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Thomas saw the first dragon when he was six and on the way to the
dentist with his big sister Margaret. It stood at the intersection of Cherry
Avenue and Pacific Coast H ghway, on the southwest corner of Signal Hill, and
it was waiting for the light to change. It had little eyes and twi nkly green
scal es like the sequins on Salone's costune that Margaret wore in the Sunday
School pl ay.

Thomas was enchanted. "Look!"

Margaret didn't see it, but she'd spent all ten years of her life on
the H Il -- a two square nmile town of oil wells and palmtrees and drilling
supply conpanies smack in the mddle of the city of Long Beach -- which nmade
her an expert on dragons.

"There's _lots_ of dragons on the HlI!" she told himscornfully.
"One's nothing. You have to see seven for it to count."

"What happens then?" Thomas asked.

But Margaret seized his hand and dragged hi m anot her bl ock -- he was
hangi ng back, | ooking over his shoulder to see if the dragon got tired of
waiting and ran across, the way Gran did sonetinmes when she forgot she was
supposed to be setting an exanpl e.

He did his best to be brave when the dentist started poking in his
nmout h, because his Sunday school teacher read thema story about a special nman
who made friends with a lion, and Thomas t hought dragons coul dn't be much
different fromlions. The only way he knew to be special was not to bite the
dentist's fingers when he really wanted to. But he didn't see the dragon again
on the way home, even after they passed the sign that said "Wl conme to Signa
HI1l." He felt very sad that he wasn't special enough yet.

Gran's reaction when he got home and told her was rather different. She
took himby the ear and led to the kitchen where she washed his mouth out with
soap.

"That's what you get for telling lies," she said as his sobs cane out
i n rai nbow bubbl es.

"I _did_ see a dragon," Thomas bravely insisted. "But only once."

Gran pushed his face back into the sudsy water.

Afterwards she made himsit on a little stool in the corner by the
refrigerator that shook the floorboards every tine it turned on. He didn't
usually mind this, because there was a crack in the wall paper that went right
t hrough the wooden pl anks of the wall so he could see outside, and if he
squi nted hard he could even see an oil punp on the Hill riding up and down
under the palmtrees. Thomas particularly |iked watching this punp because it
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had been painted to look as if it had a face with feel er-things nade out of
some springy stuff that bobbed about as it nmoved. It renmi nded Thomas of the
real dragon he'd seen. In fact, it was probably that very oil well that nade
him decide to work in a gas station when he grew up. But it was hard to
concentrate on screwing his eyes up properly when he kept tasting soap

* * * %
Thomas fidgeted on the hard | eather couch in the new gl ass medi cal building
that now stood where the dentist's office had once been down on Atlantic in
Long Beach. He had been very careful to tell the story right and not neke a
nm st ake because he knew it was inportant. But so rmuch concentrating was hard
wor k. Behi nd his desk, Dr. Signund Angstrom made a steeple of his |ong
fingers.

"And your nother?" he pronpted.

Thomas t hought back over the nore than thirty years since he first saw
a dragon. "Momwas busy with the twins -- they were about two years old then
and a heap of trouble. And she had to work |long hours at the Bide-a-\We Mte
on Pacific Coast H ghway after Pa left. Pa was a rigger for Petrolane Q|
Conpany, but he got a better job in Saudi Arabia."

Dr. Angstromwote sonething on the small pad in front of him and
Thomas saw hi m out of the corner of his eye. Thomas was supposed to be |ying
with his eyes closed, but they kept on opening.

"I's that part about Pa inmportant?" He raised hinself onto one el bow and
| ooked at Dr. Angstrom "He sent us a postcard once, a real nice one with a
canmel on it."

"What? No, no. A reminder for nyself nerely. It's time | had a checkup
for these old fangs of mne."

Dr. Angstroms face folded up in a smle that made himlook like Gan's
fake Japanese fan that Q| Patch Liquors over on WIIlow had given away to
adverti se Japanese beer. Gran hadn't approved of al cohol, but the sign said
the fans were free to custoners and since she was buying a newspaper Gran felt
she should get one. It wasn't a Japanese newspaper either, but the store owner
didn't want to argue with G an. Nobody ever did.

Thomas | ay back. He couldn't afford nore than the one visit. It was up
to himto tell Dr. Angstromthe right things so he could figure out was what
wong with himand cure it. There _nust_ be sonething wong with him (even
t hough he felt all right) because it wasn't natural for a grown man to keep
expecting to see dragons on Signal Hill. H s boss had told himthat just |ast
Monday. Hi s boss was from Armenia or Arabia, some place where they knew all
about oil, but he didn't understand about dragons. He'd said if Thomas kept
| ooki ng for dragons when he was supposed to be punping gas, he was going to
have to | ook for some other job. Thomas didn't want another job. He liked this
one very nmuch; he enjoyed filling the cars up with gas. _This is all good oi
fromunder our very own Hill!_ he'd tell the nmotorists -- though of course he
was smart enough to know that sone of the gas cane in by tanker truck from
Texas and Okl ahona.

He realized his hands were rubbing each other worriedly and nmade them
lie one on each side of his body on the couch where they couldn't touch

"Well, go on."

Thomas had known early that he'd never be as smart as Margaret, so he'd
deci ded not to be as naughty as the twins; that way, he could be better than
somebody in the famly. But it hadn't really worked because the twi ns were so
cute growing up in their pink dresses with big bows in their blond curls that
even Gran pretended not to notice when they were bad. And Mom kept aski ng when
he was going to be the man around the house now that Pa was gone. Only no
matter how hard he tried he was never as good as Margaret at figuring out how
to do things -- like stop the washing machi ne from peeing foamall over the
floor when he did the laundry. O how to cook hot dogs for the twi ns when G an
was resting so the water didn't boil away and burn the hot dogs on the bottom
of the pan.

Even his Sunday School teacher slapped himwhen he couldn't learn to



recite Scripture with the other kids: "Blessed are the pure in heart for they
shall see -- " He could never renmenber what he was supposed to say they woul d
see. She wrote on his report card, _Thomas should pay nore attention_. And
when he got honme, Gran slapped himall over again, just for good neasure, she
sai d.

Then he grew up and got the job punping gas at the station on the
corner of WIllow and Cherry. Nothing to tell there but work. He had few
friends because nost of his old school mates had either noved away to Los
Angel es or they spent all their spare tine in the poker parlors of Hawaiian
Gardens, and both places were too far for Thomas to go on his bicycle.

He spent Sundays when the station was closed on top of the Hill where
the oil wells were clustered thick. Each summer, sonme of them would be al
shiny with their new coats of paint. It was pretty up there; lots of little
wi | df | owers canme poking up through the big clunps of dirt under the palm
trees. He used to be able to walk all over the top, looking for dragons. H's
mutt, Snoopy, chased rabbits and barked because she couldn't catch them And
he coul d | ook down into Long Beach and see the oil tankers from Saudi Arabia
comng into the harbor. Thomas |iked to think that perhaps his Pa had hel ped
punp sone of the oil -- it made himfeel closer. Then they started taking the
oi | punmps out and putting condos in, and Signal H Il wasn't the sanme. Snhoopy
di ed about then, too, and Gran wouldn't put up with another dog at her age.

"That's all there is really,"” Thomas said. He nmade his eyes stay cl osed
this time so he could think better. "Except that | couldn't stop |ooking for
dragons. "

"Most children live in a fantasy world part of the time -- even those
who don't live on Signal Hill," Dr. Angstromsaid. He was reaching for his
pi pe and ashtray. Thonas had seen them on his desk, and he recogni zed t he
sound the pi pe made when Dr. Angstrom knocked it against the ashtray to get
the col d ashes out.

It nade Thonas feel kind of funny to have to go down to Long Beach to
be cured, but he didn't think there even were any of _that_ kind of doctor on
the Hll. The foreign name had sounded very fine too, when his boss read it to
hi m out of the yell ow pages.

"This is one tine when it's an advantage to be perfectly ordinary." Dr.
Angstrom made a noi se that Thonmas knew was supposed to be laughing. "I don't
really think you need to be concerned about seeing one dragon!"

"I saw ny second dragon when | was nine."

lIAh. n
Thomas coul d snell the pipe smoke now He'd never |earned how to snoke
-- not even a cigarette -- because Gran considered it a filthy habit, and his

Sunday School teacher had told himit was a sin for a man not to honor his
parents. Since he had only his Momand G an, he'd figured this meant G an too.

"Do you want to tell nme about it?"

Thomas sat straight up and stared at the ceiling. She'd said it was a
sinto tell lies, too. "That was only partly true. Really what | saw was the
_skeleton_ of one."

Dr. Angstrom paused with his hand hal fway to his mouth, ready to put
the pipe back in. "I don't understand."

"W went on a trip with the school. To the La Brea Tar Pits in Los
Angel es. The dragon was right there in the nmiddle of the big hall."

"I see. Did the teachers tell you it was a dragon skel et on?"

"They kept calling it something el se," he said, overconme again by the
sadness of it. "And when |I kept telling themthey were wong, they sent nme to

the principal. | told _him what it was too. But | never went on any nore
field trips."

"Hm " Dr. Angstromsaid. "Well, our tine is running short and |I have
clients waiting -- burning up with need, so to speak -- so we'd better make

good use of it. Did you see any nore dragons after that?"
He sounded very stern and Thonas thought carefully before he answered.
"There were three nore -- but they weren't very big ones, and | didn't get a



real good |ook at them Do you want ne to tell you about then®"

Dr. Angstrom waved his hand about in front of his face.

"And there was anot her one just |ast year," Thomas said very softly.
"It was a bit bigger."

Dr. Angstromdidn't seemto hear. "May | ask why this is bothering you
now? After all, childhood imagination's one thing, but you're -- "

"Candy," Thomas said shyly.

"Candy?" Dr. Angstrom | ooked puzzl ed.

"My girlfriend, Mss Candace Sheree Lipp. Isn't that a pretty nane?"

"You have a girlfriend?"

"Well -- " Thomas tried to be as truthful as possible. "She's _going_
to be ny girlfriend. But she says she won't go out with me until | stop
tal ki ng about dragons. She says |I'Il _never_ get up to seven. Better get

dragons off ny mind and make room for sonething el se, Candy says."

Dr. Angstrom nuttered sonethi ng about not asking what, but Thomas
wanted to tell himanyway.

"She says | have to get a better job if | want to afford a girlfriend.
She says it doesn't count when | come into the bar where she works to talk to
her. She says we would have to _do_ things. Like go to the Queen Mary or take
the ferry boat to Catalina Island, things that cost a |l ot of noney."

"Per haps she's giving you good advice?"

"But I _like_my job! | like seeing the little nunmbers go round on the
punp when | fill the gas tanks. | like to polish the w ndshields so the
drivers can see to drive safely. | like -- "

"Yes, yes!"

Dr. Angstrom checked his watch. His eyes | ooked very tiny behind the
thi ck gl asses; they rem nded Thomas of Margaret's hanster's eyes. Thomas
wanted to bust out |aughing. Then he remenbered what happened whil e he was
| ooking after it when Margaret went away to canp.

"Listen carefully, Thomas. | think we can take care of this rather
quickly. I"mgoing to explain something to you, and | want you to try very
hard to understand. OCkay?"

Thomas nodded.

"Sometines we use sonething to stand for something el se, sonething
we're afraid to conme right out and say. Deep inside we know what's hurting us,

but we call it by this other name. Sonetinmes we even get so clever at this --
_game_ -- that we forget we're playing it. We begin to dreamof this ganme --
this something -- | nmean -- "

Dr. Angstrom seened to be tangled up in a very difficult explanation
Thomas deci ded to hel p hi mout.

"I's that being _special ?_"

"You could say that. Anyway, Thomas, | think you m ght be using dragons
to stand for _people_ who are hurting you. Do you see what |'mgetting at?"

"No. "

"Look at it this way. Dragons are big and fierce and nean, and in the
ol d days knights had to kill them right?"

"Not all of -- "

Dr. Angstromignored the interruption. "And sonetimes people can be
that way too, but we can't go around killing them or even _thinking_ about
doing it."

"But -- "

"Thi nk, Thormas. Who was nmean to you when you were a boy? Your
grandmot her ? Your Sunday School teacher? Margaret?"

"I don't think that's right,"” Thomas said doubtfully. But then he
st opped. Who washed his nmouth out with soap? That certainly was a nean thing
to do, especially when he didn't deserve it. But not Margaret. She'd al ways
been his protector.

"What about your boss at the gas station? Wat about M ss Candy Lips?"

"Li pp," Thomas said, but it was beginning to nmake sense. "But | don't
t hi nk Candy -- Maybe the principal who wouldn't let ne go on any nore field



trips?"

"What about _me_ for heaven's sake?" Dr. Angstromsaid. "Tell the truth
now. Aren't you a little bit afraid of nme?"

And of course, Thonas was.

"You see, Thomas?" Dr. Angstrom beanmed at hi m over the gl asses. "When
you' re afraid of people, when what you' d really like to do is hit back at them
for hurting you, you inmagine dragons instead. Then you can safely go turning
theminto skeletons in your mind. It's a very special trick you' ve |learned."

"I only saw a skel eton once,"” Thomas said. Then he thought about
_special _. "That makes six. Wo's the seventh dragon? Not nmy Mom ™"

Dr. Angstrom thought for a nonent. "Your twi n sisters?"

"There's two of them™ Thonas poi nted out.

"Seven is just a nunmber, Thomas. Perhaps there'll be six, perhaps eight

Thomas shook his head. "Margaret said sonmething _special_ would
happen. "

Dr. Angstrom consulted his watch again. "It could be anybody in your
life -- a teacher -- a cop -- "

"I never had any trouble with policenmen!" Thomas said indignantly.

"No, of course not -- "

"They used to come to the Bide-a-We Mtel all the time to talk to ny
nom about the clients.”

"Well, look at it this way. You' ve nmet your seven dragons, Thomas. And
so you cane to see nme, and nowit'll be all right. That's what special, you
see. "

"Six," Thomas said stubbornly. It was inportant to get that right.
"I'"ve only seen six so far."

“I't"ll come to you in time. Now, if you'll excuse ne -- ?"

Dr. Angstrom stood up and Thonmas stood up too. Dr. Angstrom canme round
t he desk and patted Thomas on the shoul der as he steered himto the door

"Just remenber to be brave and stand up to those who are hurting you,
Thomas. Fight back and you won't have to think about dragons.™

Qutside Dr. Angstromi s consulting room the receptionist had her hand
out for the noney already. Thomas counted out the new dollar bills one of the
twi ns had given himthat norning. They | ooked after his noney for him and
took turns conming by to see if he needed anythi ng now t hat Margaret had noved
away. He straightened out the creases and put all the faces the right way up

The receptioni st snatched them from himbefore he'd hardly finished. He
started to wal k out of the office, then changed his nmind. Stand up to people,
Dr. Angstrom said. \Wat was the good of paying all that noney if he didn't
take the advice?

"That was very rude of you, Mss. You should wait until I'mfinished.
Thank you."

The receptionist left her mouth open while she stared at him

CGoing down in the elevator in the big glass building on Atlantic,
Thomas t hought about what Dr. Angstrom had said. He didn't really w sh his
sister Margaret were dead, he decided, even if she had pulled his hair and
pi nched hi m when she'd found out about the hanster. She'd al ways | ooked after
him It was Margaret who'd kept him home after Gran passed on and Mom started
to get as old as Gran used to be, when the principal had wanted to send him
away to a school for slow learners. He really missed Margaret now that she was
married and noved to San Pedro. The twins were all right, but they didn't have
time to have fun with himthe way Margaret used to.

As the doors opened on the entrance | evel, he thought of sonething
awful. If Dr. Angstromwere right, there m ght be nore than seven dragons in
his life. After all, hadn't Pa hurt himby | eaving when the twins were born?
And his friends, when did they ever offer to take himwith themto play poker
in Hawai i an Gardens? He didn't have to swall ow down his anger at them any
nmore. And as for Candy, why, she was the one trying to get himto | eave his
job. Dr. Angstrom had gi ven Thomas a whol e new way of |ooking at his life. But



there woul dn't be anything special happening.

Margaret had said there would be seven. And she never told hima lie.
It was a difficult problemto think about.

Crossing to the big glass doors, he began to feel very sad. Things just
woul dn't be the same any nore, now that he knew how he really felt about his
friends. There weren't any dragons, just a bunch of people being nean to him
That was sone joke, thinking he could be special! Thonas rubbed angrily at
tears that were squeezing out of his eyes. Everybody back on the Hill was
probably laughing at him _Dunb ol' Thomas, thinks he sees dragons! It really
couldn't be true, could it?

At the door, a big clunp of people came shoving their way in past
Thomas, and he stood aside to let them his shoulders slunping. Dust and old
bits of newspaper blewin with them

He had one | ast hope. Margaret would explain it to him She'd al ways
made himfeel better about things.

Qutside, there was a public tel ephone. Thonas felt around in his
pockets for the enmergency phone noney the tw ns al ways made himcarry. He
listened to the coins clanking down inside and carefully punched out
Margaret's number. It gave hima warmfeeling to hear her voice

"Margaret ? Remenber when | saw ny first dragon and you said --

"\What ?" Margaret said.

"CGoing to the dentist that tinme | was six," he explained. "You said
had to see seven for it to count."

There was a sound at the other end that remi nded himof Dr. Angstrom
| aughi ng.

"Margaret? What did you nean?"

"I just made it up, that's all."

"VWhat will happen when | see the seventh?"

"Listen, Thomas," Margaret said. "It's time you put that nonsense out
of your head. You're a grown nan now. "

"They were _real _ dragons, Margaret --

"Silly!l"

"But you said --

Margaret said in a calmvoice, "So | lied."

For a monent, he couldn't understand. How could Margaret tell hima

lie?

"Why woul d you do that, Margaret?"

"Maybe | just got tired. You were a difficult kid to ook after. It's
_hard_ on people dealing with you."

That meant Dr. Angstrom had told himthe truth. Nothing special was
going to happen in his life. There was no seventh dragon. He put the phone
down.

Thomas wal ked slowy along Atlantic toward Signal Hill, seeing all the
cracks and patches in the sidewal k. Nothing seened worth hurrying for any
nmore. An oil truck went by, making the street tremnmble and choking himwth
di esel fumes. He came to a stoplight.

On the corner of WIllow and Cherry, right at the edge of Signal HIl,

t he seventh dragon bl ew silver snoke rings agai nst the pink evening sky while
the Iight went fromyellowto red. Catching Thomas's gaze, the seventh dragon
wi nked a | arge eye in which all the wonderful green-gold colors of oil swirled
together. A scarlet-tipped claw extended lazily toward him

"I'"ve been waiting for you, Thonas," she said.
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