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| ntroduction:
Myth, Belief, Faith and Ripley's
Believe It or Not!

When | was a kid | believed everything | was told, everything | read, and every dispatch sent out by
my own overhested imagination. This made for more than a few degpless nights, but it dso filled the
world | lived in with colors and textures | would not have traded for a lifetime of restful nights. |
knew even then, you see, that there were people in the world — too many o them, aduelly — wihose
imegretive sansss wae ather numb o compledy deadened, and who lived in a mentd dtate akin to
colorblindness. | dways felt orry for them, never dreaming (a least then) that many of these un-
imaginative types ether pitied me or hed me in contempt, not just because | suffered from any
number of irrationd fears but because | was deeply and unreservedly credulous on dmost every
subject. There's a boy, some of them mu have thougt (I knov my mather dd), Who will buy the
Brodklyn Bridge not just once but over and over again, dl hislife!’

There was some truth to that then, | suppose, and if | am to be honest, | suppose there's some
truth to it now. My wife dill ddights in tdling people that her husband cast his first Presidentid
ballot, a the tender age of twenty-one, for Richard Nixon. 'Nixon said he had a plan to get us out of
Vietnam,' she says, usudly with aglesful gleam in her eye, 'and Steve bdieved hint'

That's right; Steve believed him. Nor is that al Steve has bdieved during the often-eccentric course
of his forty-five years. | was, for example, the last kid in my neighborhood to decide that al those
street-corner Santas meant there was no real Sata (1 dill find no logcd mait in the ideg its like sying
that a million disciples prove there is no madter). | never questioned my Uncle Oren's assertion that
you could tear off a person's shadow with a sted tent-peg (if you struck precisdy at high noon, that
was) or his wiféds dam thet evay time you shivared, a gooe wes waking over the place whare your
grave would someday be. Given the course of my life, that must mean I'm dated to end up buried
behind Aunt Rhody's barn out in Goose Wallow, Wyaming,

| dso believed everything | was told in the schoolyard; little minnows and whae-sized whoppers
went down my throat with equa ease. One kid told me with complete certainty that if you put a dime
down on arailroad track, the firg train to come adong would be derailed by it. Another kid told me
that a dime left on a railroad track would be perfectly smooshed (that was exactly how he put it —
perfectly smooshed) by the next train, and what you took off the rail after the train had passed would
be a flexible and nearly trangparent coin the sze of a slver dollar. My own belief was that both
things were true: that dimes Ieft on railroad tracks were perfectly smooshed before they derailed the
trains which did the smooshing.

Other fascinating schoolyard facts which | absorbed during my years at Center School in Stratford,
Connecticut, and Durham Elementary School in Duham, Mane concaned such dvese aibjeds &
oaf-bdls (paisonous ad corrosive a the center), miscarriages (sometimes born dive, as maformed
mongas which hed to be killed by hedth-cae indvididls ominody rfered to as 'the specid nurses),
black cats (if one crossed your path, you had to fork the sgn of the evil eye at it quickly or risk



amogt certain death before the end of the day), and sidewalk cracks. | probably don't have to explain
the potentially dangerous relaionship of these latter to the spind columns of completely innocent
mothers.

My primary sources of wonderful and amazing facts in those days were the pgperbiack compilaions
fram Rple/s Bdiee It or Nat! whdh weae issied by Pocket Books. It was in Ripley's tha |
discovered you could make a powerful explosve by scraping the cdluloid off the backs of playing
cards and then tamping the suff into a length of pipe, that you could drill a hole in your own skull
and then plug it with a candle, thereby turning yoursdlf into a kind of human night-light (why anyone
would want to do such athing was a question which never occurred to me until years later), that there
were actud giants (one man wel over eight fed tadl), actud dves (one woman bady devenindestdl),
and adud MONSTERS TOO HORRIBLE TO DESCRIBE . . . except Ripley's described them dl, inloving
detall, and usudly with a picture (if 1 live to be a hundred, I'll never forget the one of the guy with
the candle stuck in the center of his shaved skull).

Thet sies of pgpabecks wes — to me a leet — the warlds mogt wondafu sideshow, one | could
carry around in my back pocket and curl up with on rainy weekend afternoons, when there were no
baseball games and everyone was tired of Monopoly. Were dl of Ripley's fabulous curiosties and
human mongers red? In this context thet hardly seems relevant. They were red to me, and that
probably is — during the years from 9x to even, crucid years in which the human imaginaion is
largely formed, they were very red to me. | beieved them just as | believed you could deral a
freight-train with a dime or that the drippy goop in the center of a golf-bal would eat the hand right
off your am if you were cardess and got some of it on you. It was in Ripley's Believe It or Not!
that | first began to see how fine the line between the fabulous and the humdrum could sometimes
be, and to understand tha the juxtapostion of the two did as much to illuminate the ordinary
agpects of life as it did to illuminate its occasona weird outbresks. Remember it's belief we're
talking about here, and belief is the cradle of myth. What about redity, you ask? Well, as far as
I'm concerned, redlity can go teke a flying fuck a a rolling doughnut. I've never held much of a
brief for redity, a least in my written work. All too often it is to the imagination what ash stakes
areto vampires.

| think that myth and imaginaion are, in fact, nearly interchangesble concepts, and that belief
is the wdlspring of both. Belief in what? | don't think it matters very much, to tell you the truth.
One god or many. Or that adime can derail afreight-train.

These beiefs of mine had nothing to do with fath; let's be very dear on that subject. | was
rased Methodist and hold onto enough of the fundamentalist teachings of my childhood to believe
that such a clam would be presumptuous at best and downright blasphemous a word. | believed
al that weird stuff because | was built to believe in weird stuff. Other people run races because
they were built to run fast, or play basketbal because God made them six-foot-ten, or solve long,
complicated equations on blackboards because they were built to see the places where the numbers
al lock together.

Yet fath comes into it someplace, and | think that place has to do with going back to do the
same thing agan and again even though you believe in your deeped, truest heart that you will
never be able to do it any better than you dready have, and that if you press on, ther€'s redly no
place to go but downhill. You don't have anything to lose when you take your first whack at the
pifiata, but to take a second one (and a third . . . and a fourth . . . and a thirty-fourth) is to risk
falure, depresson, and, in the case of the short-story writer who works in a pretty well defined
genre, sef-parody. But we do go on, most of us, and that gets to be hard. | never would have
believed that twenty years ago, or even ten, but it does. It gets hard. And | have days when |



think this old Wang word-processor stopped running on eectricity about five years ago; that from
The Dark Half on, it's been running completely on fath. But that's okay; whatever gets the words
across the screen, right?

The idea of each of the dories in this book came in a moment of belief and was written in a
burs of fath, happiness, and optimism. Those podtive fedings have ther dark anaogues,
however, and the fear of falure is a long way from the worst of them. The wors — for me, at
leest — is the gnawing speculation that | may have dready said everything | have to say, and am
now only istening to the steady quacking of my own voice because the slence when it Sops is just
t00 Spooky.

The legp of fath necessary to make the short stories happen has gotten particularly tough in
the last few years, these days it seems that everything wants to be a novel, and every nove wants
to be gpproximately four thousand pages long. A far number of critics have mentioned this, and
usudly not favorably. In reviews of every long novd | have written, from The Stand to Needful
Things, | have been accused of overwriting. In some cases the criticiams have merit; in others they
are jug the ill-tempered yappings of men and women who have accepted the literary anorexia of
the lagt thirty years with a puzzling (to me, a least) lack of discusson and dissent. These sdf-
gppointed deacons in the Church of Latter-Day American Literature seem to regard generosity
with suspicion, texture with didike, and any broad literary stroke with outright hate. The result
is a drange and aid literary climate where a meaningless little fingernail-paring like Nicholson
Baker's Vox becomes an object of fascinated debate and dissection, and a truly ambitious
American novd like Greg Mathewss Heart of the Country isal but ignored.

But dl that is by the by, not only off the subject but just a tiny bit whimpery, too — after al,
was there ever a writer who didn't fed that he or she had been badly trested by the critics? All |
started to say before | so ruddy interrupted mysdf was that the act of faith which turns a moment
of bdief into a red object — i.e, a short story that people will actualy want to read — has been
alittle harder for me to come by in the last few years.

'Wel then, don't write them,” someone might say (only it's usudly a voice | hear insde my own
heed, like the ones Jesse Burlingame hears in Gerald's Game}. 'After dl, you don't need the money
they bring in the way you once did.’

That's true enough. The days when a check for some four-thousand-word wonder would buy
penicllin for one of the kids ear infections or help meet the rent are long gone. But the logic is
more than spurious, it's dangerous. | don't exactly need the money the novels bring in, ther, you
see. If it was just the money, | could hang up my jock and hit the showers . . . or spend the rest
of my life on some Caribbean idand, catching the rays and seeing how long | could grow my
fingernalls.

But it isn't about the money, no matter what the glossy tabloids may say, and it's not about
sling out, as the more arogant critics redly seem to beieve. The fundamentd things dill
goply as time goes by, and for me the object hasn't changed — the job is dill getting to you,
Congtant Reader, getting you by the short hairs and, hopefully, scaring you so badly you won't be
ale to go to deep without leaving the bathroom light on. It's ill about fird seeing the
impossible . . . and then saying it. It's ill about making you believe what | believe, a least for a
little while,

| don't talk about this much, because it embarrasses me and it sounds pompous, but | ill see
dories as a great thing, something which not only enhances lives but actudly saves them. Nor am |
goesking metgphoricaly. Good witing — good dories — ae the imegrdions fiing pin, ad the
pupose of the imagination, | believe, is to offer us solace and shelter from Stuations ad life-pessages



which would ahewise prove unenduradle | can only speek from my own experience, of course, but for
me, the imagination which so often kept me avake and in terror as a child has seen me through
some terrible bouts of stark raving redity as an adult. If the stories which have resulted from that
imagination have done the same for some of the people who've read them, then | am perfectly happy
and pefectly stisfied — fedings which cannot, so far as | know, be purchased with rich movie
dedls or multi-million-dollar book contracts.

Stll, the short story is a difficult and chdlenging literary form, and that's why | was so delighted
— and so surprised — to find | had enough of them to issue a third collection. It has come a a
propitious time, as well, because one of those facts of which | was so sure as akid (I probably picked
it up in Ripley's Believe It or Not!, too) was that people completely renew themsaves every seven
years. every tissue, every organ, every muscle replaced by etirdy new cdls | am draning Nightmeres
and Dreamscapes togaher in the summer of 1992, seven years after the publication of Skeleton Crew,
my last collection of short stories, and Skeleton Crew was published seven years after Night Shift, my
fird collection. The greatest thing is knowing that, dthough the legp of fath necessay to tradae an
idea into redity hes become harder (the jumping muscles get a lttle older every day, you know), it's ill
perfectly possble. The next grestest thing is knowing that someone gill wants to read them —
that's you, Constant Reader, should you wonder.

The oldest of these gtories (my versons of the killer golf-bal goop and monger miscarriages, if
you will) is "It Grows on You, origindly published in a Universty of Maine literary magazine called
Marshroots . . . dthough it has been considerably revised for this book, so it could better be what it
gpparently wanted to be — a fina look back a the doomed little town of Castle Rock. The most
recent, 'The Ten O'Clock Peoplé€, was written in three fevered days during the summer of 1992.

There are some genuine curiosities here — the firg verson of my only orignd tdeday; a Shalodk
Hdmes dary in which Dr Watson dg0s fowad to solve the case; a Cthulhu Mythos story set in the
suburb of London where Peter Straub lived when | first met him; a hardboiled 'caper’ story of the
Richard Bachman dripe; and a dightly different verson of a dory cdled 'My Pretty Pony', which
was originaly done as alimited edition from the Whitney Museum, with artwork by Barbara Kruger.

After a great ded of thought, I've dso decided to include a lengthy non-fiction piece, 'Head
Down’, which concerns kids and baseball. It was origindly published in The New Yorker, and |
probably worked harder on it than anything ese I've written over the last fifteen years. That doesnt
make it good, of course, but | know that writing and publishing it gave me enormous satisfaction,
and I'm passing it dong for that reason. It doesn't redly fit in a collection of stories which concern
themsdalves mosily with suspense and the supernaturd . . . except somehow it does. The texture is
the same. Seeif you don't think so.

What I've tried hardest to do is to steer clear of the old chestnuts, the trunk stories, and the
bottom- of-the-drawer suff. Since 1980 or so, some critics have been saying | could publish my
laundry lig and sdl a million copies or o, but these are for the most part critics who think that's
what 1've been doing dl aong. The people who read my work for pleasure obvioudy fed differently,
and | have made this book with those readers, not the critics, in the forefront of my mind. The result, |
think, is an uneven Aladdin's cave of a book, one which completes atrilogy of which Night Shift and
Skeleton Crew are the firgt two volumes. All the good short stories have now been collected; al the bad
ones have been swept as far under the rug as | could get them, and there they will stay. If thereisto
be another collection, it will consst entirdy of stories which have not as yet been written or even
considered (stories which have not yet been believed, if you will), and I'd guessit will show up ina
year which beginswith a 2.



Meantime, there are these twenty-odd (and some, | should warn you, are very odd). Each contains
something | beieved for awhile, and | know that some of these things — the finger poking out of
the drain, the man-edting toads, the hungry teeth — are a little frightening, but 1 think well be al
right if we go together. Firdt, repesat the catechism after me:

| believe adime can derall afreight-train.

| believe there are dligators in the New York City sewer system, not to mention rats as big as
Shetland ponies.

| believe that you can tear off someone's shadow with asted tent- peg.

| beieve that there redly is a Santa Claus, and that al those red-suited guys you see at
Chrigmestime redlly are his helpers.

| bdievethereisan unssworld dl around us

| believe tha tennis bdls are full of poison gas, and if you cut one in two and breathe what comes
out, itll kill you.

Most of dl, | do believein spooks, | do beievein spooks, | do beievein spooks

Okay? Ready? Fine. Heré's my hand. We're going now. | know the way. All you have to do is hold
ontight . .. and believe.

Bangor, Maine
November 6, 1992



Waking? Slegping?
Which side of the line arethe
dreams really on?



Dolan's Cadillac

Revenge is adish best eaten cold.
Spanish proverb

| waited and watched for seven years. | saw him come and go — Dolan. | watched him groll into
fancy restaurants dressed in a tuxedo, dways with a different woman on his aam, dways with his
par of bodyguards bookending him. | watched his hair go from iron-gray to a fashionable slver
while my own smply receded until | was bad. | watched him leave Las Vegas on his regular
pilgrimages to the West Coast; | watched him return. On two or three occasions | watched from a
dde road as his Sedan DeVille, the same color as his hair, svept by on Route 71 toward Los
Angdes. And on a few occasons | watched him leave his place in the Hollywood Hills in the
sane gray Cadillac to return to Las Vegas — not often, though. | am a schoolteacher.
Schoolteachers and high-priced hoodlums do not have the same freedom of movement; it's just
an economic fact of life.

He did not know | was watching him — | never came close enough for him to know that. |
was careful.

He killed my wife or had her killed; it comes to the same, either way. Do you want details?
You won't get them from me. If you want them, look them up in the back issues of the papers.
Her name was Elizabeth. She taught in the same school where | taught and where | teach dill.
She taught firg-graders. They loved her, and | think that some of them may not have forgotten
ther love 4ill, dthough they would be teenagers now. | loved her and love her dill, certainly.
She was not beautiful but she was pretty. She was quiet, but she could laugh. | dream of her. Of
her hazdl eyes. There has never been another woman for me. Nor ever will be.

He dipped — Dolan. That's al you have to know. And Elizabeth was there, a the wrong place
and the wrong time, to see the dip. She went to the police, and the police sent her to the FBI, and
she was questioned, and she said yes, she would tegtify. They promised to protect her, but they
ether dipped or they underestimated Dolan. Maybe it was both. Whatever it was, she got into
her car one night and the dynamite wired to the ignition made me a widower. He made me a
widower — Dolan.

With no witness to tetify, he was let free.

He went back to his world , | to mine. The penthouse gpartment in Vegas for him, the empty
tract home for me. The successon of beautiful women in furs and sequined evening dresses for
him, the dlence for me. The gray Cadillacs, four of them over the years for him, and the aging
Buick Rivierafor me. His hair went silver while mine just went.

But | watched.

| was careful — oh, yes Very careful. | knew what he was, what he could do. | knew he
would step on me like abug if he saw or sensed what | meant for him. So | was careful.



During my summer vacation three years ago | followed him (a a prudent distance) to Los
Angeles, where he went frequently. He stayed in his fine house and threw parties (I watched the
comings and goings from a safe shadow at the end of the block, fading back when the police cars
made their frequent patrols), and | stayed in a cheap hotd where people played their radios too
loud and neon light from the topless bar across the street shone in the windows. | fell adegp on
those nights and dreamed of Elizabeth's hazel eyes, dreamed that none of it had ever happened,
and woke up sometimes with tears drying on my face.

| came close to losing hope.

He was well guarded, you see; so well guarded. He went nowhere without those two heavily
amed gorillas with him, and the Cadillac itsef was armor plated. The big radiad tires it rolled on
were of the salf-sedling type favored by dictatorsin small, uneasy countries.

Then, that last time, | saw how it could be done — but | did not see it until after I'd had a very
bad scare.

| followed him back to Las Vegas, dways keeping at least a mile between us, sometimes two,
sometimes three. As we crossed the desart heading east his car was a times no more than a
sunflash on the horizon and | thought about Elizabeth, how the sun looked on her hair.

| was far behind on this occasion. It was the middle of the week, and traffic on US 71 was very
light. When traffic is light, talling becomes dangerous — even a grammar-school teacher knows
that. |1 passed an orange sign which reed DETOUR 5 MILES and dropped back even farther.
Desert detours dow traffic to a crawl, and | didnt want to chance coming up behind the gray
Cadillac as the driver babied it over some rutted secondary road.

DETOUR 3 MILES, the next sign read, and below that: BLASTING AREA AHEAD TURN
OFF 2-WAY RADIO.

| began to muse on some movie | had seen years before. In this film a band of armed robbers
had tricked an amored car into the desert by putting up fadse detour signs. Once the driver fell
for the trick and turned off onto a deserted dirt road (there are thousands of them in the desert,
sheep roads and ranch roads and old government roads that go nowhere), the thieves had
removed the Sgns, assuring isolaion, and then had smply lad Sege b the amored car until the
guards came out.

They killed the guards.

| remembered that.

They killed the guards.

I reached the detour and turned onto it. The road was as bad as | had imagined packed dirt,
two lanes wide, filled with potholes that made my old Buick jounce and groan. The Buick
needed new shock absorbers, but shocks are an expense a schoolteacher sometimes has to put
off, even when he is awidower with no children and no hobbies except his dream of revenge.

As the Buick bounced and walowed adong, an idea occurred to me. Instead of following
Dalan's Cadillac the next time it left Vegas for LA or LA for Vegas, | would pass it — get ahead
of it. | would creste a fdse detour like the one in the movie, luring it out into the wadtes that
exig, slent and rimmed by mountains, west of Las Vegas. Then | would remove the sgns, as the
thieves had done in the movie —

| snapped back to redity suddenly. Dolan's Cadillac was ahead of me, directly ahead of me,
pulled off to one sde of the dusty track. One of the tires, self-sedling or not, was flat. No — not
jugt flat. It was exploded, haf off the rim. The culprit had probably been a sharp wedge of rock
duck in the hardpan like a miniature tank-trap. One of the two bodyguards was working a jack



under the front end. The second — an ogre with a pig-face streaming sweat under his brush cut
— gtood protectively beside Dolan himsalf. Even in the desert, you see, they took no chances.

Dolan stood to one Sde, dim in an open-throated shirt and dark dacks, his slver hair blowing
around his head in the desert breeze. He was smoking a cigarette and watching the men as if he
were somewhere else, arestaurant or a ballroom or a drawing room perhaps.

His eyes met mine through the windshidd of my car and then did off with no recognition at
al, dthough he had seen me once, saven years ago (when | had hair!), a a prdiminary hearing,
gtting besde my wife.

My terror a having caught up with the Cadillac was replaced with an utter fury.

| thought of leaning over and unrolling the passenger window and ghrieking: How dare you
forget me? How dare you dismiss me? Oh, but that would have been the act of a lunatic. It was
good that he had forgotten me, it was fine that he had dismissed me, better to be a mouse behind
the wainscoting, nibbling a the wires. Better to be a spider, high up under the eaves, spinning its
web.

The man swesting the jack flagged me, but Dolan wasn't the only one capable of dismisd. |
looked indifferently beyond the arm-waver, wishing him a heart attack or a stroke or, best of dl,
both a the same time. | drove on — but my head pulsed and throbbed, and for a few moments
the mountains on the horizon seemed to double and even treble.

If I'd had a gun! | thought. If only I1d had a gun! | could have ended his rotten, miserable life
right then if I'd only had a gun!

Miles later some sort of reason reasserted itsdf If 1I'd had a gun, the only thing | could have
been sure of was getting mysdf killed. If I'd had a gun | could have pulled over when the man
usng the bumper-jack beckoned me, and gotten out, and begun spraying bullets wildly around
the deserted landscape. | might have wounded someone. Then | would have been killed and
buried in a shdlow grave, and Dolan would have gone on escorting the beautiful women and
maeking pilgrimages between Las Vegas and Los Angdes in his slver Cadillac while the desert
animas unearthed my remains and fought over my bones under the cold moon. For Elizabeth
there would have been no revenge— none a dl.

The men who travelled with him were trained to kill. | was trained to teach third-graders.

This was not a movie, | reminded mysdlf as | returned to the highway and passed an orange
END CONSTRUCTION THE STATE OF NEVADA THANKS YOU! dsgn. And if | ever
made the migake of confusng redity with a movie, of thinking that a bading third-grade teacher
with myopia could ever be Dirty Hary anywhere outsde of his own daydreams, there would
never be any revenge, ever.

But could there be revenge, ever? Could there be?

My idea of cresting a fake detour was as romantic and unredigtic as the idea of jumping out of
my old Buick and soraying the three of them with bullets — me, who had not fired a gun since
the age of sixteen and who had never fired a handgun.

Such a thing would not be possible without a band of congpirators — even the movie | had
seen, romantic as it had been, had made that clear. There had been eight or nine of them in two
separate groups, staying in touch with each other by wakie-takie. There had even been a man in
a andl plane cruisng above the highway to make sure the armored car was reldivdy isolated as
it approached the right spot on the highway.

A plot no doubt dreamed up by some overweight screenwriter sitting by his swimming pool
with a pina colada by one hand and a fresh supply of Pentd pens and an Edgar Walace plot-



whed by the other. And even that fdlow had needed a amdl army to fulfill his idea. | was only
one man.

It wouldn't work. It was just a momentary fase gleam, like the others I'd had over the years —
the idea that maybe | could put some sort of poison gas in Dolan's ar-conditioning system, or
plant a bomb in his Los Angdes house, or perhgps obtan some redly deadly wespon — a
bazooka, let us say — and turn his damned slver Cadillac into a firebdl as it raced east toward
Vegas or west toward LA aong 71.

Bedt to dismissit.

But it wouldn't go.

Cut him out, the voice indde that spoke for Elizabeth kept whispering. Cut him out the way an
experienced sheep-dog cuts a ewe out of the flock when his master points. Detour him out into
the emptiness and kill him. Kill them all.

Wouldnt work. If | dlowed no other truth, | would at least have o dlow that a man who had
dayed dive as long as Dolan must have a carefully honed sense of survivd — honed to the point
of paranoia, perhagps. He and his men would see through the detour trick in aminute.

They turned down this one today, the voice that spoke for Elizabeth responded. They never
even hesitated. They went just like Mary's little lamb.

But | knew — yes, somehow | didl — tha men like Dolan, men who are redly more like
wolves than men, develop a sort of sxth sense when it comes to danger. | could sted genuine
detour signs from some road department shed and set them up in dl the right places; | could even
add fluorescent orange road cones and a few of those smudge-pots. | could do dl that and Dolan
would dill smel the nervous sweat of my hands on the dage dressing. Right through his bullet-
proof windows he would smdl it. He would cdose his eyes and hear Elizabeth's name far back in
the snake-pit that passed for his mind.

The voice that spoke for Elizabeth fell slent, and | thought it had findly given up for the day.
And then, with Vegas actudly in sght — blue and misty and wavering on the far rim of the
desert — it spoke up again.

Then don't try to fool himwith a fake detour, it whispered. Fool himwith a red one.

| swerved the Buick over to the shoulder and shuddered to a stop with both feet on the brake-
pedd. | stared into my own wide, startled eyesin the rear-view mirror.

Insgde, the voice that spoke for Elizabeth began to laugh. It was wild, mad laughter, but after a
few moments | began to laugh dong with it.

The other teachers laughed a me when | joined the Ninth Street Hedth Club. One of them
wanted to know if someone had kicked sand in my face. | laughed along with them. People don't
get suspicious of a man like me as long as he kesps laughing dong with them. And why
shouldn't 1 laugh? My wife had been dead seven years, hadn't she? Why, she was no more than
dust and hair and a few bones in her coffinl So why shouldn't | laugh? It's only when a man like
me stops laughing that people wonder if something iswrong.

| laughed dong with them even though my musdes ached dl that fal and winter. | laughed
even though | was congantly hungry — no more second helpings, no more late-night snacks, no
more beer, no more before-dinner gin and tonic. But lots of red meat and greens, greens, greens.

| bought mysdf a Nautilus machine for Chrisgmeas.

No — that's not quite right. Elizabeth bought me a Nautilus machine for Chrismas.

| saw Dolan less frequently; | was too busy working out, losng my pot bdly, building up my
ams and chest and legs. But there were times when it seemed | could not go on with it, that



recapturing anything like red physcd fitness was going to be impossble, that 1 could not five
without second helpings and pieces of coffee cake and the occasond dollop of sweet cream in
my coffee. When those times came | would park across from one of his favorite restaurants or
perhaps go into one of the clubs he favored and wait for him to show up, stepping from the fog-
gray Cadillac with an arrogant, icy blonde or a laughing redhead on his am — or one on each.
There he would be, the man who had killed my Elizabeth, there he would be, resplendent in a
formd shirt from Bijan's, his gold Rolex winking in the nightclub lights. When | was tired and
discouraged | went to Dolan as a man with a raging thirs might seek out an oasis in the desert. |
drank his poisoned water and was refreshed.

In February | began to run every day, and then the other teachers laughed at my bad heed,
which peded and pinked and then peded and pinked again, no matter how much sun-block |
gmeared on it. | laughed right dong with them, as if | had not twice nearly fainted and spent
long, shuddering minutes with cramps stabbing the muscles of my legs at the end of my runs.

When summer came, | applied for a job with the Nevada Highway Department. The municipa
employment office stamped a tentative goprovd on my form and sent me dong to a didrict
foreman named Harvey Blocker. Blocker was a tal man, burned dmost black by the Nevada
sun. He wore jeans, dusty workboots, and a blue tee-shirt with cut-off deeves. BAD
ATTITUDE, the shirt proclamed. His muscles were big rolling dabs under his skin. He looked
a my gpplication. Then he looked a me and laughed. The gpplication looked very puny rolled
up in one of hishugefids

"You got to be kidding, my friend. | mean, you have got to be. We takin desert sun and desert
heat here — none of that yuppie tanning-sdon shit. What are you in red life, bubba? An
accountant?

‘A teacher,' | said. 'Third grade.’

'Oh, honey," he said, and laughed again. 'Get out my face, okay?

| had a pocket watch — handed down from my grest-grandfather, who worked on the last
gretch of the great transcontinental railroad. He was there, according to family legend, when
they hammered home the golden spike. | took the watch out and dangled it in Blocker's face on
itschain.

'See this? | said. 'Worth six, maybe seven hundred dollars.’

‘This a bribe? Blocker laughed again. A great old laugher was he. 'Man, I've heard of people
making deds with the devil, but youre the first one | ever met who wanted to bribe himsdf into
hell. Now he looked a me with something like compasson. "You may think you understand
what you're tryin to get yoursdf into, but I'm here to tdl you you don't have the dightest idea. In
July I've seen it go a hundred and seventeen degrees out there west of Indian Springs. It makes
grong men cry. And you ant sirong, bubba | don't have to see you with your shirt off to know
you ain't got nothin on your rack but a few yuppie hedth-club muscles, and they won't cut it out
in the Big Empty.'

| sad, The day you decide | can't cut it, I'll wak off the job. You keep the watch. No
argument.’

"You're afucking liar.'

| looked at him. He looked back for some time.

'Y ou're not afucking liar." He said thisin tones of amazemen.

‘No.'



'You'd give the watch to Tinker to hold? He cocked his thumb a a humongous black man in a
tie-dyed shirt who was dgtting nearby in the cab of a bulldozer, eding a fruit-pie from
McDondd's and listening.

'Is he trustworthy?
'Y ou're damned tooting.'

Then he can hold it until you tel me to take a hike or until | have to go back to school in
September.’

'‘And what do | put up?

| pointed to the employment gpplication in hisfist. 'Sign that,' | said. That's what you put up.’
‘You're crazy.'

| thought of Dolan and of Elizabeth and said nothing.

'Youd start on shit-work,” Blocker warned. 'Shovelling hotpatch out of the back of a truck and
into potholes. Not because | want your damned waich — athough I'll be more than happy to take
it— but because that's where everyone starts.’

‘All right.”

'As long as you understand, bubba.'

'l do.’

'No,' Blocker said, 'you don't. But you will.'
And he wasright.

| remember next to nothing about the firs couple of weeks — just shoveling hot-top and
tamping it down and waking adong behind the truck with my head down until the truck stopped
a the next pothole. Sometimes we worked on the Strip and I'd hear the sound of jackpot bells
ringing in the casnos. Sometimes | think the bellswere just ringing in my head. 1'd look up and

I'd see Harvey Blocker looking a me with that odd look of compassion, his face shimmering
in the heat baking off the road. And sometimes I'd look over a Tinker, Stting under the canvas
parasol which covered the cab of his 'dozer, and Tinker would hold up my great-granddad's
watch and swing it on the chain so it kicked off sunflashes.

The big struggle was not to faint, to hold onto consciousness no matter what. All through June
| hed on, and the first week of July, and then Blocker sat down next to me one lunch hour while
| was edting a sandwich with one shaking hand. | shook sometimes until ten a night. It was the
heat. It was either shake or faint, and when | thought of Dolan | somehow managed to keep
sheking.

'You ill aint strong, bubba,' he said.
'No," | said. 'But like the man said, you should have seen the materids | had to gart with.'

'l keep expecting to look around and see you passed out in the middle of the roadbed and you
keep not doing it. But you gonna.’

‘No, I'm not.'

'Yes, you ae. If you stay behind the truck with a shovel, you gonna'

'No.'

'Hottest part of the summer gill coming on, bubba. Tink cals it cookiesheet weether.'
T'll befine!

He pulled something out of his pocket. It was my great-granddad's waich. He tossed it in my
lap. Take thisfucking thing," he said, disgusted. 'l don't want it."

'Y ou made a ded with me.’
I'm cdling it off.



'If you fire me, I'll take you to arbitration,’ | said. "Y ou signed my form. You — '

I an't firing you,' he said, and looked away. 'I'm going to have Tink teach you how to run a
front-end |oader.’

| looked a him for a long time, not knowing what to say. My third-grade classroom, so cool
and pleasant, had never seemed <o far away . . . and 4ill | didn't have the dightest idea of how a
man like Blocker thought, or what he meant when he said the things he sad. | knew that he
admired me and held me in contempt a the same time, but | had no idea why he fdt ether way.
And you don't need to care, darling, Elizabeth spoke up suddenly ingde my mind. Dolan is your
business. Remember Dolan.

'Why do you want to do that? | asked at last.

He looked back at me then, and | saw he was both furious and anused. But the fury was the
emotion on top, | think. 'What is it with you, bubba? What do you think | am?

'l don't —

'Y ou think | want to kill you for your fucking watch? That what you think?

1'm sorry.!

'Y eah, you are. Sorriest little motherfucker | ever saw.'

| put my grest-granddad's watch away.

'You an't never gonna be strong, bubba. Some people and plants take hold in the sun. Some
wither up and die. You dyin. You know you are, and ill you won't move into the shade. Why?
Why you pulling this crap on your system?

'I've got my reasons.’

"Yeah, | bet you do. And God help anyone who gets in your way.

He got up and walked off.

Tinker came over, grinning.

"Y ou think you can learn to run a front-end loader?

'l think s0," | said.

'l think so, too," he said. 'Ole Blockhead there likes you — he just don't know how to say 0.’

'l noticed.'

Tink laughed. Tough little motherfucker, ain't you?

'l hope so,' | said.

| spent the rest of the simmer driving a front-end loader, and when | went back to school that
fdl, dmog as black as Tink himsdf, the other teachers stopped laughing a me. Sometimes they
looked at me out of the corners of their eyes after | passed, but they had stopped laughing.

I've got my reasons. That's what | told him. And | did. | did not spend that season in hell just
on awhim. | had to get in shape, you see. Preparing to dig a grave for a man or a woman may not
require such drastic messures, but it was not just a man or woman | had in mind.

It was that damned Cadillac | meant to bury.

By April of the following year | was on the State Highway Commisson's maling lis. Every
month | received a bulletin caled Nevada Road Sgns. | skimmed most of the materid, which
concerned itsdlf with pending highway improvement bills, road equipment that had been bought
and s0ld, State Legidature action on such subjects as sand-dune control and new anti-erosion
techniques. What | was interested in was adways on the last page or two of the bulletin. This
section, smply titled The Cdendar, listed the dates and sites of roadwork in each coming month.
| was especidly interested in dtes and dates followed by a smple four-letter abbreviation:
RPAV. This stood for repaving, and my experience on Harvey Blocker's crew had showed me



that these were the operations which most frequently called for detours. But not always — no
indeed. Closing a section of road is a step the Highway Commission never takes unless there is
no other choice. But sooner or |ater,

| thought, those four letters might spell the end for Dolan. Just four letters, but there were
timeswhen | saw them in my dreams RPAV.

Not that it would be easy, or perhaps even soon — | knew | might have to wait for years, and
that someone ese might get Dolan in the meantime. He was an evil man, and evil men live
dangerous lives. Four loosdy related vectors would have to come together, like a rare
conjunction of the plangts. travel for Dolan, vacation time for me, a nationa holiday, and a three-
day weekend.

Years, maybe. Or maybe never. But | fdt a kind of serenity — a surety that it would happen,
and that when it did | would be prepared. And eventualy it did happen. Not that summer, not
that fal, and not the following soring. But in June of lagt year, | opened Nevada Road Sgns and
saw thisin The Caendar:

JULY 1-JULY 22 (tent.}:
US 71 MI 440-472 (WESTBND) RPAV

Hands shaking, | paged through my desk cdendar to July and saw that July 4th fdl on a
Monday.

So here were three of the four vectors, for surely tere would be a detour somewhere in the
middle of such an extensive repaving job.

But Dolan . . . what about Dolan? What about the fourth vector?

Three times before | could remember him going to LA during the week of the Fourth of July
— a week which is one of the few dow ones in Las Vegas. | could remember three other times
when he had gone somewhere dse — once to New York, once to Miami, once dl the way to
London — and a fourth time when he had smply stayed put in Vegas.

If hewent . . .

Was thereaway | could find out?

| thought on this long and hard, but two visons kept intruding. In the firsd | saw Dolan's
Cadillac speeding west toward LA aong US 71 at dusk, casting a long shadow behind it. | saw it
passing DETOUR AHEAD dgns, the last of them waning CB owners to turn off their sets. |
saw the Cadillac passing abandoned road equipment — bulldozers, graders, front-end loaders.
Abandoned not just because it was after knocking-off time but because it was a weekend, a
three-day weekend.

In the second vison everything was the same except the detour Sgns were gone.

They were gone because | had taken them down.

It was on the last day of school when | suddenly redized how | might be able to find out. | had
been nearly drowsng, my mind a million miles avay from both school and Dolan, when |
suddenly sat bolt-upright, knocking a vase on the sSde of my desk (it contained some pretty
desert flowers my students had brought me as an end-of-school present) to the floor, where it
shattered. Several of my students, who had also been drowsing, adso sat bolt-upright, and perhaps
something on my face frightened one of them, because a little boy named Timothy Urich burst
into tears and | had to soothe him.



Sheets, | thought, comforting Timmy. Sheets and pillowcases and bedding and silverware; the
rugs, the grounds. Everything hasto look just so. He'll want everything just so.

Of course. Having things just so was as much a part of Dolan as his Cadillac.

| began to smile, and Timmy Urich amiled back, but it wasn't Timmy | was amiling a.

| was amiling a Elizabeth.

School finished on June 10th that year. Twelve days later | flew to Los Angeles. | rented a car
and checked into the same chegp hotd | had used on other occasions. On each of the next three
days | drove into the Hollywood Hills and mounted a watch on Dolan's house. It could not be a
constant watch; that would have been noticed. The rich hire people to notice interlopers, because
al too often they turn out to be dangerous.

Likeme,

At firg there was nothing. The house was not boarded up, the lavn was not overgrown —
heaven forbidl — the water in the pool was doubtless clean and chlorinated. But there was a look
of emptiness and disuse dl the same — shades pulled againg the summer sun, no cars in the
central turnaround, no one to use the pool that a young man with a ponytail cleaned every other
morning.

| became convinced it was abust. Yet | stayed, wishing and hoping for the find vector.

On the 29th of June, when | had dmost consgned mysdf to another year of watching and
waiting and exercdisng and driving a front-end loader in the summer for Harvey Blocker (if he
would have me again, that was) a blue car marked LOS ANGELES SECURITY SERVICES
pulled up a the gate of Dolan's house. A man in a uniform got out and used a key to open the
gate. He drove his car in and around the corner. A few moments later he came back on foot ,
closed the gate, and relocked it.

Thiswas at least abregk in theroutine. | felt adim flicker of hope.

| drove off, managed to make mysdf stay away for nearly two hours, and then drove back,
parking a the head of the block indead of the foot this time. Fifteen minutes later a blue van
pulled up in front of Dolan's house. Written on the side were the words BIG JOE'S CLEANING
SERVICE. My heart leaped up in my chest. | was watching in the rear-view mirror, and |
remember how my hands clamped down on the steering whed of the rentd car.

Four women got out of the van, two white, one black, one Chicana. They were dressed in
white, like waitresses, but they were not waitresses, of course; they were cleaning women.

The security guard answered when one of them buzzed at the gate, and unlocked it. The five
of them talked and laughed together. The security guard attempted to goose one of the women
and she dapped hishand asde, 4till laughing.

One of the women went back to the van and drove it into the turnaround. The others walked
up, talking among themsdlves as the guard closed the gate and locked it again.

Sweat was pouring down my face; it fdt like grease. My heart was triphammering.

They were out of my fidd of vison in the rear-view mirror. 1 took a chance and looked
around.

| saw the back doors of the van swing open.

One of them carried a neat stack of sheets, another had towels, another had a pair of vacuum
cleaners.

They trooped up to the door and the guard let them inside.

| drove away, shaking so badly | could hardly steer the car.

They were opening the house. He was coming.



Dolan did not trade in his Cadillac every year, or even every two — the gray Sedan DeVille he
was driving as that June neared its end was three years old. | knew its dimensons exactly. | had
written the GM company for them, pretending to be a research writer. They had sent me an
operator's manuad and spec sheet for that year's modd. They even returned the stamped,
selfaddressed envelope | had enclosed. Big companies gpparently maintain their courtesy even
when they're running in the red.

| had then taken three figures — the Cadillac's width at its widest point, height at its tales,
and length a its longet — to a friend of mine who teaches mathematics a Las Vegas High
School. | have told you, | think, that | had prepared for this, and not al my preparation was
physicd. Most assuredly not.

| presented my problem as a purely hypothetical one. | was trying to write a science fiction
dory, | said, and | wanted to have my figures exactly right. | even made up a few plausble plot
fragments— my own inventiveness rather | astonished me.

My friend wanted to know how fast this dien scout vehicle of mine would be going. It was a
question | had not expected, and | asked him if it mattered.

'Of course it matters he said. ‘It matters a lot. If you want the scout vehicle in your story to
fdl directly into your trap, the trgp has to be exactly the right sze. Now this figure you've given
me is seventeen feet by five feet.'

| opened my mouth to say that wasn't exactly right, but he was dready holding up his hand.

"Just an gpproximation,’ he said. 'Makes it easer to figure the arc.’

‘The what?

"The arc of descent,’ he repeated, and | cooled off. That was a phrase with which a man bent on
revenge could fal in love. It had a dark, smoothly portentous sound. The arc of descent.

I'd taken it for granted that if | dug the grave s0 that the Cadillac could fit, it would fit. It took
this friend of mine to make me see that before it could serve its purpose as a grave, it had to work
asatrap.

The shape itsdf was important, he sad. The sort of dit-trench | had been envisoning might
not work — in fact, the odds of its not working were greater than the odds that it would. 'If the
vehicle doesn't hit the start of the trench dead-on,’ he said, it may not go al the way in a dl. It
would jugt dide dong on an angle for awhile and when it sopped dl the diens would climb out
the passenger door and zap your heroes' The answer, he said, was to widen the entrance end,
giving the whole excavation a funnd-shape.

Then there was this problem of speed.

If Dolan's Cadillac was going too fast and the hole was too short, it would fly across, sanking a
bit as it went, and either the frame or the tires would drike the lip of the hole on the far sde. It
would flip over on its roof — but without faling in the hole a dl. On the other hand, if the
Cadillac was going too dowly and the hole was too long, it might land a the kottom on its nose
ingead of its wheds, and that would never do. You couldn't bury a Cadillac with the last two feet
of its trunk and its rear bumper gicking out of the ground any more than you could bury a man
with hislegs gticking up.

'So how fast will your scout vehicle be going?

| caculated quickly. On the open highway, Dolan's driver kept it pegged between sixty and
gxty-five. He would probably be driving a little dower than that where | planned to make my
try. | could take away the detour sgns, but | couldnt hide the road machinery or erase dl the
sgnsof condruction.



‘About twenty rull,' | said.

He amiled. 'Trandation, please?

'Say fifty earth-milesan hour.'

'‘Ah-hah. He st to work a once with his dip-gick while | sa beside him, bright-eyed and
amiling, thinking about that wonderful phrase: arc of descent.

He looked up amost a once. "You know,' he said, 'you might want to think about changing the
dimensions of the vehicle, buddy.’

'Oh? Why do you say that?

'Seventeen by five is pretty big for a scout vehicle' He laughed. That's damn near the size of a

Lincoln Mark 1V

| laughed, too. We laughed together.

After | saw the women going into the house with the sheets and towels, | flew back to Las
Veges.

| unlocked my house, went into the living room, and picked up the tdephone. My hand
trembled a little. For nine years | had waited and watched like a spider in the eaves or a mouse
behind a baseboard. | had tried never to give Dolan the dightest clue that Elizabeth's husband
was dill interested in him — the totdly empty look he had given me that day as | passed his
disabled Cadillac on the way back to Vegas, furious as it had made me at the time, was my just
reward.

But now | would have to take a risk. | would have to take it because | could not be in two
places a the same time and it was imperative that | know if Dolan was coming, and when to
make the detour temporarily disappesr.

| had figured out a plan coming home on the plane. | thought it would work. | would make it
work.

| dided Los Angedes directory assstance and asked for the number of Big Joe€'s Cleaning
Service. | got it and dided it.

This is Bill a& Rennie's Catering,' | sad. 'We got a party Saturday night at 1121 Aster Drive in
Hollywood Hills. 1 wanted to know if one of your girls would check for Mr Dolan's big punch
bowl in the cabinet over the stove. Could you do that for me?

| was asked to hold on. | did, somehow, athough with the passing of each endless second |
became more and more sure that he had smedlled a rat and was calling the phone company on one
linewhile | held on the other.

At lagt — a long, long last — he came back on. He sounded upset, but that was dl right. That
was just how | wanted him to sound.
'Saturday night?

'Yes, that's right. But | don't have a punch-bowl as big as they're going to want unless | cdl
across town, and my impression was that he aready has one. I'd just like to be sure!

'Look, mister, my call-sheet says Mr Dolan ain't expected in until three P.M. Sunday afternoon.
I'll be glad to have one of my girls check out your punch-bowl, but | want to straighten this other
business out first. Mr Dolan is not a man to fuck around with, if you'll pardon my French — '

'l couldn't agree with you more,' | said.
" — and if he's going to show up a day early, | got to send some more girls out there right
away.'

'Let me double-check,' | said. The third-grade reading textbook | use, Roads to Everywhere,
was on the table beside me. | picked it up and riffled some of the pages close to the phone.



'Oh, boy,' | said. 'It's my mistake. He's having people in  Sunday night. I'm redly sorry. You
going to hit me?

‘Nah. Ligten, let me put you on hold — I'll get one of the girls and have her check on the — '

'No need, if it's Sunday,’ | said. 'My big punch-bowl's coming back from a wedding reception
in Glendde Sunday morning.'

'‘Okay. Take it easy. Comfortable. Unsuspicious. The voice of a man who wasn't going to
think twice.

| hoped.

| hung up and sat till, working it out in my head as carefully as | could. To get to LA by three,
he would be leaving Vegas about ten o'cdlock Sunday morning. And he would arive in the
vicinity of the detour between eevenfifteen and deven-thirty, when traffic was apt to be dmost
non-exisent anyway.

| decided it was time to stop dreaming and tart acting.

| looked through the want ads, made — some telephone cdls, and then went out to look at five
used vehicles that were within my financid reach. | settled for a battered Ford van that had rolled
off the assembly line the same year Elizabeth was killed. | paid cash. | was left with only two
hundred and fifty-seven dollars in my savings account, but this did not digsurb me in the
dightest. On my way home | stopped at a rentad place the sze of a discount department store and
rented a portable air compressor, usng my MasterCard as collateral.

Late Friday afternoon | loaded the van: picks, shovels, compressor, a hand-dolly, a toolbox,
binoculars, and a borrowed Highway Department Jackhammer with an assortment of arrowhead-
shgped atachments made for dicing through asphdt. A large square piece of sand-colored
cawvas, plus a long roll of canvas — this latter had been a specid project of mine last summer —
and twenty-one thin wooden gtruts, each five feet long. Last but not least, abig industrid stapler.

On the edge of the desert | stopped at a shopping center and stole a pair of license plates and
put them on my van.

Seventy-six miles west of Vegas, | saw the firsd orange sgn: CONSTRUCTION AHEAD
PASS AT YOUR OWN RISK. Then, a mile or so beyond that, | saw the sign | had been waiting
for since. . . well, ever since Elizabeth died, | suppose, athough | hadn't aways known it.

DETOUR AHEAD 6 MILES.

Dusk was degpening toward dark as | arrived and surveyed the stuation. It could have been
better if I'd planned it, but not much.

The detour was a right turn between two rises. It looked like an old fence-line road which the
Highway Department had smoothed and widened to temporarily accommodate the heavier traffic
flow. It was marked by a flashing arrow powered by a buzzing battery in a padlocked stedl box.

Just beyond the detour, as the highway rose toward the crest of that second rise, the road was
blocked off by a double line of road cones. Beyond them (if one was so extraordinarily stupid as
to have, first, missed the flashing arrow and, second, run over the road cones without redizing it
— | suppose some drivers were) was an orange sign dmost as big as a billboard, reading ROAD
CLOSED USE DETOUR.

Y et the reason for the detour was not visble from here, and that was good. | didn't want Dolan
to have the dightest chance of amelling the trap before he fdl into it.

Moving quickly — 1 didn't want to be seen a this — | got out of the van and quickly stacked
up some dozen of the road cones, creating a lane wide enough for the van. | dragged the ROAD
CLOSED Sign to theright, then ran back to the van, got in, and drove through the gap.

Now | could hear an approaching motor.



| grabbed the cones again, replacing them as fast as | could. Two of them spilled out of my
hands and rolled down into the gully. | chased after them, panting. | tripped over a rock in the
dark, fell sorawling, and got up quickly with dust on my face and blood dripping from one pam.
The car was closer now; soon it would agppear over the last rise before the detour-junction and in
the glow thrown by his high beams the driver would see a man in jeans and a tee-shirt trying to
replace road cones while his van stood idling where no vehicle that didn't belong to the Nevada
State Highway Department was supposed to be. | got the last cone in place and ran back to the
sgn. | tugged too hard. It swayed and dmost fdl over.
As the approaching car's headlights began to brighten on the rise to the east, | suddenly
became convinced it was a Nevada State Trooper.

The sign was back where it had been — and if it wasnt, it was close enough. | sprinted for the
van, got in, and drove over the next rise. just as | cleared it, | saw headlights splash over the rise
behind me.

Had he seen me in the dark, with my own lights out?
| didn't think so.
| sat back againgt the seet, eyes closed, waiting for my heart to dow down. At last, as the
sound of the car bouncing and bucketing its way down the detour faded out, it did.
| was here — safe behind the detour.
It was time to get to work.

Beyond the rise, the road descended to a long, Straight flat. Two-thirds of the way dong this
draight stretch the road smply ceased to exist — it was replaced by piles of dirt and a long, wide
dretch of crushed gravel.
Would they see that and stop? Turn around? Or would they keep on going, confident that there
must be an gpproved way through since they had not seen any detour Sgns?
Too late to worry about it now.
| picked a spot about twenty yards into the flat, but till a quarter of a mile $ort of the place
where the road dissolved. | pulled over to the Side of the road, worked my way into the back of
the van, and opened the back doors. | did out a couple of boards and muscled the equipment.
Then | rested and looked up at the cold desert stars.
'Here we go, Elizabeth,' | whispered to them.
It seemed | felt a cold hand stroke the back of my neck.

The compressor made a racket and the jackhammer was even worse, but there was no help for it
— the best | could hope for was to be done with the firs stage of the work before midnight. If it
went on much longer than that | was going to be in trouble anyway, because | had only a limited
quantity of gasoline for the compressor.
Never mind. Dont think of who might be lisening and wondering what fool would be running

ajackhammer in the middle of the night; think about Dolan. Think about the gray Sedan DeVille.

Think about the arc of descent.

| marked off the dimensons of the grave fird, usng white chadk, the tape measure from my
toolbox, and the figures my mathematician friend had worked out. When | was done, a rough
rectangle not quite five feet wide by forty-two feet long glimmered in the dark. At the nearer end
it flared wide. In the gloom that flare did not look so much like a funnd as it had on the grgph
paper where my mathematician friend firsg sketched it. In the gloom it looked like a gaping



mouth a the end of the long, straight windpipe. All the better to eat you with, my dear, | thought,
and smiled in the dark.

| drew twenty more lines across the box, making stripes two feet wide. Ladt, | drew a single
veticad line down the middle, creating a grid of forty-two near-squares, two feet by two and a
haf. The forty-third segment was the shove-shaped flare at the end.

Then | rolled up my deeves, pull-started the compressor, and went back to square one.

The work went fagter than | had any right to hope, but not as fast as | had dared to dream —
does it ever? It would have been better if | could have used the heavy equipment, but that would
come later. The firgt thing was to carve up the squares of paving. | was not done by midnight and
not by three in the morning, when the compressor ran out of gas. | had anticipated this might
happen, and was equipped with a siphon for the van's gas tank. | got as far as unscrewing the
gas-cap, but when the smell of the gasoline hit me, | smply screwed the cgp back on and lay
down flat in the back of the van.

No more, not tonight. | couldn't. In spite of the work-gloves | had worn, my hands were
covered with big blisters many of them now weeping. My whole body seemed to vibrate from
the steady, punishing begt of the jackhammer, and my arms fdt like tuning forks gone mad. My
head ached. My teeth ached. My back tormented me; my spine fet as if it had been filled with
ground glass.

| had cut my way through twenty-eight squares.

Twenty-eight.

Fourteen to go.

And that was only the start.

Never, | thought. It'simpossible. Can't be done.

That cold hand again.

Yes, my darling. Yes.

The ringing in my ears was subgding a little now; every once in awhile | could hear an
gpproaching engine . . . and then it would subside to a drone on the right as it turned onto the
detour and sarted around the loop the Highway Depatment had crested to bypass the
congtruction.

Tomorrow was Saturday . . . sorry, today. Today was Saturday. Dolan was coming on Sunday.
No time.

Yes, my darling.

The blast had torn her to pieces.

My darling had been torn to peces for telling the truth to the police about what she had seen,
for refusng to be intimidated, for being brave, and Dolan was 4ill driving around in his Cadillac
and drinking twenty-year-old Scotch while his Rolex glimmered on hiswrig.

I'll try, | thought, and then | fell into a dreamless deep that was like degath.

| woke up with the sun, aready hot & eght o'clock, shining in my face. | sat up and screamed,
my throbbing hands flying to the smal of my back. Work? Cut up another fourteen chunks of
asphat? | couldn't even walk.

But | could walk, and | did.

Moving like a very old man on his way to a shuffleboard game, | worked my way to the glove

compartment and opened it. | had put a bottle of Empirin there in case of such amorning after.

Had | thought | wasin shape?Had | really?

Weél! That was quite funny, wasnt it?



| took four of the Empirin with water, waited fifteen minutes for them to dissolve in my
stomach, and then wolfed a breakfast of dried fruit and cold Pop-Tarts.

| looked over to where the compressor and the jackhammer waited. The yelow skin of the
compressor dready seemed to Szzle in the morning sunshine. Leading up to it on ether sde of
my incision were the neetly cut squares of asphalt.

| didn't want to go over there and pick up that jackhammer. | thought of Harvey Blocker
saying, You ain't never gonna be strong, bubba. Some people and plants take hold in the sun.
Some wither up and die. . . Why you pulling this crap on your system?

'Shewasin pieces,' | croaked. 'l loved her and she wasin pieces.’

As a cheer it was never going to replace 'Go, Beard' or 'Hook em, horngl' but it got me
moving. | sphoned gas from the van's tank, gagging a the taste and the gtink, holding onto my
breakfast only by a grim act of will. | wondered briefly what | was going to do if the road-crew
had drained the diesd from their machines before going home for the long weekend, and quickly
shoved the thought out of my mind. It made no sense to worry over things | couldnt control.
More and more | fet like a man who has. jumped out of the bay of a B-52 with a parasol in his
hand instead of a parachute on his back.

| carried the gasoline can over to the compressor and poured it into the tank. | had to use ny
left hand to curl the fingers of my right around the handle of the compressor's sarter-cord. When
| pulled, more blisters broke, and as the compressor started up, | saw thick pus dripping out of
my fis.

Never make it.

Please darling.

| walked over to the jackhammer and Started it again.

The first hour was the worst, and then the steady pounding of the jackhammer combined with
the Empirin seemed to numb everything — my back, my hands, my heed. | finished cutting out
the last block of asphdt by eeven. It was time to see how much | remembered of what Tinker
had told me about jump-starting road equipment.

| went staggering and flapping back to my van and drove a mile and a haf down the road to
where the road congruction was going on. | saw my machine amost & once: a big Case-Jordan
bucket-loader with a gragpple-and-pincers attachment on the back. $135,000 worth of rolling
stock. | had driven a Caterpillar for Blocker, but this one would be pretty much the same.

| hoped.

| dimbed up into the cab and looked at the diagram printed on the head of the gtick-shift. It
looked just the same as the one on my Cat. | ran the pattern once or twice. There was some
resstance at first because some grit had found its way into the gearbox — the guy who drove this
baby hadn't put down his sand-flagps and his foreman hadn't checked him. Blocker would have
checked. And docked the driver five bucks, long weekend or not.

His eyes. His hdf-admiring, hdf-contemptuous eyes. What would he think of an errand like
this?

Never mind. This was no time to be thinking of Harvey Blocker; this was a time to be thinking
of Elizabeth. And Dolan.

There was a piece of burlap on the sted floor of the cab. | lifted it, looking for the key. There
was no key there, of course.

Tink's voice in my mind: Shit, a kid could jump-start one of these babies, whitebread. Ain't
nothin to it. At least a car's got a ignition lock on it — new ones do, anyway. Look here. No, not



where the key goes, you ain't got no key, why you want to look where the key goes? Look under
here. See these wires hangin down?

| looked now and saw the wires hanging down, looking just as they had when Tinker pointed
them out to me: red, blue, ydlow, and green. | pared the insulation from an inch of each and then
took atwist of copper wire from my back pocket.

Okay, whitebread, lissen up 'cause we maybe goan give Q and A later, you dig me? You gonna
wire the red and the green. You won't forget that, 'cause it's like Christmas. That takes care of
your ignition.

| used my wire to hold the bare places on the red and green wires of the Case-Jordan's ignition
together. The desart wind hooted, thin, like the sound of someone blowing over the top of a soda
bottle. Sweat ran down my neck and into my shirt, where it caught and tickled.

Now you just got the blue and the yellow. You ain't gonna wire em; you just gonna touch em
together and you gonna make sho you ain't touchin no bare wire wither own self when you do it
neither, 'less you wanna make some hot electrified water in your jockeys, m'man. The blue and
the yellow the ones turn the starter. Off you go. When you fedl like you had enough of a joyride,
you just pull the red and green wires apart. Like turnin off the key you don't have

| touched the blue and ydlow wires together. A big yellow spark jumped up and | recoiled,
griking the back of my head on one of the metd pods a, the rear of the cab. Then | leaned
forward and touched them together again., The motor turned over, coughed, and the bucket-
loader took a sudden spasmodic lurch forward. 1 was thrown into the rudimentary dashboard, the
left sde of my face driking the steering bar. | had forgotten to put the damned transmission in
neutra and had dmost lost an eye as aresult. | could amost hear Tink laughing.

| fixed that and then tried the wires again. The motor turned over and turned over. It coughed
once, puffing a dirty brown smoke signd into the air to be torn away by the ceasdess wind, and
then the motor jus went on cranking. | kept trying to tel mysdf the machine was jugt in rough
shape — a man whod go off without putting the sand-flaps down, after al, was apt to forget
anything — but | became more and more sure that they had drained A the diesd, just as | had
feared.

And then, just as | was about to give up and look for something | could use to dipstick the
loader's fud tank (all the better to read the bad news with, my dear), the motor bellowed into
life

| let the wires go — the bare patch on the blue one was smoking — and goosed the throttle.
When it was running smoothly, | geared it into first, swung it around, and started back toward the
long brown rectangle cut neetly into the westbound lane of the highway.

The rest of the day was a long bright hell of roaring engine and blazing sun. The driver of the
Case-Jordan had forgotten to mount his sand-flgps, but he had remembered to take his sun
umbrella. Well, the old gods laugh sometimes, | guess. No reason why. They just do. And |
guess the old gods have a twisted sense of humor.

It was dmost two o'clock before | got al of the asphat chunks down into the ditch, because |
had never achieved any red degree of delicacy with the pincers. And with the spade-shaped
piece a the end, | had to cut it in two and then drag each of the chunks down into the ditch by
hand. | was afraid that if | used the pincers | would bresk them.

When dl the asphdt pieces were down in the ditch, | drove the bucketloader back down to the
road equipment. | was getting low on fue; it was time to Sphon. | stopped a the van, got the
hose . . . and found mysdf saring, hypnotized, at the big jerrican of water. | tossed the sphon



away for the time being and crawled into the back of the van. | poured water over my face and
neck and chest and screamed with pleasure. | knew that if | drank | would vomit, but | had to
drink. So | did and | vomited, not getting up to do it but only turning my head to one sde and
then crab-crawling as far away from the messas| could.

Then | dept again and when | woke up it was nearly dusk and somewhere a wolf was howling
a anew moon rigng in the purple sky.

In the dying light the cut | had made redly did look like a grave — the grave of some mythica
ogre. Goliath, maybe.

Never, | told the long hole in the asphalt.

Please, Elizabeth whispered back. Please . . . for me.

| got four more Empirin out of the glove compartment and swallowed them down.

'For you,' | said.

| parked the Case-Jordan with its fud tank close to the tank of a bulldozer, and used a crowbar to
pry off the caps on both. A 'dozer-jockey on a dtate crew might get away with forgetting to drop
the sand-flaps on his vehicle, but with forgetting to lock the fud-cap, in these days of $1.05
diesal? Never.

| got the fud running from the 'dozer into my loader and waited, trying not to think, watching
the moon rise higher and higher in the sky. After awhile | drove back to the cut in the asphdt and
darted to dig.

Running a bucket-loader by moonlight was a lot easer than running a jackhammer under the
broiling desert sun, but it was 4ill dow work because | was determined that the floor of my
excavation should have exactly the right dant. As a consequence, | frequently consulted the
carpenter's level I'd brought with me. That meant stopping the loader, getting down, measuring,
and dimbing up into the pesk-seat again. No problem ordinarily, but by midnight my body had
diffened up and every movement sent a shriek of pain through my bones and muscles. My back
was theworst; | began to fear | had done something fairly unpleasant to it.

But that — like everything ese — was something | would have to worry abouit |ater.

If a hole five feet degp as wdl as forty-two feet long and five feet wide had been required, it
redly would have been impossble, of course, bucket-loader or not — | might just as wel have
planned to send him into outer space, or drop the Tg Maha on him. The totd yield on such
dimensonsis over athousand cubic feet of earth.

'Youve got to creste a funnd shgpe that will suck your bad diens in' my mathematician
friend had said, 'and then you've got to create an inclined plane that pretty much mimes the arc of
descent.'

He drew one on another sheet of graph paper.

That means that your intergdactic rebels or whatever they are only need to remove half as
much earth as the figures initidly show. In, this case — ' He scribbled on a work sheet, and
beamed. 'Five hundred and twenty-five cubic feet. Chicken-feed. One man could do it.'

| had believed so, too, once upon atime, but | had not reckoned on the heet . . . the bligters . . .
the exhaugtion . . . the steady pain in my back.

Stop for aminute, but not too long. Measure the dant of the trench.

It's not as bad as you thought, isit, darling? At least it's roadbed and not desert hardpan —

| moved more dowly dong the length of the grave as the hole got deeper. My hands were
bleeding now as | worked the controls. Ram the drop-lever dl the way forward until the bucket



lay on the ground. Pull back on the drop-lever and shove the one that extended the armature with
a high hydraulic whine. Watch as the bright oiled metd did out of the dirty orange casing,
pushing the bucket into the dirt. Every now and then a spark would flash as the bucket did over a
piece of flint. Now raise the bucket . . . swive it, a dark oblong shape againg the gars (and try to
ignore the steady throbbing pain in your neck the way youre trying to ignore the even deeper
throb of pain in your back) . . . and dump it down in the ditch, covering the chunks of asphalt
aready there.

Never mind, darling —you can bandage your hands when it's done. When he's done.

'She was in pieces,' | croaked, and jockeyed the bucket back into place so | could take another
two hundred pounds of dirt and gravel out of Dolan's grave.

How the time flies when you are having a good time.

Moments after | had noticed the first faint stresks of light in the east | got down to take another
measurement of the floor's incline with the carpenter's level — | was actually getting near the
end. | thought | might just make it. | knelt, and as | did | felt something in my back let go. It went
with adull little snap.

| uttered a guttural cry and collgpsed on my sde on the narrow, danted floor of the
excavation, lips pulled back from my teeth, hands pressing into the small of my back.

Little by little the very worst of the pain passed and | was able to get to my feet.

All right, | thought. That'siit. It's over. It was a good try, but it's over.

Please, darling, Elizabeth whispered back — impossible as it would have been to bdieve once
upon a time, that whigpering voice had begun to take on unpleasant undertones in my mind; tere
was a sense of mongirous implacability about it. Please don't give up. Please go on.

Go on digging? | don't even know if I can wak!

But there's o little left to do! the voice walled — it was no longer just the voice that spoke for
Elizabeth, if it had ever been; it was Elizabeth. So little left, darling!

| looked a my excavation in the growing light and nodded dowly. She was right. The bucket-
loader was only five feet from the end; seven a mog. But it was the deepest five or seven, of
course; the five or seven with the mogt dirt in it.

You can do it, darling —I know you can. Softly cgoling.

But it was not redly her voice that persuaded me to go on. What redly turned the trick was an
image of Dolan lying adegp in his penthouse while | stood here in this hole besde a stinking,
rumbling bucket-loader, covered with dirt, my hands in flgps and ruins. Dolan desping in slk
pajama bottoms with one of his blondes adegp beside him, wearing only the top.

Downgairs, in the glassed-in executive section of the parking garage, the Cadillac, dready
loaded with luggage, would be gassed and ready to go.

‘All right, then, | said. | climbed dowly back into the bucket-loader's seat and revved the

engine.

| kept on until nine o'cdlock and then | quit — there were other things to do, and | was running out
of time. My angled hole was forty feet long. It would have to be enough.

| drove the bucket-loader back to its origind spot and parked it. | would need it again, and that
would mean sphoning more gas, but there was no time for that now. | wanted more Empirin, but
there weren't many |eft in the bottle and | would need them dl later today . . . and tomorrow. Oh,
yes, tomorrow — Monday, the glorious Fourth.



Ingtead of Empirin | took a fifteenrminute rest. | could ill-afford the time, but | forced mysdf
to take it jus the same. | lay on my back in the van, my musdes jumping and twitching,
imagining Dolan.

He would be packing a few last-minute items in a Trave-All now — some papers to look over,
atoilet kit, maybe a paperback book or a deck of cards.

Suppose he flies this time? a maicious voice deegp insde me whispered, and | couldn't help it
— a moan escaped me. He had never flown to LA before — adways it had been the Cadillac. |
had an idea he didn't like to fly. Sometimes he did, though — he had flown dl the way to
London once — and the thought lingered, itching and throbbing like a scaly patch of skin.

It was nine-thirty when | took out the roll of canvas and the big industrid stepler and the wooden
gruts. The day was overcast and a little cooler — God sometimes grants a favor. Up until then
I'd forgotten my bald head in consderation of larger agonies, but now, when | touched it with my
fingers, | drew them away with a little hiss of pain. | looked at it in the outsde passenger mirror
and saw that it was a deep, angry red — amost a plum color.

Back in Vegas Dolan would be making last-minute phone cals. His driver would be bringing
the Cadillac around font. There were only about seventy-five miles between me and it, and soon
the Cadillac would dart to close that distance a sxty miles an hour. | had no time to stand
around bemoaning my sunburned pate.

| love your sunburned pate, dear, Elizabeth said beside me.
‘Thank you, Beth,' | said, and began taking the struts over to the hole.

The work was now light compared to the digging I'd done earlier, and the amost unbearable
agony in my back subsided to a steady dull throb.

But what about later? that ingnuating voice asked. What about that, hmmmm?

Later would have to take care of itsdf, that was dl. It was beginning to look as if the trap was
going to be ready, and that was the important thing.

The gruts spanned the hole with just enough extra length to dlow me to seat them tightly in
the sdes of the asphat which formed the top layer of my excavation. This was a job that would
have been tougher a night, when the asphdt was hard, but now, a mid-morning, the stuff was
dudgy — pligble, and it was like sticking pencils in wads of cooling taffy.

When | had dl the druts in, the hole had taken on the look of my origind chak diagram,
minus the line down the middle. | postioned the heavy roll of canvas next to the shdlow end d
the hole and removed the hanks of rope that had tied it shut.

Then | unrolled forty-two feet of Route 71

Close up, the illuson was not pefect — as stage make — up and set-decoration is never
perfect from the firg three rows. But from even a few yards away, it was virtuadly undetectable.
It was a dark-gray srip which matched the actua surface of Route 71 exactly. On the far left of
the canvas gtrip (as you faced west) was a broken yellow passing line.

| settled the long strip of canvas over the wooden under-gructure, then went dowly aong the
length of it, stapling the canvas to the struts. MY hands didn't want to do the work but | coaxed
them.

With the canvas secured, | returned to the van, did behind the whed (dtting down caused
another brief but agonizing muscle spasm), and drove back to the top of the rise. | sat there for a
fun minute, looking down a my lumpy, wounded hands as they lay in my lgp. Then | got out and
looked back down Route 71, amost casudly. | didn't want to bcus on any one thing, you ses; |



wanted the whole picture — a gedtdlt, if you will. | wanted, as much as possble, to see the scene
as Dolan and his men were going to see it when they came over the rise. | wanted to get an idea
of how right — or how wrong — it was going to fed to them.

What | saw looked better than | could have hoped.

The road machinery at the far end of the straight dretch judtified the piles of dirt that had come
from my excavation. The agphdt chunks in the ditch were mosly buried. Some ill showed —
the wind was picking up, and it had blown the dirt around — but that looked like the remnants of
an old paving job. The compressor I'd brought in the back of the van looked like Highway
Department equipment.

And from here the illuson of the canvas drip was perfect — Route 71 appeared to be utterly
untouched down there,

Traffic had been heavy Friday and farly heavy on Saturday — the drone of motors heading
into the detour loop had been amost condant. This morning, however, there was hardly any
traffic a dl; most people had gotten to wherever they intended to spend the Fourth, or were
taking the Interstate forty miles south to get there. That was fine with me.

| parked the van just out of sght over the brow of the rise and lay on my bely until ten-forty-
five Then, dter a big milk-truck had gone lumbering dowly up the detour, | backed the van
down, opened the rear doors, and threw al the road conesinside.

The flashing arow was a tougher propodtion — at frst | couldn't see how | was going to
unhook it from the locked battery box without eectrocuting mysdlf. Then | saw the plug. It had
been mogtly hidden by a hard rubber O-ring on the side of the sign-case . . . a little insurance
policy agang vandds and practicad jokers who might find pulling the plug on such a highway
sgn an amusing prank, | supposed.

| found a hammer and chisd in my toolbox, and four hard blows were sufficient to split the O
ring. | yanked it off with a par of pliers and pulled the cable free. The arrow stopped flashing
and went dark. | pushed the battery box into the ditch and buried it. It was strange to stand there
and hear it humming down there in the sand. But it made me think of Dolan, and that made me
laugh.

| didn't think Dolan would hum. He might scream, but | didn't think he would hum.

Four bolts held the arrow in a low sted cradle. | loosened them as fast as | could, ears cocked
for another motor. It was time for one — but not time for Dolan yet, surdly.

That got the interior pessmist going again.

What if he flew?

He doesn't like to fly.

What if he's driving but going another way? Going by the Interstate, for instance? Today
everyoneelseis. ..

He dways goes by 71.

Yes, but what if —

'Shut up,’ | hissed. 'Shut up, damn you, just shut the fuck up!”

Easy, darling —easy! Everything will be all right.

| got the arrow into the back of the van. It crashed againg the sidewal and some of the bulbs
broke. More of them broke when | tossed the cradle in after it.

With that done, | drove back up the rise, pausing at the top to look behind me. | had taken
away the arow and the cones dl that remained now was tha big orange warning: ROAD
CLOSED USE DETOUR.



There was acar coming. It occurred to me that if Dolan was early, it had al been for nothing
— the goon driving would smply turn down the detour, leaving me to go mad out here in the
desert.

It was a Chevrolet.

My heart dowed down and | let out a long, shuddering breath. But there was no more time for
nerves.

| drove back to where | had parked to look a my camouflage job and parked there again. |
reached under the jumble of duff in the back of the van and got the jack. Grimly ignoring my
screaming back, | jacked up the rear end of the van, loosened the lug-nuts on the back tire they
would see when

(i)

they came, and tossed it into the back of the van. More glass broke, and | would just have to
hope there had been no damage done to thetire. | didn't have a spare.

| went back to the front of the van, got my old binoculars, and then headed back toward the
detour. | passed it and got to the top of the next rise as fast as | could — a shambling trot was
redly dl | could manage by thistime.

Once at thetop, | trained my binoculars esst.

| had a three-mile field of vison, and could see snatches of the road for two miles east of that.
Six vehidles were currently on the way, srung out like random beads on a long gtring. The firgt
was aforeign car, Datsun or Subaru, | thought, less than a mile away. Beyond that was a pick-up,
and beyond the pick-up was what looked like a Mustang. The others were just desert — light
flashing on chrome and glass.

When the first car neared — it was a Subaru — | stood up and stuck my thumb out. | didn't
expect a ride looking the way | did, and | wasn't disappointed. The expensvely coiffed woman
behind the whed took one horrified glance and her face snapped shut like a fist. Then she was
gone, down the hill and onto the detour.

'Get abath, buddy!" the driver of the pick-up ydled a me haf aminute later.

The Mugtang actualy turned out to be an Escort. It was followed by a Plymouth, the Plymouth
by a Winnebago that sounded asiif it were full of kids having a pillow-fight.

No sgn of Dolan.

| looked at my watch. 11:25 A.M. If he was going to show up, it ought to be very soon. This
was prime time.

The hands on my watch moved dowly around to 11:40 and there was Hill no sgn of him.
Only alate-model Ford and a hearse as black as araincloud.

He's not coming. He went by the Interstate. Or he flew.

No. He'll come.

He won't, though. You were afraid he'd smell you, and he did. That's why he changed his
pattern.

There was another twinkle of light on chrome in the disance. This car was a big one Big
enough to be a Cadillac.

| lay on my bely, ebows propped in the grit of the shoulder, binoculars to my eyes. The car
disappeared behind arise. . . reeemerged . . . dipped around acurve. . . and then came out again.

It was a Cadillac, dl right, but it wasn't gray — it was a degp mint green.

Wha followed was the most agonizing thirty seconds of my life; thirty seconds that seemed to
last for thirty years. Part of me decided on the spot, completely and irrevocably, that Dolan had



traded in his old Cadillac for a new one. Certainly he had done this before, and dthough he had
never traded for agreen one before, there was certainly no law againgt it.

The other half argued vehemently that Cadillacs were dmogt a dime a dozen on the highways
and byways between Vegas and LA, and the odds againgt the green Caddy's being Dolan's
Cadillac were a hundred to one.

Swegt ran into my eyes, blurring them, and | put the binoculars down. They werent going to
help me solve this one, anyhow. By the time | was able to see the passengers, it would be too
late.

It's almost too late now! Go down there and dump the detour sign! You're going to miss him!

Let me tell you what you're going to catch in your trap if you hide that sign now: two rich old
people going to LA to see their children and take their grandkids to Disneyland.

Doit! It'shim! It's the only chance you're going to have!

That'sright. The only chance. So don't blow it by catching the wrong people.

It's Dolan!

It's not!

'Stop it," | moaned, holding my head. 'Stop it, Stop it.’

| could hear the motor now.

Dolan.

The old people.

The lady.

Thetiger.

Dolan.

Theold —

'Elizabeth, help me!’ | groaned.

Darling, that man has never owned a green Cadillac in his life. He never would. Of courseit's
not him.

The pain in my head cleared away. | was able to get to my feet and get my thumb ouit.

It wasn't the old people, and it wasn't Dolan, either. It was what looked like twelve Vegas
chorines crowded in with one old boy who was wearing the biggest cowboy hat and the darkest
Foder Grants I'd ever seen. One of the chorines mooned me as the green Cadillac went
fishtailing onto the detour.

Sowly, feding entirdy washed out, | raised the binoculars again.

And saw him coming.

There was no migaking that Cadillac as it came around the curve a the far end of my
uninterrupted view of the road — it was as gray as the sky overhead, but it stood out with
dartling clarity againg the dull brown rises of land to the eadt.

It was him — Dolan. My long moments of doubt and indecison seemed both remote and
foolish in an ingant. It was Dolan, and | didn't have to see that gray Cadillac to know it.

| didn't know if he could smell me, but | could smell him.

Knowing he was on the way made it easier to pick up my aching legs and run.

| got back to the big DETOUR sign and shoved it face down into the ditch. | shook a sand-
coloured piece of canvas over it, then pawed loose sand over its support posts. The overdl effect
wasn't as good as the fake strip of road, but | thought it would serve.



Now | ran up the second rise to where | had left the van, which was just another part of the
picture now — a vehicle temporarily abandoned by the owner, who had gone off somewhere to
either get anew tire or have an old one fixed.

| got into the cab and dtretched out across the seat, my heart thumping. Again, time seemed to
dretch out. | lay there ligening for the engine and the sound didn't come and didn't come and
didn't come.

They turned off. He caught wind of you at the last moment anyway . . . or something looked
hinky, either to him or to one of hismen . . . and they turned off.

| lay on the seet, my back throbbing in long, dow waves, my eyes squinched tightly shut as if
that would somehow help me hear better.

Was that an engine?

No — jusgt the wind, now blowing hard enough to drive an occasond sheet of sand againg the
gde of thevan.

Not coming. Turned off or turned back.

Just the wind.

Turned off or turned b —

No, it was not just the wind. It was a motor, the sound of it was swelling, and a few seconds
later avehide — one sngle vehide— rushed past me.

| sat up and grabbed the whed — | had to grab something — and stared out through the
windshield, my eyes bulging, my tongue caught between my teeth.

The gray Cadillac floated down the hill toward the flat dtretch, doing fifty or maybe a little
more. The brake lights never went on. Not even a the end. They never saw it; never had so much
asthe dightest idea.

What happened was this dl a once the Cadillac seemed to be driving through the road
ingead of on it. This illuson was 0 persuasve tha | fet a moment of confused vertigo even
though | had crested the illuson mysdf. Dolan's Cadillac was hubcap-deep in Route 71, and then
it was up to the door-panels. A bizarre thought occurred to me: if the GV company made luxury
submarines, thisis what they would look like going down.

| could hear thin sngpping sounds as the struts supporting the canvas broke under the car. |
could hear the sound of canvasrippling and ripping.

All of it happened in only three seconds, but they are three seconds | will remember my whole
life

| had an impresson of the Cadillac now running with only its roof and the top two or three
inches of the polarized windows visble, and then there was a big tondess thud and the sound of
bresking glass and crimping metd. A large puff of dust rose in the ar and the wind pulled it
apart.

| wanted to go down there — wanted to go down right away — but first | had to put the detour
to rights. | didn't want usto be interrupted.

| got out of the van, went around to the back, and pulled the tire back out. | put it on the whed
and tightened the Sx lug-nuts as fast as | could, usng only my fingers. | could do a more
thorough job later; in the meantime | only needed to back the van down to the place where the
detour diverged from Highway 71.

| jacked the bumper down and hurried back to the cab of the van a a limping run. | paused
there for amoment, listening, head cocked.

| could hear the wind.



And from the bng, rectangular hole in the road, the sound of someone shouting . . . or maybe
screaming.
Grinning, | got back in the van.

| backed rapidly down the road, the van swinging drunkenly back and forth. | got out, opened the
back doors, and put out the traffic cones again. | kept my ear cocked for gpproaching traffic, but
the wind had gotten too strong to make that very worthwhile. By the time | heard an gpproaching
vehicle, it would be practicdly on top of me.

| started down into the ditch, tripped, landed on my prat, and did to the bottom. | pushed away
the sand-colored piece of canvas and dragged the big detour sign up to the top. | set it up again,
then went back to the van and dammed the rear doors closed. | had no intention of trying to set
the arrow sgn up again.

| drove back over the next rise, sopped in my old place just out of sight of the detour, got out,
and tightened the lug-nuts on the van's back whed, usng the tire-iron this time. The shouting
had stopped, but there was no longer any question about the screaming; it was much louder.

| took my time tightening the nuts. | wasn't worried that they were going to get out and either
attack me or run away into the desert, because they couldn't get out. The trgp had worked
pefectly. The Cadillac was now dtting squardly on its wheds a the far end of the excavation,
with less than four inches of clearance on ether sde. The three men insde couldn't open their
doors wide enough to do more than sick out a foot, if that. They couldrit open their windows
because they were power-drive and the battery would be so much squashed plagtic and metd and
acid somewhere in the wreck of the engine.

The driver and the man in the shotgun seat might adso be squashed in the wreckage, but this
did not concern me; | knew that someone was dill dive in there, just as | knew that Dolan dways
rode in back and wore his seatbelt as good citizens are supposed to do.

The lug-nuts tightened to my satisfaction, | drove the van down to the wide, shdlow end of the
trap and got out.

Most of the struts were completely gone, but | could see the splintered butt ends of a few, ill
gicking out of the tar. The canvas 'road' lay at the bottom of the cut, crumpled and ripped and
twisted. It looked like a shed snakeskin.

| walked up to the deep end and here was Dolan's Cadillac.

The front end was utterly trashed. The hood had accordioned upward in a jagged fan shave.
The engine compartment was a jumble of metal and rubber and hoses, dl of it covered with sand
and dirt that had avdanched down in the wake of the impact. There was a hissing sound and |
could hear fluids running and dripping down there someplace. The chilly acohol aoma of
antifreeze was pungent in the arr.

| had been worried about the windshield. There was adways a chance that it could have broken
inward, dlowing Dolan space enough to wriggle up and out. But | hadn't been too worried; | told
you that Dolan's cars were built to the sorts of specifications required by tinpot dictators and
despotic military leaders. The glass was not supposed to bresk, and it had not.

The Caddy's rear window was even tougher because its area was smaller. Dolan couldn't break
it — not in the time | was going to give him, catainly — and he would not dare try to shoot it
out. Shooting a bullet-proof glass from close up is another form of Russian roulette. The dug
would leave only a small white fleck on the glass and then ricochet back into the car.

I'm sure he could have found an out, given world enough and time, but | was here now, and |
would give him naither.



| kicked a shower of dirt across the Cadillac's roof.

The response was immediate.

'We need some help, please. We're stuck in here.’

Dolan's voice. He sounded unhurt and eerily cam. But | sensed the fear underneath, held
rigidly in check, and | came as cose to feding sorry for him right then as it was possble for me
to come. | could imagine him dgtting in the back seet of his telescoped Cadillac, one of his men
injured and moaning, probably pinned by the engine block, the other either dead or unconscious.

| imagined it and fdt a jittery moment of wha | can only term sympathetic claustrophobia
Push the window-buttons — nothing. Try the doors, even though You can see they're going to
clunk to afull stop long before you could squeeze through.

Then | stopped trying to imagine, because he was the one who had bought this, wasn't he?
Y es. He had bought his own ticket and paid afull fare.

'Who's there?

'‘Me," | sad, 'but I'm not the help you're looking for, Dolan.’

| kicked another fan of grit and pebbles across the gray Cadillac's roof. The screamer dtarted
doing histhing again as the second bunch of pebbles rattled across the roof.

'‘My legs! Jim, my legs!’

Dolan's voice was suddenly wary. The man outsde, the man on top, knew his name. Which
meant this was an extremey dangerous Situation.

‘Jimmy, | can see the bonesin my legs!'

'Shut up,” Dolan said coldly. It was eerie to hear their voices drifting up like that. | suppose |
could have climbed down onto the Cadillac's back deck and looked in the rear window, but |
would not have seen much, even with my face pressed right againg it. The glass was polarized,
as| may dready have told you.

| didnt want to see him, anyway. | knew what he looked like. What would | want to see him
for? To find out if he was wearing his Rolex and his designer jeans?

'Who are you, buddy? he asked.

'I'm nobody,' | said. 'Just a nobody who had a good reason to put you where you are right
now.'

And with an eerig, frightening suddenness, Dolan said: 'Is your name Robinson?

| fet as if someone had punched me in the somach. He had made the connection that fadt,
winnowing through dl the haf-remembered names and faces and coming up with exactly the
right one. Had | thought him an animd, with the indincts of an anima? | hadn't known the haf
of it, and it was redly just as wel | had not, or | never would have had the guts to do what | had
done.

| said, 'My name doesn't matter. But you know what happens now, don't you?

The screamer began again — great bubbling, liquid bellows.

'Get me outta here, Jimmy! Get me outta here! For the luvwa Jaysus! My legsre broke!

'Shut up,' Dolan said. And then, to me: 'l can't hear you, man, the way he's screaming.

I got down on my hands and knees and leaned over. 'l said you know what h —

| suddenly had an image of the wolf dressed up as Gramma telling Red Riding Hood, All the
better to hear you with, my dear . . . come a little closer. | recoiled, and just in time. The revolver
went off four times. The shots were loud where | was, they must have been deafening in the car.
Four black eyes opened in the roof of Dolan's Cadillac, and | fdt something split the ar an inch
from my forehead.

'Did | get you, cocksucker? Dolan asked.



'No,' | said.

The screamer had become the weeper. He was in the front sest. | saw his hands, as pale as the
hands of a drowned man, dapping weskly a the windshied, and the dumped body next to him.
Jmmy had to get him out, he was bleeding, the pain was bad, the pain was turrible, the pain was
more than he could take, for the luvwa Jaysus he was sorry, heartily sorry for his sins, but this
was more than —

There was another pair of loud reports. The man in the front sest stopped screaming. The
hands dropped away from the windshield.

"There, Dolan sad in a voice that was dmogt reflective. 'He ain't hurting any more and we can
hear what we say to each other.’

| said nothing. | felt suddenly dazed and unred. He had killed a man just now. Killed him. The
feding that | had underestimated him in spite of dl my precautions and was lucky to be dive
recurred.

'l want to make you a proposal,' Dolan said.

| continued to hold my peace —

'My friend?

— and to hold it some more.

'Hey! You!' His voice trembled minutdy. 'If youre 4ill up there, tdk to mel What can that
hurt?

I'm here | sad. 'l was just thinking you fired sx times | was thinking you may wish you'd
saved one for yoursdlf before long. But maybe therés eight in the clip, or you have reloads!’

Now it was histurn to fdl slent. Then:

'What are you planning?

'l think youve dready guessed,’ | sad. '| have spent the last thirty-sx hours digging the
world's longest grave, and now I'm going to bury you in your fucking Cadillac.

The fear in hisvoice was il reined in. | wanted that rein to snap.

"Y ou want to hear my proposition first?

'l listen. In afew seconds. Firgt | have to get something.’

| walked back to the van and got my shovel.

When | got back he was saying 'Robinson? Robinson? Robinson? like a man spesking into a
dead phone.
I'm here 1 said. 'You tak. Il ligen. And when youre finished | may make a counter-
proposal.’
When he spoke, he sounded more cheerful. If 1 was taking counterproposds, | was taking
ded. And if | wastaking dedl, he was dready hafway to being out.
'I'm offering you amillion dollars to let me out of here. But, just asimportant —*
| tossed a shovdful of gritty till down on the rear deck of the Cadillac. Pebbles bounced and
raitled off the small rear window. Dirt Sfted into the line of the trunk-lid.
'What are you doing? His voice was sharp with darm.
'Idle hands do the devil'swork," | said. 'l thought I'd kegp mine busy while | listened.’
| dug into the dirt again and threw in another shovelful.
Now Dolan spoke faster, his voice more urgent.
‘A million dollars and my persond guarantee that no one will ever touch you . . . not me, not
my men, not anyone eses men.’



My hands didn't hurt any more. It was amazing. | shoveed seadily, and in no more than five
minutes, the Cadillac's rear deck was drifted deep in dirt. Putting it in, even by hand, was
certainly easier than taking it out.

| paused, leaning on the shove for amoment.

'Keep talking.'

'Look, this is crazy,’ he sad, and now | could hear bright splinters of panic in his voice. 'l
mean it'sjust crazy.'

"You got that right,' | said, and shoveled in more dirt.

He hdd on longer than | thought any man could, talking, reasoning, cgoling — yet becoming
more and more digointed as the sand and dirt piled up over the rear window, repeating himsdf,
backtracking, beginning to Stutter. At one point the passenger door opened as far as it could and
banged into the sdewadl of the excavation. | saw a hand with black hair on the knuckles and a
big ruby ring on the second finger. | sent down a quick four shovefuls of loose earth into the
opening. He screamed curses and yanked the door shut again.

He broke not long after. It was the sound of the dirt coming down that findly got to him, |
think. Sure it was. The sound would have been very loud insde the Cadillac. The dirt and stones
rattling onto the roof and fdling past the window. He must have findly redized he was gtting in
an upholstered eight-cylinder fud-injected coffin.

'Get me out!" he shrieked. 'Please! | can't stand it! Get me out!'

"Y ou ready for that counter-proposal? | asked.

"Yed! Yes Christ! Yes! Yed Yed!'

'Scream. That's the counter-proposal. That's what | want. Scream for me. If you scream loud
enough, I'll let you out.'

He screamed piercingly.

"That was good!" | said, and | meant it. 'But it was nowhere near good enough.’

| began to dig again, throwing fan after fan of dirt over the roof of the Cadillac. Disntegrating
clods ran down the windshield and filled the windshield-wiper dot.

He screamed again, even louder, and | wondered if it was possble for a man to scream loud
enough to rupture his own larynx.

‘Not bad' | said, redoubling my efforts. | was amiling in spite of my throbbing back. "You
might get there, Dolan — you redly might.'

'FHve million." It was the last coherent thing he said.

'l think not,' | replied, leaning on the shovel and wiping sweat off my forehead with the hed of
one grimy hand. The dirt covered the roof of the car dmost from sde to side now. It looked like
a darburg . . . or a large brown hand clasping Dolan's Cadillac. '‘But if you can make a sound
come out of your mouth which is as loud, let me say, as eight sicks of dynamite tgped to the
ignition switch of a 1968 Chevrolet, then | will get you out, and you may count on it.'

S0 he screamed, and | shoveled dirt down on the Cadillac. For some time he did indeed
scream very loudly, dthough | judged he never screamed louder than two dicks of dynamite
taped to the ignition switch of a 1968 Chevrolet. Three, a most. And by the time the lagt of the
Cadillac's brightwork was covered and | rested to look down at the dirt-shrouded hump in the
hole, he was producing no more than a series of hoarse and broken grunts.

| looked at my watch. It was just past one o'clock. My hands were bleeding again, and the
handle of the shove was dippery. A sheaf of gritty sand flew into my face and | recoiled from it.



A high wind in the desat makes a peculiarly unplessant sound — a long, steady drone that
amply goes on and on. It islike the voice of an idiot ghodt.

| leaned over the hole. 'Dolan?

No answer.

‘Scream, Dolan.

No answer at first — then a series of harsh barks.

Satifactory!

| went back to the van, started it up, and drove the mile and a hdf back down to the road
congruction. On the way | turned to WKXR, Las Vegas, the only dation the van's radio would
pull in. Barry Manilow told me he wrote the songs that make the whole world sing, a statemernt |
greeted with some skepticism, and then the weather report came on. High winds were forecast; a
travellers advisory had been posted on the main roads between Vegas and the Cdifornia line.
There were apt to be vighility problems because of sheeting sand, the disc jockey said, but the
thing to redly watch out for was wind-shear. | knew what he was talking about, because | could
fed it whipsawing the van.

Here was my Case-Jordan bucket-loader; dreaedy | thought of it as mine. | got in, humming the
Barry Manilow tune, and touched the blue and yellow wires together again. The loader started up
smoothly. This time I'd remembered to take it out of gear. Not bad, white boy, | could hear Tink
saying in my heed. You learnin.

Yes| was. Learning dl the time.

| sat for a minute, watching membranes of sand skirl across the desart, listening to the bucket-
loader's engine rumble and wondering what Dolan was up to. This was, after al, his Big Chance.
Try to bresk the rear window, or crawl over into the front seet and try to bresk the windshield. |
had put a couple of feet of sand and dirt over each, but it was Hill possible. It depended on how
crazy he was by now, and that wasn't a thing | could know, 0 it realy didnt bear thinking about.
Other things did.

| geared the bucket-loader and drove back up the highway to the trench. When | got there |
trotted anxioudy over and looked down, haf-expecting to see a man-szed gopher hole a the
front or rear of the Cadillac-mound where Dolan had broken some glass and crawled out.

My spadework had not been disturbed.

'Dolan,’ | sad, cheerfully enough, | thought.

There was no answer.

'Dolan.’

No answer.

He's killed himself, | thought, and fdt a sick-bitter disgppointment. Killed himself somehow or
died of fright.

'Dolan?

Laughter drifted up from the mound; bright, irrepressble, totaly genuine laughter. | fet my
flesh lift itsdf into large hard lumps. 1t was the laughter of a man whose mind has broken.

He laughed and he laughed in his hoarse voice. Then he screamed; then he laughed again.
Findly he did both together.

For awhile | laughed with him, or screamed, or whatever, and the wind laughed and screamed
at both of us.

Then | went back to the Case-Jordan, lowered the blade, and began to cover him up for redl.



In four minutes even the shape of the Cadillac was gone. There was just a hole filled with dirt.

| thought | could hear something, but with the sound of the wind and the steedy grumble of the
loader's engine, it was hard to tdl. | got down on my knees, then | lay down full-length with my
head hanging into what remained of the hole.

Far down, undernegth dl that dirt, Dolan was il laughing. They were sounds like something
you might read in a @mic book: Hee-hee-hee, aaah-hah-hah-hah. There might have been some
words, too. It was hard to tell. | smiled and nodded, though.

'Scream," | whispered. 'Scream, if you want' But tha fant sound of laughter just went on,
Seeping up from the dirt like a poisonous vapor.

A sudden dark terror seized me — Dolan was behind me! Yes, somehow Dolan had gotten
behind me! And before | could turn around he would tumble me into the hole and —

| jumped up and whirled around, my mangled hands making rough approximations of figs.

Wind-driven sand smacked me.

There was nothing ese.

| wiped my face with my dirty bandanna and got back into the cab of the bucket-loader and
went back to work.

The cut wasfilled in again long before dark. There was even dirt left over,

in spite of what the wind had whipped away, because of the area displaced by the Cadillac. It
went quickly . . . so quickly.

The tone of my thoughts was weary, confused, and haf-delirious as | piloted the loader back
down the road, driving it directly over the spot where Dolan was buried.

| parked it in its origind place, removed my shirt, and rubbed dl of the meta in the cab with it
in an effort to remove fingerprints. | don't know exactly why | did that, even to this day, since |
must have left them in a hundred other places around the Ste. Then, in the deep brownishgray
gloom of that stormy dusk, | went back to the van.

| opened one of the rear doors, observed Dolan crouched inside, and staggered back,
screaming, one hand thrown up to shidd my face. It seemed to me that my heart must explode in
my chest.

Nothing — no one — came out of the van. The door swung and banged in the wind like the
last shutter on a haunted house. At last | crept back, heart pounding, and peered indgde. There
was nothing but the jumble of suff | had left in there — the road-arrow with the broken bulbs,
the jack, my toolbox.

"Y ou have got to get hold of yourself,' | said softly. 'Get hold of yoursdf’

| waited for Elizabeth to say, You'll be all tight, darling . . . something like that . . . but there
was only the wind.

| got back into the van, started it, and drove hafway back to the excavetion. That was as far as
| could make mysdf go. Although | knew it was utterly foolish, | became more and more
convinced tha Dolan was lurking in the van. My eyes kept going to the rear-view mirror, trying
to pick his shadow out of the others.

The wind was sronger than ever, rocking the van on its springs. The dust it pulled up from the
desert and drove before it looked like smoke in the headlights.

At lagt | pulled over to the side of the road, got out, and locked an the doors. | knew | was
crazy to even try deeping outsde in this, but | couldnt deep in there. | just coudn't. So |
crawled under the van with my deeping bag.

| was adeep five seconds after | zipped mysdf into it.



When | woke up from a nightmare | could not remember — except there had been hands in it,
clutching a my throaa — | found that | had been buried dive. There was sand up my nose, sand
in my ears. It was down my throat, choking me.
| screamed and struggled upward, a first convinced that the confining deeping bag was earth.
Then | banged my head on the van's undercarriage and saw flakes of rust Siting down.
| rolled out from under into a dawn the color of smutty pewter. My deeping bag blew away
like a tumbleweed the moment my weight was off it. | gave a surprised ydl and chased twenty
feet dfter it before redizing it would be the world's worst mistake. Vishility was down to no
more than twenty yards, and maybe less. The road was totaly gone in places. | looked back at
the van and it looked washed-out, barely there, a sepia photograph of a ghost-town rdlic.
| staggered back b it, found my keys, and got indgde. | was ill spitting sand and coughing
dryly. I got the motor going and drove dowly back the way | had come. There was no need to
wait for a weather report; the weather was dl the jock could talk about this morning. The worst
desert windstorm in Nevada history. All roads closed. Stay home unless you absolutely have to
go out, and then stay home anyway.
The glorious Fourth.
Say in. You're crazy if you go out there. You'll go sandblind.
That | would chance. This was a golden opportunity to cover it up forever — never in my
wildest imaginings had | suspected | might get such a chance, but it was here, and | was taking it.
| had brought three or four extra blankets. | tore a long, wide drip from one of them and tied it
around my head. Looking like some sort of crazed Bedouin, | stepped out.

| spent Al morning carrying chunks of asphat up from the ditch and placing them back into the
trench, trying to be as neat as a mason laying a wal . . . or bricking up a niche. The actud
fetching and carrying was not teribly difficult, dthough | had to uneath most of the asphdt
blocks like an archaeologist hunting for artifacts, and every twenty minutes or so | had to repar
to the van to get out of the blowing sand and rest my gtinging eyes.
| worked dowly west from what had been the shdlow end of the excavation, and by quarter
past noon — | had started at sx — | had reached the find seventeen feet or s0. By then the wind
had begun to die and | could see occasiona ragged patches of blue above me.
| fetched and placed, fetched and placed. Now | was over the spot where | caculated Dolan
must be. Was he dead yet? How many cubic feet of air could a Cadillac hold? How soon would
that space become unable to support human life, assuming that nether of Dolan's two
companions was gill breathing?
| knelt by the bare earth. The wind had eroded the impressions of the Case-Jordan's treads but
not quite erased them; somewhere benesth those faint indentations was a man wearing a Rolex.
'Dolan,’ | said chummily, 'I've changed my mind and decided to let you out.'
Nothing. No sound at al. Dead for sure thistime.
| went back and got another square of asphalt. | placed. it, and as | started to rise, | heard faint,
cackling laughter seeping up through the earth.
| sank back into a crouch with my head forward — if I'd dill had hair, it would have been
hanging in my face — and remained in that pogtion for some time, listening as he laughed. The
sound was faint and without timbre.
When it stopped, | went back and got another asphat square. There was a piece of the broken
ydlow line on thisone. It looked like a hyphen. | knelt with it.
'For the love of God!" he shrieked. 'For the love of God, Robinson!’



'Yes,' | sad, smiling. 'For the love of God.'
| put the chunk of asphdt in neetly next to its neighbor, and athough | listened, | heard him no
more.

| got back to my place in Vegas that night a eeven oclock. | dept for Sxteen lours, got up,
walked toward the kitchen to make coffee, and then collgpsed, writhing, on the hdl floor as a
mongtrous back spasm racked me. | scrabbled at the smal of my back with one hand while |
chewed on the other to gtifle the screams.

After awhile | crawled into the bathroom — | tried standing once, but this resulted in another
thunderbolt — and used the washstand to pull mysdf up enough so | could get the second bottle
of Empirin in the medicine cabingt.

| chewed three and drew a bath. | lay on the floor while | waited for the tub to fill. When it
was, | wriggled out of my pgamas and managed to get into the tub. | lay there for five hours
dozing mogt of thetime. When | got out, | could walk.

A little

| went to a chiropractor. He told me | had three dipped discs and had suffered a serious lower
spind didocation. He wanted to know if | had decided to sub for the circus strongman.

| told him | did it digging in my garden.

He told me | was going to Kansas City.

| went.

They operated.

When the anesthesiologist put the rubber cup over my face, | heard Dolan laughing from the
hissing blacknessinsde and knew | was going to die.

The recovery room was awatery tiled green.

'Am | dive? | croaked.

A nurse laughed. 'Oh, yes' His hand touched my brow — my brow that went dl the way
around my head. 'What a sunburn you have! My God! Did that hurt, or are you ill too doped
up?

'Still too doped up,' | said. 'Did | talk while | was under?

'Yes,' hesad.

| was cold dl over. Cold to the bones of me.

'What did | say?

'You sad, 'It'sdark in here. Let me out!" And he laughed again.

'Oh,' | said.

They never found him — Dolan.
It was the storm. That flukey storm. I'm pretty sure | know what happened, dthough | think
you'll understand when | tell you | never checked too closdly.

RPAV — remember tha? They were repaving. The sorm amost buried the section of 71
which the detour had closed. When they went back to work, they didn't bother to remove the new
dunes dl a once but only as they went dong — why do otherwise? There was no traffic to
worry about. So they plowed sand and routed up old paving at the same time. And if the ‘dozer
operator happened to notice that the sand-crusted asphat in one section — a section about forty
feet long — was bresking in front of his blade in neat, dmost geometric pieces, he never sad



anything. Maybe he was stoned. Or maybe he was just dreaming of stepping out with his baby
that evening.

Then came the dumpgers with their fresh loads of grave, followed by the spreaders and
rollers. After them the big tankers would arrive, the ones with the wide sprayer atachments on
the backs and their smell of hot tar, so like mdting shoe-lesther. And when the fresh asphat had
dried, dong would come the lining machine, the driver under his big canvas parasol looking
back frequently to make sure the broken yelow line was perfectly straight, unaware that he was
passng over a fog-gray Cadillac with three people insde, unaware that down in the darkness
there was aruby ring and agold Rolex that might still be marking off the hours.

One of those heavy vehicles would dmost surely have collgpsed an ordinary Cadillac; there
would have been a lurch, a crunch, and then a bunch of men digging to see what — or who —
they had found. But it redly was more tank than car, and Dolan's very carefulness has so far kept
anyone from finding him.

Sooner or later the Cadillac will collapse of course, probably under the weight of a passng
semi, and the next vehicle dong will see a big broken dent in the westbound lane, and the
Highway Depatment will be notified, and there will be another RPAV. But if there arent
Highway Department workers right there to see what happens, to observe that the heavy weight
of a passng truck has caused some hollow object under the road to collapse, | think they will
assume the 'mardhrhole (that is what they cdl them) has been caused by either fros, or a
collgpsed sdt-dome, or possbly a desart temblor. They will repair it and life will go on.

He was reported missng — Dolan.

A few tears were shed.

A coumnig in the Las Vegas Sun suggested that he might be playing dominos or shooting
pool somewhere with Immy Hoffa

Perhaps that is not so far from the truth.

I'm fine.

My back is pretty much okay again. I'm under srict orders not to lift anything which weighs
over thirty pounds without help, but I've got a good bunch of third-graders this year, and dl the
help | could want.

I've driven back and forth over that stretch of road severd times in my new Acura automobile.
Once | even stopped, got out, and (after checking in both directions to make sure the road was
deserted) took a piss on what | was pretty sure was the spot. But | couldn't produce much of a
flow, even though my kidneys fdt full, and when | drove on | kept checking the rearview mirror:
| had this funny idea, you see, that he was going to rise up from the back sedt, his skin charred to
a cinnamon color and dretched over his skull like the skin of a mummy, his hair full of sand, his
eyes and his Rolex wetch glittering.

That was the last time | was on 71, actudly. Now | take the Interstate when | need to head
west.

And Elizabeth? Like Dolan, she hasfdlen slent. | find thet isardief.



The End of the Whole Mess

| want to tdl you about the end of war, the degeneration of mankind, and the death of the
Messah — an epic dtory, desarving thousands of pages and a whole shelf of volumes, but you (if
there are any 'you' later on to read this) will have to sdttle for the freeze-dried version. The direct
injection works very fast. | figure I've got somewhere between forty-five minutes and two hours,
depending on my blood-type. | think it's A, which should give me a little more time, but I'll be
goddamned if | can remember for sure. If it turns out to be O, you could be in for a lot of blank
pages, my hypothetical friend.

In any event, | think maybe 1'd better assume the worst and go asfast as| can.

I'm using the eectric typewriter — Bobby's word — processor is faster, but the genny's cycle
is too irregular to be trusted, even with the line suppressor. I've only got one shot at this, | cant
risk getting most of the way home and then seeing the whole thing go to data heaven because of
an oHm drop, or a surge too grest for the suppressor to cope with.

My name is Howard Fornoy. | was a fredance writer. My brother, Robert Fornoy, was the
Messah. | killed him by shooting him up with his own discovery four hours ago. He cdled it
The Cdmative. A Very Serious Mistake might have been a better name, but what's done is done
and can't be undone, as the Irish have been saying for centuries . . . which proves what assholes
they are.

Shit, | can't afford these digressions.

After Bobby died | covered him with a quilt and s&t a the cabin's single living-room. window
for some three hours, looking out at the woods. Used to be you could see the orange glow of the
hi-intendty ac-sodiums from North Conway, but no more. Now therés just the White
Mountains, looking like dark triangles of crepe paper cut out by a child, and the pointless sars.

| turned on the radio, dided through four bands, found one crazy guy, and shut it off. | sat
there thinking of ways to tdl this sory — My mind kept diding away toward dl those miles of
dark pinewoods, dl that nothing Findly | redized | needed to get mysdf off the dime and shoot
mysdf up: Shit. | never could work without a deadline.

And I've sure-to-God got one now.

Our parents had no reason to expect anything other than what they got: bright children. Dad was
a hisgory mgor who had become a fun professor at Hofstra when he was thirty. Ten years later
he was one of dx vice-adminidrators of the Nationd Archives in Washington, DC, and in line
for the top spot. He was a hdluva good guy, too — had every record Chuck Berry ever cut and
played a pretty mean blues guitar himself My dad filed by day and rocked by night.

Mom graduated magna cum laude from Drew. Got a Phi Beta Kappa key she sometimes wore
on this funky fedora she had. She became a successful CPA in DC, met my dad, maried him,
and took in her shingle when she became pregnant with yours truly. 1 came dong in 1980. By '84
she was doing taxes for some of my dad's associates — she caled this her 'little hobby.' By the
time Bobby was born in 1987, she was handling taxes, investment portfolios, and estate-planning



for a dozen powerful men. | could name them, but who gives a wad? They're either dead or
driveling idiots by now.

| think she probably made more out of 'her little hobby' each year than my dad made at his job,
but that never mattered — they were happy with what they were to themsdaves and to each other.
| saw them squabble lots of times, but | never saw them fight. When | was growing up, the only
difference | saw between my mom and my playmates moms was that their moms used to read or
iron or sew or tak on the phone while the soaps played on the tube, and my mom used to run a
pocket cdculator and write down numbers on big green sheets of paper while the sogps played
on the tube.

| was no disgppointment to a couple of people with Mensa Gold Cards in therr wallets. |
maintained A's and B's through my school career (the idea that either | or my brother might go to
a private school was never even discussed so far as | know). | dso wrote well early, with no
effort a al. | sold my firs magazine piece when | was twenty — it was on how the Continenta
Army wintered at Valey Forge | sold it to an airline magazine for four hundred fifty dollars. My
dad, whom | loved deeply, asked me if he could buy that check from me. He gave me his own
persona check and had the check from the airline magazine framed and hung it over his desk. A
romantic genius, if you will. A romantic blues-playing genius, if you will. Take it from me, a kid
could do a lot worse. Of course he and my mother both died raving and pissng in their pants late
last year, like dmogt everyone ese on this big round world of ours, but | never stopped loving
ether of them.

| was the sort of child they had every reason to expect — a good boy with a bright mind, a

taented boy whose tdent grew to early maturity in an amosphere of love and confidence, a
faithful boy who loved and respected his mom and dad.

Bobby was different. Nobody, not even Mensa types like our folks, ever expects a kid like
Bobby. Not ever.

| potty-trained two full years earlier than Bob, and that was the only thing in which | ever beat
him. But | never fdt jedous of him; tha would have been like a farly good American Legion
League pitcher feding jedlous of Nolan Ryan or Roger Clemens. After a certain point the
comparisons that cause fedings of jedousy smply cease to exis. I've been there, and | can tdll
you: after acertain point you just stand back and shield your eyes from the flashburns.

Bobby read at two and began writing short essays ('Our Dog', 'A Trip to Boston with Mother')
a three. His printing was the sraggling, struggling gavanic condructions of a sx-year-old, and
that was dartling enough in itsdf, but there was more if transcribed so that his ill-developing
motor control no longer became an evauative factor, you would have thought you were reading
the work of a bright, if extremdy nave, fifth-grader, He progressed from smple sentences to
compound sentences to complex ones with dizzying rapidity, grasping clauses, sub-clauses, and
modifying dauses with an intuitiveness that was eerie. Sometimes his syntax was garbled and his
modifiers misplaced, but he had such flaws — which plague mog writers dl ther lives — pretty
well under control by the age of five.

He developed headaches. My parents were afraid he had some sort of physica problem — a
brain-tumor, perhaps — and took him to a doctor who examined him carefully, ligened to him
even more carefully, and then told my parents there was nothing wrong with Bobby except
dress. he was in a date of extreme frudraion because his writing-hand would not work as well
ashisbran.



'You got a kid trying to pass a menta kidney stone' the doctor said. ‘I could prescribe
something for his headaches, but | think the drug he redly needs is a typewriter.” So Mom and
Dad gave Bobby an IBM. A year later they gave him a Commodore 64 with WordStar for
Christmas and Bobby's headaches stopped. Before going on to other matters, | only want to add
that he believed for the next three years or s0 that it was Santa Claus who had left that word-
cruncher under our tree. Now that | think of it, that was another place where | beat Bobby: |
Santa-trained earlier, too.

There's so much | could tell you about those early days, and | suppose I'll have to tell you a little,
but Il have to go fast and make it brief. The deadline. Ah, the deadline. | once read a very funny
piece caled The Essentiad Gone with the Wind' that went something like this

'"Awar?" laughed Scarlett." Oh, fiddle-de-dec!"

Boom! Ashley went to war! Atlanta burned! Rhett walked in and then walked ouit!

" "Fiddle-de-dee,” said Scarlett through her tears, "I will think about it tomorrow, for
tomorrow is another day."

| laughed heartily over that when | read it; now that I'm faced with doing something Smilar, it
doesn't seem quite so funny. But here goes.

‘A child with an 1Q immeasurable by any existing test?' smiled India Fornoy to her devoted
husband, Richard. 'Fiddle-de-dee! WE'll provide an atmosphere where his intellect — not to
mention that of his not-exactly-stupid older brother — can grow. And we'll raise them as the
normal all-American boys they by gosh are!’

Boom! The Fornoy boys grew up! Howard went to the University of Virginia, graduated cum
laude, and settled down to a freelance writing career! Made a comfortable living! Stepped out
with a lot of women and went to bed with quite a few of them! Managed to avoid social diseases
both sexual and pharmacological! Bought a Mitsubishi stereo system! Wrote home at least once
a week! Published two novels that did pretty well! 'Fiddie-de-dee,' said Howard, 'this is the life
for me!’

And 0 it was, a least until the day Bobby showed up unexpectedly (in the best mad-scientist
tradition) with his two glass boxes, a bees nest in one and a wasps nest in the other, Bobby
wearing a Mumford Phys Ed tee-shirt indgde-out, on the verge of destroying human intellect and
just as happy asaclam a high tide.

Guys like my brother Bobby come aong only once every two or three generations, | think —
guys like Leonardo da Vinci, Newton, Eingein, maybe Edison. They dl seem to have one thing
in common: they ae like huge compasses which swing amlesdy for a long time, searching for
some true north and then homing on it with fearful force. Before that happens such guys are got
to get up to some weird shit, and Bobby was no exception.

When he was eight and | was fifteen, he came to me and said he had invented an arplane. By
then | knew Bobby too wel to just say ‘Bullshit' and kick him out of my room. | went out to the
garage where there was this weird plywood contraption sitting on his American Flyer red wagon.
It looked a little like a fighter plane, but the wings were raked forward instead of back. He had
mounted the saddle from his rocking horse on the middle of it with bolts. There was a lever on
the sde. There was no motor. He sad it was a glider. He wanted me to push him down
Carrigan's Hill, which was the steepest grade in DC's Grant Park — there was a cement path
down the middle of it for old folks. That, Bobby said, would be his runway.

'‘Bobby," | said, 'you got this puppy's wings on backward.’



'‘No," he said. 'This is the way they're supposed to be. | saw something on Wild Kingdom about
hawks. They dive down on their prey and then reverse their wings coming up. They're double-
jointed, see? Y ou get better lift thisway.'

"Then why isnt the Air Force building them this way? | asked, blissfully unaware that both the
American and the Russan ar forces had plans for such forward-wing fighter planes on thar
drawing boards.

Bobby just shrugged. He didn't know and didn't care.

We went over to Carrigan's Hill and he climbed into the rocking-horse saddle and gripped the
lever. 'Push me hard,” he sad. His eyes were dancing with that crazed light | knew so well —
Chrigt, his eyes used to light up that way in his cradle sometimes. But | swear to God | never
would have pushed him down the cement path as hard as | did if | thought the thing would
actudly work.

But| didn't know, and | gave him one hdl of a shove He went freewheding down the hill,
whooping like a cowboy just off a traldrive and headed into town for a few cold beers. An old
lady had to jump out of his way, and he just missed an old geezer leaning over a waker. Hafway
down he pulled the handle and | waiched, wide-eyed and bullshit with fear and amazement, as
his splintery plywood plane separated from the wagon. At firgt it only hovered inches above it,
and for a second it looked like it was going to settle back. Then there was a gust of wind and
Bobby's plane took off like someone had it on an invisble cable. The American Fyer wagon ran
off the concrete path and into some bushes. All of a sudden Bobby was ten feet in the air, then
twenty, then fifty. He went gliding over Grant Pak on a steepening upward plane, whooping
cheeily.

| went running after him, screaming for him to come down, visons of his body tumbling off
that stupid rocking-horse saddle and impding itself on a treg, or one of the park's many datues,
danding out with hideous darity in my head. | did not just imagine my brother's funerd; | tell
you | attended it.

'‘BOBBY!" | dhrieked. 'COME DOWN!'

'WHEEEEEEEe!' Bobby screamed back, his voice faint but clearly ecstatic. Startled chess-
players, Frisbee-throwers, book-readers, lovers, and joggers stopped whatever they were doing to
watch.

'‘BOBBY THERE'S NO SEATBELT ON THAT FUCKING THING!" | screamed. It was the firgt
time | ever used that particular word, so far as| can remember.

'lyyyy'll beeee all riyyyyht . . . ' He was screaming a the top of his lungs, but | was appdled to
redize | could bardy hear him. | went running down Carigan's Hill, shrieking dl the way. |
don't have the dightest memory of just what | was ydling, but the next day | could not speak
above a whisper. | do remember passng a young felow in a neat three-piece suit sanding by the
datue of Eleanor Roosevelt a the foot of the hill. He looked & me and said conversationdly,
Tel you what, my friend, I'm having one hell of an' acid flashback.'

| remember that odd misshapen shadow gliding across the green floor of the park, risng and
rippling as it crossed park benches, litter baskets, and the upturned faces of the watching people.
| remember chasing it. | remember how my mother's face crumpled and how she dtarted to cry
when | told her that Bobby's plane, which had no business flying in the firs place, turned upsde
down in a sudden eddy of wind and Bobby finished his short but brilliant career splattered dl
over D Strest.

The way things turned out, it might have been better for everyone if things had actudly turned
out that way, but they didnt.



Instead, Bobby banked back toward Carrigan's Hill, holding nonchdantly onto the tal of his
own plane to keep from faling off the damned thing, and brought it down toward the little pond
a the center of Grant Park. He went air-diding five feet over it, then four . . . and then he was
skiing his sneskers adong the surface of the water, sending back twin white wakes, scaring the
usudly complacent (and overfed) ducks up in honking indignant flurries before him, laughing his
cheerful laugh. He came down on the far Sde, exactly between two park benches that snapped
off the wings of his plane. He flew out of the saddle, thumped his head, and started to bawl.

That was life with Bobby.

Not everything was that spectacular — in fact, | don't think anything was . . . a least until The
Cadmative. But | told you the story because | think, this time at least, the extreme case best
illugrates the norm: fife with Bobby was a congant mind-fuck. By the age of nine he was
attending quantum physics and advanced algebra classes a Georgetown University. There was
the day he blanked out every radio and TV on our street — and the surrounding four blocks —
with his own voice; he had found an old portable TV in the attic and turned it into a wide-band
radio broadcasting station. One old black-and-white Zenith, twelve feet of hi-fi flex, a coathanger
mounted on the roofpesk of our house, and presto! For about two hours four blocks of
Georgetown could receive only WBOB . . . which happened to be my brother, reading some of
my short gories, telling moron jokes, and explaining that the high sulfur content in baked beans
was the reason our dad frted so much in church every Sunday morning. ‘But he gets most of em
off pretty quiet,’ Bobby told his listening audience of roughly three thousand, 'or sometimes he
holds the red bangers until it's time for the hymns'

My dad, who was less than happy about dl this, ended up paying a seventy-five-dollar FCC
fine and taking it out of Bobby's alowance for the next year.

Life with Bobby, oh yesh . . . and look here, I'm crying. Is it honest sentiment, | wonder, or the
onset? The former, | think — Chrigt knows how much | loved him — but | think | better try to
hurry up alittle just the same.

Bobby had graduated high school, for dl practical purposes, by the age of ten, but he never got a
BA or BS, let done any advanced degree. It was that big powerful compass in his head, swinging
around and around, looking for some true north to point at.

He went through a physics period, and a shorter period when he was nutty for chemidry . . .
but in the end, Bobby was too impatient with mathematics for either of those fidds to hold him.
He could do it, but it — and ultimately dl so-called hard science — bored him.

By the time he was fifteen, it was archaeology — he combed the White Mountain foothills
around our summer place in North Conway, building a history of the Indians who had lived there
from arowheads, flints even the charcod patterns of long-dead campfires in the mesolithic
cavesin the mid-New Hampshire regions.

But that passed, too, and he began to read history and anthropology. When he was sixteen my
father and my mother gave therr reluctant approval when Bobby requested that he be dlowed to
accompany a party of New England anthropologists on an expedition to South America.

He came back five months later with the first red tan of his life; he was dso an inch tdler,
fifteen pounds lighter, and much quieter. He was Hill chearful enough, or could be, but his little-
boy exuberance, sometimes infectious, sometimes wearisome, but dways there, was gone. He
had grown up. And for the firgt time | remember him talking about the news . . . how bad it was,
| mean. That was 2003, the year a PLO splinter group cadled the Sons of the Jhad (a name that



adways sounded to me hideoudy like a Catholic community service group somewhere in western
Pennsylvania) st off a Squirt Bomb in London, polluting sixty per cent of it and making the rest
of it extremdy unhedthy for people who ever planned to have children (or to live past the age of
fifty, for that matter). The year we tried to blockade the Philippines after the Cedefio
adminigration accepted a 'smal group' of Red Chinese advisors (fifteen thousand or <o,
according to our spy satellites), and only backed down when it became clear that (@) the Chinese
werent kidding about emptying the holes if we didnt pull back, and (b) the American people
werent dl that crazy about committing mass suicide over the Philippine Idands. That was dso
the year some other group of crazy motherfuckers — Albanians, | think — tried to ar-spray the
AIDSVvirus over Berlin.

This sort of stuff depressed everybody, but it depressed the shit out of Bobby.

'Why are people so goddam mean? he asked me one day. We were a the summer place in
New Hampshire, it was late August, and most of our stuff was dready in boxes and suitcases.
The cabin had that sad, deserted look it dways got just before we al went our separate ways. For
me it meant back to New York, and for Bobby it meant Waco, Texas, of al places . . . he had
spent the summer reading sociology and geology texts — how's that for a crazy sdad? — and
sad he wanted to run a couple of experiments down there. He sad it in a casud, offhand way,
but | had seen my mother looking a him with a peculiar thoughtful scrutiny in the last couple of
weeks we were dl together. Neither Dad nor | suspected, but | think my mom knew that Bobby's
compass needle had finaly stopped swinging and had started pointing.

'Why are they so mean? | asked. 'I'm supposed to answer that?

‘Someone better,' he said. 'Pretty soon, too, the way things are going.'

They're going the way they dways went,' | said, 'and | guess they're doing it because people
were built to be mean. If you want to lay blame, blame God.'

‘That's bullshit. 1 dont beieve it. Even that double-X-chromosome suff turned out to be
bullshit in the end. And don't tell me it's just economic pressures, the conflict between the haves
and have-nots, because that doesn't explain dl of it, either.’

'Origind an,' | said. "It works for me — it's got a good beat and you can danceto it.’

'Well,' Bobby said, 'maybe it is origind sin. But what's the instrument, big brother? Have you
ever asked yoursdf that?

'Ingrument? What instrument? I'm not following you.'

'l think it's the water,' Bobby said moodily.

'Say what?"

"The water. Something in the water.

He looked a me.

'Or something that isn't.’

The next day Bobby went off to Waco. | didnt see him again until he showed up a my
goatment wearing the indde-out Mumford shirt and carrying the two glass boxes. That was
three years later.

'Howdy, Howie' he said, stepping in and giving me a nonchdant swat on the back as if it had
been only three days.

‘Bobby!" | yeled, and threw both ams around him in a bear-hug. Hard angles bit into my
chest, and | heard an angry hive-hum.

'I'm glad to see you too,' Bobby said, 'but you better go easy. Y ou're upsetting the natives.'



| stepped back in a hurry. Bobby sat down the big paper bag he was carrying and undung his
shoulder-bag. Then he carefully brought the glass boxes out of the bag. There was a beehive in
one, a wasps nest in the other. The bees were aready settling down and going back to whatever
busi ness bees have, but the wasps were clearly unhappy about the whole thing.

'‘Okay, Bobby,' | sad. I looked a him and grinned. | couldn't seem to stop grinning. 'What are
you up to thistime)'

He unzipped the tote-bag and brought out a mayonnaise jar which was hdf-filled with a clear
liquid.

'See this? he said.

'Y eah. Looks like ether water or white lightning.'

'It's actudly both, if you can beieve that. It came from an atesan well in La Paa a little
town forty miles east of Waco, and before | turned it into this concentrated form, there were five
gdlons of it. I've got a regular little didtillery running down there, Howie, but | don't think the
government will ever bust me for it." He was grinning, and now the grin broadened. 'Water's dl it
is, but it's ill the goddamndist popskull the human race has ever seen.’

'l don't have the dightest ideawhat you're talking about.’

'l know you don't. But you will. Y ou know what, Howie?

'What?

'If the idiotic human race can manage to hold itsdf together for another sx months, I'm betting
itll hold itsdf together for dl time

He lifted the mayonnaise jar, and one magnified Bobby-eye stared & me through it with huge
solemnity. This is the big one' he said. The cure for the worst disease to which Homo sapiens
fdlsprey.’

‘Cancer?

‘Nope,' Bobby said. 'War. Barroom brawls. Drive-by shootings. The whole mess. Where's your
bathroom, Howie? My back teeth are floating.'

When he came back he had not only turned the Mumford tee-shirt rightsde out, he had
combed his har — nor had his method of doing this changed, | saw. Bobby just hed his head
under the faucet for awhile then raked everything back with hisfingers.

He looked at the two glass boxes and pronounced the bees and wasps back to normal. 'Not that
a wasps nest ever gpproaches anything even closdy resembling ‘normd’, Howie. Wasps are
socid insects, like bees and ants, but unlike bees, which are dmost dways sane, and ants, which
have occasond schizoid lgpses, wasps are totd full-bore lunatics” He smiled. 'Just like us good
old Homo saps.' He took the top off the glass box containing the beehive.

Tell you what, Bobby," | said. | was amiling, but the smile fdt much too wide. 'Put the top
back on and just tell me about it, what do you say? Save the demondration for later. | mean, my
landlord's a red pussycat, but the super's this big bull dyke who smokes Odie Perode cigars and
has thirty pounds on me. She—"'

Youll like this' Bobby said, asif | hadn't spoken a al — a habit as familiar to me as his Ten
Fingers Method of Hair Grooming. He was never impoalite but often totally absorbed. And could
| stop him? Aw shit, no. It was too good to have him back. | mean | think | knew even then that
something was going to go totaly wrong, but when | was with Bobby for more than five
minutes, he just hypnotized me. He was Lucy holding the footbdl and promisng me this time for
sure, and | was Charlie Brown, rushing down the field to kick it. 'In fact, you've probably seen it
done before — they show pictures of it in magazines from time to time, or in TV wildife



documentaries. It's nothing very specid, but it looks like a big ded because people have got
these totdly irrationa prejudices about bees!'

And the weird thing was, he was right — | had seen it before.

He gtuck his hand into the box between the hive and the glass. In less than fifteen seconds his
hand had acquired a living black-and-ydlow glove. It brought back an ingtant of totd recdl:
gtting in front of the TV, wearing footie pgamas and clutching my Paddington Bear, maybe haf
an hour before bedtime (and surdly years before Bobby was born), watching with mingled
horror, disgust, and fascination as some beekeeper dlowed bees to cover his entire face. They
had formed a sort of executioner's hood a firgt, and then he had brushed them into a grotesque
living beard.

Bobby winced suddenly, sharply, then grinned.

'One of em stung me,' he said. They're ill a little upset from the trip. | hooked a ride with the
locd insurance lady from La Plata to Waco — she's got an old Piper Cub — and flew some little
commuter airline, Air Asshole, | think it was, up to New Orleans from there. Made about forty
connections, but | swear to God it was the cab ride from LaGarbage that got em crazy. Second
Avenue's sill got more potholes than the Bergensirasse after the Germans surrendered.’

"You know, | think you redly ought to get your hand out of there, Bobs,' | said. | kept waiting
for some of them to fly out — | could imagine chasng them around with a rolled-up magazine
for hours, bringing them down one by one, as if they were escgpees in some old prison movie.
But none of them had escaped . . . at least so far.

'Relax, Howie. You ever see a bee sting a flower? Or even hear of it, for that matter?

'Y ou don't ook like aflower.'

He laughed. 'Shit, you think bees know what a flower looks like? Uh-uh! No way, man! They
don't know what a flower looks like any more than you or | know what a cloud sounds like. They
know I'm sweet because | excrete sucrose dioxin in my sweet . . . dong with thirty-seven other
dioxins, and those're just the ones we know about.'

He pausad thoughtfully.

‘Although | must confess | was careful to, uh, sweeten mysdf up a little tonight. Ate a box of
chocolate-covered cherries on the plane —

'Oh Babby, Jesus!'

' — and had a couple of MdlowCremesin the taxi coming here.!’

He reached in with his other hand and carefully began to brush the bees away. | saw him
wince once more just before he got the last of them off, and then he eased my mind consderably
by replacing the lid on the glass box. | saw a red swelling on each of his hands: one in the cup of
the left pam, another high up on the right, near what the pamigts cal te Bracelets of Fortune.
Hed been stung, but | saw wel enough what hed set out to show me: what looked like at least
four hundred bees had investigated him. Only two had stung.

He took a pair of tweezers out of his jeans watch-pocket, and went over to my desk. He moved
the pile of manuscript beside the Wang Micro | was using in those days and traned my Tensor
lamp on the place where the pages had been — fiddiing with it until it formed a tiny hard
spatlight on the cherrywood.

'Writin anything good, Bow-Wow? he asked casudly, and | fet the har tiffen on the back of
my neck. When was the lagt time held caled me Bow-Wow? When he was four? Sx? Shit, man,
| dont know. He was working carefully on his left hand with the tweezers. | saw him extract a
tiny something that looked like anogtril hair and placeit in my ashtray.

'Piece on art forgery for Vanity Fair,’ | said. 'Bobby, what in hdll are you up to thistime?



"You want to pull the other one for me? he asked, offering me the tweezers, his right hand, and
an gpologetic amile. 'l keep thinking if I'm so goddam smart | ought to be ambidextrous, but my
left hand has till got an 1Q of about six.

Same old Bobby.
| sat down beside him, took the tweezers, and pulled the bee stinger out of the red swdling
near what in his case should have been the Bracdets of Doom, and while | did it he told me
about the differences between bees and wasps, the difference between the water in La Plata and
the water in New York, and how, goddam! everything was going to be an right with his water
and alittle help from me,
And oh shit, | ended up running a the footbdl while my laughing, wildly inteligent brother
held it, onelast time.

'Bees dont sting unless they have to, because it kills them,” Bobby said matter-of-factly. "You
remember that time in North Conway, when you sad we kept killing each other because of
origind 9n?

'Yes. Hold il

'Wdll, if there is such a thing, if therés a God who could smultaneoudy love us enough to
serve us His own Son on a cross and send us dl on a rocket-ded to hdl just because one stupid
bitch bit a bad apple, then the curse was just this He made us like wasps instead of bees. Shit,
Howie, what are you doing?

'Hold ill," | said, "and I'll get it out. If you want to make alot of big gestures, I'll wait.'

'Okay,’ he sad, and dfter that he hdd reaivey ill while | extracted the dinger. 'Bees are
natures kamikaze pilots, Bow-Wow. Look in that glass box, youll see the two who sung me
lying dead a the bottom. Their stingers are barbed, like fishhooks. They dide in easy. When they
Pull out, they disembowel themselves'

'Gross,' | said, dropping the second stinger in the ashtray. | couldn't see the barbs, but | didn't
have a microscope.

It makes them particular, though,' he said.

'l bet.'

'Wasps, on the other hand, have smooth stingers. They can shoot you up as many times as they
like. They use up the poison by the third or fourth shot, but they can go right on making holes if
they like . . . and usudly they do. Especidly wall-wasps. The kind I've got over there. You gotta
sedate em. Stuff caled Noxon. It must give em a hdl of a hangover, because they wake up
madder than ever.’

He looked a me somberly, and for the first time | saw the dark brown wheds of weariness
under his eyes and redized my kid brother was more tired than | had ever seen him.

‘That's why people go on fighting, Bon-Wow. On and on and on. We got smooth singers.
Now watch this!

He got up, went over to his tote-bag, rummaged in it, and came up with an eye-dropper. He
opened the mayonnaise jar, put the dropper in, and drew up a tiny bubble of his digtilled Texas
water.

When he took it over to the glass box with the wasps nest insde, | saw the top on this one was
different — there was a tiny plastic dide-piece st into it. | didn't need him to draw me a picture:
with the bees, he was perfectly willing to remove the whole top. With the wasps, he was taking
no chances.



He squeezed the black bulb. Two drops of water fell onto the nest, making a momentary dark
spot that disappeared dmost at once. 'Give it about three minutes,' he said.
'What — '
'No questions,’ he said. 'Y ou'll see. Three minutes.
In that period, he read my piece on art forgery . . . dthough it was dready twenty pages long.

'Okay,' he said, putting the pages down. That's pretty good, man. You ought to read up a little
on how Jay Gould furnished the parlor-car of his private train with fake Manets, though — that's
ahoot.' He was removing the cover of the glass box containing the wasps nest as he spoke.

"Jesus, Bobby, cut the comedy!’ | yelled.

'Same old wimp," Bobby laughed, and pulled the nest, which was dull gray and about the Sze
of a bowling bdl, out of the box. He held it in his hands. Wasps flew out and lit on his aams, his
cheeks, his forehead. One flew across to me and landed on my forearm. | dapped it and it fel
dead to the carpet. | was scared — | mean redly scared. My body was wired with adrendine and
| could fed my eyestrying to push their way out of their sockets.

'Dont kill em," Bobby sad. "You might as wel be killing babies, for dl the harm they can do
you. That's the whole point." He tossed the nest from hand to hand as if it were an overgrown
softbal. He lobbed it in the ar. | watched, horrified, as wasps cruised the living room of my
gpartment like fighter planes on patrol.

Bobby lowered the nest carefully back into the box and sat down on ny couch. He patted the
place next to him and | went over, nearly hypnotized. They were everywhere: on the rug, the
ceiling, the drapes. Half a dozen of them were crawling across the front of my big-screen TV.

Before | could st down, he brushed away a couple that were on the sofa cushion where my ass
was amed. They flew away quickly. They were all flying eesly, crawling essly, moving fad.
There was nothing drugged about their behavior. As Bobby taked, they gradudly found their
way back to their spit-paper home, crawled over it, and eventudly disgppeared inside agan
through the hole in the top.

I wasn't the first one to get interested in Waco,' he said. ‘It just happens to be the biggest town
in the funny little nonviolent section of wha is, per capita, the mogt violent state in the union.
Texans love to shoot each other, Howie — | mean, it's like a date hobby. Haf the mde
population goes around armed. Saturday night in the Fort Worth bars is like a shooting gdlery
where you get to plonk away at drunks instead of clay ducks. There are more NRA card-carriers
than there are Methodists. Not that Texas is the only place where people shoot each other, or
cave each other up with draight-razors, or stick their kids in the oven if they cry too long, you
understand, but they sure do like their firearms.’

'Except in Waco,' | said.

'Oh, they like em there, too," he said. 'It's just that they use em on each other a hell of alot less

often.’

Jesus. | just looked up at the clock and saw the time It feds like I've been writing for fifteen
minutes or o, but it's actualy been over an hour. That happens to me sometimes when I'm
running & white-hot speed, but | can't dlow mysdf to be seduced into these specifics. | fed as
well as ever — no noticeable drying of the membranes in the throat, no groping for words, and as
| glance back over what I've done | see only the normal typos and drikeovers. But | can't kid
myself. I've got to hurry up. 'Fiddle-de-dee,' said Scarlett, and al of that.

The nonrviolent atmosphere of the Waco area had been noticed and investigated before,
moslly by sociologiss. Bobby sad that when you fed enough datisticadl data on Waco and



gmilar aress into a computer — population dendty, mean age, mean economic leve, mean
educationd level, and dozens of other factors — what you got back was a whopper of an
anomdy. Scholarly papers are rardly jocular, but even so, severd of the better than fifty Bobby
had read on the subject suggested ironicaly that maybe it was 'something in the water'.

'l decided maybe it was time to take the joke serioudy, Bobby sad. 'After dl, theres
something in the water of alot of places that prevents tooth decay. It's caled fluoride!

He went to Waco accompanied by a trio of research assstants. two sociology grad-students
and a full professor of geology who happened to be on sabbaticd and ready for adventure.
Within sx months, Bobby and the sociology guys had consructed a computer program which
illusrated what my brother cdled the world's only cadmquake. He had a dightly rumpled
printout in his tote. He gave it to me. | was looking a a series of forty concentric rings. Waco
was in the eighth, ninth, and tenth as you moved in toward the center.

'‘Now look at this' he said, and put a trangparent overlay on the printout. More rings, but in
each one there was a number. Fortieth ring: 471. Thirty-ninth: 420. Thirty-eighth: 418. And s0
on. In a couple of places the numbers went up instead of down, but only in a couple (and only by
alittle).

'What are they?

'Each number represents the incidence of violent crime in tha particular circle’ Bobby sad.
'Murder, rape, assault and battery, even acts of vandalism. The computer assigns a number by a
formula that takes population densty into account. He tapped the twenty-seventh circle, which
held the number 204, with his finger. Theres less than nine hundred people in this whole area,
for ingance. The number represents three or four cases of spouse abuse, a couple of barroom
brawls, an act of animd cruedty — some senile farmer got pissed at a pig and shot a load of rock-
dtintoit, asl recdl — and one involuntary mandaughter.’

| saw that the numbers in the centrd circles dropped off radicaly: 85, 81, 70, 63, 40, 21, 5. At
the epicenter of Bobby's camquake was the town of La Plaa To cdl it a deepy little town
seems more then fair.

The numeric value assgned to La Plata was zero.

'So here it is, Bow-Wow," Bobby said, leaning forward and rubbing his long hands together
nervoudy, 'my nominee for the Garden of Eden. Herés a community of fifteen thousand, twenty-
four per cent of which are people of mixed blood, commonly cdled Indios. Therés a moccasin
factory, a couple of little motor courts, a couple of scrub farms. That's it for work. For play
there's four bars, a couple of dance-hals where you can hear any kind of music you want as long
as it sounds like George Jones, two drive-ins, and a bowling dley.’ He paused and added,
"Theresaso adill. | didn't know anybody made whiskey that good outside of Tennessee!’

In short (and it is now too late to be anything dse), La Plaia should have been a fertile
breeding-ground for the sort of casua violence you can read about in the Police Blotter section
of the loca newspaper every day. Should have been but wasn't. There had been only one murder
in La Plaa during the five years previous to my brother's arrival, two cases of assault, no rapes,
no reported incidents of child abuse. There had been four armed robberies, but al four turned out
to have been committed by transients . . . as the murder and one of the assaults had been. The
locd Sheriff was a fat old Republican who did a pretty far Rodney Dangerfidd imitation. He
had been known, in &ct, to spend whole days in the loca coffee shop, tugging the knot in his tie
and tdling people to take his wife, please. My brother said he thought it was a little more than
lame humor; he was pretty sure the poor guy was suffering firg-stage Alzheimer's Disease. His



only deputy was his nephew. Bobby told me the nephew looked quite a lot like Junior Samples
on the old Hee-Haw show.

'Put those two guys in a Penngylvania town smilar to La Plaa in every way but the
geographical,’ Bobby said, ‘and they would have been out on their asses fifteen years ago. But in
La Plata, they're gonna.go on until they die. . . which they'll probably do in their deep.’

'What did you do? | asked. 'How did you proceed?

'Wdl, for the firt week or so after we got our datistica shit together, we just sort of sat
around and stared a each other,’ Bobby said. | mean, we were prepared for something, but
nothing quite like this. Even Waco doesn't prepare you for La Plata’ Bobby shifted restlesdy and
cracked his knuckles.

‘Jesus, | hate it when you do that,' | said.

He smiled. 'Sorry, Bow-Wow. Anyway, we sarted geologica tests, then microscopic andyss
of the water. | didn't expect a hdl of a lot; everyone in the area has got a well, usudly a deep
one, and they get their water tested regularly to make sure they're not drinking borax, or
something. If there had been something obvious, it would have turned up a long time ago. So we
went on to submicroscopy, and that was when we started to turn up some preity weird Suff.

'Wheat kind of weird stuff?

'Breaks in chans of aoms, subdynamic dectrica fluctuations, and some sort of unidentified
protein. Water ain't redlly H20, you know — not when you add in the sulfides, irons, God knows
what dse happens to be in the aquifer of a given region. And La Plata water — you'd have to
give it a gring of letters like the ones after a professor emerituss name.' His eyes gleamed. 'But
the protein was the mogt interesting thing, Bow-Wow. So far as we know, it's only found in one
other place: the human brain.’

Uh-oh.

It just arived, between one swalow and the next: the throat-dryness. Not much at yet, but
enough for me to break away and get a glass of ice-water. I've got maybe forty minutes left. And
oh Jesus, therés so much | want to tell! About the wasps nests they found with wasps that
wouldn't sting, about the fender-bender Bobby and one of his assstants saw where the two
drivers, both male, both drunk, and both about twenty-four (sociological bul moose, in other
words), got out, shook hands, and exchanged insurance information amicably before going into
the nearest bar for another drink.

Bobby taked for hours — more hours than | have. But the upshot was smple: the suff in the
mayonnaisejar.

'We've got our own 4ill in La Plaa now,' he sad. This is the suff were brewing, Howig
pecifis white lightning. The aquifer under that area of Texas is deep but amazingly large; it's like
this incredible Lake Victoria driven into the porous sediment which overlays the Moho. The
water is potent, but we've been able to make the stuff | squirted on the wasps even more potent.
Weve got damn near sx thousand galons now, in these big sted tanks. By the end of the year,
well have fourteen thousand. By next June well have thirty thousand. But it's not enough. We
need more, we need it faster . . . and then we need to transport it."

‘Trangport it where? | asked him.

'Borneo, to start with.'

| thought I'd either lost my mind or misheard him. | redly did.

'‘Look , Bow-Wow . . . sorry. Howie' He was scrumming through his tote-bag again. He
brought out a number of aerid photographs and handed them over to me. 'You see? he asked as |



looked through them. 'You see how fucking perfect it is? It's as if God Himsdf suddenly busted
through our busness-as-usud trangmissons with something like "And now we bring you a
gpecid bulletin! This is your last chance, assholes And now we return you to Days of Our
Lives"'

'l don't get you,' I sad. 'And | have no idea what I'm looking at." Of course | knew; it was an
idand — not Borneo itself but an idand lying, to the west of Borneo identified as Gulandio, —
with a mountain in the middle and a lot of muddy little villages lying on its lower dopes. It was
hard to see the mountain because of the cloud cover. What | meant was that | didn't know what |
waslooking for.

"The mountain has the same name as the idand,” he said. 'Gulandio. In the loca patois it means
grace, or fate, or destiny, or take your pick. But Duke Rogers says it's redly the biggest time-
bomb on earth . . . and it'swired to go off by October of next year. Probably earlier.’

The crazy thing's this the gtory's only crazy if you try to tdl it in a speed-rap, which Bwhat I'm
trying to do now. Bobby wanted me to help him raise somewhere between sx hundred thousand
and a million and a haf ddlars to do the following: fird, to synthesize fifty to seventy thousand
gdlons of what he cdled 'the high-test’; second, to arlift dl of this water to Borneo, which had
landing fadilities (you could land a hang-glider on Gulandio, but that was about dl); third, to ship
it over to this idand named Fate, or Dedtiny, or Grace; fourth, to truck it up the dope of the
volcano, which had been dormant (save for a few puffs in 1938) since 1804, and then to drop it
down the muddy tube of the volcano's cadera Duke Rogers was actudly John Paul Rogers, the
geology professor. He clamed that Gulandio was going to do more than just erupt; he clamed
that it was going to explode, as Krakatoa had done in the nineteenth century, creating a bang that
would make the Squirt Bomb that poisoned London like akid's firecracker.

The debris from the Krakatoa blow-up, Bobby told me, had literaly encircled the globe; the
observed results had formed an important part of the Sagan Group's nuclear winter theory. For
three months afterward sunsets and sunrises haf a world away had been grotesquely colorful as a
result of the ash whirling around in both the jet stream and the Van Allen Currents, which he
forty miles below the Van Allen Bdt. There had been globd changes in climae which lasted
five years, and nipa pdms, which previoudy had grown only in esstern Africa and Micronesia,
suddenly showed up in both South and North America.

"The North American nipas al died before 1900, Bobby said, 'but they're dive and well below
the equator. Krakatoa seeded them there, Howie . . . the way | want to seed La Plata water all
over the earth. | want people to go out in La Plata water when it rains — and it's going to rain a
lot after Gulandio goes bang. | want them to drink the La Plata water that fals in ther reservairs,
| want them to wash their hair in it, bathe in it, soak their contact lenses in it. | want whores to
doucheinit.

'‘Bobby,' | said, knowing he was not, 'you're crazy.'

He gave me a crooked, tired grin. 'l ain't crazy,’ he said. 'You want to see crazy? Turn on

CNN, Bow . .. Howie. You'l see crazy in living color.’

But | didn't need to turn on Cable News (what a friend of mine had taken to cdling The Organ
Grinder of Doom) to know what Bobby was talking about. The Indians and the Pakistanis were
poised on the brink. The Chinese and the Afghans, ditto. Half of Africa was sarving, the other
haf on fire with AIDS. There had been border skirmishes dong the entire Tex-Mex border in the
lagt five years, snce Mexico went Communist, and people had darted cdling the Tijuana



crossing point in Cdifornia Little Berlin because of the wal. The saber-rattling had become a
din. On the last day of the old year the Scientists for Nuclear Responsibility had set their black
clock to fifteen seconds before midnight.

‘Bobby, let's suppose it could be done and everything went according to schedule,’ | said. ‘It
probably couldn't and wouldn't, but let's suppose. You don't have the dightest idea what the
long-term effects might be.’

He darted to say something and | waved it away.

'Don't even suggest that you do, because you dont! Youve had time to find this cdmquake of
yours and isolate the cause, Il give you that. But did you ever hear about thaidomide? About
that nifty litle acne-stopper and deeping pill that caused cancer and heart attacks in thirty-year-
olds? Don't you remember the AIDS vaccine in 19977

'Howie?

‘That one stopped the disease, except it turned the test subjects into incurable epileptics who
al died within eighteen months.’

'Howie?

‘Then therewas — '

‘Howie?

| stopped and looked at him.

‘The world,” Bobby said, and then stopped. His throat worked. | saw he was struggling with
tears. "The world needs heroic measures, man. | dont know about long-term effects, and ther€'s
no time to study them, because theré's no long-term prospect. Maybe we can cure the whole
mess. Or maybe —'

He shrugged, tried to smile, and looked a me with shining eyes from which two single tears
dowly tracked.

'Or maybe were giving heroin to a paient with termind cancer. Either way, itll stop what's
happening now. Itll end the world's pain.' He spread out his hands, pams up, so | could see the
gtings on them. 'Help me, Bow-Wow. Please help me!'

So | helped him.

And we fucked up. In fact | think you could say we fucked up big-time. And do you want the
truth? | don't give a shit. We killed al the plants but a least we saved the greenhouse.
Something will grow here again, someday. | hope.

Areyou reading this?

My gears are dating to get a little gicky. For the firgt time in years I'm having to think about
what I'm doing. The motor-movements of writing. Should have hurried more a the dart.
Never mind. Too late to change things now.

We did it, of course: didtilled the water, flew it in, trangported it to Gulandio, huilt a primitive
lifing sydem — hdf motor-winch and hdf cog ralway — up the sde of the volcano, and
dropped over twelve thousand five-gdlon containers of La Plata water — the brain-buster
verson — into the murky misty depths of the volcano's cddera We did an of this in just eight
months. It didnt cost sx hundred thousand dollars, or a million and a hdf; it cost over four
million, dill less than a sxteenth of one per cent of what America spent on defense tha year.
You want to know how we razed it? I'd tel you if | had more thyme, but my head's fdling apart
0 never mend. | raised mogt of it mysdf if it matters to you. Some by hoof and some by croof.
Tdl you the truth, | dint know | could do it musdf until 1 did. But we did it and somehow the



world held together and that volcano — whatever its name wuz, | can't exactly remember now
and there izzunt time to go back over the manuscript — it blue just when it was 0

Wait.

Okay. A little better. Digitdin. Bobby had it. Heart's beating like crazy but | can think again.

The volcano — Mount Grace, we cdled it — blue just when Dook Rogers said it would.
Everything when skihi and for awhile everyones dtention turned away from whaever and
toward the skys. And bimmel-dee-dee, said Strapless!

It happened pretty fast like sex and checks and specid effex and everybody got hedthy again.
| mean.

Wait

Jesus please let me finish this.

| mean that everybody stood down. Everybody started to get a little purdtective on the
gtuation. The wurld started to get like the wasps in Bobbys nest the one he showed me where
they didn't sink too much. There was three yerz like an Indian summer. People getting together
like in that old Youngbloods song that went cmon everybody get together rite now, like what dl
the hippeez wanted, you no, peets and luv and

wit

Big blast. Fed like my heart is coming out thru my ears. But if | concentrate every bit of my
force, my concentration —

It was like an Indian summer, that's what | meant to say, like three years of Indian summer.
Bobby went on with his resurch. La Plata. Sociological background etc. You remember the loca
Sheriff ? Fat old Republican with a good Rodney Youngblood imitashun? How Bobby sad he
had the priminary smptoms of Rodney's Disease?

concentrate asshole

Wasnt just him; turned out like there was a lot of that going around in that part of Texas. All's
Hallows Disease is what | meen. For three yerz me and Bobby were down there. Created a new
program. New graff of circkles. | saw what was happen and came back here. Bobby and his to
asgants stayed on. One shot hisself Boby said when he showed up here,

Wait one more blas

All right. Last time. Heart bedting s0 fast | can hardly breeve. The new graph, the last graph,
redly only whammed you when it was lad over the cdmquake graft. The cadmquake graff
showed ax of vilence going down as you agpproached La Plaa in the muddle the Alzhemer's
graff showed incidence of premaure seenullity going up as you approached La Plata. People
there were getting very slly very yung.

Me and Bobo were careful as we could be for next three years, drinke only Parrier Water and
wor big long deekers in the ran. so no war and when everybobby started to get sedly we din and
| came back here because he my brother | cant remember what his name

Baobby



Bobby when he came here tonight cryeen and | sed Bobby | luv you Bobby sed Ime sorry
Bowwow Ime sorry | made the hole world ful of fods and dumbbels and | sed better fouls and
bells than a big black sinder in spaz and he cryed and | cryed Bobby | luv you and he sed will
you give me a shot of the spacid wadder and | sed yez and he said wil you ride it down and | sed
yez an | think | did but | cant redly remember | see wurds but dont no what they mean

| have a Bobby his nayme is bruther and | theen | an dun riding and | have a bocks to put this
into thats Bobby sd full of quiyet ar to last a milyun yrz so gudboy gudboy everybrother, Im
goin to sob gudboy bobby i love you it wuz not yor fdt i love you

forgivyu

loveyu
sinned (for the wurld),

RO wH/IW Fmﬁ\pf



Suffer the Little Children

Miss Sidley was her name, and teaching was her game.

She was a smal woman who had to dretch to write on the highest level of the blackboard,
which she was doing now. Behind her, none of the children giggled or whispered or munched on
secret sweets held in cupped hands. They knew Miss Sidley's deadly indincts too wel. Miss
Sidley could adways tdl who was chewing gum a the back of the room, who had a beanshooter
in his pocket, who wanted to go to the bathroom to trade basebal cards rather than use the
fecilities. Like God, she seemed to know everything an at once.

She was graying, and the brace she wore to support her failing back was limned clearly againgt
her print dress. Smdl, congantly suffering, gimlet-eyed woman. But they feared her. Her tongue
was a schoolyard legend. The eyes, when focused on a giggler or a whisperer, could turn the
stoutest knees to water.

Now, writing the day's list of spelling words on the board, she reflected that the success of her
long teaching career could be summed and checked and proven by this one everyday action: she
could turn her back on her pupils with confidence.

'Vacation,' she sad, pronouncing the word as she wrote it in her firm, no-nonsense script.
'Edward, please use the word vacation in a sentence.’

I went on a vacation to New York City," Edward piped. Then, as Miss Sidley had taught, he
repested the word carefully. 'V ay-cay-shun.’

'Very good, Edward." She began on the next word.

She had her little tricks, of course; success, she firmly beieved, depended as much on the little
things as on the big ones. She gpplied the principle condantly in the casssoom, and it never
faled.

‘Jane,' she sad quietly.

Jane, who had been furtively perusing her Reader, looked up guiltily.

'Close that book right now, please.’ The book shut; Jane looked with pae, hating eyes at Miss
Sidley's back. ‘And you will remain a your desk for fifteen minutes after the find bell.’

Janeslipstrembled. 'Yes Miss Sidley.

One of her little tricks was the careful use of her glasses. The whole class was reflected in
their thick lenses and she had adways been thinly amused by ther guilty, frightened faces when
she caught them a their nasty little games. Now she saw a phantomish, distorted Robert in the
firdt row wrinkle his nose. She did not spesk. Not yet. Robert would hang himsdf if given just a
little more rope.

‘Tomorrow," she pronounced clearly. 'Robert, you will please use the word tomorrow in a
sentence.’

Robert frowned over the problem. The classsoom was hushed and deepy in the late- September
sun. The dectric clock over the door buzzed a rumor of three o'clock dismissa just a Hf-hour
away, and the only thing that kept young heads from drowsing over their spdlers was the slent,
ominous threat of Miss Sidley's back.



'l am waiting, Robert.’

"Tomorrow a bad thing will happen, Robert sad. The words were perfectly innocuous, but
Miss Sidley, with the seventh sense that dl drict disciplinarians have, didnt like them a bit.
‘Too-mor-row," Robert finished. His hands were folded neetly on the desk, and he wrinkled his
nose agan. He dso gmiled a tiny ddeof-theemouth gmile Miss Sdley was suddenly,
unaccountably sure Robert knew about her little trick with the glasses.

All right; very well.

She began to write the next word with no word of commendation for Robert, letting her
graight body spesk its own message. She watched carefully with one eye. Soon Robert would
dick out his tongue or make that disguding finger-gesture they dl knew (even the girls seemed
to know it these days), just to see if she redly knew what he was doing. Then he would be
punished.

The reflection was small, ghodtly, and distorted. And she had al but the barest comer of her
eye on the word she was writing.

Robert changed.

She caught just a flicker of it, just a frightening glimpse of Robet's face changing into
something . . . different.

She whirled around, face white, barely noticing the protesting stab of pain in her back.

Robert looked at her blandly, questioningly. His hands were negily folded. The firs sgns of
an afternoon cowlick showed at the back of his head. He did not |ook frightened.

| imagined it, she thought. | was looking for something, and when there was nothing, my mind
just made something up. Very cooperative of it. However —

'Robert? She meant to be authoritative; meant for her voice to make the unspoken demand for
confession. It did not come out that way.

'Yes, Miss Sidley? His eyes were a very dark brown, like the mud at the bottom of a dow-
running stream.

‘Nothing."

She turned back to the board. A little whisper ran through the class.

'‘Be quiet!" she sngpped, and turned again to face them. 'One more sound and we will al stay
after school with Jane!l" She addressed the whole class, but looked most directly a Robert. He
looked back with childlike innocence: Who, me? Not me, Miss Sdley.

She turned to the board and began to write, not looking out of the corners of her glasses. The
last haf-hour dragged, and it seemed that Robert gave her a strange look on the way out. A look
that said, We have a secret, don't we?

The look wouldn't leave her mind. It was stuck there, like a tiny string of roast beef between
two molars— aamdl thing, actudly, but feding as big as a cinderblock.

She sat down to her solitary dinner at five (poached eggs on toast) ill thinking about it. She
knew she was getting older and accepted the knowledge camly. She was not going to be one of
those old-maid schoolmarms dragged kicking and screaming from their classes a the age of
retirement. They reminded her of gamblers unable to leave the tables while they were losing. But
she was not losing. She had dways been awinner.

She looked down at her poached eggs.

Hadn't she?

She thought of the well-scrubbed faces in her third-grade classroom, and found Robert's face
maost prominent among them.

She got up and switched on another light.



Later, just before she dropped off to deep, Robert's face floated in front of her, smiling
unplessantly in the darkness behind her lids. The face began to change —
But before she saw exactly what it was changing into, darkness overtook her.

Miss Sdley spent an unrestful night and consequently the next day her temper was short. She
waited, amost hoping for a whisperer, a giggler, perhaps a note-passer. But the class was quiet
— very quiet. They dl stared a her unresponsvely, and it seemed that she could fed the weight
of their eyes on her like blind, crawling ants.

Sop that! shetold hersdf sternly. You're acting like a skittish girl just out of teachers college!

Agan the day seemed to drag, and she believed she was more relieved than the children when
the last bel rang. The children lined up in orderly rows a the door, boys and girls by height,
hands dutifully linked.

'Dismissed,’ she said, and listened sourly as they drieked their way down the hdl and into the
bright sunlight.

What was it | saw when he changed? Something bulbous. Something that shimmered.
Something that stared at me, yes, stared and grinned and wasn't a child at all. It was old and it
was evil and —

'Miss Sidley?

Her head jerked up and alittle Oh! hiccupped involuntarily from her throat.

It was Mr Hanning. He smiled gpologetically. 'Didn't mean to disturb you.'

'Quite dl right, she said, more curtly than she had intended. What had she been thinking?
What was wrong with her?

"Would you mind checking the paper towelsin the girls lav?

‘Surely.” She got up, placing her hands againg the smadl of her back. Mr Hanning looked at her
sympatheticdly. Save it, she thought. The old maid is not amused. Or even interested.

She brushed by Mr Hanning and started down the hdl to the girls lavatory. A snigger of boys
carying scratched and pitted basebal equipment grew dlent a the sight of her and lesked
guiltily out the door, where their cries began again.

Miss Sidley frowned after them, reflecting that children had been different in her day. Not
more polite — children have never had time for that — and not exactly more respectful of their
eders, it was a kind of hypocrisy that had never been there before. A amiling quietness around
adults that had never been there before. A kind of quiet contempt that was upsetting and
unnerving. Asif they were. . .

Hiding behind masks? Isthat it?

She pushed the thought away and went into the lavatory. It was a smdl, L-shaped room. The
toilets were ranged along one sde of the longer bar, the sinks along both sides of the shorter one.

As she checked the paper-towd containers, she caught a glimpse of her face in one of the
mirrors and was Sartled into looking at it closdy. She didn't care for what she saw — not a hit.
There was a look that hadn't been there two days before, a frightened, watching look. With
sudden shock she redized tha the blurred reflection in her glasses of Robert's pale, respectful
face had gotten insde her and was festering.

The door opened and she heard two girls come in, giggling secretly about something. She was
about to turn the comer and walk out past them when she heard her own name. She turned back
to the washbowls and began checking the towel holders again.

'And then he—"

Soft giggles.



‘She knows, but —

More giggles, soft and sticky as melting soap.

'MissSdley is—

Sop it! Sop that noise!

By moving dightly she could see their shadows, made fuzzy and ill-defined by the diffuse
light filtering through the frosted windows, holding onto each other with girlish glee

Another thought crawled up out of her mind.

They knew she was there.

Yes. Yesthey did. Thelittle bitches knew.

She would shake them. Shake them until their teeth rattled and their giggles turned to wails,
she would thump their heads againg the tile wals and she would make them admit that they
knew.

That was when the shadows changed. They seemed to dongate, to flow like dripping talow,
taking on srange hunched shgpes tha made Miss Sidley cringe back againgt the porcdan
washgtands, her heart swelling in her chest.

But they went on giggling.

The voices changed, no longer girlish, now sexless and soulless, and quite, quite evil. A dow,
turgid sound of mindless humor that flowed around the corner to her like sewage.

She stared a the hunched shadows and suddenly screamed at them. The scream went on and
on, swelling in her head until it atained a pitch of lunacy. And then she fainted. The giggling,
like the laughter of demons, followed her down into darkness.

She could not, of course, tell them the truth.

Miss Sidley knew this even as she opened her eyes and looked up at the anxious faces of Mr
Hanning and Mrs Crossen. Mrs Crossen was holding the bottle of smeling sdts from the
gymnasum firg-aid kit under her nose. Mr Hanning turned around and told the two little girls
who were looking curioudy a Miss Sidiey to go home now, please.

They both smiled a her — dow, we-have-a-secret smiles— and went out.

Very wdl, she would keep ther secret. For awhile. She would not have people thinking her
insane, or tha the firs feders of senility had touched her early. She would play their game. Until
she could expose their nastiness and rip it out by the roots.

'I'm afrad | dipped, she sad cdmly, dtting up and ignoring the excruciating pan in her back.
‘A patch of wetness!'

Thisisawful,’ Mr Hanning said. ‘Terrible. Areyou —

'Did the fdl hurt your back, Emily? Mrs Crossen interrupted. Mr Hanning looked at her
graefully.

Miss Sidley got up, her spine screaming in her body.

'‘No," she sad. 'In fact, the fal seems to have worked some minor chiropractic miracle. My
back hasn't felt thiswdl in years'

'We can send for adoctor — * Mr Hanning began.

‘Not necessary.' Miss Sdley smiled a him coally.

T'll call you ataxi from the office’

"You'll do no such ting,” Miss Sidley said, waking to the door of the girls lav and opening it.
'| dways take the bus.'

Mr Hanning sighed and looked at Mrs Crossen. Mrs Crossen rolled her eyes and said nothing.



The next day Miss Sidley kept Robert after school. He did nothing to warrant the punishment, so
she smply accused him fdsdy. She fdt no quams, he was a monder, not a little boy. She must
make him admit it.

Her back was in agony. She redized Robert knew; he expected that would help him. But it
wouldn't. That was another of her little advantages. Her back had been a congtant pain to her for
the lagt twelve years, and there had been many times when it had been this bad — well, dmost
this bad.

She closed the door, shutting the two of themin.

For a moment she stood iiff, training her gaze on Robert. She waited for him to drop his eyes.
He didn't. He looked back at her, and presently a little smile began to play around the comers of
his mouth.

'Why are you amiling, Robert? she asked softly.

'l don't know," Robert said, and went on smiling.

Tell me, please!’

Robert said nothing.

And went on gmiling.

The outsde sounds of children a play were digant, dreamy. Only the hypnotic buzz of the
wall clock wasredl.

'There's quite afew of us,’ Robert said suddenly, asif he were commenting on the wegther.

It was Miss Sidley's turn to be silent.

'Eleven right here in this schoal.'

Quite evil, she thought, amazed. Very, incredibly evil.

‘Little boys who tell gtories go to hell,' she sad clearly. 'l know many parents no longer make
ther . . . their spawn . . . aware of that fact, but | assure you that it is a true fact, Robert. Little
boyswho tell stories go to hdll. Little girlstoo, for that matter.’

Robert's smile grew wider; it became vulpine. ‘Do you want to see me change, Miss Sidley?
Do you want areally good look?

Miss Sdley felt her back prickle. 'Go away,’ she said curtly. 'And bring your mother or your
father to school with you tomorrow. Well get this busness draightened out.” There. On solid
ground again. She waited for hisface to crumple, waited for the tears.

Instead, Robert's smile grew wider — wide enough to show his teeth. ‘It will be just like Show
and Tdl, wont it, Miss Sdley? Robert — the other Robert — he liked Show and Tell. Hes ill
hiding way, way down in my head. The amile curled & the corners of his mouth like charring
paper. 'Sometimes he runs around . . . it itches. He wants me to let him ouit.

'Go away,' Miss Sdley said numbly. The buzzing of the clock seemed very loud.

Robert changed.

His face suddenly ran together like mdting wax, the eyes flattening and spreading like knife-
sruck egg yolks, nose widening and yawning, mouth disgppearing. The head eongated, and the
hair was suddenly not hair but straggling, twitching growths.

Robert began to chuckle.

The dow, cavernous sound came from what had been his nose, but the nose was edting into
the lower hdf of his face, nodrils megting and mergng into a centrd blackness like a huge,
shouting mouth.

Robert got up, gill chuckling, and behind it al she could see the last shettered remains of the
other Robert, the red little boy this dien thing had usurped, howling in maniac terror, screeching
to be let out.



Sheran.

She fled screaming down the corridor, and the few late-leaving pupils turned to look a her
with large and uncomprehending eyes. Mr Hanning jerked open his door and looked out just as
she plunged through the wide glass front doors, a wild, waving scarecrow slhouetted againg the
bright September sky.

Heran after her, Adam's gpple bobbing. 'Miss Sidley! Miss Sdley!’

Robert came out of the classroom and watched curioudly.

Miss Sidley neither heard nor saw. Sie clattered down the steps and across the sdewak and
into the street with her screams trailing behind her. There was a huge, blatting horn and then the
bus was looming over her, the bus driver's face a plaster mask of fear. Air brakes whined and
hissed like angry dragons.

Miss Sidley fdl, and the huge wheds shuddered to a smoking stop just eight inches from her
frall, brace-armored body. She lay shuddering on the pavement, hearing the crowd gather around
her.

She turned over and the children were staring down a her. They were ringed in a tight little
circle, like mourners around an open grave. And at the head of the grave was Robert, a smdl
sober sexton ready to shove the first spade of dirt into her face.

From far away, the bus driver's shaken babble: ' . . . crazy or somethin . . . my God, another
half afoot . . .'

Miss Sidley dared at the children. Their shadows covered her. Ther faces were impassve.
Some of them were amiling little secret smiles, and Miss Sidley knew that soon she would begin
to scream again.

Then Mr Hanning broke their tight noose, shooed them away, and Miss Sidley began to sob
wesekly.

She didn't go back to her third grade for a month. She told Mr Hanning calmly that she had not
been feding hersdf, and Mr Hanning suggested that she see a reputable doctor and discuss the
matter with him. Miss Sdley agreed that this was the only sensble and rational course. She dso
sad that if the school board wished for her resgnation she would tender it immediately, athough
doing so would hurt her very much. Mr Hanning, looking uncomfortable, said he doubted if that
would be necessary. The upshot was that Miss Sidley came back in late October, once agan
ready to play the game and now knowing how to play it.

For the firs week she let things go on as ever. It seemed the whole class now regarded her
with hodtile, shidded eyes. Robert amiled digantly a her from his front-row seat, and she did not
have the courage to take him to task.

Once, while she was on pgayground duty, Robert walked over to her, holding a dodgem. bal,
amiling. Therés so many of us now you wouldn't believe it,' he said. 'And neither would anyone
els2' He stunned her by dropping awink of infinite dyness. 'If you, you know, tried to tdl em.’

A girl on the swings looked across the playground into Miss Sidley's eyes and laughed at her.

Miss Sidley smiled serendly down at Robert. 'Why, Robert, whatever do you mean?

But Robert only continued smiling as he went back to his game.

Miss Sidley brought the gun to school in her handbag. It had been her brother's. He had taken it
from a dead German shortly after the Battle of the Bulge. Jm had been gone ten years now. She
hadnt opened the box that hed the gun in a least five, but when she did it was 4ill there,



gleaming dully. The dips of ammunition were 4ill there, too, and she loaded the gun carefully,
just as Jm had shown her.

She amiled pleasantly at her class, a Robert in particular. Robert smiled back and she could
see the murky dienness swvimming just below his skin, muddy, full of filth.

She had no idea what was now living insgde Robert's skin, and she didn't care; she only hoped
that the red little boy was entirely gone by now. She did not wish to be a murderess. She decided
the red Robet must have died or gone insane living indde the dirty, crawling thing that had
chuckled a her in the dlassoom and sent her screaming into the dreet. So even if he was dill
dive, putting him out of his misery would be a mercy.

"Today we're going to have a Test, Miss Sidley said.

The cdlass did not groan or shift apprehensively; they merely looked a her. She could fed their
eyes, like weights. Heavy, smothering.

It's a very specid Test. | will cal you down to the mimeograph room one by one and give it to
you. Then you may have a candy and go home for the day. Won't that be nice?

They smiled empty smiles and said nothing.

'Robert, will you come firs?

Robert got up, amiling his little smile He wrinkled his nose quite openly a her. 'Yes Miss
Sdley.

Miss Sidley took her bag and they went down the empty, echoing corridor together, past the
deepy drone of classes reciting behind closed doors. The mimeograph room weas at the far end of
the hal, past the lavatories. It had been soundproofed two years ago; the big machine was very
old and very noisy.

Miss Sidley closed the door behind them and locked it.

'No one can hear you,' she said calmly. She took the gun from her bag. 'Y ou or this!

Robert smiled innocently. There are lots of us, though. Lots more than here’ He put one small
scrubbed hand on the paper-tray of the mimeograph machine. 'Would you like to see me change
agan?

Before she could speak, Robert's face began to shimmer into the grotesqueness beneath and
Miss Sidley shot him. Once. In the head. He fdl back agangt the paper-lined shelves and did
down to the floor, alittle dead boy with around black hole above hisright eye.

He looked very pathetic.

Miss Sidley stood over him, panting. Her cheeks were pae.

The huddled figure didnt move.

It was human.

It was Robert.

No!

It was all in your mind, Emily. All in your mind.

No! No, no, no!

She went back up to the room and began o lead them down, one by one. She killed twelve of
them and would have killed them dl if Mrs Crossen hadn't comedown for a package of
composition paper.

Mrs Crossen's eyes got very big; one hand crept up and clutched her mouth. 