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THE STAND

BY

STEPHEN KI NG

FOR TABBY

this dark chest of wonders.

AUTHOR S NOTE

The Stand is a work of fiction, as its subject matter makes perfectly clear
Many of the events occur in real places--such as Ogunquit, Miine; Las Vegas,
Nevada; and Boul der, Col orado--and with these places | have taken the |iberty of

changi ng themto what ever degree best suited the course of ny fiction. | hope
that those readers who live in these and the other real places that are
nmentioned in this novel will not be too upset by ny "nonstrous inpertinence," to

quote Dorothy Sayers, who indulged freely in the sane sort of thing.
O her places, such as Arnette, Texas, and Shoyo, Arkansas, are as fictional as



the plot itself.

Speci al thanks are due to Russell Dorr (P.A ) and Dr. Richard Herman, both of
the Bridgton Family Medical Center, who answered my questions about the nature
of the flu, and its peculiar way of mutating every two years or so, and to Susan
Artz Manni ng of Castine, who proofed the original nanuscript.

Most thanks of all to Bill Thompson and Betty Prashker, who nade this book
happen in the best way.

S. K

A PREFACE I N TWO PARTS

PART |: TO BE READ BEFORE PURCHASE

There are a couple of things you need to know about this version of The Stand
ri ght away, even before you | eave the bookstore. For that reason | hope |'ve
caught you early--hopefully standing there by the K section of new fiction, with
your other purchases tucked under your arm and the book open in front of you. In

ot her words, | hope |'ve caught you while your wallet is still safely in your
pocket. Ready? Ckay; thanks. | pronise to be brief.

First, this is not a new novel. If you hold m sapprehensi ons on that score,
| et them be dispelled right here and right now, while you are still a safe

di stance fromthe cash register which will take noney out of your pocket and put
it in mne. The Stand was originally published over ten years ago.

Second, this is not a brand-new, entirely different version of The Stand. You
wi Il not discover old characters behaving in new ways, nor will the course of
the tale branch off at sonme point fromthe old narrative, taking you, Constant
Reader, in an entirely different direction

This version of The Stand is an expansion of the original novel. As |'ve said,
you won't find old characters behaving in strange new ways, but you will
di scover that alnost all of the characters were, in the book's original form
doing more things, and if | didn't think sone of those things were interesting--

per haps even enlightening--1 would never have agreed to this project.

If this is not what you want, don't buy this book. If you have bought it
al ready, | hope you saved your sales receipt. The bookshop where you nade your
purchase will want it before granting you credit or a cash refund.

If this expansion is something you want, | invite you to come along with ne
just alittle farther. |I have lots to tell you, and | think we can talk better
around the corner.

In the dark.

PART 2: TO BE READ AFTER PURCHASE

This is not so nuch a Preface, actually, as it is an explanation of why this
new version of The Stand exists at all. It was a |long novel to begin with, an&
this expanded version will be regarded by some--perhaps nany--as an act of
i ndul gence by an aut hor whose works have been successful enough to allowit. |
hope not, but |I'd have to be pretty stupid not to reaiize that such criticismis
in the offing. After all, nany critics of the novel regarded it bloated and
overlong to begin wth.

VWet her the book was too long to begin with, or has become so in this edition
is a natter | leave to the individual reader. | only wanted to take this little
space to say that | amrepublishing The Stand as it was originally witten not
to serve nyself or any individual reader, but to serve a body of readers who



have asked to have it. | would not offer it if | nyself didn't think those
portions which were dropped fromthe original manuscript nade the story a richer
one, and I'd be aliar if |I didn't admt | amcurious as to what its reception
will be.

"Il spare you the story of how The Stand canme to be witten--the chain of
t hought whi ch produces a novel rarely interests anyone but aspiring novelists.
They tend to believe there is a "secret formula" to witing a commercially
successful novel, but there isn't. You get an idea; at some point another idea
ki cks in; you make a connection or a series of them between ideas; a few
characters (usually little more than shadows at first) suggest thenselves; a
possi bl e ending occurs to the witer's nmind (although when the endi ng cones,
it's rarely much like the one the witer envisioned); and at some point, the
novel i st sits down with a paper and pen, a typewiter, or a word cruncher. \Wen

asked, "How do you wite?" | invariably answer, "One word at a tinme," and the
answer is invariably dismssed. But that is all it is. It sounds too sinple to
be true, but consider the Great Vll of China, if you will: one stone at a tineg,
man. That's all. One stone at a tine. But |'ve read you can see that

not her fucker from space wi thout a tel escope.
For readers who are interested, the story is told in the final chapter of
Danse Macabre, a ranbling but user-friendly overview of the horror genre

published in 1981. This is not a commercial for that book; |'mjust saying the
tale is there if you want it, although it's told not because it is interesting
initself but toillustrate an entirely different point.

For the purposes of this book, what's inportant is that approximately four
hundred pages of manuscript were deleted fromthe final draft. The reason was
not an editorial one; if that had been the case, | would be content to let the
book live its life and die its eventual death as it was originally published.

The cuts were nade at the behest of the accounting department. They toted up
production costs, laid these next to the hardcover sales of ny previous four
books, and decided that a cover price of $12.95 was about what the market woul d

bear (conpare that price to this one, friends and neighbors!). | was asked if |
would Iike to make the cuts, or if | would prefer sonmeone in the editoria
department to do it. | reluctantly agreed to do the surgery myself. | think I

did a fairly good job, for a witer who has been accused over and over again of
havi ng diarrhea of the word processor. There is only one place-Trashcan Man's
trip across the country fromlndiana to Las Vegas-that seens noticeably scarred
in the original version

If all of the story is there, one m ght ask, then why bother? Isn't it
i ndul gence after all? It better not be; if it is, then | have spent a |arge
portion of nmy life wasting nmy tinme. As it happens, | think that in really good
stories, the whole is always greater than the sumof the parts. If that were not
so, the following would be a perfectly acceptable version of "Hansel and
Getel":

Hansel and Gretel were two children with a nice father and a nice nother
The nice nother died, and the father narried a bitch. The bitch wanted the
ki ds out of the way so she'd have nore nobney to spend on hersel f. She
bul i ed her spineless, soft-headed hubby into taking Hansel and Gretel into
the woods and killing them The kids' father relented at the |ast noment,
allowing themto live so they could starve to death in the woods instead of
dyi ng quickly and mercifully at the blade of his knife. Wiile they were
wanderi ng around, they found a house nade out of candy. It was owned by a
wi tch who was into canni balism She |ocked themup and told themthat when
they were good and fat, she was going to eat them But the kids got the best
of her. Hansel shoved her into her own oven. They found the witch's
treasure, and they nust have found a map, too, because they eventually
arrived honme again. When they got there, Dad gave the bitch the boot and



they lived happily ever after
The End.

| don't know what you think, but for ne, that version's a loser. The story is
there, but it's not elegant. It's like a Cadillac with the chrone stripped off
and the paint sanded down to dull netal. It goes sonewhere, but it ain't, you
know, boss.

| haven't restored all four hundred of the mi ssing pages; there is a
di fference between doing it up right and just being downright vul gar. Sone of
what was | eft on the cutting roomfloor when | turned in the truncated version
deserved to be left there, and there it remains. O her things, such as Frannie's
confrontation with her nother early in the book, seemto add that richness and
di mension which |, as a reader, enjoy deeply. Returning to "Hansel and Getel"
for just a noment, you may renmenber that the wi cked stepnother demands that her
husband bring her the hearts of the children as proof that the hapless
woodcutter has done as she has ordered. The woodcutter denonstrates one dim
vestige of intelligence by bringing her the hearts of two rabbits. O take the
famous trail of breadcrunbs Hansel |eaves behind, so he and his sister can find
their way back. Thinking dude! But when he attenpts to follow the backtrail, he
finds that the birds have eaten it. Neither- of these bits are strictly
essential to the plot, but in another way they nake the plot they are great and
magi cal bits of storytelling. They change what coul d have been a dull piece of
work into a tale which has charmed and terrified readers for over a hundred
years.

| suspect nothing added here is as good as Hansel's trail of breadcrunbs, but
| have always regretted the fact that no one but me and a few i n-house readers
at Doubl eday ever nmet that maniac who sinply calls hinself The Kid . . . or
wi t nessed what happens to hi moutside a tunnel which counterpoints anot her
tunnel half a continent away-the Lincoln Tunnel in New York, which two of the
characters negotiate earlier in the story.

So here is The Stand, Constant Reader, as its author originally intended for

it toroll out of the showoom Al its chrome is now intact, for better or for
worse. And the final reason for presenting this version is the sinplest.
Al t hough it has never been my favorite novel, it is the one people who Iike ny

books seemto like the npost. When | speak (which is as rarely as possible),
peopl e al ways speak to ne about The Stand. They di scuss the characters as though
they were living people, and ask frequently, "Wat happened to so-and-so?"

as if | got letters fromthemevery now and agai n.

I aminevitably asked if it is ever going to be a novie. The answer, by the
way, is probably yes. WIIl it be a good one? | don't know. Bad or good, novies
nearly always have a strange, dimnishing effect on works of fantasy (of course
there are exceptions; The Wzard of Oz is an exanpl e which springs i mediately
to mind). In discussions, people are willing to cast various parts endl essly.
I've always thought Robert Duval woul d nake a splendid Randall Flagg, but |'ve
heard peopl e suggest such people as dint Eastwood, Bruce Dern, and Chri stopher
Wal ken. They all sound good, just as Bruce Springsteen would seemto nake an
interesting Larry Underwood, if he ever chose to try acting (and, based on his
videos, | think he would do very well . . . although nmy personal choice would be
Marshall Crenshaw). But in the end, | think it's perhaps best for Stu, Larry,

d en, Frannie, Ralph, Tom Cullen, Lloyd, and that dark fellow to belong to the
reader, who will visualize themthrough the I ens of inmagination in a vivid and
constantly changing way no canera can duplicate. Mvies, after all, are only an
illusion of motion conprised of thousands of still photographs. The imagi nation
however, nmoves with its own tidal flow Films, even the best of them freeze
fiction--anyone who has ever seen One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest and then reads
Ken Kesey's novel will find it hard or inpossible not to see Jack N chol son's
face on Randle Patrick McMurphy. That is not necessarily bad . . . but it is



l[imting. The glory of a good tale is that

Qutside the street's on fire

In a real death waltz.

Bet ween what's fl esh and fantasy
And the poets down here

Don't wite nothin at all

They just stand back and let it al
And in the quick of the night
They reach for their nonent

And try to nmake an honest stand
But they wi nd up wounded

Not even dead

Toni ght in Jungle Land.

it

be

is limtless and fluid;
tale belongs to each reader in its own particular way.

Finally, I wite for only two reasons: to please nyself and to pl ease others.
In returning to this long tale of dark Christianity, |

-Bruce Springsteen

And it was clear she couldn't go on

The door was opened and the w nd appear ed,
The candl es bl ew and then di sappeared,

The curtains flew and then he appeared,
Said, "Don't be afraid, Conme on, Mary,"
And she had no fear And she ran to him
And they started to fly .

She had taken his hand

"Cone on, Mary;

Don't fear the Reaper!"

-Blue Oyster Cult

VWHAT' S THAT SPELL?
VWHAT' S THAT SPELL?
VWHAT' S THAT SPELL?

-Country Joe and the Fish

hope |

a good

have done bot h.

Cct ober

24, 1989



THE ClI RCLE OPENS

We need hel p, the Poet reckoned.
- Edwar d Dorn

"Sally."

A mutter.

"Wake up now, Sally."

A louder nutter: |eeme |one.

He shook her harder.

"Wake up. You got to wake up!"

Charlie.

Charlie's voice. Calling her. For how | ong?

Sally swam up out of sleep

First she glanced at the clock on the night table and saw it was quarter past
two in the norning. Charlie shouldn't even be here; he should be on shift. Then
she got her first good | ook at himand sonething | eaped up inside her, sone
deadly intuition.

Her husband was deathly pale. His eyes started and bul ged fromtheir sockets.
The car keys were in one hand. He was still using the other to shake her
al t hough her eyes were open. It was as if he hadn't been able to register the
fact that she was awake.

"Charlie, what is it? Wat's wong?"

He didn't seemto know what to say. Hi s Adani s apple bobbed futilely but there
was no sound in the snall service bungal ow but the ticking of the clock.

"Isit a fire?" she asked stupidly. It was the only thing she could think of
whi ch might have put himin such a state. She knew his parents had perished in a
housefire.

"In a way," he said. "In a way it's worse. You got to get dressed, honey. GCet



Baby LaVon. W got to get out of here.”

"Why?" she asked, getting out of bed. Dark fear had seized her. Nothing seened
right. This was |like a dream "Were? You nean the back yard?" But she knew it
wasn't the back yard. She had never seen Charlie |look afraid Iike this. She drew
a deep breath and could snell no snoke or burning.

"Sally, honey, don't ask questions. W have to get away. Far away. You lust go
get Baby LaVon and get her dressed.”

"But should | . . . is there tinme to pack?"

This seemed to stop him To derail himsonmehow. She thought she was as afraid
as she could be, but apparently she wasn't. She recognized that what she had
taken for fright on his part was closer to raw panic. He ran a distracted hand
through his hair and replied, "I don't know. I'll have to test the wi nd."

And he left her with this bizarre statenent which neant nothing to her, left
her standing cold and afraid and disoriented in her bare feet and babydol
nightie. It was as if he had gone nmad. What did testing the wind have to do with
whet her or not she had tine to pack? And where was far away? Reno? Vegas? Salt
Lake City? And

She put her hand agai nst her throat as a new i dea struck her.

AWOL. Leaving in the mddle of the night meant Charlie was planning to go
AWOL.

She went into the small room which served as Baby LaVon's nursery and stood
for a nonment, indecisive, |ooking at the sleeping infant in her pink blanket
suit. She held to the faint hope that this m ght be no nore than an
extraordinarily vivid dream It would pass, she would wake up at seven in the
nmorni ng just |ike usual, feed Baby LaVon and herself while she watched the first
hour of the "Today" show, and be cooking Charlie's eggs when he canme off-shift
at S A M, his nightly tour -in the Reservation's north tower over for another
night. And in two weeks he woul d be back on days and not so cranky and if he was
sl eeping with her at night she wouldn't have crazy dreans |ike this one and

"Hurry it up!" he hissed at her, breaking her faint hope. "W got just time to
throw a few things together . . . but for Christ's sake, wonan, if you |ove
her"-he pointed at the crib-"you get her dressed!" He coughed nervously into his
hand and began to yank things out of their bureau drawers and pile them helter-
skelter into a couple of old suitcases.

She woke up Baby LaVon, soothing the little one as best she could; the three-
year-ol d was cranky and bewi | dered at bei ng awakened in the m ddl e of the night,
and she began to cry as Sally got her into underpants, a blouse, and a ronper.
The sound of the child' s crying nade her nmore afraid than ever. She associ ated
it with the other times Baby LaVon, usually the nost angelic of babies, had
cried in the night: diaper rash, teething, croup, colic. Fear slowy changed to
anger as she saw Charlie al nbst run past the door with a doubl e handful of her
own underwear. Bra straps trailed out behind himlike the streamers from New
Year's Eve noi se-nmakers. He flung theminto one of the suitcases and slanmed it
shut. The hem of her best slip hung out, and she just bet it was torn.

"What is it?" she cried, and the distraught tone of her voice caused Baby
LaVon to burst into fresh tears just as she was wi nding down to sniffles. "Have



you gone crazy? They'|ll send soldiers after us, Charlie! Soldiers!"

"Not tonight they won't," he said, and there was sone thing so sure in his
voice that it was horrible. "Point is, sugar-babe, if we don't get our asses in
gear, we ain't never gonna make it off "n the base. | don't even know how in
hel |

| got out of the tower. Mal function somewhere, | guess.

Why not ? Everything el se sure-God nal functioned.” And he uttered a high
| oonli ke laugh that frightened her nmore than anything el se had done. "The baby
dressed? Good. Put sonme of her clothes in that other suitcase. Use the blue
tote-bag in the closet for the rest. Then we're going to get the hell out. |
think we're all right. Wnd's blowi ng east to west. Thank God for that."

He coughed into his hand again

"Daddy!" Baby LaVon demanded, hol ding her arms up. "Want Daddy! Sure! Horsey-
ri de, Daddy! Horsey-ride! Sure!"

"Not now," Charlie said, and di sappeared into the kitchen. A nmonent |ater
Sally heard the rattle of crockery. He was getting her pinnoney out of the blue
soup-dish on the top shelf. Sone thirty or forty dollars she had put away-a
dollar, sonmetimes fifty cents, at a tine. Her house money. It was real, then
VWhat ever it was, it was really real

Baby LaVon, denied her horsey ride by her daddy, who rarely if ever denied her
anyt hi ng, began to weep again. Sally struggled to get her into her light jacket
and then threw nost of her clothes into the tote, crammng themin
hel terskelter. The idea of putting anything else into the other suitcase was
ridiculous. It would burst. She had to kneel on it to snap the catches. She
found hersel f thanking God Baby LaVon was trained, and there was no need to
bot her with diapers.

Charlie came back into the bedroom and now he was running. He was stil
stuffing the crunpled ones and fives fromthe soup-dish into the front pocket of
his suntans. Sally scooped Baby LaVon up. She was fully awake now and coul d wal k
perfectly well, but Sally wanted her in her arms. She bent and snagged the tote-
bag.

"Where we goi ng, Daddy?" Baby LaVon asked. "I was aseepin."
"Baby can be aseepin in the car," Charlie said, grabbing the two suitcases.
The hemof Sally's slip flapped. His eyes still had that white, starey |ook. An
idea, a growing certainty, began to dawn in Sally's m nd

"Was there an accident?" she whispered. "Ch Jesus Mary and Joseph, there was,
wasn't there? An accident. Qut there. "

"I was playing solitaire," he said. "I |ooked up and saw the cl ock had gone
fromgreen to red. | turned on the nonitor. Sally, they're all-"
He paused, | ooked at Baby LaVon's eyes, w de and, although still rimed with

tears, curious.

"They're all D-E-A-D down there," he said. "All but one or two, and they're
pr obably gone now. "



"What's D-E-D, Daddy?" Baby LaVon asked.

“Never mind, honey,'
very | ong canyon.

Sally said. Her voice seened to come to her from down a

Charlie swal |l owed. Sonething clicked in his throat. "Everything' s supposed to
mag-lock if the clock goes red. They got a Chubb computer that runs the whole

pl ace and it's supposed to be fail-safe. | saw what was on the nonitor, and
junped out the door. | thought the goddamthing would cut ne in half. It should
have shut the second the clock went red, and | don't know how long it was red
before |I | ooked up and noticed it. But | was alnbst to the parking | ot before
heard it thunmp shut behind me. Still, if I'd | ooked up even thirty seconds
later, I'd be shut up in that tower control roomright now, like a bug in a
bottle."

"What is it? Wiat---"

"I dunno. | don't want to know. Al | knowis that it ki-that it K-I-L-L-E-D
them quick. If they want me, they'll have to catch ne. | was gettin hazard pay,
but they ain't payin ne enough to hang around here. Wnd's blowi ng west. W're
driving east. Come on, now. "

Still feeling half-asleep, caught in some awful grinding dream she foll owed
himout to the driveway where their fifteen-year-old Chevy stood, quietly
rusting in the fragrant desert darkness of the California night.

Charlie dunped the suitcases in the trunk and the tote-bag in the back seat.
Sally stood for a nmonent by the passenger door with the baby in her arns,
| ooki ng at the bungal ow where they had spent the |ast four years. Wen they had
noved in, she reflected, Baby LaVon was still grow ng inside her body, all her
horsey-ri des ahead of her

"Cone on!" he said. "Get in, woman!"

She did. He backed out, the Chevy's headlights nonentarily splashing across
the house. Their reflection in the wi ndows | ooked |ike the eyes of sone hunted
beast .

He was hunched tensely over the steering wheel, his face drawn in the di m gl ow
of the dashboard instrunments. "If the base gates are closed, |I'mgonna try to
crash through." And

he meant it. She could tell. Suddenly her knees felt watery.

But there was no need for such desperate neasures. The base gates were
st andi ng open. One guard was noddi ng over a nmgazi ne. She couldn't see the
ot her; perhaps he was in the head. This was the outer part of the base, a
conventional arny vehicle depot. Wat went on at the hub of the base was of no
concern to these fell ows.

| looked up and saw the cl ock had gone red.

She shivered and put her hand on his |eg. Baby LaVon was sl eeping again.
Charlie patted her hand briefly and said: "It's going to be all right, hon."

By dawn they were running east across Nevada and Charlie was coughing



steadily.

BOX |

CAPTAI N TRI PS
JUNE 16-JULY 4, 1990

| called the doctor on the tel ephone
Sai d Doctor, doctor, please,
| got this feeling, rocking and reeling,
Tell nme, what can it be?
Is it sone new di sease?
-The Sylvers

Baby, can you dig your nan?
He's a righteous man
Baby, can you dig your nan?
-Larry Underwood

CHAPTER 1

Hapsconmb's Texaco sat on Number 93 just north of Arnette, a pissant four-
street burg about 110 niles from Houston. Toni ght the regulars were there,
sitting by the cash register, drinking beer, talking idly, watching the bugs fly
into the big lighted sign

It was Bill Hapsconmb's station, so the others deferred to himeven though he
was a pure fool. They woul d have expected the same deferral if they had been
gat hered together in one of their business establishnments. Except they had none.
In Arnette, it was hard times. In 1980 the town had had two industries, a
factory that made paper products (for picnics and barbecues, nostly) and a pl ant
that made el ectronic cal cul ators. Now the paper factory was shut down and the
cal cul ator plant was ailing-they could make thema | ot cheaper in Taiwan, it
turned out, just like those portable TVs and transistor radios.

Nor man Bruett and Tommy Wannamaker, who had both worked in the paper factory,
were on relief, having run out of unenploynent sone time ago. Henry Carm chae



and Stu Redman both worked at the cal culator plant but rarely got nore than
thirty hours a week. Victor Palfrey was retired and snoked stinking honme-rolled
cigarettes, which were all he could afford.

"Now what | say is this," Hap told them putting his hands on his knees and
| eaning forward. "They just gotta say screw this inflation shit. Screw this
nati onal debt shit. W got the presses and we got the paper. W' re gonna run off
fifty mllion thousand-dollar bills and hunp themright the Christ into
circulation.”

Pal frey, who had been a machinist until 1984, was the only one present wth
sufficient self-respect to point out Hap's nbst obvious danfool statenents. Now,
rolling another of his shitty-snelling cigarettes, he said: "That wouldn't get
us nowhere. If they do that, it'll be just like Richnond in the last two years
of the States War. In those days, when you wanted a piece of gingerbread, you
gave the baker a Confederate dollar, he'd put it on the gingerbread, and cut out
a piece just that size. Mney's just paper, you know. "

"I know sonme people don't agree with you," Hap said sourly. He picked up a
greasy red plastic paper-holder fromhis desk. "I owe these people. And they're
starting to get pretty itchy about it."

Stuart Redman, who was perhaps the quietest man in Arnette, was sitting in one
of the cracked plastic Wolco chairs, a can of Pabst in his hand, |ooking out
the big service station wi ndow at Nunber 93. Stu knew about poor. He had grown
up that way right here in town, the son of a dentist who had di ed when Stu was
seven, leaving his wife and two other chil dren besides Stu.

Hi s mother had gotten work at the Red Ball Truck Stop just outside of Arnette-
Stu could have seen it fromwhere he sat right nowif it hadn't burned down in
1979. It had been enough to keep the four of themeating, but that was all. At
the age of nine, Stu had gone to work, first for Rog Tucker, who owned the Red
Ball, helping to unload trucks after school for thirty-five cents an hour, and
then at the stockyards in the neighboring town of Braintree, |ying about his age
to get twenty backbreaki ng hours of |abor a week at the m ni mum wage.

Now, listening to Hap and Vic Pal frey argue on about noney and the nysterious
way it had of drying up, he thought about the way his hands had bled at first
frompulling the endl ess handtrucks of hides and guts. He had tried to keep that
fromhis nother, but she had seen, less than a week after he started. She wept
over thema little, and she hadn't been a woman who wept easily. But she hadn't
asked himto quit the job. She knew what the situation was. She was a realist.

Sone of the silence in himcanme fromthe fact that he had never had friends,
or the tine for them There was school, and there-was work. H s youngest
brot her, Dev, had di ed of pneunonia the year he began at the yards, and Stu had
never quite gotten over that. Quilt, he supposed. He had | oved Dev the best

but his passing had al so nmeant there was one |l ess nouth to feed.

In high school he had found football, and that was sonething his nmother had
encour aged even though it cut into his work hours. "You play," she said. "If you
got a ticket out of here, it's football, Stuart. You play. Remenber Eddie
Warfield." Eddie Warfield was a | ocal hero. He had cone froma famly even
poorer than Stu's own, .had covered hinmself with glory as quarterback of the
regi onal high school team had gone on to Texas A&M with an athletic
schol arshi p, and had played for ten years with the Green Bay Packers, nostly as
a second-string quarterback but on several nenorable occasions as the starter
Eddi e now owned a string of fastfood restaurants across the West and Sout hwest,
and in Arnette he was an enduring figure of myth. In Arnette, when you said
"success," you neant Eddie Warfield.

Stu was no quarterback, and he was no Eddie Warfield. But it did seemto him
as he began his junior year in high school that there was at least a fighting
chance for himto get a snall athletic scholarship . . . and then there were
wor kst udy prograns, and the school's guidance counsel or had told hi mabout the
NDEA | oan program



Then his nother had gotten sick, had becone unable to work. It was cancer. Two
nont hs before he graduated from hi gh school, she had died, leaving Stu with his
brother Bryce to support. Stu had turned down the athletic schol arship and had
gone to work in the calculator factory. And finally it was Bryce, three years
Stu's junior, who had made it out. He was now in M nnesota, a systens anal yst
for IBM He didn't wite often, and the last tinme he had seen Bryce was at the
funeral, after Stu's wife had died-died of exactly the sane sort of cancer that
had killed his nother. He thought that Bryce might have his own guilt to carry .

and that Bryce might be a little ashamed of the fact that his brother had
turned into just another good old boy in a dying Texas town, spending his days
doing tinme in the calculator plant, and his nights either down at Hap's or over
at the Indian Head drinking Lone Star beer

The marri age had been the best time, and it had only | asted ei ghteen nonths.
The wonb of his young wi fe had borne a single dark and malignant child. That had
been four years ago. Since, he had thought of |eaving Arnette, searching for
sonet hing better, but snmall-town inertia held himthe | ow siren song of famliar

pl aces and faniliar faces. He was well liked in Arnette, and Vic Pal frey had
once paid himthe ultimte conplinent of calling him"dd Time Tough."
As Vic and Hap chewed it out, there was still a little dusk left in the sky,

but the Iand was in shadow. Cars didn't go by on 93 nuch now, which was one
reason that Hap had so nmany unpaid bills. But there was a car coming now, Stu
saw.

It was still a quarter of a mle distant, the day's last light putting a dusty
shine on what little chrome was left to it. Stu's eyes were sharp, and he nade
it as a very old Chevrolet, maybe a '75. A Chevy, no |lights on, doing no nore
than fifteen mles an hour, weaving all over the road. No one had seen it yet
but him

"Now | et's say you got a nortgage paynment on this station,
"and let's say it's fifty dollars a nonth."

“It's a hell of alot nore than that."

"Well, for the sake of the argument, let's say fifty. And let's say the
Federal s went ahead and printed you a whol e carload of noney. Well then those
bank people would turn round and want a hundred and fifty. You'd be just as
poorly off."

"That's right," Henry Carm chael added. Hap | ooked at him irritated. He
happened to know that Hank had gotten in the habit of taking Cokes out of the
machi ne wi t hout paying the deposit, and furthernore, Hank knew he knew, and if
Hank wanted to come in on any side it ought to be his.

"That ain't necessarily howit would be," Hap said weightily fromthe depths
of his ninth-grade education. He went on to explain why.

Stu, who only understood that they were in a hell of a pinch, tuned Hap's
voi ce down to a neani ngl ess drone and wat ched the Chevy pitch and yaw its way on
up the road. The way it was going Stu didn't think it was going to nmake it nuch
farther. It crossed the white Iine and its lefthand tires spurned up dust from
the I eft shoulder. Now it lurched back, held its own |ane briefly, then nearly
pitched off into the ditch. Then, as if the driver had picked out the big
I ighted Texaco station sign as a beacon, it arrowed toward the tarmac |ike a
projectile whose velocity is very nearly spent. Stu could hear the worn-out
thunp of its engine now, the steady gurgl e-and-wheeze of a dying carb and a
| oose set of valves. It missed the | ower entrance and bunped up over the curb
The fluorescent bars over the punps were reflecting off the Chevy's dirt-
streaked wi ndshield so it was hard to see what was inside, but Stu saw the vague
shape of the driver roll loosely with the bunp. The car showed no sign of
slowing fromits relentless fifteen.

"So | say with nore nbney in circulation you'd be--"

"Better turn off your punps, Hap," Stu said mldly.

"The punps? Wat ?"

Vi c was' sayi ng,



Norm Bruett had turned to | ook out the window "Christ on a pony," he said.

Stu got out of his chair, |eaned over Tormy Wannanaker and Hank Carni chael
and flicked off all eight switches at once, four with each hand. So he was the
only one who didn't see the Chevy as it hit the gas punps on the upper island
and sheared them of f.

It plowed into themwi th a slowness that seened inplacabl e and sonehow grand.
Tommy Wannanaker swore in the Indian Head the next day that the taillights never
fl ashed once. The Chevy just kept coming at a steady fifteen or so, like the
pace car in the Tournament of Roses parade. The undercarriage screeched over the
concrete island, and when the wheels hit it everyone but Stu saw the driver's
head swing linply and strike the wi ndshield, starring the glass.

The Chevy junped |ike an old dog that had been kicked and pl owed away the hi-
test punmp. It snapped off and rolled away, spilling a few dribbles of gas. The
nozzl e came unhooked and lay glittering under the fluorescents.

They all saw the sparks produced by the Chevy's exhaust pipe grating across
the cenent, and Hap, who had seen a gas station explosion in Mxico,
instinctively shielded his eyes against the fireball he expected. Instead, the
Chevy's rear end flirted around and fell off the punp island on the station
side. The front end smashed into the | ow|ead punp, knocking it off with a
hol | ow bang.

Al nmost del i berately, the Chevrolet finished its 360-degree turn, hitting the
i sl and again, broadside this tine. The rear end popped up on the island and
knocked the regul ar gas punp asprawl. And there the Chevy cane to rest, trailing
its rusty exhaust pipe behind it. It had destroyed all three of the gas punps on
that island nearest the highway. The nptor continued to run choppily for a few
seconds and then quit. The silence was so loud it was al arm ng

"Holy moly, " Tomy Wannamaker said breathlessly. "WII she blow, Hap?"

"I'f it was gonna, it already woulda," Hap said, getting up. H s shoul der
bunped the map case, scattering Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona every whi chway.
Hap felt a cautious sort of jubilation. H's punps were insured, and the
i nsurance was paid up. Mary had harped on the insurance ahead of everything.

"Quy must have been pretty drunk," Norm said.

"I seen his taillights," Tomry said, his voice high with excitement. "They
never flashed once. Holy moly! If he'd a been doing sixty we'd all be dead now. "
They hurried out of the office, Hap first and Stu bringing up the rear. Hap

Tommy, and Norm reached the car together. They could snell gas and hear the
slow, clocklike tick of the Chevy's cooling engine. Hap opened the driver's side
door and the man behind the wheel spilled out like an old laundry sack

"God-damm, " Norm Bruett shouted, al npbst screamed. He turned away, clutched his
anple belly, and was sick. It wasn't the man who had fallen out (Hap had caught
himneatly before he could thump to the pavenent) but the snell that was issuing
fromthe car, a sick stench conpounded of blood, fecal matter, vonmit, and human
decay. It was a ghastly rich sick-dead smell.

A nmoment | ater Hap turned away, dragging the driver by the armpits. Tomy
hastily grabbed the dragging feet and he and Hap carried himinto the office. In
the gl ow of the overhead fluorescents their faces were cheesy-| ooki ng and
revolted. Hap had forgotten about his insurance noney.

The others | ooked into the car and then Hank turned away, one hand over his
mouth, little finger sticking off Iike a man who has just raised his w neglass
to make a toast. He trotted to the north end of the station's lot and let his
supper cone up.

Vic and Stu | ooked into the car for some tinme, |ooked at each other, and then
| ooked back in. On the passenger side was a young wonman, her shift dress hiked
up high on her thighs. Leaning agai nst her was a boy or girl, about three years
ol d. They were both dead. Their necks had swelled up like inner tubes and the
flesh there was a purple-black color, like a bruise. The flesh was puffed up
under their eyes, too. They |ooked, Vic later said, |ike those baseball players



who put | anpbl ack under their eyes to cut the glare. Their eyes bul ged
sightlessly. The wonman was hol ding the child' s hand. Thick mucus had run from
their noses and was now clotted there. Flies buzzed around them lighting in the
mucus, crawling in and out of their open nouths. Stu had been in the war, but he
had never seen anything so terribly pitiful as this. H's eyes were constantly
drawn back to those |inked hands.

He and Vic backed away together and | ooked bl ankly at each other. Then they
turned to the station. They could see Hap, jawing frantically into the pay
phone. Norm was wal ki ng toward the station behind them throw ng glances at the
wreck over his shoulder. The Chevy's driver's side door stood sadly open. There
was a pair of baby shoes dangling fromthe rear-view mrror.

Hank was standi ng by the door, rubbing his mouth with a dirty handkerchi ef.
"Jesus, Stu," he said unhappily, and Stu nodded.

Hap hung up the phone. The Chevy's driver was |lying on the floor. "Anbul ance
will be here in ten mnutes. Do you figure they're-?" He jerked his thunb at the
Chevy.

"They're dead, okay." Vic nodded. H's lined face was yell ow pale, and he was
sprinkling tobacco all over the floor as he tried to nake one of his shitty-
snelling cigarettes. "They're the two deadest people |'ve ever seen." He | ooked
at Stu and Stu nodded, putting his hands in his pockets. He had the butterflies.

The man on the floor mpaned thickly in his throat and they all | ooked down at
him After a nonent, when it becane obvious that the man was speaking or trying
very hard to speak, Hap knelt beside him It was, after all, his station

VWat ever had been wong with the woman and child in the car was al so wrong
with this man. His nose was running freely, and his respiration had a peculiar
under sea sound, a churning fromsonmewhere in his chest. The flesh beneath his
eyes was puffing, not black yet, but a bruised purple. H's neck | ooked too
thick, and the flesh had pushed up in a colum to give himtwo extra chins. He
was running a high fever; being close to himwas |ike squatting on the edge of
an open barbecue pit where good coal s have been |aid.

"The dog," he nmuttered. "Did you put himout?"

"Mster," Hap said, shaking himgently. "I called the anbul ance. You're going
to be all right."

"Clock went red," the man on the floor grunted, and then began to cough
racki ng chai nli ke expl osions that sent heavy mucus spraying fromhis nouth in
I ong and ropy splatters. Hap | eaned backward, grinacing desperately.

"Better roll himover," Vic said. "He's goan choke on it."

But before they could, the coughing tapered off into bell owsed, uneven
breat hi ng again. His eyes blinked slowmy and he | ooked at the nen gathered above
hi m

"Where's . . . this?"

"Arnette.," Hap said. "Bill Hapsconb's Texaco. You crashed out sone of ny
punps.” And then, hastily, he added: "That's okay. They was insured."

The man on the floor tried to sit up and was unable. He had to settle for
putting a hand on Hap's arm

"W wife. . . nylittlegirl . . ."

"They're fine," Hap said, grinning a foolish dog grin

"Seens like |I'"'mawful sick," the man said. Breath came in and out of himin a
thick, soft roar. "They, were sick, too. Since we got up two days ago. Salt Lake
Cty . . ." Hs eyes flickered slowy closed. "Sick . . . guess we didn't nove
qui ck enough after all . . ."

Far off but getting closer, they could hear the whoop of the Arnette Vol unteer
Anmbul ance.

"Man, " Tomry Wannamaker said. "Ch man."

The sick nan's eyes fluttered open again, and now they were filled with an
i ntense, sharp concern. He struggled again to sit up. Sweat ran down his face.
He grabbed Hap



"Are Sally and Baby LaVon all right?" he demanded. Spittle flew fromhis Iips
and Hap could feel the man's burning heat radiating outward. The man was sick
hal f crazy, he stank. Hap was rem nded of the snell an old dog bl anket gets
someti nes.

"They're all right," he insisted, a little frantically. "You just . . . lay
down and take it easy, okay?"

The man | ay back down. Hi s breathing was rougher now. Hap and Hank hel ped rol
hi m over on his side, and his respiration seemed to ease a trifle. "I felt
pretty good until last night," he said. "Coughing, but all right. Wke up with
it inthe night. Didn't get away quick enough. |Is Baby LaVon okay?"

The last trailed off into sonething none of themcould make out. The anbul ance
siren warbled closer and closer. Stu went over to the window to watch for it.
The others remained in a circle around the man on the fl oor

"What's he got, Vic, any idea?" Hap asked.

Vi c shook his head. "Dunno."

"M ght have been sonmething they ate,"” Norm Bruett said. "That car's got a
California plate. They was probably eatin at a | ot of roadside stands, you know.
Maybe they got a poi son hanburger. It happens.”

The ambul ance pulled in and skirted the wecked Chevy to stop between it and
the station door. The red light on top nade crazy sweeping circles. It was ful
dark now.

"G me your hand and I'Il pull you up outta there!" the man on the floor cried
suddenly, and then was silent.

"Food poi soning," Vic said. "Yeah, that could be. | hope so, because-"

"Because what ?" Hank asked.

"Because otherwise it mght be sonething catching." Vic | ooked at themwth
troubl ed eyes. "I seen cholera back in 1958, down near Nogal es, and it | ooked
something like this. "

Three nen canme in, wheeling a stretcher. "Hap," one of themsaid. "You're
lucky you didn't get your scraggy ass blown to kingdom cone. This guy, huh?"

They broke apart to let themthrough-Billy Verecker, Mnty Sullivan, Carlos
Otega, nen they all knew.

"There's two folks in that car
little girl. Both dead."

"Holy crow! You sure?"

"Yeah. This guy, he don't know. You going to take himto Braintree?"

"I guess." Monty |ooked at him bew | dered. "What do | do with the two in the
car? | don't know how to handle this, Hap."

"Stu can call the State Patrol. You mind if | ride in with you?"

"Hell no."

They got the man onto the stretcher, and while they ran himout, Hap went over

Hap said, drawing Monty aside. "Wman and a

to Stu. "I"'mgonna ride into Braintree with that guy. Wuld you call the State
Pat r ol ?"

"Sure."

"And Mary, too. Call and tell her what happened."”

"Ckay. "

Hap trotted out to the anbulance and clinbed in. Billy Verecker shut the doors
behi nd hi mand then called the other two. They had been staring into the wecked
Chevy with dread fascination.

A few nonents | ater the anbul ance pulled out, siren warbling, red donelight
pul si ng bl ood-shadows across the gas station's tarmac. Stu went to the phone and
put a quarter in.

The man fromthe Chevy died twenty niles fromthe hospital. He drew one fina
bubbling gasp, let it out, hitched in a snaller one, and just quit.



Hap got the man's wall et out of his hip pocket and | ooked at it. There were
seventeen dollars in cash. A California driver's license identified himas
Charles D. Campion. There was an arny card, and pictures of his wife and
daught er encased in plastic. Hap didn't want to | ook at the pictures.

He stuffed the wallet back into the dead man's pocket and told Carlos to turn
off the siren. It was ten after nine.

CHAPTER 2

There was a long rock pier running out into the Atlantic Ccean fromthe
Qgunqui t, Mine, town beach. Today it rem nded her of an accusatory gray finger
and when Frannie Goldsmth parked her car in the public lot, she could see Jess
sitting out at the end of it, just a silhouette in the afternoon sunlight. Qulls

wheel ed and cried above him a New England portrait drawn in real life, and she
doubted if any gull would dare spoil it by dropping a splat of white doodoo on
Jess Rider's inmmacul ate blue chanbray workshirt. After all, he was a practicing
poet .

She knew it was Jess because his ten-speed was bolted to the iron railing that
ran behind the parking attendant's building. Gus, a balding, paunchy town
fixture, was comng out to neet her. The fee for visitors was a dollar a car
but he knew Frannie lived in town w thout bothering to | ook at the RESIDENT
sticker on the corner of her Volvo's windshield. Fran came here a |ot.

Sure | do, Fran thought. In fact, | got pregnant right down there on the
beach, just about twelve feet above the high tide line. Dear Lunp: You were
concei ved on the scenic coast of Miine, twelve feet above the high tide |ine and
twenty yards east of the seawall. X marks the spot.

Gus raised his hand toward her, making a peace sign

"Your fella's out on the end of the pier, Mss Goldsnmith."

"Thanks, QGus. How s busi ness?"

He waved smilingly at the parking lot. There were nmaybe two dozen cars in all
and she could see blue and white RESIDENT stickers on nost of them

"Not much trade this early,"” he said. It was June 17. "Wait two weeks and
we'll make the town some noney."

“I'"ll bet. If you don't enbezzle it all."

Gus | aughed and went back i nsi de.

Franni e | eaned one hand agai nst the warm netal of her car, took off her
sneakers, and put on a pair of rubber thongs. She was a tall girl with chestnut
hair that fell hal fway down the back of the buff-colored shift she was wearing.
CGood figure. Long |l egs that got appreciative glances. Prine stuff was the
correct frathouse term she believed. Lookyl ooky-I|ooky-here-cones-nooky. M ss
College Grl, 1990.

Then she had to | augh at herself, and the |laugh was a trifle bitter. You are
carrying on, she told herself, as if this was the news of the world. Chapter
Si x: Hester Prynne Brings the News of Pearl's Inmpending Arrival to Rev.

Di mresdal e. Di mesdal e he wasn't. He was Jess Rider, age twenty, one year
younger than Qur Heroine, Little Fran. He was a practicing college-student-
under graduat e- poet. You could tell by his imuacul ate blue chanbray workshirt.

She paused at the edge of the sand, feeling the good heat baking the sol es of
her feet even through the rubber thongs. The sil houette at the far end of the
pier was still tossing small rocks into the water. Her thought was partly
anusi ng but nostly dismaying. He knows what he | ooks |ike out there, she
t hought. Lord Byron, lonely but unafraid. Sitting in lonely solitude and



surveying the sea which | eads back, back to where England lies. But |, an exile,
may never

Ch bal | s!

It wasn't so nuch the thought that disturbed her as what it indicated about
her own state of mnd. The young man she assuned she | oved was sitting out
there, and she was standi ng here caricaturing himbehind his back

She began to wal k out along the pier, picking her way with careful grace over
the rocks and crevices. It was an old pier, once part of a breakwater. Now npst
of the boats tied up on the southern end of town, where there were three marinas
and seven honky-tonk notels that boomed all sunmer | ong.

She wal ked slowly, trying her best to cope with the thought that she m ght
have fallen out of love with himin the space of the el even days that she had

known she was "a little bit preggers,” in the words of Amy Lauder. Well, he had
gotten her into that condition, hadn't he?
But not alone, that was for sure. And she had been on the pill. That had been

the sinplest thing in the world. She'd gone to the canpus infirmary, told the
doctor she was having painful nenstruation and all sorts of enbarrassing
eructations on her skin, and the doctor had witten her a prescription. In fact,
he had given her a month of freebies.

She stopped again, out over the water now, the waves beginning to break toward
t he beach on her right and left. It occurred to her that the infirmary doctors
probably heard about painful menstruation and too many pinples about as often as
druggi sts heard about how | gotta buy these condons for ny brother-even nore
often in this day and age. She could just as easily have gone to him and said:
"Gme the pill. I'"'mgonna fuck." She was of age. Wiy be coy? She | ooked at
Jesse's back and sighed. Because coyness gets to be a way of |ife. She began to
wal k agai n.

Anyway, the pill hadn't worked. Sonebody in the quality control departnment at
the jolly old Ovril factory had been asleep at the switch. Either that or she
had forgotten a pill and then had forgotten she'd forgotten

She wal ked softly up behind himand | aid both hands on his shoul ders.

Jess, who had been holding his rocks in his left hand and plunking theminto
Mot her Atlantic with his right, let out a screamand lurched to his feet.
Pebbl es scattered everywhere, and he al nbst knocked Frannie off the side and
into the water. He alnost went in hinself, head first.

She started to giggle helplessly and backed away wi th her hands over her nouth
as he turned furiously around, a well-built young man with bl ack hair, gold-
ri mmed gl asses, and regul ar features which, to Jess's eternal disconfort, would
never quite reflect the sensitivity inside him

"You scared the hell out of me!" he roared.

"Ch Jess," she giggled, "oh Jess, |I'msorry, but that was funny, it really
was. "

"We alnmost fell in the water," he said, taking a resentful step toward her

She took a step backward to: compensate, tripped over a rock, and sat down
hard. Her jaws clicked together hard with her tongue between them exquisite
pai n! -and she stopped giggling as if the sound had been cut off with a knife.
The very fact of her sudden silence-you turn ne off, |I'ma radi o-seened funniest
of all and she began to giggle again, in spite of the fact that her tongue was
bl eedi ng and tears of pain were stream ng from her eyes.

"Are you okay, Frannie?" He knelt beside her, concerned.

| do love him she thought with sone relief. Good thing for ne.

"Did you hurt yourself, Fran?"

"Only nmy pride," she said, letting himhelp her up. "And | bit mnmy tongue. See?
She ran it out for him expecting to get a snmile as a reward, but he frowned.
"Jesus, Fran, you're really bleeding." He pulled a handkerchi ef out of his
back pocket and | ooked at it doubtfully. Then he put it back

The i mage of the two of themwal ki ng hand in hand back to the parking | ot cane



to her, young lovers under a summer sun, her with his handkerchief stuffed in
her mouth. She raises her hand to the sniling, benevol ent attendant and says:
Hung- huh- Gut h.

She began to giggle again, even though her tongue did hurt and there was a
bl oody taste in her nouth that was a little nauseating.

"Look the other way," she said primy. "I'"mgoing to be unladylike."

Smiling alittle, he theatrically covered his eyes. Propped on one arm she
stuck her head off the side of the pier and spat-bright red. Uck. Again. And
again. At last her mouth seened to clear and she | ooked around to see him
peeki ng through his fingers.

"I"'msorry," she said. "I'm such an asshole.™
"No," Jesse said, obviously nmeaning yes.
"Could we go get ice crean?" she asked. "You drive. 1'Il buy. "

"That's a deal
again. Bright red.

Apprehensively, Fran asked him "I didn't bite any of it off, did I?"

"I don't know," Jess answered pleasantly. "Did you swallow a | unp?"

She put a revolted hand to her mouth. "That's not funny."

"No. I'msorry. You just bit it, Frannie."

"Are there any arteries in a person's tongue?"

They were wal ki ng back al ong the pier now, hand in hand. She paused every now
and then to spit over the side. Bright red. She wasn't going to swall ow any of
that stuff, uh-uh, no way.

"Nope. "

"Good." She squeezed his hand and smiled at himreassuringly. "I'm pregnant."”

"Real | y? That's good. Do you know who | saw in Port-"

He stopped and | ooked at her, his face suddenly inflexible and very, very

He got to his feet and hel ped her up. She spat over the side

careful. It broke her heart a little to see the wariness there.
"What did you say?"
"I"mpregnant." She smled at himbrightly and then spat over the side of the

er. Bright red.

"Big joke, Frannie," he said uncertainly.

"No j oke."

He kept | ooking at her. After a while they started wal ki ng again. As they
crossed the parking lot, Gus came out and waved to them Frannie waved back. So
did Jess.

They stopped at the Dairy Queen on US 1. Jess got a Coke and sat sipping it
t houghtful ly behind the Vol vo's wheel. Fran made hi m get her a Banana Boat
Supreme and she sat agai nst her door, two feet of seat between them spooning up
nuts and pi neappl e sauce and ersatz Dairy Queen ice cream

"You know," she said, "D.Q ice creamis nostly bubbles. Did you know that?
Lots of people don't."

Jess | ooked at her and sai d not hing.

"Truth," she said. "Those ice cream machi nes are really nothing but giant
bubbl e machi nes. That's how Dairy Queen can sell their ice creamso cheap. W
had an offprint about it in Business Theory. There are nany ways to defur a
feline."

Jess | ooked at her and sai d not hing.

"Now i f you want real ice cream you have to go to some place |ike a Deering
Ice Cream Shop, and that's--"

She burst into tears.

He slid across the seat to her and put his arns around her neck. "Frannie,
don't do that. Please.”

"My Banana Boat is dripping on nme," she said, still weeping.

Hi s handkerchi ef canme out again and he nopped her off. By then her tears had
trailed off to sniffles.

"Banana Boat Suprenme with Bl ood Sauce," she said, looking at himwth red

p



eyes. "l guess | can't eat any nore. |I'msorry, Jess. Wuld you throw it away?"

"Sure," he said stiffly.

He took it fromher, got out, and tossed it in the waste can. He was wal ki ng
funny, Fran thought, as if he had been hit hard down | ow where it hurts boys. In
a way she supposed that was just where he had been hit. But if you wanted to
| ook at it another way, well, that was just about the way she had wal ked after
he had taken her virginity on the beach. She had felt |ike she had a bad case of
di aper rash. Only diaper rash didn't make you preggers.

He cane back and got in.

"Are you really, Fran?" he asked abruptly.

"I amreally."
"How did-it happen? | thought you were on the pill."
"Well, what | figure is one, sonmebody in the quality control departnent of the

jolly old Ovril factory was asleep at the switch when ny batch of pills went by
on the conveyor belt, or two, they are feeding you boys sonething in the UNH
nesshal | that builds up sperm or three, | forgot to take a pill and have since
forgotten that | forgot."

She offered hima hard, thin, sunny smile that he recoiled fromjust a bit.

"What are you mad about, Fran? | just asked."

"Well, to answer your question in a different way, on a warmnight in April
it must have been the twelfth, thirteenth, or fourteenth, you put your penis
into ny vagi na and had an orgasm thus ejaculating spermby the mllions-"

"Stop it," he said sharply. "You don't have to-"

"To what ?" Qutwardly stony, she was dismayed inside. In all her imaginings of
how t he scene might play, she had never seen it quite like this.

"To be so mad," he said lanmely. "I'"mnot going to run out on you."

"No," she said nore softly. At this point she could have plucked one of his
hands of f the wheel, held it, and heal ed the breach entirely. But she couldn't
make herself do it. He had no business wanting to be conforted, no matter how
tacit or unconscious his wanting was. She suddenly realized that one way or
anot her, the |laughs and the good tines were over for a while. That nade her want
to cry again and she staved the tears off grimy. She was Frannie Gol dsmth,
Peter CGoldsmith's daughter, and she wasn't going to sit in the parking | ot of
the Ogunquit Dairy Queen crying her damm stupid eyes out.

"What do you want to do?" Jess asked, getting out his cigarettes.

"What do you want to do?"

He struck a light and for just a nonment as cigarette snoke raftered up she
clearly saw a man and a boy fighting for control of the sanme face.

"Ch hell," he said.

"The choices as | see them" she said. "W can get narried and keep the baby.
We can get narried and give the baby up. O we don't get married and | keep the

baby.

"Franni e-"

"Or we don't get married and | don't keep the baby. O | could get an
abortion. Does that cover everything? Have | |eft anything out?"

"Frannie, can't we just talk-"

"W are talking!" she flashed at him "You had your chance and you said ~Ch
hell.' Your exact words. | have just outlined all of the possible choices. O
course I've had a little nore time to work up an agenda."

"You want a cigarette?"

"No. They're bad for the baby."

"Franni e, goddammt!"

"Why are you shouting?" she asked softly.

"Because you seem determ ned to aggravate me as nmuch as you can," Jess said
hotly. He controlled hinself. "I"'msorry. | just can't think of this as ny
fault."

"You .can't?" She | ooked at himwith a cocked eyebrow. "And behold, a virgin



shal | conceive."

"Do you have to be so goddam flip? You had the pill, you said. | took you at
your word. Was | so wong?"

"No. You weren't so wong. But that doesn't change the fact."

"I guess not," he said gloomly, and pitched his cigarette out half-snoked.
"So what do we do?"

"You keep asking ne, Jesse. | just outlined the choices as | see them |
t hought you mi ght have sone ideas. There's suicide, but |I'mnot considering it
at this point. So pick the other choice you Iike and we'll talk about it."

"Let's get married," he said in a sudden strong voice. He had the air of a nan
who has decided that the best way to solve the Gordi an knot problemwould be to
hack right down through the mddle of it. Full speed ahead and get the whiners
bel ow decks.

"No," she said. "I don't want to marry you."

It was as if his face was held together by a nunber of unseen bolts and each
of them had suddenly been | ocosened a turn and a half. Everything sagged at once.
The i mage was so cruelly com cal that she had to rub her wounded tongue agai nst
the rough top of her mouth to keep fromgetting the giggles again. She didn't
want to | augh at Jess.

"Why not ?" he asked. "Fran-"

"I have to think of ny reasons why not. I'mnot going to |l et you draw ne into
a di scussion of my reasons why not, because right now |l don't know. "

"You don't love nme," he said sulkily.

"I'n nost cases, love and narriage are nutually exclusive states. Pick another
choi ce. "

He was silent for along tine. He fiddled with a fresh cigarette but didn't

light it. At last he said: "I can't pick another choice, Frannie, because you
don't want to discuss this. You want to score points off ne."
That touched her a little bit. She nodded. "Maybe you're right. 1've had a few

scored off ne in the last couple of weeks. Now you, Jess, you're Joe Coll ege al
the way. If a nugger cane at you with a knife, you'd want to convene a sem nar
on the spot.".

"Ch for God's sake."

"Pi ck anot her choice."

"No. You've got your reasons all figured out. Maybe | need a little tinme to
t hi nk, too."

"COkay. Wuld you take us back to the parking lot? I'Il drop you off and do
some errands."

He gazed at her, startled. "Frannie, | rode ny bike all the way down from
Portland. |'ve got a roomat a notel outside of town. | thought we were going to

spend t he weekend together."

In your notel room No, Jess. The situation has changed. You just get back on
your ten-speed and bi ke back to Portland and you get in touch when you' ve
t hought about it a little nore. No great hurry."

"Stop riding me, Frannie."

"No, Jess, you were the one who rode ne," she jeered in sudden, furious anger
and that was when he sl apped her |ightly backhand on the cheek

He stared at her, stunned.

"I"'msorry, Fran."

"Accepted," she said colorlessly. "Drive on."

They didn't talk on the ride back to the public beach parking |lot. She sat
with her hands folded in her lap, watching the slices of ocean | ayered between
the cottages just west of the seawall. They | ooked |ike slum apartnents, she
t hought. Who owned these houses, npbst of themstill shuttered blindly against



the sumrer that would begin officially in less than a week? Professors fromMT.
Boston doctors. New York | awers. These houses weren't the real biggies, the
coast estates owned by men who counted their fortunes in seven and ei ght
figures. But when the fam lies who owned them noved in here, the lowest 1Q on
Shore Road woul d be Gus the parking attendant. The kids woul d have ten-speeds
like Jess's. They woul d have bored expressions and they would 'go with their
parents to have | obster dinners and to attend the Ogunquit Playhouse. They woul d
idle up and down the main street, masqueradi ng after soft sumrer twlight as
street people. She kept |ooking out at the lovely flashes of cobalt between the
cramed-t oget her houses, aware that the vision was blurring with a new fil m of
tears. The little white cloud that cried.

They reached the parking lot, and Gus waved. They waved back

"I"'msorry | hit you, Frannie," Jess said in a subdued voice. "I never neant
to do that."

"I know. Are you going back to Portland?"

"I"ll stay here tonight and call you in the nmorning. But it's your decision

Fran. |If you decide, you know, that an abortion is the thing, I'll scrape up the
cash. "

"Pun intended?"

"No," he said. "Not at all." He slid across the seat and ki ssed her chastely.

"I love you, Fran."

| don't believe you do, she thought. Suddenly | don't believe it at al
but I'Il accept in good grace. | can do that much.

"Al'l right," she said quietly.

"I't's the Lighthouse Motel. Call if you want."

"COkay." She slid behind the wheel, suddenly feeling very tired. Her tongue
ached m serably where she had bitten it.

He wal ked to where his bike was | ocked to the iron railing and coasted it back
to her. "Wsh you'd call, Fran."

She smled artificially. "W'll see. So long, Jess."

She put the Volvo in gear, turned around, and drove across the lot to the
Shore Road. She could see Jess standing by his bike yet, the ocean at his back
and for the second time that day she nmentally accused hi mof knowi ng exactly
what kind of picture he was making. This time, instead of being irritated, she
felt alittle bit sad. She drove on, wondering if the ocean woul d ever | ook the
way it had | ooked to her before all of this had happened. Her tongue hurt
m serably. She opened her wi ndow wi der and spat. Al white and all right this
time. She could snell the salt of the ocean strongly, like bitter tears.

CHAPTER 3

Norm Bruett woke up at quarter past ten in the norning to the sound of kills
fighting outside the bedroom wi ndow and country nusic fromthe radio in the
ki t chen.

He went to the back door in his saggy shorts and undershirt, threw it open,
and yel l ed: "You kids shutcha heads!"

A monent's pause. Luke and Bobby | ooked around fromthe old and rusty dunp
truck they had been arguing over. As always when he saw his kids, Normfelt
dragged two ways at once. Hi s heart ached to see them wearing hand- ne-downs and
Sal vation Arny giveouts |like the ones you saw the nigger children in east
Arnette wearing; and at the sanme tinme a horrible, shaking anger woul d sweep
t hrough him making himwant to stride out there and beat the living shit out of
t hem



"Yes, Daddy," Luke said in a subdued way. He was ni ne.

"Yes, Daddy," Bobby echoed. He was seven going on eight.

Norm stood for a nmoment, glaring at them and slamed the door shut. He stood
for a noment, |ooking indecisively at the pile of clothes he had worn yesterday.
They were lying at the foot of the saggi ng double bed where he had dropped them

That slutty bitch, he thought. She didn't even hang up ny duds.

“"Lila!" he baw ed.

There was no answer. He considered ripping the door open again and aski ng Luke
where the hell she had gone. It wasn't donated comopdities day until next week
and f she was down at the enploynment office in Braintree again she was an even
bi gger fool than he thought.

He didn't bother to ask the kids. He felt tired and he had $ queasy, thunping
headache. Felt |ike a hangover, but he'd only had three beers down at Hap's the
ni ght before. That accident had been a hell of a thing. The wonan and the baby
dead in the car, the man, Canpion, dying on the way to the hospital. By the tine
Hap had gotten back, the State patrol had cone and gone, and the w ecker, and
the Braintree undertaker's hack. Vic Palfrey had given the Laws a statenent for
all five of them The undertaker, who was al so the county coroner, refused to
specul ate on what m ght have hit them

"But it ain't cholera. And don't you go scarin people sayin it is. There'll be
an autopsy and you can read about it in the paper."

M serable little pissant, Normthought, slowy dressing hinself in yesterday's
cl othes. Hi s headache was turning into a real blinder. Those kids had better be
qui et or they were going to have a pair of broken arnms to nouth off about. Wy
the hell couldn't they have school the whole year round?

He consi dered tucking his shirt into his pants, decided the President probably
woul dn't be stopping by that day, and shuffled out into the kitchen in his sock
feet. The bright sunlight coming in the east wi ndows nade hi m squint.

The cracked Philco radio over the stove sang:

"But bay-yay-yaby you can tell nme if anyone can
Baby, can you dig your nan?

He's a righteous man,

Tell me baby, can you dig your man?"

Thi ngs had come to a pretty pass when they had to play nigger rock and rol
nusic like that on the local country music station. Normturned it off before it
could split his head. There was a note by the radio and he picked it up
narrowi ng his eyes to read it

Dear Norm

Sal | y Hodges says she needs sonebody to sit her kids

this nmorning and says shell give nme a dolar. Il be back for
luntch. Theres sassage if you want it. | |ove you honey.

Lil a.

Norm put the note back and just stood there for a nonent, thinking it over and
trying to get the sense of it in his mnd. It was goddam hard to think past the
headache. Babysitting . . . a dollar. For Ral ph Hodges's wife.

The three elements slowy cane together in his mnd. Lila had gone off to sit
Sally Hodges's three kids to earn a | ousy dollar and had stuck himw th Luke and
Bobby. By God it was hard tines when a nan had to sit home and w pe his kids'
noses so his wife could go and scratch out a | ousy buck that wouldn't even buy
them a gallon of gas. That was hard fucking times.

Dul | anger cane to him making his head ache even worse. He shuffled slowy to
the Frigidaire, bought when he had been naking good overtine, and opened it.

Most of the shelves were enpty, except for leftovers Lila had put up in



refrigerator dishes. He hated those little plastic Tupperware di shes. A d beans,
old corn, a left-over dab of chili . . . nothing a nman liked to eat. Nothing in
there but little Tupperware dishes and three little old sausages done up in
Handi - Wap. He bent, |ooking at them the faniliar hel pl ess anger now conpounded
by the dull throb in his head. Those sausages | ooked |i ke sonebody had cut the
cocks off n three of those pygm es they had down in Africa or South Anerica or
wherever the fuck it was they had them He didn't feel |ike eating anyway. He
felt damm sick, when you got right down to it.

He went over to the stove, scratched a match on the piece of sandpaper nail ed
to the wall beside it, lit the front gas ring, and put on the coffee. Then he
sat down and waited dully for it to boil. Just before it did, he had to scranble
his snotrag out of his back pocket to catch a big wet sneeze. Coming down with a
cold, he thought. Isn't that sonmething nice on top of everything else? But it
never occurred to himto think of the phlegmthat had been runni ng out of that
fell ow Canpi on's punp the night before.

Hap was in the garage bay putting a new tail pi pe on Tony
Leomster's Scout and Vic Pal frey was rocking back on a folding canp chair
wat chi ng himand drinking a Dr. Pepper when the bell dinged out front.

Vic squinted. "It's the State Patrol," he said. "Looks |ike your cousin,
there. Joe Bob."
"Ckay. "

Hap cane out from beneath the Scout, w ping his hands on a ball of waste. On
his way through the office he sneezed heavily. He hated summer colds. They were
t he worst.

Joe Bob Brentwood, who was al nost six and a half feet tall, was standing by
t he back of his cruiser, filling up. Beyond him the three punps Campion had
driven over the night before were neatly lined up |like dead sol diers.

"Hey Joe Bob!" Hap said, com ng out.

"Hap, you sunbitch," Joe Bob said, putting the punp handl e on automatic and
steppi ng over the hose. "You lucky this place still standin this norning."

"Shit, Stu Redman saw the guy coming and switched off the punps. There was a
| oad of sparks, though."

"Still dam lucky. Listen, Hap, | come over for sonmethin besides a fill-up."

"Yeah?"

Joe Bob's eyes went to Vic, who was standing in the station door. "Ws that
ol d geezer here last night?"

"Who? Vic? Yeah, he cones over npbst every night."

"Can he keep his nouth shut?"

"Sure, | reckon. He's a good enough old boy."

The automatic feed kicked off. Hap squeezed of f another twenty cents worth,
then put the nozzle back on the punmp and switched it off. He wal ked back to Joe
Bob.

"So? What's the story?"

"Well, let's go inside. | guess the old fella ought to hear, too. And if you
get a chance, you can phone the rest of themthat was here."

They wal ked across the tarmac and into the office.

"A good nornin to you, Oficer," Vic said.

Joe Bob nodded.

"Cof fee, Joe Bob?" Hap asked.

"I guess not." He | ooked at them heavily. "Thing is, | don't know how ny
superiors would like me bein here at all. | don't think they would. So when
t hose guys come here, you don't |let themknow | tipped you, right?"

"What guys, O ficer?" Vic asked.

"Heal th Departnment guys," Joe Bob said.



Vic said, "Oh Jesus, it was cholera. | knowed it was."

Hap | ooked fromone to the other. "Joe Bob?"

"I don't know nothing," Joe Bob said, sitting down in one of the plastic
Whol co chairs. His bony knees cane nearly up to his neck. He took a pack of
Chesterfields fromhis blouse pocket and |it up. "Finnegan, there, the coroner-"

"That was a smartass,"” Hap said fiercely. "You should have seen himstruttin
around in here, Joe Bob. Just |like a pea turkey that got its first hardon
Shushi n people and all that.,

"He's a big turd in alittle bow, all right," Joe Bob agreed. "Well, he got
Dr. Janes to look at this Canpion, and the two of themcalled in another doctor
that I don't know. Then they got on the phone to Houston. And around three this
nornin they cone into that little airport outside of Braintree."

"Who did?"

"Pat hol ogi sts. Three of them They were in there with the bodies until about
eight o' clock. Cuttin on emis nmy guess, although |I dunno for sure. Then they
got on the phone to the Plague Center in Atlanta, and those guys are going to be
here this afternoon. But they said in the nmeantinme that the State Health
Department was to send sonme fellas out here and see all the guys that were in
the station last night, and the guys that drove the rescue unit to Braintree.
dunno, but it sounds to ne |like they want you quarantined."

"Moses in the bullrushes," Hap said, frightened.

"The Atlanta Plague Center's federal," Vic said. "Wuld they send out a
pl anel oad of federal nen just for chol era?"

"Search me," Joe Bob said. "But | thought you guys had a right to know. From
all | heard, you just tried to |l end a hand."

"It's appreciated, Joe Bob," Hap said slowy. "Wat did James and this other
doctor say?"

"Not much. But they | ooked scared. | never seen doctors | ook scared |ike that.
| didn't much care for it."
A heavy silence fell. Joe Bob went to the drink machi ne and got a bottle of

Fresca. The faint hissing sound of carbonation was audi ble as he popped the cap
As Joe Bob sat down again, Hap took a Kl eenex fromthe box next to the cash
regi ster, wiped his runny nose, and folded it into the pocket of his greasy
overall .

"What have you found out about Canpion?" Vic asked. "Anything?"

"We're still checking," Joe Bob said with a trace of inportance. "His ID says
he was from San Diego, but a lot of the stuff in his wallet was two and three
years out of date. His driver's license was expired. He had a BankAmericard that
was i ssued in 1986 and that was expired, too. He had an arny card so we're
checking with them The captain has a hunch that Canpion hadn't lived in San
Di ego for naybe four years."

"AWOL?" Vic asked. He produced a big red bandanna, hawked, and spat into it.

"Dunno yet. But his arny card said he was in until 1997, and he was in
civvies, and he was with his fanmbly, and he was a fuck of a long way from
California, and listen to my nmouth run."

"Well, 1'"lIl get in touch with the others and tell emwhat you said, anyway,".
Hap said. "Mich obliged."
Joe Bob stood up. "Sure. Just keep ny nane out of it. | sure wouldn't want to

| ose ny job. Your buddies don't need to know who tipped you, do they?"

"No," Hap said, and Vic echoed it.

As Joe Bob went to the door, Hap said a little apologetically: "That's five
even for gas, Joe Bob. | hate to charge you, but with things the way they are-"

"That's okay." Joe Bob handed hima credit card. "State's payin. And | got ny
credit slip to show why | was here."

While Hap was filling out the slip he sneezed twi ce.

"You want to watch that," Joe Bob said. "Nothin any worse than a sunmer cold."

"Don't | knowit."



Suddenly, from behind them Vic said: "Maybe it ain't a cold."

They turned to him Vic | ooked frightened.

"I woke up this norning sneezin and hackin away like sixty," Vic said. "Had a
nmean headache, too. | took some aspirins and it's gone back sone, but |I'mstil
full of snot. Maybe we're coming down with it. What that Canpion had. Wat he
di ed of ."

Hap | ooked at himfor a long tine, and as he was about to put forward all his
reasons why it couldn't be, he sneezed again.

Joe Bob | ooked at them both gravely for a moment and then said, "You know, it
m ght not be such a bad idea to close the station, Hap. Just for today."

Hap | ooked at him scared, and tried to remenber what all his reasons had
been. He couldn't think of a one. Al he could renenber was that he had al so
awakened with a headache and a runny nose. Well, everyone caught a cold once in
a while. But before that guy Canpion had shown up, he had been fine. Just fine.

The three Hodges kids were six, four, and eighteen nonths. The two youngest
wer e taking naps, and the ol dest was out back digging a hole. Lila Bruett was in
the Iiving room watching "The Young and the Restless."” She hoped Sally woul dn't
return until it was over. Ral ph Hodges had bought a big color TV when tines had
been better in Arnette, and Lila |loved to watch the afternoon stories in color
Everyt hi ng was so nuch prettier

She drew on her cigarette and then let the snmoke out in spasms as a racking
cough seized her. She went into the kitchen and spat the nmouthful of crap she
had brought up down the drain. She had gotten up wath the cough, and all day it
had felt |ike someone was tickling the back of her throat with a feather

She went back to the living roomafter taking a peek out the pantry w ndow to
make sure Bert Hodges was okay. A conmercial was on now, two dancing bottles of
toilet bowl cleaner. Lila let her eyes drift around the room and w shed her own
house | ooked this nice. Sally's hobby was doi ng pai nt-by-the-nunbers pictures of
Christ, and they were all over the living roomin nice frames. She especially
liked the big one of the Last Supper mounted in back of the TV; it had cone with
sixty different oil colors, Sally had told her, and it took al nost three nonths
to finish. It was a real work of art.

Just as her story came back on, Baby Cheryl started to cry, a whooping, ugly
yel | broken by bursts of coughing.

Lila put out her cigarette and hurried into the bedroom Eva, the four-year-
old, was still fast asleep, but Cheryl was |lying on her back in her crib, and
her face was going an alarnming purple color. Her cries began to sound strangl ed.

Lila, who was not afraid of the croup after seeing both of her own through
bouts with it, picked her up by the heels and swatted her firmy on the back
She had no idea if Dr. Spock reconmended this sort of treatnent or not, because
she had never read him It worked nicely on Baby Cheryl. She emitted a froggy
croak and suddenly spat an anazi ng wad of yellow phl egm out onto the floor

"Better?" Lila asked.

"Meth," said Baby Cheryl. She was al nost asl eep again

Lila wi ped up the ness with a Kl eenex. She couldn't remenber ever having seen
a baby cough up so much snot all at once.

She sat down in front of "The Young and the Restless" again, frowning. She lit
anot her cigarette, sneezed over the first puff, and then began to cough herself.

CHAPTER 4



It was an hour past nightfall

Starkey sat alone at a long table, sifting through sheets of yellow flimsy.
Their contents di smayed him He had been serving his country for thirty-six
years, beginning as a scared ,Wst Point plebe. He had won nedals. He had spoken
with Presidents, had offered them advice, and on occasion his advice had been
taken. He had been through dark nonents 'before, plenty of them but this .

He was scared, so deeply scared he hardly dared adnmit it 'to hinmself. It was
the kind of fear that could drive you mad.

On inpulse he got up and went to the wall where the five blank TV nmonitors
| ooked into the room As he got up, his knee bunped the table, causing one of
the sheets of flinsy to fall off the edge. It seesawed |azily down through the
mechani cally purified air and landed on the tile, half in the table's shadow and
hal f out. Someone standing over it and | ooki ng down woul d have seen this:

OT CONFI RVED
SEEMS REASONABLY
STRAI N CODED 848- AB
CAVPI ON, (W) SALLY
ANTI GEN SHI FT AND MUTATI ON.
HI GH RI SK/ EXCESS MORTALI TY
AND COVMUNI CABI LI TY ESTI MATED
REPEAT 99.4% ATLANTA PLAGUE CENTER
UNDERSTANDS. TOP SECRET BLUE FOLDER
ENDS
P- T- 222312A

St arkey pushed a button under the middle screen and the picture flashed on
wi th the unnerving suddenness of solid state conponents. It showed the western
California desert, |looking east. It was desol ate, and the desol ati on was
rendered eerie by the reddish-purple tinge of infrared photography.

It's out there, straight ahead, Starkey thought. Project Bl ue.

The fright tried to wash over himagain. He reached into his pocket and
brought out a blue pill. What his daughter would call a "downer." Names didn't
matter; results did. He dry-swallowed it, his hard, unseaned face winkling for
a nonent as it went down. Project Bl ue.

He | ooked at the other blank nonitors, and then punched up pictures on all of
them 4 and 5 showed | abs. 4 was physics, 5 was viral biology. The vi-bi |ab was
full of animl cages, nobstly for guinea pigs, rhesus nonkeys, and a few dogs.
None of them appeared to be sleeping. In the physics lab a snall centrifuge was
still turning around and around. Starkey had conpl ai ned about that. He had
conpl ained bitterly. There was sonethi ng spooky about that centrifuge whirling
gaily around and around and around while Dr. Ezwi ck |ay dead on the floor
near by, sprawl ed out |like a scarecrow that had tipped over in a high w nd.

They had explained to himthat the centrifuge was on the sanme circuit as the
lights, and if they turned off the centrifuge, the lights would go, too. And the
caneras down there were not equi pped for infrared. Starkey understood. Some nore
brass mi ght come down from Washi ngton and want to | ook at the dead Nobel Prize
wi nner who was |ying four hundred feet under the desert |less than a nile away.

If we turn off the centrifuge, we turn off the professor. Elenmentary. What his
daught er woul d have called a "Catch-22."

He took another "downer" and | ooked into nmonitor 2. This was the one he |iked
| east of all. He didn't like the man with his face in the soup. Suppose someone
wal ked up to you and said: You will spend eternity with your phiz in a bow of
soup. It's like the old pie-in-the-face routine: it stops being funny when it
starts being you.

Moni tor 2 showed the Project Blue cafeteria. The accident had occurred al nost



perfectly between shifts, and the cafeteria had been only lightly popul ated. He
supposed it hadn't nattered nuch to them whether they had died in the cafeteria
or in their bedrooms or their labs. Still, the man with his face in the soup

A man and a woman in blue coveralls were crunpled at the foot of the candy

machine. A man in a white coverall l|lay beside the Seeburg jukebox. At the tables
t hensel ves were nine nmen and fourteen wonen, sonme of them slunped beside Hostess
Twi nkies, some with spilled cups of Coke and Sprite still clutched in their

stiff hands. And at the second table, near the end, there was a nan who had been
identified as Frank D. Bruce. His face was in a bow of what appeared to be
Canpbel I 's Chunky Sirloin Soup

The first nonitor showed only a digital clock. Until June 13, all the nunbers
on that clock had been green. Now they had turned bright red. They had stopped.
The figures read 06:13:90: 02: 37: 16.

June 13, 1990. Thirty-seven mnutes past two in the norning. And sixteen
seconds.

From behi nd himcane a brief burring noise.

Starkey turned off the nonitors one by one and then turned around. He saw t he
sheet of flimsy on the floor and put it back on the table.

"Cone. "

It was Creighton. He | ooked grave and his skin was a slaty color. Mre bad
news, Starkey thought serenely. Soneone el se has taken a |long high dive into a
cold bowl of Chunky Sirloin Soup

"Hi, Len," he said quietly.

Len Crei ghton nodded. "Billy. This . . . Christ, |I don't know how to tel
you."

"I think one word at a tine night go best, soldier."

"Those nen who handl ed Canpion's body are through their prelins at Atlanta,
and the news isn't good."

"Al of then?"

"Five for sure. There's one-his nane is Stuart Redman who's negative so far
But as far as we can tell, Canpion hinself was negative for over fifty hours."
"I'f only Campion hadn't run," Starkey said. "That was sl oppy security, Len.

Very sl oppy."
Crei ght on nodded.
"Go on."

"Arnette has been quarantined. We've isolated at |east sixteen cases of
constantly shifting A-Prine flu there so far. And those are just the overt
ones. "

"The news nedi a?"

"So far, no problem They believe it's anthrax."

"What el se?"

"One very serious problem W have a Texas hi ghway patrol man named Joseph
Robert Brentwood. Hi s cousin owns the gas station where Canpi on ended up. He
dropped by yesterday norning to tell Hapsconb the health people were conming. W
pi cked himup three hours ago and he's en route to Atlanta now. In the neantine
he's been patrolling half of East Texas. God knows how many people he's been in
contact with."

"Ch, shit," Starkey said, and was appalled by the watery weakness in his voice
and the skin-craw that had started near the base of his testicles sad was now
working up into his belly. 99.4% comruni cability, he thought. It played insanely
over and over in his mnd. And that neant 99.4% excess nortality, because the
human body coul dn't produce the antibodi es necessary to stop a constantly
shifting antigen virus. Every tine the body did produce the right antibody, the
virus sinply shifted to a slightly new form For the sane reason a vacci ne was
going to be al nost inpossible to create.

99. 4%



“"Christ," he said. "That's it?"

“Well-"

"Go on. Finish."

Softly, then, Creighton said: "Hanmer's dead, Billy. Suicide. He shot hinself
in the eye with his service pistol. The Project Blue specs were on his desk.
guess he thought |eaving themthere was all the suicide note anybody woul d
need. "

Starkey closed his eyes. Vic Hamrer was . . . had been . . . his son-in-Iaw
How was he supposed to tell Cynthia about this? I'msorry, Cndy. Vic took a
high dive into a cold bow of soup today. Here, have a "downer." You see, there
was a goof. Somebody nade a mistake with a box. Sonebody else forgot to pull a
switch that woul d have seal ed off the base. The lag was only forty-sone seconds,
but it was enough. The box is known in the trade as a "sniffer." It's made in
Portl and, Oregon, Defense Departnment Contract 164480966. The boxes are put
together in separate circuits by fenal e technicians, and they do it that way so
none of themreally know what they're doing. One of them was maybe thinking
about what to make for supper, and whoever was supposed to check her work was
maybe t hi nki ng about trading the famly car. Anyway, Cindy, the |ast coincidence
was that a man at the Nunmber Four security post, a man naned Canpi on, saw the
nunbers go red just in time to get out of the roombefore the doors shut and
magl ocked. Then he got his fam |y and ran. He drove through the main gate just
four mnutes before the sirens started going off and we seal ed the whol e base.
And no one started | ooking for himuntil nearly an hour |ater because there are
no monitors in the security posts--somewhere along the Iine you have to stop
guardi ng the guardi ans or everyone in the world would be a goddam t urnkey-and
everybody just assumed he was in there, waiting for the sniffers to sort out the
clean areas fromthe dirty ones. So he got himsone running roomand he was
smart enough to use the ranch trails and |ucky enough not to pick any of the
ones where his car could get bogged down. Then soneone had to nake a command
deci si on on whether or not to bring in the State Police, the FBlI, or both of
them and t hat fabl ed buck got passed hither, thither, and yon, and by the tine
soneone deci ded the Shop ought to handle it, this happy asshole this happy
di seased asshol e-had gotten to Texas, and when they finally caught himhe wasn't
runni ng anynore because he and his wife and his baby daughter were all |aid out
on cooling boards in some pissant little town called Braintree. Braintree,
Texas. Anyway, Cindy, what I'mtrying to say is that this was a chain of
coi nci dence on the order of winning the Irish Sweepstakes. Wth a little
i ncompetence thrown in for good luck-for bad luck, | mean, please excuse ne-but
nostly it was just a thing that happened. None of it was your nman's fault. But
he was the head of the project, and he saw the situation start to escal ate, and
t hen

"Thanks, Len," he said.

"Billy, would you like-"

“I'"ll be up inten mnutes. | want you 'to schedule a general staff nmeeting
fifteen mnutes fromnow I|f they're in bed, kick emout."

“Yes, sir."

"And Len .

"Yes?"

“I'"'mglad you were the one who told ne."

“Yes, sir."

Creighton left. Starkey glanced at his watch, then wal ked over to the nonitors
set into the wall. He turned on 2, put his hands behind his back, and stared

thoughtfully into Project Blue's silent cafeteria.



CHAPTER 5

Larry Underwood pull ed around the corner and found a parking space big enough
for the Datsun Z between a fire hydrant and sonebody's trash can that had fallen
into the litter. There was sonet hing unpleasant in the trash can and Larry tried
to tell hinself that he really hadn't seen the Stiffening dead cat and the rat
gnawing at its white-furred belly. The rat was gone so fast fromthe sweep of
his headlights that it really mght not have been there. The cat, however, was

fixed in stasis. And, he supposed, killing the Z's engine, if you believed in
one you had to believe in the other. Didn't they say that Paris had the biggest
rat population in the world? Al those old sewers. But New York did well, too

And if he remenbered his misspent youth well enough, not all the rats in New
York City went on four legs. And what the hell was he doing parked in front of
this decayi ng brownstone, thinking about rats anyway?

Fi ve days ago, on June 14, he had been in sunny Southern California, home of
hopheads, freak religions, the only c/w nightclubs in the world with gogo
dancers, and Disneyland. This norning at quarter of four he had arrived on the
shore of the other ocean, paying his toll to go across the Triborough Bridge. A
sullen drizzle had been falling. Only in New York can an early sumer drizzle
seem so unrepentantly sullen. Larry could see the drops accreting on the Z's
wi ndshield now, as intimations of dawn began to creep into the eastern sky.

Dear New York: |'ve come hone.

Maybe the Yankees were in town. That might make the trip worthwhile. Take the
subway up to the Stadium drink beer, eat hotdogs, and watch the Yankees wal | op
the piss out of Ceveland or Boston . . .

Hi s thoughts drifted off and when he wandered back to them he saw that the
[ight had gotten much stronger. The dashboard clock read 6:05. He had been
dozing. The rat had been real, he saw. The rat was back. The rat had dug hinself
quite a hole in the dead cat's guts. Larry's enpty stonach did a slow forward
roll. He considered beeping the horn to scare it away for good, but the sl eeping
brownstones with their enpty garbage cans standi ng sentinel duty daunted him

He slouched |l ower in the bucket seat so he wouldn't have to watch the rat
eating breakfast. Just a bite, my good man, and then back to the subway system
Goi ng out to Yankee Stadiumthis evening? Perhaps |'ll see you, old chum
Al though | really doubt that you'll see ne.

The front of the buil ding had been defaced with spray can sl ogans, cryptic and
om nous: CHI CO 116, ZORRO 93, LITTLE ABLE #1! \Wen he had been a boy, before his
father died,this had been a good nei ghborhood. Two stone dogs had guarded the
steps | eading up to the doubl e doors. A year before he took off for the coast,
vandal s had denolished the one on the right fromthe forepaws up. Now they were
both entirely gone, except for one rear paw of the left dog. The body it had
been called into creation to support had entirely vani shed, perhaps decorating
some Puerto Rican junkie's crash-pad. Maybe ZORRO 93 or LTI TLE ABIE #1! had
taken it. Maybe the rats had carried it away to sone deserted subway tunnel one
dark night. For all he knew, maybe they had taken his nother al ong, too. He
supposed he should at least clinb the steps and nake sure her nane was stil
there under the Apartment 15 mail box, but he was too tired.

No, he would just sit here and nod off, trusting to the last residue of reds
in his systemto wake himup around seven. Then he would go see if his nother
still lived here. Maybe it would be best if she was gone. Maybe then he woul dn't
even bother with the Yankees. Maybe he woul d just check into the Biltnmore, sleep
for three days, and then head back into the golden West. In this light, in this
drizzle, with his legs and head still throbbing fromthe bringdown, New York had
all the charm of a dead whore.

His mind began to drift away again, nmulling over the |last nine weeks or so,
trying to find sone sort of key that would snake everything clear and explain



how you coul d butt yourself against stone walls for six long years, playing the
cl ubs, naking deno tapes, doing sessions, the whole bit, and then suddenly nake
it in nine weeks. Trying to get that straight in your mind was like trying to
swal | ow a doorknob. There had to be an answer, he thought, an explanation that
would .allow himto reject the ugly notion that the whole thing had -been a
whim a sinple twist of fate, in Dylan's words.

He dozed deeper, arns crossed on his chest, going over it and over it, and
mxed up in all of it was this new thing, like a |ow and sinister counterpoint,
one note at the threshold of audibility played on a synthesizer, heard in a
m grainy sort of way that acted on you like a prenonition: the rat, digging into
t he dead cat's body, munch, munch, just |ooking for sonmething tasty here. It's
the law of the jungle, nmy man, if you're in the trees you got to swing . .

It had really started ei ghteen nonths ago. He had been playing with the
Tattered Rermants in a Berkel ey club, and a man from Col unbi a had call ed. Not a.
bi ggie, just another toiler in the vinyl vineyards. Neil D anond was thinking of
recordi ng one of his songs, a tune called "Baby, Can You D g Your Man?"

Di anond was doing an album all his own stuff except for an old Buddy Hol |y
tune, "Peggy Sue Got Married;" and :maybe this Larry Underwood tune. The
guestion was, would Larry like to cone up and cut a denp of the tune, then sit
in an the session? D anond wanted a second acoustic guitar, -and he |iked the
tune a lot.

Larry said yes.

The session lasted three days. It was a good one. Larry net Neil Dianmond, also
Robbi e Robertson, also Richard Perry. He got mention on the album s inner sleeve
and got paid union scale. But "Baby, Can You Dig Your Man?" never nmade the
al bum On the second evening of the session, Dianmond had cone up with a new tune
of his own and that made the al bumi nstead.

Well, the man from Col unbia said, that's too bad. It happens. Tell you what -
why don't you cut the denp anyway. 1'll see if there's anything | can do. So
Larry cut the demp and then found hinself back out on the street. In L. A tines
were hard. There were a few sessions, but not many.

He finally got a job playing guitar in a supper club, crooning things |ike
"Softly as | Leave You" and "Mwon River" while elderly cats tal ked busi ness and
sucked up Italian food. He wote the lyrics on scraps of notepaper, because
otherwi se he tended to mx themup or forget them altogether, chording the tune
whi l e he went "hnmmmm hmmm ta-da-hmmm " trying to | ook suave |ike Tony
Bennett vanping and feeling like an asshole. In elevators and supermarkets he
had beconme norbidly aware of the | ow Mizak that played constantly.

Then, ni ne weeks ago and out of the blue, the man from Col unbi a had call ed.
They wanted to release his demb as a single. Could he cone in and back it? Sure,
Larry said. He could do that. So he had gone into Colunbia's L. A studios on a
Sunday afternoon, doubl e-tracked his own voice on "Baby, Can You Dig Your Man?"

i n about an hour, and then backed it with a song he had witten for the Tattered
Remmant s, "Pocket Savior." The man from Col unbia presented himwith a check for
five hundred dollars and a stinker of a contract that bound Larry to nore than
it did the record conpany. He shook Larry's hand, told himit was good to have
hi m aboard, offered hima snmall, pitying smle when Larry asked hi m how t he
single would be pronoted, and then took his leave. It was too |late to deposit
the check, so Larry ran through his repertoire at Gno's with it in his pocket.
Near the end of his first set, he sang a subdued version of "Baby, Can You Dig
Your Man?" The only person who noticed was G no's proprietor, who told himto
save the nigger bebop for the cleanup crew.

Seven weeks ago, the man from Col unbia called again and told himto go get a
copy of Billboard. Larry ran. "Baby, Can You Dig Your Man?" was one of three hot
prospects for that week. Larry called the man from Col unbi a back, and he had
asked Larry how he would like to lunch with sone of the real biggies. To discuss
the album They were all pleased with the single, which was getting airplay in



Detroit, Philadel phia, and Portland, Miine, already. It |looked as if it was
going to catch. It had won a late-night Battle of the Sounds contest for four
ni ghts running on one Detroit soul station. No one seemed to know that Larry
Underwood was white.

He had gotten drunk at the luncheon and hardly noticed how his sal non tasted.
No one seened to mind that he had gotten | oaded. One of the biggies said he
woul dn't be surprised to see "Baby, Can You Dig Your Man?" carry off a G ammy
next year. It all rang gloriously in Larry's ears. He felt like a man in a
dream and going back to his apartment he felt strangely sure that he woul d be
hit by a truck and that would end it all. The Col unbia biggi es had presented him
wi th anot her check, this one for $2,500. When he got home, Larry picked up the
t el ephone and began to nake calls. The first one was to Mort "G no" Green. Larry
told himhe'd have to find soneone else to play "Yellow Bird" while the
customers ate his | ousy undercooked pasta. Then he called everyone he coul d
think of, including Barry Gieg

the Remmants. Then he went out and got standing-up 'falling-down drunk

Five weeks ago the single had cracked Billboard' s Hot One Hundred. Number
eighty-nine. Wth a bullet. That was the week spring had really come to Los
Angel es, and on a bright and sparkling May afternoon, with the buildings so
white and the ocean so blue that they could knock your eyes 'cut and send them
rolling down your cheeks like marbles, he had heard his record on the radio for
the first time. Three or four friends were there, including his current girl,
and they were noderately done up on cocaine. Larry was coning out of the
kitchenette and into the living roomwith a bag of Toll House cooki es when the
fam |l iar KLMI sl ogan- Nyoooooo

neee- USI Cl -cane on. And then Larry had been transfixed by the sound of his

own voi ce com ng out of the Technics speakers:

"I know | didn't say |I was com n down,

| know you didn't know | was here in town,

But bay-yay-yaby you can tell me if anyone can
Baby, can you dig your nan?

He's a righteous man,

Tell me baby, can you dig your man?"

"Jesus, that's ne," he had said. He dropped the cookies onto the floor and
t hen stood gape-nmout hed and stone-fl abbergasted as his friends appl auded.

Four weeks ago his tune had junped to seventy-three on the Billboard chart. He
began to feel as if he had been pushed rudely into an old-tine silent novie
where everyt hing was noving too fast. The phone rang off the hook. Col unbia was
screamng for the album wanting to capitalize on the single's success. Sone
crazy rat's ass of an A & Rnan called three tines in one day, telling himhe
had to get in to Record One, not now but yesterday, and record a remake of the
McCoys' "Hang On, Snoopy" as the followup. Mnster! this nmoron kept shouti ng.
Only followup that's possible, Lar! (He had never net this guy and al ready he
wasn't even Larry but Lar.) It'll be a nonster! | nean a fucking nonster

Larry at last lost his patience and told the nonster-shouter that, given a
choi ce between recordi ng "Hang On, Snoopy" and being tied down and receiving a
Coca- Col a enema, he woul d pick the enenma. Then he hung up

The train kept rolling just the same. Assurances that this could be the
bi ggest record in five years poured into his dazed ears. Agents called by the
dozen. They all sounded hungry. He began to take uppers, and it seened to him
that he heard his song everywhere. One Saturday norning he heard it on "Sou
Train" and spent the rest of the day trying to make hinself believe that, yes,
that had actual |y happened.

It becane suddenly hard to separate hinself fromJulie, the girl he had been
dating since his gig at Gno's. She introduced himto all sorts of people, few



of them people he really wanted to see. Her voice began to rem nd himof the
prospective agents he heard over the tel ephone. In a- long, |oud, acrinobnious
argunent, he split with her. She had screamed at himthat his head woul d soon be
too big to fit through a recording studio door, that he owed her five hundred
dol lars for dope, that he was the 1990s' answer to Zagar and Evans. She had
threatened to kill herself. Afterward Larry felt as if he had been through a
long pillowfight in which all the pillows had been treated with a | ow grade

poi son gas.

They had begun cutting the al bumthree weeks ago, and Larry had wi t hstood nost
of the "for your own good" suggestions. He used what | eeway the contract gave
him He got three of the Tattered Remmants-Barry Gieg, A Spellmn, and Johnny
McCal | -and two ot her nusicians he had worked with in the past, Neil Goodman and
Wayne Stukey. They cut the albumin nine days, absolutely all the studio tine
they could get. Columnbia seemed to want an al bum based on what they thought
woul d be a twenty-week career, beginning with "Baby, Can You Dig Your Man?" and
ending with "Hang On, Snoopy." Larry wanted nore.

The al bum cover was a photo of Larry in an ol d-fashioned clawfoot tub full of
suds. Witten on the tiles above himin a Colunbia secretary's lipstick were the
wor ds POCKET SAVI OR and LARRY UNDERWOOD. Col unbia had wanted to call the al bum
Baby, Can You Dig Your Man? but Larry absolutely bal ked, and they had finally
settled for a CONTAINS THE HI T SINGLE sticker on the shrink-w ap.

Two weeks ago the single hit nunber forty-seven, and the party had started. He
had rented a Malibu beachhouse for a nonth, and after that things got a little
hazy. People wandered in and out, always nore of them He knew sone, but npstly
they were strangers. He coul d renenmber bei ng huckstered by even nore agents who
wanted to "further his great career." He could remenber a girl who had bum
tri pped and gone screani ng down the bone-white beach as naked as a nuthatch. He
could remenber snorting coke and chasing it with tequila. He could renenmber
bei ng shaken awake on Saturday norning, it nmust have been a week or so ago, to
hear Kasey Kasem spin his record as a debut song at nunber thirty-six on
"Anerican Top Forty." He could renenber taking a great nmany reds and, vaguely,

di ckering for the Datsun Z with a four-thousand-dollar royalty check that had
cone in the mail.

And then it was June 13, six days ago, the day Wayne Stukey asked Larry to go
for a walk with himdown the beach. It had only been nine in the norning but the
stereo was on, both TVs, and it sounded |ike an orgy was going on in the
basement playroom Larry had been sitting in an overstuffed |iving roomchair,
wearing only underpants, and trying owmishly to get the sense froma Superboy
com c book. He felt very alert, but none of the words seemed to connect .to
anything. There was no gestalt. A Wagner piece was thundering fromthe quad
speakers, and Wayne had to shout three or four tinmes to nake hinmsel f understood.
Then Larry nodded. He felt as if he could walk for mles.

But when the sunlight struck Larry's eyeballs |ike needles, he suddenly
changed his mnd. No wal k. Uh-uh. H s eyes had been turned into nagnifying
gl asses, and soon the sun would shine through them|ong enough to set his brains
on fire. His poor old brains felt tinder-dry.

Wayne, gripping his armfirmy, insisted. They went down to the beach, over
the warmi ng sand to the darker brown hardpack, and Larry decided it had been a
pretty good idea after all. The deepeni ng sound of the breakers comi ng hone was
soothing. A gull, working to gain altitude, hung straining in the blue sky Iike
a sketched white letter M

Wayne tugged his armfirny. "Come on."

Larry got all the niles he had felt he could wal k. Except that he no | onger
felt that way. He had an ugly headache and his spine felt as if it had turned to
glass. His eyeballs were pulsing and his kidneys ached dully. An anphetam ne
hangover is not as painful as the norning after the night you got through a
whole fifth of Four Roses, but it is not as pleasant as, say, balling Raque



Wel ch woul d be. If he had anot her couple of uppers, he could clinb neatly on top
of this eight-ball that wanted to run hi mdown. He reached in his pocket to get
themand for the first tinme becane aware that he was clad only in skivvies that
had been fresh three days ago.

"Wayne, | wanna go back."

"Let's walk a little nore."” He thought that Wayne was | ooking at him
strangely, with a m xture of exasperation and pity.,

"No, man, | only got my shorts on. I'Il get picked up for indecent exposure."
"On this part of the coast you could wap a bandanna around your w ngwang and
| et your balls hang free and still not get picked up for indecent exposure. Cone

on, man."

"I"'mtired," Larry said querul ously. He began to feel pissed at Wayne. This
was Wayne's way of getting back at him because Larry had a hit and he, Wyne,
only had a keyboard credit on the new al bum He was no different than Julie.
Everybody hated hi m now. Everyone had the knife out. His eyes blurred with easy
tears.

"Conme on, man," \Wayne repeated, and they struck off up the beach again

They had wal ked perhaps another mle when double cranps struck the big muscles
in Larry's thighs. He screaned and col |l apsed onto the sand. It felt as if twin
stilettos had been planted in his flesh at the sanme instant.

"Cranps!" he screamed. "Ch man, cranps!”

Wayne squatted beside himand pulled his |legs out straight. The agony hit
agai n, and then Wayne went to work, hitting the knotted nuscles, kneading them
At last the oxygen-starved tissues began to | oosen.

Larry, who had been holding his breath, began to gasp. "Ch man," he said.
"Thanks. That was . . . that was bad."

"Sure," Wayne said, wi thout nuch synpathy. "I bet it was, Larry. How are you
now?"

"Ckay. But let's just sit, huh? Then we'll go back."

"I want to talk to you. | had to get you out here and | wanted you strai ght

enough so you coul d understand what | was |aying on you."

"What's that, Wayne?" He thought: Here it conmes. The pitch. But what Wayne
said seemed so far froma pitch that for a nonent he was back with the Superboy
comc, trying to nake sense of a six-word sentence.

"The party's got to end, Larry."

"Huh?"

"The party. Wen you go back. You pull all the plugs, give everybody their car
keys, thank everyone for a lovely tine, and see themout the front door. Get rid
of them"

"I can't do that!" Larry said, shocked.

"You better," Wayne said.

"But why? Man, this party's just getting going!"

"Larry, how nuch has Col unbia paid you up front?"

"Why woul d you want to know?" Larry asked slyly.

"Do you think I want to suck off you, Larry? Think."

Larry thought, and with dawni ng bew | dernent he realized there was no reason
why Wayne Stukey would want to put the armon him He hadn't really nade it yet,
was scuffling for jobs like nost of the people who had hel ped Larry cut the
al bum but unlike nmost of them Wayne canme froma fanmly with noney and he was
on good terms with his people. Wayne's father owned half of the country's
third- |argest electronic ganes conpany, and the Stukeys had a nodestly palatia
hone in Bel Air. Bew ldered, Larry realized that his own sudden good fortune
probably | ooked Iike small bananas to Wayne.

"No, | guess not," he said gruffly. "I'msorry. But it seens |ike every
ti nhorn cockroach-chaser west of Las Vegas-"

"So how much?"

Larry thought it over. "Seven grand up front. Al told."



"They' re paying you quarterly royalties on the single and biannually on the
al bune"

"Ri ght."

Wayne nodded. "They hold it until the eagle screanms, the bastards. Cigarette?"

Larry took one and cupped the end for a light.

"Do you know how much this party's costing you?"

"Sure," Larry said.

"You didn't rent the house for less than a thousand."

"Yeah, that's right." It had actually been $1,200 plus a $500 danage deposit.
He had paid the deposit and half the nmonth's rent, a total of $1,100 with $600
oW ng.

"How much for dope?" Wayne asked.

"Aw, man, you got to have sonething. It's |like cheese for Ritz crackers-"

"There was pot and there was coke. How much, come on?"

"The fucking DA/ " Larry said sulkily. "Five hundred and five hundred."

"And it was gone the second day."

"The hell it was!" Larry said, startled. "I saw two bowl s when we went out
this nmorning, nman. Mst of it was gone, yeah, but

“Man, don't you remenber the Deck?" Wayne's voice suddenly dropped into an
amazi ngly good parody of Larry's own drawling voice. "Just put it on ny tab,
Dewey. Keep 'emfull."

Larry | ooked at Wayne with dawning horror. He did renenber a small, wiry guy
with a peculiar haircut, a whiffle cut they had called it ten or fifteen years
ago, a small guy with a whiffle haircut and a T-shirt reading JESUS | S COM NG &
IS HE PI SSED. This guy seened to have good dope practically failing out of his
asshol e. He could even renenber telling this guy, Dewey the Deck, to keep his
hospitality bows full and put it on his tab. But that had been . . . well, that
had been days ago.

Wayne said, "You're the best thing to happen to Dewey Deck in a long tine,
man. "

"How rmuch is he into me for?"

"Not bad on pot. Pot's cheap. Twel ve hundred. Ei ght grand on coke."

For a minute Larry thought he was going to puke. He goggled silently at Wyne.
He tried to speak and he could only nouth: Ninety-two hundred?

“I'nflation, nman," Wayne said. "You want the rest?"

Larry didn't want the rest, but he nodded.

"There was a color TV upstairs. Soneone ran a chair through it. I'd guess
three hundred for repairs. The wood paneling downstairs has been gouged to hell
Four hundred. Wth luck. The picture wi ndow facing the beach got broken the day
bef ore yesterday. Three hundred. The shag rug in the living roomis totally
kaput -ci garette burns, beer, whiskey. Four hundred. | called the |iquor store
and they're just as happy with their tab as the Deck is with his. Six hundred."

"Six hundred for booze?" Larry whispered. Blue horror had encased himup to
t he neck.

"Be thankful npbst of them have been scoffing beer and wi ne. You've got a four-
hundred-dol |l ar tab down at the narket, nostly for pizza, chips, tacos, all that
good shit. But the worst is the noise. Pretty soon the cops are going to | and.
Les flies. Disturbing the peace. And you've got four or five heavies doing up on
heroin. There's three or four ounces of Mexican brown in the place.”

"I's that on ny tab, too?" Larry asked hoarsely.

"No. The Deck doesn't ness with heroin. That's an Organization itemand the
Deck doesn't like the idea of cenment cowboy boots. But if the cops |and, you can
bet the bust will go on your tab."

"But | didn't know"

"Just a babe in the woods, yeah."

"But-"

"Your total tab for this little shindy so far cones to over twelve thousand



dol lars,"” Wayne said. "You went out and picked that Z off the lot . . . how rmuch
did you put down?"

"Twenty-five," Larry said nunbly. He felt like crying.

"So what have you got until the next royalty check? Coupl e thousand?"

"That's about right," Larry said, unable to tell Wayne he had | ess than that:
about eight hundred, split evenly between cash and checki ng.

"Larry, you listen to ne because you're not worth telling twice. There's
al ways a party waiting to happen. Qut here the only two constants are the
constant bullshitting and the constant party. They come running |ike dickey
birds | ooking for bugs on a hippo's back. Now they're here. Pick them off your
carcass and send themon their way."

Larry thought of the dozens of people in the house. He knew naybe one person
in three at this point. The thought of telling all those unknown people to | eave
made his throat want to close up. He woul d |l ose their good opinion. Opposing
this thought canme an i nage of Dewey Deck refilling the hospitality bows, taking
a not ebook from his back pocket, and witing it all down at the bottomof his
tab. Himand his whiffle haircut and his trendy T-shirt.

Wayne watched himcalmy as he squirmed between these two pictures.

“Man, |'mgonna | ook |ike the asshole of the world," Larry said finally,
hati ng the weak and petul ant words as they fell from his nouth.
"Yeah, they'll call you a |lot of nanes. They'll say you're going Hol |l ywood.

Getting a big head. Forgetting your old friends. Except none of them are your
friends, Larry. Your friends saw what was happening three days ago and split the
scene. It's no fun to watch a friend who's, like, pissed his pants and doesn't
even know it."

"So why tell nme?" Larry asked, suddenly angry. The anger was prodded out of
himby the realization that all his really good friends had taken off, and in
retrospect all their excuses seemed |anme. Barry Gieg had taken him aside, had
tried to talk to him but Larry had been really flying, and he had just nodded
and smled indulgently at Barry. Now he wondered if Barry had been trying to |ay
this same rap on him It nade hi menbarrassed and angry to think so.

"Way tell me?" he repeated. "I get the feeling you don't |ike ne so very
goddam nuch. "

"No . . . but I really don't dislike you, either. Beyond that, man, | couldn't
say. | could have let you get your nose punched on this. Once would have been

enough for you."
"What do you nean?"

"You'll tell them Because there's a hard streak in you. There's sonething in
you that's like biting on tinfoil. Watever it takes to make success, you' ve got
it. You'll have a nice little career. Mddl e-of-the-road pop no one wl|

renmenmber in five years. The junior high boppers will collect your records.
You'll make noney."

Larry balled his fists on his legs. He wanted to punch that calmface. Wayne
was saying things that made himfeel like a small pile of dogshit beside a stop
si gn.

"Go on back and pull the plug," Wayne said softly. "Then you get in that car
and go. Just go, nan. Stay away until you know that next royalty check is
waiting for you."

"But Dewey-"
“I'"ll find a man to talk to Dewey. My pleasure, man. The guy will tell Dewey
to wait for his noney like a good little boy, and Dewey will be happy to

oblige." He paused, watching two small children in bright bathing suits run up
t he beach. A dog ran-beside them rowfing loudly and cheerily at the blue sky.
Larry stood up and forced hinself to say thanks. The sea breeze slipped in and
out of his aging shorts. The word came out of his mouth like a brick
"You just go away sonewhere and get your shit together,"” Wayne said, standing
up beside him still watching the children. "You' ve got a |lot of shit to get



toget her. What ki nd of manager you want, what kind of tour you want, what kind
of contract you want after Pocket Savior hits. | think it will; its got that
neat little beat. If you give yourself sonme room you'll figure it all out. GQuys
like you al ways do."

Guys |like you always do.

Guys |like me al ways do.

Guys |ike--

Sonebody was tapping a finger on the w ndow.

Larry jerked, then sat up. A bolt of pain went through his neck and he w nced
at the dead, cranped feel of the flesh there. He had been asl eep, not just
dozing. Reliving California. But here and now it was gray New York daylight, and
the finger tapped again

He turned his head cautiously and painfully and saw his nother, wearing a
bl ack net scarf over her hair, peering in

For a nmonent they just stared at each other through the glass and Larry felt

curiously naked, like an animal being | ooked at in the zoo. Then his nouth took
over, sniling, and he cranked the w ndow down.
" Mon"

"I knew it was you," she said in a queerly flat tone. "Conme on out of there
and |l et me see what you | ook |ike standing up.”

Both | egs had gone to sleep; pins and needles tingled up fromthe balls of his
feet as he opened the door and got out. He had never expected to neet her this
way, unprepared and exposed. He felt |ike a sentry who had fallen asleep at his
post suddenly called to attention. He had sonehow expected his nother to | ook
smal ler, less sure of herself, a trick of the years that had matured hi mand
left her just the sane.

But it was al nbst uncanny, the way she had caught him Wen he was ten, she
used to wake himup on Saturday nornings after she thought he had slept |ong
enough by tapping one finger on his closed bedroom door. She had wakened him
this same way fourteen years later, sleeping in his newcar like a tired kid who
had tried to stay up all night and got caught by the sandman in an undignified
posi tion.

Now he stood before her, his hair corkscrewed, a faint and rather foolish grin
on his face. Pins and needles still coursed up his |egs, naking himshift from
foot to foot. He renenbered that she always asked himif he had to go to the
bat hroom when he did that and now he stopped the novenent and | et the needles
prick himat wll.

"H, Mm" he said.

She | ooked at himw t hout saying anything, and a dread suddenly roosted in his
heart like an evil bird conming back to an old nest. It was a fear that she m ght
turn away fromhim deny him show himthe back of her cheap coat, and sinply go
off to the subway around the corner, |eaving him

Then she sighed, the way a nman will sigh before picking up a heavy bundle. And
when she spoke, her voice was so natural and so mildly-rightly-pleased that he
forgot his first inpression.

"Hi, Larry," she said. "Come on upstairs. | knew it was you when | |ooked out
the window. | already called in sick at ny building. | got sick tine comng."

She turned to | ead himback up the steps, between the vani shed stone dogs. He
cane three steps behind her, catching up, wincing at the pins and needl es. "Mnf

She turned back to himand he hugged her. For a nmoment an expression of fright
crossed her features, as if she expected to be nmugged rather than hugged. Then
it passed and she accepted his enbrace and gave back her own. The snell of her
sachet slipped up his nose, evoking unexpected nostalgia, fierce, sweet, and



bitter. For a nonment he thought he was going to cry, and was snugly sure that
she woul d; it was A Touching Monent. Over her sloped right shoul der he could see
the dead cat, lying half in and half out of the garbage can. Wen she pulled
away, her eyes were dry.

"Conme on, I'll nake you sonme breakfast. Have you been driving all night?"

"Yes," he said, his voice slightly hoarse with enotion.

"Well, cone on. Elevator's broken, but it's only two floors. It's worse for
Ms. Halsey with her arthritis. She's on five. Don't forget to w pe your feet.
If you track in, M. Freeman will be on nme |like a shot. | swear Goshen he can
snell dirt. Dirt's his eneny, all right." They were on the stairs now. "Can you

eat three eggs? I'll nmke toast, too, if you don't m nd punpernickel. Cone on."

He foll owed her past the vani shed stone dogs and |ooked a little wildly at
where they had been, just to reassure hinself that they were really gone; that
he had not shrunk two feet, that the whole decade of the 1980s had not vani shed
back into tinme. She pushed the doors open and they went in. Even the dark brown
shadows and the snells of cooking were the sane.

Alice Underwood fixed himthree eggs, bacon, toast, juice, coffee. Wien he had
finished all but the coffee, he |lit a cigarette and pushed back fromthe table.
She flashed the cigarette a di sapproving | ook but said nothing. That restored
some of his confidence--some, but not much. She had al ways been good at biding
her time.

She dropped the iron spider skillet into the gray dishwater and it hissed a
little. She hadn't changed nmuch, Larry was thinking. Alittle ol der--she would

be fifty-one nowa little grayer, but there was still plenty of black left in
that sensibly netted head of hair. She was wearing a plain gray dress, probably
the one she worked in. Her bosomwas still the same |arge conmber bl oom ng out of

the bodice of the dress-a little larger, if anything. Mom tell me the truth,
has your bosom gotten bigger? |Is that the fundamental change?

He started to tap cigarette ashes into his coffee saucer; she jerked it away
and replaced it with the ashtray she always kept in the cupboard. The saucer had
been sl oppy with coffee and it had seenmed okay to tap in it. The ashtray was
clean, reproachfully spotless, and he tapped into it with a slight pang. She
could bide her tine and she could keep springing small traps on you until your
ankl es were all bloody and you were ready to start gi bbering.

"So you came back," Alice said, taking a used Brillo froma Table Tal k pie
di sh and putting it to work on the skillet. "What brought you?"

Well, Ma, this friend of mine clued ne in to the facts of life-the asshol es
travel in packs and this tine they were after me. | don't knowif friend is the
right word for him He respects ne nusically about as nuch as | respect The 1910
Frui t gum Conmpany. But he got nme to put on ny traveling shoes and wasn't it
Robert Frost who said home is a place that when you go there they have to take
you in?

Al oud he said, "I guess | got to mssing you, Mom"

She snorted. "That's why you wote ne often?"

"I"'mnot nmuch of a letter-witer." He punped his cigarette slowy up and down.
Smoke rings formed fromthe tip and drifted off.

"You can say that again."

Smiling, he said: "I'mnot rmuch of a letter-witer."

"But you're still smart to your nother. That hasn't changed."

"I"'msorry," he said. "How have you been, Mn®"

She put the skillet in the-drainer, pulled the sink stopper, and w ped the
| ace of soapsuds from her reddened hands. "Not so bad," she said, com ng over to
the table and sitting down. "My back pains ne sone, but | got nmy pills. | nake
out all right."



"You haven't thrown it out of whack since | left?"

"Ch, once. But Dr. Holnes took care of it."

"Mom those Chiropractors are-" just frauds He bit his tongue.

"Are what ?"

He shrugged unconfortably in the face of her hooked smile. "You're free,
white, and twenty-one. If he hel ps you, fine."

She sighed and took a roll of wintergreen Life Savers from her dress pocket.
“"I"'ma ot nmore than twenty-one. And | feel it. Want one?" He shook his head at
the Life Saver she had thumbed up. She popped it into her own nouth instead.

"You're just a girl yet," he said with a touch of his old bantering flattery.
She had always liked it, but now it brought only a ghost of a smle to her |ips.
"Any new nen in your |ife?"

"Several," she said. "How bout you?"

"No," he said seriously. "No new nen. Some girls, but no new men."

He had hoped for laughter, but got only the ghost smile again. |I'mtroubling
her, he thought. That's what it is. She doesn't know what | want here. She
hasn't been waiting for three years for ne to show up after all. She only wanted
me to stay |ost.

"Same old Larry," she said. "Never serious. You're not engaged? Seeing anyone
steadi | y?"

"I play the field, Mom"

"You always did. At |east you never cane hone to tell ne you' d got sone nice
Catholic girl in a famly way. 1'll give you that. You were either very careful
very lucky, or very polite."

He strove to keep a poker face. It was the first time in his life that she had
ever nmentioned sex to him directly or obliquely.

"Anyway, you're gonna learn," Alice said. "They say bachel ors have all the
fun. Not so. You just get old and full of sand, nasty, the way that M. Freeman
is. He's got that sidewal k-1evel apartment and he's always standing there, in
t he wi ndow, hoping for a strong breeze."

Larry grunted.

"I hear that song you got on the radio. | tell people, that's ny son. That's
Larry. Myst of themdon't believe it."

"You' ve heard it?" He wondered why she hadn't nentioned that first, instead of
going into all this piddling shit.

"Sure, all the tine on that rock and roll station the young girls listen to.
VROK. "

"Do you like it?"

"As well as | like any of that music." She |looked at himfirmy. "I think some
of it sounds suggestive. Lewd."

He found hinself shuffling his feet and forced hinself to stop. "It's just
supposed to sound . . . passionate, Mom That's all." H's face suffused with
bl ood. He had never expected to be sitting in his mother's kitchen, discussing
passi on.

"The place for passion's the bedroom" she said curtly, closing off any
aesthetic discussion of his hit record. "Also, you did sonething to your voice.
You sound like a nigger."

"Now?" he asked, amused.

"No, on the radio."

"That brown soun, she sho do get aroun,"” Larry said, deepening his voice to
Bill Wthers level and smling.

"Just like that," she nodded. "When | was a girl, we thought Frank Sinatra was
daring. Now they have this rap. Rap, they call it. Screaming, | call it." She
| ooked at himgrudgingly. "At least there's no screaning on your record.”

"I get a royalty," he said. "A certain percent of every record sold. It breaks
down to-"

"Ch, go on," she said, and made a shooing gesture with her hand. "I flunked



all ny naths. Have they paid you yet, or did you get that little car on credit?"

"They haven't paid me nuch," he said, skating up to the edge of the lie but
not quite over it. "I made a down paynment on the car. |I'mfinancing the rest."

"Easy credit terms," she said balefully. "That's how your father ended up
bankrupt. The doctor said he died of a heart attack, but it wasn't that. It was
a broken heart. Your dad went to his grave on easy credit terns."

This was an old rap, and Larry just let it flow over him nodding at the right
pl aces. Hi s father had owned a haberdashery. A Robert Hall had opened not far
away, and a year later his business had failed. He had turned to food for
sol ace, putting on 110 pounds in three years. He had dropped dead in the corner
| uncheonette when Larry was nine, a half-finished neatball sandwi ch on his plate
in front of him At the wake, when her sister tried to confort a woman who
| ooked absolutely wi thout need of confort, Alice Underwood said it could have
been worse. It could, she said, |ooking past her sister's shoulder and directly
at her brotherin-law, have been drink

Alice brought Larry the rest of the way up on her own, dominating his life
with her proverbs and prejudices until he left home. Her last remark to him as
he and Rudy Schwartz drove off in Rudy's old Ford was that they had poorhouses
in California, too. Yessir, that's my mamm.

"Do you want to stay here, Larry?" she asked softly.

Startled, he countered, "Do you m nd?"

"There's room The rollaway's still in the back bedroom 1've been storing
t hi ngs back there, but you could nmove sone of the boxes around.”

"Al'l right," he said slowy. "If you're sure you don't mind. I"'monly in for a
coupl e of weeks. | thought I'd | ook up sone of the old guys. Mark . . . Glen .

David . . . Chris . . . those guys."

She got up, went to the wi ndow, and tugged it up

"You're welcome to stay as long as you like, Larry. |I'mnot so good at
expressing nyself, maybe, but I'mglad to see you. W didn't say goodbye very
wel | . There were harsh words." She showed him her face, still harsh, but also
full of a terrible, reluctant love. "For nmy part, | regret them | only said
t hem because | | ove you. | never knew how to say that just right, so | said it

i n other ways."
"That's all right," he said, |ooking dowmn at the table. The flush was back. He

could feel it. "Listen, I'Il chip in for stuff."
"You can if you want. If you don't want to, you don't have to. |'m working.
Thousands aren't. You're still my son.™

He thought of the stiffening cat, half in and half out of the trash can, and
of Dewey the Deck, smilingly filling the hospitality bow s, and he suddenly
burst into tears. As his hands blurred double in the wash of them he thought
that this should be her bit, not his-nothing had gone the way he thought it
woul d, nothing. She had changed after all. So had he, but not as he had
suspected. An unnatural reversal had occurred; she had gotten bigger and he had
somehow gotten smaller. He had not cone home to her because he had to go
sonewhere. He had conme hone because he was afraid and he wanted his nother.

She stood by the open wi ndow, watching him The white curtains fluttered in on
t he danp breeze, obscuring her face, not hiding it entirely but naking it seem
ghostly. Traffic sounds came in through the wi ndow. She took the handkerchi ef
fromthe bodice of her dress and wal ked over to the table and put it in one of
hi s gropi ng hands. There was sonething hard in Larry. She could have taxed him
with it, but to what end? Hs father had been a softie, and in her heart of
hearts she knew it was that which had really sent himto the grave; Max
Underwood had been done in nore by lending credit than taking it. So when it
cane to that hard streak? Who did Larry have to thank? O bl ane?

His tears couldn't change that stony outcropping in his character any nore
than a single sumer cloudburst can change the shape of rock. There were good
uses for such hardness-she knew that, had known it as a wonman rai sing a boy on



her own in a city that cared little for nothers and | ess for their children-but
Larry hadn't found any yet. He was just what she had said he was: the sane old
Larry. He would go al ong, not thinking, getting people-including himself-into
janms, and when the | ans got bad enough, he would call upon that hard streak to
extricate himself. As for the others? He woul d | eave themto sink or swimon
their own. Rock was tough, and there was toughness in his character, but he
still used it destructively. She could see it in. his eyes, read it in every
line of his posture . . . even in the way he bobbed his cancer-stick to make
those little rings in the air. He had never sharpened that hard piece of him
into a blade to cut people with, and that was something, but when he needed it,
he was still calling on it as a child did-as a bludgeon to beat his way out of
traps he had dug for hinself. Once, she had told herself Larry would change. She
had; he woul d.

But this was no boy in front of her; this was a grown-up nan, and she feared
that his days of change-the deep and fundanmental sort her mnister called a
change of soul rather than one of heart-were behind him There was sonething in
Larry that gave you the bitter zing of hearing chal k screech on a bl ackboard.
Deep inside, |ooking out, was only Larry. He was the only one allowed inside his
heart. But she | oved him

She al so thought there was good in Larry, great good. It was there, but this
late on it would take nothing short of a catastrophe to bring it out. There was
no catastrophe here; only her weeping son

"You're tired," she said. "Clean up. |I'Il nove the boxes, then you can sl eep
| guess I'lIl go in today after all."

She went down the short hall to the back room his old bedroom and Larry
heard her grunting and novi ng boxes. He w ped his eyes slowy. The sound of
traffic cane in the window He tried to renenber the last tinme he had cried in
front of his nmother. He thought of the dead cat. She was right. He was tired. He
had never been so tired. He went to bed and slept for nearly eighteen hours.

CHAPTER 6

It was |ate afternoon when Frannie went out back to where her father was
patiently weedi ng the peas and beans. She had been a late child and he was in
his sixties now, his white hair conming out fromunder the baseball cap he al ways
wore. Her mother was in Portland, shopping for white gloves. Fran's best
chil dhood friend, Any Lauder, was getting married early next nonth.

She | ooked down at her dad's back for a peaceful nonent, just loving him At
this time of day the light took on a special quality that she loved, a tineless
quality that belonged only to that nost fleeting Miine genus, early sunmer. She
could think of that particular tone of light in the mddle of January and-it
woul d make her heart ache fiercely. The Iight of an early summer afternoon as it
slipped toward dark had so nany good things wapped up in it: baseball at the
Little League park, where Fred had al ways played third and batted cl ean-up
wat ernmel on; first corn; iced tea in chilled glasses; chil dhood.

Franni e cleared her throat a little. "Need a hand?"

He turned and grinned. "Hello, Fran. Caught ne diggin, didn't you?"

"I guess | did."

"I's your nother back yet?" He frowned vaguely, and then his face cleared. "No,
that's right, she just went, didn't she. Sure, pitch a hand if you want to. Just
don't forget to wash up afterward."

"A lady's hands proclaimher habits," Fran nocked lightly and snorted. Peter
tried to | ook di sapproving and did a poor job of it.



She got down in the row next to himand began to weed. Sparrows were
twittering and there was a constant humof traffic on US 1, |less than a bl ock
fromhere. It hadn't reached the volune it would in July, when there would be a
fatal accident nearly every day between here and Kittery, but it was buil ding.

Peter told her about his day and she responded with the right questions,
nodding in places. Intent on his work, he wouldn't see her nods, but the corner
of his eye would catch her shadow nodding. He was a nmachinist in a large Sanford
auto parts firm the largest auto firmnorth of Boston. He was sixty-four and
about to start on his last year of work before retirement. A short year at that,
because he had four weeks' vacation tinme stockpiled, which he planned to take in
Septenber, after the "ijits" went hone. The retirenment was nmuch on his mnd. He
was trying not to look at it as a never-endi ng vacation, he told her; he had
enough friends in retirement now who had brought back the news that it wasn't
like that at all. He didn't think he would be as bored as Harlan Enders or as
shanmeful |y poor as the Carom-there was poor Paul, hardly ever mssed a day at
the shop in his life, and yet he and his wife had been forced to sell their
house and nove in with their daughter and her husband.

Peter Goldsmith hadn't been content with Social Security; he had never trusted
it, even in the days before the system began to . break down under recession
inflation, and the steadily increasing nunber of people on the books., There
hadn't been many Denocrats in Maine during the thirties and forties, he told his
i stening daughter, but her grandfather had been one, and her grandfather had
by- God made one out of her father. In Ogunquit's pal m est days, that had nade
the Gol dsniths pariahs of a kind. But his father had had one saying as rock-
ri bbed as the stoniest Miine Republican's philosophy: Put not your trust in the
princes of this world, for they will frig thee up and so shalt their
governments, even unto the end of the earth.

Franni e | aughed. She loved it when her dad talked this way. It wasn't a way he
tal ked often, because the woman that was his wife and her nother would (and had)
all but cut the tongue out of his head with the acid which could flow so quickly
and freely from her own.

You had to trust yourself, he continued, and let the princes of this world get
al ong as best they could with the people who had el ected them Most tines that
wasn't very well, but that was okay; they deserved each ot her

"Hard cash is the answer," he told Frannie. "WI| Rogers said it was |and
because that's the only thing they're not maki ng any nore of, but the same goes
for gold and silver. A man who | oves noney is a bastard, sonmeone to be hated. A
man who can't take care of it is a fool. You don't hate him but you got to pity
him"

Fran wondered if he was thinking of poor Paul Caron, who had been his friend
since before Fran herself was born, and deci ded not to ask.

At any rate, she didn't need himto tell her that he had socked away enough in
t he good years to keep themrolling.

VWhat he did tell her was that she had never been a burden to them in good
times or in bad, and he was proud to tell his friends he had sent her through
school. What his noney and her brains hadn't been able to take care of, he told
them she had done the ol d-fashioned way: by bendi ng her back and shucki ng her
buns. Working, and working hard, if you wanted to cut through the country
bul I shit. Her nother didn't always understand that. Changes had cone for wonen,
whet her the wonmen always |iked themor not, and it was hard for Carla to get it
t hrough her head that Fran wasn't down there at UNH husband- hunti ng.

"She sees Any Lauder getting nmarried," Peter said, "and she thinks, ~That
should be nmy Fran. Amy's pretty, but when you put ny Fran beside her, Any Lauder
| ooks like an old dish with a crack in it." Your nother has been using the old
yardsticks all her life, and she can't change now. So if you 'n her scrape
together a bit and nake sonme sparks fromtine to tine, |like steel against flint,
that's why. No one is to blanme. But you have to renenber, Fran, she's too old to



change, but you are getting old enough to understand that."

Fromthis he ranbled back to his job again, telling her about how one of his
co-workers had alnost lost his thunmb in a snmall press because his mnd was down
at the pool-hall while his damm thunb was under the stanp. Good thing Lester
Crow ey had pulled himaway in tine. But, he added, soneday Lester Crow ey
woul dn't be there. He sighed, as if renmenbering he wouldn't be either, then
bri ght ened and began telling her about an idea he'd had for a car antenna
conceal ed in the hood ornament.

Hi s voice switched fromtopic to topic, mellow and soothing. Their shadows
grew | onger, noving up the rows before them She was lulled by it, as she al ways
had been. She had cone here to tell sonething, but since earliest childhood she
had often conme to tell and stayed to listen. He didn't bore her. So far as she
knew, he didn't bore anyone, except possibly her nother. He was a storyteller
and a good one.

She becane aware that he had stopped tal king. He was sitting on a rock at the
end of his row, tanmping his pipe and | ooking at her

"What's on your mind, Frannie?"

She | ooked at himdunbly for a monent, not sure how she shoul d proceed. She
had come out here to tell him and now she wasn't sure if she could. The silence
hung between them growing larger, and at last it was a gulf she couldn't stand.
She j unped.

“I"'mpregnant,” she said sinmply.

He stopped filling his pipe and just | ooked at her. "Pregnant," he said, as if
he had never heard the word before. Then he said: "Ch, Frannie . . . is it a
j oke? O a gane?"

“No, Daddy."

“"You better cone over here and sit with me."

ohediently, she came up the row and sat next to him There was a rock wall
that divided their land fromthe town conmon next door. Beyond the rock wall was
a tangl ed, sweet-snelling hedge that had long ago run wild in the nost am able
way. Her head was pounding and she felt a little sick to her stomach

"For sure?" he asked her

"For sure," she said, and then-there was no artifice init, not a trace, she
simply couldn't help it-she began to cry in great, braying sobs. He held her
with one armfor what seened to be a very long tinme. Wen her tears began to
taper off, she forced herself to ask the question that troubled her the nost.

"Daddy, do you still like nme?"

"What ?" He | ooked at her, puzzled. "Yes. | still like you fine, Frannie."

That made her cry again, but this time he let her tend herself while he got

his pipe going. BorkumRi ff began to ride slowy off on the faint breeze.

"Are you di sappoi nted?" she asked.

"I don't know. | never had a pregnant daughter before and am not sure just how
| should take it. Was it that Jess?"

She nodded.

“You told hin"

She nodded agai n.

"What did he say?"

"He said he would marry me. Or pay for an abortion.”

"Marriage or abortion," Peter Goldsmith said, and drew on his pipe. "He's a
regul ar two-gun Sam"

She | ooked down at her hands, splayed on her jeans. There was dirt in the
smal | creases of the knuckles and dirt under the nails. A lady's hands proclaim

her habits, the mental nother spoke up. A pregnant daughter. 1'Il have to resign
nmy menbership in the church. A lady's hands

Her father said: "I don't want to get any nore personal than | have to, but
wasn't he . . . or you . . . being careful?"

"I had birth control pills," she said. "They didn't work."



"Then | can't put any blane, unless it's on both of you," he said, |ooking at
her closely. "And | can't do that, Frannie. | can't lay blanme. Sixty-four has a
way of forgetting what twenty-one was like. So we won't tal k about blane."

She felt a great relief come over her, and it was a little |like swooning.

"Your mother will have plenty to say about blane," he said, "and I won't stop
her, but I won't be with her. Do you understand that?"

She nodded. Her father never tried to oppose her nother anynore. Not out | oud.
There was that acid tongue of hers. Wen she was opposed, it sometinmes got out
of control, he had told Frannie once. And when it was out of control, she just
m ght take a notion to cut anyone with it and think of sorry too late to do the
wounded nmuch good. Frannie had an idea that her father m ght have faced a choice
many years ago: continued opposition resulting in divorce, or surrender. He had
chosen the latter-but on his own terns.

She asked quietly: "Are you sure you can stay out of this one, Daddy?"

"You asking ne to take your part?"

"l don't know. "

"What are you going to do about it?"

"Wth Mon?"

"No. Wth you, Frannie."

“l don't know. "

“"Marry hin? Two can |ive as cheap as one, that's what they say, anyway."

“I don't think I can do that. | think I've fallen out of love with him if |
was ever in."

"The baby?" H s pipe was drawi ng well now, and the snpbke was sweet on the
sunmer air. Shadows were gathering in the garden's holl ows, and the crickets
wer e begi nning to hum

"No, the baby isn't the reason why. It was happeni ng anyway. Jesse is .
She trailed off, trying to put her finger on what was wong with Jesse, the
thing that could be overl ooked by the rush the baby was putting on her, the rush
to decide and get out from under the threateni ng shadow of her nother, who was
now at a shopping nall buying gloves for the wedding of Fran's chil dhood friend.
The thing that could be buried now but woul d nonethel ess rest unquiet for six
nmont hs, sixteen nmonths, or twenty-six, only to rise finally fromits grave and
attack them both. Marry in haste, repent in |leisure. One of her nother's
favorite sayings.

"He's weak," she said. "I can't explain better than that."

"You don't really trust himto do right by you, do you, Frannie? "

"No," she said, thinking that her father had just gotten closer to the root of
it than she had. She didn't trust Jesse, who cane from noney and wore bl ue

chanmbray workshirts. "Jesse neans well. He wants to do the right thing; he
really does. But . . . we went to a poetry reading two senesters ago. It was
given by a man naned Ted Enslin. The place was packed. Everyone was |istening
very solemly . . . very carefully . . . so as not to mss a word. And ne .

you know nme.
He put a confortable arm around her and said, "Frannie got the giggles."

"Yeah. That's right. | guess you know ne pretty well."

"l know a little," he said.

"They-the giggles, | nean-just canme out of nowhere. | kept thinking, "The
scruffy man, the scruffy man, we all canme to listen to the scruffy man.' It had
a beat, like a song you might hear on the radio. And | got the giggles. | didn't

nean to. It really didn't have anything to do with M. Enslin's poetry; it was
pretty good, or even with the way he | ooked. It was the way they were | ooking at
him"

She gl anced at her father to see how he was taking this. He sinply nodded for
her to go on.

"Anyway, | had to get out of there. | nean | really had to. And Jesse was
furious with me. I"'msure he had a right to be mad . . . it was a childish thing



to do, a childish way to feel, I"'msure . . . but that's the way | often am Not
al ways. | can get a job done-"

"Yes, you can."

"But sonetimes-"

"Soneti nes King Laugh knocks and you're one of those people who can't keep him

out," Peter said.

"I guess | must be. Anyway, Jess isn't one of those people. And if we were
married . . . he'd keep conming home to that unwanted guest that | had let in.
Not every day, but often enough to make himmad. Then I'd try, and . . . and |
guess .

"I guess you'd be unhappy,"” Peter said, hugging her tighter against his side.

"I guess | would," she said.

"Don't let your nother change your mnd, then."

She cl osed her eyes, her relief even greater this tinme. He had understood. By
sone mracle.

"What do you think of ne getting an abortion?" she asked after a while.

"My guess is that's really what you wanted to tal k about."

She | ooked at him startled.

He | ooked back, hal f-quizzical, half-smling, one bushy eyebrowthe left--
cocked. Yet the overall inpression she took fromhi mwas one of great .gravity.

"Maybe that's true," she said slowy.

"Listen," he said, and. then fell paradoxically silent. But she was |istening
and she heard a sparrow, crickets, the far high humof a plane, soneone calling
for Jackie to come on in now, a power nower, a car with a glasspack muffler
accel erating down US 1.

She was just about to ask himif he was all right when he took her hand and

spoke.

"Franni e, you've no business having such an old man for a father, but | can't
help it. | never married until 1956."

He | ooked at her thoughtfully in the dusklight.

"Carla was different in those days. She was . . . oh, hellfire, she was young
hersel f, for one thing. She didn't change until your brother Freddy died. Unti
t hen, she was young. She stopped growi ng after Freddy died. That . . . you
mustn't think I'mtal king agai nst your nother, Frannie, even if it sounds a
little like | am But it seens to ne that Carla stopped . . . grow ng

after Freddy di ed. She slapped three coats of |acquer and one of quick-dry
cenent on her way of |ooking at things and called it good. Now she's like a
guard in a museum and if she sees anyone tanpering with the ideas on display
there, she gives thema |ot of |ook-out-below But she wasn't always |ike that.

You'll just have to take nmy word for it, but she wasn't."
"What was she |ike, Daddy?"
"Way . . ." He |l ooked vaguely out across the garden. "She was a lot |ike you

Franni e. She got the giggles. W used to go down to Boston to see the Red Sox
play and during the seventh-inning stretch she'd go out with me to the
concession and have a beer."

“"Manma . . . drank beer?"

"Yes, she did. And she'd spend nost of the ninth in the |adies' and cone out
cussing me for making her miss the best part of the gane when all the tine it
was she tellin me to go on down to the concession stand and get em"

Frannie tried to inagine her mother with a cup of Narragansett beer in one
hand, | ooking up at her father and laughing, like a girl on a date. She sinmply
couldn't do it.

"She never kindled," he said, bermused. "W went to a doctor, she and I, to see
whi ch of us was wong. The doctor said neither one. Then, in '60, there cane
your brother Fred. She just about |oved that boy to death, Fran. Fred was her
father's nane, you know. She had a miscarriage in '65, and we both figured that
was the end of it. Then you cane along in '69, a nmonth early but just fine. And



| just about |oved you to death. We each had one of our own. But she | ost hers.”

He fell silent, brooding. Fred Goldsmth had died in 1973. He had been
thirteen, Frannie four. The man who hit Fred had been drunk. He had a long I|ist
of traffic violations, including speeding, driving so as to endanger, and
driving under the influence. Fred had |ived seven days. -

"I think abortion's too clean a nane for it," Peter Goldsnmith said. Hs |ips
noved sl owy over each word, as if they pained him "I think it's infanticide,
pure and sinmple. I'msorry to say so, to be so . . . inflexible, set, whatever
it isl'mbeing . . . about something which you now have to consider, if only
because the | aw says you may consider it. | told youl was an old man."

"You're not old, Daddy," she nurnured.

"I am | am" he said roughly. He | ooked suddenly distraught. "I'man old man
trying to give a young daughter advice, and it's |like a nonkey trying to teach
table manners to a bear. A drunk driver took ny son's |life seventeen years ago
and ny wi fe has never been the sane since. |I've always seen the question of
abortion in terns of Fred. | seemto be helpless to see it any other way, just
as hel pless as you were to stop your giggles when they came on you at that
poetry readi ng, Frannie. Your nother would argue against it for all the standard
reasons. Morality, she'd say. A norality that goes back two thousand years. The
right tolife. All our Western norality is based on that idea. |I've read the
phi |l osophers. | range up and down them|like a housewife with a dividend check in
the Sears and Roebuck store. Your nmother sticks with the Reader's Digest, but
it's me that ends up arguing fromfeeling and her fromthe codes of norality. |
just see Fred. He was destroyed inside. There was no chance for him These
right-to-life biddies hold up their pictures of babies drowned in salt, and arns
and | egs scraped out onto a steel table, so what? The end of a life is never
pretty. | just see Fred, lying in that bed for seven days, everything that was
rui ned pasted over with bandages. Life is cheap, abortion makes it cheaper. |
read nore than she does, but she is the one who ends up meki ng nore sense on

this one. Wiat we do and what we think . . . those things are so often based on
arbitrary judgnments when they are right. | can't get over that. It's like a
block in my throat, how all true |logic seens to proceed fromirrationality. From
faith. 1'mnot meking nuch sense, am|[?"

"I don't want an abortion," she said quietly. "For ny own reasons."

"What are they?"

"The baby is partly ne," she said, lifting her chin slightly. "If that's ego,
| don't care."”

"WIIl you give it up, Frannie?"

"I don't know. "

"Do you want to?"

"No. | want to keep it."

He was silent. She thought she felt his disapproval.

"You' re thinking of school, aren't you?" she asked.

"No," he said, standing up. He put his hands in the small of his back and
gri maced pl easurably as his spine crackled. "I was thinking we've tal ked enough
And that you don't have to nmmke that decision just yet."

“Mom s home," she said.

He turned to foll ow her gaze as the station wagon turned into the drive, the
chronme winking in the day's last light. Carla saw them beeped the horn, and
waved cheerily.

"l have to tell her," Frannie said.

"Yes. But give it a day or two, Frannie."

"All right."

She hel ped hi m pick up the gardening tools and then they wal ked up toward the
stati on wagon toget her.



CHAPTER 7

In the dimlight that cones over the land just after sunset but before true
dark, during one of those very few mnutes that noviemakers call "the magic
hour," Vic Palfrey rose out of green deliriumto brief lucidity.

' mdying, he thought, and the words clanged strangely through his mnd
maki ng hi m bel i eve he had spoken al oud, although he had not.

He gazed around hinself and saw a hospital bed, now cranked up to keep his
I ungs fromdrowning in thenselves. He had been tightly secured with brass
[ aundry-pins, and the sides of the bed were up. Been thrashing sone, | guess, he
t hought with faint amusenent. Been kicking up dickens. And bel atedly: Were am
| ?

There was a bib around his neck and the bib was covered with clots of phlegm
Hi s head ached. Queer thoughts danced in and out of his mnd and he knew he had
been delirious . . . and would be again. He was sick and this was not a cure or
t he begi nning of one, but only a brief respite.

He put the inside of his right wist against his forehead and pulled it away
with a wince, the way you pull your hand off a hot stove. Burning up, all right,
and full of tubes. Two small clear plastic ones were coming out of his nose.
Anot her one snaked out from under the hospital sheet to a bottle on the floor
and he surely knew where the other end of that one was connected. Two bottles
hung suspended froma rack beside the bed, a tube coning fromeach one and then
joining to nmake a Y that ended by going into his armjust' below the el bow. An
IV feed.

You' d think that woul d be enough, he thought. But there were wires on him as
well. Attached to his scalp. And chest. And left arm One seened to be plastered
into his sonofabitching belly-button. And to cap it all off, he was pretty sure
sonet hing was jamed up his ass. What in God's nane could that one be? Shit
radar?

" Hey! "

He had intended a resonant, indignant shout. Wat he produced was the hunble
whi sper of a very sick man. It canme out surrounded on all sides by the phlegm on
whi ch he seened to be choking.

Mamma, did George put the horse in?

That was the deliriumtal king. An irrational thought, zoomi ng boldly across
the field of nmore rational cogitation like a neteor. Al the sane, it al npost
fooled himfor a second. He wasn't going to be up for long. The thought filled
himwith panic. Looking at the scrawny sticks of his arns, he guessed he had
| ost as much as thirty pounds, and there hadn't been all that nuch of himto
start with. This . . . this whatever-it-was . . . was going to kill him The
i deat hat he m ght die babbling insanities and inanities like a senile old man
terrified him

Georgie's gone courting Norma WIllis. You get that horse your ownself, Vic,
and put his nosebag on |ike a good boy.

Ain't ny job.

Victor, you |l ove your nmamm, nOW.

| do. But it ain't--

You got to |ove your manma, now. Manma's got the flu

No you don't, Mamma. You got TB. It's the TB that's going to kill you. In
ni neteen and forty-seven. And CGeorge is going to die just about six days after
he gets to Korea, tine enough for just one letter and then bang bang bang.
George is--

Vic, you help me now and put that horse in and that is ny last word ONit.

"I"'mthe one with the flu, not her," he whispered, surfacing again. "It's ne."



He was | ooking at the door, and thinking it was a damm funny door even for a
hospital. It was round at the corners, outlined with pop-rivets, and the | ower
janb was set six inches or nore up fromthe tile floor. Even a jackleg carpenter
like Vic Palfrey could

(gimre the funnies Vic you had em | ong enough)

(Mamma he took ny funnypages! G ve em back! G ve em baaaack!)

build better than that. It was

(steel)

Sonething in the thought drove a nail deep into his brain and Vic struggled to
sit up so he could see the door better. Yes, it was. It definitely was. A stee
door. Why was he in a hospital behind a steel door? What had happened? Was he
really dying? Had he best be thinking of just how he was going to neet his God?
CGod, what had happened? He tried desperately to pierce the hanging gray fog, but
only voices canme through, far away, voices he could put no names agai nst.

Now what | say is this . . . they just got to say . . . fuck this inflation
shit . . .°

Better turn off your punps, Hap.

(Hap? Bill Hapscomb? Who was he? | know that nane)

Holy noly . .
They' re dead, okay . . .
G mre your hand and I'll pull you up outta there

G me the funnies Vic you had--

At that noment the sun sank far enough bel ow the horizon to cause a |ight-
activated circuit (or in this case, an absence-of-light-activated circuit) to
kick in. The lights went on in Vic's room As the roomlit up, he saw the row of
faces observing himsolemly frombehind two | ayers of glass and he screaned, at
first thinking these were the people who had been hol ding conversations in his
m nd. One of the figures, a man in doctor's whites, was gesturing urgently to
someone outside Vic's field of vision, but Vic was already over his scare. He
was too weak to stay scared long. But the sudden fright that had come with the
silent bloomof light and this vision of staring faces (like a jury of ghosts in
their hospital whites) had cl eared away sonme of the blockage in his mnd and he
knew where he was. Atlanta. Atlanta, Georgia. They had cone and taken hi m away=
hi m and Hap and Norm and Normis wi fe and Normi s kids. They had taken Hank
Carmi chael . Stu Redman. God al one knew how nmany others. Vic had been scared and
i ndi gnant. Sure, he had the snuffles and sneezes, but he surely wasn't com ng
down with chol era or whatever it was that poor man Canpi on and his famly had
had. He'd been running a | ow grade fever, too, and he remenbered that Norm
Bruett had stunbl ed and needed help getting up the steps to the plane. H s wife
had been scared, crying, and little Bobby Bruett had been crying too--crying and

coughi ng. A raspy, croupy cough. The plane had been at the small landing strip
outside of Braintree, but to get beyond the Arnette town limts they had had to
pass a roadbl ock on US 93, and nen had been stringing bobwire . . . stringing

bobwi re right out into the desert

A red light flashed on over the strange door. There was a hissing sound, then
a sound like a punp running. Wen it kicked off, the door opened. The man who
cane in was dressed in a huge white pressure suit with a transparent faceplate.
Behi nd the faceplate, the nman's head bobbed |ike a balloon enclosed in a
capsul e. There were pressure tanks on his back, and when he spoke, his voice was
netallic and clipped, devoid of all human quality. It m ght have been a voice
conm ng fromone of those video ganes, |ike the one that said "Try again, Space
Cadet" when you fucked up your |ast go.

It rasped: "How are you feeling, M. Palfrey?"

But Vic couldn't answer. Vic had gone back down into the green depths. It was
his manma he saw behind the faceplate of the white-suit. Mamma had been dressed
in white when Poppa took himand George to see her for the last tine in the
canny-tarium She had to go to the canny-tarium so everybody else in the fanbly



woul dn't catch what she had. TB was catching. You could die.

He talked to his mamma . . . said he woul d be good and put in the horse
told her George had taken the funnies. . asked her if she felt better
asked her if she thought she would be home soon . . . and the nman in the white-

suit gave hima shot and he sank deeper and his words becane incoherent. The nan
in the white-suit glanced back at the faces behind the glass wall and shook his
head.

He clicked an intercomswitch inside his helnet with his chin and said, "If
this one doesn't work, we'll |lose himby mdnight."

For Vic Palfrey, magi c hour was over.

"Just roll up your sleeve, M. Redman," the pretty nurse with the dark hair
said. "This won't take a mnute." She was hol ding the blood pressure cuff in two
gl oved hands. Behind the plastic nask she was snmling as if they shared an
anusi ng secret.

“"No," Stu said.

The smile faltered a little. "It's only your blood pressure. It won't take a
m nute."

"No. "

"Doctor's orders," she said, becom ng businesslike. "Please."

"If it's doctor's orders, let ne talk to the doctor."

“I"'mafraid he's busy right now If you'll just-"

"Il wait," Stu said equably, making no nove to unbutton the cuff of his
shirtsl eeve

"This is only ny job. You don't want nme to get in trouble, do you?" This tine
she gave hima charm ng-waif snile. "If you'll only let ne-"

"I won't," Stu said. "Go back and tell them They'll send sonebody."

Looki ng troubl ed, the nurse went across to the steel door and turned a square
key in a | ockplate. The punp kicked on, the door shooshed open, and she stepped
through. As it closed, she gave Stu a final reproachful |ook. Stu gazed back
bl andl y.

VWen the door was closed, he got up and went restlessly to the w ndow doubl e-
paned gl ass and barred on the outside-but it was full dark now and there was
nothing to see. He went back and sat down. He was wearing faded jeans and a
checked shirt and his brown boots with the stitching beginning to bulge up the
sides. He ran a hand up the side of his face and wi nced di sapprovingly at the
prickle. They wouldn't |et himshave, and he haired up fast.

He had no objection to the tests thensel ves. Wat he objected to was being
kept in the dark, kept scared. He wasn't sick, at |east not yet, but scared
plenty. There was sone sort of snow job going on here, and he wasn't going to be
a party to it anynore until sonebody told himsonething about what had happened
in Arnette and what that fellow Canpion had to do with it. At |east then he
could base his fears on sonething solid.

They had expected himto ask before now, he could read it in their eyes. They
had certain ways of keeping things fromyou in hospitals. Four years ago his
wi fe had di ed of cancer at the age of twenty-seven, it had started in her wonb
and then just raced up through her like wildfire, and Stu had observed the way
t hey got around her questions, either by changing the subject or giving her
information in large, technical lunps. So he sinply hadn't asked, and he coul d
see it had worried them Now it was tinme to ask, and he woul d get some answers.
In words of one syll able.

He could fill in some of the blank spots on his own. Canpion and his w fe and
child had sonething pretty bad. It hit you like the flu or a summer cold, only
it kept on getting worse, presunably until you choked to death on your own snot
or until the fever burned you down. It was highly contagious.



They had cone and got himon the afternoon of the seventeenth, two days ago.
Four arny nen and a doctor. Polite but firm There was no question of declining;
all four of the army men had been wearing sidearms. That was when Stu Redman
started being seriously scared.

There had been a regul ar caravan going out of Arnette and over to the airstrip
in Braintree. Stu had been riding with Vic Palfrey, Hap, the Bruetts, Hank
Carmi chael and his wife, and two arny non-coins. They were all cramed into an
arnmy station wagon, and the arny guys wouldn't say aye, nay, or maybe no matter
how hysterical Lila Bruett got.

The ot her wagons were crammed, too. Stu hadn't seen all the people in them
but he had seen all five of the Hodges famly, and Chris Ortega, brother of
Carl os, the volunteer anbul ance driver. Chris was the bartender down at the
I ndi an Head. He had seen Parker Nason and his wife, the elderly people fromthe
trailer park near Stu's house. Stu guessed that they had netted up everyone who
had been in the gas station and everyone that the people fromthe gas station
said they'd tal ked to since Canpion crashed into the punps.

At the town limts there had been two olive-green trucks blocking the road.
Stu guessed the other roads going into Arnette were nost |ikely bl ocked off,
too. They were stringing barbed wire, and when they had the town fenced off they
woul d probably post sentri es.

So it was serious. Deadly serious.

He sat patiently in the chair by the hospital bed he hadn't had to use,
waiting for the nurse to bring someone. The first soneone woul d nost |ikely be
no one. Maybe by nmorning they would finally send in a someone who woul d have
enough authority to tell himthe things he needed to know. He could wait.

Pati ence had al ways been Stuart Redman's strong suit.

For sonething to do, he began to tick over the conditions of the people who
had ridden to the airstrip with him Norm had been the only obvious sick one.
Coughi ng, bringing up phlegm feverish. The rest seened to be suffering to a
greater or |esser degree fromthe common cold. Luke Bruett was sneezing. Lila
Bruett and Vic Palfrey had nmild coughs. Hap had the sniffles and kept bl ow ng
his nose. They hadn't sounded much different fromthe first- and second-grade
classes Stu renmenbered attending as a little boy, when at |least two thirds of
the kids present seemed to have some kind of a bug.

But the thing that scared himnost of all-and maybe it was only coi nci dence-
was what had happened just as they were turning onto the airstrip. The arny
driver had let out three sudden bell owi ng sneezes. Probably just coincidence.
June was a bad tinme in east-central Texas for people with allergies. O maybe
the driver was just conming down with a common, garden-variety cold instead of
the weird shit the rest of themhad. Stu wanted to believe that. Because
sonet hing that could junp fromone person to another that quickly . .

Their arnmy escort had boarded the plane with them They rode stoI|dIy,
refusing to answer any questions except as to their destination. They were going
to Atlanta. They would be told nore there (a bald-faced Iie). Beyond that, the
arny nmen refused to say.

Hap had been sitting next to Stu on the flight, and he was pretty wel
sl oshed. The plane was arny too, strictly functional, but the booze and the food
had been first-class airline stuff. OF course, instead of being served by a
pretty stewardess, a plank-faced sergeant took your order, but if you could
overl ook that, you could get along pretty well. Even Lila Bruett had cal ned down
with a couple of grasshoppers in her

Hap | eaned close, bathing Stu in a warm nmi st of Scotch funes. "This is a
pretty funny bunch of ole boys, Stuart . Ain't one of emunder fifty, nor one
with a weddin ring. Career boys, |ow rank."

About hal f an hour before they touched down, Norm Bruett had sone kind of a
fainting spell and Lila began to scream Two of the hard-faced stewards bundl ed
Norminto a blanket and brought himaround in fairly short order. Lila, no



| onger calm continued to scream After a while she threw up her grasshoppers
and the chicken sal ad sandwi ch she had eaten. Two of the good ol e boys went
expressionl essly about the job of cleaning it up

"What is all this?" Lila screaned. "What's wong with ny man? Are we going to
die? Are ny babies going to die?" She had one "baby" in a headl ock under each
arm their heads digging into her plentiful breasts. Luke and Bobby | ooked
frightened and unconfortable and rat her enbarrassed at the fuss she was naki ng.
"Why won't somebody answer me? Isn't this Anerica?"

"Can't sonebody shut her up?" Chris Otega had grunbled fromthe back of the
plane. "Christly wonan's worse'n a jukebox with a broken record inside it."

One of the arnmy nmen had forced a glass of mlk on her and Lila did shut up
She spent the rest of the ride | ooking out the wi ndow at the countrysi de passing
far bel ow and humri ng. Stu guessed there had been nmore than milk in that gl ass.

VWen they touched down, there had been four Cadillac Iinobusines waiting for
them The Arnette folks got into three of them Their arny escort had gotten
into the fourth. Stu guessed that those good old boys with no weddi ng rings-or
close rel atives, probably-were now somewhere right in this building.

The red light went on over his door. \When the conpressor or punp or whatever
it was had stopped, a man in one of the white space-suits stepped through. Dr.
Denni nger. He was young. He had black hair, olive skin, sharp features, and a
neal y nout h.

"Patty Greer says you gave her sone trouble
as he clopped over to Stu. "She's quite upset.”

"No need for her to be," Stu said easily. It was hard to sound easy, but he
felt it was inmportant to hide his fear fromthis man. Denni nger | ooked and acted
like the kind of man who would ride his help and bullyrag them around but |ick
up to his superiors |like an egg-suck dog. That kind of man coul d be pushed a
ways i f he thought you held the whip hand. But if he snelled fear on you, he
woul d hand you the sane old cake: a thin icing of "I'"'msorry | can't tell you
nore" on top and a |lot of contenpt for stupid civilians who wanted to know nore
t han what was good for them underneath.

"I want sone answers," Stu said.

"I"'msorry, but-"

"I'f you want me to cooperate, give nme some answers."

Denni nger's chest - speaker said

“Intime you will be-"
"I can nake it hard for you."
"We know that," Denninger said peevishly. "I sinply don't have the authority

to tell you anything, M. Redman. | know very little nyself."

"l guess you've been testing my blood. Al those needles."

"That's right," Denninger said warily.

“"What for?"

"Once nmore, M. Redman, | can't tell you what | don't know. " The peevi sh tone
was back again, and Stu was inclined to believe him He was nothing but a
glorified technician on this job, and he didn't like it nuch.

"They put my home town under quarantine."

"I know not hing about that, either." But Denninger cut his eyes away from
Stu's and this tine Stu thought he was |ying.

"How cone | haven't seen anything about it?" He pointed to the TV set bolted
to the wall.

"I beg your pardon?"

"When they roadbl ock off a town and put bobwire around it, that's news," Stu
sai d.

"M. Redman, if you'll only let Patty take your bl ood pressure-"
"No. If you want any nore from e, you better send two big strong men to get
it. And no matter how many you send, |I'mgonna try to rip sone holes in those

germsuits. They don't |ook all that strong, you know it?"
He made a playful grab at Denninger's suit, and Denni nger skipped backward and



nearly fell over. The speaker of his intercomenitted a terrified squawk and
there was a stir behind the double gl ass.

"I guess you could feed me sonmething in nmy food to knock nme out, but that'd
m x up your tests, wouldn't it?"

"M . Rednman, you're not being reasonable!" Denni nger was keepi ng a prudent
di stance away. "Your |ack of cooperation nay do your country a grave disservice.
Do you understand ne?"

"Nope," Stu said. "Right nowit looks to ne like it's ny country doing ne a
grave disservice. It's got me locked up in a hospital roomin Georgia with a
butternmouth little pissant doctor who doesn't know shit from Shinola. Get your
ass out of here and send sonebody in to talk to me or send enough boys to take
what you need by force. 1'll fight em you can count on that."

He sat perfectly still in his chair after Denninger left. The nurse didn't
cone back. Two strong orderlies did not appear to take his bl ood pressure by
force. Now that he thought about it, he supposed that even such a snmall thing as
a bl ood-pressure readi ng woul dn't be nmuch good if obtained under duress. For the
tinme being they were leaving himto sinmer in his own juices.

He got up and turned on the TV and watched it unseeingly. H's fear was big
inside him a runaway el ephant. For two days he had been waiting to start
sneezi ng, coughi ng, hawki ng bl ack phl egm and spitting it into the commobde. He
wonder ed about the others, people he had known all his |ife. He wondered if any
of them were as bad off as Canpi on had been. He thought of the dead wonan and
her baby in that old Chevy, and he kept seeing Lila Bruett's face on the wonan
and little Cheryl Hodges's face on the baby.

The TV squawked and crackled. His heart beat slowly in his chest. Faintly, he
could hear the sound of an air purifier sighing air into the room He felt his
fear twisting and turning inside himbeneath his poker face. Sonetinmes it was
bi g and pani cky, tranpling everything: the el ephant. Sonmetinmes it was small and
gnawi ng, ripping with sharp teeth: the rat. It was always with him

But it was forty hours before they sent hima man who woul d tal k.

CHAPTER 8

On June 18, five hours after he had talked to his cousin Bill Hapsconb, Joe
Bob Brentwood pulled down a speeder on Texas H ghway 40 about twenty-five miles
east of Arnette. The speeder was Harry Trent of Braintree, an insurance nan. He
had been doing sixty-five niles per in a fifty-nile-anhour zone. Joe Bob gave
hima speeding ticket. Trent accepted it hunbly and t hen anused Joe Bob by
trying to sell himinsurance on his house and his life. Joe Bob felt fine; dying
was the last thing on his mnd. Neverthel ess, he was already a sick nan. He had
gotten nore than gas at Bill Hapsconb's Texaco. And he gave Harry Trent nore
than a speedi ng sumons.

Harry, a gregarious man who |iked his job, passed the sickness to nore than
forty people during that day and the next. How many those forty passed it to is
i mpossible to say -you mght as well ask how many angel s can dance on the head
of a pin. If you were to nake a conservative estinate of five apiece, you' d have
two hundred. Using the same conservative formula, one could say those two
hundred went on to infect a thousand, the thousand five thousand, the five
t housand twenty-five thousand.

Under the California desert and subsidized by the taxpayers' noney, soneone
had finally invented a chain letter that really worked. A very lethal chain
letter.

On June 19, the day Larry Underwood cane hone to New York and the day that



Frannie Goldsnith told her father about her inpending Little Stranger, Harry
Trent stopped at an East Texas cafe called Babe's Kw k-Eat for lunch. He had the
cheeseburger platter and a piece of Babe's delicious strawberry pie for dessert.
He had a slight cold, an allergy cold, maybe, and he kept sneezing and having to
spit. In the course of the neal he infected Babe, the di shwasher, two truckers
in a corner booth, the man who came in to deliver bread, and the man who cane in
to change the records on the juke. He left the sweet thang that waited his table
a dollar tip that was crawling with death.

On his way out, a station wagon pulled in. There was a roofrack on top, and
t he wagon was piled high with kids and |uggage. The wagon had New York pl ates
and the driver, who rolled down his window to ask Harry how to get to US 21
goi ng north, had a New York accent. Harry gave the New York fellow very clear
directions on howto get to Hi ghway 21. He al so served himand his entire famly
their deathwarrants w thout even knowing it.

The New Yorker was Edward M Norris, |ieutenant of police, detective squad, in
the Big Apple's 87th Precinct. This was his first real vacation in five years.
He and his fanily had had a fine tinme. The kids had been in seventhheaven at
Disney Wrld in Olando, and not knowi ng the whole fam |y woul d-be dead by the
second of July, Norris planned to tell that sour son of a bitch Steve Carella
that it was possible to take your wife and ki ds sonepl ace by car and have a good
time. Steve, he would say, you may be a fine detective, but a man who can't
police his own famly ain't worth a pisshole drilled in a snowbank

The Norris family had a kwi k-eat at Babe's, then followed Harry Trent's
admrable directions to Highway 21. Ed and his wife Trish marvel ed over southern
hospitality while the three kids colored in the back seat. Christ only knew, Ed
t hought, what Carella's pair of nonsters would have been up to.

That night they stayed in a Eustace, Cklahonm, travel court. Ed and Trish
infected the clerk. The kids, Mrsha, Stanley, and Hector, infected the kids
they played with on the tourist court's playground-kids bound for west Texas,

Al abama, Arkansas, and Tennessee. Trish infected the two wonen who were washi ng
cl othes at the Laundromat two bl ocks away. Ed, on his way down the notel
corridor to get sonme ice, infected a fellow he passed in the hallway. Everybody
got into the act.

Trish woke Ed up in the early norning hours to tell himthat Heck, the baby,
was sick. He had an ugly, rasping cough and was running a fever. It sounded to
her like the croup. Ed Norris groaned and told her to give the kid some aspirin
If the kid's goddam croup could only have held off another four or five days, he
could have had it in his very own house and Ed woul d have been left with the
menory of a perfect vacation (not to mention the anticipation of all that
gl oating he planned to do). He could hear the poor kid through the connecting
door, hacking away |ike a hound dog.

Trish expected that Hector's synptons woul d abate in the norning-croup was a
| yi ng-down sickness-but by noon of the twentieth, she admitted to herself that
it wasn't happening. The aspirin wasn't controlling the fever; poor Heck was
just glass-eyed with it. H's cough had taken on a boomi ng note she didn't |ike
and his respiration sounded | abored and phl egny. Whatever it was, Mrsha seened
to be coming dowmn with it, too, and Trish had a nasty little tickle in the back
of her own throat that was making her cough, although so far it was only a |ight
cough she could snother in a snmall hankie.

"We've got to get Heck to a doctor," she said finally.

Ed pulled into a service station and checked the map paperclipped to the
station wagon's sun-visor. They were in Hammer Crossing, Kansas. "I don't know,"
he said. "Maybe we can at least find a doctor who'll give us a referral." He
sighed and ran an aggravated hand through his hair. "Hamer Crossing, Kansas!
Jesus! Why'd he have to get sick, enough to need a doctor at some goddam not hi ng
place like this?e"

Mar sha, who was | ooking at the nap over her father's shoulder, said: "It says



Jesse Janes robbed the bank here, Daddy. Twice."

Fuck Jesse Janes," Ed grumnped.

"Ed!" Trish cried.

"Sorry," he said, not feeling sorry in the |east. He drove on

After six calls, during each of which Ed Norris carefully held his tenper with
both hands, he finally found a doctor in Polliston who would | ook at Hector if
they could get himthere by three. Polliston was off their route, twenty mles
west of Hammer Crossing, but now the inmportant thing was Hector. Ed was getting
very worried about him He'd never seen the kid with so little oonph in him

They were waiting in the outer office of Dr. Brenden Sweeney by two in the
afternoon. By then Ed was sneezing, too. Sweeney's waiting roomwas full; they
didn't get in to see the doctor until nearly four o' clock. Trish couldn't rouse
Heck to nore than a sludgy sem consci ousness, and she felt feverish herself.
Only Stan Norris, age nine, still felt good enough to fidget.

During their wait in Sweeney's office they conmmunicated the sickness which
woul d soon be known across the disintegrating country as Captain Trips to nore
than twenty-five people, including a matronly wonan who just cane in to pay her
bill before going on to pass the disease to her entire bridge club

This matronly woman was Ms. Robert Bradford, Sarah Bradford to the bridge
cl ub, Cookie to her husband and close friends. Sarah played well that night,
possi bly because her partner was Angel a Dupray, her best friend. They seenmed to
enjoy a happy kind of telepathy. They won all three rubbers resoundingly, naking
a grand slamduring the last. For Sarah, the only fly in the ointnment was that
she seemed to be coming down with a slight cold. It wasn't fair, arriving so
soon on the heels of the |ast one.

She and Angela went out for a quiet drink in a cocktail bar after the party
broke up at ten. Angela was in no hurry to get hone. It was David's turn to have
t he weekly poker gane at their house, and she just wouldn't be able to sleep
with all that noise going on . . . unless she had a little selfprescribed
sedative first, which in her case would be two sloe gin fizzes.

Sarah had a Ward 8 and the two wonen rehashed the bridge gane. In the neantine
t hey managed to infect everyone in the Polliston cocktail bar, including two
young nmen drinki ng beer nearby. They were on their way to Californiajust as
Larry Underwood and his friend Rudy Schwartz had once gone-to seek their
fortunes. A friend of theirs had pronised themjobs with a noving conpany. The
next day they headed west, spreading the disease as they went.

Chain letters don't work. It's a known fact. The nillion dollars or so you are

promised if you'll just send one single dollar to the name at the top of the
list, add yours to the bottom and then send the letter on to five friends never
arrives. This one, the Captain Trips chain letter, worked very well. The pyramd

was i ndeed being built, not fromthe bottomup but fromthe tip down---said tip
bei ng a deceased arny security guard naned Charl es Canpion. Al the chickens
were coming home to roost. Only instead of the mail man bringi ng each partici pant
bal e after bale of letters, each containing a single dollar bill, Captain Trips
brought bal es of bedroons with a body or two in each one, and trenches, and
dead-pits, and finally bodies slung into the oceans on each coast and into
quarries and into the foundations of unfinished houses. And in the end, of
course, the bodies would rot where they fell

Sarah Bradford and Angel a Dupray wal ked back to their parked cars together
(infecting four or five people they net on the street), then pecked cheeks and
went their separate ways. Sarah went hone to infect her husband and his five
poker buddi es and her teenaged daughter, Samantha. Unknown to her parents,
Samantha was terribly afraid she had caught a dose of the clap from her
boyfriend. As a matter of fact, she had. As a further matter of fact, she had
nothing to worry about; next to what her nother had given her, a good working
dose of the clap was every bit as serious as a little eczema of the eyebrows.

The next day Samantha would go on to infect everybody in the sw nming pool at



the Polliston YWCA.
And so on.

CHAPTER 9

They set on himsonetine after dusk, while he was wal ki ng up the shoul der of
US Route 27, which was called Main Street a nile back, where it passed through
town. Amle or two farther on, he had been planning to turn west on 63, which
woul d have taken himto the turnpike and the start of his long trip north. His
senses had been dull ed, maybe, by the two beers he had just downed, but he had
known sonet hi ng was wong. He was just getting around to renenbering the four or
five heavyset townies down at the far end of the bar when they broke cover and
ran at him

Ni ck put up the best fight he could, decking one of them and bl oodyi ng
anot her's nose-breaking it, too, by the sound. For one or two hopeful nonents he
t hought there was actually a chance that he might win. The fact that he fought
wi t hout naking any sound at all was unnerving thema little. They were soft,
maybe they had done this before with no trouble, and they certainly hadn't
expected a serious fight fromthis skinny kid with the knapsack

Then one of them caught himjust over the chin, shredding his lower lip with
sone sort of a school ring, and the warmtaste of bl ood gushed into his nouth.
He stunbl ed backward and soneone pinned his arns. He struggled wildly and got
one hand free just as a fist |ooped down into his face |like a runaway noon.
Before it closed his right eye, he sawthat ring again, glittering dully in the
starlight. He saw stars and felt his consciousness start to diffuse, drifting
away into parts unknown.

Scared, he struggled harder. The nan wearing the ring was back in front of him
now and Nick, afraid of being cut again, kicked himin the belly. School Ring's
breath went out of himand he doubled over, naking a series of breathless
whoofing sounds, like a terrier with laryngitis.

The others closed in. To Nick they were only shapes now, beefy nen-good old
boys, they called thenselves-In gray shirts with the sleeves rolled up to show
their big sunfreckled biceps. They wore bl ocky workshoes. Tangles of oily hair
fell over their brows. In the last fading light of day all of this began to seem
like a malign dream Blood ran in his open eye. The knapsack was torn fromhis
back. Bl ows rai ned down on himand he becanme a boneless, jittering puppet on a
fraying string. Consciousness would not quite desert him The only sounds were
their out-0f-breath gasps as they pistoned their fists into himand the liquid
twitter of a nightjar in the deep stand of pine close by.

School Ring had staggered to his feet. "Hold im" he said. "Hold i mby the
har . "

Hands grasped his arnms. Sonebody el se twi ned both hands into N ck's springy
bl ack hair.

"Why don't he yell out?" one of the others asked, agitated. "Wy don't he yel
out, Ray?"

"I tole you not to use any nanes," Signet Ring said. "I don't give a fuck why
he don't yell out. |I'mgonna nmess i mup. Sucker kicked ne. Goddamdirty-fighter
that's what he is."

The fist | ooped down. Nick jerked his head aside and the ring furrowed his
cheek.

"Hold im | tole you," Ray said. "Wat are y'all? Bunch of pussies?"

The fist | ooped down again and N ck's nose becane a squashed and dri ppi ng
tomato. His breath clogged to a snuffle. Consciousness was down to a narrow



pencil beam Hi's mouth dropped open and he scooped in night air. The nightjar
sang again, sweet and solus. Nick heard it this tine no nore than he had the
| ast.

"Hold im" Ray said. "Hold im goddammt."

The fist | ooped dowmn. Two of his front teeth shattered as the school ring
snowpl owed through them It was an agony he couldn't scream about. H's | egs
unhi nged and he sagged, held |ike a grainsack now by the hands behind hi m

"Ray, that's enough! You wanna kill in®"

"Hold im Sucker kicked me. |I'm gonna ness imup."

Then lights were splashing down the road, which was bordered here by
under brush and interlaced with huge ol d pines.

"Ch, Jesus!"

"Dunmp im dunp im"

That was Ray's voice, but Ray was no longer in front of him N ck was dimy
grateful, but nobst of what little consciousness he had | eft was taken up with
the agony in his nouth. He could taste flecks of his teeth on his tongue.

Hands pushed him propelling himout into the center of the road. Oncom ng
circles of light pinned himthere |like an actor on a stage. Brakes screaned.

Ni ck pi nwheeled his arnms and tried to make his | egs go but his I egs woul dn't
oblige; they had given himup for dead. He col | apsed on the conposition surface
and the screani ng sound of brakes and tires filled the world as he waited nunbly
to be run over. At least it would put an end to the pain in his nouth.

Then a splatter of pebbles struck his cheek and he was | ooking at a tire which
had come to a stop less than a foot fromhis face. He could see a small white
rock enbedded between two of the treads like a coin held between a pair of
knuckl es.

Pi ece of quartz, he thought disjointedly, and passed out.

When Nick cane to, he was lying on a bunk. It was a hard one, but in the |ast
three years or so he had lain on harder. He struggled his eyes open with great
effort. They seemed gummed shut and the right one, the one that had been hit by
t he runaway nmoon, would only come to hal f mast.

He was | ooking at a cracked gray cenent ceiling. Pipes wapped in insulation
zi gzagged beneath it. A large beetle was trundling busily along one of these
pi pes. Bisecting his field of vision was a chain. He raised his head slightly,
sendi ng a nonstrous bolt of pain through it, and saw anot her chain running from
t he outside foot of the bunk to a bolt in the wall.

He turned his head to the left (another bolt of pain, this one not so killing)
and saw a rough concrete wall. Cracks ran through it. It had been extensively
witten on. Sonme of the witing was new, sone old, nost illiterate. TH S PLACE

HAS BUGS. LOU S DRAGONSKY, 1987. | LIKE IT IN My ASSHOLE. DTS CAN BE FUN. CGEORCE
RAMPLING | S A JERK-COFF. | STILL LOVE YOU SUZANNE. THI S PLACE SUX, JERRY. CLYDE
D. FRED 1981. There were pictures of |arge dangling penises, gigantic breasts,
crudely drawn vaginas. It all gave Nick a sense of place. He was in a jail cell

Carefully, he propped hinself on his elbows, let his feet (clad in paper
slippers) drop over the edge of the cot, and then swung up to a sitting
position. The | arge econony-size pain rocked his head again and his backbone
gave out an alarming creak. His stomach rolled alarmngly in his gut, and a
fainting kind of nausea seized him the nost disnaying and unnanni ng ki nd, the
kind that nakes you feel like crying out to God to make it stop

Instead of crying out-he couldn't have done that-Ni ck | eaned over his knees,
one hand on each cheek, and waited for it to pass. After a while, it did. He
could feel the Band-Aids that had been placed over the furrow on his cheek, and
by winkling that side of his face a couple of tines he decided that sone
sawbones had sunk a couple of stitches in there for good neasure.



He | ooked around. He was in a snall cell shaped like a Saltine box stood on
end. Beyond the end of the cot was a barred door. At the head of the cot was a
lidless, ringless toilet. Behind and above himhe saw this by craning his stiff
neck very, very carefully-was a small barred w ndow.

After he had sat on the edge of the cot Iong enough to feel sure he wasn't
goi ng to pass out, he hooked the shapel ess gray pajana pants he was wearing down
around his knees, squatted on the can, and urinated for what seened at |east an
hour. Wen he was finished he stood up, holding on to the edge of the cot |ike
an old man. He | ooked apprehensively into the bow for signs of blood, but his
urine had been clear. He flushed it away.

He wal ked carefully over to the barred door and | ooked out into a short
corridor. To his left was the drunk tank. An old nan was |Iying on one of its
five bunks, a hand like driftwood dangling on the floor. To the right the
corridor ended in a door that was chocked open. In the center of the corridor
was a dangling green-shaded light |ike the kind he had seen in pool-halls.

A shadow rose, danced on the propped-open door, and then a large man i n khak
suntans wal ked into the corridor. He was wearing a Sam Browne belt and a big
pi stol. He hooked his thumbs into his pants pockets and | ooked at N ck for
almost a full mnute wthout speaking. Then he said, "Wwen | was a boy we caught
ourselves a nountain lion up in the hills and shot it and then drug it twenty
mle back to town over dirt hardpan. What was |eft of that creature when we got
hone was the sorriest-lookin sight | ever saw. You the second-sorriest, boy."

Ni ck thought it had the feel of a prepared speech, care fully honed and
treasured, saved for out-of-towners and vags that occupied the barred Saltine
boxes fromtime to tinme.

"You got a nane, Babal ugah?"

Nick put a finger to his swelled and | acerated |ips and shook his head. He put
a hand over his nmouth, then cut the air with it in a soft diagonal hashmark and
shook hi s head agai n.

"What? Cain't talk? What's this happy horseshit?" The words were am abl e
enough, but Nick couldn't follow tones or inflections. He plucked an invisible
pen fromthe air and wote with it.

"You want a pencil ?"

Ni ck nodded.

“I'f you're mute, how come you don't have none of those cards?"

Ni ck shrugged. He turned out his enpty pockets. He balled his fists and
shadowboxed the air, which sent another bolt of pain through his head and
anot her wave of nausea through his stonmach. He finished by tapping his own
temples lightly with his fists, rolling his eyes up, and saggi ng on the bars.
Then he pointed to his enpty pockets.

"You were robbed."

Ni ck nodded.

The man in khaki turned away and went back into his office. A nmonent |ater he
returned with a dull pencil and a notepad. He thrust themthrough the bars.
Witten across the top of each notesheet was MEMO and From The Desk O Sheri ff
John Baker.

Ni ck turned the pad around and tapped the pencil eraser at the nane. He raised
guesti oni ng eyebrows.

"Yeah, that's me. Who are you?"

"Ni ck Andros," he wote. He put his hand through the bars.

Baker shook his head. "I ain't gonna shake with you. You deaf, too?"

Ni ck nodded.

"What happened to you tonight? Doc Soanes and his wife al most ran you down
i ke a woodchuck, boy."

"Beat up & robbed. A nile or so froma rdhouse on Main St. Zack's Place."

"That hangout's no place for a kid |like you, Babal ugah. You surely aren't old
enough to drink."



Ni ck shook his head indignantly. "I"mtwenty-two," he wote. "I can have a
coupl e of beers wi thout getting beaten up & robbed for them can't 17?"

Baker read this with a sourly anused | ook on his face. "It don't appear you
can in Shoyo. What you doing here, kid?"

Nick tore the first sheet off the menp pad, crunpled it in a ball, dropped it
on the floor. Before he could begin to wite his reply, an arm shot through the
bars and a steel hand clutched his shoulder. N ck's head jerked up

"My wife neatens these cells," Baker said, "and | don't see any need for you
to litter yours up. Go throw that in the john."

Ni ck bent over, wincing at the pain in his back, and fished the ball of paper
off the floor. He took it over to the toilet, tossed it in, and then | ooked up
at Baker with his eyebrows rai sed. Baker nodded.

Ni ck canme back. This tine he wote |longer, pencil flying over the paper. Baker
reflected that teaching a deaf-nute kid to read and wite was probably quite a
trick, and this N ck Andros nust have sone pretty good equi pment upstairs to
have caught the hang of it. There were fell ows here in Shoyo, Arkansas, who had
never properly caught the hang of it, and nore than a few of them hung out in
Zack's. But he supposed you couldn't expect a kid who just blewinto town to
know t hat .

Ni ck handed the pad through the bars.

"I"ve been traveling around but I'mnot a vag. Spent today working for a man
naned Rich Ellerton about 6 mles west of here. | cleaned his barn & put up a
load of hay in his loft., Last week I was in Watts, Ckla., running fence. The
men who beat ne up got ny week's pay."

"You sure it was Rich Ellerton you was working for? | can check that, you
know. " Baker had torn off Nick's explanation, folded it to wallet-photo size,
and tucked it into his shirt pocket.

Ni ck nodded.

"You see his dog?"

Ni ck nodded.

"What kind was it?"

Ni ck gestured for the pad. "Big Doberman," he wote. "But nice. Not nean."

Baker nodded, turned away, and went back into his office. N ck stood at the
bars, watchi ng anxiously. A noment |later, Baker returned with a big keyring,
unl ocked the holding cell, and pushed it back on its track

"“"Cone on in the office," Baker said. "You want some breakfast?"

Ni ck shook his head, then nade pouring and drinking notions.

"Cof fee? Got that. You take cream and sugar?"

Ni ck shook his head.

"Take it like a man, huh?" Baker | aughed. "Cone on."

Baker started up the hallway, and although he was speaking, N ck was unable to

hear what he was saying with his back turned and his lips hidden. "I don't mnd
the conpany. | got insomia. It's got so | can't sleep nore'n three or four
hours nmost nights. Mwife wants me to go see sone big-shot doctor up in Pine
Bluff. If it keeps on, | just might doit. | nmean, looka this-here | am five in

the norning, not even light out, and there | sit eatin' aigs and greazy hone
"fries fromthe truck stop up the road."

He turned on the |last phrase and N ck caught truck stop up the road."
He raised his eyebrows and shrugged his shoulders to indicate his puzzl ement.

"Don't natter," Baker said. "Not to a young kid |like you, anyway."

In the outer office, Baker poured hima cup of black coffee out of a huge
thernos. The sheriff's half-finished breakfast plate stood on his desk blotter
and he pulled it back to himself. N ck sipped the coffee. It hurt his nmouth, but
it was good.

He tapped Baker on the shoul der, and when he | ooked up, Nick pointed to the
cof fee, rubbed his stonmach, and wi nked soberly.

Baker smiled. "You better say it's good. My wife Jane puts it up." He tucked



hal f a hard-fried egg into his nouth, chewed, and then pointed at Nick with his
fork. "You're pretty good. Just |ike one of those pantom ners. Bet you don't
have nuch troubl e nmakin yoursel f understood, huh?"

Ni ck nade a seesawi ng gesture with his hand in mdair

Comme G, comme Va.

"I ain't gonna hold you," Baker said, nopping up grease with a slice of
toasted Wonder Bread, "but | tell you what. If you stick around, maybe we can
get the guys who did this to you. You game?"

Ni ck nodded and wote: "You think I can get ny week's pay back?"

"Not a chance," Baker said flatly. "I"mjust a hick sheriff, boy. For sonethin
like that, you'd be wantin Oral Roberts."

Ni ck nodded and shrugged. Putting his hands together, he nade a bird flying
away.

"Yeah, |ike that. How many were there?"

Ni ck held up four fingers, shrugged, then held up five.

"Think you could identify any of then®"

Ni ck held up one finger and wote: "Big & blond. Your size, maybe a little
heavier. Gray shirt & pants. He was wearing a big ring. 3rd- finger right hand.
Purpl e stone. That's what cut nme."

As Baker read this, a change cane over his face. First concern, then anger
Ni ck, thinking the anger was directed against him becane frightened again

"Ch Jesus Christ," Baker said. "This here's a full comobde sl opping over for
sure. You sure?"

Ni ck nodded reluctantly.

"Anyt hi ng el se? You see anything el se?"

Ni ck thought hard, then' wote: "Small scar. On his forehead."

Baker | ooked at the words. "That's Ray Booth," he said. "My brother-in-Iaw.
Thanks, kid. Five in the nmorning and ny day's wecked al ready:"

Ni ck's eyes opened a little wider, and he made a cautious gesture of
comm serati on.

"Well, all right," Baker said, nore to hinself than to Nick. "He's a bad
actor. Janey knows it. He beat her up enough tines when they was kids together
Still, they're brother 'n sister and | guess | can forget nmy lovin for this
week. "

Ni ck | ooked down, ,enbarrassed. After a nonment Baker shook his shoul der so-
that N ck woul d see hi m speaki ng.

"I't probably won't do any good anyway," he said. "Ray 'n his jerk-off
buddi es' || just swear each other up. Your word against theirs. Did you get any
licks in?"

"Kicked this Ray in the guts," Nick wote. "Got another one in the nose. M ght
have broken it."

"Ray chuns around with Vince Hogan, Billy Warner, and M ke Childress, nostly,"
Baker said. "I mght be able to get Vince alone and break hi mdown. He's got al
the spine of a dyin jellyfish. If I could get himl| could go after M ke and
Billy. Ray got that ring in a fraternity at LSU He flunked out his sophonore
year." He paused, drunming his fingers against the rimof his breakfast plate.
"I guess we could give it a go, kid, if you wanted to. But I'll warn you in
advance, we probably won't get them They're as vicious and cowardly as a
dogpack, but they're town boys and you're just a deaf-nute drifter. And if they
got off, they'd come after you."

Ni ck thought about it. In his mnd he kept com ng back to the i nage of
hi nsel f, being shoved fromone of themto the next like a bl eeding scarecrow,
and to Ray's lips formng the words: |'m gonna nmess i mup. Sucker kicked nme. To
the feel of his knapsack, that old friend of the |ast two wandering years, being
ri pped fromhis back

On the nenp pad he wote and underlined two words:

"Let's try.



Baker sighed and nodded. "Ckay. Vince Hogan works down to the sawnm ||

well, that ain't just true. What he does nostly is fucks off down to the
sawmmi | |. We'll take a ride down there about nine, if that's fine with you. Maybe
we can get him scared enough to spill the beans.™

Ni ck nodded.

"How s your nouth? Doc Soanes |eft some pills. He said it would probably be a
msery to you."

Ni ck nodded ruefully.

“I"1l get em It . . ." He broke off, and in Nick's silent novie world, he
wat ched the sheriff expl ode several sneezes into his handkerchief. "That's
anot her thing," he went on, but he had turned away now and Ni ck caught only the
first word. "I"mcomn down with a real good cold. Jesus Christ, ain't life
grand? Wl cone to Arkansas, boy."

He got the pills and cane back to where Nick sat. After he passed themand a
gl ass of water to N ck, Baker rubbed gently under the angle of his jaw. There
was a definite painful swelling there. Swollen glands, coughing, sneezing, a | ow
fever, felt like. Yeah, it was shaping up to be a wonderful day.

CHAPTER 10

Larry woke up with a hangover that was not too bad, a mouth that tasted as if
a baby dragon had used it for a potty chair, and a feeling that he was sonmewhere
he shoul dn't be.

The bed was a single, but there were two pillows on it. He could snell frying
bacon. He sat up, |ooked out the wi ndows at another gray New York day, and his
first thought was that they had done sonmething horrible to Berkel ey overnight:
turned it dirty and sooty, had aged it. Then |ast night began coning back and he
realized he was | ooki ng at Fordham not Berkeley. He was in a second-floor flat
on Trermont Avenue, not far fromthe Concourse, and his nother was going to
wonder where he had been last night. Had he called her, given her any kind of
excuse, no matter how thin?

He swung his | egs out of bed and found a crunpl ed pack of Wnstons with one
crazy cigarette left init. Helit it with a green plastic Bic lighter. It
tasted |i ke dead horseshit. Qut in the kitchen the sound of frying bacon went on
and on, like radio static.

The girl's name was Maria and she had said she was a . . . what? Oa
hygi enist, was that it? Larry didn't know how nuch she knew about hygi ene, but
she was great on oral. He vaguely renenbered bei ng gobbled Iike a Perdue
drunstick. Crosby, Stills, and Nash on the crappy little stereo in the living
room singing about how much water had gone underneath the bridge, time we had
wasted on the way. If his nenory was correct, Maria sure hadn't wasted nuch
tinme. She had been a little overwhel ned to di scover he was that Larry Underwood.
At one point in the evening's festivities, hadn't they gone out reeling around
| ooking for an open record store so they could buy a copy of "Baby, Can You Dig
Your Man?"?

He groaned very softly and tried to retrace yesterday fromits innocuous
beginnings to its frantic, gobbling finale.

The Yankees weren't in town, he renenbered that. H s nother had been gone to
wor k when he woke up, but she had | eft a Yankees schedul e on the kitchen table
along with a note: "Larry. As you can see, the Yankees won't be back until Ju
1. They are playing a doubl eheader the 4th of July. If you're not doing anything
t hat day, why not take your nomto the ball park. I'Il buy the beer and hotdogs.
There are eggs and sausage in the fridge or sweetrolls in the breadbox if you



like them better. Take care of yourself kiddo." There was a typical Alice
Underwood PS: "Mst of the kids you hung around with are gone now and good

ri ddance to that bunch of hoods butt think Buddy Marx is working at that print
shop on Stricker Avenue."

Just thinking of that note was enough to nmake himw nce. No "Dear" before his
nane. No "Love" before her signature. She didn't believe in phony stuff. The
real stuff was in the refrigerator. Sonmetinme while he had been sleeping off his
drive across Anmerica, she had gone out and stocked up on every goddamthing in
the world that he liked. Her menory was so perfect it was frightening. A Daisy
canned ham Two pounds of real butter-how the hell could she afford that on her
sal ary? Two si x-packs of Coke. Deli sausages. A roast of beef already marinating
in Alice's secret sauce, the contents of which she refused to divul ge even to
her son, and a gallon of Baski n-Robbins Peach Delight ice creamin the freezer
Along with a Sara Lee cheesecake. The kind with strawberries on top

On inpul se, he had gone into the bathroom not just to take care of his
bl adder but to check the medicine cabinet.

A brand new Pepsodent toothbrush was hanging in the old hol der, where all of
hi s chil dhood t oot hbrushes had hung, one after another. There was a package of
di sposabl e razors in the cabinet, a can of Barbasol shave cream even a bottle
of A d Spice cologne. Not fancy, she would have said-Larry could actually hear
her-but snelly enough, for the noney.

He had stood | ooking at these things, then had taken the new tube of
t oot hpaste out and held it in his hand. No "Dear," no "Love, Mom" Just a new
t oot hbrush, new tube of toothpaste, new bottle of col ogne. Sonetines, he
t hought, real love is silent as well as blind. He began brushing his teeth,
wondering if there m ght not be a song in that sonepl ace.

The oral hygienist came in, wearing a pink nylon half-slip and nothing el se.
"Hi, Larry," she said. She was short, pretty in a vague Sandra Dee sort of way,
and her breasts pointed at himperkily without a sign of a sag. Wat was the old
joke? That's right, Loot-she had a pair of 38s and a real gun. Ha-ha, very
funny. He had cone three thousand mles to spend the night being eaten alive by
Sandra Dee.

"Hi," he said, and got up. He was naked but his clothes were at the foot of
the bed. He began to put them on.

"I"ve got a robe you can wear if you want to. W're having ki ppers and bacon."

Ki ppers and bacon? H's stonach began to shrivel and fold in on itself.

"No, honey, I've got to run. Soneone |'ve got to see."

"Ch hey, you can't just run out on ne |ike that-"

"Really, it's inportant.”

"Well, I"'minpawtant, too!" She was becoming strident. It hurt Larry's head.
For no particular reason, he thought of Fred Flintstone bellow ng "WH LMAAAI " at
the top of his cartoon |ungs.

"Your Bronx is show ng, luv," he said.

"What's that supposed to nean?" She planted her hands on her hips, the greasy
spatul a sticking out of one closed fist like a steel flower. Her breasts jiggled
fetchingly, but Larry wasn't fetched. He stepped into his pants and buttoned
them "So |I'mfromthe Bronx, does that nake ne bl ack? Wat have you got agai nst
t he Bronx? \Wat are you, sone kind of racist?"

"Nothing and | don't think so," he said, and wal ked over to her in his bare
feet. "Listen, the sonebody | have to neet is my nother. | just got into town
two days ago and | didn't call her last night or anything . . . did |?" he added
hopef ul | y.

"You didn't call anybody," she said sullenly. "I just bet it's your nother."
He wal ked back to the bed and stuck his feet in his loafers. "It is. Really.
She works in the Chenmical Bank Buil ding. She's a housekeeper. Wl I, these days |

guess she's a floor supervisor."

"I bet you aren't the Larry Underwood that has that record, either."



"You believe what you want. | have to run."

"You cheap prick!" she flashed at him "What am | supposed to do with all the
stuff | cooked?"

"Throw it out the w ndow?" he suggest ed.

She uttered a high squawk of anger and hurled the spatula at him On any ot her
day of his life it would have m ssed. One of the first |aws of physics was, to
wit, a spatula will not fly a straight trajectory if hurled by an angry ora
hygi enist. Only this was the exception that proved the rule, flip-flop, up and
over, smash, right into Larry's forehead. It didn't hurt much. Then he saw two
drops of blood fall on the throwrug as he bent over to pick the spatula up

He advanced two steps with the spatula in his hand. "I ought to paddle you
with this!" he shouted at her.

"Sure," she said, cringing back and starting to cry. "Wy not? Big star. Fuck
and run. | thought you were a nice guy. You ain't no nice guy." Several tears
ran down her cheeks, dropped from her jaw, and pl opped onto her upper chest.
Fasci nated, he watched one of themroll down the slope of her right breast and
perch on the nipple. It had a magnifying effect. He could see pores, and one
bl ack hair sprouting fromthe inner edge of the aureole. Jesus Christ, |'m going
crazy, he thought wonderingly.

"I have to go," he said. Hs white cloth jacket was on the foot of the bed. He
picked it up and slung it over his shoul der

"You ain't no nice guy!" she cried at himas he went into the living room "I
only went with you because | thought you were a nice guy!"

The sight of the Iiving room mde himfeel |ike groaning. On the couch where
he dimy renmenbered bei ng gobbled were at | east two dozen copies of "Baby, Can
You Dig Your Man?" Three nore were on the turntable of the dusty portable
stereo. On the far wall was a huge poster of Ryan O Neal and Ali MG aw. Being

gobbl ed means never having to say you're sorry, ha-ha. Jesus, | am going crazy.
She stood in the bedroom doorway, still crying, pathetic in her half-slip. He
could see a nick on one of her shins where she had cut herself shaving.

"Listen, give ne a call," she said. "I ain't md."

He shoul d have said, "Sure," and that woul d have been the end of it. |nstead
he heard his nouth utter a crazy |augh and then, "Your kippers are burning."

She screaned at himand started across the room only to trip over a throw
pillow on the floor and go sprawling. One of her arms knocked over a hal f-enpty
bottle of mlk and rocked the enpty bottle of Scotch standing next to it. Holy
CGod, Larry thought, were we m xing those?

He got out quickly and pounded down the stairs. As he went down the l[ast six
steps to the front door, he heard her in the upstairs hall, yelling down: "You
ain't no nice guy! You ain't no-"

He sl ammed the door behind himand misty, humd warmh washed over him
carrying the aroma of spring trees and autonobil e exhaust. It was perfune after
the smell of frying grease and stale cigarette snoke. He still had the crazy
cigarette, now burned down to the filter, and he threw it into the gutter and
took a deep breath of the fresh air. Whnderful to be out of that craziness.
Return with us now to those wonderful days of nornalcy as we

Above and behind hima wi ndow went up with a rattling bang and he knew what
was coni ng next.

"I hope you rot!" she screamed down at him The Conpl eat Bronx Fishwife. "I
hope you fall in front of sone fuckin subway train! You ain't no singer! You're
shitty in bed! You |ouse! Pound this up your ass! Take this to ya nother, you
| ouse!"

The milk bottle came zipping down from her second-fl oor bedroom wi ndow. Larry
ducked. It went off in the gutter |ike a bonb, spraying the street with gl ass
fragnments. The Scotch bottle cane next, twirling end over end, to crash nearly
at his feet. Whatever el se she was, her aimwas terrifying. He broke into a run
hol di ng one armover his head. This nadness was never going to end.



From behind himcane a final long braying cry, triunmphant with juicy Bronx
intonation: "KISS My ASS, YOU CHEAP BAAASTARD! " Then he was around the corner
and on the expressway overpass, |eaning over, laughing with a shaky intensity
that was nearly hysteria, watching the cars pass bel ow

"Coul dn't you have handl ed that better?" he said, totally unaware he was
speaki ng out loud. "Ch nman, you coul da done better than that. That was a bad
scene. Crap on that, man." He realized he was speaking al oud, and anot her burst
of laughter escaped him He suddenly felt a dizzy, spinning nausea in his
stomach and squeezed his eyes tightly closed. A nenory circuit in the Departnent
of Masochi smclicked open and he heard Wayne Stukey saying, There's sonmething in
you that's like biting on tinfoil

He had treated the girl like an old whore on the norning after the frathouse
gangbang.

You ain't no nice guy.

I am | am

But when the people at the big party had protested his decision to cut them
of f, he had threatened to call the police, and he had neant it. Hadn't he? Yes.
Yes, he had. Most of them were strangers, true, he could care if they crapped on
a landm ne, but four or five of the protestors had gone back to the ol d days.
And Wayne Stukey, that bastard, standing in the doorway with his arnms fol ded
i ke a hangi ng judge on the big day.

Sal Doria going out, saying: If this is what it does to guys like you, Larry,
I wish you were still playing sessions.

He opened his eyes and turned away fromthe overpass, |ooking for a cab. GCh
sure. The outraged friend bit. If Sal was such a big friend, what was he doi ng
there sucking off himin the first place? | was stupid and nobody |ikes to see a
stupid guy wise up. That's the real story.

You ain't no nice guy.

"I ama nice guy," he said sulkily. "And whose business is it, anyway?"

A cab was conming and Larry flagged it. It seened to hesitate a noment before
pulling up to the curb, and Larry renenbered the bl ood on his forehead. He
opened t he back door and clinbed in before the guy could change his m nd

"Manhattan. The Chemi cal Bank Building on Park," he said.

The cab pulled out into traffic. "You got a cut on your forehead, guy," the
cabbi e said.

"Agirl threw a spatula at nme," Larry said absently.

The cabbie offered hima strange false snile of conm seration and drove on
| eaving Larry to settle back and try to i magi ne how he was going to explain his
ni ght out to his nother.

CHAPTER 11

Larry found a tired-1ooking black wonan on the | obby | evel who told himshe
t hought Alice Underwood was up on the twenty-fourth floor, doing an inventory.
He got an el evator and went up, aware that the other people in the car were
steal ing cautious glances at his forehead. The wound there was no | onger
bl eedi ng, but it had caked over into an unsightly ness.

The twenty-fourth floor was taken up by the executive offices of a Japanese
canera conpany. Larry wal ked up and down the halls for al nbst twenty m nutes,
| ooking for his mother and feeling like a horse's ass. There were plenty of
Ccci dental executives, but enough of them were Japanese to nake himfeel, at
six-feet-two, like a very tall horse's ass. The snmall nen and wonmen with the
upsl anted eyes | ooked at his caked forehead and bl oody jacket sleeve with



unsettling Oiental blandness.

He finally spotted a door with CUSTODI AN & HOUSEKEEPI NG on it behind a very
large fern. He tried the knob. The door was unl ocked and he peered inside. H s
not her was in there, dressed in her shapel ess gray uniform support hose, and
crepe-sol ed shoes. Her hair was firmy caught under a black net. Her back was to
him She had a clipboard in one hand and seened to be counting bottles of spray
cl eaner on a high shelf.

Larry felt a strong and guilty impulse to just turn tail and run. Go back to
t he garage two bl ocks from her apartment building and get the Z. Fuck the two
nonths' rent he had just laid dowmn on the space. Just get in and boogi e. Boogie
where? Anywhere. Bar Harbor, Miine. Tanpa, Florida. Salt Lake City, Utah. Any
pl ace woul d be a good place, as long as it was confortably over the horizon from
Dewey the Deck and fromthis soap-snmelling little closet. He didn't know if it
was the fluorescent lights or the cut on his forehead, but he was getting one
fuck of a headache.

Ch, quit whining, you goddam sissy.

“H, Mom" he said.

She started a little but didn't turn around. "So, Larry. You found your way

upt own. "

"Sure." He shuffled his feet. "I wanted to apol ogi ze. | should have called you
| ast night-"

"Yeah. Good idea."

"I stayed with Buddy. W . . . uh . . . we went out steppin. Did the town."

"I figured it was that. That or something like it." She hooked a small stoo
over with her foot, clinbed up on it, and began to count the bottles of floor-
wax on the top shelf, touching each one lightly with the tips of her right thunb
and forefinger as she went. She had to reach, and when she did, her dress pulled
up and he could see beyond the brown tops of her stockings to the waffled white
fl esh of her upper thighs and he turned his eyes away, suddenly and aim essly
recal | i ng what had happened to Noah's third son when he | ooked at his father as
the old man | ay drunk and naked on his pallet. Poor guy had ended up being a
hewer of wood and fetcher of water ever after. Hmand all his descendants. And
that's why we have race riots today, son. Praise God

"I's that all you came to tell ne?" she asked, |ooking around at himfor the
first tinme.

"Well, where | was and to apologize. It was crumy of ne to forget."

"Yeah," she said again. "But you got your crumy side to you, Larry. Did you
think I forgot that?"

He flushed. "Mom Ilisten-"

"You're bl eeding. Sone stripper hit you with a | ocaded G string?" She turned
back to the shelves, and after she had counted the whole row of bottles on the
top one, she made a notation on her clipboard. "Soneone has had thensel ves two
bottles of floor-wax this past week," she remarked. "Lucky them"

"I came to say | was sorry!" Larry told her loudly. She didn't junp, but he
did. Alittle.

"Yeah, so you said. M. Geoghan is gonna be on us like a ton of bricks if the
dammed fl oor-wax doesn't stop going out."

"I didn't get in a barroomfight and | wasn't in a stripjoint. It wasn't
anything like that. It was just . . ." He trailed off.

She turned around, eyebrows arched in that old sardonic way he renmenbered so
wel . "Was what ?"

"Well . . ." He couldn't think of a convincing lie quick enough. "It was. A
Uh. Spatula.”

"Someone m stook you for a fried egg? Must have been quite a night you and
Buddy had out on the town."

He kept forgetting that she could run rings around him had al ways been abl e
to, probably always woul d.



"It was a girl, Ma. She threw it at ne.

"She nmust be a hell of a shot,"” Alice Underwood said, and turned away again
"That dratted Consuela is hiding the requisition forms again. Not that they do
much good; we never get all the stuff we need, but we get plenty |I wouldn't know
what to do with if ny |ife depended on it."

"Mp, are you nmad at ne?"

Her hands suddenly dropped to her sides. Her shoul ders sl unped.

"Don't be mad at ne," he whispered. "Don't be, okay? Huh?"

She turned around and he saw an unnatural sparkle in her eyes-well, he
supposed it was natural enough, but it sure wasn't caused by the fluorescents in
here, and he heard the oral hygienist say once nore, with great finality: You
ain't no nice guy. Wiy had he ever bothered to cone hone if he was going to do
stuff like this to her . . . and never mind what she was doing to him

"Larry," she said gently. "Larry, Larry, Larry."

For a nonment he thought she was going to say no nore; even allowed hinself to
hope this was so

"I's that all you can say? "Don't be mad at ne, please, Ma, don't be nmad' ? |

hear you on the radi o, and even though | don't like that song you sing, |'m
proud it's you singing it. People ask me if that's really my son and | say yes,
that's Larry. | tell themyou could always sing, and that's no lie, is it?"

He shook his head niserably, not trusting hinself to speak

"I tell them how you picked up Donny Roberts's guitar when you were in junior
hi gh and how you were playing better than himin half an hour, even though he
had | essons ever since second grade. You got talent, Larry, nobody ever had to
tell me that, least of all you. |I guess you knew it, too, because it's the only
thing I never heard you whi ne about. Then you went away, and am | beating you
about the head and shoulders with that? No. Young nen and young woren, they go
away. That's the nature of the world. Sometinmes it stinks, but it's natural
Then you cone back. Does sonebody have to tell me why that is? No. You come back
because, hit record or no hit record, you got in sone kind of jamout there on
the West Coast."

"I"'mnot in any trouble!" he said indignantly.

"Yes you are. | know the signs. |'ve been your mother for a long tine, and you
can't bullshit nme, Larry. Trouble is something you have al ways | ooked around for
when you couldn't just turn your head and see it. Sonetimes | think you'd cross
the street to step in dogshit. God will forgive ne for saying it, because God
knows it's true. AmI| nmad? No. Am | disappointed? Yes. | had hoped you woul d
change out there. You didn't. You went away a -little boy in a man's body and
you cane back the same way, except the man got his hair processed. You know why
| think you canme hone?"

He | ooked at her, wanting to speak, but knowi ng the only thing he would be
able to say if he did would nake them both mad: Don't cry, Mom huh?

"I think you cane hone because you couldn't think where else to go. You didn't

know who el se woul d take you in. | never said a mean word about you to anyone
el se, Larry, not even to ny own sister, but since you' ve pushed ne to it, 'l
tell you exactly what | think of you. | think you're a taker. You've al ways been

one. It's like God left sonme part of you out when He built you inside of ne.
You're not bad, that's not what | mean. Some of the places we had to live after
your father died, you would have gone bad if there was bad in you, God knows. |
think the worst thing | ever caught you doing was witing a nasty word in the
downstairs hall of that place on Carstairs Avenue in Queens. You renenber that?"
He remenbered. She had chal ked that same word on his forehead and then nade
hi m wal k around the block with her three times. He had never witten that word
or any other word on a building, wall, or stoop.
"The worst part, Larry, is that you mean well. Sometines | think it would
al nost be a nercy if you were broke worse. As it is, you seemto know what's
wong but not howto fix it. And | don't know how, either. | tried every way I



knew when you were small. Witing that word on your forehead, that was only one
of them. . . and by then | was getting desperate, or | never would have done
such a mean thing to you. You're a taker, that's all. You came home to ne
because you knew that | have to give. Not to everybody, .but to you."

“I'"ll nmove out," he said, and every word was |like spitting out a dry ball of
lint. "This afternoon."

Then it canme to himthat he probably couldn't afford to nobve out, at |east not
until Wayne sent himhis next royalty check-or whatever was left of it after he
finished feeding the hungriest of the L. A hounds-on to him As for current out-
of - pocket expenses, there was the rent on the parking slot for the Datsun Z, and
a hefty paynment he woul d have to send out by Friday, unless he wanted the
friendly nei ghborhood repo nan | ooking for him and he didn't. And after |ast
night's revel, which had begun so innocently with Buddy and his fiancee and this
oral hygienist the fiancee knew, a nice girl fromthe Bronx, Larry, you'll |ove
her, great sense of hunor, he was pretty |low on cash. No. If you wanted to be
accurate, he was busted to his heels. The thought nade hi m panicky. If he left
his mother's now, where would he go? A hotel? The doorman at any hotel better
than a fl eabag would laugh his ass off and tell himto get [ost. He was wearing
good threads, but they knew. Sonmehow those bastards knew. They could snell an
enpty wal | et.

"Don't go," she said softly. "I wish you wouldn't, Larry. | bought sone food
speci al . Maybe you saw it. And | was hoping nmaybe we could play sone gin runmy
toni ght."

“"Mp, you can't play gin," he said, sniling a little.

"For a penny a point, | can beat the tailgate off a kid |like you."

"Maybe if | gave you four hundred points-"

"Listen to the kid," she jeered softly. "Maybe if | gave you four hundred.
Stick around, Larry. Wat do you say?"

"Al'l right," he said. For the first tine that day he felt good, really good. A
snmal | voice inside whispered he was taking again, sane old Larry, riding for

free, but he refused to listen. This was his nother, after all, and she had

asked him It was true that she had said sone pretty hard things on the way to
aski ng, but asking was asking, true or false? "Tell you what. 1'll pay for our
tickets to the gane on July fourth. 1'Il just peel it off the top of whatever |

skin you out of tonight."
"You couldn't skin a tomato," she said am ably, then turned back to the

shel ves. "There's a nmen's down the hall. Wy don't you go wash the bl ood off
your forehead? Then take ten dollars out of nmy purse and go to a novie. There's
some good novi e- houses over on Third Avenue, still. Just stay out of those scum

pits around Forty-ninth and Broadway."

“I''"ll be giving noney to you before long," Larry said. "Record's nunber
ei ghteen on the Billboard chart this week. | checked it in Sam Goody's com ng
over here."

"That's wonderful. If you' re so | oaded, why didn't you buy a copy, instead of
just | ooking?"

Suddenly there was sone kind of a blockage in his throat. He harrunphed, but
it didn't go away.

"Well, never nmind," she said. "My tongue's |like a horse with a bad tenper.
Once it starts running, it just has to go on running until it's tired out. You
know that. Take fifteen,

Larry. Call it aloan. | guess | will get it back, one way or the other."
"You will," he said. He canme over to her and tugged at the hem of her dress
like alittle boy. She | ooked down. He stood on tiptoe and ki ssed her cheek. "I

| ove you, Ma."

She | ooked startled, not at the kiss but either at what he had said or the
tone in which he had said it. "Wy, | know that, Larry," she said.

"About what you said. About being in trouble. | am a little, but it's not-"



Her voice was cold and stern at once. So cold, in fact, that it frightened him
alittle. "I don't want to hear about that."

"Ckay," he said. "Listen, Ma-what's the best theater around here?"

"The Lux Twin," she said, "but | don't know what's playing there."

"It doesn't nmatter. You know what | think? There's three things you can get
everyplace in Anerica, but you can only get themgood in New York City."

"Yeah, M. New York Tines critic? What are those?"

"Movi es, baseball, and hotdogs from Nedick's."

She | aughed. "You ain't stupid, Larry-you never were."

So he went down to the nen's room And washed the blood off his forehead. And
went back and ki ssed his nother again. And got fifteen dollars from her scuffed
bl ack purse. And went to the novies at the Lux. And watched an insane, nmalignant
revenant named Freddy Krueger suck a nunber of teenagers into the quicksand of
their own dreans, where all but one of themthe heroine-died. Freddy Krueger
al so appeared to die at the end, but it was hard to tell, and since this novie
had a Roman nuneral after its nanme and seened to be well attended, Larry thought
the man with the razors on the tips of his fingers would be back, w thout
knowi ng that the persistent sound in the row behind himsignaled the end to al
that: there would be no nore sequels, and in a very short time, there would be
no nore novies at all

In the row behind Larry, a man was coughi ng.

CHAPTER 12

There was a grandfather clock standing in the far corner of the parlor
Frannie Goldsnith had been listening to its neasured ticks and tocks all of her
life. It sunmmed up the room which she had never |iked and, on days |ike today,
actively hated.

Her favorite roomin the place was her father's workshop. It was in the shed
t hat connected house and barn. You got there through a small door which was
barely five feet high and nearly hidden behind the old kitchen woodstove. The
door was good to begin with: small and al nbst hidden, it was deliciously |ike
the sort of door one encountered in fairy-tales and fantasi es. Wen 'she grew
ol der and taller, she had to duck through it just as her father did-her nother
never went out into the workshop unl ess she absolutely had to. It was an Alice
i n Wonder | and door, and for a while her pretend gane, secret even from her
father, was that one day when she opened it, she would not find Peter
Goldsmth's workshop at all. Instead she would find an underground passageway
| eadi ng sonehow from Wonderl and to Hobbiton, a | ow but sonehow cozy tunnel with
rounded earthen sides and an earthen ceiling interlaced with sturdy roots that
woul d give your head a good bunp if you knocked it against any of them A tunne
that snelled not of wet soil and danp and nasty bugs and wornms, but one which
snel |l ed of cinnanmon and baki ng appl e pies, one which ended sonewhere up ahead in
the pantry of Bag End, where M. Bilbo Baggi ns was cel ebrating his el eventy-
first birthday party . .

Wel |, that cozy tunnel never turned out to be there, but to the Frannie
Gol dsmith who had grown up in this house, the workshop (sonetines called "the
t ool shop" by her father and "that dirty place where your dad goes to drink beer"
by her nother) had been enough. Strange, tools and odd gadgets. A huge chest

with a thousand drawers, each of the thousand crammed full. Nails, screws, bits,
sandpaper (of three kinds: rough, rougher, and roughest), planes, |evels, and
all the other things. she'd had no nane for then and still had no name for. It

was dark in the workshop except for the cobwebby forty-watt bulb that hung down



by its cord and the bright circle of light fromthe Tensor |anp that was al ways
focused where her father was working. There were the smells of dust and oil and
pi pesnoke, and it seened to her now that there should be a rule: every father
nmust smoke. Pipe cigar, cigarette, marijuana, hash, lettuce | eaves, sonething.
Because the snell of snoke seemed an integral part of her own childhood.
"Hand me that wench, Frannie. No-the little one. What did you do at schoo
today? . . . She did? . . . Well why would Ruthie Sears want to push you down? .
Yes, it is nasty: Very nasty scrape. But it goes good with the col or of your
dress, don't you think? Now if you could only find Ruthie Sears and get her to
push you down again and scrape the other |eg. Then you'd have a pair. Hand ne

that big screwdriver, would you? . . . No, the one with the yellow handle."
Franni e Goldsnmith! You come out of that nasty place right now and change your
schoolclothes! RIGHT . . . NOWN You'll be filthy!"

Even now, at twenty-one, she could duck through that doorway and stand between
his worktabl e and the old Ben Franklin stove that gave out such stuperous heat
in the wintertine and catch sonme of what it had felt |like to be such a snal
Frannie Goldsnmith growing up in this house. It was an illusory feeling, alnost
al ways interm ngled with sadness for her barely remenbered brother Fred, whose
own growi ng-up had been so rudely and finally interrupted. She could stand and
snell the oil that was rubbed into everything, the nmust, the faint odor of her
father's pipe. She could rarely remenber what it had been like to be so snall

so strangely snall, but out there she sonetines could, and it was a glad way to
f eel

But the parlor, now

The parl or.

If the workshop was the goodness of chil dhood, synbolized by the phantom snel |
of her father's pipe (he sonetines puffed snoke gently into her ear when she had
an earache, always after extracting a pronmi se that she wouldn't tell Carla, who
woul d have had a fit), then the parlor was everything in chil dhood you w shed
you could forget. Speak when spoken to! Easier to break it than to fix it! Go
right upstairs this mnute and change your clothes, don't you know that isn't
sui table? Don't you ever think? Frannie , don't pick at your clothes, people
will think you have fleas. Wat nust your Uncle Andrew and Aunt Carl ene think?
You enbarrassed nme half to death! The parlor was where you were tongue-tied, the
parl or was where you itched and couldn't scratch, the parlor was dictatoria
conmands, boring conversation, relatives pinching cheeks, aches, sneezes that
couldn't be sneezed, coughs that couldn't be coughed, and above all, yawns that
must not be yawned.

At the center of this roomwhere her nother's spirit dwelt was the clock. It
had been built in 1889 by Carla's grandfather, Tobias Downes, and it had
ascended to famly heirloom status al nost i mediately, shifting down through the
years, carefully packed and insured for noves fromone part of the country to
another (it had originally come into being in the Buffalo, New York, workshop of
Tobi as, a place which had undoubtedly been every bit as snoky and nasty as
Peter's wor kshop, although such a coment woul d have struck Carla as conpletely
irrelevant), sonetines shifting fromone section of the fanmly to another when
cancer, heart attack, or accident pinched off sonme branch of the fanily tree.
The clock had been in this parlor since Peter and Carla Goldsmth noved into the
house sonme thirty-six years ago. Here it had been placed and here it had stayed,
ticking and tocking, marking off segnments of tinme in a dry age. Soneday the
clock would be hers, if she wanted, Frannie reflected as she | ooked into her
not her's white, shocked face. But | don't want it! Don't want it and won't have
it!

In this roomthere were dried flowers under glass bells. There was in this
rooma dove gray carpet with dusky pink roses figured into the nap. There was a
graceful bow wi ndow t hat | ooked down the hill to Route 1, with a big privet
hedge between the road and the grounds. Carla had nagged her husband with a grim



fervor until he planted that hedge right after the Exxon station on the corner
went up. Once it was in, she nagged her husband to nmake it grow faster. Even
radi oactive fertilizer, Frannie thought, would have been acceptable to her if it
had served that end. The stridency of her renonstrations concerning the privet
had | essened as the hedge grew taller, and she supposed it would stop altogether
in another two years or so, when the hedge finally grew tall enough to bl ot out
the of fending gas station conpletely and the parlor was inviolate again

It would stop on that subject, at |east.

Stencils on the wall paper, |large green | eaves and pink flowers al nost the same
shade as the roses in the carpet. Early Anmerican furniture and a dark nmmhogany
set of double doors. A fireplace which was just for show where a birch | og sat
eternally on a hearth of red brick which was eternally inmmcul ate and unt ouched
by even a speck of soot. Frannie guessed that by now that | og was so dry that it
woul d burn Iike newspaper if lit. Above the |og was a pot al nbst big enough for
a child to bathe in. It had been handed down from Franni e's great-grandnot her,
and it hung eternally suspended over the eternal |o0g. Above the nmantel,
finishing that part of the picture, was The Eternal Flintlock Rifle.

Segnments of time in a dry age.

One of her earliest nenories was of .peeing on the dove gray rug with the
dusky pink roses figured into the nap. She m ght have been three, not trained
for very long, and probably not allowed in the parlor save for special occasions
because of the chance of accidents. But sonehow she had gotten in, and seeing
her mother not just running but sprinting to grab her up before the unthinkable
coul d happen had brought the unthinkable on. Her bladder let go, and the
spreadi ng stain as the dove gray rug turned to a darker slate gray around her
bott om had caused her nmother to actually shriek. The stain had finally cone out,
but after how many patient shanmpooi ngs? The Lord m ght know, Frannie Goldsmith
did not.

It was in the parlor that her mother had talked to her, grimy, explicitly,
and at length, after she caught Frannie and Nornman Burstein exam ning each other
in the barn, their clothes piled in one am cable heap on a haybal e to one side.
How woul d she like it, Carla asked as the grandfather clock solemly ticked off
segnents of tine in a dry age, if she took Frannie out for a walk up and down US
Route 1 without any clothes on? How would that be? Frannie, then six, had cried,
but had sonehow managed to avoid the hysterics which inpended at this prospect.

When she was ten she had ridden her bike into the nail box post while | ooking
back over her shoulder to yell sonething to Georgette McGQuire. She cut her head,
bl oodi ed her nose, |acerated both knees, and had actually grayed out for a few
nmonents with shock. Wien she cane around she had stunbled up the driveway to the
house, weeping and horrified at the sight of so much bl ood com ng out of
hersel f. She woul d have gone to her father, but since her father was at work
she had stunbled into the parlor where her nother was serving tea to Ms. Venner
and Ms. Prynne. Get out! her nother had screaned, and the next nonment she was
running to Frannie, enbracing her, crying Oh Frannie, oh dear, what happened, oh
your poor nose! But she was | eading Frannie back into the kitchen, where the
floor could safely be bled upon, even as she was conforting her, and Frannie
never forgot that her first two words that day hadn't been Ch, Frannie! but Get
out! Her first concern had been for the parlor, where that dry age went on and
on and bl ood was not allowed. Perhaps Ms. Prynne never forgot, either, because
even through her tears Frannie had seen a shocked, slapped expression cross the
worman's face. After that day, Ms. Prynne had becone sonething of a sel dom
cal ler.

In her first year of junior high she had gotten a bad conduct mark on her
report card, and of course she was invited into the parlor to discuss this mark
with her nmother. In her final year of senior high school, she had received three
detention periods for passing notes, and that had |ikew se been discussed with
her mother in the parlor. It was there that they discussed Frannie's anbitions,



whi ch al ways ended up seenming a trifle shallow, it was there that they discussed
Franni e' s hopes, which always ended up seening a trifle unworthy; it was there
that they di scussed Frannie's conplaints, which always ended up seemni ng very
much unwarranted, not to mention puling, whining, and ungrateful

It was in the parlor that her brother's coffin had stood on a trestle bedecked
with roses, chrysanthemuns, and lilies of the valley, their dry perfunme filling
the roomwhile in the corner the poker-faced clock kept its place, ticking and
tocking off segments of time in a dry age.

“You're pregnant,"” Carla Goldsmth repeated for the second tine.

"Yes, Mother:" Her voice was very, dry but she would not allow herself to wet
her lips. She pressed themtogether instead. She thought: In ny father's
wor kshop there is a little girl in a red dress and she will always be there,

[ aughi ng and hiding under the table with the vise clanmped to one edge or al
bundl ed up with her scabby knees cl asped agai nst her chest behind the big

tool box with its thousand drawers. That girl is a very happy girl. But in ny
nother's parlor there is a nmuch smaller girl who can't help piddling on the rug
like a bad dog. Like a bad little bitch puppy. And she will always be there,
too, no matter how nuch I wi sh she woul d be gone.

"Ch-Frannie," her nmother said, her words com ng very quick. She laid a hand
agai nst the side of her cheek |like an offended mmi den aunt. "How did-it-happen?"

It was Jesse's question. That was what really pissed her off; it was the sane
guesti on he had asked.

"Since you had two kids yourself, Mther, | think you know how it happened."

"Don't be smart!" Carla cried. Her eyes opened wi de and flashed the hot fire
that had always terrified Frannie as a child. She was on her feet in the quick
way she had (and that had also terrified her as a child), a tall woman with
graying hair which was nicely upswept and tipped and generally beauty-shopped, a
tall woman in a smart green dress and faultless beige hose. She went to the
mant el pi ece, where she always went in nmoments of distress. Resting there, bel ow
the flintlock, was a | arge scrapbook. Carla was sonething of an amateur
geneal ogi st, and her entire famly was in that book . . . at |east, as far back
as 1638, when its earliest traceable progenitor had risen out of the nanel ess
crowmd of Londoners |ong enough to be recorded in sone very old church records as
Mert on Downs, Freenmason. Her family tree had been published four years ago in
The New Engl and Geneal ogist, with Carla herself the conpiler of record

Now she fingered that book of painstakingly amassed nanes, a safe ground where
none coul d trespass. Were there no thieves in there anyplace? Franni e wondered.
No al coholics? No unwed not hers?

"How coul d you do sonething like this to your father and ne?" she asked
finally. "Was it that boy Jesse?"

"It was Jesse. Jesse's the father."

Carla flinched at the word.

"How could you do it?" Carla repeated. "W did our best to bring you up in the
right way. This is just-just -"

She put her hands to her face and began to weep

"How coul d you do it?" she cried. "After all we've done for you, this is the
t hanks we get? For you to go out and . and . . . rut with a boy like a bitch in
heat ? You bad girl! You bad girl!"

She di ssolved into sobs, |eaning gainst the mantel pi ece for support, one hand
over her eyes, the other continuing to slip back and forth over the green cloth
cover of the scrapbook. Meantine, the grandfather clock went on ticking.

" Mot her -"

"Don't talk to ne! You've said enough!”

Frannie stood up stiffly. Her legs felt like wood but nust not be, because
they were trenbling. Tears were beginning to | eak out of her own eyes, but |et
them she would not let this roomdefeat her again. "I'll be going now"

"You ate at our table!" Carla cried at her suddenly. "W loved you . . . and



supported you . . . and this is what we get for it! Bad girl! Bad girl!"’

Franni e, blinded by tears, stunbled. Her right foot struck her left ankle. She
| ost her bal ance and fell down with her hands splayed out. She knocked the side
of her head against the coffee table and one hand sent a vase of flowers
pitching onto the rug. It didn't break but water gurgled out, turning dove gray
to slate gray.

"Look at that!" Carla screaned, alnost in triunph. The tears had put bl ack
hol | ows under her eyes and cut courses through her makeup. She | ooked haggard
and hal f-mad. "Look at that, you' ve spoiled the rug, your grandnother's rug-,

She sat on the floor, dazedly rubbing her head, still crying, wanting to tel
her mother that it was only water, but she was conpletely unnerved now, and not
really sure. Was it only water? O was it urine? Wich?

Again nmoving with that spooky quickness, Carla Goldsmth snatched the vase up
and brandi shed it at Frannie. "Wat's your next move, mss? Are you planning to
stay right here? Are you expecting us to feed you and board you while you sport
yourself all around town? That's it, | suppose. Well, no! No! | won't have it. |
will not have it!"

"I don't want to stay here," Frannie muttered. "Did you think I woul d?"

"Where are you going to go? Wth hin? | doubt it."

"Bobbi Rengarten in Dorchester or Debbie Smith in Somersworth, | suppose.”
Frannie slowy gathered herself together and got up. She was still crying but
she was beginning to be mad, as well. "Not that it's any business of yours."

"No business of mine?" Carla echoed, still holding the vase. Her face was
parchnent white. "No business of mne? What you do when you're under mny roof is
no busi ness of mne? You ungrateful little bitch!"

She sl apped Frannie, and sl apped her hard. Frannie's head rocked back. She
st opped rubbi ng her head and started rubbi ng her cheek, |ooking unbelievingly at
her not her.

"This is the thanks we get for seeing you into a nice school,"” Carla said,
showi ng her teeth in a nerciless and frightful grin. "Now you'll never finish.
After you marry him"

"I"'mnot going to marry him And |I'mnot going to quit school."

Carla's eyes w dened. She stared at Frannie as if Frannie had | ost her mnd.
"What are you tal king about? An abortion? Having an abortion? You want to be a
nurderer as well as a tramp?"

"I"'mgoing to have the child. I'lIl have to take the spring senmester off, but
can finish next sumrer."

"What do you think you're going to finish on? My noney? If that's it, you've

got a lot nore thinking to do. A nodern girl like you hardly needs support from
her parents, does she?"

"Support | could use," Frannie said softly. "The noney . . . well, 1'll get
by."

"There's not a bit of shane in you! Not a single thought for anyone but
yoursel f1" Carla shouted. "My God, what this is going to do to your father and
ne! But you don't care a bit! It will break your father's heart, and-"

"It don't feel so broken." Peter Goldsmith's cal mvoice came fromthe doorway,
and they both swung around. In the doorway he was, but far back in it; the toes
of his workboots stopped just short of the place where the parlor carpet took
over fromthe shabbier one in the hallway. Frannie realized suddenly that it was
a place she had seen himin a great many tines before. Wien had he | ast actually
been in the parlor? She couldn't renenber.

"What are you doing here?" Carla snapped, suddenly unm ndful of any structura
damage her husband's heart m ght have sustained. "I thought you were working
late this afternoon.”

"I switched off with Harry Masters," Peter said. "Fran's already told ne,
Carla. W are going to be grandparents.™
"Grandparents!" she shrieked. An ugly, confused sort of |laughter jarred out of



her. "You leave this to me. She told you first and you kept it fromne. Al
right. It's what |'ve cone to expect of you. But now |'mgoing to close the door
and the two of us are going to thrash this out."

She smiled with glittery bitterness at Frannie.

"Just . . . we ‘girls." "
She put her hand on the knob of the parlor door and began to swing it closed.
Franni e watched, still dazed, hardly able to conprehend her nother's sudden gush

of fury and vitriol.

Peter put his hand out slowy, reluctantly, and stopped the door halfway
t hrough its swi ng.

"Peter, | want you to leave this to ne."

"I know you do. | have in the past. But not this tine, Carla."

"This is not your province."

Calmy, he replied: "It is.”

" Daddy- "

Carla turned on her, the parchnent white of her face now tattooed red over the
cheekbones. "Don't you speak to him" she screaned. "He's not the one you're
dealing with! | know you coul d al ways wheedl e hi maround to any crazy idea you
had or sweet-talk himinto taking your side no matter what you did, but he is
not the one you're dealing with today, mss!"

"Stop it, Carla."

"Get out!™

“I"'mnot in. You can see th-"

"Don't you make fun of me! Get out of ny parlor!”

And with that she began to push the door, |owering her head and getting her
shoulders into it until she | ooked |ike some strange bull, both human and
femal e. He held her back easily at first, then with nore effort. At last the
cords stood out on his neck, although she was a woman and seventy pounds |ighter
t han he.

Frannie wanted to screamat themto stop it, to tell her father to go away so
the two of themwoul dn't have to |ook at Carla like this, at the sudden and
irrational bitterness that had al ways seened to threaten but which had now swept
her up. But her mouth was frozen, its hinges seemngly rusted shut.

"CGet out! Get out of my parlor! Qut! Qut! Qut! You bastard, let go of the
goddammed door and GET OQUT!"

That was when he sl apped her.

It was a flat, al nobst uninportant sound. The grandfather clock did not fly
into outraged dust at the sound, but went on ticking just as it had ever since
it was set going. The furniture did not groan. But Carla's raging words were cut
off as if amputated with a scalpel. She fell on her knees and the door swung al
the way open to bang softly against a high-backed Victorian chair with a hand-
enbr oi dered slipcover.

"No, oh no," Frannie said in a hurt little voice.

Carla pressed a hand to her cheek and stared up at her husband.

"You have had that coming for ten years or better," Peter remarked. H s voice

had a slight unsteadiness init. "I always told nyself | didn't do it because
don't hold with hitting wonen. | still don't. But when a person-nan or
wormanturns into a dog and begins to bite, someone has to shy it off. | only
wi sh, Carla, I'd had the guts to do it sooner. 'Twould have hurt us both less."
" Daddy- "
"Hush, Frannie," he said with absent sternness, and she hushed.
"You say she's being selfish," Peter said, still looking down into his wife's
still, shocked face. "You're the one doing that. You stopped caring about

Franni e when Fred di ed. That was when you deci ded caring hurt too nmuch and

decided it'd be safer just to live for yourself. And this is where you cane to
do that, time and tine and tinme again. This room You doted on your dead famly
and forgot the part of it still living. And when she cane in here and told you



she was in trouble, asked for your help, | bet the first thing that crossed your
m nd was to wonder what the ladies in the Flower and Garden C ub woul d say, or
if it meant you'd have to stay away from Amy Lauder's weddin. Hurt's a reason to
change, but all the hurt in the world don't change facts. You have been
selfish."

He reached down and hel ped her up. She cane to her feet like a sl eepwal ker
Her expression didn't change; her eyes were still w de and unbelieving.
Rel ent | essness hadn't yet cone back into them but Frannie dully thought that in
time it woul d.

It woul d.

"I't's my fault for letting you go on. For not wanting any unpl easant ness. For
not wanting to rock the boat. | was selfish, too, you see. And when Fran went
off to school | thought, Well, now Carla can have what she wants and it won't
hurt nobody but herself, and if a person doesn't know they're hurting, why,
maybe they're not. | was wong. |'ve been wong before, but never as bad as

this." Gently, but with great force, he reached out and grasped Carla's

shoul ders. "Now. | amtelling you this as your husband. If Frannie needs a place
to stay, this can be the place--same as it always was. |f she needs noney, she
can have it fromny purse-sane as she always could. And if she decides to keep
her baby, you will see that she has a proper baby shower, and you may think no
one will come, but she has friends, good ones, and they will. 1'll tell you one
nore thing, too. If she wants it christened, it will be done right here. Right
here in this goddammed parlor."

Carla's mouth had dropped open, and now a sound began to cone fromit. At
first it sounded uncannily |like the whistle of a teakettle on a hot burner. Then
it becane a keening wail

"Peter, your own son lay in his coffinin this room™

"Yes. And that's why | can't think of a better place to christen a newlife,"
he said. "Fred' s blood. Live blood. Fred hinmself, he's been dead a | ot of years,
Carla. He was wormfood | ong since."

She screaned at that and put her hands to her ears. He bent down and pull ed
t hem away.

"But the worns haven't got your daughter and your daughter's baby. It don't
matter how it was got; it's alive. You act like you want to drive her off,
Carla. What will you have if you do? Nothing but this roomand a husband who'l
hate you for what you did. If you do that, why, it might just as well have been
all three of us that day-ne and Frannie as well as Fred."

"I want to go upstairs and lie down," Carla said. "I feel nauseated. | think
I'd better lie down."

“I'"ll help you," Frannie said.

"Don't you touch ne. Stay with your father. You and he seemto have this al
wor ked out. How you are going to destroy me in this town. Wiy don't you just
settle into my parlor, Frannie? Throw mud on the carpet, take ashes fromthe
stove and throw theminto nmy clock? Wiy not? Wy not ?"

She began to | augh and pushed past Peter, into the hall. She was listing |ike
a drunken wonan. Peter tried to put an arm around her shoul ders. She bared her
teeth and hissed at himlike a cat.

Her laughter turned to sobs as she went slowy up the stairs, |eaning on the
mahogany bani ster for support; those sobs had a ripping, helpless quality that
made Frannie want to screamand throw up at the same tine. Her father's face was
the color of dirty linen. At the top, Carla turned and swayed so alarm ngly that
for a noment Frannie believed she would tunmble all the way back down to the
bottom She | ooked at them seenmingly about to speak, then turned away again. A
nmonent |ater, the closing of her bedroom door nmuted the storny sound of her
grief and hurt.

Franni e and Peter stared at each other, appalled, and the grandfather clock
ticked calmy on.



"This will work itself out," Peter said calmy. "She'll come around."

"WIl she?" Frannie asked. She wal ked slowly to her father, |eaned agai nst
him and he put his armaround her. "I don't think so."

"Never mind. W won't think about it for now "

"I ought to go. She doesn't want ne here.”

"You ought to stay. You ought to be here when-if-she cones to and finds out
she still needs you to stay." He paused. "Me, | already do, Fran."

"Daddy," she said, and put her head against his chest. "Ch, Daddy, |I'm so
sorry, lust so goddam sorry-"

"Shhh," he said, and stroked her hair. Over her head he could see the
afternoon sunlight stream ng duskily in through the bow wi ndows, as it had

al ways done, golden and still, the way sunlight falls into nuseuns and the halls
of the dead. "Shhh, Frannie; | love you. | |ove you."
CHAPTER 13

The red light went on. The punp hissed. The door opened. The nan who stepped
t hrough was not wearing one of the white all-over suits, but a snall shiny nose-
filter that | ooked a little bit like a two-pronged silver fork, the kind the
host ess | eaves on the canape table to get the olives out of the bottle.

"Hi, M. Rednman," he said, strolling across the room He stuck out his hand,
clad in a thin transparent rubber glove, and Stu, surprised into the defensive,

shook it. "I'"'mDick Deitz. Denninger said you wouldn't play ball anynore unless
somebody told you what the score was."
St u nodded.

"Good." Deitz sat on the edge of the bed. He was a small brown nan, and
sitting there with his el bows cocked just above his knees, he | ooked |ike a
gnonme in a Disney picture. "So what do you want to know?"

"First, | guess | want to know why you're not wearing one of those space-
suits.”

"Because Ceral do there says you're not catching." Deitz pointed to a gui nea
pi g behind the doubl e- paned wi ndow. The guinea pig was in a cage, and standing
behi nd the cage was Denni nger hinself, his face expressionless.

"Ceral do, huh?"

"Ceral do's been breathing your air for the |last three days, via convector.
Thi s disease that your friends have passes easily from hunmans to gui nea pigs and
vice versa. |If you were catching, we figure Geral do woul d be dead by now. "

"But you're not taking any chances," Stu said dryly, and cocked a thunb at the
nose-filter.

"That," Deitz said with a cynical smle, "is not in my contract."”

"What have | got?"

Smoot hly, as if rehearsed, Deitz said, "Black hair, blue eyes, one hell of a
suntan . ." He |l ooked closely at Stu. "Not funny, huh?"

Stu sai d not hi ng.

"Want to hit me?"

"I don't believe it would do any good."

Deitz sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose as if the plugs going up the
nostrils hurt. "Listen," he said. "Wen things | ook serious, | do jokes. Sone
peopl e snoke or chew gum It's the way | keep ny shit together, that's all.
don't doubt there are |lots of people who have better ways. As to what sort of
di sease you' ve got, well, so far as Denninger and his coll eagues have been abl e
to ascertain, you don't have any at all."

St u nodded inpassively. Yet sonehow he had an idea this little gnome of a man



had seen past his poker face to his sudden and deep relief.

"What have the others got?"

"I"'msorry, that's classified."

"How did that fell ow Canpion get it?"

"That's classified, too."

"My guess is that he was in the army. And there was an acci dent sonepl ace.
ke what happened to those sheep in Utah thirty years ago, only a ot worse."
"M. Redman, | could go to jail just for telling you you were hot or cold."
Stu rubbed a hand thoughtfully over his new scrub of beard.

"You should be glad we're not telling you nore than we are," Deitz said. "You
know t hat, don't you?"

"So | can serve nmy country better," Stu said dryly.

"No, that's strictly Denninger's thing," Deitz said. "In the schene of things
both Denninger and | are little men, but Denninger is even littler than | am
He's a servomptor, nothing nore. There's a nore pragnatic reason for you to be
glad. You're classified, too, you know. You've di sappeared fromthe face of the
earth. If you knew enough, the big guys m ght decide that the safest thing would
be for you to disappear forever."

Stu said nothing. He was stunned.

"But | didn't cone here to threaten you. W want your cooperation very badly,
M. Redman. W need it."

"Where are the other people | canme in here with?"

Deitz brought a paper out of an inside pocket. "Victor Palfrey, deceased.
Norman Bruett, Robert Bruett, deceased. Thomas Wannanaker, deceased. Ral ph
Hodges, Bert Hodges, Cheryl Hodges, deceased. Christian Ortega, deceased.

Ant hony Leoni nster, deceased.”

The nanes reeled in Stu's head. Chris the bartender. He'd al ways kept a sawed-
of f, | ead-loaded Louisville Slugger under the bar, and the trucker who thought
Chris was just kidding about using it was apt to get a big surprise. Tony
Leom nster, who drove that big International with the Cobra

CB under the dash. Sonetines hung around Hap's station, but hadn't been there
t he ni ght Canpion took out the punps. Vic Palfrey . . . Christ, he had known Vic
his whole life. How could Vic be dead? But the thing that hit himthe hardest
was the Hodges family

"Al'l of thenP?" he heard hinself ask. "Ral ph's whole fam|y?"

Deitz turned the paper over. "No, there's a little girl. Eva. Four years old.
She's alive."

"Well, howis she?"

"I"'msorry, that's classified.”

Rage struck himw th all the unexpectedness of a sweet surprise. He was up
and then he had hold of Deitz's lapels, and he was shaki ng hi m back and forth.
Fromthe corner of his eye he saw startled novenent behind the doubl e-paned
glass. DimMy, muffled by di stance and soundproofed walls, he heard a hooter go
of f.

"What did you people do?" he shouted. "Wat did you do? What in Christ's nane
did you do?"

"M . Redman-"

"Huh? What the fuck did you people do?"

The door hissed open. Three large men in olive-drab uniforns stepped in. They
were all wearing nose-filters.

Deitz | ooked over at them and snapped, "Get the hell out of here!"

The three nen | ooked uncertain.

"Qur orders-"

"CGet out of here and that's an order!"

They retreated. Deitz sat calmy on the bed. H s |apels were runpled and his
hair had tunbled over his forehead. That was all. He was |ooking at Stu calmy,
even conpassionately. For a wild nonent Stu considered ripping his nose-filter
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out, and then he renmenbered Geral do, what a stupid nane for a guinea pig. Dul
despair struck himlike cold water. He sat down.

"Christ in a sidecar," he nuttered.

"Listen to me," Deitz said. "I'mnot responsible for you being here. Neither
i s Denninger, or the nurses who cone in to take your blood pressure. |If there
was a responsible party it was Canpion, but you can't lay it all on him either
He ran, but under the circunstances, you or | mght have run, too. It was a
technical slipup that allowed himto run. The situation exists. W are trying to
cope with it, all of us. But that doesn't make us responsible."

"Then who is?"

"Nobody, " Deiz said, and smled. "On this one the responsibility spreads in so
many directions that it's invisible. It was an accident. It could have happened
i n any nunmber of other ways."

"Some accident,"” Stu said, his voice nearly a whisper."Wat about the others?
Hap and Hank Carm chael and Lila Bruett? Their boy Luke? Mnty Sullivan-"

"Classified," Deitz said. "Going to shake ne sone nore? If it will nake you
feel better, shake away."

Stu said nothing, but the way he was | ooking at Deitz nade Deitz suddenly | ook
down and begin to fiddle with the creases of his pants.

"They're alive," he said, "and you may see themin tinme."

"What about Arnette?"

"Quarantined."

"Who' s dead there?"

"Nobody. "

"You're lying."

"Sorry you think so."

"When do | get out of here?"

"I don't know. "

"Classified?" Stu asked bitterly.

"No, just unknown. You don't seemto have this disease. W want to know why
you don't have it. Then we're hone free."

"Can | get a shave? | itch."

Deitz smled. "If you'll allow Denninger to start running his tests again,
"Il get an orderly in to shave you right now "

"I can handle it. 1've been doing it since |l was fifteen."

Deitz shook his head firmy. "I think not."

Stu smled dryly at him "Afraid | mght cut my own throat?"

"Let's just say-"

Stu interrupted himwith a series of harsh, dry coughs. He bent over with the
force of them

The effect on Deitz was gal vanic. He was up off the bed |ike a shot and across

to the airlock with his feet seeming not to touch the floor at all. Then he was
fumbling in his pocket for the square key and ranming it into the slot.
"Don't bother," Stu said nmldly. "I was faking."

Deitz turned to himslowy. Now his face had changed. His |ips were thinned
wi th anger, his eyes staring. "You were what?"
"Faking," Stu said. His snile broadened.
Deitz took two uncertain steps toward him His fists closed, opened, then
osed again. "But why? Wiy would you want to do sonmething |ike that?"
"Sorry," Stu said, snmling. "That's classified."
"You shit son of a bitch," Deitz said with soft wonder
"Go on. Go on out and tell themthey can do their tests."
He slept better that night than he had since they had brought himhere. And he
had an extrenmely vivid dream He had al ways dreamed a great deal-his w fe had
conpl ai ned about himthrashing and nuttering in his sleep-but he had never had a
dream li ke this.
He was standing on a country road, at the precise place where the black hottop
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gave up to bone-white dirt. A blazing sumer sun shone down. On both sides of
the road there was green corn, and it stretched away endl essly. There was a
sign, but it was dusty and he couldn't read it. There was the sound of crows,
harsh and far away. C oser by, soneone was playing an acoustic guitar
fingerpicking it. Vic Palfrey had been a picker, and it was a fine sound.

This is where | ought to get to, Stu thought dimy. Yeah, this is the place,
all right.

VWhat was that tune? "Beautiful Zion"?. "The Fields of My Father's Hone"?
"Sweet Bye and Bye"? Sone hymm he renenbered from his chil dhood, sonething he
associated with full imrersion and picnic lunches. But he couldn't renenber
whi ch one.

Then the nusic stopped. A cloud cane over the sun. He began to be afraid. He
began to feel that there was sonething terrible, something worse than pl ague,
fire, or earthquake. Something was in the corn and it was watching him
Sonet hing dark was in the corn

He | ooked, and saw two burning red eyes far back in the shadows, far back in
the corn. Those eyes filled himwi th the paral yzed, hopel ess horror that the hen
feels for the weasel. Hm he thought. The man with no face. Ch dear God. Oh
dear God no.

Then the dream was fadi ng and he awoke with feelings of disquiet, dislocation
and relief. He went to the bathroomand then to his wi ndow. He |ooked out at the
noon. He went back to bed but it was an hour before he got back to sleep. Al
that corn, he thought sleepily. Mist have been |lowa or Nebraska, maybe northern
Kansas. But he had never been in any of those places in his life.

CHAPTER 14

It was quarter of twelve. Qutside the small pillbox wi ndow, dark pressed
evenly against the glass. Deitz sat alone in the office cubicle, tie pulled
down, collar button undone. His feet were up on the anonynous netal desk, and he
was hol ding a mcrophone. On top of the desk, the reels of an ol d-fashioned
Wl | ensak tape recorder turned and turned.

"This is Colonel Deitz," he said. "Located Atlanta facility code PB-2. This is
Report 16, subject file Project Blue, subfile Princess/Prince. This report,
file, and subfile are Top Secret, classification 2-2-3, eyes only. If you are
not classified to receive this material, fuck off, Jack."

He stopped and let his eyes fall closed for a nmonent. The tape reels ran on
snoot hly, undergoing all the correct electrical and magnetic changes.

"Prince gave nme one helluva scare tonight," he said at last. "I won't go into
it; it'll be in Denninger's report. That guy will be nore than willing to quote
chapter and verse. Plus, of course, a transcription of my conversation with
Prince will be on the tel econmunications disc which also contains the
transcription of this tape, which is being nade at 2345 hours. | was al npst
pi ssed enough to hit him because he scared the living Jesus out of ne. | am not
pi ssed anynore, however. The man put nme into his shoes, and for just a second
there I knew exactly how it feels to shake in them He's a fairly bright man
once you get past the Gary Cooper exterior, and one independent son of a bitch
If it suits him he'll find all sorts of novel nobnkey-wenches to throwinto the
gears. He has no close fanmily in Arnette or anyplace else, so we can't put much
of a hanmerl ock on him Denninger has vol unteers-or says he does-who'll be happy
to go in and nmuscle himinto a nore cooperative frame of nmind, and it nmay cone
to that, but if |I may be pardoned another personal observation, | believe it
woul d take nore nuscle than Denni nger thinks. Maybe a whole |ot nore. For the



record, | amstill against it. My nother used to say you can catch nore flies
wi th honey than you can with vinegar, and | guess | still believe it.

"Again, for the record, he still tests virus-clean. You figure it out."

He paused again, fighting the urge to doze off. He had managed only four hours
of sleep in the |last seventy-two.

"Records as of twenty-two-hundred hours," he said formally, and picked a sheaf
of reports off the desk. "Henry Carm chael died while | was talking with Prince.
The cop, Joseph Robert Brentwood, died half an hour ago. This won't be in Dr.
D's report, but he was all but shitting green apples over that one. Brentwood
showed a sudden positive response to the vaccine type . . . uh . . ." He
shuffl ed papers. "Here it is. 63-A-3. See subfile, if you like. Brentwood's
fever broke, the characteristic swellings in the glands of the neck went down,
he reported hunger, and ate a poached egg and a slice of unbuttered toast. Spoke
rationally, wanted to know where he was, and so on and so on and scooby-dooby-
do. Then, around twenty-hundred hours, the fever cane back with a bang.
Delirious. He broke the restraints on his bed and went reeling around the room
yel i ng, coughing, blow ng snot, the whole bit. Then he fell over and died.
Kaboom The opinion of the teamis that the vaccine killed him It made him
better for a while, but he was getting sick again even before it killed him So,
it's back to the old draw ng boards."

He paused.

"I saved the worst for last. W can declassify Princess back to plain old Eva
Hodges, fenmle, age four, Caucasian. Her coach-and-four turned back into a
punpki n and a bunch of mice late this afternoon. To | ook at her, you'd think she
was perfectly normal, not even a sniffle. She's down-hearted, of course; she
nm sses her nom Oher than that, she appears perfectly normal. She's got it,

t hough. Her post-lunch BP first showed a drop, then a rise, which is the only
hal f way decent diagnostic tool Denninger's got so far. Before supper Denninger
showed me her sputum slides-as an incentive to diet, sputumslides are really
prinmo, believe ne-and they're |lousy with those wagon-wheel gerns he says aren't
really gerns at all, but incubators. | can't understand how he can know where
this thing is and what it looks |ike and still not be able to stop it. He gives
me a lot of jargon, but | don't think he understands it, either."

Deitz lit a cigarette.

"So where are we tonight? W've got a disease that's got several well-defined
stages . . . but sone people may skip a stage. Sone people may backtrack a
stage. Sone people nmay do both. Some people stay in one stage for a relatively
long tine and others zoomthrough all four as if they were on a rocket-sled. One
of our two “clean' subjects is no longer clean. The other is a thirty-year-old
redneck who seens to be as healthy as | am Denni nger has done about thirty
mllion tests on himand has succeeded in isolating only four abnormalities:
Redman appears to have a great nany noles on his body. He has a slight
hypertensive condition, too slight to medicate right now. He develops a mld tic
under his left eye when he's under stress. And Denni nger says he dreans a great
deal nore than average-al nost all night, every night. They got that fromthe
standard EEG series they ran before he went on strike. And that's it. | can't
make anything out of it, neither can Dr. Denninger, and neither can the people
who check Dr. Denento's Wbrk.

"This scares me, Starkey. It scares ne because nobody but a very smart doctor
with all the facts is going to be able to diagnose anything but a common cold in
t he people who are out there carrying this. Christ, nobody goes to the doctor
anynore unl ess they' ve got pneunpnia or a suspicious lunp on the tit or a bad
case of the dancing hives. Too hard to get one to |l ook at you. So they're going
to stay home, drink fluids and get plenty of bedrest, and then they're going to
die. Before they do, they're going to infect everyone who cones into the sane
roomwith them Al of us are still expecting the Prince-I think | used his rea
nane here soneplace, but at this juncture | don't really give a fuck-to cone



down with it tonight or tonorrow or the day after, at the latest. And so far, no
one who's cone down with it has gotten better. Those sons of bitches out in
California did this job a little too well for ny taste.

"Deitz, Atlanta PB facility 2, this report ends."

He turned off the recorder and stared at it for a long tine. Then he lit
anot her cigarette.

CHAPTER 15

It was two nminutes to midnight.

Patty Greer, the nurse who had been trying to take Stu's bl ood pressure when
he went on strike was |eafing through the current issue of McCall's at the
nurses' station and waiting to go in and check M. Sullivan and M. Hapsconb.
Hap woul d still be awake wat chi ng Johnny Carson and woul d be no problem He
liked to josh her about how hard it would be to pinch her bottomthrough her
white all-over suit. M. Hapsconb was scared, but he was bei ng cooperative, not
like that dreadful Stuart Redman, who only | ooked at you and woul dn't say boo to
a goose. M. Hapscomb was what Patty Greer thought of as a "good sport." As far
as she was concerned, all patients could be divided into two categories: "good
sports" and "ol d poops." Patty, who had broken a leg roller skating when she was
seven and had never spent a day in bed since, had very little patience with the
"ol d poops."” You were either really sick and being a "good sport" or you were a
hypochondri ac "ol d poop" making trouble for a poor working girl.

M. Sullivan would be asl eep, and he woul d wake up ugly. It wasn't her fault
that she had to wake himup, and she would think M. Sullivan would understand
that. He should just be grateful that he was getting the best care the
government could provide, and all free at that. And she would just tell himso
if he started being an "ol d poop" again tonight.

The cl ock touched midnight; tine to get going.

She left the nurses' station and wal ked down the hallway toward the white room
where she would first be sprayed and then hel ped into her suit. Hal fway there,
her nose began to tickle. She got her hankie out of her pocket and sneezed
lightly three times. She replaced t he handkerchi ef.

Intent on dealing with cranky M. Sullivan, she attached no significance to
her sneezes. It was probably a touch of hay fever. The directive in the nurses
station which said in big red letters, REPORT ANY COLD SYMPTOVS NO MATTER HOW
M NOR TO YOUR SUPERVI SOR AT ONCE never even crossed her mind. They were worried
t hat whatever those poor people from Texas had m ght spread outside the seal ed
rooms, but she also knew it was inmpossible for even a tiny virus to get inside
t he sel f-contained environment of the white-suits.

Nevert hel ess, on her way down to the white roomshe infected an orderly, a
doctor who was just getting ready to | eave, and another nurse on her way to do
her m dni ght rounds.

A new day had begun.

CHAPTER 16

A day later, on June 23, a big white Connie was roaring north on US 180, in
another part of the country. It was doi ng sonmewhere between ninety and one



hundred, its Corinthian white paint job glittering in the sun, the chrone
wi nki ng. The opera windows in the rear also gave back the sun, heliographing it
vi ci ousl y.

The trail that Connie had left behind itself since Poke and Lloyd killed its
owner and stole it somewhere just south of Hachita was wandering and pretty much
senseless. Up 81 to US 80, the turnpike, until Poke and Ll oyd began to fee
nervous. They had killed six people in the last six days, including the owner of
the Continental, his wife, and his smarny daughter. But it was not the six
murders that nmade them feel antsy about being on the interstate. It was the dope
and the guns. Five grans of hash, a little tin snuffbox filled with God knew how
much coke, and si xteen pounds of marijuana. Also two .38s, three .45s, a .357
Mag that Poke called his Pokerizer, six shotguns-two of them sawed-off punps-and
a Schmei sser submachi ne gun. Murder was a trifle beyond their intellectua
reach, but they both understood the trouble they were going to be in if the
Arizona State Police picked themup in a stolen car full of blow and shootin
irons. On top of everything else, they were interstate fugitives. Had been ever
since they crossed the Nevada border

Interstate fugitives. Lloyd Henreid liked the sound of that. Gangbusters. Take
that, you dirty rat. Have a | ead sandw ch, ya | ousy copper

So they had turned north at Dem ng, now on 180; had gone through Hurl ey and
Bayard and the slightly larger town of Silver Cty, where Lloyd had bought a bag
of burgers and ei ght m | kshakes (why in the nane of Christ had he bought eight
of the notherfuckers? they would soon be pissing chocolate), grinning at the
waitress in an enpty yet hilarious way that made her nervous for hours
afterward. | believe that man woul d just as soon killed nme as | ooked at ne, she
told her boss that afternoon

Past Silver City and roaring through Ciff, the road now bendi ng west again
just the direction they didn't want to go.

Thr ough Buckhorn and then they were back in the country God forgot, two-I|ane
bl ackt op runni ng t hrough sagebrush and sand, buttes and mesas in the background,
all that same old sane old made you want to just rare back and puke at it.

"W're gettin | ow on gas," Poke said.

"Wwuldn't be if you didn't drive so fuckin fast,"” Lloyd said. He took a sip of
his third m | kshake, gagged on it, powered down the wi ndow, and threw out al
the I eftover crap, including the three mlkshakes neither of them had touched.

"Whoop! Woop!" Poke cried. He began to goose the gas pedal. The Connie
| urched forward, dropped back, |urched forward.

"Ri de em cowboy!" Ll oyd yelled.

"Whoop! Whoop!"

"“You want to snoke?"

"Snoke emif you got em" Poke said. "Woop! Woop!"

There was a | arge green Hefty bag on the floor between Lloyd's feet. It held
t he sixteen pounds of marijuana. He reached in, got a handful, and began to rol
a bonber joint.

"Whoop! Woop!" The Connie cruised back and forth over the white |ine.

"Cut the shit!" Lloyd shouted. "I'mspillin it everywhere!"

"Plenty nore where that came from. . . whoop!"

"Come on, we gotta deal this stuff, man. W gotta deal this stuff or we're
gonna get caught and wind up in sonmebody's trunk."

"COkay, sport." Poke began to drive snmoothly again, but his expression was
sul ky. "It was your idea, your fuckin idea."

"You thought it was a good idea."

"Yeah, but | didn't know we'd end up drivin all over fuckin Arizona. How we
ever gonna get to New York this way?"

"We're throwin off pursuit, nan," Lloyd said. In his mnd he saw police garage
doors openi ng and thousands of 1940s radio cars issuing forth into the night.
Spotlights crawing over brick walls. Come on out, Canarsie, we know you're in



t here.

"Good fuckin luck," Poke said, still sulking. "We're doin a helluva job. You
know what we got, besides that dope and the guns? We got sixteen bucks and three
hundred fuckin credit cards we don't dare use. Wat the fuck, we don't even have
enough cash to fill this hog's gas tank."

"God will provide," Lloyd said, and spit-sealed the bonber. He lit it with the
Conni e's dashboard |ighter. "Happy fuckin days."

"And if you want to sell it, what are we doing smokin it?" Poke went on, not
much nollified by the thought of God providing.

"So we sell a few short ounces. Cone on, Poke. Have a snoke."

This never failed to break Poke up. He brayed | aughter and took the joint.

Bet ween them standing on its wire stock, was the Schneisser, fully | oaded. The
Conni e blazed on up the road, its gas gauge standing at an ei ghth.

Poke and LlIoyd had net a year before in the Brownsville M ni mum Security
Station, a Nevada workfarm Brownsville was ninety acres of irrigated farmn and
and a prison conpound of Quonset huts about sixty miles north of Tonopah and
ei ghty northeast of Gabbs. It was a nmean place to do short tine. Although
Brownsville Station was supposed to be a farm nothing much grew there. Carrots
and | ettuce got one taste of that blaring sun, chuckled weakly, and died.
Legurmes -and weeds would grow, and the state |legislature was fanatically
dedicated to the idea that someday soybeans woul d grow. But the kindest thing
that could be said about Brownsville's ostensible purpose was that the desert
was taking a Christless long tinme to bloom The warden (who preferred to be
called "the boss") prided hinself on being a hardass, and he hired only nen he
considered to be fell ow hardasses. And, as he was fond of telling the new fish,
Brownsville was nmostly m ni mum security because when it came to escape, it was
like the song said: noplace to run to, baby, noplace to hide. Sone gave it a
shot anyway, but nobst were brought back in two or three days, sunburned,
gl areblind, and eager to sell the boss their shriveled raisin souls for a drink
of water. Sone of them cackled madly, and one young man who was out for three
days clained he saw a |l arge castle some mles south of Gabbs, a castle with a
noat. The npat, he said, was guarded by trolls riding big black horses.

Sone nonths | ater when a Col orado revival preacher did a show at Brownsville,
this same young man got Jesus in a big way.

Andr ew " Poke" Freeman, in for sinple assault, was released in April 1989. He
had occupied a bed next to Lloyd Henreid, and had told himthat if LlIoyd was
interested in a big score, he knew about sonmething interesting in Vegas. LIloyd
was wlling.

Ll oyd was rel eased on June 1. His crinme, comitted in Reno, had been attenpted
rape. The | ady was a showgirl on her way home, and she had shot a | oad of
teargas into Lloyd's eyes. He felt lucky to get only two to four, plus tinme
served, plus tinme off for good behavior. At Brownsville it was just too fuckin
hot to m sbehave.

He caught a bus to Las Vegas, and Poke net himat the terminal: This is the
deal, Poke told him He knew this guy, "one-tine business associate" m ght
descri be himbest, and this guy was known in certain circles as Gorgeous George.
He did sonme piecework for a group of people with nostly Italian and Sicilian
nanes. George was strictly part-tine help. Wiat he did nostly for these
Sicilian-type people was to take things and bring things. Sonetines he took
things fromVegas to L. A ; sonetinmes he brought other things fromL.A to Vegas.
Smal | -time dope nostly, freebies for big-tine custoners. Sonetimes guns. The
guns were always a bring, never a take. As Poke understood it (and Poke's
under st andi ng never got much beyond what the novie people call "soft focus"),
these Sicilian-type people sonetinmes sold iron to i ndependent thieves. Wl



Poke said, Gorgeous George was willing to tell themthe tinme and place when a
fairly good haul of these items would be in the offing. George was asking
twenty-five percent of what they realized. Poke and LlIoyd would crash in on
CGeorge, tie himand gag him take the stuff, and maybe give hima couple of
biffs and baffs for good nmeasure. It had to | ook good, George had cautioned,
because these Sicilian-type people were no one to fool around with.

"Well," Lloyd said, "it sounds good."

The next day Poke and Ll oyd went to see Gorgeous CGeorge, a mild-mannered six-
footer with a small head which sat incongruously above his roofbeam shoul ders on
a neck which did not seemto exist. He had a full head of waved blond hair
whi ch made himlook a bit |like the faned westler.

Ll oyd had had second t houghts about the deal, but Poke had changed his m nd
agai n. Poke was good at that. George told themto come around to his house the
foll owi ng Friday eveni ng around six. "War nmasks, for God's sake," he said. "And
you bl oody ny nose and bl ack ny eye, too. Jesus, | wish |I'd never gotten into
this."

The big night canme. Poke and LlIoyd took a bus to the corner of Ceorge's street
and put on ski-nmasks at the foot of his wal k. The door was | ocked, but as CGeorge
had prom sed, not too tightly | ocked. There was a runpus room downstairs, and
there was CGeorge, standing in front of a Hefty bag full of pot. The Ping-Pong
tabl e was | oaded down with guns. George was scared.

"Jesus, oh Jesus, | wish I'd never gotten into this," he kept saying as LI oyd
tied his feet with cl othesrope and Poke bound his hands with Scotch brand
filanment tape.

Then Ll oyd biffed George in the nose, bloodying it, and Poke baffed himin the
eye, blacking it as per request.

"Jeez!" Ceorge cried. "Did you have to do it so hard?"

"You were the one wanted to nake sure it | ooked good," Lloyd pointed out.

Poke pl astered a piece of adhesive tape across George's mouth. The two of them
had begun to gather up the swag.

"You know sonet hing, old buddy?" Poke said, pausing.

"Nope," Lloyd said, giggling nervously. "Not a thing."

"I wonder if ole George there can keep a secret.”

For Lloyd, this was a brand-new consideration. He stared thoughtfully at
CGorgeous CGeorge for a long hard mnute. CGeorge's eyes bugged back at himin
sudden terror.

Then Lloyd said, "Sure. It's his ass too." But he sounded as uneasy as he
felt. Wen certain seeds are planted, they nearly always grow.

Poke smled. "Ch, he could just say, "Hey guys. | net this old friend and his
buddy. W shot the shit for a while, had a few beers, and what do you think, the
sons of bitches canme over to the house and took ne off. Sure hope you catch em
Leme tell you what they |ook like.'

George was shaking his head wildly, his eyes capital Os of terror.

The guns were by then in a heavy canvas | aundry sack they had found in the
downstairs bathroom Now Ll oyd hefted the bag nervously and said, "Wll, what do
you think we ought to do?"

| think we ought to pokerize him ole buddy," Poke said regretfully. "Only
thing we can do."

Ll oyd said, "That seens awful hard, after he put us onto this."

"Hard old world, buddy."

"Yeah," Lloyd sighed, and they wal ked over to George.

"Mph," George said, shaking his head wildly. "Mmrnmh! Mmmph!"

"I know," Poke soothed him "Bitch, ain't it? I"'msorry, George, no shit. It
ain't a bit personal. Want you to 'menber that. Catch on his head, Lloyd."

That was easier said than done. Gorgeous George was whi pping his head w |l dy
fromside to side. He was sitting in the corner of his runpus roomand the walls
wer e ci nderbl ock and he kept rapping his head against them Didn't even seemto



feel it.

"Catch him" Poke said serenely, and ripped another piece of tape fromthe
roll.

Ll oyd at last got himby the hair and managed to hold himstill |ong enough
for Poke to slap the second strip of adhesive neatly across CGeorge's nose,
thereby sealing all of his tubes. George went purely crazy. He rolled out of the
corner, bellywhopped, and then lay there, hunping the floor and making nuffled
sounds which LI oyd supposed were supposed to be screans. Poor old fellow It
went on for alnmost five nminutes before George was conpletely still. He bucked
and scrabbl ed and thunped. His face got as red as the side of old Dad's barn
The last thing he did was to lift both legs eight or ten inches straight up off
the floor and bring themdown with a crash. It remnminded Ll oyd of sonething he
had seen in a Bugs Bunny cartoon or somrething, and he chuckled a little, feeling
a bit cheered up. Up until then it had been sort of gruesome to see.

Poke squatted beside George and felt for his pulse.

"Wel | ?" Ll oyd said.

"Nothin tickin but his watch, ole buddy," Poke said. "Speakin of which . . ."
He lifted George's nmeaty arm and | ooked at his wist. "Naw, just a Tinmex. | was
thinkin it mght be a Casio, somethin like that." He | et CGeorge's arm drop.

CGeorge's car keys were in his front pants pocket. And in an upstairs cupboard
they found a Ski ppy peanut butter jar half filled with dinmes, and they took
those, too. There was twenty dollars and sixty cents in dines.

CGeorge's car was a wheezy old Mustang with a four on the floor and | ousy
shocks and tires that were as bald as Telly Savalas. They left Vegas on US 93
and went southeast into Arizona. By noon of the next day, day before yesterday,
t hey had skirted Phoeni x on the back roads. Yesterday around ni ne they had
stopped at a dusty old general store two mles beyond Shel don on Arizona H ghway
75. They knocked over the store and pokerized the proprietor, an elderly
gentleman with mail-order false teeth. They got sixty-three dollars and the old
dudenmar's pickup truck

The pickup truck had blown two tires this nmorning. Two tires at the sane tine,
and neither of themcould find any tacks or nails on the road at all, although
t hey spent nearly half an hour | ooking, swapping a bonber joint back and forth
as they did so. Poke finally said it nmust have been a coi ncidence. Lloyd said he
had heard of stranger things, by God. Then along cane the white Connie, |ike an
answer to their prayers. They had crossed the state line fromArizona into New
Mexi co earlier on, although neither of themknewit, and so they had becone neat
for the FBI

The Connie's driver had pulled over, |eaned out, and said: "Need any hel p?"

"Sure do," Poke had said, and pokerized the guy right on the spot. Got him
dead- bang between the eyes with the .357 Mag. Poor sucker probably never even
knew what had hit him

"Way don't you turn here?" Lloyd said, pointing to the junction com ng up. He
was pl easantly stoned.

"Sure coul d, Poke said cheerfully. He let the Connie's speed drop from ei ghty
to sixty. Drifted it to the left, right wheels barely |eaving the ground, and
then a new piece of road was unrolling in front of them Route 78, due west. And
so, not knowi ng they had ever left it or that they were now the perpetrators of
what the newspapers were calling a TRl - STATE Kl LL- SPREE, they reentered Arizona.

About an hour later a sign cane up on their right: BURRACK 6.

"Burl ap?" Lloyd said foggily.

"Burrack," Poke said, and began twi sting the Connie's wheel so that the car
made bi g graceful |oops back and forth across the road. "Woop! Woop!"

"You want to stop there? |I'm hungry, man."



"You' re al ways hungry."

"Fuck you. When | get stoned, | get the nmunchies."

“You can nmunch ny ni ne-inch hogleg, how s that? Woop! Woop!"

"Seriously, Poke. Let's stop."

"Qokay. CGot to get sone cash, too. We've thrown off enough fuckin pursuit for
a while. W got to get sone nobney and shag ass north. This desert shit nmakes no
sense to nme."

"Ckay," Lloyd said. He didn't knowif it was the dope working on himor what,
but all of a sudden he felt paranoid as hell, even worse than when they had been
on the turnpi ke. Poke was right. Stop outside this Burrack and pull a score |ike
t hey had outside of Sheldon. Get sone nobney and sone gas station maps, ditch
this fuckin Connie for something that would blend into the scenery, then head
north and east by the secondary roads. Get the fuck out of Arizona.

“I'"l1l tell you the truth, man," Poke said. "All of a sudden | feel as nervous
as a longtail cat in aroomfulla rockin chairs."

"I know what you nean, jellybean," Lloyd said gravely, and then it hit them
both funny and they broke up

Burrack was a wide place in the road. They shot through it and on the other
side was a conbination café, store, and gas station. There was an ol d Ford wagon
and a dust-streaked A ds with a horse trailer behind it in the dirt parking |ot.
The horse stared out at them as Poke wheel ed the Connie in

"This looks |ike just the ticket," LlIoyd said.

Poke agreed. He reached into the back for the .357 and checked the | oads. "You
ready?"

"I guess so," Lloyd said, and took hold of the Schneisser

They wal ked across the baked parking |lot. The police had known who they were
for four days now, they had left their fingerprints all over Gorgeous George's
house, and in the store where the old man with the mail-order dentures had been
pokerized. The old man's pickup had been found within fifty feet of the bodies
of the three people who bel onged with the Continental, and it seenmed reasonabl e
to assunme that the nen who had killed Gorgeous CGeorge and the store owner had
also killed these three. If they had been listening to the Connie's radio
i nstead of the tape-player, they would have known that Arizona and New Mexi co
police were coordinating the largest' manhunt in forty years, all for a couple
of small-time grifters who could not quite conprehend what they m ght have done
to start such a fuss.

The gas was self-service; the clerk had to turn on the punp. So they went up
the steps and inside. Three aisles of canned goods went up the roomtoward the
counter. At the counter a man in cowboy clothes was paying for a pack of snokes
and half a dozen SlimJinms. Hal fway down the mddle aisle a tired-1|ooking wormran
with coarse black hair was trying to decide between two brands of spaghett
sauce. The place snelled of stale licorice and sun and tobacco and age. The
proprietor was a freckled man in a gray shirt. He was wearing a company cap that
said SHELL in red letters against a white field. He | ooked up as the screen door
sl apped shut and his eyes w dened.

Ll oyd put the wire stock of the Schnei sser against his shoulder and fired a
burst at the ceiling. The two hanging |ightbul bs shattered |ike bonbs. The nan
in the cowboy cl othes began to turn around.

"Just hold still and nobody'Il get hurt!" Lloyd shouted, and Poke inmediately
made hima liar by blowing a hole through the wonman | ooki ng at the sauces. She
fl ew out of her shoes.

"Holy gee, Poke!" Lloyd hollered. "You didn't have to-" "Pokerized her, ole
buddy!" Poke yelled. "She'll never watch Jerry Falwell again! \Woop! Whoop!"

The man in the cowboy clothes kept turning. He was hol ding his snokes in his
| eft hand. The harsh light falling through the show wi ndow and the screen door
pricked out bright stars on the dark | enses of his sunglasses. There was a .45
revol ver tucked into his belt, and now he plucked it out unhurriedly as LI oyd



and Poke were staring at the dead wonan. He ained, fired, and the left side of
Poke's face suddenly di sappeared in a spray of blood and tissue and teeth.

"Shot!" Poke screamed, dropping the .357 and flailing backward. His flailing
hands raked potato chips and taco chips and Cheez Doodl es onto the splintery
wooden floor. "Shot me, Lloyd! Look out! Shot nme! Shot ne!" He hit the screen
door and it slanmed open and Poke sat down hard on the porch outside, pulling
one of the aged door hinges | oose.

Ll oyd, stunned, fired nore in reflex than in self-defense. The Schnei sser's
roar filled the room Cans flew Bottles crashed, spilling catsup, pickles,
olives. The glass front of the Pepsi cooler jingled i nward. Bottles of Dr.
Pepper and Jolt and Orange Crush exploded |ike clay pigeons. Foamran
everywhere. The man in the cowboy clothes, cool, calm and collected, fired his
pi ece again. Lloyd felt rather than heard the bullet as it droned by nearly
cl ose enough to part hair. He raked the Schneisser across the room fromleft to
right.

The man in the SHELL cap dropped behind the counter with such suddenness t hat
an observer m ght have thought a trapdoor had been sprung on him A gunball
machi ne di sintegrated. Red, blue, and green chews rolled everywhere. The gl ass
bottl es on the counter exploded. One of them had contained pickl ed eggs;
anot her, pickled pigs' feet. Immediately the roomwas filled with the sharp odor
of vinegar.

The Schei sser put three bullet holes in the cowboy's khaki shirt and nost of
his innards exited fromthe back to splatter all over Spuds MacKenzie. The
cowboy went down, still clutching his .45 in one hand and his deck of Luckies in
t he ot her.

Ll oyd, bullshit with fear, continued to fire. The machi nepi stol was grow ng
hot in his hands. A box filled with returnable soda bottles tinkled and fel
over. A calendar girl wearing hotpants took a bullet hole in one magi cal peach-
colored thigh. A rack of paperbacks with no covers crashed over. Then the
Schnei sser was enpty, and the new silence was deafening. The snell of gunpowder
was heavy and rank.

"Holy gee," Lloyd said. He | ooked cautiously at the cowboy. It didn't | ook
like the cowboy was going to be a problemin either the near or distant future.

"Shot me!" Poke brayed, and staggered back inside. He clawed the screen door
out of his way with such force that the other hinge popped and the door sl apped
onto the porch. "Shot ne, Lloyd, |ook out!"

"I got him Poke," LlIoyd soothed, but Poke seened not to hear. He was a ness.
His right eye blazed Iike a baleful sapphire. The left was gone. His left cheek
had been vaporized; you could watch his jaw work on that side as he tal ked. Most
of his teeth were gone over there, too. His shirt was soaked with bl ood. Wen
you got right down to it, Poke was sort of a ness.

"Stupid fuck blew me up!" Poke screanmed. He bent over and got the .357 Mag.
"I"ll teach you to shoot ne, you dunb fuck,"

He advanced on the cowboy, a rural Dr. Sardoni cus. He put one foot on the
cowboy's butt like a hunter posing for a picture with the bear whi ch would soon
be decorating the wall of his den, and prepared to enpty the .357 into his head.
Ll oyd stood wat chi ng, gape-nouthed, the snoking machi nepi stol dangling from one
hand, still trying to figure out how all of this had happened.

At that noment the man in the SHELL, cap popped back up from behind the
counter like Jack fromhis box, his face screwed up in an expression of
desperate intent, a doublebarrel ed shotgun clutched in both hands.

"Huh?" Poke said, and |ooked up just intinme to get both barrels. He went
down, his face a worse ness than ever and not caring a bit.

Ll oyd decided it was tine to | eave. Fuck the noney. There was nobney
everywhere. The time to throw off a little nore pursuit had clearly come. He
wheel ed and exited the store in large shanbling strides, his boots barely
touchi ng the boards.



He was hal fway down the steps when an Arizona State Police cruiser wheel ed
into the yard. A trooper got out on the passenger side and pulled his pistol
"Hold it right there! Wat's going on in there?"

"Three people dead!" Lloyd cried. "Hell of a mess! Guy that did it went out
the back! I'mgettin the fuck out!"

He ran to the Connie, had actually slipped behind the wheel, and was j ust
remenbering that the keys were in Poke's pocket when the trooper yelled: "Halt!
Halt or 1'll shoot!"

Ll oyd halted. After exam ning the radical surgery on Poke's face, it didn't
take a long tine to decide he'd just as soon pass.

"Holy gee," he said nmiserably as a second trooper laid a big horse pisto
upsi de his head. The first one cuffed him

“I'n the back of the cruiser, Sunny Jim"

The man in the SHELL. cap had cone out onto the porch, still clutching his
shotgun. "He shot Bill Markson!" he yelled in a high, queer voice. "T other one
shot M ssus Storm Hell of a note! | shot t'other one! He's deader'n a shitbug!
Li ke to shoot this one too, iff n you boys'l| stand away!"

"Cal m down, Pop," one of the troopers said. "Fun's over."

“I'"1l shoot himwhere he stands!" the old guy yelled. "I'Il lay himlow" Then
he | eaned forward |i ke an English butler naking a bow and threw up on his shoes.
"You boys get nme away fromthat guy, would you?" Lloyd said. "I believe he's

crazy."

"You got this comin outta the store, Sunny Jim" the trooper who had thrown
down on himin the first place said. The barrel of his pistol |ooped up and up
catching the sun, and then it crashed down on Ll oyd Henreid' s head and he never
woke up until that evening in the Apache County Jail's infirnmary.

CHAPTER 17

Starkey was standing in front of nonitor 2, keeping a close eye on Tech 2nd
Class Frank D. Bruce. Wen we |ast saw Bruce, he was facedown in a bow of
Chunky Sirloin Soup. No change except for the positive ID. Situation nornal, al
fucked up.

Thoughtful Iy, hands | ocked behind his back Iike a general review ng troops,

i ke General Black Jack Pershing, his boyhood idol, Starkey noved down to
nonitor 4, where the situation had changed for the better. Dr. Emmanual Ezwi ck
still lay dead on the floor, but the centrifuge had stopped. At 1940 hours | ast
ni ght, the centrifuge had begun to enmt fine tendrils of snoke. At 1995 hours

t he sound pickups in Ezwick's lab had transnitted a whunga- whunga-whunga sort of
sound that deepened into a fuller, richer, and nore satisfying ronk! ronk! ronk
At 2107 hours the centrifuge had ronked its last ronk and had slowy cone to
rest. Was it Newton who had said that sonewhere, beyond the farthest star, there
may be a body perfectly at rest? Newton had been right about everything but the
di stance, Starkey thought. You didn't have to go far at all. Project Blue was
perfectly at rest. Starkey was very glad. The centrifuge had been the | ast
illusion of life, and the problemhe'd had Steffens run through the main
conputer bank (Steffens had | ooked at himas though he were crazy, and yes,

St arkey thought he might be) was: How | ong could that centrifuge be expected to
run? The answer, which had come back in 6.6 seconds, was: t3 YEARS PROBABLE
MALFUNCTI ON NEXT TWO WVEEEKS . 009% AREAS OF PROBABLE MALFUNCTI ON BEARI NGS 38% MAI N
MOTOR 16% ALL OTHER 54% That was a smart conputer. Starkey had gotten Steffens
to query it again after the actual burnout of Ezwi ck's centrifuge. The computer
conmuned wi th the Engi neering Systens data bank and confirmed that the



centrifuge had i ndeed burned out its bearings.

Renmenmber that, Starkey thought as his caller began to beep urgently behind
him The sound of burning bearings in the final stages of collapse is ronk-ronk-
ronk.

He went to the caller and pushed the button that snapped off the beeper. "Yes,
Len. "

"Billy, I've got an urgent fromone of our teans in a town called Sipe
Springs, Texas. Al nmpost four hundred nmiles from Arnette. They say they have to
talk to you; it's a conmand deci sion."

"What is it, Len?" he asked calmy. He had taken over sixteen "downers" in the
| ast ten hours, and was, generally speaking, feeling fine. Not a sign of a ronk

"Press.”

"Ch Jesus," Starkey said mldly. "Patch themthrough."

There was a muffled roar of static with a voice talking unintelligibly behind
it.

"Wait a mnute," Len said.

The static slowy cleared.

"-Lion, Team Lion, do you read, Blue Base? Can you read? One . . . two .
three . . . four . . . this is Team Lion-"

"I'"ve got you, TeamlLion," Starkey said. "This is Blue Base One."

"Problemis coded Flowerpot in the Contingency Book," the tinny voice said.
"Repeat, Flowerpot."

"I know what the fuck Flowerpot is, Starkey said. "Wat's the situation?"

The tinny voice coming from Sipe Springs tal ked uninterrupted for al nost five
m nutes. The situation itself was uninportant, Starkey thought, because the
conputer had informed himtwo days ago that just this sort of situation (in sone
shape or form was apt to occur before the end of June. 88% probability. The
specifics didn't matter. If it had two legs and belt-loops, it was a pair of
pants. Never nind the color

A doctor in Sipe Springs had nade sonme good guesses, and a pair of reporters
for a Houston daily had |inked what was happening in Sipe Springs with what had
al ready happened in Arnette, Verona, Commerce City, and a town called Polliston
Kansas. Those were the towns where the problem had gotten so bad so fast that
the arny had been sent in to quarantine. The computer had a list of twenty-five
other towns in ten states where traces of Blue were beginning to show up.

The Sipe Springs situation wasn't inportant because it wasn't unique. They'd
had their chance at unique in Arnettewell, maybe-and flubbed it. Wat was
i mportant was that the "situation"” was finally going to see print on something
besides yellow mlitary flinmsy; was, anyway, unless Starkey took steps. He
hadn't deci ded whether to do that or not. But when the tinny voice stopped
tal king, Starkey realized that he had nade the decision after all. He had
perhaps nmade it as |ong as twenty years ago.

It cane down to what was inportant. And what was inportant wasn't the fact of
the disease; it wasn't the fact that Atlanta's integrity had somehow been
breached and they were going to have to switch the whol e preventative operation
to nmuch less satisfactory facilities in Stovington, Vernmont; it wasn't the fact
that Blue spread in such sneaky' common-col d disgui se.

"What is inportant-"

"Say again, Blue Base One," the voice said anxiously. "W did not copy."

What was inportant was that a regrettable incident had occurred. Starkey
flashed back in tinme twenty-two years to 1968. He had been in the officers' club
in San Di ego when the news canme about Calley and what had happened at Mei La
Four. Starkey had been playing poker with four other men, two of whom now sat on
the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The poker ganme had been forgotten, utterly forgotten
in a discussion of exactly what this was going to do to the mlitarynot any one
branch but the entire military-in the witch-hunt atnosphere of Washington's
fourth estate. And one of their number, a man who could now dial directly to the



m serabl e worm who had been nmasqueradi ng as a Chi ef Executive since January 20,
1959, had laid his cards carefully down on the green felt table and he had said:
Gentl emen, a regrettable incident has occurred. And when a regrettable incident
occurs which involves any branch of the United States Mlitary, we don't
qguestion the roots of that incident but rather how the branches nay best be
pruned. The service is nother and father to us. And if you find your nother
raped or your father beaten and robbed, before you call the police or begin an

i nvestigation, you cover their nakedness. Because you | ove them

St arkey had never heard anyone talk so well before or since.

Now he unl ocked the bottom drawer of his desk and funbled out a thin blue
fol der bound with red tape. The |l egend witten on the cover read: IF TAPE IS
BROKEN NOTI FY ALL SECURI TY DI VI SI ONS AT ONCE. Starkey broke the tape.

"Are you there, Blue Base One?" the voice was asking. "W do not copy you.
Repeat, do not copy."

"I"'mhere, Lion," Starkey said. He had flipped to the | ast page of the book
and now ran his finger down a colum | abel ed EXTREME COVERT COUNTERMEASURES

"Lion, do you read?"

"W read five-by, Blue Base One."

"Troy," Starkey said deliberately. "I repeat, Lion: Troy. Repeat back, please.
Over to you."

Silence. A faraway munble of static. Starkey was fleetingly rem nded of the
wal ki e-tal kies they nade as kids, two tin Del Monte cans and twenty yards of
waxed string.

"l say again-"

"Ch Jesus!" a very young voice in Sipe Springs gul ped.

"Repeat back, son," Starkey said.

"T-Troy," the voice said. Then, nore strongly: "Troy."

"Very good," Starkey said calmy. "God bl ess you, son. Over and out."

"And you, sir. Over and out."

A click, followed by heavy static, followed by another click, silence, and Len
Creighton's voice. "Billy?"

"Yes, Len."

"I copied the whole thing."

"That's fine, Len," Starkey said tiredly. "You make your report as you see
fit. OF course.”

"You don't understand, Billy," Len said. "You did the right thing. Don't you
think I know that?"

Starkey let his eyes slip closed. For a nmonment all the sweet downers deserted
him "God bl ess you, too, Len," he said, and his voice was close to breaking. He
switched off and went back to stand in front of nonitor 2. He put his hands
behi nd his back |ike a Black Jack Pershing review ng troops. He regarded Frank
D. Bruce and his final resting place. In a little while he felt cal magain

Goi ng sout heast out of Sipe Springs, if you get on US 36, you are headed in
t he general direction of Houston, a day's drive away. The car burning up the
road was a three-yearold Pontiac Bonneville, doing eighty, and when it came over
the rise and saw t he nondescript Ford bl ocking the road, there was nearly an
acci dent.

The driver, a thirty-six-year-old stringer for a |arge Houston daily, tronped
on the power brake and the tires began to screech, the Pontiac's nose first
di ppi ng down toward the road and then beginning to break to the |eft.

"Holy Gawd!" the photographer in the shotgun seat cried. He dropped his canera
to the floor and began to scranble his seat belt across his mddle.

The driver let up on the brake, skirted the Ford on the shoul der, and then
felt his left wheels start to drag in the soft dirt. He nmatted the gas pedal and
the Bonneville responded with nore traction, dragging back onto the bl acktop
Bl ue snoke squirted frombeneath the tires. The radio blared on and on



"Baby, can you dig your man,
He's a righteous man
Baby, can you dig your nan?"

He tronped the brake again, and the Bonneville slued to a stop in the mddle
of the hot and deserted afternoon. He drew in a ragged, terrified breath and
then coughed it out in a series of bursts. He began to be angry. He threw the
Pontiac into reverse and backed toward the Ford and the two nen standi ng behi nd
it.

"Listen," the photographer said nervously. He was fat and hadn't been in a
fight since the ninth grade. "Listen, nmaybe we just better-"

He was thrown forward with a grunt as the stringer brought the Pontiac to
anot her screeching halt, threw the transm ssion lever into park with one hard
t hrust of his hand, and got out.

He began to wal k toward the two young nmen behind the Ford, his hands doubl ed
into fists.

"Al'l right, notherfuckers!" he shouted. "You al nbst got us fucking killed and
I want-"

He had been in the service, four years in the army. Volunteer. He had just
time to identify the rifles as the new M3A' s when they brought themup from
bel ow the rear deck of the Ford. He stood shocked in the hot Texas sunshine and
nmade water in his pants.

He began to screamand in his mnd he was turning to run back to the
Bonneville but his feet never noved. They opened up on him and slugs bl ew out
his chest and groin. As he dropped to his knees, hol ding both hands out nutely
for mercy, a slug struck himan inch over his left eye and tore off the top of
hi s head.

The phot ographer, who had been twi sted over the back seat, found it inpossible
to conprehend exactly what had happened until the two young men stepped over the
stringer's body and began to walk toward him rifles raised.

He slid across the Pontiac's seat, warm bubbles of saliva collecting at the
corners of his nouth. The keys were still in the ignition. He turned the car on
and screaned out just as they began shooting. He felt the car lurch to the right
as if a giant had kicked the left rear, and the wheel began to shimmy wildly in
hi s hands. The phot ographer bounced up and down as the Bonneville pogoed up the
road on the flat tire. A second later the giant kicked the other side of the
car. The shinmmy got worse. Sparks flew off the blacktop. The phot ographer was
whi ni ng. The Pontiac's rear tires shinmied and fl apped |ike black rags. The two
young nen ran back to their Ford, whose serial number was |isted anpbng the
multitude in the Army Vehicles division at the Pentagon, and one of them drove
it around in a tight, swaying circle. The nose bounced wildly as it cane off the
shoul der and drove over the body of the stringer. The sergeant in the passenger
seat sprayed a startled sneeze onto the w ndshi el d.

Ahead of them the Pontiac washi ng-machined along on its two flat rear tires,
t he nose bouncing up and down. Behind the wheel the fat photographer had begun
to weep at the sight of the dark Ford growing in the rear-view mrror. He had
the accelerator pressed to the floor but the Pontiac would do no nore than forty
and it was all over the road. On the radio Larry Underwood had been replaced by
Madonna. Madonna was asserting that she was a material girl.

The Ford swung around the Bonneville and for one second of crystal hope the
phot ographer thought it was going to keep right on going, to just disappear over
t he desol ate horizon and | et him al one.

Then it pulled back in, and the Pontiac's wildly jittering nose caught its
nmudguard. There was a screamof pulling nmetal. The photographer's head fl ew
forward into the wheel and bl ood sprayed from his nose.

Throwing terrified, creaky-necked gl ances back over his shoulder, he slid
across the warmplastic seat as if it were grease and got out on the passenger's



side. He ran down the shoulder. There was a barbed wire fence and he | eaped over
it, sailing up and up like a blinp, and he thought: I"mgoing to nake it, | can
run forever-

He fell down on the other side with his leg caught in the barbs. Screaning at
the sky, he was still trying to free his pants and dinpled white flesh when the
two young nen canme down the shoulder with their guns in their hands.

Wiy, he tried to ask them but all that cane out of himwas a | ow and hel pl ess
squawk and then his brains exited the back of his head.

There was no published report of disease or any other trouble in Sipe Springs,
Texas, that day.

CHAPTER 18

Ni ck opened the door between Sheriff Baker's office and the jail cells and
they started razzing himright off. Vincent Hogan and Billy WAarner were in the
two Saltine-box cells on Nick's left. Mke Childress was in one of the two on
the right. The other was enpty and it was enpty because Ray Booth, he of the
purple LSU fraternity ring, had flown the coop

"Hey, dummy!" Childress called. "Hey, you fuckin dumry! What's gonna happen to
you when we get outta here? Huh? What the fuck's gonna happen to you?"

"I"mpersonally gonna rip your balls off and stuff em down your throat unti
you strangle on em" Billy Warner told him "You understand nme?"

Only Vince Hogan didn't participate in the razzing. Mke and Billy didn't have
too much use for himon this day, June 23, when they were to be taken up to the
Cal houn County seat and jugged pending trial. Sheriff Baker had | eaned on Vince
and Vince had spilled his yellow guts. Baker had told Nick he could get an
i ndi ct rent agai nst these ol e boys, but when it got to a jury trial, it was going
to be Nick's word agai nst these three-four, if they picked up Ray Booth.

Ni ck had gai ned a healthy respect for Sheriff John Baker these | ast couple of
days. He was a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound ex-farmer who was predictably called
Bi g Bad John by his constituents. The respect Nick felt for himwas not because
Baker had given himthis job swanping out the holding area to nake up for his
| ost week's pay, but because he had gone after the men who had beaten and robbed
Ni ck. He had done it as if N ck were a nenber of one of the ol dest and npst
respected families in town instead of just a deaf-mute drifter. There were
plenty of sheriffs here in the border South, N ck knew, who woul d have seen him
on a wor kfarm or roadgang for six nonths instead.

They had driven out to the sawni || where Vince Hogan worked, taking Baker's
private car, a Power \Wagon, instead of the county prow er car. There was a
shot gun under the dash ("Al ways | ocked up and al ways | oaded," Baker said) and a
bubbl e |i ght Baker put on the dash when he was on police business. He put it up
t here when they swung into the |lunberyard parking area, two days ago now.

Baker had hawked, spat out the wi ndow, blew his nose, and dabbed at his red
eyes with a handkerchief. H's voice had acquired a nasal foghorn quality. Nick
couldn't hear it, of course, but he didn't need to. It was clear enough that the
man had a nasty cold.

"Now, when we see him 1'll grab himby the arm" Baker said. "I'll ask you,
“Is this one of en?' You give ne a big nod yes. | don't care if it was or not.
You just nod. Get it?"

Ni ck nodded. He got it.

Vi nce was working the board planer, feeding rough planks into the nachine,
standing in sawdust alnbst to the top of his workboots. He gave John Baker a
nervous smle, and his eyes flicked uneasily to N ck standi ng beside the



sheriff. Nick's face was thin and battered and still too pale.

"H, Big John, what you doin out with the workin fol k?"

The other men in the crew were watching all this, their eyes shifting gravely
fromN ck to Vince to Baker and then back the other way |ike nen watching sone
conplicated new version of tennis. One of themspat a stream of Honey Cut into
the fresh sawdust and wi ped off his chin with the heel of his hand.

Baker grabbed Vince Hogan by one flabby, sunburned arm and pulled himforward.

"Hey! What's the idea, Big John?"

Baker turned his head so Nick could see his lips. "Is this one of enP"
Ni ck nodded firmy, and pointed at Vince for good neasure.
"What is this?" Vince protested again. "I don't know this dummy from Adam"

"Then how cone you know he's a dummy? Conme on, Vince, you're going to the
cool er. Toot-sweet. You can send one of these boys to get your toothbrush.”
Protesting, Vince was led to the Power Wagon and deposited inside. Protesting,
he was taken back to town. Protesting, he was | ocked up and left to stew for a
coupl e of hours. Baker didn't bother with reading himhis rights. "Dam fool'd
just get confused," he told N ck. Wen Baker went back around noon, Vince was
too hungry and too scared to do any nore protesting. He just spilled everything.
M ke Childress was in the jug by one o' clock, and Baker got Billy Warner at
his house just as Billy was packing up his old Chrysler to go sonepl ace-al ong
piece fromthe | ook of all the packed |iquor-store boxes and strapped-together
| uggage. But sonebody had tal ked to Ray Booth, and Ray had been just snart
enough to nove a little quicker
Baker took Nick hone to nmeet his wife and have sone supper. In the car N ck

wote on the nenmo pad: "I amsure sorry it's her brother. Howis she taking it?"

"She's bearing up," Baker said, both his voice and the set of his body al npst
formal. "I guess she's done sone crying over him but she knew what he was. And
she knows you can't pick your relatives |like you do your friends."

Jane Baker was a small, pretty woman who had i ndeed been crying. Looking at
her deeply socketed eyes made Nick unconfortable. But she shook his hand warmy
and said; "I'mpleased to know you, Nick. And | apol ogi ze deeply for your
trouble. | feel responsible, with one of mne being a part of it and all."

Ni ck shook his head and shuffled his feet awkwardly.

"I offered hima job around the place," Baker said. "Station's gone right to
hell since Bradley noved up to Little Rock. Painting and picking up, nostly.
He's gonna have to stick around for a while anyway-for the . . . you know. "

"The trial, yes," she said.

There was a nmonent then in which the silence was so heavy even Nick found it
pai nf ul .

Then, with forced gaiety, she said, "I hope you eat redeye ham Nick. That's
what there is, along with some corn and a big bow of slaw. M/ slaw s never been
up to what his nother used to nmake. That's what he says, anyway."

Ni ck rubbed his stomach and smil ed.

Over dessert (a strawberry shortcake-Ni ck, who had been on short rations
during the last couple of weeks, had two hel pings), Jane Baker said to her
husband: "Your cold sounds worse. You've been taking too nuch on, John Baker
And you didn't eat enough to keep a fly alive."

Baker | ooked guiltily at his plate for a monment, then shrugged. "I can afford
to miss a meal now and then," he said, and pal pated his doubl e chin.

Ni ck, watching them wondered how two people of such radically different size
got along in bed. | guess they manage, he thought with an interior grin. They
sure | ook confortable enough with each other. And not that it's any of ny
busi ness anyway.

"You're flushed, too. You carrying a fever?"

Baker shrugged. "Nope . . . well. Maybe a touch."

"Well, you're not going out again tonight. That's final."

"My dear, | have prisoners. If they don't specially need to be watched, they



do need to be fed and watered."

"Nick can do it," she said with finality. "You're going to bed. And don't go
on about your insomia; it won't do you any good."

"I cant send N ck," he said weakly. "He's a deaf-nute. Besides, he ain't a
deputy. "

"Well then, you just up and deputize him"

"He ain't a resident!"

"I won't tell if you won't," Jane Baker said inexorably. She stood up and
began clearing the table. "Now you just go on and do it, John."

And that was how N ck Andros went from Shoyo prisoner to Shoyo deputy in |ess
than twenty-four hours. As he was preparing to go up to the sheriff's office,
Baker came into the downstairs hall, |ooking |arge and ghostly in a frayed
bat hrobe. He seemed enbarrassed to be on view in such attire.

"I never should have let her talk me into this," he said. "Wuldn't have done,
either, if | didn't feel so punk. My chest's all clogged up and I'mas hot as a
fire sale two days before Christmas. Wak, too."

Ni ck nodded synpat hetically.

"“I"'m stuck between deputies. Bradley Caide and his wife went up to Little Rock
after their baby passed away. One of those crib deaths. Awful thing. | don't
bl ame them for going."

Ni ck pointed at his own chest and nade a circle with his thunb and forefinger
"Sure, you'll be okay. You just take normal care, you hear? There's a .45 in
the third drawer of my desk, but don't you be takin it back there. Nor the keys

ei t her. Understand?"

Ni ck nodded.

"I'f you go back there, stay out of their reach. If any of emtries playin
sick, don't you fall for it. It's the oldest dodge in the world. If one of em

shoul d get sick, Doc Soanes can see them just as easy in the norning. I'll be in
t hen."
Ni ck took his pad fromhis pocket and wote: "I appreciate you trusting ne.

Thanks for |ocking themup & thanks for the job."
Baker read this carefully. "You' re a puredee caution, boy. Were you fron? How
cone you're out on your own |ike this?"

"That's a long story,"” Nick jotted. "I'Il wite some of it down for you
tonight, if you want."
"You do that," Baker said. "I guess you know | put your nanme on the wire."

Ni ck nodded. It was SOP. But he was clean

"I"ll get Jane to call Ma's Truck Stop out by the highway. Those boys'll be
holl ering police brutality if they don't get their supper."

Nick wote: "Have her tell whoever brings it to conme right in. | can't hear
himif he knocks."

"COkay." Baker hesitated a nonent |onger. "You got your cot in the corner. It's
hard, but it's clean. You just remenber to be careful, Nick. You can't call for
help if there's trouble."

Ni ck nodded and wote, "I can take care of nyself."

"Yeah, | believe you can. Still, 1'd get soneone fromtown if | thought any of
t hem woul d-" He broke off as

Jane came in.

"You still jaw ng this poor boy? You let himgo on, now, before ny stupid
brot her cones al ong and breaks themall out."

Baker |aughed sourly. "He'll be in Tennessee by now, | guess." He whistled out
a long sigh that broke up into a series of phlegny, boonm ng coughs. "I b'lieve

"Il go upstairs and |ie down, Janey."

“I'"1l bring you some aspirin to cut that fever," she said.

She | ooked back over her shoulder at Nick as she went to the stairs with her
husband. "It was a pleasure neeting you, N ck. Watever the circunstances. You
be just as careful as he says."



Ni ck bowed to her, and she dropped half a curtsy in return. He thought he saw
a gleamof tears in her eyes.

A pinply, curious boy in a dirty busboy's jacket brought three dinner trays

about half an hour after N ck had gotten down to the jail. N ck notioned for the
busboy to put the trays on the cot, and while he did, N ck scribbled: "Is this
paid for?"

The busboy read this with all the concentration of a college freshman tackling
Moby-Di ck. "Sure," he said. "Sheriff's office runs a tab. Say, can't you tal k?"

Ni ck shook his head.

"That's a bitch," the busboy said, and left in a hurry, as if the condition
m ght be cat chi ng.

Ni ck took the trays in one at a tine and pushed each one through the slot in
the bottomof the cell door with a broomhandl e.

He | ooked up in tine to catch "-chickshit bastard, ain't he?" fromM ke
Childress. Smiling, N ck showed himhis mddle finger

“I'"l1l give you the finger, you dunmy," Childress said, grinning unpleasantly.
"When | get out of here I'Il-" Nick turned away, nissing the rest.

Back in the office, sitting in Baker's chair, he drew the nmeno pad into the
center of the blotter, sat thinking for a noment, and then jotted at the top

Life History
By Ni ck Andros

He stopped, sniling a little. He had been in sone funny places, but never in
his wildest dreanms had he expected to be sitting in a sheriff's office,
deputi zed, in charge of three nen who had beaten himup, and witing his life
story. After a nonent he began to wite again:

I was born in Caslin, Nebraska, on Novenber 14, 1968. My daddy was an
i ndependent farner. He and my nom were al ways on the edge of getting squeezed
out. They owed three different banks. My nother was six nmonths pregnhant with ne
and ny dad was taking her to see the doctor in town when a tie rod on his truck
et go and they went into the ditch. My daddy had a heart attack and died.

Anyway, three nonths after, my nomhad ne and | was

born the way I am Sure was a tough break on top of |osing her husband that
way.

She carried on with the farmuntil 1973 and then lost it to the "big
operators," as she always called them She had no fanmly but wote to sone
friends in Big Springs, lowa, and one of themgot her a job in a bakery. W
lived here until 1977 when she was killed in an accident. A notorcycle hit her
whi | e she was crossing the street on her way hone fromwork. It wasn't even his
fault but only bad luck as his brakes failed. He wasn't even speeding or
anyt hing. The Baptist Church gave nmy mamma a charity funeral. This sanme church
the Grace Baptist, sent ne to the Children of Jesus Christ orphanage in Des
Moi nes. This is a place that all sorts of churches chip together to support.
That was where | learned to read and wite .

He stopped there. H's hand was aching fromwiting so nmuch, but that wasn't
why. He felt uneasy, hot and unconfortable at having to relive all that again
He went back to the jail quarters and | ooked in. Childress and Warner were
asl eep. Vince Hogan was standing by the bars, smoking a cigarette and | ooking
across the corridor at the enpty cell where Ray Booth woul d have been tonight if
he hadn't run so quick. Hogan | ooked as if he m ght have been crying, and that
led himback in tine to that small nute scrap of humanity, Nick Andros. There



was a word he had |l earned at the novies as a kid. That word was | NCOVMJUNI CADO

It was a word that had always had fantastic, Lovecraftian overtones to Nick, a
fearful word that echoed and clanged in the brain, a word that inscribed all the
nuances of fear that live only outside the sane universe and inside the human
soul . He had been | NCOVMUNI CADO all his life.

He sat down and re-read the last Iine he'd witten. That was where | |earned
toread and wite. But it hadn't been as sinple as that. He lived in a silent
world. Witing was code. Speech was the noving of lips, the rise and fall of
teeth, the dance of a tongue. Hi s nother had taught himto read Iips, and had
taught himhowto wite his nanme in struggling, sprawing letters. That's your
nane, she had said. That's you, N cky. But of course she had said it silently,
nmeani ngl essly. The prinme connecti on had cone when she tapped the paper, then
tapped his chest. The worst part about being deaf-nute was not living in the
silent movie world; the worst part was not know ng the names of things. He had
not really begun to understand the concept of naming until he was four. He had
not known that you called the tall green things trees until he was six: He had
want ed to know, but no one had thought to tell himand he had no way to ask: he
was | NCOVMUNI CADO

VWhen she died he had retreated alnost all the way. The orphanage was a pl ace
of roaring silence where grimfaced thin boys nade fun of his silence; two boys
would run up to him one boy with his hands plastered over his nouth, one boy
with his hands plastered over his ears. If none of the staff happened to be
near, they would punch himout. Wiy? No reason. Except that maybe in the vast
white class of victinms there is a subclass: the victins of victins.

He stopped wanting to conmuni cate, and when that happened the thinking process
itself began to rust and disintegrate. He began to wander from place to place
vacantly, looking at the nanmeless things that filled the world. He watched
groups of children in the play yard nove their lips, raise and lower their teeth
like white drawbridges, dance their tongues in the ritual mating of speech. He
sonetinmes found hinself |ooking at a single cloud for as |long as an hour at a
tinme.

Then Rudy had cone. A big man with scars on his face and a bald head. Six
feet, five inches tall, mght as well have been twenty to runty N ck Andros.
They met for the first time in a basenent roomwhere there was a table, six or
seven chairs, and a TV that only worked when it felt like it. Rudy squatted,
putting his eyes on approxinmately the sane |level as Nick's. Then he took his
huge, scarred hands and put them over his nouth, his ears.

| am a deaf-mute.

Ni ck turned his face sullenly away: \Wo gives a fuck?

Rudy sl apped hi m

Nick fell down. H's mouth opened and silent tears began to leak fromhis eyes.
He didn't want to be here with this scarred troll, this bald boogey. He was no
deaf-mute, it was a cruel joke.

Rudy pulled himgently to his feet and led himto the table. A blank sheet of
paper was there. Rudy pointed at it, then at Nick. N ck stared sullenly at the
paper and then at the bald man. He shook his head. Rudy nodded and pointed at
the enpty paper again. He produced a pencil and handed it to Nick. Nick put it
down as if it were hot. He shook his head. Rudy pointed at the pencil, then at
Ni ck, then at the paper. Ni ck shook his head. Rudy sl apped hi m agai n.

More silent tears. The scarred face | ooking at himwi th nothing but deadly
pati ence. Rudy pointed at the paper again. At the pencil. At Nick

Ni ck grasped the pencil in his fist. He wote the four words that he knew,
calling themforth fromthe cobwebby, rusting nechanismthat was in his thinking
brain. He wote:

<scrawl ed writing>
NI CHOLAS ANDRCS



FUCK YQU

Then he broke the pencil in half and | ooked sullenly and defiantly at Rudy.

But Rudy was smiling. Suddenly he reached across the table and held N ck's head
st eady between his hard, callused palnms. H's hands were warm gentle. N ck could
not remenber the last tine he had been touched with such |ove. H's nother had
touched himlike that.

Rudy renmoved his hands from Ni ck's face. He picked up the half of the penci
with the point onit. He turned the paper over to the blank side. He tapped the
enpty white space with the tip of the pencil, and then tapped Nick. He did it
again. And again. And again. And finally N ck understood.

You are this blank page.
Ni ck began to cry.
Rudy cane for the next six years.

where | learned to read and wite. A nan naned
Rudy Sparkman came to help nme. | was very lucky to have
him In 1984 the orphanage went broke. They placed as
many ki ds that they could, but I was not one of them
They said | would get in with a famly after a while and the
state would pay themfor keeping nme. | wanted to go with
Rudy but Rudy was in Africa working for the Peace Corps.
So | ran away. Being sixteen, | don't think they | ooked
for me too hard. | figured if | could stay out of trouble I
woul d be all right, and so far so good. | have been taking
t he hi gh school correspondence courses one at a tine,
because Rudy always said education is the nost inmportant.
VWen | settle down for a while I'mgoing to take that
hi gh-school equivalency test. | will be able to pass it soon.
| like school. Maybe I will go to college sonmeday. | know
t hat sounds crazy, a deaf-mute bumlike ne, but | don't
think it's inpossible. Anyway, that's ny story.

Yest erday norning Baker had cone in around seventhirty while N ck was enptying
wast ebaskets. The sheriff | ooked better
"How you feeling?" Nick wote.

"Pretty good. | was burnin up until midnight. Wrst fever |'ve had since | was
a kid. Aspirin didn't seemto help it. Janey wanted to call the doc, but around
twel ve-thirty the fever just broke. | slep Iike a log after that. How are you
doi ng?"

Ni ck nade a thunb-and-forefinger circle. "How s our guests?"

Ni ck opened and cl osed his nmouth several times in a nmine jabbering. Looked
furious. Made bangi ng gestures on invisible bars.

Baker threw back his head and | aughed, then sneezed several tines.

"You ought to be on TV," he said. "Did you wite your life story down |ike you
sai d you was gonna try to do?"

Ni ck nodded and handed the two sheets of |onghand over. The sheriff sat down
and read them carefully. When he was done he | ooked at Nick so long and so
piercingly that Nick stared down at his feet for a nmonent, enbarrassed and
conf used.

When he | ooked up again Baker said: "You've been on your own since you were
si xteen? For six years?"

N ck nodded.
"And you've really taken all these high school courses?"
Nick wote for some tinme on one of the nenp sheets. "I was way behi nd because

| started to read & wite so |ate. Wen the orphanage closed | was just starting



to catch up. | got six h.s. credits fromthere and another six since then from

La Salle in Chicago. | |earned about them froma matchbook cover. | need four
nore credits.”

"What courses do you still need?" Baker asked, then turned his head and
shouted: "Shut up in there! You'll get your -hotcakes and coffee when |I'm damed

good and ready and not before!"

Nick wote: "Geometry. Advanced math. Two years of a | anguage. Those are the
col l ege requirenments."

"A |l anguage. You nean |ike French? Gernman? Spani sh?"

Ni ck nodded.

Baker | aughed and shook his head. "Don't that beat all. A deaf-nute |earning
to talk a foreign | anguage. Not hing agai nst you, boy. You understand that."

Ni ck smiled and nodded.

"So why you been driftin around so nuch?"

"While | was still a minor°l didn't dare stay in one place for too long," Nick
wote. "Afraid they'd try to stick me in another orphanage or sonething. \Wen
got ol d enough to | ook for a steady job, tines got worse. They said the
st ockmar ket crashed, or something, but since I'mdeaf | didn't hear it (ha-ha)."

"Most places would have just let you ramble on," Baker said. "In hard tines
the m |k of human kindness don't flow so free, Nick. As for a steady job,

m ght be able to put you onto sonething around here, unless those boys soured
you on Shoyo and Arkansas for good. But . . . we ain't all like that."

Ni ck nodded to show he under st ood.

"How s your teeth? That was quite a shot in the nmouth you took."

Ni ck shrugged.

"Take any of those pain pills?"

Ni ck held up two fingers.

"Well, look, | got some paperwork to do on those boys. You go on with what you
were doing. We'll talk nmore later.”

Dr. Soanes, the man who had alnmost hit Nick with his car, cane by around 9: 30
A.M the sane norning. He was a man of about sixty with shaggy white hair, a
scrawny chi cken neck, and very sharp bl ue eyes.

"Big John tells ne you read lips," he said. "He also says he wants to see you
gai nfully enmpl oyed, so | guess | better make sure you're not going to die on his
hands. Take off your shirt."

Ni ck unbuttoned his blue workshirt and took it off.

"Holy Jesus, |ookitim" Baker said

"They did a job of work, all right." Soanes | ooked at Nick and said dryly,
"Boy, you alnbst lost your left tit." He pointed to a crescent-shaped scab just
above the nipple. Nick's belly and ribcage | ooked |ike a Canadi an sunri se.
Soanmes poked and prodded himand | ooked carefully into the pupils of his eyes.
At | ast he exam ned the shattered remains of Nick's front teeth, the only part
of himthat really hurt now, in spite of the spectacul ar bruises.

"That must hurt like a sonofabitch,” he said, and N ck nodded ruefully.
"You're gonna | ose them" Soanmes went on. "You-" He sneezed three tinmes in quick
successi on. "Excuse me."

He began to put his tools back into his black bag. "The prognosis is
favorabl e, young nan, barring strokes of lightning or further trips to Zack's
ginmll. Is your speaking problem physical, or does it come from bei ng deaf ?"

Ni ck wote: "Physical. Birth defect."

Soanmes nodded. "Damn shanme. Got to think positive, though, and thank God that
He didn't decide to give your brains a stir while He was at it. Put your shirt
on."

Nick did. He Iiked Soanes; in his way, he was very much |ike Rudy Sparkman



who had told himonce that God had given all deaf-nute nales an extra two inches
bel ow the wai st to nmake up for the little bit He had subtracted from above the
col | ar bones.

Soanes said, "I'Il tell emto give you a refill on that pain medicati on down
at the drugstore. Tell nobneybags here to pay for it."

"Ho- ho, " John Baker said.

"He's got nore dough stashed away in fruit jars than a hog has warts," Soanes
went on. He sneezed again, w ped his nose, runmaged around in his bag, and
brought out a stethoscope.

"You want to | ook out, Ganps, I'll lock you up for drunk and di sorderly,"
Baker said with a smle.
"Yeah, yeah, yeah," Soanes said. "You'll open your nouth too wi de one day and

fall right in. Take off y'shirt, John, and let's see if your boobs are as big as
they used to be."

"Take of f my shirt? Wy?"

"Because your wife wants ne to | ook at you, that's why. She thinks you're a
sick man and she doesn't want you to get any sicker, God knows why. Ain't | told
her enough tines that she and | wouldn't have to sneak around anynore if you
wer e under ground? Come on, Johnny. Show us sone skin."

"It was just a cold," Baker said, reluctantly unbuttoning his shirt. "I feel
fine this norning. Honest to God, Anbrose, you sound worse'n | do."

"You don't tell the doctor, the doctor tells you." As Baker pulled his shirt
of f, Soames turned to Nick and said, "But you knowit's funny how a cold wll
just start meking the rounds. Ms. Lathrop is down sick, and the whole Richie
fam |y, and nost of those no-accounts out on the Barker Road are coughing their
brains out. Even Billy Warner in there's hacki ng away."

Baker had wormed out of his undershirt.

"There, what'd | tell you?" Soanmes asked. "Ain't he got a set of knockers on
hi n? Even an old shit like me could get horny |ooking at that."

Baker gasped as the stethoscope touched his chest. "Jesus, that's cold! What
do you do, keep it in a deep freeze?"

"Breathe in," Soanes said, frowning. "Now let it out."

Baker's exhale turned into a weak cough.

Soanmes kept at the sheriff for a long time. Front and back both. At last he
put away his stethoscope and used a tongue depressor to | ook down Baker's
throat. Finished, he broke it in two and tossed it into the wastebasket.

"Wl | ?" Baker said.

Soanes pressed the fingers of his right hand into the flesh of Baker's neck
under the jaw. Baker wi nced away fromit.

"I don't have to ask if that hurt," Soames said. "John, you go home and go to
bed and that isn't advice, that's an order."

The sheriff blinked. "Anbrose," he said quietly, "come on. You know | can't do

that. 1've got three prisoners who have to go up to Canden this afternoon. |
left this kid with themlast night, but | had no business doing it, and | won't
do it again. He's mute. | wouldn't have agreed to it last night if | had been

thinking right."

"You never mnd them John. You got problens of your own. It's sonme kind of
respiratory infection, a damm good one by the sound, and a fever to go with it.
Your pipes are sick, Johnny, and to be perfectly frank, that's no joke for a nan

who's carrying around the extra neat you are. Go to bed. If you still feel okay
tonmorrow norning, get rid of themthen. Better still, call the State Patrol to
cone down and get them™

Baker | ooked apol ogetically at N ck. "You know," he said, "I do feel kind of
dragged out. Maybe some rest-"

"Go hone and lie down," Nick wote. "I'Il be careful. Besides, | have to earn

enough to pay for those pills."
"Nobody works so hard for you as a junkie,

Soames sai d, and cackl ed.



Baker picked up the two sheets of paper with N ck's background on them "Could
| take these home for Janey to read? She took a real shine to you, Nick."

Ni ck scraw ed on the pad, "Sure can. She's very nice."

"One of a kind," Baker said, and sighed as he buttoned his shirt back up
"This fever's comn on strong again. Thought | had it Iicked."

"Take aspirin," Soames said, latching his bag. "It's that gl andular infection
| don't Ilike."

"There's a cigar box in the bottom desk drawer,"” Baker said. "Petty cash fund.
You can go out for lunch and get your nedication on the way. Those boys are nore
di | does than desperadoes. They'll be okay. Just |eave a voucher for how nmuch
noney you take. I'll get in touch with the State Police and you'll be shut of
themby late this afternoon.™

Ni ck nmade a thunb-and-forefinger circle.

"“I"ve been trusting you a lot on short noti ce,
says it's all right. You have a care."

Ni ck nodded.

Baker said soberly, "but Janey

Jane Baker had cone in around six yesterday evening with a covered di sh supper
and a carton of mlk.

Ni ck wrote, "Thanks very much. How s your husband?"

She | aughed, a small woman with chestnut brown hair, dressed prettily in a
checked shirt and faded jeans. "He wanted to come down hinself, but | talked him
out of it. His fever was up so high this afternoon that it scared ne, but it's
al nost normal tonight. | think it's because of the State Patrol. Johnny's never
really happy unless he can be mad at the State Patrol."

Ni ck | ooked at her quizzically.

"They told himthey couldn't send anybody down for his prisoners until nine
tonorrow norni ng. They've had a bad sick-day, twenty or nore troopers out. And a
| ot of the people who are on have been fetching people to the hospital up at
Canden or even Pine Bluff. There's a lot of this sickness around. | think Am
Soanmes is a lot nore worried than he's letting on."

She | ooked worried herself. Then she took the two fol ded sheets of nenp paper
from her breast pocket.

"This is quite a story," she said quietly, handing the papers back to him
"You' ve had just about the worst |uck of anyone |I ever heard of. | think the way
you' ve risen above your handicaps is admrable. And | have to apol ogi ze again
for my brother."

Ni ck, enbarrassed, could only shrug.

"I hope you'll stay on in Shoyo," she said, standing. "My husband |ikes you,
and | do, too. Be careful of those nen in there."

"I will,” Nick wote. "Tell the sheriff | hope he feels better."

"Il take him your good wi shes."

She | eft then, and Nick passed a night of broken rest, getting up occasionally
to check on his three wards. Desperadoes they were not; by ten o'clock they were
all sleeping. Two town fellows cane in to check and make sure Nick was al
right, and Nick noticed that both of them seemed to have col ds.

He dreaned oddly, and all he could remenber upon waking was that he seenmed to
have been wal ki ng t hrough endl ess rows of green corn, |ooking for sonmething and
terribly afraid of something else that seemed to be behind him

This nmorning he was up early, carefully sweeping out the back of the jail and
ignoring Billy Warner and M ke Childress. As he went out, Billy called after
him "Ray's gonna be back, you know. And when he catches you, you're gonna w sh



you were blind as well as deaf and dunb!"

Ni ck, his back turned, mssed nost of this.

Back in the office, he picked up an old copy of Tinme magazi ne and began to
read. He considered putting his feet up on the desk and deci ded that would be a
very good way to get in trouble if the sheriff canme by.

By eight o'clock he was wondering uneasily if Sheriff Baker m ght have had a
rel apse in the night. N ck had expected himby now, ready to turn the three
prisoners in his jail over to the county when the State Patrol cane for them
Al so, Nick's stomach was runbling unconfortably. No one had showed up fromthe
truck-stop down the road, and he | ooked at the tel ephone, nore with disgust than
with longing. He was quite fond of science fiction, picking up falling-apart
paper backs fromtine to tine on the dusty back shelves of antique barns for a
ni ckel or a dinme, and he found hinmself thinking, not for the first time, that it
was going to be a great day for the deaf-mutes of the world when the tel ephone
vi ewscreens the science fiction novels were always predicting finally cane into
general use.

By quarter of nine he was acutely uneasy. He went to the door which gave on
the cells and | ooked in.

Billy and M ke were both standing at their cell doors. Both of them had been
banging on the bars with their shoes . . . which just went to show you that
people who can't talk only nade up a small percentage of the world's dumm es.

Vi nce Hogan was |ying down. He only turned his head and stared at N ck when he
cane to the door. Hogan's face was pallid except for a hectic flush on his
cheeks, and there were dark patches under his eyes. Beads of sweat were standing
out on his forehead. Nick nmet his apathetic, fevered gaze and realized that the
man was sick. H s uneasi ness deepened.

"Hey, dummy, how about sone brefus?" Mke called down to him "An ole Vince
there seens |ike he could use a doctor. Tattle-taleindon't agree with him does
it, Bill?"

Bill didn't want to banter. "lI'msorry | yelled at you before, man. Vince,
he's sick, all right. He needs the doctor."

Ni ck nodded and went out, trying to figure out what he should do next. He bent
over the desk and wote on the nmeno pad: "Sheriff Baker, or Woever: |'ve gone
to get the prisoners sonme breakfast and to see if | can hunt Dr. Soames up for
Vi ncent Hogan. He appears to be really sick, not just playing possum Nick
Andros. "

He tore the sheet off the pad and left it in the mddle of the desk. Then
tucking the pad into his pocket, he went out into the street.

The first thing that struck himwas the still heat of the day and the snell of
greenery. By afternoon it was going to be a scorcher. It was the sort of day
when people like to get their chores and errands done early so they can spend
the afternoon as quietly as possible, but to N ck, Shoyo's main street |ooked
strangely indolent this forenoon, nore like a Sunday than a workday.

Most of the diagonal parking spaces in front of the stores were enpty. A few
cars and farmtrucks were going up and down the street, but not many. The
hardware store | ooked open, but the shades of the Mercantile Bank were stil
drawn, although it was past nine now.

Ni ck turned right, toward the truck-stop, which was five bl ocks down. He was
on the corner of the third block when he saw Dr. Soames's car noving slowy up
the street toward him weaving a little fromside to side, as if with
exhaustion. N ck waved vigorously, not sure if Soanes would stop, but Soames
pulled in at the curb, indifferently taking up four of the slanted parking
spaces. He didn't get out but nerely sat behind the wheel. The | ook of the man
shocked Ni ck. Soanes had aged twenty years since he had | ast seen himbantering
casually with the sheriff. It was partly exhaustion, but exhaustion couldn't be
t he whol e expl anation-even Nick could see that. As if to confirmhis thought,

t he doctor produced a wrinkled handkerchief fromhis breast pocket |ike an old



magi ci an doing a creaky trick that does not interest himnuch anynore, and
sneezed into it repeatedly. Wien he was done he | eaned his head back agai nst the
car's seat, nouth half-open to draw breath. H's skin | ooked so shiny and yell ow
that he remi nded Nick of a dead person.

Then Soanes opened his eyes and said, "Sheriff Baker's dead. If that's what
you flagged nme down for, you can forget it. He died a little after two o' cl ock
this nmorning. Now Janey's sick with it."

Ni ck's eyes widened. Sheriff Baker dead? But his wife had been in just |ast
ni ght and said he was feeling better. And she . . . she had been fine. No, it
just wasn't possible.

"Dead, all right," Soanes said, as though N ck had spoken his thought al oud.
"And he's not the only one. 1've signed twelve death certificates in the | ast
twel ve hours. And | know of another twenty that are going to be dead by noon
unl ess God shows mercy. But | doubt if this is God's doing. | suspect He'll keep
right out of it as a consequence.”

Ni ck pulled the pad fromhis pocket and wote: "Wiat's the matter with thenf"

"I don't know," Soames said, crumpling the sheet slowy and tossing the bal
into the gutter. "But everyone in town seens to be coming down with it, and |I'm

nore frightened than | ever have been in ny life. | have it nyself, although
what |'msuffering nost fromright nowis exhaustion. |I'mnot a young man
anynore. | can't go these |ong hours w thout paying the price, you know " A

tired, frightened petulance had entered his voice, which Nick fortunately
couldn't hear. "And feeling sorry for nyself won't help."

Ni ck, who hadn't been aware Soanes was feeling sorry for himself, could only
| ook at him puzzled.

Soanes got out of his car, holding on to Nick's armfor a mnute to help
hinsel f. He had an old nan's grip, weak and a little frenzied. "Cone on over to
t hat bench, Nick. You're good to talk to. |I suppose you' ve been told that
before."

Ni ck poi nted back toward the jail.

"They' re not goi ng anywhere," Soanes said, "and if they're down with it, right
now they're on the bottomof ny list."

They sat on the bench, which was painted bright green and bore an
adverti senent on the backrest for a | ocal insurance conpany. Soanes turned his
face gratefully up to the warmth of the sun

"Chills and fever," he said. "Ever since about ten o'clock |ast night. Just
lately it's been the chills. Thank God there hasn't been any diarrhea."

"You ought to go horme to bed," Nick wote.

"So | ought. And will. | just want to rest for a few minutes first . . ." His
eyes slipped shut and N ck thought he had gone to sleep. He wondered if he
shoul d go on down to the truck-stop and get Billy and M ke sone breakfast.

Then Dr. Soames spoke again, wi thout opening his eyes. N ck watched his |ips.
"The synptonms are all very comon," he said, and began to enunerate themon his
fingers until all ten were spread out in front of himlike a fan. "Chills.
Fever. Headache. Wakness and general debilitation. Loss of appetite. Painfu
urination. Swelling of the glands, progressing fromninor to acute. Swelling in
the arnpits and in the groin. Respiratory weakness and failure."

He | ooked at Ni ck.

"They are the synptons of the common cold, of influenza, of pneunpnia. W can
cure all of those things, Nick. Unless the patient is very young or very old, or
per haps al ready weakened by a previous illness, antibiotics will knock them out.
But not this. It cones on the patient quickly or slowy. It doesn't seemto
matter. Nothing hel ps. The thing escal ates, backs up, escal ates agai n;
debilitation increases; the swelling gets worse; finally, death.

"Sonebody nmade a m st ake.

"And they're trying to cover it up."

Ni ck | ooked at hi mdoubtfully, wondering if he had picked the words rightly



fromthe doctor's lips, wondering if Soanes might be raving.

"I't sounds slightly paranoid, doesn't it?" Soanes asked, |ooking at himwth
weary hunor. "I used to be frightened of the younger generation's paranoia, do
you know that? Always afraid soneone was tapping their phones . . . follow ng
them. . . running computer checks on them. . . and now | find out they were
right and I was wong. Life is a fine thing, N ck, but old age takes an
unpl easantly high toll on one's dearly held prejudices, | find."

"What do you mean?" Nick wote.

"None of the phones in Shoyo work," Soames said. Nick had no idea if this was
in answer to his question (Soames seened to have given Nick's last note only the
nost cursory of glances), or if the doctor had gone off on sone new tack-the
fever could be maki ng Soanes's mind junp around, he supposed.

The doctor observed N ck's puzzled face, and seened to think the deaf-nmute
m ght not believe him "Quite true," he said. "If you try to dial any number not
on this town's circuit, you get a recorded announcenent. Furthernore, the two
Shoyo exits and entrances fromthe turnpi ke are closed off with barriers which
say ROAD CONSTRUCTION. But there is no construction. Only the barriers. | was
out there. | believe it would be possible to nove the barriers aside, but the
traffic on the turnpi ke seens very light this nmorning. And nost of it seems to
consi st of army vehicles. Trucks and jeeps."

"What about the other roads?" N ck wote.

"Route 63 has been torn up at the east end of town to replace a culvert,"”
Soanmes said. "At the west end of town there appears to have been a rather nasty
car accident. Two cars across the road, blocking it entirely. There are smnudge
pots out, but no sign of state troopers or weckers."

He paused, renoved his handkerchi ef, and bl ew his nose.

"The men working on the culvert are going very slowy, according to Joe
Rackman, who lives out that way. | was at the Rackmans' about two hours ago,
| ooking at their little boy, who is very ill indeed. Joe said that he thinks
that the nen at the culvert are in fact soldiers, though they're dressed in
state road crew coveralls and driving a state truck."

Ni ck wrote: "How does he know?"

St andi ng up, Soanes said: "Wrknmen rarely salute each other

Ni ck got up, too.

"Back roads?" he jotted.

"Possi bly." Soanes nodded. "But | ama doctor, not a hero. Joe said he saw
guns in the cab of that truck. Arnyissue carbines. If one tried to | eave Shoyo
by the back roads and if they were watched, who knows? And what m ght one find
beyond Shoyo? | repeat: soneone made a nistake. And now they're trying to cover
it up. Madness. Madness. OF course the news of sonething like this will get out,
and it won't take long. And in the neantine, how many wll die?"

Ni ck, frightened, only |ooked at Dr. Soanes as he went back to his car and
clinmbed slowy in.

"And you, Nick," Soanes said, |ooking out the window at him "How do you feel?
A col d? Sneezi ng? Coughi ng?"

Ni ck shook his head to each one.

"WIIl you try to |eave town? | think you could, if you went by the fields."

Ni ck shook his head and wote, "Those men are |ocked up. | can't just |eave
them Vincent Hogan is sick but the other two seemokay. |1'Il get themtheir
breakfast and then go see Ms. Baker."

"You're a thoughtful boy," Soanes said. "That's rare. A boy in this degraded
age who has a sense of responsibility is even rarer. She'd appreciate that,

Ni ck, | know. M. Bracenan, the Methodist minister, also said he woul d stop by.
I"mafraid he'll have a ot of calls to make before the day is over. You'll be
careful of those three you have | ocked up, won't you?"

Ni ck nodded soberly.

"Good. I'lIl try to drop by and check on you this afternoon." He dropped the



car into gear and drove away, |ooking weary and red-eyed and shriveled. Nick
stared after him his face troubled, and then began to wal k down to the truck-
stop again. It was open, but one of the two cooks was not in and three of the
four waitresses hadn't shown up for the seven-to-three shift. Nick had to wait a
long tine to get his order. Wien he got back to the jail, both Billy and M ke

| ooked badly frightened. Vince Hogan was delirious, and by six o'clock that
eveni ng he was dead.

CHAPTER 19

It had been so long since Larry had been in Tinmes Square that he expected it
to |l ook different somehow, nmgical. Things would | ook smaller and yet better
there, and he would not feel intimdated by the rank, snelly, and sonetines
dangerous vitality of the place the way he had as a child, when he and Buddy
Marx or just he- alone would scuttle down here to see the 99-cent double
features or to stare at the glittering junk in the wi ndows of the shops and
arcades and pool - hal | s.

But it all | ooked just the same-nore than it should have because sone things
really had changed. \Wen you cane up the stairs fromthe subway, the newsstand
that had been on the corner as you cane out was gone. Half a bl ock down, where
there had been a penny arcade full of flashing lights and bells and dangerous-
| ooki ng young nmen with cigarettes dangling fromthe corners of their mouths as
they played the Gottlieb Desert Isle or Space Race, where that had been there
was now an Orange Julius with a flock of young bl acks standing in front of it,
their |ower bodies noving gently as if somewhere jive played on and on, jive
that only black ears could hear. There were nore nmssage parlors and X-rated
novi es.

Still, it was nmuch the sane, and this nade himsad. In a way the only rea
di fference made things seemworse: he felt like a tourist here now But naybe
even native New Yorkers felt like tourists in the Square, dwarfed, wanting to
| ook up and read the el ectronic headlines as they marched around and around up
there. He couldn't tell; he had forgotten what it was like to be a part of New
York. He had no particular urge to relearn

Hi s nmother hadn't gone to work that norning. She'd been fighting a cold for
the I ast couple of days and had gotten up early this norning with a fever. He
had heard her fromthe narrow, safe bed in his old room banging around out in
the kitchen, sneezing and saying "Shit!" under her breath, getting ready for
breakfast. The sound of the TV being turned on, then the news on the "Today"
program An attenpted coup in India. A power station blown up in Woning. The
Supreme Court was expected to hand down a | andnmark decision having to do with
gay rights.

By the time Larry cane out into the kitchen, buttoning his shirt, the news was
over and Gene Shalit was interviewing a man with a bald head. The man with the
bal d head was showi ng a nunber of small animals he had hand- bl owmn. d assbl owi ng,
he said, had been his hobby for forty years, and his book woul d be published by
Random House. Then he sneezed. "Excuse you," Gene Shalit said, and chuckl ed.

“"You want emfried or scranbled?" Alice Underwod asked. She was in her
bat hr obe.

"Scrambl ed," Larry said, knowing it would do no good to protest the eggs. In
Alice's view, it wasn't breakfast w thout eggs (which she called
"crackl eberries" when she was in a good hunor). They had protein and nutrition.
Her idea of nutrition was vague but all-enconpassing. She kept a list of
nutritious itens in her head, Larry knew, as well as their opposite nunbers-



Juj ubes, pickles, SlimJins, the slice of pink bubble gumthat cane with
basebal | cards, and oh dear God, so nany others.

He sat down and watched her nake the eggs, pouring theminto the sane old
bl ack skillet, stirring themwth the same wi fe whisk that she had used to stir
hi s eggs when he had been going to the first grade at PS 162.

She pul | ed her hanki e out of her bathrobe pocket, coughed into it, sneezed

intoit, and nuttered "Shit!" indistinctly into it before putting it back
"Day off, Mn®"
"I called in sick. This cold wants to break nme. | hate to call in sick on
Fridays, so many do, but I've got to get off nmy feet. I'mrunning a fever.

Swol | en gl ands, too."

"Did you call the doctor?"

"When | was a charm ng maid, doctors made housecalls," she said. "Nowif
you' re sick, you have to go to the hospital enmergency room That, or spend the
day waiting for some quack to see you in one of those places where they're
supposed to have-ha-ha-wal k-in nedical care. Walk in and get ready to collect
your Medicare, that's what | think. Those places are worse than the Green Stanp
Redempti on Center a week before Christmas. |'Il stay home and take aspirin, and
by tonorrow this time I'Il be on the downhill side of it."

He stayed nost of the norning, trying to help out. He lugged the TV in by her
bed, the cords standing out heroically on his arms ("You're going to give
yourself a hernia so | can watch “Let's Make a Deal,' " she sniffed), brought
her juice and an old bottle of NyQuil for her stuffiness, and ran down to the
mar ket to get her a couple of. paperbacks.

After that there wasn't nuch for themto do except get on each other's nerves.
She marvel ed how nmuch poorer the TV reception was in the bedroomand he had to
bite back an acid coment to the effect that poor reception was better than no

reception at all. Finally he said he mght go out and see sone of the city.
"That's a good idea," she said with obvious relief. "I'"mgoing to take a nap
You're a good boy, Larry."
So he had gone down the narrow stairs (the elevator was still broken) and onto
the street, feeling guilty relief. The day was his, and he still had sone cash

in his pocket.

But now, in Times Square, he didn't feel so cheerful. He wandered al ong, his
wal | et long since transferred to a front pocket. He paused in front of a
di scount record store, transfixed by the sound of his own voice coming fromthe
battered overhead speakers. The bridge verse.

"I didn't cone to ask you to stay all night

O to find out if you' ve seen the light

| didn't cone to nake a fuss or pick a fight

| just want you to tell ne if you think you can
Baby, can you dig your nan?

Dig him baby--

Baby, can you dig your nan?"

That's nme, he thought, |ooking vacantly in at the al buns, but today the sound
depressed him Wrse, it nade himhonesick. He didn't want to be here under this
gray washtub sky, smelling New York exhaust, one hand constantly playing pocket
pool with his wallet to make sure it was still there. New York, thy nane is
par anoi a. Suddenly where he wanted to be was in a West Coast recording studio,
maki ng a new al bum

Larry qui ckened his step and turned in at an arcade. Bells and buzzers jangl ed
in his ears; there was the anplified, ripping growl of a Deathrace 2000 gane,
conplete with the unearthly, electronic screans of the dying pedestrians. Neat
gane, Larry thought, soon to be followed by Dachau 2000. They'll |ove that one.
He went to the change booth and got ten dollars in quarters. There was a working



phone ki osk next to the Beef 'n Brew across the street and he directdial ed
Jane's Place fromnmenory. Jane's was a poker parlor where Wayne Stukey soneti nmes
hung out.

Larry plugged quarters into the slot until his hand ached, and the phone began
to ring three thousand mles away.

A fenal e voice said, "Jane's. W're open."

"To anyt hi ng?" he asked, |ow and sexy.

"Listen, wise guy, this isn't . . . hey, is this Larry?"

"Yeah, it's ne. Hi, Arlene."

"Where are you? Nobody's seen you, Larry."

"Well, I"mon the East Coast," he said cautiously. "Sonebody told ne there
wer e bl oodsuckers on ne and | ought to get out of the pool until they dropped
of f."

"Somet hi ng about a big party?"

"Yeah."

"I heard about that," she said. "Big spender."

"I's Wayne around, Arlene?"

"You mean Wayne Stukey?"

"I don't nean John \Wayne-he's dead."

"You nmean you haven't heard?"

"What would | hear? I'mon the other coast. Hey, he's okay, isn't he?"

"He's in the hospital with this flu bug. Captain Trips, they're calling it out
here. Not that it's any |laughing matter. A lot of people have died with it, they
say. People are scared, staying in. W' ve got six enpty tables, and you know
Jane's never has enpty tables."

"How i s he?"

"Who knows? They' ve got wards and wards of peole and none of them can have
sitors. It's spooky, Larry. And there are |lot of soldiers around."

"On | eave?"

"Sol diers on | eave don't carry guns or ride around in convoy trucks. A lot of
people are really scared. You're well off out where you are.”

"Hasn't been anything on the news."

"Qut here there's been a few things in the papers about getting flu boosters,
that's all. But some people are saying the arny got careless with one of those
little plague jars. Isn't that creepy?"

"It's just scare talk."

"There's nothing like it where you are?"

"No," he said, and then thought of his mother's cold. And hadn't there been a
| ot of sneezing and hacking going on in the subway? He renenbered thinking it
sounded like a TB ward. But there were plenty of sneezes and runny noses to go
around in any city. Cold gerns are gregarious, he thought. They like to share
the weal t h.

"Janey herself isn't in," Arlene was saying. "She's got a fever and swollen
gl ands, she said. | thought that old whore was too tough to get sick."

"Three nminutes are up, signal when through," the operator broke in

\Y

Larry said: "Well, 1'Il be com ng back in a week or so, Arlene. W'IlIl get
t oget her.
"Fine by ne. | always wanted to go out with a fanous recording star."

"Arlene? You don't by any chance know a guy naned Dewey the Deck, do you?"
"Ch!" she said in a very startled way. "Ch wow Larry!"

. What
"Thank God you didn't hang up! | did see Wayne, just about two days before he
went into the hospital. | forgot all about it! Ch, gee!"

"Well, what is it?"

"I't's an envel ope. He said it was for you, but he asked ne to keep it in ny
cash drawer for a week or so, or give it to you if | saw you. He said sonething
like “He's goddam | ucky Dewey the Deck isn't collecting it instead of him"' "



"What's in it?" He switched the phone fromone hand to the other

"Just a minute. I'll see." There was a nonent of silence, then ripping paper
Arlene said, "It's a savings account book. First Commercial Bank of California.
There's a balance of . . . wow Just over thirteen thousand dollars. If you ask
nme to go sonmewhere dutch, 1I'll brain you."

"You won't have to," he said, grinning. "Thanks, Arlene. Hang on to that for
me, now. "

"No, I'l'l throwit down a stormdrain. Asshole."
"It's so good to be |oved."
She sighed. "You're too much, Larry. I'Il put it in an envelope with both our

nanes on it. Then you can't duck ne when you come in."
"I wouldn't do that, sugar."
They hung up and then the operator was there, demanding three nore dollars for

Ma Bell. Larry, still feeling the wide and foolish grin on his face,, plugged it
willingly into the slot.
He | ooked at the change still scattered on the phone booth's shel f, picked out

a quarter, and dropped it into the slot. A nonment later his nother's phone was
ringing. Your first inmpulse is to share good news, your second is to club
someone with it. He thought-no, he believed-that this was entirely the forner.
He wanted to relieve both of themw th the news that he was sol vent again

The smile faded off his lips little by little. The phone was only ringing.
Maybe she had decided to go in to work after all. He thought of her flushed,
feverish face, and of her coughing and sneezing and saying "Shit!" inmpatiently
i nto her handkerchief. He didn't think she would have gone in. The truth was, he
didn't think she was strong enough to go in

He hung up and absently renoved his quarter fromthe slot when it clicked
back. He went out, jingling the change in his hand. When he saw a cab he hail ed
it, and as the cab pulled back into the flow of traffic it began to spatter
rain.

The door was | ocked and after knocking two or three times he was sure the
apartment was enpty. He had rapped | oud enough to make someone on the floor
above rap back, like an exasperated ghost. But he would have to go in and make
sure, and he didn't have a key. He turned to go down the stairs to M. Freeman's
apartment, and that was when he heard the | ow groan from behi nd the door

There were three different |ocks on his nother's door, but she was indifferent
about using themall in spite of her obsession with the Puerto Ricans. Larry hit
the door with his shoulder and it rattled loudly in its frame. He hit it again
and the | ock gave. The door swung back and banged off the wall

" NbrR"

That groan agai n.

The apartnent was dim the day had grown dark very suddenly, and now there was
thi ck thunder and the sound of rain had swelled. The living roomw ndow was hal f
open, the white curtains bellying out over the table, then being sucked back
t hrough the opening and into the airshaft beyond. There was a glistening wet
patch on the floor where the rain had cone in.

"Mom where are you?"

A | ouder groan. He went through into the kitchen, and thunder runbled again
He al nost tripped over her. She was lying on the floor, half in and half out of
her bedroom

"Mom Jesus, Momnm"

She tried to roll over at the sound of his voice, but only her head woul d
nove, pivoting on the chin, coming to rest on the | eft cheek. Her breathing was
stertorous and clogged with phlegm But the worst thing, the thing he never
forgot, was the way her visible eye rolled up to look at him like the eye of a



hog in a slaughtering pen. Her face was bright with fever.

"Larry?"

"Going to put you on your bed, Mom'

He bent, | ocking his knees fiercely against the trenbling that wanted to start
up in them and got her in his arns. Her housecoat fell open, revealing a wash-
faded ni ghtgown and fishbelly-white | egs sewn with puffy varicose veins. Her
heat was i mmense. That terrified him No one could remain so hot and |ive. Her
brai ns nust be frying in her head.

As if to prove this, she said querulously: "Larry, go get your father. He's in
the bar."

"Be quiet," he said, distraught. "Just be quiet and go to sleep, Mom"

"He's in the bar with that photographer!"” she said shrilly into the pal pable
aft ernoon darkness, and thunder cracked viciously outside. Larry's body felt as
if it was coated with slowy running slinme. A cool breeze was noving through the
apartment, coming fromthe hal f-open windowin the living room As if in
response to it, Alice began to shiver and the flesh of her arns hunped up in
goosefl esh. Her teeth clicked. Her face was a full noon in the bedroon s
sem darkness. Larry scranbled the covers down, put her legs in, and pulled the
bl ankets up to her chin. Still she shivered hel pl essly, making the top bl anket
qui ver and quake. Her face was dry and sweat| ess.

"You go tell himl said cone outta there!" she cried, and then was silent,
except for the heavy bronchial sound of her breathing.

He went back into the living room approached the tel ephone, then detoured
around it. He shut the window with a bang and then went back to the phone.

The books were on a shelf underneath the little table it sat on. He | ooked up
t he nunber of Mercy Hospital and dialed it while nore thunder cracked outside. A
stroke of lightning turned the window he'd just closed into a blue and white X-
ray plate. In the bedroom his nother screamed breathlessly, chilling his blood.

The phone rang once, there was a buzzing sound, then a click. A nechanically
bright voice said: "This is a recording nade at Mercy General Hospital. Right
now all of our circuits are busy. If you will hold, your call will be taken as
soon as possible. Thank you. This is a recording nade at Mercy General Hospital
At the time of your call--"

"W put the nopheads downstairs!" his nother cried out. Thunder rolled. "Those
Puerto Ri ckies don't know nothing!"

“--call will be taken as soon as--"

He thunped the phone down and stood over it, sweating. Wat kind of goddam
hospital was that, where you got a fucking recorded announcenent when your
not her was dyi ng? What was goi ng on there?

Larry decided to go down and see if M. Freenman could watch her while he got
over to the hospital. O should he call a private anbul ance? Christ, how cone
nobody knew about these things when they needed to know about then? Wy didn't
they teach it in school ?

In the bedroom his nother's |aborious breathing went on and on

<illustrationl>

"I'"1l be back," he muttered, and went to the door. He was scared, terrified
for her, but underneath another voice was saying things |ike: These things
al ways happen to ne. And: Wiy did it have to happen after | got the good news?
And nost despicable of all: How bad is this going to screw up ny plans? How nany
things am| going to have to change around?

He hated that voice, wished it would die a quick, nasty death, but it just
went on and on.

He ran down the stairs to M. Freenan's apartnent and thunder booned through
the dark clouds. As he reached the first-floor |anding the door blew open and a
curtain of rain swept in.



CHAPTER 20

The Harborside was the ol dest hotel in Ogunquit. The view was not so good
since they had built the new yacht club over on the other side, but on an
afternoon like this, when the sky had been poxed with internittent
t hunder storns, the view was good enough

Franni e had been sitting by the window for al nbost three hours, trying to wite
aletter to Grace Duggan, a high school chum who was now going to Snmith. It
wasn't a confessional letter dealing with her pregnancy or the scene with her
not her-writing about those things would do nothing but depress her, and she
supposed Grace woul d hear soon enough from her own sources in town. She had only
been trying to wite a friendly letter. The bicycle trip Jesse and | took to
Rangely in May with Sam Lot hrop and Sally Wenscel as. The biology final | |ucked
out on. Peggy Tate's (another high school friend and nmutual acquai ntance) new
job as a Senate page. The inpending nmarri age of Any Lauder

The letter just wouldn't allow itself to be witten. The interesting
pyrotechnics of the day had played a part-how could you wite while pocket
t hunder st orns kept com ng and goi ng over the water? Mdre to the point, none of
the news in the letter seemed precisely honest. It had twisted slightly, like a
knife in the hand that gives you a superficial cut instead of peeling the potato
as you had expected it to do. The bicycle trip had been jolly, but she and Jess
were no |onger on such jolly terns. She had indeed |ucked out on her BY-7 final
but had not been lucky at all on the biology final that really counted. Neither
she nor Grace had ever cared all that nmuch for Peggy Tate, and Any's forthcom ng
nuptials, in Fran's present state, seemed nore |ike one of those gastly sick
j okes than an occasion of joy. Any's getting married but |I'm having the baby,
hah- hah- hah.

Feeling that the letter had to be finished if only so she wouldn't have to
westle with it-anynore, she wote:

I've got problenms of ny own, boy do | have probl ens,

but | just don't have the heart to wite themall down. Bad
enough just having to think about them But | expect to see
you by the Fourth, unless your plans have changed since
your last letter. (One letter in six weeks? | was begi nning
to think soneone had chopped your typing fingers off,

kid!') Wen | see you I'll tell you all. | could sure use your
advi ce.

Believe in me and I'lIl believe in you,

Fran

She signed her nane with her custonmary flanboyant/comc scraw, so it took up
hal f of the renmining white space on the notesheet. Just doing that nade her
feel nore like an inposter than ever. She folded it into the envel ope and
addressed it and put it against the mrror standing up. Finished business.

There. Now what ?

The day was dar keni ng agai n. She got up and wal ked restl essly around the room
t hi nki ng she ought to go out before it started to rain again, but where was
there to go? A nmovie? She'd seen the only one in town. Wth Jesse. To Portl and
to look at clothes? No fun. The only clothes she could | ook at realistically
t hese days were the ones with the elastic wai stbands. Room for two.

She'd had three calls today, the first one good news, the second indifferent,
the third bad. She wi shed they'd cone in reverse order. Qutside the rain had



begun to fall, darkening the marina's pier again. She decided she'd go out and
wal k and to hell with the inpending rain. The fresh air, the sunmer danmp, m ght
make her feel better. She night even stop sonewhere and have a gl ass of beer
Happi ness in a bottle. Equilibrium anyway.

The first call had been from Debbie Smith, in Somersworth. Fran was nore than
wel cone, Debbie said warnmy. In fact, she was needed. One of the three girls who
had been sharing the apartnent had noved out in May, had gotten a job in a
war ehousing firmas a secretary. She and Rhoda couldn't swing the rent nuch
l onger without a third. "And we both cone frombig fanmilies," Debbie said.
"Crying babies don't bother us."

Fran said she'd be ready to nove in by the first of July, and when she hung up
she found warmtears coursing down her cheeks. Relief tears. If she could get
away fromthis town where she had grown up, she thought she would be all right.
Away from her nother, away from her father, even. The fact of the baby and her
si ngl eness woul d then assunme sone sort of sane proportion in her life. A large
factor, surely, but not the only one. There was sone sort of animal, a bug or a
frog, she thought, that swelled up to twice its nornal size when it felt
t hreatened. The predator, in theory at |least, saw this, got scared, and sl unk
off. She felt a little Iike that bug, and it was this whole town, the tota
environnent (gestalt was naybe an even better word), that nmade her feel that
way. She knew that nobody was going to nake her wear a scarlet letter, but she
al so knew that for her mnd to finish convincing her nerves of that fact, a
break with Ogunquit was necessary. Wen she went out on the street she could
feel people, not |ooking at her, but getting ready to | ook at her. The year-
round residents, of course, not the sumer people. The year-round residents
al ways had to have soneone to | ook at -a tosspot, a welfare slacker, The Kid
froma Good Fam |y who had been picked up shoplifting in Portland or O d Ochard
Beach . . . or the girl with the levitating belly.

The second call, the so-so one, had been fromJess Rider. He had called from
Portl and and he had tried the house first. Luckily, he had gotten Peter, who
gave him Fran's tel ephone nunber at the Harborside with no editorial coment.

Still, alnost the first thing he'd said was: "You got a |lot of static at hone,
huh?"
"Well, | got sone," she said cautiously, not wanting to go into it. That woul d

nmake t hem conspirators of a kind.
“Your nother?"
"Why do you say that?"
"She | ooks like the type that m ght freak out. It's sonething in the eyes,

Frannie. It says if you shoot ny sacred cows, |I'Il shoot yours."

She was silent.

"I"'msorry. | don't want to offend you."

"You didn't," she said. His description was actually quite apt-surface-apt
anyway- but she was still trying to get over the surprise of that verb, offend.

It was a strange word to hear fromhim Maybe there's a postul ate here, she
t hought .

When your |over begins to tal k about "offendi ng" you, he's not your |over
anynore.

"Frannie, the offer still stands. If you say yes, | can get a couple of rings
and be there this afternoon.™

On your bi ke, she thought, and al nbst giggled. A giggle would be a horribl e,
unnecessary thing to do to him and she covered the phone for a second just to
be sure it wasn't going to escape. She had done nore weeping and giggling in the
| ast six days than she had done since she was fifteen and starting to date.

"No, Jess," she said, and her voice was quite calm

"I mean it!" he said with startling vehenence, as if he had seen her
struggling with |aughter.

"I know you do," she said. "But I'mnot ready to get married. | know that



about me, Jess. It has nothing to do with you."

"What about the baby?"

“I"mgoing to have it."

"And give it up?"

"l haven't decided."

For a nmonent he was silent and she could hear other voices in other roons.
They had their own problens, she supposed. Baby, the world is a daytine drana.
We | ove our lives, and so we look for the guiding Iight as we search for
t onorr ow.

"I wonder about that baby," Jesse said finally. She really doubted if he did,
but it was maybe the only thing he could have said that would cut her. It did.

"Jess-"
"So where are you goi ng?" he asked briskly. "You can't stay at the Harborside
all sumer. If you need a place, | can | ook around in Portland."

"I"ve got a place."
"Where, or am | not supposed to ask?"
"You're not supposed to," she said, and bit her tongue for not finding a nore
pl omatic way of saying it.
"Ch," he said. His voice was queerly flat. Finally he said cautiously, "Can I
ask you sonet hing and not piss you off, Frannie? Because | really want to know.
It's not a rhetorical question or anything."
"You can ask," she agreed warily. Mentally she did gird herself not to be
pi ssed of f, because when Jess prefaced sonething like that, it was usually just
before he canme out with sone hideous and totally unaware pi ece of chauvi ni sm
"Don't | have any rights in this at all?" Jess asked. "Can't | share the
responsi bility and the decision?"
For a nmonment she was pissed off, and then the feeling was gone. Jess was j ust
bei ng Jess, trying to protect his image of hinmself to hinmself, the way al
t hi nki ng people do so they can get to sleep at night. She had al ways |iked him
for his intelligence, but in a situation Ilike this, intelligence could be a
bore. People Iike Jess-and herself, too-had been taught all their lives that the
good thing to do was conmit and be active. Sometines you had to hurt yourself-
and badly-to find out it could be better to lie back in the tall weeds and

di

procrastinate. His toils were kind, but they were still toils. He didn't want to
| et her get away.

"Jesse," she said, "neither of us wanted this baby. W agreed on the pill so
t he baby, wouldn't happen. You don't have any responsibility."

"But-"

"No, Jess," she said, quite firnmy.

He si ghed.

"WIl you get in touch when you get settled?"

"I think so."

"Are you still planning to go back to school ?"

"Eventually. I'mgoing to take the fall senester off. Maybe w th sonething
CED. "

"I'f you need ne, Frannie, you know where I'll be. |I'mnot running out."

"I know that, Jesse."

"I'f you need dough-"

"Yes."

"Get in touch. | won't press you, but . . . I'll want to see you."
"Al'l right, Jess."

"Goodbye, Fran."

" Goodbye. "
When she hung up the goodbyes had seened too final, the conversation
unfinished. It struck her why. They had not added "I |ove you," and that was a

first. It nmade her sad and she told herself not to be, but the telling didn't



hel p.

The last call had come around noon, and it was fromher father. They had had
l unch the day before yesterday, and he told her he was worried about the effect
this was having on Carla. She hadn't conme to bed | ast night; she had spent it in
the parlor, poring over the ol d geneal ogical records. He had gone in around
el even-thirty to ask her when she was com ng up. Her hair had been down, flow ng
over her shoul ders and the bodi ce of her ni ghtgown, and Peter said she | ooked
wild and not strictly in touch with things. That heavy book was on her lap and
she hadn't even | ooked up at him only continued to turn the pages. She said she
wasn't sleepy. She would be up in a while. She had a cold, Peter told her as
they sat in a booth at the Corner Lunch, nore | ooking at hanburgers than eating
them The sniffles. Wen Peter asked her if she would |ike a glass of hot mlKk,
she didn't answer at all. He had found her yesterday norning asleep in the
chair, the book on her lap

When she finally woke up she had seenmed better, nore herself, but her cold was
wor se. She dism ssed the idea of having Dr. Ednonton in, saying it was just a
chest cold. She had put Vicks on her chest, and a flannel square of cloth, and
she t hought her sinuses were clearing already. But Peter hadn't cared for the
way she | ooked, he told Frannie. Although she refused to |l et himtake her
tenperature, he thought she was running a coupl e of degrees of fever.

He had called Fran today just after the first thunderstorm had begun. The
cl ouds, purple and black, had piled up silently over the harbor, and the rain
began, at first gentle and then torrential. As they tal ked she could | ook out
her wi ndow and see the |lightning stab down at the water beyond the breakwater,
and each time it happened there would be a little scratching noise on the wre,
i ke a phonograph needl e digging a record.

"She's in bed today," Peter said. "She finally agreed to | et Tom Ednont on t ake
a |l ook at her."

"Has he been yet?"

"He just left. He thinks she's got the flu."

"Ch, Lord," Frannie said, closing her eyes. "That's no joke for a worman her
age. "

"No, it isn't." He paused. "I told himeverything, Frannie. About the baby,
about the fight you and Carla had. Tom s taken care of you since you were a baby
yoursel f, and he keeps his Iip buttoned. | wanted to know if that could have

caused this. He said no. Fluis flu."

"Fl u made who," Fran said bl eaky.

"Par don?"

"Never nmind," Fran said. Her father was amazingly broadm nded, but an AC/ DC
fan he was not. "Go on."

"Well, there's not much further to go, hon. He said there's a lot of it
around. A particularly nasty breed. It seens to have migrated out of the south,
and New York is swanped with it."

"But sleeping in the parlor all night--2' she began doubtfully.

"Actually, he said being in an upright position was probably better for her
| ungs and her bronchial tubes. He didn't say anything else, but Al berta Ednonton
bel ongs to all the organizations Carla belongs to, so he didn't have to. Both of
us knew she's been inviting something like this, Fran. She's president of the
Town Historical Committee, she's spending twenty hours a week in the library,
she's secretary of the Wonen's Club and the Lovers of Literature Cub, she's
been running the March of Dines here in town since before Fred died, and | ast
wi nter she took on the Heart Fund, for good neasure. On top of all that she's
been trying to drumup interest in a Southern Mii ne Geneal ogi cal Society. She's
run down, worn out. And that's part of the reason she blew up at you. Al
Ednonton said was that she had the wel cone mat out for the first evil germthat
passed her way. That's all he had to say. Frannie, she's getting old and she
doesn't want to. She's been working harder than | have."



"How sick is she, Daddy?"

"She's in bed, drinking juice and taking the pills that Tom prescribed. | took
the day off, and Ms. Halliday is going to cone in and sit with her tonorrow.
She wants Ms. Halliday so they can work out an agenda for the July mneeting of
the Historical Society." He sighed windily and lightning scratched the wire

again. "l sonetinmes think she wants to die in harness."
Timdly, Fran said: "Do you think she'd mind if I-"
"Ri ght now she woul d. But give her time, Fran. She'll come around."

Now, four hours later, tying her rain scarf over her hair, she wondered if her
not her woul d cone around. Maybe if she gave up the baby, no one in town would
ever get wind of it. That was unlikely, though. In small towns people scent the
wi nd with noses of uncommbn keenness. And of course if she kept the baby .
but she wasn't really thinking of that, was she? Was she?

She could feel guilt working in her as she pulled on her light coat. Her
not her was run down, of course she was. Fran had seen that when she canme hone
fromcollege and the two of them exchanged ki sses on the cheek. Carla had bags
under her eyes, her skin |ooked too yellow, and the gray in her hair, which was
al ways beauty-shop-neat, had progressed visibly in spite of the thirty-dollar
rinses. But still .

She had been hysterical, absolutely hysterical. And Frannie was |eft asking
hersel f exactly how she was going to assess responsibility if her nother's flu
devel oped into pneunponia, or if she had sone kind of breakdown. O even di ed.
CGod, what an awful thought. That couldn't happen, please God no, of course not.
The drugs she was taking woul d knock it out, and once Frannie was out of her
line of visibility and incubating her little stranger quietly in Somersworth,
her nother woul d recover fromthe knock she had been forced to take. She would

The phone began to ring.

She | ooked at it blankly for a nmonent, and outside nore lightning flickered,
followed by a clap of thunder so close and vicious that she junmped, wi ncing.

Jangl e, jangle, jangle.

But she had had her three calls, who else could it be? Debbie wouldn't need to
call her back, and she didn't think Jess would, either. Maybe it was "Dialing
for Dollars.” Or a Sal admaster sal esman. Maybe it was Jess after all, giving it
the old college try.

As she went to pick it up, she felt sure it was her father and that the news
woul d be worse. It's a pie, she told herself. Responsibility is a pie. Sone of
the responsibility goes with all the charity work she does, but you're only
kidding if you think you're not going to have to cut a big, juicy, bitter piece
for yourself. And eat every bite.

"Hel | o?"

There was nothing but silence for a nonment and she frowned, puzzled, and said
hel | o agai n.

Then her father said, "Fran?" and made a strange, gul ping sound. "Frannie?"
That gul pi ng sound again and Fran realized with dawning horror that her father
was fighting back tears. One of her hands crept to her throat and clutched at
t he knot where the rain-scarf was tied.

"Daddy? What is it? Is it MnP"

"Frannie, 1'll have to pick you up. I'll . . . just swing by and pick you up
That's what 1'l1 do."

"I's Momall right?" she screaned into the phone. Thunder whacked over the
Har bor si de again and frightened her and she began to cry. "Tell me, Daddy!"

"She got worse, that's all | know, " Peter said. "About an hour after | talked
to you she got worse. Her fever went up. She started to rave. | tried to get Tom
and Rachel said he was out, that a lot of people were really sick . . . so

| called the Sanford Hospital and they said their anbul ances were out on calls,
both of them but they'd add Carla to the list. The list, Frannie, what the hel
is this list, all of a sudden? | know Ji mWrrington, he drives one of the



Sanford anbul ances, and unless there's a car weck on 95 he sits around and
plays gin rumy all day. What's this |list?" He was nearly scream ng
"Cal m down, Daddy. Cal m down. Cal m down." She burst into tears again and her

hand | eft the knot in her scarf and went to her eyes. "If she's still there, you
better take her yourself."

"No . . . no, they cane about fifteen m nutes ago. And Christ, Frannie, there
were six people in the back of that anbul ance. One of themwas WII Ronson, the
man who runs the drugstore. And ' Carla . . . your nmother . . . she cane out of
it alittle as they put her in and she just kept saying, "I can't catch ny
breath, Peter, | can't catch nmy breath, why can't | breathe?" Ch, Christ," he

finished in a breaking, childish voice that frightened her

"Can you drive, Daddy? Can you drive over here?"

"Yes," he said. "Yes, sure." He seened to be pulling hinmself together

“I'"ll be on the front porch."

She hung up and went down the stairs quickly, her knees trenbling. On the
porch she saw that, although it was still raining, the clouds of this |atest
t hunder shower were al ready breaking up and | ate afternoon sun was beam ng
t hrough. She | ooked automatically for the rainbow and saw it, far out over the
water, a misty and nystic crescent. Guilt gnawed and worried at her, furry
bodi es inside her belly, in where that other thing was, and she began to cry
agai n.

Eat your pie, she told herself as she waited for her father to cone. It tastes
terrible, so eat your pie. You can have seconds, even thirds. Eat your pie,
Franni e, eat every bite.

CHAPTER 21

Stu Rednman was frightened.

He | ooked out the barred wi ndow of his new roomin Stovington, Vernmont, and
what he saw was a small town far below, miniature gas station signs, sone sort
of mill, a main street, a river, the turnpi ke, and beyond the turnpike the
granite backbone of far western New Engl and-the G een Muntai ns.

He was frightened because this was nore like a jail cell than a hospital room
He was frightened because Denni nger was gone. He hadn't seen Denni nger since the
whol e crazy three-ring circus noved fromAtlanta to here. Deitz was gone, too.
Stu thought that naybe Denni nger and Deitz were sick, perhaps dead already.

Sonebody had slipped. Either that, or the disease that Charles D. Canpion had
brought to Arnette was a | ot nore communi cabl e than anyone had guessed. Either
way, the integrity of the Atlanta Plague Center had been breached, and Stu
t hought that everyone who had been there was now getting a chance to do a little
firsthand research on the virus they called A-Prine or the superflu

They still did tests on himhere, but they seemed desultory. The schedul e had
beconme slipshod. Results were scrawl ed down and he had a suspicion that someone
| ooked at them cursorily, shook his head, and dunped themin the nearest
shr edder.

That wasn't the worst, though. The worst was the guns. The nurses who canme in
to take blood or spit or urine were now al ways acconpani ed by a soldier in a
white-suit, and the soldier had a gun in a plastic Baggie. The Baggi e was
fastened over the wist of the soldier's right gauntlet. The gun was an arny-

i ssue .45, and Stu had no doubt that, if he tried any of the games he had tried
with Deitz, the .45 would tear the end of the Baggie into snoking, burning
shreds and Stu Rednman woul d becone a Col den A die.

If they were just going through the nmotions now, then he had becone



expendabl e. Bei ng under detention was bad. Being under detention and being
expendable . . . that was very bad.

He wat ched the six o'clock news very carefully every night now. The nen who
had attenpted the coup in India had been branded "outside agitators" and shot.
The police were still looking for the person or persons who had bl own a power
station in Laram e, Won ng, yesterday. The Suprenme Court had deci ded 6r-3 that
known honpbsexual s could not be fired fromcivil service jobs. And for the first
time, there had been a whisper of other things.

AEC officials in MIler County, Arkansas, had denied there was any chance of a
reactor nmeltdown. The atomic power plant in the small town of Fouke, about
thirty mles fromthe Texas border, had been plagued with mnor circuitry
problens in the equi pnent that controlled the pile's cooling cycle, but there
was no cause for alarm The army units in that area were nmerely a precautionary
nmeasure. Stu wondered what precautions the army could take if the Fouke reactor
did indeed go China Syndrone. He thought the army mght be in southwestern
Arkansas for other reasons altogether. Fouke wasn't all that far from Arnette.

Anot her itemreported that an East Coast flu epidenic seenmed to be in the
early stages-the Russian strain, nothing to really worry about except for the
very old and the very young. Atired New York City doctor was interviewed in a
hal | way of Brooklyn's Mercy Hospital. He said the flu was exceptionally
tenaci ous for Russian-A, and he urged viewers to get flu boosters. Then he
suddenly started to say sonething else, but the sound cut off and you could only
see his lips nmoving. The picture cut back to the newscaster in the studio, who
sai d: "There have been sonme reported deaths in New York as a result of this
| atest flu outbreak, but contributing causes such as urban pollution and perhaps
even the AIDS virus have been present in nany of those fatal cases. Governnent
health officials enphasize that this is Russian-A flu, not the nore dangerous
Swine flu. In the nmeantime, old advice is good advice, the doctors say: stay in
bed, get lots of rest, drink fluids, and take aspirin for the fever."

The newscaster smiled reassuringly . . . and off-canera, soneone sneezed

The sun was touching the horizon now, tinting it a gold that would turn to red
and fadi ng orange soon. The nights were the worst. They had flown himto a part
of the country that was alien to him and it was sonehow nmore alien at night. In
this early sumer season the anpunt of green he could see fromhis w ndow seened
abnormal, excessive, a little scary. He had no friends; as far as he knew al
t he peopl e who had been on the plane with himwhen it flew fromBraintree to
Atl anta were now dead. He was surrounded by automat ons who took his bl ood at
gunpoint. He was afraid for his life, although he still felt fine and had begun
to believe he wasn't going to catch It, whatever It was.

Thoughtfully, Stu wondered if it would be possible to escape from here.

CHAPTER 22

VWhen Cei ghton cane in on June 24, he found Starkey | ooking at the nonitors,
hi s hands behind his back. He could see the old man's West Point ring glittering
on his right hand, and he felt a wave of pity for him Starkey had been cruising
on pills for ten days, and he was close to the inevitable crash. But, Creighton
t hought, if his suspicion about the phone call was correct, the real crash had
al ready occurr ed.

"Len," Starkey said, as if surprised. "Good of you to cone in."

"De nada," Creighton said with a slight smle.

"You know who that was on the phone.™

"I't was really him then?"



"The President, yes. |'ve been relieved. The dirty alderman relieved ne, Len
O course | knewit was comng. But it still hurts. Hurts like hell. It hurts
conming fromthat grinning, gladhanding sack of shit."

Len Crei ghton nodded.

"Well," Starkey said, passing a hand over his face. "It's done. Can't be
undone. You're in charge now. He wants you in Washi ngton as soon as you can get
there. He'll have you on the carpet and he'll chew your ass to a bloody rag, but
you just stand there and yessir himand take it. W' ve sal vaged what we can.
It's enough. I'mconvinced it's enough.”

"I'f so, this country ought to get down on its knees to you."

"The throttle burned nmy hand, but I . . . | held it as long as | could, Len. |
held it." He spoke with quiet vehenmence, but his eyes wandered back to the
nmoni tor, and for a nmonent his mouth quivered infirmy. "I couldn't have done it
wi t hout you."

"Well . . . we go back a country mle or three, Billy, don't we?"

"You can say that again, soldier. Nowlisten. One thing is top priority.

You' ve got to see Jack Ceveland, first chance you get. He knows who we've got
behi nd both curtains, iron and banmboo. He knows how to get in touch with them
and he won't stick at what has to be done. He'll knowit'll have to be quick."

"I don't understand, Billy."

"W have to assune the worst," Starkey said, and a queer grin cane over his
face. It lifted his upper lip and made it winkle |like the snout of a dog
protecting a farmyard. He pointed a finger at the sheets of yellow flinsy on the
table. "It's out of control now It's popped up in O egon, Nebraska, Loui siana,
Fl orida. Tentative cases in Mexico and Chile. Wen we |ost Atlanta, we |ost the
three nen best equipped to deal with the problem W're getting exactly nowhere
with M. Stuart “Prince' Redman. Did you know they actually injected himwth
the Blue virus? He thought it was a sedative. He killed it, and no one has the
slightest idea how If we had six weeks, we might be able to turn the trick
But, we don't. The flu story is the best one, but it is inperative-inperative-
that the other side never sees this as an artificial situation created in
America. It might give themideas.

"d evel and has between eight and twenty nmen and wormen in the U S.S.R and
between five and ten in each of the European satellite countries. Not even
know how many he has in Red China." Starkey's nouth was trenbling again. "Wen
you see Cleveland this afternoon, all you need tell himis Rone falls. You won't
forget?"

"No," Len said. His- lips felt curiously cold. "But do you really expect that
they'Il do it? Those nmen and women?"

"Qur people got those vials one week ago. They believe they contain
radi oactive particles to be charted by our SkyCruise satellites. That's all they
need to know, isn't it, Len?"

"Yes, Billy."

"And if things do go frombad to . . . to worse, no one will ever know.
Project Blue was uninfiltrated to the very end, we're sure of that. A new virus,
a nmutation . . . our opposite numbers nay suspect, but there won't be tine
enough. Share and share alike, Len."

"Yes.,

Starkey was | ooking at the nonitors again. "My daughter gave ne a book of
poens sonme years ago. By a man naned Yeets. She said every mlitary man shoul d
read Yeets. | think it was her idea of a joke. You ever heard of Yeets, Len?"

"I think so," Creighton said, considering and rejecting the idea of telling
Starkey the nman's nane was pronounced Yates.

"I read every line," Starkey said, as he peered into the eternal silence of
the cafeteria. "Mstly because she thought | wouldn't. It's a mistake to becone
too predictable. | didn't understand nmuch of it-I believe the man nust have been
crazy-but | read it. Funny poetry. Didn't always rhyme. But there was one poem



in that book that |'ve never been able to get out of my mnd. It seened as if
that man was describing everything | dedicated ny life to, its hopel essness, its
dammed nobility. He said that things fall apart. He said the center doesn't

hold. | believe he meant that things get flaky, Len. That's what | believe he
neant. Yeets knew that sooner or l|ater things get goddam fl aky around the edges
even if he didn't know anything else."

"Yes, sir," Creighton said quietly.

"The end of it gave ne goosebunps the first tine | read it, and it still does.
|'ve got that part by heart. “~Wat rough beast, its hour conme round at |ast,
sl ouches towards Bethl ehemto be born?' "

Creighton stood silent. He had nothing to say.

"The beast is on its way," Starkey said, turning around. He was weepi ng and
grinning. "lIt's onits way, and it's a good deal rougher than that fell ow Yeets
ever could have imagined. Things are falling apart. The job is to hold as much
as we can for as long as we can."

"Yes, sir," Creighton said, and for the first time he felt the sting of tears
in his own eyes. "Yes, Billy."

Starkey put out his hand and Creighton took it in both of his own. Starkey's
hand was old and cold, |ike the shed skin of a snake in which some small prairie
animal has died, leaving its own fragile skeleton within the husk of the
reptile. Tears overspilled the ower arcs of Starkey's eyes and ran down his
neti cul ously shaved cheeks.

"I have business to attend to,

"Yes, sir."

Starkey slipped his West Point ring off his right hand and his weddi ng band
off his left. "For Cindy," he said. "For ny daughter. See that she gets them
Len. "

"Towill."

Starkey went to the door.

"Billy?" Len Creighton called after him

St arkey turned.

Creighton stood ranrod straight, the tears still running down his own cheeks.
He sal ut ed.

Starkey returned it and then stepped out the door

St arkey sai d.

The el evator humred efficiently, marking off the floors. An alarm began to
hoot -nmournfully, as if it sonehow knew it was warning of a situation which had
al ready becone a | ost cause-when he used his special key to open it at the top
so he could enter the notor-pool area. Starkey inagined Len Crei ghton watching
hi m on a succession of nonitors as he first picked out a jeep and then drove it
across the desert floor of the sprawling test site and through a gate marked
H GH SECURI TY ZONE NO ADM TTANCE W THOUT SPECI AL CLEARANCE. The checkpoints
| ooked |ike turnpi ke tollbooths. They were still nanned, but the sol diers behind
the yell owi sh gl ass were dead and rapidly munmmifying in the dry desert heat. The
boot hs were bul |l et proof, but they hadn't been gernproof. Their glazed and sunken
eyes stared vacantly at Starkey as he notored past, the only noving thing al ong
the tangle of dirt roads anong the Quonset huts and | ow ci nderbl ock buil di ngs.

He stopped outside a squat bl ockhouse with a sign readi ng ABSOLUTELY NO
ADM TTANCE W THOUT A-1- A CLEARANCE on the door. He used one key to get in, and
another to summon the elevator. A guard, dead as a doornail and stiff as a
poker, stared at himfromthe gl ass-encased security station to the left of the
el evator doors. When the elevator arrived and the doors opened, Starkey stepped
in quickly. He seened to feel the gaze of the dead guard on him a small weight
of eyes like two dusty stones.

The el evator sank so rapidly his stomach turned over. A bell dinged softly



when it canme to a halt. The doors slid open, and the sweet odor of decay hit him
like a soft slap. It wasn't too strong because the air purifiers were stil
wor ki ng, but not even the purifiers could dispose of that smell conpletely. Wen
a man has died, he wants you to know about it, Starkey thought.

There were al nost a dozen bodies sprawied in front of the el evator. Starkey
nm nced anong them not wanting to tread on a decayi ng, waxy hand or trip over an
outstretched | eg. That m ght nmake himscream and he nost definitely didn't want
to do that. You didn't want to screamin a tonb because the sound of it night
drive you mad, and that's exactly where he was: in a tonb. It |ooked like a
wel | financed scientific research project, but what it really was now was a tonb.

The el evator doors slid shut behind him there was a humas it began to go up
automatically. It wouldn't conme down agai n unl ess sonebody el se keyed it,
Starkey knew, as soon as the installation's integrity had been breached, the
conputers had switched all the elevators. to the general containnent program
Wiy were these poor nmen and wonen |ying here? Cbviously they had been hoping the
conputers woul d fuck up the switch-over to the energency procedures. Wy not? It
even had a certain logic. Everything else had fucked up

St arkey wal ked down the corridor which led to the cafeteria, his heels
clicking hollowy. Above, the fluorescents enbedded in their long fixtures |ike
inverted ice-cube trays threw a hard, shadow ess |ight. There were nore bodies.
A man and a woman with their clothes off and holes in their heads. They screwed,
St arkey thought, and then he shot her, and then he shot hinself. Love anong the
viruses. The pistol, an arny-issue .45, was still clutched in his hand. The tile
floor was spotted with blood and gray stuff that |ooked Iike oatneal. He felt a
terrible and thankfully transient urge to bend down and touch the dead wonman's
breasts, to see if they were hard or flaccid.

Farther down the hall a man sat with his back propped against a closed door, a
sign tied around his neck with a shoelace. His chin had fallen forward,
obscuring what was witten there. Starkey put his fingers under the man's chin
and pushed his head back. As he did so, the man's eyeballs fell back into his
head with a nmeaty little thud. The words on the sign had been witten in red
Magi ¢ Marker. NOW YOU KNOW I T WORKS, the sign said. ANY QUESTI ONS?

Starkey let go of the man's chin. The head remai ned cocked at its stiff angle,
the dark eye sockets staring raptly upward. Starkey stepped back. He was crying
again. He suspected he was crying because he didn't have any questions.

The cafeteria doors were propped open. Qutside themwas a large cork bulletin
board. There was to have been a | eague bow -off on June 20, Starkey saw. The
GimaGutterballers vs. The First Strikers for the Project chanpionship. Also
Anna Fl oss wanted a ride to Denver or Boulder on July 9. She would share driving
and expenses. Also, Richard Betts wanted to give away sone friendly pups, half
collie and half St. Bernard. Also, there were weekly nondenoni national religious
services in the caf.

Starkey read every announcerment on the bulletin board, and then he went
i nsi de.

The snell in here was worse-rancid food as well as dead bodies. Starkey | ooked
around with dull horror.

Sone of them seened to be | ooking at him

"Men--" Starkey said, and then choked. He had no idea what he had been about
to say.

He wal ked slowly over to where Frank D. Bruce lay with his face in his soup
He | ooked down at Frank D. Bruce for several nonents. Then he pulled Frank D
Bruce's head up by the hair. The soup-bow cane with him still stuck on his
face by soup which had | ong since congeal ed, and Starkey struck at it in horror
finally knocking it off. The bow clunked to the floor, upside down. Mst of the
soup still clung to Frank D. Bruce's face like moldy jelly. Starkey produced his
handker chi ef and wi ped off as much of it as he could. Frank D. Bruce's eyes
appeared to be gumred shut by soup, but Starkey forbore to wipe the lids. He was



afraid Frank D. Bruce's eyes would fall back into his skull, like the eyes of
the man with the sign. He was even nore afraid that the lids, freed of the glue
whi ch held them might roll up like wi ndowshades. He was nostly afraid of what
the expression in Frank D. Bruce's eyes night be.

"Private Bruce," Starkey said softly, "at ease."

He put the handkerchi ef carefully over the face of Frank D. Bruce. It stuck
there. Starkey turned and wal ked out of the cafeteria in long, even strides, as
if on a parade ground.

Hal fway back to the elevator he cane to the nman with the sign around his neck
Starkey sat down beside him |oosened the strap over the butt of his pistol, and
put the barrel of the gun into his nouth.

When, the shot cane, it was muffled and undramati c. None of the corpses took
the slightest notice. The air purifiers took care of the puff of snobke. In the
bowel s of Project Blue, there was silence. In the cafeteria, Starkey's
handker chi ef came unstuck from Private Frank D. Bruce's face and wafted to the
floor. Frank D. Bruce did not seemto mnd, but Len Creighton found hinsel f
| ooking into the monitor which showed Bruce nore and nore often, and wondering
why in hell Billy couldn't have gotten the soup out of the man's eyebrows while
he was at it. He was going to have to face the President of the United States
soon, very soon, but the soup congealing in Frank D. Bruce's eyebrows worried
hi m nore. Much nore

CHAPTER 23

Randal | Fl agg, the dark man, strode south on US 51, listening to the
ni ght sounds that pressed close on both sides of this narrow road that woul d take
hi m sooner or later out of |Idaho and into Nevada. From Nevada he night go
anywhere. From New Orl eans to Nogal es, from Portland, O egon, to Portl and,

Maine, it was his country, and none knew or loved it better. He knew where the
roads went, and he wal ked them at night. Now, an hour before dawn, he was
sonewher e between Grasnere and Riddle, west of Twin Falls, still north of the
Duck Vall ey Reservation that spreads across two states. And wasn't it fine?

He wal ked rapidly, rundown boot heel s cl ocking agai nst the paved surface of the
road, and if car lights showed on the horizon he faded back and back, down over
the soft shoulder to the high grass where the night bugs made their homes .
and the car would pass him the driver perhaps feeling a slight chill as if he
had driven through an air pocket, his sleeping wife and children stirring
uneasily, as if all had been touched with a bad dream at the sanme instant.

He wal ked south, south on US 51, the worn heels of his sharp-toed cowboy boots
cl ocking on the pavenent; a tall nan of no age in faded, pegged jeans and a
denimjacket. H s pockets were stuffed with fifty different kinds of conflicting
literature-panphlets for all seasons, rhetoric for all reasons. Wen this man
handed you a tract you took it no matter what the subject: the dangers of atomc
power plants, the role played by the International Jew sh Cartel in the
overthrow of friendly governnents, the ClA-Contra-cocai ne connection, the farm
wor kers' unions, the Jehovah's Wtnesses (If You Can Answer These Ten Questions
"Yes," You Have Been SAVED!'), the Blacks for MIlitant Equality, the Kode of the
Klan. He had themall, and nore, too. There was a button on each breast of his
denimjacket. On the right, a yellow snile-face. On the left, a pig wearing a
policeman's cap. The | egend was witten beneath in red letters which dripped to
simul ate bl ood: HOW S YOUR PORK?

He nmoved on, not pausing, not slowing, but alive to the night. H's eyes seened
alnost frantic with the night's possibilities. There was a Boy Scout knapsack on



his back, old and battered. There was a dark hilarity in his face, and perhaps
in his heart, too, you would think-and you would be right. It was the face of a
hateful | y happy man, a face that radiated a horrible handsone warnth, a face to
make wat er gl asses shatter in the hands of tired truck-stop waitresses, to make
small children crash their trikes into board fences and then run wailing to
their nomies with stake-shaped splinters sticking out of their knees. It was a
face guaranteed to nake barroom argunents over batting averages turn bl oody.

He moved on south, sonewhere on US 51 between Grasnere and Riddle, now cl oser
to Nevada. Soon he would canp and sl eep the day away, waking up as evening drew
on. He would read as his supper cooked over a smmll, snopkeless campfire, it
didn't nmatter what: words from sone battered and coverl ess paperback porno
novel , or maybe Mein Kanpf, or an R Crunb com c book, or one of the baying
reactionary position papers fromthe Arerica Firsters or the Sons of the
Patriots. Wen it cane to the printed word, Flagg was an equal opportunity
reader.

After supper he woul d conmence wal ki ng agai n, wal king south on this excellent
two- 1 ane hi ghway cutting through this godforsaken wi | derness, watching and
snelling and listening as the climate grew nore arid, strangling everything down
to sagebrush and tunbl eweed, watching as the nountains began to poke out of the
earth |ike dinosaur spines. By dawn tonorrow or the day after that he woul d pass
into Nevada, triking Owhee first and then Mountain City, and in Muntain City
there was a man naned Chri stopher Bradenton who woul d see that he had a cl ean
car and sone cl ean papers and then the country would conme alive in all its
gl orious possibilities, a body politic with its network of roads enmbedded in its
skin like marvel ous capillaries, ready to take him the dark speck of foreign

matter, anywhere or everywhere-heart, liver, lights, brain. He was a cl ot
| ooking for a place to happen, a splinter of bone hunting a soft organ to
puncture, a lonely lunatic cell |ooking for a matethey woul d set up housekeepi ng

and rai se thenmselves a cozy little malignant tunor.

He hanmmered al ong, arns swinging by his sides. He was known, well known, al ong
the highways in hiding that are travel ed by the poor and the nad, by the
prof essi onal revol utionaries and by those who have been taught to hate so wel
that their hate shows on their faces like harelips and they are unwanted except
by others |like them who welcome themto cheap roonms with sl ogans and posters on
the walls, to basenments where | engths of sawed-off pipe are held in padded vises
while they are stuffed with high explosives, to back roons where |lunatic plans
are laid: to kill a Cabinet nenber, to kidnap the child of a visiting dignitary,
or to break into a boardroom neeting of Standard G| with grenades and machine
guns and nurder in the nane of the people. He was known there, and even the
nmaddest of them could only gaze upon his dark and grinning face at an oblique
angl e. The wonen he took to bed with him even if they reduced intercourse to
sonet hing as casual as getting a snack fromthe refrigerator, accepted himwth
a stiffening of the body, a turning away of countenance. They took himthe way
they mght take a ramw th gol den eyes or a bl ack dog-and when it was done they
were cold, so cold, it seened inpossible they could ever be warm agai n. Wen he
wal ked into a neeting the hysterical babble ceased-the backbiting,
recrimnations, accusations, the ideological rhetoric. For a nonment there would
be dead silence and they would start to turn to himand then turn away, as if he
had come to themwith some old and terrible engine of destruction cradled in his
arns, sonething a thousand tinmes worse than the plastic explosive made in the
baserment | abs of renegade chem stry students or the black nmarket arns obtained
fromsonme greedy arny post supply sergeant. It seened that he had conme to them
with a device gone rusty with bl ood and packed for centuries in the Cosnoline of
screans but now ready again, carried to their nmeeting |like sone infernal gift, a
birthday cake with nitroglycerine candles. And when the talk began again it
woul d be rational and disciplined-as rational and disciplined as madnen can nake
it and things would be agreed upon



He rocked al ong, his feet easy in the boots, which were confortably sprung in
all the right places. His feet and these boots were old |overs. Christopher
Bradenton in Mountain City knew himas Richard Fry. Bradenton was a conductor on
one of the underground railway systens by which fugitives noved. Half a dozen
di fferent organi zations, fromthe Wathernen to the Guevara Brigade, saw that
Bradent on had noney. He was a poet who sonetines taught Free University classes
or traveled in the western states of Utah, Nevada, and Arizona, speaking to high
school English classes, stunning mddle-class boys and girls (he hoped) with the
news that poetry was alive-narcoleptic, to be sure, but still possessed of a
certain hideous vitality. He was in his late fifties now, but Bradenton had been
di smissed fromone California college twenty-sone years ago for getting too
chumy with the SDS. He had been busted in The Great Chicago Pig Convention of
1968, formed his ties to one radical group after another, first enbracing the
craziness of these groups, then being swall owed whol e.

The dark nan wal ked and sm | ed. Bradenton represented just one end of one
conduit, and there were thousands of themthe pipes the crazi es noved through
carrying their books and bonmbs. The pipes were interconnected, the signposts
di sgui sed but readable to the initiate. In New York he was known as Robert
Frang, and his claimthat he was a black nman had never been disputed, although
his skin was very light. He and a bl ack veteran of Namthe bl ack had nore than
enough hate to nake up for his mssing left |eg-had offed six cops in New York
and New Jersey. In Ceorgia he was Ransey Forrest, a distant descendant of Nathan
Bedf ord Forrest, and in his white sheet he had participated in two rapes, a
castration, and the burning of a nigger shanty town. But that had been | ong ago,
inthe early sixties, during the first civil rights surge. He soneti mes thought
that he m ght have been born in that strife. He certainly could not renmenber
nmuch t hat had happened to himbefore that, except that he came originally from
Nebraska and that he had once attended hi gh school classes with a red-haired,
bandy-1 egged boy named Charl es Starkweat her. He renenbered the civil rights
mar ches of 1960 and 1961 better-the beatings, the night rides, the churches that
had expl oded as if sonme miracle inside themhad grown too |arge to be contai ned.
He renenbered drifting down to New Ol eans in 1962, and neeting a denented young
man who was handi ng out tracts urging Anerica to | eave Cuba al one. That man had
been a certain M. Oswald, and he had taken some of Gswald's tracts and he stil
had a couple, very old and crunpled, in one of his many pockets. He had sat on a
hundred different Commttees of Responsibility. He had wal ked in denopnstrations
agai nst the sane dozen conpanies on a hundred different college canpuses. He
wote the questions that nost disconfited those in power when they came to
| ecture, but he never asked the questions hinself; those power merchants night
have seen his grinning, burning face as sone cause for alarmand fled fromthe
podi um Li kewi se he never spoke at rallies because the m crophones would scream
with hysterical feedback and circuits would blow. But he had witten speeches
for those who did speak, and on several occasions those speeches had ended in
riots, overturned cars, student strike votes, and viol ent denpnstrations. For a
while in the early seventies he had been acquainted with a man named Donal d
DeFreeze, and had suggested that DeFreeze take the name C nque. He had hel ped
lay plans that resulted in the ki dnapping of an heiress, and it had been he who
suggested that the heiress be nmade crazy instead of sinply ransomed. He had | eft
the small Los Angel es house where DeFreeze and the others had fried not twenty
m nutes before the police noved in; he slunk away up the street, his bul ging and
dusty boots cl ocking on the paverment, a fiery grin on his face that nade nothers
grab up their children and pull theminto the house, a grin that nade pregnant
worren feel premature | abor pains. And later, when a few tattered remants of the
group were swept up, all they knew was there had been soneone el se associ at ed
with the group, naybe soneone inportant, maybe a hanger-on, a man of no age, a
man cal l ed the Wal ki n Dude, or sonetines the Boogeyman

He strode on at a steady, ground-eating pace. Two days ago he had been in



Laram e, Wom ng, part of an ecotage group that had bl own a power station. Today
he was on US 51, between Grasnmere and Riddle, on his way to Mountain City.
Tonmorrow he woul d be somewhere el se. And he was happier than he had ever been
because

He st opped.

Because sonething was comng. He could feel it, alnpst taste it on the night
air. He could taste it, a sooty hot taste that cane from everywhere, as if God
was pl anning a cookout and all of civilization was going to be the barbecue.

Al ready the charcoal was hot, white and flaky outside, as red as denons' eyes
i nside. A huge thing, a great thing.

His time of transfiguration was at hand. He was going to be born for the
second tine, he was going to be squeezed out of the laboring cunt of sone great
sand-col ored beast that even now lay in the throes of its contractions, its |egs
nmoving slowy as the birthbl ood gushed, its sun-hot eyes glaring into the
enpti ness.

He had been born when times changed, and the tines were going to change again
It was in the wind, in the wind of this soft |Idaho evening.

It was alnmost tine to be reborn. He knew. Wy el se could he suddenly do magi c?

He closed his eyes, his hot face turning up slightly to the dark sky, which
was prepared to receive the dawmn. He concentrated. Smled. The dusty, rundown
heel s of, his boots began to rise off the road. An inch. Two. Three inches. The
smle broadened into a grin. Now he was a foot up And two feet off the ground,
he hung steady over the road with a little dust blowi ng beneath him

Then he felt the first inches of dawn stain the sky, and he | owered hinsel f
down again. The tinme was not yet.

But the time was soon.

He began to wal k again, grinning, now |looking for a place to lay up for the
day. The time was soon, and that was enough to know for now.

CHAPTER 24

Ll oyd Henrei d, who had been tagged "the baby-faced, unrepentant killer" by the
Phoeni x papers, was | ed down the hallway of the Phoenix municipal jail's naximum
security wing by two guards. One of them had a runny nose, and they both | ooked
sour. The wing's other occupants were giving Lloyd their version of a tickertape
parade. In Max, he was a celebrity.

"Heyyy, Henreid!"

"Go to, boy!"

"Tell the D.A if he lets me walk | won't letya hurt im" "Rock steady,

Henrei d!'"

"Ri ght on, brother! Rightonrightonrighton!"

"Cheap nouthy bastards,"” the guard with the runny nose nmuttered, and then
sheezed.

Ll oyd grinned happily. He was dazzled by his new fame. It sure wasn't nuch
i ke Brownsville had been. Even the food was better. Wen you got to be a heavy
hitter, you got sone respect. He inagined that Tom Crui se nust feel sonething
like this at a world premere.

At the end of the hall they went through a doorway and a doubl e-barred
electric gate. He was frisked again, the guard with the cold breathing heavily
through his mouth as if he had just run up a flight of stairs. Then they wal ked
himthrough a netal detector for good neasure, probably to make sure he didn't
have sonething cranmed up his ass like that guy Papillon in the novies.

"Ckay," the one with the runny nose said, and another guard, this one in a



booth nmade of bulletproof glass, waved them on. They wal ked down another hall
this one painted industrial green. It was very quiet in here; the only sounds
were the guards' clicking footfalls (LIoyd hinself was wearing paper slippers)
and the asthmatic wheeze fromLloyd' s right. At the far end of the hall, another
guard was waiting in front of a closed door. The door had one snmall w ndow,
hardly nore than a | oophole, with wire enbedded in the gl ass.

"Way do jails always snell so pissy?" Lloyd asked, just to nake conversation
"I mean, even the places where no guys are |ocked up, it snells pissy. Do you
guys maybe do your wee-wees in the corners?" He snickered at the thought, which
was really pretty conical

"Shut up, killer," the guard with the cold said.

"You don't | ook so good," Lloyd said. "You ought to be honme in bed."

"Shut up," the other said.

Ll oyd shut up. That's what happened when you tried to talk to these guys. It
was his experience that the class of prison corrections officers had no cl ass.

"Hi, scunbag,"” the door-guard said.

"How ya doin, fuckface?" Lloyd responded snmartly. There was nothing like a
little friendly repartee to freshen you up. Two days in the joint and he coul d
feel that old stir-stupor coming on himalready. "You re gonna |lose a tooth for
that," the door-guard said. "Exactly one, count it, one tooth."

"Hey, now, listen, you can't-"

"Yes | can. There are guys on the yard who would kill their dear old nothers
for two cartons of Chesterfields, scumbucket. Wuld you care to try for two
t eet h?"

Ll oyd was silent.

"That's okay, then
himin."

Smiling alittle, the guard with the cold opened the door and the other |ed
Ll oyd i nside, where his court-appointed |awer was sitting at a nmetal table,
| ooki ng at papers fromhis briefcase.

"Here's your nman, counselor."

The | awyer | ooked' up. He was hardly old enough to be shaving yet, Lloyd
j udged, but what the hell? Beggars couldn't be choosers. They had hi m col d-
cocked anyway, and Lloyd figured to get twenty years or so: Wen they had you
nail ed, you just had to close your eyes and grit your teeth.

"Thank you very-"

"That guy," Lloyd said, pointing to the door-guard. "He called nme a scunbag.
And when | said sonething back to him he said he was gonna have some guy knock
out one of nmy teeth! How s that for police brutality?"

The | awyer passed a hand over his face. "Any truth to that?" he asked the
door - guard.

The door-guard rolled his eyes in a burlesque My God, can you believe it?
gesture. "These guys, counselor," he said, "they should wite for TV. | said hi,
he said hi, that was it."

"That's a fuckin lie!" Lloyd said dramatically.

"I keep my opinions to nyself," the guard said, and gave Lloyd a stony stare.

“I"'msure you do," the |l awer said, "but | believe I'll count M. Henreid's
teeth before | |eave."

A slight, angry disconfiture passed over the guard' s face, and he exchanged a
glance with the two that had brought Lloyd in. Lloyd snml|ed. Maybe the kid was
okay at that. The |last two CAs he'd had were ol d hacks; one of them had cone
into court lugging a colostony bag, could you believe that, a fucking col ostony
bag? The ol d hacks didn't give a shit for you. Plead and | eave, that was their
nmotto, let's get rid of himso we can get back to swapping dirty stories with
the judge. But mamybe this guy could get hima straight ten, arnmed robbery. Maybe
even tine served. After all, the only one he'd actually pokerized was the wife
of the guy in the white Connie, and maybe he could just roll that off on ole

t he door-guard said. "Just one tooth. You fellas can take



Poke. Poke wouldn't mnd. Poke was just as dead as old Dad's hatband. Lloyd's
smle broadened a little. You had to | ook on the sunny side. That was the
ticket. Life was too short to do anything el se.

He becane aware that the guard had |left them alone and that his |lawer--his
nanme was Andy Devins, Lloyd remenbered--was |ooking at himin a strange way. It
was the way you might | ook at a rattl esnake whose back has been broken but whose
deadly bite is probably still uninpaired.

"You're in deep shit, Sylvester!" Devins exclainmed suddenly.

Ll oyd junped. "What? What the hell do you nean, |I'min deep shit? By the way,
| thought you handl ed ole fatty there real good. He | ooked nmad enough to chew
nails and spit out-"

"Listen to nme, Sylvester, and listen very carefully."

"My nanme's not-"

"You don't have the slightest idea how big a jamyou're in, Sylvester."

Devi ns's gaze never faltered. His voice was soft and intense. H s hair was bl ond
and crewcut, hardly nore than a fuzz. H's scal p shone through pinkly. There was
a plain gold wedding band on the third finger of his left hand and a fancy
fraternity ring on the third finger of his right. He knocked them together and
they made a funny little click that set Lloyd' s teeth on edge. "You're going to
trial in just nine days, Sylvester, because of a decision the Suprene Court
handed down four years ago."

"What was that?" Lloyd was nore uneasy than ever.

"It was the case of Markham vs. South Carolina, " Devins said, "and it had to
do with the conditions under which individual states may best adm nister swift
justice in cases where the death penalty is requested.”

"Death penalty!" Lloyd cried, horror-struck. "You nean the lectric chair? Hey,
man, | never killed anybody! Swear to God!"

“In the eyes of the law, that doesn't matter," Devins said. "If you were
there, you did it."

"What do you nean, it don't natter?" Lloyd nearly screaned. "It does so
matter! It better fuckin matter! | didn't waste those people, Poke did! He was

crazy! He was-"

"WIl you shut up, Sylvester?" Devins inquired in that soft, intense voice,
and Ll oyd shut. In his sudden fear he had forgotten the cheers for himin
Maxi mum and even the unsettling possibility that he might |ose a tooth. He
suddenly had a vision of Tweety Bird running a nunber on Sylvester the Cat. Only
in his mnd, Tweety wasn't bopping that dunb ol e puddy-tat over the head with a
mal | et or sticking a nousetrap in front of his questing paw, what Lloyd saw was
Syl vester strapped into A d Sparky while the parakeet perched on a stool by a
big switch.- He could even see the guard's cap on Tweety's little yell ow head.

This was not a particularly anusing picture.

Per haps Devi ns saw sone of this in his face, because he | ooked noderately
pl eased for the first time. He folded his hands on the pile of papers he had
taken fromhis briefcase. "There is no such thing as an accessory when it cones
to first-degree nurder committed during a felony crinme," he said. "The state has
three witnesses who will testify that you and Andrew Freeman were together. That
pretty well fries your skinny butt. Do you understand?"

"Good. Now to get back to Markhamvs. South Carolina. | amgoing to tell you,
in words of one syllable, howthe ruling in that case bears on your situation
But first, | ought to rem nd you of a fact you doubtless |earned during one of
your trips through the ninth grade: the Constitution of the United States
specifically forbids cruel and unusual punishnent."

"Li ke the fucking lectric chair, dam right," Lloyd said righteously.

Devi ns was shaking his head. "That's where the | aw was unclear," he said,
up until four years ago, the courts had gone round and round and up and down,
trying to nake sense of it. Does “cruel and unusual punishnment' nean things like
the electric chair and the gas chamber? O does it nean the wait between

and



sentenci ng and execution? The appeals, the delays, the stays, the nonths and
years that certain prisoners-Edgar Smith, Caryl Chessnan, and Ted Bundy are
probably the nost fanpus-were forced to spend on various Death Rows? The Suprene
Court allowed executions to recomence in the |ate seventies, but Death Rows
were still clogged, and that naggi ng question of cruel and unusual puni shnent
remai ned. Ckay-in Markham vs. South Carolina, you had a man sentenced to the
electric chair for the rape-nurder of three coll ege co-eds. Preneditation was
proved by a diary this fellow, Jon Markham had kept. The jury sentenced himto
death."

"Bad shit," Lloyd whispered.

Devi ns nodded, and gave Lloyd a slightly sour snmle. "The case went all the
way to the Suprene Court, which reconfirmed that capital punishnent was not
cruel and unusual under certain circunmstances. The court suggested that sooner

was better . . . froma legal standpoint. Are you beginning to get it,
Syl vester? Are you beginning to see?"
Ll oyd didn't.

"Do you know why you're being tried in Arizona rather than New Mexi co or
Nevada?"

Ll oyd shook his head.

"Because Arizona is one of four states that has a Capita

Crimes Circuit Court which sits only in cases where the death penalty has been
asked for and obtained."

"I don't follow you."

"You're going to trial in four days," Devins said. "The state has such a
strong case that they can afford to enpanel the first twelve nen and wonen that
get called to the box. I'll drag it out as long as | can, but we'll have a jury
on the first day. The state will present its case on the second day. I'Il try to
take up three days, and I'Il fillibuster on my opening and cl osing statenents
until the judge cuts ne off, but three days is really tops. W'll be lucky to
get that. The jury will retire and find you guilty in about three m nutes unless
a goddammed mracl e happens. N ne days fromtoday you'll be sentenced to death,
and a week later, you'll be dead as dognmeat. The people of Arizona will love it,
and so will the Supreme Court. Because quicker makes everybody happier. | can
stretch the week-maybe--but only a little."

"Jesus Christ, but that's not fair!" Lloyd cried.

"It's a tough old world, Lloyd," Devins said. "Especially for “nmad dog
killers," which is what the newspapers and TV commentators are calling you.
You're a real big man in the world of crime. You ve got real drag. You even put
the flu epidem c back East on page two."

"I never pokerized nobody," Lloyd said sulkily. "Poke, he did it all. He even
nmade up that word."

"It doesn't natter," Devins said. "That's what |'mtrying to pound through

your thick skull, Sylvester. The judge is going to | eave the Governor room for
one stay, and only one. |I'Il appeal, and under the new gui delines, ny appeal has
to be in the hands of the Capital Crinmes Circuit Court within seven days or you
exit stage left immediately. |If they decide not to hear the appeal, | have

anot her seven days to petition the Supreme Court of the United States. |In your
case, I'Il file my appeal brief as late as possible. The Capital Crimes Circuit
Court will probably agree to hear us-the systemlis still new, and they want as

little criticismas possible. They'd probably hear Jack the Ri pper's appeal."

"How | ong before they get to ne?" Lloyd nuttered.

"Ch, they'll handle it in jig time," Devins answered, and his smle becane
slightly wolfish. "You see, the Circuit Court is made up of five retired Arizona
judges. They've got nothing to do but go fishing, play poker, drink bonded
bourbon, and wait for some sad sack of shit |like you to show up in their
courtroom which is really a bunch of conputer nodens hooked up to the State
House, the Governor's office, and each other. They've got tel ephones equi pped



with nodens in their cars, cabins, even their boats, as well as in their houses.
Their average age is seventy-two-"

Ll oyd w nced.

"-which means sonme of themare old enough to have actually ridden the Circuit
Line out there in the willywags, if not as judges then as |awers or |aw
students. They all believe in the Code of the West-a quick trial and then up the
rope. It was the way out here until 1950 or so. Wien it came to multiple
murderers, it was the only way."

"Jesus Christ Al mghty, do you have to go on about it |ike that?"

"You need to know what we're up against," Devin said. "They just want to nmake
sure you don't suffer cruel and unusual punishment, LlIoyd. You ought to thank
t hem "

"Thank then? 1'd like to-"

"Pokerize thenP" Devins asked quietly.

"No, course not," Lloyd said unconvincingly.

"Qur petition for a newtrial will be turned down and all my exceptions wll
be quickly heaved out. If we're lucky, the court will invite nme to present
wi tnesses. If they give ne the opportunity, I'Il recall everybody that testified

at the original trial, plus anyone else |I can think of. At that point 1'd cal
your junior high school chuns as character witnesses, if | could find them"

"I quit school in the sixth grade,"” Lloyd said bleakly.

"After the Circuit Court turns us down, |'Il petition to be heard by the
Supreme Court. | expect to be turned down on the sane day."

Devins stopped and lit a cigarette.

"Then what ?" Ll oyd asked.

"Then?" Devins asked, looking mldly surprised and exasperated at Lloyd's
continuing stupidity. "Wy, then you go on to Death Row at state prison and just
enjoy all that good food until it's tine to ride the lightning. It won't be
 ong. "

"They wouldn't really do it," Lloyd said. "You're just trying to scare ne."

"Ll oyd, the four states that have the Capital Crines Circuit Court do it al
the tine. So far, forty nmen and wonen have been executed under the Markham
guidelines. It costs the taxpayers a little extra for the added court, but not
all that nuch, since they only work on a tiny perce