three blocks down. Number 216 East."

He stood up, making an awfully big shadow on the scum-stained bar. Then the shadow, and the
man in the yellow slicker, were gone. | felt sorry for that weeny little guy. Any minute now, he was
gonna hear a knocking on his door—

* * * %

The words danced in golden orange on the black screen of the word processor. Bad writing. A little too
much Spillane and Chandler. The story had gotten away. Timeto divein, chop out its heart. Whereto
begin? Better finish reading it fird.

A pounding on the door interrupted my thoughts.

* k k %

—knocking on his door, then he's going to hear a yell, a crazy voice of phlegm and bitterness—

* k *x %

The crazy voice that was outside the apartment door, yelling “Hey, scumbag, open up or I'll bust the
door down™; yelling “I'll make you pay for dl the misery you caused"; ydling “ Nobody's going to mess
around with my wife, especialy some snot-nosed fancy boy like you.”

* k k %

—kicking at the door with those big heavy boots, reaching inside that canary yellow slicker,
grabbing a fistful of cold gat—

* * * %



And the boots were on my door, making the hinges groan under the splintery strain.

* * * %

—busting through and standing over the poor little loser, who'slookin’ up at hiskiller, beggin’,
pleadin’, offerin” up money he ain't got and prayin’ to a God he don't believe in—

* k k %

And the man in theydlow dicker isstanding at the study door, holding agun, hisreddish-gold eyes
blazing with insane hatred. | can see hisfinger tightening on the trigger. It's like a Stephen King story gone
south, without the plot twists. Writer's character becomes real and comesto get him. It's been done too
many times. Too trite even for me.

But the smell of metd and tenson istoo red, and the door is hanging like awino from aboxcar.

* k k %

—and he's sittin’ at hislittle writing desk with hiswimpy finger over the “ delete” button, all he's
got to do is pressit and the man will go away. But he can't bring himself to do it. Hiswork is too
precious, too IMPORTANT to wipe out.

* k% k %

| take two hot dugsto the head, feel my brains begin their awkward eternal journey to the study wall. In
itslast moment of awareness, the ruined cerebelum searches frantically for atidy ending, someway to
bring the plot to completion, only it's much too far gone, much too hopeless, and the curtain of darkness

... o, thevell of shadows ... no, thewall of nothingness descends...
* * % %

When SiI came home from work, he found Karen sitting in the study, staring at the word processor. The
screen wasfull, and her face was orangeinits glow. “What are you doing in here?’ he asked.

“Oh, just messing around.”

“Working on something?’

“| figured Since everybody esewas playing ‘writer,’ | might aswell try my hand at it. Put mysdlf in your
shoes, to coin another cliché. Walk amilein your gloves. But it'salot harder than | thought. | believeI'd
better take Faulkner's advice and kill my darlings.”

She was reaching out to press thedel ete button when Sil caught her wrist. “Don't | get to read it first?’

“Wadll, if you redly want to. But promise not to make fun of me.”

“ After some of the garbage I've written?’

Karen got up and let Sil take the chair. She said, “ At least one good thing came out of this. Now |
understand how you get so caught up in thisStuff. Y ou writers are nuts.”

“That'swe writers, dear.” Sil laughed. He loved her. He began reading.

* * % %

| was wiping down the bar with an old shirt rag when he came in. The man in the yellow slicker. |



saw him without looking up...

METABOLISM

Thecity had eyes.

It watched Elise from the glass squares set into itswalls, wals that were sheer cliff faces of mortar and
brick. She held her bregth, waiting for them to blink. No, not eyes, only windows. She kept walking.

And the street was not atongue, along black ribbon of asphdt flesh that would roll her into the city's hot
jaws at any second. The parking meter poles were not needly teeth, eager to gnash. The city would not
swalow her, herein front of everybody. The city kept its secrets.

And the people on the sidewalk—how much did they know? Were they enemy agents or blissful cattle?
The man in the charcoal-gray London Fog trenchcoat, theTimes tucked under his elbow, dark head
down and handsin pockets. A gesture of submission or acrafted stance of neutraity?

The blue-haired lady in the chinchillawrap, her turquoise eyeliner making her look like a psychedelic
raccoon. Was the lady colorblind or had she adopted a clever disguise? And were her mincing
high-hedled steps carrying her to amidlevel townhouse or was she on some municipal misson?

That round-faced cabdriver, his black mustache brushing the bleached peg of his cigarette, thetires of
his battered yellow cab nudged against the curb. Were his eyes scanning the passersby in hopes of afare,
or was he scouting for plump prey?

Elise tugged on her belt, wrapping her coat moretightly around her waist. The thinner one looked the
better. Not that she had to rely on illusion. Her appetite had been buried with the other things of her old
blind life, ordinary pleasures like window shopping and jogging. She had once traveled these streets
volunterily.

Best not to think of the past. Best to pack the pieces of it away like old toysin acloset. Perhaps
someday she could open that door, shed some light, blow off the dugt, oil the squeaky parts, and resume
living. But for now, living must be traded for surviving.

She sucked in her cheeks, hoping she looked as gaunt as she felt. The wisp of breeze that blew up the
street, more carbon monoxide than oxygen, was not even strong enough to ruffle the fringe on the awning
above that shoeshop. But shefelt asif the breeze might sweep her across the broken concrete, sending
her tumbling and skittering like a cellophane candy wrapper. Sweeping her toward the city's throat.

She dared aglance up at the twenty-story tower of glassto her right. Eyes, eyes, eyes. Show no fear.
Starethe mongter in theface. It thinksitsdf invisble.

What a perfectly blatant masquerade. The city wasrising from the earth, stedl beams and guywire and
cinderblock assembling right before their human eyes. Growing bold and hard and reaching for the sky,
aways bigger, bigger. How could everyone be so easily fooled?

Forget it, Elise. Maybe it reads minds. And you don't want to let it know what you're up to. Y ou can
keep a secret aswell asit can.

Sheturned her gaze down to thetips of her shoes. There, just like agood city dweller is supposed to



do. Count the cracks. Blend in. Be small.

Ignore the windowfront of the adult bookstore you pass. Don't see the leather whips, the rude plastic
rodsthat gleam like eager rockets, the burlesque mockery of human flesh displayed on the placards. And
the next window, plywooded and barred like an abandoned prison, “Liquor” hand-painted in dull green
|etters across the dented steel door besideit.

All to keep us drugged, dazed with essy plessure. Eliseknew. If it let us have our little amusements, then
we wouldn't flee. Wed stay and graze on lust and drunkenness, growing fat and deepy and tired and
dull.

She flicked her eyesto the sky overhead, ignoring the sharp spears of the building-tops, with their
antennae for ears. The low red haze meant that night wasfaling. The city congtantly exhded smog, so
thick now that the sun barely peeped down onto the atrocities that were committed under itsyellow eye.
Even from the vigilant universe, the city kept its secrets.

Elisefdt only dimly aware of the traffic that clogged the streets. Not streets. The arteries of the city. The
carsrattled past, with raspy breath and an occasional growl of impatience. In the distance, somewhere
onthefar sde of thecity, Srenswailed. Sirens, or the screams of victims, face-to-face with the horrible
thing that had crouched around them for years, cold and stone-silent one moment but dive and hungry
the next.

Can't wagte pity on them. The unwritten code of city life. Inbred indifference. Ignoranceisbliss. A
natural socia ingtinct devel oped from decades of being piled atop one another like coldcutsin agrocer's
counter. Or was the code taught, learned by rote, ingtilled upon them by a stern master who had its own
best interests at heart?

And what would its heart be like? The sewers, raw black dudge snaking through its veins? The hot coa
furnaces that huffed away in basements, leaking steam from corroded pipes? Or the eectricd plant, a
Gorgon'swig of wire sprouting from itsroof, sending its veinsinto the gpartments and office towers and
factories so that no part of the city was untouched?

Or wasit, as she suspected, heartless? Just agiant meat-eating cement dab of ingtinct?

She had walked ten blocks now. Not hurriedly, but steadily and with purpose. Perhapslike a
thirty-year-old woman out for aleisurely stroll, headed to the park to watch from a bench while the sun
set smugly over the jagged skyline. Maybe out to the theater, for an early seat at a second-rate staging of
Waiting For Godot . Not like someone who wastrying to escape.

No. Don't think about it.

She hadn't meant to, but now that the thought had risen from the murky swamp of subconsciousness, she
turned it over in her mind, mentally fingering it like amechanic checking out a carburetor.

No one escaped. At least no one she knew. They dl did, bloody and soft and bawling, from their
mother's wombs into the arms of the city. Fed on love and hopes and dreams. Fed on lies.

She had consdered taking a cab, hunching down in the back sest until the city became only agpeck in
the rear-view mirror. But she had seen the faces of the cabbies. They were too robust, too thick-jowled.
Such asthey should have been taken long ago. No, they wereinoniit.



And she had shuddered at the thought of stepping onto acity bus, hearing the hissing of the airbrakes
and the door closing behind her like a squeding mouth. Ddlivering her not to the outskirts, but to the belly
of the beast. They werecity buses, after dl.

Waking was the only way. So she walked. And the night fell around her, in broken scraps at firgt, furry
shadows and gray insubstantial wedges. Lights came on in the buildings around her, soft pale globesand
amber specks and opa escent blue stars and yellow-green windowsquares. Pretty baublesto pacify the
MassesS.

Shefdt thewdls dide toward her, closing in on her under the cloak of darkness. Don't panic, shetold
hersalf. Eyes straight ahead. Y ou don't need to look to know the scenery. Sheer concrete, double-doors
drooling with glass and rubber, geometrica orifices secreting the noxious effluence of consumption.

She thought perhaps she was safe. She was thin. But her sister Leannahad been thin. So thin she had
been desired asamodd, wearing long deek gowns and leaning into the greedy eye of the camera, or
preening in bathing suits on mock-up beachesin highrise studios. So wonderfully waifish that she had
graced the covers of the magazinesthat lined the checkout racks. Such afine diver of flesh that she had
been lured to Los Angeles on the promise of acting work.

They said that she'd hopped on aplane to sunny California, was lounging around swimming pools and
getting to know al theright people. Elise had received lettersin which Leannatold about the palm trees
and open skies, about mountains and moonlit bays. About the bit part sheld gotten in amovie, not much
but adtart.

Elise had gone to see the movie. She sat in a shabby, gum-tarred seet, the soles of her shoes sticking to
the doping cement floor. There sheld seen Leanna, up on the big screen, walking and talking and doing
al thethingsthat she used to do back when shewas aive. Leanna, pale and ravishing and now forever
young and two-dimensiond.

Oh, but putting her in afilm could be easily faked, just like theletters. A city that could control and herd
amillion people would go to such lengths to keep its secrets. All she knew was that Leannawas gone,
gobbled up by some manhole or doorway or the hydraulic jaws of a sanitation truck.

And she knew others who had gone missing. Out to the country, they said. Away on vacation. Business
trips. Weddings and funeralsto attend. But never heard from again. Some of them overweight, some
healthy, some muscular, some withered.

So being thin was no guarantee. But she suspected that it helped her chances. If only she waslight
enough that the sdewak didn't measure her footsteps.

Sheld reached unfamiliar territory now. A strange part of the city. But wasn't it dl strange? Alien caves,
too precise to be man-made? Elevators, metal boxes dangling at the ends of rusty spiderwebs? Storm
grates grinning and leering from street corners? Lampposts bending like aloyed preying mantises?

The faces of the few pedestrians out at that hour were clouded with shadows. Did the white arrowtips of
their eyesflick ever so dightly at her as she passed? Did they sense atraitor in their midst? Werethey
glaring jedloudy at her tiny bones, the skin stretched taut around her skull, her meatless appearance?

The smell of donuts wafted across her face, followed by the bittersweet tang of coffee. Her nostrils
flared in arousal in spite of hersdf. Shelooked into the window of the deli. Couples were huddied at
round oak tables, the sleam of their drinks rising in front of them like smoke from chemicdl fires. They



were chatting, laughing, eating from loaded plates, reading magazines, acting asif they had dl thetimein
theworld. They had tasted the lie, and found it palatable.

Shetore her eyesaway. They traded pleasure for inevitability. Dinner would one day be served, and
they would find themselves on the plate, pale legs splayed indignantly upward, wire mesh at their heads
for garnish. Wéll, she had no tears to spare for them. One chose one's own path.

Her path had started about a year ago, shortly before Leannaleft. Not |eft, wastaken , she reminded
hersdf. Elise's understanding had started with the television set. The TV stood on a Formica cabinet
againg the sheetrock wall of her tiny gpartment, flashing colorful images at her. Showing her dl the things
she was being offered. Brand new sedans. Dental floss and mouthwash. The other white meet. The
quicker-picker-upper. The uncola.

Thetelevison madethings attractive. The angle of thelighting, eye-pleasing color schemes, seductive
layouts and product designs. Straight teeth cutting white lines across handsome tan faces. And behind
thoserigid smiles, she had seen the fear. Fear masquerading as vacuousness. Threatened puppets
spouting monologues, the sales pitch of complacency.

She had found other clues. The palice, for instance. Never around when one needed them. Ddlivery
vanswith unmarked sideboards, prowling at al hours. Limousines, long and dark-glassed advertisements
for conspicuous consumption. Around-the-clock convenience stores and neon billboards. A quiet
conspiracy in the streets, unobserved among the bustle and noise of daily life, everyone too busy
grabbing merchandise to stop and smell the dagheap acid of the roses.

But Elise had noticed. Saw how the city grew, stretching obscenely higher, ever thicker and more
oppressive and powerful. And she had made the connection. The city fed itself. It was getting bloated on
the human hors d'oevres that tracked acrossits tongue like live chocol ate-covered ants.

When one knew whereto look, one saw signs of itslife. The pillars of filthy smoke that marked its
exhaations, the iridescent ribbons of its urine that trickled through the gutters, the swest of the city
clinging to moist masonry. The gray snowy ash of its dandruff, the chipped grave of its doughed dead
skin. The crush of thewalls, squeezing in like cobbled teeth, outflanking and surrounding its prey. And all
the while spinning its serenade of sonic booms and fire alarms, automobile horns and fastfood speakers,
ringing cash registers and dlattering jackhammers.

Elise had bided her time, staying cautious, not telling a soul. Whom could she trust? Her neighbors might
have an ear pressed to thewall. The city employed thousands.

So she had hid behind her closed door, the TV turned to face the corner. Oh, she had still gone to work,
leaving every weekday morning for her post at the bank. It was important to keep up appearances. But,
once home, she locked herself in and pulled the windowshade. She turned on theradio, just in casethe
city wasusing its ears, but she aways tuned to commercid-free classica stations. Music to eat sweets

by.

Her workmates had expressed concern.

“Y ou're nothing but skin and bones. Y ou fedling okay?’
“Y ou're getting split-ends, girl.”

“Youlook alittle pae. Maybe you should go to the doctor, Elise.”



Asif sheweregoing to listen to them, with their new forty-dollar hairstyles every week and retirement
accounts and lawyer husbands and City Council wives and panty hose and wristwatches and power ties
and deodorant. Elise only smiled and shook her head and pretended. Took care of the customers and
kept her accounts balanced.

And she had plotted. Stedled hersdlf. Got up her nerve and dung her handbag over her shoulder and

walked out of the bank after work and headed downtown. She kept reminding hersdlf that she had
nothing to lose.

And now shewas dmost free. She could taste the cleaner air, could fedl the pressure of the hovering
structures ease as she drew nearer to the outskirts. But now darkness descended, and she wasn't sureiif
that brought the city to keen-edged life or sent it fat and dull into dreamy dumber.

She passed the maw of a subway station. A few people jogged down the steps into the bright throat of
the tunnel. She thought of human mesat packed into the smooth silver tubes and shot through the intestines
of the city.

Shewalked faster now, gaining confidence and strength as hope spasmed in her chest like apigeon with
abroken wing. She could seetheleve horizon, abeautiful black flatness only blocks ahead. Buildings
skulked here and there, but they were short and squat and clumsy.

The road was devoid of traffic, the dead-end arms of the city. The streetlights thinned, casting weak
cones of light every few hundred feet.

Her footsteps echoed down the empty street, bouncing into the dark canyons of the sde dleys. The
hollowness of the sound enhanced her sense of isolation. Shefelt exposed and vulnerable. Easy meat.

Her ears pricked up, tingling.
A noise behind her, out of step with her echo.
Breathing.

The spiteful puff of aforklift, itstines aimed for her back? A fire hydrant, hissng in anger a her audacity?
The sputtering gasp of a sinuous power cable?

Footsteps.

A rain of lightbulbs, dropping in her wake? The concrete dabs of the sidewalk, folding upon themselves
like an accordion, chasing her heels? A street Sign hopping after her like a crazed pogo stick?

Not now. Not when she was so close.
But did sheredly expect that the city would let her amply step out of its garden?

She ducked into an aley, even though the walls gathered on three sides. Ingtinct had driven her into the
darkness. But then, why shouldn't the city control her ingtinct? It owned everything else.

And now it moved in for thekill, taking its due. Now she was ripe fruit to be plucked from the chaotic
fieldsthe city had sown, a harvest to be reaped by rubber belts and pulleys and metal fins.



Elise sumbled into a garbage heap, knocking over atrash canin her blindness. She fdl face-first into
greasy cloth and rotten paper and moldering food scraps. Shefdt asting at her knee as sherolled into
broken glass.

She turned on her back, resigned to her fate. She would die quietly, but she wanted to seeitsface. Not
the face it showed to human eyes, the one of glass panes and cornerstones and sheet metd. She wanted
to seeitstrue face.

She saw aslhouette, a blacker shape against the night. A splinter of slver catching astray strand of
distant Streetlight, flashing at her like afalse grin. A featureless machine pressng close, itsbreath like sde
gin and cigarette butts and warm copper.

Itsvoicefdl from out of thethick air, not with the jarring clang of abulldozer or the sharp rumble of
tractor trailer rig, but as aharsh whisper.

“Gimmeyour money.”

So the city had sent this puny agent after her? With dl its great and awesome might, its monumental
obdisks, its omnipotent industry, its cast-iron claws, itsimpregnable asphalt hide, its pressurized fangs, it
sendsthis ?

The city had a sense of humor. How wonderful!

She thought of that old children's story, the “ Three Billy Goats Gruff,” how the smaller ones had offered
up the larger onesto dake the evil troll's gppetite. Shelaughed, filling the cramped aley with her cackles.
“A skinny thing like me would hardly be amouthful for you,” she said, the words squeezing out between

gigges

Shefelt the city'sknife press against her chest, heard aquick snip, and felt her handbag being lifted from
her shoulder. The straps hung like dark spaghetti, and the city tucked the purse againgt its belly. The city,
gmadl and dark and—human.

Now she saw it. The human machine had aface the color of bleached rags, dingy mopstrings dangling
down over the hot sparks of eyes. Thin wires sprouted above the coin-dot mouth. Why, he wasyoung .
The city eatsitsyoung.

“You fregkin' city folksisdl nuts,” the city said, then ran into the street, back under the safe sanelights.

Itswords hung over Elise's head, but they'd come from another world. A world of platinum and
fiberglass, locomotives and razor blades. Therea world. Not her world.

Asthered city awoke and bused itsdlf with its commerce and caffeine, it might have seen Elise
sprawled among the rubble of arundown neighborhood, flanked by empty wine bottles and used
condoms and milk cartons graced with the photographs of anonymous children. It might have smelled her
civet perfume, faint but there, which she had dabbed on her neck in an attempt to smdll like everyone
ese. It might have heard the wind fluttering the collar of her Chrigtian Dior blouse, bought so that she
could blend in with the crowd. It might have felt the too-light weight of her frail body, wasted by a steedy
diet of fear. It might have tasted the human salt where tears of relief had dried on her cheeks.

It might have divined her dreams, intruded on her deep to find goats at the whedls of steamrollers,



corrugated snakes dithering as endlesdy as escaators among gelatin hills, caravans of televison antennas
dancing acrossflat desert sands, and aflotillaof cdlular phones on awindswept ocean of antifreeze, an
owl and apussycat in each.

If the city sensed thesethings, it remained Slent.

The city kept its secrets.

THE BOY WHO SAW FIRE

He dreamed of hot things.

Red peppers curled like the tips of elveshoes. Stove eyes, their orange coils glaring menacingly. Asphdlt,
soft and black and casting ribbons of heat on asummer day. Steambaths, mists of boiling dews. And, at
the center of his dreams, the point around which these fiery molten ores revolved, was the golden hell of
the sun.

He dreamed of citieson fire, of office-workers ssumbling from doorways like animated matchsticks, their
hair aflame; of yellow cabs driving down buckling streets, smoke churning from open windows; of
sdewakswrithing like ant-covered snakes; of glass mdting in towering buildings, the warm spun taffy of
dag running forty floors down; of satellite dishes withering like sunflowersin adrought; of hot gases
pluming from broken water mains; of pedestrians swelling and dripping grease like plump wienerson a
4th of duly grill.

He dreamed of ablanket of black oily smog covering the ground, the sky filled with abillion particles of
soot; pillars and mushrooms of gray clouds dancing in celebration, twisting like twinkle-toed tornadoes
among the hot coals, dead fogs bettling the firdight for shadowy dominance; blistering winds urging the
flamesto wicked heights.

And asthe embers died, as the immolating pyres consumed themsalves, asthe land lay charred and crisp
and barren, he dreamed of spring rains, gentle drizzles that carried off the ash in quiet rivulets, waterdrops
that dissipated and dissolved the thick smoke, the dark charcoal ruins swept away by the dustbroom
wind. In hisdreams, anew sun hovered, a cool and gentle gift-giver, abringer of change, arose-colored
harbinger.

Thismorning, asaways, he awoke in aswest, asif the fires and rains had been at work on the plain of
hisforehead. The real sun was stabbing through his bedroom window with an accusing eye, reprimanding
him for deeping late. He kicked off the blankets and stood up and stretched, his belly-button yawning
between pgjamahaves. He kndlt over and tugged up his socks, which had been flagging out beyond his
stubby toes.

“Billy, breekfast isready,” hismom called from downgtairs. He rubbed his eyes.

“Bedowninasec,” heydled back, then changed into his blue jeans and T-shirt. The sky outside his
window was blue and cloudbare. It looked like it was going to be another scary summer day. He jogged
downdairs.

His mom kissed him on thetop of hishead. “Playing ball today?’

“Some of the guystalked about it yesterday.” Billy sat at the table and looked at his plate. Two strips of



bacon, acircular sausage patty, and two eggs. Sunny side up.
Theeggswerelikeydlow eyes. “I don't think I'm hungry this morning, Mom.”

“Areyou feding okay, honey?’ She pressed her wrist againgt hisforehead. “1 hope you're not getting
another one of those fevers.”

[13 Ilm fl rE”
“Youfed alittlewarmto me.”

That's because | dream of fire, he thought. And when | wake up, thefireis hiding behind everything like
red shadows. It'stherein the big oak tree out in the yard. The top where the leaves catch the sunlight is

trying to be atorch.

Seethat fire hydrant by the sdewalk, just outside the white picket fence? If firemen came by and turned
the big plug with their wrenches, lavawould spew out and burn the grass. And the driveway isavein
cod, waiting to belit so it can smolder forever.

“It's probably just because of July,” Billy said.
“Hmm. Well, you better take it easy today. Maybe you should stay insgde in the air-conditioning.”
“Aw, can't | go down and play by the creek?’

“I told you to stay away from that nasty water. | don't careif itis shady down there under the trees.”

“But, Mom—"
“No ‘buts about it, young man. Y ou can get your pajamas back on and get right back in bed.”

In bed, where the heat came to him from somewhere inside his head or heart. But he knew he couldn't
arguewith Mom.

He poked at the egg yolks until they bled ochre. He forked off asmall piece and put it in hismouth. He
swallowed, hoping he wouldn't get burned. After the egg did down histhroat, he smiled at his mom.

“Can | eat before | go up?I'm getting alittle appetite now.”
“Sure, honey. Y ou've got to keep your strength up. An eleven-year-old needs good nutrition.”

She crossed the kitchen, her high heels clacking on the floor tiles, and went to the bathroom, probably to
check on her make-up before going off to work.

Billy put his hand on his glass of orange juice, then drew back asif he had received an eectric shock.
The liquid was So0—so veryorange .

He much preferred milk, the cool white silky smooth drink. White reminded him of the hospital, where
he had spent most of the spring, back when the winter breezes had flickered and died and the last snow
had melted away. The days had started getting longer and the sun glared like aba eful enemy. And the

fevershad come.



An endless round of doctors had poked and prodded him, put the cold discs of their tongue depressors
in hismouth. But the fevers went away when he was tucked in the windowless room where the only light
came from the wesk fluorescent tubes. The greenish light made everybody look sick, even the nursesin
their gerileuniformsand flat hair.

After aweek, after the needle-marksin hisarmswere like red constellations from the blood tests, the
doctors had shrugged their shoulders and scratched their beards and adjusted their eyeglasses. They sent
him home, telling his parents that he needed rest and agood diet, and to let them know if the symptoms
recurred. Hisfather held his hand as they walked out the hospital's glass doors.

Hisfather's hand felt like avolcanic mitten. Billy's palm began sweeting. And the sun was out that day,
high and bright and harmful. He raised hisforearm againg the light, trying to shield hiseyes.

“Youll get used toit,” Dad said, smiling down with wide lips. Sometimes Billy saw red specksin his
father's pupils, asif ethered fireswere burning inside. But that day, Dad had been wearing sunglasses,
and Billy saw only his own pae face staring back.

Mom drove them home, sitting behind the whed of their Nissan, her brow wrinkled in concern. She
looked over a Billy in the passenger sedt.

“You're looking alittle better, honey,” she said, but Billy saw thelie dtting on her tongue between the
even rows of her teeth. He nodded weekly when she glanced in the rear-view mirror.

“Héll live. Wedwayshave,” Dad said.

They brought him home and took him to his bedroom and laid him under the cool sheets. And he
sweated away April and May, surrounded by those blue walls. His mother brought hismedlson avinyl
tray. Hisfather worked nights and dept most of the day, but aways came up to read Billy bedtime
stories before leaving for hisjob. His father would close the book just before the sun dipped below the
horizon and the beautiful velvet curtain of night fell over the earth outside the window.

Hisfather would wish him goodnight, wipe his brow, and kiss Billy's forehead, then close the door and
leave Billy to histhoughts. And Billy would twist the sheets, curl the pillow againg hisbelly, and fight the
heavinessin hislids. Hewould stare at the celling he couldn't see and count the dol phins legping out of
glittering bays, or imagine awaterfal pouring down the walls and battering him with slver-blue drops.

But deep dwayswon, and the conflagrations roared across his dreams. He was afraid to tell his parents
about the dreams. He didn't want to disappoint them. And his mother wouldn't let him play outsdeif he
complained. So the night-fires raged on and Billy suffered in silence and awoke each day with pgjamas
that were damp with perspiration.

Billy pretended that he wasfine, and talked about going to school in thefal. Now he was egting
downgtairs and sometimes his mother would let him watch television. She was working again and felt that
Billy waswdl enough to stay home with his deeping father. Billy kept busy dl day drinking large tumblers
of ice water, wiping the cool dew from the glass againgt hisface and sucking on the ice cubes. But now
he hadorange juice, and it looked like heat to him.

He picked up his napkin and wrapped it around the glass, then ran to the sink and poured the offending
liquid down the drain. Then he snuck back to the table, his socks diding on the floor. He was just settling
back in his chair when his mother returned.



“Y ouve got abig-boy thirst today,” she said, fussing with an earring. Thetiny ruby init caught somelight
coming through the kitchen window and glowed fervidly. Billy winced against the pain and looked across
the room until his eyes came to rest on ashadowy corner. When he turned back to his mother, the fire
was out and she was walking towards the door.

“I'll be back at noon. Get yoursdlf to bed, now,” she called over her shoulder. Billy went up the stairs
and listened until he heard his mom's car head down the street. Then he went to his closet and got out his
bike helmet with its blue-green visor. He pushed hisfeet into his sneakers and did on apair of black
biking gloves. He went downgtairs, through the kitchen, and into the adjoining garage.

His Huffy ten-speed was leaning against the wall benesth the tool rack that held Dad's shovd, rake, and
hedge trimmers. He rolled the Huffy to the end of the garage and pressed the button that raised the door,
hoping the noise wouldn't wake his father. Sunlight poured in like scalding water. He staggered against
the light, then regained his bal ance and mounted the bike, and in amoment he was down the driveway,
pumping hislegs and hunching over the curved handlebars.

As heturned onto the street and gained speed, the rushing wind cooled his body. The sunlight chased
him, but he was moving so swiftly that the beams scarcely had time to settle on his skin. He turned south
at the corner and was shaded by arow of old oaksthat lined the sdewalks like sentries. He stopped at
the next intersection, straddling the bike on histiptoes as he braced himsdlf for the worst part of histrip.

Before him was a sun-splashed strip of highway, open and cruel and carless, with not a phone-pol€'s
worth of shade. The heat would rip through his body in needles and nails of fiery pain. Even the visor
wouldn't fully soften the glare that would prick his eyes. He was swesting now, but it was the swest of
exertion, not the swest of fevers and dreams. On the other side of the street, the woods beckoned.

Only achild from the urban outskirtswould call this patch of scraggly underbrush and jackpine aforest.
Honeysuckle vineslaced through the scrub locust and kudzu had gained a healthy foothold in the end that
bordered the weedy lot of an unsold house. The crooked branches of the pines stretched out and
interlaced to form a canopy. The only beauty of the place wasin its daylight dark, the wonderful
unbroken shadow that stretched under the foliage.

Billy took adeep breath and leaned hisweight forward and he was off in aflash. The sun shot ions and
light-arrows at him, but most were off the mark. He dodged and weaved, a haggard veteran in the game
of survival. Then he was across the swollen river of sunshine, hisfront tire bumping up at the curb, and he
was embraced by the shade of the woods.

Heralled his bike down asmal dope and leaned it againgt atree. He hung his hemet from the
handlebars and walked deeper into the woods, hisarms held up to sweep low branches from hisface.
Hisfeet made no noise on the carpet of pine needles and he could hear afinch chattering somewhere
above him. Then he was at the creek and he kneeled down and put hisface near the cold water.

A round concrete pipe stuck out of the dope, spilling water from its black mouth. The water gurgled into
apool, splattering off round stones and sending drops of spray arcing into the air. Billy let some of the
dropsroll down hisfacelikejoyful tears. He lay on his stomach and looked into the pool. Water spiders
skittered acrossits surface, leaving pockmarks of tracks that faded in an eyeblink. The damp smdl of
muddy black leaves and maossfilled his nogtrils. He was safe. Here, no fire could burn.

Billy rolled onto his back and looked up through the trees. He could see patches of blue sky in the
cracks, cam and cloudless. The sun would be up there somewhere, boiling in anger at his escape. He
closed hiseyes and put sun and fire and red and orange out of his mind. Before he knew it, hewas



adeep.

He dreamed that he was undersea. Somehow, he knew that he had drowned. Hetried hislimbs and
found they till worked, though a bit awkwardly. The world moved in dow mation, graceful fish finning
slently past his ears and sinuous edls winding across the sandy bottom. He looked up from the deep blue
belly of death and saw the light high above. He was about to push off and make for it when he
remembered the evil sun. Then he was struggling to keep himsdf from floating, fighting the peaceful drift
of nothingness.

He awoke with hisback in the dirt and leaves. He looked out at the houses that surrounded the woods
and saw by their long shadows that it was afternoon. His mom would be home soon. He ran up the bank
to histen-speed and whedled it to the street. He hopped on the bike and winced against the daylight,
then raced the sun back to the house.

As he entered the kitchen through the garage, his dad's voice cdled to him.

“Hi, Billy. Where have you been?’

The words seemed to have come from the air, or out of the heating vents, or maybe down the chimney.
There was no accusation in them, only curiosity. Billy whirled and saw his dad sitting in adark corner of
theliving room.

“Uh—I went for abikeride.”

“Outinthesun?

“Yeah. Mom said it was okay, and that it would probably do me some good to get somefresh air.”

Billy could see his dad's eyes glimmering in the darkness, two bright but cool moons. He stepped into
the living room toward his dad, his sneakers seeming to float on the carpet, he walked so softly. Dad
rarely yelled a him, but hewas afraid hed bein troubleif hisdad caught himin alie.

“Lookslike abeautiful day outsde.” Dad said it asa query, agambit. Did he know?

“Yeah, but it'samost too hot.”

“Makes aguy want to find a cool place and hide from the sun.”

Billy nodded. He could make out the edge of his dad's body now, adarker silhouette among the
shadows.

“How areyou feding? Any fever?’ Dad's voice was smoky and deep.
“| fed good. | think I'm getting better now.”

“It'sokay if you're not. You can't rush things. Just take it easy.”

“Sure, Dad.” Billy redlydid fed better. His secret was till safe.

Dad stood up, and it was asif the shadows fluttered around him, falling from his shouldersin black rags.
Hewalked over to Billy and put hiswarm hand on his son's head. Billy was struck by avivid image of the



burning cities of his dreams, then they, too, flickered away, like woodsmoke carried away by the wind.

“I'm going back to bed now. Just knock on the door if you need anything,” his dad said. Billy watched
the way Dad avoided the sunlight while walking across the living room, staying in the black idand cast by
the shadow of the couch, then lingering under the lampshade before entering the kitchen. Billy heard a
soft squeaking on the stairs and adoor closing.

“WEell survive. We dways have,” Billy muttered to himsalf. What had his dad meant? He remembered
back in the third grade when the class had to give speeches about what their parents did. Most of the
children were the offspring of doctors, lawyers, accountants, and professors, the smattering of
professionasthat could afford to livein this upper-class digtrict. One shame-faced girl admitted that her
father was afireman and her mother was a cocktail waitress. One boy's father was a pro baseball player,
but he admitted that his father wasn't good enough yet to be on his own baseball card. It was asif he had
confessed that his dad was adrug dedler, theway he shuffled back to his desk with his head hanging
down.

When it was Billy'sturn, he stood in front of the class and looked out at the sea of sniffling faces. He
glanced out the window at the sun-splashed playground, where kids were jumping rope and kicking
soceer balls. Thelight didn't seem to bother them, because they were laughing and running and no one
seemed worried about the big hot enemy in the sky. Billy cleared histhroat and spoke.

“My mom works at abank, counting peopl€s money,” he said, then hisvoicefdl avay. “And my
dad—"

Helooked at the crazy patternsin the ceiling tiles, then back down at the gray floor. He didn't quite
know how to put it into words. He had stayed awake nights, thinking about it. Nights when he knew the
firewould comein dreams, red and vengeful.

“My dad puts out the sun.”
The classwas slent, dull as cows.

“He pushesit down in the sky and grabs the corners of night and pulls the darkness up over the world
like ablanket.”

Then the laughter started. It began as a birdish twitter somewherein the back. Then a snicker burst out
two aidesover. Next aguffaw, follow by ahoot. Then the whole class erupted, achoir of hilarity that
disturbed classes up and down the hal. Even Miss McAllister had her hand over her mouith, trying to
hide her amile.

Billy fdt hisface burn in embarrassment. His cheeks and ears were tingling. He wanted to run, but his
feet were as heavy asdictionaries. He closed his eyestight, squeezing tears from their corners.

Miss McAllister tried to settle the class down. She stood in front of her desk with her hands on her hips.
Then she turned and tapped aruler on the back of achair. Slowly the laughter faded, like boiling water
reduced to asimmer, an occasond bubble rippling but the surface cam.

“That's someimagination you have, Billy,” she said. Shewas still smiling, her pink lipstick glistening inthe
light. Billy looked at her and felt his eyes darken. He didn't know how he could fed such athing, but he
did. And he knew that if helooked in amirror, there would be little specks of firein his pupils, just like
Dad's. Hereturned to his sest.



He put his head and his desk and imagined his classmates with their skin dripping from their boneslike
hot wax running down acandle. He pictured Miss McAllister sinking into the sun, screaming asthe
thermonuclear furnace reduced her to vapor. He daydreamed arain of molten orangeingotsfaling from
the sky, piercing holesin the roof of the schoolhouse and sizzling the children out on the playground. In
hismind, the fire swept across the schoolyard like ayellow tide, turning laughter to screams. And behind
the tide came the clouds, adark blank nothingness that would suffocate the ashes. He rode the bus home
in aswest.

Even now, three years|ater, he ill carried the memory of that day insgde him, like asmall ember kept
divein hischest. He had gained the reputation of being an oddball. The bullies had culled him from the
herd like wolves culling aweak lamb from the flock. They caled him the* Sundance Kid,” and pushed
him around while the girls stood by and laughed and dared each other to kiss him.

No one seemed surprised when he got sick. The fevers had plagued him off and on, and his attendance
record was spotty. His mom rushed him to the doctor every few weeks until the condition landed himin
the hospitd . His dad was sympathetic to his suffering, but Billy thought he saw secretslurking in hisdad's
eyes, asif they were hiding something that al the doctorsin theworld couldn't diagnose.

Billy went to the shadowed corner of the living room where his dad had been sitting. He felt better here,
wherethe light didn't stab and the cool air swirled from the air conditioning vent. He clicked on the

televison with the remote, but the flickering screen hurt his eyes so he turned it off. Mom's car backed
into the garage and she waked into the kitchen.

“Hi, guy. Fedling okay?’

“Sure, Mom. | stayed in like you told me to. Dad kept me company for awhile.”
“Hewas up today?’

“Jugt for alittle bit.” Billy wondered if hisdad would tell her hed been outside.
“Well, he needs hisrest. He works hard.”

“Mom, what does Daddo 7’

Shefrowned. “Youll haveto ask him. | can't redly explainit.”

That night, when his dad came to see Billy to bed, Billy said, “Remember when | waslittle and | asked
what your job was, and you told me you tucked in the sun? And you said you'd explain when | was

ready?’

His dad put awarm hand on his shoulder and smiled. “ Of course. | remember everything | ever told
you.”

“Wdl, am| ready yet?’

His dad laughed, and Billy thought he saw smoke come out of his open mouth. “Well, | guessyou're
getting to be abig boy now. Nearly aman.”

Billy puffed out his chest under the blankets.



“Wéll, like | told you when you werelittle, | tuck inthe sun, just like | tuck you in. Didn't you ever
wonder why we always put you to bed just before sunset?’

“But, Dad, they taught us al about gravity in science class, and how the earth spins and revolves around
the sun, and that it's night when our sde of the earth isturned away from the light.”

“That's because they don't know about us.”

“ U§?1

“People have dwayslooked for explanations for things they couldn't understand. A long time ago,
people beieved that the sun and the moon were gods, one ruling the day and one ruling the night. Then
they thought the earth was the center of the universe, with the sun and the planets circling around it. Now
they have the theories that they teach in school. Because it's better if people bdieve these thingsthan to
know thered truth.”

“Wheét isthe truth?’

“Remember how you told what | did and the class laughed at you?’

Billy nodded, hisbelly inflamed at the memory.

“It's not good for them to know. It would make our work that much harder.”

“What work? Therésmoreto it than just the sun. | can tell by theway you're talking.”

His dad sighed and looked out the window, then removed his sunglasses. The sun was setting like a
bloody egg yolk, appearing to hover just over the horizon asif reluctant to yield control of the sky. He
turned back to Billy with hislipstight. Billy saw ydlow and orange flecks glittering in Dad'sirises, and his
face looked pained.

“I put the suningde here.” Hisdad pointed to histemple. Sweat was collecting on hisbrow and histeeth
were clenched. He closed his eyes and grimaced asif he were swallowing a stone. Outside, the world
was growing blue-gray asthe last fingers of twilight clutched at the fabric of the day. Then the night rose
like ablack fog, cold and dead and soothing.

His dad'sface paled, then the rosy color dowly returned. Hisirises were golden orange and his pupils
were fiery crimson, the color of the heart of the sun. He smiled, like someone who had taken bitter
medicine and knew the worst was over.

“Sunset isthe hardest part,” hisdad said. “The sun doesn't like to be put to bed. If it had itsway, it
would shine non-stop.”

Billy shuddered at the horror of the thought. He felt his dad trembling so hard that the mattress quivered.

“But I'm strong enough to keep it ingde, so that the world can rest for awhile. Then it getstoo hot inside
my head and | mugt let it out again. It's easer in the winter, when thewind is cold. But during summer,
the sunisredly hot and strong and angry, and | can't storeit aslong.”

Billy tried to understand. Did this have anything to do with his dreams and night sweets?



“1 give night to the world, just as my ancestors did before me. It has been our job since time began. We
are the keepers of the flame. Long ago, when there were many of us, ice covered most of the earth. But
over the ages, as the sun grew older and stronger, our numbers dwindled. Now theres only us.”

113 Ug?!

“Y ou and me. And we must never surrender. Only we can douse the wrath of the sun, if only
temporarily. Only we can give respite to aworld that would otherwise be acinder.”

“But whyyou , Dad?’

“Weare borntoit, Billy. And someday, when | weaken and become parched and can no longer
suppress the flames of the sun, then | will passthetorch to you, just asit was passed to me.”

“Y ou mean, Grandpa—7?"’

“You only saw him at night. Remember there at the end, just before he died? Everybody thought it was
sckness. They wereright, only not in the way they thought. He was burnt out, mentally baked away from
decades of swalowing thefire”

Billy envisoned his grandpa, swesting benesth the sheets, the fever racing through his wasted body as
thelast days of hislifeticked away in that nursing home. Even in his near-comatose state, Grandpa
aways knew when some nurse had opened the curtains and | et the daylight stream through the window.
How could the nurses know they were | etting the conqueror in to revel over the bones of its vanquished
foe? They had been taught that the sun was a hedthy, life-giving thing, not avile enemy.

“I've been fighting the sun along time, Billy. Long enough to know its secrets and itstricks. And | will
teach them to you when you're ready. Someday you will divide night from day. Someday you'll be al that
stands between heaven and hot hell. Someday you will rule the sun, at least for afew hours at atime.”
“Isthat why the sunshine hurts so much?’

“It knowsits enemies”

“And my dreams—"

“Of theworld onfire, in ablaze of yellow and orange glory? That's what happens when the solar power
rages out of control. That's what we must prevent.”

The world outside the window was black, a sheet of oblivion stretched tight across the sky and pegged
in place by his dad'sthoughts. Starlight was sprinkled acrossthe tarry night.

“Why arethere stars, Dad?’ Billy asked. He rubbed his eyes. He was getting deepy.
“There are no ars, only the sun breaking through in spots. We are imperfect.”
“The moon?’

“Thesun'sidiot twin. It'sharmless. Just the sun'sway of reminding usthat it'swaiting for usto get tired.”



Billy let his head drop back into the pillows. There was so much to figure out. “ Does Mom know?’

“ She suspects something, but she's only human. I'vetried to spare her the worst of it. | only wish | could
tell her why you have the fevers, so she wouldn't worry so much.”

“When will thefevers stop?’ Billy asked, looking at his dad's sickly complexion. The skin had a
bloodless pall, and a sheen of bright sweat glittered on his forehead. He shook his head dowly from side
tosde.

“It never ends. We burn until we burn up.”

“Butwhy 7"

Hisdad shrugged. “Why isthe earth flat? It isour natureto live just asit isthe sun's nature to burn.”
“What if we don't stop the sun?’

“Then theworld burnsinstead of us.”

Billy was quiet. He thought of the nice shady place in the woods, where he could press his cheek inthe
cool mud. So escape would be only temporary, and long sweltering years lay ahead of him.

Anideacameto him. He wondered if there was somebody who shepherded the wind, just as hisdad
controlled the sun. Someone whose cheeks were congtantly sore from puffing and blowing.

And someone who made the rainsfall and water flow, perhaps by crying, when the water only wanted
to pool quietly.

And someone who held up the sky, who at this moment wastelling his or her child about the evils that
hovered above the clouds, waiting for adiver of opening in which to descend. Might there not be all
kinds of powers at work, each carefully and precarioudy baanced to make the world livable?

His dad must have sensed that held told Billy enough for one night. There was much for Billy to learn,
but there wastime. Dad was still strong, and even though he was probably sick of holding the stellar
furnacein his head, he wasn't ready to surrender. He kissed Billy on the forehead, his scalding lips
touching the equaly warm skin of hisson.

“Good night, Billy. I hope you dream of ice,” he whispered. He turned out the light as he | eft.
Billy lay in the dark, contemplating theillusion of night. One day he would fight the sun. One day he
would swallow fire. One day he would keep the world from becoming afuneral pyre, as he had seen it

burning in hismind. But tonight, it was enough to know the sun could be begaten.

He pressed his eyes closed, and hismind spun in bright circles until his thoughts disappeared into a
perfect red and stormy deep.

CONSTITUTION

Onthethird day, he fdt the flesh loosening around his fingerbones.



He dipped into the bedroom and pulled on apair of white silk gloves. Demorawouldn't notice, at least
not right away. And he could dwaystell her that he was practicing amime routine. Sheld fdl for that.
Shedfdl for anything, aslong asthelie camefrom hislips,

“Randdl, honey,” Demoracdled from downgtairs. She would be in the kitchen, pouring him adrink.
Scotch with a haf-pound of ice cubes. He could already picture the glass beaded with grotesque swest.

Hewished he himsdlf could sweset. The summer heat had made his condition worse. The thunderstorm
that afternoon had provided a brief respite. It rolled in at three just like clockwork. But timereally had no
meaning anymore, not sSince he had died. Hiswife cdled to him again.

“Yes, dear?’ he answered, struggling to make histhroat work smoothly. He touched his Adam's apple
with one gloved hand.

“I've got adrinky-poo for you.”
“I'll be right down.”

He stopped at the bathroom on the way. He stood in front of the mirror and lifted his eydids. Notache
noir yet. Black eyes would be adead giveaway.

He went into the living room. The drink rested on the coffee table. He gingerly settled into his easy chair.
Demorahad loaded his pipe so thet it would be a his elbow, awaiting the touch of fire.

She came out of the kitchen, her gown disguising her huggable roundness. Her hair was up in asevere
bun. It wasn't her best look. The bareness of her neck made her chins more noticeable. But she was il
beautiful. She smiled.

“Hard day at work, dear?’ Her voice was sparrow-light and cheerful.

“Not redly.”

Because he hadn't done anything. He went down to the theater and made sure he was visible, so that
everyone would know that reliable old Randall was on the job. Then he sat in his office with the lights off,
listening to the banging as the set designers prepped for “My Fair Lady.” It was another world, out there
between the curtains, aworld that he could no longer have apart in. He would have cried if he could've
summoned the necessary fluids.

1] Dw?’

Demoras voice snapped him out of hisreverie.

“Yes, my sweet?’ he said, with asteady delivery. He had been a decent actor, once. He saw no reason
why he couldn't pull off his grestest performance. The deceased Randall, starring astheliving Randall, for
alimited runonly.

“Areyou okay?You seemalittle ... | don't know.”

Her eyes darkened with worry. It made her eyebrows vee on her forehead.

“I'mfine, dear. Right asrain, dandy asadoodle.”



“Hmm. If you say s0.”
“l say s0.”
He lifted hisdrink. It was difficult. His strength was ebbing.

He sipped, then gulped. No taste. He wished he could fed the burn, thetingle, the glow, the cold,
anything.

“Isitjust right, my little honey-pot smooch?” Demora asked. She held one hand in front of her ample
bosom, eager to please.

“Perfect,” hesaid, forcing asmile. Hislipsweretoo dry. They felt asif they were about to split. Helet
the smilefade.

Randdl fumbled for the pipe. All hislittle routines were now Herculean tasks. He stuck the pipe stemin

his mouth and felt it against hiswooden tongue. Demora pulled alighter out of nowhere and thumbed a
bright flame.

Heat. He sucked, lost for feding, lost for pain, lost for comfort. He swalowed and didn't cough.
Smoking was difficult now that he no longer bresthed.

Demorahovered, flitting around his elbows like arotund hummingbird, her speed belying her size. She
unrolled the newspaper and draped it across hislap, then knelt to remove his shoes.

“No, darling,” he said. She looked up, disappointed.

Hewas afraid that the stench would be overpowering.

“I may go for awadk later,” he said.

She nodded and grinned.

It was only when she was handing him the televison remote that she mentioned the gloves.

“Jugt alittle change, my sweset,” he said. Heflexed hisfingers. They fdt like sausages encased in plastic
sheaths.

The evening passed in the world outside. The sun made its weary trek down the sky. The crickets began

their nightly complaining from the dleys. Streetlights hummed. Demora hummed, too. Shewasa
Mezzo-soprano.

They readied for bed. Thiswasthe worst time of al, the most awkward moment. Randall snuck to the
bathroom and put on his pgameas, careful not to look at hisflesh.

The soft partswould go first. The ones without bones. But which ones? His earlobes? Thetip of his
nose? Hislips?Or...

He believed he could put her off for another night. But two nightsin arow? She would be suspicious.



Still, he couldn't risk betraying himself in afit of passion. That would be too sudden. He wanted the
moment to be right. He wanted to break the news gently.

Herolled antiperspirant under hisarms. Hairs came loose and clung to the deodorant ball. He splashed
cologne on his neck. He was afraid to comb hishair.

“Randd|?’

Shewas under the covers.

“Coming, dear,” he answered.

Heturned out the lights, not looking at the bed. He still had the gloves on. Silly boy.
“Sily boy,” she said, feding the gloves on her shoulders as he hugged her.

Shewaswearing lingerie, silk lace and frills. He rubbed the fabric againgt his cheek, lightly, so that his
skin wouldn't dough. He missed having asense of touch.

“Paying gamestonight?’ shewhispered, agigglein her nose.
“Not tonight, dear, I've...”

Y ou've what?, he thought. Got a headache? Used that |ast night. Suffering the heartbreak of psoriasis?
Thismorning's excuse.

“Honey?" she said, her voice husky with desire and disappointment.

“Tomorrow night, | promise,” he said, in hismost gentlemanly tone. It was the voice he used doing
Laurence Olivier doing Hamlet.

He brushed his parched lips carefully against Demoras cheek. He nudged his nose against her ear. He
tried to give her butterfly kisses, but his eyelids were too iff.

Randall lay back on the pillows and pretended to deep. He hoped she wouldn't put her head on his
chest and notice the lack of aheartbeat. But soon she was snoring lightly, managing to turn even that into
asong. Hiseyesremained open the entire night.

Hisblood had settled overnight as helay in undeep. The liver mortis mottled his skin. Getting out of bed
was achore. He just wanted to rest, rest, in peace.

But Demoraneeded him. Thiswas no timeto be sdfish.

He dared not take the bus to work. He was drawing too many flies. His hands were too ow to brush
them away. So he walked to work, hisfeet like mud in his shoes.

He looked at the sky, wide and blue over the tops of the buildings. He had never before noticed the
breadth and depth of redlity. The gray-chested pigeons hopping on the ledges, barren flagpoles erect in
the air, awnings drooping like damp parachutes, shrubs rising from concrete boxes with cigarette butts for
mulch. So much detall, every bit of micain the sdewak glistening in the sun, every flake of drab paint on
the windowslIs curling, al glass stlanding clear and thick and brittle and bold.



And the people, fat men with umbrellas, saactite ladies with faux pearls, boys with big shoes, weasd
women and pony girls. So many people, flush with hedlth, cheeks blushed with blood, al heartsracing,
pounding, pouring, pumping life. So dive. Such atreasure it wasto breathe. The living knew not their
wedlth.

Randd| pulled his derby lower over hisface. HEd had to lighten the skin under his eyes with makeup.
He had akit a home. He'd done his own makeup for years, painting himself a hundred times to become
someone ese. He never thought he'd have to recreate his own face.

He entered the thester, his coat collar high around his ears even though the mercury wasin the eighties.
He had doused his clothes with a half-bottle of aftershave, but he didn't want to chance any persona
encounters.

Hewaved at the stage director and went into his office. He took off his coat and sat in the chair. He
tugged at the fingertip of his glove and heard awet tearing sound. Probably the fingermeat was separating
at hiswedding band. He left the glove done.

He stank. He knew that. Demora had not said aword. She would never criticize.

Randall sat. After along eternity of hoursthat were al the same, the clock on thewall moved around.
Timeto go home, to Demora. Hetried torise.

He couldn't move. Rigor mortis hed finaly setin.

He had been wondering how long he could continue, how long he could pretend, how long he could fool
himsalf and hisMakers. Too many decades of smoking and lack of exercise.

Last Monday. Oh, what pain in his chest, aswollenriver of fire, asmothering silence, agreat white
pillow of pressure on his head. That fina sensation had been rich, screaming with the juice of nerves, as
raw as birth and as bittersweet asthe last day of autumn.

Hewinced a the memory. He had felt something lifting from his body, apowder, afary-dust, asar
whisper. And he had resisted the pulll.

Because of her.

And because of her, he could not sit locked in his chair, his muscles frozen around his skeleton, hisface
atense mask, hiseyes dry and bulging. He would not be found like this.

He summoned hiswillpower. He strained againgt invisible bonds. Finaly, hisjaw yanked downward.

Heflexed hisfingers, hearing his knuckles crack. He stood, his bones snapping like old sticks. He
walked, hislegsadaisy chain of cacite.

On theway home, he avoided looking into human eyes. He no longer envied their moistness. He no
longer ached for tears. He had lost the desire to breathe, to live, to be normd. Living was just a ate of
mind.

Demoralooked affectionately at him as she set the table. Shetilted her head.



“Areyou gaining weight, sweetheart?’ she asked.

“No, dear.”

Hewasn't gaining. He was bloating.

Randd| wore his hat while eating dinner. He wondered what was happening to the food now that his
organs no longer digested. His gloves were stained with the cherry jubilee. Demoraslips werered,
probably hisaswell.

Hefdt an urgeto kissher.

“Tonight, my love?’ she said, looking deeply into hiseyes.

“Yes” heanswered. Helifted atoast in her direction. The Bordeaux pooled in his dead ssomach.

Did she suspect? He was pdlid. He stank of loam and rancid mest. His skin was gdlatin. His cheeks
sagged from his skull. Hies orbited his head.

But he didn't think she minded. She loved him as he was, however he was. He saw it in her eyes.
Thosefools had it wrong. All the great tragedies were based on alie. Romeo and Juliet, hah.
Anybody could diefor love. That was easy. Thetruetest was living for love, afterwards.
Later, in bed, under sheets and midnight's rainbow, as candles flickered.

“I loveyou,” Demorawhispered.

“I loveyou,” Randal said, and he had never meant it so completely.

“Forever and for true?’

“Forever and aday.”

He kissed her.

His mouth found new vigor.

His eyes moistened, asif brimming for weeping.

Hefdt sirringsbelow hisbely.

Histongue writhed and squirmed in passion.

No, not histongue.

Maggots.

Demorareturned hiskiss. Ther limbs entwined, their flesh joined in asquishy, beautiful swapping of the
juices of love. They drove their bodies toward satisfaction, but for Randall, the only fulfillment wasin



pleasing hiswife.

By thetime Randall had pulled away, bits of him were clinging to Demora. She endured without
complaint. He hugged her into deep. He stared unblinking at the ceiling, listening to the dow tick of the
bedside clock and the gases expelling from hisbody. In the still air of dark night, thewholeworld was a
coffin. Randal wondered if being dead would always be so endlesdy, endlessy boring.

Findly, the sun reddened the window. Another day of being dead. Randal went to the bathroom and
sudied himsdf in the mirror. His eyeswrithed with larvae. The softer meet of hisface, the areaaround his
eyesand lips, was dark as cod. The rest was shaded green, faintly moldy and mossy, down to his chest.
He dared not look |ower.

He turned on the shower, and the steam curled around him as he stepped under the nozzle. He
welcomed the cleansing. The forceful jets of water dented his mottled skin, but he felt nothing. Theflies
spun in confused circles, their host lost in the scent of soap.

Bits of skin and flesh rained from his body. He stared between hisrotted feet a the pieces of himsdlf
collecting in the drain. He spun the spigots until the water sopped. More of him fdll away as hetoweed
himsdf dry.

“Honey?’ Demoraknocked on the bathroom door.
“I'mamogt done.” Hisvoice was muffled by the insects that had spawned in his mouth.
“Coffee and toast, or would you rather have hot cered 7’

Randall couldn't face stuffing more tasteless food into his body. All he wanted wasto pull hisown
eyelids down, to deep, deep. But Demora. She needed. He couldn't leave her dl aone. HEd promised
loveeternd.

“I'mnot hungry,” he said, trying his best to sound cheerful. After dl, they had made love last night. He
ought to be in agood mood.

“Areyou sure, dear?’
“Yes, I'msure”

He reached for his bathrobe as her footsteps faded down the hall. He wrapped the terry cloth around
him. Once the soft fabric would have comforted him. Now, it only reminded him of al he couldn't fed.
He decided he would cdll in sick to work that day.

Hewent down the sairs, hisfeet dogging damply on the oak treads. The gloves, the makeup, the
illusonsweredl usdess now. Theflesh under hisjowls drooped in surrender to gravity and swung from
sdeto side as he waked to the dinette. Demorawhistled in the kitchen, anadagio operetta, her music
accompanied by the percussion of cooking utensils. Randall dumped into a chair, beyond hope. If only
he could die, finally and for redl.

He straightened as Demora entered the room. Degth wishes were selfish. He had made apromise. No
force, from Beyond or otherwise, would make him yield before his duty was met.

Demora sat at the table across from him. Steam curled from her cup of coffee, aspirit of hest.



“Wehavetotak,” shesaid, leaning forward. Her eyes narrowed and her lipstightened, the look she got
when she was serious about something. He looked out the window &t the green living world.

“It'sabeautiful day,” hesaid, “and | have abeautiful wife”

She dmost amiled. “ That's sweet, but you're changing the subject.”

“What subject?” A piece of hislip plopped onto the table. A maggot writhed in the black mest.
“Y ou're keeping something from me.”

“Me?’ Hetried to open hiseyesin feigned innocence, but he had no eydids.

“Weve aways been honest with each other...”

“Of course, dear.”

“...and | cantel when something's bothering you.”

“Nothing's bothering me.” Newly-born flies spilled from hismouth along with hiswords. Theflies wings
were shiny inthemorning light.

“Don't lieto me, honey.”
Y es, lying wasfutile. She could dways read him like a book.

“I cantell you're unhappy,” she continued. He raised his hand to protest. The white bones of hisfingers
showed through in places.

“ And nothing would pain me more than for you to be unhappy,” Demorasaid. Thoselips, thosekind,
serious eyes. Hewas never more sure of anything than he was of her undying love.

“Isit sdfish of me?’ he asked. “To refuseto let go?’

“No, I'm the sdfish one. I'm holding you here when your heart isleading you in another direction.”
“For better or worse. That was my vow to you.”

“Till death do us part. That was also your vow.”

Her eyeswelled with tears. So he had hurt her, despite dl his effort and will, despite his defiance of
nature. He couldn't bear to hurt her.

She nodded at him. He understood. She was releasing him, granting him permission to diefor her. He
had been wrong. The supreme sacrifice was hers, not his.

“I'm so very tired,” he whispered.

She reached acrossthe table, gripping his decaying handsin hers. Hiswedding ring clacked against
bone.



“I loveyou,” hesaid, feding hissoul lifting and leaking away, wafting from his putrid corpseto mingle
with the sky.

“1 know,” she answered, her voice breaking. “Forever and aday.”

Even the day after forever had to end. His heart waslight, buoyant with relief and freed now from the
cages of the flesh. Hislast sensation was of Demoras hands squeezing good-bye, urging him onward,
giving her blessing to his departure. He had fulfilled hisvows, and dl that remained wasto find peace.

And wait for Demora

AFTERWORDS

Thisisthe fun part for the author, but can be dreadfully tedious for some readers. So | will certainly
forgiveyou if you close the book now, content that | have adequately rewarded you for your investment
of time, money, and spiritud trust. If | haven't contented you yet, then | doubt these afterwords will finish
thejob, but perhaps the “ story behind the story” can prove a nourishing dessert to what | hope was an

engaging fesdt.

What you bring to the story as areader isjust asimportant, if not more, than the words | have strung
together. Because you are the one who breatheslifeinto astory. Writers play their little word games, but
it'sup to you to sort it out, to make sense of the message, to give it meaning in the real world of your life.
Y ou know the truth, and you know the things that matter in thisworld. The rest just happens.

And here's how these stories happened:

“Haunted"—I wrote this story in the summer of 1998. Asusud, | wasn't sure exactly what | wastrying
to say. It started with theideaof “What if ghosts are themsalves haunted?”

The gory originaly appeared in the anthology More Monsters From Memphis . It's been called
everything from atimetravel story to what one newspaper critic called “astory so profound inits sense
of doom and loss that the reader's own lifeis elevated in comparison.” It placed as First Runner-Up for
the 1998 Darrdll Award and recelved an Honorable Mention inYear's Best Fantasy & Horror .

“The Vampire Shortstop"—There are momentsin this life when everything falsinto place, when you go
beyond your abilities, when good ideas teleport themselvesinto your brain without your knowledge. So it
was with thisstory. | awoke one morning with the words * vampire shortstop” in my head. It was
probably one of those puns that the degpy subconscious likesto make, the play on “vampire’ and
“umpire”

| went straight to my keyboard and wrote this story practicdly at agtting. The wholetime, my fingers
wereracing over thekeys, and | kept telling mysdf, “Don't interfere, don't pay attention, don't get in the
way of thisgift from wherever, don't dareinflict any writerismson thisthing.” | was on autométic pilat,
what | cal “ghogt-writing,” when the story doesafinejob of tdlling itsdf with no help from me.

The story placed first in the L. Ron Hubbard Writers of the Future® contest in 1999 and appeared in
the anthologyWriters of the Future, Volume XV .

| coach Little League during those seasons when my schedule dlows, and the coach in the tory is about



as close to autobiography as I've ever come.

“Skin"—This story was published inCanadian Fiction Magazne in 2000 despite avery American
problem centered on hedlth-care costs. “ Skin” went though severa draftsas| tried to devel op the
protagonist's character, to impart areason for why this bad thing was happening to this particular person.
Why should we care whether this greedy, petty miser gets haunted by a skin donor?

Revenge stories are usualy tiresome and trite, but | hope this story goes beyond that, to make you
wonder what happens to a person's soul when the various parts are parceled off. I'm signed up asan
organ donor mysdlf, but if you somehow end up with a piece of me, | promise not to come back to
retrieve my organs.

“Dead Air"—Thiswas amygtery story | wrote while attending Appaachian State Univerdty in 1996. |
wasworking at the college radio station &t the time, and it's sometimes convenient to “write what you
know.” It'safairly sraight-forward story, but | like the main character. Maybe thereésalittlelessonin
there about the media promoting violence, but it'swholly unintentiond, thisisawork of fiction, actua
mileage may vary, etc. It origindly appeared inBlue Murder Magazine in 1997.

“The Three-Dollar Corpse’—This story marked a couple of milestonesfor me. It wasthefirst timea
story of mine sold onitsfirgt trip through the postage, and it so made liberd use of the fruits of research.
| read severa persona accounts by Civil War soldiers who had been imprisoned at the infamous
Andersonville camp in Georgia. Those detailswere so rich, so hauntingly resonant, that they brought this
gory tolifefor me.

Thetitle comesfrom the practice of prisoners selling the right to carry bodies out for buria, because
getting outsde the gates dlowed oneto trade or buy enough goodsto survive until the next day's funera
procession. Fiction can never match the true horrorsthat exist in thisworld. “The Three-Dollar Corpse’
was origindly published in the anthology Dead Promises in 1999.

“Thirg"—Thisisachange of pace from many of the other Sories. The fantasy isof alighter qudity, and
again exploresthe turmoils and joys of childhood. The“styl€’ isan unabashed imitation of Ray Bradbury,
but, of course, falsfar short of that man'sliterary magic. My pendty for trying to foster a“style"? 1 must
write ten thousand times, “1 shal not extend metaphors asif they were my precious writerly arms.”

This story wasfirst published in German, a awebsite calledStorisende and later in the anthology Die
Drachen Von Morgan . It found an English homeinElectric Wine .

“Do You Know Me Y et?'—I got theideafor this story after meeting British horror writer Ramsey
Campbell at awriter's convention. I'd also just read astory of hiscaled “Next Time You'll Know Me,”
inwhich acharacter galkswriterswho hethinks are stedling hisidess. | thought it would be amusing if
someone accused Mr. Campbell of stedling theideaforthat story.

The story aso pokesalittle fun at the horror genre and some of its biggest writers. Ironically, the
anthology containing thisstory (The Asylum: The Psycho Ward, 1999) came out scant days after
Stephen King was serioudly injured after being struck by avan. | felt alittle bad at thetime, but | trust
Mr. King is secure enough to laugh at such minor gnat-bites as mine. If not, héswelcometo stalk mein
order to get hisrevenge. Or he can send George Stark after me.

“Homecoming"—I don't know how many different versons of thisstory I've written. It beganina
college writing class, and was dmost universdly panned by my felow students. | knew something wasin
there, though, something that kept calling me back, something that wanted to be brought to life and then



buried with honor. | findly redlized that thiswas Charlies story, not mine, so | let him haveit.

“Homecoming” was originaly published in 1998 by Maelstrom , a smdl-press magazine based in North
Carolina. After the story was published, | found a different, longer version that 1'd completely forgotten
about. Good. | don't see how that excess verbiage could have added anything. And Charlieisaman of
few words, anyway.

“Kill Your Darlings'—At long last, arather happy ending. Thetitleisfrom something William Faulkner
supposedly said, though I've heard it attributed to one or two other “ great writers.” Theideaisthat a
writer must cut out every precious little phrase, no matter how elegant and beautiful, if that phrase does
not advance the story.

Okay, okay, another story with awriter as protagonist. Y ou're only supposed to get one your entire
career, and I've included two in this book. So shoot me.

Uh, on second thought...

Crigindly published inBlue Murder Magazine in 1997. It's actualy one of the first stories | wrote after
beginning my “serious’ career asawriter, meaning that | became determined to write daily, or at least
fed guilty if | didn't.

“Metabolism"—Thisisthefirst story | ever sold. It wasafindist in the Writers of the Future contet, and
editor Dave Wolverton called me one January evening to say he wanted to publish the story in the
anthologyWriters of the Future Volume X1V , aong with the contest prize-winners.

After | hung up, | went upstairsto the room where | was doing my writing at thetime. | took down al
thergection dips| had faithfully pinned to my bulletin board. | counted them. One-hundred-and-five. |
sat down, held that awesomely humiliating stack, and thought about the thousand hours | had spent in that
room in the past year, straining over the keyboard, my gut clenched in conflict, my eyesdry from strain,
my brain long sSince numbed to regjection. | asked mysdlf, “Wasit worth it?’

Ohyes. Most certainly yes.

“The Boy Who Saw Fire” ismore of adescriptive set piece than atraditiona story. | wrotethisin 1997

and sent it off toThe Leading Edge , afiction digest published by students at Brigham Y oung University.
| forgot about it until | received aletter over ayear later saying they wanted to publishit. The story came
out in issue #36, September 1998.

The story isbased on the same mythica world as“Thirst,” and I've since written other storiesin that
world. Maybe I'll go back someday and check in on Billy when we both get alittle older.

“Condtitution"—This story hopefully sums up the theme | tried to establish with this collection. | wanted
to have aunified flavor to the book, so | purposely omitted my sciencefiction and some of my more edgy
dark fantasy. Thisstory first gppeared inCarpe Noctem in 1999.Carpe Noctem, inanironic twist
because the publishers declared bankruptcy shortly after the issue came out, billed itsdlf asa
“death-postive’ magazine.

Desgth pogitive. That'sinteresting, and oddly optimistic. There's so much negetivity in theworld, so many
artfully-posing gloomieswho herald a coming doomsday. Well, we know were going to die. So what?
Tome, courageis not found in celebrating ablack void. Courageisin continuing to love, to build, to
believein spite of it.



All religious tenets respectfully aside, | truly believe that love is Stronger than time, death, decay, fear, or
words. Loveisthe sngle greatest gift, the most cosmic power, the thing most worthy of sacrificein this
world. Loveislife, and cannot be destroyed. So why shouldn't love defeat the emptiness and bleakness
of the grave?

Hope should never surrender, and love should never rest in peace.

Thank you for the flowers you have brought me, the flowers of your trust and dreams and faith, plucked
from the garden of your soul. Thank you for sharing the colors of your heart. Thank you for breathing
withme.

After Afterwords—

Since Fictionwise agreed to issue this collection in eBook format, time has stretched a bit of distance
between the collection's print publication in the autumn of 2000 and the summer of 2002.

| can look back and see that the stories have some flaws, nothing too terribly shameful yet things | hope
I've improved upon with the extra practice. These will never be considered my “best of,” but are
landmarks on the way to where I'm headed. Since the collection went into print, | have published my first
nove The Red Church , have sgned with alarge agency, and am trying to reach the next rung on that
very tal ladder. | don't suspect I'll ever get so high that | leave these stories behind. They are a part of
me, and you take your parts with you as you move forward.

By sharing them with me, they've become part of you, too. Carry them well.
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