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A Boy and His Moth­er. Bob­by's Birth­day. 
The New Roomer. Of Time and Strangers. 
 
Bob­by Garfield's fa­ther had been one of those fel­lows who start los­ing their hair in their 
twen­ties and are com­plete­ly bald by the age of forty-​five or so. Ran­dall Garfield was spared 
this ex­trem­ity by dy­ing of a heart at­tack at thir­ty-​six. He was a re­al-​es­tate agent, and breathed 
his last on the kitchen floor of some­one else's house. The po­ten­tial buy­er was in the liv­ing 
room, try­ing to call an am­bu­lance on a dis­con­nect­ed phone, when Bob­by's dad passed away. 
At this time Bob­by was three. He had vague mem­ories of a man tick­ling him and then kiss­ing 
his cheeks and his fore­head. He was pret­ty sure that man had been his dad. SAD­LY MISSED, it 
said on Ran­dall Garfield's grave­stone, but his mom nev­er seemed all that sad, and as for 
Bob­by him­self . . . well, how could you miss a guy you could hard­ly re­mem­ber? 
    Eight years af­ter his fa­ther's death, Bob­by fell vi­olent­ly in love with the twen­ty-​six -inch 
Schwinn in the win­dow of the Har­wich West­ern Au­to. He hint­ed to his moth­er about the 
Schwinn in ev­ery way he knew, and fi­nal­ly point­ed it out to her one night when they were 
walk­ing home from the movies (the show had been The Dark at the Top of the Stairs, which 
Bob­by didn't un­der­stand but liked any­way, es­pe­cial­ly the part where Dorothy McGuire flopped 
back in a chair and showed off her long legs). As they passed the hard­ware store, Bob­by 
men­tioned ca­su­al­ly that the bike in the win­dow would sure make a great eleventh-​birth­day 
present for some lucky kid.  
    'Don't even think about it,' she said. 'I can't af­ford a bike for your birth­day. Your fa­ther 
didn't ex­act­ly leave us well off, you know.' 
    Al­though Ran­dall had been dead ev­er since Tru­man was Pres­ident and now Eisen­how­er 
was al­most done with his eight-​year cruise, Your fa­ther didn't ex­act­ly leave us well off was still 
his moth­er's most com­mon re­sponse to any­thing Bob­by sug­gest­ed which might en­tail an 
ex­pen­di­ture of more than a dol­lar. Usu­al­ly the com­ment was ac­com­pa­nied by a re­proach­ful 
look, as if the man had run off rather than died. 
    No bike for his birth­day. Bob­by pon­dered this glum­ly on their walk home, his plea­sure at 
the strange, mud­dled movie they had seen most­ly gone. He didn't ar­gue with his moth­er, or try 
to coax her — that would bring on a coun­ter­at­tack, and when Liz Garfield coun­ter­at­tacked she 
took no pris­on­ers — but he brood­ed on the lost bike . . . and the lost fa­ther. Some­times he 
al­most hat­ed his fa­ther. Some­times all that kept him from do­ing so was the sense, unan­chored 
but very strong, that his moth­er want­ed him to. As they reached Com­mon­wealth Park and 
walked along the side of it — two blocks up they would turn left on­to Broad Street, where 
they lived — he went against his usu­al mis­giv­ings and asked a ques­tion about Ran­dall 
Garfield. 
    'Didn't he leave any­thing, Mom? Any­thing at all?' A week or two be­fore, he'd read a Nan­cy 
Drew mys­tery where some poor kid's in­her­itance had been hid­den be­hind an old clock in an 
aban­doned man­sion. Bob­by didn't re­al­ly think his fa­ther had left gold coins or rare stamps 
stashed some­place, but if there was some­thing, maybe they could sell it in Bridge­port. Pos­si­bly at 
one of the hock­shops. Bob­by didn't know ex­act­ly how hock­ing things worked, but he knew 
what the shops looked like — they had three gold balls hang­ing out front. And he was sure 
the hock­shop guys would be hap­py to help them. Of course it was just a kid's dream, but 
Car­ol Ger­ber up the street had a whole set of dolls her fa­ther, who was in the Navy, had sent

      from over­seas. If fa­thers gave things — which they did — it stood to rea­son that fa­thers 
some­times left things. 
    When Bob­by asked the ques­tion, they were pass­ing one of the street­lamps which ran along 
this side of Com­mon­wealth Park, and Bob­by saw his moth­er's mouth change as it al­ways did 
when he ven­tured a ques­tion about his late fa­ther. The change made him think of a purse she 
had: when you pulled on the draw­strings, the hole at the top got small­er. 
    'I'll tell you what he left,' she said as they start­ed up Broad Street Hill. Bob­by al­ready 
wished he hadn't asked, but of course it was too late now. Once you got her start­ed, you 
couldn't get her stopped, that was the thing. 'He left a life in­sur­ance pol­icy which lapsed the 
year be­fore he died. Lit­tle did I know that un­til he was gone and ev­ery­one — in­clud­ing the 
un­der­tak­er — want­ed their lit­tle piece of what I didn't have. He al­so left a large stack of 
un­paid bills, which I have now pret­ty much tak­en care of — peo­ple have been very 
un­der­stand­ing of my sit­ua­tion, Mr Bi­der­man in par­tic­ular, and I'll nev­er say they haven't 
been.' 
    All this was old stuff, as bor­ing as it was bit­ter, but then she told Bob­by some­thing new. 
'Your fa­ther,' she said as they ap­proached the apart­ment house which stood halfway up Broad 
Street Hill, 'nev­er met an in­side straight he didn't like.' 
    'What's an in­side straight, Mom?' 
    'Nev­er mind. But I'll tell you one thing, Bob­by-​O: you don't ev­er want to let me catch you 
play­ing cards for mon­ey. I've had enough of that to last me a life­time.' 
    Bob­by want­ed to en­quire fur­ther, but knew bet­ter; more ques­tions were apt to set off a 
tirade. It oc­curred to him that per­haps the movie, which had been about un­hap­py hus­bands 
and wives, had up­set her in some way he could not, as a mere kid, un­der­stand. He would ask 
his friend John Sul­li­van about in­side straights at school on Mon­day. Bob­by thought it was 
pok­er, but wasn't com­plete­ly sure. 
    'There are places in Bridge­port that take men's mon­ey,' she said as they neared the 
apart­ment house where they lived. 'Fool­ish men go to them. Fool­ish men make mess­es, and 
it's usu­al­ly the wom­en of the world that have to clean them up lat­er on. Well . . . ' 
    Bob­by knew what was com­ing next; it was his moth­er's all-​time fa­vorite. 
    'Life isn't fair,' said Liz Garfield as she took out her house­key and pre­pared to un­lock the 
door of 149 Broad Street in the town of Har­wich, Con­necti­cut. It was April of 1960, the night 
breathed spring per­fume, and stand­ing be­side her was a skin­ny boy with his dead fa­ther's 
risky red hair. She hard­ly ev­er touched his hair; on the in­fre­quent oc­ca­sions when she 
ca­ressed him, it was usu­al­ly his arm or his cheek which she touched. 
    'Life isn't fair,' she re­peat­ed. She opened the door and they went in. 
 
  
It was true that his moth­er had not been treat­ed like a princess, and it was cer­tain­ly too bad 
that her hus­band had ex­pired on a linoleum floor in an emp­ty house at the age of thir­ty-​six, 
but Bob­by some­times thought that things could have been worse. There might have been two 
kids in­stead of just one, for in­stance. Or three. Hell, even four. 
    Or sup­pose she had to work some re­al­ly hard job to sup­port the two of them? Sul­ly's mom 
worked at the Tip-​Top Bak­ery down­town, and dur­ing the weeks when she had to light the 
ovens, Sul­ly-​John and his two old­er broth­ers hard­ly even saw her. Al­so Bob­by had ob­served 
the wom­en who came fil­ing out of the Peer­less Shoe Com­pa­ny when the three o'clock whis­tle 
blew (he him­self got out of school at two-​thir­ty), wom­en who all seemed way too skin­ny or 
way too fat, wom­en with pale faces and fin­gers stained a dread­ful old-​blood col­or, wom­en 
with down­cast eyes who car­ried their work-​shoes and -pants in To­tal Gro­cery shop­ping bags. 
Last fall he'd seen men and wom­en pick­ing ap­ples out­side of town when he went to a church

      fair with Mrs Ger­ber and Car­ol and lit­tle Ian (who Car­ol al­ways called Ian-​the -Snot). When 
he asked about them Mrs Ger­ber said they were mi­grants, just like some kinds of birds — 
al­ways on the move, pick­ing what­ev­er crops had just come ripe. Bob­by's moth­er could have 
been one of those, but she wasn't. 
    What she wa s was Mr Don­ald Bi­der­man's sec­re­tary at Home Town Re­al Es­tate, the 
com­pa­ny Bob­by's dad had been work­ing for when he had his heart at­tack. Bob­by guessed she 
might first have got­ten the job be­cause Don­ald Bi­der­man liked Ran­dall and felt sor­ry for her 
— wid­owed with a son bare­ly out of di­apers — but she was good at it and worked hard. Quite 
of­ten she worked late. Bob­by had been with his moth­er and Mr Bi­der­man to­geth­er on a 
cou­ple of oc­ca­sions — the com­pa­ny pic­nic was the one he re­mem­bered most clear­ly, but 
there had al­so been the time Mr Bi­der­man had driv­en them to the den­tist's in Bridge­port when 
Bob­by had got­ten a tooth knocked out dur­ing a re­cess game — and the two grownups had a 
way of look­ing at each oth­er. Some­times Mr Bi­der­man called her on the phone at night, and 
dur­ing those con­ver­sa­tions she called him Don. But 'Don' was old and Bob­by didn't think 
about him much. 
    Bob­by wasn't ex­act­ly sure what his mom did dur­ing her days (and her evenings) at the 
of­fice, but he bet it beat mak­ing shoes or pick­ing ap­ples or light­ing the Tip-​Top Bak­ery ovens 
at four-​thir­ty in the morn­ing. Bob­by bet it beat those jobs all to heck and gone. Al­so, when it 
came to his mom, if you asked about cer­tain stuff you were ask­ing for trou­ble. If you asked, 
for in­stance, how come she could af­ford three new dress­es from Sears, one of them silk, but 
not three month­ly pay­ments of $11.50 on the Schwinn in the West­ern Au­to win­dow (it was 
red and sil­ver, and just look­ing at it made Bob­by's gut cramp with long­ing). Ask about stuff 
like that and you were ask­ing for re­al trou­ble. 
    Bob­by didn't. He sim­ply set out to earn the price of the bike him­self. It would take him 
un­til the fall, per­haps even un­til the win­ter, and that par­tic­ular mod­el might be gone from the 
West­ern Au­to's win­dow by then, but he would keep at it. You had to keep your nose to the 
grind­stone and your shoul­der to the wheel. Life wasn't easy, and life wasn't fair. 
 
  
When Bob­by's eleventh birth­day rolled around on the last Tues­day of April, his mom gave him 
a small flat pack­age wrapped in sil­ver pa­per. In­side was an or­ange li­brary card. An adult 
li­brary card. Good­bye Nan­cy Drew, Hardy Boys, and Don Winslow of the Navy. Hel­lo to all 
the rest of it, sto­ries as full of mys­te­ri­ous mud­dled pas­sion as The Dark at the Top of the 
Stairs. Not to men­tion bloody dag­gers in tow­er rooms. (There were mys­ter­ies and tow­er 
rooms in the sto­ries about Nan­cy Drew and the Hardy Boys, but pre­cious lit­tle blood and 
nev­er any pas­sion.) 
    'Just re­mem­ber that Mrs Kel­ton on the desk is a friend of mine,' Mom said. She spoke in her 
ac­cus­tomed dry tone of warn­ing, but she was pleased by his plea­sure — she could see it. 'If 
you try to bor­row any­thing racy like Pey­ton Place or Kings Row, I'll find out.' 
    Bob­by smiled. He knew she would.  
    'If it's that oth­er one, Miss Busy­body, and she asks what you're do­ing with an or­ange card, 
you tell her to turn it over. I've put writ­ten per­mis­sion over my sig­na­ture.' 
    'Thanks, Mom. This is swell.' 
    She smiled, bent, and put a quick dry swipe of the lips on his cheek, gone al­most be­fore it 
was there. 'I'm glad you're hap­py. If I get home ear­ly enough, we'll go to the Colony for fried 
clams and ice cream. You'll have to wait for the week­end for your cake; I don't have time to 
bake un­til then. Now put on your coat and get mov­ing, son­ny­boy. You'll be late for school.' 
    They went down the stairs and out on­to the porch to­geth­er. There was a Town Taxi at the 
curb. A man in a poplin jack­et was lean­ing in the pas­sen­ger win­dow, pay­ing the driv­er.

      Be­hind him was a lit­tle clus­ter of lug­gage and pa­per bags, the kind with han­dles. 
    'That must be the man who just rent­ed the room on the third floor,' Liz said. Her mouth had 
done its shrink­ing trick again. She stood on the top step of the porch, ap­prais­ing the man's 
nar­row fan­ny, which poked to­ward them as he fin­ished his busi­ness with the taxi driv­er. 'I 
don't trust peo­ple who move their things in pa­per bags. To me a per­son's things in a pa­per 
sack just looks slut­ty? 
    'He has suit­cas­es, too,' Bob­by said, but he didn't need his moth­er to point out that the new 
ten­ant's three lit­tle cas­es weren't such of a much. None matched; all looked as if they had 
been kicked here from Cal­ifor­nia by some­one in a bad mood. 
    Bob­by and his mom walked down the ce­ment path. The Town Taxi pulled away. The man 
in the poplin jack­et turned around. To Bob­by, peo­ple fell in­to three broad cat­egories: kids, 
grownups, and old folks. Old folks were grownups with white hair. The new ten­ant was of 
this third sort. His face was thin and tired-​look­ing, not wrin­kled (ex­cept around his fad­ed blue 
eyes) but deeply lined. His white hair was ba­by-​fine and re­ced­ing from a liv­erspot­ted brow. 
He was tall and stooped-​over in a way that made Bob­by think of Boris Karloff in the Shock 
The­ater movies they showed Fri­day nights at 11:30 on WPIX. Be­neath the poplin jack­et were 
cheap work­ing­man's clothes that looked too big for him. On his feet were scuffed cor­dovan 
shoes. 
    'Hel­lo, folks,' he said, and smiled with what looked like an ef­fort. 'My name's Theodore 
Brauti­gan. I guess I'm go­ing to live here awhile.' 
    He held out his hand to Bob­by's moth­er, who touched it just briefly. 'I'm Eliz­abeth 
Garfield. This is my son, Robert. You'll have to par­don us, Mr Brat­ti­gan — ' 
    'It's Brauti­gan, ma'am, but I'd be hap­py if you and your boy would just call me Ted.' 
    'Yes, well, Robert's late for school and I'm late for work. Nice to meet you, Mr Brat­ti­gan. 
Hur­ry on, Bob­by. Tem­pus fugit.' 
    She be­gan walk­ing down­hill to­ward town; Bob­by be­gan walk­ing up­hill (and at a slow­er 
pace) to­ward Har­wich El­emen­tary, on Ash­er Av­enue. Three or four steps in­to this jour­ney he 
stopped and looked back. He felt that his mom had been rude to Mr Brauti­gan, that she had 
act­ed stuck-​up. Be­ing stuck-​up was the worst of vices in his lit­tle cir­cle of friends. Car­ol 
loathed a stuck-​up per­son; so did Sul­ly-​John. Mr Brauti­gan would prob­ably be halfway up 
the walk by now, but if he wasn't, Bob­by want­ed to give him a smile so he'd know at least 
one mem­ber of the Garfield fam­ily wasn't stuck-​up.  
    His moth­er had al­so stopped and was al­so look­ing back. Not be­cause she want­ed an­oth­er 
look at Mr Brauti­gan; that idea nev­er crossed Bob­by's mind. No, it was her son she had 
looked back at. She'd known he was go­ing to turn around be­fore Bob­by knew it him­self, and 
at this he felt a sud­den dark­en­ing in his nor­mal­ly bright na­ture. She some­times said it would 
be a snowy day in Sara­so­ta be­fore Bob­by could put one over on her, and he sup­posed she was 
right about that. How old did you have to be to put one over on your moth­er, any­way? 
Twen­ty? Thir­ty? Or did you maybe have to wait un­til she got old and a lit­tle chick­en-​soupy 
in the head? 
    Mr Brauti­gan hadn't start­ed up the walk. He stood at its side­walk end with a suit­case in each 
hand and the third one un­der his right arm (the three pa­per bags he had moved on­to the grass of 
149 Broad), more bent than ev­er un­der this weight. He was right be­tween them, like a toll­gate 
or some­thing.  
    Liz Garfield's eyes flew past him to her son's. Go, they said. Don't say a word. He's new, a 
man from any­where or nowhere, and he's ar­rived here with half his things in shop­ping bags. Don't 
say a word, Bob­by, just go. 
    But he wouldn't. Per­haps be­cause he had got­ten a li­brary card in­stead of a bike for his 
birth­day. 'It was nice to meet you, Mr Brauti­gan,' Bob­by said. 'Hope you like it here. Bye.' 
    'Have a good day at school, son,' Mr Brauti­gan said. 'Learn a lot. Your moth­er's right —

      tem­pus fugit.' 
    Bob­by looked at his moth­er to see if his small re­bel­lion might be for­giv­en in light of this 
equal­ly small flat­tery, but Mom's mouth was un­giv­ing. She turned and start­ed down the hill 
with­out an­oth­er word. Bob­by went on his own way, glad he had spo­ken to the stranger even 
if his moth­er lat­er made him re­gret it. 
    As he ap­proached Car­ol Ger­ber's house, he took out the or­ange li­brary card and looked at 
it. It wasn't a twen­ty-​six -inch Schwinn, but it was still pret­ty good. Great, ac­tu­al­ly. A whole 
world of books to ex­plore, and so what if it had on­ly cost two or three rocks? Didn't they say 
it was the thought that count­ed? 
    Well . . . it was what his mom said, any­way.  
    He turned the card over. Writ­ten on the back in her strong hand was this mes­sage: 'To 
whom it may con­cern: This is my son's li­brary card. He has my per­mis­sion to take out three 
books a week from the adult sec­tion of the Har­wich Pub­lic Li­brary.' It was signed Eliz­abeth 
Pen­rose Garfield. 
    Be­neath her name, like a P.S., she had added this: Robert will be re­spon­si­ble for his own 
over­due fines. 
    'Birth­day boy!' Car­ol Ger­ber cried, startling him, and rushed out from be­hind a tree where 
she had been ly­ing in wait. She threw her arms around his neck and smacked him hard on the 
cheek. Bob­by blushed, look­ing around to see if any­one was watch­ing — God, it was hard 
enough to be friends with a girl with­out sur­prise kiss­es — but it was okay. The usu­al morn­ing 
flood of stu­dents was mov­ing school­ward along Ash­er Av­enue at the top of the hill, but down 
here they were alone. 
    Bob­by scrubbed at his cheek.  
    'Come on, you liked it,' she said, laugh­ing.  
    'Did not,' said Bob­by, al­though he had.  
    'What'd you get for your birth­day?' 
    'A li­brary card,' Bob­by said, and showed her. 'An adult li­brary card.' 
    'Cool!' Was that sym­pa­thy he saw in her eyes? Prob­ably not. And so what if it was? 'Here. 
For you.' She gave him a Hall­mark en­ve­lope with his name print­ed on the front. She had al­so 
stuck on some hearts and ted­dy bears. 
    Bob­by opened the en­ve­lope with mild trep­ida­tion, re­mind­ing him­self that he could tuck the 
card deep in­to the back pock­et of his chi­nos if it was gushy.  
    It wasn't, though. Maybe a lit­tle bit on the ba­by side (a kid in a Stet­son on a horse, HAP­PY 
BIRTH­DAY BUCKEROO in let­ters that were sup­posed to look like wood on the in­side), but not 
gushy. Love,Ca rol was a lit­tle gushy, but of course she was a girl, what could you do? 
    'Thanks.' 
    'It's sort of a ba­by card, I know, but the oth­ers were even worse,' Car­ol said mat­ter-​of-​fact­ly. A 
lit­tle far­ther up the hill Sul­ly-​John was wait­ing for them, work­ing his Bo-​lo Bounc­er for all it 
was worth, go­ing un­der his right arm, go­ing un­der his left arm, go­ing be­hind his back. He 
didn't try go­ing be­tween his legs any­more; he'd tried it once in the school­yard and rapped 
him­self a good one in the nuts. Sul­ly had screamed. Bob­by and a cou­ple of oth­er kids had 
laughed un­til they cried. Car­ol and three of her girl­friends had rushed over to ask what was 
wrong, and the boys all said noth­ing — Sul­ly-​John said the same, al­though he'd been pale and 
al­most cry­ing. Boys are boogers, Car­ol had said on that oc­ca­sion, but Bob­by didn't be­lieve she 
re­al­ly thought so. She wouldn't have jumped out and giv­en him that kiss if she did, and it had 
been a good kiss, a smackeroo. Bet­ter than the one his moth­er had giv­en him, ac­tu­al­ly. 
    'It's not a ba­by card,' he said. 
    'No, but it al­most is,' she said. 'I thought about get­ting you a grownup card, but man, they 
are gushy.' 
    'I know,' Bob­by said.

      'Are you go­ing to be a gushy adult, Bob­by?' 
    'I hope not,' he said. 'Are you?' 
    'No. I'm go­ing to be like my mom's friend Rion­da.' 
    'Rion­da's pret­ty fat,' Bob­by said doubt­ful­ly. 
    'Yeah, but she's cool. I'm go­ing to go for the cool with­out the fat.'  
    'There's a new guy mov­ing in­to our build­ing. The room on the third floor. My mom says it's 
re­al­ly hot up there.' 
    'Yeah? What's he like?' She gig­gled. 'Is he ushy-​gushy?' 
    'He's old,' Bob­by said, then paused to think. 'But he had an in­ter­est­ing face. My mom didn't 
like him on sight be­cause he had some of his stuff in shop­ping bags.' 
    Sul­ly-​John joined them. 'Hap­py birth­day, you bas­tard,' he said, and clapped Bob­by on the 
back. Bas­tard was Sul­ly -John's cur­rent fa­vorite word; Car­ol's was cool; Bob­by was cur­rent­ly 
be­tween fa­vorite words, al­though he thought rip­shit had a cer­tain ring to it. 
    'If you swear, I won't walk with you,' Car­ol said.  
    'Okay,' Sul­ly-​John said com­pan­ion­ably. Car­ol was a fluffy blonde who looked like a Bobb­sey 
Twin af­ter some grow­ing up; John Sul­li­van was tall, black-​haired, and green-​eyed. A Joe 
Hardy kind of boy. Bob­by Garfield walked be­tween them, his mo­men­tary de­pres­sion for­got­ten. It 
was his birth­day and he was with his friends and life was good. He tucked Car­ol's birth­day 
card in­to his back pock­et and his new li­brary card down deep in his front pock­et, where it could 
not fall out or be stolen. Car­ol start­ed to skip. Sul­ly-​John told her to stop. 
    'Why?' Car­ol asked. 'I like to skip.'  
    'I like to say bas­tard, but I don't if you ask me,' Sul­ly-​John replied rea­son­ably.  
    Car­ol looked at Bob­by.  
    'Skip­ping — at least with­out a rope — is a lit­tle on the ba­by side, Car­ol,' Bob­by said 
apolo­get­ical­ly, then shrugged. 'But you can if you want. We don't mind, do we, S-J?' 
    'Nope,' Sul­ly-​John said, and got go­ing with the Bo-​lo Bounc­er again. Back to front, up to 
down, whap-​whap-​whap. 
    Car­ol didn't skip. She walked be­tween them and pre­tend­ed she was Bob­by Garfield's 
girl­friend, that Bob­by had a driv­er's li­cense and a Buick and they were go­ing to Bridge­port to 
see the WKBW Rock and Roll Ex­trav­agan­za. She thought Bob­by was ex­treme­ly cool. The 
coolest thing about him was that he didn't know it. 
 
  
Bob­by got home from school at three o'clock. He could have been there soon­er, but pick­ing 
up re­turn­able bot­tles was part of his Get-​a-​Bike-​by-​Thanks­giv­ing cam­paign, and he de­toured 
through the brushy area just off Ash­er Av­enue look­ing for them. He found three Rhenigolds 
and a Ne­hi. Not much, but hey, eight cents was eight cents. 'It all mounts up' was an­oth­er of 
his mom's say­ings. 
    Bob­by washed his hands (a cou­ple of those bot­tles had been pret­ty scur­gy), got a snack out 
of the ice­box, read a cou­ple of old Su­per­man comics, got an­oth­er snack out of the ice­box, then 
watched Amer­ican Band­stand. He called Car­ol to tell her Bob­by Darin was go­ing to be on — she 
thought Bob­by Darin was deeply cool, es­pe­cial­ly the way he snapped his fin­gers when he 
sang 'Queen of the Hop' — but she al­ready knew. She was watch­ing with three or four of her 
numb­skull girl­friends; they all gig­gled pret­ty much non­stop in the back­ground. The sound 
made Bob­by think of birds in a pet­shop. On TV, Dick Clark was cur­rent­ly show­ing how much 
pim­ple-​grease just one Stri-​Dex Med­icat­ed Pad could sop up. 
    Mom called at four o'clock. Mr Bi­der­man need­ed her to work late, she said. She was sor­ry, 
but birth­day sup­per at the Colony was off. There was left­over beef stew in the fridge; he 
could have that and she would be home by eight to tuck him in. And for heav­en's sake,

      Bob­by, re­mem­ber to turn off the gas-​ring when you're done with the stove. 
    Bob­by re­turned to the tele­vi­sion feel­ing dis­ap­point­ed but not re­al­ly sur­prised. On 
Band­stand, Dick was now an­nounc­ing the Rate-​a-​Record pan­el. Bob­by thought the guy in the 
mid­dle looked as if he could use a life­time sup­ply of Stri-​Dex pads. 
    He reached in­to his front pock­et and drew out the new or­ange li­brary card. His mood 
be­gan to bright­en again. He didn't need to sit here in front of the TV with a stack of old 
com­ic-​books if he didn't want to. He could go down to the li­brary and break in his new card 
— his new adult card. Miss Busy­body would be on the desk, on­ly her re­al name was Miss 
Har­ring­ton and Bob­by thought she was beau­ti­ful. She wore per­fume. He could al­ways smell it 
on her skin and in her hair, faint and sweet, like a good mem­ory. And al­though Sul­ly-​John 
would be at his trom­bone les­son right now, af­ter the li­brary Bob­by could go up his house, 
maybe play some pass. 
    Al­so, he thought, I can take those bot­tles to Spicer's — I've got a bike to earn this sum­mer. 
    All at once, life seemed very full. 
 
  
Sul­ly's mom in­vit­ed Bob­by to stay for sup­per, but he told her no thanks, I bet­ter get home. He 
would much have pre­ferred Mrs Sul­li­van's pot roast and crispy oven pota­toes to what was 
wait­ing for him back at the apart­ment, but he knew that one of the first things his moth­er 
would do when she got back from the of­fice was check in the fridge and see if the 
Tup­per­ware with the left­over stew in­side was gone. If it wasn't, she would ask Bob­by what 
he'd had for sup­per. She would be calm about this ques­tion, even off­hand. If he told her he'd 
eat­en at Sul­ly-​John's she would nod, ask him what they'd had and if there had been dessert, 
al­so if he'd thanked Mrs Sul­li­van; she might even sit on the couch with him and share a bowl 
of ice cream while they watched Sug­ar­foot on TV. Ev­ery­thing would be fine . . . ex­cept it 
wouldn't be. Even­tu­al­ly there would be a pay­back. It might not come for a day or two, even a 
week, but it would come. Bob­by knew that al­most with­out know­ing he knew it. She 
un­doubt­ed­ly did have to work late, but eat­ing left­over stew by him­self on his birth­day was al­so 
pun­ish­ment for talk­ing to the new ten­ant when he wasn't sup­posed to. If he tried to duck that 
pun­ish­ment, it would mount up just like mon­ey in a sav­ings ac­count. 
    When Bob­by came back from Sul­ly-​John's it was quar­ter past six and get­ting dark. He had 
two new books to read, a Per­ry Ma­son called The Case of the Vel­vet Claws and a sci­ence-​fic­tion nov­el 
by Clif­ford Simak called Ring Around the Sun. Both looked to­tal­ly rip­shit, and Miss Har­ring­ton 
hadn't giv­en him a hard time at all. On the con­trary: she told him he was read­ing above his 
lev­el and to keep it up. 
    Walk­ing home from S-​J's, Bob­by made up a sto­ry where he and Miss Har­ring­ton were on a 
cruise-​boat that sank. They were the on­ly two sur­vivors, saved from drown­ing by find­ing a life 
pre­serv­er marked SS LUSI­TAN­IC. They washed up on a lit­tle is­land with palm trees and jun­gles 
and a vol­cano, and as they lay on the beach Miss Har­ring­ton was shiv­er­ing and say­ing she was 
cold, so cold, couldn't he please hold her and warm her up, which he of course could and did, 
my plea­sure, Miss Har­ring­ton, and then the na­tives came out of the jun­gle and at first they 
seemed friend­ly but it turned out they were can­ni­bals who lived on the slopes of the vol­cano and 
killed their vic­tims in a clear­ing ringed with skulls, so things looked bad but just as he and Miss 
Har­ring­ton were pulled to­ward the cook­ing pot the vol­cano start­ed to rum­ble and — 
    'Hel­lo, Robert.' 
    Bob­by looked up, even more star­tled than he'd been when Car­ol Ger­ber raced out from be­hind 
the tree to put a birth­day smackeroo on his cheek. It was the new man in the house. He was sit­ting 
on the top porch step and smok­ing a cigarette. He had ex­changed his old scuffed shoes for a pair of 
old scuffed slip­pers and had tak­en off his poplin jack­et — the evening was warm. He looked at

      home, Bob­by thought. 
    'Oh, Mr Brauti­gan. Hi.' 
    'I didn't mean to star­tle you.' 
    'You didn't — ' 
    'I think I did. You were a thou­sand miles away. And it's Ted. Please.' 
    'Okay.' But Bob­by didn't know if he could stick to Ted. Call­ing a grownup (es­pe­cial­ly an old 
grownup) by his first name went against not on­ly his moth­er's teach­ing but his own in­cli­na­tion. 
    'Was school good? You learned new things?' 
    'Yeah, fine.' Bob­by shift­ed from foot to foot; swapped his new books from hand to hand. 
    'Would you sit with me a minute?' 
    'Sure, but I can't for long. Stuff to do, you know.' Sup­per to do, most­ly — the left­over stew 
had grown quite at­trac­tive in his mind by now. 
    'Ab­so­lute­ly. Things to do and tem­pus fugit.' 
    As Bob­by sat down next to Mr Brauti­gan — Ted — on the wide porch step, smelling the 
aro­ma of his Chester­field, he thought he had nev­er seen a man who looked as tired as this 
one. It couldn't be the mov­ing in, could it? How worn out could you get when all you had to 
move in was three lit­tle suit­cas­es and three car­ry­han­dle shop­ping bags? Bob­by sup­posed 
there might be men com­ing lat­er on with stuff in a truck, but he didn't re­al­ly think so. It was 
just a room — a big one, but still just a sin­gle room with a kitchen on one side and ev­ery­thing 
else on the oth­er. He and Sul­ly-​John had gone up there and looked around af­ter old Miss 
Si­dley had her stroke and went to live with her daugh­ter. 
    'Tem­pus fugit means time flies,' Bob­by said. 'Mom says it a lot. She al­so says time and tide 
wait for no man and time heals all wounds.' 
    'Your moth­er is a wom­an of many say­ings, is she?' 
    'Yeah,' Bob­by said, and sud­den­ly the idea of all those say­ings made him tired. 'Many 
say­ings.' 
    'Ben Jon­son called time the old bald cheater,' Ted Brauti­gan said, draw­ing deeply on his 
cigarette and then ex­hal­ing twin streams through his nose. 'And Boris Paster­nak said we are 
time's cap­tives, the hostages of eter­ni­ty. ' 
    Bob­by looked at him in fas­ci­na­tion, his emp­ty bel­ly tem­porar­ily for­got­ten. He loved the idea 
of time as an old bald cheater — it was ab­so­lute­ly and com­plete­ly right, al­though he couldn't 
have said why . . . and didn't that very in­abil­ity to say why some­how add to the cool­ness? It 
was like a thing in­side an egg, or a shad­ow be­hind peb­bled glass. 
    'Who's Ben Jon­son?' 
    'An En­glish­man, dead these many years,' Mr Brauti­gan said. 'Self-​cen­tered and fool­ish 
about mon­ey, by all ac­counts; prone to flat­ulence as well. But — ' 
    'What's that? Flat­ulence?' 
    Ted stuck his tongue be­tween his lips and made a brief but very re­al­is­tic fart­ing sound. 
Bob­by put his hands to his mouth and gig­gled in­to his cupped fin­gers. 
    'Kids think farts are fun­ny,' Ted Brauti­gan said, nod­ding. 'Yeah. To a man my age, though, 
they're just part of life's in­creas­ing­ly strange busi­ness. Ben Jon­son said a good many wise things 
be­tween farts, by the way. Not so many as Dr John­son — Samuel John­son, that would be — 
but still a good many.' 
    'And Boris . . . ' 
    'Paster­nak. A Rus­sian,' Mr Brauti­gan said dis­mis­sive­ly. 'Of no ac­count, I think. May I see 
your books?' 
    Bob­by hand­ed them over. Mr Brauti­gan (Ted, he re­mind­ed him­self, you're sup­posed to call 
him Ted) passed the Per­ry Ma­son back af­ter a cur­so­ry glance at the tide. The Clif­ford Simak 
nov­el he held longer, at first squint­ing at the cov­er through the curls of cigarette smoke that 
rose past his eyes, then pag­ing through it. He nod­ded as he did so.

      T have read this one,' he said. 'I had a lot of time to read pre­vi­ous to com­ing here.' 
    'Yeah?' Bob­by kin­dled. 'Is it good?' 
    'One of his best,' Mr Brauti­gan — Ted — replied. He looked side­ways at Bob­by, one eye 
open, the oth­er still squint­ed shut against the smoke. It gave him a look that was at once wise and 
mys­te­ri­ous, like a not-​quite-​trust­wor­thy char­ac­ter in a de­tec­tive movie. 'But are you sure you 
can read this? You can't be much more than twelve.' 
    'I'm eleven,' Bob­by said. He was de­light­ed that Ted thought he might be as old as twelve. 
'Eleven to­day. I can read it. I won't be able to un­der­stand it all, but if it's a good sto­ry, I'll like 
it.' 
    'Your birth­day!' Ted said, look­ing im­pressed. He took a fi­nal drag on his cigarette, then 
flicked it away. It hit the ce­ment walk and foun­tained sparks. 'Hap­py birth­day dear Robert, 
hap­py birth­day to you!' 
    'Thanks. On­ly I like Bob­by a lot bet­ter.' 
    'Bob­by, then. Are you go­ing out to cel­ebrate?' 
    'Nah, my mom's got to work late.' 
    'Would you like to come up to my lit­tle place? I don't have much, but I know how to open a 
can. Al­so, I might have a pas­try — ' 
    'Thanks, but Mom left me some stuff. I should eat that.' 
    'I un­der­stand.' And, won­der of won­ders, he looked as if he ac­tu­al­ly did. Ted re­turned 
Bob­by's copy of Ring Around the Sun. 'In this book,' he said, 'Mr Simak pos­tu­lates the idea 
that there are a num­ber of worlds like ours. Not oth­er plan­ets but oth­er Earths, par­al­lel Earths, in 
a kind of ring around the sun. A fas­ci­nat­ing idea.' 
    'Yeah,' Bob­by said. He knew about par­al­lel worlds from oth­er books. From the comics, as 
well. 
    Ted Brauti­gan was now look­ing at him in a thought­ful, spec­ula­tive way.  
    'What?' Bob­by asked, feel­ing sud­den­ly self-​con­scious. See some­thing green? his moth­er might 
have said. 
    For a mo­ment he thought Ted wasn't go­ing to an­swer — he seemed to have fall­en in­to 
some deep and daz­ing train of thought. Then he gave him­self a lit­tle shake and sat up 
straighter. 'Noth­ing,' he said. 'I have a lit­tle idea. Per­haps you'd like to earn some ex­tra 
mon­ey? Not that I have much, but — ' 
    'Yeah! Gripes, yeah!' There's this bike, he al­most went on, then stopped him­self. Best keep 
your­self to your­self was yet an­oth­er of his mom's say­ings. 'I'd do just about any­thing you 
want­ed!' 
    Ted Brauti­gan looked si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly alarmed and amused. It seemed to open a door to a 
dif­fer­ent face, some­how, and Bob­by could see that, yeah, the old guy had once been a young 
guy. One with a lit­tle sass to him, maybe. 'That's a bad thing to tell a stranger,' he said, 'and 
al­though we've pro­gressed to Bob­by and Ted — a good start — we're still re­al­ly strangers to 
each oth­er.' 
    'Did ei­ther of those John­son guys say any­thing about strangers?' 
    'Not that I re­call, but here's some­thing on the sub­ject from the Bible: “For I am a stranger 
with thee, and a so­journ­er. Spare me, that I may re­cov­er strength, be­fore I go hence . . .”' Ted 
trailed off for a mo­ment. The fun had gone out of his face and he looked old again. Then his 
voice firmed and he fin­ished.'“ . . . be­fore I go hence, and be no more.” Book of Psalms. I can't 
re­mem­ber which one.' 
    'Well,' Bob­by said, 'I wouldn't kill or rob any­one, don't wor­ry, but I'd sure like to earn some 
mon­ey.' 
    'Let me think,' Ted said. 'Let me think a lit­tle.' 
    'Sure. But if you've got chores or some­thing, I'm your guy. Tell you that right now.' 
    'Chores? Maybe. Al­though that's not the word I would have cho­sen.' Ted clasped his bony

      arms around his even bonier knees and gazed across the lawn at Broad Street. It was grow­ing 
dark now; Bob­by's fa­vorite part of the evening had ar­rived. The cars that passed had their 
park­ing lights on, and from some­where on Ash­er Av­enue Mrs Sigs­by was call­ing for her twins 
to come in and get their sup­per. At this time of day — and at dawn, as he stood in the bath­room, 
uri­nat­ing in­to the bowl with sun­shine falling through the lit­tle win­dow and in­to his half-​open 
eyes — Bob­by felt like a dream in some­one else's head. 
    'Where did you live be­fore you came here, Mr . . . Ted?' 
    'A place that wasn't as nice,' he said. 'Nowhere near as nice. How long have­jvow lived here, 
Bob­by?' 
    'Long as I can re­mem­ber. Since my dad died, when I was three.' 
    'And you know ev­ery­one on the street? On this block of the street, any­way?' 
    'Pret­ty much, yeah.' 
    'You'd know strangers. So­journ­ers. Faces of those un­known.' 
    Bob­by smiled and nod­ded. 'Uh-​huh, I think so.' 
    He wait­ed to see where this would lead next — it was in­ter­est­ing — but ap­par­ent­ly this was as 
far as it went. Ted stood up, slow­ly and care­ful­ly. Bob­by could hear lit­tle bones creak in his 
back when he put his hands around there and stretched, gri­mac­ing.  
    'Come on,' he said. 'It's get­ting chilly. I'll go in with you. Your key or mine?' 
    Bob­by smiled. 'You bet­ter start break­ing in your own, don't you think?' 
    Ted — it was get­ting eas­ier to think of him as Ted — pulled a keyring from his pock­et. 
The on­ly keys on it were the one which opened the big front door and the one to his room. 
Both were shiny and new, the col­or of ban­dit gold. Bob­by's own two keys were scratched and 
dull. How old was Ted? he won­dered again. Six­ty, at least. A six­ty-​year-​old man with on­ly 
two keys in his pock­et. That was weird.  
    Ted opened the front door and they went in­to the big dark foy­er with its um­brel­la stand and 
its old paint­ing of Lewis and Clark look­ing out across the Amer­ican West. Bob­by went to the 
door of the Garfield apart­ment and Ted went to the stairs. He paused there for a mo­ment with 
his hand on the ban­nis­ter. 'The Simak book is a great sto­ry,' he said. 'Not such great writ­ing, 
though. Not bad, I don't mean to say that, but take it from me, there is bet­ter.' 
    Bob­by wait­ed. 
    'There are al­so books full of great writ­ing that don't have very good sto­ries. Read 
some­times for the sto­ry, Bob­by. Don't be like the book-​snobs who won't do that. Read 
some­times for the words — the lan­guage. Don't be like the play-​it-​safers that won't do that. But 
when you find a book that has both a good sto­ry and good words, trea­sure that book.' 
    'Are there many of those, do you think?' Bob­by asked.  
    'More than the book-​snobs and play-​it-​safers think. Many more. Per­haps I'll give you one. A 
be­lat­ed birth­day present.' 
    'You don't have to do that.' 
    'No, but per­haps I will. And do have a hap­py birth­day.'  
    'Thanks. It's been a great one.' Then Bob­by went in­to the apart­ment, heat­ed up the stew 
(re­mem­ber­ing to turn off the gas-​ring af­ter the stew start­ed to bub­ble, al­so re­mem­ber­ing to put 
the pan in the sink to soak), and ate sup­per by him­self, read­ing Ring Around the Sun with the 
TV on for com­pa­ny. He hard­ly heard Chet Hunt­ley and David Brink­ley gab­bling the evening 
news. Ted was right about the book; it was a cork­er. The words seemed okay to him, too, 
al­though he sup­posed he didn't have a lot of ex­pe­ri­ence just yet. 
    I'd like to write a sto­ry like this, he thought as he fi­nal­ly closed the book and flopped down on 
the couch to watch Sug­ar­foot. I won­der if I ev­er could. 
    Maybe. Maybe so. Some­one had to write sto­ries, af­ter all, just like some­one had to fix the 
pipes when they froze or change the street­lights in Com­mon­wealth Park when they burned 
out.

      An hour or so lat­er, af­ter Bob­by had picked up Ring Around the Sun and be­gun read­ing 
again, his moth­er came in. Her lip­stick was a bit smeared at one cor­ner of her mouth and her 
slip was hang­ing a lit­tle. Bob­by thought of point­ing this out to her, then re­mem­bered how 
much she dis­liked it when some­one told her it was 'snow­ing down south.' Be­sides, what did it 
mat­ter? Her work­ing day was over and, as she some­times said, there was no one here but us 
chick­ens. 
    She checked the fridge to make sure the left­over stew was gone, checked the stove to make 
sure the gas-​ring was off, checked the sink to make sure the pot and the Tup­per­ware stor­age 
con­tain­er were both soak­ing in soapy wa­ter. Then she kissed him on the tem­ple, just a brush 
in pass­ing, and went in­to her bed­room to change out of her of­fice dress and hose. She seemed 
dis­tant, pre­oc­cu­pied. She didn't ask if he'd had a hap­py birth­day. 
    Lat­er on he showed her Car­ol's card. His mom glanced at it, not re­al­ly see­ing it, 
pro­nounced it 'cute,' and hand­ed it back. Then she told him to wash up, brush up, and go to 
bed. Bob­by did so, not men­tion­ing his in­ter­est­ing talk with Ted. In her cur­rent mood that was 
apt to make her an­gry. The best thing was to let her be dis­tant, let her keep to her­self as long 
as she need­ed to, give her time to drift back to him. Yet he felt that sad mood set­tling over 
him again as he fin­ished brush­ing his teeth and climbed in­to bed. Some­times he felt al­most 
hun­gry for her, and she didn't know. 
    He reached out of bed and closed the door, block­ing off the sound of some old movie. He 
turned off the light. And then, just as he was start­ing to drift off, she came in, sat on the side 
of his bed, and said she was sor­ry she'd been so stand-​offy tonight, but there had been a lot 
go­ing on at the of­fice and she was tired. Some­times it was a mad­house, she said. She stroked a 
fin­ger across his fore­head and then kissed him there, mak­ing him shiv­er. He sat up and hugged 
her. She stiff­ened mo­men­tar­ily at his touch, then gave in to it. She even hugged him back 
briefly. He thought maybe it would now be all right to tell her about Ted. A lit­tle, any­way. 
    'I talked with Mr Brauti­gan when I came home from the li­brary,' he said.  
    'Who?' 
    'The new man on the third floor. He asked me to call him Ted.' 
    'You won't — I should say nitzy! You don't know him from Adam.' 
    'He said giv­ing a kid an adult li­brary card was a great present.' Ted had said no such thing, 
but Bob­by had lived with his moth­er long enough to know what worked and what didn't. 
    She re­laxed a lit­tle. 'Did he say where he came from?' 
    'A place not as nice as here, I think he said.' 
    'Well, that doesn't tell us much, does it?' Bob­by was still hug­ging her. He could have hugged her 
for an­oth­er hour eas­ily, smelling her White Rain sham­poo and Aqua-​Net hold-​spray and the 
pleas­ant odor of to­bac­co on her breath, but she dis­en­gaged from him and laid him back down. 'I 
guess if he's go­ing to be your friend — your adult friend — I'll have to get to know him a lit­tle.' 
    'Well — ' 
    'Maybe I'll like him bet­ter when he doesn't have shop­ping bags scat­tered all over the lawn.' 
For Liz Garfield this was down­right pla­ca­to­ry, and Bob­by was sat­is­fied. The day had come to 
a very ac­cept­able end­ing af­ter all. 'Good­night, birth­day boy.' 
    'Good­night, Mom.' 
    She went out and closed the door. Lat­er that night — much lat­er — he thought he heard 
her cry­ing in her room, but per­haps that was on­ly a dream.

      2 
Doubts About Ted. Books Are Like Pumps. 
Don't Even Think About It. Sul­ly Wins 
a Prize. Bob­by Gets a Job. Signs of 
the Low Men. 
 
Dur­ing the next few weeks, as the weath­er warmed to­ward sum­mer, Ted was usu­al­ly on the 
porch smok­ing when Liz came home from work. Some­times he was alone and some­times 
Bob­by was sit­ting with him, talk­ing about books. Some­times Car­ol and Sul­ly-​John were 
there, too, the three kids play­ing pass on the lawn while Ted smoked and watched them 
throw. Some­times oth­er kids came by — Den­ny Rivers with a taped-​up bal­sa glid­er to throw, 
soft-​head­ed Fran­cis Ut­ter­son, al­ways push­ing along on his scoot­er with one overde­vel­oped 
leg, An­gela Av­ery and Yvonne Lov­ing to ask Car­ol if she want­ed to go over Yvonne's and 
play dolls or a game called Hos­pi­tal Nurse — but most­ly it was just S-J and Car­ol, Bob­by's 
spe­cial friends. All the kids called Mr Brauti­gan Ted, but when Bob­by ex­plained why it 
would be bet­ter if they called him Mr Brauti­gan when his mom was around, Ted agreed at 
once. 
    As for his mom, she couldn't seem to get Brauti­gan to come out of her mouth. What 
emerged was al­ways Brat­ti­gan. That might not have been on pur­pose, how­ev­er; Bob­by was 
start­ing to feel a cau­tious sense of re­lief about his moth­er's view of Ted. He had been afraid 
that she might feel about Ted as she had about Mrs Ev­ers, his sec­ond-​grade teach­er. Mom 
had dis­liked Mrs Ev­ers on sight, dis­liked her deeply, for no rea­son at all Bob­by could see or 
un­der­stand, and hadn't had a good word to say about her all year long — Mrs Ev­ers dressed 
like a frump, Mrs Ev­ers dyed her hair, Mrs Ev­ers wore too much make­up, Bob­by had just 
bet­ter tell Mom if Mrs Ev­ers laid so much as one fin­ger on him, be­cause she looked like the 
kind of wom­an who would like to pinch and poke. All of this fol­low­ing a sin­gle par­ent-
teach­er con­fer­ence in which Mrs Ev­ers had told Liz that Bob­by was do­ing well in all his 
sub­jects. There had been four oth­er par­ent —teach­er con­fer­ences that year, and Bob­by's 
moth­er had found rea­sons to duck ev­ery sin­gle one. 
    Liz's opin­ions of peo­ple hard­ened swift­ly; when she wrote BAD un­der her men­tal pic­ture 
of you, she al­most al­ways wrote in ink. If Mrs Ev­ers had saved six kids from a burn­ing 
school­bus, Liz Garfield might well have sniffed and said they prob­ably owed the pop-​eyed 
old cow two weeks' worth of milk-​mon­ey. 
    Ted made ev­ery ef­fort to be nice with­out ac­tu­al­ly suck­ing up to her (peo­ple did suck up to 
his moth­er, Bob­by knew; hell, some­times he did it him­self), and it worked . . . but on­ly to a 
de­gree. On one oc­ca­sion Ted and Bob­by's mom had talked for al­most ten min­utes about how 
aw­ful it was that the Dodgers had moved to the oth­er side of the coun­try with­out so much as 
a faretheewell, but not even both of them be­ing Ebbets Field Dodger fans could strike a re­al 
spark be­tween them. They were nev­er go­ing to be pals. Mom didn't dis­like Ted Brauti­gan the 
way she had dis­liked Mrs Ev­ers, but there was still some­thing wrong. Bob­by sup­posed he 
knew what it was; he had seen it in her eyes on the morn­ing the new ten­ant had moved in. Liz 
didn't trust him. 
    Nor, it turned out, did Car­ol Ger­ber. 'Some­times I won­der if he's on the run from

      some­thing,' she said one evening as she and Bob­by and S-J walked up the hill to­ward Ash­er 
Av­enue. 
    They had been play­ing pass for an hour or so, talk­ing off and on with Ted as they did, and 
were now head­ing to Moon's Road­side Hap­pi­ness for ice cream cones. S-J had thir­ty cents 
and was treat­ing. He al­so had his Bo-​lo-​Bounc­er, which he now took out of his back pock­et. 
Pret­ty soon he had it go­ing up and down and all around, whap-​whap-​whap. 
    'On the run? Are you kid­ding?' Bob­by was star­tled by the idea. Yet Car­ol was sharp about 
peo­ple; even his moth­er had no­ticed it. That girl's no beau­ty, but she doesn't miss much, she'd 
said one night. 
    '“Stick em up, Mc­Gar­rigle!”' Sul­ly-​John cried. He tucked his Bo-​lo Bounc­er un­der his arm, 
dropped in­to a crouch, and fired an in­vis­ible tom­my­gun, yank­ing down the right side of his 
mouth so he could make the prop­er sound to go with it, a kind of eh-​eh-​eh from deep in his 
throat. '“You'll nev­er take me alive, cop­per! Blast em, Mug­gsy! No­body runs out on Ri­co! 
Ah, jeez, they got me!”' S-J clutched his chest, spun around, and fell dead on Mrs Con­lan's 
lawn.  
    That la­dy, a grumpy old rhymes-​with-​witch of sev­en­ty-​five or so, cried: 'Boy! Tou­uu, boy! 
Get off there! You'll mash my flow­ers!' 
    There wasn't a flowerbed with­in ten feet of where Sul­ly-​John had fall­en, but he leaped up 
at once. 'Sor­ry, Mrs Con­lan.' 
    She flapped a hand at him, dis­miss­ing his apol­ogy with­out a word, and watched close­ly as 
the chil­dren went on their way. 
    'You don't re­al­ly mean it, do you?' Bob­by asked Car­ol. 'About Ted?' 
    'No,' she said, 'I guess not. But . . . have you ev­er watched him watch the street?' 
    'Yeah. It's like he's look­ing for some­one, isn't it?' 
    'Or look­ing out for them,' Car­ol replied. 
    Sul­ly-​John re­sumed Bo-​lo Bounc­ing. Pret­ty soon the red rub­ber ball was blur­ring back and 
forth again. Sul­ly paused on­ly when they passed the Ash­er Em­pire, where two Brigitte Bar­dot 
movies were play­ing, Adults On­ly, Must Have Driv­er's Li­cense or Birth Cer­tifi­cate, No 
Ex­cep­tions. One of the pic­tures was new; the oth­er was that old stand­by And God Cre­at­ed 
Wom­an, which kept com­ing back to the Em­pire like a bad cough. On the posters, Brigitte was 
dressed in noth­ing but a tow­el and a smile. 
    'My mom says she's trashy,' Car­ol said. 
    'If she's trash, I'd love to be the trash­man,' S-J said, and wig­gled his eye­brows like 
Grou­cho. 
    'Do­jy­ow think she's trashy?' Bob­by asked Car­ol. 
    'I'm not sure what that means, even.' 
    As they passed out from un­der the mar­quee (from with­in her glass tick­et-​booth be­side the 
doors, Mrs God­low — known to the neigh­bor­hood kids as Mrs Godzil­la — watched them 
sus­pi­cious­ly), Car­ol looked back over her shoul­der at Brigitte Bar­dot in her tow­el. Her 
ex­pres­sion was hard to read. Cu­rios­ity? Bob­by couldn't tell. 'But she's pret­ty, isn't she?' 
    'Yeah, I guess.' 
    'And you'd have to be brave to let peo­ple look at you with noth­ing on but a tow­el. That's 
what I think, any­way.' 
    Sul­ly-​John had no in­ter­est in la femme Brigitte now that she was be­hind them. 'Where'd 
Ted come from, Bob­by?' 
    'I don't know. He nev­er talks about that.' 
    Sul­ly-​John nod­ded as if he ex­pect­ed just that an­swer, and threw his Bo-​lo Bounc­er back 
in­to gear. Up and down, all around, whap-​whap-​whap.

      In May Bob­by's thoughts be­gan turn­ing to sum­mer va­ca­tion. There was re­al­ly noth­ing in the 
world bet­ter than what Sul­ly called 'the Big Vac.' He would spend long hours goof­ing with 
his friends, both on Broad Street and down at Ster­ling House on the oth­er side of the park — 
they had lots of good things to do in the sum­mer at Ster­ling House, in­clud­ing base­ball and 
week­ly trips to Patag­onia Beach in West Haven — and he would al­so have plen­ty of time for 
him­self. Time to read, of course, but what he re­al­ly want­ed to do with some of that time was 
find a part-​time job. He had a lit­tle over sev­en rocks in a jar marked BIKE FUND, and sev­en 
rocks was a start . . . but not what you'd call a great start. At this rate Nixon would have been 
Pres­ident two years be­fore he was rid­ing to school.  
    On one of these va­ca­tion's-​al­most-​here days, Ted gave him a pa­per­back book. 'Re­mem­ber I 
told you that some books have both a good sto­ry and good writ­ing?' he asked. 'This is one of 
that breed. A be­lat­ed birth­day present from a new friend. At leasf T hope I am your friend.' 
    'You are. Thanks a lot!' In spite of the en­thu­si­asm in his voice, Bob­by took the book a lit­tle 
doubt­ful­ly. He was ac­cus­tomed to pock­et books with bright, rau­cous cov­ers and sexy come -
on lines ('She hit the gut­ter . . . AND BOUNCED LOW­ER!'}; this one had nei­ther. The cov­er was 
most­ly white. In one cor­ner of it was sketched — bare­ly sketched — a group of boys 
stand­ing in a cir­cle. The name of the book was Lord of the Flies. There was no come-​on line 
above the ti­tle, not even a dis­creet one like 'A sto­ry you will nev­er for­get.' All in all, it had a 
for­bid­ding, un­wel­com­ing look, sug­gest­ing that the sto­ry ly­ing be­neath the cov­er would be 
hard. Bob­by had noth­ing in par­tic­ular against hard books, as long as they were a part of one's 
school­work. His view about read­ing for plea­sure, how­ev­er, was that such sto­ries should be 
easy — that the writ­er should do ev­ery­thing ex­cept move your eyes back and forth for you. If 
not, how much plea­sure could there be in it? 
    He start­ed to turn the book over. Ted gen­tly put his hand on Bob­by's, stop­ping him. 'Don't,' 
he said. 'As a per­son­al fa­vor to me, don't.' 
    Bob­by looked at him, not un­der­stand­ing.  
    'Come to the book as you would come to an un­ex­plored land. Come with­out a map. 
Ex­plore it and draw your own map.' 
    'But what if I don't like it?' 
    Ted shrugged. 'Then don't fin­ish it. A book is like a pump. It gives noth­ing un­less first you 
give to it. You prime a pump with your own wa­ter, you work the han­dle with your own 
strength. You do this be­cause you ex­pect to get back more than you give . . . even­tu­al­ly. Do 
you go along with that?' 
    Bob­by nod­ded. 
    'How long would you prime a wa­ter-​pump and flail the han­dle if noth­ing came out?' 
    'Not too long, I guess.' 
    'This book is two hun­dred pages, give or take. You read the first ten per cent — twen­ty 
pages, that is, I know al­ready your math isn't as good as your read­ing — and if you don't like 
it by then, if it isn't giv­ing more than it's tak­ing by then, put it aside.' 
    'I wish they'd let you do that in school,' Bob­by said. He was think­ing of a po­em by Ralph 
Wal­do Emer­son which they were sup­posed to mem­orize. 'By the rude bridge that arched the 
flood,' it start­ed. S-J called the po­et Ralph Wal­do Emer­slop.  
    'School is dif­fer­ent.' They were sit­ting at Ted's kitchen ta­ble, look­ing out over the back 
yard, where ev­ery­thing was in bloom. On Colony Street, which was the next street over, Mrs 
O'Hara's dog Bows­er barked its end­less roop-​roop-​roop in­to the mild spring air. Ted was 
smok­ing a Chester­field. 'And speak­ing of school, don't take this book there with you. There 
are things in it your teach­er might not want you to read. There could be a brouha­ha.' 
    'A what?' 
    'An up­roar. And if you get in trou­ble at school, you get in trou­ble at home — this I'm sure
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      you don't need me to tell you. And your moth­er . . . ' The hand not hold­ing the cigarette made 
a lit­tle see­saw­ing ges­ture which Bob­by un­der­stood at once. Your moth­er doesn't trust me. 
    Bob­by thought of Car­ol say­ing that maybe Ted was on the run from some­thing, and 
re­mem­bered his moth­er say­ing Car­ol didn't miss much. 
    'What's in it that could get me in trou­ble?' He looked at Lord of the Flies with new 
fas­ci­na­tion. 
    'Noth­ing to froth at the mouth about,' Ted said dry­ly. He crushed his cigarette out in a tin 
ash­tray, went to his lit­tle re­frig­er­ator, and took out two bot­tles of pop. There was no beer or 
wine in there, just pop and a glass bot­tle of cream. 'Some talk of putting a spear up a wild 
pig's ass, I think that's the worst. Still, there is a cer­tain kind of grownup who can on­ly see the 
trees and nev­er the for­est. Read the first twen­ty pages, Bob­by. You'll nev­er look back. This I 
promise you.' 
    Ted set the pop down on the ta­ble and lift­ed the caps with his churchkey. Then he lift­ed his 
bot­tle and clinked it against Bob­by's. 'To your new friends on the is­land.' 
    'What is­land?' 
    Ted Brauti­gan smiled and shot the last cigarette out of a crum­pled pack. 'You'll find out,' 
he said.  
 
 
 
Bob­by did find out, and it didn't take him twen­ty pages to al­so find out that Lord of the Flies 
was a hell of a book, maybe the best he'd ev­er read. Ten pages in­to it he was cap­ti­vat­ed; 
twen­ty pages and he was lost. He lived on the is­land with Ralph and Jack and Pig­gy and the 
lit­tluns; he trem­bled at the Beast that turned out to be a rot­ting air­plane pi­lot caught in his 
parachute; he watched first in dis­may and then in hor­ror as a bunch of harm­less school­boys 
de­scend­ed in­to sav­agery, fi­nal­ly set­ting out to hunt down the on­ly one of their num­ber who 
had man­aged to re­main halfway hu­man. 
    He fin­ished the book one Sat­ur­day the week be­fore school end­ed for the year. When noon 
came and Bob­by was still in his room — no friends over to play, no Sat­ur­day-​morn­ing 
car­toons, not even Mer­rie Melodies from ten to eleven — his mom looked in on him and told 
him to get off his bed, get his nose out of that book, and go on down to the park or some­thing. 
    'Where's Sul­ly?' she asked.  
    'Dal­house Square. There's a school band con­cert.' Bob­by looked at his moth­er in the 
door­way and the or­di­nary stuff around her with dazed, per­plexed eyes. The world of the sto­ry 
had be­come so vivid to him that this re­al one now seemed false and drab. 
    'What about your girl­friend? Take her down to the park with you.' 
    'Car­ol's not my girl­friend, Mom.' 
    'Well, what­ev­er she is. Good­ness sakes, Bob­by, I wasn't sug­gest­ing the two of you were 
go­ing to run off and elope.' 
    'She and some oth­er girls slept over An­gle's house last night. Car­ol says when they sleep 
over they stay up and hen-​par­ty prac­ti­cal­ly all night long. I bet they're still in bed, or eat­ing 
break­fast for lunch.' 
    'Then go to the park by your­self. You're mak­ing me ner­vous. With the TV off on Sat­ur­day 
morn­ing I keep think­ing you're dead.' She came in­to his room and plucked the book out of his 
hands. Bob­by watched with a kind of numb fas­ci­na­tion as she thumbed through the pages, 
read­ing ran­dom snatch­es here and there. Sup­pose she spot­ted the part where the boys talked 
about stick­ing their spears up the wild pig's ass (on­ly they were En­glish and said 'ar­se,' which 
sound­ed even dirt­ier to Bob­by)? What would she make of it? He didn't know. All his life they 
had lived to­geth­er, it had been just the two of them for most of it, and he still couldn't pre­dict 
how she'd re­act to any giv­en sit­ua­tion.

      'Is this the one Brat­ti­gan gave you?' 
    'Yeah.' 
    'As a birth­day present?' 
    'Yeah.' 
    'What's it about?' 
    'Boys ma­rooned on an is­land. Their ship gets sunk. I think it's sup­posed to be af­ter World 
War II or some­thing. The guy who wrote it nev­er says for sure.' 
    'So it's sci­ence fic­tion.' 
    'Yeah,' Bob­by said. He felt a lit­tle gid­dy. He thought Lord of the Flies was about as far 
from Ring Around the Sun as you could get, but his mom hat­ed sci­ence fic­tion, and if 
any­thing would stop her po­ten­tial­ly dan­ger­ous thumb­ing, that would. 
    She hand­ed the book back and walked over to his win­dow. 'Bob­by?' Not look­ing back at 
him, at least not at first. She was wear­ing an old shirt and her Sat­ur­day pants. The bright 
noon­light shone through the shirt; he could see her sides and no­ticed for the first time how 
thin she was, as if she was for­get­ting to eat or some­thing. 'What, Mom?' 
    'Has Mr Brat­ti­gan giv­en you any oth­er presents?' 
    'It's Brauti­gan, Mom.' 
    She frowned at her re­flec­tion in the win­dow . . . or more like­ly it was his re­flec­tion she was 
frown­ing at. 'Don't cor­rect me, Bob­by-​O. Has he?' 
    Bob­by con­sid­ered. A few root­beers, some­times a tu­na sand­wich or a cruller from the 
bak­ery where Sul­ly's mom worked, but no presents. Just the book, which was one of the best 
presents he had ev­er got­ten. 'Jeep­ers, no, why would he?' 
    'I don't know. But then, I don't know why a man you just met would give you a birth­day 
present in the first place.' She sighed, fold­ed her arms un­der her small sharp breasts, and went 
on look­ing out Bob­by's win­dow. 'He told me he used to work in a state job up in Hart­ford but 
now he's re­tired. Is that what he told you?' 
    'Some­thing like that.' In fact, Ted had nev­er told Bob­by any­thing about his work­ing life, 
and ask­ing had nev­er crossed Bob­by's mind. 
    'What kind of state job? What de­part­ment? Health and Wel­fare? Trans­porta­tion? Of­fice of 
the Comptroller?' 
    Bob­by shook his head. What in heck was a comptroller? 
    'I bet it was ed­uca­tion,' she said med­ita­tive­ly. 'He talks like some­one who used to be a 
teach­er. Doesn't he?' 
    'Sort of, yeah.' 
    'Does he have hob­bies?' 
    'I don't know.' There was read­ing, of course; two of the three bags which had so of­fend­ed 
his moth­er were full of pa­per­back books, most of which looked very hard.  
    The fact that Bob­by knew noth­ing of the new man's pas­times for some rea­son seemed to 
ease her mind. She shrugged, and when she spoke again it seemed to be to her­self rather than 
to Bob­by. 'Shoot, it's on­ly a book. And a pa­per­back, at that.' 
    'He said he might have a job for me, but so far he hasn't come up with any­thing.' 
    She turned around fast. 'Any job he of­fers you, any chores he asks you to do, you talk to 
me about it first. Got that?' 
    'Sure, got it.' Her in­ten­si­ty sur­prised him and made him a lit­tle un­easy. 
    'Promise.' 
    'I promise.' 
    'Big promise, Bob­by.' 
    He du­ti­ful­ly crossed his heart and said, 'I promise my moth­er in the name of God.' 
    That usu­al­ly fin­ished things, but this time she didn't look sat­is­fied.  
    'Has he ev­er . . . does he ev­er . . . ' There she stopped, look­ing un­char­ac­ter­is­ti­cal­ly

      flus­tered. Kids some­times looked that way when Mrs Bramwell sent them to the black­board 
to pick the nouns and verbs out of a sen­tence and they couldn't. 
    'Has he ev­er what, Mom?' 
    'Nev­er mind!' she said cross­ly. 'Get out of here, Bob­by, go to the park or Ster­ling House, 
I'm tired of look­ing at you.' 
    Why'd you come in, then? he thought (but of course did not say). I wasn't both­er­ing you, 
Mom. I wasn't both­er­ing you. 
    Bob­by tucked Lord of the Flies in­to his back pock­et and head­ed for the door. He turned 
back when he got there. She was still at the win­dow, but now she was watch­ing him again. 
He nev­er sur­prised love on her face at such mo­ments; at best he might see a kind of 
spec­ula­tion, some­times (but not al­ways) af­fec­tion­ate. 
    'Hey, Mom?' He was think­ing of ask­ing for fifty cents — half a rock. With that he could 
buy a so­da and two hot­dogs at the Colony Din­er. He loved the Colony's hot­dogs, which came 
in toast­ed buns with pota­to chips and pick­le slices on the side. 
    Her mouth did its tight­en­ing trick, and he knew this wasn't his day for hot­dogs. 'Don't ask, 
Bob­by, don't even think about it.' Don't even think about it — one of her all-​time faves. 'I 
have a ton of bills this week, so get those dol­lar-​signs out of your eyes.' 
    She didn't have a ton of bills, though, that was the thing. Not this week she didn't. Bob­by 
had seen both the elec­tric bill and the check for the rent in its en­ve­lope marked Mr 
Mon­teleone last Wednes­day. And she couldn't claim he would soon need clothes be­cause this 
was the end of the school-​year, not the be­gin­ning. The on­ly dough he'd asked for late­ly was 
five bucks for Ster­ling House — quar­ter­ly dues — and she had even been chintzy about that, 
al­though she knew it cov­ered swim­ming and Wolves and Li­ons Base­ball, plus the in­sur­ance. 
If it had been any­one but his mom, he would have thought of this as cheap­skate be­hav­ior. He 
couldn't say any­thing about it to her, though; talk­ing to her about mon­ey al­most al­ways 
turned in­to an ar­gu­ment, and dis­put­ing any part of her view on mon­ey mat­ters, even in the 
most tiny par­tic­ulars, was apt to send her in­to rant­ing hys­ter­ics. When she got like that she 
was scary.  
    Bob­by smiled. 'It's okay, Mom.' 
    She smiled back and then nod­ded to the jar marked Bike Fund. 'Bor­row a lit­tle from there, 
why don't you? Treat your­self. I'll nev­er tell, and you can al­ways put it back lat­er.' 
    He held on­to his smile, but on­ly with an ef­fort. How eas­ily she said that, nev­er think­ing of 
how fu­ri­ous she'd be if Bob­by sug­gest­ed she bor­row a lit­tle from the elec­tric mon­ey, or the 
phone mon­ey, or what she set aside to buy her 'busi­ness clothes,' just so he could get a cou­ple 
of hot­dogs and maybe a pie a la mode at the Colony. If he told her breezi­ly that he'd nev­er tell 
and she could al­ways put it back lat­er. Yeah, sure, and get his face smacked. 
 
  
By the time he got to Com­mon­wealth Park, Bob­by's re­sent­ment had fad­ed and the word 
cheap­skate had left his brain. It was a beau­ti­ful day and he had a ter­rif­ic book to fin­ish; how 
could you be re­sent­ful and pissed off with stuff like that go­ing for you? He found a se­clud­ed 
bench and re­opened Lord of the Flies. He had to fin­ish it to­day, had to find out what 
hap­pened. 
    The last forty pages took him an hour, and dur­ing that time he was obliv­ious to ev­ery­thing 
around him. When he fi­nal­ly closed the book, he saw he had a lap­ful of lit­tle white flow­ers. 
His hair was full of them, too — he'd been sit­ting un­aware in a storm of ap­ple-​blos­soms.

      He brushed them away, look­ing to­ward the play­ground as he did. Kids were teeter­tot­ter­ing 
and swing­ing and bat­ting the teth­erball around its pole. Laugh­ing, chas­ing each oth­er, rolling 
in the grass. Could kids like that ev­er wind up go­ing naked and wor­ship­ping a rot­ting pig's 
head? It was tempt­ing to dis­miss such ideas as the imag­in­ings of a gr ownup who didn't like 
kids (there were lots who didn't, Bob­by knew), but then Bob­by glanced in­to the sand­box and 
saw a lit­tle boy sit­ting there and wail­ing as if his heart would break while an­oth­er, big­ger kid 
sat be­side him, un­con­cerned­ly play­ing with the Ton­ka truck he had yanked out of his friend's 
hands. 
    And the book's end­ing — hap­py or not? Crazy as such a thing would have seemed a month 
ago, Bob­by couldn't re­al­ly tell. Nev­er in his life had he read a book where he didn't know if 
the end­ing was good or bad, hap­py or sad. Ted would know, though. He would ask Ted.  
 
  
Bob­by was still on the bench fif­teen min­utes lat­er when Sul­ly came bop­ping in­to the park and 
saw him. 'Say there, you old bas­tard!' Sul­ly ex­claimed. 'I went by your house and your mom 
said you were down here, or maybe at Ster­ling House. Fi­nal­ly fin­ish that book?' 
    'Yeah.' 
    'Was it good?' 
    'Yeah.' 
    S-J shook his head. 'I nev­er met a book I re­al­ly liked, but I'll take your word for it.' 
    'How was the con­cert?' 
    Sul­ly shrugged. 'We blew til ev­ery­one went away, so I guess it was good for us, any­way. 
And guess who won the week at Camp Wini­wina­ia?' Camp Win­nie was the YM­CA's co-​ed 
camp on Lake George, up in the woods north of Storrs. Each year HAC — the Har­wich 
Ac­tiv­ities Com­mit­tee — had a draw­ing and gave away a week there. 
    Bob­by felt a stab of jeal­ousy. 'Don't tell me.' 
    Sul­ly-​John grinned. 'Yeah, man! Sev­en­ty names in the hat, sev­en­ty at least, and the one 
that bald old bas­tard Mr Cough­lin pulled out was John L. Sul­liv an, Ju­nior, 93 Broad Street. 
My moth­er just about wee­wee'd her pants.' 
    'When do you go?' 
    'Two weeks af­ter school lets out. Mom's gonna try and get her week off from the bak­ery at 
the same time, so she can go see Gram­ma and Grampy in Wis­con­sin. She's gonna take the 
Big Gray Dog.' The Big Vac was sum­mer va­ca­tion; the Big Shew was Ed Sul­li­van on Sun­day 
night; the Big Gray Dog was, of course, a Grey­hound bus. The lo­cal de­pot was just up the 
street from the Ash­er Em­pire and the Colony Din­er. 
    'Don't you wish you could go to Wis­con­sin with her?' Bob­by asked, feel­ing a per­verse 
de­sire to spoil his friend's hap­pi­ness at his good for­tune just a lit­tle. 
    'Sor­ta, but I'd rather go to camp and shoot ar­rows.' He slung an arm around Bob­by's 
shoul­ders. 'I on­ly wish you could come with me, you book-​read­ing bas­tard.' 
    That made Bob­by feel mean-​spir­it­ed. He looked down at Lord of the Flies again and knew 
he would be reread­ing it soon. Per­haps as ear­ly as Au­gust, if things got bor­ing (by Au­gust 
they usu­al­ly did, as hard as that was to be­lieve in May). Then he looked up at Sul­ly-​John, 
smiled, and put his arm around S-​J's shoul­ders. 'Well, you're a lucky duck,' he said.  
    'Just call me Don­ald,' Sul­ly-​John agreed. 
    They sat on the bench that way for a lit­tle while, arms around each oth­er's shoul­ders in 
those in­ter­mit­tent show­ers of ap­ple-​blos­soms, watch­ing the lit­tle kids play. Then Sul­ly said 
he was go­ing to the Sat­ur­day mati­nee at the Em­pire, and he'd bet­ter get mov­ing if he didn't 
want to miss the pre­views. 
    'Why don't you come, Bob­bori­no? The Black Scor­pi­on's play­ing. Mon­sters ga­lore

      through­out the store.' 
    'Can't, I'm broke,' Bob­by said. This was the truth (if you ex­clud­ed the sev­en dol­lars in the 
Bike Fund jar, that was) and he didn't want to go to the movies to­day any­how, even though 
he'd heard a kid at school say The Black Scor­pi­on was re­al­ly great, the scor­pi­ons poked their 
stingers right through peo­ple when they killed them and al­so mashed Mex­ico City flat. 
    What Bob­by want­ed to do was go back to the house and talk to Ted about Lord of the 
Flies. 
    'Broke,' Sul­ly said sad­ly. 'That's a sad fact, Jack. I'd pay your way, but I've on­ly got thir­ty-
five cents my­self.' 
    'Don't sweat it. Hey — where's your Bo-​lo Bounc­er?' 
    Sul­ly looked sad­der than ev­er. 'Rub­ber band snapped. Gone to Bo­lo Heav­en, I guess.' 
    Bob­by snick­ered. Bo­lo Heav­en, that was a pret­ty fun­ny idea. 'Gonna buy a new one?' 
    'I doubt it. There's a mag­ic kit in Wool­worth's that I want. Six­ty dif­fer­ent tricks, it says on 
the box. I wouldn't mind be­ing a ma­gi­cian when I grow up, Bob­by, you know it? Trav­el 
around with a car­ni­val or a cir­cus, wear a black suit and a top hat. I'd pull rab­bits and shit out 
of the hat.' 
    'The rab­bits would prob­ably shit in your hat,' Bob­by said.  
    Sul­ly grinned. 'But I'd be a cool bas­tard! Wouldn't I love to be! At any­thing!' He got up. 
'Sure you don't want to come along? You could prob­ably sneak in past Godzil­la.' 
    Hun­dreds of kids showed up for the Sat­ur­day shows at the Em­pire, which usu­al­ly con­sist­ed 
of a crea­ture fea­ture, eight or nine car­toons, Pre­vues of Com­ing At­trac­tions, and the 
Movi­eTone News. Mrs God­low went nuts try­ing to get them to stand in line and shut up, not 
un­der­stand­ing that on Sat­ur­day af­ter­noon you couldn't get even ba­si­cal­ly well-​be­haved kids 
to act like they were in school. She was al­so ob­sessed by the con­vic­tion that dozens of kids 
over twelve were try­ing to en­ter at the un­der-​twelve rate; Mrs G. would have de­mand­ed a 
birth cer­tifi­cate for the Sat­ur­day mati­nees as well as the Brigitte Bar­dot dou­ble fea­tures, had 
she been al­lowed. Lack­ing the au­thor­ity to do that, she set­tled for bark­ing 
'WHATYEARYABORN?' to any kid over five and a half feet tall. With all that go­ing on you 
could some­times sneak past her quite eas­ily, and there was no tick­et-​rip­per on Sat­ur­day 
af­ter­noons. But Bob­by didn't want gi­ant scor­pi­ons to­day; he had spent the last week with 
more re­al­is­tic mon­sters, many of whom had prob­ably looked pret­ty much like him.  
    'Nah, I think I'll just hang around,' Bob­by said.  
    'Okay.' Sul­ly-​John scrummed a few ap­ple -blos­soms out of his black hair, then looked 
solemn­ly at Bob­by. 'Call me a cool bas­tard, Big Bob.' 
    'Sul­ly, you're one cool bas­tard.' 
    'Yes!' Sul­ly-​John leaped sky­ward, punch­ing at the air and laugh­ing. 'Yes I am! A cool 
bas­tard to­day! A great big cool bas­tard of a ma­gi­cian to­mor­row! Pow!' 
    Bob­by col­lapsed against the back of the bench, legs out­stretched, sneak­ers toed in, 
laugh­ing hard. S-J was just so fun­ny when he got go­ing.  
    Sul­ly start­ed away, then turned back. 'Man, you know what? I saw a cou­ple of weird guys 
when I came in­to the park.' 
    'What was weird about them?' 
    Sul­ly-​John shook his head, look­ing puz­zled. 'Don't know,' he said. 'Don't re­al­ly know.' 
Then he head­ed off, singing 'At the Hop'. It was one of his fa­vorites. Bob­by liked it, too. 
Dan­ny and the Ju­niors were great. 
    Bob­by opened the pa­per­back Ted had giv­en him (it was now look­ing ex­ceed­ing­ly well-
thumbed) and read the last cou­ple of pages again, the part where the adults fi­nal­ly showed up. 
He be­gan to pon­der it again — hap­py or sad? — and Sul­ly-​John slipped from his mind. It 
oc­curred to him lat­er that if S-J had hap­pened to men­tion that the weird guys he'd seen were 
wear­ing yel­low coats, some things might have been quite dif fer­ent lat­er on.

      'William Gold­ing wrote an in­ter­est­ing thing about that book, one which I think speaks to your 
con­cern about the end­ing . . . want an­oth­er pop, Bob­by?' 
    Bob­by shook his head and said no thanks. He didn't like root­beer all that much; he most­ly 
drank it out of po­lite­ness when he was with Ted. They were sit­ting at Ted's kitchen ta­ble 
again, Mrs O'Hara's dog was still bark­ing (so far as Bob­by could tell, Bows­er nev­er stopped 
bark­ing), and Ted was still smok­ing Chester­fields. Bob­by had peeked in at his moth­er when 
he came back from the park, saw she was nap­ping on her bed, and then had has­tened up to 
the third floor to ask Ted about the end­ing of Lord of the Flies. 
    Ted crossed to the re­frig­er­ator . . . and then stopped, stand­ing there with his hand on the 
fridge door, star­ing off in­to space. Bob­by would re­al­ize lat­er that this was his first clear 
glimpse of some­thing about Ted that wasn't right; that was in fact wrong and go­ing wronger 
all the time. 
    'One feels them first in the back of one's eyes,' he said in a con­ver­sa­tion­al tone. He spoke 
clear­ly; Bob­by heard ev­ery word. 
    'Feels what?' 
    'One feels them first in the back of one's eyes.' Still star­ing in­to space with one hand curled 
around the han­dle of the re­frig­er­ator, and Bob­by be­gan to feel fright­ened. There seemed to be 
some­thing in the air, some­thing al­most like pollen — it made the hairs in­side his nose tin­gle, 
made the backs of his hands itch. 
    Then Ted opened the fridge door and bent in. 'Sure you don't want one?' he asked. 'It's 
good and cold.' 
    'No . . . no, that's okay.' 
    Ted came back to the ta­ble, and Bob­by un­der­stood that he had ei­ther de­cid­ed to ig­nore 
what had just hap­pened, or didn't re­mem­ber it. He al­so un­der­stood that Ted was okay now, 
and that was good enough for Bob­by. Grownups were weird, that was all. Some­times you just 
had to ig­nore the stuff they did. 
    'Tell me what he said about the end­ing. Mr Gold­ing.' 
    'As best as I can re­mem­ber, it was some­thing like this: “The boys are res­cued by the crew 
of a bat­tle-​cruis­er, and that is very well for them, but who will res­cue the crew?”' Ted poured 
him­self a glass of root­beer, wait­ed for the foam to sub­side, then poured a lit­tle more. 'Does 
that help?' 
    Bob­by turned it over in his mind the way he would a rid­dle. Hell, it was a rid­dle. 'No,' he 
said at last. 'I still don't un­der­stand. They don't need to be res­cued — the crew of the boat, I 
mean — be­cause they're not on the is­land. Al­so . . . ' He thought of the kids in the sand­box, 
one of them bawl­ing his eyes out while the oth­er played placid­ly with the stolen toy. 'The 
guys on the cruis­er are grownups. Grownups don't need to be res­cued.' 
    'No?' 
    'No.' 
    'Nev­er?' 
    Bob­by sud­den­ly thought of his moth­er and how she was about mon­ey. Then he 
re­mem­bered the night he had awak­ened and thought he heard her cry­ing. He didn't an­swer. 
    'Con­sid­er it,' Ted said. He drew deeply on his cigarette, then blew out a plume of smoke.  
'Good books are for con­sid­er­ation af­ter, too.' 
    'Okay.' 
    ''Lord of the Flies wasn't much like the Hardy Boys, was it?' 
    Bob­by had a mo­men­tary im­age, very clear, of Frank and Joe Hardy run­ning through the 
jun­gle with home­made spears, chant­ing that they'd kill the pig and stick their spears up her

      ar­se. He burst out laugh­ing, and as Ted joined him he knew that he was done with the Hardy 
Boys, Tom Swift, Rick Brant, and Bom­ba the Jun­gle Boy. Lord of the Flies had fin­ished 
them off. He was very glad he had an adult li­brary card. 
    'No,' he said, 'it sure wasn't.' 
    'And good books don't give up all their se­crets at once. Will you re­mem­ber that?' 
    'Yes.' 
    'Ter­rif­ic. Now tell me — would you like to earn a dol­lar a week from me?' 
    The change of di­rec­tion was so abrupt that for a mo­ment Bob­by couldn't fol­low it. Then he 
grinned and said, 'Gripes, yes!' Fig­ures ran dizzi­ly through his mind; Bob­by was good enough 
at math to fig­ure out a dol­lar a week added up to at least fif­teen bucks by Septem­ber. Put with 
what he al­ready had, plus a rea­son­able har­vest of re­turn­able bot­tles and some sum­mer lawn-
mow­ing jobs on the street . . . jeep­ers, he might be rid­ing a Schwinn by La­bor Day. 'What do 
you want me to do?' 
    'We have to be care­ful about that. Quite care­ful.' Ted med­itat­ed qui­et­ly and for so long 
Bob­by be­gan to be afraid he was go­ing to start talk­ing about feel­ing stuff in the backs of his 
eyes again. But when Ted looked up there was none of that strange empti­ness in his gaze. His 
eyes were sharp, if a lit­tle rue­ful. 'I would nev­er ask a friend of mine — es­pe­cial­ly a young 
friend — to lie to his par­ents, Bob­by, but in this case I'm go­ing to ask you to join me in a 
lit­tle mis­di­rec­tion. Do you know what that is?' 
    'Sure.' Bob­by thought about Sul­ly and his new am­bi­tion to trav­el around with the cir­cus, 
wear­ing a black suit and pulling rab­bits out of his hat. 'It's what the ma­gi­cian does to fool 
you.' 
    'Doesn't sound very nice when you put it that way, does it?' 
    Bob­by shook his head. No, take away the span­gles and the spot­lights and it didn't sound 
very nice at all. 
    Ted drank a lit­tle root­beer and wiped foam from his up­per lip. 'Your moth­er, Bob­by. She 
doesn't quite dis­like me, I don't think it would be fair to say that . . . but I think she al­most 
dis­likes me. Do you agree?' 
    'I guess. When I told her you might have a job for me, she got weird about it. Said I had to 
tell her about any­thing you want­ed me to do be­fore I could do it.' 
    Ted Brauti­gan nod­ded. 
    'I think it all comes back to you hav­ing some of your stuff in pa­per bags when you moved 
in. I know that sounds nuts, but it's all I can fig­ure.' 
    He thought Ted might laugh, but he on­ly nod­ded again. 'Per­haps that's all it is. In any case, 
Bob­by, I wouldn't want you to go against your moth­er's wish­es.' 
    That sound­ed good but Bob­by Garfield didn't en­tire­ly be­lieve it. If it was re­al­ly true, 
there'd be no need for mis­di­rec­tion.  
    'Tell your moth­er that my eyes now grow tired quite eas­ily. It's the truth.' As if to prove it, 
Ted raised his right hand to his eyes and mas­saged the cor­ners with his thumb and fore­fin­ger. 
'Tell her I'd like to hire you to read bits of the news­pa­per to me each day, and for this I will 
pay you a dol­lar a week — what your friend Sul­ly calls a rock?' 
    Bob­by nod­ded . . . but a buck a week for read­ing about how Kennedy was do­ing in the 
pri­maries and whether or not Floyd Pat­ter­son would win in June? With maybe Blondie and 
Dick Tra­cy thrown in for good mea­sure? His mom or Mr Bi­der­man down at Home Town 
Re­al Es­tate might be­lieve that, but Bob­by didn't. 
    Ted was still rub­bing his eyes, his hand hov­er­ing over his nar­row nose like a spi­der. 
    'What else?' Bob­by asked. His voice came out sound­ing strange­ly flat, like his mom's voice 
when he'd promised to pick up his room and she came in at the end of the day to find the job 
still un­done. 'What's the re­al job?' 
    'I want you to keep your eyes open, that's all,' Ted said.

      'For what?' 
    'Low men in yel­low coats.' Ted's fin­gers were still work­ing the cor­ners of his eyes. Bob­by 
wished he'd stop; there was some­thing creepy about it. Did he feel some­thing be­hind them, 
was that why he kept rub­bing and knead­ing that way? Some­thing that broke his at­ten­tion, 
in­ter­fered with his nor­mal­ly sane and well-​or­dered way of think­ing?  
    'Lo mein?' It was what his moth­er or­dered on the oc­ca­sions when they went out to Sing 
Lu's on Bar­num Av­enue. Lo mein in yel­low coats made no sense, but it was all he could think 
of. 
    Ted laughed, a sun­ny, gen­uine laugh that made Bob­by aware of just how un­easy he'd been. 
    'Low men,' Ted said. 'I use “low” in the Dick­en­sian sense, mean­ing fel­lows who look rather 
stupid . . . and rather dan­ger­ous as well. The sort of men who'd shoot craps in an al­ley, let's 
say, and pass around a bot­tle of liquor in a pa­per bag dur­ing the game. The sort who lean 
against tele­phone poles and whis­tle at wom­en walk­ing by on the oth­er side of the street while 
they mop the backs of their necks with hand­ker­chiefs that are nev­er quite clean. Men who 
think hats with feath­ers in the brims are so­phis­ti­cat­ed. Men who look like they know all the 
right an­swers to all of life's stupid ques­tions. I'm not be­ing ter­ri­bly clear, am I? Is any of this 
get­ting through to you, is any of it ring­ing a bell?' 
    Yeah, it was. In a way it was like hear­ing time de­scribed as the old bald cheater: a sense 
that the word or phrase was ex­act­ly right even though you couldn't say just why. It re­mind­ed 
him of how Mr Bi­der­man al­ways looked un­shaven even when you could still smell sweet 
af­ter­shave dry­ing on his cheeks, the way you some­how knew Mr Bi­der­man would pick his 
nose when he was alone in his car or check the coin re­turn of any pay tele­phone he walked 
past with­out even think­ing about it. 
    'I get you,' he said.  
    'Good. I'd nev­er in a hun­dred life­times ask you to speak to such men, or even ap­proach 
them. But I would ask you to keep an eye out, make a cir­cuit of the block once a day — 
Broad Street, Com­mon­wealth Street, Colony Street, Ash­er Av­enue, then back here to 149 — 
and just see what you see.' 
    It was start­ing to fit to­geth­er in Bob­by's mind. On his birth­day — which had al­so been 
Ted's first day at 149 — Ted had asked him if he knew ev­ery­one on the street, if he would 
rec­og­nize 
    (so­journ­ers faces of those un­known) 
    strangers, if any strangers showed up. Not three weeks lat­er Car­ol Ger­ber had made her 
com­ment about won­der­ing some­times if Ted was on the run from some­thing. 
    'How many guys are there?' he asked. 
    'Three, five, per­haps more by now.' Ted shrugged. 'You'll know them by their long yel­low 
coats and olive skin . . . al­though that dark­ish skin is just a dis­guise.' 
    'What . . . you mean like Man-​Tan, or some­thing?' 
    'I sup­pose, yes. If they're driv­ing, you'll know them by their cars.' 
    'What makes? What mod­els?' Bob­by felt like Bar­ren Mc­Gavin on Mike Ham­mer and 
warned him­self not to get car­ried away. This wasn't TV. Still, it was ex­cit­ing.  
    Ted was shak­ing his head. 'I have no idea. But you'll know just the same, be­cause their cars 
will be like their yel­low coats and sharp shoes and the greasy per­fumed stuff they use to slick 
back their hair: loud and vul­gar.' 
    'Low,' Bob­by said — it was not quite a ques­tion.  
    'Low,' Ted re­peat­ed, and nod­ded em­phat­ical­ly. He sipped root­beer, looked away to­ward 
the sound of the eter­nal­ly bark­ing Bows­er . . . and re­mained that way for sev­er­al mo­ments, 
like a toy with a bro­ken spring or a ma­chine that has run out of gas. 'They sense me,' he said. 
'And I sense them, as well. Ah, what a world.' 
    'What do they want?'

      Ted turned back to him, ap­pear­ing star­tled. It was as if he had for­got­ten Bob­by was there . . 
. or had for­got­ten for a mo­ment just who Bob­by was. Then he smiled and reached out and put 
his hand over Bob­by's. It was big and warm and com­fort­ing; a man's hand. At the feel of it 
Bob­by's half-​heart­ed reser­va­tions dis­ap­peared. 
    'A cer­tain some­thing I hap­pen to have,' Ted said. 'Let's leave it at that.' 
    'They're not cops, are they? Or gov­ern­ment guys? Or — ' 
    'Are you ask­ing if I'm one of the FBI's Ten Most Want­ed, or a com­mu­nist agent like on / 
Led Three Lives? A bad guy?' 
    'I know you're not a bad guy,' Bob­by said, but the flush mount­ing in­to his cheeks sug­gest­ed 
oth­er­wise. Not that what he thought changed much. You could like or even love a bad guy; 
even Hider had a moth­er, his own mom liked to say. 
    'I'm not a bad guy. Nev­er robbed a bank or stole a mil­itary se­cret. I've spent too much of 
my life read­ing books and scamped on my share of fines — if there were Li­brary Po­lice, I'm 
afraid they'd be af­ter me — but I'm not a bad guy like the ones you see on tele­vi­sion.' 
    'The men in yel­low coats are, though.' 
    Ted nod­ded. 'Bad through and through. And, as I say, dan­ger­ous.' 
    'Have you seen them?' 
    'Many times, but not here. And the chances are nine­ty-​nine in a hun­dred that you won't, 
ei­ther. All I ask is that you keep an eye out for them. Could you do that?' 
    'Yes.' 
    'Bob­by? Is there a prob­lem?' 
    'No.' Yet some­thing nagged at him for a mo­ment — not a con­nec­tion, on­ly a mo­men­tary 
sense of grop­ing to­ward one. 
    'Are you sure?' 
    'Uh-​huh.' 
    'All right. Now, here is the ques­tion: could you in good con­science — in fair con­science, at 
least — ne­glect to men­tion this part of your du­ty to your moth­er?' 
    'Yes,' Bob­by said at once, al­though he un­der­stood do­ing such a thing would mark a large 
change in his life . . . and would be risky. He was more than a lit­tle afraid of his mom, and 
this fear was on­ly part­ly caused by how an­gry she could get and how long she could bear a 
grudge. Most­ly it grew from an un­hap­py sense of be­ing loved on­ly a lit­tle, and need­ing to 
pro­tect what love there was. But he liked Ted . . . and he had loved the feel­ing of Ted's hand 
ly­ing over his own, the warm rough­ness of the big palm, the touch of the fin­gers, thick­ened 
al­most in­to knots at the joints. And this wasn't ly­ing, not re­al­ly. It was leav­ing out. 
    'You're re­al­ly sure?' 
    If you want to learn to lie, Bob­by-0, I sup­pose leav­ing things out is as good a place to start 
as any, an in­te­ri­or voice whis­pered. Bob­by ig­nored it. 'Yes,' he said, 're­al­ly sure. Ted . . . are 
these guys just dan­ger­ous to you or to any­body?' He was think­ing of his mom, but he was 
al­so think­ing of him­self. 
    'To me they could be very dan­ger­ous in­deed. To oth­er peo­ple — most oth­er peo­ple — 
prob­ably not. Do you want to know a fun­ny thing?' 
    'Sure.' 
    'The ma­jor­ity of peo­ple don't even see them un­less they're very, very close. It's al­most as if 
they have the pow­er to cloud men's minds, like The Shad­ow on that old ra­dio pro­gram.' 
    'Do you mean they're . . . well . . . ' He sup­posed su­per­nat­ural was the word he wasn't quite 
able to say. 
    'No, no, not at all.' Wav­ing his ques­tion away be­fore it could be ful­ly ar­tic­ulat­ed. Ly­ing in 
bed that night and sleep­less for longer than usu­al, Bob­by thought that Ted had al­most been 
afraid for it to be spo­ken aloud. 'There are lots of peo­ple, quite or­di­nary ones, we don't see. 
The wait­ress walk­ing home from work with her head down and her restau­rant shoes in a

      pa­per bag. Old fel­lows out for their af­ter­noon walks in the park. Teenage girls with their hair 
in rollers and their tran­sis­tor ra­dios play­ing Pe­ter Tripp's count­down. But chil­dren see them. 
Chil­dren see them all. And Bob­by, you are still a child.' 
    'These guys don't sound ex­act­ly easy to miss.' 
    'The coats, you mean. The shoes. The loud cars. But those are the very things which cause 
some peo­ple — many peo­ple, ac­tu­al­ly — to turn away. To erect lit­tle road­blocks be­tween the 
eye and the brain. In any case, I won't have you tak­ing chances. If you do see the men in the 
yel­low coats, don't ap­proach them. Don't speak to them even if they should speak to you. I 
can't think why they would, I don't be­lieve they would even see you — just as most peo­ple 
don't re­al­ly see them — but there are plen­ty of things I don't know about them. Now tell me 
what I just said. Re­peat it back. It's im­por­tant.' 'Don't ap­proach them and don't speak to them.' 
'Even if they speak to you.' Rather im­pa­tient­ly. 'Even if they speak to me, right. What should 
I do?' 'Come back here and tell me they're about and where you saw them. Walk un­til you're 
cer­tain you're out of their sight, then run. Run like the wind. Run like hell was af­ter you.' 
    'And what will you do?' Bob­by asked, but of course he knew. Maybe he wasn't as sharp as 
Car­ol, but he wasn't a com­plete do­do, ei­ther. 'You'll go away, won't you?' 
    Ted Brauti­gan shrugged and fin­ished his glass of root­beer with­out meet­ing Bob­by's eyes. 
'I'll de­cide when that time comes. If it comes. If I'm lucky, the feel­ings I've had for the last 
few days — my sense of these men — will go away.' 
    'Has that hap­pened be­fore?' 
    'In­deed it has. Now why don't we talk of more pleas­ant things?' 
    For the next half an hour they dis­cussed base­ball, then mu­sic (Bob­by was star­tled to 
dis­cov­er Ted not on­ly knew the mu­sic of Elvis Pres­ley but ac­tu­al­ly liked some of it), then 
Bob­by's hopes and fears con­cern­ing the sev­enth grade in Septem­ber. All this was pleas­ant 
enough, but be­hind each top­ic Bob­by sensed the lurk of the low men. The low men were here 
in Ted's third-​floor room like pe­cu­liar shad­ows whic h can­not quite be seen. 
    It wasn't un­til Bob­by was get­ting ready to leave that Ted raised the sub­ject of them again. 
'There are things you should look for,' he said. 'Signs that my . . . my old friends are about.' 
    'What are they?' 
    'On your trav­els around town, keep an eye out for lost-​pet posters on walls, in shop 
win­dows, sta­pled to tele­phone poles on res­iden­tial streets. “Lost, a gray tab­by cat with black 
ears, a white bib, and a crooked tail. Call IRo­quois 7-7661.” “Lost, a small mon­grel dog, part 
bea­gle, an­swers to the name of Trix­ie, loves chil­dren, ours want her to come home. Call 
IRo­quois 7-0984 or bring to 77 Peabody Street.” That sort of thing.' 
    'What are you say­ing? Jeep­ers, are you say­ing they kill peo­ple's pets? Do you think . . . ' 
    'I think many of those an­imals don't ex­ist at all,' Ted said. He sound­ed weary and un­hap­py. 
'Even when there is a small, poor­ly re­pro­duced pho­to­graph, I think most are pure fic­tion. I 
think such posters are a form of com­mu­ni­ca­tion, al­though why the men who put them up 
shouldn't just go in­to the Colony Din­er and do their com­mu­ni­cat­ing over pot roast and 
mashed pota­toes I don't know. 
    'Where does your moth­er shop, Bob­by?' 
    'To­tal Gro­cery. It's right next door to Mr Bi­der­man's re­al-​es­tate agen­cy.' 
    'And do you go with her?' 
    'Some­times.' When he was younger he met her there ev­ery Fri­day, read­ing a TV Guide 
from the mag­azine rack un­til she showed up, lov­ing Fri­day af­ter­noons be­cause it was the start 
of the week­end, be­cause Mom let him push the cart and he al­ways pre­tend­ed it was a rac­ing 
car, be­cause he loved her. But he didn't tell Ted any of this. It was an­cient his­to­ry. Hell, he'd 
on­ly been eight. 
    'Look on the bul­letin board ev­ery su­per­mar­ket puts up by the check­out reg­is­ters,' Ted said. 
'On it you'll see a num­ber of lit­tle hand-​print­ed no­tices that say things like CAR FOR SALE BY

      OWN­ER. Look for any such no­tices that have been thumb­tacked to the board up­side down. Is 
there an­oth­er su­per­mar­ket in town?' 
    'There's the A&P, down by the rail­road over­pass. My mom doesn't go there. She says the 
butch­er's al­ways giv­ing her the glad-​eye.' 
    'Can you check the bul­letin board there, as well?' 
    'Sure.' 
    'Good so far, very good. Now — you know the hop­scotch pat­terns kids are al­ways draw­ing 
on the side­walks?' 
    Bob­by nod­ded. 
    'Look for ones with stars or moons or both chalked near them, usu­al­ly in chalk of a 
dif­fer­ent col­or. Look for kite tails hang­ing from tele­phone lines. Not the kites them­selves, but 
on­ly the tails. And . . . ' 
    Te d paused, frown­ing, think­ing. As he took a Chester­field from the pack on the ta­ble and 
lit it, Bob­by thought quite rea­son­ably, quite clear­ly, and with­out the slight­est shred of fear: 
He's crazy, y'know. Crazy as a loon. 
    Yes, of course, how could you doubt it? He on­ly hoped Ted could be care­ful as well as 
crazy. Be­cause if his mom heard Ted talk­ing about stuff like this, she'd nev­er let Bob­by go 
near him again. In fact, she'd prob­ably send for the guys with the but­ter­fly nets . . . or ask 
good old Don Bi­der­man to do it for her. 
    'You know the clock in the town square, Bob­by?' 
    'Yeah, sure.' 
    'It may be­gin ring­ing wrong hours, or be­tween hours. Al­so, look for re­ports of mi­nor 
church van­dal­ism in the pa­per. My friends dis­like church­es, but they nev­er do any­thing too 
out­ra­geous; they like to keep a — par­don the pun — low pro­file. There are oth­er signs that 
they're about, but there's no need to over­load you. Per­son­al­ly I be­lieve the posters are the 
surest clue.' 
    '“If you see Gin­ger, please bring her home.”'  
    'That's ex­act­ly r — ' 
    'Bob­by?' It was his mom's voice, fol­lowed by the as­cend­ing scuff of her Sat­ur­day sneak­ers. 
'Bob­by, are you up there?'
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Bob­by and Ted ex­changed a guilty look. Both of them sat back on their re­spec­tive sides of 
the ta­ble, as if they had been do­ing some­thing crazy in­stead of just talk­ing about crazy stuff. 
    She'll see we've been up to some­thing, Bob­by thought with dis­may. It's all over my face. 
    'No,' Ted said to him. 'It is not. That is her pow­er over you, that you be­lieve it. It's a 
moth­er's pow­er.' 
    Bob­by stared at him, amazed. Did you read my mind? Did you read my mind just then? 
    Now his mom was al­most to the third-​floor land­ing and there was no time for a re­ply even 
if Ted had want­ed to make one. But there was no look on his face say­ing he would have 
replied if there had been time, ei­ther. And Bob­by at once be­gan to doubt what he had heard. 
    Then his moth­er was in the open door­way, look­ing from her son to Ted and back to her son 
again, her eyes as­sess­ing. 'So here you are af­ter all,' she said. 'My good­ness, Bob­by, didn't 
you hear me call­ing?' 
    'You were up here be­fore I got a chance to say boo, Mom.' 
    She snort­ed. Her mouth made a small, mean­ing­less smile — her au­to­mat­ic so­cial smile. 
Her eyes went back and forth be­tween the two of them, back and forth, look­ing for some­thing 
out of place, some­thing she didn't like, some­thing wrong. 'I didn't hear you come in from 
out­doors.' 
    'You were asleep on your bed.' 
    'How are you to­day, Mrs Garfield?' Ted asked. 
    'Fine as paint.' Back and forth went her eyes. Bob­by had no idea what she was look­ing for, 
but that ex­pres­sion of dis­mayed guilt must have left his face. If she had seen it, he would 
know al­ready; would know that she knew. 
    'Would you like a bot­tle of pop?' Ted asked. 'I have root­beer. It's not much, but it's cold.' 
    'That would be nice,' Liz said. 'Thanks.' She came all the way in and sat down next to 
Bob­by at the kitchen ta­ble. She pat­ted him ab­sent­ly on the leg, watch­ing Ted as he opened his 
lit­tle fridge and got out the root­beer. 'It's not hot up here yet, Mr Brat­ti­gan, but I guar­an­tee 
you it will be in an­oth­er month. You want to get your­self a fan. ' 
    'There's an idea.' Ted poured root­beer in­to a clean glass, then stood in front of the fridge 
hold­ing the glass up to the light, wait­ing for the foam to go down. To Bob­by he looked like a 
sci­en­tist in a TV com­mer­cial, one of those guys ob­sessed with Brand X and Brand Y and how 
Ro­laids con­sumed fifty-​sev­en times its own weight in ex­cess stom­ach acid, amaz­ing but true. 
    'I don't need a full glass, that will be fine,' she said a lit­tle im­pa­tient­ly. Ted brought the 
glass to her, and she raised it to him. 'Here's how.' She took a swal­low and gri­maced as if it 
had been rye in­stead of root­beer. Then she watched over the top of the glass as Ted sat down, 
tapped the ash from his smoke, and tucked the stub of the cigarette back in­to the cor­ner of his 
mouth. 
    'You two have got­ten thick­er than thieves,' she re­marked. 'Sit­ting here at the kitchen ta­ble, 
drink­ing root­beer — cozy, thinks I! What've you been talk­ing about to­day?' 
    'The book Mr Brauti­gan gave me,' Bob­by said. His voice sound­ed nat­ural and calm, a

      voice with no se­crets be­hind it. 'Lord of the Flies. I couldn't fig­ure out if the end­ing was 
hap­py or sad, so I thought I'd ask him.' 
    'Oh? And what did he say?' 
    'That it was both. Then he told me to con­sid­er it.' 
    Liz laughed with­out a great deal of hu­mor. 'I read mys­ter­ies, Mr Brat­ti­gan, and save my 
con­sid­er­ation for re­al life. But of course I'm not re­tired.' 
    'No,' Ted said. 'You are ob­vi­ous­ly in the very prime of life.' 
    She gave him her flat­tery-​will-​get-​you-​nowhere look. Bob­by knew it well. 
    'I al­so of­fered Bob­by a small job,' Ted told her. 'He has agreed to take it . . . with your 
per­mis­sion, of course.' 
    Her brow fur­rowed at the men­tion of a job, smoothed at the men­tion of per­mis­sion. She 
reached out and briefly touched Bob­by's red hair, a ges­ture so un­usu­al that Bob­by's eyes 
widened a lit­tle. Her eyes nev­er left Ted's face as she did it. Not on­ly did she not trust the 
man, Bob­by re­al­ized, she was like­ly nev­er go­ing to trust him. 'What sort of job did you have 
in mind?' 
    'He wants me to — ' 
    'Hush,' she said, and still her eyes peered over the top of her glass, nev­er leav­ing Ted. 
    Td like him to read me the pa­per, per­haps in the af­ter­noons,' Ted said, then ex­plained how 
his eyes weren't what they used to be and how he had worse prob­lems ev­ery day with the 
fin­er print. But he liked to keep up with the news — these were very in­ter­est­ing times, didn't 
Mrs Garfield think so? — and he liked to keep up with the columns, as well, Stew­art Al­sop 
and Wal­ter Winchell and such. Winchell was a gos­sip, of course, but an in­ter­est­ing gos­sip, 
didn't Mrs Garfield agree? 
    Bob­by lis­tened, in­creas­ing­ly tense even though he could tell from his moth­er's face and 
pos­ture — even from the way she sipped her root­beer — that she be­lieved what Ted was 
telling her. That part of it was all right, but what if Ted went blank again? Went blank and 
start­ed bab­bling about low men in yel­low coats or the tails of kites hang­ing from tele­phone 
wires, all the time gaz­ing off in­to space? 
    But noth­ing like that hap­pened. Ted fin­ished by say­ing he al­so liked to know how the 
Dodgers were do­ing — Mau­ry Wills, es­pe­cial­ly — even though they had gone to L. A. He 
said this with the air of one who is de­ter­mined to tell the truth even if the truth is a bit 
shame­ful. Bob­by thought it was a nice touch. 
    'I sup­pose that would be fine,' his moth­er said (al­most grudg­ing­ly, Bob­by thought). 'In fact 
it sounds like a plum. I wish / could have a plum job like that.' 
    'I'll bet you're ex­cel­lent at your job, Mrs Garfield.' 
    She flashed him her dry flat­tery-​won't-​work-​with-​me ex­pres­sion again. 'You'll have to pay 
him ex­tra to do the cross­word for you,' she said, get­ting up, and al­though Bob­by didn't 
un­der­stand the re­mark, he was as­ton­ished by the cru­el­ty he sensed in it, em­bed­ded like a 
piece of glass in a marsh­mal­low. It was as if she want­ed to make fun of Ted's fail­ing eye­sight 
and his in­tel­lect at the same time; as if she want­ed to hurt him for be­ing nice to her son. 
Bob­by was still ashamed at de­ceiv­ing her and fright­ened that she would find out, but now he 
was al­so glad . . . al­most vi­cious­ly glad. She de­served it. 'He's good at the cross­word, my 
Bob­by.' 
    Ted smiled. 'I'm sure he is.' 
    'Come on down­stairs, Bob. It's time to give Mr Brat­ti­gan a rest.' 
    'But — ' 
    'I think I would like to lie down awhile, Bob­by. I've a lit­tle bit of a headache. I'm glad you 
liked Lard of the Flies. You can start your job to­mor­row, if you like, with the fea­ture sec­tion 
of the Sun­day pa­per. I warn you it's apt to be a tri­al by fire.' 
    'Okay.'

      Mom had reached the lit­tle land­ing out­side of Ted's door. Bob­by was be­hind her. Now she 
turned back and looked at Ted over Bob­by's head. 'Why not out­side on the porch?' she asked. 
'The fresh air will be nice for both of you. Bet­ter than this stuffy room. And I'll be able to 
hear, too, if I'm in the liv­ing room.' 
    Bob­by thought some mes­sage was pass­ing be­tween them. Not via telepa­thy, ex­act­ly . . . 
on­ly it was telepa­thy, in a way. The hum­drum sort adults prac­ticed. 
    'A fine idea,' Ted said. 'The front porch would be love­ly. Good af­ter­noon, Bob­by. Good 
af­ter­noon, Mrs Garfield.' 
    Bob­by came very close to say­ing See ya, Ted and sub­sti­tut­ed 'See you, Mr Brauti­gan' at the 
last mo­ment. He moved to­ward the stairs, smil­ing vague­ly, with the sweaty feel­ing of 
some­one who has just avoid­ed a nasty ac­ci­dent. 
    His moth­er lin­gered. 'How long have you been re­tired, Mr Brat­ti­gan? Or do you mind me 
ask­ing?' 
    Bob­by had al­most de­cid­ed she wasn't mis­pro­nounc­ing Ted's name de­lib­er­ate­ly; now he 
swung the oth­er way. She was. Of course she was. 
    'Three years.' He crushed his cigarette out in the brim­ming tin ash­tray and im­me­di­ate­ly lit 
an­oth­er. 
    'Which would make you . . . six­ty-​eight?' 
    'Six­ty-​six, ac­tu­al­ly.' His voice con­tin­ued mild and open, but Bob­by had an idea he didn't 
much care for these ques­tions. 'I was grant­ed re­tire­ment with full ben­efits two years ear­ly. 
Med­ical rea­sons.' 
    Don't ask him what's wrong with him, Mom, Bob­by moaned in­side his own head. Don't you 
dare. 
    She didn't. She asked what he'd done in Hart­ford in­stead.  
    'Ac­count­ing. I was in the Of­fice of the Comptroller.' 
    'Bob­by and I guessed some­thing to do with ed­uca­tion. Ac­count­ing! That sounds very 
re­spon­si­ble.' 
    Ted smiled. Bob­by thought there was some­thing aw­ful about it. 'In twen­ty years I wore out 
three adding ma­chines. If that is re­spon­si­bil­ity, Mrs Garfield, why yes — I was re­spon­si­ble. 
Ape­neck Sweeney spreads his knees; the typ­ist puts a record on the gramo­phone with an 
au­to­mat­ic hand.' 
    'I don't fol­low you.' 
    'It's my way of say­ing that it was a lot of years in a job that nev­er seemed to mean much.' 
    'It might have meant a good deal if you'd had a child to feed, shel­ter, and raise.' She looked 
at him with her chin slight­ly tilt­ed, the look that meant if Ted want­ed to dis­cuss this, she was 
ready. That she would go to the mat with him on the sub­ject if that was his plea­sure. 
    Ted, Bob­by was re­lieved to find, didn't want to go to the mat or any­where near it. 'I ex­pect 
you're right, Mrs Garfield. En­tire­ly.' 
    She gave him a mo­ment more of the lift­ed chin, ask­ing if he was sure, giv­ing him time to 
change his mind. When Ted said noth­ing else, she smiled. It was her vic­to­ry smile. Bob­by 
loved her, but sud­den­ly he was tired of her as well. Tired of know­ing her looks, her say­ings, 
and the adamant cast of her mind. 
    'Thank you for the root­beer, Mr Brat­ti­gan. It was very tasty.' And with that she led her son 
down­stairs. When they got to the sec­ond-​floor land­ing she dropped his hand and went the rest 
of the way ahead of him. 
    Bob­by thought they would dis­cuss his new job fur­ther over sup­per, but they didn't. His 
mom seemed far away from him, her eyes dis­tant. He had to ask her twice for a sec­ond slice 
of meat­loaf and when lat­er that evening the tele­phone rang, she jumped up from the couch 
where they had been watch­ing TV to get it. She jumped for it the way Ricky Nel­son did when 
it rang on the Ozzie and Har­ri­et show. She lis­tened, said some­thing, then came back to the

      couch and sat down. 
    'Who was it?' Bob­by asked.  
    'Wrong num­ber,' Liz said. 
 
 
 
In that year of his life Bob­by Garfield still wait­ed for sleep with a child's wel­com­ing 
con­fi­dence: on his back, heels spread to the cor­ners of the bed, hands tucked in­to the cool 
un­der the pil­low so his el­bows stuck up. On the night af­ter Ted spoke to him about the low 
men in their yel­low coats (and don't for­get their cars, he thought, their big cars with the 
fan­cy paintjobs), Bob­by lay in this po­si­tion with the sheet pushed down to his waist. 
Moon­light fell on his nar­row child's chest, squared in four by the shad­ows of the win­dow 
muntins. 
    If he had thought about it (he hadn't), he would have ex­pect­ed Ted's low men to be­come 
more re­al once he was alone in the dark, with on­ly the tick of his wind-​up Big Ben and the 
mur­mur of the late TV news from the oth­er room to keep him com­pa­ny. That was the way it 
had al­ways been with him — it was easy to laugh at Franken­stein on Shock The­ater, to go 
fake-​swoony and cry 'Ohhh, Frankie!' when the mon­ster showed up, es­pe­cial­ly if Sul­ly-​John 
was there for a sleep­over. But in the dark, af­ter S-J had start­ed to snore (or worse, if Bob­by 
was alone), Dr Franken­stein's crea­ture seemed a lot more . . . not re­al, ex­act­ly, but . . . 
pos­si­ble. 
    That sense of pos­si­bil­ity did not gath­er around Ted's low men. If any­thing, the idea that 
peo­ple would com­mu­ni­cate with each oth­er via lost-​pet posters seemed even cra­zier in the 
dark. But not a dan­ger­ous crazy. Bob­by didn't think Ted was re­al­ly, deeply crazy, any­how; 
just a bit too smart for his own good, es­pe­cial­ly since he had so few things with which to 
oc­cu­py his time. Ted was a lit­tle . . . well . . . cripes, a lit­tle what? Bob­by couldn't ex­press it. 
If the word ec­cen­tric had oc­curred to him he would have seized it with plea­sure and re­lief. 
    But . . . it seemed tike he read my mind. What about that? 
    Oh, he was wrong, that was all, mis­tak­en about what he thought he'd heard. Or maybe Ted 
had read his mind, read it with that es­sen­tial­ly un­in­ter­est­ing adult ESP, peel­ing guilt off his 
face like a wet de­cal off a piece of glass. God knew his moth­er could al­ways do that . . . at 
least un­til to­day.  
    But — 
    But noth­ing. Ted was a nice guy who knew a lot about books, but he was no mind-​read­er. 
No more than Sul­ly-​John Sul­li­van was a ma­gi­cian, or ev­er would be. 
    'It's all mis­di­rec­tion,' Bob­by mur­mured. He slipped his hands out from un­der his pil­low, 
crossed them at the wrists, wagged them. The shad­ow of a dove flew across the moon­light on 
his chest. 
    Bob­by smiled, closed his eyes, and went to sleep.  
 
  
The next morn­ing he sat on the front porch and read sev­er­al pieces aloud from the Har­wich 
Sun­day Jour­nal. Ted perched on the porch glid­er, lis­ten­ing qui­et­ly and smok­ing 
Chester­fields. Be­hind him and to his left, the cur­tains flapped in and out of the open win­dows 
of the Garfield front room. Bob­by imag­ined his mom sit­ting in the chair where the light was 
best, sewing bas­ket be­side her, lis­ten­ing and hem­ming skirts (hem­lines were go­ing down 
again, she'd told him a week or two be­fore; take them up one year, pick out the stitch­es the 
fol­low­ing spring and low­er them again, all be­cause a bunch of poofers in New York and 
Lon­don said to, and why she both­ered she didn't know). Bob­by had no idea if she re­al­ly was
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      there or not, the open win­dows and blow­ing cur­tains meant noth­ing by them­selves, but he 
imag­ined it all the same. When he was a lit­tle old­er it would oc­cur to him that he had al­ways 
imag­ined her there — out­side doors, in that part of the bleach­ers where the shad­ows were too 
thick to see prop­er­ly, in the dark at the top of the stairs, he had al­ways imag­ined she was 
there. 
    The sports pieces he read were in­ter­est­ing (Mau­ry Wills was steal­ing up a storm), the 
fea­ture ar­ti­cles less so, the opin­ion columns bor­ing and long and in­com­pre­hen­si­ble, full of 
phras­es like 'fis­cal re­spon­si­bil­ity' and 'eco­nom­ic in­di­ca­tors of a re­ces­sion­ary na­ture.' Even so, 
Bob­by didn't mind read­ing them. He was do­ing a job, af­ter all, earn­ing dough, and a lot of 
jobs were bor­ing at least some of the time. 'You have to work for your Wheaties,' his moth­er 
some­times said af­ter Mr Bi­der­man had kept her late. Bob­by was proud just to be able to get a 
phrase like 'eco­nom­ic in­di­ca­tors of a re­ces­sion­ary na­ture' to come off his tongue. Be­sides, the 
oth­er job — the hid­den job — arose from Ted's crazy idea that some men were out to get 
him, and Bob­by would have felt weird tak­ing mon­ey just for do­ing that one; would have felt 
like he was trick­ing Ted some­how even though it had been Ted's idea in the first place. 
    That was still part of his job, though, crazy or not, and he be­gan do­ing it that Sun­day 
af­ter­noon. Bob­by walked around the block while his mom was nap­ping, look­ing for ei­ther 
low men in yel­low coats or signs of them. He saw a num­ber of in­ter­est­ing things — over on 
Colony Street a wom­an ar­gu­ing with her hus­band about some­thing, the two of them stand­ing 
nose-​to-​nose like Gor­geous George and Haystacks Cal­houn be­fore the start of a rassling 
match; a lit­tle kid on Ash­er Av­enue bash­ing caps with a smoke-​black­ened rock; li­plocked 
teenagers out­side of Spicer's Va­ri­ety Store on the cor­ner of Com­mon­wealth and Broad; a 
pan­el truck with the in­ter­est­ing slo­gan YUM­MY FOR THE TUM­MY writ­ten on the side — but he 
saw no yel­low coats or lost-​pet an­nounce­ments on phone poles; not a sin­gle kite tail hung 
from a sin­gle tele­phone wire. 
    He stopped in at Spicer's for a pen­ny gum­ball and gleeped the bul­letin board, which was 
dom­inat­ed by pho­tos of this year's Miss Rhenigold can­di­dates. He saw two cards of­fer­ing 
cars for sale by own­er, but nei­ther was up­side down. There was an­oth­er one that 
    Said MUST SELL MY BACK YARD POOL, GOOD SHAPE, YOUR KINDS WILL LOVE IT , and that one 
was crooked, but Bob­by didn't guess crooked count­ed.  
    On Ash­er Av­enue he saw a whale of a Buick parked at a hy­drant, but it was bot­tle-​green, 
and Bob­by didn't think it qual­ified as loud and vul­gar in spite of the port­holes up the sides of 
the hood and the grille, which looked like the sneery mouth of a chrome cat­fish.  
    On Mon­day he con­tin­ued look­ing for low men on his way to and from school. He saw 
noth­ing . . . but Car­ol Ger­ber, who was walk­ing with him and S-J, saw him look­ing. His 
moth­er was right, Car­ol was re­al­ly sharp. 
    'Are the com­mie agents af­ter the plans?' she asked.  
    'Huh?' 
    'You keep star­ing ev­ery­where. Even be­hind you.' 
    For a mo­ment Bob­by con­sid­ered telling them what Ted had hired him to do, then de­cid­ed 
it would be a bad idea. It might have been a good one if he be­lieved there was re­al­ly 
some­thing to look for — three pairs of eyes in­stead of one, Car­ol's sharp lit­tle peep­ers 
in­clud­ed — but he didn't. Car­ol and Sul­ly-​John knew that he had a job read­ing Ted the pa­per 
ev­ery day, and that was all right. It was enough. If he told them about the low men, it would 
feel like mak­ing fun, some­how. A be­tray­al. 
    'Com­mie agents?' Sul­ly asked, whirling around. 'Yeah, I see em, I see em!' He drew down 
his mouth and made the eh-​eh-​eh noise again (it was his fa­vorite). Then he stag­gered, 
dropped his in­vis­ible tom­my­gun, clutched his chest. 'They got me! I'm hit bad! Go on with­out 
me! Give my love to Rose!' 
    'I'll give it to my aunt's fat fan­ny,' Car­ol said, and el­bowed him.

      'I'm look­ing for guys from St Gabe's, that's all,' Bob­by said. 
    This was plau­si­ble; boys from St Gabriel the Stead­fast Up­per and Sec­ondary were al­ways 
ha­rass­ing the Har­wich El­emen­tary kids as the El­emen­tary kids walked to school — buzzing 
them on their bikes, shout­ing that the boys were sissies, that the girls 'put out' . . . which 
Bob­by was pret­ty sure meant tongue-​kiss­ing and let­ting boys touch their tit­ties. 
    'Nah, those dinkber­ries don't come along un­til lat­er,' Sul­ly-​John said. 'Right now they're all 
still home puttin on their cross­es and com­bin their hair back like Bob­by Ry­dell.' 
    'Don't swear,' Car­ol said, and el­bowed him again. 
    Sul­ly-​John looked wound­ed. 'Who swore? I didn't swear.' 
    'Yes you did.' 
    'I did not, Car­ol.' 
    'Did.' 
    'No sir, did not.' 
    'Yes sir, did too, you said dinkber­ries.' 
    'That's not a swear! Dinkber­ries are berries!' S-J looked at Bob­by for help, but Bob­by was 
look­ing up at Ash­er Av­enue, where a Cadil­lac was cruis­ing slow­ly by. It was big, and he 
sup­posed it was a lit­tle flashy, but wasn't any Cadil­lac? This one was paint­ed a con­ser­va­tive 
light brown and didn't look low to him. Be­sides, the per­son at the wheel was a wom­an.  
    'Yeah? Show me a pic­ture of a dinkber­ry in the en­cy­clo­pe­dia and maybe I'll be­lieve you.' 
    'I ought to poke you,' Sul­ly said ami­ably. 'Show you who's boss. Me Tarzan, you Jane.' 
    'Me Car­ol, you Jug­head. Here.' Car­ol thrust three books — arith­metic, Ad­ven­tures in 
Spelling, and The Lit­tle House on the Prairie — in­to S-​J's hands. 'Car­ry my books cause you 
swore.' 
    Sul­ly-​John looked more wound­ed than ev­er. 'Why should I have to car­ry your stupid books 
even if I did swear, which I didn't?' 
    'It's pen­nants,' Car­ol said. 
    'What the heck is pen­nants?' 
    'Mak­ing up for some­thing you do wrong. If you swear or tell a lie, you have to do 
pen­nants. One of the St Gabe's boys told me. Willie, his name is.' 
    'You shouldn't hang around with them,' Bob­by said. 'They can be mean.' He knew this from 
per­son­al ex­pe­ri­ence. Just af­ter Christ­mas va­ca­tion end­ed, three St Gabe's boys had chased 
him down Broad Street, threat­en­ing to beat him up be­cause he had 'looked at them wrong.' 
They would have done it, too, Bob­by thought, if the one in the lead hadn't slipped in the slush 
and gone to his knees. The oth­ers had tripped over him, al­low­ing Bob­by just time enough to 
nip in through the big front door of 149 and turn the lock. The St Gabe's boys had hung 
around out­side for a lit­tle while, then had gone away af­ter promis­ing Bob­by that they would 
'see him lat­er.' 
    'They're not all hoods, some of them are okay,' Car­ol said. She looked at Sul­ly-​John, who 
was car­ry­ing her books, and hid a smile with one hand. You could get S-J to do any­thing if 
you talked fast and sound­ed sure of your­self. It would have been nicer to have Bob­by car­ry 
her books, but it wouldn't have been any good un­less he asked her. Some­day he might; she 
was an op­ti­mist. In the mean­time it was nice to be walk­ing here be­tween them in the morn­ing 
sun­shine. She stole a glance at Bob­by, who was look­ing down at a hop­scotch grid drawn on 
the side­walk. He was so cute, and he didn't even know it. Some­how that was the cutest thing 
of all. 
 
  
The last week of school passed as it al­ways did, with a mad­den­ing, half-​crip­pled slow­ness. 
On those ear­ly June days Bob­by thought the smell of the paste in the li­brary was al­most

      strong enough to gag a mag­got, and ge­og­ra­phy seemed to last ten thou­sand years. Who cared 
how much tin there was in Paraguay? 
    At re­cess Car­ol talked about how she was go­ing to her aunt Co­ra and un­cle Ray's farm in 
Penn­syl­va­nia for a week in Ju­ly; S-J went on and on about the week of camp he'd won and 
how he was go­ing to shoot ar­rows at tar­gets and go out in a ca­noe ev­ery day he was there. 
Bob­by, in turn, told them about the great Mau­ry Wills, who might set a record for base-
steal­ing that would nev­er be bro­ken in their life­time. 
    His mom was in­creas­ing­ly pre­oc­cu­pied, jump­ing each time the tele­phone rang and then 
run­ning for it, stay­ing up past the late news (and some­times, Bob­by sus­pect­ed, un­til the Nite-
Owl Movie was over), and on­ly pick­ing at her meals. Some­times she would have long, 
in­tense con­ver­sa­tions on the phone with her back turned and her voice low­ered (as if Bob­by 
want­ed to eaves­drop on her con­ver­sa­tions, any­way). Some­times she'd go to the tele­phone, 
start to di­al it, then drop it back in its cra­dle and re­turn to the couch. 
    On one of these oc ca­sions Bob­by asked her if she had for­got­ten what num­ber she want­ed 
to call. 'Seems like I've for­got­ten a lot of things,' she mut­tered, and then 'Mind your beeswax, 
Bob­by-​O.' 
    He might have no­ticed more and wor­ried even more than he did — she was get­ting thin 
and had picked up the cigarette habit again af­ter al­most stop­ping for two years — if he hadn't 
had lots of stuff to oc­cu­py his own mind and time. The best thing was the adult li­brary card, 
which seemed like a bet­ter gift, a more in­spired gift, each time he used it. Bob­by felt there 
were a bil­lion sci­ence-​fic­tion nov­els alone in the adult sec­tion that he want­ed to read. Take 
Isaac Asi­mov, for in­stance. Un­der the name of Paul French, Mr Asi­mov wrote sci­ence-​fic­tion 
nov­els for kids about a space pi­lot named Lucky Starr, and they were pret­ty good. Un­der his 
own name he had writ­ten oth­er nov­els, even bet­ter ones. At least three of them were about 
robots. Bob­by loved robots, Rob­by the Robot in For­bid­den Plan­et was one of the all-​time 
great movie char­ac­ters, in his opin­ion, to­tal­ly rip­shit, and Mr Asi­mov's were al­most as good. 
Bob­by thought he would be spend­ing a lot of time with them in the sum­mer ahead. (Sul­ly 
called this great writ­er Isaac Ass-​Move, but of course Sul­ly was al­most to­tal­ly ig­no­rant about 
books.) 
    Go­ing to school he looked for the men in the yel­low coats, or signs of them; go­ing to the 
li­brary af­ter school he did the same. Be­cause school and li­brary were in op­po­site di­rec­tions, 
Bob­by felt he was cov­er­ing a pret­ty good part of Har­wich. He nev­er ex­pect­ed to ac­tu­al­ly see 
any low men, of course. Af­ter sup­per, in the long light of evening, he would read the pa­per to 
Ted, ei­ther on the porch or in Ted's kitchen. Ted had fol­lowed Liz Garfield's ad­vice and 
got­ten a fan, and Bob­by's mom no longer seemed con­cerned that Bob­by should read to 'Mr 
Brat­ti­gan' out on the porch. Some of this was her grow­ing pre­oc­cu­pa­tion with her own adult 
mat­ters, Bob­by felt, but per­haps she was al­so com­ing to trust Ted a lit­tle more. Not that trust 
was the same as lik­ing. Not that it had come eas­ily, ei­ther. 
    One night while they were on the couch watch­ing Wy­att Earp, his mom turned to Bob­by 
al­most fierce­ly and said, 'Does he ev­er touch you?' 
    Bob­by un­der­stood what she was ask­ing, but not why she was so wound up. 'Well, sure,' he 
said. 'He claps me on the back some­times, and once when I was read­ing the pa­per to him and 
screwed up some re­al­ly long word three times in a row he gave me a Dutch rub, but he 
doesn't rough­house or any­thing. I don't think he's strong enough for stuff like that. Why?' 
    'Nev­er mind,' she said. 'He's fine, I guess. Got his head in the clouds, no ques­tion about it, 
but he doesn't seem like a . . . ' She trailed off, watch­ing the smoke from her Kool cigarette 
rise in the liv­ing-​room air. It went up from the coal in a pale gray rib­bon and then 
dis­ap­peared, mak­ing Bob­by think of the way the char­ac­ters in Mr Simak's Ring Around the 
Sun fol­lowed the spi­ral­ing top in­to oth­er worlds. 
    At last she turned to him again and said, 'If he ev­er touch­es you in a way you don't like,

      you come and tell me. Right away. You hear?' 
    'Sure, Mom.' There was some­thing in her look that made him re­mem­ber once when he'd 
asked her how a wom­an knew she was go­ing to have a ba­by. She bleeds ev­ery month, his 
mom had said. If there's no blood, she knows it's be­cause the blood is go­ing in­to a ba­by. 
Bob­by had want­ed to ask where this blood came out when there was no ba­by be­ing made (he 
re­mem­bered a nose­bleed his mom had had once, but no oth­er in­stances of ma­ter­nal bleed­ing). 
The look on her face, how­ev­er, had made him drop the sub­ject. She wore the same look now. 
    Ac­tu­al­ly there had been oth­er touch­es: Ted might run one of his big hands across Bob­by's 
crew­cut, kind of pat­ting the bris­tles; he would some­times gen­tly catch Bob­by's nose be­tween 
his knuck­les and in­tone Sound it out! If Bob­by mis­pro­nounced a word; if they spoke at the 
same mo­ment he would hook one of his lit­tle fin­gers around one of Bob­by's lit­tle fin­gers and 
say Good luck, good will, good for­tune, not ill. Soon Bob­by was say­ing it with him, their 
lit­tle fin­gers locked, their voic­es as mat­ter-​of-​fact as peo­ple say­ing pass the peas or how you 
do­ing. 
    On­ly once did Bob­by feel un­com­fort­able when Ted touched him. Bob­by had just fin­ished 
the last news­pa­per piece Ted want­ed to hear — some colum­nist blab­bing on about how there 
was noth­ing wrong with Cu­ba that good old Amer­ican free en­ter­prise couldn't fix. Dusk was 
be­gin­ning to streak the sky. Back on Colony Street, Mrs O'Hara's dog Bows­er barked on and 
on, roop-​roop-​roop, the sound lost and some­how dreamy, seem­ing more like some­thing 
re­mem­bered than some­thing hap­pen­ing at that mo­ment. 
    'Well,' Bob­by said, fold­ing the pa­per and get­ting up, 'I think I'll take a walk around the 
block and see what I see.' He didn't want to come right out and say it, but he want­ed Ted to 
know he was still look­ing for the low men in the yel­low coats. 
    Ted al­so got up and ap­proached him. Bob­by was sad­dened to see the fear on Ted's face. He 
didn't want Ted to be­lieve in the low men too much, didn't want Ted to be too crazy. 'Be back 
be­fore dark, Bob­by. I'd nev­er for­give my­self if some­thing hap­pened to you.' 
    'I'll be care­ful. And I'll be back years be­fore dark.' 
    Ted dropped to one knee (he was too old to just hun­ker, Bob­by guessed) and took hold of 
Bob­by's shoul­ders. He drew Bob­by for­ward un­til their brows were al­most bump­ing. Bob­by 
could smell cigarettes on Ted's breath and oint­ment on his skin — he rubbed his joints with 
Mus­te­role be­cause they ached. These days they ached even in warm weath­er, he said.  
    Be­ing this close to Ted wasn't scary, but it was sort of aw­ful, just the same. You could see 
that even if Ted wasn't to­tal­ly old now, he soon would be. He'd prob­ably be sick, too. His 
eyes were wa­tery. The cor­ners of his mouth were trem­bling a lit­tle. It was too bad he had to 
be all alone up here on the third floor, Bob­by thought. If he'd had a wife or some­thing, he 
might nev­er have got­ten this bee in his bon­net about the low men. Of course, if he'd had a 
wife, Bob­by might nev­er have  read Lord of the Flies. A self­ish way to think, but he couldn't 
help it. 
    'No sign of them, Bob­by?' 
    Bob­by shook his head. 
    'And you feel noth­ing? Noth­ing here?' He took his right hand from Bob­by's left shoul­der 
and tapped his own tem­ple, where two blue veins nest­ed, puls­ing slight­ly. Bob­by shook his 
head. 'Or here?' Ted pulled down the cor­ner of his right eye. Bob­by shook his head again. 'Or 
here?' Ted touched his stom­ach. Bob­by shook his head a third time. 
    'Okay,' Ted said, and smiled. He slipped his left hand up to the back of Bob­by's neck. His 
right hand joined it. He looked solemn­ly in­to Bob­by's eyes and Bob­by looked solemn­ly back. 
'You'd tell me if you did, wouldn't you? You wouldn't try to . . . oh, I don't know . . . to spare 
my feel­ings?' 
    'No,' Bob­by said. He liked Ted's hands on the back of his neck and didn't like them at the 
same time. It was where a guy in a movie might put his hands just be­fore he kissed the girl.

      'No, I'd tell, that's my job.' 
    Ted nod­ded. He slow­ly un­laced his hands and let them drop. He got to his feet, us­ing the 
ta­ble for sup­port and gri­mac­ing when one knee popped loud­ly. 'Yes, you'd tell me, you're a 
good kid. Go on, take your walk. But stay on the side­walk, Bob­by, and be home be­fore dark. 
You have to be care­ful these days.' 
    I'll be care­ful.' He start­ed down the stairs. 
    'And if you see them — ' 
    'I'll run.' 
    'Yeah.' In the fad­ing light, Ted's face was grim. 'Like hell was af­ter you.' 
    So there had been touch­ing, and per­haps his moth­er's fears had been jus­ti­fied in a way — 
per­haps there had been too much touch­ing and some of the wrong sort. Not wrong in 
what­ev­er way she thought, maybe, but still wrong. Still dan­ger­ous. 
    On the Wednes­day be­fore school let out for the sum­mer, Bob­by saw a red strip of cloth 
hang­ing from some­body's TV an­ten­na over on Colony Street. He couldn't tell for sure, but it 
looked re­mark­ably like a kite tail. Bob­by's feet stopped dead. At the same time his heart 
ac­cel­er­at­ed un­til it was ham­mer­ing the way it did when he raced Sul­ly-​John home from 
school. 
    It's a co­in­ci­dence even if it is a kite tail, he told him­self. Just a lousy co­in­ci­dence. You 
know that, don't you? 
    Maybe. Maybe he knew. He had al­most come to be­lieve it, any­way, when school let out 
for the sum­mer on Fri­day. Bob­by walked home by him­self that day; Sul­ly-​John had 
vol­un­teered to stay and help put books away in the store­room and Car­ol was go­ing over Tina 
Lebel's for Tina's birth­day par­ty. Just be­fore cross­ing Ash­er Av­enue and start­ing down Broad 
Street Hill, he saw a hop­scotch grid drawn on the side­walk in pur­ple chalk. It looked like this: 
 
 
 
 
 
    'Oh Christ no,' Bob­by whis­pered. 'You got­ta be kid­ding.'  
    He dropped to one knee like a cav­al­ry scout in a west­ern movie, obliv­ious of the kids 
pass­ing by him on their way home — some walk­ing, some on bikes, a cou­ple on roller skates, 
buck-​toothed Fran­cis Ut­ter­son on his rusty red scoot­er, honk­ing laugh­ter at the sky as he 
pad­dled along. They were al­most as obliv­ious of him; the Big Vac had just start­ed, and most 
were dazed by all the pos­si­bil­ities. 
    'Oh no, oh no, I don't be­lieve it, you got­ta be kid­ding.' He reached out to­ward the star and 
the cres­cent moon — they were drawn in yel­low chalk, not pur­ple — al­most touched them, 
then drew his hand back. A piece of red rib­bon caught on a TV an­ten­na didn't have to mean

      any­thing. When you added this, though, could it still be co­in­ci­dence? Bob­by didn't know. He 
was on­ly eleven and there were a bazil­lion things he didn't know. But he was afraid . . . afraid 
that . . . 
    He got to his feet and looked around, half-​ex­pect­ing to see a whole line of long, over­bright 
cars com­ing down Ash­er Av­enue, rolling slow the way cars did when they were fol­low­ing a 
hearse to the grave­yard, with their head­lights on in the mid­dle of the day. Half-​ex­pect­ing to 
see men in yel­low coats stand­ing be­neath the mar­quee of the Ash­er Em­pire or out in front of 
Sukey's Tav­ern, smok­ing Camels and watch­ing him. 
    No cars. No men. Just kids head­ing home from school. The first ones from St Gabe's, 
con­spic­uous in their green uni­form pants and skirts, were vis­ible among them. 
    Bob­by turned around and back­tracked for three blocks up Ash­er Av­enue, too wor­ried 
about what he'd seen chalked on the side­walk to con­cern him­self about bad-​tem­pered St 
Gabe's boys. There was noth­ing on the Av­enue tele­phone poles but a few posters ad­ver­tis­ing 
Bin­go Nite at the St Gabriel Parish Hall and one on the cor­ner of Ash­er and Taco­ma 
an­nounc­ing a rock-​and-​roll show in Hart­ford star­ring Clyde McPhat­ter and Dwayne Ed­dy, 
the Man with the Twangy Gui­tar. 
    By the time he got to Ash­er Av­enue News, which was al­most all the way back to school, 
Bob­by was start­ing to hope he had over­re­act­ed. Still, he went in to look at their bul­letin 
board, then all the way down Broad Street to Spicer's Va­ri­ety, where he bought an­oth­er 
gum­ball and checked that bul­letin board as well. Noth­ing sus­pi­cious on ei­ther one. In Spicer's 
the card ad­ver­tis­ing the back­yard pool was gone, but so what? The guy had prob­ably sold it. 
Why else had he put the card up in the first place, for God's sake? 
    Bob­by left and stood on the cor­ner, chew­ing his gum­ball and try­ing to make up his mind 
what to do next. 
    Adult­hood is ac­cre­tive by na­ture, a thing which ar­rives in ragged stages and un­even 
over­laps. Bob­by Garfield made the first adult de­ci­sion of his life on the day he fin­ished the 
sixth grade, con­clud­ing it would be wrong to tell Ted about the stuff he had seen . . . at least 
for the time be­ing. 
    His as­sump­tion that the low men didn't ex­ist had been shak­en, but Bob­by wasn't ready to 
give it up. Not on the ev­idence he had so far. Ted would be up­set if Bob­by told him what he 
had seen, maybe up­set enough to toss his stuff back in­to his suit­cas­es (plus those car­ry­han­dle 
bags fold­ed up be­hind his lit­tle fridge) and just take off. If there re­al­ly were bad guys af­ter 
him, flight would make sense, but Bob­by didn't want to lose the on­ly adult friend he'd ev­er 
had if there weren't. So he de­cid­ed to wait and see what, if any­thing, hap­pened next. 
    That night Bob­by Garfield ex­pe­ri­enced an­oth­er as­pect of adult hood: he lay awake un­til 
well af­ter his Big Ben alarm clock said it was two in the morn­ing, look­ing up at the ceil­ing 
and won­der­ing if he had done the right thing.

      4 
Ted Goes Blank. Bob­by Goes to the Beach.  
Mc­Quown. The Win­kle. 
 
The day af­ter school end­ed, Car­ol Ger­ber's mom crammed her Ford Es­tate Wag­on with kids 
and took them to Savin Rock, a sea­side amuse­ment park twen­ty miles from Har­wich. Ani­ta 
Ger­ber had done this three years run­ning, which made it an an­cient tra­di­tion to Bob­by, S-J, 
Car­ol, Car­ol's lit­tle broth­er, and Car­ol's girl­friends, Yvonne, Ang­ie, and Tina. Nei­ther Sul­ly-
John nor Bob­by would have gone any­where with three girls on his own, but since they were 
to­geth­er it was okay. Be­sides, the lure of Savin Rock was too strong to re­sist. It would still be 
too cold to do much more than wade in the ocean, but they could goof on the beach and all 
the rides would be open — the mid­way, too. The year be­fore, Sul­ly-​John had knocked down 
three pyra­mids of wood­en milk-​bot­tles with just three base­balls, win­ning his moth­er a large 
pink ted­dy bear which still held pride of place on top of the Sul­li­van TV. To­day S-J want­ed 
to win it a mate. 
    For Bob­by, just get­ting away from Har­wich for a lit­tle while was an at­trac­tion. He had seen 
noth­ing sus­pi­cious since the star and the moon scrib­bled next to the hop­scotch grid, but Ted 
gave him a bad scare while Bob­by was read­ing him the Sat­ur­day news­pa­per, and hard on the 
heels of that came an ug­ly ar­gu­ment with his moth­er. 
    The thing with Ted hap­pened while Bob­by was read­ing an opin­ion piece scoff­ing at the 
idea that Mick­ey Man­tle would ev­er break Babe Ruth's home-​run record. He didn't have the 
stami­na or the ded­ica­tion, the colum­nist in­sist­ed. '“Above all, the char­ac­ter of this man is 
wrong,”' Bob­by read. ' “The so-​called Mick is more in­ter­est­ed in night-​club­bing than —”' 
    Ted had blanked out again. Bob­by knew this, felt it some­how, even be­fore he looked up 
from the news­pa­per. Ted was star­ing emp­ti­ly out his win­dow to­ward Colony Street and the 
hoarse, monotonous bark­ing of Mrs O'Hara's dog. It was the sec­ond time he'd done it this 
morn­ing, but the first lapse had last­ed on­ly a few sec­onds (Ted bent in­to the open re­frig­er­ator, 
eyes wide in the frosty light, not mov­ing . . . then giv­ing a jerk, a lit­tle shake, and reach­ing for 
the or­ange juice). This time he was to­tal­ly gone. Wigsville, man, as Kook­ie might have said 
on 77 Sun­set Strip. Bob­by rat­tled the news­pa­per to see if he could wake him up that way. 
Noth­ing. 
    'Ted? Are you all r — ' With sud­den dawn­ing hor­ror, Bob­by re­al­ized some­thing was wrong 
with the pupils of Ted's eyes. They were grow­ing and shrink­ing in his face as Bob­by 
watched. It was as if Ted were plung­ing rapid­ly in and out of some abysmal­ly black place . . . 
and yet all he was do­ing was sit­ting there in the sun­shine. 
    'Ted?' 
    A cigarette was burn­ing in the ash­tray, ex­cept it was now noth­ing but stub and ash. 
Look­ing at it, Bob­by re­al­ized Ted must have been out for al­most the en­tire ar­ti­cle on Man­tle. 
And that thing his eyes were do­ing, the pupils swelling and con­tract­ing, swelling and 
con­tract­ing . . . 
    He's hav­ing an epilep­sy at­tack or some­thing. God, don't they some­times swal­low their 
tongues when that hap­pens? 
    Ted's tongue looked to be where it be­longed, but his eyes . . . his eyes — 
    'Ted! Ted, wake up!' 
    Bob­by was around to Ted's side of the ta­ble be­fore he was even aware he was mov­ing. He

      grabbed Ted by the shoul­ders and shook him. It was like shak­ing a piece of wood carved to 
look like a man. Un­der his cot­ton pullover shirt Ted's shoul­ders were hard and scrawny and 
un­yield­ing.  
    'Wake up! Wake up!'  
    'They draw west now.' Ted con­tin­ued to look out the win­dow with his strange mov­ing 
eyes. 'That's good. But they may be back. They . . . ' 
    Bob­by stood with his hands on Ted's shoul­ders, fright­ened and awestruck. Ted's pupils 
ex­pand­ed and con­tract­ed like a heart­beat you could see. 'Ted, what's wrong?' 
    'I must be very still. I must be a hare in the bush. They may pass by. There will be wa­ter if 
God wills it, and they may pass by. All things serve . . . ' 
    'Serve what?' Al­most whis­per­ing now. 'Serve what, Ted?' 
    'All things serve the Beam,' Ted said, and sud­den­ly his hands closed over Bob­by's. They 
were very cold, those hands, and for a mo­ment Bob­by felt night­mar­ish, faint­ing ter­ror. It was 
like be­ing gripped by a corpse that could on­ly move its hands and the pupils of its dead eyes. 
    Then Ted was look­ing at him, and al­though his eyes were fright­ened, they were al­most 
nor­mal again. Not dead at all.  
    'Bob­by?' 
    Bob­by pulled his hands free and put them around Ted's neck. He hugged him, and as he 
did Bob­by heard a bell tolling in his head — this was very brief but very clear. He could even 
hear the pitch of the bell shift, the way the pitch of a train-​whis­tle did if the train was mov­ing 
fast. It was as if some­thing in­side his head were pass­ing at high speed. He heard a rat­tle of 
hooves on some hard sur­face. Wood? No, met­al. He smelled dust, dry and thun­dery in his 
nose. At the same mo­ment the backs of his eyes be­gan to itch. 
    'Shhh!' Ted's breath in his ear was as dry as the smell of that dust, and some­how in­ti­mate. 
His hands were on Bob­by's back, cup­ping his shoul­derblades and hold­ing him still. 'Not a 
word! Not a thought. Ex­cept . . . base­ball! Yes, base­ball, if you like!' 
    Bob­by thought of Mau­ry Wills get­ting his lead off first, a walk­ing lead, mea­sur­ing three 
steps . . . then four . . . Wills bent over at the waist, hands dan­gling, heels raised slight­ly off 
the dirt, he can go ei­ther way, it de­pends on what the pitch­er does . . . and when the pitch­er 
goes to the plate Wills heads for sec­ond in an ex­plo­sion of speed and dust and — 
    Gone. Ev­ery­thing was gone. No bell ring­ing in his head, no sound of hooves, no smell of 
dust. No itch­ing be­hind his eyes, ei­ther. Had that itch­ing re­al­ly ev­er been there? Or had he 
just made it up be­cause Ted's eyes were scar­ing him? 
    'Bob­by,' Ted said, again di­rect­ly in­to Bob­by's ear. The move­ment of Ted's lips against his 
skin made him shiv­er. Then: 'Good God, what am I do­ing?' 
    He pushed Bob­by away, gen­tly but firm­ly. His face looked dis­mayed and a lit­tle too pale, 
but his eyes were back to nor­mal, his pupils hold­ing steady. For the mo­ment that was all 
Bob­by cared about. He felt strange, though — muzzy in the head, as if he'd just wo­ken up 
from a heavy nap. At the same time the world looked amaz­ing­ly bril­liant, ev­ery line and 
shape per­fect­ly denned. 
    'Shaz­am,' Bob­by said, and laughed shak­ily. 'What just hap­pened?'  
    'Noth­ing to con­cern you.' Ted reached for his cigarette and seemed sur­prised to see on­ly a 
tiny smol­der­ing scrap left in the groove where he had set it. He brushed it in­to the ash­tray 
with his knuck­le. T went off again, didn't I?' 
    'Yeah, way off. I was scared. I thought you were hav­ing an epilep­sy fit or somedi­ing. Your 
eyes — ' 
    'It's not epilep­sy,' Ted said. 'And it's not dan­ger­ous. But if it hap­pens again, it would be 
best if you didn't touch me.' 
    'Why?' 
    Ted lit a fresh cigarette. 'Just be­cause. Will you promise?'

      'Okay. What's the Beam?' 
    Ted gazed at him sharply. 'I spoke of the Beam?' 
    'You said “All things serve the Beam.” I think that was it.' 
    'Per­haps some­time I'll tell you, but not to­day. To­day you're go­ing to the beach, aren't you?' 
    Bob­by jumped, star­tled. He looked at Ted's clock and saw it was al­most nine o'clock. 
'Yeah,' he said. 'Maybe I ought to start get­ting ready. I could fin­ish read­ing you the pa­per 
when I get back.' 
    'Yes, good. A fine idea. I have some let­ters to write.' 
    No you don't, you just want to get rid of me be­fore I ask any oth­er ques­tions you don't want 
to an­swer. 
    But if that was what Ted was do­ing it was all right. As Liz Garfield so of­ten said, Bob­by 
had his own fish to fry. Still, as he reached the door to Ted's room, the thought of the red 
scrap of cloth hang­ing from the TV aeri­al and the cres­cent moon and the star next to the 
hop­scotch grid made him turn re­luc­tant­ly back. 
    'Ted, there's some­thing — ' 
    'The low men, yes, I know.' Ted smiled. 'For now don't trou­ble your­self about them, 
Bob­by. For now all is well. They aren't mov­ing this way or even look­ing this way.' 
    'They draw west,' Bob­by said. 
    Ted looked at him through a scurf of ris­ing cigarette smoke, his blue eyes steady. 'Yes,' he 
said, 'and with luck they'll stay west. Seat­tle would be fine with me. Have a good time at the 
sea­side, Bob­by.' 
    'But I saw — ' 
    'Per­haps you saw on­ly shad­ows. In any case, this isn't the time to talk. Just re­mem­ber what 
I said — if I should go blank like that again, just sit and wait for it to pass. If I should reach 
for you, stand back. If I should get up, tell me to sit down. In that state I will do as you say. 
It's like be­ing hyp­no­tized.' 
    'Why do you — ' 
    'No more ques­tions, Bob­by. Please.' 
    'You're okay? Re­al­ly okay?' 
    'In the pink. Now go. En­joy your day.' 
    Bob­by hur­ried down­stairs, again struck by how sharp ev­ery­thing seemed to be: the 
bril­liance of the light slant­ing through the win­dow on the sec­ond-​floor land­ing, a la­dy­bug 
crawl­ing around the lip of an emp­ty milk-​bot­tle out­side the door of the Proskys' apart­ment, a 
sweet high hum­ming in his ears that was like the voice of the day — the first Sat­ur­day of 
sum­mer va­ca­tion. 
 
  
Back in the apart­ment, Bob­by grabbed his toy cars and trucks from var­ious stash­es un­der his 
bed and at the back of his clos­et. A cou­ple of these — a Match­box Ford and a blue met­al 
dumptruck Mr Bi­der­man had sent home with his mom a few days af­ter Bob­by's birth­day — 
were pret­ty cool, but he had noth­ing to ri­val Sul­ly's gaso­line tanker or yel­low Ton­ka 
bull­doz­er. The 'doz­er was es­pe­cial­ly good to play with in the sand. Bob­by was look­ing 
for­ward to at least an hour's se­ri­ous road­build­ing while the waves broke near­by and his skin 
pinkened in the bright coastal sun­shine. It oc­curred to him that he hadn't gath­ered up his 
trucks like this since some­time last win­ter, when he and S-J had spent a hap­py post-​bliz­zard 
Sat­ur­day af­ter­noon mak­ing a road-​sys­tem in the fresh snow down Com­mon­wealth Park. He 
was old now, eleven, al­most too old for stuff like this. There was some­thing sad about that 
idea, but he didn't have to be sad right now, not if he didn't want to. His toy-​truck days might 
be fast ap­proach­ing their end, but that end wouldn't be to­day. Nope, not to­day.

      His moth­er packed him a lunch for the trip, but she wouldn't give him any mon­ey when he 
asked — not even a nick­el for one of the pri­vate chang­ing-​stalls which lined the ocean side of 
the mid­way. And al­most be­fore Bob­by re­al­ized it was hap­pen­ing, they were hav­ing what he 
most dread­ed: an ar­gu­ment about mon­ey. 
    'Fifty cents'd be enough,' Bob­by said. He heard the ba­by-​whine in his voice, hat­ed it, 
couldn't stop it. 'Just half a rock. Come on, Mom, what do you say? Be a sport.' 
    She lit a Kool, strik­ing the match so hard it made a snap­ping sound, and looked at him 
through the smoke with her eyes nar­rowed. 'You're earn­ing your own mon­ey now, Bob. Most 
peo­ple pay three cents for the pa­per and you get paid for read­ing it. A dol­lar a week! My 
God! When I was a girl — ' 
    'Mom, that mon­ey's for my bike! You know that.' 
    She had turned to the mir­ror, frown­ing and fuss­ing at the shoul­ders of her blouse — Mr 
Bi­der­man had asked her to come in for a few hours even though it was Sat­ur­day. Now she 
turned back, cigarette still clamped be­tween her lips, and bent her frown on him. 
    'You're still ask­ing me to buy you that bike, aren't you? Still. I told you I couldn't af­ford it 
but you're still ask­ing.' 
    'No, I'm not! I'm not ei­ther!' Bob­by's eyes were wide with anger and hurt. 'Just a lousy half 
a rock for the — ' 
    'Half a buck here, two bits there — it all adds up, you know. What you want is for me to 
buy you that bike by hand­ing you the mon­ey for ev­ery­thing else. Then you don't have to give 
up any of the oth­er things you want.' 
    'That's not fair!' 
    He knew what she would say be­fore she said it, even had time to think that he had walked 
right in­to that one. 'Life's not fair, Bob­by-​O.' Turn­ing back to the mir­ror for one fi­nal pluck at 
the ghost of a slip-​strap hov­er­ing be­neath the right shoul­der of her blouse. 
    'A nick­el for the chang­ing-​room?' Bob­by asked. 'Couldn't you at least — ' 
    'Yes, prob­ably, oh, I imag­ine,' she said, clip­ping off each word. She usu­al­ly put rouge on 
her cheeks be­fore go­ing to work, but not all the col­or on her face this morn­ing came out of a 
pow­der­box, and Bob­by, an­gry as he was, knew he'd bet­ter be care­ful. If he lost his tem­per the 
way she was ca­pa­ble of los­ing hers, he'd be here in the hot emp­ty apart­ment all day, 
for­bid­den to so much as step out in­to the hall. 
    His moth­er snatched her purse off the ta­ble by the end of the couch, but­ted out her cigarette 
hard enough to split the fil­ter, then turned and looked at him. 'If I said to you, “Gee, we can't 
eat this week be­cause I saw a pair of shoes at Hun­sick­er's that I just had to have,” what would 
you think?' 
    I'd think you were a liar, Bob­by thought. And I'd say if you're so broke, Mom, what about 
the Sears cat­alogue on the top shelf of your clos­et? The one with the dol­lar bills and the five-
dol­lar bills — even a ten or two — taped to the un­der­wear pages in the mid­dle? What about 
the blue pitch­er in the kitchen dish cab­inet, the one tucked all the way in the back com­er 
be­hind the gravy boat with the crack in it, the blue pitch­er where you put your spare 
quar­ters, where you've been putting them ev­er since my fa­ther died? And when the pitch­er's 
full you roll the quar­ters and take them to the bank and get bills, and the bills go in­to the 
cat­alogue, don't they? The bills get taped to the un­der­wear pages of the wish­book. 
    But he said none of this, on­ly looked down at his sneak­ers with his eyes burn­ing. 
    'I have to make choic­es,' she said. 'And if you're old enough to work, son­ny­boy of mine, 
you'll have to make them, too. Do you think I like telling you no?' 
    Not ex­act­ly, Bob­by thought, look­ing at his sneak­ers and bit­ing at his lip, which want­ed to 
loosen up and start let­ting out a bunch of blub­bery ba­by-​sounds. Mot ex­act­ly, but I don't think 
you re­al­ly mind it, ei­ther. 
    'If we were the Gotrocks, I'd give you five dol­lars to spend at the beach — hell, ten! You

      wouldn't have to bor­row from your bike-​jar if you want­ed to take your lit­tle girl­friend on the 
Loop-​the -Loop — ' 
    She's not my girl­friend! Bob­by screamed at his moth­er in­side his head. SHE is NOT MY 
LIT­TLE GIRL­FRIEND! 
    ' —or the In­di­an Rail­road. But of course if we were the Gotrocks, you wouldn't need to 
save for a bike in the first place, would you?' Her voice ris­ing, ris­ing. What­ev­er had been 
trou­bling her over the last few months threat­en­ing to come rush­ing out, foam­ing like so­dapop 
and bit­ing like acid. 'I don't know if you ev­er no­ticed this, but your fa­ther didn't ex­act­ly leave 
us well off, and I'm do­ing the best I can. I feed you, I put clothes on your back, I paid for you 
to go to Ster­ling House this sum­mer and play base­ball while I push pa­per in that hot of­fice. 
You got in­vit­ed to go to the beach with the oth­er kids, I'm very hap­py for you, but how you 
fi­nance your day off is your busi­ness. If you want to ride the rides, take some of the mon­ey 
you've got in that jar and ride them. If you don't, just play on the beach or stay home. Makes 
no dif­fer­ence to me. I just want you to stop whin­ing. I hate it when you whine. It's like . . . ' 
She stopped, sighed, opened her purse, took out her cigarettes. 'I hate it when you whine,' she 
re­peat­ed. 
    It's like your fa­ther. That was what she had stopped her­self from say­ing. 
    'So what's the sto­ry, morn­ing-​glo­ry?' she asked. 'Are you fin­ished?' 
    Bob­by stood silent, cheeks burn­ing, eyes burn­ing, look­ing down at his sneak­ers and 
fo­cus­ing all his will on not blub­ber­ing. At this point a sin­gle choked sob might be enough to 
get him ground­ed for the day; she was re­al­ly mad, on­ly look­ing for a rea­son to do it. And 
blub­ber­ing wasn't the on­ly dan­ger. He want­ed to scream at her that he'd rather be like his 
fa­ther than like her, a skin­flinty old cheap­skate like her, not good for even a lousy nick­el, and 
so what if the late not-​so-​great Ran­dall Garfield hadn't left them well off? Why did she 
al­ways make it sound like that was his fault? Who had mar­ried him? 
    'You sure, Bob­by-​O? No more smar­tass come­backs?' The most dan­ger­ous sound of all had 
come in­to her voice — a kind of brit­tle bright­ness. It sound­ed like good hu­mor if you didn't 
know her. 
    Bob­by looked at his sneak­ers and said noth­ing. Kept all the blub­ber­ing and all the an­gry 
words locked in his throat and said noth­ing. Si­lence spun out be­tween them. He could smell 
her cigarette and all of last night's cigarettes be­hind this one, and those smoked on all the 
oth­er nights when she didn't so much look at the TV as through it, wait­ing for the phone to 
ring. 
    'All right, I guess we've got our­selves straight,' she said af­ter giv­ing him fif­teen sec­onds or 
so to open his mouth and stick his big fat foot in it. 'Have a nice day, Bob­by.' She went out 
with­out kiss­ing him. 
    Bob­by went to the open win­dow (tears were run­ning down his face now, but he hard­ly 
no­ticed them), drew aside the cur­tain, and watched her head to­ward Com­mon­wealth, high 
heels tap­ping. He took a cou­ple of big, wa­tery breaths and then went in­to the kitchen. He 
looked across it at the cup­board where the blue pitch­er hid be­hind the gravy boat. He could 
take some mon­ey out of it, she didn't keep any ex­act count of how much was in there and 
she'd nev­er miss three or four quar­ters, but he wouldn't. Spend­ing it would be joy­less. He 
wasn't sure how he knew that, but he did; had known it even at nine, when he first dis­cov­ered 
the pitch­er of change hid­den there. So, with feel­ings of re­gret rather than righ­teous­ness, he 
went in­to his bed­room and looked at the Bike Fund jar in­stead.  
    It oc­curred to him that she was right — he could take a lit­tle of his saved dough to spend at 
Savin Rock. It might take him an ex­tra month to ac­cu­mu­late the price of the Schwinn, but at 
least spend­ing this mon­ey would feel all right. And there was some­thing else, as well. If he 
re­fused to take any mon­ey out of the jar, to do any­thing but hoard it and save it, he'd be like 
her.

      That de­cid­ed the mat­ter. Bob­by fished five dimes out of the Bike Fund, put them in his 
pock­et, put a Kleenex on top of them to keep them from bounc­ing out if he ran some­where, 
then fin­ished col­lect­ing his stuff for the beach. Soon he was whistling, and Ted came 
down­stairs to see what he was up to. 
    'Are you off, Cap­tain Garfield?' 
    Bob­by nod­ded. 'Savin Rock's a pret­ty cool place. Rides and stuff, you know?' 
    'In­deed I do. Have a good time, Bob­by, and don't fall out of any­thing.' 
    Bob­by start­ed for  the door, then looked back at Ted, who was stand­ing on the bot­tom step 
of the stairs in his slip­pers. 'Why don't you come out and sit on the porch?' Bob­by asked. 'It's 
gonna be hot in the house, I bet.' 
    Ted smiled. 'Per­haps. But I think I'll stay in.' 
    'You okay?' 
    'Fine, Bob­by. I'm fine.' 
    As he crossed to the Ger­bers' side of Broad Street, Bob­by re­al­ized he felt sor­ry for Ted, 
hid­ing up in his hot room for no rea­son. And it had to be for no rea­son, didn't it? Sure it did. 
Even if there were low  men out there, cruis­ing around some­place (in the west, he thought, 
they draw west), what could they want of an old re­tired guy like Ted Brauti­gan? 
 
 
 
At first the quar­rel with his moth­er weighed him down a lit­tle (Mrs Ger­ber's pudgy, pret­ty 
friend Rion­da Hew­son ac­cused him of be­ing 'in a brown study,' what­ev­er that was, then 
be­gan tick­ling him up the sides and in the armpits un­til Bob­by laughed in self-​de­fense), but 
af­ter they had been on the beach a lit­tle while he be­gan to feel bet­ter, more him­self. 
    Al­though it was still ear­ly in the sea­son, Savin Rock was full speed ahead — the mer­ry-​go-
round turn­ing, the Wild Mouse roar­ing, the lit­tle kids scream­ing, tin­ny rock and roll pour­ing 
from the speak­ers out­side the fun­house, the bark­ers hol­ler­ing from their booths. Sul­ly -John 
didn't get the ted­dy bear he want­ed, knock­ing over on­ly two of the last three milk-​bot­tles 
(Rion­da claimed some of them had spe­cial weights in the bot­tom to keep them from go­ing 
over un­less you whacked them just right), but the guy in the base­ball-​toss booth award­ed him 
a pret­ty neat prize any­way — a goofy-​look­ing anteater cov­ered with yel­low plush. S-J 
im­pul­sive­ly gave it to Car­ol's morn. Ani­ta laughed and hugged him and told him he was the 
best kid in the world, if he was fif­teen years old­er she'd com­mit bigamy and mar­ry him. 
Sul­ly-​John blushed un­til he was pur­ple. 
    Bob­by tried the ring­toss and missed with all three throws. At the Shoot­ing Gallery he had 
bet­ter luck, break­ing two plates and win­ning a small stuffed bear. He gave it to Ian-​the -Snot, 
who had ac­tu­al­ly been good for a change — hadn't thrown any tantrums, wet his pants, or 
tried to sock ei­ther Sul­ly or Bob­by in the nuts. Ian hugged the bear and looked at Bob­by as if 
Bob­by were God. 
    'It's great and he loves it,' Ani­ta said, 'but don't you want to take it home to your moth­er?' 
    'Nah — she's not much on stuff like that. I'd like to win her a bot­tle of per­fume, though.' 
    He and Sul­ly-​John dared each oth­er to go on the Wild Mouse and fi­nal­ly went to­geth­er, 
howl­ing deliri­ous­ly as their car plunged in­to each dip, si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly sure they were go­ing to 
live for­ev­er and die im­me­di­ate­ly. They went on the Tilt -a-​Whirl and the Krazy Kups. Down 
to his last fif­teen cents, Bob­by found him­self on the Fer­ris wheel with Car­ol. Their car 
stopped at the top, rock­ing slight­ly, mak­ing him feel fun­ny in his stom­ach. To his left the 
At­lantic stepped shore­ward in a se­ries of white-​topped waves. The beach was just as white, 
the ocean an im­pos­si­ble shade of deep blue. Sun­light ran across it like silk. Be­low them was 
the mid­way. Ris­ing up from the speak­ers came the sound of Fred­dy Can­non: she comes from 
Tal­la­has­see, she's got a hi-​fi chas­sis.

      'Ev­ery­thing down there looks so lit­tle,' Car­ol said. Her voice was al­so lit­tle — 
un­char­ac­ter­is­ti­cal­ly so.  
    'Don't be scared, we're safe as can be. The Fer­ris wheel would be a kid­die-​ride if it didn't 
go so high.' 
    Car­ol was in many ways the old­est of the three of them — tough and sure of her­self, as on 
the day she had made S-J car­ry her books for swear­ing — but now her face had al­most 
be­come a ba­by's face again: round, a lit­tle bit pale, dom­inat­ed by a pair of alarmed blue eyes. 
With­out think­ing Bob­by leaned over, put his mouth on hers, and kissed her. When he drew 
back, her eyes were wider than ev­er. 
    'Safe as can be,' he said, and grinned. 
    'Do it again!' It was her first re­al kiss, she had got­ten it at Savin Rock on the first Sat­ur­day 
of sum­mer va­ca­tion, and she hadn't been pay­ing at­ten­tion. That was what she was think­ing, 
that was why she want­ed him to do it again. 
    'I bet­ter not,' Bob­by said. Al­though . . . up here who was there to see and call him a sis­sy? 
    'I dare you, and don't say dares go first.' 
    'Will you tell?' 
    'No, swear to God. Go on, hur­ry up! Be­fore we go down!' 
    So he kissed her again. Her lips were smooth and closed, hot with the sun. Then the wheel 
be­gan to move and he stopped. For just a mo­ment Car­ol laid her head against his chest. 
'Thank you, Bob­by,' she said. 'That was nice as could be.' 
    'I thought so, too.' 
    They drew apart from each oth­er a lit­tle, and when their car stopped and the tat­tooed 
at­ten­dant swung the safe­ty bar up, Bob­by got out and ran with­out look­ing back at her to 
where S-J was stand­ing. Yet he knew al­ready that kiss­ing Car­ol at the top of the Fer­ris wheel 
was go­ing to be the best part of the day. It was his first re­al kiss, too, and Bob­by nev­er for­got 
the feel of her lips press­ing on his — dry and smooth and warmed by the sun. It was the kiss 
by which all the oth­ers of his life would be judged and found want­ing. 
 
  
Around three o'clock, Mrs Ger­ber told them to start gath­er­ing their things; it was time to go 
home. Car­ol gave a to­ken 'Aw, Mom,' and then start­ed pick­ing stuff up. Her girl­friends 
helped; even Ian helped a lit­tle (re­fus ing even as he fetched and car­ried to let go of the sand-
mat­ted bear). Bob­by had half-​ex­pect­ed Car­ol to tag af­ter him for the rest of the day, and he 
had been sure she'd tell her girl­friends about kiss­ing on the Fer­ris wheel (he would know she 
had when he saw them in a lit­tle knot, gig­gling with their hands over their mouths, look­ing at 
him with their mer­ry know­ing eyes), but she had done nei­ther. Sev­er­al times he had caught 
her look­ing at him, though, and sev­er­al times he had caught him­self sneak­ing glances at her. 
He kept re­mem­ber­ing her eyes up there. How big and wor­ried they had been. And he had 
kissed her, just like that. Bin­go. 
    Bob­by and Sul­ly tot­ed most of the beach­bags. 'Good mules! Gid­dyap!' Rion­da cried, 
laugh­ing, as they mount­ed the steps be­tween the beach and the board­walk. She was lob­ster 
red un­der the cold-​cream she had smeared over her face and shoul­ders, and she moaned to 
Ani­ta Ger­ber that she wouldn't sleep a wink that night, that if the sun­burn didn't keep her 
awake, the mid­way food would. 
    'Well, you didn't have to eat four wieners and two dough­boys,' Mrs Ger­ber said, sound­ing 
more ir­ri­tat­ed than Bob­by had ev­er heard her — she was tired, he reck­oned. He felt a lit­tle 
dazed by the sun him­self. His back prick­led with sun­burn and he had sand in his socks. The 
beach­bags with which he was fes­tooned swung and bounced against each oth­er. 
    'But amuse­ment park food's so gooood,' Rion­da protest­ed in a sad voice. Bob­by laughed.

      He couldn't help it. 
    They walked slow­ly along the mid­way to­ward the dirt park­ing lot, pay­ing no at­ten­tion to 
the rides now. The bark­ers looked at them, then looked past them for fresh blood. Folks 
load­ed down and trudg­ing back to the park­ing lot were, by and large, lost caus­es. 
    At the very end of the mid­way, on the left, was a skin­ny man wear­ing bag­gy blue Bermu­da 
shorts, a strap-​style un­der­shirt, and a bowler hat. The bowler was old and fad­ed, but cocked at 
a rak­ish an­gle. Al­so, there was a plas­tic sun­flow­er stuck in the brim. He was a fun­ny guy, and 
the girls fi­nal­ly got their chance to put their hands over their mouths and gig­gle. 
    He looked at them with the air of a man who has been gig­gled at by ex­perts and smiled 
back. This made Car­ol and her friends gig­gle hard­er. The man in the bowler hat, still smil­ing, 
spread his hands above the makeshift ta­ble be­hind which he was stand­ing — a slab of 
fiber­board on two bright or­ange sawhors­es. On the fiber­board were three red­backed Bi­cy­cle 
cards. He turned them over with quick, grace­ful ges­tures. His fin­gers were long and per­fect­ly 
white, Bob­by saw — not a bit of sun-​col­or on them. 
    The card in the mid­dle was the queen of hearts. The man in the bowler picked it up, 
showed it to them, walked it dex­trous­ly back and forth be­tween his fin­gers. 'Find the la­dy in 
red, cherchez la femme rouge, that's what it's all about and all you have to do,' he said. 'It's 
easy as can beezy, easy-​Japa­neezy, easy as knit­ting kit­ten-​britch­es.' He beck­oned Yvonne 
Lov­ing. 'Come on over here, doll­face, and show em how it's done.' 
    Yvonne, still gig­gling and blush­ing to the roots of her black hair, shrank back against 
Rion­da and mur­mured that she had no more mon­ey for games, it was all spent. 
    'Not a prob­lem,' the man in the bowler hat said. 'It's just a demon­stra­tion, doll­face — I 
want your mom and her pret­ty friend to see how easy it is.' 
    'Nei­ther one's my mom,' Yvonne said, but she stepped for­ward. 
    'We re­al­ly ought to get go­ing if we're go­ing to beat the traf­fic, Ewie,' Mrs Ger­ber said. 
    'No, wait a minute, this is fun,' Rion­da said. 'It's three-​card monte. Looks easy, just like he 
says, but if you're not care­ful you start chas­ing and go home dead broke.' 
    The man in the bowler gave her a re­proach­ful look, then a broad and en­gag­ing grin. It was 
the grin of a low man, Bob­by thought sud­den­ly. Not one of those Ted was afraid of, but a low 
man, just the same. 
    'It's ob­vi­ous to me,' said the man in the bowler, 'that at some point in your past you have 
been the vic­tim of a scoundrel. Al­though how any­one could be cru­el enough to mis­treat such 
a beau­ti­ful classy dame is be­yond my abil­ity to com­pre­hend.' 
    The beau­ti­ful classy dame — five-​five or so, two hun­dred pounds or so, shoul­ders and face 
slathered with Pond's — laughed hap­pi­ly. 'Stow the guff and show the child how it works. 
And are you re­al­ly telling me this is le­gal?' 
    The man be­hind the ta­ble tossed his head back and al­so laughed. 'At the ends of the 
mid­way ev­ery­thing's le­gal un­til they catch you and throw you out . . . as I think you prob­ably 
know. Now . . . what's your name, doll­face?' 
    'Yvonne,' she said in a voice Bob­by could bare­ly hear. Be­side him, Sul­ly-​John was 
watch­ing with great in­ter­est. 'Some­times folks call me Evvie.' 
    'Okay, Evvie, look right here, pret­ty ba­by. What do you see? Tell me their names — I 
know you can, a smart kid like you — and point when you tell. Don't be afraid to touch, 
ei­ther. There's noth­ing crooked here.' 
    'This one on the end is the jack . . . this one on the oth­er end is the king . . . and this is the 
queen. She's in the mid­dle.'  
    'That's it, doll­face. In the cards as in life, there is so of­ten a wom­an be­tween two men. 
That's their pow­er, and in an­oth­er five or six years you'll find it out for your­self.' His voice 
had fall­en in­to a low, al­most hyp­not­ic chant­ing. 'Now watch close­ly and nev­er take your eyes 
from the cards.' He turned them over so their backs showed. 'Now, doll­face, where's the
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      queen?' 
    Yvonne Lov­ing point­ed at the red back in the mid­dle. 
    'Is she right?' the man in the bowler asked the lit­tle par­ty gath­ered around his ta­ble. 
    'So far,' Rion­da said, and laughed so hard her un­corset­ed bel­ly jig­gled un­der her sun­dress. 
    Smil­ing at her laugh­ter, the low man in the bowler hat flicked one cor­ner of the mid­dle 
card, show­ing the red queen. 'One hun­dred per cent keerect, sweet­heart, so far so good. Now 
watch! Watch close! It's a race be­tween your eye and my hand! Which will win? That's the 
ques­tion of the day!' 
    He be­gan to scram­ble the three cards rapid­ly about on his plank ta­ble, chant­ing as he did 
so. 
    'Up and down, all around, in and out, all about, to and fro, watch em go, now they're back, 
they're side by side, so tell me, doll­face, where's she hide?' 
    As Yvonne stud­ied the three cards, which were in­deed once more lined up side by side, 
Sul­ly leaned close to Bob­by's ear and said, 'You don't even have to watch him mix them 
around. The queen's got a bent cor­ner. Do you see it?' 
    Bob­by nod­ded, and thought Good girl when Yvonne point­ed hes­itant­ly to the card on the 
far left — the one with the bent cor­ner. The man in the bowler turned it over and re­vealed the 
queen of hearts. 
    'Good job!' he said. 'You've a sharp eye, doll­face, a sharp eye in­deed.' 
    'Thank you,' Yvonne said, blush­ing and look­ing al­most as hap­py as Car­ol had looked when 
Bob­by kissed her. 
    'If you'd bet me a dime on that go, I'd be giv­ing you back twen­ty cents right now,' the man 
in the bowler hat said. 'Why, you ask? Be­cause it's Sat­ur­day, and I call Sat­ur­day Twofer­day! 
Now would one of you ladies like to risk a dime in a race be­tween your young eyes and my 
tired old hands? You can tell your hus­bands — lucky fel­las they are to have you, too, may I 
say — that Mr Herb Mc­Quown, the Monte Man at Savin Rock, paid for your day's park­ing. 
Or what about a quar­ter? Point out the queen of hearts and I give you back fifty cents.' 
    'Half a rock, yeah!' Sul­ly-​John said. 'I got a quar­ter, Mis­ter, and you're on.' 
    'John­ny, it's gam­bling,' Car­ol's moth­er said doubt­ful­ly. 'I don't re­al­ly think I should al­low 
— ' 
    'Go on, let the kid learn a les­son,' Rion­da said. 'Be­sides, the guy may let him win. Suck the 
rest of us in.' She made no ef­fort to low­er her voice, but the man in the bowler — Mr 
Mc­Quown — on­ly looked at her and smiled. Then he re­turned his at­ten­tion to S-J. 
    'Let's see your mon­ey, kid — come on, pony up.' 
    Sul­ly-​John hand­ed over his quar­ter. Mc­Quown raised it in­to the af­ter­noon sun­light for a 
mo­ment, one eye closed. 
    'Yeh, looks like a good 'un to me,' he said, and planked it down on the board to the left of 
the three-​card line­up. He looked in both di­rec­tions — for cops, maybe — then tipped the 
cyn­ical­ly smil­ing Rion­da a wink be­fore turn­ing his at­ten­tion back to Sul­ly -John. 'What's your 
name, fel­la?' 
    'John Sul­li­van.' 
    Mc­Quown widened his eyes and tipped his bowler to the oth­er side of his head, mak­ing the 
plas­tic sun­flow­er nod and bend com­ical­ly. 'A name of note! You know what I re­fer to?' 
    'Sure. Some­day maybe I'll be a fight­er, too,' S-J said. He hooked a left and then a right at 
the air over Mc­Quown's makeshift ta­ble. Pow, pow!' 
    'Pow-​pow in­deed,' said Mc­Quown. 'And how's your eyes, Mas­ter Sul­li­van?'  
    'Pret­ty good.' 
    'Then get them ready, be­cause the race is on! Yes it is! Your eyes against my hands! Up 
and down, all around, where'd she go, I don't know.' The cards, which had moved much faster 
this time, slowed to a stop.

      Sul­ly start­ed to point, then drew his hand back, frown­ing. Now there were two cards with 
lit­tle folds in the cor­ner. Sul­ly looked up at Mc­Quown, whose arms were fold­ed across his 
dingy un­der­shirt. Mc­Quown was smil­ing. 'Take your time, son,' he said. 'The morn­ing was 
whizbang, but it's been a slow af­ter­noon.' 
    Men who think hats with feath­ers in the brims are so­phis­ti­cat­ed, Bob­by re­mem­bered Ted 
say­ing. The sort of men who'd shoot craps in an al­ley and pass around a bot­tle of liquor in a 
pa­per bag dur­ing the game. Mc­Quown had a fun­ny plas­tic flow­er in his hat in­stead of a 
feath­er, and there was no bot­tle in ev­idence . . . but there was one in his pock­et. A lit­tle one. 
Bob­by was sure of it. And to­ward the end of the day, as busi­ness wound down and to­tal­ly 
sharp hand-​eye co­or­di­na­tion be­came less of a pri­or­ity to him, Mc­Quown would take more 
and more fre­quent nips from it. 
    Sul­ly point­ed to the card on the far right. No, S-J, Bob­by thought, and when Mc­Quown 
turned that card up, it was the king of spades. Mc­Quown turned up the card on the far left and 
showed the jack of clubs. The queen was back in the mid­dle. 'Sor­ry, son, a lit­tle slow that 
time, it ain't no crime. Want to try again now that you're warmed up?' 
    'Gee, I . . . that was the last of my dough.' Sul­ly-​John looked crest­fall­en. 
    Just as well for you, kid,' Rion­da said. 'He'd take you for ev­ery­thing you own and leave 
you stand­ing here in your short­ie-​shorts.' The girls gig­gled wild­ly at this; S-J blushed. Rion­da 
took no no­tice of ei­ther. 'I worked at Re­vere Beach for quite awhile when I lived in Mass,' 
she said. 'Let me show you kids how this works. Want to go for a buck, pal? Or is that too 
sweet for you?' 
    'In your pres­ence ev­ery­thing would be sweet,' Mc­Quown said sen­ti­men­tal­ly, and snatched 
her dol­lar the mo­ment it was out of her purse. He held it up to the light, ex­am­ined it with a 
cold eye, then set it down to the left of the cards. 'Looks like a good 'un,' he said. 'Let's play, 
dar­ling. What's your name?' 
    Pudd'ntane,' Rion­da said. 'Ask me again and I'll tell you the same.' 
    'Ree, don't you think — ' Ani­ta Ger­ber be­gan.  
    'I told you, I'm wise to the gaff,' Rion­da said. 'Run em, my pal.' 
    'With­out de­lay,' Mc­Quown agreed, and his hands blurred the three red-​backed cards in­to 
mo­tion (up and down, all around, to and fro, watch them go), fi­nal­ly set­tling them in a line of 
three again. And this time, Bob­by ob­served with amaze­ment, all three cards had those 
slight­ly bent cor­ners. 
    Rion­da's lit­tle smile had gone. She looked from the short row of cards to Mc­Quown, then 
down at the cards again, and then at her dol­lar bill, ly­ing off to one side and flut­ter­ing slight­ly 
in the lit­tle seabreeze that had come up. Fi­nal­ly she looked back at Mc­Quown. 'You suck­ered 
me, pal­ly,' she said. 'Didn't you?' 
    'No,' Mc­Quown said. 'I raced you. Now . . . what do you say?' 
    'I think I say that was a re­al good dol­lar that didn't make no trou­ble and I'm sor­ry to see it 
go,' Rion­da replied, and point­ed to the mid­dle card.  
    Mc­Quown turned it over, re­vealed the king, and made Rion­da's dol­lar dis­ap­pear in­to his 
pock­et. This time the queen was on the far left. Mc­Quown, a dol­lar and a quar­ter rich­er, 
smiled at the folks from Har­wich. The plas­tic flow­er tucked in­to the brim of his hat nod­ded to 
and fro in the salt-​smelling air. 'Who's next?' he asked. 'Who wants to race his eye against my 
hand?' 
    'I think we're all raced out,' Mrs Ger­ber said. She gave the man be­hind the ta­ble a thin 
smile, then put one hand on her daugh­ter's shoul­der and the oth­er on her sleepy-​eyed son's, 
turn­ing them away. 
    'Mrs Ger­ber?' Bob­by asked. For just a mo­ment he con­sid­ered how his moth­er, once 
mar­ried to a man who had nev­er met an in­side straight he didn't like, would feel if she could 
see her son stand­ing here at Mr Mc­Quown's slap­dash ta­ble with that risky Randy Garfield red

      hair gleam­ing in the sun. The thought made him smile a lit­tle. Bob­by knew what an in­side 
straight was now; flush­es and full hous­es, too. He had made in­quiries. 'May I try?' 
    'Oh, Bob­by, I re­al­ly think we've had enough, don't you?' 
    Bob­by reached un­der the Kleenex he had stuffed in­to his pock­et and brought out his last 
three nick­els. 'All I have is this,' he said, show­ing first Mrs Ger­ber and then Mr Mc­Quown. 'Is 
it enough?' 
    'Son,' Mc­Quown said, 'I have played this game for pen­nies and en­joyed it.' 
    Mrs Ger­ber looked at Rion­da. 
    'Ah, hell,' Rion­da said, and pinched Bob­by's cheek. 'It's the price of a hair­cut, for Christ's 
sake. Let him lose it and then we'll go home.' 
    'All right, Bob­by,' Mrs Ger­ber said, and sighed. 'If you have to.' 
    'Put those nick­els down here, Bob, where we can all look at em,' said Mc­Quown. 'They 
look like good 'uns to me, yes in­deed. Are you ready?' 
    'I think so.' 
    'Then here we go. Two boys and a girl go in­to hid­ing to­geth­er. The boys are worth­less. 
Find the girl and dou­ble your mon­ey.' 
    The pale dex­trous fin­gers turned the three cards over. Mc­Quown spieled and the cards 
blurred. Bob­by watched them move about the ta­ble but made no re­al ef­fort to track the queen. 
That wasn't nec­es­sary. 
    'Now they go, now they slow, now they rest, here's the test.' The three red-​backed cards 
were in a line again. 'Tell me, Bob­by, where's she hide?' 
    'There,' Bob­by said, and point­ed to the far left. 
    Sul­ly groaned. 'It's the mid­dle card, you jerk. This time I nev­er took my eye off it.' 
    Mc­Quown took no no­tice of Sul­ly. He was look­ing at Bob­by. Bob­by looked back at him. 
Af­ter a mo­ment Mc­Quown reached out and turned over the card Bob­by had point­ed at. It was 
the queen of hearts. 
    'What the heck?' Sul­ly cried.  
    Car­ol clapped ex­cit­ed­ly and jumped up and down. Rion­da Hew­son squealed and smacked 
him on the back. 'You took im to school that time, Bob­by! At­taboy!' 
    Mc­Quown gave Bob­by a pe­cu­liar, thought­ful smile, then reached in­to his pock­et and 
brought out a fist­ful of change. 'Not bad, son. First time I've been beat all day. That I didn't 
/^my­self get beat, that is.' He picked out a quar­ter and a nick­el and put them down be­side 
Bob­by's fif­teen cents. 'Like to let it ride?' He saw Bob­by didn't un­der­stand. 'Like to go again?' 
    'May I?' Bob­by asked Ani­ta Ger­ber. 
    'Wouldn't you rather quit while you're ahead?' she asked, but her eyes were sparkling and 
she seemed to have for­got­ten all about beat­ing the traf­fic home. 
    'I am go­ing to quit while I'm ahead,' he told her. 
    Mc­Quown laughed. 'A boasty boy! Won't be able to grow a sin­gle chin-​whisker for an­oth­er 
five years, but he's a boasty boy al­ready. Well then, Boasty Bob­by, what do you think? Are 
we on for the game?' 
    'Sure,' Bob­by said. If Car­ol or Sul­ly-​John had ac­cused him of boast­ing, he would have 
protest­ed strong­ly — all his heroes, from John Wayne to Lucky Starr of the Space Pa­trol, 
were mod­est fel­lows, the kind to say 'Shucks' af­ter sav­ing a world or a wag­on train. But he 
felt no need to de­fend him­self to Mr Mc­Quown, who was a low man in blue shorts and 
maybe a card-​cheater as well. Boast­ing had been the fur­thest thing from Bob­by's mind. He 
didn't think this was much like his Dad's in­side straights, ei­ther. In­side straights were all hope 
and guess­work — 'fool's pok­er,' ac­cord­ing to Char­lie Year­man, the Har­wich El­emen­tary 
jan­itor, who had been hap­py to tell Bob­by ev­ery­thing about the game that S-J and Den­ny 
Rivers hadn't known — but there was no guess­work about this. 
    Mr Mc­Quown looked at him a mo­ment longer; Bob­by's calm con­fi­dence seemed to trou­ble

      him. Then he reached up, ad­just­ed the slant of his bowler, stretched out his arms, and wig­gled 
his fin­gers like Bugs Bun­ny be­fore he played the pi­ano at Carnegie Hall in one of the Mer­rie 
Melodies. 'Get on your mark, boasty boy. I'm giv­ing you the whole busi­ness this time, from 
the soup to the nuts.' 
    The cards blurred in­to a kind of pink film. From be­hind him Bob­by heard Sul­ly -John 
mut­ter 'Holy crow!' Car­ol's friend Tina said 'That's toofasf in an amus­ing tone of prim 
dis­ap­proval. Bob­by again watched the cards move, but on­ly be­cause he felt it was ex­pect­ed 
of him. Mr Mc­Quown didn't both­er with any pat­ter this time, which was sort of a re­lief. 
    The cards set­tled. Mc­Quown looked at Bob­by with his eye­brows raised. There was a lit­tle 
smile on his mouth, but he was breath­ing fast and there were beads of sweat on his up­per lip. 
    Bob­by point­ed im­me­di­ate­ly to the card on the right. 'That's her.' 
    'How do you know that?' Mr Mc­Quown asked, his smile fad­ing. 'How the hell do you 
know that?' 
    'I just do,' Bob­by said. 
    In­stead of flip­ping the card, Mc­Quown turned his head slight­ly and looked down the 
mid­way. The smile had been re­placed by a petu­lant ex­pres­sion — down­turned lips and a 
crease be­tween his eyes. Even the plas­tic sun­flow­er in his hat seemed dis­pleased, its to-​and-
fro bob now sulky in­stead of jaun­ty. 'No one beats that shuf­fle,' he said. 'No one has ev­er 
beat­en that shuf­fle.' 
    Rion­da reached over Bob­by's shoul­der and flipped the card he had point­ed at. It was the 
queen of hearts. This time all the kids clapped. The sound made the crease be­tween Mr 
Mc­Quown's eyes deep­en. 
    'The way I fig­ure, you owe old Boasty Bob­by here nine­ty cents,' Rion­da said. 'Are you 
gonna pay?' 
    'Sup­pose I don't?' Mr Mc­Quown asked, turn­ing his frown on Rion­da. 'What are you go­ing 
to do, tub­bo? Call a cop?' 
    'Maybe we ought to just go,' Ani­ta Ger­ber said, sound­ing ner­vous. 
    'Call a cop? Not me,' Rion­da said, ig­nor­ing Ani­ta. She nev­er took her eyes off Mc­Quown. 
'A lousy nine­ty cents out of your pock­et and you look like Ba­by Huey with a load in his 
pants. Je­sus wept!' 
    Ex­cept, Bob­by knew, it wasn't the mon­ey. Mr Mc­Quown had lost a lot more than this on 
oc­ca­sion. Some­times when he lost it was a 'hus­tle'; some­times it was an 'out.' What he was 
steamed about now was the shuf­fle. Mc­Quown hadn't liked a kid beat­ing his shuf­fle. 
    'What I'll do,' Rion­da con­tin­ued, 'is tell any­body on the mid­way who wants to know that 
you're a cheap­skate. Nine­ty-​Cent Mc­Quown, I'll call you. Think that'll help your busi­ness?' 
    'Id like to give you the busi­ness,' Mr Mc­Quown growled, but he reached in­to his pock­et, 
brought out an­oth­er dip of change — a big­ger one this time — and quick­ly count­ed out 
Bob­by's win­nings. 'There,' he said. 'Nine­ty cents. Go buy your­self a mar­ti­ni.' 
    'I re­al­ly just guessed, you know,' Bob­by said as he swept the coins in­to his hand and then 
shoved them in­to his pock­et, where they hung like a weight. The ar­gu­ment that morn­ing with 
his moth­er now seemed exquisite­ly stupid. He was go­ing home with more mon­ey than he had 
come with, and it meant noth­ing. Noth­ing. I'm a good guess­er.' 
    Mr Mc­Quown re­laxed. He wouldn't have hurt them in any case — he might be a low man 
but he wasn't the kind who hurt peo­ple; he'd nev­er sub­ject those clever long-​fin­gered hands to 
the in­dig­ni­ty of form­ing a fist — but Bob­by didn't want to leave him un­hap­py. He want­ed 
what Mr Mc­Quown him­self would have called 'an out.' 
    'Yeah,' Mc­Quown said. 'A good guess­er is what you are. Like to try a third guess, Bob­by? 
Rich­es await.' 
    'We re­al­ly have to be go­ing,' Mrs Ger­ber said hasti­ly. 
    'And if I tried again I'd lose,' Bob­by said. 'Thank you, Mr Mc­Quown. It was a good game.'

      'Yeah, yeah. Get lost, kid.' Mr Mc­Quown was like all the oth­er mid­way bark­ers now, 
look­ing far­ther down the line. Look­ing for fresh blood. 
 
  
Go­ing home, Car­ol and her girl­friends kept look­ing at him with awe; Sul­ly-​John with a kind 
of puz­zled re­spect. It made Bob­by feel un­com­fort­able. At one point Rion­da turned around 
and re­gard­ed him close­ly. 'You didn't just guess,' she said. 
    Bob­by looked at her cau­tious­ly, with­hold­ing com­ment. 
    'You had a win­kle.' 
    'What's a win­kle?' 
    'My dad wasn't much of a bet­ting man, but ev­ery now and then he'd get a hunch about a 
num­ber. He called it a win­kle. Then he'd bet. Once he won fifty dol­lars. Bought us gro­ceries 
for a whole month. That's what hap­pened to you, isn't it?' 
    'I guess so,' Bob­by said. 'Maybe I had a win­kle.' 
 
  
When he got home, his mom was sit­ting on the porch glid­er with her legs fold­ed un­der her. 
She had changed in­to her Sat­ur­day pants and was look­ing mood­ily out at the street. She 
waved briefly to Car­ol's mom as she drove away; watched as Ani­ta turned in­to her own 
drive­way and Bob­by trudged up the walk. He knew what his mom was think­ing: Mrs 
Ger­ber's hus­band was in the Navy, but at least she had a hus­band. Al­so, Ani­ta Ger­ber had an 
Es­tate Wag­on. Liz had shank's mare, the bus if she had to go a lit­tle far­ther, or a taxi if she 
need­ed to go in­to Bridge­port. 
    But Bob­by didn't think she was an­gry at him any­more, and that was good.  
    'Did you have a nice time at Savin, Bob­by?' 
    'Su­per time,' he said, and thought: What is it, Mom? You don't care what kind of time I had 
at the beach. What's re­al­ly on your mind? But he couldn't tell. 
    'Good. Lis­ten, kid­do . . . I'm sor­ry we got in­to an ar­gu­ment this morn­ing. I hate work­ing on 
Sat­ur­days.' This last came out al­most in a spit. 
    'It's okay, Mom.' 
    She touched his cheek and shook her head. 'That fair skin of yours! You'll nev­er tan, 
Bob­by-​O. Not you. Come on in and I'll put some Ba­by Oil on that sun­burn.' 
    He fol­lowed her in­side, took off his shirt, and stood in front of her as she sat on the couch 
and smeared the fra­grant Ba­by Oil on his back and arms and neck — even on his cheeks. It 
felt good, and he thought again how much he loved her, how much he loved to be touched by 
her. He won­dered what she would think if she knew he had kissed Car­ol on the Fer­ris wheel. 
Would she smile? Bob­by didn't think she would smile. And if she knew about Mc­Quown and 
the cards — 
    'I haven't seen your pal from up­stairs,' she said, re­cap­ping the Ba­by Oil bot­tle. 'I know he's 
up there be­cause I can hear the Yan­kees game on his ra­dio, but wouldn't you think he'd go out 
on the porch where it's cool?' 
    'I guess he doesn't feel like it,' Bob­by said. 'Mom, are you okay?' 
    She looked at him, star­tled. Tine, Bob­by.' She smiled and Bob­by smiled back. It took an 
ef­fort, be­cause he didn't think his mom was fine at all. In fact he was pret­ty sure she wasn't. 
    He just had a win­kle.

      That night Bob­by lay on his back with his heels spread to the cor­ners of the bed, eyes open 
and look­ing up at the ceil­ing. His win­dow was open, too, the cur­tains drift­ing back and forth 
in a breath of a breeze, and from some oth­er open win­dow came the sound of The Plat­ters: 
'Here, in the af­ter­glow of day, We keep our ren­dezvous, be­neath the blue.' Far­ther away was 
the drone of an air­plane, the honk of a horn. 
    Rion­da's dad had called it a win­kle, and once he'd hit the dai­ly num­ber for fifty dol­lars. 
Bob­by had agreed with her — a win­kle, sure, I had a win­kle — but he couldn't have picked a 
lot­tery num­ber to save his soul. The thing was . . . 
    The thing was Mr Mc­Quown knew where the queen end­ed up ev­ery time, and so I knew. 
    Once Bob­by re­al­ized that, oth­er things fell in­to place. Ob­vi­ous stuff, re­al­ly, but he'd been 
hav­ing fun, and . . . well . . . you didn't ques­tion what you knew, did you? You might ques­tion 
a win­kle — a feel­ing that came to you right out of the blue but you didn't ques­tion know­ing. 
    Ex­cept how did he know his moth­er was tap­ing mon­ey in­to the un­der­wear pages of the 
Sears cat­alogue on the top shelf of her clos­et? How did he even know the cat­alogue was up 
there? She'd nev­er told him about it. She'd nev­er told him about the blue pitch­er where she 
put her quar­ters, ei­ther, but of course he had known about that for years, he wasn't blind even 
though he had an idea she some­times thought he was. But the cat­alogue? The quar­ters rolled 
and changed in­to bills, the bills then taped in­to the cat­alogue? There was no way he could 
know about a thing like that, but as he lay here in his bed, lis­ten­ing while 'Earth An­gel' 
re­placed 'Twi­light Time,' he knew that the cat­alogue was there. He knew be­cause she knew, 
and it had crossed the front part of her mind. And on the Fer­ris wheel he had known Car­ol 
want­ed him to kiss her again be­cause it had been her first re­al kiss from a boy and she hadn't 
been pay­ing enough at­ten­tion; it had been over be­fore she was com­plete­ly aware it was 
hap­pen­ing. But know­ing that wasn't know­ing the fu­ture. 
    'No, it's just read­ing minds,' he whis­pered, and then shiv­ered all over as if his sun­burn had 
turned to ice. 
    Watch out, Bob­by-0 — if you don't watch out you'll wind up as nuts as Ted with his low 
men. 
    Far off, in the town square, the clock be­gan bong­ing the hour of ten. Bob­by turned his head 
and looked at the alarm clock on his desk. Big Ben claimed it was on­ly nine-​fifty-​two. 
    All right, so the clock down­town is a lit­tle fast or mine is a lit­tle slow. Big deal, Mc­Neal. 
Go to sleep. 
    He didn't think he could do that for at least awhile, but it had been quite a day — 
ar­gu­ments with moth­ers, mon­ey won from three-​card monte deal­ers, kiss­es at the top of the 
Fer­ris wheel — and he be­gan to drift in a pleas­ant fash­ion. 
    Maybe she is my girl­friend, Bob­by thought. Maybe she's my girl­friend af­ter all. 
    With the last pre­ma­ture bong of the town square clock still fad­ing in the air, Bob­by fell 
asleep.

      5 
Bob­by Reads the Pa­per. Brown, with a 
White Bib. A Big Chance for Liz. 
Camp Broad Street. An Un­easy Week. 
Off to Prov­idence. 
 
On Mon­day, af­ter his mom had gone to work, Bob­by went up­stairs to read Ted the pa­per 
(al­though his eyes were ac­tu­al­ly good enough to do it him­self, Ted said he had come to en­joy 
the sound of Bob­by's voice and the lux­ury of be­ing read to while he sha ved). Ted stood in his 
lit­tle bath­room with the door open, scrap­ing foam from his face, while Bob­by tried him on 
var­ious head­lines from the var­ious sec­tions. 
    'VI­ET SKIR­MIS­ES IN­TEN SIFY?' 
    'Be­fore break­fast? Thanks but no thanks.' 
    'CARTS COR­RALLED , LO­CAL MAN AR­REST­ED?' 
    'First para­graph, Bob­by.' 
    '“When po­lice showed up at his Pond Lane res­idence late yes­ter­day, John T. An­der­son of 
Har­wich told them all about his hob­by, which he claims is col­lect­ing su­per­mar­ket shop­ping 
carts. 'He was very in ter­est­ing on the sub­ject,' said Of­fi­cer Kir­by Mal­loy of the Har­wich P.D., 
'but we weren't en­tire­ly sat­is­fied that he'd come by some of the carts in his col­lec­tion 
hon­est­ly.' Turns out Mal­loy was 'right with Ev­er­sharp.' Of the more than fifty shop­ping carts 
in Mr An­der­son's back yard, at least twen­ty had been stolen from the Har­wich A&P and To­tal 
Gro­cery. There were even a few carts from the IGA mar­ket in Stans­bury.”'  
    'Enough,' Ted said, rins­ing his ra­zor un­der hot wa­ter and then rais­ing the blade to his 
lath­ered neck. 'Galumph­ing small-​town hu­mor in re­sponse to pa­thet­ic acts of com­pul­sive 
larce­ny.' 
    'I don't un­der­stand you.' 
    'Mr An­der­son sounds like a man suf­fer­ing from a neu­ro­sis — a men­tal prob­lem, in oth­er 
words. Do you think men­tal prob­lems are fun­ny?' 
    'Gee, no. I feel bad for peo­ple with loose screws.' 
    'I'm glad to hear you say so. I've known peo­ple whose screws were not just loose but 
en­tire­ly miss­ing. A good many such peo­ple, in fact. They are of­ten pa­thet­ic, some­times awe-
in­spir­ing, and oc­ca­sion­al­ly ter­ri­fy­ing, but they are not fun­ny. CARTS COR­RALLED, in­deed. 
What else is there?' 
    'STAR­LET KILLED IN EU RO­PEAN ROAD AC­CI­DENT?' 
    'Ugh, no.' 
    'YAN­KEES AC­QUIRE IN­FIELD­ER IN TRADE WITH SEN­ATORS?' 
    'Noth­ing the Yan­kees do with the Sen­ators in­ter­ests me.' 
    'AL­BI­NI REL­ISH­ES UN­DER­DOG ROLE?' 
    'Yes, please read that.' 
    Ted lis­tened close­ly as he painstak­ing­ly shaved his throat. Bob­by him­self found the sto­ry 
less than riv­et­ing — it wasn't about Floyd Pat­ter­son or In­ge­mar Jo­hans­son, af­ter all (Sul­ly 
called the Swedish heavy­weight 'In­gie-​Ba­by') — but he read it care­ful­ly, nev­er­the­less. The 
twelve-​rounder be­tween Tom­my 'Hur­ri­cane' Hay­wood and Ed­die Al­bi­ni was sched­uled for

      Madi­son Square Gar­den on Wednes­day night of the fol­low­ing week. Both fight­ers had good 
records, but age was con­sid­ered an im­por­tant, per­haps telling fac­tor: Hay­wood, twen­ty-​three 
to Ed­die Al­bi­ni's thir­ty-​six, and a heavy fa­vorite. The win­ner might get a shot at the 
heavy­weight ti­tle in the fall, prob­ably around the time Richard Nixon won the Pres­iden­cy 
(Bob­by's mom said that was sure to hap­pen, and a good thing — nev­er mind that Kennedy 
was a Catholic, he was just too young, and apt to be a hot­head). 
    In the ar­ti­cle Al­bi­ni said he could un­der­stand why he was the un­der­dog — he was get­ting 
up in years a lit­tle and some folks thought he was past it be­cause he'd lost by a TKO to Sug­ar 
Boy Mas­ters in his last fight. And sure, he knew that Hay­wood out­reached him and was 
sup­posed to be mighty savvy for a younger fel­low. But he'd been train­ing hard, Al­bi­ni said, 
skip­ping a lot of rope and spar­ring with a guy who moved and jabbed like Hay­wood. The 
ar­ti­cle was full of words like game and de­ter­mined', Al­bi­ni was de­scribed as be­ing 'full of 
grit.' Bob­by could tell the writ­er thought Al­bi­ni was go­ing to get the stuff­ing knocked out of 
him and felt sor­ry for him. Hur­ri­cane Hay­wood hadn't been avail­able to talk to the re­porter, 
but his man­ag­er, a fel­low named I. Klein­di­enst (Ted told Bob­by how to pro­nounce the name), 
said it was like­ly to be Ed­die Al­bi­ni's last fight. 'He had his day, but his day is over,' I. 
Klein­di­enst said. 'If Ed­die goes six, I'm go­ing to send my boy to bed with­out his sup­per.' 
    'Irv­ing Klein­di­enst's a ka-​mai,' Ted said. 
    'A what?' 
    'A fool.' Ted was look­ing out the win­dow to­ward the sound of Mrs O'Hara's dog. Not 
to­tal­ly blank the way he some­times went blank, but dis­tant. 
    'You know him?' Bob­by asked. 
    'No, no,' Ted said. He seemed first star­tled by the idea, then amused. 'Know of him.' 
    'It sounds to me like this guy Al­bi­ni's gonna get creamed.' 
    'You nev­er know. That's what makes it in­ter­est­ing.' 
    'What do you mean?' 
    'Noth­ing. Go to the comics, Bob­by. I want Flash Gor­don. And be sure to tell me what Dale 
Ar­den's wear­ing.' 
    'Why?' 
    'Be­cause I think she's a re­al hot­sy-​tot­sy,' Ted said, and Bob­by burst out laugh­ing. He 
couldn't help it. Some­times Ted was a re­al card. 
 
  
A day lat­er, on his way back from Ster­ling House, where he had just filled out the rest of his 
forms for sum­mer base­ball, Bob­by came up­on a care­ful­ly print­ed poster thumb­tacked to an 
elm in Com­mon­wealth Park. 
 
PLEASE HELP US FIND PHIL! 
PHIL is our WELSH COR­GI! 
PHIL is 7 YRS. OLD! 
PHIL is BROWN, with a WHITE BIB! 
His EYES are BRIGHT & IN­TEL­LI­GENT! 
The TIPS OF HIS EARS are BLACK! 
Will bring you a BALL if you say HUR­RY UP PHIL! 
CALL HOusi­ton­ic 5-8337!  
(OR) 
BRING to 745 High­gate Av­enue! 
Home of THE SAG­AMORE FAM­ILY!

      There was no pic­ture of Phil. 
    Bob­by stood look­ing at the poster for a fair length of time. Part of him want­ed to run home 
and tell Ted — not on­ly about this but about the star and cres­cent moon he'd seen chalked 
be­side the hop­scotch grid. An­oth­er part point­ed out that there was all sorts of stuff post­ed in 
the park — he could see a sign ad­ver­tis­ing a con­cert in the town square post­ed on an­oth­er elm 
right across from where he was stand­ing — and he would be nuts to get Ted go­ing about this. 
These two thoughts con­tend­ed with each oth­er un­til they felt like two sticks rub­bing to­geth­er 
and his brain in dan­ger of catch­ing on fire. 
    I won't think about it, he told him­self, step­ping back from the poster. And when a voice 
from deep with­in his mind — a dan­ger­ous­ly adult voice — protest­ed that he was be­ing paid 
to think about stuff like this, to tell about stuf f like this, Bob­by told the voice to just shut up. 
And the voice did. 
    When he got home, his moth­er was sit­ting on the porch glid­er again, this time mend­ing the 
sleeve of a house­dress. She looked up and Bob­by saw the puffy skin be­neath her eyes, the 
red­dened lids. She had a Kleenex fold­ed in­to one hand.  
    'Mom — ?' 
    What's wrong? was how the thought fin­ished . . . but fin­ish­ing it would be un­wise. Would 
like­ly cause trou­ble. Bob­by had had no re­cur­rence of his bril­liant in­sights on the day of the 
trip to Savin Rock, but he knew her — the way she looked at him when she was up­set, the 
way the hand with the Kleenex in it tensed, al­most be­com­ing a fist, the way she drew in 
breath and sat up straighter, ready to give you a fight if you want­ed to go against her. 
    'What?' she asked him. 'Got some­thing on your mind be­sides your hair?' 
    'No,' he said. His voice sound­ed awk­ward and odd­ly shy to his own ears. 'I was at Ster­ling 
House. The lists are up for base­ball. I'm a Wolf again this sum­mer.' 
    She nod­ded and re­laxed a lit­tle. 'I'm sure you'll make the Li­ons next year.' She moved her 
sewing bas­ket from the glid­er to the porch floor, then pat­ted the emp­ty place. 'Sit down here 
be­side me a minute, Bob­by. I've got some­thing to tell you.' 
    Bob­by sat with a feel­ing of trep­ida­tion — she'd been cry­ing, af­ter all, and she sound­ed 
quite grave — but it turned out not to be a big deal, at least as far as he could see. 
    'Mr Bi­der­man — Don — has in­vit­ed me to go with him and Mr Cush­man and Mr Dean to 
a sem­inar in Prov­idence. It's a big chance for me.' 
    'What's a sem­inar?' 
    'A sort of con­fer­ence — peo­ple get to­geth­er to learn about a sub­ject and dis­cuss it. This 
one is Re­al Es­tate in the Six­ties. I was very sur­prised that Don would in­vite me. Bill 
Cush­man and Cur­tis Dean, of course I knew they'd be go­ing, they're agents. But for Don to 
ask me . . . ' She trailed off for a mo­ment, then turned to Bob­by and smiled. He thought it was 
a gen­uine smile, but it went odd­ly with her red­dened lids. 'I've want­ed to be­come an agent 
my­self for the longest time, and now this, right out of the blue . . . it's a big chance for me, 
Bob­by, and it could mean a big change for us.' 
    Bob­by knew his mom want­ed to sell re­al es­tate. She had books on the sub­ject and read a 
lit­tle out of them al­most ev­ery night, of­ten un­der­lin­ing parts. But if it was such a big chance, 
why had it made her cry? 
    'Well, that's good,' he said. 'The ginchi­est. I hope you learn a lot. When is it?' 
    'Next week. The four of us leave ear­ly Tues­day morn­ing and get back Thurs­day night 
around eight o'clock. All the meet­ings are at the War­wick Ho­tel, and that's where we'll be 
stay­ing — Don's booked the rooms. I haven't stayed in a ho­tel room for twelve years, I guess. 
I'm a lit­tle ner­vous.' 
    Did ner­vous make you cry? Bob­by won­dered. Maybe so, if you were a grownup — 
es­pe­cial­ly a fe­male grownup. 
    'I want you to ask S-J if you can stay with him Tues­day and Wednes­day night. I'm sure

      Mrs Sul­li­van — ' 
    Bob­by shook his head. 'That won't work.' 
    'Whyev­er not?' Liz bent a fierce look at him. 'Mrs Sul­li­van hasn't ev­er mind­ed you stay­ing 
over be­fore. You haven't got­ten in­to her bad books some­how, have you?' 
    'No, Mom. It's just that S-J won a week at Camp Win­nie.' The sound of all those W's 
com­ing out of his mouth made him feel like smil­ing, but he held it in. His moth­er was still 
look­ing at him in that fierce way . . . and wasn't there a kind of pan­ic in that look? Pan­ic or 
some­thing like it? 
    'What's Camp Win­nie? What are you talk­ing about?' 
    Bob­by ex­plained about S-J win­ning the free week at Camp Wini­wina­ia and how Mrs 
Sul­li­van was go­ing to vis­it her par­ents in Wis­con­sin at the same time — plans which had now 
been fi­nal­ized, Big Gray Dog and all. 
    'Damn it, that's just my luck,' his mom said. She al­most nev­er swore, said that curs­ing and 
what she called 'dirty talk' was the lan­guage of the ig­no­rant. Now she made a fist and struck 
the arm of the glid­er. 'God damn it!' 
    She sat for a mo­ment, think­ing. Bob­by thought, as well. His on­ly oth­er close friend on the 
street was Car­ol, and he doubt­ed his mom would call Ani­ta Ger­ber and ask if he could stay 
over there. Car­ol was a girl, and some­how that made a dif­fer­ence when it came to sleep­overs. 
One of his moth­er's friends? The thing was she didn't re­al­ly have any . . . ex­cept for Don 
Bi­der­man (and maybe the oth­er two that were go­ing to the sem­inar in Prov­idence). Plen­ty of 
ac­quain­tances, peo­ple she said hi to if they were walk­ing back from the su­per­mar­ket or go­ing 
to a Fri­day-​night movie down­town, but no one she could call up and ask to keep her eleven-
year-​old son for a cou­ple of nights; no rel­atives, ei­ther, at least none that Bob­by knew of. 
    Like peo­ple trav­el­ling on con­verg­ing roads, Bob­by and his moth­er grad­ual­ly drew to­ward 
the same point. Bob­by got there first, if on­ly by a sec­ond or two. 
    'What about Ted?' he asked, then al­most clapped his hand over his mouth. It ac­tu­al­ly rose 
out of his lap a lit­tle. 
    His moth­er watched the hand set­tle back with a re­turn of her old cyn­ical half -smile, the one 
she wore when dis­pens­ing say­ings like You have to eat a peck of dirt be­fore you die and Two 
men looked out through prison bars, one saw the mud and one saw the stars and of course 
that all-​time fa­vorite, Life's not fair. 
    'You think I don't know you call him Ted when the two of you are to­geth­er?' she asked. 
'You must think I've been tak­ing stupid-​pills, Bob­by-​O.' She sat and looked out at the street. 
A Chrysler New York­er slid slow­ly past — finny, fend­er­skirt­ed, and high­light­ed with 
chrome. Bob­by watched it go by. The man be­hind the wheel was el­der­ly and white-​haired 
and wear­ing a blue jack­et. Bob­by thought he was prob­ably all right. Old but not low. 
    'Maybe it'd work,' Liz said at last. She spoke mus­ing­ly, more to her­self than to her son. 
'Let's go talk to Brauti­gan and see.' 
    Fol­low­ing her up the stairs to the third floor, Bob­by won­dered how long she had known 
how to say Ted's name cor­rect­ly. A week? A month? 
    From the start, Dum­bo, he thought. From the very first day. 
 
  
Bob­by's ini­tial idea was that Ted could stay in his own room on the third floor while Bob­by 
stayed in the apart­ment on the first floor; they'd both keep their doors open, and if ei­ther of 
them need­ed any­thing, they could call.  
    'I don't be­lieve the Kil­gal­lens or the Proskys would en­joy you yelling up to Mr Brauti­gan at 
three o'clock in the morn­ing that you'd had a night­mare,' Liz said tart­ly. The Kil­gal­lens and 
the Proskys had the two small sec­ond-​floor apart­ments; Liz and Bob­by were friend­ly with

      nei­ther of them.  
    'I won't have any night­mares,' Bob­by said, deeply hu­mil­iat­ed to be treat­ed like a lit­tle kid. 
'I mean jeep­ers.' 
    'Keep it to your­self,' his mom said. They were sit­ting at Ted's kitchen ta­ble, the two adults 
smok­ing, Bob­by with a root­beer in front of him. 
    'It's just not the right idea,' Ted told him. 'You're a good kid, Bob­by, re­spon­si­ble and lev­el-
head­ed, but eleven's too young to be on your own, I think.' 
    Bob­by found it eas­ier to be called too young by his friend than by his moth­er. Al­so he had 
to ad­mit that it might be spooky to wake up in one of those lit­tle hours af­ter mid­night and go 
to the bath­room know­ing he was the on­ly per­son in the apart­ment. He could do it, he had no 
doubt he could do it, but yeah, it would be spooky. 
    'What about the couch?' he asked. 'It pulls out and makes a bed, doesn't it?' They had nev­er 
used it that way, but Bob­by was sure she'd told him once that it did. He was right, and it 
solved the prob­lem. She prob­ably hadn't want­ed Bob­by in her bed (let alone 'Brat­ti­gan'), and 
she re­al­ly hadn't want­ed Bob­by up here in this hot third-​floor room — that he was sure of. He 
fig­ured she'd been look­ing so hard for a so­lu­tion that she'd looked right past the ob­vi­ous one. 
    So it was de­cid­ed that Ted would spend Tues­day and Wednes­day nights of the fol­low­ing 
week on the pull-​out couch in the Garfields' liv­ing room. Bob­by was ex­cit­ed by the prospect: 
he would have two days on his own — three, count­ing Thurs­day — and there would be 
some­one with him at night, when things could get spooky. Not a babysit­ter, ei­ther, but a 
grownup friend. It wasn't the same as Sul­ly-​John go­ing to Camp Win­nie for a week, but in a 
way it was. Camp Broad Street, Bob­by thought, and al­most laughed out loud.  
    'We'll have fun,' Ted said. I'll make my fa­mous beans-​and-​franks casse­role.' He reached 
over and ruf­fled Bob­by's crew­cut. 
    'If you're go­ing to have beans and franks, it might be wise to bring that down,' his mom 
said, and point­ed the fin­gers hold­ing her cigarette at Ted's fan. 
    Ted and Bob­by laughed. Liz Garfield smiled her cyn­ical half-​smile, fin­ished her cigarette, 
and put it out in Ted's ash­tray. When she did, Bob­by again no­ticed the puffi­ness of her 
eye­lids. 
    As Bob­by and his moth­er went back down the stairs, Bob­by re­mem­bered the poster he had 
seen in the park — the miss­ing Cor­gi who would bring you a BALL if you said HUR­RY UP PHIL. 
He should tell Ted about the poster. He should tell Ted about ev­ery­thing. But if he did that 
and Ted left 149, who would stay with him next week? What would hap­pen to Camp Broad 
Street, two fel­lows eat­ing Ted's fa­mous beans-​and-​franks casse­role for sup­per (maybe in 
front of the TV, which his mom rarely al­lowed) and then stay­ing up as late as they want­ed? 
    Bob­by made a promise to him­self: he would tell Ted ev­ery­thing next Fri­day, af­ter his 
moth­er was back from her con­fer­ence or sem­inar or what­ev­er it was. He would make a 
com­plete re­port and Ted could do what­ev­er he need­ed to do. He might even stick around.  
    With this de­ci­sion Bob­by's mind cleared amaz­ing­ly, and when he saw an up­side -down FOR 
SALE card on the To­tal Gro­cery bul­letin board two days lat­er — it was for a wash­er-​dry­er set 
— he was able to put it out of his thoughts al­most im­me­di­ate­ly. 
 
  
That was nev­er­the­less an un­easy week for Bob­by Garfield, very un­easy in­deed. He saw two 
more lost-​pet posters, one down­town and one out on Ash­er Av­enue, half a mile be­yond the 
Ash­er Em­pire (the block he lived on was no longer enough; he found him­self go­ing far­ther 
and far­ther afield in his dai­ly scout­ing trips). And Ted be­gan to have those weird blank 
pe­ri­ods with greater fre­quen­cy. They last­ed longer when they came, too. Some­times he spoke 
when he was in that dis­tant state of mind, and not al­ways in En­glish. When he did speak in

      En­glish, what he said did not al­ways make sense. Most of the time Bob­by thought Ted was 
one of the san­est, smartest, neat­est guys he had ev­er met. When he went away, though, it was 
scary. At least his mom didn't know. Bob­by didn't think she'd be too cool on the idea of 
leav­ing him with a guy who some­times flipped out and start­ed talk­ing non­sense in En­glish or 
gib­ber­ish in some oth­er lan­guage. 
    Af­ter one of these laps­es, when Ted did noth­ing for al­most a minute and a half but stare 
blankly off in­to space, mak­ing no re­sponse to Bob­by's in­creas­ing­ly ag­itat­ed ques­tions, it 
oc­curred to Bob­by that per­haps Ted wasn't in his own head at all but in some oth­er world — 
that he had left Earth as sure­ly as those peo­ple in Ring Around the Sun who dis­cov­ered they 
could fol­low the spi­rals on a child's top to just about any­where. 
    Ted had been hold­ing a Chester­field be­tween his fin­gers when he went blank; the ash grew 
long and even­tu­al­ly dropped off on­to the ta­ble. When the coal grew un­nerv­ing­ly close to 
Ted's bunchy knuck­les, Bob­by pulled it gen­tly free and was putting it out in the over­flow­ing 
ash­tray when Ted fi­nal­ly came back. 
    'Smok­ing?' he asked with a frown. 'Hell, Bob­by, you're too young to smoke.' 
    'I was just putting it out for you. I thought . . . ' Bob­by shrugged, sud­den­ly shy. 
    Ted looked at the first two fin­gers of his right hand, where there was a per­ma­nent yel­low 
nico­tine stain. He laughed — a short bark with ab­so­lute­ly no hu­mor in it. 'Thought I was 
go­ing to burn my­self, did you?' 
    Bob­by nod­ded. 'What do you think about when you go off like that? Where do you go?'  
    'That's hard to ex­plain,' Ted replied, and then asked Bob­by to read him his horo­scope. 
    Think­ing about Ted's trances was dis­tract­ing. Not talk­ing about the things Ted was pay­ing 
him to look for was even more dis­tract­ing. As a re­sult, Bob­by — or­di­nar­ily a pret­ty good 
hit­ter — struck out four times in an af­ter­noon game for the Wolves at Ster­ling House. He al­so 
lost four straight Bat­tle­ship games to Sul­ly at S-​J's house on Fri­day, when it rained.  
    'What the heck's wrong with you?' Sul­ly asked. 'That's the third time you called out squares 
you al­ready called out be­fore. Al­so, I have to prac­ti­cal­ly holler in your ear be­fore you an­swer 
me. What's up?' 
    'Noth­ing.' That was what he said. Ev­ery­thing. That was what he felt. 
    Car­ol al­so asked Bob­by a cou­ple of times that week if he was okay; Mrs Ger­ber asked if he 
was 'off his feed'; Yvonne Lov­ing want­ed to know if he had mono, and then gig­gled un­til she 
seemed in dan­ger of ex­plod­ing. 
    The on­ly per­son who didn't no­tice Bob­by's odd be­hav­ior was his mom. Liz Garfield was 
in­creas­ing­ly pre­oc­cu­pied with her trip to Prov­idence, talk­ing on the phone in the evenings 
with Mr Bi­der­man or one of the oth­er two who were go­ing (Bill Cush­man was one of them; 
Bob­by couldn't ex­act­ly re­mem­ber the name of the oth­er guy), lay­ing clothes out on her bed 
un­til the spread was al­most cov­ered, then shak­ing her head over them an­gri­ly and re­turn­ing 
them to the clos­et, mak­ing an ap­point­ment to get her hair done and then call­ing the la­dy back 
and ask­ing if she could add a man­icure. Bob­by wasn't even sure what a man­icure was. He had 
to ask Ted. 
    She seemed ex­cit­ed by her prepa­ra­tions, but there was al­so a kind of grim­ness to her. She 
was like a sol­dier about to storm an en­emy beach, or a para­troop­er who would soon be 
jump­ing out of a plane and land­ing be­hind en­emy lines. One of her evening tele­phone 
con­ver­sa­tions seemed to be a whis­pered ar­gu­ment — Bob­by had an idea it was with Mr 
Bi­der­man, but he wasn't sure. On Sat­ur­day, Bob­by came in­to her bed­room and saw her 
look­ing at two new dress­es — dressy dress­es, one with thin lit­tle shoul­der straps and one with 
no straps at all, just a top like a bathing suit. The box­es they had come in lay tum­bled on the 
floor with tis­sue pa­per foam­ing out of them. His mom was stand­ing over the dress­es, look­ing 
down at them with an ex­pres­sion Bob­by had nev­er seen be­fore: big eyes, drawn-​to­geth­er 
brows, taut white cheeks which flared with spots of rouge. One hand was at her mouth, and

      he could hear bone­like clit­ter­ing sounds as she bit at her nails. A Kool smol­dered in an 
ash­tray on the bu­reau, ap­par­ent­ly for­got­ten. Her big eyes shut­tled back and forth be­tween the 
two dress­es. 
    'Mom?' Bob­by asked, and she jumped lit­er­al­ly jumped in­to the air. Then she whirled on 
him, her mouth drawn down in a gri­mace. 
    'Je­sus Christ!' she al­most snarled. 'Don you knock?' I'm sor­ry,' he said, and be­gan to back 
out of the room. His moth­er had nev­er said any­thing about knock­ing be­fore. 'Mom, are you 
all right?' 
    'Fine!' She spied the cigarette, grabbed it, smoked fu­ri­ous­ly. She ex­haled with such force 
that Bob­by al­most ex­pect­ed to see smoke come from her ears as well as her nose and mouth. 
Td be fin­er if I could find a cock­tail dress that didn't make me look like Elsie the Cow. Once I 
was a size six, do you know that? Be­fore I mar­ried your fa­ther I was a size six. Now look at 
me! Elsie the Cow! Mo­by-​damn-​Dick!' 
    'Mom, you're not big. In fact just late­ly you look — ' 
    'Get out, Bob­by. Please let Moth­er alone. I have a headache.' That night he heard her 
cry­ing again. The fol­low­ing day he saw her care­ful­ly pack­ing one of the dress­es in­to her 
lug­gage — the one with the thin straps. The oth­er went back in­to its store-​box: GOWNS BY 
LU­CIE OF BRIDGE­PORT was writ­ten across the front in el­egant ma­roon script. 
    On Mon­day night, Liz in­vit­ed Ted Brauti­gan down to have din­ner with them. Bob­by loved 
his moth­er's meat­loaf and usu­al­ly asked for sec­onds, but on this oc­ca­sion he had to work hard 
to stuff down a sin­gle piece. He was ter­ri­fied that Ted would trance out and his moth­er would 
pitch a fit over it. 
    His fear proved ground­less. Ted spoke pleas­ant­ly of his child­hood in New Jer­sey and, 
when Bob­by's mom asked him, of his job in Hart­ford. To Bob­by he seemed less com­fort­able 
talk­ing about ac­count­ing than he did rem­inisc­ing about sleigh­ing as a kid, but his mom didn't 
ap­pear to no­tice. Ted did ask for a sec­ond slice of meat­loaf. 
    When the meal was over and the ta­ble cleared, Liz gave Ted a list of tele­phone num­bers, 
in­clud­ing those of Dr Gor­don, the Ster­ling House Sum­mer Rec of­fice, and the War­wick 
Ho­tel. 'If there are any prob­lems, I want to hear from you. Okay?' 
    Ted nod­ded. 'Okay.' 
    'Bob­by? No big wor­ries?' She put her hand briefly on his fore­head, the way she used to do 
when he com­plained of feel­ing fever­ish. 
    'Nope. We'll have a blast. Won't we, Mr Brauti­gan?' 
    'Oh, call him Ted,' Liz al­most snapped. 'If he's go­ing to be sleep­ing in our liv­ing room, I 
guess I bet­ter call him Ted, too. May I?' 
    'In­deed you may. Let it be Ted from this mo­ment on.' 
    He smiled. Bob­by thought it was a sweet smile, open and friend­ly. He didn't un­der­stand 
how any­one could re­sist it. But his moth­er could and did. Even now, while she was re­turn­ing 
Ted's smile, he saw the hand with the Kleenex in it tight­en­ing and loos­en­ing in its old 
fa­mil­iar ges­ture of anx­ious dis­plea­sure. One of her ab­so­lute fa­vorite say­ings now came to 
Bob­by's mind: I'd trust him (or her) as far as I could sling a pi­ano. 
    'And from now on I'm Liz.' She held out a hand across the ta­ble and they shook like peo­ple 
meet­ing for the first time . . . ex­cept Bob­by knew his moth­er's mind was al­ready made up on 
the sub­ject of Ted Brauti­gan. If her back hadn't been against the wall, she nev­er would have 
trust­ed Bob­by with him. Not in a mil­lion years. 
    She opened her purse and took out a plain white en­ve­lope. 'There's ten dol­lars in here,' she 
said, hand­ing the en­ve­lope to Ted. 'You boys will want to eat out at least one night, I ex­pect 
— Bob­by likes the Colony Din­er, if that's all right with you — and you may want to take in a 
movie, as well. I don't know what else there might be, but it's best to have a lit­tle cush­ion, 
don't you think?'

      'Al­ways bet­ter safe than sor­ry,' Ted agreed, tuck­ing the en­ve­lope care­ful­ly in­to the front 
pock­et of his slacks, 'but I don't ex­pect we'll go through any­thing like ten dol­lars in three 
days. Will we, Bob­by?' 
    'Gee, no, I don't see how we could.' 
    'Waste not, want not,' Liz said — it was an­oth­er of her fa­vorites, right up there with the 
fool and his mon­ey soon part­ed. She plucked a cigarette out of the pack on the ta­ble be­side 
the so­fa and lit it with a hand which was not quite steady. 'You boys will be fine. Prob­ably 
have a bet­ter time than I will.' 
    Look­ing at her ragged, bit­ten fin­ger­nails, Bob­by thought, That's for sure. 
 
  
His mom and the oth­ers were go­ing to Prov­idence in Mr Bi­der­man's car, and the next 
morn­ing at sev­en o'clock Liz and Bob­by Garfield stood on the porch, wait­ing for it to show 
up. The air had that ear­ly hazy hush that meant the hot days of sum­mer had ar­rived. From 
Ash­er Av­enue came the hoot and rum­ble of heavy go­ing-​to-​work traf­fic, but down here on 
Broad there was on­ly the oc­ca­sion­al pass­ing car or de­liv­ery truck. Bob­by could hear the 
hisha-​hisha of lawn-​sprin­klers, and, from the oth­er side of the block, the end­less roop-​roop-
roop of Bows­er. Bows­er sound­ed the same whether it was June or Jan­uary; to Bob­by 
Garfield, Bows­er seemed as change­less as God. 
    'You don't have to wait out here with me, you know,' Liz said. She was wear­ing a light coat 
and smok­ing a cigarette. She had on a lit­tle more make­up than usu­al, but Bob­by thought he 
could still de­tect shad­ows un­der her eyes — she had passed an­oth­er rest­less night. 
    'I don't mind.' 
    'I hope it's all right, leav­ing you with him.' 
    'I wish you wouldn't wor­ry. Ted's a good guy, Mom.' 
    She made a lit­tle hm­ph­ing noise. 
    There was a twin­kle of chrome from the bot­tom of the hill as Mr Bi­der­man's Mer­cury (not 
vul­gar, ex­act­ly, but a boat of a car all the same) turned on­to their street from Com­mon­wealth 
and came up the hill to­ward 149.  
    'There he is, there he is,' his mom said, sound­ing ner­vous and ex­cit­ed. She bent down. 
'Give me a lit­tle smooch, Bob­by. I don't want to kiss you and smear my lip­stick.' 
    Bob­by put his hand on her arm and light­ly kissed her cheek. He smelled her hair, the 
per­fume she was wear­ing, her face-​pow­der. He would nev­er kiss her with that same 
un­shad­owed love again. 
    She gave him a vague lit­tle smile, not look­ing at him, look­ing in­stead at Mr Bi­der­man's 
boat of a Merc, which swerved grace­ful­ly across the street and pulled up at the curb in front 
of the house. She reached for her two suit­cas­es (two seemed a lot for two days, Bob­by 
thought, al­though he sup­posed the fan­cy dress took up a good deal of space in one of them), 
but he al­ready had them by the han­dles. 
    'Those are too heavy, Bob­by — you'll trip on the steps.' 
    'No,' he said. 'I won't.' 
    She gave him a dis­tract­ed look, then waved to Mr Bi­der­man and went to­ward the car, high 
heels clack­ing. Bob­by fol­lowed, try­ing not to gri­mace at the weight of the suit­cas­es . . . what 
had she put in them, clothes or bricks? 
    He got them down to the side­walk with­out hav­ing to stop and rest, at least. Mr Bi­der­man 
was out of the car by then, first putting a ca­su­al kiss on his moth­er's cheek, then shak­ing out 
the key that opened the trunk.  
    'Howya doin, Sport, howza boy?' Mr Bi­der­man al­ways called Bob­by Sport. 'Lug em 
around back and I'll slide em in. Wom­en al­ways haf­ta bring the farm, don't they? Well, you
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      know the old say­ing — can't live with em, can't shoot em out­side the state of Mon­tana.' He 
bared his teeth in a grin that made Bob­by think of Jack in Lord of the Flies. 'Want me to take 
one?' 
    'I've got em,' Bob­by said. He trudged grim­ly in Mr Bi­der­man's wake, shoul­ders aching, the 
back of his neck hot and start­ing to sweat. 
    Mr Bi­der­man opened the trunk, plucked the suit­cas­es from Bob­by's hands, and slid them in 
with the rest of the lug­gage. Be­hind them, his mom was look­ing in the back win­dow and 
talk­ing with the oth­er two men who were go­ing. She laughed at some­thing one of them said. 
To Bob­by the laugh sound­ed about as re­al as a wood­en leg.  
    Mr Bi­der­man closed the trunk and looked down at Bob­by. He was a nar­row man with a 
wide face. His cheeks were al­ways flushed. You could see his pink scalp in the tracks left by 
the teeth of his comb. He wore lit­tle round glass­es with gold rims. To Bob­by his smile looked 
as re­al as his moth­er's laugh had sound­ed. 
    'Gonna play some base­ball this sum­mer, Sport?' Don Bi­der­man bent his knees a lit­tle and 
cocked an imag­inary bat. Bob­by thought he looked like a dope. 
    'Yes, sir. I'm on the Wolves at Ster­ling House. I was hop­ing to make the Li­ons, but . . . ' 
    'Good. Good.' Mr Bi­der­man made a big deal of look­ing at his watch — the wide gold 
Twist-​O-​Flex band was daz­zling in the ear­ly sun­shine and then pat­ted Bob­by's cheek. Bob­by 
had to make a con­scious ef­fort not to cringe from his touch. 'Say, we got­ta get this wag­on-
train rolling! Shake her easy, Sport. Thanks for the loan of your moth­er.' 
    He turned away and es­cort­ed Liz around the Mer­cury to the pas­sen­ger side. He did this 
with a hand pressed to her back. Bob­by liked that even less than watch­ing the guy smooch 
her cheek. He glanced at the well-​padded, busi­ness-​suit­ed men in the rear seat — Dean was 
the oth­er guy's name, he re­mem­bered — just in time to see them el­bow­ing each oth­er. Both 
were grin­ning. 
    Some­thing's wrong here, Bob­by thought, and as Mr Bi­der­man opened the pas­sen­ger door 
for his moth­er, as she mur­mured her thanks and slid in, gath­er­ing her dress a lit­tle so it 
wouldn't wrin­kle, he had an urge to tell her not to go, Rhode Is­land was too far away, 
Bridge­port would be too far away, she need­ed to stay home. 
    He said noth­ing, though, on­ly stood on the curb as Mr Bi­der­man closed her door and 
walked back around to the driv­er's side. He opened that door, paused, and then did his stupid 
lit­tle bat­ter-​up pan­tomime again. This time he added an asi­nine fan­ny-​wig­gle. What a nim­rod, 
Bob­by thought. 
    'Don't do any­thing I wouldn't do, Sport,' he said. 
    'But if you do, name it af­ter me,' Cush­man called from the back seat. Bob­by didn't know 
ex­act­ly what that meant but it must have been fun­ny be­cause Dean laughed and Mr Bi­der­man 
tipped him one of those just-​be­tween-​us-​guys winks. 
    His moth­er was lean­ing in his di­rec­tion. 'You be a good boy, Bob­by,' she said. I'll be back 
around eight on Thurs­day night — no lat­er than ten. You're sure you're fine with that?' 
    No, I'm not fine with it at all. Don't go off with them, Mom, don't go off with Mr Bi­der­man 
and those two grin­ning dopes sit­ting be­hind you. Those two nim­rods. Please don't. 
    'Sure he is,' Mr Bi­der­man said. 'He's a sport. Ain't you, Sport?' 
    'Bob­by?' she asked, not look­ing at Mr Bi­der­man. 'Are you all set?' 
    'Yeah,' he said. I'm a sport.' 
    Mr Bi­der­man bel­lowed fe­ro­cious laugh­ter — Kill the pig, cut his throat, Bob­by thought — 
and dropped the Mer­cury in­to gear. 'Prov­idence or bust!' he cried, and the car rolled away 
from the curb, swerv­ing across to the oth­er side of Broad Street and head­ing up to­ward 
Ash­er. Bob­by stood on the side­walk, wav­ing as the Merc passed Car­ol's house and Sul­ly-
John's. He felt as if he had a bone in his heart. If this was some sort of pre­mo­ni­tion — a 
win­kle — he nev­er want­ed to have an­oth­er one.

      A hand fell on his shoul­der. He looked around and saw Ted stand­ing there in his bathrobe 
and slip­pers, smok­ing a cigarette. His hair, which had yet to make its morn­ing ac­quain­tance 
with the brush, stood up around his ears in com­ical sprays of white. 
    'So that was the boss,' he said. 'Mr . . . Bi­der­mey­er, is it?' 
    'Bi­der­man.' 
    'And how do you like him, Bob­by?' 
    Speak­ing with a low, bit­ter clar­ity, Bob­by said, 'I trust him about as far as I could sling a 
pi­ano.'

      6 
A Dirty Old Man. Ted's Casse­role. A Bad 
Dream. Vil­lage of the Damned. Down There. 
 
An hour or so af­ter see­ing his moth­er off, Bob­by went down to Field B be­hind Ster­ling 
House. There were no re­al games un­til af­ter­noon, noth­ing but three-​flies-​six -grounders or 
roily-​bat, but even roily-​bat was bet­ter than noth­ing. On Field A, to the north, the lit­tle kids 
were futz­ing away at a game that vague­ly re­sem­bled base­ball; on Field C, to the south, some 
high-​school kids were play­ing what was al­most the re­al thing. 
    Short­ly af­ter the town square clock had bonged noon and the boys broke to go in search of 
the hot­dog wag­on, Bill Pratt asked, 'Who's that weird guy over there?' 
    He was point­ing to a bench in the shade, and al­though Ted was wear­ing a trench­coat, an 
old fe­do­ra hat, and dark glass­es, Bob­by rec­og­nized him at once. He guessed S-J would've, 
too, if S-J hadn't been at Camp Win­nie. Bob­by al­most raised one hand in a wave, then didn't, 
be­cause Ted was in dis­guise. Still, he'd come out to watch his down­stairs friend play ball. 
Even though it wasn't a re­al game, Bob­by felt an ab­surd­ly large lump rise in his throat. His 
mom had on­ly come to watch him once in the two years he'd been play­ing — last Au­gust, 
when his team had been in the Tri-​Town Cham­pi­onships — and even then she'd left in the 
fourth in­ning, be­fore Bob­by con­nect­ed for what proved to be the game-​win­ning triple. 
Some­body has to work around here, Bob­by-0, she would have replied had he dared re­proach 
her for that. Your fa­ther didn't ex­act­ly leave us well off, you know. It was true, of course — 
she had to work and Ted was re­tired. Ex­cept Ted had to stay clear of the low men in the 
yel­low coats, and that was a full-​time job. The fact that they didn't ex­ist wasn't the point. Ted 
be­lieved they did . . . but had come out to see him play just the same. 
    'Prob­ably some dirty old man want­ing to put a suck­job on one of the lit­tle kids,' Har­ry 
Shaw said. Har­ry was small and tough, a boy go­ing through life with his chin stuck out a 
mile. Be­ing with Bill and Har­ry sud­den­ly made Bob­by home­sick for Sul­ly-​John, who had left 
on the Camp Win­nie bus Mon­day morn­ing (at the brain-​numb­ing hour of five A.M .). S-J 
didn't have much of a tem­per and he was kind. Some­times Bob­by thought that was the best 
thing about Sul­ly — he was kind.  
    From Field C there came the hefty crack of a bat — an au­thor­ita­tive full-​con­tact sound 
which none of the Field B boys could yet pro­duce. It was fol­lowed by sav­age roars of 
ap­proval that made Bill, Har­ry, and Bob­by look a lit­tle ner­vous­ly in that di­rec­tion. 
    'St Gabe's boys,' Bill said. They think they own Field C.' 
    'Crud­dy Catlicks,' Har­ry said. 'Catlicks are sissies — I could take any one of them.' 
    'How about fif­teen or twen­ty?' Bill asked, and Har­ry was silent. Up ahead, glit­ter­ing like a 
mir­ror, was the hot­dog wag­on. Bob­by touched the buck in his pock­et. Ted had giv­en it to him 
out of the en­ve­lope his moth­er had left, then had put the en­ve­lope it­self be­hind the toast­er, 
telling Bob­by to take what he need­ed when he need­ed it. Bob­by was al­most ex­alt­ed by this 
lev­el of trust. 
    'Look on the bright side,' Bill said. 'Maybe those St Gabe's boys will beat up the dirty old 
man.' 
    When they got to the wag­on, Bob­by bought on­ly one hot­dog in­stead of the two he had 
been plan­ning on. His ap­petite seemed to have shrunk. When they got back to Field B, where 
the Wolves' coach­es had now ap­peared with the equip­ment cart, the bench Ted had been

      sit­ting on was emp­ty. 
    'Come on, come on!' Coach Ter­rell called, clap­ping his hands. 'Who wants to play some 
base­ball here?' 
 
 
 
That night Ted cooked his fa­mous casse­role in the Garfields' oven. It meant more hot­dogs, 
but in the sum­mer of 1960 Bob­by Garfield could have eat­en hot­dogs three times a day and 
had an­oth­er at bed­time. 
    He read stuff to Ted out of the news­pa­per while Ted put their din­ner to­geth­er. Ted on­ly 
want­ed to hear a cou­ple of para­graphs about the im­pend­ing Pat­ter­son-​Jo­hans­son re­match, the 
one ev­ery­body was call­ing the fight of the cen­tu­ry, but he want­ed to hear ev­ery word of the 
ar­ti­cle about to­mor­row night's Al­bi­ni-​Hay­wood tilt at The Gar­den in New York. Bob­by 
thought this mod­er­ate­ly weird, but he was too hap­py to even com­ment on it, let alone 
com­plain. 
    He couldn't re­mem­ber ev­er hav­ing spent an evening with­out his moth­er, and he missed her, 
yet he was al­so re­lieved to have her gone for a lit­tle while. There had been a queer sort of 
ten­sion run­ning through the apart­ment for weeks now, maybe even for months. It was like an 
elec­tri­cal hum so con­stant that you got used to it and didn't re­al­ize how much a part of your 
life it had be­come un­til it was gone. That thought brought an­oth­er of his moth­er's say­ings to 
mind.  
    'What are you think­ing?' Ted asked as Bob­by came over to get the plates. 
    'That a change is as good as a rest,' Bob­by replied. 'It's some­thing my mom says. I hope 
she's hav­ing as good a time as I am.' 
    'So do I, Bob­by,' Ted said. He bent, opened the oven, checked their din­ner. 'So do I.' 
 
  
The casse­role was ter­rif­ic, with canned B&M beans — the on­ly kind Bob­by re­al­ly liked — 
and ex­ot­ic spicy hot­dogs not from the su­per­mar­ket but from the butch­er just off the town 
square. (Bob­by as­sumed Ted had bought these while wear­ing his 'dis­guise.') All this came in 
a horseradish sauce that zinged in your mouth and then made you feel sort of sweaty in the 
face. Ted had two help­ings; Bob­by had three, wash­ing them down with glass af­ter glass of 
grape Kool-​Aid. 
    Ted blanked out once dur­ing the meal, first say­ing that he could feel them in the backs of 
his eye­balls, then laps­ing ei­ther in­to some for­eign lan­guage or out­right gib­ber­ish, but the 
in­ci­dent was brief and didn't cut in­to Bob­by's ap­petite in the slight­est. The blank-​outs were 
part of Ted, that was all, like his scuf­fling walk and the nico­tine stains be­tween the first two 
fin­gers of his right hand.  
    They cleaned up to­geth­er, Ted stow­ing the left­over casse­role in the fridge and wash­ing the 
dish­es, Bob­by dry­ing and putting things away be­cause he knew where ev­ery­thing went. 
    'In­ter­est­ed in tak­ing a ride to Bridge port with me to­mor­row?' Ted asked as they worked. 
'We could go to the movies — the ear­ly mati­nee — and then I have to do an er­rand.' 
    'Gosh, yeah!' Bob­by said. 'What do you want to see?' 
    'I'm open to sug­ges­tions, but I was think­ing per­haps Vil­lage of the Damned, a British film. 
It's based on a very fine sci­ence-​fic­tion nov­el by John Wyn­dham. Would that suit?' 
    At first Bob­by was so ex­cit­ed he couldn't speak. He had seen the ads for Vil­lage of the 
Damned in the news­pa­per — all those spooky-​look­ing kids with the glow­ing eyes — but 
hadn't thought he would ev­er ac­tu­al­ly get to see it. It sure wasn't the sort of Sat­ur­day-​mati­nee 
movie that would ev­er play at Har­wich on the Square or the Ash­er Em­pire. Mati­nees in those

      the­aters con­sist­ed most­ly of big-​bug mon­ster shows, west­erns, or Au­die Mur­phy war movies. 
And al­though his moth­er usu­al­ly took him if she went to an evening show, she didn't like 
sci­ence fic­tion (Liz liked moody love sto­ries like The Dark at the Top of the Stairs). Al­so the 
the­aters in Bridge­port weren't like the an­tiquey old Har­wich or the some­how busi­nesslike 
Em­pire, with its plain, un­dec­orat­ed mar­quee. The the­aters in Bridge­port were like fairy 
cas­tles — they had huge screens (swag up­on swag of vel­vety cur­tains cov­ered them be­tween 
shows), ceil­ings where tiny lights twin­kled in galac­tic pro­fu­sion, bril­liant elec­tric wall-
sconces . . . and two bal­conies. 
    'Bob­by?' 
    'You bet!' he said at last, think­ing he prob­ably wouldn't sleep tonight. 'I'd love it. But aren't 
you afraid of ... you know . . . ' 
    'We'll take a taxi in­stead of the bus. I can phone for an­oth­er taxi to take us back home lat­er. 
We'll be fine. I think they're mov­ing away now, any­way. I don't sense them so clear­ly.' 
    Yet Ted glanced away when he said this, and to Bob­by he looked like a man try­ing to tell 
him­self a sto­ry he can't quite be­lieve. If the in­creas­ing fre­quen­cy of his blank-​outs meant 
any­thing, Bob­by thought, he had good rea­son to look that way. 
    Stop it, the low men don't ex­ist, they're no more re­al than Flash Gor­don and Dale Ar­den. 
The things he asked you to look for are just . . .just things. Re­mem­ber that, Bob­by-0: just 
or­di­nary things. 
    With din­ner cleared away, the two of them sat down to watch Bron­co, with Ty Hardin. Not 
among the best of the so-​called 'adult west­erns' (Cheyenne and Mav­er­ick were the best), but 
not bad, ei­ther. Halfway through the show, Bob­by let out a mod­er­ate­ly loud fart. Ted's 
casse­role had be­gun its work. He snuck a side­ways glance to make sure Ted wasn't hold­ing 
his nose and gri­mac­ing. Nope, just watch­ing the tele­vi­sion, seem­ing­ly ab­sorbed. 
    When a com­mer­cial came on (some ac­tress sell­ing re­frig­er­ators), Ted asked if Bob­by 
would like a glass of root­beer. Bob­by said okay. 'I thought I might help my­self to one of the 
Al­ka-​Seltzers I saw in the bath­room, Bob­by. I may have eat­en a bit too much.' 
    As he got up, Ted let out a long, sonorous fart that sound­ed like a trom­bone. Bob­by put his 
hands to his mouth and gig­gled. Ted gave him a rue­ful smile and left the room. Bob­by's 
gig­gling forced out more farts, a lit­tle toot­ing stream of them, and when Ted came back with 
a fizzy glass of Al­ka-​Seltzer in one hand and a foamy glass of Hires root­beer in the oth­er, 
Bob­by was laugh­ing so hard that tears streamed down his cheeks and hung off his jaw­line 
like rain­drops. 
    'This should help fix us up,' Ted said, and when he bent to hand Bob­by his root­beer, a loud 
honk came from be­hind him. 'Goose just flew out of my ass,' he added mat­ter-​of-​fact­ly, and 
Bob­by laughed so hard that he could no longer sit in his chair. He slith­ered out of it and lay in 
a bone­less heap on the floor. 
    'I'll be right back,' Ted told him. 'There's some­thing else we need.' 
    He left open the door be­tween the apart­ment and the foy­er, so Bob­by could hear him go­ing 
up the stairs. By the time Ted got to the third floor, Bob­by had man­aged to crawl in­to his 
chair again. He didn't think he'd ev­er laughed so hard in his life. He drank some of his 
root­beer, then fart­ed again. 'Goose just flew . . . flew out . . . ' But he couldn't fin­ish. He 
flopped back in his chair and howled, shak­ing his head from side to side. 
    The stairs creaked as Ted came back down. When he reen­tered the apart­ment he had his 
fan, with the elec­tric cord looped neat­ly around the base, un­der one arm. 'Your moth­er was 
right about this,' he said. When he bent to plug it in, an­oth­er goose flew out of his ass. 
    'She usu­al­ly is,' Bob­by said, and that struck them both as fun­ny. They sat in the liv­ing 
room with the fan ro­tat­ing back and forth, stir­ring the in­creas­ing­ly fra­grant air. Bob­by 
thought if he didn't stop laugh­ing soon his head would pop. 
    When Bron­co was over (by then Bob­by had lost all track of the sto­ry), he helped Ted pull

      out the couch. The bed which had been hid­ing in­side it didn't look all that great, but Liz had 
made it up with some spare sheets and blan­kets and Ted said it would be fine. Bob­by brushed 
his teeth, then looked out from the door of his bed­room at Ted, who was sit­ting on the end of 
the so­fa-​bed and watch­ing the news. 
    'Good­night,' Bob­by said. 
    Ted looked over to him, and for a mo­ment Bob­by thought Ted would get up, cross the 
room, give him a hug and maybe a kiss. In­stead of that, he sketched a fun­ny, awk­ward lit­tle 
salute. 'Sleep well, Bob­by.' 
    'Thanks.' 
    Bob­by closed his bed­room door, turned off the light, got in­to bed, and spread his heels to 
the cor­ners of the mat­tress. As he looked up in­to the dark he re­mem­bered the morn­ing Ted 
had tak­en hold of his shoul­ders, then laced his bunchy old hands to­geth­er be­hind his neck. 
Their faces that day had been al­most as close as his and Car­ol's had been on the Fer­ris wheel 
just be­fore they kissed. The day he had ar­gued with his moth­er. The day he had known about 
the mon­ey taped in the cat­alogue. Al­so the day he had won nine­ty cents from Mr Mc­Quown. 
Go buy your­self a mar­ti­ni, Mr Mc­Quown had said.  
    Had it come from Ted? Had the win­kle come from Ted touch­ing him?  
    'Yeah,' Bob­by whis­pered in the dark. 'Yeah, I think it prob­ably did.' 
    What if he touch­es me again that way? 
    Bob­by was still con­sid­er­ing this idea when he fell asleep. 
 
 
 
He dreamed that peo­ple were chas­ing his moth­er through the jun­gle — Jack and Pig­gy, the 
lit­tluns, and Don Bi­der­man, Cush­man, and Dean. His moth­er was wear­ing her new dress 
from Gowns by Lu­cie, the black one with the thin straps, on­ly it had been torn in places by 
thorns and branch­es. Her stock­ings were in tat­ters. They looked like strips of dead skin 
hang­ing off her legs. Her eyes were deep sweath­oles gleam­ing with ter­ror. The boys chas­ing 
her were naked. Bi­der­man and the oth­er two were wear­ing their busi­ness suits. All of them 
had al­ter­nat­ing streaks of red and white paint on their faces; all were bran­dish­ing spears and 
shout­ing Kill the pig, slit her throat! Kill the pig, drink her blood! Kill the pig, strew her guts! 
    He woke in the gray light of dawn, shiv­er­ing, and got up to use the bath­room. By the time 
he went back to bed he could no longer re­mem­ber pre­cise­ly what he had dreamed. He slept 
for an­oth­er two hours, and woke up to the good smells of ba­con and eggs. Bright sum­mer 
sun­shine was slant­ing in his bed­room win­dow and Ted was mak­ing break­fast. 
 
  
Vil­lage of the Damned was the last and great­est movie of Bob­by Garfield's child­hood; it was 
the first and great­est movie of what came af­ter child­hood — a dark pe­ri­od when he was of­ten 
bad and al­ways con­fused, a Bob­by Garfield he felt he didn't re­al­ly know. The cop who 
ar­rest­ed him for the first time had blond hair, and what came to Bob­by's mind as the cop led 
him away from the mom-​n-​pop store Bob­by had bro­ken in­to (by then he and his moth­er were 
liv­ing in a sub­urb north of Boston) were all those blond kids in Vil­lage of the Damned. The 
cop could have been one of them all grown up. 
    The movie was play­ing at the Cri­te­ri­on, the very avatar of those Bridge­port dream-​palaces 
Bob­by had been think­ing about the night be­fore. It was in black and white, but the con­trasts 
were sharp, not all fuzzy like on the Zenith back in the apart­ment, and the im­ages were 
enor­mous. So were the sounds, es­pe­cial­ly the shiv­ery theremin mu­sic that played when the 
Mid­wich chil­dren re­al­ly start­ed to use their pow­er.

      Bob­by was en­thralled by the sto­ry, un­der­stand­ing even be­fore the first five min­utes were 
over that it was a re­al sto­ry, the way Lord of the Flies had been a re­al sto­ry. The peo­ple 
seemed like re­al peo­ple, which made the make-​be­lieve parts scari­er. He guessed that Sul­ly-
John would have been bored with it, ex­cept for the end­ing. S-J liked to see gi­ant scor­pi­ons 
crush­ing Mex­ico City or Ro­dan stomp­ing Tokyo; be­yond that his in­ter­est in what he called 
'crea­ture fea­tures' was lim­it­ed. But Sul­ly wasn't here, and for the first time since he'd left, 
Bob­by was glad. 
    They were in time for the one o'clock mati­nee, and the the­ater was al­most de­sert­ed. Ted 
(wear­ing his fe­do­ra and with his dark glass­es fold­ed in­to the breast pock­et of his shirt) bought 
a big bag of pop­corn, a box of Dots, a Coke for Bob­by, and a root­beer (of course!) for 
him­self. Ev­ery now and then he would pass Bob­by the pop­corn or the can­dy and Bob­by 
would take some, but he was hard­ly aware that he was eat­ing, let alone of what he was eat­ing. 
    The movie be­gan with ev­ery­one in the British vil­lage of Mid­wich falling asleep (a man 
who was driv­ing a trac­tor at the time of the event was killed; so was a wom­an who fell face-
first on­to a light­ed stove burn­er). The mil­itary was no­ti­fied, and they sent a re­con­nais­sance 
plane to take a look. The pi­lot fell asleep as soon as he was over Mid­wich airspace; the plane 
crashed. A sol­dier with a rope around his mid­dle walked ten or twelve paces in­to the vil­lage, 
then swooned in­to a deep sleep. When he was dragged back, he awak­ened as soon as he was 
hauled over the 'sleep-​line' that had been paint­ed across the high­way.  
    Ev­ery­one in Mid­wich woke up even­tu­al­ly, and ev­ery­thing seemed to be all right . . . un­til, a 
few weeks lat­er, the wom­en in town dis­cov­ered they were preg­nant. Old wom­en, young 
wom­en, even girls Car­ol Ger­ber's age, all preg­nant, and the chil­dren they gave birth to were 
those spooky kids from the poster, the ones with the blond hair and the glow­ing eyes. 
    Al­though the movie nev­er said, Bob­by fig­ured the Chil­dren of the Damned must have been 
caused by some sort of out­er-​space phe­nomenon, like the pod-​peo­ple in In­va­sion of the Body 
Snatch­ers. In any case, they grew up faster than nor­mal kids, they were su­per-​smart, they 
could make peo­ple do what they want­ed . . . and they were ruth­less. When one fa­ther tried to 
dis­ci­pline his par­tic­ular Child of the Damned, all the kids clubbed to­geth­er and di­rect­ed their 
thoughts at the of­fend­ing grownup (their eyes glow­ing, that theremin mu­sic so puls­ing and 
strange that Bob­by's arms broke out in goose­bumps as he drank his Coke) un­til the guy put a 
shot­gun to his head and killed him­self (that part wasn't shown, and Bob­by was glad).  
    The hero was George Sanders. His wife gave birth to one of the blond chil­dren. S-J would 
have scoffed at George, called him a 'queer bas­tard' or a 'gold­en oldie,' but Bob­by found him 
a wel­come change from heroes like Ran­dolph Scott, Richard Carl­son, and the in­evitable 
Au­die Mur­phy. George was re­al­ly sort of rip­shit, in a weird En­glish way. In the words of 
Den­ny Rivers, old George knew how to lay chilly. He wore spe­cial cool ties and combed his 
hair back tight to his skull. He didn't look as though he could beat up a bunch of sa­loon 
bad­dies or any­thing, but he was the on­ly guy from Mid­wich the Chil­dren of the Damned 
would have any­thing to do with; in fact they draft­ed him to be their teach­er. Bob­by couldn't 
imag­ine Ran­dolph Scott or Au­die Mur­phy teach­ing a bunch of su­per-​smart kids from out­er 
space any­thing. 
    In the end, George Sanders was al­so the one who got rid of them. He had dis­cov­ered he 
could keep the Chil­dren from read­ing his mind — for a lit­tle while, any­way — if he imag­ined 
a brick wall in his head, with all his most se­cret thoughts be­hind it. And af­ter ev­ery­one had 
de­cid­ed the Chil­dren must go (you could teach them math, but not why it was bad to pun­ish 
some­one by mak­ing him drive over a cliff), Sanders put a time-​bomb in­to his brief­case and 
took it in­to the school­room. That was the on­ly place where the Chil­dren — Bob­by un­der­stood 
in some vague way that they were on­ly su­per­nat­ural ver­sions of Jack Mer­ridew and his 
hunters in Lord of the Flies — were all to­geth­er. 
    They sensed that Sanders was hid­ing some­thing from them. In the movie's fi­nal

      ex­cru­ci­at­ing se­quence, you could see bricks fly­ing out of the wall Sanders had con­struct­ed in 
his head, fly­ing faster and faster as the Chil­dren of the Damned pried in­to him, try­ing to find 
out what he was con­ceal­ing. At last they un­cov­ered the im­age of the bomb in the brief­case — 
eight or nine sticks of dy­na­mite wired up to an alarm clock. You saw their creepy gold­en eyes 
widen with un­der­stand­ing, but they didn't have time to do any­thing. The bomb ex­plod­ed. 
Bob­by was shocked that the hero died — Ran­dolph Scott nev­er died in the Sat­ur­day-​mati­nee 
movies at the Em­pire, nei­ther did Au­die Mur­phy or Richard Carl­son — but he un­der­stood 
that George Sanders had giv­en his life For the Greater Good of All. He thought he un­der­stood 
some­thing else, as well: Ted's blank-​outs. 
    While Ted and Bob­by had been vis­it­ing Mid­wich, the day in south­ern Con­necti­cut had 
turned hot and glar­ing. Bob­by didn't like the world much af­ter a re­al­ly good movie in any 
case; for a lit­tle while it felt like an un­fair joke, full of peo­ple with dull eyes, small plans, and 
fa­cial blem­ish­es. He some­times thought if the world had a plot it would be so much bet­ter. 
    'Brauti­gan and Garfield hit the bricks!' Ted ex­claimed as they stepped from be­neath the 
mar­quee (a ban­ner read­ing COME IN IT'S KOOL IN­SIDE hung from the mar­quee's front). 'What 
did you think? Did you en­joy it?' 
    'It was great,' Bob­by said. 'Fantab­ulous. Thanks for tak­ing me. It was prac­ti­cal­ly the best 
movie I ev­er saw. How about when he had the dy­na­mite? Did you think he'd be able to fool 
them?' 
    'Well ... I'd read the book, re­mem­ber. Will you read it, do you think?' 
    'Yes!' Bob­by felt, in fact, a sud­den urge to bolt back to Har­wich, run­ning the whole 
dis­tance down the Con­necti­cut Pike and Ash­er Av­enue in the hot sun­shine so he could 
bor­row The Mid­wich Cuck­oos with his new adult li­brary card at once. 'Did he write any oth­er 
sci­ence-​fic­tion sto­ries?' 
    'John Wyn­dham? Oh yes, quite a few. And will no doubt write more. One nice thing about 
sci­ence-​fic­tion and mys­tery writ­ers is that they rarely dither five years be­tween books. That is 
the pre­rog­ative of se­ri­ous writ­ers who drink whiskey and have af­fairs.' 
    'Are the oth­ers as good as the one we just saw?' 
    'The Day of the Trif­fids is as good. The Krak­en Wakes is even bet­ter.' 
    'What's a krak­en?' 
    They had reached a street­corner and were wait­ing for the light to change. Ted made a 
spooky, big-​eyed face and bent down to­ward Bob­by with his hands on his knees. 'It's a 
mon­stah,' he said, do­ing a pret­ty good Boris Karloff im­ita­tion. 
    They walked on, talk­ing first about the movie and then about whether or not there re­al­ly 
might be life in out­er space, and then on to the spe­cial cool ties George Sanders had worn in 
the movie (Ted told him that kind of tie was called an as­cot). When Bob­by next took no­tice 
of their sur­round­ings they had come to a part of Bridge­port he had nev­er been in be­fore — 
when he came to the city with his mom, they stuck to down­town, where the big stores were. 
The stores here were small and crammed to­geth­er. None sold what the big de­part­ment stores 
did: clothes and ap­pli­ances and shoes and toys. Bob­by saw signs for lock­smiths, check-
cash­ing ser­vices, used books. ROD'S GUNS, read one sign, wo FAT NOO­DLE co., read an­oth­er. 
FO­TO FIN­ISH­ING, read a third. Next to wo FAT was a shop sell­ing SPE­CIAL SOU­VENIRS. There 
was some­thing weird­ly like the Savin Rock mid­way about this street, so much so that Bob­by 
al­most ex­pect­ed to see the Monte Man stand­ing on a street­corner with his makeshift ta­ble and 
his lob­ster­back play­ing cards. 
    Bob­by tried to peer through the SPE­CIAL SOU­VENIRS win­dow when they passed, but it was 
cov­ered by a big bam­boo blind. He'd nev­er heard of a store cov­er­ing their show win­dow 
dur­ing busi­ness hours. 'Who'd want a spe­cial sou­venir of Bridge­port, do you think?' 
    'Well, I don't think they re­al­ly sell sou­venirs,' Ted said. Td guess they sell items of a sex­ual 
na­ture, few of them strict­ly le­gal.'

      Bob­by had ques­tions about that — a bil­lion or so — but felt it best to be qui­et. Out­side a 
pawn­shop with three gold­en balls hang­ing over the door he paused to look at a dozen 
straight-​ra­zors which had been laid out on vel­vet with their blades part­ly open. They'd been 
ar­ranged in a cir­cle and the re­sult was strange and (to Bob­by) beau­ti­ful: look­ing at them was 
like look­ing at some­thing re­moved from a dead­ly piece of ma­chin­ery. The ra­zors' han­dles 
were much more ex­ot­ic than the han­dle of the one Ted used, too. One looked like ivory, 
an­oth­er like ru­by etched with thin gold lines, a third like crys­tal. 
    'If you bought one of those you'd be shav­ing in style, wouldn't you?' Bob­by asked.  
    He thought Ted would smile, but he didn't. 'When peo­ple buy ra­zors like that, they don't 
shave with them, Bob­by.' 
    'What do you mean?' 
    Ted wouldn't tell him, but he did buy him a sand­wich called a gy­ro in a Greek del­icatessen. 
It came in a fold­ed-​over piece of home­made bread and was ooz­ing a du­bi­ous white sauce 
which to Bob­by looked quite a lot like pim­ple -pus. He forced him­self to try it be­cause Ted 
said they were good. It turned out to be the best sand­wich he'd ev­er eat­en, as meaty as a 
hot­dog or a ham­burg­er from the Colony Din­er but with an ex­ot­ic taste that no ham­burg­er or 
hot­dog had ev­er had. And it was great to be eat­ing on the side­walk, strolling along with his 
friend, look­ing and be­ing looked at. 
    'What do they call this part of town?' Bob­by asked. 'Does it have a name?' 
    'These days, who knows?' Ted said, and shrugged. 'They used to call it Greek­town. Then 
the Ital­ians came, the Puer­to Ri­cans, and now the Ne­groes. There's a nov­el­ist named David 
Good­is — the kind the col­lege teach­ers nev­er read, a ge­nius of the drug­store pa­per­back 
dis­plays — who calls it “down there.” He says ev­ery city ha s a neigh­bor­hood like this one, 
where you can buy sex or mar­ijua­na or a par­rot that talks dirty, where the men sit talk­ing on 
stoops like those men across the street, where the wom­en al­ways seem to be yelling for their 
kids to come in un­less they want a whip­ping, and where the wine al­ways comes in a pa­per 
sack.' Ted point­ed in­to the gut­ter, where the neck of a Thun­der­bird bot­tle did in­deed poke out 
of a brown bag. 'It's just down there, that's what David Good­is says, the place where you don't 
have any use for your last name and you can buy al­most any­thing if you have cash in your 
pock­et.' 
    Down there, Bob­by thought, watch­ing a trio of olive-​skinned teenagers in gang jack­ets 
watch them as they passed. This is the land of straight-​ra­zors and spe­cial sou­venirs. 
    The Cri­te­ri­on and Muncie's De­part­ment Store had nev­er seemed so far away. And Broad 
Street? That and all of Har­wich could have been in an­oth­er so­lar sys­tem. 
    At last they came to a place called The Cor­ner Pock­et, Pool and Bil­liards, Au­to­mat­ic 
Games, Rhenigold on Tap. There was al­so one of those ban­ners read­ing COME IN IT'S KOOL 
IN­SIDE. As Bob­by and Ted passed be­neath it, a young man in a strap­py tee-​shirt and a 
choco­late-​col­ored stingy­brim like the kind Frank Sina­tra wore came out the door. He had a 
long, thin case in one hand. That's his pool-​cue, Bob­by thought with fright and amaze­ment. 
He's got his pool-​cue in that case like it was a gui­tar or some­thing. 
    'Who a hip cat, Dad­dy-​O?' he asked Bob­by, then grinned. Bob­by grinned back. The kid 
with the pool-​cue case made a gun with his fin­ger and point­ed at Bob­by. Bob­by made a gun 
with his own fin­ger and point­ed it back. The kid nod­ded as if to say Yeah, okay, you hip, we 
both hip and crossed the street, snap­ping the fin­gers of his free hand and bop­ping to the mu­sic 
in his head. 
    Ted looked up the street in one di­rec­tion, then down in the oth­er. Ahead of them, three 
Ne­gro chil­dren were ca­per­ing in the spray of a part­ly opened hy­drant. Back the way they had 
come, two young men — one white, the oth­er maybe Puer­to Ri­can — were tak­ing the 
hub­caps off an old Ford, work­ing with the rapid se­ri­ous­ness of doc­tors per­form­ing an 
op­er­ation. Ted looked at them, sighed, then looked at Bob­by. 'The Pock­et's no place for a kid,

      even in the mid­dle of the day, but I'm not go­ing to leave you out on the street. Come on.' He 
took Bob­by by the hand and led him in­side.
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What struck Bob­by first was the smell of beer. It was im­pact­ed, as if folks had been drink­ing 
in here since the days when the pyra­mids were still in the plan­ning stages. Next was the 
sound of a TV, not turned to Band­stand but to one of the late -af­ter­noon soap op­eras ('Oh 
John, oh Mar­sha' shows was what his moth­er called them), and the click of pool-​balls. On­ly 
af­ter these things had reg­is­tered did his eyes chip in their own in­put, be­cause they'd need­ed to 
ad­just. The place was very dim. 
    And it was long, Bob­by saw. To their right was an arch­way, and be­yond it a room that 
ap­peared al­most end­less. Most of the pool-​ta­bles were cov­ered, but a few stood in bril­liant 
is­lands of light where men strolled lan­guid­ly about, paus­ing ev­ery now and then to bend and 
shoot. Oth­er men, hard­ly vis­ible, sat in hi­ga seats along the wall, watch­ing. One was get­ting 
his shoes shined. He looked about a thou­sand.  
    Straight ahead was a big room filled with Got­tlieb pin­ball ma­chines: a bil­lion red and 
or­ange lights stut­tered stom­achache col­ors off a large sign which read IF YOU TILT THE SAME 
MA­CHINE TWICE YOU WILL BE ASKED TO LEAVE. A young man wear­ing an­oth­er stingy­brim hat 
— ap­par­ent­ly the ap­proved head­gear for the bad mo­torscoot­ers re­sid­ing down there — was 
bent over Fron­tier Pa­trol, work­ing the flip­pers fran­ti­cal­ly. A cigarette hung off his low­er lip, 
the smoke ris­ing past his face and the whorls of his combed-​back hair. He was wear­ing a 
jack­et tied around his waist and turned in­side-​out. 
    To the left of the lob­by was a bar. It was from here that the sound of the TV and the smell 
of beer was com­ing. Three men sat there, each sur­round­ed by emp­ty stools, hunched over 
pilsen­er glass­es. They didn't look like the hap­py beer-​drinkers you saw in the ads; to Bob­by 
they looked the loneli­est peo­ple on earth. He won­dered why they didn't at least hud­dle up and 
talk a lit­tle. 
    Clos­er by them was a desk. A fat man came rolling through the door be­hind it, and for a 
mo­ment Bob­by could hear the low sound of a ra­dio play­ing. The fat man had a cigar in his 
mouth and was wear­ing a shirt cov­ered with palm trees. He was snap­ping his fin­gers like the 
cool cat with the pool-​cue case, and un­der his breath he was singing like this: 'Choo-​choo-
chow, choo-​choo-​ka-​chow-​chow, choo-​choo-​chow-​chowl' Bob­by rec­og­nized the tune: 
'Tequi­la,' by The Champs. 
    'Who you, bud­dy?' the fat man asked Ted. 'I don't know you. And he can't be in here, 
any­way. Can'tcha read?' He jerked a fat thumb with a dirty nail at an­oth­er sign, this one 
post­ed on the desk: B-21 OR B-​GONE! 
    'You don't know me, but I think you know Jim­my Gi­rar­di,' Ted said po­lite­ly. 'He told me 
you were the man to see . . . if you're Len Files, that is.' 
    'I'm Len,' the man said. All at once he seemed con­sid­er­ably warmer. He held out a hand so 
white and pudgy that it looked like the gloves Mick­ey and Don­ald and Goofy wore in the 
car­toons. 'You know Jim­my Gee, huh? God­dam Jim­my Gee! Why, his gram­pa's back there 
get­ting a shine. He gets 'is boats shined a lot these days.' Len Files tipped Ted a wink. Ted 
smiled and shook the guy's hand.

      'That your kid?' Len Files asked, bend­ing over his desk to get a clos­er look at Bob­by. 
Bob­by could smell Sen-​Sen mints and cigars on his breath, sweat on his body. The col­lar of 
his shirt was speck­led with dan­druff. 
    'He's a friend,' Ted said, and Bob­by thought he might ac­tu­al­ly ex­plode with hap­pi­ness. 'I 
didn't want to leave him on the street.' 
    'Yeah, un­less you're will­ing to have to pay to get im back,' Len Files agreed. 'You re­mind 
me of some­body, kid. Now why is that?' 
    Bob­by shook his head, a lit­tle fright­ened to think he looked like any­body Len Files might 
know. 
    The fat man bare­ly paid at­ten­tion to Bob­by's head-​shake. He had straight­ened and was 
look­ing at Ted again. 'I can't be hav­ing kids in here, Mr . . . ?' 
    'Ted Brauti­gan.' He of­fered his hand. Len Files shook it. 
    'You know how it is, Ted. Peo­ple in a busi­ness like mine, the cops keep tabs.' 
    'Of course. But he'll stand right here — won't you, Bob­by?' 
    'Sure,' Bob­by said.  
    'And our busi­ness won't take long. But it's a good lit­tle bit  of busi­ness, Mr Files — ' 
    'Len.' 
    Len, of course, Bob­by thought. Just Len. Be­cause in here was down there. 
    'As I say, Len, this is a good piece of busi­ness I want to do. I think you'll agree.' 
    'If you know Jim­my Gee, you know I don't do the nick­els and dimes,' Len said. 'I leave the 
nick­els and dimes to the nig­gers. What are we talk­ing here? Pat­ter­son-​Jo­hans­son?' 
    'Al­bi­ni-​Hay­wood. At The Gar­den to­mor­row night?' 
    Len's eyes widened. Then his fat and un­shaven cheeks spread in a smile. 'Man oh man oh 
Man­is­chevitz. We need to ex­plore this.' 
    'We cer­tain­ly do.' 
    Len Files came out from around the desk, took Ted by the arm, and start­ed to lead him 
to­ward the pool­room. Then he stopped and swung back. 'Is it Bob­by when you're home and 
got your feet up, pal?'  
    'Yes, sir.' Yes sir, Bob­by Garfield, he would have said any­where else . . . but this was down 
there and he thought just plain Bob­by would suf­fice. 
    'Well, Bob­by, I know those pin­ball ma­chines pro­lly look good to ya, and you pro­lly got a 
quar­ter or two in your pock­et, but do what Adam dint and re­sist the temp­ta­tion. Can you do 
that?' 
    'Yes, sir.' 
    'I won't be long,' Ted told him, and then al­lowed Len Files to lead him through the arch and 
in­to the pool­room. They walked past the men in the high chairs, and Ted stopped to speak to 
the one get­ting his shoes shined. Next to Jim­my Gee's grand­fa­ther, Ted Brauti­gan looked 
young. The old man peered up and Ted said some­thing; the two men laughed in­to each 
oth­er's faces. Jim­my Gee's grand­fa­ther had a good strong laugh for an old fel­low. Ted 
reached out both hands and pat­ted his sal­low cheeks with gen­tle af­fec­tion. That made Jim­my 
Gee's grand­fa­ther laugh again. Then Ted let Len draw him in­to a cur­tained al­cove past the 
oth­er men in the oth­er chairs. 
    Bob­by stood by the desk as if root­ed, but Len hadn't said any­thing about not look­ing 
around, and so he did — in all di­rec­tions. The walls were cov­ered with beer signs and 
cal­en­dars that showed girls with most of their clothes off. One was climb­ing over a fence in 
the coun­try. An­oth­er was get­ting out of a Packard with most of her skirt in her lap and her 
garters show­ing. Be­hind the desk were more signs, most ex­press­ing some neg­ative con­cept 
(IF YOU DON'T LIKE OUR TOWN LOOK FOR A TIMETABLE, DON'T SEND A BOY TO DO A MAN'S JOB, 
THERE'S NO SUCH THING AS A FREE LUNCH, NO CHECKS AC­CEPT­ED, NO CRED­IT , CRY­ING TOW­ELS 
ARE NOT PRO­VID­ED BY THE MAN­AGE­MENT) and a big red but­ton marked PO­LICE CALL.

      Sus­pend­ed from the ceil­ing on a loop of dusty wire were Cel­lo­phane pack­ages, some marked 
GIN­SENG ORI­EN­TAL LOVE ROOT and oth­ers SPAN­ISH DELITE. Bob­by won­dered if they were 
vi­ta­mins of some kind. Why would they sell vi­ta­mins in a place like this? 
    The young guy in the room­ful of au­to­mat­ic games whapped the side of Fron­tier Pa­trol, 
stepped back, gave the ma­chine the fin­ger. Then he strolled in­to the lob­by area ad­just­ing his 
hat. Bob­by made his fin­ger in­to a gun and point­ed it at him. The young man looked sur­prised, 
then grinned and point­ed back as he head­ed for the door. He loos­ened the tied arms of his 
jack­et as he went. 
    'Can't wear no club jack­et in here,' he said, not­ing Bob­by's wide-​eyed cu­rios­ity. 'Can't even 
show your fuckin col­ors. Rules of the house.' 
    'Oh.' 
    The young guy smiled and raised his hand. Traced in blue ink on the back was a dev­il's 
pitch­fork. 'But I got the sign, lit­tle broth­er. See it?' 
    'Heck, yeah.' A tat­too. Bob­by was faint with en­vy. The kid saw it; his smile widened in­to a 
grin full of white teeth. 
    'Fuckin Di­ab­los, 'mano. Best club. Fuckin Di­ab­los rule the streets. All oth­ers are pussy.' 
    'The streets down here.' 
    'Fuckin right down here, where else is there? Rock on, ba­by broth­er. I like you. You got a 
good look on you. Fuckin crew­cut sucks, though.' The door opened, there was a gasp of hot 
air and streetlife noise, and the guy was gone. 
    A lit­tle wick­er bas­ket on the desk caught Bob­by's eye. He tilt­ed it so he could see in. It was 
full of keyrings with plas­tic fobs — red and blue and green. Bob­by picked one out so he 
could read the gold print­ing: THE COR­NER POCK­ET BIL­LIARDS, POOL, AU­TO. GAMES. 
    KEN­MORE 8-2127.  
    'Go on, kid, take it.' 
    Bob­by was so star­tled he al­most knocked the bas­ket of keyrings to the floor. The wom­an 
had come through the same door as Len Files, and she was even big­ger — al­most as big as 
the cir­cus fat la­dy — but she was as light on her feet as a bal­le­ri­na; Bob­by looked up and she 
was just there, loom­ing over him. She was Len's sis­ter, had to be. 
    'I'm sor­ry,' Bob­by mut­tered, re­turn­ing the keyring he'd picked up and push­ing the bas­ket 
back from the edge of the desk with lit­tle pats of his fin­gers. He might have suc­ceed­ed in 
push­ing it right over the far side if the fat wom­an hadn't stopped it with one hand. She was 
smil­ing and didn't look a bit mad, which to Bob­by was a tremen­dous re­lief. 
    'Re­al­ly, I'm not be­ing sar­cas­tic, you should take one.' She held out one of the keyrings. It 
had a green fob. 'They're just cheap lit­tle things, but they're free. We give em away for the 
ad­ver­tis­ing. Like match­es, you know, al­though I wouldn't give a pack of match­es to a kid. 
Don't smoke, do you?' 
    'No, ma'am.' 
    'That's mak­ing a good start. Stay away from the booze, too. Here. Take. Don't turn down 
for free in this world, kid, there isn't much of it go­ing around.' 
    Bob­by took the keyring with the green fob. 'Thank you, ma'am. It's neat.' He put the 
keyring in his pock­et, know­ing he would have to get rid of it — if his moth­er found such an 
item, she wouldn't be hap­py. She'd have twen­ty ques­tions, as Sul­ly would say. Maybe even 
thir­ty. 
    'What's your name?' 
    'Bob­by.' 
    He wait­ed to see if she would ask for his last name and was se­cret­ly de­light­ed when she 
didn't. 'I'm Alan­na.' She held out a hand crust­ed with rings. They twin­kled like the pin­ball 
lights. 'You here with your dad?' 
    'With my friend,' Bob­by said. 'I think he's mak­ing a bet on the Hay­wood-​Al­bi­ni prize­fight.'

      Alan­na looked alarmed and amused at the same time. She leaned for­ward with one fin­ger 
to her red lips. She made a Shhh sound at Bob­by, and blew out a strong liquo­ry smell with it. 
    'Don't say “bet” in here,' she cau­tioned him. 'This is a bil­liard par­lor. Al­ways re­mem­ber 
that and you'll al­ways be fine.' 
    'Okay.' 
    'You're a hand­some lit­tle dev­il, Bob­by. And you look . . . ' She paused. 'Do I know your 
fa­ther, maybe? Is that pos­si­ble?' 
    Bob­by shook his head, but doubt­ful­ly — he had re­mind­ed Len of some­one, too. 'My dad's 
dead. He died a long time ago.' He al­ways added this so peo­ple wouldn't get all gushy. 
    'What was his name?' But be­fore he could say, Alan­na Files said it her­self — it came out of 
her paint­ed mouth like a mag­ic word. 'Was it Randy? Randy Gar­rett, Randy Greer, some­thing 
like that?' 
    For a mo­ment Bob­by was so flab­ber­gast­ed he couldn't speak. It felt as if all the breath had 
been sucked out of his lungs. 'Ran­dall Garfield. But how . . . ' 
    She laughed, de­light­ed. Her bo­som heaved. 'Well, most­ly your hair. But al­so the freck­les . 
. . and this here ski-​jump . . . ' She bent for­ward and Bob­by could see the tops of smooth 
white breasts that looked as big as wa­ter­bar­rels. She skid­ded one fin­ger light­ly down his 
nose. 
    'He came in here to play pool?' 
    'Nah. Said he wasn't much of a stick. He'd drink a beer. Al­so some­times . . . ' She made a 
quick ges­ture then — deal­ing from an in­vis­ible deck. It made Bob­by think of Mc­Quown. 
    'Yeah,' Bob­by said. 'He nev­er met an in­side straight he didn't like, that's what I heard.' 
    'I don't know about that, but he was a nice guy. He could come in here on a Mon­day night, 
when the place is al­ways like a grave, and in half an hour or so he'd have ev­ery­body laugh­ing. 
He'd play that song by Jo Stafford, I can't re­mem­ber the name, and make Lennie turn up the 
juke­box. A re­al sweet­ie, kid, that's most­ly why I re­mem­ber him; a sweet­ie with red hair is a 
rare com­mod­ity. He wouldn't buy a drunk a drink, he had a thing about that, but oth­er­wise 
he'd give you the shirt right off his back. All you had to do was ask.' 
    'But he lost a lot of mon­ey, I guess,' Bob­by said. He couldn't be­lieve he was hav­ing this 
con­ver­sa­tion — that he had met some­one who had known his fa­ther. Yet he sup­posed a lot of 
find­ing out hap­pened like this, com­plete­ly by ac­ci­dent. You were just go­ing along, mind­ing 
your own busi­ness, and all at once the past sideswiped you.  
    'Randy?' She looked sur­prised. 'Nah. He'd come in for a drink maybe three times a week — 
you know, if he hap­pened to be in the neigh­bor­hood. He was in re­al es­tate or in­sur­ance or 
sell­ing or some one of those — ' 
    'Re­al es­tate,' Bob­by said. 'It was re­al es­tate.' 
    ' — and there was an of­fice down here he'd vis­it. For the in­dus­tri­al prop­er­ties, I guess, if it 
was re­al es­tate. You sure it wasn't med­ical sup­plies?' 
    'No, re­al es­tate.' 
    'Fun­ny how your mem­ory works,' she said. 'Some things stay clear, but most­ly time goes 
by and green turns blue. All of the suit-​n-​tie busi­ness­es are gone down here now, any­way.' 
She shook her head sad­ly. 
    Bob­by wasn't in­ter­est­ed in how the neigh­bor­hood had gone to blazes. 'But when he did 
play, he lost. He was al­ways try­ing to fill in­side straights and stuff.' 
    'Did your moth­er tell you that?' 
    Bob­by was silent. 
    Alan­na shrugged. In­ter­est­ing things hap­pened all up and down her front when she did. 
'Well, that's be­tween you and her . . . and hey, maybe your dad threw his dough around in 
oth­er places. All I know is that in here he'd just sit in once or twice a month with guys he 
knew, play un­til maybe mid­night, then go home. If he left a big win­ner or a big los­er, I'd

      prob­ably re­mem­ber. I don't, so he prob­ably broke even most nights he played. Which, by the 
way, makes him a pret­ty good pok­er-​play­er. Bet­ter than most back there.' She rolled her eyes 
in the di­rec­tion Ted and her broth­er had gone. 
    Bob­by looked at her with grow­ing con­fu­sion. Your fa­ther didn't ex­act­ly leave us well off, 
his moth­er liked to say. There was the lapsed life in­sur­ance pol­icy, the stack of un­paid bills; 
Lit­tle did I know, his moth­er had said just this spring, and Bob­by was be­gin­ning to think that 
fit him, as well: Lit­tle did I know. 
    'He was such a good-​look­ing guy, your dad,' Alan­na said, 'Bob Hope nose and all. I'd guess 
you got that to look for­ward to — you fa­vor him. Got a girl­friend?' 
    'Yes, ma'am.' 
    Were the un­paid bills a fic­tion? Was that pos sible? Had the life in­sur­ance pol­icy ac­tu­al­ly 
been cashed and socked away, maybe in a bank ac­count in­stead of be­tween the pages of the 
Sears cat­alogue? It was a hor­ri­ble thought, some­how. Bob­by couldn't imag­ine why his 
moth­er would want him to think his dad was 
    (a low man, a low man with red hair] 
    a bad guy if he re­al­ly wasn't, but there was some­thing about the idea that felt . . . true. She 
could get mad, that was the thing about his moth­er. She could get so mad. And then she 
might say any­thing. It was pos­si­ble that his fa­ther — who his moth­er had nev­er once in 
Bob­by's mem­ory called 'Randy' — had giv­en too many peo­ple too many shirts right off his 
back, and con­se­quent­ly made Liz Garfield mad. Liz Garfield didn't give away shirts, not off 
her back or from any­where else. You had to save your shirts in this world, be­cause life wasn't 
fair. 
    'What's her name?' 
    'Liz.' He felt dazed, the way he'd felt com­ing out of the dark the­ater in­to the bright light. 
    'Like Liz Tay­lor.' Alan­na looked pleased.  'That's a nice name for a girl­friend.' 
    Bob­by laughed, a lit­tle em­bar­rassed. 'No, my moth­er's Liz. My girl­friend's name is Car­ol.'  
    'She pret­ty?' 
    'A re­al hosty-​tosty,' he said, grin­ning and wig­gling one hand from side to side. He was 
de­light­ed when Alan­na roared with laugh­ter. She reached over the desk, the flesh of her 
up­per arm hang­ing like some fan­tas­tic wad of dough, and pinched his cheek. It hurt a lit­tle 
but he liked it. 
    'Cute kid! Can I tell you some­thing?' 
    'Sure, what?' 
    'Just be­cause a man likes to play a lit­tle cards, that doesn't make him At­ti­la the Hun. You 
know that, don't you?' 
    Bob­by nod­ded hes­itant­ly, then more firm­ly. 
    'Your ma's your ma, I don't say noth­ing against any­body's ma be­cause I loved my own, but 
not ev­ery­body's ma ap­proves of cards or pool or ... places like this. It's a point of view, but 
that's all it is. Get the pic­ture?' 
    'Yes,' Bob­by said. He did. He got the pic­ture. He felt very strange, like laugh­ing and cry­ing 
at the same time. My dad was here, he thought. This seemed, at least for the time be­ing, much 
more im­por­tant than any lies his moth­er might have told about him. My dad was here, he 
might have stood right where I'm stand­ing now. 'I'm glad I look like him,' he blurt­ed.  
    Alan­na nod­ded, smil­ing. 'You com­ing in here like that, just walk­ing in off the street. What 
are the odds?' 
    'I don't know. But thanks for telling me about him. Thanks a lot.' 
    'He'd play that Jo Stafford song all night, if you'd let him,' Alan­na said. 'Now don't you go 
wan­der­ing off.' 
    'No, ma'am.' 
    'No, Alan­na.'

    

  
    
      Hearts in Atlantis

    

    
      Bob­by grinned. 'Alan­na.' 
    She blew him a kiss as his moth­er some­times did, and laughed when Bob­by pre­tend­ed to 
catch it. Then she went back through the door. Bob­by could see what looked like a liv­ing 
room be­yond it. There was a big cross on one wall. 
    He reached in­to his pock­et, hooked a fin­ger through the keyring (it was, he thought, a 
spe­cial sou­venir of his vis­it down there), and imag­ined him­self rid­ing down Broad Street on 
the Schwinn from the West­ern Au­to. He was head­ing for the park. He was wear­ing a 
choco­late-​col­ored stingy­brim hat cocked back on his head. His hair was long and combed in a 
duck's ass — no more crew­cut, lat­er for you, Jack. Tied around his waist was a jack­et with 
his col­ors on it; rid­ing the back of his hand was a blue tat­too, stamped deep and for­ev­er. 
Out­side Field B Car­ol would be wait­ing for him. She'd be watch­ing him ride up, she'd be 
think­ing Oh you crazy boy as he swung the Schwinn around in a tight cir­cle, spray­ing grav­el 
to­ward (but not on) her white sneak­ers. Crazy, yes. A bad mo­torscoot­er and a mean go-​get­ter. 
    Len Files and Ted were com­ing back now, both of them look­ing hap­py. Len, in fact, 
looked like the cat that ate the ca­nary (as Bob­by's moth­er of­ten said). Ted paused to pass 
an­oth­er, briefer, word with the old guy, who nod­ded and smiled. When Ted and Len got back 
to the lob­by area, Ted start­ed to­ward the tele­phone booth just in­side the door. Len took his 
arm and steered him to­ward the desk in­stead. 
    As Ted stepped be­hind it, Len ruf­fled Bob­by's hair. 'I know who you look like,' he said. 'It 
come to me while I was in the back room. Your dad was — ' 
    'Garfield. Randy Garfield.' Bob­by looked up at Len, who so re­sem­bled his sis­ter, and 
thought how odd and sort of won­der­ful it was to be linked that way to your own blood kin. 
Linked so close­ly peo­ple who didn't even know you could some­times pick you out of a 
crowd. 'Did you like him, Mr Files?' 
    'Who, Randy? Sure, he was a hel­lu­va giz­mo.' But Len Files seemed a lit­tle vague. He 
hadn't no­ticed Bob­by's fa­ther in the same way his sis­ter had, Bob­by de­cid­ed; Len prob­ably 
wouldn't re­mem­ber about the Jo Stafford song or how Randy Garfield would give you the 
shirt right off his back. He wouldn't give a drunk a drink, though; he wouldn't do that. 'Your 
pal's all right, too,' Len went on, more en­thu­si­as­tic now. 'I like the high class and the high 
class likes me, but I don't get re­al shoot­ers like him in here of­ten.' He turned to Ted, who was 
hunt­ing near­sight­ed­ly through the phone­book. 'Try Cir­cle Taxi. KEn­more 6-7400.' 
    'Thanks,' Ted said.  
    'Don't men­tion it.' Len brushed past Ted and went through the door be­hind the desk. Bob­by 
caught an­oth­er brief glimpse of the liv­ing room and the big cross. When the door shut, Ted 
looked over at Bob­by and said: 'You bet five hun­dred bucks on a prize­fight and you don't 
have to use the pay phone like the rest of the shmucks. Such a deal, huh?' 
    Bob­by felt as if all the wind had been sucked out of him. 'You bet Jive hun­dred dol­lars on 
Hur­ri­cane Hay­wood?' 
    Ted shook a Chester­field out of his pack, put it in his mouth, lit it around a grin. 'Good 
God, no,' he said. 'On Al­bi­ni.' Af­ter he called the cab, Ted took Bob­by over to the bar and 
or­dered them both root­beers. He doesn't know I don't re­al­ly like root­beer, Bob­by thought. It 
seemed an­oth­er piece in the puz­zle, some­how — the puz­zle of Ted. Len served them him­self, 
say­ing noth­ing about how Bob­by shouldn't be sit­ting at the bar, he was a nice kid but just 
stink­ing the place up with his un­der-​twen­ty-​one­ness; ap­par­ent­ly a free phone call wasn't all 
you got when you bet five hun­dred dol­lars on a prize­fight. And not even the ex­cite­ment of the 
bet could long dis­tract Bob­by from a cer­tain dull cer­tain­ty which stole much of his plea­sure 
in hear­ing that his fa­ther hadn't been such a bad guy, af­ter all. The bet had been made to earn 
some runout mon­ey. Ted was leav­ing.

      The taxi was a Check­er with a huge back seat. The driv­er was deeply in­volved in the Yan­kees 
game on the ra­dio, to the point where he some­times talked back to the an­nounc­ers. 
    'Files and his sis­ter knew your fa­ther, didn't they?' It wasn't re­al­ly a ques­tion. 
    'Yeah. Alan­na es­pe­cial­ly. She thought he was a re­al nice guy.' Bob­by paused. 'But that's 
not what my moth­er thinks.' 
    'I imag­ine your moth­er saw a side of him Alan­na Files nev­er did,' Ted replied. 'More than 
one. Peo­ple are like di­amonds in that way, Bob­by. They have many sides.' 
    'But Mom said . . . ' It was too com­pli­cat­ed. She'd nev­er ex­act­ly said anyth ing, re­al­ly, on­ly 
sort of sug­gest­ed stuff. He didn't know how to tell Ted that his moth­er had sides, too, and 
some of them made it hard to be­lieve those things she nev­er quite came out and said. And 
when you got right down to it, how much did he re­al­ly want to know? His fa­ther was dead, 
af­ter all. His moth­er wasn't, and he had to live with her . . . and he had to love her. He had no 
one else to love, not even Ted. Be­cause —  
    'When you go­ing?' Bob­by asked in a low voice. 
    'Af­ter your moth­er gets back.' Ted sighed, glanced out the win­dow, then looked down at 
his hands, which were fold­ed on one crossed knee. He didn't look at Bob­by, not yet. 
'Prob­ably Fri­day morn­ing. I can't col­lect my mon­ey un­til to­mor­row night. I got four to one on 
Al­bi­ni; that's two grand. My good pal Lennie will have to phone New York to make the 
cov­er.' 
    They crossed a canal bridge, and down there was back there. Now they were in the part of 
the city Bob­by had trav­elled with his moth­er. The men on the street wore coats and ties. The 
wom­en wore hose in­stead of bob­bysocks. None of them looked like Alan­na Files, and Bob­by 
didn't think many of them would smell of liquor if they went 'Shhh,' ei­ther. Not at four 
o'clock in the af­ter­noon.  
    'I know why you didn't bet on Pat­ter­son-​Jo­hans­son,' Bob­by said. 'It's be­cause you don't 
know who'll win.' 
    'I think Pat­ter­son will this time,' Ted said, 'be­cause this time he's pre­pared for Jo­hans­son. I 
might flut­ter two dol­lars on Floyd Pat­ter­son, but five hun­dred? To bet five hun­dred you must 
eit her know or be crazy.' 
    'The Al­bi­ni-​Hay­wood fight is fixed, isn't it?' 
    Ted nod­ded. 'I knew when you read that Klein­di­enst was in­volved, and I guessed that 
Al­bi­ni was sup­posed to win.' 
    'You've made oth­er bets on box­ing match­es where Mr Klein­di­enst was a man­ag­er.' 
    Ted said noth­ing for a mo­ment, on­ly looked out the win­dow. On the ra­dio, some­one hit a 
come­back­er to Whitey Ford. Ford field­ed the ball and threw to Moose Skowron at first. Now 
there were two down in the top of the eighth. At last Ted said, 'It could have been Hay­wood. 
It wasn't like­ly, but it could have been. Then . . . did you see the old man back there? The one 
in the shoeshine chair?' 
    'Sure, you pat­ted him on the cheeks.' 
    'That's Arthur Gi­rar­di. Files lets him hang around be­cause he used to be con­nect­ed. That's 
what Files thinks — used to be. Now he's just some old fel­low who comes in to get his shoes 
shined at ten and then for­gets and comes in to get them shined again at three. Files thinks he's 
just an old fel­low who don't know from noth­ing, as they say. Gi­rar­di lets him think what­ev­er 
he wants to think. If Files said the moon was green cheese, Gi­rar­di wouldn't say boo. Old 
Gee, he comes in for the air con­di­tion­ing. And he's still con­nect­ed.' 
    'Con­nect­ed to Jim­my Gee.' 
    'To all sorts of guys.' 
    'Mr Files didn't know the fight was fixed?' 
    'No, not for sure. I thought he would.'

      'But old Gee knew. And he knew which one's sup­posed to take the dive.' 
    'Yes. That was my luck. Hur­ri­cane Hay­wood goes down in the eighth round. Then, next 
year when the odds are bet­ter, the Hur­ri­cane gets his pay­day.' 
    'Would you have bet if Mr Gi­rar­di hadn't been there?' 
    'No,' Ted replied im­me­di­ate­ly.  
    'Then what would you have done for mon­ey? When you go away?' 
    Ted looked de­pressed at those words — When you go away. He made as if to put an arm 
around Bob­by's shoul­ders, then stopped him­self. 
    'There's al­ways some­one who knows some­thing,' he said. 
    They were on Ash­er Av­enue now, still in Bridge­port but on­ly a mile or so from the 
Har­wich town line. Know­ing what would hap­pen, Bob­by reached for Ted's big, nico­tine-
stained hand.  
    Ted swiv­elled his knees to­ward the door, tak­ing his hands with them. 'Bet­ter not.' 
    Bob­by didn't need to ask why. Peo­ple put up signs that said WET PAINT DO NOT TOUCH 
be­cause if you put your hand on some­thing new­ly paint­ed, the stuff would get on your skin. 
You could wash it off, or it would wear off by it­self in time, but for awhile it would be there. 
    'Where will you go?' 
    'I don't know.' 
    'I feel bad,' Bob­by said. He could feel tears prick­ling at the cor­ners of his eyes. 'If 
some­thing hap­pens to you, it's my fault. I saw things, the things you told me to look out for, 
but I didn't say any­thing. I didn't want you to go. So I told my­self you were crazy — not 
about ev­ery­thing, just about the low men you thought were chas­ing you — and I didn't say 
any­thing. You gave me a job and I muffed it.' 
    Ted's arm rose again. He low­ered it and set­tled for giv­ing Bob­by a quick pat on the leg 
in­stead. At Yan­kee Sta­di­um Tony Kubek had just dou­bled home two runs. The crowd was 
go­ing wild.  
    'But I knew,' Ted said mild­ly. 
    Bob­by stared at him. 'What? I don't get you.' 
    'I felt them get­ting clos­er. That's why my trances have grown so fre­quent. Yet I lied to 
my­self, just as you did. For the same rea­sons, too. Do you think I want to leave you now, 
Bob­by? When your moth­er is so con­fused and un­hap­py? In all hon­esty I don't care so much 
for her sake, we don't get along, from the first sec­ond we laid eyes on each oth­er we didn't get 
along, but she is your moth­er, and — ' 
    'What's wrong with her?' Bob­by asked. He re­mem­bered to keep his voice low, but he took 
Ted's arm and shook it. 'Tell me! You know, I know you do! Is it Mr Bi­der­man? Is it 
some­thing about Mr Bi­der­man?' 
    Ted looked out the win­dow, brow fur­rowed, lips drawn down tight­ly. At last he sighed, 
pulled out his cigarettes, and lit one. 'Bob­by,' he said, 'Mr Bi­der­man is not a nice man. Your 
moth­er knows it, but she al­so knows that some­times we have to go along with peo­ple who are 
not nice. Go along to get along, she thinks, and she has done this. She's done things over the 
last year that she's not proud of, but she has been care­ful. In some ways she has need­ed to be 
as care­ful as I have, and whether I like her or not, I ad­mire her for that.' 
    'What did she do? What did he make her do?' Some­thing cold moved in Bob­by's chest. 
'Why did Mr Bi­der­man take her to Prov­idence?' 
    'For the re­al-​es­tate con­fer­ence.' 
    'Is that all? Is that all?' 
    'I don't know. She didn't know. Or per­haps she has cov­ered over what she knows and what 
she fears with what she hopes. I can't say. Some­times I can — some­times I know things very 
di­rect­ly and clear­ly. The first mo­ment I saw you I knew that you want­ed a bi­cy­cle, that 
get­ting one was very im­por­tant to you, and you meant to earn the mon­ey for one this sum­mer

      if you could. I ad­mired your de­ter­mi­na­tion.' 
    'You touched me on pur­pose, didn't you?' 
    'Yes in­deed. The first time, any­way. I did it to know you a lit­tle. But friends don't spy; true 
friend­ship is about pri­va­cy, too. Be­sides, when I touch, I pass on a kind of — well, a kind of 
win­dow. I think you know that. The sec­ond time I touched you . . . re­al­ly touch­ing, hold­ing 
on, you know what I mean . . . that was a mis­take, but not such an aw­ful one; for a lit­tle while 
you knew more than you should, but it wore off, didn't it? If I'd gone on, though . . . touch­ing 
and touch­ing, the way peo­ple do when they're close . . . there'd come a point where things 
would change. Where it wouldn't wear off.' He raised his most­ly smoked cigarette and looked 
at it dis­taste­ful­ly. 'The way you smoke one too many of these and you're hooked for life.' 
    'Is my moth­er all right now?' Bob­by asked, know­ing that Ted couldn't tell him that; Ted's 
gift, what­ev­er it was, didn't stretch that far. 
    'I don't know. I — ' 
    Ted sud­den­ly stiff­ened. He was look­ing out the win­dow at some­thing up ahead. He 
smashed his cigarette in­to the arm­rest ash­tray, do­ing it hard enough to send sparks scat­ter­ing 
across the back of his hand. He didn't seem to feel them. 'Christ,' he said. 'Oh Christ, Bob­by, 
we're in for it.' 
    Bob­by leaned across his lap to look out the win­dow, think­ing in the back of his mind about 
what Ted had just been say­ing — touch­ing and touch­ing, the way peo­ple do when they're 
close — even as he peered up Ash­er Av­enue. 
    Ahead was a three-​way in­ter­sec­tion, Ash­er Av­enue, Bridge­port Av­enue, and the 
Con­necti­cut Pike all com­ing to­geth­er at a place known as Pu­ri­tan Square. Trol­ley-​tracks 
gleamed in the af­ter­noon sun; de­liv­ery trucks honked im­pa­tient­ly as they wait­ed their turns to 
dart through the crush. A sweat­ing po­lice­man with a whis­tle in his mouth and white gloves 
on his hands was di­rect­ing traf­fic. Off to the left was the William Penn Grille, a fa­mous 
restau­rant which was sup­posed to have the best steaks in Con­necti­cut (Mr Bi­der­man had 
tak­en the whole of­fice staff there af­ter the agen­cy sold the Wa­ver­ley Es­tate, and Bob­by's 
mom had come home with about a dozen William Penn Grille books of match­es). Its main 
claim to fame, his mom had once told Bob­by, was that the bar was over the Har­wich town 
line, but the restau­rant prop­er was in Bridge­port. 
    Parked in front, on the very edge of Pu­ri­tan Square, was a DeS­oto au­to­mo­bile of a pur­ple 
Bob­by had nev­er seen be­fore — had nev­er even sus­pect­ed. The col­or was so bright it hurt his 
eyes to look at it. It hurt his whole head. 
    Their cars will be like their yel­low coats and sharp shoes and the greasy per­fumed stuff 
they use to slick back their hair: hud and vul­gar. 
    The pur­ple car was load­ed with swoops and darts of chrome. It had fend­er­skirts. The hood 
or­na­ment was huge; Chief DeS­oto's head glit­tered in the hazy light like a fake jew­el. The 
tires were fat white­walls and the hub­caps were spin­ners. There was a whip an­ten­na on the 
back. From its tip there hung a rac­coon tail.  
    'The low men,' Bob­by whis­pered. There was re­al­ly no ques­tion. It was a DeS­oto, but at the 
same time it was like no car he had ev­er seen in his life, some­thing as alien as an as­ter­oid. As 
they drew clos­er to the clogged three-​way in­ter­sec­tion, Bob­by saw the up­hol­stery was a 
metal­lic drag­on­fly-​green — the col­or near­ly howled in con­trast to the car's pur­ple skin. There 
was white fur around the steer­ing wheel. 'Holy crow, it's them!' 
    'You have to take your mind away,' Ted said. He grabbed Bob­by by the shoul­ders (up front 
the Yan­kees blared on and on, the driv­er pay­ing his two fares in the back seat no at­ten­tion 
what­so­ev­er, thank God for that much, at least) and shook him once, hard, be­fore let­ting him 
go. 'You have to take your mind away, do you un­der­stand?' 
    He did. George Sanders had built a brick wall be­hind which to hide his thoughts and plans 
from the Chil­dren. Bob­by had used Mau­ry Wills once be­fore, but he didn't think base­ball was

      go­ing to cut it this time. What would? 
    Bob­by could see the Ash­er Em­pire's mar­quee jut­ting out over the side­walk, three or four 
blocks be­yond Pu­ri­tan Square, and sud­den­ly he could hear the sound of Sul­ly-​John's Bo lo 
Bounc­er: whap-​whap-​whap. If she's trash, S-J had said, I'd love to be the trash­man. 
    The poster they'd seen that day filled Bob­by's mind: Brigitte Bar­dot (the French sex-​kit­ten 
was what the pa­pers called her) dressed on­ly in a tow­el and a smile. She looked a lit­tle like 
the wom­an get­ting out of the car on one of the cal­en­dars back at The Cor­ner Pock­et, the one 
with most of her skirt in her lap and her garters show­ing. Brigitte Bar­dot was pret­ti­er, though. 
And she was re­al. She was too old for the likes of Bob­by Garfield, of course. 
    (I'm so young and you're so old, Paul An­ka singing from a thou­sand tran­sis­tor ra­dios, this 
my dar­ling I've been told] but she was still beau­ti­ful, and a cat could look at a queen, his 
moth­er al­ways said that, too: a cat could look at a queen. Bob­by saw her more and more 
clear­ly as he set­tled back against the seat, his eyes tak­ing on that drifty, far-​off look Ted's 
eyes got when he had one of his blank-​outs; Bob­by saw her show­er-​damp puff of blond hair, 
the slope of her breasts in­to the tow­el, her long thighs, her paint­ed toe­nails stand­ing over the 
words Adults On­ly, Must Have Driv­er's Li­cense or Birth Cer­tifi­cate. He could smell her soap 
— some­thing light and flow­ery. He could smell 
    (Nu­it en Paris) 
    her per­fume and he could hear her ra­dio in the next room. It was Fred­dy Can­non, that 
be­bop sum­mer­time avatar of Savin Rock: 'She's dancin to the drag, the cha-​cha rag-​a-​mop, 
she's stompin to the shag, rocks the bun­ny hop . . . ' 
    He was aware — faint­ly, far away, in an­oth­er world far­ther up along the swirls of the 
spin­ning top — that the cab in which they were rid­ing had come to a stop right next to the 
William Penn Grille, right next to that pur­ple bruise of a DeS­oto. Bob­by could al­most hear 
the car in his head; if it had had a voice it would have screamed Shoot me, I'm too pur­ple! 
Shoot me, I'm too pur­ple! And not far be­yond it he could sense them. They were in the 
restau­rant, hav­ing an ear­ly steak. Both of them ate it the same way, bloody-​rare. Be­fore they 
left they might put up a lost-​pet poster in the tele­phone lounge or leave a hand-​print­ed CAR 
FOR SALE BY OWN­ER card; up­side-​down, of course. They were in there, low men in yel­low 
coats and white shoes drink­ing mar­ti­nis be­tween bites of near­ly raw steer, and if they turned 
their minds out this way . . . 
    Steam was drift­ing out of the show­er. B.B. raised her­self on her bare paint­ed toes and 
opened her tow­el, turn­ing it in­to brief wings be­fore let­ting it fall. And Bob­by saw it wasn't 
Brigitte Bar­dot at all. It was Car­ol Ger­ber. You'd have to be brave to let peo­ple look at you 
with noth­ing on but a tow­el, she had said, and now she had let even the tow­el fall away. He 
was see­ing her as she would look eight or ten years from now. 
    Bob­by looked at her, help­less to look away, help­less in love, lost in the smells of her soap 
and her per­fume, the sound of her ra­dio (Fred­dy Can­non had giv­en way to The Plat­ters — 
heav­en­ly shades of night are falling]., the sight of her small paint­ed toe­nails. His heart spun 
as a top did, with it s lines ris­ing and dis­ap­pear­ing in­to oth­er worlds. Oth­er worlds than this. 
    The taxi be­gan creep­ing for­ward. The four-​door pur­ple hor­ror parked next to the restau­rant 
(parked in a load­ing zone, Bob­by saw, but what did they care?) be­gan to slide to the rear. The 
cab jolt­ed to a stop again and the driv­er cursed mild­ly as a trol­ley rushed clang-​a-​lang 
through Pu­ri­tan Square. The low DeS­oto was be­hind them now, but re­flec­tions from its 
chrome filled the cab with er­rat­ic danc­ing min­nows of light. And sud­den­ly Bob­by felt a 
sav­age itch­ing at­tack the backs of his eye­balls. This was fol­lowed by a fall of twist­ing black 
threads across his field of vi­sion. He was able to hold on­to Car­ol, but he now seemed to be 
look­ing at her through a field of in­ter­fer­ence. 
    They sense us ... or they sense some­thing. Please God, get us out of here. Please get us out. 
    The cab­bie saw a hole in the traf­fic and squirt­ed through it. A mo­ment lat­er they were

      rolling up Ash­er Av­enue at a good pace. That itch­ing sen­sa­tion be­hind Bob­by's eyes be­gan to 
re­cede. The black threads across his field of in­te­ri­or vi­sion cleared away, and when they did 
he saw that the naked girl wasn't Car­ol at all (not any­more, at least), not even Brigitte Bar­dot, 
but on­ly the cal­en­dar-​girl from The Cor­ner Pock­et, stripped moth­er-​naked by Bob­by's 
imag­ina­tion. The mu­sic from her ra­dio was gone. The smells of soap and per­fume were gone. 
The life had gone out of her; she was just a . . . a . . . 
    'She's just a pic­ture paint­ed on a brick wall,' Bob­by said. He sat up. 
    'Say what, kid?' the driv­er asked, and snapped off the ra­dio. The game was over. Mel Alien 
was sell­ing cigarettes. 
    'Noth­ing,' Bob­by said.  
    'Guess youse dozed off, huh? Slow traf­fic, hot day . . . they'll do it ev­ery time, just like 
Hat­lo says. Looks like your pal's still out.' 
    'No,' Ted said, straight­en­ing. 'The doc­tor is in.' He stretched his back and winced when it 
crack­led. 'I did doze a lit­tle, though.' He glanced out the back win­dow, but the William Penn 
Grille was out of sight now. 'The Yan­kees won, I sup­pose?' 
    'Gah­dam In­juns, they roont em,' the cab­bie said, and laughed. 'Don't see how youse could 
sleep with the Yan­kees play­ing.' 
    They turned on­to Broad Street; two min­utes lat­er the cab pulled up in front of 149. Bob­by 
looked at it as if ex­pect­ing to see a dif­fer­ent col­or paint or per­haps an added wing. He felt like 
he'd been gone ten years. In a way he sup­posed he had been — hadn't he seen Car­ol Ger­ber 
all grown up? 
    I'm go­ing to mar­ry her, Bob­by de­cid­ed as he got out of  the cab. Over on Colony Street, 
Mrs O'Hara's dog barked on and on, as if deny­ing this and all hu­man as­pi­ra­tions: roop-​roop, 
roop-​roop-​roop. 
    Ted bent down to the driv­er's-​side win­dow with his wal­let in his hand. He plucked out two 
sin­gles, con­sid­ered, then added a third. 'Keep the change.' 
    'You're a gent,' the cab­bie said. 
    'He's a shoot­er,'' Bob­by cor­rect­ed, and grinned as the cab pulled away. 
    'Let's get in­side,' Ted said. 'It's not safe for me to be out here.' 
    They went up the porch steps and Bob­by used his key to open the door to the foy­er. He 
kept think­ing about that weird itch­ing be­hind his eyes, and the black threads. The threads had 
been par­tic­ular­ly hor­ri­ble, as if he'd been on the verge of go­ing blind. 'Did they see us, Ted? 
Or sense us, or what­ev­er they do?'  
    'You know they did . . . but I don't think they knew how close we were.' As they went in­to 
the Garfield apart­ment, Ted took off his sun­glass­es and tucked them in­to his shirt pock­et. 
'You must have cov­ered up well. Whooo! Hot in here!' 
    'What makes you think they didn't know we were close?' 
    Ted paused in the act of open­ing a win­dow, giv­ing Bob­by a lev­el look back over his 
shoul­der. 'If they'd known, that pur­ple car would have been right be­hind us when we pulled 
up here.' 
    'It wasn't a car,' Bob­by said, be­gin­ning to open win­dows him­self. It didn't help much; the 
air that came in, lift­ing the cur­tains in list­less lit­tle flaps, felt al­most as hot as the air which 
had been trapped in­side the apart­ment all day. 'I don't know what it was, but it on­ly looked 
like a car. And what I felt of them — ' Even in the heat, Bob­by shiv­ered.  
    Ted got his fan, crossed to the win­dow by Liz's shelf of knick-​knacks, and set it on the sill. 
'They cam­ou­flage them­selves as best they can, but we still feel them. Even peo­ple who don't 
know what they are of­ten feel them. A lit­tle of what's un­der the cam­ou­flage seeps through, 
and what's un­der­neath is ug­ly. I hope you nev­er know how ug­ly.' 
    Bob­by hoped so, too. 'Where do they come from, Ted?' 
    'A dark place.'

      Ted knelt, plugged in his fan, flipped it on. The air it pulled in­to the room was a lit­tle 
cool­er, but not so cool as The Cor­ner Pock­et had been, or the Cri­te­ri­on. 
    'Is it in an­oth­er world, like in Ring Around the Sun? It is, isn't it?' 
    Ted was still on his knees by the elec­tri­cal plug. He looked as if he were pray­ing. To 
Bob­by he al­so looked ex­haust­ed — done al­most to death. How could he run from the low 
men? He didn't look as if he could make it as far as Spicer's Va­ri­ety Store with­out stum­bling.  
    'Yes,' he said at last. 'They come from an­oth­er world. An­oth­er where and an­oth­er when. 
That's all I can tell you. It's not safe for you to know more.' 
    But Bob­by had to ask one oth­er ques­tion. 'Did you come from one of those oth­er worlds?' 
    Ted looked at him solemn­ly. 'I came from Tea­neck.' 
    Bob­by gaped at him for a mo­ment, then be­gan to laugh. Ted, still kneel­ing by the fan, 
joined him.  
    'What did you think of in the cab, Bob­by?' Ted asked when they were fi­nal­ly able to stop. 
'Where did you go when the trou­ble start­ed?' He paused. 'What did you see?' 
    Bob­by thought of Car­ol at twen­ty with her toe­nails paint­ed pink, Car­ol stand­ing naked 
with the tow­el at her feet and steam ris­ing around her. Adults On­ly. Must Have Driv­er's 
Li­cense. No Ex­cep­tions. 
    'I can't tell,' he said at last. 'Be­cause . . . well . . . ' 
    'Be­cause some things are pri­vate. I un­der­stand.' Ted got to his feet. Bob­by stepped for­ward 
to help him but Ted waved him away. 'Per­haps you'd like to go out and play for a lit­tle while,' 
he said. 'Lat­er on — around six, shall we say? — I'll put on my dark glass­es again and we'll 
go around the block, have a bite of din­ner at the Colony Din­er.' 
    'But no beans.' 
    The cor­ners of Ted's mouth twitched in the ghost of a smile. 'Ab­so­lute­ly no beans, beans 
ver­boten. At ten o'clock I'll call my friend Len and see how the fight went. Eh?' 
    'The low men . . . will they be look­ing for me now, too?' 
    'I'd nev­er let you step out the door if I thought that,' Te d replied, look­ing sur­prised. 'You're 
fine, and I'm go­ing to make sure you stay fine. Go on now. Play some catch or ring-​a-​levio or 
what­ev­er it is you like. I have some things to do. On­ly be back by six so I don't wor­ry.' 
    'Okay.' 
    Bob­by went in­to his room and dumped the four quar­ters he'd tak­en to Bridge­port back in­to 
the Bike Fund jar. He looked around his room, see­ing things with new eyes: the cow­boy 
bed­spread, the pic­ture of his moth­er on one wall and the signed pho­to — ob­tained by sav­ing 
ce­re­al box­tops — of Clay­ton Moore in his mask on an­oth­er, his roller skates (one with a 
bro­ken strap) in the cor­ner, his desk against the wall. The room looked small­er now — not so 
much a place to come to as a place to leave. He re­al­ized he was grow­ing in­to his or ange 
li­brary card, and some bit­ter voice in­side cried out against it. Cried no, no, no.

      8 
Bob­by Makes a Con­fes­sion. The Ger­ber 
Ba­by and the Mal­tex Ba­by. Rion­da. Ted 
Makes a Call. Cry of the Hunters. 
 
In Com­mon­wealth Park the lit­tle kids were play­ing ticky-​ball. Field B was emp­ty; on Field C 
a few teenagers in or­ange St Gabriel's tee-​shirts were play­ing scrub. Car­ol Ger­ber was sit­ting 
on a bench with her jump-​rope in her lap, watch­ing them. She saw Bob­by com­ing and be­gan 
to smile. Then the smile went away. 
    'Bob­by, what's wrong with you?' 
    Bob­by hadn't been pre­cise­ly aware that any­thing was wrong with him un­til Car­ol said that, 
but the look of con­cern on her face brought ev­ery­thing home and un­did him. It was the re­al­ity 
of the low men and the fright of the close call they'd had on their way back from Bridge­port; 
it was his con­cern over his moth­er; most­ly it was Ted. He knew per­fect­ly well why Ted had 
shooed him out of the house, and what Ted was do­ing right now: fill­ing his litde suit­cas­es and 
those car­ry­han­dle pa­per bags. His friend was go­ing away.  
    Bob­by be­gan to cry. He didn't want to go all ushy-​gushy in front of a girl, par­tic­ular­ly this 
girl, but he couldn't help it. 
    Car­ol looked stunned for a mo­ment — scared. Then she got off the bench, came to him, 
and put her arms around him. 'That's all right,' she said. 'That's all right, Bob­by, don't cry, 
ev­ery­thing's all right.' 
    Al­most blind­ed by tears and cry­ing hard­er than ev­er — it was as if there were a vi­olent 
sum­mer storm go­ing on in his head — Bob­by let her lead him in­to a copse of trees where 
they would be hid­den from the base­ball fields and the main paths. She sat down on the grass, 
still hold­ing him, brush­ing one hand through the sweaty bris­tles of his crew­cut. For a litde 
while she said noth­ing at all, and Bob­by was in­ca­pable of speak­ing; he could on­ly sob un­til 
his throat ached and his eye­balls throbbed in their sock­ets. 
    At last the in­ter­vals be­tween sobs be­came longer. He sat up and wiped his face with his 
arm, hor­ri­fied and ashamed of what he felt: not just tears but snot and spit as well. He must 
have cov­ered her with mung. 
    Car­ol didn't seem to care. She touched his wet face. Bob­by pulled back from her fin­gers, 
ut­ter­ing an­oth­er sob, and looked down at the grass. His eye­sight, fresh­ly washed by his tears, 
seemed al­most preter­nat­ural­ly keen; he could see ev­ery blade and dan­de­lion. 
    'It's all right,' she said, but Bob­by was still too ashamed to look at her. 
    They sat qui­et­ly for a lit­tle while and then Car­ol said, 'Bob­by, I'll be your girl­friend, if you 
want.' 
    'You are my girl­friend,' Bob­by said. 
    'Then tell me what's wrong.' 
    And Bob­by heard him­self telling her ev­ery­thing, start­ing with the day Ted had moved in 
and how his moth­er had tak­en an in­stant dis­like to him. He told her about the first of Ted's 
blank-​outs, about the low men, about the signs of the low men. When he got to that part, 
Car­ol touched him on the arm. 
    'What?' he asked. 'You don't be­lieve me?' His throat still had that achey too-​full feel­ing it 
got af­ter a cry­ing fit, but he was get­ting bet­ter. If she didn't be­lieve him, he wouldn't be mad

      at her. Wouldn't blame her a bit, in fact. It was just an enor­mous re­lief to get it off his chest. 
'That's okay. I know how crazy it must — ' 
    'I've seen those fun­ny hop­scotch­es all over town,' she said. 'So has Yvonne and Ang­ie. We 
talked about them. They have lit­tle stars and moons drawn next to them. Some­times comets, 
too.' 
    He gaped at her. 'Are you kid­ding?' 
    'No. Girls al­ways look at hop­scotch­es, I don't know why. Close your mouth be­fore a bug 
flies in.' 
    He closed his mouth. 
    Car­ol nod­ded, sat­is­fied, then took his hand in hers and laced her fin­gers through his. Bob­by 
was amazed at what a per­fect fit all those fin­gers made. 'Now tell me the rest.' 
    He did, fin­ish­ing with the amaz­ing day he'd just put in: the movie, the trip to The Cor­ner 
Pock­et, how Alan­na had rec­og­nized his fa­ther in him, the close call on the way home. He 
tried to ex­plain how the pur­ple DeS­oto hadn't seemed like a re­al car at all, that it on­ly looked 
like a car. The clos­est he could come was to say it had felt alive some­how, like an evil 
ver­sion of the os­trich Dr Dolit­tle some­times rode in that se­ries of talk­ing-​an­imal books they'd 
all gone crazy for in the sec­ond grade. The on­ly thing Bob­by didn't con­fess was where he'd 
hid­den his thoughts when the cab passed the William Penn Grille and the backs of his eyes 
be­gan to itch.  
    He strug­gled, then blurt­ed the worst as a co­da: he was afraid that his moth­er go­ing to 
Prov­idence with Mr Bi­der­man and those oth­er men had been a mis­take. A bad mis­take. 
    'Do you think Mr Bi­der­man's sweet on her?' Car­ol asked. By then they were walk­ing back 
to the bench where she had left her jump-​rope. Bob­by picked it up and hand­ed it to her. They 
be­gan walk­ing out of the park and to­ward Broad Street. 
    'Yeah, maybe,' Bob­by said glum­ly. 'Or at least . . . ' And here was part of what he was 
afraid of, al­though it had no name or re­al shape; it was like some­thing omi­nous cov­ered with 
a piece of can­vas. 'At least she thinks he is.' 
    'Is he go­ing to ask her to mar­ry him? If he did he'd be your step­dad.' 
    'God!' Bob­by hadn't con­sid­ered the idea of hav­ing Don Bi­der­man as a step­fa­ther, and he 
wished with all his might that Car­ol hadn't brought such a thing up. It was an aw­ful thought. 
    'If she loves him you just bet­ter get used to the idea.' Car­ol spoke in an old­er-​wom­an, 
world­ly-​wise fash­ion that Bob­by could have done with­out; he guessed she had al­ready spent 
too much time this sum­mer watch­ing the oh John, oh Mar­sha shows on TV with her mom. 
And in a weird way he wouldn't have cared if his mom loved Mr Bi­der­man and that was all. 
It would be wretched, cer­tain­ly, be­cause Mr Bi­der­man was a creep, but it would have been 
un­der­stand­able. More was go­ing on, though. His moth­er's miser­li­ness about mon­ey —her 
cheap­skati­ness — was a part of it, and so was what­ev­er had made her start smok­ing again 
and caused her to cry in the night some­times. The dif­fer­ence be­tween his moth­er's Ran­dall 
Garfield, the un­trust­wor­thy man who left the un­paid bills, and Alan­na's Randy Garfield, the 
nice guy who liked the juke­box turned up loud . . . even that might be a part of it. (Had there 
re­al­ly been un­paid bills? Had there re­al­ly been a lapsed in­sur­ance pol­icy? Why would his 
moth­er lie about such things?) This was stuff he couldn't talk about to Car­ol. It wasn't 
ret­icence; it was that he didn't know how. 
    They start­ed up the hill. Bob­by took one end of her rope and they walked side by side, 
drag­ging it be­tween them on the side­walk. Sud­den­ly Bob­by stopped and point­ed. 'Look.' 
    There was a yel­low length of kite tail hang­ing from one of the elec­tri­cal wires cross­ing the 
street far­ther up. It dan­gled in a curve that looked sort of like a ques­tion mark. 
    'Yeah, I see it,' Car­ol said, sound­ing sub­dued. They be­gan to walk again. 'He should go 
to­day, Bob­by.' 
    'He can't. The fight's tonight. If Al­bi­ni wins Ted's got to get his dough at the bil­liard par­lor

      to­mor­row night. I think he needs it pret­ty bad.' 
    'Sure he does,' Car­ol said. 'You on­ly have to look at his clothes to see he's al­most broke. 
What he bet was prob­ably the last mon­ey he had.' 
    His clothes — that's some­thing on­ly a girl would no­tice, Bob­by thought, and opened his 
mouth to tell her so. Be­fore he could, some­one be­hind them said, 'Oh looka this. It's the 
Ger­ber Ba­by and the Mal­tex Ba­by. Howya doin, ba­bies?' 
    They looked around. Bik­ing slow­ly up the hill to­ward them were three St Gabe's boys in 
or­ange shirts. Piled in their bike-​bas­kets was an as­sort­ment of base­ball gear. One of the boys, 
a pim­ply ga­loot with a sil­ver cross dan­gling from his neck on a chain, had a base­ball bat in a 
home­made sling on his back. Thinks he's Robin Hood, Bob­by thought, but he was scared. 
They were big boys, high-​school boys, parochial school boys, and if they de­cid­ed they 
want­ed to put him in the hos­pi­tal, then to the hos­pi­tal he would go. Low boys in or­ange 
shirts, he thought. 
    'Hi, Willie,' Car­ol said to one of them — not the ga­loot with the bat slung on his back. She 
sound­ed calm, even cheery, but Bob­by could hear fright flut­ter­ing un­der­neath like a bird's 
wing. 'I watched you play. You made a good catch.' 
    The one she spoke to had an ug­ly, half-​formed face be­low a mass of combed-​back auburn 
hair and above a man's body. The Huffy bike be­neath him was ridicu­lous­ly small. Bob­by 
thought he looked like a troll in a fairy-​tale. 'What's it to you, Ger­ber Ba­by?' he asked. 
    The three St Gabe's boys pulled up even with them. Then two of them — the one with the 
dan­gling cross and the one Car­ol had called Willie — came a lit­tle far­ther, stand­ing around 
the forks of their bikes now, walk­ing them. With mount­ing dis­may Bob­by re­al­ized he and 
Car­ol had been sur­round­ed. He could smell a mix­ture of sweat and Vi­tal­is com­ing from the 
boys in the or­ange shirts. 
    'Who are you, Mal­tex Ba­by?' the third St Gabe's boy asked Bob­by. He leaned over the 
han­dle­bars of his bike for a bet­ter look. 'Are you Garfield? You are, ain'tcha? Bil­ly Don­ahue's 
still lookin for you from that time last win­ter. He wants to knock your teeth out. Maybe I 
ought to knock one or two of em out right here, give im a head start.' 
    Bob­by felt a wretched crawl­ing sen­sa­tion be­gin in his stom­ach — some­thing like snakes in 
a bas­ket. I won't cry again, he told him­self. What­ev­er hap­pens I won't cry again even if they 
send me to the hos­pi­tal. And I'll try to pro­tect her. 
    Pro­tect her from big kids like this? It was a joke. 
    'Why are you be­ing so mean, Willie?' Car­ol asked. She spoke sole­ly to the boy with the 
auburn hair. 'You're not mean when you're by your­self. Why do you have to be mean now?' 
    Willie flushed. That, cou­pled with his dark red hair — much dark­er than Bob­by's — made 
him look on fire from the neck up. Bob­by guessed he didn't like his friends know­ing he could 
act like a hu­man be­ing when they weren't around.  
    'Shut up, Ger­ber Ba­by!' he snarled. 'Why don't you just shut up and kiss your boyfriend 
while he's still got all his teeth?' 
    The third boy was wear­ing a mo­tor­cy­cle belt cinched on the side and an­cient Snap-​Jack 
shoes cov­ered with dirt from the base­ball field. He was be­hind Car­ol. Now he moved in 
clos­er, still walk­ing his bike, and grabbed her pony­tail with both hands. He pulled it. 
    '0w!' Car­ol al­most screamed. She sound­ed sur­prised as well as hurt. She pulled away so 
hard that she al­most fell down. Bob­by caught her and Willie — who could be nice when he 
wasn't with his pals, ac­cord­ing to Car­ol — laughed. 
    'Why'd you do that?' Bob­by yelled at the boy in the mo­tor­cy­cle belt, and as the words came 
out of his mouth it was as if he had heard them a thou­sand times be­fore. All of this was like a 
rit­ual, the stuff that got said be­fore the re­al yanks and push­es be­gan and the fists be­gan to fly. 
He thought of Lord of the Flies again — Ralph run­ning from Jack and the oth­ers. At least on 
Gold­ing's is­land there had been jun­gle. He and Car­ol had nowhere to run.

      He says 'Be­cause I felt like it.' That's what comes next. 
    But be­fore the boy with the side-​cinched belt could say it, Robin Hood with the home­made 
bat-​sling on his back said it for him. 'Be­cause he felt like it. Whatcha gonna do about it, 
Mal­tex Ba­by?' He sud­den­ly flicked out one hand, snake-​quick, and slapped Bob­by across the 
face. Willie laughed again. 
    Car­ol start­ed to­ward him. 'Willie, please don't — ' 
    Robin Hood reached out, grabbed the front of Car­ol's shirt, and squeezed. 'Got any tit­ties 
yet? Nah, not much. You ain't noth­ing but a Ger­ber Ba­by.' He pushed her. Bob­by, his head 
still ring­ing from the slap, caught her and for the sec­ond time kept her from falling down. 
    'Let's beat this queer up,' the kid in the mo­tor­cy­cle belt said. 'I hate his face.' 
    They moved in, the wheels of their bikes squeak­ing solemn­ly. Then Willie let his drop on 
its side like a dead pony and reached for Bob­by. Bob­by raised his fists in a fee­ble im­ita­tion of 
Floyd Pat­ter­son.  
    'Say, boys, what's go­ing on?' some­one asked from be­hind them. 
    Willie had drawn one of his own fists back. Still hold­ing it cocked, he looked over his 
shoul­der. So did Robin Hood and the boy with the mo­tor­cy­cle belt. Parked at the curb was an 
old blue Stude­bak­er with rusty rock­er pan­els and a mag­net­ic Je­sus on the dash­board. 
Stand­ing in front of it, look­ing ex­treme­ly busty in the chest and ex­treme­ly wide in the hip, 
was Ani­ta Ger­ber's friend Rion­da. Sum­mer clothes were nev­er go­ing to be her friends (even 
at eleven Bob­by un­der­stood this), but at that mo­ment she looked like a god­dess in ped­al 
push­ers. 
    'Rion­da!' Car­ol yelled — not cry­ing, but al­most. She pushed past Willie and the boy in the 
mo­tor­cy­cle belt. Nei­ther made any ef­fort to stop her. All three of the St Gabe's boys were 
star­ing at Rion­da. Bob­by found him­self look­ing at Willie's cocked fist. Some­times Bob­by 
woke up in the morn­ing with his pe­ter just as hard as a rock, stand­ing straight up like a moon 
rock­et or some­thing. As he went in­to the bath­room to pee, it would soft­en and wilt. Willie's 
cocked arm was wilt­ing like that now, the fist at the end of it re­lax­ing back in­to fin­gers, and 
the com­par­ison made Bob­by want to smile. He re­sist­ed the urge. If they saw him smil­ing 
now, they could do noth­ing. Lat­er, how­ev­er . . . on an­oth­er day . . . 
    Rion­da put her arms around Car­ol and hugged the girl to her large bo­som. She sur­veyed 
the boys in the or­ange shirts and she was smil­ing. Smil­ing and mak­ing no ef­fort to hide it. 
    'Willie Shear­man, isn't it?' 
    The for­mer­ly cocked-​back arm dropped to Willie's side. Mut­ter­ing, he bent to pick up his 
bike. 
    'Richie O'Meara?' 
    The boy in the mo­tor­cy­cle belt looked at the toes of his dusty Snap-​Jacks and al­so mut­tered 
some­thing. His cheeks burned with col­or. 
    'One of the O'Meara boys, any­way, there's so damned many of you now I can't keep track.' 
Her eyes shift­ed to Robin Hood. 'And who are you, big boy? Are you a Ded­ham? You look a 
lit­tle bit like a Ded­ham.' 
    Robin Hood looked at his hands. He wore a class ring on one of his fin­gers and now he 
be­gan to twist it. 
    Rion­da still had an arm around Car­ol's shoul­ders. Car­ol had one of her own arms as far 
around Rion­da's waist as she could man­age. She walked with Rion­da, not look­ing at the boys, 
as Rion­da stepped up from the street on­to the lit­tle strip of grass be­tween the curb and the 
side­walk. She was still look­ing at Robin Hood. 'You bet­ter an­swer me when I talk to you, 
son­ny. Won't be hard to find your moth­er if I want to try. All I have to do is ask Fa­ther 
Fitzger­ald.' 
    'Har­ry Doolin, that's me,' the boy said at last. He was twirling his class ring faster than 
ev­er.

      'Well, but I was close, wasn't I?' Rion­da asked pleas­ant­ly, tak­ing an­oth­er two or three steps 
for­ward. They put her on the side­walk. Car­ol, afraid to be so close to the boys, tried to hold 
her back, but Rion­da would have none of it. 'Ded­hams and Doolins, all mar­ried to­geth­er. 
Right back to Coun­ty Cork, tra-​la-​tra-​lee.' 
    Not Robin Hood but a kid named Har­ry Doolin with a stupid home­made bat-​sling strapped 
to his back. Not Mar­ion Bran­do from The Wild One but a kid named Richie O'Meara, who 
wouldn't have a Harley to go with his mo­tor­cy­cle belt for an­oth­er five years . . . if ev­er. And 
Willie Shear­man, who didn't dare to be nice to a girl when he was with his friends. All it took 
to shrink them back to their prop­er size was one over­weight wom­an in ped­al push­ers and a 
shell top, who had rid­den to the res­cue not on a white stal­lion but in a 1954 Stude­bak­er. The 
thought should have com­fort­ed Bob­by but it didn't. He found him­self think­ing of what 
William Gold­ing had said, that the boys on the is­land were res­cued by the crew of a bat­tle-
cruis­er and good for them . . . but who would res­cue the crew? 
    That was stupid, no one ev­er looked less in need of res­cu­ing than Rion­da Hew­son did at 
that mo­ment, but the words still haunt­ed Bob­by. What if there were no grownups? Sup­pose 
the whole idea of grownups was an il­lu­sion? What if their mon­ey was re­al­ly just play­ground 
mar­bles, their busi­ness deals no more than base­ball-​card trades, their wars on­ly games of 
guns in the park? What if they were all still snot­ty-​nosed kids in­side their suits and dress­es? 
Christ, that couldn't be, could it? It was too hor­ri­ble to think about. 
    Rion­da was still look­ing at the St Gabe's boys with her hard and rather dan­ger­ous smile. 
'You three fel­las wouldn't've been pick­ing on kids younger and small­er than your­selves, 
would you? One of them a girl like your own lit­tle sis­ters?' 
    They were silent, not even mut­ter­ing now. They on­ly shuf­fled their feet. 
    'I'm sure you weren't, be­cause that would be a cow­ard­ly thing to do, now wouldn't it?' 
    Again she gave them a chance to re­ply and plen­ty of time to hear their own si­lence. 
    'Willie? Richie? Har­ry? You weren't pick­ing on them, were you?' 
    'Course not,' Har­ry said. Bob­by thought that if he spun that ring of his much faster, his 
fin­ger would prob­ably catch fire. 
    'If I thought a thing like that,' Rion­da said, still smil­ing her dan­ger­ous smile, 'I'd have to go 
talk to Fa­ther Fitzger­ald, wouldn't I? And the Fa­ther, he'd prob­ably feel he had to talk to your 
folks, and your fa­thers'd prob­ably feel obliged to warm your ass­es for you . . . and you'd 
de­serve it, boys, wouldn't you? For pick­ing on the weak and small.' 
    Con­tin­ued si­lence from the three boys, all now astride their ridicu­lous­ly un­der­sized bikes 
again. 
    'Did they pick on you, Bob­by?' Rion­da asked. 
    'No,' Bob­by said at once. 
    Rion­da put a fin­ger un­der Car­ol's chin and turned her face up. 'Did they pick on you, 
lovey?' 
    'No, Rion­da.' 
    Rion­da smiled down at her, and al­though there were tears stand­ing in Car­ol's eyes, she 
smiled back. 
    'Well, boys, I guess you're off the hook,' Rion­da said. 'They say you haven't done noth­ing 
that'll cause you a sin­gle ex­tra un­com­fy minute in the con­fes­sion­al. I'd say that you owe them 
a vote of thanks, don't you?' 
    Mut­ter-​mut­ter-​mut­ter from the St Gabe's boys. Please let it go at that, Bob­by plead­ed 
silent­ly. Don't make them ac­tu­al­ly thank us. Don't rub their noses in it. 
    Per­haps Rion­da heard his thought (Bob­by now had good rea­son to be­lieve such things 
were pos­si­ble). 'Well,' she said, 'maybe we can skip that part. Get along home, boys. And 
Har­ry, when you see Moira Ded­ham, tell her Rion­da says she still goes to the Bin­go over in 
Bridge­port ev­ery week, if she ev­er wants a ride.'

      'I will, sure,' Har­ry said. He mount­ed his bike and rode away up the hill, eyes still on the 
sid ewalk. Had there been pedes­tri­ans com­ing the oth­er way, he would like­ly have run them 
over. His two friends fol­lowed him, stand­ing on their ped­als to catch up. 
    Rion­da watched them go, her smile slow­ly fad­ing. 'Shan­ty Irish,' she said at last, 'just 
trou­ble wait­ing to hap­pen. Bah, good rid­dance to em. Car­ol, are you re­al­ly all right?' 
    Car­ol said she re­al­ly was. 
    'Bob­by?' 
    'Sure, I'm fine.' It was tak­ing him all the dis­ci­pline he could man­age not to start shak­ing 
right in front of her like a bowl of cran­ber­ry jel­ly, but if Car­ol could keep from falling apart, 
he guessed he could. 
    'Get in the car,' Rion­da said to Car­ol. I'll give you a lift up to your house. You move along 
your­self, Bob­by — scoot across the street and go in­side. Those boys will have for­got­ten all 
about you and my Car­ol-​girl by to­mor­row, but tonight it might be smart for both of you to 
stay in­side.' 
    'Okay,' Bob­by said, know­ing they wouldn't have for­got­ten by to­mor­row, nor by the end of 
the week, nor by the end of the sum­mer. He and Car­ol were go­ing to have to watch out for 
Har­ry and his friends for a long time. 'Bye, Car­ol.' 
    'Bye.' 
    Bob­by trot­ted across Broad Street. On the oth­er side he stood watch­ing Rion­da's old car go 
up to the apart­ment house where the Ger­bers lived. When Car­ol got out she looked back 
down the hill and waved. Bob­by waved back, then walked up the porch steps of 149 and went 
in­side. 
    Ted was sit­ting in the liv­ing room, smok­ing a cigarette and read­ing Life mag­azine. Ani­ta 
Ek­berg was on the cov­er. Bob­by had no doubt that Ted's suit­cas­es and the pa­per bags were 
packed, but there was no sign of them; he must have left them up­stairs in his room. Bob­by 
was glad. He didn't want to look at them. It was bad enough just know­ing they were there. 
    'What did you do?' Ted asked. 
    'Not much,' Bob­by said. 'I think I'll lie down on my bed and read un­til sup­per.' 
    He went in­to his room. Stacked on the floor by his bed were three books from the adult 
sec­tion of the Har­wich Pub­lic Li­brary — Cos­mic En­gi­neers, by Clif­ford D. Simak; The 
Ro­man Hat Mys­tery, by Ellery Queen; and The In­her­itors, by William Gold­ing. Bob­by chose 
The In­her­itors and lay down with his head at the foot of his bed and his stock­ing feet on his 
pil­low. There were cave peo­ple on the book's cov­er, but they were drawn in a way that was 
al­most ab­stract — you'd nev­er see cave peo­ple like that on the cov­er of a kid's book. Hav­ing 
an adult li­brary card was very neat. . . but some­how not as neat as it had seemed at first. 
 
  
Hawai­ian Eye was on at nin e o'clock, and Bob­by or­di­nar­ily would have been mes­mer­ized 
(his moth­er claimed that shows like Hawai­ian Eye and The Un­touch­ables were too vi­olent for 
chil­dren and or­di­nar­ily would not let him watch them), but tonight his mind kept wan­der­ing 
from the sto­ry. Less than six­ty miles from here Ed­die Al­bi­ni and Hur­ri­cane Hay­wood would 
be mix­ing it up; the Gillette Blue Blades Girl, dressed in a blue bathing suit and blue high 
heels, would be parad­ing around the ring be­fore the start of ev­ery round and hold­ing up a sign 
with a blue num­ber on it. 1 . . . 2 . . . 3 . . . 4 . . . 
    By nine-​thir­ty Bob­by couldn't have picked out the pri­vate eye on the TV show, let alone 
guessed who had mur­dered the blond so­cialite. Hur­ri­cane Hay­wood goes down in the eighth 
round, Ted had told him; Old Gee knew it. But what if some­thing went wrong? He didn't 
want Ted to go, but if he had to, Bob­by couldn't bear the thought of him go­ing with an emp­ty 
wal­let. Sure­ly that couldn't hap­pen, though . . . or could it? Bob­by had seen a TV show where

      a fight­er was sup­posed to take a dive and then changed his mind. What if that hap­pened 
tonight? Tak­ing a dive was bad, it was cheat­ing — no shit, Sher­lock, what was your first 
clue? — but if Hur­ri­cane Hay­wood didn't cheat, Ted would be in a lot of trou­ble; 'hurtin for 
cer­tain' was how Sul­ly-​John would have put it. 
    Nine-​thir­ty ac­cord­ing to the sun­burst clock on the liv­ing-​room wall. If Bob­by's math was 
right, the cru­cial eighth round was now un­der­way. 
    'How do you like The In­her­itors?' 
    Bob­by was so deep in­to his own thoughts that Ted's voice made him jump. On TV, Keenan 
Wynn was stand­ing in front of a bull­doz­er and say­ing he'd walk a mile for a Camel. 
    'It's a lot hard­er than Lord of the Flies,' he said. 'It seems like there are these two lit­tle 
fam­ilies of cave peo­ple wan­der­ing around, and one fam­ily is smarter. But the oth­er fam­ily, 
the dumb fam­ily, they're the heroes. I al­most gave up, but now it's get­ting more in­ter­est­ing. I 
guess I'll stick with it.' 
    'The fam­ily you meet first, the one with the lit­tle girl, they're Ne­an­derthals. The sec­ond 
fam­ily — on­ly that one's re­al­ly a tribe, Gold­ing and his tribes — are Cro-​Magnons. The Cro-
Magnons are the in­her­itors. What hap­pens be­tween the two groups sat­is­fies the def­ini­tion of 
tragedy: events tend­ing to­ward an un­hap­py out­come which can­not be avoid­ed.' 
    Ted went on, talk­ing about plays by Shake­speare and po­ems by Poe and nov­els by a guy 
named Theodore Dreis­er. Or­di­nar­ily Bob­by would have been in­ter­est­ed, but tonight his mind 
kept go­ing to Madi­son Square Gar­den. He could see the ring, lit as sav­age­ly as the few 
work­ing pool-​ta­bles in The Cor­ner Pock­et had been. He could hear the crowd scream­ing as 
Hay­wood poured it on, smack­ing the sur­prised Ed­die Al­bi­ni with lefts and rights. Hay­wood 
wasn't go­ing to tank the fight; like the box­er in the TV show, he was go­ing to show the oth­er 
guy a se­ri­ous world of hurt in­stead. Bob­by could smell sweat and hear the heavy biff and baff 
of gloves on flesh. Ed­die Al­bi­ni's eyes came up dou­ble ze­ros . . . his knees buck­led . . . the 
crowd was on its feet, scream­ing . . . 
    ' — the idea of fate as a force which can't be es­caped seems to start with the Greeks. There 
was a play­wright named Eu­ripi­des who — ' 
    'Call,' Bob­by said, and al­though he'd nev­er had a cigarette in his life (by 1964 he would be 
smok­ing over a car­ton a week), his voice sound­ed as harsh as Ted's did late at night, af­ter a 
day's worth of Chester­fields. 
    'Beg your par­don, Bob­by?' 
    'Call Mr Files and see about the fight.' Bob­by looked at the sun­burst clock. Nine-​forty-
nine. 'If it on­ly went eight, it'll be over now.' 
    'I agree that the fight is over, but if I call Files so soon he may sus­pect I knew some­thing,' 
Ted said. 'Not from the ra­dio, ei­ther — this one isn't on the ra­dio, as we both know. It's bet­ter 
to wait. Safer. Let him be­lieve I am a man of in­spired hunch­es. I'll call at ten, as if I ex­pect­ed 
the re­sult to be a de­ci­sion in­stead of a knock­out. And in the mean­time, Bob­by, don't wor­ry. I 
tell you it's a stroll on the board­walk.' 
    Bob­by gave up try­ing to fol­low Hawai­ian Eye at all; he just sat on the couch and lis­tened 
to the ac­tors quack. A man shout­ed at a fat Hawai­ian cop. A wom­an in a white bathing suit 
ran in­to the surf. One car chased an­oth­er while drums throbbed on the sound­track. The hands 
on the sun­burst clock crawled, strug­gling to­ward the ten and the twelve like climbers 
ne­go­ti­at­ing the last few hun­dred feet of Mount Ever­est. The man who'd mur­dered the 
so­cialite was killed him­self as he ran around in a pineap­ple field and Hawai­ian Eye fi­nal­ly 
end­ed. 
    Bob­by didn't wait for the pre­views of next week's show; he snapped off the TV and said, 
'Call, okay? Please call.' 
    'In a mo­ment,' Ted said. 'I think I went one root­beer over my lim­it. My hold­ing-​tanks seem 
to have shrunk with age.'

    

  
    
      Hearts in Atlantis

    

    
      He shuf­fled in­to the bath­room. There was an in­ter­minable pause, and then the sound of pee 
splash­ing in­to the bowl. 'Aaah!' Ted said. There was con­sid­er­able sat­is­fac­tion in his voice. 
    Bob­by could no longer sit. He got up and be­gan pac­ing around the liv­ing room. He was 
sure that Tom­my 'Hur­ri­cane' Hay­wood was right now be­ing pho­tographed in his cor­ner at the 
Gar­den, bruised but beam­ing as the flash­bulbs splashed white light over his face. The Gillette 
Blue Blades Girl would be there with him, her arm around his shoul­ders, his hand around her 
waist as Ed­die Al­bi­ni slumped for­got­ten in his own cor­ner, dazed eyes puffed al­most shut, 
still not com­plete­ly con­scious from the pound­ing he had tak­en. 
    By the time Ted re­turned, Bob­by was in de­spair. He knew that Al­bi­ni had lost the fight and 
his friend had lost his five hun­dred dol­lars. Would Ted stay when he found out he was broke? 
He might . . . but if he did and the low men came . . . 
    Bob­by watched, fists clench­ing and un­clench­ing, as Ted picked up the tele­phone and 
di­aled. 
    'Re­lax, Bob­by,' Ted told him. 'It's go­ing to be okay.' 
    But Bob­by couldn't re­lax. His guts felt full of wires. Ted held the phone to his ear with­out 
say­ing any­thing for what seemed like for­ev­er. 
    'Why don't they an­swer?' Bob­by whis­pered fierce­ly. 
    'It's on­ly rung twice, Bob­by. Why don't you — hel­lo? This is Mr Brauti­gan call­ing. Ted 
Brauti­gan? Yes, ma'am, from this af­ter­noon.' In­cred­ibly, Ted tipped Bob­by a wink. How 
could he be so cool? Bob­by didn't think he him­self would have been ca­pa­ble of hold­ing the 
phone up to his ear if he'd been in Ted's po­si­tion, let alone wink­ing. 'Yes, ma'am, he is.' Ted 
turned to Bob­by and said, with­out cov­er­ing the mouth­piece of the phone, 'Alan­na wants to 
know how is your girl­friend.' 
    Bob­by tried to speak and could on­ly wheeze. 
    'Bob­by says she's fine,' Ted told Alan­na, 'pret­ty as a sum­mer day. May I speak to Len? 
Yes, I can wait. But please tell me about the fight.' There was a pause which seemed to go on 
for­ev­er. Ted was ex­pres­sion­less now. And this time when he turned to Bob­by he cov­ered the 
mouth­piece. 'She says Al­bi­ni got knocked around pret­ty good in the first five, held his own in 
six and sev­en, then threw a right hook out of nowhere and put Hay­wood on the can­vas in the 
eighth. Lights out for the Hur­ri­cane. What a sur­prise, eh?' 
    'Yes,' Bob­by said. His lips felt numb. It was true, all of it. By this time Fri­day night Ted 
would be gone. With two thou­sand rocks in your pock­et you could do a lot of run­ning from a 
lot of low men; with two thou­sand rocks in your pock­et you could ride the Big Gray Dog 
from sea to shin­ing sea. 
    Bob­by went in­to the bath­room and squirt­ed Ipana on his tooth­brush. His ter­ror that Ted 
had bet on the wrong fight­er was gone, but the sad­ness of ap­proach­ing loss was still there, 
and still grow­ing. He nev­er would have guessed that some­thing that hadn't even hap­pened 
could hurt so much. A week from now I won't re­mem­ber what was so neat about him. A year 
from now I'll hard­ly re­mem­ber him at all. 
    Was that true? God, was that true? 
    No, Bob­by thought. No way. I won't let it be. 
    In the oth­er room Ted was con­vers­ing with Len Files. It seemed to be a friend­ly enough 
palaver, go­ing just as Ted had ex­pect­ed it would . . . and yes, here was Ted say­ing he'd just 
played a hunch, a good strong one, the kind you had to bet if you want­ed to think of your­self 
as a sport. Sure, nine-​thir­ty to­mor­row night would be fine for the pay­out, as­sum­ing his 
friend's moth­er was back by eight; if she was a lit­tle late, Len would see him around ten or 
ten-​thir­ty. Did that suit? More laugh­ter from Ted, so it seemed that it suit­ed fat Lennie Files 
right down to the ground. 
    Bob­by put his tooth­brush back in the glass on the shelf be­low the mir­ror, then reached in­to 
his  pants pock­et. There was some­thing in there his fin­gers didn't rec­og­nize, not a part of the

      usu­al pock­et-​lit­ter. He pulled out the keyring with the green fob, his spe­cial sou­venir of a part 
of Bridge­port his moth­er knew noth­ing about. The part that was down there. THE COR­NER 
POCK­ET, BIL­LIARDS, POOL, AU­TO. GAMES. KEN­MORE 8-2127.  
    He prob­ably should have hid­den it al­ready (or got­ten rid of it en­tire­ly), and sud­den­ly an 
idea came to him. Noth­ing could have re­al­ly cheered Bob­by Garfield up that night, but this at 
least came close: he would give the keyring to Car­ol Ger­ber, af­ter cau­tion­ing her nev­er to tell 
his mom where she'd got­ten it. He knew that Car­ol had at least two keys she could put on it - 
her apart­ment key and the key to the di­ary Rion­da had giv­en her for her birth­day. (Car­ol was 
three months old­er than Bob­by, but she nev­er lord­ed it over him on this ac­count.) Giv­ing her 
the keyring would be a lit­tle like ask­ing her to go steady. He wouldn't have to get all gushy 
and em­bar­rass him­self by say­ing so, ei­ther; Car­ol would know. It was part of what made her 
cool. 
    Bob­by laid the keyring on the shelf next to the tooth­glass, then went in­to his bed­room to 
put on his pj's. When he came out, Ted was sit­ting on the couch, smok­ing a cigarette and 
look­ing at him.  
    'Bob­by, are you all right?' 
    'I guess so. I guess I have to be, don't I?' 
    Ted nod­ded. 'I guess we both have to be.' 
    'Will I ev­er see you again?' Bob­by asked, plead­ing in his mind for Ted not to sound like the 
Lone Ranger, not to start talk­ing any of that corny we'll meet again pard stuff. . . be­cause it 
wasn't stuff, that word was too kind. Shit was what it was. He didn't think Ted had ev­er lied 
to him, and he didn't want him to start now that they were near the end. 
    'I don't know.' Ted stud­ied the coal of his cigarette, and when he looked up, Bob­by saw 
that his eyes were swim­ming with tears. 'I don't think so.' 
    Those tears un­did Bob­by. He ran across the room, want­ing to hug Ted, need­ing to hug him. 
He stopped when Ted lift­ed his arms and crossed diem over the chest of his bag­gy old man's 
shirt, his ex­pres­sion a kind of hor­ri­fied sur­prise. 
    Bob­by stood where he was, his arms still held out to hug. Slow­ly he low­ered them. No 
hug­ging, no touch­ing. It was the rule, but the rule was mean. The rule was wrong.  
    'Will you write?' he asked. 
    'I will send you post­cards,' Ted replied af­ter a mo­ment's thought. 'Not di­rect­ly to you, 
though — that might be dan­ger­ous for both of us. What shall I do? Any ideas?' 
    'Send them to Car­ol,' Bob­by said. He didn't even stop to think.  
    'When did you tell her about the low men, Bob­by?' There was no re­proach in Ted's voice. 
Why would there be? He was go­ing, wasn't he? For all the dif­fer­ence it made, the guy who 
did the sto­ry on the shop­ping-​cart thief could write it up for the pa­per: CRAZY OLD MAN RUNS 
FROM IN­VAD­ING ALIENS. Peo­ple would read it to each oth­er over their cof­fee and break­fast 
ce­re­al and laugh. What had Ted called it that day? Galumph­ing small-​town hu­mor, hadn't that 
been it? But if it was so fun­ny, why did it hurt? Why did it hurt so much?  
    'To­day,' he said in a small voice. 'I saw her in the park and ev­ery­thing just kind of . . . came 
out.' 
    'That can hap­pen,' Ted said grave­ly. 'I know it well; some­times the dam just bursts. And 
per­haps it's for the best. You'll tell her I may want to get in touch with you through her?' 
    'Yeah.' 
    Ted tapped a fin­ger against his lips, think­ing. Then he nod­ded. 'At the top, the cards I send 
will say Dear C. In­stead of Dear Car­ol. At the bot­tom I'll sign A Friend. That way you'll both 
know who writes. Okay?' 
    'Yeah,' Bob­by said. 'Cool.' It wasn't cool, none of this was cool, but it would do. 
    He sud­den­ly lift­ed his hand, kissed the fin­gers, and blew across them. Ted, sit­ting on the 
couch, smiled, caught the kiss, and put it on his lined cheek. 'You bet­ter go to bed now,

      Bob­by. It's been a big day and it's late.' 
    Bob­by went to bed. 
 
  
At first he thought it was the same dream as be­fore — Bi­der­man, Cush­man, and Dean 
chas­ing his mom through the jun­gle of William Gold­ing's is­land. Then Bob­by re­al­ized the 
trees and vines were part of the wall­pa­per, and that the path un­der his moth­er's fly­ing feet was 
brown car­pet. Not a jun­gle but a ho­tel cor­ri­dor. This was his mind's ver­sion of the War­wick 
Ho­tel. 
    Mr Bi­der­man and the oth­er two nim­rods were still chas­ing her, though. And now so were 
the boys from St Gabe's — Willie and Richie and Har­ry Doolin. All of them were wear­ing 
those streaks of red and white paint on their faces. And all of them were wear­ing bright 
yel­low dou­blets up­on which was drawn a bril­liant red eye: 
 
 
 
 
 
Oth­er than the dou­blets they were naked. Their pri­vates flopped and bobbed in bushy nests of 
pu­bic hair. All save Har­ry Doolin bran­dished spears; he had his base­ball bat. It had been 
sharp­ened to a point on both ends. 
    'Kill the bitch!' Cush­man yelled. 
    'Drink her blood!' Don Bi­der­man cried, and threw his spear at Liz Garfield just as she 
dart­ed around a cor­ner. The spear stuck, quiv­er­ing, in­to one of the jun­gle-​paint­ed walls.  
    'Stick it up her dirty cunt!' cried Willie — Willie who could be nice when he wasn't with 
his friends. The red eye on his chest stared. Be­low it, his pe­nis al­so seemed to stare. 
    Run, Mom! Bob­by tried to scream, but no words came out. He had no mouth, no body. He 
was here and yet he wasn't. He flew be­side his moth­er like her own shad­ow. He heard her 
gasp­ing for breath, saw her trem­bling, ter­ri­fied mouth and her torn stock­ings. Her fan­cy dress 
was al­so torn. One of her breasts was scratched and bleed­ing. One of her eyes was al­most 
closed. She looked as if she had gone a few rounds with Ed­die Al­bi­ni or Hur­ri­cane Hay­wood 
. . . maybe both at the same time. 
    'Gonna split you open!' Richie hollered. 
    'Eat you alive!' agreed Cur­tis Dean (and at top vol­ume). 'Drink your blood, strew your 
guts!' 
    His mom looked back at them and her feet (she had lost her shoes some­where) stut­tered 
against each oth­er. Don't do that, Mom, Bob­by moaned. For cripe's sake don't do that. 
    As if she had heard him, Liz faced for­ward again and tried to run faster. She passed a 
poster on the wall: 
 
PLEASE HELP US FIND OUR PET PIG!  
LIS is our MAS­COT! 
LIZ IS 34 YRS. OLD! 
She is a BAD-​TEM­PERED SOW but WE LOVE HER! 
Will do what you want if you say 'I PROMISE' 
(OR) 
'THERE'S MON­EY IN IT'! CALL HOusi­ton­ic 5-8337 
(OR)

      BRING to THE WILLIAM PENN GRILLE! 
Ask for THE LOW MEN IN THE YEL­LOW COATS! 
Mot­to: 'WE EAT IT RARE!' 
 
    His mom saw the poster, too, and this time when her an­kles banged to­geth­er she did  fall. 
    Get up, Mom! Bob­by screamed, but she didn't — per­haps couldn't. She crawled along the 
brown car­pet in­stead, look­ing over her shoul­der as she went, her hair hang­ing across her 
cheeks and fore­head in sweaty clumps. The back of her dress had been torn away, and Bob­by 
could see her bare burn — her un­der­pants were gone. Worse, the backs of her thighs were 
splashed with blood. What had they done to her? Dear God, what had they done to his 
moth­er? 
    Don Bi­der­man came around the cor­ner ahead of her — he had found a short­cut and cut her 
off. The oth­ers were right be­hind him. Now Mr Bi­der­man's prick was stand­ing straight up the 
way Bob­by's some­times did in the morn­ing be­fore he got out of bed and went to the 
bath­room. On­ly Mr Bi­der­man's prick was huge, it looked like a krak­en, a trif­fid, a mon­stah, 
and Bob­by thought he un­der­stood the blood on his moth­er's legs. He didn't want to but he 
thought he did. 
    Leave her alone! he tried to scream at Mr Bi­der­man. Leave her alone, haven't you done 
enough? 
    The scar­let eye on Mr Bi­der­man's yel­low dou­blet sud­den­ly opened wider . . . and slith­ered 
to one side. Bob­by was in­vis­ible, his body one world far­ther down the spin­ning top from this 
one . . . but the red eye saw him. The red eye saw ev­ery­thing. 
    'Kill the pig, drink her blood,' Mr Bi­der­man said in a thick, al­most un­rec­og­niz­able voice, 
and start­ed for­ward. 
    'Kill the pig, drink her blood,' Bill Cush­man and Cur­tis Dean chimed in. 
    'Kill the pig, strew her guts, eat her flesh,' chant­ed Willie and Richie, falling in be­hind the 
nim­rods. Like those of the men, their pricks had turned in­to spears. 
    'Eat her, drink her, strew her, screw her,' Har­ry chimed in.  
    Get up, Mom! Run! Don't let them! 
    She tried. But even as she strug­gled from her knees to her feet, Bi­der­man leaped at her. 
The oth­ers fol­lowed, clos­ing in, and as their hands be­gan to tear the tat­ters of her clothes 
from her body Bob­by thought: I want to get out of here, I want to go back down the top to my 
own world, make it stop and spin it the oth­er way so I can go back down to my own room in 
my own world . . . 
    Ex­cept it wasn't a top, and even as the im­ages of the dream be­gan to break up and go dark, 
Bob­by knew it. It wasn't a top but a tow­er, a still spin­dle up­on which all of ex­is­tence moved 
and spun. Then it was gone and for a lit­tle while there was a mer­ci­ful noth­ing­ness. When he 
opened his eyes, his bed­room was full of sun­shine — sum­mer sun­shine on a Thurs­day 
morn­ing in the last June of the Eisen­how­er Pres­iden­cy.

      9 
Ug­ly Thurs­day. 
 
One thing you could say about Ted Brauti­gan: he knew how to cook. The break­fast he slid in 
front of Bob­by— light­ly scram­bled eggs, toast, crisp ba­con — was a lot bet­ter than any­thing 
his moth­er ev­er made for break­fast (her spe­cial­ty was huge, taste­less pan­cakes which the two 
of them drowned in Aunt Jemi­ma's syrup), and as good as any­thing you could get at the 
Colony Din­er or the Har­wich. The on­ly prob­lem was that Bob­by didn't feel like eat­ing. He 
couldn't re­mem­ber the de­tails of his dream, but he knew it had been a night­mare, and that he 
must have cried at some point while it was go­ing on — when he woke up, his pil­low had 
been damp. Yet the dream wasn't the on­ly rea­son he felt flat and de­pressed this morn­ing; 
dreams, af­ter all, weren't re­al. Ted's go­ing away would be re­al. And would be for­ev­er. 
    'Are you leav­ing right from The Cor­ner Pock­et?' Bob­by asked as Ted sat down across from 
him with his own plate of eggs and ba­con. 'You are, aren't you?' 
    'Yes, that will be safest.' He be­gan to eat, but slow­ly and with no ap­par­ent en­joy­ment. So 
he was feel­ing bad, too. Bob­by was glad. 'I'll say to your moth­er that my broth­er in Illi­nois is 
ill. That's all she needs to know.' 
    'Are you go­ing to take the Big Gray Dog?' 
    Ted smiled briefly. 'Prob­ably the train. I'm quite the wealthy man, re­mem­ber.' 
    'Which train?' 
    'It's bet­ter if you don't know the de­tails, Bob­by. What you don't know you can't tell. Or be 
made to tell.' 
    Bob­by con­sid­ered this briefly, then asked, 'You'll re­mem­ber the post­cards?' 
    Ted picked up a piece of ba­con, then put it down again. 'Post­cards, plen­ty of post­cards. I 
promise. Now don't let's talk about it any­more.' 
    'What should we talk about, then?' 
    Ted thought about it, then smiled. His smile was sweet and open; when he smiled, Bob­by 
could see what he must have looked like when he was twen­ty, and strong.  
    'Books, of course,' Ted said. 'We'll talk about books.' 
 
  
It was go­ing to be a crush­ing­ly hot day, that was clear by nine o'clock. Bob­by helped with the 
dish­es, dry­ing and putting away, and then they sat in the liv­ing room, where Ted's fan did its 
best to cir­cu­late the al­ready tired air, and they talked about books . . . or rather Ted talked 
about books. And this morn­ing, with­out the dis­trac­tion of the Al­bi­ni-​Hay­wood fight, Bob­by 
lis­tened hun­gri­ly. He didn't un­der­stand all of what Ted was say­ing, but he un­der­stood enough 
to re­al­ize that books made their own world, and that the Har­wich Pub­lic Li­brary wasn't it. 
The li­brary was noth­ing but the door­way to that world.  
    Ted talked of William Gold­ing and what he called 'dystopi­an fan­ta­sy,' went on to H. G. 
Wells's The Time Ma­chine, sug­gest­ing a link be­tween the Mor­locks and the Eloi and Jack and 
Ralph on Gold­ing's is­land; he talked about what he called 'lit­er­ature's on­ly ex­cus­es,' which he 
said were ex­plor­ing the ques­tions of in­no­cence and ex­pe­ri­ence, good and evil. Near the end 
of this im­promp­tu lec­ture he men­tioned a nov­el called The Ex­or­cist, which dealt with both 
these ques­tions ('in the pop­ular con­text'), and then stopped abrupt­ly. He shook his head as if 
to clear it.

      'What's wrong?' Bob­by took a sip of his root­beer. He still didn't like it much but it was the 
on­ly soft drink in the fridge. Be­sides, it was cold.  
    'What am I think­ing?' Ted passed a hand over his brow, as if he'd sud­den­ly de­vel­oped a 
headache. 'That one hasn't been writ­ten yet.' 
    'What do you mean?' 
    'Noth­ing. I'm ram­bling. Why don't you go out for awhile? Stretch your legs? I might lie 
down for a bit. I didn't sleep very well last night.' 
    'Okay.' Bob­by guessed a lit­tle fresh air — even if it was hot fresh air — might do him 
good. And while it was in­ter­est­ing to lis­ten to Ted talk, he had start­ed to feel as if the 
apart­ment walls were clos­ing in on him. It was know­ing Ted was go­ing, Bob­by sup­posed. 
Now there was a sad lit­tle rhyme for you: know­ing he was go­ing. 
    For a mo­ment, as he went back in­to his room to get his base­ball glove, the keyring from 
The Cor­ner Pock­et crossed his mind — he was go­ing to give it to Car­ol so she'd know they 
were go­ing steady. Then he re­mem­bered Har­ry Doolin, Richie O'Meara, and Willie 
Shear­man. They were out there some­place, sure they were, and if they caught him by him­self 
they'd prob­ably beat the crap out of him. For the first time in two or three days, Bob­by found 
him­self wish­ing for Sul­ly. Sul­ly was a lit­tle kid like him, but he was tough. Doolin and his 
friends might beat him up, but Sul­ly-​John would make them pay for the priv­ilege. S-J was at 
camp, though, and that was that. 
    Bob­by nev­er con­sid­ered stay­ing in — he couldn't hide all sum­mer from the likes of Willie 
Shear­man, that would be bug­gy — but as he went out­side he re­mind­ed him­self that he had to 
be care­ful, had to be on the look­out for them. As long as he saw them com­ing, there would be 
no prob­lem. 
    With the St Gabe's boys on his mind, Bob­by left 149 with no fur­ther thought of the key­fob, 
his spe­cial sou­venir of down there. It lay on the bath­room shelf next to the tooth­glass, right 
where he had left it the night be­fore. 
 
  
He tramped all over Har­wich, it seemed — from Broad Street to Com­mon­wealth Park (no St 
Gabe's boys on Field C to­day; the Amer­ican Le­gion team was there, tak­ing bat­ting prac­tice 
and shag­ging flies in the hot sun), from the park to the town square, from the town square to 
the rail­way sta­tion. As he stood in the lit­tle news­stand kiosk be­neath the rail­way over­pass, 
look­ing at pa­per­backs (Mr Bur­ton, who ran the place, would let you look for awhile as long 
as you didn't han­dle what he called 'the moichan­dise'), the town whis­tle went off, startling 
them both.  
    'Mothera God, what's up wid­dat?' Mr Bur­ton asked in­dig­nant­ly. He had spilled packs of 
gum all over the floor and now stooped to pick them up, his gray change-​apron hang­ing 
down. 'It ain't but quar­ter past eleven!' 
    'It's ear­ly, all right,' Bob­by agreed, and left the news­stand soon af­ter. Brows­ing had lost its 
charms for him. He walked out to Riv­er Av­enue, stop­ping at the Tip-​Top Bak­ery to buy half 
a loaf of day-​old bread (two cents) and to ask Georgie Sul­li­van how S-J was. 
    'He's fine,' S-​J's old­est broth­er said. 'We got a post­card on Tues­day says he miss­es the 
fam­bly and wantsa come home. We get one Wednes­day says he's learn­ing how to dive. The 
one this morn­ing says he's hav­ing the time of his life, he wantsa stay for­ev­er.' He laughed, a 
big Irish boy of twen­ty with big Irish arms and shoul­ders. 'He may wan­ta stay for­ev­er, but 
Ma'd miss im like hell if he stayed up there. You gonna feed the ducks with some of that?' 
    'Yeah, like al­ways.' 
    'Don't let em nib­ble your fin­gers. Those damned riv­er ducks car­ry dis­eases. They — ' 
    In the town square the Mu­nic­ipal Build­ing clock be­gan to chime noon, al­though it was still

      on­ly quar­ter of. 
    'What's go­ing on to­day?' Georgie asked. 'First the whis­tle blows ear­ly, now the damned 
town clock's off-​course.' 
    'Maybe it's the heat,' Bob­by said. 
    Georgie looked at him doubt­ful­ly. 'Well . . . it's as good an ex­pla­na­tion as any.' 
    Yeah, Bob­by thought, go­ing out. And quite a bit safer than some. 
 
  
Bob­by went down to Riv­er Av­enue, munch­ing his bread as he walked. By the time he found 
a bench near the Housaton­ic Riv­er, most of the half-​loaf had dis­ap­peared down his own 
throat. Ducks came wad­dling ea­ger­ly out of the reeds and Bob­by be­gan to scat­ter the 
re­main­ing bread for them, amused as al­ways by the greedy way they ran for the chunks and 
the way they threw their heads back to eat them.  
    Af­ter awhile he be­gan to grow drowsy. He looked out over the riv­er, at the nets of re­flect­ed 
light shim­mer­ing on its sur­face, and grew drowsi­er still. He had slept the pre­vi­ous night but 
his sleep hadn't been rest­ful. Now he dozed off with his hands full of bread­crumbs. The ducks 
fin­ished with what was on the grass and then drew clos­er to him, quack­ing in low, ru­mi­na­tive 
tones. The clock in the town square bonged the hour of two at twelve -twen­ty, caus­ing peo­ple 
down­town to shake their heads and ask each oth­er what the world was com­ing to. Bob­by's 
doze deep­ened by de­grees, and when a shad­ow fell over him, he didn't see or sense it. 
    'Hey. Kid.' 
    The voice was qui­et and in­tense. Bob­by sat up with a gasp and a jerk, his hands open­ing 
and spilling out the re­main­ing bread. Those snakes be­gan to crawl around in his bel­ly again. 
It wasn't Willie Shear­man or Richie O'Meara or Har­ry Doolin even com­ing out of a doze he 
knew that — but Bob­by al­most wished it had been one of them. Even all three. A beat­ing 
wasn't the worst thing that could hap­pen to you. No, not the worst. Gripes, why did he have to 
go and fall asleep'? 
    'Kid.' 
    The ducks were step­ping on Bob­by's feet, squab­bling over the un­ex­pect­ed wind­fall. Their 
wings were flut­ter­ing against his an­kles and his shins, but the feel­ing was far away, far away. 
He could see the shad­ow of a man's head on the grass ahead of him. The man was stand­ing 
be­hind him. 
    'Kid.' 
    Slow­ly and creak­ily, Bob­by turned. The man's coat would be yel­low and some­where on it 
would be an eye, a star­ing red eye. 
    But the man who stood there was wear­ing a tan sum­mer suit, the jack­et pooched out by a 
lit­tle stom­ach that was start­ing to grow in­to a big stom­ach, and Bob­by knew at once it wasn't 
one of them af­ter all. There was no itch­ing be­hind his eyes, no black threads across his field 
of vi­sion . . . but the ma­jor thing was that this wasn't some crea­ture just pre­tend­ing to be a 
per­son; it was a per­son. 
    'What?' Bob­by asked, his voice low and muzzy. He still couldn't be­lieve he'd gone to sleep 
like that, blanked out like that. 'What do you want?' 
    'I'll give you two bucks to let me blow you,' the man in the tan suit said. He reached in­to 
the pock­et of his jack­et and brought out his wal­let. 'We can go be­hind that tree over there. No 
one'll see us. And you'll like it.' 
    'No,' Bob­by said, get­ting up. He wasn't com­plete­ly sure what the man in the tan suit was 
talk­ing about, but he had a pret­ty good idea. The ducks scat­tered back­ward, but the bread was 
too tempt­ing to re­sist and they re­turned, peck­ing and danc­ing around Bob­by's sneak­ers. 'I 
have to go home now. My moth­er — '

      The man came clos­er, still hold­ing out his wal­let. It was as if he'd de­cid­ed to give the 
whole thing to Bob­by, nev­er mind the two lousy dol­lars. 'You don't have to do it to me, I'll 
just do it to you. Come on, what do you say? I'll make it three dol­lars.' The man's voice was 
trem­bling now, jig­ging and jag­ging up and down the scale, at one mo­ment seem­ing to laugh, 
at the next al­most to weep. 'You can go to the movies for a month on three dol­lars.' 
    'No, re­al­ly, I — ' 
    'You'll like it, all my boys like it.' He reached out for Bob­by and sud­den­ly Bob­by thought 
of Ted tak­ing hold of his shoul­ders, Ted putting his hands be­hind his neck, Ted pulling him 
clos­er un­til they were al­most close enough to kiss. That wasn't like this . . . and yet it was. 
Some­how it was. 
    With­out think­ing about what he was do­ing, Bob­by bent and grabbed one of the ducks. He 
lift­ed it in a sur­prised squawk­ing flur­ry of beak and wings and pad­dling feet, had just a 
glimpse of one black bead of an eye, and then threw it at the man in the tan suit. The man 
yelled and put his hands up to shield his face, drop­ping his wal­let. 
    Bob­by ran. 
 
 
 
He was pass­ing through the square, head­ed back home, when he saw a poster on a tele­phone 
pole out­side the can­dy store. He walked over to it and read it with silent hor­ror. He couldn't 
re­mem­ber his dream of the night be­fore, but some­thing like this had been in it. He was 
pos­itive. 
 
HAVE YOU SEEN BRAUTI­GAN! 
He is an OLD MON­GREL but WE LOVE HIM! 
BRAUTI­GAN has WHITE FUR and BLUE EYES! 
He is FRIEND­LY! 
Will EAT SCRAPS FROM YOUR HAND! 
We will pay A VERY LARGE RE­WARD 
($ $ $ $) 
IF YOU HAVE SEEN BRAUTI­GAN! CALL HOusi­ton­ic 5-8337!  
(OR) 
BRING BRAUTI­GAN to 745 High­gate Av­enue! 
Home of the SAG­AMORE FAM­ILY! 
 
    This isn't a good day, Bob­by thought, watch­ing his hand reach out and pull the poster off 
the tele­phone pole. Be­yond it, hang­ing from a bulb on the mar­quee of the Har­wich The­ater, 
he saw a dan­gling blue kite tail. This isn't a good day at all. I nev­er should have gone out of 
the apart­ment. In fact, I should have stayed in bed. 
    HOusi­ton­ic 5-8337, just like on the poster about Phil the Welsh Cor­gi . . . ex­cept if there 
was a HOusi­ton­ic ex­change in Har­wich, Bob­by had nev­er heard of it. Some of the num­bers 
were on the HAr­wich ex­change. Oth­ers were Com­mon­wealth. But HOusi­ton­ic? No. Not here, 
not in Bridge­port, ei­ther. 
    He crum­pled the poster up and threw it in the KEEP OUR TOWN CLEAN N GREEN bas­ket on 
the cor­ner, but on the oth­er side of the street he found an­oth­er just like it. Far­ther along he 
found a third past­ed to a cor­ner mail­box. He tore these down, as well. The low men were 
ei­ther clos­ing in or des­per­ate. Maybe both. Ted couldn't go out at all to­day — Bob­by would 
have to tell him that. And he'd have to be ready to run. He'd tell him that, too. 
    Bob­by cut through the park, al­most run­ning him­self in his hur­ry to get home, and he bare­ly 
heard the small, gasp­ing cry which came from his left as he passed the base­ball fields: 'Bob­by

      . . . ' 
    He stopped and looked to­ward the grove of trees where Car­ol had tak­en him the day be­fore 
when he start­ed to bawl. And when the gasp­ing cry came again, he re­al­ized it was her. 
    'Bob­by if it's you please help me . . . ' 
    He turned off the ce­ment path and ducked in­to the copse of trees. What he saw there made 
him drop his base­ball glove on the ground. It was an Alvin Dark mod­el, that glove, and lat­er 
it was gone. Some­one came along and just kifed it, he sup­posed, and so what? As that day 
wore on, his lousy base­ball glove was the very least of his con­cerns. 
    Car­ol sat be­neath the same elm tree where she had com­fort­ed him. Her knees were drawn 
up to her chest. Her face was ashy gray. Black shock-​cir­cles ringed her eyes, giv­ing her a 
rac­coony look. A thread of blood trick­led from one of her nos­trils. Her left arm lay across her 
midriff, pulling her shirt tight against the be­gin­ning nubs of what would be breasts in an­oth­er 
year or two. She held the el­bow of that arm cupped in her right hand. 
    She was wear­ing shorts and a smock-​type blouse with long sleeves — the kind of thing 
you just slipped on over your head. Lat­er, Bob­by would lay much of the blame for what 
hap­pened on that stupid shirt of hers. She must have worn it to pro­tect against sun­burn; it was 
the on­ly rea­son he could think of to wear long sleeves on such a mur­der­ous­ly hot day. Had 
she picked it out her­self or had Mrs Ger­ber forced her in­to it? And did it mat­ter? Yes, Bob­by 
would think when there was time to think. It mat­tered, you're damned right it mat­tered. 
    But for now the blouse with its long sleeves was pe­riph­er­al. The on­ly thing he no­ticed in 
that first in­stant was Car­ol's up­per left arm. It seemed to have not one shoul­der but two.  
    'Bob­by,' she said, look­ing at him, with shin­ing dazed eyes. 'They hurt me.' 
    She was in shock, of course. He was in shock him­self by then, run­ning on in­stinct. He tried 
to pick her up and she screamed in pain — dear God, what a sound.  
    'I'll run and get help,' he said, low­er­ing her back. 'You just sit there and try not to move.' 
    She was shak­ing her head — care­ful­ly, so as not to jog­gle her arm. Her blue eyes were 
near­ly black with pain and ter­ror. 'No, Bob­by, no, don't leave me here, what if they come 
back? What if they come back and hurt me worse?' Parts of what hap­pened on that long hot 
Thurs­day were lost to him, lost in the shock­wave, but that part al­ways stood clear: Car­ol 
look­ing up at him and say­ing What if they come back and hurt me worse? 
    'But . . . Car­ol . . . ' 
    'I can walk. If you help me, I can walk.' 
    Bob­by put a ten­ta­tive arm around her waist, hop­ing she wouldn't scream again. That had 
been bad. 
    Car­ol got slow­ly to her feet, us­ing the trunk of the tree to sup­port her back. Her left arm 
moved a lit­tle as she rose. That grotesque dou­ble shoul­der bulged and flexed. She moaned but 
didn't scream, thank God. 
    'You bet­ter stop,' Bob­by said.  
    'No, I want to get out of here. Help me. Oh God, it hurts.' 
    Once she was all the way up it seemed a lit­tle bet­ter. They made their way out of the grove 
with the slow side-​by-​side solem­ni­ty of a cou­ple about to be mar­ried. Be­yond the shade of 
the trees the day seemed even hot­ter than be­fore and blind­ing­ly bright. Bob­by looked around 
and saw no one. Some­where, deep­er in the park, a bunch of lit­tle kids (prob­ably Spar­rows or 
Robins from Ster­ling House) were singing a song, but the area around the base­ball fields was 
ut­ter­ly de­sert­ed: no kids, no moth­ers wheel­ing ba­by car­riages, no sign of Of­fi­cer Raymer, the 
lo­cal cop who would some­times buy you an ice cream or a bag of peanuts if he was in a good 
mood. Ev­ery­one was in­side, hid­ing from the heat. 
    Still mov­ing slow­ly, Bob­by with his arm around Car­ol's waist, they walked along the path 
which came out on the cor­ner of Com­mon­wealth and Broad. Broad Street Hill was as 
de­sert­ed as the park; the paving shim­mered like the air over an in­cin­er­ator. There wasn't a

      sin­gle pedes­tri­an or mov­ing car in sight. 
    They stepped on­to the side­walk and Bob­by was about to ask if she could make it across the 
street when Car­ol said in a high, whis­pery voice: 'Oh Bob­by I'm faint­ing.' 
    He looked at her in alarm and saw her eyes roll up to glis­ten­ing whites. She swayed back 
and forth like a tree which has been cut al­most all the way through. Bob­by bent, mov­ing 
with­out think­ing, catch­ing her around the thighs and the back as her knees un­locked. He had 
been stand­ing to her right and was able to do this with­out hurt­ing her left arm any more than 
it al­ready had been hurt; al­so, even in her faint Car­ol kept her right hand cupped over her left 
el­bow, hold­ing the arm most­ly steady. 
    Car­ol Ger­ber was Bob­by's height, per­haps even a lit­tle taller, and close to his weight. He 
should have been in­ca­pable of even stag­ger­ing up Broad Street with her in his arms, but 
peo­ple in shock are ca­pa­ble of amaz­ing bursts of strength. Bob­by car­ried her, and not at a 
stag­ger; un­der that burn­ing June sun he ran. No one stopped him, no one asked him what was 
wrong with the lit­tle girl, no one of­fered to help. He could hear cars on Ash­er Av­enue, but 
this part of the world seemed eeri­ly like Mid­wich, where ev­ery­one had gone to sleep at once. 
    Tak­ing Car­ol to her moth­er nev­er crossed his mind. The Ger­ber apart­ment was far­ther up 
the hill, but that wasn't the rea­son. Ted was all Bob­by could think of. He had to take her to 
Ted. Ted would know what to do. 
    His preter­nat­ural strength be­gan to give out as he climbed the steps to the front porch of his 
build­ing. He stag­gered, and Car­ol's grotesque dou­ble shoul­der bumped against the rail­ing. 
She stiff­ened in his arms and cried out, her half-​lid­ded eyes open­ing wide. 
    'Al­most there,' he told her in a pant­ing whis­per that didn't sound much like his own voice. 
'Al­most there, I'm sor­ry I bumped you but we're al­most — ' 
    The door opened and Ted came out. He was wear­ing gray suit pants and a strap-​style 
un­der­shirt. Sus­penders hung down to his knees in swing­ing loops. He looked sur­prised and 
con­cerned but not fright­ened. 
    Bob­by man­aged the last porch step and then swayed back­ward. For one ter­ri­ble mo­ment he 
thought he was go­ing to go crash­ing down, maybe split­ting his skull on the ce­ment walk. 
Then Ted grabbed him and stead­ied him. 
    'Give her to me,' he said. 
    'Get over on her oth­er side first,' Bob­by pant­ed. His arms were twang­ing like gui­tar strings 
and his shoul­ders seemed to be on fire. 'That's the bad side.' 
    Ted came around and stood next to Bob­by. Car­ol was look­ing up at them, her sandy-​blond 
hair hang­ing down over Bob­by's wrist. 'They hurt me,' she whis­pered to Ted. 'Willie . . . I 
asked him to make them stop but he wouldn't.' 
    'Don't talk,' Ted said. 'You're go­ing to be all right.' 
    He took her from Bob­by as gen­tly as he could, but they couldn't help jog­gling her left arm 
a lit­tle. The dou­ble shoul­der moved un­der the white smock. Car­ol moaned, then be­gan to cry. 
Fresh blood trick­led from her right nos­tril, one bril­liant red drop against her skin. Bob­by had 
a mo­men­tary flash from his dream of the night be­fore: the eye. The red eye. 
    'Hold the door for me, Bob­by.' 
    Bob­by held it wide. Ted car­ried Car­ol through the foy­er and in­to the Garfield apart­ment. 
At that same mo­ment Liz Garfield was de­scend­ing the iron steps lead­ing from the Har­wich 
stop of the New York, New Haven & Hart­ford Rail­road to Main Street, where there was a 
taxi stand. She moved with the slow de­lib­er­ation of a chron­ic in­valid. A suit­case dan­gled 
from each hand. Mr Bur­ton, pro­pri­etor of the news­stand kiosk, hap­pened to be stand­ing in his 
door­way and hav­ing a smoke. He watched Liz reach the bot­tom of the steps, turn back the 
veil of her lit­tle hat, and gin­ger­ly dab at her face with a bit of hand­ker­chief. She winced at 
each touch. She was wear­ing make­up, a lot, but the make­up didn't help. The make­up on­ly 
drew at­ten­tion to what had hap­pened to her. The veil was bet­ter, even though it on­ly cov­ered

      the up­per part of her face, and now she low­ered it again. She ap­proached the first of three 
idling taxis, and the driv­er got out to help her with her bags. 
    Bur­ton won­dered who had giv­en her the busi­ness. He hoped who­ev­er it had been was 
cur­rent­ly get­ting his head mas­saged by big cops with hard hick­ories. A per­son who would do 
some­thing like that to a wom­an de­served no bet­ter. A per­son who would do some­thing like 
that to a wom­an had no busi­ness run­ning around loose. That was Bur­ton's opin­ion. 
 
  
Bob­by thought Ted would put Car­ol on the couch, but he didn't. There was one straight-
backed chair in the liv­ing room and that was where he sat, hold­ing her on his lap. He held her 
the way the Grant's de­part­ment store San­ta Claus held the lit­tle kids who came up to him as 
he sat on his throne. 
    'Where else are you hurt? Be­sides the shoul­der?' 
    'They hit me in the stom­ach. And on my side.'  
    'Which side?' 
    'The right one.' 
    Ted gen­tly pulled her blouse up on that side. Bob­by hissed in air over his low­er lip when 
he saw the bruise which lay di­ag­onal­ly across her ribcage. He rec­og­nized the base­ball-​bat 
shape of it at once. He knew whose bat it had been: Har­ry Doolin's, the pim­ply ga­loot who 
saw him­self as Robin Hood in what­ev­er stunt­ed land­scape passed for his imag­ina­tion. He and 
Richie O'Meara and Willie Shear­man had come up­on her in the park and Har­ry had worked 
her over with his ball-​bat while Richie and Willie held her. All three of them laugh­ing and 
call­ing her the Ger­ber Ba­by. Maybe it had start­ed as a joke and got­ten out of hand. Wasn't 
that pret­ty much what had hap­pened in Lord of the Flies? Things had just got­ten a lit­tle out of 
hand? 
    Ted touched Car­ol's waist; his bunchy fin­gers spread and then slow­ly slid up her side. He 
did this with his head cocked, as if he were lis­ten­ing rather than touch­ing. Maybe he was. 
Car­ol gasped when he reached the bruise. 
    'Hurt?' Ted asked.  
    'A lit­tle. Not as bad as my sh-​shoul­der. They broke my arm, didn't they?' 
    'No, I don't think so,' Ted replied. 
    'I heard it pop. So did they. That's when they ran.' 
    'I'm sure you did hear it. Yes in­deed.' 
    Tears were run­ning down her cheeks and her face was still ashy, but Car­ol seemed calmer 
now. Ted held her blouse up against her armpit and looked at the bruise. He knows what that 
shape is just as well as I do, Bob­by thought. 
    'How many were there, Car­ol?' 
    Three, Bob­by thought. 
    'Th-​three.' 
    'Three boys?' 
    She nod­ded. 
    'Three boys against one lit­tle girl. They must have been afraid of you. They must have 
thought you were a li­on. Are you a li­on, Car­ol?' 
    'I wish I was,' Car­ol said. She tried to smile. 'I wish I could have roared and made them go 
away. They h-​h-​hurt me.' 
    'I know they did. I know.' His hand slid down her side and cupped the bat-​bruise on her 
ribcage. 'Breathe in.' 
    The bruise swelled against Ted's hand; Bob­by could see its pur­ple shape be­tween his 
nico­tine-​stained fin­gers. 'Does that hurt?'

      She shook her head. 
    'Not to breathe?' 
    'No.' 
    'And not when your ribs go against my hand?' 
    'No. On­ly sore. What hurts is . . . ' She glanced quick­ly at the ter­ri­ble shape of her dou­ble 
shoul­der, then away. 
    'I know. Poor Car­ol. Poor dar­ling. We'll get to that. Where else did they hit you? In the 
stom­ach, you said?' 
    'Yes.' 
    Ted pulled her blouse up in front. There was an­oth­er bruise, but this one didn't look so 
deep or so an­gry. He prod­ded gen­tly with his fin­gers, first above her belly­but­ton and then 
be­low it. She said there was no pain like in her shoul­der, that her bel­ly was on­ly sore like her 
ribs were sore. 
    'They didn't hit you in your back?' 
    'N-​no.' 
    'In your head or your neck?' 
    'Huh-​uh, just my side and my stom­ach and then they hit me in the shoul­der and there was 
that pop and they heard it and they ran. I used to think Willie Shear­man was nice.' She gave 
Ted a woe­ful look.  
    'Turn your head for me, Car­ol . . . good . . . now the oth­er way. It doesn't hurt when you 
turn it?' 
    'No.' 
    'And you're sure they nev­er hit your head.' 
    'No. I mean yes, I'm sure.' 
    'Lucky girl.' 
    Bob­by won­dered how in the hell Ted could think Car­ol was lucky. Her left arm didn't look 
just bro­ken to him; it looked half torn off. He sud­den­ly thought of a roast-​chick­en Sun­day 
din­ner, and the sound the drum­stick made when you pulled it loose. His stom­ach knot­ted. For 
a mo­ment he thought he was go­ing to vom­it up his break­fast and the day-​old bread which had 
been his on­ly lunch. 
    No, he told him­self. Not now, you can't. Ted's got enough prob­lems with­out adding you to 
the list. 
    'Bob­by?' Ted's voice was clear and sharp. He sound­ed like a guy with more so­lu­tions than 
prob­lems, and what a re­lief that was. 'Are you all right?' 
    'Yeah.' And he thought it was true. His stom­ach was start­ing to set­tle. 
    'Good. You did well to get her up here. Can you do well a lit­tle longer?' 
    'Yeah.' 
    'I need a pair of scis­sors. Can you find one?' 
    Bob­by went in­to his moth­er's bed­room, opened the top draw­er of her dress­er, and got out 
her wick­er sewing bas­ket. In­side was a medi­um-​sized pair of shears. He hur­ried back in­to the 
liv­ing room with them and showed them to Ted. 'Are these all right?' 
    'Fine,' he said, tak­ing them. Then, to Car­ol: 'I'm go­ing to spoil your blouse, Car­ol. I'm 
sor­ry, but I have to look at your shoul­der now and I don't want to hurt you any more than I 
can help.' 
    'That's okay,' she said, and again tried to smile. Bob­by was a lit­tle in awe of her brav­ery; if 
his shoul­der had looked like that, he prob­ably would have been blat­ting like a sheep caught in 
a barbed-​wire fence. 
    'You can wear one of Bob­by's shirts home. Can't she, Bob­by?' 
    'Sure, I don't mind a few cooties.' 
    'Fun-​nee,' Car­ol said.

      Work­ing care­ful­ly, Ted cut the smock up the back and then up the front. With that done he 
pulled the two pieces off like the shell of an egg. He was very care­ful on the left side, but 
Car­ol ut­tered a hoarse scream when Ted's fin­gers brushed her shoul­der. Bob­by jumped and 
his heart, which had been slow­ing down, be­gan to race again. 
    'I'm sor­ry,' Ted mur­mured. 'Oh my. Look at this.' 
    Car­ol's shoul­der was ug­ly, but not as bad as Bob­by had feared — per­haps few things were 
once you were look­ing right at them. The sec­ond shoul­der was high­er than the nor­mal one, 
and the skin there was stretched so tight that Bob­by didn't un­der­stand why it didn't just split 
open. It had gone a pe­cu­liar lilac col­or, as well. 
    'How bad is it?' Car­ol asked. She was look­ing in the oth­er di­rec­tion, across the room. Her 
small face had the pinched, starved look of a UNICEF child. So far as Bob­by knew she nev­er 
looked at her hurt shoul­der af­ter that sin­gle quick peek. 'I'll be in a cast all sum­mer, won't I?' 
    'I don't think you're go­ing to be in a cast at all.' 
    Car­ol looked up in­to Ted's face won­der­ing­ly. 
    'It's not bro­ken, child, on­ly dis­lo­cat­ed. Some­one hit you on the shoul­der — ' 
    'Har­ry Doolin — ' 
    ' — and hard enough to knock the top of the bone in your up­per left arm out of its sock­et. I 
can put it back in, I think. Can you stand one or two mo­ments of quite bad pain if you know 
things may be all right again af­ter­ward?' 
    'Yes,' she said at once. 'Fix it, Mr Brauti­gan. Please fix it.' 
    Bob­by looked at him a lit­tle doubt­ful­ly. 'Can you re­al­ly do that?' 
    'Yes. Give me your belt.' 
    'Huh?' 
    'Your belt. Give it to me.' 
    Bob­by slipped his belt — a fair­ly new one he'd got­ten for Christ­mas — out of its loops and 
hand­ed it to Ted, who took it with­out ev­er shift­ing his eyes from Car­ol's. 'What's your last 
name, hon­ey?' 
    'Ger­ber. They called me the Ger­ber Ba­by, but I'm not a ba­by.' 
    'I'm sure you're not. And this is where you prove it.' He got up, set­tled her in the chair, then 
knelt be­fore her like a guy in some old movie get­ting ready to pro­pose. He fold­ed Bob­by's 
belt over twice in his big hands, then poked it at her good hand un­til she let go of her el­bow 
and closed her fin­gers over the loops. 'Good. Now put it in your mouth.' 
    'Put Bob­by's belt in my mouth?' 
    Ted's gaze nev­er left her. He be­gan stroking her un­hurt arm from the el­bow to the wrist. 
His fin­gers trailed down her fore­arm . . . stopped . . . rose and went back to her el­bow . . . 
trailed down her fore­arm again. It's like he's hyp­no­tiz­ing her, Bob­by thought, but there was 
re­al­ly no 'like' about it; Ted was hyp­no­tiz­ing her. His pupils had be­gun to do that weird thing 
again, grow­ing and shrink­ing . . . grow­ing and shrink­ing . . . grow­ing and shrink­ing. Their 
move­ment and the move­ment of his fin­gers were ex­act­ly in rhythm. Car­ol stared in­to his 
face, her lips part­ed. 
    'Ted . . . your eyes . . . ' 
    'Yes, yes.' He sound­ed im­pa­tient, not very in­ter­est­ed in what his eyes were do­ing. 'Pain 
ris­es, Car­ol, did you know that?' 
    'No . . . ' 
    Her eyes on his. His fin­gers on her arm, go­ing down and ris­ing. Go­ing down . . . and ris­ing. 
His pupils like a slow heart­beat. Bob­by could see Car­ol re­lax­ing in the chair. She was still 
hold­ing the belt, and when Ted stopped his fin­ger-​stroking long enough to touch the back of 
her hand, she lift­ed it to­ward her face with no protest. 
    'Oh yes,' he said, 'pain ris­es from its source to the brain. When I put your shoul­der back in 
its sock­et, there will be a lot of pain — but you'll catch most of it in your mouth as it ris­es

      to­ward your brain. You will bite it with your teeth and hold it against Bob­by's belt so that 
on­ly a lit­tle of it can get in­to your head, which is where things hurt the most. Do you 
un­der­stand me, Car­ol?' 
    'Yes . . . ' Her voice had grown dis­tant. She looked very small sit­ting there in the straight-
backed chair, wear­ing on­ly her shorts and her sneak­ers. The pupils of Ted's eyes, Bob­by 
no­ticed, had grown steady again.  
    'Put the belt in your mouth.' 
    She put it be­tween her lips. 
    'Bite when it hurts.' 
    'When it hurts.' 
    'Catch the pain.' 
    'I'll catch it.' 
    Ted gave a fi­nal stroke of his big fore­fin­ger from her el­bow to her wrist, then looked at 
Bob­by. 'Wish me luck,' he said. 
    'Luck,' Bob­by replied fer­vent­ly. 
    Dis­tant, dream­ing, Car­ol Ger­ber said: 'Bob­by threw a duck at a man.' 
    'Did he?' Ted asked. Very, very gen­tly he closed his left hand around Car­ol's left wrist. 
    'Bob­by thought the man was a low man.' 
    Ted glanced at Bob­by. 
    'Not that kind of low man,' Bob­by said. 'Just . . . oh, nev­er mind.' 
    'All the same,' Ted said, 'they are very close. The town clock, the town whis­tle — ' 
    'I heard,' Bob­by said grim­ly. 
    'I'm not go­ing to wait un­til your moth­er comes back tonight —I don't dare. I'll spend the 
day in a movie or a park or some­where else. If all else fails there are flop­hous­es in 
Bridge­port. Car­ol, are you ready?' 
    'Ready.' 
    'When the pain ris­es, what will you do?' 
    'Catch it. Bite it in­to Bob­by's belt.' 
    'Good girl. Ten sec­onds and you are go­ing to feel a lot bet­ter.' 
    Ted drew in a deep breath. Then he reached out with his right hand un­til it hov­ered just 
above the lilac-​col­ored bulge in Car­ol's shoul­der. 'Here comes the pain, dar­ling. Be brave.' 
    It wasn't ten sec­onds; not even five. To Bob­by it seemed to hap­pen in an in­stant. The heel 
of Ted's right hand pressed di­rect­ly against that knob ris­ing out of Car­ol's stretched flesh. At 
the same time he pulled sharply on her wrist. Car­ol's jaws flexed as she clamped down on 
Bob­by's belt. Bob­by heard a brief creak­ing sound, like the one his neck some­times made 
when it was stiff and he turned his head. And then the bulge in Car­ol's arm was gone. 
    'Bin­go!' Ted cried. 'Looks good! Car­ol?' 
    She opened her mouth. Bob­by's belt fell out of it and on­to her lap. Bob­by saw a line of tiny 
points em­bed­ded in the leather; she had bit­ten near­ly all the way through. 
    'It doesn't hurt any­more,' she said won­der­ing­ly. She ran her right hand up to where the skin 
was now turn­ing a dark­er pur­ple, touched the bruise, winced. 
    'That'll be sore for a week or so,' Ted warned her. 'And you mustn't throw or lift with that 
arm for at least two weeks. If you do, it may pop out again.' 
    'I'll be care­ful.' Now Car­ol could look at her arm. She kept touch­ing the bruise with light, 
test­ing fin­gers. 
    'How much of the pain did you catch?' Ted asked her, and al­though his face was still grave, 
Bob­by thought he could hear a lit­tle smile in his voice. 
    'Most of it,' she said. 'It hard­ly hurt at all.' As soon as these words were out, how­ev­er, she 
slumped back in the chair. Her eyes were open but un­fo­cused. Car­ol had faint­ed for the 
sec­ond time.

      Ted told Bob­by to wet a cloth and bring it to him. 'Cold wa­ter,' he said. 'Wring it out, but not 
too much.' 
    Bob­by ran in­to the bath­room, got a face­cloth from the shelf by the tub, and wet it in cold 
wa­ter. The bot­tom half of the bath­room win­dow was frost­ed glass, but if he had looked out 
the top half he would have seen his moth­er's taxi pulling up out front. Bob­by didn't look; he 
was con­cen­trat­ing on his chore. He nev­er thought of the green key­fob, ei­ther, al­though it was 
ly­ing on the shelf right in front of his eyes. 
    When Bob­by came back in­to the liv­ing room, Ted was sit­ting in the straight-​backed chair 
with Car­ol in his lap again. Bob­by no­ticed how tanned her arms had al­ready be­come 
com­pared to the rest of her skin, which was a pure, smooth white (ex­cept for where the 
bruis­es stood out). She looks like she's wear­ing ny­lon stock­ings on her arms , he thought, a 
lit­tle amused. Her eyes had be­gun to clear and they tracked Bob­by when he moved to­ward 
her, but Car­ol still didn't look ex­act­ly great — her hair was mussed, her face was all sweaty, 
and there was that dry­ing trick­le of blood be­tween her nos­tril and the cor­ner of her mouth.  
    Ted took the cloth and be­gan to wipe her cheeks and fore­head with it. Bob­by knelt by the 
arm of the chair. Car­ol sat up a lit­tle, rais­ing her face grate­ful­ly against the cool and the wet. 
Ted wiped away the blood un­der her nose, then put the face­cloth aside on the endtable. He 
brushed Car­ol's sweaty hair off her brow. When some of it flopped back, he moved his hand 
to brush it away again. 
    Be­fore he could, the door to the porch banged open. Foot­falls crossed the foy­er. The hand 
on Car­ol's damp fore­head froze. Bob­by's eyes met Ted's and a sin­gle thought flowed be­tween 
them, strong telepa­thy con­sist­ing of a sin­gle word: Them. 
    'No ,' Car­ol said, 'not them, Bob­by, it's your m — ' 
    The apart­ment door opened and Liz stood there with her key in one hand and her hat — the 
one with the veil on it — in the oth­er. Be­hind her and be­yond the foy­er the door to all the hot 
out­side world stood open. Side by side on the porch wel­come mat were her two suit­cas­es, 
where the cab driv­er had put them.  
    'Bob­by, how many times have I told you to lock this damn — ' 
    She got that far, then stopped. In lat­er years Bob­by would re­play that mo­ment again and 
again, see­ing more and more of what his moth­er had seen when she came back from her 
dis­as­trous trip to Prov­idence: her son kneel­ing by the chair where the old man she had nev­er 
liked or re­al­ly trust­ed sat with the lit­tle girl in his lap. The lit­tle girl looked dazed. Her hair 
was in sweaty clumps. Her blouse had been torn off — it lay in pieces on the floor — and 
even with her own eyes puffed most­ly shut, Liz would have seen Car­ol's bruis­es: one on the 
shoul­der, one on the ribs, one on the stom­ach. 
    And Car­ol and Bob­by and Ted Brauti­gan saw her with that same amazed stop-​time clar­ity: 
the two black eyes (Liz's right eye was re­al­ly noth­ing but a glit­ter deep in a puff­ball of 
dis­col­ored flesh); the low­er lip which was swelled and split in two places and still wear­ing 
flecks of dried blood like old ug­ly lip­stick; the nose which lay askew and had grown a 
mis­be­got­ten hook, mak­ing it al­most in­to a car­ica­ture Witch Hazel nose. 
    Si­lence, a mo­ment's con­sid­er­ing si­lence on a hot sum­mer af­ter­noon. Some­where a car 
back­fired. Some­where a kid shout­ed 'Come on,you guys!' And from be­hind them on Colony 
Street came the sound Bob­by would iden­ti­fy most strong­ly with his child­hood in gen­er­al and 
that Thurs­day in par­tic­ular: Mrs O'Hara's Bows­er bark­ing his way ev­er deep­er in­to the 
twen­ti­eth cen­tu­ry: roop-​roop, roop-​roop-​roop. 
    Jack got her, Bob­by thought. Jack Mer­ridew and his nim­rod friends. 
    'Oh jeez, what hap­pened?' he asked her, break­ing the si­lence. He didn't want to know; he
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      had to know. He ran to her, start­ing to cry out of fright but al­so out of grief: her face, her poor 
face. She didn't look like his mom at all. She looked like some old wom­an who be­longed not 
on shady Broad Street but down there, where peo­ple drank wine out of bot­tles in pa­per sacks 
and had no last names. 'What did he do? What did that bas­tard do to you?' 
    She paid no at­ten­tion, seemed not to hear him at all. She laid hold of him, though; laid hold 
of his shoul­ders hard enough for him to feel her fin­gers sink­ing in­to his flesh, hard enough to 
hurt. She laid hold and then set him aside with­out a sin­gle look. 'Let her go, you filthy man,' 
she said in a low and rusty voice. 'Let her go right now.' 
    'Mrs Garfield, please don't mis­un­der­stand.' Ted lift­ed Car­ol off his lap — care­ful even now 
to keep his hand well away from her hurt shoul­der — and then stood up him­self. He shook 
out the legs of his pants, a fussy lit­tle ges­ture that was all Ted. 'She was hurt, you see. Bob­by 
found her — ' 
    'BAS­TARD !' Liz screamed. To her right was a ta­ble with a vase on it. She grabbed the vase 
and threw it at him. Ted ducked, but too slow­ly to avoid it com­plete­ly; the bot­tom of the vase 
struck the top of his head, skipped like a stone on a pond, hit the wall and shat­tered. 
    Car­ol screamed. 
    'Mom, no!' Bob­by shout­ed. 'He didn't do any­thing bad! He didn't do any­thing bad!' 
    Liz took no no­tice. 'How dare you touch her? Have you been touch­ing my son the same 
way? You have, haven't you? You don't care which fla­vor they are, just as long as 
they're_young!' 
    Ted took a step to­ward her. The emp­ty loops of his sus­penders swung back and forth 
be­side his legs. Bob­by could see blooms of blood in the scant hair on top of his head where 
the vase had clipped him. 
    'Mrs Garfield, I as­sure you — ' 
    'As­sure this, you dirty bas­tard!' With the vase gone there was noth­ing left on the ta­ble and 
so she picked up the ta­ble it­self and threw it. It struck Ted in the chest and drove him 
back­ward; would have floored him if not for the straight-​backed chair. Ted flopped in­to it, 
look­ing at her with wide, in­cred­ulous eyes. His mouth was trem­bling. 
    'Was he help­ing you?' Liz asked. Her face was dead white. The bruis­es on it stood out like 
birth­marks. 'Did you teach my son to help?' 
    'Mom, he didn't hurt her!' Bob­by shout­ed. He grabbed her around the waist. 'He didn't hurt 
her, he — ' 
    She picked him up like the vase, like the ta­ble, and he would think lat­er she had been as 
strong as he had been, car­ry­ing Car­ol up the hill from the park. She threw him across the 
room. Bob­by struck the wall. His head snapped back and con­nect­ed with the sun­burst clock, 
knock­ing it to the floor and stop­ping it for­ev­er. Black dots flocked across his vi­sion, mak­ing 
him think briefly and con­fus­ed­ly 
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    of the low men. Then he slid to the floor. He tried to stop him­self but his knees wouldn't 
lock. 
    Liz looked at him, seem­ing­ly with­out much in­ter­est, then back at Ted, who sat in the 
straight-​backed chair with the ta­ble in his lap and the legs pok­ing at his face. Blood was 
drip­ping down one of his cheeks now, and his hair was more red than white. He tried to speak 
and what came out in­stead was a dry and flail­ing old man's cigarette cough. 
    'Filthy man. Filthy, filthy man. For two cents I'd pull your pants down and yank that filthy 
thing right off you.' She turned and looked at her hud­dled son again, and the ex­pres­sion 
Bob­by now saw in the one eye he could re­al­ly see — the con­tempt, the ac­cu­sa­tion — made 
him cry hard­er. She didn't say You too, but he saw it in her eye. Then she turned back to Ted.  
    'Know what? You're go­ing to jail.' She point­ed a fin­ger at him, and even through his tears 
Bob­by saw the nail that had been on it when she left in Mr Bi­der­man's Merc was gone; there

      was a bloody-​ragged weal where it had been. Her voice was mushy, seem­ing to spread out 
some­how as it crossed her over­sized low­er lip. 'I'm go­ing to call the po­lice now. If you're 
wise you'll sit still while I do it. Just keep your mouth shut and sit still.' Her voice was ris­ing, 
ris­ing. Her hands, scratched and swelled at the knuck­les as well as bro­ken at the nails, curled 
in­to fists which she shook at him. 'If you run I'll chase you and carve you up with my longest 
butch­er knife. See if I don't. I'll do it right on the street for ev­ery­one to see, and I'll start with 
the part of you that seems to give you . . . you boys . . . so much trou­ble. So sit still, 
Brat­ti­gan. If you want to live long enough to go to jail, don't you move.' 
    The phone was on the ta­ble by the couch. She went to it. Ted sat with the ta­ble in his lap 
and blood flow­ing down his cheek. Bob­by hud­dled next to the fall­en clock, the one his 
moth­er had got­ten with trad­ing stamps. Drift­ing in the win­dow on the breeze of Ted's fan 
came Bows­er's cry: roop-​roop-​roop. 
    'You don't know what hap­pened here, Mrs Garfield. What hap­pened to you was ter­ri­ble 
and you have all my sym­pa­thy . . . but what hap­pened to you is not what hap­pened to Car­ol.' 
    'Shut up.' She wasn't lis­ten­ing, didn't even look in his di­rec­tion. 
    Car­ol ran to Liz, reached out for her, then stopped. Her eyes grew large in her pale face. 
Her mouth dropped open. 'They pulled your dress off?' It was half a whis­per, half a moan. Liz 
stopped di­al­ing and turned slow­ly to look at her. 'Why did they pull your dress off?' 
    Liz seemed to think about how to an­swer. She seemed to think hard. 'Shut up,' she said at 
last. 'Just shut up, okay?' 
    'Why did they chase you? Who's hit­ting?' Car­ol's voice had be­come un­even. 'Who's 
hit­ting?' 
    'Shut up!'  Liz dropped the tele­phone and put her hands to her ears. Bob­by looked at her 
with grow­ing hor­ror. 
    Car­ol turned to him. Fresh tears were rolling down her cheeks. There was know­ing in her 
eyes — know­ing. The kind, Bob­by thought, that he had felt while Mr Mc­Quown had been 
try­ing to fool him. 
    'They chased her,' Car­ol said. 'When she tried to leave they chased her and made her come 
back.' 
    Bob­by knew. They had chased her down a ho­tel cor­ri­dor. He had seen it. He couldn't 
re­mem­ber where, but he had.  
    'Make them stop do­ing it! Make me stop see­ing it!' Car­ol screamed. 'She's hit­ting them but 
she can't get away! She's hit­ting them but she can't get away!'  
    Ted tipped the ta­ble out of his lap and strug­gled to his feet. His eyes were blaz­ing. 'Hug 
her, Car­ol! Hug her tight! That will make it stop!' 
    Car­ol threw her good arm around Bob­by's moth­er. Liz stag­gered back­ward a step, al­most 
falling when one of her shoes hooked the leg of the so­fa. She stayed up but the tele­phone 
tum­bled to the rug be­side one of Bob­by's out­stretched sneak­ers, bur­ring harsh­ly.  
    For a mo­ment things stayed that way — it was as if they were play­ing Stat­ues and 'it' had 
just yelled Freeze! It was Car­ol who moved first, re­leas­ing Liz Gar­neld's waist and step­ping 
back. Her sweaty hair hung in her eyes. Ted went to­ward her and reached out to put a hand 
on her shoul­der. 
    'Don't touch her,' Liz said, but she spoke me­chan­ical­ly, with­out force. What­ev­er had 
flashed in­side her at the sight of the child on Ted Brauti­gan's lap had fad­ed a lit­tle, at least 
tem­porar­ily. She looked ex­haust­ed.  
    Nonethe­less, Ted dropped his hand. 'You're right,' he said. 
    Liz took a deep breath, held it, let it out. She looked at Bob­by, then away. Bob­by wished 
with all his heart that she would put her hand out to him, help him a lit­tle, help him get up, 
just that, but she turned to Car­ol in­stead. Bob­by got to his feet on his own. 
    'What hap­pened here?' Liz asked Car­ol.

      Al­though she was still cry­ing and her words kept hitch­ing as she strug­gled for breath. 
Car­ol told Bob­by's mom about how the three big boys had found her in the park, and how at 
first it had seemed like just an­oth­er one of their jokes, a bit mean­er than most but still just a 
joke. Then Har­ry had re­al­ly start­ed hit­ting her while the oth­ers held her. The pop­ping sound 
in her shoul­der scared them and they ran away. She told Liz how Bob­by had found her five or 
ten min­utes lat­er — she didn't know how long be­cause the pain had been so bad — and 
car­ried her up here. And how Ted had fixed her arm, af­ter giv­ing her Bob­by's belt to catch the 
pain with. She bent, picked up the belt, and showed Liz the tiny tooth-​marks in it with a 
mix­ture of pride and em­bar­rass­ment. 'I didn't catch all of it, but I caught a lot.' 
    Liz on­ly glanced at the belt be­fore turn­ing to Ted. 'Why'd you tear her top off, chief?' 
    'It's not torn!' Bob­by cried. He was sud­den­ly fu­ri­ous with her. 'He cut it off so he could 
look at her shoul­der and fix it with­out hurt­ing her! I brought him the scis­sors, for cripe's sake! 
Why are you so stupid, Mom? Why can't you see — ' 
    She swung with­out turn­ing, catch­ing Bob­by com­plete­ly by sur­prise. The back of her open 
hand con­nect­ed with the side of his face; her fore­fin­ger ac­tu­al­ly poked in­to his eyes, send­ing 
a zag of pain deep in­to his head. His tears stopped as if the pump con­trol­ling them had 
sud­den­ly short­ed out. 
    'Don't you call me stupid, Bob­by-​O,' she said. 'Not on your ev­er-​lov­ing tin­type.' 
    Car­ol was look­ing fear­ful­ly at the hook-​nosed witch who had come back in a taxi wear­ing 
Mrs Garfield's clothes. Mrs Garfield who had run and who had fought when she couldn't run 
any­more. But in the end they had tak­en what they want­ed from her. 
    'You shouldn't hit Bob­by,' Car­ol said. 'He's not like those men.' 
    'Is he your boyfriend?' She laughed. 'Yeah? Good for you! But I'll let you in on a se­cret, 
sweet­heart — he's just like his dad­dy and your dad­dy and all the rest of them. Go in the 
bath­room. I'll clean you up and find some­thing for you to wear. Christ, what a mess!' 
    Car­ol looked at her a mo­ment longer, then turned and went in­to the bath­room. Her bare 
back looked small and vul­ner­able. And white. So white in con­trast to her brown arms. 
    'Car­ol!' Ted called af­ter her. 'Is it bet­ter now?' Bob­by didn't think he was talk­ing about her 
arm. Not this time. 
    'Yes,' she said with­out turn­ing. 'But I can still hear her, far away. She's scream­ing.' 
    'Who's scream­ing?' Liz asked. Car­ol didn't an­swer her. She went in­to the bath­room and 
closed the door. Liz looked at it for a mo­ment, as if to make sure Car­ol wasn't go­ing to pop 
back out again, then turned to Ted. 'Who's scream­ing?' 
    Ted on­ly looked at her war­ily, as if ex­pect­ing an­oth­er ICBM at­tack at any mo­ment. 
    Liz be­gan to smile. It was a smile Bob­by knew: her I'm-​los­ing-​my-​tem­per smile. Was it 
pos­si­ble she had any left to lose? With her black eyes, bro­ken nose, and swollen lip, the smile 
made her look hor­rid: not his moth­er but some lu­natic. 
    'Quite the Good Samar­itan, aren't you? How many feels did you cop while you were fix­ing 
her up? She hasn't got much, but I bet you checked what you could, didn't you? Nev­er miss 
an op­por­tu­ni­ty, right? Come on and fess up to your mam­ma.' 
    Bob­by looked at her with grow­ing de­spair. Car­ol had told her ev­ery­thing — all of the truth 
— and it made no dif­fer­ence. No dif­fer­ence! God! 
    'There is a dan­ger­ous adult in this room,' Ted said, 'but it isn't me.' 
    She looked first un­com­pre­hend­ing, then in­cred­ulous, then fu­ri­ous. 'How dare you? How 
dare you?' 
    'He didn't do any­thing!' Bob­by screamed. 'Didn't you hear what Car­ol said? Didn't you — ' 
    'Shut your mouth,' she said, not look­ing at him. She looked on­ly at Ted. 'The cops are 
go­ing to be very in­ter­est­ed in you, I think. Don called Hart­ford on Fri­day, be­fore . . . be­fore. I 
asked him to. He has friends there. You nev­er worked for the State of Con­necti­cut, not in the 
of­fice of the Comptroller, not any­where else. You were in jail, weren't you?'

      'In a way I sup­pose I was,' Ted said. He seemed calmer now in spite of the blood flow­ing 
down the side of his face. He took the cigarettes out of his shirt pock­et, looked at them, put 
them back. 'But not the kind you're think­ing of.' 
    And not in this world, Bob­by thought. 
    'What was it for?' she asked. 'Mak­ing lit­tle girls feel bet­ter in the first de­gree?' 
    'I have some­thing valu­able,' Ted said. He reached up and tapped his tem­ple. The fin­ger he 
tapped with came away dot­ted with blood. 'There are oth­ers like me. And there are peo­ple 
whose job it is to catch us, keep us, and use us for . . . well, use us, leave it at that. I and two 
oth­ers es­caped. One was caught, one was killed. On­ly I re­main free. If, that is . . . ' He looked 
around. ' . . . you call this free­dom.' 
    'You're crazy. Crazy old Brat­ti­gan, nut­ti­er than a hol­iday fruit­cake. I'm call­ing the po­lice. 
Let them de­cide if they want to put you back in the jail you broke out of or in Dan­bury 
Asy­lum.' She bent, reached for the spilled phone. 
    'No, Mom!' Bob­by said, and reached for her. 'Don't — ' 
    'Bob­by, no!' Ted said sharply. 
    Bob­by pulled back, look­ing first at his mom as she scooped up the phone, then at Ted. 
    'Not as she is now,' Ted told him. 'As she is now, she can't stop bit­ing.' 
    Liz Garfield gave Ted a bril­liant, al­most un­speak­able smile — Good try, you bas­tard — 
and took the re­ceiv­er off the cra­dle. 
    'What's hap­pen­ing?' Car­ol cried from the bath­room. 'Can I come out now?' 
    'Not yet, dar­ling,' Ted called back. 'A lit­tle longer.' 
    Liz poked the tele­phone's cut­off but­tons up and down. She stopped, lis­tened, seemed 
sat­is­fied. She be­gan to di­al. 'We're go­ing to find out who you are,' she said. She spoke in a 
strange, con­fid­ing tone. 'That should be pret­ty in­ter­est­ing. And what you've done. That might 
be even more in­ter­est­ing.' 
    'If you call the po­lice, they'll al­so find out who you are and what you've done,' Ted said. 
    She stopped di­al­ing and looked at him. It was a cun­ning side­ways stare Bob­by had nev­er 
seen be­fore. 'What in God's name are you talk­ing about?' 
    'A fool­ish wom­an who should have cho­sen bet­ter. A fool­ish wom­an who had seen enough 
of her boss to know bet­ter — who had over­heard him and his cronies of­ten enough to know 
bet­ter, to know that any “sem­inar” they at­tend­ed most­ly had to do with booze and sex-​par­ties. 
Maybe a lit­tle reefer, as well. A fool­ish wom­an who let her greed over­whelm her good sense 
— ' 
    'What do you know about be­ing alone?' she cried. 'I have a son to raise!'  She looked at 
Bob­by, as if re­mem­ber­ing the son she had to raise for the first time in a lit­tle while. 
    'How much of this do you want him to hear?' Ted asked.  
    'You don't know any­thing. You can't.' 
    'I know ev­ery­thing. The ques­tion is, how much do you want Bob­by to know? How much 
do you want your neigh­bors to know? If the po­lice come and take me, they'll know what I 
know, that I promise you.' He paused. His pupils re­mained steady but his eyes seemed to 
grow. 'I know ev­ery­thing. Be­lieve me — don't put it to the test.' 
    'Why would you hurt me that way?' 
    'Giv­en a choice I wouldn't. You have been hurt enough, by your­self as well as by oth­ers. 
Let me leave, that's all I'm ask­ing you to do. I was leav­ing any­way. Let me leave. I did 
noth­ing but try to help.' 
    'Oh yes,' she said, and laughed. 'Help. Her sit­ting on you prac­ti­cal­ly naked. Help.' 
    'I would help you if I — ' 
    'Oh yeah, and I know how.' She laughed again. 
    Bob­by start­ed to speak and saw Ted's eyes warn­ing him not to. Be­hind the bath­room door, 
wa­ter was now run­ning in­to the sink. Liz low­ered her head, think­ing. At last she raised it

      again. 
    'All right,' she said, 'here's what I'm go­ing to do. I'll help Bob­by's lit­tle girl­friend get 
cleaned up. I'll give her an as­pirin and find some­thing for her to wear home. While I'm do­ing 
those things, I'll ask her a few ques­tions. If the an­swers are the right an­swers, you can go. 
Good rid­dance to bad rub­bish.' 
    'Mom — ' 
    Liz held up a hand like a traf­fic cop, si­lenc­ing him. She was star­ing at Ted, who was 
look­ing back at her. 
    'I'll walk her home, I'll watch her go through her front door. What she de­cides to tell her 
moth­er is be­tween the two of them. My job is to see her home safe, that's all. When it's done 
I'll walk down to the park and sit in the shade for a lit­tle while. I had a rough night last night.' 
She drew in breath and let it out in a dry and rue­ful sigh. 'Very rough. So I'll go to the park 
and sit in the shade and think about what comes next. How I'm go­ing to keep him and me out 
of the poor­house. 
    'If I find you still here when I get back from the park, sweet­heart, I will call the po­lice . . . 
and don't you put that to the test. Say what­ev­er you want. None of it's go­ing to mat­ter much 
to any­one if I say I walked in­to my apart­ment a few hours soon­er than you ex­pect­ed and 
found you with your hand in­side an eleven-​year-​old girl's shorts.' 
    Bob­by stared at his moth­er in silent shock. She didn't see the stare; she was still look­ing at 
Ted, her swollen eyes fixed on him in­tent­ly.  
    'If, on the oth­er hand, I came back and you're gone, bag and bag­gage, I won't have to call 
any­one or say any­thing. Tout fi­nis.' 
    I'll go with you! Bob­by thought at Ted. I don't care about the low men. I'd rather have a 
thou­sand low men in yel­low coats look­ing for me — a mil­lion — than have to live with her 
any­more. I hate her! 
    'Well?' Liz asked.  
    'It's a deal. I'll be gone in an hour. Prob­ably less.' 
    'No!' Bob­by cried. When he'd awak­ened this morn­ing he had been re­signed to Ted's go­ing 
— sad but re­signed. Now it hurt all over again. Worse than be­fore, even. 'No!' 
    'Be qui­et,' his moth­er said, still not look­ing at him. 
    'It's the on­ly way, Bob­by. You know that.' Ted looked up at Liz. 'Take care of Car­ol. I'll 
talk to Bob­by.' 
    'You're in no po­si­tion to give or­ders,' Liz said, but she went. As she crossed to the 
bath­room, Bob­by saw she was limp­ing. A heel had bro­ken off one of her shoes, but he didn't 
think that was the on­ly rea­son she couldn't walk right. She knocked briefly on the bath­room 
door and then, with­out wait­ing for a re­sponse, slipped in­side. 
    Bob­by ran across the room, but when he tried to put his arms around Ted, the old man took 
his hands, squeezed them once briefly, then put them against Bob­by's chest and let go. 
    'Take me with you,' Bob­by said fierce­ly. I'll help you look for them. Two sets of eyes are 
bet­ter than one. Take me with you!' 
    'I can't do that, but you can come with me as far as the kitchen, Bob­by. Car­ol isn't the on­ly 
one who needs to do some clean­ing up.' 
    Ted rose from the chair and swayed on his feet for a mo­ment. Bob­by reached out to steady 
him and Ted once more pushed his hand gen­tly but firm­ly away. It hurt. Not as much as his 
moth­er's fail­ure to help him up (or even look at him) af­ter she had thrown him against the 
wall, but enough. 
    He walked with Ted to the kitchen, not touch­ing him but close enough to grab him if he 
fell. Ted didn't fall. He looked at the hazy re­flec­tion of him­self in the win­dow over the sink, 
sighed, then turned on the wa­ter. He wet the dish­cloth and be­gan to wipe the blood off his 
cheek, check­ing his win­dow-​re­flec­tion ev­ery now and then for ref­er­ence.

      'Your moth­er needs you more now than she ev­er has be­fore,' he said. 'She needs some­one 
she can trust.' 
    'She doesn't trust me. I don't think she even likes me.' 
    Ted's mouth tight­ened, and Bob­by un­der­stood he had struck up­on some truth Ted had seen 
in his moth­er's mind. Bob­by knew she didn't like him, he knew that, so why were the tears 
threat­en­ing again? 
    Ted reached out for him, seemed to re­mem­ber that was a bad idea, and went back to work 
with the dish­cloth in­stead. 'All right,' he said. 'Per­haps she doesn't like you. If that's true, it 
isn't be­cause of any­thing you did. It's be­cause of what you are.' 
    'A boy,' he said bit­ter­ly. 'A fuck­ing boy.' 
    'And your fa­ther's son, don't for­get that. But Bob­by . . . whether she likes you or not, she 
loves you. Such a greet­ing-​card that sounds, I know, but it's true. She loves you and she needs 
you. You're what she has. She's bad­ly hurt right now — ' 
    'Get­ting hurt was her own fault!' he burst out. 'She knew some­thing was wrong! You said 
so your­self! She's known for weeks! Months! But she wouldn't leave that job! She knew and 
she still went with them to Prov­idence! She went with them any­way!' 
    'A li­on-​tamer knows, but he still goes in­to the cage. He goes in be­cause that's where his 
pay­check is.' 
    'She's got mon­ey,' Bob­by al­most spat. 
    'Not enough, ap­par­ent­ly.' 
    'She'll nev­er have enough,' Bob­by said, and knew it was the truth as soon as it was out of 
his mouth. 
    'She loves you.' 
    'I don't care! I don't love her!' 
    'But you do. You will. You must. It is ka.' 
    'Ka? What's that?'  
    'Des­tiny.' Ted had got­ten most of the blood out of his hair. He turned off the wa­ter and 
made one fi­nal check of his ghost-​im­age in the win­dow. Be­yond it lay all of that hot sum­mer, 
younger than Ted Brauti­gan would ev­er be again. Younger than Bob­by would ev­er be again, 
for that mat­ter. 'Ka is des­tiny. Do you care for me, Bob­by?' 
    'You know I do,' Bob­by said, be­gin­ning to cry again. Late­ly cry­ing was all he seemed to 
do. His eyes ached from it. 'Lots and lots.' 
    'Then try to be your moth­er's friend. For my sake if not your own. Stay with her and help 
this hurt of hers to heal. And ev­ery now and then I'll send you a post­card.' 
    They were walk­ing back in­to the liv­ing room again. Bob­by was start­ing to feel a lit­tle bit 
bet­ter, but he wished Ted could have put his arm around him. He wished that more than any-
thing.  
    The bath­room door opened. Car­ol came out first, look­ing down at her own feet with 
un­char­ac­ter­is­tic shy­ness. Her hair had been wet­ted, combed back, and rub­ber-​band­ed in­to a 
pony­tail. She was wear­ing one of Bob­by's moth­er's old blous­es; it was so big it came al­most 
down to her knees, like a dress. You couldn't see her red shorts at all. 
    'Go out on the porch and wait,' Liz said. 
    'Okay.' 
    'You won't go walk­ing home with­out me, will you?' 
    'No!' Car­ol said, and her down­cast face filled with alarm.  
    'Good. Stand right by my suit­cas­es.' 
    Car­ol start­ed out to the foy­er, then turned back. 'Thanks for fix­ing my arm, Ted. I hope you 
don't get in trou­ble for it. I didn't want — ' 
    'Go out on the damned porch,' Liz snapped. 
    ' — any­one to get in trou­ble,' Car­ol fin­ished in a tiny voice, al­most the whis­per of a mouse in a

      car­toon. Then she went out, Liz's blouse flap­ping around her in a way that would have been 
com­ical on an­oth­er day. Liz turned to Bob­by and when he got a good look at her, his heart 
sank. Her fury had been re­freshed. A bright red flush had spread over her bruised face and 
down her neck. 
    Oh cripes, what now? Bob­by thought. Then she held up the green key­fob, and he knew. 
    'Where did you get this, Bob­by-​O?' 
    'I . . . it . . . ' But he could think of noth­ing to say: no fib, no out­right lie, not even the truth. 
Sud­den­ly Bob­by felt very tired. The on­ly thing in the world he want­ed to do was creep in­to 
his bed­room and hide un­der the cov­ers of his bed and go to sleep.  
    'I gave it to him,' Ted said mild­ly. 'Yes­ter­day.' 
    'You took my son to a book­ie joint in Bridge­port? A pok­er-​par­lor in Bridge­port?' 
    It doesn't say book­ie joint on the key­fob, Bob­by thought. It doesn't say pok­er-​par­lor, ei­ther 
. . . be­came those things are against the law. She knows what goes on there be­cause my fa­ther 
went there. And like fa­ther like son. That's what they say, like fa­ther like son. 
    'I took him to a movie,' Ted said. 'Vil­lage of the Damned, at the Cri­te­ri­on. While he was 
watch­ing, I went to The Cor­ner Pock­et to do an er­rand.' 
    'What sort of er­rand?' 
    'I placed a bet on a prize­fight.' For a mo­ment Bob­by's heart sank even low­er and he 
thought, What's wrong with you? Why didn't you lie? If you knew how she felt about stuff like 
that — 
    But he did  know. Of course he did.  
    'A bet on a prize­fight.' She nod­ded. 'Uh-​huh. You left my son alone in a Bridge­port movie 
the­ater so you could go make a bet on a prize­fight.' She laughed wild­ly. 'Oh well, I sup­pose I 
should be grate­ful, shouldn't I? You brought him such a nice sou­venir. If he de­cides to ev­er 
make a bet him­self, or lose his mon­ey play­ing pok­er like his fa­ther did, he'll know where to 
go.' 
    'I left him for two hours in a movie the­ater,' Ted said. 'You left him with me. He seems to 
have sur­vived both, hasn't he?' 
    Liz looked for a mo­ment as if she had been slapped, then for a mo­ment as if she would cry. 
Then her face smoothed out and be­came ex­pres­sion­less. She curled her fist around the green 
key­fob and slipped it in­to her dress pock­et. Bob­by knew he would nev­er see it again. He 
didn't mind. He didn't want to see it again.  
    'Bob­by, go in your room,' she said. 
    'No.' 
    'Bob­by, go in your room!'  
    'No! I won't!' 
    Stand­ing in a bar of sun­light on the wel­come mat by Liz Garfield's suit­cas­es, float­ing in 
Liz Garfield's old blouse, Car­ol be­gan to cry at the sound of the raised voic­es. 
    'Go in your room, Bob­by,' Ted said qui­et­ly. 'I have en­joyed meet­ing you and know­ing you.' 
    'Know­ing you,' Bob­by's mom said in an an­gry, in­sin­uat­ing voice, but Bob­by didn't 
un­der­stand her and Ted took no no­tice of her. 
    'Go in your room,' he re­peat­ed. 
    'Will you be all right? You know what I mean.' 
    'Yes.' Ted smiled, kissed his fin­gers, and blew the kiss to­ward Bob­by. Bob­by caught it and 
made a fist around it, hold­ing it tight. 'I'm go­ing to be just fine.' 
    Bob­by walked slow­ly to­ward his bed­room door, his head down and his eyes on the toes of 
his sneak­ers. He was al­most there when he thought I can't do this, I can't let him go like this. 
    He ran to Ted, threw his arms around him, and cov­ered his face with kis ses — fore­head, 
cheeks, chin, lips, the thin and silky lids of his eyes. 'Ted, I love you!' 
    Ted gave up and hugged him tight. Bob­by could smell a ghost of the lath­er he shaved with,

      and the stronger aro­ma of his Chester­field cigarettes. They were smells he would car­ry with 
him a long time, as he would the mem­ories of Ted's big hands touch­ing him, stroking his 
back, cup­ping the curve of his skull. 'Bob­by, I love you too,' he said. 
    'Oh for Christ's sake!' Liz near­ly screamed. Bob­by turned to­ward her and what he saw was 
Don Bi­der­man push­ing her in­to a cor ner. Some­where the Ben­ny Good­man Or­ches­tra was 
play­ing 'One O'Clock Jump' on a hi-​fi turned all the way up. Mr Bi­der­man had his hand out 
as if to slap. Mr Bi­der­man was ask­ing her if she want­ed a lit­tle  more, was that the way she 
liked it, she could have a lit­tle more if that was the way she liked it. Bob­by could al­most taste 
her hor­ri­fied un­der­stand­ing. 
    'You re­al­ly didn't know, did you?' he said. 'At least not all of it, all they want­ed. They 
thought you did, but you didn't.' 
    'Go in your room right now or I'm call­ing the po­lice and telling them to send a squad-​car,' 
his moth­er said. 'I'm not jok­ing, Bob­by-​O.' 
    'I know you're not,' Bob­by said. He went in­to his bed­room and closed the door. He thought 
at first he was all right and then he thought that he was go­ing to throw up, or faint, or do both. 
He walked across to his bed on tot­tery, un­sta­ble legs. He on­ly meant to sit on it but he lay 
back on it cross­wise in­stead, as if all the mus­cles had gone out of his stom­ach and back. He 
tried to lift his feet up but his legs on­ly lay there, the mus­cles gone from them, too. He had a 
sud­den im­age of Sul­ly-​John in his bathing suit, climb­ing the lad­der of a swim­ming float, 
run­ning to the end of the board, div­ing off. He wished he was with S-J now. Any­where but 
here. Any­where but here. Any­where at all but here. 
 
  
When Bob­by woke up, the light in his room had grown dim and when he looked at the floor 
he could bare­ly see the shad­ow of the tree out­side his win­dow. He had been out — asleep or 
un­con­scious — for three hours, maybe four. He was cov­ered with sweat and his legs were 
numb; he had nev­er pulled them up on­to the bed.  
    Now he tried, and the burst of pins and nee­dles which re­sult­ed al­most made him scream. 
He slid on­to the floor in­stead, and the pins and nee­dles ran up his thighs to his crotch. He sat 
with his knees up around his ears, his back throb­bing, his legs buzzing, his head cot­tony. 
Some­thing ter­ri­ble had hap­pened, but at first he couldn't re­mem­ber what. As he sat there 
propped against the bed, look­ing across at Clay­ton Moore in his Lone Ranger mask, it be­gan 
to come back. Car­ol's arm dis­lo­cat­ed, his moth­er beat­en up and half-​crazy as well, shak­ing 
that green key­fob in his face, fu­ri­ous with him. And Ted . . . 
    Ted would be gone by now, and that was prob­ably for the best, but how it hurt to think of. 
    He got to his feet and walked twice around the room. The sec­ond time he stopped at the 
win­dow and looked out, rub­bing his hands to­geth­er at the back of his neck, which was stiff 
and sweaty. A lit­tle way down the street the Sigs­by twins, Di­na and Di­anne, were jump­ing 
rope, but the oth­er kids had gone in, ei­ther for sup­per or for the night. A car slid by, show­ing 
its park­ing lights. It was even lat­er than he had at first thought; heav­en­ly shades of night were 
falling. 
    He made an­oth­er cir­cuit of his room, work­ing the tin­gles out of his legs, feel­ing like a 
pris­on­er pac­ing his cell. The door had no lock on it — no more than his mom's did but he felt  
like a jail­bird just the same. He was afraid to go out. She hadn't called him for sup­per, and 
al­though he was hun­gry — a lit­tle, any­way — he was afraid to go out. He was afraid of how 
he might find her . . . or of not find­ing her at all. Sup­pose she had de­cid­ed she'd fi­nal­ly had 
enough of Bob­by-​O, stupid ly­ing lit­tle Bob­by-​O, his fa­ther's son? Even if she was here, and 
seem­ing­ly back to nor­mal . . . was there even such a thing as nor­mal? Peo­ple had ter­ri­ble 
things be­hind their faces some­times. He knew that now.

      When he reached the closed door of his room, he stopped. There was a scrap of pa­per ly­ing 
there. He bent and picked it up. There was still plen­ty of light and he could read it eas­ily. 
 
    Dear Bob­by— 
By the time you read this, I'll be gone . . . but I'll take you with me in my 
thoughts. Please love your moth­er and re­mem­ber that she loves you. She 
was afraid and hurt and ashamed this af­ter­noon, and when we see peo­ple 
that way, we see them at their worst. I have left you some­thing in my room. I 
will re­mem­ber my promise. 
All my love, 
 
  
    The post­cards, that's what he promised. To send me post­cards. 
    Feel­ing bet­ter, Bob­by fold­ed up the note Ted had slipped in­to his room be­fore leav­ing and 
opened his bed­room door. 
    The liv­ing room was emp­ty, but it had been set to rights. It looked al­most okay if you 
didn't know there was sup­posed to be a sun­burst clock on the wall be­side the TV; now there 
was just the lit­tle screw where it had hung, jut­ting out and hold­ing noth­ing.  
    Bob­by re­al­ized he could hear his moth­er snor­ing in her room. She al­ways snored, but this 
was a heavy snore, like an old per­son or a drunk snor­ing in a movie. That's be­cause they hurt 
her, Bob­by thought, and for a mo­ment he thought of 
    (Howya doin Sport howza boy) 
    Mr Bi­der­man and the two nim­rods el­bow­ing each oth­er in the back seat and grin­ning. Kill 
the pig, cut her throat, Bob­by thought. He didn't want to think it but he did.  
    He tip­toed across the liv­ing room as qui­et­ly as Jack in the gi­ant's cas­tle, opened the door to 
the foy­er, and went out. He tip­toed up the first flight of stairs (walk­ing on the ban­nis­ter side, 
be­cause he'd read in one of the Hardy Boys mys­ter­ies that if you walked that way the stairs 
didn't creak so much), and ran up the sec­ond. 
    Ted's door stood open; the room be­yond it was al­most emp­ty. The few things of his own 
he'd put up — a pic­ture of a man fish­ing at sun­set, a pic­ture of Mary Mag­da­lene wash­ing 
Je­sus' feet, a cal­en­dar — were gone. The ash­tray on the ta­ble was emp­ty, but sit­ting be­side it 
was one of Ted's car­ry­han­dle bags. In­side it were four pa­per­back books: An­imal Farm, The 
Night of the Hunter, Trea­sure Is­land, and Of Mice and Men. Writ­ten on the side of the pa­per 
bag in Ted's shaky but com­plete­ly leg­ible hand­writ­ing was: Read the Stein­beck first. 'Guys 
like us,' George says when he tells Lennie the sto­ry Lennie al­ways wants to hear. Who are 
guys like us? Who were they to Stein­beck? Who are they to you? Ask your­self this. 
    Bob­by took the pa­per­backs but left the bag — he was afraid that if his mom saw one of 
Ted's car­ry­han­dle bags she would go crazy all over again. He looked in the re­frig­er­ator and 
saw noth­ing but a bot­tle of French's mus­tard and a box of bak­ing so­da. He closed the fridge 
again and looked around. It was as if no one had ev­er lived here at all. Ex­cept — 
    He went to the ash­tray, held it to his nose, and breathed in deeply. The smell of 
Chester­fields was strong, and it brought Ted back com­plete­ly, Ted sit­ting here at his ta­ble 
and talk­ing about Lord of the Flies, Ted stand­ing at his bath­room mir­ror, shav­ing with that 
scary ra­zor of his, lis­ten­ing through the open door as Bob­by read him opin­ion pieces Bob­by 
him­self didn't un­der­stand. 
    Ted leav­ing one fi­nal ques­tion on the side of a pa­per bag: Guys like us. Who are guys like 
us? 
    Bob­by breathed in again, suck­ing up lit­tle flakes of ash and fight­ing back the urge to

      sneeze, hold­ing the smell in, fix­ing it in his mem­ory as best he could, clos­ing his eyes, and in 
through the win­dow came the end­less in­eluctable cry of Bows­er, now call­ing down the dark 
like a dream: roop-​roop-​roop, roop-​roop-​roop. 
    He put the ash­tray down again. The urge to sneeze had passed. I'm go­ing to smoke 
Chester­fields, he de­cid­ed. I'm go­ing to smoke them all my life. 
    He went back down­stairs, hold­ing the pa­per­backs in front of him and walk­ing on the 
out­side of the stair­case again as he went from the sec­ond floor to the foy­er. He slipped in­to 
the apart­ment, tip­toed across the liv­ing room (his moth­er was still snor­ing, loud­er than ev­er), 
and in­to his bed­room. He put the books un­der his bed — deep un­der. If his mom found them 
he would say Mr Bur­ton had giv­en them to him. That was a lie, but if he told the truth she'd 
take the books away. Be­sides, ly­ing no longer seemed so bad. Ly­ing might be­come a 
ne­ces­si­ty. In time it might even be­come a plea­sure. 
    What next? The rum­ble in his stom­ach de­cid­ed him. A cou­ple of peanut but­ter and jel­ly 
sand­wich­es were next. 
    He start­ed for the kitchen, tip­toe­ing past his moth­er's part­ly open bed­room door with­out 
even think­ing about it, then paused. She was shift­ing around on her bed. Her snores had 
be­come ragged and she was talk­ing in her sleep. It was a low, moan­ing talk Bob­by couldn't 
make out, but he re­al­ized he didn't have to make it out. He could hear her any­way. And he 
could see stuff. Her thoughts? Her dreams? What­ev­er it was, it was aw­ful. 
    He man­aged three more steps to­ward the kitchen, then caught a glimpse of some­thing so 
ter­ri­ble his breath froze in his throat like ice: HAVE YOU SEEN BRAUTI­GAN! He is an OLD 
MON­GREL but WE LOVE HIM! 
    'No,' he whis­pered. 'Oh Mom, no.' 
    He didn't want to go in there where she was, but his feet turned in that di­rec­tion any­way. 
He went with them like a hostage. He watched his hand reach out, the fin­gers spread, and 
push her bed­room door open all the way.  
    Her bed was still made. She lay on top of the cov­er­let in her dress, one leg drawn up so her 
knee al­most touched her chest. He could see the top of her stock­ing and her garter, and that 
made him think of the la­dy in the cal­en­dar pic­ture at The Cor­ner Pock­et, the one get­ting out 
of the car with most of her skirt in her lap . . . ex­cept the la­dy get­ting out of the Packard 
hadn't had ug­ly bruis­es above the top of her stock­ing. 
    Liz's face was flushed where it wasn't bruised; her hair was mat­ted with sweat; her cheeks 
were smeary with tears and gooey with make­up. A board creaked un­der Bob­by's foot as he 
stepped in­to the room. She cried out and he froze, sure her eyes would open. 
    In­stead of awak­en­ing she rolled away from him to­ward the wall. Here, in her room, the 
jum­ble of thoughts and im­ages com­ing out of her was no clear­er but ranker and more 
pun­gent, like sweat pour­ing off a sick per­son. Run­ning through ev­ery­thing was the sound of 
Ben­ny Good­man play­ing 'One O'Clock­Jump' and the taste of blood run­ning down the back of 
her throat. 
    Have you seen Brauti­gan, Bob­by thought. He is an old mon­grel but we love him. Have you 
seen . . . 
    She had pulled her shades be­fore ly­ing down and the room was very dark. He took an­oth­er 
step, then stopped again by the ta­ble with the mir­ror where she some­times sat to do her 
make­up. Her purse was there. Bob­by thought of Ted hug­ging him — the hug Bob­by had 
want­ed, need­ed, so bad­ly. Ted stroking his back, cup­ping the curve of his skull. When I 
touch, I pass on a kind of win­dow, Ted had told him while they were com­ing back from 
Bridge­port in the cab. And now, stand­ing by his moth­er's make­up ta­ble with his fists 
clenched, Bob­by looked ten­ta­tive­ly through that win­dow in­to his moth­er's mind.  
    He caught a glimpse of her com­ing home on the train, hud­dling by her­self, look­ing in­to ten 
thou­sand back yards be­tween Prov­idence and Har­wich so as few peo­ple as pos­si­ble would

      see her face; he saw her spy­ing the bright green key­fob on the shelf by the tooth­glass as Car­ol 
slipped in­to her old blouse; saw her walk­ing Car­ol home, ask­ing her ques­tions the whole 
way, one af­ter an­oth­er, fir­ing them like bul­lets out of a ma­chine-​gun. Car­ol, too shak­en and 
worn out to dis­sem­ble, had an­swered them all. Bob­by saw his moth­er walk­ing — limp­ing — 
down to Com­mon­wealth Park, heard her think­ing If on­ly some good could be sal­vaged from 
this night­mare, if on­ly some good, any­thing good — 
    He saw her sit on a bench in the shade and then get up af­ter awhile, walk­ing to­ward 
Spicer's for a headache pow­der and a Ne­hi to wash it down with be­fore go­ing back home. 
And then, just be­fore leav­ing the park, Bob­by saw her spy some­thing tacked to a tree. These 
some­things were tacked up all over town; she might have passed a cou­ple on her way to the 
park, so lost in thought she nev­er no­ticed. 
    Once again Bob­by felt like a pas­sen­ger in his own body, no more than that. He watched his 
hand reach out, saw two fin­gers (the ones that would bear the yel­low smudges of the heavy 
smok­er in an­oth­er few years) make a scis­sor­ing mo­tion and catch what was pro­trud­ing from 
the mouth of her purse. Bob­by pulled the pa­per free, un­fold­ed it, and read the first two lines 
in the faint light from the bed­room door­way: 
 
HAVE YOU SEEN BRAUTI­GANI! 
He is an OLD MON­GREL but WE LOVE HIM! 
 
    His eyes skipped halfway down to the lines that had no doubt riv­et­ed his moth­er and driv­en 
ev­ery oth­er thought from her head: 
 
We will pay A VERY LARGE RE­WARD 
($ $ $ $)  
 
    Here was the some­thing good she had been wish­ing for, hop­ing for, pray­ing for; here was 
A VERY LARGE RE­WARD. 
    And had she hes­itat­ed? Had the thought 'Wait a minute, my kid loves that old bas­tard-​ball!' 
even crossed her mind? 
    Nah.  
    You couldn't hes­itate. Be­cause life was full of Don Bi­der­mans, and life wasn't fair. 
    Bob­by left the room on tip­toe with the poster still in his hand, minc­ing away from her in 
big soft steps, freez­ing when a board creaked un­der his feet, then mov­ing on. Be­hind him his 
mom's mut­ter­ing talk had sub­sid­ed in­to low snores again. Bob­by made it in­to the liv­ing room 
and closed her door be­hind him, hold­ing the knob at full cock un­til the door was shut tight, 
not want­ing the latch to click. Then he hur­ried across to the phone, aware on­ly now that he 
was away from her that his heart was rac­ing and his throat was lined with a taste like old 
pen­nies. Any ves­tige of hunger had van­ished. 
    He picked up the tele­phone's hand­set, looked around quick­ly and nar­row­ly to make sure 
his mom's door was still shut, then di­aled with­out re­fer­ring to the poster. The num­ber was 
burned in­to his mind: HOusi­ton­ic 5-8337.  
    There was on­ly si­lence when he fin­ished di­al­ing. That wasn't sur­pris­ing, ei­ther, be­cause 
there was no HOusi­ton­ic ex­change in Har­wich. And if he felt cold all over (ex­cept for his 
balls and the soles of his feet, which were strange­ly hot), that was just be­cause he was afraid 
for Ted. That was all. Just — 
    There was a stone­like click as Bob­by was about to put the hand­set down. And then a voice 
said, 'Yeah?' 
    It's Bi­der­man! Bob­by thought wild­ly. Cripes, it's Bi­der­man! 
    'Yeah?' the voice said again. No, not Bi­der­man's. Too low for Bi­der­man's. But it was a

      nim­rod voice, no doubt about that, and as his skin tem­per­ature con­tin­ued to plum­met to­ward 
ab­so­lute ze­ro, Bob­by knew that the man on the oth­er end of the line had some sort of yel­low 
coat in his wardrobe. 
    Sud­den­ly his eyes grew hot and the backs of them be­gan itch­ing. Is this the Sag­amore 
Fam­ily? was what he'd meant to ask, and if who­ev­er an­swered the phone said yes, he'd meant 
to beg them to leave Ted alone. To tell them he, Bob­by Garfield, would do some­thing for 
them if they'd just leave Ted be — he'd do any­thing they asked. But now that his chance had 
ar­rived he could say noth­ing. Un­til this mo­ment he still hadn't com­plete­ly be­lieved in the low 
men. Now some­thing was on the oth­er end of the line, some­thing that had noth­ing in com­mon 
with life as Bob­by Garfield un­der­stood it. 
    'Bob­by?' the voice said, and there was a kind of in­sin­uat­ing plea­sure in the voice, a 
sen­su­ous recog­ni­tion. 'Bob­by,' it said again, this time with­out the ques­tion-​mark. The flecks 
be­gan to stream across Bob­by's vi­sion; the liv­ing room of the apart­ment sud­den­ly filled with 
black snow. 
    'Please . . . ' Bob­by whis­pered. He gath­ered all of his will and forced him­self to fin­ish. 
'Please let him go.' 
    'No can do,' the voice from the void told him. 'He be­longs to the King. Stay away, Bob­by. 
Don't in­ter­fere. Ted's our dog. If you don't want to be our dog, too, stay away.' 
    Click. 
    Bob­by held the tele­phone to his ear a mo­ment longer, need­ing to trem­ble and too cold to 
do it. The itch­ing be­hind his eyes be­gan to fade, though, and the threads falling across his 
vi­sion be­gan to merge in­to the gen­er­al murk. At last he took the phone away from the side of 
his head, start­ed to put it down, then paused. There were dozens of lit­tle red cir­cles on the 
hand­set's per­fo­rat­ed ear­piece. It was as if the voice of the thing on the oth­er end had caused 
the tele­phone to bleed. 
    Pant­ing in soft and rapid lit­tle whim­pers, Bob­by put it back in its cra­dle and went in­to his 
room. Don't in­ter­fere, the man at the Sag­amore Fam­ily num­ber had told him. Ted's our dog. 
But Ted wasn't a dog. He was a man, and he was Bob­by's friend. 
    She could have told them where he'll be tonight, Bob­by thought. I think Car­ol knew. If she 
did, and if she told Mom — 
    Bob­by grabbed the Bike Fund jar. He took all the mon­ey out of it and left the apart­ment. 
He con­sid­ered leav­ing his moth­er a note but didn't. She might call HOusi­ton­ic 5-8337 again if 
he did, and tell the nim­rod with the low voice what her Bob­by-​O was do­ing. That was one 
rea­son for not leav­ing a note. The oth­er was that if he could warn Ted in time, he'd go with 
him. Now Ted would have to let him come. And if the low men killed him or kid­napped him? 
Well, those things were al­most the same as run­ning away, weren't they? 
    Bob­by took a fi­nal look around the apart­ment, and as he lis­tened to his moth­er snore he felt 
an in­vol­un­tary tug­ging at his heart and mind. Ted was right: in spite of ev­ery­thing, he loved 
her still. If there was ka, then lov­ing her was part of his. 
    Still, he hoped to nev­er see her again. 
    'Bye, Mom,' Bob­by whis­pered. A minute lat­er he was run­ning down Broad Street Hill in­to 
the deep­en­ing gloom, one hand wrapped around the wad of mon­ey in his pock­et so none of it 
would bounce out.
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He called a cab from the pay tele­phone at Spicer's, and while he wait­ed for his ride he took 
down a BRAUTI­GAN lost-​pet poster from the out­side bul­letin board. He al­so re­moved an 
up­side-​down file-​card ad­ver­tis­ing a '57 Ram­bler for sale by the own­er. He crum­pled them up 
and threw them in the trash bar­rel by the door, not even both­er­ing to look back over his 
shoul­der to see if Old Man Spicer, whose foul tem­per was leg­endary among the kids on the 
west side of Har­wich, had seen him do it. 
    The Sigs­by twins were down here now, their jump-​ropes put aside so they could play 
hop­scotch. Bob­by walked over to them and ob­served the shapes — 
 
  
— drawn be­side the grid. He got down on his knees, and Di­na Sigs­by, who had been about to 
toss her stone at the 7, stopped to watch him. Di­anne put her grimy fin­gers over her mouth 
and gig­gled. Ig­nor­ing them, Bob­by used both of his hands to sweep the shapes in­to chalk 
blurs. When he was done he stood up and dust­ed his hands off. The pole-​light in Spicer's tiny 
three-​car park­ing lot came on; Bob­by and the girls grew sud­den shad­ows much longer than 
they were. 
    'Why'd you do that, stupid old Bob­by Garfield?' Di­na asked. 'They were pret­ty.' 
    'They're bad luck,' Bob­by said. 'Why aren't you at home?' Not that he didn't have a good 
idea; it was flash­ing in their heads like the beer-​signs in Spicer's win­dow. 
    'Mum­ma-​Dad­dy havin a fight,' Di­anne said. 'She says he got a girl­friend.' She laughed and 
her sis­ter joined in, but their eyes were fright­ened. They re­mind­ed Bob­by of the lit­tluns in 
Lord of the Flies. 
    'Go home be­fore it gets all the way dark,' he said. 
    'Mum­ma said stay out,' Di­na told him.  
    'Then she's stupid and so is your fa­ther. Go on!' 
    They ex­changed a glance and Bob­by un­der­stood that he had scared them even more. He 
didn't care. He watched them grab their jump-​ropes and go run­ning up the hill. Five min­utes 
lat­er the cab he'd called pulled in­to the park­ing area be­side the store, its head­lights fan­ning 
the grav­el.  
    'Huh,' the cab­bie said. 'I dun­no about tak­ing any lit­tle kid to Bridge­port af­ter dark, even if 
you do got the fare.' 
    'It's okay,' Bob­by said, get­ting in back. If the cab­bie meant to throw him out now, he bet­ter 
have a crow­bar in the trunk to do it with. 'My grand­fa­ther will meet me.' But not at The 
Cor­ner Pock­et, Bob­by had al­ready de­cid­ed; he wasn't go­ing to pull up to the place in a 
Check­er. Some one might be watch­ing for him. 'At the Wo Fat Noo­dle Com­pa­ny. That's on

      Nar­ra­gansett Av­enue.' The Cor­ner Pock­et was al­so on Nar­ra­gansett. He hadn't re­mem­bered 
the street-​name but had found it eas­ily enough in the Yel­low Pages af­ter call­ing the cab. 
    The driv­er had start­ed to back out in­to the street. Now he paused again. 'Nasty Gansett 
Street? Christ, that's no part of town for a kid. Not even in broad day­light.' 
    'My grand­fa­ther's meet­ing me,' Bob­by re­peat­ed. 'He said to tip you half a rock. You know, 
fifty cents.' 
    For a mo­ment the cab­bie teetered. Bob­by tried to think of some oth­er way to per­suade him 
and couldn't think of a thing. Then the cab­bie sighed, dropped his flag, and got rolling. As 
they passed his build­ing, Bob­by looked to see if there were any lights on in their apart­ment. 
There weren't, not yet. He sat back and wait­ed for Har­wich to drop be­hind them.  
 
 
 
The cab­bie's name was Roy De­Lois, it was on his taxi-​me­ter. He didn't say a word on the ride 
to Bridge­port. He was sad be­cause he'd had to take Pe­te to the vet and have him put down. 
Pe­te had been four­teen. That was old for a Col­lie. He had been Roy De­Lois's on­ly re­al friend. 
Go on, big boy, eat up, it's on me, Roy De­Lois would say when he fed Pe­te. He said the same 
thing ev­ery night. Roy De­Lois was di­vorced. Some­times he went to a strip­per club in 
Hart­ford. Bob­by could see ghost-​im­ages of the dancers, most of whom wore feath­ers and 
long white gloves. The im­age of Pe­te was sharp­er. Roy De­Lois had been okay com­ing back 
from the vet's, but when he saw Pe­te's emp­ty dish in the pantry at home, he had bro­ken down 
cry­ing. 
    They passed The William Penn Grille. Bright light streamed from ev­ery win­dow and the 
street was lined with cars on both sides for three blocks, but Bob­by saw no crazy DeS­otos or 
oth­er cars that felt like thin­ly dis­guised liv­ing crea­tures. The backs of his eyes didn't itch; 
there were no black threads. 
    The cab crossed the canal bridge and then they were down there. Loud Span­ish-​sound­ing 
mu­sic played from apart­ment hous­es with fire es­capes zig-​zag­ging up the sides like iron 
light­ning. Clus­ters of young men with gleam­ing combed-​back hair stood on some 
street­corners; clus­ters of laugh­ing girls stood on oth­ers. When the Check­er stopped at a red 
light, a brown-​skinned man saun­tered over, hips seem­ing to roll like oil in gabar­dine slacks 
that hung be­low the waist­band of his bright white un­der­wear shorts, and of­fered to wash the 
cab­bie's wind­shield with a filthy rag he held. Roy De­Lois shook his head cur­dy and squirt­ed 
away the in­stant the light changed.  
    'God­dam spies,' he said. 'They should be barred from the coun­try. Ain't we got enough 
nig­gers of our own?' 
    Nar­ra­gansett Street looked dif­fer­ent at night — slight­ly scari­er, slight­ly more fab­ulous as 
well. Lock­smiths . . . check-​cash­ing ser­vices . . . a cou­ple of bars spilling out laugh­ter and 
juke­box mu­sic and guys with beer bot­tles in their hands . . . ROD'S GUNS . . . and yes, just 
be­yond Rod's and next to the shop sell­ing SPE­CIAL SOU­VENIRS, the WO FAT NOO­DLE co. From 
here it couldn't be more than four blocks to The Cor­ner Pock­et. It was on­ly eight o'clock. 
Bob­by was in plen­ty of time. 
    When Roy De­Lois pulled up to the curb, there was eighty cents on his me­ter. Add in a 
fifty-​cent tip and you were talk­ing about a big hole in the old Bike Fund, but Bob­by didn't 
care. He was nev­er go­ing to make a big deal out of mon­ey the way she did. If he could warn 
Ted be­fore the low men could grab him, Bob­by would be con­tent to walk for­ev­er. 
    'I don't like leav­ing you off here,' Roy De­Lois said. 'Where's your grand­pa?' 
    'Oh, he'll be right along,' Bob­by said, striv­ing for a cheer­ful tone and al­most mak­ing it. It 
was re­al­ly amaz­ing what you could do when your back was against the wall. 
    He held out the mon­ey. For a mo­ment Roy De­Lois hes­itat­ed in­stead of tak­ing the dough;
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      thought about driv­ing him back to Spicer's, but if the kid's not telling the truth about his 
grand­pa what's he do­ing down here? Roy De­Lois thought. He's too young to want to get laid. 
    I'm fine, Bob­by sent back . . . and yes, he thought he could do that, too — a lit­tle, any­way. 
Go on, stop wor­ry­ing, I'm fine. 
    Roy De­Lois fi­nal­ly took the crum­pled dol­lar and the trio of dimes. 'This is re­al­ly too 
much,' he said. 
    'My grand­pa told me to nev­er be stingy like some peo­ple are,' Bob­by said, get­ting out of 
the cab. 'Maybe you ought to get a new dog. You know, a pup­py.' 
    Roy De­Lois was maybe fifty, but sur­prise made him look much younger. 'How . . . ' 
    Then Bob­by heard him de­cide he didn't care how. Roy De­Lois put his cab in gear and 
drove away, leav­ing Bob­by in front of the Wo Fat Noo­dle Com­pa­ny. 
    He stood there un­til the cab's tail­lights dis­ap­peared, then be­gan walk­ing slow­ly in the 
di­rec­tion of The Cor­ner Pock­et, paus­ing long enough to look through the dusty win­dow of 
SPE­CIAL SOU­VENIRS. The bam­boo blind was up but the on­ly spe­cial sou­venir on dis­play was a 
ce­ram­ic ash­tray in the shape of a toi­let. There was a groove for a cigarette in the seat. PARK 
YOUR BUTT was writ­ten on the tank. Bob­by con­sid­ered this quite wit­ty but not much of a 
win­dow dis­play; he had sort of been hop­ing for items of a sex­ual na­ture. Es­pe­cial­ly now that 
the sun had gone down. 
    He walked on, past B'PORT PRINT­ING and SHOES RE­PAIRED WHILE u WAIT and SNAP­PY KARDS 
FOR ALL OKA­SIONS. Up ahead was an­oth­er bar, more young men on the cor­ner, and the sound 
of The Cadil­lacs: Br­rrrr, black slacks, make ya cool, Dad­dy-0, when ya put em on you're a-
rarin to go. Bob­by crossed the street, trot­ting with his shoul­ders hunched, his head down, and 
his hands in his pock­ets. 
    Across from the bar was an out-​of-​busi­ness restau­rant with a tat­tered awning still 
over­hang­ing its soaped win­dows. Bob­by slipped in­to its shad­ow and kept go­ing, shrink­ing 
back once when some­one shout­ed and a bot­tle shat­tered. When he reached the next cor­ner he 
re-​crossed Nasty Gansett Street on the di­ag­onal, get­ting back to the side The Cor­ner Pock­et 
was on.  
    As he went, he tried to tune his mind out­ward and pick up some sense of Ted, but there 
was noth­ing. Bob­by wasn't all that sur­prised. If he had been Ted, he would have gone 
some­place like the Bridge­port Pub­lic Li­brary where he could hang around with­out be­ing 
no­ticed. Maybe af­ter the li­brary closed he'd get a bite to eat, kill a lit­tle more time that way. 
Even­tu­al­ly he'd call an­oth­er cab and come to col­lect his mon­ey. Bob­by didn't think he was 
any­where close yet, but he kept lis­ten­ing for him. He was lis­ten­ing so hard that he walked 
in­to a guy with­out even see­ing him.  
    'Hey, cabrón!' the guy said - laugh­ing, but not in a nice way. Hands grabbed Bob­by's 
shoul­ders and held him. 'Where was you think you goin, puti­no?' 
    Bob­by looked up and saw four young guys, what his mom would have called cor­ner boys, 
stand­ing in front of a place called BODE­GA. They were Puer­to Ri­cans, he thought, and all 
wear­ing sharp-​creased slacks. Black boots with point­ed toes poked out from be­neath their 
pants cuffs. They were al­so wear­ing blue silk jack­ets with the word DI­AB­LOS writ­ten on the 
back. The I was a dev­il's pitch­fork. Some­thing seemed fa­mil­iar about the pitch­fork, but 
Bob­by had no time to think about that. He re­al­ized with a sink­ing heart that he had wan­dered 
in­to four mem­bers of some gang. 
    'I'm sor­ry,' he said in a dry voice. 'Re­al­ly, I . . . 'scuse me.' 
    He pulled back from the hands hold­ing his shoul­ders and start­ed around the guy. He made 
just a sin­gle step be­fore one of the oth­ers grabbed him. 'Where you goin, tío?' this one asked. 
'Where you goin, tío? Mío?' 
    Bob­by pulled free, but the fourth guy pushed him back at the sec­ond. The sec­ond guy 
grabbed him again, not so gen­tly this time. It was like be­ing sur­round­ed by Har­ry and his

      friends, on­ly worse. 
    'You got any mon­ey, tío?' asked the third guy. 'Cause this a toll-​road, you know.' 
    They all laughed and moved in clos­er. Bob­by could smell their spicy af­ter­shaves, their hair 
ton­ics, his own fear. He couldn't hear their mind-​voic­es, but did he need to? They were 
prob­ably go­ing to beat him up and steal his mon­ey. If he was lucky that was all they'd do . . . 
but he might not be lucky.  
    'Lit­tle boy,' the fourth guy al­most sang. He reached out a hand, gripped the bris­tles of 
Bob­by's crew­cut, and pulled hard enough to make tears well up in Bob­by's eyes. 'Lit­tle 
mucha­cho, what you got for mon­ey, huh? How much of the good old din ero? You have 
some­thing and we go­ing to let you go. You have noth­ing and we go­ing to bust your balls.' 
    'Leave him alone, Juan.' 
    They looked around — Bob­by too — and here came a fifth guy, al­so wear­ing a Di­ab­los 
jack­et, al­so wear­ing slacks with a sharp crease; he had on loafers in­stead of pointy-​toed 
boots, and Bob­by rec­og­nized him at once. It was the young man who had been play­ing the 
Fron­tier Pa­trol game in The Cor­ner Pock­et when Ted was mak­ing his bet. No won­der that 
pitch­fork shape had looked fa­mil­iar — it was tat­tooed on the guy's hand. His jack­et had been 
tied in­side-​out around his waist (no club jack­et in here, he had told Bob­by), but he wore the 
sign of the Di­ab­los just the same. 
    Bob­by tried to look in­to the new­com­er's mind and saw on­ly dim shapes. His abil­ity was 
fad­ing again, as it had on the day Mrs Ger­ber took them to Savin Rock; short­ly af­ter they left 
Mc­Quown's stand at the end of the mid­way, it had been gone. This time the win­kle had last­ed 
longer, but it was go­ing now, all right. 
    'Hey, Dee,' said the boy who had pulled Bob­by's hair. 'We just gonna shake this lit­tle guy 
out a lit­tle. Make him pay his way across Di­ablo turf.' 
    'Not this one,' Dee said. 'I know him. He's my com­padre.' 
    'He look like a pan­sy up­town boy to me,' said the one who had called Bob­by cabrón and 
puti­no. 'I teach im a lit­tle re­spect.' 
    'He don't need no les­son from you,' Dee said. 'You want one from me, Moso?' 
    Moso stepped back, frown­ing, and took a cigarette out of his pock­et. One of the oth­ers 
snapped him a light, and Dee drew Bob­by a lit­tle far­ther down the street. 
    'What you do­ing down here, ami­go?' he asked, grip­ping Bob­by's shoul­der with the tat­tooed 
hand. 'You stupid to be down here alone and you fuckin lo­co to be down here at night alone.' 
    'I can't help it,' Bob­by said. 'I have to find the guy I was with yes­ter­day. His name is Ted. 
He's old and thin and pret­ty tall. He walks kin­da hunched over, like Boris Karloff — you 
know, the guy in the scary movies?' 
    'I know Boris Karloff but I don't know no fuckin Ted,' Dee said. 'I don't ev­er see him. Man, 
you ought to get out­ta here.' 
    'I have to go to The Cor­ner Pock­et,' Bob­by said. 
    'I was just there,' Dee said. 'I didn't see no guy like Boris Karloff.' 
    'It's still too ear­ly. I think he'll be there be­tween nine-​thir­ty and ten. I have to be there when 
he comes, be­cause there's some men af­ter him. They wear yel­low coats and white shoes . . . 
they drive big flashy cars . . . one of them's a pur­ple DeS­oto, and — ' 
    Dee grabbed him and spun him against the door of a pawn­shop so hard that for a mo­ment 
Bob­by thought he had de­cid­ed to go along with his cor­ner-​boy friends af­ter all. In­side the 
pawn­shop an old man with a pair of glass­es pushed up on his bald head looked around, 
an­noyed, then back down at the news­pa­per he was read­ing.  
    'The je­fes in the long yel­low coats,' Dee breathed. 'I seen those guys. Some of the oth­ers 
seen em, too. You don't want to mess with boys like that, chico. Some­thing wrong with those 
boys. They don't look right. Make the bad boys hang around Mal­lo­ry's Sa­loon look like good 
boys.'

      Some­thing in Dee's ex­pres­sion re­mind­ed Bob­by of Sul­ly-​John, and he re­mem­bered S-J 
say­ing he'd seen a cou­ple of weird guys out­side Com­mon­wealth Park. When Bob­by asked 
what was weird about them, Sul­ly said he didn't ex­act­ly know. Bob­by knew, though. Sul­ly 
had seen the low men. Even then they had been sniff­ing around. 
    'When did you see them?' Bob­by asked. 'To­day?' 
    'Cat, give me a break,' Dee said. 'I ain't been up but two hours, and most of that I been in 
the bath­room, makin my­self pret­ty for the street. I seen em comin out of The Cor­ner Pock­et, a 
pair of em — day be­fore yes­ter­day, I think. And that place fun­ny late­ly.' He thought for a 
mo­ment, then called, 'Yo, Juan, get your ass over here.' 
    The crew­cut-​puller came trot­ting over. Dee spoke to him in Span­ish. Juan spoke back and 
Dee re­spond­ed more briefly, point­ing to Bob­by. Juan leaned over Bob­by, hands on the knees 
of his sharp pants. 
    'You seen 'ese guys, huh?' 
    Bob­by nod­ded. 
    'One bunch in a big pur­ple DeS­oto? One bunch in a Cri'sler? One bunch in an Olds 98?' 
    Bob­by on­ly knew the DeS­oto, but he nod­ded. 
    'Those cars ain't re­al cars,' Juan said. He looked side­ways at Dee to see if Dee was 
laugh­ing. Dee wasn't; he on­ly nod­ded for Juan to keep go­ing. 'They some­thing else.' 
    'I think they're alive,' Bob­by said. 
    Juan's eyes lit up. 'Yeah! Like alive! And 'ose men — ' 
    'What did they look like? I've seen one of their cars, but not them.' 
    Juan tried but couldn't say, at least not in En­glish. He lapsed in­to Span­ish in­stead. Dee 
trans­lat­ed some of it, but in an ab­sent fash­ion; more and more he was con­vers­ing with Juan 
and ig­nor­ing Bob­by. The oth­er cor­ner boys - and boys were what they re­al­ly were, Bob­by 
saw - drew close and added their own con­tri­bu­tions. Bob­by couldn't un­der­stand their talk, but 
he thought they were scared, all of them. They were tough enough guys - down here you had 
to be tough just to make it through the day - but the low men had fright­ened them all the 
same. Bob­by caught one fi­nal clear im­age: a tall strid­ing fig­ure in a calf-​length mus­tard-
col­ored coat, the kind of coat men some­times wore in movies like Gun­fight at the OK Cor­ral 
and The Mag­nif­icent Sev­en. 
    'I see four of em comin out of that bar­ber shop with the horse-​par­lor in the back,' the one 
who seemed to be named Fil­io said. 'That's what they do, those guys, go in­to places and ask 
ques­tions. Al­ways leave one of their big cars run­nin at the curb. You'd think it'd be crazy to 
do that down here, leave a car run­nin at the curb, but who'd steal one of those god­dam 
things?' 
    No one, Bob­by knew. If you tried, the steer­ing wheel might turn in­to a snake and stran­gle 
you; the seat might turn in­to a quick­sand pool and drown you. 
    'They come out all in a bunch,' Fil­io went on, 'all wearin 'ose long yel­low coats even 
though the day's so hot you could a fried a egg on the fuckin side­walk. They was all wearin 
these nice white shoes — sharp, you know how I al­ways no­tice what peo­ple got on their feet, 
I get hard for that shit — and I don't think . . . I don't think . . . ' He paused, gath­ered him­self, 
and said some­thing to Dee in Span­ish.  
    Bob­by asked what he'd said. 
    'He sayin their shoes wasn' touch­in the ground,' Juan replied. His eyes were big. There was 
no scorn or dis­be­lief in them. 'He sayin they got this big red Cri'sler, and when they go back 
to it, their fuckin shoes ain't quite touch­in the ground.' Juan forked two fin­gers in front of his 
mouth, spat through them, then crossed him­self. 
    No one said any­thing for a mo­ment or two af­ter that, and then Dee bent grave­ly over 
Bob­by again. 'These are the guys lookin for your frien'?' 
    'That's right,' Bob­by said. 'I have to warn him.'

      He had a mad idea that Dee would of­fer to go with him to The Cor­ner Pock­et, and then the 
rest of the Di­ab­los would join in; they would walk up the street snap­ping their fin­gers in 
uni­son like the Jets in West Side Sto­ry. They would be his friends now, gang guys who 
hap­pened to have re­al­ly good hearts. 
    Of course noth­ing of the sort hap­pened. What hap­pened was Moso wan­dered off, back 
to­ward the place where Bob­by had walked in­to him. The oth­ers fol­lowed. Juan paused long 
enough to say, 'You run in­to those ca­balleros and you gonna be one dead puti­no, tío mío.' 
On­ly Dee was left and Dee said, 'He's right. You ought to go back to your own part of the 
worP, my frien'. Let your ami­go take care of him­self.'  
    'I can't,' Bob­by said. And then, with gen­uine cu­rios­ity: 'Could you?' 
    'Not against or­di­nary guys, maybe, but these ain't or­di­nary guys. Was you just lis­sen?' 
    'Yes,' Bob­by said. 'But.' 
    'You crazy, lit­tle boy. Poco lo­co.' 
    'I guess so.' He felt crazy, all right. Poco lo­co and then some. Crazy as a shit­house mouse, 
his moth­er would have said. 
    Dee start­ed away and Bob­by felt his heart cramp. The big boy got to the cor­ner — his 
bud­dies were wait­ing for him on the oth­er side of the street — then wheeled back, made his 
fin­ger in­to a gun, and point­ed it at Bob­by. Bob­by grinned and point­ed his own back. 
    'Vaya con Dios, mi ami­go lo­co,' Dee said, then saun­tered across the street with the col­lar of 
his gang jack­et turned up against the back of his neck.  
    Bob­by turned the oth­er way and start­ed walk­ing again, de­tour­ing around the pools of light 
cast by fizzing neon signs and try­ing to keep in the shad­ows as much as he could. 
 
  
Across the street from The Cor­ner Pock­et was a mor­tu­ary — DE­SPEG­NI FU­NER­AL PAR­LOR, it 
said on the green awning. Hang­ing in the win­dow was a clock whose face was out­lined in a 
chilly cir­cle of blue neon. Be­low the clock was a sign which read TIME AND TIDE WAIT FOR NO 
MAN. Ac­cord­ing to the clock it was twen­ty past eight. He was still in time, in plen­ty of time, 
and he could see an al­ley be­yond the Pock­et where he might wait in rel­ative safe­ty, but 
Bob­by couldn't just park him­self and wait, even though he knew that would be the smart 
thing to do. If he'd re­al­ly been smart, he nev­er would have come down here in the first place. 
He wasn't a wise old owl; he was a scared kid who need­ed help. He doubt­ed if there was any 
in The Cor­ner Pock­et, but maybe he was wrong.  
    Bob­by walked un­der the ban­ner read­ing COME IN IT'S KOOL IN­SIDE. He had nev­er felt less 
in need of air con­di­tion­ing in his life; it was a hot night but he was cold all over. 
    God, if You're there, please help me now. Help me to be brave . . . and help me to be lucky. 
    Bob­by opened the door and went in. 
 
  
The smell of beer was much stronger and much fresh­er, and the room with the pin­ball 
ma­chines in it banged and jan­gled with lights and noise. Where be­fore on­ly Dee had been 
play­ing pin­ball, there now seemed to be at least two dozen guys, all of them smok­ing, all of 
them wear­ing strap-​style un­der­shirts and Frank Sina­tra hel­lo-​young-​lovers hats, all of them 
with bot­tles of Bud parked on the glass tops of the Got­tlieb ma­chines. 
    The area by Len Files's desk was brighter than be­fore be­cause there were more lights on in 
the bar (where ev­ery stool was tak­en) as well as in the pin­ball room. The pool­hall it­self, 
which had been most­ly dark on Wednes­day, was now lit like an op­er­at­ing the­ater. There were 
men at ev­ery ta­ble bend­ing and cir­cling and mak­ing shots in a blue fog of cigarette smoke;

      the chairs along the walls were all tak­en. Bob­by could see Old Gee with his feet up on the 
shoeshine posts, and — 
    'What the fuck are you do­ing here?' 
    Bob­by turned, star­tled by the voice and shocked by the sound of that word com­ing out of a 
wom­an's mouth. It was Alan­na Files. The door to the liv­ing-​room area be­hind the desk was 
just swing­ing shut be­hind her. Tonight she was wear­ing a white silk blouse that showed her 
shoul­ders — pret­ty shoul­ders, creamy-​white and as round as breasts — and the top of her 
prodi­gious bo­som. Be­low the white blouse were the largest pair of red slacks Bob­by had ev­er 
seen. Yes­ter­day, Alan­na had been kind, smil­ing . . . al­most laugh­ing at him, in fact, al­though 
in a way Bob­by hadn't mind­ed. Tonight she looked scared to death. 
    'I'm sor­ry . . . I know I'm not sup­posed to be in here, but I need to find my friend Ted and I 
thought . . . thought that . . . ' He heard his voice shrink­ing like a bal­loon that's been let loose 
to fly around the room. 
    Some­thing was hor­ri­bly wrong. It was like a dream he some­times had where he was at his 
desk study­ing spelling or sci­ence or just read­ing a sto­ry and ev­ery­one start­ed laugh­ing at him 
and he re­al­ized he had for­got­ten to put his pants on be­fore com­ing to school, he was sit­ting at 
his desk with ev­ery­thing hang­ing out for ev­ery­one to look at, girls and teach­ers and just 
ev­ery­one. 
    The beat of the bells in the game­room hadn't com­plete­ly quit, but it had slowed down. The 
flood of con­ver­sa­tion and laugh­ter from the bar had dried up al­most en­tire­ly. The click of 
pool and bil­liard balls had ceased. Bob­by looked around, feel­ing those snakes in his stom­ach 
again. 
    They weren't all look­ing at him, but most were. Old Gee was star­ing with eyes that looked 
like holes burned in dirty pa­per. And al­though the win­dow in Bob­by's mind was al­most 
opaque now — soaped over — he felt that a lot of the peo­ple in here had sort of been 
ex­pect­ing him. He doubt­ed if they knew it, and even if they did they wouldn't know why. 
They were kind of asleep, like the peo­ple of Mid­wich. The low men had been in. The low 
men had — 
    'Get out, Randy,' Alan­na said in a dry lit­tle whis­per. In her dis­tress she had called Bob­by 
by his fa­ther's name. 'Get out while you still can.' 
    Old Gee had slid out of the shoeshine chair. His wrin­kled seer­suck­er jack­et caught on one 
of the foot-​pedestals and tore as he start­ed for­ward, but he paid no at­ten­tion as the silk lin­ing 
float­ed down be­side his knee like a toy parachute. His eyes looked more like burned holes 
than ev­er. 'Get him,' Old Gee said in a wa­very voice. 'Get that kid.' 
    Bob­by had seen enough. There was no help here. He scram­bled for the door and tore it 
open. Be­hind him he had the sense of peo­ple start­ing to move, but slow­ly. Too slow­ly. 
    Bob­by Garfield ran out in­to the night. 
 
 
 
He ran al­most two full blocks be­fore a stitch in his side forced him to first slow down, then 
stop. No one was fol­low­ing and that was good, but if Ted went in­to The Cor­ner Pock­et to 
col­lect his mon­ey he was fin­ished, done, ka­put. It wasn't just the low men he had to wor­ry 
about; now there was Old Gee and the rest of them to wor­ry about, too, and Ted didn't know 
it. The ques­tion was, what could Bob­by do about it? 
    He looked around and saw the store­fronts were gone; he'd come to an area of ware­hous­es. 
They loomed like gi­ant faces from which most of the fea­tures had been erased. There was a 
smell of fish and saw­dust and some vague rot­ted per­fume that might have been old meat. 
    There was noth­ing he could do about it. He was just a kid and it was out of his hands. 
Bob­by re­al­ized that, but he al­so re­al­ized he couldn't let Ted walk in­to The Cor­ner Pock­et

      with­out at least try­ing to warn him. There was noth­ing Hardy Boys-​hero­ic about this, ei­ther; 
he sim­ply couldn't leave with­out mak­ing the ef­fort. And it was his moth­er who had put him in 
this po­si­tion. His own moth­er. 
    'I hate you, Mom,' he whis­pered. He was still cold, but sweat was pour­ing out of his body; 
ev­ery inch of his skin felt wet. 'I don't care what Don Bi­der­man and those oth­er guys did to 
you, you're a bitch and I hate you.' 
    Bob­by turned and be­gan to trot back the way he had come, keep­ing to the shad­ows. Twice 
he heard peo­ple com­ing and crouched in door­ways, mak­ing him­self small un­til they had 
passed by. Mak­ing him­self small was easy. He had nev­er felt small­er in his life. 
 
  
This time he turned in­to the al­ley. There were garbage cans on one side and a stack of car­tons 
on the oth­er, full of re­turn­able bot­tles that smelled of beer. This card­board col­umn was half a 
foot taller than Bob­by, and when he stepped be­hind it he was per­fect­ly con­cealed from the 
street. Once dur­ing his wait some­thing hot and fur­ry brushed against his an­kle and Bob­by 
start­ed to scream. He sti­fled most of it be­fore it could get out, looked down, and saw a scruffy 
al­ley­cat look­ing back up at him with green head­lamp eyes. 
    'Scat, Pat,' Bob­by whis­pered, and kicked at it. The cat re­vealed the nee­dles of its teeth, 
hissed, then did a slow strut back down the al­ley, weav­ing around the clots of refuse and 
strews of bro­ken glass, its tail lift­ed in what looked like dis­dain. Through the brick wall 
be­side him Bob­by could hear the dull throb of The Cor­ner Pock­et's juke. Mick­ey and Sylvia 
were singing 'Love Is Strange.' It was strange, all right. A big strange pain in the ass. 
    From his place of con­ceal­ment Bob­by could no longer see the mor­tu­ary clock and he'd lost 
any sense of how much or how lit­tle time was pass­ing. Be­yond the beer-​and-​garbage reek of 
the al­ley a sum­mer streetlife opera was go­ing on. Peo­ple shout­ed out to each oth­er, 
some­times laugh­ing, some­times an­gry, some­times — in En­glish, some­times in one of a dozen 
oth­er lan­guages. There was a rat­tle of ex­plo­sions that made him stiff­en — gun­shots was his 
first idea — and then he rec­og­nized the sound as fire­crack­ers, prob­ably la­dyfin­gers, and 
re­laxed a lit­tle again. Cars blast­ed by, many of them bright­ly paint­ed railjobs and jack­jobs 
with chrome pipes and glass­pack muf­flers. Once there was what sound­ed like a fist­fight with 
peo­ple gath­ered around yelling en­cour­age­ment to the scuf­flers. Once a la­dy who sound­ed 
both drunk and sad went by singing 'Where the Boys Are' in a beau­ti­ful slur­ry voice. Once 
there were po­lice sirens which ap­proached and then fad­ed away again. 
    Bob­by didn't doze, ex­act­ly, but fell in­to a kind of day­dream. He and Ted were liv­ing on a 
farm some­where, maybe in Flori­da. They worked long hours, but Ted could work pret­ty hard 
for an old guy, es­pe­cial­ly now that he had quit smok­ing and had some of his wind back. 
Bob­by went to school un­der an­oth­er name — Ralph Sul­li­van — and at night they sat on the 
porch, eat­ing Ted's cook­ing and drink­ing iced tea. Bob­by read to him from the news­pa­per and 
when they went in to bed they slept deeply and their sleep was peace­ful, in­ter­rupt­ed by no 
bad dreams. When they went to the gro­cery store on Fri­days, Bob­by would check the bul­letin 
board for lost-​pet posters or up­side-​down file-​cards ad­ver­tis­ing items for sale by own­er, but 
he nev­er found any. The low men had lost Ted's scent. Ted was no longer any­one's dog and 
they were safe on their farm. Not fa­ther and son or grand­fa­ther and grand­son, but on­ly 
friends. 
    Guys like us, Bob­by thought drowsi­ly. He was lean­ing against the brick wall now, his head 
slip­ping down­ward un­til his chin was al­most on his chest. Guys like us, why shouldn't there 
be a place for guys like us? 
    Lights splashed down the al­ley. Each time this had hap­pened Bob­by had peered around the 
stack of car­tons. This time he al­most didn't — he want­ed to close his eyes and think about the

      farm — but he forced him­self to look, and what he saw was the stub­by yel­low tail­fin of a 
Check­er cab, just pulling up in front of The Cor­ner Pock­et. 
    Adrenaline flood­ed Bob­by and turned on lights in his head he hadn't even known about. He 
dodged around the stack of box­es, spilling the top two off. His foot struck an emp­ty garbage 
can and knocked it against the wall. He al­most stepped on a hiss­ing fur­ry some­thing — the 
cat again. Bob­by kicked it aside and ran out of the al­ley. As he turned to­ward The Cor­ner 
Pock­et he slipped on some sort of greasy goo and went down on one knee. He saw the 
mor­tu­ary clock in its cool blue ring: 9:45. The cab was idling at the curb in front of The 
Cor­ner Pock­et's door. Ted Brauti­gan was stand­ing be­neath the ban­ner read­ing COME IN IT'S 
KOOL IN­SIDE, pay­ing the driv­er. Bent down to the driv­er's open win­dow like that, Ted looked 
more like Boris Karloff than ev­er. 
    Across from the cab, parked in front of the mor­tu­ary, was a huge Oldsmo­bile as red as 
Alan­na's pants. It hadn't been there ear­li­er, Bob­by was sure of that. Its shape wasn't quite 
sol­id. Look­ing at it didn't just make your eyes want to wa­ter; it made your mind want to 
wa­ter. 
    Ted! Bob­by tried to yell, but no yell came out — all he could pro­duce was a straw­like 
whis­per. Why doesn't he feel them?  Bob­by thought. How come he doesn't know?  
    Maybe be­cause the low men could block him out some­how. Or maybe the peo­ple in­side 
The Cor­ner Pock­et were do­ing the block­ing. Old Gee and all the rest. The low men had 
per­haps turned them in­to hu­man sponges that could soak up the warn­ing sig­nals Ted usu­al­ly 
felt. 
    More lights splashed the street. As Ted straight­ened and the Check­er pulled away, the 
pur­ple DeS­oto sprang around the cor­ner. The cab had to swerve to avoid it. Be­neath the 
street­lights the DeS­oto looked like a huge blood-​clot dec­orat­ed with chrome and glass. Its 
head­lights were mov­ing and shim­mer­ing like lights seen un­der­wa­ter . . . and then they 
blinked. They weren't head­lights at all. They were eyes. 
    Ted! Still noth­ing but that dry whis­per came out, and Bob­by couldn't seem to get back on 
his feet. He was no longer sure he even want­ed to get back on his feet. A ter­ri­ble fear, as 
dis­ori­ent­ing as the flu and as de­bil­itat­ing as a cat­aclysmic case of the squit­ters, was 
en­velop­ing him. Pass­ing the blood-​clot DeS­oto out­side the William Penn Grille had been 
bad; to be caught in its on­com­ing eye­lights was a thou­sand times worse. No — a mil­lion 
times. 
    He was aware that he had torn his pants and scraped blood out of his knee, he could hear 
Lit­tle Richard howl­ing from some­one's up­stairs win­dow, and he could still see the blue cir­cle 
around the mor­tu­ary clock like a flash­bulb af­ter­im­age tat­tooed on the reti­na, but none of that 
seemed re­al. Nasty Gansett Av­enue sud­den­ly seemed no more than a bad­ly paint­ed back­drop. 
Be­hind it was some un­sus­pect­ed re­al­ity, and re­al­ity was dark. 
    The DeS­oto's grille was mov­ing. Snarling. Those cars ain't re­al cars , Juan had said. They 
some­thing else. 
    They were some­thing else, all right. 
    'Ted . . . ' A lit­tle loud­er this time . . . and Ted heard. He turned to­ward Bob­by, eyes 
widen­ing, and then the DeS­oto bounced up over the curb be­hind him, its blaz­ing un­steady 
head­lights pin­ning Ted and mak­ing his shad­ow grow as Bob­by's and the Sigs­by girls' 
shad­ows had grown when the pole-​light came on in Spicer's lit­tle park­ing lot. 
    Ted wheeled back to­ward the DeS­oto, rais­ing one hand to shield his eyes from the glare. 
More light swept the street. This time it was a Cadil­lac com­ing up from the ware­house 
dis­trict, a snot-​green Cadil­lac that looked at least a mile long, a Cadil­lac with fins like grins 
and sides that moved like the lobes of a lung. It thumped up over the curb just be­hind Bob­by, 
stop­ping less than a foot from his back. Bob­by heard a low pant­ing sound. The Cadil­lac's 
mo­tor, he re­al­ized, was breath­ing.

      Doors were open­ing in all three cars. Men were get­ting out — or things that looked like 
men at first glance. Bob­by count­ed six, count­ed eight, stopped count­ing. Each of them wore a 
long mus­tard-​col­ored coat — the kind that was called a duster — and on the right front lapel 
of each was the star­ing crim­son eye Bob­by re­mem­bered from his dream. He sup­posed the red 
eyes were badges. The crea­tures wear­ing them were . . . what? Cops? No. A posse, like in a 
movie? That was a lit­tle clos­er. Vig­ilantes? Clos­er still but still not right. They were — 
    They're reg­ula­tors. Like in that movie me and S-J saw at the Em­pire last year, the one with 
John Payne and Karen Steele. 
    That was it — oh yes. The reg­ula­tors in the movie had turned out to be just a bunch of bad 
guys, but at first you thought they were ghosts or mon­sters or some­thing. Bob­by thought that 
these reg­ula­tors re­al­ly were mon­sters. 
    One of them grasped Bob­by un­der the arm. Bob­by cried out — the con­tact was quite the 
most hor­ri­ble thing he had ev­er ex­pe­ri­enced in his life. It made be­ing thrown against the wall 
by his moth­er seem like very small change in­deed. The low man's touch was like be­ing 
grasped by a hot-​wa­ter bot­tle that had grown fin­gers . . . on­ly the feel of them kept shift­ing. It 
would feel like fin­gers in his armpit, then like claws. Fin­gers . . . claws. Fin­gers . . . claws. 
That un­speak­able touch buzzed in­to his flesh, reach­ing both up and down. It's Jack's stick, he 
thought crazi­ly. The one sharp­ened at both ends. 
    Bob­by was pulled to­ward Ted, who was sur­round­ed by the oth­ers. He stum­bled along on 
legs that were too weak to walk. Had he thought he would be able to warn Ted? That they 
would run away to­geth­er down Nar­ra­gansett Av­enue, per­haps even skip­ping a lit­tle, the way 
Car­ol used to? That was quite fun­ny, wasn't it?  
    In­cred­ibly, Ted didn't seem afraid. He stood in the semi­cir­cle of low men and the on­ly 
emo­tion on his face was con­cern for Bob­by. The thing grip­ping Bob­by — now with a hand, 
now with loath­some puls­ing rub­ber fin­gers, now with a clutch of talons — sud­den­ly let him 
go. Bob­by stag­gered, reeled. One of the oth­ers ut­tered a high, bark­ing cry and pushed him in 
the mid­dle of the back. Bob­by flew for­ward and Ted caught him.  
    Sob­bing with ter­ror, Bob­by pressed his face against Ted's shirt. He could smell the 
com­fort­ing aro­mas of Ted's cigarettes and shav­ing soap, but they weren't strong enough to 
cov­er the stench that was com­ing from the low men — a meaty, garbagey smell — and a 
high­er smell like burn­ing whiskey that was com­ing from their cars. 
    Bob­by looked up at Ted. 'It was my moth­er,' he said. 'It was my moth­er who told.' 
    'This isn't her fault, no mat­ter what you may think,' Ted replied. 'I sim­ply stayed too long.' 
    'But was it a nice va­ca­tion, Ted?' one of the low men asked. His voice had a grue­some 
buzz, as if his vo­cal cords were packed with bugs — lo­custs or maybe crick­ets. He could 
have been the one Bob­by spoke to on the phone, the one who'd said Ted was their dog . . . but 
maybe they all sound­ed the same. If you don't want to be our dog, too, stay away, the one on 
the phone had said, but he had come down here any­way, and now . . . oh now . . . 
    'Wasn't bad,' Ted replied. 
    'I hope you at least got laid,' an­oth­er said, 'be­cause you prob­ably won't get an­oth­er chance.' 
    Bob­by looked around. The low men stood shoul­der to shoul­der, sur­round­ing them, pen­ning 
them in their smell of sweat and mag­goty meat, block­ing off any sight of the street with their 
yel­low coats. They were dark-​skinned, deep-​eyed, red-​lipped (as if they had been eat­ing 
cher­ries) . . . but they weren't what they looked like. They weren't what they looked like at all. 
Their faces wouldn't stay in their faces, for one thing; their cheeks and chins and hair kept 
try­ing to spread out­side the lines (it was the on­ly way Bob­by could in­ter­pret what he was 
see­ing). Be­neath their dark skins were skins as white as their point­ed reet-​pe­tite shoes. But 
their lips are still red, Bob­by thought, their lips are al­ways red. As their eyes were al­ways 
black, not re­al­ly eyes at all but caves. And they are so tall, he re­al­ized. So tall and so thin. 
There are no thoughts like our thoughts in their brains, no feel­ings like our feel­ings in their

      hearts. 
    From across the street there came a thick slob­ber­ing grunt. Bob­by looked in that di­rec­tion 
and saw that one of the Oldsmo­bile's tires had turned in­to a black­ish-​gray ten­ta­cle. It reached 
out, snared a cigarette wrap­per, and pulled it back. A mo­ment lat­er the ten­ta­cle was a tire 
again, but the cigarette wrap­per was stick­ing out of it like some­thing half swal­lowed. 
    'Ready to come back, hoss?' one of the low men asked Ted. He bent to­ward him, the folds 
of his yel­low coat rustling stiffly, the red eye on the lapel star­ing. 'Ready to come back and do 
your du­ty?' 
    'I'll come,' Ted replied, 'but the boy stays here.' 
    More hands set­tled on Bob­by, and some­thing like a liv­ing branch ca­ressed the nape of his 
neck. It set off that buzzing again, some­thing that was both an alarm and a sick­ness. It rose 
in­to his head and hummed there like a hive. With­in that lu­natic hum he heard first one bell, 
tolling rapid­ly, then many. A world of bells in some ter­ri­ble black night of hot hur­ri­cane 
winds. He sup­posed he was sens­ing wher­ev­er the low men had come from, an alien place 
tril­lions of miles from Con­necti­cut and his moth­er. Vil­lages were burn­ing un­der un­known 
con­stel­la­tions, peo­ple were scream­ing, and that touch on his neck . . . that aw­ful touch . . . 
    Bob­by moaned and buried his head against Ted's chest again. 
    'He wants to be with you,' an un­speak­able voice crooned. 'I think we'll bring him, Ted. He 
has no nat­ural abil­ity as a Break­er, but still . . . all things serve the King, you know.' The 
un­speak­able fin­gers ca­ressed again. 
    'All things serve the Beam,' Ted said in a dry, cor­rect­ing voice. His teach­er's voice. 
    'Not for much longer,' the low man said, and laughed. The sound of it loos­ened Bob­by's 
bow­els. 
    'Bring him,' said an­oth­er voice. It held a note of com­mand. They did  all sound sort of alike, 
but this was the one he had spo­ken to on the phone; Bob­by was sure. 
    'No!' Ted said. His hands tight­ened on Bob­by's back. 'He stays here!' 
    'Who are you to give us or­ders?' the low man in charge asked. 'How proud you have grown 
dur­ing your lit­tle time of free­dom, Ted! How haughty! Yet soon you'll be back in the same 
room where you have spent so many years, with the oth­ers, and if I say the boy comes, then 
the boy comes.' 
    'If you bring him, you'll have to go on tak­ing what you need from me,' Ted said. His voice 
was very qui­et but very strong. Bob­by hugged him as tight as he could and shut his eyes. He 
didn't want to look at the low men, not ev­er again. The worst thing about them was that their 
touch was like Ted's, in a way: it opened a win­dow. But who would want to look through 
such a win­dow? Who would want to see the tall, red-​lipped scis­sor -shapes as they re­al­ly 
were? Who would want to see the own­er of that red Eye? 
    'You're a Break­er, Ted. You were made for it, born to it. And if we tell you to break, you'll 
break, by God.' 
    'You can force me, I'm not so fool­ish as to think you can't . . . but if you leave him here, I'll 
give what I have to you freely. And I have more to give than you could . . . well, per­haps you 
could imag­ine it.' 
    'I want the boy,' the low man in charge said, but now he sound­ed thought­ful. Per­haps even 
doubt­ful. 'I want him as a pret­ty, some­thing to give the King.' 
    'I doubt if the Crim­son King will thank you for a mean­ing­less pret­ty if it in­ter­feres with his 
plans,' Ted said. 'There is a gun­slinger — ' 
    'Gun­slinger, pah!' 
    'Yet he and his friends have reached the bor­der­land of End-​World,' Ted said, and now he 
was the one who sound­ed thought­ful. 'If I give you what you want in­stead of forc­ing you to 
take it, I may be able to speed things up by fifty years or more. As you say, I'm a Break­er, 
made for it and born to it. There aren't many of us. You need ev­ery one, and most of all you

      need me. Be­cause I'm the best.' 
    'You flat­ter your­self . . . and you over­es­ti­mate your im­por­tance to the King.' 
    'Do I? I won­der. Un­til the Beams break, the Dark Tow­er stands — sure­ly I don't need to 
re­mind you of that. Is one boy worth the risk?' 
    Bob­by hadn't the slight­est idea what Ted was talk­ing about and didn't care. All he knew 
was that the course of his lif e was be­ing de­cid­ed on the side­walk out­side a Bridge­port bil­liard 
par­lor. He could hear the rus­tle of the low men's coats; he could smell them; now that Ted 
had touched him again he could feel them even more clear­ly. That hor­ri­ble itch­ing be­hind his 
eyes had be­gun again, too. In a weird way it har­mo­nized with the buzzing in his head. The 
black specks drift­ed across his vi­sion and he was sud­den­ly sure what they meant, what they 
were for. In Clif­ford Simak's book Ring Around the Sun, it was a top that took you off in­to 
oth­er worlds; you fol­lowed the ris­ing spi­rals. In truth, Bob­by sus­pect­ed, it was the specks that 
did it. The black specks. They were alive . . . 
    And they were hun­gry. 
    'Let the boy de­cide,' the lead­er of the low men said at last. His liv­ing branch of a fin­ger 
ca­ressed the back of Bob­by's neck again. 'He loves you so much, Ted­dy. You're his te-​ka. 
Aren't you? That means des­tiny's friend, Bob­by-​O. Isn't that what this old smoky-​smelling 
Ted­dy-​bear is to you? Your des­tiny's friend?' 
    Bob­by said noth­ing, on­ly pressed his cold throb­bing face against Ted's shirt. He now 
re­pent­ed com­ing here with all his heart — would have stayed home hid­ing un­der his bed if he 
had known the truth of the low men — but yes, he sup­posed Ted was his te-​ka. He didn't 
know about stuff like des­tiny, he was on­ly a kid, but Ted was his friend. Guys like us, Bob­by 
thought mis­er­ably. Guys like us. 
    'So how do you feel now that you see us?' the low man asked. 'Would you like to come 
with us so you can be close to good old Ted? Per­haps see him on the odd week­end? Dis­cuss 
lit­er­ature with your dear old te-​ka? Learn to eat what we eat and drink what we drink?' The 
aw­ful fin­gers again, ca­ress­ing. The buzzing in Bob­by's head in­creased. The black specks 
fat­tened and now they looked like fin­gers — beck­on­ing fin­gers. 'We eat it hot, Bob­by,' the 
low man whis­pered. 'And drink it hot as well. Hot . . . and sweet. Hot . . . and sweet.' 
    'Stop it,' Ted snapped. 
    'Or would you rather stay with your moth­er?' the croon­ing voice went on, ig­nor­ing Ted. 
'Sure­ly not. Not a boy of your prin­ci­ples. Not a boy who has dis­cov­ered the joys of friend­ship 
and lit­er­ature. Sure­ly you'll come with this wheezy old ka-​mai, won't you? Or will you? 
De­cide, Bob­by. Do it now, and know­ing that what you de­cide is what will bide. Now and 
for­ev­er.' 
    Bob­by had a deliri­ous mem­ory of the lob­ster­back cards blur­ring be­neath Mc­Quown's long 
white fin­gers: Now they go, now they slow, now they rest, here's the test. 
    I fail, Bob­by thought. I fail the test. 
    'Let me go, mis­ter,' he said mis­er­ably. 'Please don't take me with you.' 
    'Even if it means your te-​ka has to go on with­out your won­der­ful and re­viv­ify­ing 
com­pa­ny?' The voice was smil­ing, but Bob­by could al­most taste the know­ing con­tempt un­der 
its cheery sur­face, and he shiv­ered. With re­lief, be­cause he un­der­stood he was prob­ably go­ing 
to be let free af­ter all, with shame be­cause he knew what he was do­ing — crawl­ing, 
chintz­ing, chick­en­ing out. All the things the good guys in the movies and books he loved 
nev­er did. But the good guys in the movies and books nev­er had to face any­thing like the low 
men in the yel­low coats or the hor­ror of the black specks. And what Bob­by saw of those 
things here, out­side The Cor­ner Pock­et, was not the worst of it ei­ther. What if he saw the 
rest? What if the black specks drew him in­to a world where he saw the men in the yel­low 
coats as they re­al­ly were? What if he saw the shapes in­side the ones they wore in this world? 
    'Yes,' he said, and be­gan to cry.

      'Yes what?' 
    'Even if he has to go with­out me.' 
    'Ah. And even if it means go­ing back to your moth­er?' 
    'Yes.' 
    'You per­haps un­der­stand your bitch of a moth­er a lit­tle bet­ter now, do you?' 
    'Yes,' Bob­by said for the third time. By now he was near­ly moan­ing. 'I guess I do.' 
    'That's enough,' Ted said. 'Stop it.' 
    But the voice wouldn't. Not yet. 'You've learned how to be a cow­ard, Bob­by . . . haven't 
you?' 
    'Yes!'  he cried, still with his face against Ted's shirt. 'A ba­by, a lit­tle chick­en­shit ba­by, yes 
yes yes! I don't care! Just let me go home!'  He drew in a great long un­steady breath and let it 
out in a scream. 'I wANT MY MOTH­ER!' It was the howl of a ter­ri­fied lit­tlun who has fi­nal­ly 
glimpsed the beast from the wa­ter, the beast from the air. 
    'All right,' the low man said. 'Since you put it that way. As­sum­ing your Ted­dy-​bear 
con­firms that he'll go to work with a will and not have to be chained to his oar as pre­vi­ous­ly.' 
    'I promise.' Ted let go of Bob­by. Bob­by re­mained as he was, clutch­ing Ted with pan­icky 
tight­ness and push­ing his face against Ted's chest, un­til Ted pushed him gen­tly away. 
    'Go in­side the pool­hall, Bob­by. Tell Files to give you a ride home. Tell him if he does that, 
my friends will leave him alone.' 
    'I'm sor­ry, Ted. I want­ed to come with you. I meant to come with you. But I can't. I'm so 
sor­ry.' 
    'You shouldn't be hard on your­self.' But Ted's look was heavy, as if he knew that from 
tonight on Bob­by would be able to be noth­ing else. 
    Two of the yel­low­coats grasped Ted's arms. Ted looked at the one stand­ing be­hind Bob­by 
— the one who had been ca­ress­ing the nape of Bob­by's neck with that hor­ri­ble stick­like 
fin­ger. 'They don't need to do that, Cam. I'll walk.' 
    'Let him go,' Cam said. The low men hold­ing Ted re­leased his arms. Then, for the last 
time, Cam's fin­ger touched the back of Bob­by's neck. Bob­by ut­tered a choked wail. He 
thought, If he does it again I'll go crazy, I won't be able to help it. I'll start to scream and I 
won't be able to stop. Even if my head bursts open I'll go on scream­ing. 'Get in­side there, 
lit­tle boy. Do it be­fore I change my mind and take you any­way.' 
    Bob­by stum­bled to­ward The Cor­ner Pock­et. The door stood open but emp­ty. He climbed 
the sin­gle step, then turned back. Three of the low men were clus­tered around Ted, but Ted 
was walk­ing to­ward the blood-​clot DeS­oto on his own. 
    'Ted!' 
    Ted turned, smiled, start­ed to wave. Then the one called Cam leaped for­ward, seized him, 
whirled him, and thrust him in­to the car. As Cam swung the DeS­oto's back door shut Bob­by 
saw, for just an in­stant, an in­cred­ibly tall, in­cred­ibly scrawny be­ing stand­ing in­side a long 
yel­low coat, a thing with flesh as white as new snow and lips as red as fresh blood. Deep in 
its eye­sock­ets were sav­age points of light and danc­ing flecks of dark­ness in pupils which 
swelled and con­tract­ed as Ted's had done. The red lips peeled back, re­veal­ing need­ly teeth 
that put the al­ley­cat's to shame. A black tongue lolled out from be­tween those teeth and 
wagged an ob­scene good­bye. Then the crea­ture in the yel­low coat sprint­ed around the hood 
of the pur­ple DeS­oto, thin legs gnash­ing, thin knees pump­ing, and plunged in be­hind the 
wheel. Across the street the Olds start­ed up, its en­gine sound­ing like the roar of an awak­en­ing 
drag­on. Per­haps it was a drag­on. From its place skewed halfway across the side­walk, the 
Cadil­lac's en­gine did the same. Liv­ing head­lights flood­ed this part of Nar­ra­gansett Av­enue in 
a puls­ing glare. The DeS­oto skid­ded in a U-​turn, one fend­er­skirt scrap­ing up a brief train of 
sparks from the street, and for a mo­ment Bob­by saw Ted's face in the DeS­oto's back win­dow. 
Bob­by raised his hand and waved. He thought Ted raised his own in re­turn but could not be

      sure. Once more his head filled with a sound like hoof­beats. 
    He nev­er saw Ted Brauti­gan again. 
 
  
'Bug out, kid,' Len Files said. His face was cheesy-​white, seem­ing to hang off his skull the 
way the flesh hung off his sis­ter's up­per arms. Be­hind him the lights of the Got­tlieb ma­chines 
in the lit­tle ar­cade flashed and flick­ered with no one to watch them; the cool cats who made 
an evening spe­cial­ty of Cor­ner Pock­et pin­ball were clus­tered be­hind Len Files like chil­dren. 
To Len's right were the pool and bil­liard play­ers, many of them clutch­ing cues like clubs. Old 
Gee stood off to one side by the cigarette ma­chine. He didn't have a pool-​cue; from one 
gnarled old hand there hung a small au­to­mat­ic pis­tol. It didn't scare Bob­by. Af­ter Cam and 
his yel­low­coat friends, he didn't think any­thing would have the pow­er to scare him right now. 
For the time be­ing he was all scared out. 
    'Put an egg in your shoe and beat it, kid. Now.' 
    'Bet­ter do it, kid­do.' That was Alan­na, stand­ing be­hind the desk. Bob­by glanced at her and 
thought, If I was old­er I bet I'd give you some­thing. I bet I would. She saw his glance — the 
qual­ity of his glance — and looked away, flushed and fright­ened and con­fused. 
    Bob­by looked back at her broth­er. 'You want those guys back here?' 
    Len's hang­ing face grew even longer. 'You kid­ding?' 
    'Okay, then,' Bob­by said. 'Give me what I want and I'll go away. You'll nev­er see me 
again.' He paused. 'Or them.'  
    'Whatchu want, kid?' Old Gee asked in his wa­ver­ing voice. Bob­by was go­ing to get 
what­ev­er he asked for; it was flash­ing in Old Gee's mind like a big bright sign. That mind 
was as clear now as it had been when it had be­longed to Young Gee, cold and cal­cu­lat­ing and 
un­pleas­ant, but it seemed in­no­cent af­ter Cam and his reg­ula­tors. In­no­cent as ice cream. 
    'A ride home,' Bob­by said. 'That's num­ber one.' Then — speak­ing to Old Gee rather than 
Len — he gave them num­ber two.  
 
  
Len's car was a Buick: big, long, and new. Vul­gar but not low. Just a car. The two of them 
rode to the sound of dance­band mu­sic from the for­ties. Len spoke on­ly once dur­ing the trip to 
Har­wich. 'Don't you go tun­ing that to no rock and roll. I have to lis­ten to enough of that shit 
at work.' 
    They drove past the Ash­er Em­pire, and Bob­by saw there was a life-​sized card­board cutout 
of Brigitte Bar­dot stand­ing to the left of the tick­et booth. He glanced at it with­out very much 
in­ter­est. He felt too old for B.B. now. 
    They turned off Ash­er; the Buick slipped down Broad Street Hill like a whis­per be­hind a 
cupped hand. Bob­by point­ed out his build­ing. Now the apart­ment was lit up, all right; ev­ery 
light was blaz­ing. Bob­by looked at the clock on the Buick's dash­board and saw it was al­most 
eleven P.M. 
    As the Buick pulled to the curb Len Files found his tongue again. 'Who were they, kid? 
Who were those go­nifs?' 
    Bob­by al­most grinned. It re­mind­ed him of how, at the end of al­most ev­ery Lone Ranger 
episode, some­one said Who was that masked man? 
    'Low men,' he told Len. 'Low men in yel­low coats.' 
    'I wouldn't want to be your pal right now.' 
    'No,' Bob­by said. A shud­der shook through him like a gust of wind. 'Me nei­ther. Thanks 
for the ride.'

      'Don't men­tion it. Just stay the fuck clear of my felts and greens from now on. You're 
banned for life.' 
    The Buick — a boat, a De­troit cab­in-​cruis­er, but not low — drew away. Bob­by watched as 
it turned in a drive­way across the street and then head­ed back up the hill past Car­ol's build­ing. 
When it had dis­ap­peared around the cor­ner, Bob­by looked up at the stars —stacked bil­lions, a 
spilled bridge of light. Stars and more stars be­yond them, spin­ning in the black.  
    There is a Tow­er, he thought. It holds ev­ery­thing to­geth­er. There are Beams that pro­tect it 
some­how. There is a Crim­son King, and Break­ers work­ing to de­stroy the Beams . . . not 
be­cause the Break­ers want to but be­cause it wants them to. The Crim­son King. 
    Was Ted back among the rest of the Break­ers yet? Bob­by won­dered. Back and pulling his 
oar? 
    I'm sor­ry, he thought, start­ing up the walk to the porch. He re­mem­bered sit­ting there with 
Ted, read­ing to him from the news­pa­per. Just a cou­ple of guys. I want­ed to go with you but I 
couldn't. In the end I couldn't. 
    He stopped at the bot­tom of the porch steps, lis­ten­ing for Bows­er around on Colony Street. 
There was noth­ing. Bows­er had gone to sleep. It was a mir­acle. Smil­ing wan­ly, Bob­by got 
mov­ing again. His moth­er must have heard the creak of the sec­ond porch step —it was pret­ty 
loud — be­cause she cried out his name and then there was the sound of her run­ning foot­steps. 
He was on the porch when the door flew open and she ran out, still dressed in the clothes she 
had been wear­ing when she came home from Prov­idence. Her hair hung around her face in 
wild curls and tan­gles. 
    'Bob­by!' she cried. 'Bob­by, oh Bob­by! Thank God! Thank God!' 
    She swept him up, turn­ing him around and around in a kind of dance, her tears wet­ting one 
side of his face. 
    'I wouldn't take their mon­ey,' she bab­bled. 'They called me back and asked for the ad­dress 
so they could send a check and I said nev­er mind, it was a mis­take, I was hurt and up­set, I 
said no, Bob­by, I said no, I said I didn't want their mon­ey.' 
    Bob­by saw she was ly­ing. Some­one had pushed an en­ve­lope with her name on it un­der the 
foy­er door. Not a check, three hun­dred dol­lars in cash. Three hun­dred dol­lars for the re­turn of 
their best Break­er; three hun­dred lousy rocks. They were even big­ger cheap­skates than she 
was. 
    'I said I didn't want it, did you hear me?' 
    Car­ry­ing him in­to the apart­ment now. He weighed al­most a hun­dred pounds and was too 
heavy for her but she car­ried him any­way. As she bab­bled on, Bob­by re­al­ized they wouldn't 
have the po­lice to con­tend with, at least; she hadn't called them. Most­ly she had just been 
sit­ting here, pluck­ing at her wrin­kled skirt and pray­ing in­co­her­ent­ly that he would come 
home. She loved him. That beat in her mind like the wings of a bird trapped in a barn. She 
loved him. It didn't help much . . . but it helped a lit­tle. Even if it was a trap, it helped a lit­tle. 
    'I said I didn't want it, we didn't need it, they could keep their mon­ey. I said . . . I told them 
. . . ' 
    'That's good, Mom,' he said. 'That's good. Put me down.' 
    'Where have you been? Are you all right? Are you hun­gry?' 
    He an­swered her ques­tions back to front. 'I'm hun­gry, yeah, but I'm fine. I went to 
Bridge­port. I got this.'  
    He reached in­to his pants pock­et and brought out the re­mains of the Bike Fund mon­ey. His 
ones and change were mixed in­to a messy green wad of tens and twen­ties and fifties. His 
moth­er stared at the mon­ey as it rained down on the endtable by the so­fa, her good eye 
grow­ing big­ger and big­ger un­til Bob­by was afraid it might tum­ble right out of her face. The 
oth­er eye re­mained squinched down in its thun­der­cloud of blue-​black flesh. She looked like a 
bat­tered old pi­rate gloat­ing over fresh­ly un­buried trea­sure, an im­age Bob­by could have done
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      with­out . . . and one which nev­er en­tire­ly left him dur­ing the fif­teen years be­tween that night 
and the night of her death. Yet some new and not par­tic­ular­ly pleas­ant part of him en­joyed 
that look — how it ren­dered her old and ug­ly and com­ic, a per­son who was stupid as well as 
avari­cious. That's my ma , he thought in a Jim­my Du­rante voice. That's my ma. We both gave 
him up, but I got paid bet­ter than you did, Ma, didn't I? Yeah! Hotcha! 
    'Bob­by,' she whis­pered in a trem­bly voice. She looked like a pi­rate and sound­ed like a 
win­ning con­tes­tant on that Bill Cullen show, The Price is Right. 'Oh Bob­by, so much mon­ey! 
Where did it come from?' 
    'Ted's bet,' Bob­by said. 'This is the pay­out.' 
    'But Ted . . . won't he — ' 
    'He won't need it any­more.' 
    Liz winced as if one of her bruis­es had sud­den­ly twinged. Then she be­gan sweep­ing the 
mon­ey to­geth­er, sort­ing the bills even as she did so. 'I'm go­ing to get you that bike,' she said. 
Her fin­gers moved with the speed of an ex­pe­ri­enced three-​card monte deal­er. No one beats 
that shuf­fle, Bob­by thought. No one has ev­er beat­en that shuf­fle. 'First thing in the morn­ing. 
Soon as the West­ern Au­to opens. Then we'll — ' 
    'I don't want a bike,' he said. 'Not from that. And not from you.' 
    She froze with her hands full of mon­ey and he felt her rage bloom at once, some­thing red 
and elec­tri­cal. 'No thanks from you, are there? I was a fool to ev­er ex­pect any. God damn you 
if you're not the spit­ting im­age of your fa­ther!' She drew back her hand again with the fin­gers 
open. The dif­fer­ence this time was that he knew it was com­ing. She had blind­sid­ed him for 
the last time. 
    'How would you know?' Bob­by asked. 'You've told so many lies about him you don't 
re­mem­ber the truth.' 
    And this was so. He had looked in­to her and there was al­most no Ran­dall Garfield there, 
on­ly a box with his name on it . . . his name and a fad­ed im­age that could have been al­most 
any­one. This was the box where she kept the things that hurt her. She didn't re­mem­ber about 
how he liked that Jo Stafford song; didn't re­mem­ber (if she had ev­er known) that Randy 
Garfield had been a re­al sweet­ie who'd give you the shirt right off his back. There was no 
room for things like that in the box she kept. Bob­by thought it must be aw­ful to need a box 
like that. 
    'He wouldn't buy a drunk a drink,' he said. 'Did you know that?' 
    'What are you talk­ing about?' 
    'You can't make me hate him . . . and you can't make me in­to him.' He turned his right hand 
in­to a fist and cocked it by the side of his head. 'I won't be his ghost. Tell your­self as many 
lies as you want to about the bills he didn't pay and the in­sur­ance pol­icy he lost out on and all 
the in­side straights he tried to fill, but don't tell them to me. Not any­more.' 
    'Don't raise your hand to me, Bob­by-​O. Don't you ev­er raise your hand to me.' 
    In an­swer he held up his oth­er hand, al­so fist­ed. 'Come on. You want to hit me? I'll hit you 
back. You can have some more. On­ly this time you'll de­serve it. Come on.' 
    She fal­tered. He could feel her rage dis­si­pat­ing as fast as it had come, and what re­placed it 
was a ter­ri­ble black­ness. In it, he saw, was fear. Fear of her son, fear that he might hurt her. 
Not tonight, no — not with those grimy lit­tle-​boy fists. But lit­tle boys grew up. 
    And was he so much bet­ter than her that he could look down his nose and give her the old 
la-​de-​dah? Was he any bet­ter? In his mind he heard the un­speak­able croon­ing voice ask­ing if 
he want­ed to go back home even though it meant Ted would have to go on with­out him. Yes, 
Bob­by had said. Even if it meant go­ing back to his bitch of a moth­er? Yes, Bob­by had said. 
You un­der­stand her a lit­tle bit bet­ter now, do you? Cam had asked, and once again Bob­by 
had said yes. 
    And when she rec­og­nized his step on the porch, there had at first been noth­ing in her mind

      but love and re­lief. Those things had been re­al. 
    Bob­by un­made his fists. He reached up and took her hand, which was still held back to 
slap . . . al­though now with­out much con­vic­tion. It re­sist­ed at first, but Bob­by at last soothed 
the ten­sion from it. He kissed it. He looked at his moth­er's bat­tered face and kissed her hand 
again. He knew her so well and he didn't want to. He longed for the win­dow in his mind to 
close, longed for the opac­ity that made love not just pos­si­ble but nec­es­sary. The less you 
knew, the more you could be­lieve. 
    'It's just a bike I don't want,' he said. 'Okay? Just a bike.' 
    'What do you want?' she asked. Her voice was un­cer­tain, drea­ry. 'What do you want from 
me, Bob­by?' 
    'Pan­cakes,' he said. 'Lots.' He tried a smile. 'I am so-​ooo hun­gry.' 
    She made enough pan­cakes for both of them and they ate break­fast at mid­night, sit­ting 
across from each oth­er at the kitchen ta­ble. He in­sist­ed on help­ing her with the dish­es even 
though it was go­ing on to­ward one by then. Why not? he asked her. There was no school the 
next day, he could sleep as late as he want­ed. 
    As she was let­ting the wa­ter out of the sink and Bob­by was putting the last of their 
sil­ver­ware away, Bows­er be­gan bark­ing over on Colony Street: roop-​roop-​roop in­to the dark 
of a new day. Bob­by's eyes met his moth­er's, they laughed, and for a mo­ment know­ing was 
all right. 
 
  
At first he lay in bed the old way, on his back with his heels spread to the low­er cor­ners of the 
mat­tress, but the old way no longer felt right. It felt ex­posed, as if any­thing that want­ed to bag 
a boy could sim­ply burst out of his clos­et and un­zip his up­turned bel­ly with one claw. He 
rolled over on his side and won­dered where Ted was now. He reached out, feel­ing for 
some­thing that might be Ted, and there was noth­ing. Just as there had been noth­ing ear­li­er, 
on Nasty Gansett Street. Bob­by wished he could cry for Ted, but he couldn't. Not yet. 
    Out­side, cross­ing the dark like a dream, came the sound of the clock in the town square: 
one sin­gle bong. Bob­by looked at the lu­mi­nous hands of the Big Ben on his desk and saw 
they were stand­ing at one o'clock. That was good. 
    'They're gone,' Bob­by said. 'The low men are gone.' But he slept on his side with his knees 
drawn up to his chest. His nights of sleep­ing wide open on his back were over.
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Wolves and Li­ons. Bob­by at Bat. 
Of­fi­cer Raymer. Bob­by and Car­ol. 
Bad Times. An En­ve­lope. 
 
Sul­ly-​John re­turned from camp with a tan, ten thou­sand heal­ing mosquito bites, and a mil­lion 
tales to tell . . . on­ly Bob­by didn't hear many of them. That was the sum­mer the old easy 
friend­ship among Bob­by and Sul­ly and Car­ol broke up. The three of them some­times walked 
down to Ster­ling House to­geth­er, but once they got there they went to dif­fer­ent ac­tiv­ities. 
Car­ol and her girl­friends were signed up for crafts and soft­ball and bad­minton, Bob­by and 
Sul­ly for Ju­nior Sa­faris and base­ball. 
    Sul­ly, whose skills were al­ready ma­tur­ing, moved up from the Wolves to the Li­ons. And 
while all the boys went on the swim­ming and hik­ing sa­faris to­geth­er, sit­ting in the back of the 
bat­tered old Ster­ling House pan­el truck with their bathing suits and their lunch­es in pa­per 
sacks, S-J more and more of­ten sat with Ron­nie Olmquist and Duke Wen­dell, boys with 
whom he had been at camp. They told the same old sto­ries about short-​sheet­ing beds and 
send­ing the lit­tle kids on snipe hunts un­til Bob­by was bored with them. You'd think Sul­ly had 
been at camp for . . ., fifty years. 
    On the Fourth of Ju­ly the Wolves and Li­ons played their an­nu­al head-​to-​head game. In the 
decade and a half go­ing back to the end of World War II the Wolves had nev­er won one of 
these match­es, but in the 1960 con­test they at least made a game of it — most­ly be­cause of 
Bob­by Garfield. He went three-​for -three and even with­out his Alvin Dark glove made a 
spec­tac­ular div­ing catch in cen­ter field. (Get­ting up and hear­ing the ap­plause, he wished on­ly 
briefly for his moth­er, who hadn't come to the an­nu­al hol­iday out­ing at Lake Can­ton.) 
    Bob­by's last hit came dur­ing the Wolves' fi­nal turn at bat. They were down by two with a 
run­ner at sec­ond. Bob­by drove the ball deep to left field, and as he took off to­ward first he 
heard S-J grunt 'Good hit, Bob!' from his  catch­er's po­si­tion be­hind the plate. It was a good hit, 
but he was the po­ten­tial ty­ing run and should have stopped at sec­ond base. In­stead he tried to 
stretch it. Kids un­der the age of thir­teen were al­most nev­er able to get the ball back in­to the 
in­field ac­cu­rate­ly, but this time Sul­ly's Camp Win­nie friend Duke Wen­dell threw a bul­let 
from left field to Sul­ly's oth­er Camp Win­nie friend, Ron­nie Olmquist. Bob­by slid but felt 
Ron­nie's glove slap his an­kle a split sec­ond be­fore his sneak­er touched the bag.  
    'Yer­rrrr-​ROUT!' cried the um­pire, who had raced up from home plate to be on top of the 
play. On the side­lines, the friends and rel­atives of the Li­ons cheered hys­ter­ical­ly. 
    Bob­by got up glar­ing at the ump, a Ster­ling House coun­sel­lor of about twen­ty with a 
whis­tle and a white smear of zinc ox­ide on his nose. 'I was safe!' 
    'Sor­ry, Bob,' the kid said, drop­ping his ump im­per­son­ation and be­com­ing a coun­sel­lor 
again. 'It was a good hit and a great slide but you were out.' 
    'Was not! You cheater! Why do you want to cheat?' 
    'Throw im out!' some­one's dad called. 'There's no call for guff like that!' 
    'Go sit down, Bob­by,' the coun­sel­lor said.  
    'I was safe! Bob­by shout­ed. 'Safe by a mile!' He point­ed at the man who had ad­vised he be 
tossed from the game. 'Did he pay you to make sure we lost? That fat­so there?' 
    'Quit it, Bob­by,' the coun­sel­lor said. How stupid he looked with his lit­tle beanie hat from

      some nim­rod col­lege fra­ter­ni­ty and his whis­tle! 'I'm warn­ing you.' 
    Ron­nie Olmquist turned away as if dis­gust­ed by the ar­gu­ment. Bob­by hat­ed him, too. 
    'You're noth­ing but a cheater,' Bob­by said. He could hold back the tears prick­ing the 
cor­ners of his eyes but not the wa­ver in his voice. 
    'That's the last I'll take,' the coun­sel­lor said. 'Go sit down and cool off. You—' 
    'Cheat­ing cock­suck­er. That's what you are.' 
    A wom­an close to third gasped and turned away.  
    'That's it,' the coun­sel­lor said in a tone­less voice. 'Get off the field. Right now.' 
    Bob­by walked halfway down the base­line be­tween third and home, his sneak­ers scuf­fling, 
then turned back. 'By the way, a bird shit on your nose. I guess you're too dumb to fig­ure that 
out. Bet­ter go wipe it off.' 
    It sound­ed fun­ny in his head but stupid when it came out and no­body laughed. Sul­ly was 
strad­dling home plate, big as a house and se­ri­ous as a heart at­tack in his rag­tags of catch­ing 
gear. His mask, mend­ed all over with black tape, dan­gled from one hand. He looked flushed 
and an­gry. He al­so looked like a kid who would nev­er be a Wolf again. S-J had been to Camp 
Win­nie, had short-​sheet­ed beds, had stayed up late telling ghost sto­ries around a camp­fire. He 
would be a Li­on for­ev­er and Bob­by hat­ed him. 
    'What's wrong with you?' Sul­ly asked as Bob­by plod­ded by. Both bench­es had fall­en silent. 
All the kids were look­ing at him. All the par­ents were look­ing at him, too. Look­ing at him as 
though he was some­thing dis­gust­ing. Bob­by guessed he prob­ably was. Just not for the 
rea­sons they thought. 
    Guess what, S-J, maybe you been to Camp Win­nie, but I been down there. Way down there. 
    'Bob­by?' 
    'Noth­ing's wrong with me,' he said with­out look­ing up. 'Who cares? I'm mov­ing to 
Mas­sachusetts. Maybe there's less twinky­dink cheaters there.' 
    'Lis­ten, man — ' 
    'Oh, shut up,' Bob­by said with­out look­ing at him. He looked at his sneak­ers in­stead. Just 
looked at his sneak­ers and kept on walk­ing.  
 
  
Liz Garfield didn't make friends (I'm a plain brown moth, not a so­cial but­ter­fly,' she 
some­times told Bob­by), but dur­ing her first cou­ple of years at Home Town Re­al Es­tate she 
had been on good terms with a wom­an named Myra Cal­houn. (In Liz-​ese she and Myra saw 
eye to eye, marched to the same drum­mer, were tuned to the same wave­length, etc., etc.) In 
those days Myra had been Don Bi­der­man's sec­re­tary and Liz had been the en­tire of­fice pool, 
shut­tling be­tween agents, mak­ing their ap­point­ments and their cof­fee, typ­ing their 
cor­re­spon­dence. Myra had left the agen­cy abrupt­ly, with­out much ex­pla­na­tion, in 1955. Liz 
had moved up to her job as Mr Bi­der­man's sec­re­tary in ear­ly 1956. 
    Liz and Myra had re­mained in touch, ex­chang­ing hol­iday cards and the oc­ca­sion­al let­ter. 
Myra — who was what Liz called 'a maid­en la­dy' — had moved to Mas­sachusetts and 
opened her own lit­tle re­al-​es­tate firm. In late June of 1960 Liz wrote her and asked if she 
could be­come a part­ner — a ju­nior one to start with, of course — in Cal­houn Re­al Es­tate 
So­lu­tions. She had some cap­ital she could bring with her; it wasn't a lot, but nei­ther was 
thir­ty-​five hun­dred dol­lars a spit in the ocean. 
    Maybe Miss Cal­houn had been through the same wringer his mom had been through, 
maybe not. What mat­tered was that she said yes — she even sent his mom a bou­quet of 
flow­ers, and Liz was hap­py for the first time in weeks. Per­haps tru­ly hap­py for the first time 
in years. What mat­tered was they were mov­ing from Har­wich to Dan­vers, Mas­sachusetts. 
They were go­ing in Au­gust, so Liz would have plen­ty of time to get her Bob­by-​O, her new­ly

      qui­et and of­ten glum Bob­by-​O, en­rolled in a new school. 
    What al­so mat­tered was that Liz Garfield's Bob­by-​O had a piece of busi­ness to take care of 
be­fore leav­ing Har­wich.  
 
 
 
He was too young and small to do what need­ed do­ing in a straight­for­ward way. He would 
have to be care­ful, and he'd have to be sneaky. Sneaky was all right with Bob­by; he no longer 
had much in­ter­est in act­ing like Au­die Mur­phy or Ran­dolph Scott in the Sat­ur­day-​mati­nee 
movies, and be­sides, some peo­ple need­ed am­bush­ing, if on­ly to find out what it felt like. The 
hid­ing-​place he picked was the lit­tle copse of trees where Car­ol had tak­en him on the day he 
went all ushy-​gushy and start­ed cry­ing; a fit­ting spot in which to wait for Har­ry Doolin, old 
Mr Robin Hood, Robin Hood, rid­ing through the glen. 
    Har­ry had got­ten a part-​time stock­boy job at To­tal Gro­cery. Bob­by had known that for 
weeks, had seen him there when he went shop­ping with his mom. Bob­by had al­so seen Har­ry 
walk­ing home af­ter his shift end­ed at three o'clock. Har­ry was usu­al­ly with one or more of his 
friends. Richie O'Meara was his most com­mon side­kick; Willie Shear­man seemed to have 
dropped out of old Robin Hood's life just as Sul­ly had pret­ty much dropped out of Bob­by's. 
But whether alone or in com­pa­ny, Har­ry Doolin al­ways cut across Com­mon­wealth Park on 
his way home. 
    Bob­by start­ed to drift down there in the af­ter­noons. There was on­ly morn­ing base­ball now 
that it was re­al­ly hot and by three o'clock Fields A, B, and C were de­sert­ed. Soon­er or lat­er 
Har­ry would walk back from work and past those de­sert­ed fields with­out Richie or any of his 
oth­er Mer­rie Men to keep him com­pa­ny. Mean­while, Bob­by spent the hour be­tween three and 
four P.M. each day in the copse of trees where he had cried with his head in Car­ol's lap. 
Some­times he read a book. The one about George and Lennie made him cry again. Guys like 
us, that work on ranch­es, are the loneli­est guys in the world. That was how George saw it. 
Guys like us got noth­ing to look ahead to. Lennie thought the two of them were go­ing to get a 
farm and raise rab­bits, but long be­fore Bob­by got to the end of the sto­ry he knew there would 
be no farms and no rab­bits for George and Lennie. Why? Be­cause peo­ple need­ed a beast to 
hunt. They found a Ralph or a Pig­gy or a big stupid hulk of a Lennie and then they turned 
in­to low men. They put on their yel­low coats, they sharp­ened a stick at both ends, and then 
they went hunt­ing. 
    But guys like us some­times get a lit­tle of our own back, Bob­by thought as he wait­ed for the 
day when Har­ry would show up alone. Some times we do. 
    Au­gust sixth turned out to be the day. Har­ry strolled through the park to­ward the cor­ner of 
Broad and Com­mon­wealth still wear­ing his red To­tal Gro­cery apron — what a fuck­ing 
nim­rod — and singing 'Mack the Knife' in a voice that could have melt­ed screws. Care­ful not 
to rus­tle the branch­es of the close-​grow­ing trees, Bob­by stepped out be­hind him and closed 
in, walk­ing soft­ly on the path and not cock­ing back his base­ball bat un­til he was close enough 
to be sure. As he raised it he thought of Ted say­ing Three boys against one lit­tle girl. They 
must have thought you were a li­on. But of course Car­ol wasn't a li­on; nei­ther was he. It was 
Sul­ly who was the Li­on and Sul­ly hadn't been there, wasn't here now. The one creep­ing up 
be­hind Har­ry Doolin wasn't even a Wolf. He was just a hye­na, but so what? Did Har­ry 
Doolin de­serve any bet­ter? 
    Nope, Bob­by thought, and swung the bat. It con­nect­ed with the same sat­is­fy­ing thud he'd 
felt at Lake Can­ton when he'd got­ten his third and best hit, the one to deep left. Con­nect­ing 
with the small of Har­ry Doolin's back was even bet­ter. 
    Har­ry screamed with pain and sur­prise and went sprawl­ing. When he rolled over, Bob­by 
brought the bat down on his leg at once, the blow this time land­ing just be­low the left knee.

      'Owwwu­uuu!' Har­ry screamed. It was most sat­is­fy­ing to hear Har­ry Doolin scream; close to 
bliss, in fact. 'Owwwu­uu, that hurts! That hur­rrts!' 
    Can't let him get up, Bob­by thought, pick­ing his next spot with a cold eye. He's twice as 
big as me, if I miss once and let him get up, he'll tear me limb from limb. He'll fuck­ing kill me. 
    Har­ry was try­ing to re­treat, dig­ging at the grav­el path with his sneak­ers, drag­ging a groove 
with his butt, pad­dling with his el­bows. Bob­by swung the bat and hit him in the stom­ach. 
Har­ry lost his air and his el­bows and sprawled on his back. His eyes were dazed, filled with 
sun­bright tears. His pim­ples stood out in big pur­ple and red dots. His mouth — thin and mean 
on the day Rion­da Hew­son had res­cued them — was now a big loose quiver. 'Owwwu­uu, 
stop, I give, I give, oh Jeezis!' 
    He doesn't rec­og­nize me, Bob­by re­al­ized. The sun's in his eyes and he doesn't even know 
who it is. 
    That wasn't good enough. 'Not sat­is­fac­to­ry, boys!' was what the Camp Win­nie coun­sel­lors 
said af­ter a bad cab­in in­spec­tion — Sul­ly had told him that, not that Bob­by cared; who gave a 
shit about cab­in in­spec­tions and mak­ing bead wal­lets? 
    But he gave a shit about this, yes in­deed, and he leaned close to Har­ry's ag­onized face. 
'Re­mem­ber me, Robin Hood?' he asked. 'You re­mem­ber me, don't you? I'm the Mal­tex Ba­by.' 
    Har­ry stopped scream­ing. He stared up at Bob­by, fi­nal­ly rec­og­niz­ing him. 'Get . . . you . . . 
' he man­aged. 
    'You won't get shit,' Bob­by said, and when Har­ry tried to grab his an­kle Bob­by kicked him 
in the ribs. 
    'Ou­uu­uuu!' Har­ry Doolin cried, re­vert­ing to his for­mer scrip­ture. What a creep! Nim­rod 
In­fants on Pa­rade! That prob­ably hurt me more than it hurt you Bob­by thought. Kick­ing 
peo­ple when you're wear­ing sneak­ers is for dumb­bells. 
    Har­ry rolled over. As he scram­bled for his feet Bob­by un­coiled a home -run swing and 
drove the bat square­ly across Har­ry's but­tocks. The sound was like a car­pet-​beat­er hit­ting a 
heavy rug — a won­der­ful sound! The on­ly thing that could have im­proved this mo­ment 
would have been Mr Bi­der­man al­so sprawled on the path. Bob­by knew ex­act­ly where he'd 
like to hit him. 
    Half a loaf was bet­ter than none, though. Or so his moth­er al­ways said. 
    'That was for the Ger­ber Ba­by,' Bob­by said. Har­ry was ly­ing flat on the path again, 
sob­bing. Snot was run­ning from his nose in thick green streams. With one hand he was fee­bly 
try­ing to rub some feel­ing back in­to his numb ass. 
    Bob­by's hands tight­ened on the taped han­dle of the bat again. He want­ed to lift it and bring 
it down one fi­nal time, not on Har­ry's shin or Har­ry's back­side but on Har­ry's head. He 
want­ed to hear the crunch of Har­ry's skull, and re­al­ly, wouldn't the world be a bet­ter place 
with­out him? Lit­tle Irish shit. Low lit­tle — 
    Steady on, Bob­by, Ted's voice spoke up. Enough is enough, so just steady on. Con­trol 
your­self. 
    'Touch her again and I'll kill you,' Bob­by said. 'Touch me  again and I'll burn your house 
down. Fuck­ing nim­rod.' 
    He had squat­ted by Har­ry to say this last. Now he got up, looked around, and walked away. 
By the time he met the Sigs­by twins halfway up Broad Street Hill, he was whistling.  
 
 
 
In the years which fol­lowed, Liz Garfield al­most got used to see­ing po­lice­men at her door. 
The first to show up was Of­fi­cer Raymer, the fat lo­cal cop who would some­times buy the 
kids peanuts from the guy in the park. When he rang the door­bell of the ground-​floor 
apart­ment at 149 Broad Street on the evening of Au­gust sixth, Of­fi­cer Raymer didn't look

      hap­py. With him was Har­ry Doolin, who would not be able to sit in an un­cush­ioned seat for a 
week or more, and his moth­er, Mary Doolin. Har­ry mount­ed the porch steps like an old man, 
with his hands plant­ed in the small of his back.  
    When Liz opened the front door, Bob­by was by her side. Mary Doolin point­ed at him and 
cried: 'That's him, that's the boy who beat up my Har­ry! Ar­rest him! Do your du­ty!' 
    'What's this about, George?' Liz asked. 
    For a mo­ment Of­fi­cer Raymer didn't re­ply. He looked from Bob­by (five feet four inch­es 
tall, nine­ty-​sev­en pounds) to Har­ry (six feet one inch tall, one hun­dred and sev­en­ty-​five 
pounds), in­stead. His large moist eyes were doubt­ful. 
    Har­ry Doolin was stupid, but not so stupid he couldn't read that look. 'He snuck up on me. 
Got me from be­hind.' 
    Raymer bent down to Bob­by with his chapped, red-​knuck­led hands on the shiny knees of 
his uni­form pants. 'Har­ry Doolin here claims you beat im up in the park whilst he was on his 
way home from work.' Raymer pro­nounced work as rur­rk. Bob­by nev­er for­got that. 'Says you 
hid and then lumped im up wid­da ball­bat be­fore he could even turn around. What do you say, 
lad­die? Is he telling the truth?' 
    Bob­by, not stupid at all, had al­ready con­sid­ered this scene. He wished he could have told 
Har­ry in the park that paid was paid and done was done, that if Har­ry tat­tled to any­one about 
Bob­by beat­ing him up, then Bob­by would tat­tle right back — would tell about Har­ry and his 
friends hurt­ing Car­ol, which would look much worse. The trou­ble with that was that Har­ry's 
friends would de­ny it; it would be Car­ol's word against Har­ry's, Richie's, and Willie's. So 
Bob­by had walked away with­out say­ing any­thing, hop­ing that Har­ry's hu­mil­ia­tion — beat up 
by a lit­tle kid half his size — would keep his mouth shut. It hadn't, and look­ing at Mrs 
Doolin's nar­row face, pinched paint­less lips, and fu­ri­ous eyes, Bob­by knew why. She had 
got­ten it out of him, that was all. Nagged it out of him, more than like­ly.  
    'I nev­er touched him,' Bob­by told Raymer, and met Raymer's gaze firm­ly with his own as 
he said it. 
    Mary Doolin gasped, shocked. Even Har­ry, to whom ly­ing must have been a way of life by 
the age of six­teen, looked sur­prised. 
    'Oh, the straight-​out bare-​faced­ness of it!' Mrs Doolin cried. 'You let me talk to him, 
Of­fi­cer! I'll get the truth out of him, see if I don't!' 
    She start­ed for­ward. Raymer swept her back with one hand, not ris­ing or even tak­ing his 
eyes from Bob­by. 
    'Now, lad — why would a ga­loot the size of Har­ry Doolin say such a thing about a shrimp 
the size of you if it wasn't true?' 
    'Don't you be call­ing my boy a ga­loot!' Mrs Doolin shrilled. 'Ain't it enough he's been beat 
with­in an inch of his life by this cow­ard? Why — ' 
    'Shut up,' Bob­by's mom said. It was the first time she'd spo­ken since ask­ing Of­fi­cer 
Raymer what this was about, and her voice was dead­ly qui­et. 'Let him an­swer the ques­tion.' 
    'He's still mad at me from last win­ter, that's why,' Bob­by told Raymer. 'He and some oth­er 
big kids from St Gabe's chased me down the hill. Har­ry slipped on the ice and fell down and 
got all wet. He said he'd ge t me. I guess he thinks this is a good way to do it.' 
    'You liar!' Har­ry shout­ed. 'That wasn't me who chased you, that was Bil­ly Don­ahue! That 
— ' 
    He stopped, looked around. He'd put his foot in it some­how; a dim ap­pre­ci­ation of the fact 
was dawn­ing on his face. 
    'It wasn't me,' Bob­by said. He spoke qui­et­ly, hold­ing Raymer's eyes. 'If I tried to beat up a 
kid his size, he'd to­tal me.' 
    'Liars go to hell!' Mary Doolin shout­ed. 
    'Where were you around three-​thir­ty this af­ter­noon, Bob­by?' Rayme r asked. 'Can you

      an­swer me that?' 
    'Here,' Bob­by said.  
    'Miz Garfield?' 
    'Oh yes,' she said calm­ly. 'Right here with me all af­ter­noon. I washed the kitchen floor and 
Bob­by cleaned the base­boards. We're get­ting ready to move, and I want the place to look nice 
when we do. Bob­by com­plained a lit­tle — as boys will do — but he did his chore. And 
af­ter­ward we had iced tea.' 
    'Liar!' Mrs Doolin cried. Har­ry on­ly looked stunned. 'Shock­ing liar!' She lunged for­ward 
again, hands reach­ing in the gen­er­al di­rec­tion of Liz Garfield's neck. Once more Of­fi­cer 
Raymer pushed her back with­out look­ing at her. A bit more rough­ly this time. 
    'You tell me on your oath that he was with you?' Of­fi­cer Raymer asked Liz.  
    'On my oath.' 
    'Bob­by, you nev­er touched him? On your oath?' 
    'On my oath.' 
    'On your oath be­fore God?' 
    'On my oath be­fore God.' 
    'I'm gonna get you, Garfield,' Har­ry said. 'I'm gonna fix your lit­tle red w — ' 
    Raymer swung around so sud­den­ly that if his moth­er hadn't seized him by one el­bow, 
Har­ry might have tum­bled down the porch steps, rein­jur­ing him­self in old places and open­ing 
fresh wounds in new ones. 
    'Shut your ug­ly stupid pot,' Raymer said, and when Mrs Doolin start­ed to speak, Raymer 
point­ed at her. 'Shut yours as well, Mary Doolin. Maybe if you want to bring beat­in charges 
against some­one, you ought to start with yer own damned hus­band. There'd be more 
wit­ness­es.' 
    She gaw­ped at him, fu­ri­ous and ashamed. 
    Raymer dropped the hand he'd been point­ing with, as if it had sud­den­ly gained weight. He 
gazed from Har­ry and Mary (nei­ther full of grace) on the porch to Bob­by and Liz in the 
foy­er. Then he stepped back from all four, took off his uni­form cap, scratched his sweaty 
head, and put his cap back on. 'Some­thing's rot­ten in the state of Den­mark,' he said at last. 
'Some­one here's lyin faster'n a hoss can trot.' 
    'He—' 'You—' Har­ry and Bob­by spoke to­geth­er, but Of­fi­cer George Raymer was 
in­ter­est­ed in hear­ing from nei­ther. 
    'Shut up!'  he roared, loud enough to make an old cou­ple strolling past on the oth­er side of 
the street turn and look. 'I'm declar­in the case closed. But if there's any more trou­ble be­tween 
the two of you' — point­ing at the boys — 'or you?' — point­ing at the moth­ers — 'there's 
go­ing to be woe for some­one. A word to the wise is suf­fi­cient, diey say. Har­ry, will you 
shake young Robert's hand and say all's well? Do the man­ly thing? . . . Ah, I thought not. The 
world's a sad god­damned place. Come on, Doolins. I'll see you home.' 
    Bob­by and his moth­er watched the three of them go down the steps, Har­ry's limp now 
ex­ag­ger­at­ed to the point of a sailor's stag­ger. At the foot of the walk Mrs Doolin sud­den­ly 
cuffed him on the back of the neck. 'Don't make it worse'n it is, you lit­tle shite!' she said. 
Har­ry did bet­ter af­ter that, but he still rolled from star­board to port. To Bob­by the boy's 
resid­ual limp looked like the goods. Prob­ably was the goods. That last lick, the one across 
Har­ry's ass, had been a grand slam. 
    Back in the apart­ment, speak­ing in that same calm voice, Liz asked: 'Was he one of the 
boys that hurt Car­ol?' 
    'Yes.' 
    'Can you stay out of his way un­til we move?' 
    'I think so.' 
    'Good,' she said, and then kissed him. She hard­ly ev­er kissed him, and it was won­der­ful

      when she did. 
 
  
Less than a week be­fore they moved — the apart­ment had by then be­gun to fill up with 
card­board box­es and to take on a strange de­nud­ed look — Bob­by caught up to Car­ol Ger­ber 
in the park. She was walk­ing along by her­self for a change. He had seen her out walk­ing with 
her girl­friends plen­ty of times, but that wasn't good enough, wasn't what he want­ed. Now she 
was fi­nal­ly alone, and it wasn't un­til she looked over her shoul­der at him and he saw the fear 
in her eyes that he knew she had been avoid­ing him. 
    'Bob­by,' she said. 'How are you?' 
    'I don't know,' he said. 'Okay, I guess. I haven't seen you around.' 
    'You haven't come up my house.' 
    'No,' he said. 'No, I — ' What? How was he sup­posed to fin­ish? 'I been pret­ty busy,' he said 
lame­ly. 
    'Oh. Uh-​huh.' He could have han­dled her be­ing cool to him. What he couldn't han­dle was 
the fear she was try­ing to hide. The fear of him. As if he was a dog that might bite her. Bob­by 
had a crazy im­age of him­self drop­ping down on all fours and start­ing to go roop-​roop-​roop. 
    'I'm mov­ing away.' 
    'Sul­ly told me. But he didn't know ex­act­ly where. I guess you guys don't chum like you 
used to.' 
    'No,' Bob­by said. 'Not like we used to. But here.' He reached in­to his back pock­et and 
brought out a piece of fold­ed-​over pa­per from a school note­book. Car­ol looked at it 
doubt­ful­ly, reached for it, then pulled her hand back.  
    'It's just my ad­dress,' he said. 'We're go­ing to Mas­sachusetts. A town named Dan­vers.' 
    Bob­by held out the fold­ed pa­per but she still wasn't tak­ing it and he felt like cry­ing. He 
re­mem­bered be­ing at the top of the Fer­ris wheel with her and how it was like be­ing at the top 
of the whole light­ed world. He re­mem­bered a tow­el open­ing like wings, feet with tiny paint­ed 
toes piv­ot­ing, and the smell of per­fume. 'She's dancin to the drag, the cha-​cha rag-​a-​mop,' 
Fred­dy Can­non sang from the ra­dio in the oth­er room, and it was Car­ol, it was Car­ol, it was 
Car­ol. 
    'I thought you might write,' he said. 'I'll prob­ably be home­sick, a new town and all.' 
    Car­ol took the pa­per at last and put it in­to the pock­et of her shorts with­out look­ing at it. 
Prob­ably throw it away when she gets home, Bob­by thought, but he didn't care. She had 
tak­en it, at least. That would be enough spring­board for those times when he need­ed to take 
his mind away . . . and there didn't have to be any low men in the vicin­ity for you to need to 
do that, he had dis­cov­ered.  
    'Sul­ly says you're dif­fer­ent now.' 
    Bob­by didn't re­ply.  
    'Lots of peo­ple say that, ac­tu­al­ly.' 
    Bob­by didn't re­ply. 
    'Did you beat Har­ry Doolin up?' she asked, and gripped Bob­by's wrist with a cold hand. 
'Did you?' 
    Bob­by slow­ly nod­ded his head. 
    Car­ol threw her arms around his neck and kissed him so hard their teeth clashed. Their 
mouths part­ed with an au­di­ble smack. Bob­by didn't kiss an­oth­er girl on the mouth for three 
years . . . and nev­er in his life did he have one kiss him like that. 
    'Good!' she said in a low fierce voice. It was al­most a growl. 'Good!'  
    Then she ran to­ward Broad Street, her legs — browned with sum­mer and scabbed by many 
games and many side­walks — flash­ing.

      'Car­ol!' he called af­ter her. 'Car­ol, wait!' 
    She ran. 
    'Car­ol, I love you!' 
    She stopped at that . . . or maybe it was just that she'd reached Com­mon­wealth Av­enue and 
had to look for traf­fic. In any case she paused a mo­ment, head low­ered, and then looked back. 
Her eyes were wide and her lips were part­ed.  
    'Car­ol!' 
    'I have to go home, I have to make the sal­ad,' she said, and ran away from him. She  ran 
across the street and out of his life with­out look­ing back a sec­ond time. Per­haps that was just 
as well.  
 
 
 
He and his mom moved to Dan­vers. Bob­by went to Dan­vers El­emen­tary, made some friends, 
made even more en­emies. The fights start­ed, and not long af­ter, so did the tru­an­cies. On the 
Com­ments sec­tion of his first re­port card, Mrs Rivers wrote: 'Robert is an ex­treme­ly bright 
boy. He is al­so ex­treme­ly trou­bled. Will you come and see me about him, Mrs Garfield?' 
    Mrs Garfield went, and Mrs Garfield helped as much as she could, but there were too many 
things about which she could not speak: Prov­idence, a cer­tain lost-​pet poster, and how she'd 
come by the mon­ey she'd used to buy in­to a new busi­ness and a new life. The two wom­en 
agreed that Bob­by was suf­fer­ing from grow­ing pains; that he was miss­ing his old town and 
old friends as well. He would even­tu­al­ly out­last his trou­bles. He was too bright and too full of 
po­ten­tial not to. 
    Liz pros­pered in her new ca­reer as a re­al-​es­tate agent. Bob­by did well enough in En­glish 
(he got an A-​Plus on a pa­per in which he com­pared Stein­beck's Of Mice and Men to 
Gold­ing's Lord of the Flies) and did poor­ly in the rest of his class­es. He be­gan to smoke 
cigarettes. 
    Car­ol did  write from time to time — hes­itant, al­mos t ten­ta­tive notes in which she talked 
about school and friends and a week­end trip to New York City with Rion­da. Ap­pend­ed to one 
that ar­rived in March of 1961 (her let­ters al­ways came on deck­le-​edged pa­per with ted­dy 
bears danc­ing down the sides) was a stark P.S.: I think my mom & dad are go­ing to get a 
di­vorce. He signed up for an­oth­er 'hitch' and all she does is cry. Most­ly, how­ev­er, she stuck 
to brighter things: she was learn­ing to twirl, she had got­ten new ice skates on her birth­day, 
she still thought Fabi­an was cute even if Yvonne and Tina didn't, she had been to a twist 
par­ty and danced ev­ery dance. 
    As he opened each of her let­ters and pulled it out Bob­by would think, This is the last. I 
won't hear from her again. Kids don't write let­ters for long even if they promise they will. 
There are too many new things com­ing along. Time goes by so fast. Too fast. She'll for­get me. 
    But he would not help her to do so. Af­ter each of her let­ters came he would sit down and 
write a re­sponse. He told her about the house in Brook­line his moth­er sold for twen­ty-​five 
thou­sand dol­lars — six months' salary at her old job in a sin­gle com­mis­sion. He told her 
about the A-​Plus on his En­glish theme. He told her about his friend Mor­rie, who was teach­ing 
him to play chess. He didn't tell her that some­times he and Mor­rie went on win­dow-​break­ing 
ex­pe­di­tions, rid­ing their bikes (Bob­by had fi­nal­ly saved up enough to buy one) as fast as they 
could past the scuzzy old apart­ment hous­es on Ply­mouth Street and throw­ing rocks out of 
their bas­kets as they went. He skipped the sto­ry of how he had told Mr Hur­ley, the as­sis­tant 
prin­ci­pal at Dan­vers El­emen­tary, to kiss his rosy red ass and how Mr Hur­ley had re­spond­ed 
by slap­ping him across the face and call­ing him an in­so­lent, weari­some lit­tle boy. He didn't 
con­fide that he had be­gun shoplift­ing or that he had been drunk four or five times (once with 
Mor­rie, the oth­er times by him­self) or that some­times he walked over to the train tracks and

      won­dered if get­ting run over by the South Shore Ex­press would be the quick­est way to fin­ish 
the job. Just a whiff of diesel fu­el, a shad­ow falling over your face, and then blooey. Or 
maybe not that quick.  
    Each let­ter he wrote to Car­ol end­ed the same way: 
 
You are sad­ly missed by 
Your friend, 
Bob­by  
 
    Weeks would pass with no mail — not for him — and then there would be an­oth­er 
en­ve­lope with hearts and ted­dy bears stuck to the back, an­oth­er sheet of deck­le-​edged pa­per, 
more stuff about skat­ing and ba­ton twirling and new shoes and how she was still stuck on 
frac­tions. Each let­ter was like one more la­bored breath from a loved one whose death now 
seems in­evitable. One more breath.  
    Even Sul­ly-​John wrote him a few let­ters. They stopped ear­ly in 1961, but Bob­by was 
amazed and touched that Sul­ly would try at all. In S-​J's child­ish­ly big hand­writ­ing and painful 
mis­spellings Bob­by could make out the ap­proach of a good-​heart­ed teenage boy who would 
play sports and lay cheer­lead­ers with equal joy, a boy who would be­come lost in the thick­ets 
of punc­tu­ation as eas­ily as he would weave through the de­fen­sive lines of op­pos­ing foot­ball 
teams. Bob­by thought he could even see the man who was wait­ing for Sul­ly up ahead in the 
sev­en­ties and eight­ies, wait­ing for him the way you'd wait for a taxi to ar­rive: a car sales­man 
who'd even­tu­al­ly own his own deal­er­ship. Hon­est John's, of course; Hon­est John's Har­wich 
Chevro­let. He'd have a big stom­ach hang­ing over his belt and lots of plaques on the wall of 
his of­fice and he'd coach youth sports and start ev­ery peptalk with Lis­ten up, guys and go to 
church and march in pa­rades and be on the city coun­cil and all that. It would be a good life, 
Bob­by reck­oned — the farm and the rab­bits in­stead of the stick sharp­ened at both ends. 
Al­though for Sul­ly the stick turned out to be wait­ing af­ter all; it was wait­ing in Dong Ha 
Province along with the old ma­masan, the one who would nev­er com­plete­ly go away.  
 
  
Bob­by was four­teen when the cop caught him com­ing out of the con­ve­nience store with two 
six­packs of beer (Nar­ra­gansett) and three car­tons of cigarettes (Chester­fields, nat­ural­ly; 
twen­ty-​one great to­bac­cos make twen­ty won­der­ful smokes). This was the blond Vil­lage of the 
Damned cop. 
    Bob­by told the cop he hadn't bro­ken in, that the back door was open and he'd just walked 
in, but when the cop shone his flash­light on the lock it hung askew in the old wood, half 
gouged out. What about this? the cop asked, and Bob­by shrugged. Sit­ting in the car (the cop 
let Bob­by sit in the front seat with him but wouldn't let him have a butt when Bob­by asked), 
the cop be­gan fill­ing out a form on a clip­board. He asked the sullen, skin­ny kid be­side him 
what his name was. Ralph, Bob­by said. Ralph Garfield. But when they pulled up in front of 
the house where he now lived with his mom — a whole house, up­stairs and down­stairs both, 
times were good -he told the cop he had lied.  
    'My name's re­al­ly Jack,' he said.  
    'Oh yeah?' the blond Vil­lage of the Damned cop said. 
    'Yes,' Bob­by said, nod­ding. 'Jack Mer­ridew Garfield. That's me.' 
 
 
 
Car­ol Ger­ber's let­ters stopped com­ing in 1963, which hap­pened to be the year of Bob­by's first

      school ex­pul­sion and al­so the year of his first vis­it to Mas­sachusetts Youth Cor­rec­tion­al in 
Bed­ford. The cause of this vis­it was pos­ses­sion of five mar­ijua­na cigarettes, which Bob­by 
and his friends called joy­sticks. Bob­by was sen­tenced to nine­ty days, the last thir­ty for­giv­en 
for good be­hav­ior. He read a lot of books. Some of the oth­er kids called him Pro­fes­sor. 
Bob­by didn't mind.  
    When he got out of Bed­bug Cor­rec­tion­al, Of­fi­cer Grandelle — the Dan­vers Ju­ve­nile 
Of­fi­cer — came by and asked if Bob­by was ready to straight­en up and fly right. Bob­by said 
he was, he had learned his les­son, and for awhile that seemed to be true. Then in the fall of 
1964 he beat a boy so bad­ly that the boy had to go to the hos­pi­tal and there was some 
ques­tion of whether or not he would com­plete­ly re­cov­er. The kid wouldn't give Bob­by his 
gui­tar, so Bob­by beat him up and took it. Bob­by was play­ing the gui­tar (not very well) in his 
room when he was ar­rest­ed. He had told Liz he'd bought the gui­tar, a Sil­ver­tone acous­tic, in a 
pawn­shop.  
    Liz stood weep­ing in the door­way as Of­fi­cer Grandelle led Bob­by to the po­lice car parked 
at the curb. 'I'm go­ing to wash my hands of you if you don't stop!' she cried af­ter him. 'I mean 
it! I do!' 
    'Wash em,' he said, get­ting in the back. 'Go ahead, Ma, wash em now and save time.' 
    Driv­ing down­town, Of­fi­cer Grandelle said, 'I thought you was gonna straight­en up and fly 
right, Bob­by.' 
    'Me too,' Bob­by said. That time he was in Bed­bug for six months. 
 
 
 
When he got out he cashed in his Trail­ways tick­et and hitched home. When he let him­self 
in­to the house, his moth­er didn't come out to greet him. 'You got a let­ter,' she said from her 
dark­ened bed­room. 'It's on your desk.' 
    Bob­by's heart be­gan to bang hard against his ribs as soon as he saw the en­ve­lope. The 
hearts and ted­dy bears were gone — she was too old for them now — but he rec­og­nized 
Car­ol's hand­writ­ing at once. He picked up the let­ter and tore it open. In­side was a sin­gle sheet 
of pa­per — deck­le-​edged — and an­oth­er, small­er, en­ve­lope. Bob­by read Car­ol's note, the last 
he ev­er re­ceived from her, quick­ly.  
 
Dear Bob­by, 
How are you. I am fine. You got some­thing from your old friend, the 
one who fixed my arm that time. It came to me be­cause I guess he didn't 
know where you were. He put a note in ask­ing me to send it along. So I am. 
Say hi to your mom.  
Car­ol 
 
    No news of her ad­ven­tures in twirling. No news of how she was do­ing with math. No news 
of boyfriends, ei­ther, but Bob­by guessed she prob­ably had had a few. 
    He picked up the sealed en­ve­lope with hands that were shaky and numb. His heart was 
pound­ing hard­er than ev­er. On the front, writ­ten in soft pen­cil, was a sin­gle word: his name. 
It was Ted's hand­writ­ing. He knew it at once. Dry-​mouthed, un­aware that his eyes had filled 
with tears, Bob­by tore open the en­ve­lope, which was no big­ger than the ones in which 
chil­dren send their first-​grade valen­tines. 
    What came out first was the sweet­est smell Bob­by had ev­er ex­pe­ri­enced. It made him think 
of hug­ging his moth­er when he was small, the smell of her per­fume and de­odor­ant and the 
stuff she put on her hair; it made him think of how Com­mon­wealth Park smelled in the 
sum­mer; it made him think of how the Har­wich Li­brary stacks had smelled, spicy and dim

      and some­how ex­plo­sive. The tears in his eyes over­spilled and be­gan to run down his cheeks. 
He'd got­ten used to feel­ing old; feel­ing young again — know­ing he could  feel young again — 
was a ter­ri­ble dis­ori­ent­ing shock.  
    There was no let­ter, no note, no writ­ing of any kind. When Bob­by tilt­ed the en­ve­lope, what 
show­ered down on the sur­face of his desk were rose petals of the deep­est, dark­est red he had 
ev­er seen.  
    Heart's blood, he thought, ex­alt­ed with­out know­ing why. All at once, and for the first time 
in years, he re­mem­bered how you could take your mind away, how you could just put it on 
pa­role. And even as he thought of it he felt his thoughts lift­ing. The rose petals gleamed on 
the scarred sur­face of his desk like ru­bies, like se­cret light spilled from the world's se­cret 
heart. 
    Not just one world, Bob­by thought. Not just one. There are oth­er worlds than this, mil­lions 
of worlds, all turn­ing on the spin­dle of the Tow­er. 
    And then he thought: He got away from them again. He's free again. 
    The petals left no room for doubt. They were all the yes any­one could ev­er need; all the 
you-​may, all the you-​can, all the it's-​true. 
    Now they go, now they slow, Bob­by thought, know­ing he had heard those words be­fore, 
not re­mem­ber­ing where or know­ing why they had re­curred to him now. Not car­ing, ei­ther. 
    Ted was free. Not in this world and time, this time he had run in the oth­er di­rec­tion . . . but 
in some world. 
    Bob­by scooped up the petals, each one like a tiny silk coin. He cupped them like palm­fuls 
of blood, then raised them to his face. He could have drowned in their sweet reek. Ted was in 
them, Ted clear as day with his fun­ny stooped way of walk­ing, his ba­by-​fine white hair, and 
the yel­low nico­tine spots tat­tooed on the first two fin­gers of his right hand. Ted with his 
car­ry­han­dle shop­ping bags. 
    As on the day when he had pun­ished Har­ry Doolin for hurt­ing Car­ol, he heard Ted's voice. 
Then it had been most­ly imag­ina­tion. This time Bob­by thought it was re­al, some­thing which 
had been em­bed­ded in the rose petals and left for him.  
    Steady on, Bob­by. Enough is enough, so just steady on. Con­trol your­self. 
    He sat at his desk for a long time with the rose petals pressed to his face. At last, care­ful 
not to lose a sin­gle one, he put them back in­to the lit­tle en­ve­lope and fold­ed down the torn 
top. 
    He's free. He's . . . some­where. And he re­mem­bered. 
    'He re­mem­bered me,' Bob­by said. 'He re­mem­bered me .' 
    He got up, went in­to the kitchen, and put on the tea ket­tle. Then he went in­to his moth­er's 
room. She was on her bed, ly­ing there in her slip with her feet up, and he could see she had 
start­ed to look old. She turned her face away from him when he sat down next to her, a boy 
now al­most as big as a man, but she let him take her hand. He held it and stroked it and 
wait­ed for the ket­tle to whis­tle. Af­ter awhile she turned to look at him. 'Oh Bob­by,' she said. 
'We've made such a mess of things, you and me. What are we go­ing to do?' 
    'The best we can,' he said, still stroking her hand. He raised it to his lips and kissed the 
palm where her life­line and heart­line tan­gled briefly be­fore wan­der­ing away from each oth­er 
again. 'The best we can.'

      1966: Man, we just couldn't 
stop laugh­ing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 H
EARTS 
IN 
AT­LANTIS

      1     
 
When I came to the Uni­ver­si­ty of Maine in 1966, there was still a Gold­wa­ter stick­er, tat­tered 
and fad­ed but per­fect­ly read­able (AuH2O-4-USA), on the old sta­tion wag­on I in­her­it­ed from 
my broth­er. When I left the Uni­ver­si­ty in 1970, I had no car. What I did have was a beard, 
hair down to my shoul­ders, and a back­pack with a stick­er on it read­ing RICHARD NIXON is A 
WAR CRIM­INAL. The but­ton on the col­lar of my den­im jack­et read I AIN'T NO FOR­TU­NATE SON. 
Col­lege is al­ways a time of change, I guess, the last ma­jor con­vul­sion of child­hood, but I 
doubt there were ev­er changes of such mag­ni­tude as those faced by the stu­dents who came to 
their cam­pus­es in the late six­ties. 
    Most of us don't say much about those years now, not be­cause we don't re­mem­ber them but 
be­cause the lan­guage which we spoke back then has been lost. When I try to talk about the 
six­ties - when I even try to think about them - I am over­come by hor­ror and hi­lar­ity. I see 
bell­bot­tom pants and Earth Shoes. I smell pot and patchouli, in­cense and pep­per­mints. And I 
hear Dono­van Leitch singing his sweet and stupid song about the con­ti­nent of At­lantis, lyrics 
that still seem pro­found to me in the watch­es of the night, when I can't sleep. The old­er I get, 
the hard­er it is to let go of that song's stu­pid­ity and hold on­to its sweet­ness. I have to re­mind 
my­self that we were small­er then, small enough to live our bright­ly hued lives un­der the 
mush­rooms, all the time be­liev­ing them to be trees, shel­ter from the shel­ter­ing sky. I know 
that doesn't make any re­al sense, but it's the best I can do: hail At­lantis. 
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I fin­ished my se­nior year liv­ing off-​cam­pus in LSD Acres, the rot­ting cab­ins down by the 
Still­wa­ter Riv­er, but when I came to U of M in 1966 I lived in Cham­ber­lain Hall, which was 
part of a three-​dorm com­plex: Cham­ber­lain (men), King (men), and Franklin (wom­en). There 
was al­so a din­ing hall, Holyoke Com­mons, which stood a lit­tle apart from the dorms - not far, 
per­haps on­ly an eighth of a mile, but it seemed far on win­ter nights when the wind was strong 
and the tem­per­ature dipped be­low ze­ro. Far enough so that Holyoke was known as the Palace 
on the Plains. 
    I learned a lot in col­lege, the very least of it in the class­rooms. I learned how to kiss a girl 
and put on a rub­ber at the same time (a nec­es­sary but of­ten over­looked skill), how to chug a 
six­teen-​ounce can of beer with­out throw­ing up, how to make ex­tra cash in my spare time 
(writ­ing term pa­pers for kids with more mon­ey than I, which was most of them), how not to 
be a Re­pub­li­can even though I had sprung from a long line of them, how to go in­to the streets 
with a sign held up over my head, chant­ing One two three four we won't fight your fuck­ing 
war and Hey hey LBJ how many kids did you kill to­day. I learned that you should try to get 
down­wind of tear­gas and breathe slow­ly through a hand­ker­chief or a ban­dan­na if you couldn't 
do that. I learned that when the night­sticks come out, you want to fall on your side, draw your 
knees up to your chest, and cov­er the back of your head with your hands. In Chica­go, in 
1968, I learned that cops can beat the shit out of you no mat­ter how well you cov­er up. 
    But be­fore I learned any of those things, I learned about the plea­sures and dan­gers of 
Hearts. There were six­teen rooms hold­ing thir­ty-​two boys on the third floor of Cham­ber­lain 
Hall in the fall of 1966; by Jan­uary of 1967, nine­teen of those boys had ei­ther moved or 
flunked out, vic­tims of Hearts. It swept through us that fall like a vir­ulent strain of in­fluen­za.

      On­ly three of the young men on Three were com­ple tely im­mune, I think. One was my 
room­mate, Nathan Hop­pen­stand. One was David 'Dearie' Dear­born, the floor-​proc­tor. The 
third was Stoke­ly Jones III, soon to be known to the cit­izen­ry of Cham­ber­lain Hall as Rip-
Rip. Some­times I think it's Rip-​Rip I want to tell you about; some­times I think it's Skip Kirk 
(lat­er known as Cap­tain Kirk, of course), who was my best friend dur­ing those years; 
some­times I think it's Car­ol. Of­ten I be­lieve it's the six­ties them­selves I want to talk about, 
im­pos­si­ble as that has al­ways seemed to me. But be­fore I talk about any of those things, I 
bet­ter tell you about Hearts. 
    Skip once said that Whist is Bridge for dopes and Hearts is Bridge for re­al dopes. You'll 
get no ar­gu­ment from me, al­though that kind of miss­es the point. Hearts is fun, that's the 
point, and when you play it for mon­ey — a nick­el a point was the go­ing rate on Cham­ber­lain 
Three — it quick­ly be­comes com­pul­sive. The ide­al num­ber of play­ers is four. All the cards 
are dealt out and then played in tricks. Each hand amounts to twen­ty-​six to­tal points: thir­teen 
hearts at a point each, and the queen of spades (which we called The Bitch), worth thir­teen 
points all by her­self. The game ends when one of the four play­ers tops a hun­dred points. The 
win­ner is the play­er with the low­est score. 
    In our marathons, each of the oth­er three play­ers would cough up based on the dif­fer­ence 
be­tween his score and the win­ner's score. If, for ex­am­ple, the dif­fer­ence be­tween my score 
and Skip's was twen­ty points at the end of the game, I had to pay him a dol­lar at the go­ing 
rate of a nick­el a point. Chump-​change, you'd say now, but this was 1966, and a dol­lar wasn't 
just change to the work-​study chumps who lived on Cham­ber­lain Three.# 
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I re­call quite clear­ly when the Hearts epi­dem­ic start­ed: the first week­end in Oc­to­ber. I 
re­mem­ber be­cause the semester's ini­tial round of pre­lims had just end­ed and I had sur­vived. 
Sur­vival was an ac­tu­al is­sue for most of the boys on Cham­ber­lain Three; we were at col­lege 
thanks to a va­ri­ety of schol­ar­ships, loans (most, in­clud­ing my own, cour­tesy of the Na­tion­al 
Ed­uca­tion De­fense Act), and work-​study jobs. It was like rid­ing in a Soap­box Der­by car 
which had been put to­geth­er with paste in­stead of nails, and while our ar­range­ments var­ied — 
most­ly ac­cord­ing to how crafty we were when it came to fill­ing out forms and how dili­gent­ly 
our high-​school guid­ance coun­selors had worked for us — there was one hard fact of life. It 
was summed up by a sam­pler which hung in the third-​floor lounge, where our marathon 
Hearts tour­na­ments were played. Tony DeLuc­ca's moth­er made it, told him to hang it 
some­place where he'd see it ev­ery day, and sent him off to col­lege with it. As the fall of 1966 
wore out and win­ter re­placed it, Mrs DeLuc­ca's sam­pler seemed to glare big­ger and brighter 
with each pass­ing hand, each fall of The Bitch, each night I rolled in­to bed with my text­books 
un­opened, my notes un­stud­ied, my pa­pers un­writ­ten. Once or twice I even dreamed about it: 
     
2.5. 
     
That's what the sam­pler said, in big red cro­cheted nu­mer­als. Mrs DeLuc­ca un­der­stood what it 
meant, and so did we. If you lived in one of the or­di­nary dorms — Jack­lin or Dunn or Pease 
or Chad­bourne — you could keep your place in the Class of 1970 with a 1.6 av­er­age . . . if, 
that was, Dad­dy and Mum­my con­tin­ued to pay the bills. This was the state land-​grant col­lege,

    

  
    
      Hearts in Atlantis

    

    
      re­mem­ber; we are not talk­ing about Har­vard or Welles­ley. For stu­dents try­ing to stag­ger 
through on schol­ar­ship-​and-​loan pack­ages, how­ev­er, 2.5 was the line drawn in the dust. Score 
be­low a 2.5 — drop from a C av­er­age to a C-​mi­nus, in oth­er words — and your lit­tle soap­box 
rac­er was al­most cer­tain to fall apart. 'Be in touch, ba­by, seeya,' as Skip Kirk used to say.  
    I did okay on that first round of pre­lims, es­pe­cial­ly for a boy who was al­most ill with 
home­sick­ness (I had nev­er been away from home in my life ex­cept for a sin­gle week at 
bas­ket­ball camp, from which I re­turned with a sprained wrist and an odd fun­gal growth 
be­tween my toes and un­der my testes). I was car­ry­ing five sub­jects and got B's in ev­ery­thing 
ex­cept Fresh­man En­glish. On that one I got an A. My in­struc­tor, who would lat­er di­vorce his 
wife and wind up busk­ing in Sproul Plaza on the Berke­ley cam­pus, wrote 'Your ex­am­ple of 
ono­matopoeia is ac­tu­al­ly quite bril­liant' be­side one of my an­swers. I sent that test back home 
to my moth­er and fa­ther. My moth­er re­turned a post­card with one word — 'Bra­vo!' — 
scrawled fer­vent­ly across the back. Re­mem­ber­ing that caus­es an un­ex­pect­ed pang, some­thing 
ac­tu­al­ly close to phys­ical pain. It was, I sup­pose, the last time I dragged home a school pa­per 
with a gold star past­ed in the cor­ner. 
    Af­ter that first round of pre­lims I com­pla­cent­ly cal­cu­lat­ed my GPA-​in-​progress and came 
out with a 3.3. It nev­er got near that again, and by late De­cem­ber I re­al­ized that the choic­es 
had be­come very sim­ple: quit play­ing cards and maybe sur­vive to the next semester with my 
frag­ile fi­nan­cial-​aid pack­age in­tact, or con­tin­ue Bitch-​hunt­ing be­neath Mrs DeLuc­ca's 
sam­pler in the third-​floor lounge un­til Christ­mas and then head back to Gates Falls for good.  
    I'd be able to get a job at Gates Falls Mills and Weav­ing; my fa­ther had been there for 
twen­ty years, right up un­til the ac­ci­dent that cost him his sight, and he'd get me in. My 
moth­er would hate it, but she wouldn't stand in the way if I told her it was what I want­ed. At 
the end of the day she was al­ways the re­al­ist of the fam­ily. Even when her hopes and 
dis­ap­point­ments ran her half-​mad, she was a re­al­ist. For awhile she'd be grief-​strick­en at my 
fail­ure to make a go of it at the Uni­ver­si­ty, and for awhile I'd be guilt -rid­den, but we'd both 
get over it. I want­ed to be a writ­er, af­ter all, not a damned En­glish teach­er, and I had an idea 
that on­ly pompous writ­ers need­ed col­lege to do what they did. 
    Yet I didn't want to flunk out, ei­ther. It seemed the wrong way to start my life as a 
grownup. It smelled like fail­ure, and all my Whit­manesque ru­mi­na­tions about how a writ­er 
should do his work among the peo­ple smelled like a ra­tio­nal­iza­tion for that fail­ure. And still 
the third-​floor lounge called to me — the snap of the cards, some­one ask­ing if this hand was 
pass left or pass right, some­one else ask­ing who had The Douche (a hand of Hearts be­gins by 
play­ing the two of clubs, a card known to us third-​floor ad­dicts as The Douche). I had dreams 
in which Ron­nie Malen­fant, the first true bred-​in-​the -bone ass­hole I had met since es­cap­ing 
the bul­lies of ju­nior high, be­gan to play spades one af­ter an­oth­er, scream­ing 'Time to go 
Bitch-​huntin! We chasin The Cunt!' in his high-​pitched, reedy voice. We al­most al­ways see 
where our best in­ter­est lies, I think, but some­times what we see means very lit­tle com­pared to 
what we feel. Tough but true. 
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My room­mate didn't play Hearts. My room­mate didn't have any use for the un­de­clared war in 
Viet­nam. My room­mate wrote home to his girl­friend, a se­nior at Wis­dom Con­sol­idat­ed High 
School, ev­ery day. Put a glass of wa­ter next to Nate Hop­pen­stand and it was the wa­ter that

      looked vi­va­cious. 
    He and I lived in Room 302, next to the stair­well, across from the Proc­tor's Suite (lair of 
the hideous Dearie) and all the way down the hall from the lounge with its card-​ta­bles, stand-
up ash­trays, and its view of the Palace on the Plains. Our pair­ing sug­gest­ed — to me, at least 
— that ev­ery­one's most macabre mus­ings about the Uni­ver­si­ty Hous­ing Of­fice might well be 
true. On the ques­tion­naire which I had re­turned to Hous­ing in April of '66 (when my biggest 
con­cern was de­cid­ing where I should take An­nmarie Soucie to eat af­ter the Se­nior Prom), I 
had said that I was A. a smok­er; B. a Young Re­pub­li­can; C. an as­pir­ing folk gui­tarist; D. A 
night owl. In its du­bi­ous wis­dom, the Hous­ing Of­fice paired me with Nate, a non-​smok­ing 
den­tist-​in-​progress whose folks were Aroos­took Coun­ty Democrats (the fact that Lyn­don 
John­son was a Demo­crat made Nate feel no bet­ter about US sol­diers run­ning around South 
Viet­nam). I had a poster of Humphrey Bog­art above my bed; above his, Nate hung pho­tos of 
his dog and his girl. The girl was a sal­low crea­ture dressed in a Wis­dom High ma­jorette's 
uni­form and clutch­ing a ba­ton like a cud­gel. She was Cindy. The dog was Rin­ty. Both the girl 
and the dog were sport­ing iden­ti­cal grins. It was fuck­ing sur­re­al. 
    Nate's worst fail­ing, as far as Skip and I were con­cerned, was the col­lec­tion of record 
al­bums he kept care­ful­ly shelved in al­pha­bet­ical or­der be­low Cindy and Rin­ty and just above 
his nifty lit­tle RCA Swing­line phono­graph. He had three Mitch Miller records (Sing Along 
with Mitch, More Sing Along with Mitch, Mitch and the Gang Sing John Hen­ry and Oth­er 
Amer­ican Folk Fa­vorites), Meet Tri­ni Lopez, a Dean Mar­tin LP (Di­no Swings Ve­gasl), a 
Ger­ry and the Pace­mak­ers LP, the first Dave Clark Five al­bum — per­haps the nois­iest bad 
rock record ev­er made — and many oth­ers of the same ilk. I can't re­mem­ber them all. It's 
prob­ably a good thing. 
    'Nate, no,' Skip said one evening. 'Oh please, no.' This was short­ly be­fore the on­set of 
Hearts ma­nia — per­haps on­ly days. 
    'Oh please no what?' Nate asked with­out look­ing up from what he was do­ing at his desk. 
He seemed to spend all his wak­ing hours ei­ther in class or at that desk. Some­times I would 
catch him pick­ing his nose and sur­rep­ti­tious­ly wip­ing the glean­ings (af­ter care­ful and 
thor­ough in­spec­tions) un­der the mid­dle draw­er. It was his on­ly vice . . . if you ex­cept­ed his 
hor­ri­ble taste in mu­sic, that was. 
    Skip had been in­spect­ing Nate's al­bums, some­thing he did with ab­so­lute­ly no self-
con­scious­ness in ev­ery kid's room he vis­it­ed. Now he was hold­ing one up. He had the look of 
a doc­tor study­ing a bad X-​ray . . . one that shows a juicy (and al­most cer­tain­ly ma­lig­nant) 
tu­mor. He was stand­ing be­tween Nate's bed and mine, wear­ing his high-​school let­ter jack­et 
and a Dex­ter High School base­ball cap. Nev­er in col­lege and rarely since have I met a man I 
thought so Amer­ican Pie hand­some as the Cap­tain. Skip seemed un­aware of his good looks, 
but he couldn't have been, not en­tire­ly, or he wouldn't have got­ten laid as of­ten as he did. It 
was a time when al­most any­body could get laid, of course, but even by the sta ndards of the 
time Skip was busy. None of that had start­ed in the fall of '66, though; in the fall of '66 Skip's 
heart, like mine, would be­long to Hearts. 
    'This is bad, lit­tle bud­dy,' Skip said in a gen­tle, chid­ing voice. 'Sor­ry, but this bites' 
    I was sit­ting at my own desk, smok­ing a Pall Mall and look­ing for my meal tick­et. I was 
al­ways los­ing the fuck­ing thing. 
    'What bites? Why are you look­ing at my records?' Nate's botany text was open in front of 
him. He was draw­ing a leaf on a piece of graph pa­per. His blue fresh­man beanie was cocked 
back on his head. Nate Hop­pen­stand was, I be­lieve, the on­ly mem­ber of the fresh­man class 
who ac­tu­al­ly wore that stupid blue dishrag un­til Maine's hap­less foot­ball team fi­nal­ly scored a 
touch­down . . . a week or so be­fore Thanks­giv­ing, that was. 
    Skip went on study­ing the record al­bum. 'This sucks the rigid cock of Sa­tan. It re­al­ly does.' 
    'I hate it when you talk that way!' Nate ex­claimed, but still too stub­born to ac­tu­al­ly look up.

      Skip knew Nate hat­ed him to talk that way, which was why he did it. 'What are you talk­ing 
about, any­way?' 
    'I'm sor­ry my lan­guage of­fends you, but I don't with­draw the com­ment. I can't. 'Cause this 
is bad. It hurts me, lit­tle bud­dy. It fuckin hurts me.' 
    'What?' Nate fi­nal­ly looked up, ir­ri­tat­ed away from his leaf, which was marked as care­ful­ly 
as a map in a Rand Mc­Nal­ly road at­las. 'WHAT ?' 
    'This.' 
    On the al­bum cov­er Skip was hold­ing, a girl with a perky face and perky lit­tle breasts 
pok­ing out the front of a mid­dy blouse ap­peared to be danc­ing on the deck of a PT boat. One 
hand was raised, palm out, in a perky lit­tle wave. Cocked on her head was a perky lit­tle 
sailor's hat. 
    'I bet you're the on­ly col­lege stu­dent in Amer­ica that brought Di­ane Re­nee Sings Navy Blue 
to school with him,' Skip said. 'It's wrong, Nate. This be­longs back in your at­tic, along with 
the wiener pants I bet you wore to all the high-​school pep ral­lies and church so­cials.' 
    If wiener pants meant polyester Sans­abelt slacks with that weird and pur­pose­less lit­tle 
buck­le in the back, I sus­pect­ed Nate had brought most of his col­lec­tion with him . . . was, in 
fact, wear­ing a pair at that very mo­ment. I said noth­ing, though. I picked up a framed pic­ture 
of my own girl­friend and spied my meal tick­et be­hind it. I grabbed it and stuffed it in the 
pock­et of my Levi's. 
    'That's a good record,' Nate said with dig­ni­ty. 'That's a very good record. It. . . swings' 
    'Swings, does it?' Skip asked, toss­ing it back on­to Nate's bed. (He re­fused to reshelve 
Nate's records be­cause he knew it drove Nate bug­fuck.) '“My steady boy said ship ahoy and 
joined the Nay-​yay-​vee”? If that fits your def­ini­tion of good, re­mind me nev­er to let you give 
me a fuckin phys­ical.' 
    'I'm go­ing to be a den­tist, not a doc­tor,' Nate said, clip­ping off each word. Cords were 
be­gin­ning to stand out on his neck. So far as I know, Skip Kirk was the on­ly per­son in 
Cham­ber­lain Hall, maybe on the whole cam­pus, who could get un­der my roomie's thick 
Yan­kee skin. 'I'm in pre-​dent, do you know what the dent in pre-​dent means? It means teeth, 
Skip! It means — ' 
    'Re­mind me to nev­er let you fill one of my fuckin cav­ities.' 
    'Why do you have to say that all the time?' 
    'What?' Skip asked, know­ing but want­ing Nate to say it. Nate even­tu­al­ly would, and his 
face al­ways turned bright red when he fi­nal­ly did. This fas­ci­nat­ed Skip. Ev­ery­thing about 
Nate fas­ci­nat­ed Skip; the Cap­tain once told me he was pret­ty sure Nate was an alien, beamed 
down from the plan­et Good Boy.  
    'Fuck,' Nate Hop­pen­stand said, and im­me­di­ate­ly his cheeks be­came rosy. In a few 
mo­ments he looked like a Dick­ens char­ac­ter, some earnest young man sketched by Boz. 
'That.' 
    'I had bad role mod­els,' Skip said. 'I dread to think about your fu­ture, Nate. What if Paul 
An­ka makes a fuckin come­back?' 
    'You've nev­er heard this record,' Nate said, snatch­ing up Di­ane Re­nee Sings Navy Blue 
from the bed and putting it back be­tween Mitch Miller and Stel­la Stevens Is in Love! 
    'Nev­er fuckin want to, ei­ther,' Skip said. 'Come on, Pe­te, let's eat. I'm fuckin starv­ing.' 
    I picked up my ge­ol­ogy text — there was a quiz com­ing up the fol­low­ing Tues­day. Skip 
took it out of my hand and slung it back on­to the desk, knock­ing over the pic­ture of my 
girl­friend, who wouldn't fuck but who would give a slow, ex­cru­ci­at­ing­ly pleas­ant hand­job 
when she was in the mood. No­body gives a hand­job like a Catholic girl. I've changed my 
mind about a lot of things in the course of my life, but nev­er about that. 
    'What did you do that for?' I asked.  
    'You don't read at the fuckin ta­ble,' he said. 'Not even when you're eat­ing Com­mons slop.

      What kind of barn were you born in?' 
    'Ac­tu­al­ly, Skip, I was born in­to a fam­ily where peo­ple do read at the ta­ble. I know it's hard 
for you to be­lieve there could be any way of do­ing things ex­cept for the Kirk way of do­ing 
them, but there is.' 
    He looked un­ex­pect­ed­ly grave. He took me by the fore­arms, looked in­to my eyes, and said, 
'At least don't study when you eat. Okay?' 
    'Okay.' Men­tal­ly re­serv­ing the right to study when­ev­er I fuck­ing well pleased, or felt I 
need­ed to.  
    'Get in­to all that ram-​drive be­hav­ior and you'll get ul­cers. Ul­cers are what killed my old 
man. He just couldn't stop ram­ming and driv­ing.' 
    'Oh,' I said. 'Sor­ry.' 
    'Don't wor­ry, it was a long time ago. Now come on. Be­fore all the fuck­ing tu­na sur­prise is 
gone. Com­ing, Nate­bo?' 
    'I have to fin­ish this leaf.' 
    'Fuck the leaf 
    If any­one else had said this to him, Nate would have looked at him as at some­thing 
un­cov­ered be­neath a rot­ted log, and turned silent­ly back to his work. In this case, Nate 
con­sid­ered for a mo­ment, then got up and took his jack­et care­ful­ly off the back of the door, 
where he al­ways hung it. He put it on. He ad­just­ed the beanie on his head. Not even Skip 
dared to talk about Nate's stub­born re­fusal to stop wear­ing his fresh­man beanie. (When I 
asked Skip where his own had dis­ap­peared to — this was our third day at UM, and the day 
af­ter I met him — he said, 'Wiped my ass with it and threw the fuck­er up a tree.' This was 
prob­ably not the truth, but I nev­er com­plete­ly ruled it out, ei­ther.) 
    We clat­tered down the three flights of stairs and went out in­to the mild Oc­to­ber dusk. From 
all three dorms stu­dents were head­ed to­ward Holyoke Com­mons, where I worked nine meals 
a week. I was a dish­line boy, re­cent­ly pro­mot­ed from sil­ver­ware boy; if I kept my nose clean, 
I'd be a stack­boy be­fore the Thanks­giv­ing break. Cham­ber­lain, King, and Franklin Halls were 
on high ground. So was the Palace on the Plains. To reach it, stu­dents took as­phalt paths that 
dipped in­to a hol­low like a long trough, then joined in­to one broad brick way and climbed 
again. Holyoke was the biggest of the four build­ings, shin­ing in the gloom like a cruise-​ship 
on the ocean.  
    The dip where the as­phalt paths met was known as Ben­nett's Run — if I ev­er knew why I 
have long since for­got­ten. Boys from King and Cham­ber­lain came along two of these paths, 
girls from Franklin along the oth­er. Where the paths joined, boys and girls did like­wise, 
talk­ing and laugh­ing and ex­chang­ing looks both frank and shy. From there they moved 
to­geth­er up the wide brick path known as Ben­nett's Walk to the Com­mons build­ing. 
    Com­ing the oth­er way, cut­ting back through the crowd with his head down and the usu­al 
closed-​off ex­pres­sion on his pale, harsh face, was Stoke­ly Jones III. He was tall, but you 
hard­ly re­al­ized it be­cause he was al­ways hunched over his crutch­es. His hair, a per­fect glossy 
black with not so much as a sin­gle ob­serv­able strand of any­thing lighter, spilled over his 
fore­head in spikes, hid his ears, inked a few stray strands di­ag­onal­ly across his pale cheeks. 
    This was the heydey of the Bea­tle hair­cut, which for most boys con­sist­ed of no more than 
comb­ing care­ful­ly down in­stead of care­ful­ly up, thus hid­ing the fore­head (and a good crop of 
pim­ples, more of­ten than not). Stoke Jones was capped off by noth­ing so pris­sy. His medi­um-
length hair just went where it want­ed to. His back was hunched in a way that would soon be 
per­ma­nent, if it wasn't al­ready. His eyes were usu­al­ly cast down, seem­ing to trace the arcs of 
his crutch­es. If those eyes hap­pened to rise and meet your own, you were apt to be star­tled by 
their wild in­tel­li­gence. He was a New Eng­land Heath­cliff, on­ly wast­ed away to a bare scrawn 
from the hips down.  His legs, which were usu­al­ly en­cased in huge met­al braces when he went 
to class, could move, but on­ly fee­bly, like the ten­ta­cles of a dy­ing squid. His up­per body was

      brawny by com­par­ison. The com­bi­na­tion was bizarre. Stoke Jones was a Charles At­las ad in 
which BE­FORE and AF­TER had some­how been melt­ed in­to the same body. He ate ev­ery meal 
as soon as Holyoke opened, and even three weeks in­to our first semester we all knew he did it 
not be­cause he was one of the hand­icaps but be­cause he want­ed, like Gre­ta Gar­bo, to be 
alone. 
    'Fuck him,' Ron­nie Malen­fant said while we were on our way to break­fast one day — he'd 
just said hel­lo to Jones and Jones had sim­ply crutched his way past with­out even a nod. He'd 
been mut­ter­ing un­der his breath, though; we all heard it. 'Crip­pled-​up hop­ping ass­hole.' That 
was Ron­nie, al­ways sym­pa­thet­ic. I guess it was grow­ing up amid the puke-​in-​the -cor­ner 
beer­joints on low­er Lis­bon Street in Lewis­ton that gave him his grace and charm and joie de 
vivre. 
    'Stoke, what's up?' Skip asked on this par­tic­ular evening as Jones plunged to­ward us on his 
crutch­es. Stoke went ev­ery­where at that same con­trolled plunge, al­ways with his Blu­to 
Blu­tarsky up­per half lean­ing for­ward so that he looked like a ship's fig­ure­head, Stoke 
con­tin­ual­ly say­ing fuck you to what­ev­er it was that had creamed his low­er half, Stoke 
con­tin­ual­ly giv­ing it the fin­ger, Stoke look­ing at you with his smart wild eyes and say­ing fuck 
you too, stick it up your ass, sit on it and spin, eat me raw through a Flavr Straw. 
    He didn't re­spond but did raise his head for a mo­ment and locked eyes with Skip. Then he 
dropped his chin and hur­ried on past us. Sweat was run­ning out of his crazed hair and down 
the sides of his face. Un­der his breath he was mut­ter­ing 'Rip-​rip, rip-​rip, rip-​rip,' as if 
keep­ing time . . .or ar­tic­ulat­ing what he'd like to do to the whole walk­ing bunch of us . . . or 
maybe both. You could smell him: the sour acrid tang of sweat, there was al­ways that 
be­cause he wouldn't go slow, it seemed to of­fend him to go slow, but there was some­thing 
else, too. The sweat was pun­gent but not of­fen­sive. The un­der­smell was a lot less pleas­ant. I 
ran track in high school (forced as a col­lege fresh­man to choose be­tween Pall Malls and the 
four-​forty, I chose the cof­fin-​nails) and had smelled that par­tic­ular com­bi­na­tion be­fore, 
usu­al­ly when some kid with the flu or the grippe or a strep throat forced him­self to run 
any­way. The on­ly smell like it is an elec­tric-​train trans­former that's been run too hard for too 
long. 
    Then he was past us. Stoke Jones, soon to be dubbed Rip -Rip by Ron­nie Malen­fant, free of 
his huge leg-​braces for the evening and on his way back to the dorm. 
    'Hey, what's that?' Nate asked. He had stopped and was look­ing over his shoul­der. Skip and 
I al­so stopped and looked back. I start­ed to ask Nate what he meant, then saw. Jones was 
wear­ing a jeans jack­et. On the back of it, drawn in what looked like black Mag­ic Mark­er and 
just vis­ible in the de­clin­ing light of that ear­ly au­tumn evening, was a shape in a cir­cle. 
    'Dun­no,' Skip said. 'It looks like a spar­row-​track.' 
    The boy on the crutch­es merged in­to the crowds on their way to an­oth­er Com­mons din­ner 
on an­oth­er Thurs­day night in an­oth­er Oc­to­ber. Most of the boys were clean-​shaven; most of 
the girls wore skirts and Ship 'n Shore blous­es with Pe­ter Pan col­lars. The moon was ris­ing 
al­most full, cast­ing or­ange light on them. The full-​blown Age of Freaks was still two years 
away, and none of the three of us re­al­ized we had seen the peace sign for the first time. 
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Sat­ur­day-​morn­ing break­fast was one of my meals to work the dish­line in Holyoke. It was a 
good meal to have be­cause the Com­mons was nev­er busy on Sat­ur­day morn­ings. Car­ol 
Ger­ber, the sil­ver­ware girl, stood at the head of the con­vey­or belt. I was next; my job was to

      grab the plates as the trays came down the belt, rinse them, and stack them on the trol­ley 
be­side me. If traf­fic on the con­vey­or belt was busy, as it was at most week­day evening meals, 
I just stacked the plates up, shit and all, and rinsed them lat­er on when things slowed down. 
Next in line to me was the glass­boy or -girl, who grabbed the glass­es and cups and popped 
them in­to spe­cial dish­wash­er grids. Holyoke wasn't a bad place to work. Ev­ery now and then 
some wit of the Ron­nie Malen­fant sen­si­bil­ity would re­turn an un­eat­en kiel­basa or break­fast 
sausage with a Tro­jan fit­ted over the end or the oat­meal would come back with I GO TO FUCK 
U writ­ten in care­ful­ly torn-​up strips of nap­kin (once, past­ed on the sur­face of a soup-​bowl 
filled with con­geal­ing meat­loaf gravy, was the mes­sage HELP  I AM BE­ING HELD PRIS­ON­ER  IN A 
COW COL­LEGE), and you wouldn't be­lieve what pigs some kids can be — plates filled with 
ketchup, milk-​glass­es filled with mashed pota­toes, splat­tered veg­eta­bles — but it re­al­ly 
wasn't such a bad job, es­pe­cial­ly on Sat­ur­day morn­ings. 
    I looked out once past Car­ol (who was look­ing ex­traor­di­nar­ily pret­ty for so ear­ly in the 
morn­ing) and saw Stoke Jones. His back was to the pass-​through win­dow, but you couldn't 
miss the crutch­es lean­ing next to his place, or that pe­cu­liar shape drawn on the back of his 
jack­et. Skip had been right; it looked like a spar­row-​track (it was al­most a year lat­er when I 
first heard some guy on TV re­fer to it as 'the track of the great Amer­ican chick­en'). 
    'Do you know what that is?' I asked Car­ol, point­ing. 
    She looked for a long time, then shook her head. 'Nope. Must be some kind of in-​joke.' 
    'Stoke doesn't joke.' 
    'Oh my, you're a po­et and you don't know it.' 
    'Quit it, Car­ol, you're killing me.' 
    When our shift was over, I walked her back to her dorm (telling my­self I was just be­ing 
nice, that walk­ing Car­ol Ger­ber back to Franklin Hall in no way made me un­faith­ful to 
An­nmarie Soucie back in Gates Falls), then am­bled to­ward Cham­ber­lain, won­der­ing who 
might know what that spar­row-​track was. It oc­curs to me on­ly at this late date that I nev­er 
thought of ask­ing Jones him­self. And when I reached my floor, I saw some­thing that changed 
the di­rec­tion of my thoughts en­tire­ly. Since I'd gone out at six-​thir­ty A.M. with one eye open 
to take my place be­hind Car­ol on the dish­line, some­one had shav­ing-​creamed David 
Dear­born's door — all around the sides, on the door­knob, and with an ex­tra-​thick line along 
the bot­tom. In this low­er de­posit was a bare foot-​track that made me smile. Dearie opens his 
door, clad on­ly in a tow­el, on his way to the show­er, and pooshf, howaya. 
    Still smil­ing, I went in­to 302. Nate was writ­ing at his desk. Ob­serv­ing the way he kept one 
arm curled pro­tec­tive­ly around his note­book, I de­duced it was that day's let­ter to Cindy.  
    'Some­one shav­ing-​creamed Dearie's door,' I said, cross­ing to my shelves and grab­bing my 
ge­ol­ogy book. My plan was to head down to the third-​floor lounge and do a lit­tle study­ing for 
the quiz on Tues­day. 
    Nate tried to look se­ri­ous and dis­ap­prov­ing, but couldn't help smil­ing him­self. He was 
al­ways try­ing for self -righ­teous­ness in those days and al­ways falling just a lit­tle bit short. I 
sup­pose he's got­ten bet­ter at it over the years, more's the pity. 
    'You should have heard him yell,' Nate said. He snort­ed laugh­ter, then put one small fist up 
to his mouth to sti­fle any fur­ther im­pro­pri­ety. 'And swear — for a minute there he was in 
Skip's league.' 
    'When it comes to swear­ing, I don't think any­one's in Skip's league.' 
    Nate was look­ing at me with a wor­ried fur­row be­tween his eyes. 'You didn't do it, did you? 
Be­cause I know you were up ear­ly — ' 
    'If I was go­ing to dec­orate Dearie's door, I would have used toi­let pa­per,' I said. 'All my 
shav­ing-​cream goes on my own face. I'm a low-​bud­get stu­dent, just like you. Re­mem­ber?' 
    The wor­ry-​fur­row smoothed out and Nate once more looked like a choir­boy. For the first 
time I re­al­ized he was sit­ting there in noth­ing but his Jock­ey shorts and that stupid blue

      beanie. 'That's good,' he said, 'be­cause David was yelling that he'd get who­ev­er did it and see 
that the guy was put on dis­ci­plinary pro.' 
    'DP for cream­ing his fuck­ing door? I doubt it, Nate.' 
    'It's weird but I think he meant it,' Nate said. 'Some­times David Dear­born re­minds me of 
that movie about the crazy ship-​cap­tain. Humphrey Bog­art was in it. Do you know the one I 
mean?' 
    'Yeah, The Caine Mutiny.' 
    'Uh-​huh. And David . . . well, let's just say that for him, hand­ing out DP is what be­ing 
floor-​proc­tor is all about.' 
    In the Uni­ver­si­ty's code of rules and be­hav­ior, ex­pul­sion was the big gun, re­served for 
of­fens­es like theft, as­sault, and pos­ses­sion/use of drugs. Dis­ci­plinary pro­ba­tion was a step 
be­low that, pun­ish­ment for such of­fens­es as hav­ing a girl in your room (hav­ing one in your 
room af­ter Wom­en's Cur­few could tilt the penal­ty to­ward ex­plu­sion, hard as that is to be­lieve 
now), hav­ing al­co­hol in your room, cheat­ing on ex­ams, pla­gia­rism. Any of these lat­ter 
of­fens­es could the­oret­ical­ly re­sult in ex­plu­sion, and in cheat­ing cas­es of­ten did (es­pe­cial­ly if 
the cas­es in­volved mid-​term or fi­nal ex­ams), but most­ly it was dis­ci­plinary pro, which you 
car­ried with you for an en­tire semester. I didn't like to be­lieve a dorm-​proc­tor would try to get 
a DP from Dean of Men Gar­ret­sen for a few harm­less bursts of shav­ing cream . . . but this 
was Dearie, a prig who had so far in­sist­ed on week­ly room in­spec­tions and car­ried a lit­tle 
stool with him so he could check the top shelves of the thir­ty-​two clos­ets which he seemed to 
feel were a part of his re­spon­si­bil­ity. This was prob­ably an idea he got in ROTC, a pro­gram 
he loved as fer­vent­ly as Nate loved Cindy and Rin­ty. Al­so he had gigged kids — this prac­tice 
was still an of­fi­cial part of school pol­icy, al­though it had been large­ly for­got­ten out­side the 
ROTC pro­gram — who didn't keep up with their house­work. Enough gigs and you land­ed on 
DP. You could in the­ory flunk out of school, lose your de­fer­ment, get draft­ed, and wind up 
dodg­ing bul­lets in Viet­nam be­cause you re­peat­ed­ly for­got to emp­ty the trash or sweep un­der 
the bed.  
    David Dear­born was a loan-​and-​schol­ar­ship boy him­self, and his proc­tor's job was — al­so 
in the­ory — no dif­fer­ent from my dish­line job. That wasn't Dearie's the­ory, though. Dearie 
con­sid­ered him­self A Cut Above the Rest, one of the few, the proud, the brave. His fam­ily 
came from the coast, you see; from Fal­mouth, where in 1966 there were still over fifty Blue 
Laws in­her­it­ed from the Pu­ri­tans on the books. Some­thing had hap­pened to his fam­ily, had 
Brought Them Low like a fam­ily in an old stage melo­dra­ma, but Dearie still dressed like a 
Fal­mouth Prep School grad­uate, wear­ing a blaz­er to class­es and a suit on Sun­days. No one 
could have been more dif­fer­ent from Ron­nie Malen­fant, with his gut­ter mouth, his prej­udices, 
and his bril­liance with num­bers. When they passed in the hall you could al­most see Dearie 
shrink­ing from Ron­nie, whose red hair kinked over a face that seemed to run away from 
it­self, bulging brow to al­most nonex­is­tent chin. In be­tween were Ron­nie's per­pet­ual­ly gum-
caked eyes and per­pet­ual­ly drip­ping nose . . . not to men­tion lips so red he al­ways seemed to 
be wear­ing some­thing cheap and gar­ish from the five-​and-​dime. 
    Dearie didn't like Ron­nie, but Ron­nie didn't have to face this dis­ap­proval alone; Dearie 
didn't seem to like any of the boys he was proc­tor­ing. We didn't like him, ei­ther, and Ron­nie 
out­right hat­ed him. Skip Kirk's dis­like was edged with con­tempt. He was in ROTC with 
Dearie (at least un­til Novem­ber, when Skip dropped the course), and he said Dearie was bad 
at ev­ery­thing ex­cept kiss­ing ass. Skip, who had nar­row­ly missed be­ing named to the All-​State 
base­ball team as a high-​school se­nior, had one spe­cif­ic bitch about our floor -proc­tor — 
Dearie, Skip said, didn't put out. To Skip it was the worst sin. You had to put out. Even if you 
were just slop­ping the hogs, you had to fuckin put out. 
    I dis­liked Dearie as much as any­one. I can put up with a great many hu­man fail­ings, but I 
loathe a prig. Yet I har­bored a bit of sym­pa­thy for him, as well. He had no sense of hu­mor,

      for one thing, and I be­lieve that is as much a crip­pling de­fect as what­ev­er had gone wrong 
with Stoke Jones's bot­tom half. For an­oth­er, I don't think Dearie liked him­self much. 
    'DP won't be an is­sue if he nev­er finds the cul­prit,' I told Nate. 'Even if he does, I doubt like 
hell if Dean Gar­ret­sen would agree to slap it on some­one for cream­ing the proc­tor's door.' 
Still, Dearie could be per­sua­sive. He might have been Brought Low, but he had that 
some­thing which said he was still up­per crust. That was, of course, just one more thing the 
rest of us had to dis­like about him. 'Trot­boy' was what Skip called him, be­cause he wouldn't 
re­al­ly run laps on the foot­ball field dur­ing ROTC work­outs, but on­ly go at a rapid jog.  
    'Just as long as you didn't do it,' Nate said, and I al­most laughed. Nate Hop­pen­stand sit­ting 
there in his un­der­pants and beanie, his child's chest nar­row, hair­less, and dust­ed with freck­les. 
Nate look­ing at me earnest­ly over his promi­nent case of slen­der ribs. Nate play­ing Dad. 
    Low­er­ing his voice, he said: 'Do you think Skip did it?' 
    'No. If I had to guess who on this floor would think shave-​cream­ing the proc­tor's door was 
a re­al hoot, I'd say — ' 
    'Ron­nie Malen­fant.' 
    'Right.' I point­ed my fin­ger at Nate like a gun and winked. 
    'I saw you walk­ing back to Franklin with the blond girl,' he said. 'Car­ol. She's pret­ty.' 
    'Just keep­ing her com­pa­ny,' I said. 
    Nate sat there in his un­der­pants and his beanie, smil­ing as if he knew bet­ter. Per­haps he 
did. I liked her, all right, al­though I didn't know much about her — on­ly that she was from 
Con­necti­cut. Not many work-​study kids came from out of state. 
    I head­ed down the hall to the lounge, my ge­ol­ogy book un­der my arm. Ron­nie was there, 
wear­ing his beanie with the front side pinned up so it looked sort of like a news­pa­per 
re­porter's Fe­do­ra. Sit­ting with him were two oth­er guys from our floor, Hugh Bren­nan and 
Ash­ley Rice. None of them looked as if they were hav­ing the world's most ex­cit­ing Sat­ur­day 
morn­ing, but when Ron­nie saw me, his eyes bright­ened. 
    'Pe­te Ri­ley!' he said. 'Just the man I was look­ing for! Do you know how to play Hearts?' 
    'Yes. Lucky for me, I al­so know how to study.' I raised my ge­ol­ogy book, al­ready think­ing 
that I'd prob­ably end up in the sec­ond-​floor lounge . . . if, that was, I re­al­ly meant to get 
any­thing done. Be­cause Ron­nie nev­er shut up. Was ap­par­ent­ly in­ca­pable of shut­ting up. 
Ron­nie Malen­fant was the orig­inal mo­tor -mouth. 
    'Come on, just one game to a hun­dred,' he whee­dled. 'We're play­ing nick­el a point, and 
these two guys play Hearts like old peo­ple fuck.' 
    Hugh and Ash­ley grinned fool­ish­ly, as if they had just been com­pli­ment­ed. Ron­nie's in­sults 
were so raw and out front, so bulging with vit­ri­ol, that most guys took them as jokes, per­haps 
even as veiled com­pli­ments. They were nei­ther. Ron­nie meant ev­ery un­kind word he ev­er 
said. 
    'Ron­nie, I got a quiz Tues­day, and I don't re­al­ly un­der­stand this geosyn­cline stuff.' 
    'Shit on the geosyn­cline,' Ron­nie said, and Ash­ley Rice tit­tered. 'You've still got the rest of 
to­day, all of to­mor­row, and all of Mon­day for the geo-​fuckin-​syn­cline.' 
    'I have class­es Mon­day and to­mor­row Skip and I were go­ing to go up to Old­town. They're 
hav­ing an open hoot at the Methodist church and we — ' 
    'Stop it, quit it, spare my achin scrote and don't talk to me about that folkie shit. Michael 
can row his fuckin boat right up my ass, okay? Lis­ten, Pe­te — ' 
    'Ron­nie, I re­al­ly — ' 
    'You two dim­bulbs stay right the fuck there.' Ron­nie gave Ash­ley and Hugh a bale­ful look. 
Nei­ther ar­gued with him about it. They were prob­ably eigh­teen like the rest of us, but any­one 
who's ev­er been to col­lege will tell you that some very young eigh­teen-​year-​olds show up 
each Septem­ber, es­pe­cial­ly in the ru­ral states. It was the young ones with whom Ron­nie 
suc­ceed­ed. They were in awe of him. He bor­rowed their meal tick­ets, snapped them with

      tow­els in the show­er, ac­cused them of sup­port­ing the goals of the Rev­erend Mar­tin Luther 
Coon (who, Ron­nie would tell you, drove to protest ral­lies in his Jiguar), bor­rowed their 
mon­ey, and would re­spond to any re­quest for a match with 'My ass and your face, 
mon­keymeat.' They loved Ron­nie in spite of it all . . . be­cause of it all. They loved him 
be­cause he was just so . . . col­lege. 
    Ron­nie grabbed me around the neck and tried to yank me out in­to the hall so he could talk 
to me in pri­vate. I, not at all in awe of him and a bit re­pelled by the jun­gle aro­ma drift­ing out 
of his armpits, clamped down on his fin­gers, bent them back, and re­moved his hand. 'Don't do 
that, Ron­nie.' 
    'Ow, yow, ow, okay, okay, okay! Just come out here a minute, would­ja? And quit that, it 
hurts! Be­sides, it's the hand I jerk off with! Je­sus! Fuck!' 
    I let go of his hand (won­der­ing if he'd washed it since the last time he jerked off) but let 
him pull me out in­to the hall. Here he took hold of me by the arms, speak­ing to me earnest­ly, 
his gum­my eyes wide. 
    'These guys can't play,' he said in a breath­less, con­fi­den­tial whis­per. 'They're a cou­ple of 
af­ter­births, Pe­tesky, but they love the game. Fuckin love the game, you know? I don't love it, 
but un­like them, I can play it. Al­so I'm broke and there's a cou­ple of Bog­art movies tonight at 
Hauck. If I can squeeze em for two bucks — ' 
    'Bog­art movies? Is one of them The Caine Mutiny?' 
    'That's right, The Caine Mutiny and The Mal­tese Fal­con, Bo­gie at his fuckin finest, here's 
lookin at you, shweet­heart. If I can squeeze those two af­ter­births for two bucks, I can go. 
Squeeze em for four, I call some scago­la from Franklin, take her with me, maybe get a 
blowjob lat­er.' That was Ron­nie, al­ways the gosh-​darned ro­man­tic. I had an im­age of him as 
Sam Spade in The Mal­tese Fal­con, telling Mary As­tor to drop and gob­ble. The idea was 
enough to make my si­nus­es swell shut. 
    'But there's a big prob­lem, Pe­te. Three-​hand­ed Hearts is risky. Who dares shoot the moon 
when you got that one fuck­ing left­over card to wor­ry about?' 
    'How are you play­ing? Game over at a hun­dred, all losers pay the win­ner?' 
    'Yeah. And if you come in, I'll kick back half what I win. Plus I give back what you lose.' 
He sunned me with a saint­like smile. 
    'Sup­pose I beat you?' 
    Ron­nie looked mo­men­tar­ily star­tled, then smiled wider than ev­er. 'Not in this life, 
shweet­heart. I'm a sci­en­tist at cards.' 
    I glanced at my watch, then in at Ash­ley and Hugh. They re­al­ly didn't look much like re­al 
com­pe­ti­tion, God love them. 'Tell you what,' I said. 'One game straight up to a hun­dred. 
Nick­el a point. No­body kicks back any­thing. We play, then I study, and ev­ery­one has a nice 
week­end.' 
    'You're on.' As we went back in­to the lounge he added: 'I like you, Pe­te, but busi­ness is 
busi­ness — your ho­mo boyfriends back in high school nev­er gave you a fuck­ing like I'm 
go­ing to give you this morn­ing.' 
    'I didn't have any ho­mo boyfriends in high school,' I said. 'I spent most of my week­ends 
hitch­ing up to Lewis­ton to ass-​bang your sis­ter.' 
    Ron­nie smiled wide­ly, sat down, picked up the deck of cards, be­gan to shuf­fle. 'I broke her 
in pret­ty good, didn't I?' 
    You couldn't get low­er than Mrs Malen­fant's lit­tle boy, that was the thing. Many tried, but 
to the best of my knowl­edge no one ev­er ac­tu­al­ly suc­ceed­ed.

      6 
 
Ron­nie was a big­ot with a foul mouth, a cring­ing per­son­al­ity, and that con­stant mon­key-
fun­gus stink, but he could play cards, I give him that. He wasn't the ge­nius he claimed to be, 
at least not in Hearts, where luck is a big part of the game, but he was good. When he was 
con­cen­trat­ing full on he could re­mem­ber al­most ev­ery card that had been played . . . which 
was why, I sup­pose, he didn't like three-​hand­ed Hearts, with that ex­tra card. With die kick­er 
card gone, Ron­nie was tough.  
    Still, I did all right that first morn­ing. When Hugh Bren­nan went over a hun­dred in the first 
game we played, I had thir­ty-​three points to Ron­nie's twen­ty-​eight. It had been two or three 
years since I'd played Hearts, it was the first time in my life I'd played it for mon­ey, and I 
thought two bits a small price to pay for such un­ex­pect­ed en­ter­tain­ment. That round cost 
Ash­ley two dol­lars and fifty cents; the un­for­tu­nate Hugh had to cough up three-​six­ty. It 
seemed Ron­nie had won the price of a date af­ter all, al­though I thought the girl would have to 
be a re­al Bog­art fan to give him a blowjob. Or even a kiss good­night, for that mat­ter. 
    Ron­nie puffed up like a crow guard­ing a fresh piece of road­kill. 'I got it,' he said. 'I'm sor­ry 
for guys like you who don't, but I got it, Ri­ley. It's like it says in that Doors song, the men 
don't know but the lit­tle girls un­der­stand.' 
    'You're ill, Ron­nie,' I said. 
    'I wan­na go again,' Hugh said. I think P. T. Bar­num was right, there re­al­ly is one like Hugh 
born ev­ery minute. 'I wan­na get my mon­ey back.' 
    'Well,' Ron­nie said, re­veal­ing his dingy teeth in a big smile, 'I'm will­ing to at least give you 
a chance.' He looked my way. 'What do you say, sporty?' 
    My ge­ol­ogy text lay for­got­ten on the so­fa be­hind me. I want­ed my quar­ter back, and a few 
more to jin­gle be­side it. What I want­ed even more was to school Ron­nie Malen­fant. 'Run em,' 
I said, and then, for the first of at least a thou­sand times I'd speak the same words in the 
trou­bled weeks ahead: 'Is this a pass left or pass right?' 
    'New game, pass right. What a dorkus.' Ron­nie cack­led, stretched, and watched hap­pi­ly as 
the cards spun out of the deck. 'God, I love this game!' 
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That sec­ond game was the one that re­al­ly hooked me. This time it was Ash­ley in­stead of 
Hugh who went sky­rock­et­ing to­ward one hun­dred points, en­thu­si­as­ti­cal­ly helped along by 
Ron­nie, who dumped The Bitch on Ash's hap­less head at ev­ery op­por­tu­ni­ty. I was dealt the 
queen on­ly twice that game. The first time I held it for four con­sec­utive tricks when I could 
have bombed Ash­ley with it. Fi­nal­ly, just as I was start­ing to think I'd end up eat­ing it my­self, 
Ash­ley lost the lead to Hugh Bren­nan, who prompt­ly led a di­amond. He should have known I 
was void in that suit, had been since the start of the hand, but the Hughs of the world know 
lit­tle. That is, I sup­pose, why the Ron­nies of the world so love to play cards with them. I 
topped the trick with The Bitch, held my nose, and honked at Hugh. That was how we said 
'Booya!' in the quaint old days of the six­ties. 
    Ron­nie scowled. 'Why'd you do that? You could have put that dick­snack­er out!' He nod­ded 
at Ash­ley, who was look­ing at us rather va­cant­ly. 
    'Yeah, but I'm not quite that stupid.' I tapped the score sheet. Ron­nie had tak­en thir­ty points

      as of then; I had tak­en thir­ty-​four. The oth­er two were far be­yond that. The ques­tion wasn't 
which of Ron­nie's marks would lose, but which of the two who knew how to play the game 
would win. 'I wouldn't mind see­ing those Bo­gie movies my­self, you know. Shweet­heart.' 
    Ron­nie showed his ques­tion­able teeth in a grin. He was play­ing to a gallery by then; we 
had at­tract­ed about half a dozen spec­ta­tors. Skip and Nate were among them. 'Want to play it 
that way, do you? Okay. Spread your cheeks, mo­ron; you're about to be corn­holed.' 
    Two hands lat­er, I corn­holed him. Ash­ley, who start­ed that last hand with nine­ty-​eight 
points, went over the top in a hur­ry. The spec­ta­tors were dead qui­et, wait­ing to see whether I 
could ac­tu­al­ly hit Ron­nie with six — the num­ber of hearts he'd need to take for me to beat 
him by one. 
    Ron­nie looked good at first, play­ing un­der ev­ery­thing that was led, stay­ing away from the 
lead him­self. When you have good low cards in Hearts, you're prac­ti­cal­ly bul­let­proof. 'Ri­ley's 
cooked!' he in­formed the au­di­ence. 'I mean fuck­ing toastyl'  
    I thought so, too, but at least I had the queen of spades in my hand. If I could drop it on 
him, I'd still win. I wouldn't make much from Ron­nie, but the oth­er two would be cough­ing 
up blood: over five bucks be­tween them. And I'd get to see Ron­nie's face change. That's what 
I want­ed most, to see the gloat go out and the goat come in. I want­ed to shut him up. 
    It came down to the last three tricks. Ash­ley played the six of hearts. Hugh played the five. 
I played the three. I saw Ron­nie's smile fade as he played the nine and took the trick. It 
dropped his edge to a mere three points. Bet­ter still, he fi­nal­ly had the lead. I had the jack of 
clubs and the queen of spades left in my hand. If Ron­nie had a low club and played it, I was 
go­ing to eat The Bitch and have to en­dure his crow­ing, which would be caus­tic. If, on the 
oth­er hand . . . 
    He played the five of di­amonds. Hugh played the two of di­amonds, get­ting un­der, and 
Ash­ley, smil­ing in a puz­zled way that sug­gest­ed he didn't know just what the fuck he was 
do­ing, played void. 
    Dead si­lence in the room. 
    Then, smil­ing, I com­plet­ed the trick — Ron­nie's trick — by drop­ping the queen of spades 
on top of the oth­er three cards. There was a soft sigh from around the card-​ta­ble, and when I 
looked up I saw that the half-​dozen spec­ta­tors had be­come near­ly a full dozen. David 
Dear­born leaned in the door­way, arms fold­ed, frown­ing at us. Be­hind him, in the hall, was 
some­one else. Some­one lean­ing on a pair of crutch­es. 
    I sup­pose Dearie had al­ready checked his well-​thumbed book of rules — Dor­mi­to­ry 
Reg­ula­tions at the Uni­ver­si­ty of Maine, 1966-1967 Edi­tion — and had been dis­ap­point­ed to 
find there was none against play­ing cards, even when there was a stake in­volved. But you 
must be­lieve me when I say his dis­ap­point­ment was noth­ing com­pared to Ron­nie's. 
    There are good losers in this world, there are sore losers, sulky losers, de­fi­ant losers, 
weepy losers . . . and then there are your down-​and-​out fuck­head losers. Ron­nie was of the 
down-​and-​out fuck­head type. His cheeks flushed pink on the skin and al­most pur­ple around 
his blem­ish­es. His mouth thinned to a shad­ow, and I could see his jaws work­ing as he chewed 
his lips. 
    'Oh gosh,' Skip said. 'Look who got hit with the shit.' 
    'Why'd you do that?' Ron­nie burst out, ig­nor­ing Skip — ig­nor­ing ev­ery­one in the room but 
me. 'Why'd you do that, you numb fuck?' 
    I was be­mused by the ques­tion and — let me ad­mit this — ab­so­lute­ly de­light­ed by his 
rage. 'Well,' I said, 'ac­cord­ing to Vince Lom­bar­di, win­ning isn't ev­ery­thing, it's the on­ly thing. 
Pay up, Ron­nie.' 
    'You're queer,' he said. 'You're a fuck­ing ho­mo ma­jor­do­mo. Who dealt that?' 
    'Ash­ley,' I said. 'And if you want to call me a cheater, say it right out loud. Then I'm go­ing 
to come around this ta­ble, grab you be­fore you can run, and beat the snot out of you.'

      'No one's beat­ing the snot out of any­one on my floor!' Dearie said sharply from the 
door­way, but ev­ery­one ig­nored him. They were watch­ing Ron­nie and me. 
    'I didn't call you a cheater, I just asked who dealt,' Ron­nie said. I could al­most see him 
mak­ing the ef­fort to pull him­self to­geth­er, to swal­low the lump I'd fed him and smile as he 
did it, but there were tears of rage stand­ing in his eyes (big and bright green, those eyes were 
Ron­nie's one re­deem­ing fea­ture), and be­neath his ear­lobes the points of his jaw went on 
bulging and re­lax­ing. It was like watch­ing twin hearts beat in the sides of his face. 'Who gives 
a shit, you beat me by ten points. That's fifty cents, big fuck­ing deal.' 
    I wasn't a big jock in high school like Skip Kirk — de­bate and track had been my on­ly 
ex­tra-​cur­ric­ular ac­tiv­ities — and I'd nev­er told any­one in my life that I'd beat the snot out of 
them. Ron­nie seemed like a good place to start, though, and God knows I meant it. I think 
ev­ery­one els e knew it, too. There was a huge wal­lop of ado­les­cent adrenaline in the room; 
you could smell it, al­most taste it. Part of me — a big part — want­ed him to give me some 
more grief. Part of me want­ed to stick it to him, want­ed to stick it right up his ass. 
    Mon­ey ap­peared on the ta­ble. Dearie took a step clos­er, frown­ing more pon­der­ous­ly than 
ev­er, but he said noth­ing . . . at least not about that. In­stead he asked if any­one in the room 
had shav­ing-​creamed his door, or knew who had. We all turned to look at him, and saw that 
Stoke Jones had moved in­to the door­way when Dearie stepped in­to the room. Stoke hung on 
his crutch­es, watch­ing us all with his bright eyes. 
    There was a mo­ment of si­lence and then Skip said, 'You sure you didn't maybe go walk­ing 
in your sleep and do it your­self, David?' A burst of laugh­ter greet­ed this, and it was Dearie's 
turn to flush. The col­or start­ed at his neck and worked its way up his cheeks and fore­head to 
the roots of his flat­top — no fag­gy Bea­tle hair­cut for Dearie, thank you very much. 
    'Pass the word that it bet­ter not hap­pen again,' Dearie said. Do­ing his own lit­tle Bo­gie 
im­ita­tion with­out re­al­iz­ing it. 'I'm not go­ing to have my au­thor­ity mocked.' 
    'Oh blow it out,' Ron­nie mut­tered. He had picked up the cards and was dis­con­so­late­ly 
shuf­fling them. 
    Dearie took three large steps in­to the room, grabbed Ron­nie by the shoul­ders of his Ivy 
League shirt, and pulled him. Ron­nie got up on his own so the shirt would not be torn. He 
didn't have a lot of good shirts; none of us did. 
    'What did you say to me, Malen­fant?' 
    Ron­nie looked around and saw what I imag­ine he'd been see­ing for most of his life: no 
help, no sym­pa­thy. As usu­al, he was on his own. And he had no idea why. 
    'I didn't say any­thing. Don't be so fuckin para­noid, Dear­born.' 
    'Apol­ogize.' 
    Ron­nie wrig­gled in his grasp. 'I didn't say noth­ing, why should I apol­ogize for noth­ing?' 
    'Apol­ogize any­way. And I want to hear true re­gret.' 
    'Oh quit it,' Stoke Jones said. 'All of you. You should see your­selves. Stu­pid­ity to the nth 
pow­er.' 
    Dearie looked at him, sur­prised. We were all sur­prised, I think. Maybe Stoke was sur­prised 
him­self. 
    'David, you're just pissed off that some­one creamed your door,' Skip said.  
    'You're right. I'm pissed off. And I want an apol­ogy from you, Malen­fant.' 
    'Let it go,' Skip said. 'Ron­nie just got a lit­tle hot un­der the col­lar be­cause he lost a close 
one. He didn't shav­ing-​cream your fuck­ing door.' 
    I looked at Ron­nie to see how he was tak­ing the rare ex­pe­ri­ence of hav­ing some­one stand 
up for him and saw a tell­tale shift in his green eyes — al­most a flinch. In that mo­ment I was 
al­most pos­itive Ron­nie had shav­ing-​creamed Dearie's door. Who among my ac­quain­tances 
was more like­ly? 
    If Dearie had no­ticed that guilty lit­tle blink, I be­lieve he would have reached the same

      con­clu­sion. But he was look­ing at Skip. Skip looked back at him calm­ly, and af­ter a few more 
sec­onds to make it seem (to him­self if not to the rest of us) like his own idea, Dearie let go of 
Ron­nie's shirt. Ron­nie shook him­self, brushed at the wrin­kles on his shoul­ders, then be­gan 
dig­ging in his pock­ets for small change to pay me with.  
    'I'm sor­ry,' Ron­nie said. 'What­ev­er has got your panties in a bunch, I'm sor­ry. I'm sor­ry as 
hell, sor­ry as shit, I'm so sor­ry my ass hurts. Okay?' 
    Dearie took a step back. I had been able to feel the adrenaline; I sus­pect­ed Dearie could 
feel the waves of dis­like rolling in his di­rec­tion just as clear­ly. Even Ash­ley Rice, who looked 
like a roly-​poly bear in a kid's car­toon, was look­ing at Dearie in a flat-​eyed, un­friend­ly way. 
It was a case of what the po­et Gary Sny­der might have called bad-​kar­ma base­ball. Dearie was 
the proc­tor — strike one. He tried to run our floor as though it were an ad­junct to his beloved 
ROTC pro­gram — strike two. And he was a jerk­wad sopho­more at a time when sopho­mores 
still be­lieved that ha­rass­ing fresh­men was part of their bound­en du­ty. Strike three, Dearie, 
you're out. 
    'Spread the word that I'm not go­ing to put up with a lot of high-​school crap on my floor,' 
Dearie said (his floor, if you could dig it). He stood ram­rod-​straight in his U of M sweat­shirt 
and kha­ki pants — pressed kha­ki pants, al­though it was Sat­ur­day. 'This is not high school, 
gen­tle­men; this is Cham­ber­lain Hall at the Uni­ver­si­ty of Maine. Your bra-​snap­ping days are 
over. The time has come for you to be­have like col­lege men.' 
    I guess there was a rea­son I was vot­ed Class Clown in the '66 Gates Falls year­book. I 
clicked my heels to­geth­er and snapped off a pret­ty fair British-​style salute, the kind with the 
palm turned most­ly out­ward. 'Yes sirl' I cried. There was ner­vous laugh­ter from the gallery, a 
dirty guf­faw from Ron­nie, a grin from Skip. Skip gave Dearie a shrug, eye­brows lift­ed, hands 
up to the sky. See what you get? it said. Act like an ass­hole and that's how peo­ple treat you. 
Per­fect elo­quence is, I think, al­most al­ways mute. 
    Dearie looked at Skip, al­so mute. Then he looked at me. His face was ex­pres­sion­less, 
al­most dead, but I wished I had for once for­gone the smar­tass im­pulse. The trou­ble is, for the 
born smar­tass, the im­pulse has nine times out of ten been act­ed up­on be­fore the brain can 
even en­gage first gear. I bet that in days of old when knights were bold, more than one court 
jester was hung up­side down by his balls. You don't read about it in the Morte D'Arthur, but I 
think it must be true — laugh this one off, ya mot­ley moth­er­fuck­er. In any case, I knew I had 
just made an en­emy. 
    Dearie spun in a near­ly per­fect about-​face and went march­ing out of the lounge. Ron­nie's 
mouth drew down in a gri­mace that made his ug­ly face even ugli­er; the leer of the vil­lain in a 
stage melo­dra­ma. He made a jack­ing-​off ges­ture at Dearie's stiff re­treat­ing back. Hugh 
Bren­nan gig­gled a lit­tle, but no one re­al­ly laughed. Stoke Jones had dis­ap­peared, ap­par­ent­ly 
dis­gust­ed with the lot of us. 
    Ron­nie looked around, eyes bright. 'So,' he said. 'I'm still up for it. Nick­el a point, who 
wants to play?' 
    'I will,' Skip said. 
    'I will, too,' I said, nev­er once glanc­ing in the di­rec­tion of my ge­ol­ogy book. 
    'Hearts?' Kir­by Mc­Clen­don asked. He was the tallest boy on the floor, maybe one of the 
tallest boys at school — six-​sev­en at least, and pos­sessed of a long, mourn­ful blood­hound's 
face. 'Sure. Good choice.' 
    'What about us?' Ash­ley squeaked. 
    'Yeah!' Hugh said. Talk about your glut­tons for pun­ish­ment. 
    'You're out­classed at this ta­ble,' Ron­nie said, speak­ing with what was for him al­most 
kind­ness. 'Why don't you start up your own?' 
    Ash­ley and Hugh did just that. By four o'clock all of the lounge ta­bles were oc­cu­pied by 
quar­tets of third-​floor fresh­men, rag­tag schol­ar­ship boys who had to buy their texts in the

    

  
    
      Hearts in Atlantis

    

    
      Used sec­tion of the book­store play­ing Hearts at a nick­el a point. In our dorm, the mad sea­son 
had be­gun. 
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Sat­ur­day night was an­oth­er of my meals on the Holyoke dish­line. In spite of my awak­en­ing 
in­ter­est in Car­ol Ger­ber, I tried to get Brad With­er­spoon to switch for me — Brad had 
Sun­day break­fast and he hat­ed to get up ear­ly al­most as bad­ly as Skip did — but Brad 
re­fused. By then he was play­ing, too, and two bucks out of pock­et. He was crazy to catch up. 
He just shook his head at me and led a spade out of his hand. 'Let's go Bitch-​huntin!' he cried, 
sound­ing eeri­ly like Ron­nie Malen­fant. The most in­sid­ious thing about Ron­nie was that weak 
minds found him worth im­itat­ing.  
    I left my seat at the orig­inal ta­ble, where I had spent the bal­ance of the day, and my place 
was im­me­di­ate­ly tak­en by a young man named Ken­ny Auster. I was near­ly nine dol­lars ahead 
(most­ly be­cause Ron­nie had moved to an­oth­er ta­ble so I wouldn't cut in­to his prof­its) and 
should have been feel­ing good, but I didn't. It wasn't the mon­ey, it was the game. I want­ed to 
keep on play­ing.  
    I walked dis­con­so­late­ly down the hall, checked the room, and asked Nate if he want­ed to 
eat ear­ly with the kitchen crew. He sim­ply shook his head and waved me on with­out look­ing 
up from his his­to­ry book. When peo­ple talk about stu­dent ac­tivism in the six­ties, I have to 
re­mind my­self that the ma­jor­ity of kids went through that mad sea­son the way Nate did. They 
kept their heads down and their eyes on their his­to­ry books while his­to­ry hap­pened all around 
them. Not that Nate was com­plete­ly un­aware, or com­plete­ly ded­icat­ed to the study car­rels on 
the side­lines, for that mat­ter. You shall hear. 
    I walked to­ward the Palace on the Plains, zip­ping my jack­et against the air, which had 
turned frosty. It was quar­ter past four. The Com­mons didn't of­fi­cial­ly open un­til five, so the 
paths which met in Ben­nett's Run were al­most de­sert­ed. Stoke Jones was there, though, 
hunched over his crutch­es and brood­ing down at some­thing on the path. I wasn't sur­prised to 
see him; if you had some sort of phys­ical dis­abil­ity, you could chow an hour ear­li­er than the 
rest of the stu­dents. As far as I re­mem­ber, that was about the on­ly spe­cial treat­ment the 
hand­icapped got. If you were phys­ical­ly fucked up, you got to eat with the kitchen help. That 
spar­row-​track on the back of his coat was very clear and very black in the late light. 
    As I got clos­er to him I saw what he was look­ing down at — In­tro­duc­tion to So­ci­ol­ogy. He 
had dropped it on the fad­ed red bricks of Ben­nett's Walk and was try­ing to fig­ure a way he 
could pick it up again with­out land­ing on his face. He kept pok­ing at the book with the tip of 
one crutch. Stoke had two, maybe even three dif­fer­ent pairs of crutch­es; these were the ones 
that fit­ted over his fore­arms in a se­ries of as­cend­ing steel col­lars. I could hear him mut­ter­ing 
'Rip-​rip , rip-​rip' un­der his breath as he prod­ded the book use­less­ly from place to place. When 
he was plung­ing along on his crutch­es, 'Rip-​rip ' had a de­ter­mined sound. In this sit­ua­tion it 
sound­ed frus­trat­ed. At the time I knew Stoke (I will not call him Rip-​Rip, al­though many 
Ron­nie-​im­ita­tors had tak­en to do­ing so by the end of the semester), I was fas­ci­nat­ed by how 
many dif­fer­ent nu­ances there could be to any giv­en 'Rip-​rip .' That was be­fore I found out the 
Nava­jos have forty dif­fer­ent ways of say­ing their word for cloud. That was be­fore I found out 
a lot of things ac­tu­al­ly. 
    He heard me com­ing and snapped his head around so fast he al­most fell over any­way. I 
reached out to steady him. He jerked back, seem­ing to swim in the old army duf­fle coat he 
was wear­ing.

      'Get away from me!' As if he ex­pect­ed me to give him a shove. I raised my hands to show 
him I was harm­less and bent over. 'And get your hands off my book!' 
    This I didn't dig­ni­fy, on­ly picked up the text and stuffed it un­der his arm like a news­pa­per. 
    'I don't need your help!' 
    I was about to re­ply sharply, but I no­ticed again how white his cheeks were around the 
patch­es of red in their cen­ters, and how his hair was damp with per­spi­ra­tion. Once again I 
could smell him — that over­worked-​trans­former aro­ma — and re­al­ized I could al­so hear 
him: his breath­ing had a raspy, snot­ty sound. If Stoke Jones hadn't found out where the 
in­fir­mary was yet, I had an idea he would be­fore long.  
    'I didn't of­fer you a pig­gy­back, for God's sake.' I tried to paste a smile on my puss and 
man­aged some­thing or oth­er. Hell, why shouldn't I smile? Didn't I have nine bucks in my 
pock­et that I hadn't start­ed the day with? By the stan­dards of Cham­ber­lain Three, I was rich. 
    Jones looked at me with those dark eyes of his. His lips thinned, but af­ter a mo­ment he 
nod­ded. 'Okay. Point tak­en. Thanks.' Then he re­sumed his break­neck pace up the hill. At first 
he was well ahead of me, but then the grade be­gan to work on him and he slowed down. His 
snot­ty-​sound­ing breath­ing got loud­er and quick­er. I heard it clear­ly as I caught up to him.  
    'Why don't you take it easy?' I asked.  
    He gave me an im­pa­tient are-​you-​still-​here glance. 'Why don't you eat me?' 
    I point­ed to his soash book. 'That's slid­ing again.' 
    He stopped, ad­just­ed it un­der his arm, then fixed him­self on his crutch­es again, hunched 
like a bad-​tem­pered heron, glar­ing at me through his black tum­bles of hair. 'Go on,' he said. 'I 
don't need a min­der.' 
    I shrugged. 'I wasn't babysit­ting you, just want­ed some com­pa­ny.' 
    'I don't.' 
    I start­ed on my way, net­tled in spite of my nine bucks. Us class clowns aren't wild about 
mak­ing friends — two or three are apt to do us for a life­time — but we don't re­act very well 
to the bum's rush, ei­ther. Our goal is vast num­bers of ac­quain­tances whom we can leave 
laugh­ing. 
    'Ri­ley,' he said from be­hind me. 
    I turned. He'd de­cid­ed to thaw a lit­tle af­ter all, I thought. How wrong I was. 
    'There are ges­tures and ges­tures,' he said. 'Putting shav­ing cream on the proc­tor's door is 
about one step above wip­ing snot on the seat of Lit­tle Susie's desk be­cause you can't think of 
an­oth­er way to say you love her.' 
    'I didn't shav­ing-​cream Dearie's door,' I said, more net­tled than ev­er. 
    'Yeah, but you're play­ing cards with the ass­hole who did. Lend­ing him cred­ibil­ity.' I think 
it was the first time I heard that word, which went on to have an in­cred­ibly sleazy ca­reer in 
the sev­en­ties and coke-​soaked eight­ies. Most­ly in pol­itics. I think cred­ibil­ity died of shame 
around 1986, just as all those six­ties war protesters and fear­less bat­tlers for racial equal­ity 
were dis­cov­er­ing junk bonds, Martha Stew­art liv­ing, and the Stair­Mas­ter. 'Why do you waste 
your time?' 
    That was di­rect enough to rat­tle me, and I said what seems to me now, look­ing back, an 
in­cred­ibly stupid thing. 'I've got plen­ty of time to waste.' 
    Jones nod­ded as if he had ex­pect­ed no more and no bet­ter. He got go­ing again and passed 
me at his ac­cus­tomed plunge, head down, back humped, sweaty hair swing­ing, soash book 
clamped tight un­der his arm. I wait­ed, ex­pect­ing it to squirt free again. This time when it did, 
I'd leave him to poke it with his crutch. 
    But it didn't get away from him, and af­ter I'd seen him reach the door of Holyoke, grap­ple 
with it, and fi­nal­ly lurch in­side, I went on my own way. When I'd filled my tray I sat with 
Car­ol Ger­ber and the rest of the kids on the dish­line crew. That was about as far from Stoke 
Jones as it was pos­si­ble to get, which suit­ed me fine. He al­so sat apart from the oth­er

      hand­icapped kids, I re­mem­ber. Stoke Jones sat apart from ev­ery­body. Glint East­wood on 
crutch­es. 
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The reg­ular din­ers be­gan to show up at five o'clock. By quar­ter past, the dish­line crew was in 
full swing and stayed that way for an hour. Lots of dorm kids went home for the week­end, 
but those who stayed all showed up on Sat­ur­day night, which was beans and franks and 
corn­bread. Dessert was Jell-​O. At the Palace on the Plains, dessert was al­most al­ways Jell-​O. 
If Cook was feel­ing frisky, you might get Jell-​O with lit­tle pieces of fruit sus pend­ed in it. 
    Car­ol was do­ing sil­ver­ware, and just as the rush be­gan to sub­side, she wheeled away from 
the pass-​through, shak­ing with laugh­ter. Her cheeks were bright crim­son. What came rolling 
along the belt was Skip's work. He ad­mit­ted it lat­er that night, but I knew right away. 
Al­though he was in the Col­lege of Ed­uca­tion and prob­ably des­tined to teach his­to­ry and 
coach base­ball at good old Dex­ter High un­til he dropped dead of a booze-​fu­eled heart at­tack 
at the age of fifty-​nine or so, Skip by rights should have been in fine arts . . . prob­ably would 
have been if he hadn't come from five gen­er­ations of farm­ers who said ayuh and coss 'twill 
and sh'd smile n kiss a pig. He was on­ly the sec­ond or third in his sprawl­ing fam­ily (their 
re­li­gion, Skip once said, was Irish Al­co­holic) to ev­er go to col­lege. Clan Kirk could vi­su­al­ize 
a teach­er in the fam­ily — bare­ly — but not a painter or a sculp­tor. And at eigh­teen, Skip 
could see no fur­ther than they could. He on­ly knew he didn't quite fit the hole he was try­ing 
to slide in­to, and it made him rest­less. It made him wan­der in­to rooms oth­er than his own, 
check the LPs, and crit­icize al­most ev­ery­one's taste in mu­sic. 
    By 1969 he had a bet­ter idea of who and what he was. That was the year he con­struct­ed a 
pa­pi­er-​mache Viet­namese fam­ily tableau that was set on fire at the end of a peace ral­ly in 
front of the Fogler Li­brary while The Young­bloods played 'Get To­geth­er' from a bor­rowed 
set of amps and part-​time hip­pies worked out to the beat like trib­al war­riors af­ter a hunt. You 
see how jum­bled it all is in my mind? It was At­lantis, that's all I know for sure, way down 
be­low the ocean. The pa­per fam­ily burned, the hip­pie protesters chant­ed 'Na­palm! Na­palm! 
Scum from the skies!' as they danced, and af­ter awhile the jocks and the frat boys be­gan to 
throw stuff. Eggs at first. Then stones. 
    It was no pa­pi­er-​mache fam­ily that sent Car­ol laugh­ing and reel­ing away from the dish­line 
that night in the fall of 1966; it was a horny hot­dog man stand­ing atop a Mat­ter­horn of 
Holyoke Com­mons baked beans. A pipe-​clean­er wiener jut­ted jaun­ti­ly from the ap­pro­pri­ate 
spot. In his hand was a lit­tle Uni­ver­si­ty of Maine pen­nant, on his head a scrap of blue han­ky 
fold­ed to look like a fresh­man beanie. Along the front of the tray, care­ful­ly spelled out in 
crum­bled corn­bread, was the mes­sage EAT MORE MAINE BEANS! 
    A good deal of ed­ible art­work came along the con­vey­or belt dur­ing my time on the Palace 
dish­line, but I think that one was the all-​time champ. Stoke Jones would no doubt have called 
it a waste of time, but I think in that case he would have been wrong. Any­thing with the 
pow­er to make you laugh over thir­ty years lat­er isn't a waste of time. I think some­thing like 
that is very close to im­mor­tal­ity. 
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      I punched out at six-​thir­ty, walked down the ramp be­hind the kitchen with one last bag of 
garbage, and dropped it in­to one of the four Dump­sters lined up be­hind the Com­mons like 
snub­by steel box­cars. 
    When I turned around, I saw Car­ol Ger­ber and a cou­ple of oth­er kids stand­ing by the 
cor­ner of the build­ing, smok­ing and watch­ing the moon rise. The oth­er two start­ed away just 
as I walked over, pulling my Pall Malls out of my jack­et pock­et. 
    'Hey, Pe­te, eat more Maine beans,' Car­ol said, and laughed.  
    'Yeah.' I lit my cigarette. Then, with­out think­ing about it much one way or the oth­er, I said: 
'There's a cou­ple of Bog­art movies play­ing at Hauck tonight. They start at sev­en. We've got 
time to walk over. Want to go?' 
    She smoked, not an­swer­ing me for a mo­ment, but she was still smil­ing and I knew she was 
go­ing to say yes. Ear­li­er, all I'd want­ed was to get back to the third-​floor lounge and play 
Hearts. Now that I was away from the game, how­ev­er, the game seemed a lot less im­por­tant. 
Had I been hot enough to say some­thing about beat­ing the snot out of Ron­nie Malen­fant? It 
seemed I had — the mem­ory was clear enough — but stand­ing out here in the cool air with 
Car­ol, it was hard for me to un­der­stand why. 
    'I've got a boyfriend back home,' she said at last. 
    'Is that a no?' 
    She shook her head, still with the lit­tle smile. The smoke from her cigarette drift­ed across 
her face. Her hair, free of the net the girls had to wear on the dish­line, blew light­ly across her 
brow. 'That's in­for­ma­tion. Re­mem­ber that show The Pris­on­er? “Num­ber Six, we want . . . 
in­for­ma­tion.”' 
    'I've got a girl­friend back home,' I said. 'More in­for­ma­tion.' 
    'I've got an­oth­er job, tu­tor­ing math. I promised to spend an hour tonight with this girl on 
the sec­ond floor. Cal­cu­lus. Ag. She's hope­less and she whines, but it's six dol­lars an hour.' 
Car­ol laughed. 'This is get­ting good, we're ex­chang­ing in­for­ma­tion like mad.' 
    'It doesn't look good for Bo­gie, though,' I said. I wasn't wor­ried. I knew we were go­ing to 
see Bo­gie. I think I al­so knew there was ro­mance in our fu­ture. It gave me an odd­ly light 
feel­ing, a lift­ing-​off sen­sa­tion in my mid­sec­tion. 
    'I could call Es­ther from Hauck and tell her calc at ten o'clock in­stead of nine,' Car­ol said. 
'Es­ther's a sad case. She nev­er goes out. What she does most­ly is sit around with her hair in 
curlers and write let­ters home about how hard col­lege is. We could see the first movie, at 
least.' 
    'That sounds good,' I said. 
    We start­ed walk­ing to­ward Hauck. Those were the days, all right; you didn't have to hire a 
babysit­ter, put out the dog, feed the cat, or set the bur­glar alarm. You just went. 
    'Is this like a date?' she asked af­ter a lit­tle bit. 
    'Well,' I said, 'I guess it could be.' We were walk­ing past East An­nex by then, and oth­er 
kids were fill­ing up the paths, head­ing to­ward the au­di­to­ri­um.  
    'Good,' she said, 'be­cause I left my purse back in my room. I can't go dutch.' 
    'Don't wor­ry, I'm rich. Won big play­ing cards to­day.' 
    'Pok­er?' 
    'Hearts. Do you know it?' 
    'Are you kid­ding? I spent three weeks at Camp Wini­wina­ia on Lake George the sum­mer I 
was twelve. YM­CA camp — poor kids' camp, my mom called it. It rained prac­ti­cal­ly ev­ery 
day and all we did was play Hearts and hunt The Bitch.' Her eyes had gone far away, the way 
peo­ple's eyes do when they trip over some mem­ory like a shoe in the dark. 'Find the la­dy in 
black. Cherchez la femme noire.' 
    'That's the game, all right,' I said, know­ing that for a mo­ment I wasn't there for her at all.

      Then she came back, gave me a grin, and took her cigarettes out of her jeans pock­et. We 
smoked a lot back then. All of us. Back then you could smoke in hos­pi­tal wait­ing rooms. I 
told my daugh­ter that and at first she didn't be­lieve me. 
    I took out my own cigarettes and lit us both. It was a good mo­ment, the two of us look­ing 
at each oth­er in the Zip­po's flame. Not as sweet as a kiss, but nice. I felt that light­ness in­side 
me again, that sense of lift­ing off. Some­times your view widens and grows hope­ful. 
Some­times you think you can see around cor­ners, and maybe you can. Those are good 
mo­ments. I snapped my lighter shut and we walked on, smok­ing, the backs of our hands close 
but not quite brush­ing. 
    'How much mon­ey are we talk­ing about?' she asked. 'Enough to run away to Cal­ifor­nia on, 
or maybe not quite that much?' 
    'Nine dol­lars.' 
    She laughed and took my hand. 'It's a date, all right,' she said. 'You can buy me pop­corn, 
too.' 
    'All right. Do you care which movie plays first?' 
    She shook her head. 'Bo­gie's Bo­gie.' 
    'That's true,' I said, but I hoped it would be The Mal­tese Fal­con. 
    It was. Halfway through it, while Pe­ter Lorre was do­ing his rather omi­nous gay turn and 
Bo­gie was gaz­ing at him with po­lite, amused in­creduli­ty, I looked at Car­ol. She was look­ing 
at me. I bent and kissed her pop­corn-​but­tery mouth by the black-​and-​white moon­light of John 
Hus­ton's in­spired first film. Her lips were sweet and re­spon­sive. I pulled back a lit­tle. She 
was still look­ing at me. The lit­tle smile was back. Then she of­fered me her bag of pop­corn, I 
re­cip­ro­cat­ed with my box of Dots, and we watched the rest of the movie. 
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Walk­ing back to the Cham­ber­lain-​King-​Franklin com­plex of dorms, I took her hand al­most 
with­out think­ing about it. She curled her fin­gers through mine nat­ural­ly enough, but I thought 
I could feel a re­serve now. 
    'Are you go­ing to go back for The Caine Mutiny?' she asked. 'You could, if you've still got 
your tick­et stub. Or I could give you mine.' 
    'Nah, I've got ge­ol­ogy to study.' 
    'Bet you wind up play­ing cards all night in­stead.' 
    'I can't af­ford to,' I said. And I meant it; I meant to go back and study. I re­al­ly did. 
    'Lone­ly Strug­gles, or A Schol­ar­ship Boy's Life,' Car­ol said. 'A heart­break­ing nov­el by 
Charles Dick­ens. You'll weep as plucky Pe­ter Ri­ley throws him­self in­to the riv­er af­ter find­ing 
that the Fi­nan­cial Aid Of­fice has re­voked his grant pack­age.' 
    I laughed. She was very sharp. 
    'I'm in the same boat, you know. If we screw up, maybe we can make it a dou­ble sui­cide. 
In­to the Penob­scot with us. Good­bye, cru­el world.' 
    'What's a Con­necti­cut girl do­ing at the Uni­ver­si­ty of Maine, any­way?' I asked. 
    'That's a lit­tle com­pli­cat­ed. And if you ev­er plan on ask­ing me out again, you should know 
you're rob­bing the cra­dle. I won't ac­tu­al­ly be eigh­teen un­til Novem­ber. I skipped the sev­enth 
grade. That was the year my par­ents got di­vorced, and I was mis­er­able. It was ei­ther study all 
the time or turn in­to one of the Har­wich Ju­nior High cor­ner girls. They're the ones who ma­jor 
in French-​kiss­ing and usu­al­ly wind up preg­nant at six­teen. You know the kind I mean?' 
    'Sure.' In Gates you saw them in gig­gling lit­tle groups out­side Frank's Foun­tain or the

      Dairy Del­ish, wait­ing for the boys to come by in their dropped Fords and Ply­mouth hemis, 
fast cars with the fend­er­skirts and the de­cals say­ing FRAM and QUAK­ER STATE in the back 
win­dows. You could see those girls as wom­en down at the oth­er end of Main Street, ten years 
old­er and forty pounds heav­ier, drink­ing beers and shots in Chucky's Tav­ern.  
    'I turned in­to a study-​grind. My fa­ther was in the Navy. He got out on a dis­abil­ity and 
moved here to Maine . . . Damariscot­ta, down on the coast?' 
    I nod­ded, think­ing of Di­ane Re­nee's steady boy, the one who said ship ahoy and joined the 
Nay-​yay-​vee. 
    'I was liv­ing in Con­necti­cut with my moth­er and go­ing to Har­wich High. I ap­plied to 
six­teen dif­fer­ent schools and got ac­cept­ed by all but three . . . but . . . ' 
    'But they ex­pect­ed you to pay your own way and you couldn't.' 
    She nod­ded. 'I think I missed the plum schol­ar­ships by maybe twen­ty SAT-​points. An 
ex­tra-​cur­ric­ular ac­tiv­ity or two prob­ably wouldn't have hurt, ei­ther, but I was too busy 
grind­ing away at the books. And by then I was pret­ty hot and heavy with Sul­ly-​John . . . ' 
    'The boyfriend, right?' 
    She nod­ded, but not as though this Sul­ly-​John in­ter­est­ed her. 'The on­ly two schools 
of­fer­ing re­al­is­tic fi­nan­cial aid pack­ages were Maine and UConn. I de­cid­ed on Maine be­cause 
by then I wasn't get­ting along very well with my moth­er. Lots of fights.' 
    'You get along bet­ter with your fa­ther?' 
    'Hard­ly ev­er see him,' she said in a dry, busi­nesslike tone. 'He lives with this wom­an who . 
. . well, they drink a lot and fight a lot, let's leave it at that. But he's a res­ident of the state, I'm 
his daugh­ter, and this is a land-​grant col­lege. I didn't get ev­ery­thing I need­ed — UConn 
of­fered the bet­ter deal, frankly — but I'm not afraid of a lit­tle work. It's worth it, just to get 
away.' 
    She took a deep breath of the night air and let it out, faint­ly whit e. We were al­most back to 
Franklin. In­side the lob­by I could see guys sit­ting in the hard plas­tic con­tour chairs, wait­ing 
for their girls to come down from up­stairs. It looked like quite a rogue's gallery. Worth it just 
to get away, she had said. Did that mean the moth­er, the town, and the high school, or was the 
boyfriend in­clud­ed? 
    When we got to the wide dou­ble doors at the front of her dorm, I put my arms around her 
and bent to kiss her again. She put her hands on my chest, stop­ping me. Not pulling back, just 
stop­ping me. She looked up in­to my face, smil­ing that lit­tle smile of hers. I could get to love 
that smile, I thought — it was the kind of smile you might wake up think­ing of in the mid­dle 
of the night. The blue eyes and the blond hair too, but most­ly the smile. The lips on­ly curved 
a lit­tle, but the cor­ners of the mouth deep­ened to dim­ples all the same. 
    'My boyfriend's re­al name is John Sul­li­van,' she said. 'Like the fight­er. Now tell me the 
name of your girl­friend.' 
    'An­nmarie,' I said, not much car­ing for the sound of it as it came out of my mouth. 
'An­nmarie Soucie. She's a se­nior at Gates Falls High this year.' I let Car­ol go. When I did, she 
took her hands off my chest and grabbed mine. 
    'This is in­for­ma­tion,' she said. 'In­for­ma­tion, that's all. Still want to kiss me?' 
    I nod­ded. I want­ed to more than ev­er. 
    'Okay.' She tilt­ed her face up, closed her eyes, opened her lips a lit­tle. She looked like a kid 
wait­ing at the foot of the stairs for her good­night kiss from Pa­pa. It was so cute I al­most 
laughed. In­stead I bent and kissed her. She kissed back with plea­sure and en­thu­si­asm. There 
were no tongues touch­ing, but it was a thor­ough, search­ing kiss just the same. When she drew 
back, her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were bright. 'Good­night. Thanks for the movie.' 
    'Want to do it again?' 
    'I have to think about that,' she said. She was smil­ing but her eyes were se­ri­ous. I sup­pose 
her boyfriend was on her mind; I know that An­nmarie was on mine. 'Maybe you bet­ter, too.

      I'll see you on the dish­line Mon­day. What do you have?' 
    'Lunch and din­ner.' 
    'I have break­fast and lunch. So I'll see you at lunch.' 
    'Eat more Maine beans,' I said. That made her laugh. She went in­side. I watched her go, 
stand­ing out­side with my col­lar turned up and my hands in my pock­ets and a cigarette 
be­tween my lips, feel­ing like Bo­gie. I watched her say some­thing to the girl on the re­cep­tion 
desk and then hur­ry up­stairs, still laugh­ing. 
    I walked back to Cham­ber­lain in the moon­light, de­ter­mined to get se­ri­ous about the 
geosyn­cline. 
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I on­ly went in­to the third-​floor lounge to get my ge­ol­ogy book; I swear it's true. When I got 
there, ev­ery ta­ble — plus one or two which must have been hi­jacked from oth­er floors — was 
oc­cu­pied by a quar­tet of Hearts-​play­ing fools. There was even a group in the cor­ner, sit­ting 
cross-​legged on the floor and star­ing in­tent­ly at their cards. They looked like half-​assed yo­gis. 
'We chasin The Cunt!' Ron­nie Malen­fant yelled to the room at large. 'We gonna bust that 
bitch out, boys!' 
    I picked up my ge­ol­ogy text from the so­fa where it had lain all day and night (some­one had 
sat on it, push­ing it most of the way down be­tween two cush­ions, but that ba­by was too big to 
hide en­tire­ly), and looked at it the way you might look at some ar­ti­fact of un­known pur­pose. 
In Hauck Au­di­to­ri­um, sit­ting be­side Car­ol Ger­ber, this crazy card-​par­ty had seemed like a 
dream. Now it was Car­ol who seemed dream­like — Car­ol with her dim­ples and her boyfriend 
with the box­er's name. I still had six bucks in my pock­et and it was ab­surd to feel 
dis­ap­point­ed just be­cause there was no place for me in any of the games cur­rent­ly go­ing on. 
    Study, that was what I had to do. Make friends with the geosyn­cline. I'd camp out in the 
sec­ond-​floor lounge or maybe find a qui­et cor­ner in the base­ment rec. 
    Just as I was leav­ing with His­tor­ical Ge­ol­ogy un­der my arm, Kir­by Mc­Clen­don tossed 
down his cards and cried, Tuck this! I'm tapped! All be­cause I keep get­ting hit with that 
fuck­ing queen of spades! I'll give you guys IOUs, but I am hon­est-​to-​God tapped out.' He 
went out past me with­out look­ing back, duck­ing his head as he went through the door — I've 
al­ways thought that be­ing that tall must be a kind of curse. A month lat­er Kir­by would be 
tapped out in a much larg­er sense, with­drawn from the Uni­ver­si­ty by his fright­ened par­ents 
af­ter a men­tal break­down and a half-​assed sui­cide at­tempt. Not the first vic­tim of Hearts-
ma­nia that fall, nor the last, but the on­ly one to try and off him­self by eat­ing two bot­tles of 
or­ange-​fla­vored ba­by as­pirin.  
    Lennie Do­ria didn't even both­er look­ing af­ter him. He looked over at me in­stead. 'You 
want to sit in, Ri­ley?' 
    A brief but per­fect­ly gen­uine strug­gle for my soul went on. I need­ed to study. I had 
planned on study­ing, and for a fi­nan­cial-​aid boy like me, that was a good plan, cer­tain­ly more 
sen­si­ble than sit­ting here in this smoky room and adding the ef­flu­ent from my own Pall Malls 
to the gen­er­al fug. 
    So I said 'Yeah, why not?' and sat down and played Hearts un­til al­most one in the morn­ing. 
When I fi­nal­ly sham­bled back to my room, Nate was ly­ing on his bed read­ing his Bible. That 
was the last thing he did ev­ery night be­fore go­ing to sleep. This was his third trip through 
what he al­ways called The Word of God, he'd told me. He had reached the Book of 
Ne­hemi­ah. He looked up at me with an ex­pres­sion of calm en­quiry — a look that nev­er

      changed much. Now that I think about it, Nate nev­er changed much. He was in pre-​dent, and 
he stayed with it; tucked in­to his last Christ­mas card to me was a pho­to of his new of­fice in 
Houl­ton. In the pho­to there are three Ma­gi stand­ing around a straw-​filled cra­dle on the snowy 
of­fice lawn. Be­hind Mary and Joseph you can read the sign on the door: NATHANIEL 
HOP­PEN­STAND, DOS. He mar­ried Cindy. They are still mar­ried, and their three chil­dren are 
most­ly grown up. I imag­ine Rin­ty died and got re­placed. 
    'Did you win?' Nate asked. He spoke in al­most the same tone of voice my wife would use 
some years lat­er, when I came home half-​drunk af­ter a Thurs­day-​night pok­er game. 
    'Ac­tu­al­ly I did.' I had grav­itat­ed to a ta­ble where Ron­nie was play­ing and had lost three of 
my re­main­ing six dol­lars, then drift­ed to an­oth­er one where I won them back, and a cou­ple of 
more be­sides. But I had nev­er got­ten around to the geosyn­cline or the mys­ter­ies of tec­ton­ic 
plates. 
    Nate was wear­ing red-​and-​white -striped pa­ja­mas. He was, I think, the on­ly per­son I ev­er 
shared a room with in col­lege, male or fe­male, who wore pa­ja­mas. Of course he was al­so the 
on­ly one who owned Di­ane Re­nee Sings Navy Blue. As I be­gan un­dress­ing, Nate slipped 
be­tween the cov­ers of his bed and reached be­hind him to turn off the study lamp on his desk.  
    'Get your ge­ol­ogy all stud­ied up?' he asked as the shad­ows swal­lowed his half of the room. 
    'I'm in good shape with it,' I said. Years lat­er, when I came in from those late pok­er games 
and my wife would ask me how drunk I was, I'd say 'I on­ly had a cou­ple' in that same chip­per 
tone of voice. 
    I swung in­to my own bed, turned off my own light, and was asleep al­most im­me­di­ate­ly. I 
dreamed I was play­ing Hearts. Ron­nie Malen­fant was deal­ing; Stoke Jones stood in the 
lounge door­way, hunched over his crutch­es and eye­ing me — eye­ing all of us — with the 
dour dis­ap­proval of a Mas­sachusetts Bay Colony Pu­ri­tan. In my dream there was an 
enor­mous amount of mon­ey ly­ing on the ta­ble, hun­dreds of dol­lars in crum­pled fives and 
ones, mon­ey or­ders, even a per­son­al check or two. I looked at this, then back at the door­way. 
Car­ol Ger­ber was now stand­ing on one side of Stoke­ly. Nate, dressed in his can­dy-​cane 
pa­ja­mas, was on the oth­er side. 
    'We want in­for­ma­tion,' Car­ol said. 
    'You won't get it,' I replied — in the TV show, that was al­ways Patrick Mc­Goohan's re­ply 
to Num­ber Two. 
    Nate said, 'You left your win­dow open, Pe­te. The room's cold and your pa­pers blew 
ev­ery­where.' 
    I couldn't think of an ad­equate re­ply to this, so I picked up the hand I'd been dealt and 
fanned it open. Thir­teen cards, and ev­ery one was the queen of spades. Ev­ery one was la 
femme noire. Ev­ery one was The Bitch. 
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In Viet­nam the war was go­ing well — Lyn­don John­son, on a swing through the South 
Pa­cif­ic, said so. There were a few mi­nor set­backs, how­ev­er. The Vi­et Cong shot down three 
Amer­ican Hueys prac­ti­cal­ly in Saigon's back­yard; a lit­tle far­ther out from Big S, an es­ti­mat­ed 
one thou­sand Vi­et Cong sol­diers kicked the shit out of at least twice that num­ber of South 
Viet­namese reg­ulars. In the Mekong Delta, US gun­ships sank a hun­dred and twen­ty Vi­et 
Cong riv­er pa­trol boats which turned out to con­tain — whoops — large num­bers of refugee 
chil­dren. Amer­ica lost its four hun­dredth plane of the war that Oc­to­ber, an F-1O5 
Thun­der­chief. The pi­lot parachut­ed to safe­ty. In Mani­la, South Viet­nam's Prime Min­is­ter,

      Nguyen Cao Ky, in­sist­ed that he was not a crook. Nei­ther were the mem­bers of his cab­inet, 
he said, and the fact that a dozen or so cab­inet mem­bers re­signed while Ky was in the 
Philip­pines was just co­in­ci­dence. 
    In San Diego Bob Hope did a show for Army boys head­ed in-​coun­try. 'I want­ed to call 
Bing and send him along with you,' Bob said, 'but that pipe-​smok­ing son of a gun has un­list­ed 
his num­ber.' The Army boys roared with laugh­ter. 
    ? and the Mys­te­ri­ans ruled the ra­dio. Their song, '96 Tears,' was a mon­ster hit. They nev­er 
had an­oth­er one. 
    In Hon­olu­lu hu­la -hu­la girls greet­ed Pres­ident John­son. 
    At the U.N. Sec­re­tary Gen­er­al U Thant was plead­ing with Amer­ican rep­re­sen­ta­tive Arthur 
Gold­berg to stop, at least tem­porar­ily, the bomb­ing of North Viet­nam. Arthur Gold­berg got in 
touch with the Great White Fa­ther in Hawaii to re­lay Thant's re­quest. The Great White 
Fa­ther, per­haps still wear­ing his lei, said no way, we'd stop when the Vi­et Cong stopped, but 
in the mean­time they were go­ing to cry 96 tears. At least 96. (John­son did a brief, clum­sy 
shim­my with the hu­la-​hu­la girls, I re­mem­ber watch­ing that on The Hunt­ley-​Brink­ley Re­port 
and think­ing he danced like ev­ery oth­er white guy I knew . . . which was, in­ci­den­tal­ly, all the 
guys I knew.) 
    In Green­wich Vil­lage a peace march was bro­ken up by the po­lice. The marchers had no 
per­mit, the po­lice said. In San Fran­cis­co war protesters car­ry­ing plas­tic skulls on sticks and 
wear­ing white­face like a troupe of mimes were dis­persed by tear­gas. In Den­ver po­lice tore 
down thou­sands of posters ad­ver­tis­ing an an­ti­war ral­ly at Chau­tauqua Park in Boul­der. The 
po­lice had dis­cov­ered a statute for­bid­ding the post­ing of such bills. The statute did not, the 
Den­ver Chief said, for­bid post­ed bills which ad­ver­tised movies, old clothes drives, VFW 
dances, or re­wards for in­for­ma­tion lead­ing to the re­cov­ery of lost pets. Those posters, the 
chief ex­plained, were not po­lit­ical. 
    On our own lit­tle patch there was a sit-​in at East An­nex, where Cole­man Chem­icals was 
hold­ing job in­ter­views. Cole­man, like Dow, made na­palm. Cole­man al­so made Agent 
Or­ange, bo­tulin com­pound, and an­thrax, it turned out, al­though no one knew that un­til the 
com­pa­ny went bankrupt in 1980. In the Maine Cam­pus there was a small pic­ture of the 
protesters be­ing led away. A larg­er pho­to showed one protester be­ing pulled out of the East 
An­nex door­way by a cam­pus cop while an­oth­er cop stood by, hold­ing the protester's crutch­es 
— said protester was Stoke Jones, of course, wear­ing his duf­fle coat with the spar­row-​track 
on the back. The cops were treat­ing him kind­ly enough, I'm sure — at that point, war 
protesters were still more nov­el­ty than nui­sance — but the com­bi­na­tion of the big cop and the 
stag­ger­ing boy made the pic­ture creepy, some­how. I thought of it many times be­tween 1968 
and 1971, years when, in the words of Bob Dy­lan, 'the game got rough.' The largest pho­to in 
that is­sue, the on­ly one above the fold, showed ROTC guys in uni­form march­ing on the 
sun­ny foot­ball field while large crowds watched. MA­NEU­VERS DRAW RECORD CROWD , read the 
head­line. 
    Clos­er to home still, one Pe­ter Ri­ley got a D on his Ge­ol­ogy quiz and a D-​plus on a 
So­ci­ol­ogy quiz two days lat­er. On Fri­day I got back a one-​page 'es­say of opin­ion' I had 
scrib­bled just be­fore In­tro En­glish (Writ­ing) on Mon­day morn­ing. The sub­ject was Ties 
(Should/Should Not) Be Re­quired for Men in Restau­rants. I had cho­sen Should Not. This 
lit­tle ex­pos­ito­ry ex­er­cise had been marked with a big red C, the first G I'd got­ten in En­glish 
since ar­riv­ing at U of M with my straight A's in high-​school En­glish and my 740 score on the 
SAT Ver­bals. That red hook shocked me in a way the quiz D's hadn't, and an­gered me as 
well. Across the top Mr Bab­cock had writ­ten, 'Your usu­al clar­ity is present, but in this case 
serves on­ly to show what a meat­less meal this is. Your hu­mor, al­though facile, falls far short 
of wit. The C is ac­tu­al­ly some­thing of a gift. Slop­py work.' 
    I thought of ap­proach­ing him af­ter class, then re­ject­ed the idea. Mr Bab­cock, who wore

      bowties and big horn­rimmed glass­es, had made it clear in just four weeks that he con­sid­ered 
grade-​grub­bers the low­est form of aca­dem­ic life. Al­so, it was noon. If I grabbed a quick bite 
at the Palace on the Plains, I could be back on Cham­ber­lain Three by one. All the ta­bles in 
the lounge (and all four cor­ners of the room) would be filled by three o'clock that af­ter­noon, 
but at one I'd still be able to find a seat. I was al­most twen­ty dol­lars to the good by then, and 
planned to spend a prof­itable late-​Oc­to­ber week­end lin­ing my pock­ets. I was al­so plan­ning on 
the Sat­ur­day-​night dance in Lengyll Gym. Car­ol had agreed to go with me. The 
Cum­ber­lands, a pop­ular cam­pus group, were play­ing. At some point (more like­ly at sev­er­al 
points) they would do their ver­sion of'96 Tears.' 
    The voice of con­science, al­ready speak­ing in the tones of Nate Hop­pen­stand, sug­gest­ed I'd 
do well to spend at least part of the week­end hit­ting the books. I had two chap­ters of ge­ol­ogy 
to read, two chap­ters of so­ci­ol­ogy, forty pages of his­to­ry (the Mid­dle Ages at a gulp), plus a 
set of ques­tions to an­swer con­cern­ing trade routes. 
    I'll get to it, don't wor­ry, I'll get to it, I told that voice. Sun­day's my day to study. You can 
count on it, you can take it to the bank. And for awhile on Sun­day I ac­tu­al­ly did read about 
in-​groups, out-​groups, and group sanc­tions. Be­tween hands of cards I read about them. Then 
things got in­ter­est­ing and my soash book end­ed up on the floor un­der the couch. Go­ing to bed 
on Sun­day night — late Sun­day night — it oc­curred to me that not on­ly had my win­nings 
shrunk in­stead of grown (Ron­nie now seemed ac­tu­al­ly to be seek­ing me out), but I hadn't 
re­al­ly got­ten very far with my study­ing. Al­so, I hadn't made a cer­tain phone-​call. 
    If you re­al­ly want to put your hand there, Car­ol said, and she had been smil­ing that fun­ny 
lit­tle smile when she said it, that smile which was most­ly dim­ples and a look in the eyes. If 
you re­al­ly want to put your hand there. 
    About halfway through the Sat­ur­day-​night dance, she and I had gone out for a smoke. It 
was a mild night, and along Lengyll's brick north side maybe twen­ty cou­ples were hug­ging 
and kiss­ing by the light of the moon ris­ing over Chad­bourne Hall. Car­ol and I joined them. 
Be­fore long I had my hand in­side her sweater. I rubbed my thumb over the smooth cot­ton of 
her bra-​cup, feel­ing the stiff lit­tle rise of her nip­ple. My tem­per­ature was al­so ris­ing. I could 
feel hers ris­ing, as well. She looked in­to my face with her arms still locked around my neck 
and said, 'If you re­al­ly want to put your hand there, I think you owe some­body a phone-​call, 
don't you?' 
    There's time, I told my­self as I drift­ed to­ward sleep. There's plen­ty of time for study­ing, 
plen­ty of time for phone-​calls. Plen­ty of time. 
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Skip Kirk blew an An­thro­pol­ogy quiz — end­ed up guess­ing at half of the an­swers and get­ting 
a fifty-​eight. He got a C-​mi­nus on an Ad­vanced Calc quiz, and on­ly did that well be­cause his 
last math course in high school had cov­ered some of the same con­cepts. We were in the same 
So­ci­ol­ogy course and he got a D-​mi­nus on the quiz, scor­ing a bare sev­en­ty. 
    We weren't the on­ly ones with prob­lems. Ron­nie was a win­ner at Hearts, bet­ter than fifty 
bucks up in ten days of play, if you be­lieved him (no one com­plete­ly did, al­though we knew 
he was win­ning), but a los­er in his class­es. He flunked a French quiz, blew off the lit­tle 
En­glish pa­per in the class we shared ('Who gives a fuck about ties, I eat at Mc­Don­ald's' he 
said), and scraped through a quiz in some oth­er his­to­ry di­vi­sion by scan­ning an ad­mir­er's 
notes just be­fore class. 
    Kir­by Mc­Clen­don had quit shav­ing and be­gan gnaw­ing his fin­ger­nails be­tween deals. He

      al­so be­gan cut­ting sig­nif­icant num­bers of class­es. Jack Frady con­vinced his ad­vi­sor to let him 
drop Statis­tics I even though add-​drop was of­fi­cial­ly over. 'I cried a lit­tle,' he told me mat­ter-
of-​fact­ly one night in the lounge as we Bitch-​hunt­ed our way to­ward the wee hours. 'It's 
some­thing I learned to do in Dra­mat­ics Club.' Lennie Do­ria tapped on my door a cou­ple of 
nights lat­er while I was cram­ming (Nate had been in the rack for an hour or more, sleep­ing 
the sleep of the just and the caught-​up) and asked me if I had any in­ter­est in writ­ing a pa­per 
about Cris­pus At­ti­cus. He had heard I could do such things. He'd pay a fair price, Lennie said; 
he was cur­rent­ly ten bucks up in the game. I said I was sor­ry but I couldn't help him. I was 
be­hind a cou­ple of pa­pers my­self. Lennie nod­ded and slipped out. 
    Ash­ley Rice broke out in hor­ri­ble ooz­ing ac­ne all over his face, Mark St Pierre had a 
sleep­walk­ing in­ter­lude af­ter los­ing al­most twen­ty bucks in one catas­troph­ic night, and Brad 
With­er­spoon got in­to a fight with a guy on the first floor. The guy made some in­nocu­ous lit­tle 
crack — lat­er on Brad him­self ad­mit­ted it had been in­nocu­ous — but Brad, who'd just been 
hit with The Bitch three times in four hands and on­ly want­ed a Coke out of the first-​floor 
ma­chine to soothe his butt-​parched throat, wasn't in an in­nocu­ous mood. He turned, dropped 
his un­opened so­da in­to the sandwell of a near­by cigarette urn, and start­ed punch­ing. Broke 
the kid's glass­es, loos­ened one of his teeth. So Brad With­er­spoon, or­di­nar­ily about as 
dan­ger­ous as a li­brary mimeo­graph, was the first of us to go on dis­ci­plinary pro. 
    I thought about call­ing An­nmarie and telling her I had met some­one and was dat­ing, but it 
seemed like a lot of work — a lot of psy­chic ef­fort — on top of ev­ery­thing else. I set­tled for 
hop­ing that she'd write me a let­ter say­ing she thought it was time we start­ed see­ing oth­er 
peo­ple. In­stead I got one say­ing how much she missed me and that she was mak­ing me 
'some­thing spe­cial' for Christ­mas. Which prob­ably meant a sweater, one with rein­deer on it. 
Rein­deer sweaters were an An­nmarie spe­cial­ty (those slow, stroking hand­jobs were an­oth­er). 
She en­closed a pic­ture of her­self in a short skirt. Look­ing at it made me feel not horny but 
tired and guilty and put-​up­on. Car­ol al­so made me feel put-​up­on. I had want­ed to cop a feel, 
that was all, not change my whole fuck­ing life. Or hers, for that mat­ter. But I liked her, that 
was true. A lot. That smile of hers, and her sharp wit. This is get­ting good, she had said, we're 
ex­chang­ing in­for­ma­tion like mad. 
    A week or so lat­er I, re­turned from Holyoke, where I'd worked lunch with her on the 
dish­line, and saw Frank Stu­art walk­ing slow­ly down the third-​floor hall­way with his trunk 
hung from his hands. Frank was from west­ern Maine, one of those lit­tle un­in­cor­po­rat­ed 
town­ships that are prac­ti­cal­ly all trees, and had a Yan­kee ac­cent so thick you could slice it. 
He was just a so-​so Hearts play­er, usu­al­ly duck­ing in sec­ond or a close third when some­one 
else went over the hun­dred-​point mark, but a hell of a nice guy. He al­ways had a smile on his 
face . . . at least un­til the af­ter­noon I came up­on him head­ed for the stair­well with his trunk. 
    'You mov­ing rooms, Frank?' I asked, but even then I thought I knew bet­ter — it was in the 
look on his face, se­ri­ous and pale and down­cast. 
    He shook his head. 'Goin back home. Got a let­ter from my ma. She says they need a 
care­tak­er at one of the big lake re­sorts we got over our way. I said sure. I'm just wastin my 
time here.' 
    'You are not!' I said, a lit­tle shocked. 'Christ, Frankie, you're get­ting a col­lege ed­uca­tion!' 
    'I ain't, though, that's the thing.' The hall was gloomy and choked with shad­ows; it was 
rain­ing out­side. Still, I think I saw col­or come flush­ing in­to Frank's cheeks. I think he was 
ashamed. I think that was why he'd ar­ranged to leave in the mid­dle of a week­day, when the 
dorm was at its emp­ti­est. 'I ain't doin noth­in but playin cards. Not very well, ei­ther. Al­so, I'm 
be­hind in all my class­es.' 
    'You can't be that far be­hind! It's on­ly Oc­to­ber twen­ty-​fifth!' 
    Frank nod­ded. 'I know. But I ain't quick like some. Wasn't quick in high school, ei­ther. I 
got to set my feet and bore in, like with an ice-​auger. I ain't been doin it, and if you ain't got a

      hole in the ice you can't catch any perch. I'm goin, Pe­te. Gonna quit be­fore they fire me in 
Jan­uary.' 
    He went on, plod­ding down the first of the three flights with his trunk held in front of him 
by the han­dles. His white tee-​shirt float­ed in the gloom; when he passed a win­dow run­ning 
with rain his crew­cut glim­mered like gold. 
    As he reached the sec­ond-​floor land­ing and his foot­falls be­gan to take on an echoey beat, I 
rushed to the stair­well and looked down. 'Frankie! Hey, Frank!' 
    The foot­falls stopped. In the shad­ows I could see his round face look­ing up at me and the 
dim held shape of his trunk. 
    'Frank, what about the draft? If you drop out of school die draft'll get you!' 
    A long pause, as if he was think­ing how to an­swer. He nev­er did, not with his mouth. He 
an­swered with his feet. Their echoey sound re­sumed. I nev­er saw Frank again. 
    I re­mem­ber stand­ing by the stair­well, scared, think­ing That could hap­pen to me . . . maybe 
is hap­pen­ing to me, the n push­ing the thought away. 
    See­ing Frank with his trunk was a warn­ing, I de­cid­ed, and I would heed it. I would do 
bet­ter. I had been coast­ing, and it was time to turn on the jets again. But from down the hall I 
could hear Ron­nie yelling glee­ful­ly that he was Bitch-​hunt­ing, that he meant to have that 
whore out of hid­ing, and I de­cid­ed I would do bet­ter start­ing tonight. Tonight would be time 
enough to re-​light those fa­bled jets. This af­ter­noon I'd play my farewell game of Hearts. Or 
two. Or forty. 
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It was years be­fore I iso­lat­ed the key part of my fi­nal con­ver­sa­tion with Frank Stu­art. I had 
told him he couldn't be so far be­hind so soon, and he had replied that it hap­pened be­cause he 
wasn't a quick study. We were both wrong. It was pos­si­ble to fall catas­troph­ical­ly be­hind in a 
short pe­ri­od of time, and it hap­pened to the quick stud­ies like me and Skip and Mark St Pierre 
as well as to the plod­ders. In the backs of our minds we must have been hold­ing on­to the idea 
that we'd be able to loaf and then spurt, loaf and then spurt, which was the way most of us 
had gone through our dozy home­town high schools. But as Dearie Dear­born had point­ed out, 
this wasn't high school. 
    I told you that of the thir­ty-​two stu­dents who be­gan the fall semester on our floor of 
Cham­ber­lain (thir­ty-​three, if you al­so count Dearie . . . but he was im­mune to the charms of 
Hearts), on­ly fif­teen re­mained to start the spring semester. That doesn't mean the nine­teen 
who left were all dopes, though; not by any means. In fact, the smartest fel­lows on 
Cham­ber­lain Three in the fall of 1966 were prob­ably the ones who trans­ferred be­fore 
flunk­ing out be­came a re­al pos­si­bil­ity. Steve Ogg and Jack Frady, who had the room just up 
the hall from Nate and me, went to Chad­bourne the first week in Novem­ber, cit­ing 
'dis­trac­tions' on their joint ap­pli­ca­tion. When the Hous­ing Of­fi­cer asked what sort of 
dis­trac­tions, they said it was the usu­al — all-​night bull ses­sions, tooth­paste am­bush­es in the 
head, abra­sive re­la­tions with a cou­ple of the guys. As an af­terthought, both added they were 
prob­ably play­ing cards in the lounge a lit­tle too much. They'd heard Chad was a qui­eter 
en­vi­ron­ment, one of the cam­pus's two or three 'brain dorms.' 
    The Hous­ing Of­fi­cer's ques­tion had been an­tic­ipat­ed, the an­swer as care­ful­ly re­hearsed as 
an oral pre­sen­ta­tion in a speech class. Nei­ther Steve nor Jack want­ed the near­ly end­less 
Hearts game shut down; that might cause them all sorts of grief from peo­ple who be­lieved 
folks should mind their own busi­ness. All they want­ed was to get the fuck off Cham­ber­lain

      Three while there was still time to sal­vage their schol­ar­ships. 
 
 
16 
 
The bad quizzes and un­suc­cess­ful lit­tle pa­pers were noth­ing but un­pleas­ant skir­mish­es. For 
Skip and me and too many of our card­play­ing bud­dies, our sec­ond round of pre­lims was a 
full-​fledged dis­as­ter. I got an A-​mi­nus on my in-​class En­glish theme and a D in Eu­ro­pean 
His­to­ry, but flunked the So­ci­ol­ogy mul­ti­ple-​choicer and the Ge­ol­ogy mul­ti­ple -choicer — 
soash by a lit­tle and geo by a lot. Skip flunked his An­thro­pol­ogy pre­lim, his Colo­nial His­to­ry 
pre­lim, and the soash pre­lim. He got a C on the Cal­cu­lus test (but the ice was get­ting pret­ty 
thin there, too, he told me) and a B on his in-​class es­say. We agreed that life would be much 
sim­pler if it were all a mat­ter of in-​class es­says, writ­ing as­sign­ments which nec­es­sar­ily took 
place far from the third-​floor lounge. We were wish­ing for high school, in oth­er words, 
with­out even know­ing it. 
    'Okay, that's enough,' Skip said to me that Fri­day night. 'I'm buck­ling down, Pe­ter. I don't 
give a shit about be­ing a col­lege man or hav­ing a diplo­ma to hang over the man­tel in my 
rum­pus room, but I'll be fucked if I want to go back to Dex­ter and hang around fuckin 
Bowlo­rama with the rest of the re­tards un­til Un­cle Sam calls me.'  
    He was sit­ting on Nate's bed. Nate was across the way at the Palace on the Plains, chow­ing 
down on Fri­day-​night fish. It was nice to know some­body on Cham­ber­lain Three had an 
ap­petite. This was a con­ver­sa­tion we couldn't have around Nate in any case; my coun­try-
mouse room­mate thought he'd done pret­ty well on the lat­est round of pre­lims, all C's and B's. 
He wouldn't have said any­thing if he'd heard us talk­ing, but would have looked at us in a way 
that said we lacked gump­tion. That, al­though it might not be our fault, we were moral­ly 
weak. 
    'I'm with you,' I said, and then, from down the hall, came an ag­onized cry (' Ohh­hh­hh . . . 
FUCK ME! ') that we rec­og­nized in­stant­ly: some­one had just tak­en The Bitch. Our eyes met. I 
can't say about Skip, not for sure (even though he was my best friend in col­lege), but I was 
still think­ing that there was time . . . and why wouldn't I think that? For me there al­ways had 
been.  
    Skip be­gan to grin. I be­gan to grin. Skip be­gan to gig­gle. I be­gan to gig­gle right along with 
him. 
    'What the fuck,' he said.  
    'Just tonight,' I said. 'We'll go over to the li­brary to­geth­er to­mor­row.' 
    'Hit the books.' 
    'All day. But right now . . . ' 
    He stood up. 'Let's go Bitch-​hunt­ing.' 
    We did. And we weren't the on­ly ones. That's no ex­pla­na­tion, I know; it's on­ly what 
hap­pened. 
    At break­fast the next morn­ing, as we worked side by side on the dish­line, Car­ol said: 'I'm 
hear­ing there's some kind of big card-​game go­ing on in your dorm. Is that true?' 
    'I guess it is,' I said. 
    She looked at me over her shoul­der, giv­ing me that smile — the one I al­ways thought 
about when I thought about Car­ol. The one I think about still. 'Hearts? Hunt­ing The Bitch?' 
    'Hearts,' I agreed. 'Hunt­ing The Bitch.' 
    'I heard that some of the guys are get­ting in over their heads. Get­ting in grades trou­ble.' 
    'I guess that might be,' I said. Noth­ing was com­ing down the con­vey­or belt, not so much as

      a sin­gle tray. There's nev­er a rush when you need one, I've no­ticed.  
    'How are your grades?' she asked. 'I know it's none of my busi­ness, but I want — ' 
    'In­for­ma­tion, yeah, I know. I'm do­ing okay. Be­sides, I'm get­ting out of the game.' 
    She just gave me the smile, and sure I still think about it some­times; you would, too. The 
dim­ples, the slight­ly curved low­er lip that knew so many nice things about kiss­ing, the 
danc­ing blue eyes. Those were days when no girl saw fur­ther in­to a boys' dorm than the lob­by 
. . . and vice-​ver­sa, of course. Still, I have an idea that for a lit­tle while in Oc­to­ber and 
Novem­ber of 1966 Car­ol saw plen­ty, more than I did. But of course, she wasn't in­sane — at 
least not then. The war in Viet­nam be­came her in­san­ity. Mine as well. And Skip's. And 
Nate's. Hearts were noth­ing, re­al­ly, on­ly a few tremors in the earth, the kind that flap the 
screen door on its hinges and rat­tle the glass­es on the shelves. The killer earth­quake, the 
apoc­alyp­tic con­ti­nent-​drown­er, was still on its way. 
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Bar­ry Margeaux and Brad With­er­spoon both got the De­ny News de­liv­ered to their rooms, and 
the two copies had usu­al­ly made the rounds of the third floor by the end of the day — we'd 
find the rem­nants in the lounge when we took our seats for the evening ses­sion of Hearts, the 
pages torn and out of or­der, the cross­word filled in by three or four dif­fer­ent hands. There 
would be mus­tach­es inked on the photodot faces of Lyn­don John­son and Ram­sey Clark and 
Mar­tin Luther King (some­one, I nev­er found out who, would in­vari­ably put large smok­ing 
horns on Vice Pres­ident Humphrey and print HU­BERT THE DEV­IL un­der­neath in tiny anal 
cap­ital let­ters). The News was hawk­ish on the war, putting the most pos­itive spin on each 
day's mil­itary events and rel­egat­ing any protest news to the depths . . . usu­al­ly be­neath the 
Com­mu­ni­ty Cal­en­dar. 
    Yet more and more we found our­selves dis­cussing not movies or dates or class­es as the 
cards were shuf­fled and dealt; more and more it was Viet­nam. No mat­ter how good the news 
or how high the Gong body count, there al­ways seemed to be at least one pic­ture of ag­onized 
US sol­diers af­ter an am­bush or cry­ing Viet­namese chil­dren watch­ing their vil­lage go up in 
smoke. There was al­ways some un­set­tling de­tail tucked away near the bot­tom of what Skip 
called 'the dai­ly kill-​col­umn,' like the thing about the kids who got wast­ed when we hit the 
Cong PT boats in the Delta. 
    Nate, of course, didn't play cards. He wouldn't de­bate the pros and cons of the war, ei­ther 
— I doubt if he knew, any more than I did, than Viet­nam had once been un­der the French, or 
what had hap­pened to the mon­sieurs un­lucky enough to have been in the fortress city of Di­en 
Bi­en Phu in 1954, let alone who might've de­cid­ed it was time for Pres­ident Diem to go to that 
big rice-​pad­dy in the sky so Nguyen Cao Ky and the gen­er­als could take over. Nate on­ly 
knew that he had no quar­rel with those Gongs, that they weren't go­ing to be in Mars Hill or 
Presque Isle in the im­me­di­ate fu­ture. 
    'Haven't you ev­er heard about the domi­no the­ory, shit­bird?' a ban­ty lit­tle fresh­man named 
Nicholas Prouty asked Nate one af­ter­noon. My room­mate rarely came down to the third-​floor 
lounge now, pre­fer­ring the qui­eter one on Two, but that day he had dropped in for a few 
mo­ments. 
    Nate looked at Nick Prouty, a lob­ster­man's son who had be­come a de­vout dis­ci­ple of 
Ron­nie Malen­fant, and sighed. 'When the domi­noes come out, I leave the room. I think it's a 
bor­ing game. That's my domi­no the­ory.' He shot me a glance. I got my eyes away as fast as I 
could, but not quite in time to avoid the mes­sage: what in hell's wrong with you? Then he left,

    

  
    
      Hearts in Atlantis

    

    
      scuff­ing back down to room 302 in his fuzzy slip­pers to do some more study­ing — to re­sume 
his chart­ed course from pre-​dent to dent, in oth­er words. 
    'Ri­ley, your room­mate's fucked, you know that?' Ron­nie said. He had a cigarette tucked in 
the cor­ner of his mouth. Now he scratched a match one -hand­ed, a spe­cial­ty of his — col­lege 
guys too ug­ly and abra­sive to get girls have all sorts of spe­cial­ties — and lit up.  
    No, man, I thought, Mate's do­ing fine. We're the ones who are fucked up. For a sec­ond I 
felt re­al de­spair. In that sec­ond I re­al­ized I was in a ter­ri­ble jam and had no idea at all of how 
to ex­tri­cate my­self. I was aware of Skip look­ing at me, and it oc­curred to me that if I snatched 
up the cards, sprayed them in Ron­nie's face, and walked out of the room, Skip would join me. 
Like­ly with re­lief. Then the feel­ing passed. It passed as rapid­ly as it had come. 
    'Nate's okay,' I said. 'He's got some fun­ny ideas, that's all.' 
    'Some fun­ny com­mu­nist ideas is what he's got,' Hugh Bren­nan said. His old­er broth­er was 
in the Navy and most re­cent­ly heard from in the South Chi­na Sea. Hugh had no use for 
peaceniks. As a Gold­wa­ter Re­pub­li­can I should have felt the same, but Nate had start­ed 
get­ting to me. I had all sorts of canned knowl­edge, but no re­al ar­gu­ments in fa­vor of the war . 
. . nor time to work any up. I was too busy to study my so­ci­ol­ogy, let alone to bone up on US 
for­eign pol­icy. 
    I'm pret­ty sure that was the night I al­most called An­nmarie Soucie. The phone-​booth across 
from the lounge was emp­ty, I had a pock­et­ful of change from my lat­est vic­to­ry in the Hearts 
wars, and I sud­den­ly de­cid­ed The Time Had Come. I di­aled her num­ber from mem­ory 
(al­though I had to think for a mo­ment about the last four dig­its — were they 8146 or 8164?) 
and plugged in three quar­ters when the op­er­ator asked for them. I let the phone ring a sin­gle 
time, then racked the re­ceiv­er with a bang and re­trieved my quar­ters when I heard them rat­tle 
in­to the re­turn. 
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A day or two lat­er — short­ly be­fore Hal­loween — Nate got an al­burn by a guy I'd on­ly 
vague­ly heard of: Phil Ochs. A folkie, but not the blunk-​blunk ban­jo kind who used to show 
up on Hoo­te­nan­ny. The al­bum cov­er, which showed a rum­pled troubadour sit­ting on a curb in 
New York City, went odd­ly with the cov­ers of Nate's oth­er records — Dean Mar­tin look­ing 
tip­sy in a tux, Mitch Miller with his sing-​along smile, Di­ane Re­nee in her mid­dy blouse and 
perky sailor cap. The Ochs record was called I Ain't Marchin' Any­more, and Nate played it a 
lot as the days short­ened and turned chilly. I took to play­ing it my­self, and Nate didn't seem 
to mind.  
    There was a kind of baf­fled anger in Ochs's voice. I sup­pose I liked it be­cause most of the 
time I felt pret­ty baf­fled my­self. He was like Dy­lan, but less com­pli­cat­ed in his ex­pres­sion 
and clear­er in his rage. The best song on the al­bum — al­so the most trou­bling — was the ti­tle 
song.' In that song Ochs didn't just sug­gest but came right out and said that war wasn't worth 
it, war was nev­er worth it. Even when it was worth it, it wasn't worth it. This idea, cou­pled 
with the im­age of young men just walk­ing away from Lyn­don and his Viet­nam ob­ses­sion by 
the thou­sands and tens of thou­sands, ex­cit­ed my imag­ina­tion in a way that had noth­ing to do 
with his­to­ry or pol­icy or ra­tio­nal thought. I must have killed a mil­lion men and now they 
want me back again but I ain't marchin any­more, Phil Ochs sang through the speak­er of 
Nate's nifty lit­tle Swing­line phono. Just quit it, in oth­er words. Quit do­ing what they say, quit 
do­ing what they want, quit play­ing their game. It's an old game, and in this one The Bitch is 
hunt­ing you.

      And maybe to show you mean it, you start wear­ing a sym­bol of your re­sis­tance — 
some­thing oth­ers will first won­der about and then per­haps ral­ly to. It was a cou­ple of days 
af­ter Hal­loween that Nate Hop­pen­stand showed us what the sym­bol was go­ing to be. Find­ing 
out start­ed with one of those crum­pled left­over news­pa­pers in the third-​floor lounge. 
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'Son of a bitch, look at this,' Bil­ly Marchant said. 
    Har­vey Twiller was shuf­fling the cards at Bil­ly's ta­ble, Lennie Do­ria was adding up the 
cur­rent score, and Bil­ly was tak­ing the op­por­tu­ni­ty to do a quick scan-​through of the News'?, 
Lo­cal sec­tion. Kir­by Mc­Clen­don — un­shaven, tall n twitchy, well on his way to his date with 
all those ba­by as­pirins — leaned in to take a look.  
    Bil­ly drew back from him, flut­ter­ing a hand in front of his face. 'Je­sus, Kirb, when did you 
take your last show­er? Colum­bus Day? Fourth of Ju­ly?' 
    'Let me see,' Kir­by said, ig­nor­ing him. He snatched the pa­per away. 'Fuck, that's Rip-​Rip!' 
    Ron­nie Malen­fant got up so fast his chair fell over, en­tranced by the idea that Stoke had 
made the pa­per. When col­lege kids showed up in the Der­ry News (ex­cept on the sports page, 
of course) it was al­ways be­cause they were in trou­ble. Oth­ers gath­ered around Kir­by, Skip 
and me among them. It was Stoke­ly Jones III, all right, and not just him. Stand­ing in the 
back­ground, their faces al­most but not quite lost in the clus­ters of dots . . . 
    'Christ,' Skip said, 'I think that's Nate.' He sound­ed amused and as­ton­ished. 
    'And that's Car­ol Ger­ber just up ahead of him,' I said in a fun­ny, shocked voice. I knew the 
jack­et with HAR­WICH HIGH SCHOOL on the back; knew the blond hair hang­ing over the jack­et's 
col­lar in a pony­tail; knew the fad­ed jeans. And I knew the face. Even half -turned away and 
shad­owed by a sign read­ing us OUT OF VIET­NAM NOW!, I knew the face. 'That's my girl­friend.' 
It was the first time the word girl­friend had come out of my mouth tied to Car­ol's name, 
al­though I had been think­ing of her that way for a cou­ple of weeks at least. 
    PO­LICE BREAK UP DRAFT PROTEST , the pho­to cap­tion read. No names were giv­en. Ac­cord­ing 
to the ac­com­pa­ny­ing sto­ry, a dozen or so protesters from the Uni­ver­si­ty of Maine had 
gath­ered in front of the Fed­er­al Build­ing in down­town Der­ry. They had car­ried signs and 
marched around the en­trance to the Se­lec­tive Ser­vice of­fice for about an hour, singing songs 
and 'chant­ing slo­gans, some ob­scene.' Po­lice had been called and had at fir st on­ly stood by, 
in­tend­ing to al­low the demon­stra­tion to run its course, but then an op­pos­ing group of 
demon­stra­tors had turned up — most­ly con­struc­tion work­ers on their lunch break. They had 
be­gun chant­ing their own slo­gans, and al­though the News didn't men­tion if they were ob­scene 
or not, I could guess there had been in­vi­ta­tions to go back to Rus­sia, sug­ges­tions as to where 
the demon­stra­tors could store their signs while not in use, and di­rec­tions to the near­est bar­ber 
shop.  
    When the protesters be­gan to shout back at the con­struc­tion work­ers and the con­struc­tion 
work­ers be­gan fir­ing pieces of fruit from their din­ner-​buck­ets at the protesters, the po­lice had 
stepped in. Cit­ing the protesters' lack of a per­mit (the De­ny cops had ap­par­ent­ly nev­er heard 
about the right of Amer­icans to as­sem­ble peace­ably), they round­ed up the kids and took them 
to the po­lice sub­sta­tion on Witcham Street. There they were sim­ply re­leased. 'We on­ly 
want­ed to get them out of a bad at­mo­sphere,' one cop was quot­ed as say­ing. 'If they go back 
down there, they're even dumb­er than they look.' 
    The pho­to re­al­ly wasn't much dif­fer­ent from the one tak­en at East An­nex dur­ing the 
Cole­man Chem­icals protest. It showed the cops lead­ing the protesters away while

      con­struc­tion work­ers (a year or so lat­er they would all be sport­ing small Amer­ican flags on 
their hard­hats) jeered and grinned and shook their fists. One cop was frozen in the act of 
reach­ing out to­ward Car­ol's arm; Nate, stand­ing be­hind her, had not at­tract­ed their at­ten­tion, 
it seemed. Two more cops were es­cort­ing Stoke Jones, who was back to the cam­era but 
un­mis­tak­able on his crutch­es. If any fur­ther aid to iden­ti­fi­ca­tion was need­ed, there was that 
hand-​drawn spar­row -track on his jack­et. 
    'Look at that dumb fuck!' Ron­nie crowed. (Ron­nie, who had flunked two of four on the last 
round of pre­lims, had a nerve call­ing any­one a dumb fuck.) 'Like he didn't have any­thing 
bet­ter to do!' 
    Skip ig­nored him. So did I. For us Ron­nie's blus­ter was al­ready fad­ing in­to in­signif­icance 
no mat­ter what the sub­ject. We were fas­ci­nat­ed by the sight of Car­ol . . . and of Nate 
Hop­pen­stand be­hind her, watch­ing as the demon­stra­tors were led away. Nate as neat as ev­er 
in an Ivy League shirt and jeans with cuffs and creas­es, Nate stand­ing near the jeer­ing, fist-
shak­ing con­struc­tion work­ers but to­tal­ly ig­nored by them. Ig­nored by the cops, too. Nei­ther 
group knew my room­mate had late­ly be­come a fan of the sub­ver­sive Mr Phil Ochs. 
    I slipped out to the tele­phone booth and called Franklin Hall, sec­ond floor. Some­one from 
the lounge an­swered and when I asked for Car­ol, the girl said Car­ol wasn't there, she'd gone 
over to the li­brary to study with Lib­by Sex­ton. 'Is this Pe­te?' 
    'Yeah,' I said. 
    'There's a note here for you. She left it on the glass.' This was com­mon prac­tice in the 
dorms at that time. 'It says she'll call you lat­er.' 
    'Okay. Thanks.' 
    Skip was out­side the tele­phone booth, mo­tion­ing im­pa­tient­ly for me to come. We walked 
down the hall to see Nate, even though we knew we'd both lose our places at the ta­bles where 
we'd been play­ing. In this case, cu­rios­ity out­weighed ob­ses­sion. 
    Nate's face didn't change much when we showed him the pa­per and asked him about the 
demon­stra­tion the day be­fore, but his face nev­er changed much. All the same, I sensed that he 
was un­hap­py, per­haps even mis­er­able. I couldn't un­der­stand why that would be — ev­ery­thing 
had end­ed well, af­ter all; no one had gone to jail or even been named in the pa­per. 
    I'd just about de­cid­ed I was read­ing too much in­to his usu­al quiet­ness when Skip said, 
'What's eat­ing you?' 
    There was a kind of rough con­cern in his voice. Nate's low­er lip trem­bled and then firmed 
at the sound of it. He leaned over the neat sur­face of his desk (my own was al­ready cov­ered 
in about nine­teen lay­ers of junk) and snagged a Kleenex from the box he kept by his record-
play­er. He blew his nose long and hard. When he was fin­ished he was un­der con­trol again, 
but I could see the baf­fled un­hap­pi­ness in his eyes. Part of me — a mean part — was glad to 
see it. Glad to know that you didn't have to turn in­to a Hearts junkie to have prob­lems. 
Hu­man na­ture can be so shit­ty some­times. 
    'I rode up with Stoke and Har­ry Swidrows­ki and a few oth­er guys,' Nate said. 
    'Was Car­ol with you?' I asked. 
    Nate shook his head. 'I think she was with George Gilman's bunch. There were five 
car­loads of us in all.' I didn't know George Gilman from Adam, but that did not pre­vent me 
from di­rect­ing a dart of fair­ly sick jeal­ousy at him. 'Har­ry and Stoke are on the Com­mitte e of 
Re­sis­tance. Oil­man, too. Any­way, we — ' 
    'Com­mit­tee of Re­sis­tance?' Skip asked. 'What's that?' 
    'A club,' Nate said, and sighed. 'They think it's some­thing more — es­pe­cial­ly Har­ry and 
George, they're re­al fire­brands — but it's just an­oth­er club, re­al­ly, like the Maine Masque or 
the pep squad.' 
    Nate said he him­self had gone along be­cause it was a Tues­day and he didn't have any 
class­es on Tues­day af­ter­noons. No one gave or­ders; no one passed around loy­al­ty oaths or

      even sign-​up sheets; there was no re­al pres­sure to march and none of the paramil­itary beret-
wear­ing fer­vor that crept in­to the an­ti­war move­ment lat­er on. Car­ol and the kids with her had 
been laugh­ing and bop­ping each oth­er with their signs when they left the gym park­ing lot, 
ac­cord­ing to Nate. (Laugh­ing. Laugh­ing with George Gilman. I threw an­oth­er one of those 
germ-​laden jeal­ousy-​darts.) 
    When they got to the Fed­er­al Build­ing, some peo­ple demon­strat­ed, march­ing around in 
cir­cles in front of the Se­lec­tive Ser­vice of­fice door, and some peo­ple didn't. Nate was one of 
those who didn't. As he told us that, his usu­al­ly smooth face tight­ened in an­oth­er brief cramp 
of some­thing that might have been re­al mis­ery in a less set­tled boy. 
    'I meant to march with them,' he said. 'All the way up I ex­pect­ed to march with them. It 
was ex­cit­ing, six of us crammed in­to Har­ry Swidrows­ki's Saab. A re­al trip. Hunter McPhail . . 
. do you guys know him?' 
    Skip and I shook our heads. I think both of us were a lit­tle awestruck to dis­cov­er the own­er 
of Meet Tri­ni Lopez and Di­ane Re­nee Sings Navy Blue had what amount­ed to a se­cret life, 
in­clud­ing con­nec­tions to the sort of peo­ple who at­tract­ed both cops and news­pa­per cov­er­age. 
    'He and George Gilman start­ed the Com­mit­tee. Any­way, Hunter was hold­ing Stoke's 
crutch­es out the win­dow of the Saab be­cause we couldn't fit them in­side and we sang “I Ain't 
Marchin' Any­more” and talked about how maybe we could re­al­ly stop the war if enough of us 
got to­geth­er — that is, all of us talked about stuff like that ex­cept Stoke. He keeps pret­ty 
qui­et.' 
    So, I thought. Even with them he keeps qui­et . . . ex­cept, pre­sum­ably, when he de­cides a 
lit­tle cred­ibil­ity lec­ture is in or­der. But Nate wasn't think­ing about Stoke; Nate was think­ing 
about Nate. Brood­ing over his feet's in­ex­pli­ca­ble re­fusal to car­ry his heart where it had 
clear­ly want­ed to go. 
    'All the way up I'm think­ing, “I'll march with them, I'll march with them be­cause it's right . 
. . at least I think it's right . . . and if some­one takes a swing at me I'll be non­vi­olent, just like 
the guys in the lunch­room sit-​ins. Those guys won, maybe we can win, too.”' He looked at us. 
'I mean, it was nev­er a ques­tion in my mind. You know?' 
    'Yeah,' Skip said. 'I know.' 
    'But when we got there, I couldn't do it. I helped hand out signs say­ing STOP THE WAR and 
us OUT OF VIET­NAM NOW and BRING THE BOYS HOME . . . Car­ol and I helped Stoke fix his so he 
could march with it and still use his crutch­es . . . but I couldn't take one my­self. I stood on the 
side­walk with Bill Shad­wick and Ker­ry Morin and a girl named Lor­lie McGin­nis . . . she's my 
part­ner in Botany Lab . . . ' He took the sheet of news­pa­per out of Skip's hand and stud­ied it, 
as if to con­firm again that yes, it had all re­al­ly hap­pened; the mas­ter of Rin­ty and the 
boyfriend of Cindy had ac­tu­al­ly gone to an an­ti­war demon­stra­tion. He sighed and then let the 
piece of news­pa­per drift to the floor. This was so un­like him it kind of hurt my head. 
    'I thought I would march with them. I mean, why else did I come? All the  way down from 
Orono it was nev­er, you know, a ques­tion in my mind.' 
    He looked at me, kind of plead­ing. I nod­ded as if I un­der­stood.  
    'But then I didn't. I don't know why.' 
    Skip sat down next to him on his bed. I found the Phil Ochs al­bum and put it on the 
turntable. Nate looked at Skip, then looked away. Nate's hands were as small and neat as the 
rest of him, ex­cept for the nails. The nails were ragged, bit­ten right down to the quick. 
    'Okay,' he said as if Skip had asked out loud. 'I do know why. I was afraid they'd get 
ar­rest­ed and I'd get ar­rest­ed with them. That my pic­ture would be in the pa­per get­ting ar­rest­ed 
and my folks would see it.' There was a long pause. Poor old Nate was try­ing to say the rest. I 
held the nee­dle over the first gr oove of the spin­ning record, wait­ing to see if he could. At last 
he did. 'That my moth­er would see it.'  
    'It's okay, Nate,' Skip said.

      'I don't think so,' Nate replied in a trem­bling voice. 'I re­al­ly don't.' He wouldn't meet Skip's 
eyes, on­ly sat there on his bed with his promi­nent chick­en-​ribs and bare white Yan­kee skin 
be­tween his pa­ja­ma bot­toms and his fresh­man beanie, look­ing down at his gnawed cu­ti­cles. 'I 
don't like to ar­gue about the war. Har­ry does . . . and Lor­lie . . . George Gilman, gosh, you 
can't get George to shut up about it, and most of the oth­ers on the Com­mit­tee are the same. 
But when it comes to talk­ing, I'm more like Stoke than them.' 
    'No one's like Stoke,' I said. I re­mem­bered the day I met him on Ben­nett's Walk. Why don't 
you take it easy? I'd asked. Why don't you eat me? Mr Cred­ibil­ity had replied. 
    Nate was still study­ing his cu­ti­cles. 'What I think is that John­son is send­ing Amer­ican boys 
over there to die for no rea­son. It isn't im­pe­ri­al­ism or colo­nial­ism, like Har­ry Swidrows­ki 
be­lieves, it's not any ism at all. John­son's got it all mixed up in his mind with Davy Crock­ett 
and Daniel Boone and the New York Yan­kees, that's all. And if I think that, I ought to say 
that. I ought to try to stop it. That's what I learned in church, in school, even in the darned 
Boy Scouts of Amer­ica. You're sup­posed to stand up. If you see some­thing hap­pen­ing that's 
wrong, like a big guy beat­ing up a lit­tle guy, you're sup­posed to stand up and at least try to 
stop it. But I was afraid my moth­er'd see a pic­ture of me get­ting ar­rest­ed and cry.' 
    Nate raised his head and we saw he was cry­ing him­self. Just a lit­tle; wet lids and lash­es, no 
more than that. For him that was a big deal, though.  
    'I found out one thing,' he said. 'What that is on the back of Stoke Jones's jack­et.' 
    'What?' Skip asked. 
    'A com­bi­na­tion of two British Navy semaphore let­ters. Look.' Nate stood up with his bare 
heels to­geth­er. He lift­ed his left arm straight up to­ward the ceil­ing and dropped his right 
down to the floor, mak­ing a straight line. 'That's N.' Next he held his arms out at forty-​five-
de­gree an­gles to his body. I could see how the two shapes, when su­per­im­posed, would make 
the shape Stoke had inked on the back of his old duf­fle coat. 'This one's D.' 
    'N-D,' Skip said. 'So?'  
    'The let­ters stand for nu­cle­ar dis­ar­ma­ment. Bertrand Rus­sell in­vent­ed the sym­bol in the 
fifties.' He drew it on the back of his note­book:  'He called it a peace sign.' 
    'Cool,' Skip said.  
    Nate smiled and wiped un­der his eyes with his fin­gers. 'That's what I thought,' he agreed. 
'It's a groove thing.' 
    I dropped the nee­dle on the record and we lis­tened to Phil Ochs sing. Grooved to it, as we 
At­lanteans used to say. 
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The lounge in the mid­dle of Cham­ber­lain Three had be­come my Jupiter — a scary plan­et 
with a huge grav­ita­tion­al pull. Still, I re­sist­ed it that night, slip­ping back in­to the phone-​booth 
in­stead and call­ing Franklin again. This time I got Car­ol. 
    'I'm all right,' she said, laugh­ing a lit­tle. 'I'm fine. One of the cops even called me lit­tle 
la­dy. Sheesh, Pe­te, such con­cern.' 
    How much con­cern did this guy Oil­man show you? I felt like ask­ing, but even at eigh­teen I 
knew that wasn't the way to go. 
    'You should have giv­en me a call,' I said. 'Maybe I would have gone with you. We could 
have tak­en my car.' 
    Car­ol be­gan to gig­gle, a sweet sound but puz­zling. 
    'What?'

      'I was think­ing about rid­ing to an an­ti­war demon­stra­tion in a sta­tion wag­on with a 
Gold­wa­ter stick­er on the bumper.' 
    I guessed that was sort of fun­ny.  
    'Be­sides,' she said, 'I imag­ine you had oth­er things to do.' 
    'What's that sup­posed to mean?' As if I didn't know. Through the glass of the phone-​booth 
and that of the lounge, I could see most of my floor-​mates play­ing cards in a fume of 
cigarette smoke. And even in here with the door closed I could hear Ron­nie Malen­fant's high-
pitched cack­le. We're chas­ing The Bitch, boys, we are cherchez-​ing la cunt noire, and we're 
go­ing to have her out of the bush­es. 
    'Study­ing or Hearts,' she said. 'Study­ing, I hope. One of the girls on my floor goes out with 
Lennie Do­ria — or did, when he still had the time to go out. She calls it the card-​game from 
hell. Am I be­ing a nag yet?' 
    'No,' I said, not know­ing if she was or not. Maybe I need­ed to be nagged. 'Car­ol, are you 
okay?' 
    There was a long pause. 'Yeah,' she said at last. 'Sure I am.' 
    'The con­struc­tion work­ers who showed up — ' 
    'Most­ly mouth,' she said. 'Don't wor­ry. Re­al­ly.' 
    But she didn't sound right to me, not quite right . . . and there was George Oil­man to wor­ry 
about. I wor­ried about him in a way I didn't about Sul­ly, the boyfriend back home. 
    'Are you on this Com­mit­tee Nate told me about?' I asked her. 'This Com­mit­tee of 
Re­sis­tance what­sit?' 
    'No,' she said. 'Not yet, at least. George has asked me to join. He's this guy from my 
Polysci course. George Gilman. Do you know him?' 
    'Heard of him,' I said. I was clutch­ing the phone too tight­ly and couldn't seem to loosen up. 
    'He was the one who told me about the demon­stra­tion. I rode up with him and some oth­ers. 
I . . . ' She broke off for a mo­ment, then said with hon­est cu­rios­ity: 'You're not jeal­ous of him, 
are you?' 
    'Well,' I said care­ful­ly, 'he got to spend an af­ter­noon with you. I'm jeal­ous of that, I guess.' 
    'Don't be. He's got brains, plen­ty of them, but he's al­so got a wif­fle hair­cut and great big 
shifty eyes. He shaves, but it seems like he al­ways miss­es a big patch. He's not the at­trac­tion, 
be­lieve me.' 
    'Then what is?' 
    'Can I see you? I want to show you some­thing. It won't take long. But it might help if I 
could just ex­plain . . . ' Her voice wa­vered on the word and I re­al­ized she was close to tears. 
    'What's wrong?' 
    'You mean oth­er than that my fa­ther prob­ably won't let me back in­to his house once he's 
seen me in the News? He'll have the locks changed by this week­end, I bet. That's if he hasn't 
changed them al­ready.' 
    I thought of Nate say­ing he was afraid his moth­er would see a pic­ture of him get­ting 
ar­rest­ed. Mom­my's good lit­tle pre-​dent pinched down in De­ny for parad­ing in front of the 
Fed­er­al Build­ing with­out a per­mit. Ah, the shame, the shame. And Car­ol's dad? Not quite the 
same deal, but close. Car­ol's dad was a steady boy who said ship ahoy and joined the Nay-
yay-​vee, af­ter all. 
    'He may not see the sto­ry,' I said. 'Even if he does, the pa­per didn't use any names.' 
    'The pic­ture? She spoke pa­tient­ly, as if to some­one who can't help be­ing dense. 'Didn't you 
see the pic­ture?' 
    I start­ed to say that her face was most­ly turned away from the cam­era and what you could 
see was in shad­ow. Then I re­mem­bered her high-​school jack­et with HAR­WICH HIGH SCHOOL 
blar­ing across the back. Al­so, he was her fa­ther, for Christ's sake. Even half-​turned away 
from the cam­era, her fa­ther would know her.

      'He may not see the pic­ture, ei­ther,' I said lame­ly. 'Damari-​scot­ta's at the far edge of the 
News's area.'  
    'Is that how you want to live your life, Pe­te?' She still sound­ed pa­tient, but now it was 
pa­tience with an edge. 'Do­ing stuff and then hop­ing peo­ple won't find out?' 
    'No,' I said. And could I get mad at her for say­ing that, con­sid­er­ing that An­nmarie Soucie 
still didn't have the slight­est idea that Car­ol Ger­ber was alive? I didn't think so. Car­ol and I 
weren't mar­ried or any­thing, but mar­riage wasn't the is­sue. 'No, I don't. But Car­ol . . . you 
don't have to shove the damned news­pa­per un­der his nose for him, do you?' 
    She laughed. The sound had none of the bright­ness I had heard in her ear­li­er gig­gle, but I 
thought even a rue­ful laugh was bet­ter than none at all. 'I won't have to. He'll find it. That's 
just the way he is. But I had to go, Pe­te. And I'll prob­ably join the Com­mit­tee of Re­sis­tance 
even though George Gilman al­ways looks like a lit­tle kid who just got caught eat­ing boogers 
and Har­ry Swidrows­ki has the world's worst breath. Be­cause it's . . . the thing of it is . . . you 
see . . . ' She blew a frus­trat­ed I-​can't-​ex­plain sigh in­to my ear. 'Lis­ten, you know where we 
go out for smoke-​breaks?' 
    'At Holyoke? By the Dump­sters, sure.' 
    'Meet me there,' Car­ol said. 'In fif­teen min­utes. Can you?' 
    'Yes.' 
    'I have a lot more study­ing to do so I can't stay long, but I . . . I just . . . ' 
    'I'll be there.' 
    I hung up the phone and stepped out of the booth. Ash­ley Rice was stand­ing in the 
door­way of the lounge, smok­ing and do­ing a lit­tle shuf­fle -step. I de­duced that he was 
be­tween games. His face was too pale, the black stub­ble on his cheeks stand­ing out like 
pen­cil-​marks, and his shirt had gone be­yond sim­ply soiled; it looked lived-​in. He had a wide-
eyed Dan­ger High Volt­age look that I lat­er came to as­so­ciate with heavy co­caine users. And 
that's what the game re­al­ly was; a kind of drug. Not the kind that mel­lowed you out, ei­ther. 
    'What do you say, Pe­te?' he asked. 'Want to play a few hands?' 
    'Maybe lat­er,' I said, and start­ed down the hall. Stoke Jones was thump­ing back from the 
bath­room in a frayed old robe. His crutch­es left round wet tracks on the dark red linoleum. 
His long, crazy hair was wet. I won­dered how he did in the show­er; cer­tain­ly there were none 
of the rail­ings and grab-​han­dles that lat­er be­came stan­dard in pub­lic wash­ing fa­cil­ities. He 
didn't look as though he would much en­joy dis­cussing the sub­ject, how­ev­er. That or any oth­er 
sub­ject. 
    'How you do­ing, Stoke?' I asked. 
    He went by with­out an­swer­ing, head down, drip­ping hair plas­tered to his cheeks, soap and 
tow­el clamped un­der one arm, mut­ter­ing 'Rip-​rip, rip-​rip' un­der his breath. He nev­er even 
looked up at me. Say what­ev­er you want­ed about Stoke Jones, you could de­pend on him to 
put a lit­tle fuck-​you in­to your day. 
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Car­ol was al­ready at Holyoke when I got there. She had brought a cou­ple of milk -box­es from 
the area where the Dump­sters were lined up and was sit­ting on one of them, legs crossed, 
smok­ing a cigarette. I sat down on the oth­er one, put my arm around her, and kissed her. She 
put her head on my shoul­der for a mo­ment, not say­ing any­thing. This wasn't much like her, 
but it was nice. I kept my arm around her and looked up at the stars. The night was mild for 
so late in the sea­son, and lots of peo­ple — cou­ples, most­ly - were out walk­ing, tak­ing

      ad­van­tage of the weath­er. I could hear their mur­mured con­ver­sa­tions. From above us, in the 
Com­mons din­ing room, a ra­dio was play­ing 'Hang On, Sloopy.' One of the jan­itors, I 
sup­pose. 
    Car­ol raised her head at last and moved away from me a lit­tle — just enough to let me 
know I could take my arm back. That was more like her, ac­tu­al­ly. 'Thanks,' she said. 'I 
need­ed a hug.' 
    'My plea­sure.' 
    'I'm a lit­tle scared about fac­ing my dad. Not re­al scared, but a lit­tle.' 
    'It'll be all right.' Not say­ing it be­cause I re­al­ly thought it would be I couldn't know a thing 
like that — but be­cause it's what you say, isn't it? Just what you say. 
    'My dad's not the rea­son I went with Har­ry and George and the rest. It's no big Freudi­an 
re­bel­lion, or any­thing like that.' 
    She flicked her cigarette away and we watched it foun­tain sparks when it struck the bricks 
of Ben­nett's Walk. Then she took her lit­tle clutch purse out of her lap, opened it, found her 
wal­let, opened that, and thumbed through a se­lec­tion of snap­shots stuck in those small 
cel­lu­loid win­dows. She stopped, slipped one out, and hand­ed it to me. I leaned for­ward so I 
could see it by the light falling through the din­ing-​hall win­dows, where the jan­itors were 
prob­ably do­ing the floors. 
    The pic­ture showed three kids of eleven or twelve, a girl and two boys. They were all 
wear­ing blue tee-​shirts with the words STER­LING HOUSE on them in red block let­ters. They 
were stand­ing in a park­ing lot some­where and had their arms around each oth­er — an easy 
pals-​for­ev­er pose that was sort of beau­ti­ful. The girl was in the mid­dle. The girl was Car­ol, of 
course. 
    'Which one is Sul­ly-​John?' I asked. She looked at me, a lit­tle sur­prised . . . but with the 
smile. In any case, I thought I al­ready knew. Sul­ly-​John would be the one with the broad 
shoul­ders, the wide grin, and the tum­bled black hair. It re­mind­ed me of Stake's hair, al­though 
the boy had ob­vi­ous­ly run a comb through his thatch. I tapped him. 'This one, right?' 
    'That's Sul­ly,' she agreed, then touched the face of the oth­er boy with her fin­ger­nail. He had 
a sun­burn rather than a tan. His face was nar­row­er, the eyes a lit­tle clos­er to­geth­er, the hair a 
car­roty red and mowed in a crew­cut that made him look like a kid on a Nor­man Rock­well 
Sat­ur­day Evening Post cov­er. There was a faint frown-​line on his brow. Sul­ly's arms were 
al­ready mus­cu­lar for a kid's; this oth­er boy had thin arms, thin stick arms. They were 
prob­ably still thin stick arms. On the hand not slung around Car­ol's shoul­ders he was wear­ing 
a big brown base­ball glove. 
    'This one's Bob­by,' she said. Her voice had changed, some­how. There was some­thing in it 
I'd nev­er heard be­fore. Sor­row? But she was still smil­ing. If it was sor­row she felt, why was 
she smil­ing? 'Bob­by Garfield. He was my first boyfriend. My first love, I guess you could 
say. He and Sul­ly and I were best friends back then. Not so long ago, 1960, but it seems long 
ago.' 
    'What hap­pened to him?' I was some­how sure she was go­ing to tell me he had died, this 
boy with the nar­row face and the crew­cut car­rot-​top. 
    'He and his mom moved away. We wrote back and forth for awhile, and then we lost touch. 
You know how kids are.' 
    'Nice base­ball glove.' 
    Car­ol still with the smile. I could see the tears that had come in­to her eyes as we sat 
look­ing down at the snap­shot, but still with the smile. In the white light of the flu­ores­cents 
from the din­ing hall, her tears looked sil­ver — the tears of a princess in a fairy-​tale. 
    'That was Bob­by's fa­vorite thing. There's a base­ball play­er named Alvin Dark, right?' 
    'There was.' 
    'That's what kind of a glove Bob­by had. An Alvin Dark mod­el.'

      'Mine was a Ted Williams. I think my mom rum­mage -saled it a cou­ple of years ago.' 
    'Bob­by's got stolen,' Car­ol said. I'm not sure she knew I was there any­more. She kept 
touch­ing that nar­row, slight­ly frown­ing face with her fin­ger­tip. It was as if she had re­gressed 
in­to her own past. I've heard that hyp­no­tists can do that with good sub­jects. 'Willie took it.' 
    'Willie?' 
    'Willie Shear­man. I saw him play­ing ball with it a year lat­er, down at Ster­ling House. I was 
so mad. My mom and dad were al­ways fight­ing then, work­ing up to the di­vorce, I guess, and 
I was mad all the time. Mad at them, mad at my math teach­er, mad at the whole world. I was 
still scared of Willie, but most­ly I was mad at him . . . and be­sides, I wasn't by my­self, not 
that day. So I marched right up to him and said I knew that was Bob­by's glove and he ought 
to give it to me. I said I had Bob­by's ad­dress in Mas­sachusetts and I'd send it to him. Willie 
said I was crazy, it was his glove, and he showed me his name on the side. He'd erased 
Bob­by's — best as he could, any­way — and print­ed his own over where it had been. But I 
could still see the bby, from Bob­by.' 
    A creepy sort of in­dig­na­tion had crept in­to her voice. It made her sound younger. And look 
younger. I sup­pose my mem­ory could be wrong about that, but I don't think it is. Sit­ting there 
on the edge of the white light from the din­ing hall, I think she looked about twelve. Thir­teen 
at the most. 
    'He couldn't erase the Alvin Dark sig­na­ture in the pock­et, though, or write over it . . . and 
he blushed. Dark red. Red as ros­es. Then — do you know what? — he apol­ogized for what 
he and his two friends did to me. He was the on­ly one who ev­er did, and I think he meant it. 
But he lied about the glove. I don't think he want­ed it; it was old and the web­bing was all 
bro­ken out and it looked all wrong on his hand, but he lied so he could keep it. I don't 
un­der­stand why. I nev­er have.' 
    'I'm not fol­low­ing this,' I said. 
    'Why should you? It's all jum­bled up in my mind and I was there. My moth­er told me once 
that hap­pens to peo­ple who are in ac­ci­dents or fights. I re­mem­ber some of it pret­ty well — 
most­ly the parts with Bob­by in them — but al­most ev­ery­thing else conies from what peo­ple 
told me lat­er on.  
    'I was in the park down the street from my house, and these three boys came along — 
Har­ry Doolin, Willie Shear­man, and an­oth­er one. I can't re­mem­ber the oth­er one's name. It 
doesn't mat­ter, any­way. They beat me up. I was on­ly eleven but that didn't stop them. Har­ry 
Doolin hit me with a base­ball bat. Willie and the oth­er one held me so I couldn't run away.' 
    'A base­ball bat? Are you shit­ting me?' 
    She shook her head. 'At first they were jok­ing, I think, and then . . . they weren't. My arm 
got dis­lo­cat­ed. I screamed and I guess they ran away. I sat there, hold­ing my arm, too hurt 
and too . . . too shocked I guess . . . to know what to do. Or maybe I tried to get up and get 
help for my­self and couldn't. Then Bob­by came along. He walked me out of the park and then 
he picked me up and car­ried me back to his apart­ment. All the way up Broad Street Hill on 
one of the hottest days of the year. He car­ried me in his arms.' 
    I took the snap­shot from her, held it in the light, and bent over it, look­ing at the boy with 
the crew­cut. Look­ing at his thin stick arms, then look­ing at the girl. She was an inch or two 
taller than he was, and broad­er in the shoul­ders. I looked at the oth­er boy, Sul­ly. He of the 
tum­bled black hair and the All-​Amer­ican grin. Stoke Jones's hair; Skip Kirk's grin. I could 
see Sul­ly car­ry­ing her in his arms, yeah, but the oth­er kid — 
    'I know,' she said. 'He doesn't look big enough, does he? But he car­ried me. I start­ed to 
faint and he car­ried me.' She took the pic­ture back. 
    'And while he was do­ing that, this kid Willie who helped beat you up came back and stole 
his glove?' 
    She nod­ded. 'Bob­by took me to his apart­ment. There was this old guy who lived in a room

      up­stairs, Ted, who seemed to know a lit­tle bit about ev­ery­thing. He popped my arm back in­to 
its sock­et. I re­mem­ber he gave me his belt to bite on when he did it. Or maybe it was Bob­by's 
belt. He said I could catch the pain, and I did. Af­ter that . . . af­ter that, some­thing bad 
hap­pened.' 
    'Worse than get­ting lumped up with a base­ball bat?' 
    'In a way. I don't want to talk about it.' She wiped her tears away with one hand, first one 
side and then the oth­er, still look­ing at the snap­shot. 'Lat­er on, be­fore he and his moth­er left 
Har­wich, Bob­by beat up the boy who ac­tu­al­ly used the bat. Har­ry Doolin.' 
    Car­ol put her pho­to­graph back in its lit­tle com­part­ment. 
    'What I re­mem­ber best about that day — the on­ly thing about it worth re­mem­ber­ing — is 
that Bob­by Garfield stood up for me. Sul­ly was big­ger, and Sul­ly might have stood up for me 
if he'd been there, but he wasn't. Bob­by was there, and he car­ried me all the way up the hill. 
He did what was right. It's the best thing, the most im­por­tant thing, any­one has ev­er done for 
me in my life. Do you see that, Pe­te?' 
    'Yeah. I do.' 
    I saw some­thing else, too: she was say­ing al­most ex­act­ly what Nate had said not an hour 
be­fore . . . on­ly she had marched. Had tak­en one of the signs and marched with it. Of course 
Nate Hop­pen­stand had nev­er been beat­en up by three boys who start­ed out jok­ing and then 
de­cid­ed they were se­ri­ous af­ter all. And maybe that was the dif­fer­ence. 
    'He car­ried me up that hill,' she said. 'I al­ways want­ed to tell him how much I loved him for 
that, and how much I loved him for show­ing Har­ry Doolin that there's a price to pay for 
hurt­ing peo­ple, es­pe­cial­ly peo­ple who are small­er than you and don't mean you any harm.' 
    'So you marched.' 
    'I marched. I want­ed to tell some­one why. I want­ed to tell some­one who'd un­der­stand. My 
fa­ther won't and my moth­er can't. Her friend Rion­da called me and said . . . ' She didn't fin­ish, 
on­ly sat there on the milk-​box, fid­get­ing with her lit­tle bag. 
    'Said what?' 
    'Noth­ing.' She sound­ed ex­haust­ed, for­lorn. I want­ed to kiss her, at least put my arm around 
her, but I was afraid do­ing ei­ther would spoil what had just hap­pened. Be­cause some­thing 
had hap­pened. There was mag­ic in her sto­ry. Not in the mid­dle, but some­where out around 
the edges. I felt it. 
    'I marched, and I guess I'll join the Com­mit­tee of Re­sis­tance. My room­mate says I'm crazy. 
I'll nev­er get a job if a com­mie stu­dent group's part of my col­lege records, but I think I'm 
go­ing to do it.' 
    'And your fa­ther? What about him?' 
    'Fuck him.' 
    There was a se­mi-​shocked mo­ment when we con­sid­ered what she had just said, and then 
Car­ol gig­gled. 'Now that's Freudi­an.' She stood up. 'I have to go back and study. Thanks for 
com­ing out, Pe­te. I haven't ev­er shown that pic­ture to any­one. I haven't looked at it my­self in 
who knows how long. I feel bet­ter. Lots.' 
    'Good.' I got up my­self. 'Be­fore you go in, will you help me do some­thing?' 
    'Sure, what?' 
    'I'll show you. I won't take long.' 
    I walked her down the side of Holyoke and then we start­ed up the hill be­hind it. About two 
hun­dred yards away was the Steam Plant park­ing lot, where un­der­grads in­el­igi­ble for park­ing 
stick­ers (fresh­men, sopho­mores, and most ju­niors) had to keep their cars. It was the prime 
make­out spot on cam­pus once it got cold, but mak­ing out in my car wasn't on my mind that 
night. 
    'Did you ev­er tell Bob­by about who got his base­ball glove?' I asked. 'You said you wrote to 
him.'

      'I didn't see the point.' 
    We walked in si­lence for a lit­tle while. Then I said: 'I'm go­ing to call it off with An­nmarie 
over Thanks­giv­ing. I start­ed to phone her, then didn't. If I'm go­ing to do it, I guess I bet­ter 
find the guts to do it face to face.' I hadn't been aware of com­ing to any such de­ci­sion, not 
con­scious­ly, but it seemed I had. Cer­tain­ly it wasn't some­thing I was say­ing just to please 
Car­ol. 
    She nod­ded, scuff­ing through the leaves in her sneak­ers, hold­ing her lit­tle bag in one hand, 
not look­ing at me. 'I had to use the phone. Called S-J and told him I was see­ing a guy.' 
    I stopped. 'When?' 
    'Last week.' Now she looked up at me. Dim­ples; slight­ly curved low­er lip; the smile. 
    'Last week? And you didn't tell me?' 
    'It was my busi­ness,' she said, 'Mine and Sul­ly's. I mean, it isn't like he's go­ing to come 
af­ter you with a . . . ' She paused long enough for both of us to think with a base­ball bat and 
then went on, 'That he's go­ing to come af­ter you, or any­thing. Come on, Pe­te. If we're go­ing 
to do some­thing, let's do it. I'm not go­ing rid­ing with you, though. I re­al­ly have to study.' 
    'No rides.' 
    We got walk­ing again. The Steam Plant lot seemed huge to me in those days — hun­dreds 
of cars parked in dozens of moon­lit rows. I could hard­ly ev­er re­mem­ber where I left my 
broth­er's old Ford wag­on. The last time I was back at UM, the lot was three, maybe even four 
times as big, with space for a thou­sand cars or more. Time pass­es and ev­ery­thing gets big­ger 
ex­cept us. 
    'Hey Pe­te?' Walk­ing. Look­ing down at her sneak­ers again even though we were on the 
as­phalt now and there were no more leaves to scuff. 
    'Uh-​huh.' 
    'I don't want you to go break­ing up with An­nmarie be­cause of me. Be­caus e I have an idea 
we're . . . tem­po­rary. All right?' 
    'Yeah.' What she said made me un­hap­py — it was what the cit­izens of At­lantis re­ferred to 
as a bum­mer — but it didn't re­al­ly sur­prise me. 'I guess it'll have to be.' 
    'I like you, and I like be­ing with you now, but it's just lik­ing you, that's all it is, and it's best 
to be hon­est. So if you want to keep your mouth shut when you go home for the hol­iday — ' 
    'Kind of keep her around at home? Sort of like a spare tire in case we get a flat here at 
school?' 
    She looked star­tled, then laughed. 'Touche,' she said.  
    'Touche for what?' 
    'I don't even know, Pe­te . . . but I do like you.' 
    She stopped, turned to me, slipped her arms around my neck. We kissed for a lit­tle while 
be­tween two rows of cars, kissed un­til I got a pret­ty de­cent bone on, one I'm sure she could 
feel. Then she gave me a fi­nal peck on the lips and we start­ed walk­ing again. 
    'What did Sul­ly say when you told him? I don't know if I'm sup­posed to ask, but — ' 
    ' — but you want in­for­ma­tion,' she said in a brusque Num­ber Two voice. Then she 
laughed. It was the rue­ful one. 'I was ex­pect­ing he'd be an­gry, or that he might even cry. 
Sul­ly's big and he scares the dev­il out of the foot­ball play­ers he match­es up against, but his 
feel­ings are al­ways close to the skin. What I didn't ex­pect was re­lief.' 
    'Re­lief?' 
    'Re­lief. He's been see­ing this girl in Bridge­port for a month or more . . . ex­cept my mom's 
friend Rion­da told me she's ac­tu­al­ly a wom­an, maybe twen­ty-​four or -five.' 
    'Sounds like a recipe for dis­as­ter,' I said, hop­ing I sound­ed mea­sured and thought­ful. I was 
ac­tu­al­ly de­light­ed. Of course I was. And if pore ole gosh-​darned ten­der-​heart­ed John Sul­li­van 
stum­bled in­to the plot of a coun­try-​west­ern Mer­le Hag­gard song, well, four hun­dred mil­lion 
Red Chi­nese wouldn't give a shit, and that went dou­ble for me.

      We had al­most ar­rived at my car. It was just one more old heap among all the oth­ers, but, 
cour­tesy of my broth­er, it was mine. 'He's got more on his mind than his  new love in­ter­est,' 
Car­ol said. 'He's go­ing in­to the Army when he fin­ish­es high school next June. He's al­ready 
talked to the re­cruiter and got it ar­ranged. He can't wait to get over there in Viet­nam and start 
mak­ing the world safe for democ­ra­cy.' 
    'Did you have a fight with him about the war?' 
    'Nope. What would be the use? For that mat­ter, what would I tell him? That for me it's all 
about Bob­by Garfield? That all the stuff Har­ry Swidrows­ki and George Gilman and Hunter 
McPhail say seems like smoke and mir­rors com­pared to Bob­by car­ry­ing me up Broad Street 
Hill? Sul­ly would think I was crazy. Or say it's be­cause I'm too smart. Sul­ly feels sor­ry for 
peo­ple who are too smart. He says be­ing too smart is a dis­ease. And maybe he's right. I kind 
of love him, you know. He's sweet. He's al­so the kind of guy who needs some­one to take care 
of him.' 
    And I hope he finds some­one, I thought. Just as long as it's not you. 
    She looked ju­di­cious­ly at my car. 'Okay,' she said. 'It's ug­ly, it des­per­ate­ly needs a wash, 
but it's trans­porta­tion. The ques­tion is, what're we do­ing here when I should be read­ing a 
Flan­nery O'Con­nor sto­ry?' 
    I took out my pock­et-​knife and opened it. 'Got a nail-​file in your bag?' 
    'As a mat­ter of fact, I do. Are we go­ing to fight? Num­ber Two and Num­ber Six go at it in 
the Steam Plant park­ing lot?' 
    'Don't be a smar­tass. Just get it out and fol­low me.' 
    By the time we got around to the back of the sta­tion wag­on, she was laugh­ing — not the 
rue­ful laugh but the full-​out guf­faw I'd first heard when Skip's horny hot­dog man came down 
the dish­line con­vey­or belt. She fi­nal­ly un­der­stood why we were here. 
    Car­ol took one side of the bumper stick­er; I took the oth­er; we met in the mid­dle. Then we 
watched the shreds blow away across the macadam. Au revoir, AuH2O-4-USA. Bye -bye, 
Bar­ry. And we laughed. Man, we just couldn't stop laugh­ing. 
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A cou­ple of days lat­er my friend Skip, who'd come to col­lege with the po­lit­ical aware­ness of 
a mol­lusk, put up a poster on his side of the room he shared with Brad With­er­spoon. It 
showed a smil­ing busi­ness­man in a three-​piece suit. One hand was ex­tend­ed to shake. The 
oth­er was hid­den be­hind his back, but some­thing clutched in it was drip­ping blood be­tween 
his shoes. WAR is GOOD BUSI­NESS, the poster said. IN­VEST YOUR SON. 
    Dearie was hor­ri­fied.  
    'So you're against Viet­nam now?' he asked when he saw it. Be­low his chin-​out tru­cu­lence I 
think our beloved floor-​proc­tor was bad­ly shocked by that poster. Skip, af­ter all, had been a 
first-​class high-​school base­ball play­er. Was ex­pect­ed to play col­lege ball, too. Had been 
court­ed by both Delta Tau Delta and Phi Gam, the jock frats. Skip was no frog-​eyed weirdo 
like George Oil­man, no sick­ly crip­ple like Stoke Jones (Dearie Dear­born had al­so tak­en to 
call­ing Stoke Rip-​Rip). 
    'Hey, all this poster means is that a lot of peo­ple are mak­ing mon­ey out of a big bloody 
mess,' Skip said. 'Mc­Don­nell-​Dou­glas. Boe­ing. GE. Dow Chem­ical and Cole­man Chem­icals. 
Pep­si Fuckin Co­la. Lots more.' 
    Dearie's gim­let gaze con­veyed (or tried to) the idea that he had thought about such is­sues 
more deeply than Skip Kirk ev­er could. 'Let me ask you some­thing — do you think we

      should just stand back and let Un­cle Ho take over down there?' 
    'I don't know what I think,' Skip said, 'not yet. I on­ly start­ed get­ting in­ter­est­ed in the sub­ject 
a cou­ple of weeks ago. I'm still play­ing catch-​up.' 
    This was at sev­en-​thir­ty in the morn­ing, and a lit­tle group out­bound for eight o'clock 
class­es had gath­ered around Skip's door. I saw Ron­nie (plus Nick Prouty; by this point the 
two of them had be­come in­sep­ara­ble), Ash­ley Rice, Lennie Do­ria, Bil­ly Marchant, maybe 
four or five oth­ers. Nate was lean­ing in the door­way of 302, wear­ing a tee-​shirt and his pj 
bot­toms. In the stair­well, Stoke Jones leaned on his crutch­es. He had ap­par­ent­ly been on his 
way out and had turned back to mon­itor the dis­cus­sion. 
    Dearie said, 'When the Vi­et Cong come in­to a South Vi­et 'ville, the first thing they look for 
are peo­ple wear­ing cru­ci­fix­es, St Christo­pher medals, Mary medals, any­thing of that na­ture. 
Catholics are killed. Peo­ple who be­lieve in God are killed. Do you think we should stand 
back while the com­mies kill peo­ple who be­lieve in God?' 
    'Why not?' Stoke said from the stair­well. 'We stood back and let the Nazis kill the Jews for 
six years. Jews be­lieve in God, or so I'm told.' 
    'Fuck­ing Rip-​Rip!' Ron­nie shout­ed. 'Who the fuck asked you to play the pi­ano?' 
    But by then Stoke Jones, aka Rip -Rip, was mak­ing his way down the stairs. The echoey 
sound of his crutch­es made me think of the re­cent­ly de­part­ed Frank Stu­art. 
    Dearie turned back to Skip. His hands were fist­ed on his hips. Ly­ing against the front of his 
white tee-​shirt was a set of dog­tags. His fa­ther had worn them in France and Ger­many, he 
told us; had been wear­ing them as he lay be­hind a tree, hid­ing from the ma­chine-​gun fire that 
had killed two men in his com­pa­ny and wound­ed four more. What this had to do with the 
Viet­nam con­flict none of us quite knew, but it was clear­ly a big deal to Dearie, so none of us 
asked. Even Ron­nie had sense enough to keep his trap shut. 
    'If we let them take South Viet­nam, they'll take Cam­bo­dia.' Dearie's eyes moved from Skip 
to me to Ron­nie . . . to all of us. 'Then Laos. Then the Philip­pines. One af­ter the oth­er.' 
    'If they can do that, maybe they de­serve to win,' I said. 
    Dearie looked at me, shocked. I was sort of shocked my­self, but I didn't take it back. 
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There was one more round of pre­lims be­fore the Thanks­giv­ing break, and for the young 
schol­ars of Cham­ber­lain Three, it was a dis­as­ter. By then most of us un­der­stood that we were 
a dis­as­ter, that we were com­mit­ting a kind of group sui­cide. Kir­by Mc­Clen­don did his freak-
out thing and dis­ap­peared like a rab­bit in a mag­ic trick. Ken­ny Auster, who usu­al­ly sat in the 
cor­ner dur­ing the marathon games and picked his nose when he couldn't de­cide what card to 
play next, sim­ply bugged out one day. He left a queen of spades with the words 'I quit' 
writ­ten across it on his pil­low. George Lessard joined Steve Ogg and Jack Frady in Chad, the 
brain dorm. 
    Six down, thir­teen to go.  
    It should have been enough. Hell, just what hap­pened to poor old Kir­by should have been 
enough; in the last three or four days be­fore he freaked, his hands were trem­bling so bad­ly he 
had trou­ble pick­ing up his cards and he jumped in his seat if some­one slammed a door in the 
hall. Kir­by should have been enough but he wasn't. Nor was my time with Car­ol the an­swer. 
When I was ac­tu­al­ly with her, yes, I was fine. When I was with her all I want­ed was 
in­for­ma­tion (and maybe to ball her socks oil). When I was in the dorm, though, es­pe­cial­ly in 
that god­damned third-​floor lounge, I be­came an­oth­er ver­sion of Pe­ter Ri­ley. In the third-​floor

      lounge I was a stranger to my­self. 
    As Thanks­giv­ing ap­proached, a kind of blind fa­tal­ism set in. None of us talked about it, 
though. We talked about the movies, or sex ('I get more ass than a mer­ry-​go-​round pony!' 
Ron­nie used to crow, usu­al­ly with no warn­ing or con­ver­sa­tion­al lead-​in of any kind), but 
most­ly we talked about Viet­nam . . . and Hearts. Our Hearts dis­cus­sions were about who was 
ahead, who was be­hind, and who couldn't seem to mas­ter the few sim­ple strate­gic ploys of 
the game: void your­self in at least one suit; pass mid-​range hearts to some­one who likes to 
shoot the moon; if you have to take a trick, al­ways take it high.  
    Our on­ly re­al re­sponse to the loom­ing third round of pre­lims was to or­ga­nize the game in­to 
a kind of end­less, re­volv­ing tour­na­ment. We were still play­ing nick­el a point, but we were 
now al­so play­ing for 'match points.' The sys­tem for award­ing match points was quite 
com­plex, but Randy Echolls and Hugh Bren­nan worked out a good for­mu­la in two fever­ish 
late-​night ses­sions. Both of them, in­ci­den­tal­ly, were flunk­ing their in­tro­duc­to­ry math cours­es; 
nei­ther was in­vit­ed back at the con­clu­sion of the fall semester. 
    Thir­ty-​three years have passed since that pre-​Thanks­giv­ing round of ex­ams, and the man 
that boy be­came still winces at the mem­ory of them. I flunked ev­ery­thing but So­ci­ol­ogy and 
In­tro En­glish. I didn't have to see the grades to know it, ei­ther. Skip said he'd flagged the 
board ex­cept for Calc, and there he bare­ly squeaked by. I was tak­ing Car­ol out to a movie that 
night, our one pre-​break date (and our last, al­though I didn't know that then), and saw Ron­nie 
Malen­fant on my way to get my car. I asked him how he thought he'd done on his tests; 
Ron­nie smiled and winked and said, 'Aced ev­ery­thing, champ. Just like on fuckin Col­lege 
Bowl. I'm not wor­ried.' But in the light of the  park­ing lot I could see his smile wa­ver­ing 
minute­ly at the cor­ners. His skin was too pale, and his ac­ne, bad when we start­ed school in 
Septem­ber, was worse than ev­er. 'How 'bout you?' 
    'They're go­ing to make me Dean of Arts and Sci­ences,' I said. 'That tell you any­thing?' 
    Ron­nie burst out laugh­ing. 'You fuckin pisspot!' He clapped me on the shoul­der. The cocky 
look in his eyes had been re­placed by fright that made him look younger. 'Goin out?' 
    'Yeah.' 
    'Car­ol?' 
    'Yeah.' 
    'Good for you. She's a great-​lookin chick.' For Ron­nie, this was near­ly heartrend­ing 
sin­cer­ity. 'And if I don't see you in the lounge lat­er on, have a great turkey-​day.' 
    'You too, Ron­nie.' 
    'Yeah. Sure.' Look­ing at me from the cor­ners of his eyes rather than straight on. Try­ing to 
hold the smile. 'One way or an­oth­er, I guess we're both gonna eat the bird, wouldn't you say?' 
    'Yeah. I guess that pret­ty well sums it up.' 
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It was hot, even with the en­gine off and the heater off it was hot, we had warmed up the 
whole in­side of the car with our bod­ies, the win­dows steamed so that the light from the 
park­ing lot came in all dif­fused, like light through a peb­bled-​glass bath­room win­dow, and the 
ra­dio was on, Mighty John Mar­shall mak­ing with the oldies, The Hum­ble Yet Nonethe­less 
Mighty play­ing The Four Sea­sons and The Dovells and Jack Scott and Lit­tle Richard and 
Fred­die 'Boom Boom' Can­non, all those oldies, and her sweater was open and her bra was 
draped over the seat with one strap hang­ing down, a thick white strap, bra-​tech­nol­ogy in 
those days hadn't yet tak­en that next great leap for­ward, and oh man her skin was warm, her

    

  
    
      Hearts in Atlantis

    

    
      nip­ple rough in my mouth, and she still had her panties on but on­ly sort of, they were all 
pushed and bunched to one side and I had first one fin­ger in her and hen two fin­gers, Chuck 
Berry singing 'John­ny B. Goode' and The Roy­al Teens singing 'Short Shorts,' and her hand 
was in­side my fly, fin­gers pulling at the elas­tic of my own short-​shorts, and I could smell her, 
the per­fume on her neck and the sweat on her tem­ples just be­low where her hair start­ed, and I 
could hear her, hear the live pulse of her breath, word­less whis­pers in my mouth as we kissed, 
all of this with the front seat of my car pushed back as far as it would go, me not think­ing of 
flunked pre­lims or the war in Viet­nam or LBJ wear­ing a lei or Hearts or any­thing, on­ly 
want­ing her, want­ing her right here and right now, and then sud­den­ly she was straight­en­ing 
up and straight­en­ing me up, both hands plant­ed on my chest, splayed fin­gers push­ing me back 
to­ward the steer­ing wheel. I moved to­ward her again, slip­ping one of my own hands up her 
thigh, and she said 'Pe­te, no\' in a sharp voice and closed her legs, the knees com­ing to­geth­er 
loud enough so I could hear the sound they made, that lock­ing sound that means you're done 
mak­ing out, like it or not. I didn't like it but I stopped. 
    I leaned my head back against the fogged-​up win­dow on the driv­er's side, breath­ing hard. 
My cock was an iron bar stuffed down the front of my un­der­wear, so hard it hurt. That would 
go away soon enough — no hard­en lasts for­ev­er, I think Ben­jamin Dis­raeli said that — but 
even af­ter the erec­tion's gone, the blue balls linger on. It's just a fact of guy life. 
    We had left the movie — some re­al­ly ter­ri­ble good-​ole -boy thang with Burt Reynolds in it 
— ear­ly and had come back to the Steam Plant park­ing lot with the same thing on our minds . 
. . or so I'd hoped. I guess it was the same thing, ex­cept I had been hop­ing for a lit­tle more of 
it than I'd got­ten. 
    Car­ol had pulled the sides of her sweater to­geth­er but her bra still hung over the back of the 
seat and she looked mad­ly de­sir­able with her breasts try­ing to tum­ble out through the gap and 
half an are­ola vis­ible in the dim light. She had her purse open and was fum­bling her cigarettes 
out with shaky hands. 
    'Whooo,' she said. Her voice was as shaky as her hands. 'I mean holy cow.' 
    'You look like Brigitte Bar­dot with your sweater open like that,' I told her. 
    She looked up, sur­prised and — I thought — pleased. 'Do you re­al­ly think so? Or is it just 
the blond hair?' 
    'The hair? Shit, no. Most­ly it's . . . ' I ges­tured to­ward her front. She looked down at her­self 
and laughed. She didn't do the but­tons, though, or try to pull the sides any more close­ly 
to­geth­er. I'm not sure she could have, any­way — as I re­mem­ber, that sweater was a 
won­der­ful­ly tight fit. 
    'There was a the­ater up the street from us when I was a kid, the Ash­er Em­pire. It's torn 
down now, but when we were kids — Bob­by and Sul­ly-​John and me — it seemed they were 
al­ways show­ing her pic­tures. I think that one of them, And God Cre­at­ed Wom­an, must have 
played there for about a thou­sand years.' 
    I burst out laugh­ing and took my own cigarettes off the dash­board. 'That was al­ways the 
third fea­ture at the Gates Falls Drive -in on Fri­day and Sat­ur­day nights.' 
    'Did you ev­er see it?' 
    'Are you kid­ding? I wasn't even al­lowed to go to the drive-​in un­less it was a Dis­ney dou­ble 
fea­ture. I think I must have seen Ton­ka with Sal Mi­neo at least sev­en times. But I re­mem­ber 
the pre­views. Brigitte in her tow­el.' 
    'I'm not com­ing back to school,' she said, and lit her cigarette. She spoke so calm­ly that at 
first I thought we were still talk­ing about old movies, or mid­night in Cal­cut­ta, or what­ev­er it 
took to per­suade our bod­ies that it was time to go back to sleep, the ac­tion was over. Then it 
clicked in my head. 
    'You . . . did you say . . . ?' 
    'I said I'm not com­ing back af­ter break. And it's not go­ing to be much of a Thanks­giv­ing at

      home, as far as that goes, but what the hell.' 
    'Your fa­ther?' 
    She shook her head, draw­ing on her cigarette. In the light of its coal her face was all or­ange 
high­lights and cres­cents of gray shad­ow. She looked old­er. Still beau­ti­ful, but old­er. On the 
ra­dio Paul An­ka was singing 'Di­ana.' I snapped it off. 
    'My fa­ther's got noth­ing to do with it. I'm go­ing back to Har­wich. Do you re­mem­ber me 
men­tion­ing my moth­er's friend Rion­da?' 
    I sort of did, so I nod­ded. 
    'Rion­da took the pic­ture I showed you, the one of me with Bob­by and S-J. She says . . . ' 
Car­ol looked down at her skirt, which was still hiked most of the way to her waist, and be­gan 
pluck­ing at it. You can nev­er tell what's go­ing to em­bar­rass peo­ple; some­times it's toi­let 
func­tions, some­times it's the sex­ual hi­jinks of rel­atives, some­times it's show-​off be­hav­ior. 
And some­times, of course, it's drink. 
    'Let's put it this way, my dad's not the on­ly one in the Ger­ber fam­ily with a booze prob­lem. 
He taught my moth­er how to tip her el­bow, and she was a good stu­dent. For a long time she 
laid off — she went to AA meet­ings, I think — but Rion­da says she's start­ed again. So I'm 
go­ing home. I don't know if I can take care of her or not, but I'm go­ing to try. For my broth­er 
as much as my moth­er. Rion­da says Ian doesn't know if he's com­ing or go­ing. Of course he 
nev­er did.' She smiled. 
    'Car­ol, that's maybe not such a good idea. To shoot your ed­uca­tion that way — ' 
    She looked up an­gri­ly. 'You want to talk about shoot­ing my ed­uca­tion? You know what I'm 
hear­ing about that fuck­ing Hearts game on Cham­ber­lain Three these days? That ev­ery­one on 
the floor is go­ing to flunk out by Christ­mas, in­clud­ing you. Pen­ny Lang says that by the start 
of spring semester there won't be any­one left up there but that shit­head proc­tor of yours.' 
    'Nah,' I said, 'that's an ex­ag­ger­ation. Nate'll be left. Stoke­ly Jones, too, if he doesn't break 
his neck go­ing down­stairs some night.' 
    'You act as though it's fun­ny,' she said. 
    'It's not fun­ny,' I said. No, it wasn't fun­ny. 
    'Then why don't you quit it?' 
    Now / was the one start­ing to feel an­gry. She had pushed me away and clapped her knees 
shut, had told me she was go­ing away just when I was start­ing to not on­ly want her around 
but need her around, she had left me with what was soon go­ing to be a world -class case of 
blue balls . . . and now it was all about me. Now it was all about cards. 
    'I don't know why I don't quit it,' I said. 'Why don't you find some­one else to take care of 
your moth­er? Why doesn't this friend of hers, Rawan­da — ' 
    'Ri-​ow-​da.' 
    ' — take care of her? I mean, is it your fault your moth­er's a lush?' 
    'My moth­er is not a lush! Don't you call her that!' 
    'Well, she's sure some­thing, if you're go­ing to drop out of col­lege on her ac­count. If it's that 
se­ri­ous, Car­ol, it's sure some­thing.' 
    'Rion­da has a job and a moth­er of her own to wor­ry about,' Car­ol said. The anger had gone 
out of her. She sound­ed de­flat­ed, dispir­it­ed. I could re­mem­ber the laugh­ing girl who had 
stood be­side me, watch­ing the shreds of Gold­wa­ter bumper stick­er blow away across the 
macadam, but this didn't seem like the same one. 'My moth­er is my moth­er. There's on­ly Ian 
and me to take care of her, and Ian's bare­ly mak­ing it in high school. Be­sides, there's al­ways 
UConn. ' 
    'You want some in­for­ma­tion?' I asked her. My voice was trem­bling, thick­en­ing. 'I'll give 
you some whether you want it or not. Okay? You're break­ing my heart here. That's the 
in­for­ma­tion. You're break­ing my god­dam heart.'  
    'I'm not, though,' she said. 'Hearts are tough, Pe­te. Most times they don't break. Most times

      they on­ly bend.' 
    Yeah, yeah, and Con­fu­cius say wom­an who fly up­side down have crack­up. I be­gan to cry. 
Not a lot, but they were tears, all right. Most­ly I think it was be­ing caught so ut­ter­ly 
un­pre­pared. And okay, maybe I was cry­ing for my­self, as well. Be­cause I was scared. I was 
now flunk­ing or in dan­ger of flunk­ing all but a sin­gle sub­ject, one of my friends was plan­ning 
to push the EJECT but­ton, and I couldn't seem to stop play­ing cards. Noth­ing was go­ing the 
way I had ex­pect­ed it would once I got to col­lege, and I was ter­ri­fied. 
    'I don't want you to go,' I said. 'I love you.' Then I tried to smile. 'Just a lit­tle more 
in­for­ma­tion, okay?' 
    She looked at me with an ex­pres­sion I couldn't read, then cranked down her win­dow and 
tossed out her cigarette. She rolled the win­dow back up and held out her arms to me. 'Come 
here.' 
    I put out my own cigarette in the over­flow­ing ash­tray and slipped across to her side of the 
seat. In­to her arms. She kissed me, then looked in­to my eyes. 'Maybe you love me and maybe 
you don't. I'd nev­er try to talk any­one out of lov­ing me, I can tell you that much, be­cause 
there's nev­er enough lov­ing to go around. But you're con­fused, Pe­te. About school, about 
Hearts, about An­nmarie, and about me, too.' 
    I start­ed to say I wasn't, but of course I was. 
    'I can go to UConn,' she said. 'If my moth­er shapes up, I will go to UConn. If that doesn't 
work out, I can take cours­es part-​time at Pen­ning­ton in Bridge­port, or even CED cours­es at 
night in Strat­ford or Har­wich. I can do those things, I have the lux­ury of do­ing those things, 
be­cause I'm a girl. This is a good time to be a girl, be­lieve me. Lyn­don John­son has seen to 
that.' 
    'Car­ol — ' 
    She put her hand gen­tly against my mouth. 'If you flunk out this De­cem­ber, you're apt to be 
in the jun­gle next De­cem­ber. You need to think about that, Pe­te. It's one thing for Sul­ly. He 
thinks it's right and he wants to go. You don't know what you want or what you think, and 
you won't as long as you keep run­ning those cards.' 
    'Hey, I took the Gold­wa­ter stick­er off my car, didn't I?' It sound­ed fool­ish to my own ears. 
    She said noth­ing. 
    'When are you go­ing?' 
    'To­mor­row af­ter­noon. I have a tick­et on the four o'clock Trail­ways bus to New York. The 
Har­wich stop isn't more than three blocks from my front door.' 
    'Are you leav­ing from Der­ry?' 
    'Yes.' 
    'Can I drive you to the de­pot? I could pick you up at your dorm around three.' 
    She con­sid­ered it, then nod­ded . . . but I saw a shad­ed look in her eyes. It was hard to miss, 
be­cause those eyes were usu­al­ly so wide and guile­less. 'That would be good,' she said. 'Thank 
you. And I didn't lie to you, did I? I told you we might be tem­po­rary.' 
    I sighed. 'Yeah.' On­ly this was a lot more tem­po­rary than I had been ex­pect­ing. 
    'Now, Num­ber Six: We want . . . in­for­ma­tion.'' 
    'You won't get it.' It was hard to sound as tough as Patrick Mc­Goohan in The Pris­on­er 
when you still felt like cry­ing, but I did my best. 
    'Even if I ask pret­ty please?' She took my hand, slipped it in­side her sweater, placed it on 
her left breast. The part of me which had be­gun to swoon snapped im­me­di­ate­ly back to at­ten-
tion. 
    'Well . . . ' 
    'Have you ev­er done it be­fore? I mean, all the way? That's the in­for­ma­tion I want.' 
    I hes­itat­ed. It's a ques­tion most boys find dif­fi­cult, I imag­ine, and one most lie about. I 
didn't want to lie to Car­ol. 'No,' I said.

      She slipped dain­ti­ly out of her panties, tossed them over in­to the back seat, and laced her 
fin­gers to­geth­er be­hind my neck. 'I have. Twice. With Sul­ly. I don't think he was very good at 
it . . . but he'd nev­er been to col­lege. You have.' 
    My mouth felt very dry, but that must have been an il­lu­sion, be­cause when I kissed her our 
mouths were wet; they slipped all around, tongues and lips and nip­ping teeth. When I could 
talk I said, 'I'll do my best to share my col­lege ed­uca­tion.' 
    'Put on the ra­dio,' she said, un­buck­ling my belt and un­snap­ping my jeans. 'Put on the ra­dio, 
Pe­te, I like the oldies.' 
    So I put on the ra­dio and I kissed her and there was a spot, a cer­tain spot, her fin­gers 
guid­ed me to it and there was a mo­ment when I was the same old same old and then there 
was a new place to be. She was very warm in there. Very warm and very tight. She whis­pered 
in my ear, her lips tick­ling against the skin: 'Slow. Eat ev­ery one of your veg­eta­bles and 
maybe you'll get dessert.' 
    Jack­ie Wil­son sang 'Lone­ly Teardrops' and I went slow. Roy Or­bi­son sang 'On­ly the 
Lone­ly' and I went slow. Wan­da Jack­son sang 'Let's Have a Par­ty' and I went slow. Mighty 
John did an ad for Bran­ni­gan's, Der­ry's hottest bot­tle club, and I went slow. Then she be­gan 
to moan and it wasn't her fin­gers on my neck but her nails dig­ging in­to it, and when she 
be­gan to move her hips up against me in short hard thrusts I couldn't go slow and then The 
Plat­ters were on the ra­dio, The Plat­ters were singing 'Twi­light Time' and she be­gan to moan 
that she hadn't known, hadn't had a clue, oh gee, oh Pe­te, oh gee, oh Je­sus, Je­sus Christ, Pe­te, 
and her lips were all over my mouth and my chin and my jaw, she was fran­tic with kiss­es. I 
could hear the seat creak­ing, I could smell cigarette smoke and the pine air-​fresh­en­er hang­ing 
from the rearview mir­ror, and by then / was moan­ing, too, I don't know what, The Plat­ters 
were singing 'Each day I pray for evening just to be with you,' and then it start­ed to hap­pen. 
The pump turns on in ec­sta­sy. I closed my eyes, I held her with my eyes closed and went in­to 
her that way, that way you do, shak­ing all over, hear­ing the heel of my shoe drum­ming 
against the driv­er's-​side door in a spas­tic tat­too, think­ing that I could do this even if I was 
dy­ing, even if I was dy­ing, even if I was dy­ing; think­ing al­so that it was in­for­ma­tion. The 
pump turns on in ec­sta­sy, the cards fall where they fall, the world nev­er miss­es a beat, the 
queen hides, the queen is found, and it was all in­for­ma­tion. 
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The next morn­ing I had a brief meet­ing with my Ge­ol­ogy in­struc­tor, who told me I was 
'edg­ing in­to a grave sit­ua­tion.' That is not ex­act­ly new in­for­ma­tion, Num­ber Six, I thought of 
telling him, but didn't. The world looked dif­fer­ent this morn­ing — both bet­ter and worse. 
    When I got back to Cham­ber­lain I found Nate get­ting ready to leave for home. He had his 
suit­case in one hand. There was a stick­er on it that said i CLIMBED MT WASH­ING­TON. Slung 
over his shoul­der was a duf­fel full of dirty clothes. Like ev­ery­thing else, Nate looked 
dif­fer­ent now. 
    'Have a good Thanks­giv­ing, Nate,' I said, open­ing my clos­et and start­ing to yank out pants 
and shirts at ran­dom. 'Eat lots of stuff­ing. You're too fuckin skin­ny.' 
    'I will. Cran­ber­ry dress­ing, too. When I was at my most home­sick that first week, my 
mom's dress­ing was prac­ti­cal­ly all I could think about.' 
    I filled my own suit­case, think­ing that I could take Car­ol to the bus de­pot in De­ny and then 
just keep on go­ing. If the traf­fic on Route 136 wasn't too heavy, I could be home be­fore dark. 
Maybe even stop in Frank's Foun­tain for a mug of root­beer be­fore head­ing up Sab­ba­tus Road

      to the house. Sud­den­ly be­ing out of this place — away from Cham­ber­lain Hall and Holyoke 
Com­mons, away from the whole damned Uni­ver­si­ty — was my num­ber-​one pri­or­ity. You're 
con­fused, Pe­te, Car­ol had said in the car last night. You don't know what you want or what 
you think, and you won't as long as you keep run­ning those cards. 
    Well, this was my chance to get away from the cards. It hurt to know Car­ol was leav­ing, 
but I'd be ly­ing if I said that was fore­most in my mind right then. At that mo­ment, get­ting 
away from the third-​floor lounge was. Get­ting away from The Bitch. If you flunk out this 
De­cem­ber, you're apt to be in the jun­gle next De­cem­ber. Be in touch, ba­by, seeya, as Skip 
Kirk usu­al­ly put it. 
    When I latched the suit­case shut and looked around, Nate was still stand­ing in the 
door­way. I jumped and let out a lit­tle squeak of sur­prise. It was like be­ing vis­it­ed by Ban­quo's 
fuck­ing ghost. 
    'Hey, go on, bug out,' I said. 'Time and tide wait for no man, not even one in pre-​dent.' 
    Nate on­ly stood there, look­ing at me. 'You're go­ing to flunk out,' he said. 
    Again I thought of how weird­ly alike Nate and Car­ol were, al­most male and fe­male sides 
of the same coin. I tried to smile, but Nate didn't smile back. His face was small and white 
and pinched. The per­fect Yan­kee face. You see a skin­ny guy who al­ways burns in­stead of 
tan­ning, whose idea of dress­ing up in­cludes a string tie and a lib­er­al ap­pli­ca­tion of Vi­tal­is, a 
guy who looks like he hasn't had a de­cent shit in three years, and that guy was most like­ly 
born and raised north of White Riv­er, New Hamp­shire. And on his deathbed his last words 
are apt to be 'Cran­ber­ry dress­ing.' 
    'Nah,' I said. 'Don't sweat it, Natie. All's cool.' 
    'You're go­ing to flunk out,' he re­peat­ed. Dull, bricky col­or was ris­ing in his cheeks. 'You 
and Skip are the best guys I know, there wasn't any­body in high school like you guys, not in 
my high school at least, and you're go­ing to flunk out and it's so stupid.'  
    'I'm not go­ing to flunk out,' I said . . . but since last night I had found my­self ac­cept­ing the 
idea di­at I could. I wasn't just edg­ing in­to a grave sit­ua­tion; man, I was there. 'Skip, ei­ther. It's 
un­der con­trol.' 
    'The world's falling down and you two are flunk­ing out of school over Hearts! Over a 
stupid fuckin card-​game!' 
    Be­fore I could say any­thing else he was gone, head­ed back up the coun­ty for turkey and his 
mom's stuff­ing. Maybe even a through-​the -pants hand­job from Cindy. Hey, why not? It was 
Thanks­giv­ing. 
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I don't read my horo­scope, have rarely watched The X-​Files, have nev­er called the Psy­chic 
Friends Hot­line, but I nev­er­the­less be­lieve that we all get glimpses of the fu­ture from time to 
time. I got one that af­ter­noon, when I pulled up in front of Franklin Hall in my broth­er's old 
sta­tion wag­on: she was al­ready gone. 
    I went in­side. The lob­by, where there were usu­al­ly eight or nine gen­tle­men callers sit­ting 
in the plas­tic chairs, looked odd­ly emp­ty. A house­keep­er in a blue uni­form was vac­uum­ing 
the in­dus­tri­al-​strength rug. The girl be­hind the counter was read­ing a copy of Mc­Call's and 
lis­ten­ing to the ra­dio. ? and the Mys­te­ri­ans, as a mat­ter of fact. Cry cry cry, ba­by, 96 tears. 
    'Pe­te Ri­ley for Car­ol Ger­ber,' I said. 'Can you buzz her?' 
    She looked up, put her mag­azine aside, and gave me a sweet, sym­pa­thet­ic look. It was the 
look of a doc­tor who has to tell you gee, sor­ry, the tu­mor's in­op­er­able. Bad luck, man, bet­ter

      make friends with Je­sus. 'Car­ol said she had to leave ear­ly. She took the Black Bear Shut­tle to 
De­ny. But she told me you'd be by and asked me to give you this.' 
    She hand­ed me an en­ve­lope with my name writ­ten across the front. I thanked her and left 
Franklin with it in my hand. I went down the walk and stood for a mo­ment by my car, 
look­ing across to­ward Holyoke Com­mons, fa­bled Palace on the Plains and home of the horny 
hot­dog man. Be­low it, in Ben­nett's Run, leaves flew be­fore the wind in rat­tling drifts. The 
bright col­ors had gone out of them; on­ly Novem­ber's dark brown was left. It was the day 
be­fore Thanks­giv­ing, the doorstep of win­ter in New Eng­land. The world was all wind and 
cold sun­shine. I had start­ed cry­ing again. I could tell by the warmth on my cheeks. 96 tears, 
ba­by; cry cry cry. 
    I got in­to the car where I had lost my vir­gin­ity the night be­fore and opened the en­ve­lope. 
There was a sin­gle sheet of pa­per in­side. Brevi­ty is the soul of wit, ac­cord­ing to Shake­speare. 
If it's true, then Car­ol's let­ter was wit­ty as hell. 
 
Dear Pe­te, 
    I think we ought to let last night be our good­bye — how could we do any 
bet­ter? I may write to you at school or I may not, right now I'm so con­fused 
I just don't know (hey, I may even change my mind and come back!). But 
please let me be the one to get in touch, okay? You said you loved me. If you 
do, let me be the one to get in touch. I will, I promise. 
 
  
P.S. Last night was the sweet­est thing that's ev­er hap­pened to me. If it gets 
any bet­ter than that, I don't see how peo­ple can live thru it.  
P.P.S. Get out of that stupid card-​game. 
 
    She said it was the sweet­est thing that had ev­er hap­pened to her, but she hadn't put 'love' at 
the bot­tom of the note, on­ly her sig­na­ture. Still . . . if it gets any bet­ter than that, I don't see 
how peo­ple can live thru it. I knew what she meant. I reached over and touched the side of 
the seat where she had lain. Where we had lain to­geth­er. 
    Put on the ra­dio, Pe­te, I like the oldies. 
    I looked at my watch. I had got­ten to the dorm ear­ly (that half-​con­scious pre­mo­ni­tion at 
work, maybe), and it had just gone three now. I could eas­ily get to the Trail­ways de­pot be­fore 
she left for Con­necti­cut . . . but I wasn't go­ing to do it. She was right, we had said a bril­liant 
good­bye in my old sta­tion wag­on; any­thing more would be a step down. At best we would 
find our­selves go­ing over the same ground; at worst, we'd splash mud over last night with an 
ar­gu­ment. 
    We want in­for­ma­tion. 
    Yes. And we had got­ten it. God knew we had. 
    I fold­ed her let­ter, stuck it in­to the back pock­et of my jeans, and drove home to Gates Falls. 
At first my eyes kept blur­ring and I had to keep wip­ing at them. Then I turned on the ra­dio 
and the mu­sic made things a lit­tle bet­ter. The mu­sic al­ways does. I'm past fifty now, and the 
mu­sic still makes things bet­ter; it's the fa­bled au­to­mat­ic. 
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      I got back to Gates around five-​thir­ty, slowed as I drove past Frank's, then kept on go­ing. By 
then I want­ed to get home a lot more than I want­ed a draft Hires and a gos­sip with Frank 
Parme­leau. Mom's way of say­ing wel­come home was to tell me I was too skin­ny, my hair 
was too long, and I hadn't been 'stand­ing close enough to the ra­zor.' Then she sat in her 
rock­ing chair and had a lit­tle weep over the re­turn of the prodi­gal son. My dad put a kiss on 
my cheek, hugged me with one arm, and then shuf­fled to the fridge for a glass of Mom's red 
tea, his head pok­ing for­ward out of the neck of his old brown sweater like the head of a 
cu­ri­ous tur­tle. 
    We — my mom and me, that is — thought he had twen­ty per cent of his eye­sight left, 
maybe a bit more. It was hard to tell, be­cause he so rarely talked. It was a bag­ging-​room 
ac­ci­dent that did for him, a ter­ri­ble two-​sto­ry fall. He had scars on the left side of his face and 
his neck; there was a dent­ed-​in patch of skull where the hair nev­er grew back. The  ac­ci­dent 
pret­ty much blacked out his vi­sion, and it did some­thing to his mind, as well. But he was not 
a 'to­tal ijit,' as I once heard some ass­hole down at Gen­dron's Bar­ber Shop say, nor was he 
mute, as some peo­ple seemed to think. He was in a co­ma for nine­teen days. Af­ter he woke up 
he be­came most­ly silent, that much is true, and he was of­ten ter­ri­bly con­fused in his mind, 
but some­times he was still there, all present and ac­count­ed for. He was there enough when I 
came home to give me a kiss and that strong one -armed hug, his way of hug­ging for as long 
as I could re­mem­ber. I loved my old man a lot ... and af­ter a semester of play­ing cards with 
Ron­nie Malen­fant, I had learned that talk­ing is a wild­ly over­rat­ed skill. 
    I sat with them for awhile, telling them some of my col­lege sto­ries (not about chas­ing The 
Bitch, though), then went out­side. I raked fall­en leaves in the twi­light — the frosty air on my 
cheeks felt like a bless­ing — waved at the pass­ing neigh­bors, and ate three of my mom's 
ham­burg­ers for sup­per. Af­ter, she told me she was go­ing down to the church, where the 
Ladies' Aid was prepar­ing Thanks­giv­ing meals for shut-​ins. She didn't think I'd want to spend 
my first evening home with a bunch of old hens, but I was wel­come to at­tend the cluck­fest if 
I want­ed. I thanked her and said I thought I'd give An­nmarie a call in­stead.  
    'Now why doesn't that sur­prise me?' she said, and went out. I heard the car start and then, 
with no great joy, I dragged my­self to the tele­phone and called An­nmarie Soucie. An hour 
lat­er she drove over in her fa­ther's pick­up, smil­ing, her hair down on her shoul­ders, mouth 
ra­di­ant with lip­stick. The smile didn't last long, as I guess you can prob­ably fig­ure out for 
your­self, and fif­teen min­utes af­ter she came in, An­nmarie was out of the house and out of my 
life. Be in touch, ba­by, seeya. Right around the time of Wood­stock, she mar­ried an in­sur­ance 
agent from Lewis­ton and be­came An­nmarie Jal­bert. They had three kids, and they're still 
mar­ried. I guess that's good, isn't it? Even if it isn't, you have to ad­mit it's pret­ty god­dam 
Amer­ican.  
    I stood at the win­dow over the kitchen sink, watch­ing the tail­lights of Mr Soucie's truck 
dis­ap­pear down the road. I felt ashamed of my­self — Christ, the way her eyes had widened, 
the way her smile had fad­ed and be­gun to trem­ble — but I al­so felt shifti­ly hap­py, 
dis­gust­ing­ly re­lieved; light enough to dance up the walls and across the ceil­ing like Fred 
As­taire. 
    There were shuf­fling steps from be­hind me. I turned to see my dad, do­ing his slow tur­tle-
walk across the linoleum in his slip­pers. He went with one hand held out be­fore him. The 
skin on it was be­gin­ning to look like a big loose glove. 
    'Did I just hear a young la­dy call a young gen­tle­man a fuck­ing jerk?' he asked in a mild 
just-​pass­ing-​the -time voice. 
    'Well . . . yeah.' I shuf­fled my feet. 'I guess maybe you did.' 
    He opened the fridge, groped, and brought out the jug of red tea. He drank it with­out sug­ar. 
I have tak­en it that same way on oc­ca­sion, and can tell you it tastes like al­most noth­ing at all.

      My the­ory is that my dad al­ways went for the red tea be­cause it was the bright­est thing in the 
ice­box, and he al­ways knew what it was. 
    'Soucie girl, wasn't it?' 
    'Yeah, Dad. An­nmarie.' 
    'All them Soucies have the dis­tem­per, Pe­te. Slammed the door, didn't she?' 
    I was smil­ing. I couldn't help it. It was a won­der the glass was still in that poor old door. 'I 
guess she did.' 
    'You trade her in for a new­er mod­el up there t'the col­lege, did you?' 
    That was a fair­ly com­pli­cat­ed ques­tion. The sim­ple an­swer — and maybe the truest, in the 
end — was no I hadn't. That was the an­swer I gave. 
    He nod­ded, set out the biggest glass in the cab­inet next to the fridge, and then looked like 
he was get­ting ready to pour the tea all over the counter and his own feet, any­way.  
    'Let me do that for you,' I said. 'Okay?' 
    He made no re­ply but stood back and let me pour the tea. I put the three-​quar­ters-​full glass 
in­to his hands and the jug back in the fridge. 
    'Is it good, Dad?' 
    Noth­ing. He on­ly stood there with the glass in both hands — the way a child holds a glass 
— drink­ing in lit­tle sips. I wait­ed, de­cid­ed he wasn't go­ing to re­ply, and fetched my suit­case 
out of the cor­ner. I'd thrown my text­books in on top of my clothes and now took them out.  
    'Study­ing on the first night of break,' Dad said, startling me — I'd al­most for­got­ten he was 
there. 'Gor­ry.' 
    'Well, I'm a lit­tle be­hind in a cou­ple of class­es. The teach­ers move a lot faster than the ones 
in high school.' 
    'Col­lege,' he said. A long pause. 'You're in col­lege.' 
    It seemed al­most to be a ques­tion, so I said, 'That's right, Dad.' 
    He stood there awhile longer, seem­ing to watch me as I stacked my books and note­books. 
Maybe he was watch­ing. Or maybe he was just stand­ing there. You couldn't tell, not for sure. 
At last he be­gan to shuf­fle to­ward the door, neck stretched out, that de­fen­sive hand slight­ly 
raised, his oth­er hand — the one with the glass of red tea in it — now, curled against his 
chest. At the door he stopped. With­out look­ing around, he said: 'You're well shut of that 
Soucie girl. All Soucies has got bad tem­pers. You can dress em up but you can't take em out. 
You can do bet­ter.' 
    He went out, hold­ing his glass of tea curled to his chest. 
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Un­til my broth­er and his wife showed up from New Glouces­ter, I ac­tu­al­ly did study — half 
caught up on my so­ci­ol­ogy, and slogged through forty pages of ge­ol­ogy, all in three brain-
bust­ing hours. By the time I stopped to make cof­fee, I'd be­gun to feel faint stir­rings of hope. I 
was be­hind, dis­as­trous­ly be­hind, but maybe not quite fa­tal­ly be­hind. I felt like an out­field­er 
who has tracked a ball back and back to the left-​field wall; he stands there look­ing up but not 
giv­ing up, know­ing that the ball's go­ing to car­ry over but al­so know­ing that if he times his 
leap just right, he can catch it as it does. I could do that. 
    If, that was, I could stay out of the third-​floor lounge in the fu­ture. . 
    At quar­ter of ten my broth­er, who ar­rives nowhere while the sun is still up if he can help it, 
drove in. His wife of eight months, glam­orous in a coat with a re­al mink col­lar, was car­ry­ing 
a bread pud­ding; Dave had a bowl of but­ter-​beans. On­ly my broth­er of all peo­ple on earth

      would think of trans­port­ing but­ter-​beans across coun­ty lines for Thanks­giv­ing pur­pos­es. He's 
a good guy, Dave, my el­der by six years and in 1966 an ac­coun­tant for a small ham­burg­er 
chain with half a dozen 'shoppes' in Maine and New Hamp­shire. By 1996 there were eighty 
'shoppes' and my broth­er, along with three part­ners, owned the com­pa­ny. He's worth three 
mil­lion dol­lars — on pa­per, at least — and has had a triple by­pass. One by­pass for each 
mil­lion, I guess you could say.  
    Hard on Dave and Katie's heels came Mom from the Ladies' Aid, dust­ed with flour, 
ex­hil­arat­ed from good works, and over­joyed to have both of her sons in the house. There was 
a lot of cheer­ful bab­ble. Our dad sat in the cor­ner lis­ten­ing to it with­out adding any­thing . . . 
but he was smil­ing, his odd, big-​pupiled eyes go­ing from Dave's face to mine and then back 
to Dave's. It was ac­tu­al­ly our voic­es his eyes were re­spond­ing to, I sup­pose. Dave want­ed to 
know where An­nmarie was. I said An­nmarie and I had de­cid­ed to cool it for awhile. Dave 
start­ed to ask if that meant we were— 
    Be­fore he could fin­ish the ques­tion, both his moth­er and his wife gave him those sharp 
lit­tle fe­male pokes that mean not now, bud­dy, not now. Look­ing at Mom's wide eyes, I 
guessed she would have her own ques­tions for me lat­er on. Prob­ably quite a few of them. 
Mom want­ed in­for­ma­tion. Moms al­ways do. 
    Oth­er than be­ing called a fuck­ing jerk by An­nmarie and won­der­ing from time to time how 
Car­ol Ger­ber was do­ing (most­ly if she had changed her mind about com­ing back to school 
and if she was shar­ing her Thanks­giv­ing with old Army-​bound Sul­ly-​John), that was a pret­ty 
great hol­iday. The whole fam­ily showed up at one time or an­oth­er on Thurs­day or Fri­day, it 
seemed, wan­der­ing through the house and gnaw­ing on turkey-​legs, watch­ing foot­ball games 
on TV and roar­ing at the big plays, chop­ping wood for the kitchen stove (by Sun­day night 
Mom had enough stove­lengths to heat the house all win­ter with just the Franklin, if she'd 
want­ed). Af­ter sup­per we ate pie and played Scrab­ble. Most en­ter­tain­ing of all, Dave and 
Katie  had a huge fight over the house they were plan­ning to buy, and Katie hucked a 
Tup­per­ware dish of left­overs at my broth­er. I had tak­en a few lumps at Dave's hands over the 
years, and I liked watch­ing that plas­tic con­tain­er of squash bounce off the side of his head. 
Man, that was fun.  
    But un­der­neath all the good stuff, the or­di­nary joy you feel when your whole fam­ily's 
there, was my fear of what was go­ing to hap­pen when I went back to school. I found an hour 
to study late Thurs­day night, af­ter the fridge had been stuffed full of left­overs and ev­ery­one 
else had gone to bed, and two more hours on Fri­day af­ter­noon, when there was a lull in the 
flow of rel­atives and Dave and Katie, their dif­fer­ences tem­porar­ily re­solved, re­tired for what I 
thought was an ex­treme­ly noisy 'nap.' 
    I still felt I could catch up — knew it, ac­tu­al­ly — but I al­so knew I couldn't do it alone, or 
with Nate. I had to bud­dy up with some­one who un­der­stood the sui­ci­dal pull of that third-
floor lounge, and how the blood surged when some­one start­ed play­ing spades in an ef­fort to 
force The Bitch. Some­one who un­der­stood the prim­itive joy of man­ag­ing to sock Ron­nie 
with la femme noire. 
    It would have to be Skip, I thought. Even if Car­ol were to come back, she would nev­er be 
able to un­der­stand in the same way. It had to be Skip and me, swim­ming out of deep wa­ter 
and in to­ward the shore. I thought if we stuck to­geth­er, we could both pull through. Not that I 
cared so much about him. Ad­mit­ting that feels scuzzy, but it's the truth. By Sat­ur­day of 
Thanks­giv­ing break I'd done lots of soul-​search­ing and un­der­stood I was most­ly con­cerned 
about my­self, most­ly look­ing out for Num­ber Six. If Skip want­ed to use me, that was fine. 
Be­cause I sure want­ed to use him. 
    By noon Sat­ur­day I'd read enough ge­ol­ogy to know I need­ed help on some of the con­cepts, 
and fast. There were on­ly two more big test-​pe­ri­ods in the semester: a set of pre­lims and then 
fi­nal ex­ams. I would have to do re­al­ly well on both to keep my schol­ar­ships.

      Dave and Katie left at around sev­en on Sat­ur­day night, still bick­er­ing (but more good-
na­tured­ly) about the house they planned to buy in Pow­nal. I set­tled down at the kitchen ta­ble 
and start­ed read­ing about out-​group sanc­tions in my soash book. What it seemed to amount to 
was that even nerds have to have some­one to shit on. A de­press­ing con­cept. 
    At some point I be­came aware I wasn't alone. I looked up and saw my moth­er stand­ing 
there in her old pink house­coat, her face ghost­ly with Pond's Gold Cream. I wasn't sur­prised 
that I hadn't heard her; af­ter twen­ty-​five years in the same lit­tle house, she knew where all the 
creaks and groans were. I thought she had fi­nal­ly got­ten around to her ques­tions about 
An­nmarie, but it turned out that my love-​life was the last thing on her mind. 
    'How much trou­ble are you in, Pe­ter?' she asked.  
    I thought of about a hun­dred dif­fer­ent an­swers, then set­tled for the truth. 'I don't re­al­ly 
know.' 
    'Is it any one thing in par­tic­ular?' 
    This time I didn't tell the truth, and look­ing back on it I re­al­ize how telling that lie was: 
some part of me, alien to my best in­ter­ests but very pow­er­ful, still re­served the right to frog-
march me to the cliff . . . and over the edge. 
    Yeah, Mom, the third-​floor lounge is the prob­lem, cards are the prob­lem — just a few 
hands is what I tell my­self ev­ery time, and when I look up at the clock it's quar­ter of mid­night 
and I'm too tired to study. Hell, too wired to study. Oth­er than play Hearts, all I've re­al­ly 
man­aged to do this fall is lose my vir­gin­ity. 
    If I could have said at least the first part of that, I think it would have been like guess­ing 
Rumpel­stilt­skin's name and then speak­ing it out loud. But I didn't say any of it. I told her it 
was just the pace of col­lege; I had to re­de­fine what study­ing meant, learn some new habits. 
But I could do it. I was sure I could. 
    She stood there a mo­ment longer, her arms crossed and her hands deep in her house­coat 
sleeves — she looked sort of like a Chi­nese Man­darin when she stood that way — and then 
she said, 'I'll al­ways love you, Pe­te. Your fa­ther, too. He doesn't say it, but he feels it. We 
both do. You know that.' 
    'Yeah,' I said. 'I know that.' I got up and hugged her. Pan­cre­at­ic can­cer was what got her. 
That one's quick, at least, but it wasn't quick enough. I guess none of them are when it's 
some­one you love. 
    'But you have to work hard at your stud­ies. Boys who don't work hard at them have been 
dy­ing.' She smiled. There wasn't much hu­mor in it. 'Prob­ably you knew that.' 
    'I heard a ru­mor.' 
    'You're still grow­ing,' she said, tilt­ing her head up. 
    'I don't think so.' 
    'Yes. At least an inch since sum­mer. And your hair! Why don't you cut your hair?' 
    'I like it the way it is.' 
    'It's as long as a girl's. Take my ad­vice, Pe­te, cut your hair. Look de­cent. You're not one of 
those Rolling Stones or a Her­man's Her­mit, af­ter all.' 
    I burst out laugh­ing. I couldn't help it. 'I'll think about it, Mom, okay?' 
    'You do that.' She gave me an­oth­er hard hug, then let me go. She looked tired, but I 
thought she al­so looked rather beau­ti­ful. 'They're killing boys across the sea,' she said. 'At 
first I thought there was a good rea­son for it, but your fa­ther says it's crazy and I'm not so sure 
he isn't right. You study hard. If you need a lit­tle ex­tra for books or a tu­tor — we'll scrape it 
up.' 
    'Thanks, Mom. You're a peach.' 
    'Nope,' she said. 'Just an old mare with tired feet. I'm go­ing to bed.' 
    I stud­ied an­oth­er hour, then all the words start­ed to dou­ble and triple in front of my eyes. I 
went to bed my­self but couldn't sleep. Ev­ery time I start­ed to drift I saw my­self pick­ing up a

      Hearts hand and be­gin­ning to ar­range it in suits. Fi­nal­ly I let my eyes roll open and just stared 
up at the ceil­ing. Boys who don't work hard at their stud­ies have been dy­ing, my moth­er had 
said. And Car­ol telling me that this was a good time to be a girl, Lyn­don John­son had seen to 
that. 
    We chasin The Bitch! 
    Pass left or right? 
    Je­sus Christ, fuckin Ri­ley's shootin the moon! 
    Voic­es in my head. Voic­es seem­ing to seep out of the very air. 
    Quit­ting the game was the on­ly sane so­lu­tion to my prob­lems, but even with the third-​floor 
lounge a hun­dred and thir­ty miles north of where I was ly­ing, it had a hold on me, one which 
had lit­tle to do with san­ity or ra­tio­nal­ity. I'd amassed twelve points in the uber tour­ney; on­ly 
Ron­nie, with fif­teen, was now ahead of me. I didn't see how I could give those twelve points 
up, just walk away, and leave that wind­bag Malen­fant with a clear field. Car­ol had helped me 
keep Ron­nie in some sort of per­spec­tive, al­lowed me to see him for the creepy, small-​mind­ed, 
bad-​com­plex­ioned gnome that he was. Now that she was gone — 
    Ron­nie's al­so go­ing to be gone be­fore long, the voice of rea­son in­ter­posed. If he lasts to the 
end of the semester it'll be a blue-​eyed mir­acle. You know that. 
    True. And in the mean­time, Ron­nie had noth­ing else but Hearts, did he? He was clum­sy, 
pot­bel­lied, and thin-​armed, an old man wait­ing to hap­pen. He wore a chip on his shoul­der to 
at least par­tial­ly hide his mas­sive feel­ings of in­fe­ri­or­ity. His boast­ing about girls was 
lu­di­crous. Al­so, he wasn't re­al­ly smart, like some of the kids cur­rent­ly in dan­ger of flunk­ing 
out (Skip Kirk, for in­stance). Hearts and emp­ty brag were the on­ly things Ron­nie was good 
at, so far as I'd been able to tell, so why not just stand back and let him run the cards and run 
his mouth while he still could? 
    Be­cause I didn't want to, that was why. Be­cause I want­ed to wipe the smirk off his hol­low, 
pim­ply face and si­lence his grat­ing blare of a laugh. It was mean but it was true. I liked 
Ron­nie best when he was sulk­ing, when he was glow­er­ing at me with his greasy hair tum­bled 
down over his fore­head and his low­er lip pushed out. 
    Al­so, there was the game it­self. I loved play­ing. I couldn't even stop think­ing about it here, 
in my child­hood bed, so how was I sup­posed to stay away from the lounge when I got back? 
How was I sup­posed to ig­nore Mark St Pierre yelling at me to hur­ry up, there was a seat 
emp­ty, ev­ery­one stood at ze­ro on the scorepad and the game was about to com­mence? Christ! 
    I was still awake when the cuck­oo clock in the par­lor be­low me sang two o'clock. I got up, 
threw on my old tar­tan robe over my skivvies, and went down­stairs. I got my­self a glass of 
milk and sat at the kitchen ta­ble to drink it. There were no lights on ex­cept for the flu­ores­cent 
bar over the stove, no sounds ex­cept for the sough of the fur­nace through the floor-​grates and 
my fa­ther's soft snores from the back bed­room. I felt a lit­tle nut­so, as if the com­bi­na­tion of 
turkey and cram­ming had set off a mi­nor earth­quake in my head. And as if I might next fall 
asleep around, oh, say St Patrick's Day. 
    I hap­pened to glance in­to the en­try. There, hung on one of the hooks above the wood­box, 
was my high-​school jack­et, the one with the big white GF en­twined on the breast. Noth­ing 
else but the ini­tials; I hadn't been much of a jock. When Skip asked me, shordy af­ter we met 
at the Uni­ver­si­ty, if I'd let­tered in any­thing, I'd told him I had the big M for mas­tur ba­tion — 
first team, the short over­hand stroke my spe­cial­ty. Skip had laughed un­til he cried, and maybe 
that was when we'd start­ed be­ing friends. Ac­tu­al­ly, I guess I could have got­ten a D for de­bate 
or dra­mat­ics, but they don't give let­ters in those things, do they? Not then and not now. 
    High school seemed far in the past to me on that night, al­most in an­oth­er plan­etary sys­tem . 
. . but there was the jack­et, a birth­day present from my folks the year I turned six­teen. I 
crossed to the en­try and took it off the hook. I put it up to my face and smelled it and ti­iought 
of Pe­ri­od 5 study-​hall with Mr Mezen­sik — the bit­ter aro­ma of pen­cil-​shav­ings, the girls

      whis­per­ing and gig­gling un­der their breath, faint shouts from out­side as the phys ed kids 
played what the jocks called Re­me­di­al Vol­ley­ball. I saw that the place where the jack­et had 
hung on the hook con­tin­ued to stick up in a kind of dim­ple; the damned thing prob­ably hadn't 
been worn, even by my moth­er to go out to grab the mail in her night­gown, since the pre­vi­ous 
April or May. 
    I thought of see­ing Car­ol frozen in newsprint dots, her face shad­owed by a sign read­ing us 
OUT OF VIET­NAM NOW!, her pony­tail ly­ing against the col­lar of her own high-​school jack­et . . . 
and I had an idea. 
    Our tele­phone, a Bake­lite di­nosaur with a ro­tary di­al, was on a ta­ble in the front hall. In the 
draw­er be­neath it was the Gates Falls phone­book, my mom's ad­dress book, and a lit­ter of 
writ­ing im­ple­ments. One was a black laun­dry-​mark­er. I took it back to the kitchen ta­ble and 
sat down again. I spread my high-​school jack­et over my knees, then used the mark­er to make 
a large spar­row-​track on the back. As I worked I felt the ner­vous ten­sion drain­ing out of my 
mus­cles. It oc­curred to me that I could award my­self my own let­ter if I want­ed, and that was 
sort of what I was do­ing. 
    When I was done I held the jack­et up and took a look. In the faint white light of the 
flu­ores­cent bar, what I'd drawn looked harsh and declam­ato­ry and some­how child­ish: 
 
 
  
 
    But I liked it. I liked that moth­er­fuck­er. I wasn't sure what I thought about the war even 
then, but I liked that spar­row-​track quite a lot. And I felt as if I could fi­nal­ly go to sleep; 
draw­ing it had done that much for me, any­way. I rinsed out my milk-​glass and went up­stairs 
with my jack­et un­der my arm. I stuck it in the clos­et and then lay down. I thought of Car­ol 
putting my hand in­side her sweater and the taste of her breath in my mouth. I thought of how 
we had been on­ly our­selves be­hind the fogged-​up win­dows of my old sta­tion wag­on, maybe 
our best selves. And I thought of how we had laughed as we stood watch­ing the tat­ters of my 
Gold­wa­ter stick­er blow away across the Steam Plant park­ing lot. I was think­ing about that 
when I fell asleep. 
    I took my mod­ified high-​school jack­et back to school on Sun­day packed in­to my suit­case 
— de­spite her fresh­ly voiced doubts about Mr John­son's and Mr Mc­Na­ma­ra's war, my mom 
would have had lots of ques­tions about the spar­row-​track, and I didn't have an­swers to give, 
not yet. 
    I felt equipped to wear the jack­et, though, and I did. I spilled beer and cigarette ash­es on it, 
puked on it, bled on it, got tear­gassed in Chica­go while wear­ing it and scream­ing 'The whole 
world is watch­ing!' at the top of my lungs. Girls cried on the en­twined GF on the left breast 
(by my se­nior year those let­ters were dingy gray in­stead of white), and one girl lay on it while 
we made love. We did it with no pro­tec­tion, so prob­ably there's a trace of se­men on the 
quilt­ed lin­ing, too. By the time I packed up and left LSD Acres in 1970, the peace sign I drew 
on the back in my moth­er's kitchen was on­ly a shad­ow. But the shad­ow re­mained. Oth­ers 
might not see it, but I al­ways knew what it was.
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We came back to school on the Sun­day af­ter Thanks­giv­ing in this or­der: Skip at five (he lived 
in Dex­ter, the clos­est of the three of us), me at sev­en, Nate at around nine. 
    I called Franklin Hall even be­fore I un­packed my suit­case. No, the girl on the desk said, 
Car­ol Ger­ber wasn't back. She was plain­ly re­luc­tant to say more, but I bad­gered her. There 
were two pink LEFT SCHOOL cards on the desk, she said. One of them had Car­ol's name and 
room num­ber on it. 
    I thanked her and hung up. I stood there a minute, fog­ging up the booth with my cigarette 
smoke, then turned around. Across the hall I could see Skip sit­ting at one of the card-​ta­bles, 
just pick­ing up a spilled trick. 
    I some­times won­der if things might have been dif­fer­ent if Car­ol had come back, or even if 
I'd beat­en Skip back, had a chance to get to him be­fore the third-​floor lounge got to him. I 
didn't, though. 
    I stood there in the phone-​booth, smok­ing a Pall Mall and feel­ing sor­ry for my­self. Then, 
from across the way, some­one screamed: ' Oh shit no! I don't fuckin BE­LIEVE IT!' 
    To which Ron­nie Malen­fant (from where I stood in the phone-​booth he was out of my 
view, but his voice was as un­mis­tak­able as the sound of a saw rip­ping through a knot in a 
pine-​branch) hollered glee­ful­ly back: 'Whoa, look at this — Randy Echolls takes the fast 
Bitch of the post-​Thanks­giv­ing era!' 
    Don't go in there, I told my­self. You are ab­so­lute­ly fucked if you do, fucked once and for 
all. 
    But of course I did. The ta­bles were all tak­en, but there were three oth­er guys — Bil­ly 
Marchant, Tony DeLuc­ca, and Hugh Bren­nan — stand­ing around. We could snag a cor­ner, if 
we so chose. 
    Skip looked up from his hand and shot me a high five in the smoky air. 'Wel­come back to 
the loony­bin, Pe­te.' 
    'Hey!' Ron­nie said, look­ing around. 'Look who's here! The on­ly ass­hole in the place who 
can al­most play the game! Where you been, Chuck­les?' 
    'Lewis­ton,' I said, 'fuck­ing your grand­moth­er.' 
    Ron­nie cack­led, his pim­ply cheeks turn­ing red.  
    Skip was look­ing at me se­ri­ous­ly, and maybe there was some­thing in his eyes. I can't say 
for sure. Time goes by, At­lantis sinks deep­er and deep­er in­to the ocean, and you have a 
ten­den­cy to ro­man­ti­cize. To mythol­ogize. Maybe I saw that he had giv­en up, that he in­tend­ed 
to stay here and play cards and then go on to what­ev­er was next; maybe he was giv­ing me 
per­mis­sion to go in my own di­rec­tion. But I was eigh­teen, and more like Nate in many ways 
than I liked to ad­mit. I had al­so nev­er had a friend like Skip. Skip was fear­less, Skip said fuck 
ev­ery oth­er word, when Skip was eat­ing at the Palace the girls couldn't keep their eyes off 
him. He was the kind of babe mag­net Ron­nie could be on­ly in his dampest dreams. But Skip 
al­so had some­thing adrift in­side of him, some­thing like a bit of bone which may, af­ter years 
of harm­less wan­der­ing, pierce the heart or clog the brain. He knew it, too. Even then, with 
high school still stick­ing all over him like af­ter­birth, even then when he still thought he'd 
some­how wind up teach­ing school and coach­ing base­ball, he knew it. And I loved him. The 
look of him, the smile of him, the walk and talk of him. I loved him and I would not leave 
him. 
    'So,' I said to Bil­ly, Tony, and Hugh. 'You guys want a les­son?'  
    'Nick­el a point!' Hugh said, laugh­ing like a loon. Shit, he was a loon. 'Let's go! Wheel em 
and deal em!'

      Pret­ty soon we were in the cor­ner, all four of us smok­ing fu­ri­ous­ly and the cards fly­ing. I 
re­mem­bered the des­per­ate cram­ming I'd done over the hol­iday week­end; re­mem­bered my 
moth­er say­ing that boys who didn't work hard in school were dy­ing these days. I re­mem­bered 
those things, but they seemed as dis­tant as mak­ing love to Car­ol in my car while The Plat­ters 
sang 'Twi­light Time.' 
    I looked up once and saw Stoke Jones in the door­way, lean­ing on his crutch­es and look­ing 
at us with his usu­al dis­tant con­tempt. His black hair was thick­er than ev­er, the corkscrews 
cra­zier over his ears and heav­ier against the col­lar of his sweat­shirt. He sniffed steadi­ly, his 
nose dripped and his eyes were run­ning, but oth­er­wise he didn't seem any sick­er than be­fore 
the break. 
    'Stoke!' I said. 'How are you do­ing?' 
    'Oh well, who knows,' he said. 'Bet­ter than you, maybe.' 
    'Come on in, Rip-​Rip, drag up a milk­ing-​stool,' Ron­nie said. 'We'll teach you the game.' 
    'You know noth­ing I want to learn,' Stoke said, and went thump­ing away. We lis­tened to 
his re­ced­ing crutch­es and a brief cough­ing fit. 
    'That crip­pled-​up queer loves me,' Ron­nie said. 'He just can't show it.' 
    'I'll show you some­thing if you don't deal some fuckin cards,' Skip said.  
    'I'm be­wwy, be­wwy scared,' Ron­nie said in an Elmer Fudd voice which on­ly he found 
amus­ing. He laid his head on Mark St Pierre's arm to show how ter­ri­fied he was. 
    Mark lift­ed the arm, hard. 'The fuck off me. This is a new shirt, Malen­fant, I don't want 
your pim­ple-​pus all over it.' 
    Be­fore Ron­nie's face lit with amuse­ment and he cawed laugh­ter, I saw a mo­ment of 
des­per­ate hurt there. It left me un­moved. Ron­nie's prob­lems might be gen­uine, but they didn't 
make him any eas­ier to like. To me he was just a blowhard who could play cards. 
    'Come on,' I said to Bil­ly Marchant. 'Hur­ry up and deal. I want to get some study­ing done 
lat­er.' But of course there was no study­ing done by any of us that night. In­stead of burn­ing out 
over the hol­iday, the fever was stronger and hot­ter than ev­er. 
    I went down the hall around quar­ter of ten to get a fresh pack of smokes and knew Nate 
was back while I was still six doors away. 'Love Grows (Where My Rose­mary Goes)' was 
com­ing from the room Nick Prouty shared with Bar­ry Margeaux, but from far­ther down I 
could hear Phil Ochs singing 'The Draft Dodger Rag.' 
    Nate was deep in his clos­et, hang­ing up his clothes. Not on­ly was he the on­ly per­son I ev­er 
knew in col­lege who wore pa­ja­mas, he was the on­ly one who ev­er used the hang­ers. The on­ly 
thing I my­self had hung up was my high-​school jack­et. Now I took it out and be­gan to 
rum­mage in the pock­ets for my cigarettes. 
    'Hey, Nate, how you do­ing? Get enough of that cran­ber­ry dress­ing to hold you?' 
    'I'm — ' he be­gan, then saw what was on the back of my jack­et 
and burst out laugh­ing. 
    'What?' I asked. 'Is it that fun­ny?' 
    'In a way,' he said, and leaned deep­er in­to his clos­et. 'Look.' He reap­peared with an old 
Navy pea coat in his hands. He turned it around so I could see the back. On it, much neater 
than my free­hand work, was the spar­row-​track. Nate had ren­dered his in bright sil­ver duct 
tape. This time we both laughed.  
    'Ike and Mike, they think alike,' I said.  
    'Non­sense. Great minds run in the same chan­nel.' 
    'Is that what it is?' 
    'Well . . . what I like to think, any­way. Does this mean you've changed your mind about the 
war, Pe­te?' 
    'What mind?' I asked.

    

  
    
      Hearts in Atlantis
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Andy White and Ash­ley Rice nev­er came back to col­lege at all — eight down, now. For the 
rest of us there was an ob­vi­ous change for the worse in the three days be­fore that win­ter's first 
storm. Ob­vi­ous, that was, to any­one else. If you were in­side the thing, burn­ing with the fever, 
it all seemed just a step or two north of nor­mal. 
    Be­fore Thanks­giv­ing break, the card quar­tets in the lounge had a ten­den­cy to break up and 
re-​form dur­ing the school-​week; some­times they died out al­to­geth­er for awhile as kids went 
off to class­es. Now the groups be­came al­most stat­ic, the on­ly changes oc­cur­ring when 
some­one stag­gered off to bed or ta­ble -hopped to es­cape Ron­nie's skills and con­stant abra­sive 
chat­ter. This set­tling oc­curred be­cause most of the third-​floor play­ers hadn't re­turned to 
con­tin­ue fur­ther­ing their ed­uca­tions; Bar­ry, Nick, Mark, Har­vey, and I don't know how many 
oth­ers had pret­ty much giv­en up on the ed­uca­tion part. They had re­turned in or­der to re­sume 
the quest for to­tal­ly val­ue­less 'match points.' Many of the boys on Cham­ber­lain Three were in 
fact now ma­jor­ing in Hearts. Skip Kirk and I, sad to say, were among them. I made a cou­ple 
of class­es on Mon­day, then said fuck it and cut the rest. I cut ev­ery­thing on Tues­day, played 
Hearts in my dreams on Tues­day night (in one frag­ment I re­mem­ber drop­ping The Bitch and 
see­ing that her face was Car­ol's), then spent all day Wednes­day play­ing it for re­al. Ge­ol­ogy, 
so­ci­ol­ogy, his­to­ry . . . all con­cepts with­out mean­ing.  
    In Viet­nam, a fleet of B-52s hit a Vi­et Gong stag­ing area out­side Dong Ha. They al­so 
man­aged to hit a com­pa­ny of US Marines, killing twelve and wound­ing forty — whoops, 
shit. And the fore­cast for Thurs­day was heavy snow turn­ing to rain and freez­ing rain in the 
af­ter­noon. Very few of us took note of this; cer­tain­ly I had no rea­son to think that storm 
would change the course of my life. 
    I went to bed at mid­night on Wednes­day and slept heav­ily. If I had dreams of Hearts or 
Car­ol Ger­ber, I don't re­mem­ber them. When I woke up at eight o'clock on Thurs­day morn­ing, 
it was snow­ing so heav­ily I could bare­ly see the lights of Franklin Hall across the way. I 
show­ered, then padded down the hall to see if the game had start­ed yet. There was one ta­ble 
go­ing — Lennie Do­ria, Randy Echolls, Bil­ly Marchant, and Skip. They looked pale and 
stub­bly and tired, as if they had been there all night. Prob­ably had been. I leaned in the 
door­way, watch­ing the game. Out­side in the snow, some­thing quite a bit more in­ter­est­ing 
than cards was go­ing on, but none of us knew it un­til lat­er. 
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Tom Huck­abee lived in King, the oth­er boys' dorm in our com­plex. Bec­ka Aubert lived in 
Franklin. They had be­come quite cozy in the last three or four weeks, and that in­clud­ed 
tak­ing their meals to­geth­er. They were com­ing back from break­fast on that snowy late-
Novem­ber morn­ing when they saw some­thing print­ed on the north side of Cham­ber­lain Hall. 
That was the side which faced the rest of the cam­pus . . . which faced East An­nex in 
par­tic­ular, where the big cor­po­ra­tions held their job in­ter­views. 
    They walked clos­er, step­ping off the path and in­to the new snow — by then about four 
inch­es had fall­en. 
    'Look,' Bec­ka said, point­ing down at the snow. There were queer tracks there — not

      foot­prints but drag-​marks, al­most, and deep punched holes run­ning in lines out­side them. 
Tom Huck­abee said they re­mind­ed him of tracks made by a per­son wear­ing skis and wield­ing 
ski-​poles. Nei­ther of them thought that some­one us­ing crutch­es might have made such tracks. 
Not then. 
    They drew clos­er to the side of the dorm. The let­ters there were big and black, but by then 
the snow was so heavy that they had to get with­in ten feet of the wall be­fore they could read 
the words, which had been post­ed by some­one with a can of spray-​paint . . . and in a state of 
to­tal piss-​off, from the jagged look of the mes­sage. (Again, nei­ther of them con­sid­ered that 
some­one try­ing to spray-​paint a mes­sage while at the same time main­tain­ing his bal­ance on a 
set of crutch­es might not be able to man­age much in the way of neat­ness.) 
    The mes­sage read: 
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I've read that some crim­inals — per­haps a great many crim­inals — ac­tu­al­ly want to be 
caught. I think that was the case with Stoke Jones. What­ev­er he had come to the Uni­ver­si­ty of 
Maine look­ing for, he wasn't find­ing it. I be­lieve he'd de­cid­ed it was time to leave . . . and if 
he was go­ing, he would make the grand­est ges­ture a guy on crutch­es could man­age be­fore he 
did. 
    Tom Huck­abee told dozens of kids about what was spray-​paint­ed on our dorm; so did 
Bec­ka Aubert. One of the peo­ple she told was Franklin's sec­ond-​floor proc­tor, a skin­ny self-
righ­teous girl named Mar­jorie Stut­ten­heimer. Mar­jorie be­came quite a fig­ure on cam­pus by 
1969, as founder and pres­ident of Chris­tians for Col­lege Amer­ica. The CCA sup­port­ed the 
war in Viet­nam and at their booth in the Memo­ri­al Union sold the lit­tle lapel flag-​pins which 
Richard Nixon made so pop­ular. 
    I was sched­uled to work Thurs­day lunch at the Palace on the Plains, and while I might cut 
class­es, it nev­er crossed my mind to cut my job — I wasn't made that way. I gave my seat in 
the lounge to Tony DeLuc­ca and start­ed over to Holyoke at about eleven o'clock to do my 
dish­ly du­ty. I saw a fair­ly large group of stu­dents gath­ered in the snow, look­ing at some­thing 
on the north side of my dorm. I walked over, read the mes­sage, and knew at once who'd put it 
there. 
    On Ben­nett Road, a blue Uni­ver­si­ty of Maine sedan and one of the Uni­ver­si­ty's two po­lice 
cars were drawn up by the path lead­ing to Cham­ber­lain's side door. Margie Stut­ten­heimer 
was there, part of a lit­tle group that con­sist­ed of four cam­pus cops, the Dean of Men, and 
Charles Eber­sole, the Uni­ver­si­ty's Dis­ci­plinary Of­fi­cer. 
    There were per­haps fifty peo­ple in the crowd when I joined it at the rear; in the five 
min­utes I stood there rub­ber­neck­ing, it swelled to sev­en­ty-​five. By the time I fin­ished 
wipedown-​shut­down at one-​fif­teen and head­ed back to Cham­ber­lain, there were prob­ably two 
hun­dred peo­ple gaw­ping in lit­tle clus­ters. I sup­pose it's hard to be­lieve now that any graf­fi­ti 
could have such a draw, es­pe­cial­ly on a shit­ty day like that one, but we are talk­ing about a far 
dif­fer­ent world, one where no mag­azine in Amer­ica (ex­cept, very oc­ca­sion­al­ly, Pop­ular

      Pho­tog­ra­phy) would show a nude so nude that the sub­ject's pu­bic hair was on view, where no 
news­pa­per would dare so much as a whis­per about any po­lit­ical fig­ure's sex-​life. This was 
be­fore At­lantis sank; this was long ago and far away in a world where at least one co­me­di­an 
was jailed for ut­ter­ing fuck in pub­lic and an­oth­er ob­served that on The Ed Sul­li­van Show you 
could prick your fin­ger but not fin­ger your prick. It was a world where some words were still 
shock­ing. 
    Yes, we knew fuck. Of course we did. We said fuck all the time: fuck you, fuck your dog, 
go take a fly­ing fuck at a rolling dough­nut, fuck a duck, hey, go fuck your sis­ter, the rest of us 
did. But there, writ­ten in black let­ters five feet high, were the words FUCK JOHN­SON. Fuck the 
Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States! And KILLER PRES­IDENT! Some­one had called the Pres­ident of 
the Unit­ed States of Amer­ica a mur­der­er! We couldn't be­lieve it. 
    When I came back from Holyoke, the oth­er cam­pus po­lice car had ar­rived, and there were 
six cam­pus cops — al­most the whole damned force, I cal­cu­lat­ed — try­ing to put up a big 
rect­an­gle of yel­low can­vas over the mes­sage. The crowd mut­tered, then start­ed boo­ing. The 
cops looked at them, an­noyed. One shout­ed for them to break it up, go on, they all had places 
to go. That might have been true, but ap­par­ent­ly most of them liked it right there, be­cause the 
crowd didn't thin out much.  
    The cop hold­ing the far left end of the can­vas drop­cloth slipped in the snow and near­ly fell. 
A few on­look­ers ap­plaud­ed. The cop who had slipped looked to­ward the sound with an 
ex­pres­sion of black­est hate mo­men­tar­ily con­gest­ing his face, and for me that's when things 
re­al­ly start­ed to change, when the gen­er­ations re­al­ly start­ed to gap. 
    The cop who'd slipped turned away and be­gan to strug­gle with the piece of can­vas again. 
In the end they set­tled for cov­er­ing the first peace sign and the FUCK of FUCK JOHN­SON! And 
once the Re­al­ly Bad Word was hid­den, the crowd did be­gin to break up. The snow was 
chang­ing to sleet and stand­ing around had be­come un­com­fort­able. 
    'Bet­ter not let the cops see the back of your jack­et,' Skip said, and I looked around. He was 
stand­ing be­side me in a hood­ed sweat­shirt, his hands plunged deep in­to the pouch in front. 
His breath came out of his mouth in frozen plumes; his eyes nev­er left the cam­pus cops and 
the part of the mes­sage which still re­mained: JOHN­SON! KILLER PRES­IDENT! OUT OF VIET­NAM 
NOW! 'They'll think you did it. Or me.' 
    Smil­ing a lit­tle, Skip turned around. On the back of his sweat­shirt, drawn in bright red ink, 
was an­oth­er of those spar­row-​tracks. 
    'Je­sus,' I said. 'When did you do that?' 
    'This morn­ing,' he said. 'I saw Nate's.' He shrugged. 'It was too cool not to copy.' 
    'They won't think it was us. Not for a minute.' 
    'No, I sup­pose not.' 
    The on­ly ques­tion was why they weren't ques­tion­ing Stoke al­ready . . . not that they'd have 
to ask many ques­tions to get the truth out of him. But if Eber­sole, the Dis­ci­plinary Of­fi­cer, 
and Gar­ret­sen, the Dean of Men, weren't talk­ing to him, it was on­ly be­cause they hadn't yet 
talked to— 
    'Where's Dearie?' I asked. 'Do you know?' The sleet was falling hard now, rat­tling through 
the trees and ping­ing ev­ery inch of ex­posed skin.  
    'The young and hero­ic Mr Dear­born is out sand­ing side­walks and paths with a dozen or so 
of his ROTC bud­dies,' Skip said. 'We saw them from the lounge. They're driv­ing around in a 
re­al army truck. Malen­fant said their pricks are prob­ably so hard they won't be able to sleep 
on their stom­achs for a week. I thought that was pret­ty good, for Ron­nie.' 
    'When Dearie comes back — ' 
    'Yeah, when he comes back.' Skip shrugged, as if to say all that was be­yond our con­trol. 
'Mean­time, let's get out of this slop and play some cards, what do you say?' 
    I want­ed to say a lot of stuff about a lot of things . . . but then again I didn't. We went back

      in­side, and by mid-​af­ter­noon the game was in full swing once more. There were five four-
hand­ed 'sub-​games' go­ing on, the room was blue with smoke, and some­one had dragged in a 
phono­graph so we could lis­ten to the Bea­tles and the Stones. Some­one else pro­duced a 
scratched-​up Cameo forty-​five of '96 Tears' and that spun for at least an hour non-​stop: cry 
cry cry. The win­dows gave a good view on Ben­nett's Run and Ben­nett's Walk, and I kept 
look­ing out there, ex­pect­ing to see David Dear­born and some of his kha­ki bud­dies star­ing at 
the north side of the dorm, per­haps dis­cussing if they should go af­ter Stoke Jones with their 
car­bines or just chase him with their bay­onets. Of course they wouldn't do any­thing of the 
sort. They might chant 'Kill Cong! Go US!' while drilling on the foot­ball field, but Stoke was 
a crip­ple. They would hap­pi­ly set­tle for see­ing his com­mie-​lov­ing ass bust­ed out of the 
Uni­ver­si­ty of Maine. 
    I didn't want that to hap­pen, but I didn't see any way it wouldn't. Stoke had had a spar­row-
track on the back of his coat since the be­gin­ning of school, long be­fore the rest of us were hip 
to what it meant, and Dearie knew it. Plus, Stoke would ad­mit it. He'd deal with the Dean and 
the Dis­ci­plinary Of­fi­cer's ques­tions the same way he dealt with his crutch­es — at a full-​out 
plunge. 
    And any­way, the whole thing be­gan to seem dis­tant, okay? The way class­es did. The way 
Car­ol did, now that I un­der­stood she was re­al­ly gone. The way the con­cept of be­ing draft­ed 
and sent away to die in the jun­gle did. What seemed re­al and im­me­di­ate was hunt­ing out that 
bad Bitch, or shoot­ing the moon and hit­ting ev­ery­one else at your ta­ble with twen­ty-​six points 
at a whack. What seemed re­al was Hearts. 
    But then some­thing hap­pened. 
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Around four o'clock the sleet changed to rain, and by four -thir­ty, when it be­gan to get dark, 
we could see that Ben­nett's Run was un­der three or four inch­es of wa­ter. Most of the Walk 
looked like a canal. Be­low the wa­ter was an icy, melt­ing slush Jell-​O. 
    The pace of the games slowed as we watched those un­for­tu­nates who were work­ing the 
dish­line cross from the dorms to the Palace on the Plains. Some of them — the wis­er ones — 
cut across the slope of the hill­side, mak­ing their way through the rapid­ly melt­ing snow. The 
oth­ers came down the paths, slip­ping and slid­ing on their treach­er­ous, icy sur­faces. A thick 
mist had be­gun to rise from the wet ground, mak­ing it even hard­er for peo­ple to see where 
they were go­ing. One guy from King met a girl from Franklin at the place where the paths 
con­verged. When they start­ed up Ben­nett's Walk to­geth­er the guy slipped and grabbed the 
girl. They al­most went down to­geth­er, but man­aged to keep their com­bined bal­ance. We all 
ap­plaud­ed.  
    At my ta­ble we be­gan a hold hand. Ron­nie's weasel­ly lit­tle friend Nick dealt me an 
in­cred­ible thir­teen cards, maybe the best pat hand I'd ev­er got­ten. It was a shoot-​the -moon 
op­por­tu­ni­ty if ev­er I had one: six high hearts and no re­al­ly low ones, the king and queen of 
spades, plus court-​cards in the oth­er two suits, as well. I had the sev­en of hearts, a bor­der­line 
card, but you can catch peo­ple nap­ping in a hold hand; no one ex­pects you to shoot the moon 
in a sit­ua­tion where you can't im­prove your orig­inal draw. 
    Lennie Do­ria played The Douche to start us off. Ron­nie im­me­di­ate­ly played void, rid­ding 
him­self of the ace of spades. He thought that was great. So did I; my two court spades were 
now both win­ners. The queen was thir­teen points, but if I got all the hearts, I wouldn't eat 
those points; Ron­nie, Nick, and Lennie would.

      I let Nick take the trick. We spilled three more tricks un­event­ful­ly — first Nick and then 
Lennie mined for di­amonds — and then I took the ten of hearts mixed in­to a club trick. 
    'Hearts have been bro­ken and Ri­ley eats the first one!' Ron­nie bu­gled glee­ful­ly. 'You're 
goin down, coun­try boy!' 
    'Maybe,' I said. And maybe, I thought, Ron­nie Malen­fant would soon be smil­ing on the 
oth­er side of his face. With a suc­cess­ful shoot, I could put the id­iot­ic Nick Prouty over a 
hun­dred and cost Ron­nie a game he'd been on his way to win­ning. 
    Three tricks lat­er what I was do­ing be­came al­most ob­vi­ous. As I'd hoped, Ron­nie's smirk 
be­came the ex­pres­sion I most en­joyed see­ing on his face — the dis­grun­tled pout. 
    'You can't,' he said. 'I don't be­lieve it. Not in a hold hand. You ain't got the fuckin hors­es.' 
Yet he knew it was pos­si­ble. It was in his voice. 
    'Well, let's see,' I said, and played the ace of hearts. I was run­ning in the open now, but 
why not? If the hearts were spread even­ly, I could win the game right here. 'Let's just see 
what we — ' 
    'Look!' Skip called from the ta­ble near­est the win­dow. His voice held dis­be­lief and a kind 
of awe. 'Je­sus Christ, it's fuckin Stoke­ly!' 
    Play stopped. We all swiv­elled in our chairs to look out the win­dow at the dark­en­ing, 
drip­ping world be­low us. The quar­tet of boys in the cor­ner stood up to see. The old wrought-
iron lamps on Ben­nett's Walk cast weak elec­tric beams through the ground­mist, mak­ing me 
think of Lon­don and Tyne Street and Jack the Rip­per. From its place on the hill, Holyoke 
Com­mons looked more like an ocean lin­er than ev­er. Its shape wa­vered as rain streamed 
down the lounge win­dows. 
    'Fuckin Rip-​Rip, out in this crap — I don't be­lieve it,' Ron­nie breathed.  
    Stoke came rapid­ly down the path which led from the north en­trance of Cham­ber­lain to the 
place where all the as­phalt paths joined in the low­est part of Ben­nett's Run. He was wear­ing 
his old duf­fle coat, and it was clear he hadn't just come from the dorm; the coat was soaked 
through. Even through the stream­ing glass we could see the peace sign on his back, as black 
as the words which were now part­ly cov­ered by a square of yel­low can­vas (if it was still up). 
His wild hair was soaked in­to sub­mis­sion. 
    Stoke nev­er looked to­ward his KILLER PRES­IDENT graf­fi­ti, just thumped on to­ward Ben­nett's 
Walk. He was go­ing faster than I'd ev­er seen him move, pay­ing no heed to the driv­ing rain, 
the ris­ing mist, or the slop un­der his crutch­es. Did he want to fall? Was he dar­ing the slushy 
crap to take him down? I don't know. Maybe he was just too deep in his own thoughts to have 
any idea of how fast he was mov­ing or how bad the con­di­tions were. Ei­ther way, he wasn't 
go­ing to get far if he didn't cool it. 
    Ron­nie be­gan to gig­gle, and the sound spread the way a lit­tle flame spreads through dry 
tin­der. I didn't want to join in but was help­less to stop. So, I saw, was Skip. Part­ly be­cause 
gig­gling is con­ta­gious, but al­so be­cause it re­al­ly was fun­ny. I know how un­kind that sounds, 
of course I do, but I've come too far not to tell the truth about that day . . . and this day, 
al­most half a life­time lat­er. Be­cause it still seems fun­ny to me, I still smile when I think back 
to how he looked, a fran­tic clock­work toy in a duf­fle coat thud­ding along through the pour­ing 
rain, his crutch­es splash­ing up wa­ter as he went. You knew what was go­ing to hap­pen, you 
just knew it, and that was the fun­ni­est part of all — the ques­tion of just how far he could 
make it be­fore the in­evitable wipe­out. 
    Lennie was roar­ing with one hand clutched to his face, star­ing out be­tween his splayed 
fin­gers, his eyes stream­ing. Hugh Bren­nan was hold­ing his not in­con­sid­er­able gut and 
bray­ing like a don­key went down to­geth­er, but man­aged to keep their com­bined bal­ance. We 
all ap­plaud­ed.  
    At my ta­ble we be­gan a hold hand. Ron­nie's weasel­ly lit­tle friend Nick dealt me an 
in­cred­ible thir­teen cards, maybe the best pat hand I'd ev­er got­ten. It was a shoot-​the -moon

      op­por­tu­ni­ty if ev­er I had one: six high hearts and no re­al­ly low ones, the king and queen of 
spades, plus court-​cards in the oth­er two suits, as well. I had the sev­en of hearts, a bor­der­line 
card, but you can catch peo­ple nap­ping in a hold hand; no one ex­pects you to shoot the moon 
in a sit­ua­tion where you can't im­prove your orig­inal draw. 
    Lennie Do­ria played The Douche to start us off. Ron­nie im­me­di­ate­ly played void, rid­ding 
him­self of the ace of spades. He thought that was great. So did I; my two court spades were 
now both win­ners. The queen was thir­teen points, but if I got all the hearts, I wouldn't eat 
those points; Ron­nie, Nick, and Lennie would. 
    I let Nick take the trick. We spilled three more tricks un­event­ful­ly — first Nick and then 
Lennie mined for di­amonds — and then I took the ten of hearts mixed in­to a club trick. 
    'Hearts have been bro­ken and Ri­ley eats the first one!' Ron­nie bu­gled glee­ful­ly. 'You're 
goin down, coun­try boy!' 
    'Maybe,' I said. And maybe, I thought, Ron­nie Malen­fant would soon be smil­ing on the 
oth­er side of his face. With a suc­cess­ful shoot, I could put the id­iot­ic Nick Prouty over a 
hun­dred and cost Ron­nie a game he'd been on his way to win­ning. 
    Three tricks lat­er what I was do­ing be­came al­most ob­vi­ous. As I'd hoped, Ron­nie's smirk 
be­came the ex­pres­sion I most en­joyed see­ing on his face — the dis­grun­tled pout. 
    'You can't,' he said. 'I don't be­lieve it. Not in a hold hand. You ain't got the fuckin hors­es.' 
Yet he knew it was pos­si­ble. It was in his voice. 
    'Well, let's see,' I said, and played the ace of hearts. I was run­ning in the open now, but 
why not? If the hearts were spread even­ly, I could win the game right here. 'Let's just see 
what we — ' 
    'Look!' Skip called from the ta­ble near­est the win­dow. His voice held dis­be­lief and a kind 
of awe. 'Je­sus Christ, it's fuckin Stoke­ly!' 
    Play stopped. We all swiv­elled in our chairs to look out the win­dow at the dark­en­ing, 
drip­ping world be­low us. The quar­tet of boys in the cor­ner stood up to see. The old wrought-
iron lamps on stuck in a mud­hole. Mark St Pierre was howl­ing un­con­trol­lably and say­ing he 
was gonna piss him­self, he'd drunk too many Cokes and he was gonna spray his fuckin jeans. 
I was laugh­ing so hard I couldn't hold my cards; the nerves in my right hand went dead, my 
fin­gers re­laxed, and those last few win­ning tricks flut­tered in­to my lap. My head was 
pound­ing and my si­nus­es were full.  
    Stoke made the bot­tom of the dip, where the Walk start­ed. There he paused and for some 
rea­son did a crazed three-​six­ty spin, seem­ing to bal­ance on one crutch. The oth­er crutch he 
held out like a ma­chine-​gun, as if in his mind he was spray­ing the whole cam­pus — Kill 
Cong! Slaugh­ter proc­tors! Bay­onet those up­per­class­men!  
    'Annnd. . . the Olympic judges give him . . . ALL TENS!' Tony DeLuc­ca called in a per­fect 
sports an­nounc­er's voice. It was the fi­nal touch; the place turned in­to bed­lam on the spot. 
Cards flew ev­ery­where. Ash­trays spilled, and one of the glass ones (most were just those 
lit­tle alu­minum Ta­ble Talk pie -dish­es) broke. Some­one fell out of his chair and be­gan to roll 
around, bel­low­ing and kick­ing his legs. Man, we just couldn't stop laugh­ing. 
    'That's it!' Mark was howl­ing. 'I just drowned my Jock­eys! I couldn't help it!' Be­hind him 
Nick Prouty was crawl­ing to­ward the win­dow on his knees with tears cours­ing down his 
burn­ing face and his hands held out, the word­less beg­ging ges­ture of a man who wants to say 
make it stop, make it stop be­fore I burst a fuckin blood-​ves­sel in the mid­dle of my brain and 
die right here. 
    Skip got up, over­turn­ing his chair. I got up. Laugh­ing our brains out, we groped for one 
an­oth­er and stag­gered to­ward the win­dow with our arms slung around each oth­er's back. 
Be­low, un­aware that he was be­ing watched and laughed at by two dozen or so freaked-​out 
card­play­ers, Stoke Jones was still, amaz­ing­ly, on his feet. 
    'Go Rip-​Rip!' Ron­nie be­gan to chant. 'Go Rip-​Rip!' Nick joined in. He had reached the

      win­dow and was lean­ing his fore­head against it, still laugh­ing. 
    'Go, Rip-​Rip!'  
    'Go, ba­by!' 
    'Go!' 
    'On, Rip -Rip! Mush those huskies!' 
    'Work those crutch­es, big boy!' 
    'Go you fuckin Rip-​Rip!'  
    It was like the last play of a close foot­ball game, ex­cept ev­ery­one was chant­ing Go Rip-​Rip 
in­stead of Hold that line or Block that kick. Al­most ev­ery­one; I wasn't chant­ing, and I don't 
think Skip was, ei­ther, but we were laugh­ing. We were laugh­ing just as hard as the rest. 
    Sud­den­ly I thought of the night Car­ol and I had sat on the milk-​box­es be­side Holyoke, the 
night she had shown me the snap­shot of her­self and her child­hood friends . . . and then told 
me the sto­ry of what those oth­er boys had done to her. What they had done with a base­ball 
bat. At fast they were jok­ing, I think, Car­ol had said. And had they been laugh­ing? Prob­ably, 
yeah. Be­cause that's what you did when you were jok­ing around, hav­ing a good time, you 
laughed. 
    Stoke stood where he was for a mo­ment, hang­ing from his crutch­es with his head down . . . 
and then he at­tacked the hill like the Marines go­ing ashore at Tarawa. He went tear­ing up 
Ben­nett's Walk, spray­ing wa­ter ev­ery­where with his fly­ing crutch­es; it was like watch­ing a 
duck with ra­bies. 
    The chant be­came deaf­en­ing: 'GO RIP-​RIP! GO RIP-​RIP! GO RIP-​RIP!' 
    At first they were jok­ing, she had said as we sat there on the milk-​box­es, smok­ing our 
cigarettes. By then she was cry­ing, her tears sil­ver in the white light from the din­ing hall 
above us. At fast they were jok­ing and then . . . they weren't. 
    That thought end­ed the joke of Stoke for me — I swear to you that it did. And still I 
couldn't stop laugh­ing. 
    Stoke­ly made it about a third of the way up the hill to­ward Holyoke, al­most back to the 
vis­ible bricks, be­fore the slip­pery-​slop fi­nal­ly got him. He plant­ed his crutch­es far in ad­vance 
of his body — too far for even dry con­di­tions — and when he swung for­ward, both sticks 
flew out from un­der him. His legs flipped up like the legs of a gym­nast do­ing some fab­ulous 
trick on the bal­ance beam, and he went down on his back with a tremen­dous splash. We 
could hear it even from the third floor lounge. It was the fi­nal per­fect touch. 
    The lounge looked like a lu­natic asy­lum where the in­mates had all come down with food-
poi­son­ing at the same time. We stag­gered aim­less­ly about, laugh­ing and clutch­ing at our 
throats, our eyes spout­ing tears. I was hang­ing on­to Skip be­cause my legs would no longer 
sup­port me; my knees felt like noo­dles. I was laugh­ing hard­er than I ev­er had in my life, 
hard­er than I ev­er have since, I think, and still I kept think­ing about Car­ol sit­ting there on the 
milk-​box be­side me, legs crossed, cigarette in one hand, snap­shot in the oth­er, Car­ol say­ing 
Har­ry Doolin hit me . . . Willie and the oth­er one held me so I couldn't run away . . . at fast 
they were jok­ing, I think, and then . . . they weren't. 
    Out on Ben­nett's Walk, Stoke tried to sit up. He got his up­per body part­way out of the 
wa­ter . . . and then lay back, full length, as if that icy, slushy wa­ter were a bed. He lift­ed both 
arms sky­ward in a ges­ture which was al­most in­vo­ca­to­ry, then let them fall again. It was ev­ery 
sur­ren­der ev­er giv­en summed up in three mo­tions: the ly­ing back, the lift­ing of the arms, the 
dou­ble splash as they fell back wide to ei­ther side. It was the ul­ti­mate fuck it, do what you 
want, I quit. 
    'Come on,' Skip said. He was still laugh­ing but he was al­so com­plete­ly se­ri­ous. I could hear 
the se­ri­ous­ness in his laugh­ing voice and see it in his hys­ter­ical­ly con­tort­ed face. I was glad it 
was there, God I was glad. 'Come on, be­fore the stupid moth­er­fuck drowns.'  
    Skip and I crammed through the door­way of the lounge shoul­der to shoul­der and sprint­ed

      down the third-​floor hall, bounc­ing off each oth­er like pin­balls, reel­ing, al­most as out of 
con­trol as Stoke had been on the path. Most of the oth­ers fol­lowed us. The on­ly one I know 
for sure who didn't was Mark; he went down to his room to change out of his soaked jeans. 
    We met Nate on the sec­ond-​floor land­ing — damned near ran him down. He was standin g 
there with an arm­load of books in a plas­tic sack, look­ing at us with some alarm.  
    'Good grief,' he said. That was Nate at his strongest, good grief. 'What's wrong with you?' 
    'Come on,' Skip said. His throat was so choked the words came out in a growl. If I hadn't 
been with him ear­li­er, I'd have thought he'd just fin­ished a fit of weep­ing. 'It's not us, it's 
fuckin Jones. He fell down. He needs — ' Skip broke off as laugh­ter — great big bel­ly-​gusts 
of it — over­took him and shook him once again. He fell back against the wall, rolling his 
eyes in a kind of hi­lar­ious ex­haus­tion. He shook his head as if to de­ny it, but of course you 
can't de­ny laugh­ter; when it comes, it plops down in your fa­vorite chair and stays as long as it 
wants. Above us, the stairs be­gan to thun­der with de­scend­ing third-​floor card­play­ers. 'He 
needs help,' Skip fin­ished, wip­ing his eyes. 
    Nate looked at me in grow­ing be­wil­der­ment. 'If he needs help, why are you guys 
laugh­ing?' 
    I couldn't ex­plain it to him. Hell, I couldn't ex­plain it to my­self. I grabbed Skip by the arm 
and yanked. We start­ed down the steps to the first floor. Nate fol­lowed us. So did the rest. 
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The first thing I saw when we banged out through the north door was that rect­an­gle of yel­low 
can­vas. It was ly­ing on the ground, full of wa­ter and float­ing lumps of slush. Then the wa­ter 
on the path start­ed pour­ing in through my sneak­ers and I for­got all about sight­see­ing. It was 
freez­ing. The rain drove down on my ex­posed skin in nee­dles that were not quite ice. 
    In Ben­nett's Run the wa­ter was an­kle-​deep, and my feet went from cold to numb. Skip 
slipped and I grabbed his arm. Nate stead­ied us both from be­hind and kept us from tum­bling 
over back­ward. Ahead of us I could hear a nasty sound that was half cough­ing and half 
chok­ing. Stoke lay in the wa­ter like a sod­den log, his duf­fle coat float­ing around his body and 
those mass­es of black hair float­ing around his face. The cough was deep and bronchial. Fine 
droplets sprayed from his lips with each gag­ging, chok­ing out­burst. One of his crutch­es lay 
next to him, caught be­tween his arm and his side. The oth­er was float­ing away in the 
di­rec­tion of Ben­nett Hall. 
    Wa­ter slopped over Stoke's pale face. His cough­ing took on a stran­gled, gar­gling qual­ity. 
His eyes stared straight up in­to the rain and fog. He gave no sign that he heard us com­ing, but 
when I knelt on one side of him and Skip on the oth­er, he tried to beat us away with his 
hands. Wa­ter ran in­to his mouth and he be­gan to thrash. He was drown­ing in front of us. I no 
longer felt like laugh­ing, but I might still have been do­ing it. At first they were jok­ing, Car­ol 
said. At first they were jok­ing. Put on the ra­dio, Pe­te, I like the oldies. 
    'Pick him up,' Skip said, and grabbed one of Stoke's shoul­ders. Stoke slapped at him 
weak­ly with one wax-​dum­my hand. Skip ig­nored this, might not even have felt it. 'Hur­ry, for 
Christ's sake.' 
    I grabbed Stoke's oth­er shoul­der. He splashed wa­ter in my face as though we were fuck­ing 
around in some­one's back­yard pool. I had thought he'd be as cold as I was, but there was a 
sick­ish heat com­ing off his skin. I looked across his wa­ter­logged body to Skip. Skip nod­ded 
back at me. 'Ready ... set ... now.'' We heaved. Stoke came part­ly out of the wa­ter — from the 
waist up — but that was all. I was as­tound­ed by the weight of him. His shirt had come

      un­tucked from his pants and float­ed around his mid­dle like a bal­le­ri­na's tu­tu. Be­low it I could 
see his white skin and the black bul­let­hole of his navel. There were scars there, too, healed 
scars wa­ver­ing ev­ery which­way like snarls of knot­ted string. 
    'Help out, Natie!' Skip grunt­ed. 'Prop him up, for fuck's sake!' Nate dropped to his knees, 
splash­ing all three of us, and grabbed Stoke in a kind of back­wards hug. We strug­gled to get 
him all the way up and out of the soup, but the slush on the bricks kept us off-​bal­ance, made 
it im­pos­si­ble for us to work to­geth­er. And Stoke, al­though still cough­ing and half -drowned, 
was al­so work­ing against us, strug­gling as best he could to be free of us. Stoke want­ed to go 
back in the wa­ter. 
    The oth­ers ar­rived, Ron­nie in the lead. 'Fuck­ing Rip-​Rip,' he breathed. He was still 
gig­gling, but he looked slight­ly awestruck. 'You screwed up big this time, Rip. No doubt.' 
    'Don't just stand there, you numb tool!' Skip cried. 'Help us!' Ron­nie paused a mo­ment 
longer, not an­gry, just as­sess­ing how this might best be done, then turned to see who else was 
there. He slipped on the slush and Tony DeLuc­ca — al­so still gig­gling - grabbed him and 
stead­ied him. They were crowd­ed to­geth­er on the drowned Walk, all my card­play­ing bud­dies 
from the third-​floor lounge, and most of them still couldn't stop laugh­ing. They looked like 
some­thing, but I didn't know what. I might nev­er have known, if not for Car­ol's Christ­mas 
present . . . but of course that came lat­er. 
    'You, Tony,' Ron­nie said. 'Brad, Lennie, Bar­ry. Let's get his legs.' 
    'What about me, Ron­nie?' Nick asked. 'What about me?' 'You're too small to help lift him,' 
Ron­nie said, 'but it might cheer him up to get his dick sucked.' 
    Nick stood back. 
    Ron­nie, Tony, Brad, Lennie, and Bar­ry Margeaux slipped past us on ei­ther side. Ron­nie 
and Tony got Stoke by the calves. 
    'Christ Je­sus!' Tony cried, dis­gust­ed and still half-​laugh­ing. 'Noth­ing to him! Legs like on a 
scare­crow!' 
    ' “Legs like on a scare­crow, legs like on a scare­crow!”' Ron­nie cried, vi­cious­ly mim­ick­ing. 
'Pick him the fuck up, you wop nim­rod, this isn't art ap­pre­ci­ation! Lennie and Bar­ry, get 
un­der his de­prived ass when they do. Then you come up — ' 
    ' — when the rest of you guys lift him,' Lennie fin­ished. 'Got it. And don't call my paisan a 
wop.' 
    'Leave me alone,' Stoke coughed. 'Stop it, get away from me . . . fuck­ing losers . . . ' The 
cough­ing over­took him again. He be­gan to make grue­some retch­ing sounds. In the lamp­light 
his lips looked gray and slick. 
    'Look who's talkin about be­ing a los­er,' Ron­nie said. 'Fuckin half-​drowned crip­pled-​up 
Jer­ry's Kid ho­mo.' He looked at Skip, wa­ter run­ning out of his wavy hair and over his pim­ply 
face. 'Count us off, Kirk.' 
    'One . . . two . . . three . . . now\' 
    We lift­ed. Stoke Jones came out of the wa­ter like a sal­vaged ship. We stag­gered back and 
forth with him. One of his arms flopped in front of me; it hung there for a mo­ment and then 
the hand at­tached to the end of it arced up and slapped me hard across the face. Whacko! I 
start­ed laugh­ing again. 
    'Put me down! Moth­er­fuck­ers, put me DOWN!' 
    We stag­gered, danc­ing on the slush, wa­ter pour­ing off him, wa­ter pour­ing off us. 'Echolls!' 
Ron­nie bawled. 'Marchant! Bren­nan! Je­sus Christ, lit­tle help here you fuckin brain-​dead 
ring­meats, what do you say?' 
    Randy and Bil­ly splashed for­ward. Oth­ers — three or four drawn by the shouts and 
splash­ing, most still from the third-​floor Hearts group — took hold of Stoke as well. We 
turned him awk­ward­ly, prob­ably look­ing like the world's most spas­tic cheer­lead­ing squad, for 
some rea­son out prac­tic­ing in the down­pour. Stoke had quit strug­gling. He lay in our grip,

      arms hang­ing out to ei­ther side, palms up and fill­ing with lit­tle cups of rain. Di­min­ish­ing 
wa­ter­falls ran out of his sod­den jack­et and from the seat of his pants. He picked me up and 
car­ried me, Car­ol had said. Talk­ing about the boy with the crew­cut, the boy who had been 
her first love. All the way up Broad Street on one of the hottest days of the year. He car­ried 
me in his arms. I couldn't get her voice out of my head. In a way I nev­er have. 
    'The dorm?' Ron­nie asked Skip. 'We takin him in­to the dorm?' 
    'Jeep­ers, no,' Nate said. 'The in­fir­mary.' 
    Since we'd man­aged to get him out of the wa­ter — that was the hard­est part and it was 
be­hind us — the in­fir­mary made sense. It was a small brick build­ing just be­yond Ben­nett 
Hall, no more than three or four hun­dred yards away. Once we got off the path and on­to the 
road, the foot­ing would be good. 
    So we car­ried him to the in­fir­mary — bore him up at shoul­der height like a slain hero 
be­ing cer­emo­ni­al­ly re­moved from the field of bat­tle. Some of us were still laugh­ing in lit­tle 
snorts and gig­gles. I was one of them. Once I saw Nate look­ing at me as if I was a thing 
al­most be­low con­tempt, and I tried to stop the sounds that were com­ing out of me. I'd do okay 
for a lit­tle while, then I'd think of him spin­ning on the piv­ot of his crutch ('The Olymp ic 
judges give him . . . ALL TENS!'} and I'd start in again. 
    Stoke on­ly spoke once as we car­ried him up the walk to the in­fir­mary door. 'Let me die,' he 
said. 'For once in your stupid greedy-​me -me lives do some­thing worth­while. Put me down 
and let me die.' 
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The wait­ing room was emp­ty, the tele­vi­sion in the cor­ner show­ing an old episode of Bo­nan­za 
to no one at all. In those days they hadn't re­al­ly found the han­dle on col­or TV yet, and Pa 
Cartwright's face was the col­or of a fresh av­oca­do. We must have sound­ed like a herd of 
hip­popota­mi just out of the wa­ter­ing-​hole, and the du­ty-​nurse came on the run. Fol­low­ing her 
was a can­dys­triper (prob­ably a work-​study kid like me) and a lit­tle guy in a white coat. He 
had a stetho­scope hung around his neck and a cigarette poked in the cor­ner of his mouth. In 
At­lantis even the doc­tors smoked. 
    'What's the trou­ble with him?' The doc asked Ron­nie, ei­ther be­cause Ron­nie had an in-
charge look or be­cause he was the clos­est at hand. 
    'Took a head­er in Ben­nett's Run while he was on his way to Holyoke,' Ron­nie said. 
'Damned near drowned him­self.' He paused, then added: 'He's a crip­ple.' 
    As if to un­der­line this point, Bil­ly Marchant waved one of Stoke's crutch­es. Ap­par­ent­ly no 
one had both­ered to sal­vage the oth­er one. 
    'Put that thing down, you want to fuckin bonk my brains out?' Nick Prouty asked 
waspish­ly, duck­ing. 
    'What brains?' Brad re­spond­ed, and we all laughed so hard we near­ly dropped Stoke. 
    'Suck me side­ways, ass-​breath,' Nick said, but he was laugh­ing, too.  
    The doc­tor was frown­ing. 'Bring him in here, and save that lan­guage for your bull 
ses­sions.' Stoke be­gan cough­ing again, a deep, ratch­et­ing sound. You ex­pect­ed to see blood 
and fil­aments of tis­sue come pop­ping out of his mouth, that cough was so heavy. 
    We car­ried Stoke down the in­fir­mary hall­way in a con­ga-​line, but we couldn't get him 
through the door that way. 'Let me,' Skip said.  
    'You'll drop him,' Nate said. 
    'No,' Skip said. 'I won't. Just let me get a good hold.'

      He stepped up be­side Stoke, then nod­ded first to me on his right, then to Ron­nie on his left. 
    'Low­er him down,' Ron­nie said. We did. Skip grunt­ed once as he took Stoke's weight, and I 
saw the veins pop out in his neck. Then we stood back and Skip car­ried Stoke in­to the room 
and laid him on the ex­am ta­ble. The thin sheet of pa­per cov­er­ing the leather was im­me­di­ate­ly 
soaked. Skip stepped back. Stoke was star­ing up at him, his face dead pale ex­cept for two red 
patch­es high on his cheek­bones — red as rouge, those patch­es were. Wa­ter ran out of his hair 
in rivulets. 
    'Sor­ry, man,' Skip said. 
    Stoke turned his head away and closed his eyes. 
    'Out,' the doc­tor told Skip. He had ditched the cigarette some­where. He looked around at 
us, a gag­gle of per­haps a dozen boys, most still grin­ning, all drip­ping on the hall's tile floor. 
'Does any­one know the na­ture of his dis­abil­ity? It can make a dif­fer­ence in how we treat him.' 
    I thought of the scars I'd seen, those tan­gles of knot­ted string, but said noth­ing. I didn't 
re­al­ly know any­thing. And now that the un­con­trol­lable urge to laugh had passed, I felt too 
ashamed of my­self to speak up. 
    'It's just one of those crip­ple things, isn't it?' Ron­nie asked. Ac­tu­al­ly faced with an adult, he 
had lost his shrill cock­iness. He sound­ed un­sure, per­haps even un­easy. 'Mus­cu­lar pal­sy or 
cere­bral dys­tro­phy?' 
    'You clown,' Lennie said. 'It's mus­cu­lar dys­tro­phy and cere­bral — ' 
    'He was in a car ac­ci­dent,' Nate said. We all looked around at him. Nate still looked neat 
and to­tal­ly put to­geth­er in spite of the soak­ing he'd tak­en. This af­ter­noon he was wear­ing a 
Fort Kent High School ski-​hat. The Maine foot­ball team had fi­nal­ly scored a touch­down and 
freed Nate from his beanie; go you Black Bears. Tour years ago. His fa­ther, moth­er, and old­er 
sis­ter were killed. He was the on­ly fam­ily sur­vivor.' 
    There was si­lence. I looked be­tween Skip and Tony's shoul­ders and in­to the ex­am­ina­tion 
room. Stoke still lay stream­ing on the ta­ble, his head turned to the side, his eyes shut. The 
nurse was tak­ing his blood pres­sure. His pants clung to his legs and I thought of the Fourth of 
Ju­ly pa­rade they used to have back home in Gates Falls when I was just a lit­tle kid. Un­cle 
Sam would come strid­ing along be­tween the school band and the Anah Tem­ple Shrine guys 
on their midget mo­tor­cy­cles, look­ing at least ten feet tall in his star­ry blue hat, but when the 
wind blew his pants against his legs you could see the trick. That's what Stoke Jones's legs 
looked like in­side his wet pants: a trick, a bad joke, sawed-​off stilts with sneak­ers poked on­to 
the ends of them. 
    'How do you know that?' Skip asked. 'Did he tell you, Natie?' 
    'No.' Nate looked ashamed. 'He told Har­ry Swidrows­ki, af­ter a Com­mit­tee of Re­sis­tance 
meet­ing. They — we — were in the Bear's Den. Har­ry asked him right out what hap­pened to 
his legs and Stoke told him.' 
    I thought I un­der­stood the look on Nate's face. Af­ter the meet­ing, he had said. Af­ter. Nate 
didn't know what had been said at the meet­ing, be­cause Nate hadn't been there. Nate wasn't a 
mem­ber of the Com­mit­tee of Re­sis­tance; Nate was strict­ly a side­lines boy. He might agree 
with the C.R.'s goals and tac­tics . . . but he had his moth­er to think about. And his fu­ture as a 
den­tist. 
    'Spinal in­jury?' the doc­tor asked. Brisker than ev­er. 
    'I think so, yeah,' Nate said. 
    'All right.' Doc be­gan to make shoo­ing ges­tures with his hands as if we were a flock of 
geese. 'Go on back to your dorms. We'll take good care of him.' 
    We be­gan to back up to­ward the re­cep­tion area. 
    'Why were you boys laugh­ing when you brought him in?' the nurse asked sud­den­ly. She 
stood by the doc­tor with the blood-​pres­sure cuff in her hands. 'Why are you grin­ning now?' 
She sound­ed an­gry. Hell, she sound­ed fu­ri­ous. 'What was so fun­ny about this boy's

      mis­for­tune that it made you laugh?' 
    I didn't think any­one would an­swer. We'd just stand there and look down at our shuf­fling 
feet, re­al­iz­ing that we were still a lot clos­er to the fourth grade than we had per­haps thought. 
But some­one did an­swer. Skip an­swered. He even man­aged to look at her as he did. 
    'His mis­for­tune, ma'am,' he said. 'That was what it was, you're right. It was his mis­for­tune 
that was fun­ny.' 
    'How ter­ri­ble,' she said. There were tears of rage stand­ing in the cor­ners of her eyes. 'How 
ter­ri­ble you are.' 
    'Yes, ma'am,' Skip said. 'I guess you're right about that, too.' He turned away from her. 
    We fol­lowed him back to the re­cep­tion area in a wet and beat­en lit­tle group. I can't say that 
be­ing called ter­ri­ble was the low point of my col­lege ca­reer ('If you can re­mem­ber much of 
the six­ties, you weren't there,' the hip­pie known as Wavy Gravy once said), but it may have 
been. The wait­ing room was still emp­ty. Lit­tle Joe Cartwright was on the tube now, and just 
as green as his dad. Pan­cre­at­ic can­cer was what got Michael Lan­don, too — he and my 
moth­er had that in com­mon. 
    Skip stopped. Ron­nie, head down, pushed past him to­ward the door, fol­lowed by Nick, 
Bil­ly, Lennie, and the rest. 
    'Hold it,' Skip said, and they turned. 'I want to talk to you guys about some­thing.' 
    We gath­ered around him. Skip glanced once to­ward the door lead­ing back to the ex­am 
area, ver­ified that we were alone, then be­gan to talk. 
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Ten min­utes lat­er Skip and I walked back to the dorm by our­selves. The oth­ers had gone 
ahead. Nate hung with us for a lit­tle bit, then must have picked up a vibe that I want­ed to talk 
pri­vate­ly to Skip. Nate was al­ways good at pick­ing up the vibe. I bet he's a good den­tist, that 
the chil­dren in par­tic­ular like him.  
    'I'm done play­ing Hearts,' I said.  
    Skip said noth­ing. 
    'I don't know if it's too late to pull up my grades enough to keep my schol­ar­ship or not, but 
I'm go­ing to try. And I don't care much, one way or the oth­er. The fuck­ing schol­ar­ship's not 
the point.' 
    'No. They're the point, right? Ron­nie and the rest of them.' 
    'I think they're on­ly part of it.' It was so cold out there as that day turned to dark — cold 
and damp and evil. It seemed that it would nev­er be sum­mer again. 'Man, I miss Car­ol. Why'd 
she have to go?' 
    'I don't know.' 
    'When he fell over it sound­ed like a nut­house up there,' I said. 'Not a col­lege dorm, a 
fuck­ing nut­house.' 
    'You laughed too, Pe­te. So did I.' 
    'I know,' I said. I might not have if I'd been alone, and Skip and I might not have if it had 
just been the two of us, but how could you tell? You were stuck with the way things played 
out. I kept think­ing of Car­ol and those boys with their base­ball bat. And I thought of the way 
Nate had looked at me, as if I were a thing be­low con­tempt. 'I know.' 
    We walked in si­lence for awhile. 
    'I can live with laugh­ing at him, I guess,' I said, 'but I don't want to wake up forty with my 
kids ask­ing me what col­lege was like and not be able to re­mem­ber any­thing but Ron­nie

      Malen­fant telling Pol­ish jokes and that poor fucked-​up ass­hole Mc­Clen­don try­ing to kill 
him­self with ba­by as­pirin.' I thought about Stoke Jones twirling on his crutch and felt like 
laugh­ing; thought of him ly­ing beached on the ex­am ta­ble in the in­fir­mary and felt like 
cry­ing. And you know what? It was, as far as I could tell, ex­act­ly the same feel­ing. 'I just feel 
bad about it. I feel like shit.' 
    'So do I,' Skip said. The rain poured down around us, soak­ing and cold. The lights of 
Cham­ber­lain Hall were bright but not par­tic­ular­ly com­fort­ing. I could see the yel­low can­vas 
the cops had put up ly­ing on the grass, and above it the dim shapes of the spray-​paint­ed 
let­ters. They were run­ning in the rain; by the fol­low­ing day they would be all but un­read­able. 
'When I was a lit­tle kid, I al­ways pre­tend­ed I was the hero,' Skip said. 
    'Fuck yeah, me too. What lit­tle kid ev­er pre­tend­ed to be part of the lynch-​mob?' 
    Skip looked down at his soaked shoes, then up at me. 'Could I study with you for the next 
cou­ple of weeks?' 
    'Any time you want.' 
    'You re­al­ly don't mind?' 
    'Why would I fuckin mind?' I made my­self sound ir­ri­tat­ed be­cause I didn't want him to 
hear how re­lieved I was, how al­most thrilled I was. Be­cause it might work. I paused, then 
said, 'This oth­er ... do you think we can pull it off?' 
    'I don't know. Maybe.' 
    We had al­most reached the north en­trance, and I point­ed to the run­ning let­ters just be­fore 
we went in. 'Maybe Dean Gar­ret­sen and that guy Eber­sole will let the whole thing drop. The 
paint Stoke used didn't get a chance to set. It'll be gone by morn­ing.' 
    Skip shook his head. 'They won't let it drop.' 
    'Why not? How can you be so sure?' 
    'Be­cause Dearie won't let them.' 
    And of course he was right. 
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For the first time in weeks the third-​floor lounge was emp­ty for awhile as drenched 
card­play­ers dried them­selves off and put on fresh clothes. Many of them al­so took care of 
some stuff Skip Kirk had sug­gest­ed in the in­fir­mary wait­ing room. When Nate and Skip and I 
came back from din­ner, how­ev­er, it was busi­ness as usu­al in the lounge — three ta­bles were 
up and go­ing.  
    'Hey, Ri­ley,' Ron­nie said. 'Twiller here says he's got a study date. If you want his seat, I'll 
teach you how to play the game.' 
    'Not tonight,' I said. 'Got study­ing to do my­self.' 
    'Yeah,' Randy Echolls said. 'The Art of Self-​Abuse.' 
    'That's right, hon­ey, a cou­ple more weeks of hard work and I'll be able to switch hands 
with­out miss­ing a stroke, just like you.' 
    As I start­ed away, Ron­nie said, 'I had you stopped, Ri­ley.' 
    I turned around. Ron­nie was lean­ing back in his chair, smil­ing that un­pleas­ant smile of his. 
For a short pe­ri­od of time, out there in the rain, I had glimpsed a dif­fer­ent Ron­nie, but that 
young man had gone back in­to hid­ing. 
    'No,' I said, 'you didn't. It was a done deal.' 
    'No one shoots the moon on a hold hand,' Ron­nie said, lean­ing back far­ther than ev­er. He 
scratched one cheek, bust­ing the heads off a cou­ple of pim­ples. They oozed ten­drils of

      yel­low-​white cream. 'Not at my ta­ble they don't. I had you stopped in clubs.'  
    'You were void in clubs, un­less you re­neged on the first trick. You played the ace of spades 
when Lennie played The Douche. And in hearts I had the whole court.' 
    Ron­nie's smile fal­tered for just a mo­ment, then came back strong. He waved a hand at the 
floor, from which all the spilled cards had been picked up (the but­ty re­mains of the 
over­turned ash­trays still re­mained; most of us had been raised in homes where moms cleaned 
up such mess­es). 'All the high hearts, huh? Too bad we can't check and see.' 
    'Yeah. Too bad.' I start­ed away again. 
    'You're go­ing to fall be­hind on match points!' he called af­ter me. 'You know that, don't 
you?' 
    'You can have mine, Ron­nie. I don't want them any­more.' I nev­er played an­oth­er hand of 
Hearts in col­lege. Many years lat­er I taught my kids the game, and they took to it like ducks 
to wa­ter. We have a tour­na­ment at the sum­mer cot­tage ev­ery Au­gust. There are no match 
points, but there's a tro­phy from At­lantic Awards — a lov­ing cup. I won it one year, and kept 
it on my desk where I could see it. I shot the moon twice in the cham­pi­onship round, but 
nei­ther was a hold hand. Like my old school bud­dy Ron­nie Malen­fant once said, no one 
shoots the moon on a hold hand. You might as well ex­pect At­lantis to rise from the ocean, 
palm trees wav­ing.  
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At eight o'clock that night, Skip Kirk was at my desk and deep in his an­thro text. His hands 
were plunged in­to his hair, as if he had a bad headache. Nate was at his desk, do­ing a botany 
pa­per. I was sprawled on my bed, strug­gling with my old friend ge­ol­ogy. On the stereo Bob 
Dy­lan sang: 'She was the fun­ni­est wom­an I ev­er seen, the great-​grand­moth­er of Mr Clean.' 
    There was a hard dou­ble rap on the door: pow-​pow. So must the Gestapo have rapped on 
the doors of Jews in 1938 and 1939. 'Floor meet­ing!' Dearie called. 'Floor meet­ing in the rec 
at nine o'clock! At­ten­dance manda­to­ry!' 
    'Oh Christ,' I said. 'Burn the se­cret pa­pers and eat the ra­dio.' 
    Nate turned down Dy­lan, and we heard Dearie go­ing on up the hall, rap­ping that pow-​pow 
on ev­ery door and yelling about the floor meet­ing in the rec. Most of the rooms he was 
hail­ing were prob­ably emp­ty, but no prob­lem; he'd find the oc­cu­pants down in the lounge, 
chas­ing The Bitch. 
    Skip was look­ing at me. 'Told you,' he said. 
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Each dorm in our com­plex had been built at the same time, and each had a big com­mon area 
in the base­ment as well as the lounges in the cen­ter of each floor. There was a TV al­cove 
which filled up most­ly for week­end sports events and a vam­pire soap opera called Dark 
Shad­ows dur­ing the week; a can­teen cor­ner with half a dozen vend­ing ma­chines; a Ping-​Pong 
ta­ble and a num­ber of chess and checker­boards. There was al­so a meet­ing area with a podi­um 
stand­ing be­fore sev­er­al rows of fold­ing wood­en chairs. We'd had a floor -meet­ing there at the 
be­gin­ning of the year, at which Dearie had ex­plained the dorm rules and the dire
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      con­se­quences of un­sat­is­fac­to­ry room in­spec­tions. I'd have to say that room in­spec­tions were 
Dearie's big thing. That and ROTC, of course. 
    He stood be­hind the lit­tle wood­en podi­um, up­on which he had laid a thin file -fold­er. I 
sup­posed it con­tained his notes. He was still dressed in his damp and mud­dy ROTC fa­tigues. 
He looked ex­haust­ed from his day of shov­el­ling and sand­ing, but he al­so looked ex­cit­ed . . . 
'turned on' is how we'd put it a year or two lat­er. 
    Dearie had been on his own at the first floor-​meet­ing; this time he had back­up. Sit­ting 
against the green cin­derblock wall, hands fold­ed in his lap and knees prim­ly to­geth­er, was 
Sven Gar­ret­sen, the Dean of Men. He said al­most noth­ing dur­ing that meet­ing, and looked 
be­nign even when the air grew stormy. Stand­ing be­side Dearie, wear­ing a black top­coat over 
a char­coal-​gray suit and look­ing very can-​do, was Eber­sole, the Dis­ci­plinary Of­fi­cer. 
    Af­ter we had set­tled in the chairs and those of us who smoked had lit up, Dearie looked 
first over his shoul­der at Gar­ret­sen, then at Eber­sole. Eber­sole gave him a lit­tle smile. 'Go 
ahead, David. Please. They're your boys.' 
    I felt a ran­kle of ir­ri­ta­tion. I might be a lot of things, in­clud­ing a creep who laughed at 
crip­ples when they fell down in the pour­ing rain, but I was not Dearie Dear­born's boy. 
    Dearie gripped the podi­um and looked at us solemn­ly, per­haps think­ing (far back in the 
part of his mind re­served ex­press­ly for dreamy dreams), that a day would come when he 
would ad­dress his staff of­fi­cers this way, set­ting some great tide of Hanoi-​bound troops in­to 
mo­tion. 
    'Jones is miss­ing,' he said fi­nal­ly. It came out sound­ing por­ten­tous and corny, like a line in 
a Charles Bron­son movie. 
    'He's in the in­fir­mary,' I said, and en­joyed the sur­prise on Dearie's face. Eber­sole looked 
sur­prised, too. Gar­ret­sen just went on gaz­ing be­nign­ly in­to the mid­dle dis­tance, like a man on 
a three-​pipe high. 
    'What hap­pened to him?' Dearie asked. This wasn't in the script — ei­ther the one he had 
worked out or the one he and Eber­sole had pre­pared to­geth­er — and Dearie be­gan to frown. 
He was al­so grip­ping the podi­um more tight­ly, as if afraid it might fly away. 
    'Faw down go boom,' Ron­nie said, and puffed up when the peo­ple around him laughed. 
'Al­so, I think he's got pneu­mo­nia or dou­ble bron­chi­tis or some­thing like that.' He caught 
Skip's eye and I thought Skip nod­ded slight­ly. This was Skip's show, not Dearie's, but if we 
were lucky — if Stoke was lucky — the three at the front of the room would nev­er know it. 
    'Tell me this from the be­gin­ning,' Dearie said. The frown was be­com­ing a glow­er. It was 
the way he'd looked af­ter dis­cov­er­ing his door had been shav­ing-​creamed. 
    Skip told Dearie and Dearie's new friends how we'd seen Stoke head­ing to­ward the Palace 
on the Plains from the third-​floor lounge win­dows, how he'd fall­en in­to the wa­ter, how we'd 
res­cued him and tak­en him to the in­fir­mary, how the doc­tor had said Stoke was one sick 
pup­py. The doc hadn't said any such thing, but he didn't need to. Those of us who had 
touched Stake's skin knew that he was run­ning a fever, and all of us had heard that hor­ri­ble 
deep cough. Skip said noth­ing about how fast Stoke had been mov­ing, as if he want­ed to kill 
the whole world and then die him­self, and he said noth­ing about how we'd laughed, Mark St 
Pierre so hard he'd wet his pants. 
    When Skip fin­ished, Dearie glanced un­cer­tain­ly at Eber­sole. Eber­sole looked back bland­ly. 
Be­hind them, Dean Gar­ret­sen con­tin­ued to smile his lit­tle Bud­dha smile. The im­pli­ca­tion was 
clear. It was Dearie's show. He'd bet­ter have a show to put on. 
    Dearie took a deep breath and looked back at us. 'We be­lieve Stoke­ly Jones was 
re­spon­si­ble for the act of van­dal­ism and pub­lic ob­scen­ity which was per­pe­trat­ed on the north 
end of Cham­ber­lain Hall at a time we don't know when this morn­ing.' 
    I'm telling you ex­act­ly what he said, not mak­ing a sin­gle word of it up. Oth­er than 'It 
be­came nec­es­sary to de­stroy the vil­lage in or­der to save it,' that was per­haps the most sub­lime

      ex­am­ple of hon­chos­peak I ev­er heard in my life. 
    I be­lieve Dearie ex­pect­ed us to ooh and aah like the ex­tras in a Per­ry Ma­son court­room 
fi­nale, where the rev­ela­tions start com­ing thick and fast. In­stead we were silent. Skip watched 
close­ly, and when he saw Dearie draw in an­oth­er deep breath for the next pro­nounce­ment, he 
said: 'What makes you think it was him, Dearie?' 
    Al­though I'm not com­plete­ly sure — I nev­er asked him — I be­lieve Skip used the 
nick­name pur­pose­ly, to throw Dearie even fur­ther off his stride. In any case it worked. Dearie 
start­ed to go off, looked at Eber­sole, and re­cal­cu­lat­ed his op­tions. A red line was ris­ing out of 
his col­lar. I watched it climb, fas­ci­nat­ed. It was a lit­tle like watch­ing a Dis­ney car­toon where 
Don­ald Duck is try­ing to con­trol his tem­per. You know he can't pos­si­bly do it; the sus­pense 
comes from not know­ing how long he can main­tain even a sem­blance of rea­son.  
    'I think you know the an­swer to that, Skip,' Dearie fi­nal­ly said. 'Stoke­ly Jones wears a coat 
with a very par­tic­ular sym­bol on the back.' He picked up the fold­er he had car­ried in, 
re­moved a sheet of pa­per, looked at it, then turned it around so we could look at it, too. None 
of us was very sur­prised by what was there. ' This sym­bol. It was in­vent­ed by the Com­mu­nist 
Par­ty short­ly af­ter the end of the Sec­ond World War. It means 'vic­to­ry through in­fil­tra­tion' 
and is com­mon­ly called the Bro­ken Cross by sub­ver­sives. It has al­so be­come pop­ular with 
such in­ner-​city rad­ical groups as the Black Mus­lims and the Black Pan­thers. Since this 
sym­bol was vis­ible on Stoke Jones's coat long be­fore it ap­peared on the side of our dor m, I 
hard­ly think it takes a rock­et sci­en­tist to — ' 
    'David, that is such bull­shit!' Nate said, stand­ing up. He was pale and trem­bling, but with 
anger rather than fear. Had I ev­er heard him say the word bull­shit in pub­lic be­fore? I don't 
think so. 
    Gar­ret­sen smiled his be­nign smile at my room­mate. Eber­sole raised his eye­brows, 
ex­press­ing po­lite in­ter­est. Dearie looked stunned. I sup­pose the last per­son he ex­pect­ed 
trou­ble from was Nate Hop­pen­stand. 
    'That sym­bol is based on British semaphore and stands for nu­cle­ar dis­ar­ma­ment. It was 
in­vent­ed by a fa­mous British philoso­pher. I think he might even be a knight. To say the 
Rus­sians made it up! Good­ness' sake! Is that what they teach you in ROTC? Bull­shit like 
that?' 
    Nate was star­ing at Dearie an­gri­ly, his hands plant­ed on his hips. Dearie gaped at him, now 
com­plete­ly knocked off his stride. Yes, they had taught him that in ROTC, and he had 
swal­lowed it hook, line, and sinker. It made you won­der what else the ROTC kids were 
swal­low­ing. 
    'I'm sur e these facts about the Bro­ken Cross are very in­ter­est­ing,' Eber­sole cut in smooth­ly, 
'and it's cer­tain­ly in­for­ma­tion worth hav­ing — if it's true, of course — ' 
    'It's true,' Skip said. 'Bert Rus­sell, not Joe Stal­in. British kids were wear­ing it five years ago 
when they marched to protest US nu­cle­ar subs op­er­at­ing out of ports in the British Isles.' 
    Tuckin A!' Ron­nie cried, and pumped his fist in the air. A year or so lat­er the Pan­thers — 
who nev­er had much use for Bertrand Rus­sell's peace sign, so far as I know — were do­ing 
that same thing at their ral­lies. And, of course, twen­ty years or so fur­ther on down the line, all 
us cleaned-​up six­ties ba­bies were do­ing it at rock con­certs. Broooo-​ooooce! Broooo-​ooooce! 
    'Go, ba­by!' Hugh Bren­nan chimed in, laugh­ing. 'Go, Skip! Go, big Nate!' 
    'Watch your lan­guage while the Dean's here!' Dearie shout­ed at Ron­nie. 
    Eber­sole ig­nored the pro­fan­ity and the cross-​talk from the peanut gallery. He kept his 
in­ter­est­ed, skep­ti­cal gaze trained on my room­mate and on Skip.  
    'Even if all that's true,' he said, 'we still have a prob­lem, don't we? I think so. We have an 
act of van­dal­ism and pub­lic ob­scen­ity. This comes at a time when the tax-​pay­ing pub­lic is 
look­ing at Uni­ver­si­ty youth with an ev­er more crit­ical eye. And this in­sti­tu­tion de­pends up­on 
the tax-​pay­ing pub­lic, gen­tle­men. I think it be­hooves us all — '

      'To think about this!' Dearie sud­den­ly shout­ed. His cheeks were now al­most pur­ple; his 
fore­head swarmed with weird red spots like brands, and right be­tween his eyes a big vein was 
puls­ing rapid­ly. 
    Be­fore Dearie could say more — and he clear­ly had a lot to say — Eber­sole put a hand out 
to his chest, shush­ing him. Dearie seemed to de­flate. He'd had his chance and fluffed it. Lat­er 
he'd per­haps tell him­self it was be­cause he was tired; while we'd spent the day in the nice 
warm lounge, play­ing cards and shoot­ing holes in our fu­ture, Dearie had been out­side 
shov­el­ling snow and sand­ing walks so brit­tle old psy­chol­ogy pro­fes­sors wouldn't fall down 
and break their hips. He was tired, a lit­tle slow on the draw, and in any case, that prick 
Eber­sole hadn't giv­en him a fair chance to prove him­self. All of which prob­ably didn't help 
much with what was hap­pen­ing right then: he had been set aside. The grownup was back in 
charge. Pop­pa would fix. 
    'I think it be­hooves us all to iden­ti­fy the fel­low who did this and see he's pun­ished with 
some sever­ity,' Eber­sole con­tin­ued. Most­ly it was Nate he was look­ing at; amaz­ing as it 
seemed to me at the time, he had iden­ti­fied Nate Hop­pen­stand as the cen­ter of the re­sis­tance 
he felt in the room.  
    Nate, God bless his mo­lars and wis­dom teeth, was more than up to the likes of Eber­sole. 
He re­mained stand­ing with his hands on his hips and his eyes nev­er wa­vered, let alone 
dropped from Eber­sole's. 'How do you pro­pose do­ing that?' Nate asked. 
    'What is your name, young man? Please.' 
    'Nathan Hop­pen­stand.' 
    'Well, Nathan, I think the per­pe­tra­tor has al­ready been sin­gled out, don't you?' Eber­sole 
spoke in a pa­tient, teacher­ly way. 'Or rather sin­gled him­self out. I'm told this un­for­tu­nate 
fel­low Stoke­ly Jones has been a walk­ing bill­board for the Bro­ken Cross sym­bol since — ' 
    'Quit call­ing it that!' Skip said, and I jumped a lit­tle at the raw anger in his voice 'It's not a 
bro­ken any­thing! It's a damn peace sign!' 
    'What is your name, sir?' 
    'Stan­ley Kirk. Skip to my friends. You can call me Stan­ley.' There was a tense lit­tle tit­ter at 
this, which Eber­sole seemed not to hear. 
    'Well, Mr Kirk, your se­man­tic quib­ble is not­ed, but it doesn't change the fact that Stoke­ly 
Jones — and Stoke­ly Jones alone — has been dis­play­ing that par­tic­ular sym­bol all over 
cam­pus since the first day of the semester. Mr Dear­born tells me — ' 
    Nate said, '“Mr Dear­born” doesn't even know what the peace sign is or where it came from, 
so I think you'd be sort of un­wise to trust what he tells you very far. It just so hap­pens I've got 
a peace sign on the back of my own jack­et, Mr Eber­sole. So how do you know I wasn't the 
one with the spray-​paint?' 
    Eber­sole's mouth dropped open. Not much, but enough to spoil his sym­pa­thet­ic smile and 
mag­azine-​ad good looks. And Dean Gar­ret­sen frowned, as if pre­sent­ed with some con­cept he 
couldn't un­der­stand. One very rarely sees a good politi­cian or col­lege ad­min­is­tra­tor caught 
com­plete­ly by sur­prise. They are mo­ments to trea­sure. I trea­sured that one then, and find I 
still do to­day.  
    'That's a lie!' Dearie said. He sound­ed more wound­ed than an­gry. 'Why would you lie that 
way, Nate? You're the last per­son on Three I'd ex­pect to — ' 
    'It's not a lie,' Nate said. 'Go on up to my room and pull the pea coat out of my clos­et if you 
don't be­lieve me. Check.' 
    'Yeah, and check mine while you're at it,' I said, stand­ing up next to Nate. 'My old high-
school jack­et. You can't miss it. It's the one with the peace sign on the back.' 
    Eber­sole stud­ied us through slight­ly nar­rowed eyes. Then he asked, 'Ex­act­ly when did you 
put this so-​called peace sign on the backs of your jack­ets, young fel­lows?' 
    This time Nate did lie. I knew him well enough by then to know it must have hurt . . . but

      he did it like a champ. 'Septem­ber.' 
    That was it for Dearie. He went nu­cle­ar is how my own kids might ex­press it, on­ly that 
wouldn't be ac­cu­rate. Dearie went Don­ald Duck. He didn't quite jump up and down, flap­ping 
his arms and go­ing wak-​wak-​waugh-​wak like Don­ald does when he's mad, but he did give a 
howl of out­rage and smacked his mot­tled fore­head with the heels of his palms. Eber­sole 
stilled him again, this time by grip­ping his arm.  
    'Who are you?' Eber­sole asked me. More curt than cour­te­ous by now. 
    'Pe­te Ri­ley. I put a peace sign on the back of my jack­et be­cause I liked the look of Stoke's. 
Al­so to show I've got some big ques­tions about what we're do­ing over there in Viet­nam.' 
    Dearie pulled away from Eber­sole. His chin was thrust out, his lips pulled back enough to 
show a com­plete set of teeth. 'Help­ing our al­lies is what we're do­ing, you doo­fus!' he shout­ed. 
'If you're too stupid to see that on your own, I sug­gest you take Colonel An­der­sen's In­tro 
Mil­itary His­to­ry Class! Or maybe you're just an­oth­er chick­enguts who won't — ' 
    'Hush, Mr Dear­born,' Dean Gar­ret­sen said. His qui­et was some­how loud­er than Dearie's 
shout­ing. 'This is not the place for a for­eign polic y de­bate, nor is it the time for per­son­al 
as­per­sions. Quite the con­trary.' 
    Dearie dropped his burn­ing face, stud­ied the floor, and be­gan to gnaw at his own lips. 
    'And when, Mr Ri­ley, did you put the peace sign sym­bol on your jack­et?' Eber­sole asked. 
His voice re­mained cour­te­ous, but there was an ug­ly look in his eyes. He knew by then, I 
think, that Stoke was go­ing to squig­gle away, and Eber­sole was very un­hap­py about that. 
Dearie was small change next to this guy, who in 1966 was a new type on the col­lege 
cam­pus­es of Amer­ica. Times call the men, Lao-​tzu said, and the late six­ties called Charles 
Eber­sole. He wasn't an ed­uca­tor; he was an en­forcer mi­nor­ing in pub­lic re­la­tions. 
    Don't lie to me, his eyes said. Don't lie to me, Ri­ley. Be­cause if you do and I find out, I'll 
turn you in­to sal­ad. 
    But what the hell. I'd prob­ably be gone come Jan­uary 15th, any­way; by Christ­mas of 1967 
I might be in Phu Bai, keep­ing the place warm for Dearie. 
    'Oc­to­ber,' I said. 'Put it on my jack­et right around Colum­bus Day.' 
    'I've got it on my jack­et and some sweat­shirts,' Skip said. 'All that stufFs in my room. I'll 
show it to you, if you want.' 
    Dearie, still look­ing down at the floor and red to the roots of his hair, was shak­ing his head 
monotonous­ly back and forth.  
    'I've got it on a cou­ple of my sweat­shirts, too,' Ron­nie said. 'I'm no peacenik, but it's a cool 
sign. I like it.' 
    Tony DeLuc­ca said he al­so had one on the back of a sweat­shirt. 
    Lennie Do­ria told Eber­sole and Gar­ret­sen he had doo­dled it on the end­pa­pers of sev­er­al 
dif­fer­ent text­books; it was on the front of his gen­er­al as­sign­ments note­book as well. He'd 
show them, if they want­ed to see. 
    Bil­ly Marchant had it on his jack­et. 
    Brad With­er­spoon had inked it on his fresh­man beanie. The beanie was in the back of his 
clos­et some­where, prob­ably be­neath the un­der­wear he'd for­got­ten to take home for his mom 
to wash. 
    Nick Prouty said he'd drawn peace signs on his fa­vorite record al­bums: Meet the Bea­tles 
and Wayne Fontana and the Mind­ben­ders. 'You ain't got any mind to bend, din­kle­balls,' 
Ron­nie mut­tered, and there was laugh­ter from be­hind cupped hands. 
    Sev­er­al oth­ers re­port­ed hav­ing the peace sign on books or items of cloth­ing. All claimed to 
have done this long be­fore the dis­cov­ery of the graf­fi­ti on the north end of Cham­ber­lain Hall. 
In a fi­nal sur­re­al touch, Hugh stood up, stepped in­to the aisle, and hiked the legs of his jeans 
so we could see the yel­low­ing ath­let­ic socks climb­ing his hairy shins. A peace sign had been 
drawn on both with the laun­dry-​mark­er Mrs Bren­nan had sent to school with her ba­by boy —

      it was prob­ably the first time the fuckin thing had been used all semester. 
    'So you see,' Skip said when show-​and-​tell was over, 'it could have been any of us.' 
    Dearie slo wly raised his head. All that re­mained of his flush was a sin­gle red patch over his 
left eye. It looked like a blis­ter. 
    'Why are you ly­ing for him?' he asked. He wait­ed, but no one an­swered. 'Not one of you 
had a peace sign on a sin­gle thing be­fore Thanks­giv­ing break, I'd swear to it, and I bet most 
of you nev­er had one on any­thing be­fore tonight. Why are you ly­ing for him?' 
    No one an­swered. The si­lence spun out. In it there grew a sense of pow­er, an un­mis­tak­able 
force we all felt. But who did it be­long to? Them or us? There was no way of say­ing. All 
these years lat­er there's still no re­al way of say­ing. 
    Then Dean Gar­ret­sen stepped to the podi­um. Dearie moved aside with­out even seem­ing to 
see him. The Dean looked at us with a small and cheer­ful smile. 'This is fool­ish­ness,' he said. 
'What Mr Jones wrote on the wall was fool­ish­ness, and this ly­ing is more fool­ish­ness. Tell the 
truth, men. 'Fess up.' 
    No one said any­thing.  
    'We'll be speak­ing to Mr Jones in the morn­ing,' Eber­sole said. 'Per­haps af­ter we do, some 
of you fel­lows may want to change your sto­ries a bit.' 
    'Oh man, I wouldn't put too much trust in any­thing Stoke might tell you,' Skip said.  
    'Right, old Rip-​Rip's crazy as a shit­house rat,' Ron­nie said.  
    There was strange­ly af­fec­tion­ate laugh­ter at this. 'Shit­house rat!' Nick cried, eyes shin­ing. 
He was as joy­ful as a po­et who has fi­nal­ly found le mot juste. 'Shit­house rat, yeah, that's Old 
Rip!' And, in what was prob­ably that day's fi­nal tri­umph of lu­na­cy over ra­tio­nal dis­course, 
Nick Prouty fell in­to an eeri­ly per­fect Foghorn Leghorn im­ita­tion: 'Ah say, Ah say the boy's 
craizy! Missin a wheel off his bai­by-​car­riage! Lost two-​three cahds out'n his deck! Fel­la's a 
beer shote of a six -pack\ He's . . . ' 
    Nick grad­ual­ly re­al­ized that Eber­sole and Gar­ret­sen were look­ing at him, Eber­sole with 
con­tempt, Gar­ret­sen al­most with in­ter­est, as at a new bac­teri­um glimpsed through the lens of 
a mi­cro­scope. 
    ' . . . you know, a lit­tle sick in the head,' Nick fin­ished, los­ing the im­ita­tion as self-
con­scious­ness, that bane of all great artists, set in. He quick­ly sat down. 
    'That's not the kind of sick I meant, ex­act­ly,' Skip said. 'I'm not talk­ing about him be­ing a 
crip­ple, ei­ther. He's been sneez­ing, cough­ing, and run­ning at the nose ev­er since he got here. 
Even you must have no­ticed that, Dearie.' 
    Dearie didn't re­ply, didn't even re­act to the use of the nick­name this time. He must have 
been pret­ty tired, all right. 
    'All I'm say­ing is that he might claim a whole lot of stuff,' Skip said. 'He might even 
be­lieve some of it. But he's out of it.' 
    Eber­sole's smile had resur­faced, no hu­mor in it now. 'I be­lieve I grasp the thrust of your 
ar­gu­ment, Mr Kirk. You want us to be­lieve that Mr Jones was not re­spon­si­ble for the writ­ing 
on the wall, but if he does con­fess to hav­ing done it, we should not cred­it his state­ment.' 
    Skip al­so smiled — the thou­sand-​watt smile that made the girls' hearts go gid­dyup. 'That's 
it,' he said, 'that's the thrust of my ar­gu­ment, all right.' 
    There was a mo­ment's si­lence, and then Dean Gar­ret­sen spoke what could have been the 
epi­taph of our brief age. 'You fel­lows have dis­ap­point­ed me,' he said. 'Come on, Charles, we 
have no fur­ther busi­ness here.' Gar­ret­sen hoist­ed his brief­case, turned on his heel, and head­ed 
for the door. 
    Eber­sole looked sur­prised but hur­ried af­ter him. Which left Dearie and his third-​floor 
charges to stare at each oth­er with min­gled ex­pres­sions of dis­trust and re­proach. 
    'Thanks, guys.' David was al­most cry­ing. 'Thanks a fuck­ing pant­load.' He stalked out with 
his head down and his fold­er clutched in one hand. The fol­low­ing semester he left

      Cham­ber­lain and joined a frat. All things con­sid­ered, that was prob­ably for the best. As Stoke 
might have said, Dearie had lost his cred­ibil­ity.  
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'So you stole that, too,' Stoke Jones said from his bed in the in­fir­mary when he could fi­nal­ly 
talk. I had just told him that al­most ev­ery­one in Cham­ber­lain Hall was now wear­ing the 
spar­row-​track on at least one ar­ti­cle of cloth­ing, think­ing this news would cheer him up. I had 
been wrong. 
    'Set­tle down, man,' Skip said, pat­ting his shoul­der. 'Don't have a hem­or­rhage.' 
    Stoke nev­er so much as glanced at him. His black, ac­cus­ing eyes re­mained on me. 'You 
took the cred­it, then you took the peace sign. Did any of you check my wal­let? I think there 
were nine or ten dol­lars in there. You could have had that, too. Made it a clean sweep.' He 
turned his head aside and be­gan to cough weak­ly. On that cold day in ear­ly De­cem­ber of '66 
he looked one fuck of a lot old­er than eigh­teen. 
    This was four days af­ter Stoke went swim­ming in Ben­nett's Run. The doc­tor — Car­bury, 
his name was — seemed by the sec­ond of those days to ac­cept that most of us were Stoke's 
friends no mat­ter how odd­ly we'd act­ed when we brought him in, be­cause we kept stop­ping 
by to ask af­ter him. Car­bury had been at the col­lege in­fir­mary, pre­scrib­ing for strep throats 
and splint­ing wrists dis­lo­cat­ed in soft­ball games, for don­key's years and prob­ably knew there 
was no ac­count­ing for the be­hav­ior of young men and wom­en hom­ing in on their ma­jor­ity; 
they might look like adults, but most re­tained plen­ty of their child­hood weird­ness­es, as well. 
Nick Prouty au­di­tion­ing Foghorn Leghorn for the Dean of Men, for in­stance — I rest my 
case. 
    Car­bury nev­er told us how bad things had been with Stoke. One of the can­dys­tripers (half 
in love with Skip by the sec­ond time she saw him, I be­lieve) gave us a clear­er pic­ture, not 
that we re­al­ly need­ed one. The fact that Car­bury stuck him in a pri­vate room in­stead of on 
Men's Side told us some­thing; the fact that we weren't al­lowed to so much as peek in on him 
for the first forty-​eight hours of his stay told us more; the fact that he hadn't been moved to 
East­ern Maine, which was on­ly ten miles up the road, told us most of all. Car­bury hadn't 
dared move him, not even in the Uni­ver­si­ty am­bu­lance. Stoke Jones had been in bad straits 
in­deed. Ac­cord­ing to the can­dys­triper, he had pneu­mo­nia, in­cip­ient hy­pother­mia from his 
dunk, and a tem­per­ature which crest­ed at a hun­dred and five de­grees. She'd over­heard 
Car­bury talk­ing with some­one on the phone and say­ing that if Jones's lung ca­pac­ity had been 
any fur­ther re­duced by his dis­abil­ity — or if he'd been in his thir­ties or for­ties in­stead of his 
late teens — he al­most cer­tain­ly would have died.  
    Skip and I were the first vis­itors he was al­lowed. Any oth­er kid in the dorm prob­ably 
would have been vis­it­ed by at least one par­ent, but that wasn't go­ing to hap­pen in Stoke's 
case, we knew that now. And if there were oth­er rel­atives, they hadn't both­ered to put in an 
ap­pear­ance. 
    We told him ev­ery­thing that had hap­pened that night, with one ex­cep­tion: the laugh-​in 
which had be­gun in the lounge when we saw him spray­ing his way through Ben­nett's Run 
and con­tin­ued un­til we de­liv­ered him, se­mi-​con­scious, to the in­fir­mary. He lis­tened silent­ly 
as I told him about Skip's idea to put peace signs on our books and clothes so Stoke couldn't 
be hung out all by him­self. Even Ron­nie Malen­fant had gone along, I said, and with­out a 
sin­gle  quib­ble. We told him so he could jibe his sto­ry with ours; we al­so told him so he'd 
un­der­stand that by try­ing to take the blame/cred­it for the graf­fi­ti now, he'd get us in trou­ble as

      well as him­self. And we told him with­out ev­er com­ing right out and telling him. We didn't 
need to. His legs didn't work, but the stuff be­tween his ears was just fine. 
    'Get your hand off me, Kirk.' Stoke hunched as far away from us as his nar­row bed would 
al­low, then be­gan to cough again. I re­mem­ber think­ing he looked like he had about four 
months to live, but I was wrong about that; At­lantis sank but Stoke Jones is still in the swim, 
prac­tic­ing law in San Fran­cis­co. His black hair has gone sil­ver and is pret­ti­er than ev­er. He's 
got a red wheelchair. It looks great on CNN. 
    Skip sat back and fold­ed his arms. 'I didn't ex­pect wild grat­itude, but this is too much,' he 
said. 'You've out­done your­self this time, Rip-​Rip.' 
    His eyes flashed. 'Don't call me that!' 
    'Then don't call us thieves just be­cause we tried to save your scrawny ass. Hell, we did save 
your scrawny ass!' 
    'No one asked you to.' 
    'No,' I said. 'You don't ask any­one for any­thing, do you? I think you're go­ing to need big­ger 
crutch­es to haul around the chip on your shoul­der be­fore long.' 
    'That chip's what I've got, shit­head. What have you got?' 
    A lot of catch­ing-​up to do, that's what I had. But I didn't tell Stoke that. Some­how I didn't 
think he'd ex­act­ly melt with sym­pa­thy. 'How much of that day do you re­mem­ber?' I asked 
him. 
    'I re­mem­ber putting, the FUCK JOHN­SON thing on the dorm — I'd been plan­ning that for a 
cou­ple of weeks — and I re­mem­ber go­ing to my one o'clock class. I spent most of it think­ing 
about what I was go­ing to say in the Dean's of­fice when he called me in. What kind of a 
state­ment I was go­ing to make. Af­ter that, ev­ery­thing fades in­to lit­tle frag­ments.' He ut­tered a 
sar­don­ic laugh and rolled his eyes in their bruised-​look­ing sock­ets. He'd been in bed for the 
best part of a week and still looked un­ut­ter­ably tired. 'I think I re­mem­ber telling you guys I 
want­ed to die. Did I say that?' 
    I didn't an­swer. He gave me all the time in the world, but I stood on my right to re­main 
silent. 
    At last Stoke shrugged, the kind of shrug that says okay, let's drop it. It pulled the john­ny 
he was wear­ing off one bony shoul­der. He tugged it back in­to place, us­ing his hand care­ful­ly 
— there was an I.V. drip in it. 'So you guys dis­cov­ered the peace sign, huh? Great. You can 
wear it when you go to see Neil Di­amond or fuck­ing Petu­la Clark at Win­ter Car­ni­val. Me, I'm 
out of here. This is over for me.' 
    'If you go to school on the oth­er side of the coun­try, do you think you'll be able to throw 
the crutch­es away?' Skip asked. 'Maybe run track?' 
    I was a lit­tle shocked, but Stoke smiled. It was a re­al smile, too, sun­ny and un­af­fect­ed. 'The 
crutch­es aren't rel­evant,' he said. 'Time's too short to waste, that's rel­evant. Peo­ple around 
here don't know what's hap­pen­ing, and they don't care. They're gray peo­ple. Just-​get­ting-​by 
peo­ple. In Orono, Maine, buy­ing a Rolling Stones record pass­es for a rev­olu­tion­ary act.' 
    'Some peo­ple know more than they did,' I said . . . but I was trou­bled by thoughts of Nate, 
who had been wor­ried his moth­er might see a pic­ture of him get­ting ar­rest­ed and had stayed 
on the curb in con­se­quence. A face in the back­ground, the face of a gray boy on the road to 
den­tistry in the twen­ti­eth cen­tu­ry. 
    Dr Car­bury stuck his head in the door. 'Time you were on your way, men. Mr Jones has a 
lot of rest to catch up on.' 
    We stood. 'When Dean Gar­ret­sen comes to talk to you,' I said, 'or that guy Eber­sole . . . ' 
    'As far as they'll ev­er know, that whole day is a blank,' Stoke said. 'Car­bury can tell them I 
had bron­chi­tis since Oc­to­ber and pneu­mo­nia since Thanks­giv­ing, so they'll have to ac­cept it. 
I'll say I could have done any­thing that day. Ex­cept, you know, drop the old crutch­es and run 
the four -forty.'

      'We re­al­ly didn't steal your sign, you know,' Skip said. 'We just bor­rowed it.' 
    Stoke ap­peared to think this over, then sighed. 'It's not my sign,' he said. 
    'No,' I agreed. 'Not any­more. So long, Stoke. We'll come back and see you.' 
    'Don't make it a pri­or­ity,' he said, and I guess we took him at his word, be­cause we nev­er 
did. I saw him back at the dorm a few times, but on­ly a few, and I was in class when he 
moved out with­out both­er­ing to fin­ish the semester. The next time I saw him was on the TV 
news al­most twen­ty years lat­er, speak­ing at a Green­peace ral­ly just af­ter the French blew up 
the Rain­bow War­rior. 1984 or '85, that would've been. Since then I've seen him on the tube 
quite a lot. He rais­es mon­ey for en­vi­ron­men­tal caus­es, speaks on col­lege cam­pus­es from that 
snazzy red wheelchair, de­fends the eco-​ac­tivists in court when they need de­fend­ing. I've 
heard him called a tree-​hug­ger, and I bet he sort of en­joys that. He's still car­ry­ing the chip. 
I'm glad. Like he said, it's what he's got. 
    As we reached the door he called, 'Hey?' 
    We looked back at a nar­row white face on a white pil­low above a white sheet, the on­ly re­al 
col­or about him those mass­es of black hair. The shapes of his legs un­der the sheet again made 
me think of Un­cle Sam in the Fourth of Ju­ly pa­rade back home. And again I thought that he 
looked like a kid with about four months to live. But add some white teeth to the pic­ture, as 
well, be­cause Stoke was smil­ing.  
    'Hey what?' Skip said. 
    'You two were so con­cerned with what I was go­ing to say to Gar­ret­sen and Eber­sole . . . 
maybe I've got an in­fe­ri­or­ity com­plex or some­thing, but I have trou­ble be­liev­ing all that 
con­cern is for me. Have you two de­cid­ed to ac­tu­al­ly try go­ing to school for a change?' 
    'If we did, do you think we'd make it?' Skip asked. 
    'You might,' Stoke said. 'There is one thing I re­mem­ber about that night. Pret­ty clear­ly, 
too.' 
    I thought he'd say he re­mem­bered us laugh­ing at him — Skip thought so, too, he told me 
lat­er — but that wasn't it. 
    'You car­ried me through the door­way of the ex­am room by your­self,' he said to Skip. 
'Didn't drop me, ei­ther.' 
    'No chance of that. You don't weigh much.' 
    'Still . . . dy­ing's one thing, but no one likes the idea of be­ing dropped on the floor. It's 
undig­ni­fied. Be­cause you didn't, I'll give you some good ad­vice. Get out of the sports 
pro­grams, Kirk. Un­less, that is, you've got some kind of ath­let­ic schol­ar­ship you can't do 
with­out.' 
    'Why?' 
    'Be­cause they'll turn you in­to some­one else. It may take a lit­tle longer than it took ROTC to 
turn David Dear­born in­to Dearie, but they'll get there in the end.' 
    'What do you know about sports?' Skip asked gen­tly. 'What do you know about be­ing on a 
team?' 
    'I know it's a bad time for boys in uni­forms,' Stoke said, then lay back on his pil­low and 
closed his eyes. But a good time to be a girl, Car­ol had said. 1966 was a good time to be a 
girl. 
    We re­turned to the dorm and went to my room to study. Down the hall Ron­nie and Nick 
and Lennie and most of the oth­ers were chas­ing The Bitch. Af­ter awhile Skip shut the door to 
block the sound of them out, and when that didn't en­tire­ly work I turned on Nate's lit­tle RCA 
Swing­line and we lis­tened to Phil Ochs. Ochs is dead now — as dead as my moth­er and 
Michael Lan­don, and Ron­nie Malen­fant. He hanged him­self with his belt. The sui­cide rate 
among sur­viv­ing At­lanteans has been pret­ty high. No sur­prise there, I guess; when your 
con­ti­nent sinks right out from un­der your feet, it does a num­ber on your head.
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A day or two af­ter that vis­it to Stoke in the in­fir­mary, I called my moth­er and said that if she 
could re­al­ly af­ford to send a lit­tle ex­tra cash my way, I'd like to take her up on her idea about 
get­ting a tu­tor. She didn't ask many ques­tions and didn't scold — you knew you were in 
se­ri­ous trou­ble with my mom when she didn't scold — but three days lat­er I had a mon­ey 
or­der for three hun­dred dol­lars. To this I added my Hearts win­nings — I was as­ton­ished to 
find they came to al­most eighty bucks. That's a lot of nick­els. 
    I nev­er told my mom, but I ac­tu­al­ly hired two tu­tors with her three hun­dred, one a grad 
stu­dent who helped me with the mys­ter­ies of tec­ton­ic plates and con­ti­nen­tal drift, the oth­er a 
pot-​smok­ing se­nior from King Hall who helped Skip with his an­thro­pol­ogy (and might have 
writ­ten a pa­per or two for him, al­though I don't know that for sure). This sec­ond fel­low's 
name was Har­vey Brundage, and he was the first per­son to ev­er say 'Wow, man, bum­mer!' in 
my pres­ence. 
    To­geth­er Skip and I went to the Dean of Arts and Sci­ences — there was no way we were 
go­ing to go to Gar­ret­sen, not af­ter that Novem­ber meet­ing in the Cham­ber­lain rec — and laid 
out the prob­lems we were fac­ing. Tech­ni­cal­ly nei­ther of us be­longed to A and S; as fresh­men 
we weren't yet el­igi­ble to de­clare ma­jors, but Dean Ran­dle lis­tened to us. He rec­om­mend­ed 
that we go around to each of our in­struc­tors and ex­plain the prob­lem . . . more or less throw 
our­selves on their mer­cy. 
    We did it, loathing ev­ery minute of the pro­cess; one of the fac­tors that made us pow­er­ful 
friends in those years was be­ing raised with the same Yan­kee ideas, one of which was that 
you didn't ask for help un­less you ab­so­lute­ly had to, and maybe not even then. The on­ly thing 
that got us through that em­bar­rass­ing round of calls was the bud­dy sys­tem. When Skip was in 
with his teach­ers I wait­ed for him out in the hall, smok­ing one cigarette af­ter an­oth­er. When it 
was my turn, he wait­ed for me. 
    As a group, the in­struc­tors were a lot more sym­pa­thet­ic than I ev­er would have guessed; 
most bent over back­wards to help us not on­ly pass, but pass high enough to hold on­to our 
schol­ar­ships. On­ly Skip's cal­cu­lus teach­er was com­plete­ly un­re­cep­tive, and Skip was do­ing 
well enough there to skate by with­out any spe­cial help. Years lat­er I re­al­ized that for many of 
the in­struc­tors it was a moral is­sue rather than an aca­dem­ic one: they didn't want to read their 
ex-​stu­dents' names in a ca­su­al­ty list and have to won­der if they had been par­tial­ly 
re­spon­si­ble; that the dif­fer­ence be­tween a D and a C-​mi­nus had al­so been the dif­fer­ence 
be­tween a kid who could see and hear and one sit­ting sense­less in a VA hos­pi­tal some­where. 
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Af­ter one of these meet­ings, and with the end-​of-​semester ex­ams loom­ing, Skip went to the 
Bear's Den to meet his An­thro tu­tor for a cof­fee-​fu­eled cram ses­sion. I had dish­line at 
Holyoke. When the con­vey­or fi­nal­ly shut down for the af­ter­noon, I went back to the dorm to 
re­sume my own stud­ies. I stopped in the lob­by to check my mail­box, and there was a pink 
pack­age-​slip in it. 
    The pack­age was brown pa­per and string, but livened up with some stick-​on Christ­mas 
bells and hol­ly. The re­turn ad­dress hit me in the stom­ach like an un­ex­pect­ed suck­er-​punch:

      Car­ol Ger­ber, 172 Broad Street, Har­wich, Con­necti­cut. 
    I hadn't tried to call her, and not just be­cause I was busy try­ing to save my ass. I don't think 
I re­al­ized the re­al rea­son un­til I saw her name on that pack­age. I'd been con­vinced she'd gone 
back to Sul­ly-​John. That the night we'd made love in my car while the oldies played was 
an­cient his­to­ry to her now. That I was an­cient his­to­ry. 
    Phil Ochs was play­ing on Nate's record-​play­er, but Nate him­self was snooz­ing on his bed 
with a copy of Newsweek ly­ing open on his face. Gen­er­al William West­more­land was on the 
cov­er. I sat down at my desk, put the pack­age in front of me, reached for the string, then 
paused. My fin­gers were trem­bling. Hearts are tough, she had said. Most times they don't 
break. Most times they on­ly bend. She was right, of course . . . but mine hurt as I sat there 
look­ing at the Christ­mas pack­age she had sent me; it hurt plen­ty. Phil Ochs was on the 
record-​play­er, but in my mind I was hear­ing old­er, sweet­er mu­sic. In my mind I was hear­ing 
The Plat­ters. 
    I snapped the string, tore the tape, re­moved the brown pa­per, and even­tu­al­ly lib­er­at­ed a 
small white de­part­ment-​store box. In­side was a gift wrapped in shiny red pa­per and white 
satin rib­bon. There was al­so a square en­ve­lope with my name writ­ten on it in her fa­mil­iar 
hand. I opened the en­ve­lope and pulled out a Hall­mark card — when you care enough to send 
the very best, and all that. There were foil snowflakes and foil an­gels blow­ing foil trum­pets. 
When I opened the card, a news­pa­per clip­ping fell out on­to the present she'd sent me. It was 
from a news­pa­per called the Har­wich Jour­nal. In the top mar­gin, above the head­line, Car­ol 
had writ­ten: This time I made it — Pur­ple Heart! Don't wor­ry, 5 stitch­es at the Emerg. Room 
& I was home for sup­per. 
    The sto­ry's head­line read: 6 IN­JURED , 14 AR­REST­ED AS DRAFT OF­FICE PROTEST TURNS IN­TO 
MELEE. The pho­to was in stark con­trast to the one in the De­ny News where ev­ery­one, even 
the cops and the con­struc­tion work­ers who had start­ed their own im­promp­tu counter-​protest, 
looked sort of re­laxed. In the Har­wich Jour­nal pho­to, folks looked raw-​nerved, con­fused, and 
about two thou­sand light-​years from re­laxed. There were hard­hat types with tat­toos on their 
bulging arms and hate­ful gri­maces on their faces; there were long-​haired kids star­ing back at 
them with an­gry de­fi­ance. One of the lat­ter was hold­ing his arms out to a jeer­ing trio of men 
as if to say Come on, you want a piece of me? There were cops be­tween the two groups, 
look­ing strained and tense. 
    To the left (Car­ol had drawn an ar­row to this part of the pho­to, as if I might have missed it 
oth­er­wise) was a fa­mil­iar jack­et with HAR­WICH HIGH SCHOOL print­ed on the back. Once more 
her head was turned, but this time to­ward the cam­era in­stead of away from it. I could see the 
blood run­ning down her cheek much more clear­ly than I want­ed to. She could draw joke 
ar­rows and write all the breezy com­ments she want­ed to in the mar­gin; I was not amused. 
That was not choco­late syrup on her face. A cop had her by one arm. The girl in the news 
pho­to didn't seem to mind ei­ther that or the fact that her head was bleed­ing (if she even knew 
her head was bleed­ing at that point). The girl in the news pho­to was smil­ing. In one of her 
hands was a sign read­ing STOP THE MUR­DER. The oth­er was held out to­ward the cam­era, the 
first two fin­gers mak­ing a V. V-​for -vic­to­ry, I thought then, but of course it wasn't. By 1969, 
that V went with the spar­row-​track the way ham went with eggs. 
    I scanned the text of the clip­ping, but there was noth­ing there of any par­tic­ular in­ter­est. 
Protest . . . counter-​protest . . . ep­ithets . . . thrown rocks ... a few fist­fights . . . po­lice ar­rive 
on the scene. The sto­ry's tone was lofty and dis­gust­ed and pa­tron­iz­ing all at the same time; it 
re­mind­ed me of how Eber­sole and Gar­ret­sen had looked that night in the rec. You fel­lows 
have dis­ap­point­ed me. All but three of the protesters who had been ar­rest­ed were re­leased 
lat­er that day and none was named, so pre­sum­ably they were all un­der twen­ty-​one. 
    Blood on her face. And yet she was smil­ing . . . tri­umphant, in fact. I be­came aware Phil 
Ochs was still singing — I must have killed a mil­lion men and now they want me back again

      — and a shake of goos eflesh went up my back.  
    I turned to the card. It bore the typ­ical rhymed sen­ti­ments; they al­ways come to about the 
same, don't they? Mer­ry Christ­mas, sure hope you don't die in the New Year. I bare­ly read 
them. On the blank side fac­ing the verse, she had writ­ten me a note. It was long enough to use 
up most of the white space. 
 
Dear Num­ber Six, 
I just “want­ed to ”wish you the mer­ri­est of mer­ry Christ­mases, and 
to tell you I'm okay. I'm not back in school, al­though I have been 
as­so­ci­at­ing with cer­tain school types (see en­closed clip­ping) and ex­pect 
I will re­turn even­tu­al­ly, prob­ably fall semester next year. My mom is not 
do­ing too well, but she is try­ing, and my broth­er is get­ting his act back 
to­geth­er. Rion­da helps, too. I've seen Sul­ly a cou­ple of times, but it's not 
the same. He came over to watch TV one night and we are like strangers 
... or maybe what I re­al­ly mean is that 
we're like old ac­quain­tances on trains go­ing in dif­fer­ent di­rec­tions. 
I miss you, Pe­te. I think our trains are go­ing in dif­fer­ent di­rec­tions, 
too, but I'll nev­er for­get the time we spent to­geth­er. It was the sweet­est 
and the best (es­pe­cial­ly the last night). You can write me if you want, 
but I sort of 'wish you 'wouldn't. It might not be good for ei­ther of us. 
This doesn't mean I don't care or re­mem­ber but that I do.  
Re­mem­ber the night I showed you that pic­ture and told you about 
how I got beat­en up? How my friend Bob­by took care of me? He had a 
book that sum­mer. The man up­stairs gave it to him. Bob­by said it was 
the best book he ev­er read. Not say­ing much when you're just eleven, I 
know, but I saw it again in the high-​school li­brary when I was a se­nior 
and read it, just to see what it was like. And I thought it was pret­ty great. 
Not the best book I ev­er read, but pret­ty great. I thought you might like 
a copy. Al­though it was writ­ten twelve years ago, I sort of think it's 
about Viet­nam. Even if it's not, it's full of in­for­ma­tion. 
I love you, Pe­te. Mer­ry Christ­mas. 
 
  
PS. Get out of that stupid card-​game. 
 
    I read it twice, then fold­ed the clip­ping care­ful­ly and put it back in the card, my hands still 
shak­ing. Some­where I think I still have that card ... as I'm sure that some­where 'Red Car­ol' 
Ger­ber has still got her lit­tle snap­shot of her child­hood friends. If she's still alive, that is. Not 
ex­act­ly a sure thing: a lot of her last-​known bunch of friends are not. 
    I opened the pack­age. In­side it — and in jar­ring con­trast to the cheery Christ­mas pa­per and 
white satin rib­bon — was a pa­per­back copy of Lord of the Flies, by William Gold­ing. I had 
some­how missed it in high school, opt­ing for A Sep­arate Peace in Se­nior Lit in­stead be­cause 
Peace looked a lit­tle short­er. 
    I opened it, think­ing there might be an in­scrip­tion. There was, but not the sort I had 
ex­pect­ed, not at all. This was what I found in the white space on the ti­tle page:

      My eyes filled with sud­den un­ex­pect­ed tears. I put my hands over my mouth to hold in the 
sob that want­ed to come out. I didn't want to wake Nate up, didn't want him to see me cry­ing. 
But I cried, all right. I sat there at my desk and cried for her, for me, for both of us, for all of 
us. I can't re­mem­ber hurt­ing any more ev­er in my life than I did then. Hearts are tough, she 
said, most times hearts don't break, and I'm sure that's right . . . but what about then? What 
about who we were then? What about hearts in At­lantis? 
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In any case, Skip and I sur­vived. We did the make­up work, squeaked through the fi­nals, and 
re­turned to Cham­ber­lain Hall in mid-​Jan­uary. Skip told me he'd writ­ten a let­ter to John 
Winkin, the base­ball coach, over the hol­iday, say­ing he'd changed his mind about com­ing out 
for the team. 
    Nate was back on Cham­ber­lain Three. So, amaz­ing­ly, was Lennie Do­ria — on aca­dem­ic 
pro but there. His paisan Tony DeLuc­ca was gone, though. So were Mark St Pierre, Bar­ry 
Margeaux, Nick Prouty, Brad With­er­spoon, Har­vey Twiller, Randy Echolls . . . and Ron­nie, 
of course. We got a card from him in March. It was post­marked Lewis­ton and sim­ply 
ad­dressed to The Yo-​Yo's Of Cham­ber­lain Three. We taped it up in the lounge, over the chair 
where Ron­nie had most of­ten sat dur­ing the games. On the front was Al­fred E. Neu­man, the 
Mad mag­azine cov­er-​boy. On the back Ron­nie had writ­ten: 'Un­cle Sam calls and I got­ta go. 
Palm trees in my fu­ture and who gives a f—k. Wha t me wor­ry. I fin­ished with 21 match 
points. That makes me the win­ner.' It was signed 'RON.' Skip and I had a laugh at that. As far 
as we were con­cerned, Mrs Malen­fant's foul-​mouthed lit­tle boy was go­ing to be a Ron­nie 
un­til the day he died. 
    Stoke Jones, aka Rip-​Rip, was al­so gone. I didn't think of him much for awhile, but his 
face and mem­ory came back to me with startling (if brief) vivid­ness a year and a half lat­er. I 
was in jail at the time, in Chica­go. I don't know how many of us the cops swept up out­side the 
con­ven­tion cen­ter on the night Hu­bert Humphrey was nom­inat­ed, but there were a lot, and a 
lot of us were hurt — a blue -rib­bon com­mis­sion would a year lat­er des­ig­nate the event a 
'po­lice ri­ot' in its re­port. 
    I end­ed up in a hold­ing cell meant for fif­teen pris­on­ers — twen­ty, max — with about six­ty 
gassed-​out, punched-​out, drugged-​out, beat-​up, messed-​up, worked-​over, fucked-​over, blood-
all-​over hip­pies, some smok­ing joints, some cry­ing, some puk­ing, some singing protest songs 
(from far over in the cor­ner, is­su­ing from some guy I nev­er even saw, came a stoned-​out 
ver­sion of 'I'm Not Marchin' Any­more'). It was like some weird pe­nal ver­sion of tele­phone-
booth cram­ming. 
    I was jammed up against the bars, try­ing to pro­tect my shirt pock­et (Pall Malls), and my 
hip pock­et (the copy of Lord of the Flies Car­ol had giv­en me, now very bat­tered, miss­ing half 
its front cov­er, and falling out of its bind­ing), when all at once Stake's face flashed in­to my 
mind as bright and com­plete as a high-​res­olu­tion pho­to­graph. It came from nowhere, it 
seemed, per­haps the prod­uct of a dor­mant mem­ory cir­cuit which had gone mo­men­tar­ily hot, 
jog­gled by ei­ther a night­stick to the head or a re­viv­ify­ing whiff of tear­gas. And a ques­tion

      came with it. 
    'What the fuck was a crip­ple do­ing on the third floor?' I asked out loud.  
    A lit­tle guy with a huge mass of gold­en hair — a kind of Pe­ter Framp­ton dwarf, if you 
could dig that — looked around. His face was pale and pim­ply. Blood was dry­ing be­neath his 
nose and on one cheek. 'What, man?' he asked. 
    'What the fuck was a crip­ple do­ing on the third floor of a col­lege dorm? One with no 
el­eva­tor? Wouldn't they have put him on the first floor?' Then I re­mem­bered Stoke plung­ing 
to­ward Holyoke with his head down and his hair hang­ing in his eyes, Stoke mut­ter­ing 'Rip-
rip, rip-​rip , rip-​rip' un­der his breath. Stoke go­ing ev­ery­where as if ev­ery­thing was his en­emy; 
give him a quar­ter and he'd try to shoot down the whole world.  
    'Man, I'm not fol­low­ing you. What — ' 
    'Un­less he asked them to,' I said. 'Un­less he maybe right out de­mand­ed it.' 
    'Bin­go,' said the lit­tle guy with the Pe­ter Framp­ton hair. 'Got a joint, man? I want to get 
high. This place sucks. I want to go to Hob­biton.' 
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Skip be­came an artist, and he's fa­mous in his own way. Not like Nor­man Rock­well, and you'll 
nev­er see a re­pro­duc­tion of one of Skip's sculp­tures on a plate of­fered by the Franklin Mint, 
but he's had plen­ty of shows — Lon­don, Rome, New York, last year in Paris — and he's 
re­viewed reg­ular­ly. There are plen­ty of crit­ics who call him je­june, the fla­vor of the month 
(some have been call­ing him the fla­vor of the month for twen­ty-​five years), a trite mind 
com­mu­ni­cat­ing via low im­agery with oth­er trite minds. Oth­er crit­ics have praised him for his 
hon­esty and en­er­gy. I tend in this di­rec­tion, but I sup­pose I would; I knew him back in the 
days we es­caped the great sink­ing con­ti­nent to­geth­er, and he has re­mained my friend; in a 
dis­tant way he has re­mained my paisan.  
    There are al­so crit­ics who have com­ment­ed on the rage his work so of­ten ex­press­es, the 
rage I first saw clear­ly in the pa­pi­er-​mache Viet­namese fam­ily tableau he set afire in front of 
the school li­brary to the am­pli­fied pulse of The Young­bloods back in 1969. And yeah. Yeah, 
there's some­thing to that. Some of Skip's stuff is fun­ny and some of it's sad and some of it's 
bizarre, but most of it looks an­gry, most of his stiff-​shoul­dered plas­ter and pa­per and clay 
peo­ple seem to whis­per Light me, oh light me and lis­ten to me scream, it's re­al­ly still i()6g, 
it's still the Mekong and al­ways will be. 'It is Stan­ley Kirk's anger which makes his work 
wor­thy,' a crit­ic wrote dur­ing an ex­hi­bi­tion in Boston, and I sup­pose it was that same anger 
which con­tribut­ed to his heart at­tack two months ago. 
    His wife called and said Skip want­ed to see me. The doc­tors be­lieved it hadn't been a 
se­ri­ous car­diac event, but the Cap­tain begged to dis­agree. My old paisan Cap­tain Kirk 
thought he was dy­ing.  
    I flew down to Palm Beach, and when I saw him — white face be­low most­ly white hair on 
a white pil­low — it called up a mem­ory I could not at first pin down. 
    'You're think­ing of Jones,' he said in a husky voice, and of course he was right. I grinned, 
and at the same mo­ment a cold chill traced a fin­ger down the mid­dle of my back. Some­times 
things come back to you, that's all. Some­times they come back. 
    I came in and sat down be­side him. 'Not bad, O swa­mi.' 
    'Not hard, ei­ther,' he said. 'It's that day at the in­fir­mary all over again, ex­cept that Car­bury's 
prob­ably dead and this time I'm the one with a tube in the back of my hand.' He raised one of 
his tal­ent­ed hands, showed me the tube, then low­ered it again. 'I don't think I'm go­ing to die

      any­more. At least not yet.' 
    'Good.' 
    'You still smok­ing?' 
    'I've re­tired. As of last year.' 
    He nod­ded. 'My wife says she'll di­vorce me if I don't do the same ... so I guess I bet­ter try.' 
    'It's the worst habit.' 
    'Ac­tu­al­ly, I think liv­ing's the worst habit.' 
    'Save the phrase-​mak­ing shit for the Read­er's Di­gest, Cap.'  
    He laughed, then asked if I'd heard from Natie. 
    'A Christ­mas card, like al­ways. With a pho­to.' 
    'Fuckin Nate!' Skip was de­light­ed. 'Was it his of­fice?' 
    'Yeah. He's got a Na­tiv­ity scene out front this year. The Ma­gi all look like they need den­tal 
work.' 
    We looked at each oth­er and be­gan to gig­gle. Be­fore Skip could re­al­ly get go­ing, he be­gan 
to cough. It was eeri­ly like Stoke — for a mo­ment he even looked like Stoke — and I felt that 
shiv­er slide down my back again. If Stoke had been dead I'd have thought he was haunt­ing 
us, but he wasn't. And in his own way Stoke Jones was as much of a sell­out as ev­ery re­tired 
hip­pie who pro­gressed from sell­ing co­caine to sell­ing junk bonds over the phone. He loves 
his TV cov­er­age, does Stoke; when O. J. Simp­son was on tri­al you could catch Stoke 
some­where on the di­al ev­ery night, just an­oth­er vul­ture cir­cling the car­rion. 
    Car­ol was the one who didn't sell out, I guess. Car­ol and her friends, and what about the 
chem stu­dents they killed with their bomb? It was a mis­take, I be­lieve that with all my heart 
— the Car­ol Ger­ber I knew would have no pa­tience with the idea that all pow­er comes out of 
the bar­rel of a gun. The Car­ol I knew would have un­der­stood that was just an­oth­er fucked-​up 
way of say­ing we had to de­stroy the vil­lage in or­der to save it. But do you think the rel­atives 
of those kids care that it was a mis­take, the bomb didn't go off when it was sup­posed to, 
sor­ry? Do you think ques­tions of who sold out and who didn't mat­ter to the moth­ers, fa­thers, 
broth­ers, sis­ters, lovers, friends? Do you think it mat­ters to the peo­ple who have to pick up 
the pieces and some­how go on? Hearts can break. Yes. Hearts can break. Some­times I think it 
would be bet­ter if we died when they did, but we don't. 
    Skip worked on get­ting his breath back. The mon­itor be­side his bed was beep­ing in a 
wor­ried way. A nurse looked in and Skip waved her off. The beeps were set­tling back to their 
pre­vi­ous rhythm, so she went. When she was gone, Skip said: 'Why did we laugh so hard 
when he fell down that day? That ques­tion has nev­er en­tire­ly left me.' 
    'No,' I said. 'Me ei­ther.' 
    'So what's the an­swer? Why did we laugh?' 
    'Be­cause we're hu­man. For awhile, I think it was be­tween Wood­stock and Kent State, we 
thought we were some­thing else, but we weren't.' 
    'We thought we were star­dust,' Skip said. Al­most with a straight face. 
    'We thought we were gold­en,' I agreed, laugh­ing. 'And we've got to get our­selves back to 
the gar­den.' 
    'Lean over, hip­pie -boy,' Skip said, and I did. I saw that my old friend, who had out­foxed 
Dearie and Eber­sole and the Dean of Men, who had gone around and begged his teach­ers to 
help him, who had taught me to drink beer by the pitch­er and say fuck in a dozen dif­fer­ent 
in­to­na­tions, was cry­ing a lit­tle bit. He reached up his arms to me. They had got­ten thin over 
the years, and now the mus­cles hung rather than bunched. I bent down and hugged him. 
    'We tried,' he said in my ear. 'Don't you ev­er for­get that, Pe­te. We tried.'  
    I sup­pose we did. In her way, Car­ol tried hard­er than any of us and paid the high­est price . . 
. ex­cept, that is, for the ones who died. And al­though we've for­got­ten the lan­guage we spoke 
in those years — it is as lost as the bell-​bot­tom jeans, home-​tie-​dyed shirts, Nehru jack­ets,

    

  
    
      Hearts in Atlantis

    

    
      and signs that said KILLING FOR PEACE is LIKE FUCK­ING FOR CHASTI­TY — some­times a word or 
two comes back. In­for­ma­tion, you know. In­for­ma­tion. And some­times, in my dreams and 
mem­ories (the old­er I get the more they seem to be the same), I smell the place where I spoke 
that lan­guage with such easy au­thor­ity: a whiff of earth, a scent of or­anges, and the fad­ing 
smell of flow­ers.

      1983: Gob­less us ev­ery one. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 B
LIND W
IL­LIE

      6:15 A.M. 
 
He wakes to mu­sic, al­ways to mu­sic; the shrill beep-​beep-​beep of the clock-​ra­dio's alarm is 
too much for his mind to cope with dur­ing those first blur­ry mo­ments of the day. It sounds 
like a dump truck back­ing up. The ra­dio is bad enough at this time of year, though; the easy-
lis­ten­ing sta­tion he keeps the clock-​ra­dio tuned to is wall-​to-​wall Christ­mas car­ols, and this 
morn­ing he wakes up to one of the two or three on his Most Hat­ed List, some­thing full of 
breathy voic­es and pho­ny won­der. The Hare Kr­ish­na Chorale or the Andy Williams Singers 
or some such. Do you hear what I hear, the breathy voic­es sing as he sits up in bed, blink­ing 
grog­gi­ly, hair stick­ing out in ev­ery di­rec­tion. Do you see what I see, they sing as he swings 
his legs out, gri­maces his way across the cold floor to the ra­dio, and bangs the but­ton that 
turns it off. When he turns around, Sharon has as­sumed her cus­tom­ary de­fen­sive pos­ture - 
pil­low fold­ed over her head, noth­ing show­ing but the creamy curve of one shoul­der, a lacy 
night­gown strap, and a fluff of blond hair. 
    He goes in­to the bath­room, clos­es the door, slips off the pa­ja­ma bot­toms he sleeps in, drops 
them in­to the ham­per, clicks on his elec­tric ra­zor. As he runs it over his face he thinks, Why 
not run through the rest of the sen­so­ry cat­alogue while you're at it, boys? Do you smell what 
I smell, do you taste what I taste, do you feel what I feel, I mean, hey, go for it. 
    'Hum­bug,' he says as he turns on the show­er. 'All hum­bug.' 
 
  
Twen­ty min­utes lat­er, while he's dress­ing (the dark gray suit from Paul Stu­art this morn­ing, 
plus his fa­vorite Sul­ka tie), Sharon wakes up a lit­tle. Not enough for him to ful­ly un­der­stand 
what she's telling him, though.  
    'Come again?' he asks. 'I got eggnog, but the rest was just ug­ga-​wug­ga.' 
    'I asked if you'd pick up two quarts of eggnog on your way home,' she says. 'We've got the 
Aliens and the Dubrays com­ing over tonight, re­mem­ber?' 
    'Christ­mas,' he says, check­ing his hair care­ful­ly in the mir­ror. He no longer looks like the 
glar­ing, be­wil­dered man who sits up in bed to the sound of mu­sic five morn­ings a week - 
some­times six. Now he looks like all the oth­er peo­ple who will ride in­to New York with him 
on the sev­en-​forty, and that is just what he wants. 
    'What about Christ­mas?' she asks with a sleepy smile. 'Hum­bug, right?' 
    'Right,' he agrees. 
    'If you re­mem­ber, get some cin­na­mon, too—' 
    'Okay.' 
    '—but if you for­get the eggnog, I'll slaugh­ter you, Bill.' 
    'I'll re­mem­ber.' 
    'I know. You're very de­pend­able. Look nice, too.' 
    'Thanks.' 
    She flops back down, then props her­self up on one el­bow as he makes a fi­nal minute 
ad­just­ment to the tie, which is a dark blue. He has nev­er worn a red tie in his life, and hopes 
he can go to his grave un­touched by that par­tic­ular virus. 'I got the tin­sel you want­ed,' she 
says. 
    'Mm­mm?' 
    'The tin­sel,' she says. 'It's on the kitchen ta­ble.' 
    'Oh.' Now he re­mem­bers. 'Thanks.'

      'Sure.' She's back down and al­ready start­ing to drift off again. He doesn't en­vy the fact that 
she can stay in bed un­til nine — hell, un­til eleven, if she wants — but he en­vies that abil­ity of 
hers to wake up, talk, then drift off again. He had that when he was in the bush — most guys 
did — but the bush was a long time ago. In coun­try was what the new guys and the 
cor­re­spon­dents al­ways said; if you'd been there awhile it was just the bush, or some­times the 
green. 
    In the green, yeah.  
    She says some­thing else, but now she's back to ug­ga-​wug­ga. He knows what it is just the 
same, though: have a good day, hon. 
    'Thanks,' he says, kiss­ing her cheek. 'I will.' 
    'Look very nice,' she mum­bles again, al­though her eyes are closed. 'Love you, Bill.' 
    'Love you, too,' he says and goes out. 
 
  
His brief­case — Mark Cross, not quite top-​of-​the -line but close — is stand­ing in the front 
hall, by the coat tree where his top­coat (from Tager's, on Madi­son) hangs. He snags the case 
on his way by and takes it in­to the kitchen. The cof­fee is all made — God bless Mr Cof­fee — 
and he pours him­self a cup. He opens the brief­case, which is en­tire­ly emp­ty, and picks up the 
ball of tin­sel on the kitchen ta­ble. He holds it up for a mo­ment, watch­ing the way it sparkles 
un­der the light of the kitchen flu­ores­cents, then puts it in his brief­case. 
    'Do you hear what I hear,' he says to no one at all and snaps the brief­case shut. 
 
 
8:15 A.M. 
 
Out­side the dirty win­dow to his left, he can see the city draw­ing clos­er. The grime on the 
glass makes it look like some filthy, gar­gan­tu­an ru­in — dead At­lantis, maybe, just heaved 
back to the sur­face to glare at the gray sky. The day's got a load of snow caught in its throat, 
but that doesn't wor­ry him much; it is just eight days un­til Christ­mas, and busi­ness will be 
good.  
    The train-​car reeks of morn­ing cof­fee, morn­ing de­odor­ant, morn­ing af­ter­shave, morn­ing 
per­fume, and morn­ing stom­achs. There is a tie in al­most ev­ery seat — even some of the 
wom­en wear them these days. The faces have that puffy eight o'clock look, the eyes both 
in­tro­spec­tive and de­fense­less, the con­ver­sa­tions half -heart­ed. This is the hour at which even 
peo­ple who don't drink look hun­gover. Most folks just stick to their news­pa­pers. Why not? 
Rea­gan is king of Amer­ica, stocks and bonds have turned to gold, the death penal­ty is back in 
vogue. Life is good. 
    He him­self has the Times cross­word open in front of him, and al­though he's filled in a few 
squares, it's most­ly a de­fen­sive mea­sure. He doesn't like to talk to peo­ple on the train, doesn't 
like loose con­ver­sa­tion of any sort, and the last thing in the world he wants is a com­muter 
bud­dy. When he starts see­ing the same faces in any giv­en car, when peo­ple start to nod to 
him or say 'How you doin to­day?' as they go to their seats, he changes cars. It's not that hard 
to re­main un­known, just an­oth­er com­muter from sub­ur­ban Con­necti­cut, a man con­spic­uous 
on­ly in his adamant re­fusal to wear a red tie. Maybe he was once a parochial-​school boy, 
maybe once he held a weep­ing lit­tle girl while one of his friends struck her re­peat­ed­ly with a 
base­ball bat, and maybe he once spent time in the green. No­body on the train has to know 
these things. That's the good thing about trains. 
    'All ready for Christ­mas?' the man in the aisle seat asks him.

      He looks up, al­most frown­ing, then de­cides it's not a sub­stan­tive re­mark, on­ly the sort of 
emp­ty time-​pass­er some peo­ple seem to feel com­pelled to make. The man be­side him is fat 
and will un­doubt­ed­ly stink by noon no mat­ter how much Speed Stick he used this morn­ing . . 
. but he's hard­ly even look­ing at Bill, so that's all right. 
    'Yes, well, you know,' he says, look­ing down at the brief­case be­tween his shoes — the 
brief­case that con­tains a ball of tin­sel and noth­ing else. 'I'm get­ting in the spir­it, lit­tle by lit­tle.' 
 
 
8:40 A.M. 
 
He comes out of Grand Cen­tral with a thou­sand oth­er top­coat­ed men and wom­en, mid-​lev­el 
ex­ec­utives for the most part, sleek ger­bils who will be run­ning full tilt on their ex­er­cise 
wheels by noon. He stands still for a mo­ment, breath­ing deep of the cold gray air. Lex­ing­ton 
Av­enue is dressed in its Christ­mas lights, and a lit­tle dis­tance away a San­ta Claus who looks 
Puer­to Ri­can is ring­ing a bell. He's got a pot for con­tri­bu­tions with an easel set up be­side it. 
HELP THE HOME­LESS THIS CHRIST­MAS, the sign on the easel says, and the man in the blue tie 
thinks, How about a lit­tle truth in ad­ver­tis­ing, San­ta? How about a sign that says HELP ME 
SUP­PORT MY COKE HABIT THIS CHRIST­MAS? Nev­er­the­less, he drops a cou­ple of dol­lar bills in­to 
the pot as he walks past. He has a good feel­ing about to­day. He's glad Sharon re­mind­ed him 
of the tin­sel — he would have for­got­ten to bring it, prob­ably; in the end he al­ways for­gets 
stuff like that, the grace notes. 
 
  
A walk of ten min­utes takes him to his build­ing. Stand­ing out­side the door is a black youth, 
maybe sev­en­teen, wear­ing black jeans and a dirty red hood­ed sweat­shirt. He jives from foot 
to foot, blow­ing puffs of steam out of his mouth, smil­ing fre­quent­ly, show­ing a gold tooth. In 
one hand he holds a part­ly crushed sty­ro­foam cof­fee cup. There's some change in it, which he 
rat­tles con­stant­ly. 
    'Spare a lil?' he asks the passers­by as they stream to­ward the re­volv­ing doors. 'Spare me a 
lil, sir? Spare just a lil, ma'am? Just try­ing to get a spot of br­ef­fus. Thank you, gob­less you, 
mer­ry Christ­mas. Spare a lil, my man? Quar­ter, maybe? Thank you. Spare a lil, ma'am?' 
    As he pass­es, Bill drops a nick­el and two dimes in­to the young black man's cup. 
    'Thank you, sir, gob­less, mer­ry Christ­mas.' 
    'You, too,' he says. 
    The wom­an next to him frowns. 'You shouldn't en­cour­age them,' she says. 
    He gives her a shrug and a small, shame­faced smile. 'It's hard for me to say no to any­one at 
Christ­mas,' he tells her. 
    He en­ters the lob­by with a stream of oth­ers, stares briefly af­ter the opin­ion­at­ed bitch as she 
heads for the news­stand, then goes to the el­eva­tors with their old-​fash­ioned floor di­als and 
their art de­co num­bers. Here sev­er­al peo­ple nod to him, and he ex­changes a few words with a 
cou­ple of them as they wait — it's not like the train, af­ter all, where you can change cars. 
Plus, the build­ing is an old one; the el­eva­tors are slow and cranky.  
    'How's the wife, Bill?' a scrawny, con­stant­ly grin­ning man from the fifth floor asks. 
    'Car­ol's fine.' 
    'Kids?' 
    'Both good.' He has no kids and his wife's name isn't Car­ol. His wife is the for­mer Sharon 
Anne Don­ahue, St Gabriel the Stead­fast Sec­ondary Parochial School, Class of 1964, but that's 
some­thing the scrawny, con­stant­ly grin­ning man will nev­er know.

      'Bet they can't wait for the big day,' the scrawny man says, his grin widen­ing and be­com­ing 
some­thing un­speak­able. To Bill Shear­man he looks like an ed­ito­ri­al car­toon­ist's con­cep­tion of 
Death, all big eyes and huge teeth and stretched shiny skin. That grin makes him think of 
Tam Boi, in the A Shau Val­ley. Those guys from 2nd Bat­tal­ion went in look­ing like the kings 
of the world and came out look­ing like singed es­capees from hell's half acre. They came out 
with those big eyes and huge teeth. They still looked like that in Dong Ha, where they all got 
kind of mixed to­geth­er a few days lat­er. A lot of mix­ing-​to­geth­er went on in the bush. A lot 
of shake-​and-​bake, too. 
    'Ab­so­lute­ly can't wait,' he agrees, 'but I think Sarah's get­ting kind of sus­pi­cious about the 
guy in the red suit.' Hur­ry up, el­eva­tor, he thinks, Je­sus, save me from these stu­pidi­ties. 
    'Yeah, yeah, it hap­pens,' the scrawny man says. His grin fades for a mo­ment, as if they 
were dis­cussing can­cer in­stead of San­ta. 'How old's Sarah now?' 
    'Eight.' 
    'Seems like she was just born a year or two ago. Boy, the time sure flies when you're havin 
fun, doesn't it?' 
    'You can say that again,' he says, fer­vent­ly hop­ing the scrawny man won't say it again. At 
that mo­ment one of the four el­eva­tors fi­nal­ly gasps open its doors and they herd them­selves 
in­side. 
 
  
Bill and the scrawny man walk a lit­tle way down the fifth-​floor hall to­geth­er, and then the 
scrawny man stops in front of a set of old-​fash­ioned dou­ble doors with the words 
CON­SOL­IDAT­ED IN­SUR­ANCE writ­ten on one frost­ed-​glass pan­el and AD­JUS­TORS OF AMER­ICA on 
the oth­er. From be­hind these doors comes the mut­ed click­ety-​click of key­boards and the 
slight­ly loud­er sound of ring­ing phones. 
    'Have a good day, Bill.' 
    'You too.' 
    The scrawny man lets him­self in­to his of­fice, and for a mo­ment Bill sees a big wreath hung 
on the far side of the room. Al­so, the win­dows have been dec­orat­ed with the kind of snow 
that comes in a spray can. He shud­ders and thinks, God save us, ev­ery one. 
 
 
9:05 A.M. 
 
His of­fice — one of two he keeps in this build­ing — is at the far end of the hall. The two 
of­fices clos­est to it are dark and va­cant, a sit­ua­tion that has held for the last six months and 
one he likes just fine. Print­ed on the frost­ed glass of his own of­fice door are the words 
WEST­ERN STATES LAND ANAL­YSIS. There are three locks on the door: the one that was on it 
when he moved in­to the build­ing, plus two he has put on him­self. He lets him­self in, clos­es 
the door, turns the bolt, then en­gages the po­lice lock. 
    A desk stands in the cen­ter of the room, and it is clut­tered with pa­pers, but none of them 
mean any­thing; they are sim­ply win­dow dress­ing for the clean­ing ser­vice. Ev­ery so of­ten he 
throws them all out and re­dis­tributes a fresh batch. In the cen­ter of the desk is a tele­phone on 
which he makes oc­ca­sion­al ran­dom calls so that the phone com­pa­ny won't reg­is­ter the line as 
to­tal­ly in­ac­tive. Last year he pur­chased a col­or copi­er, and it looks very busi­nesslike over in 
its cor­ner by the door to the of­fice's lit­tle sec­ond room, but it has nev­er been used.  
    'Do you hear what I hear, do you smell what I smell, do you taste what I taste,' he 
mur­murs, and cross­es to the door lead­ing to the sec­ond room. In­side are shelves stacked high

      with more mean­ing­less pa­per, two large file-​cab­inets (there is a Walk­man on top of one, his 
ex­cuse on the few oc­ca­sions when some­one knocks on the locked door and gets no an­swer), a 
chair, and a steplad­der. 
    Bill takes the steplad­der back to the main room and un­folds it to the left of the desk. He 
puts his brief­case on top of it. Then he mounts the first three steps of the lad­der, reach­es up 
(the bot­tom half of his coat bells out and around his legs as he does), and care­ful­ly moves 
aside one of the sus­pend­ed ceil­ing pan­els. 
    Above is a dark area which can­not quite be called a util­ity space, al­though a few pipes and 
wires do run through it. There's no dust up here, at least not in this im­me­di­ate area, and no 
ro­dent drop­pings, ei­ther — he us­es D-​Con Mouse-​Prufe once a month. He wants to keep his 
clothes nice as he goes back and forth, of course, but that's not re­al­ly the im­por­tant part. The 
im­por­tant part is to re­spect your work and your field. This he learned in the Army, dur­ing his 
time in the green, and he some­times thinks it is the sec­ond most im­por­tant thing he's ev­er 
learned in his life. The most im­por­tant is that on­ly penance re­places con­fes­sion, and on­ly 
penance de­fines iden­ti­ty. This is a les­son he be­gan learn­ing in 1960, when he was four­teen. 
That was the last year he could go in­to the booth and say 'Bless me fa­ther for I have sinned' 
and then tell ev­ery­thing. 
    Penance is im­por­tant to him. 
    Gob­less, he thinks there in the stale-​smelling dark­ness of the util­ity space. Gob­less you, 
gob­less me, gob­less us ev­ery one. 
    Above this nar­row space (a ghost­ly, gen­tle wind hoots end­less­ly through it, bring­ing a 
smell of dust and the groan of the el­eva­tors) is the bot­tom of the sixth floor, and here is a 
square trap­door about thir­ty inch­es on a side. Bill in­stalled it him­self; he's handy with tools, 
which is one of the things Sharon ap­pre­ci­ates about him. 
    He flips the trap­door up, let­ting in mut­ed light from above, then grabs his brief­case by the 
han­dle. As he sticks his head in­to the space be­tween floors, wa­ter rush­es gusti­ly down the fat 
bath­room con­duit twen­ty or thir­ty feet north of his present po­si­tion. An hour from now, when 
the peo­ple in the build­ing start their cof­fee breaks, that sound will be as con­stant and as 
rhyth­mic as waves break­ing on a beach. Bill hard­ly no­tices this or any of the oth­er in­ter­floor 
sounds; he's used to them. 
    He climbs care­ful­ly to the top of the steplad­der, then boosts him­self through in­to his sixth-
floor of­fice, leav­ing Bill down on Five. Up here he is Willie again, just as he was in high 
school. Just as he was in Viet­nam, where he was some­times known as Base­ball Willie. 
    This up­per of­fice has a stur­dy work­shop look, with coils and mo­tors and vents stacked 
neat­ly on met­al shelves and what looks like a fil­ter of some kind squat­ting on one cor­ner of 
the desk. It is an of­fice, how­ev­er; there's a type­writ­er, a Dic­ta­phone, an IN/OUT bas­ket full of 
pa­pers (al­so win­dow dress­ing, which he pe­ri­od­ical­ly ro­tates like a farmer ro­tat­ing crops), and 
file -cab­inets. Lots of file -cab­inets. 
    On one wall is a Nor­man Rock­well paint­ing of a fam­ily pray­ing over Thanks­giv­ing din­ner. 
Be­hind the desk is a framed stu­dio por­trait of Willie in his first lieu­tenant's uni­form (tak­en in 
Saigon short­ly be­fore he won his Sil­ver Star for ac­tion at the site of the he­li­copter crash 
out­side of Dong Ha) and next to it is a blow-​up of his hon­or­able dis­charge, al­so framed; the 
name on the sheet is William Shear­man, and here his dec­ora­tions are du­ly not­ed. He saved 
Sul­li­van's life on the trail out­side the Ville. The ci­ta­tion ac­com­pa­ny­ing the Sil­ver Star says 
so, the men who sur­vived Dong Ha said so, and more im­por­tant than ei­ther of those, Sul­li­van 
said so. It's the first thing he said when they wound up in San Fran­cis­co to­geth­er at the 
hos­pi­tal known as the Pussy Palace: You saved my life, man. Willie sit­ting on Sul­li­van's bed, 
Willie with one arm still ban­daged and salve all around his eyes, but re­al­ly okay, yeah, he 
was cruisin, it was Sul­li­van who had been bad­ly hurt. That was the day the AP pho­tog­ra­pher 
took their pic­ture, the pho­to that ap­peared in news­pa­pers all over the coun­try . . . in­clud­ing

      the Har­wich Jour­nal. 
    He took my hand, Willie thinks as he stands there in his sixth-​floor of­fice with Bill 
Shear­man now a floor down. Above the stu­dio por­trait and his dis­charge is a poster from the 
six­ties. This item, not framed and start­ing to yel­low at the edges, shows the peace sign. 
Be­low it, in red, white, and blue, is this punch­line: TRACK OF THE GREAT AMER­ICAN CHICK­EN . 
    He took my hand, he thinks again. Yes, Sul­li­van had done that, and Willie had come with­in 
an ace of leap­ing to his feet and run­ning back down the ward, scream­ing. He had been 
pos­itive that Sul­li­van would say I know what you did, you and your friends Doolin and 
O'Meara, Did you think she wouldn't tell me? 
    Sul­li­van had said noth­ing like that. What he'd said was, You saved my life, man, from the 
old home town and you saved my life. Shit, what are the odds? And we used to be so scared of 
the boys from St Gabe's. When he said that, Willie had known for sure that Sul­li­van had no 
idea of what Doolin, O'Meara, and he had done to Car­ol Ger­ber. There was no re­lief in 
know­ing he was safe how­ev­er. None. And as he smiled and squeezed Sul­li­van's hand, he had 
thought: You were right to be scared, Sul­ly. You were right to be. 
    Willie puts Bill's brief­case on the desk, then lies down on his stom­ach. He pokes his head 
and arms in­to the windy, oil-​smelling dark­ness be­tween floors and re­places the ceil­ing pan­el 
of the fifth-​floor of­fice. It's locked up tight; he doesn't ex­pect any­one any­way (he nev­er does; 
West­ern States Land An­alysts has nev­er had a sin­gle cus­tomer), but it's bet­ter to be safe. 
Al­ways safe, nev­er sor­ry. 
    With his fifth-​floor of­fice set to rights, Willie low­ers the trap­door in this one. Up here the 
trap is hid­den by a small rug which is Su­per-​glued to the wood, so it can go up and down 
with­out too much flop­ping or slid­ing around.  
    He gets to his feet, dusts off his hands, then turns to the brief­case and opens it. He takes out 
the ball of tin­sel and puts it on top of the Dic­ta­phone which stands on the desk. 
    'Good one,' he says, think­ing again that Sharon can be a re­al peach when she sets her mind 
to it ... and she of­ten does. He re­latch­es the brief­case and then be­gins to un­dress, do­ing it 
care­ful­ly and me­thod­ical­ly, re­vers­ing the steps he took at six-​thir­ty, run­ning the film 
back­ward. He strips off ev­ery­thing, even his un­der­shorts and his black knee-​high socks. 
Naked, he hangs his top­coat, suit jack­et, and shirt care­ful­ly in the clos­et where on­ly one oth­er 
item hangs — a heavy red jack­et, not quite thick enough to be termed a par­ka. Be­low it is a 
box­like thing, a lit­tle too bulky to be termed a brief­case. Willie puts his Mark Cross case next 
to it, then places his slacks in the pants press, tak­ing pains with the crease. The tie goes on the 
rack screwed to the back of the clos­et door, where it hangs all by it­self like a long blue 
tongue. 
    He pads bare­foot-​naked across to one of the file -cab­inet stacks. On top of it is an ash­tray 
em­bossed with a pissed-​off-​look­ing ea­gle and the words IF I DIE IN A COM­BAT ZONE. In the 
ash­tray are a pair of dog­tags on a chain. Willie slips the chain over his head, then slides out 
the bot­tom draw­er of the cab­inet stack. In­side are un­der­clothes. Neat­ly fold­ed on top are a 
pair of kha­ki box­er shorts. He slips them on. Next come white ath­let­ic socks, fol­lowed by a 
white cot­ton tee-​shirt — round­neck, not strap­py. The shapes of his dog­tags stand out against 
it, as do his bi­ceps and quads. They aren't as good as they were in A Shau and Dong Ha, but 
they aren't bad for a guy who is clos­ing in on forty. 
    Now, be­fore he fin­ish­es dress­ing, it is time for penance. 
    He goes to an­oth­er stack of cab­inets and rolls out the sec­ond draw­er. He thumbs rapid­ly 
through the bound ledgers there, pass­ing those for late 1982, then thumb­ing through those 
from this year: Jan­uary-​April, May-​June, Ju­ly, Au­gust (he al­ways feels com­pelled to write 
more in the sum­mer), Septem­ber-​Oc­to­ber, and at last the cur­rent vol­ume: Novem­ber-
De­cem­ber. He sits at his desk, opens the ledger, and flicks rapid­ly through pages of dense­ly 
packed writ­ing. There are small vari­ations in the writ­ing, but the essence is al­ways the same:

      I am hearti­ly sor­ry. 
    He on­ly writes for ten min­utes or so this morn­ing, pen scratch­ing busi­ly, stick­ing to the 
ba­sic fact of the mat­ter: I am hearti­ly sor­ry. He has, to the best of his reck­on­ing, writ­ten this 
over two mil­lion times . . . and is just get­ting start­ed. Con­fes­sion would be quick­er, but he is 
will­ing to take the long way around.  
    He fin­ish­es — no, he nev­er fin­ish­es, but he fin­ish­es for to­day — and puts the cur­rent 
ledger back be­tween those fin­ished and all those yet to be filled. Then he re­turns to the stack 
of file-​cab­inets which serve as his chest of draw­ers. As he opens the one above his socks and 
skivvies, he be­gins to hum un­der his breath — not 'Do You Hear What I Hear' but The Doors, 
the one about how the day de­stroys the night, the night di­vides the day.  
    He slips on a plain blue cham­bray shirt, then a pair of fa­tigue pants. He rolls this mid­dle 
draw­er back in and opens the top one. Here there is a scrap­book and a pair of boots. He takes 
the scrap­book out and looks at its red leather cov­er for a mo­ment. The word MEM­ORIES is 
stamped on the front in flak­ing gold. It's a cheap thing, this book. He could af­ford bet­ter, but 
you don't al­ways have a right to what you can af­ford. 
    In the sum­mer he writes more sor­ries but mem­ory seems to sleep. It is in win­ter, es­pe­cial­ly 
around Christ­mas, that mem­ory awak­ens. Then he wants to look in this book, which is full of 
clip­pings and pho­tos where ev­ery­one looks im­pos­si­bly young. 
    To­day he puts the scrap­book back in­to the draw­er un­opened and takes out the boots. They 
are pol­ished to a high sheen and look as if they might last un­til the trump of judg­ment. Maybe 
even longer. They aren't stan­dard Army is­sue, not these — these are jump­boots, loist 
Air­borne stuff. But that's all right. He isn't ac­tu­al­ly try­ing to dress like a sol­dier. If he want­ed 
to dress like a sol­dier, he would. 
    Still, there is no more rea­son to look slop­py than there is to al­low dust to col­lect in the 
pass-​through, and he's care­ful about the way he dress­es. He does not tuck his pants in­to his 
boots, of course — he's head­ed for Fifth Av­enue in De­cem­ber, not the Mekong in Au­gust, 
snakes and pop­py-​bugs are not apt to be a prob­lem — but he in­tends to look squared away. 
Look­ing good is as im­por­tant to him as it is to Bill, maybe even more im­por­tant. Re­spect­ing 
one's work and one's field be­gins, af­ter all, with re­spect­ing one's self. 
    The last two items are in the back of the top draw­er of his bu­reau stack: a tube of make­up 
and a jar of hair gel. He squeezes some of the make­up in­to the palm of his left hand, then 
be­gins ap­ply­ing it, work­ing from fore­head to the base of his neck. He moves with the 
un­con­cerned speed of long ex­pe­ri­ence, giv­ing him­self a mod­er­ate tan. With that done, he 
works some of the gel in­to his hair and then re­combs it, get­ting rid of the part and sweep­ing it 
straight back from his fore­head. It is the last touch, the small­est touch, and per­haps the most 
telling touch. There is no trace of the com­muter who walked out of Grand Cen­tral an hour 
ago; the man in the mir­ror mount­ed on the back of the door to the small stor­age an­nex looks 
like a washed-​up mer­ce­nary. There is a kind of silent, half -hum­bled pride in the tanned face, 
some­thing peo­ple won't look at too long. It hurts them if they do. Willie knows this is so; he 
has seen it. He doesn't ask why it should be so. He has made him­self a life pret­ty much 
with­out ques­tions, and that's the way he likes it. 
    'All right,'' he says, clos­ing the door to the stor­age room. 'Lookin good, troop­er.' 
    He goes back to the clos­et for the red jack­et, which is the re­versible type, and the boxy 
case. He slips the jack­et over his desk chair for the time be­ing and puts the case on the desk. 
He un­latch­es it and swings the top up on stur­dy hinges; now it looks a lit­tle like the cas­es 
street sales­men use to dis­play their knock-​off watch­es and ques­tion­able gold chains. There 
are on­ly a few items in Willie's, one of them bro­ken down in­to two pieces so it will fit. There 
is a sign. There is a pair of gloves, the kind you wear in cold weath­er, and a third glove which 
he used to wear when it was warm. He takes out the pair (he will want them to­day, no doubt 
about that), and then the sign on its length of stout cord. The cord has been knot­ted through

      holes in the card­board at ei­ther side, so Willie can hang the sign around his neck. He clos­es 
the case again, not both­er­ing to latch it, and puts the sign on top of it — the desk is so 
clut­tery, it's the on­ly good sur­face he has to work on. 
    Hum­ming (we chased our plea­sures here, dug our trea­sures there), he opens the wide 
draw­er above the knee­hole, paws past the pen­cils and Chap Sticks and pa­per­clips and memo 
pads, and fi­nal­ly finds his sta­pler. He then un­rolls the ball of tin­sel, plac­ing it care­ful­ly 
around the rect­an­gle of his sign. He snips off the ex­tra and sta­ples the shiny stuff firm­ly in­to 
place. He holds it up for a mo­ment, first as­sess­ing the ef­fect, then ad­mir­ing it. 
    'Per­fect!' he says. 
    The tele­phone rings and he stiff­ens, turn­ing to look at it with eyes which are sud­den­ly very 
small and hard and to­tal­ly alert. One ring. Two. Three. On the fourth, the ma­chine kicks in, 
an­swer­ing in his voice — the ver­sion of it that goes with this of­fice, any­way. 
    'Hi, you've reached Mid­town Heat­ing and Cool­ing,' Willie Shear­man says. 'No one can 
take your call right now, so leave a mes­sage at the beep.' 
    Bee-​eep. 
    He lis­tens tense­ly, stand­ing over his just-​dec­orat­ed sign with his hands balled in­to fists. 
    'Hi, this is Ed, from the Nynex Yel­low Pages,' the voice from the ma­chine says, and Willie 
lets out a breath he hasn't known he was hold­ing. His hands be­gin to loosen. 'Please have 
your com­pa­ny rep call me at 1-800-555-1000 for in­for­ma­tion on how you can in­crease your 
ad space in both ver­sions of the Yel­low Pages, and at the same time save big mon­ey on your 
year­ly bill. Hap­py hol­idays to all! Thanks.' 
    Click. 
    Willie looks at the an­swer­ing ma­chine a mo­ment longer, al­most as if he ex­pects it to speak 
again — to threat­en him, per­haps to ac­cuse him of all the crimes of which he ac­cus­es him­self 
— but noth­ing hap­pens. 
    'Squared away,' he mur­murs, putting the dec­orat­ed sign back in­to the case. This time when 
he clos­es it, he latch­es it. Across the front is a bumper stick­er, its mes­sage flanked by small 
Amer­ican flags, I WAS PROUD TO SERVE, it reads.  
    'Squared away, ba­by, you bet­ter be­lieve it.' 
    He leaves the of­fice, clos­ing the door with MID­TOWN HEAT­ING AND COOL­ING print­ed on the 
frost­ed-​glass pan­el be­hind him, and turn­ing all three of the locks. 
 
 
9:45 A.M. 
 
Halfway down the hall, he sees Ralph Williamson, one of the tub­by ac­coun­tants from 
Garow­icz Fi­nan­cial Plan­ning (all the ac­coun­tants at Garow­icz are tub­by, from what Willie 
has been able to ob­serve). There's a key chained to an old wood­en pad­dle in one of Ralph's 
pink hands, and from this Willie de­duces that he is look­ing at an ac­coun­tant in need of a wee. 
Key on a pad­dle! If a fuckin key on a fuckin pad­dle won't make you re­mem­ber the joys of 
parochial school, re­mem­ber all those hairy-​chin nuns and all those knuck­le-​whack­ing wood­en 
rulers, then noth­ing will, he thinks. And you know what? Ralph Williamson prob­ably likes 
hav­ing that key on a. pad­dle, just like he likes hav­ing a soap on a rope in the shape of a bun­ny 
rab­bit or a cir­cus clown hang­ing from the HOT faucet in his show­er at home. And so what if 
he does? Judge not, lest ye be fuckin judged. 
    'Hey, Ral­phie, what's doin?' 
    Ralph turns, sees Willie, bright­ens. 'Hey, hi, mer­ry Christ­mas!' 
    Willie grins at the look in Ralph's eyes. Tub­by lit­tle fuck­er wor­ships him, and why not? 
Ralph is look­ing at a guy so squared away it hurts. Got­ta like it, sweet­heart, got­ta like that.

      'Same to you, bro.' He holds out his hand (now gloved, so he doesn't have to wor­ry about it 
be­ing too white, not match­ing his face), palm up. 'Gimme five!'  
    Smil­ing shy­ly, Ralph does. 
    'Gimme ten!' 
    Ralph turns his pink, pudgy hand over and al­lows Willie to slap it. 
    'So god­dam good I got­ta do it again!' Willie ex­claims, and gives Ralph five more. 'Got 
your Christ­mas shop­ping done, Ral­phie?' 
    'Al­most,' Ralph says, grin­ning and jin­gling the bath­room key. 'Yes, al­most. How about 
you, Willie?' 
    Willie tips him a wink. 'Oh, you know how it is, broth­er-​man; I got two-​three wom­en, and 
I just let each of em buy me a lit­tle keep­sake.' 
    Ralph's ad­mir­ing smile sug­gests he does not, in fact, know how it is, but rather wish­es he 
did. 'Got a ser­vice call?' 
    'A whole day's worth. 'Tis the sea­son, you know.' 
    'Seems like it's al­ways the sea­son for you. Busi­ness must be good. You're hard­ly ev­er in 
your of­fice.' 
    'That's why God gave us an­swer­ing ma­chines, Ral­phie. You bet­ter go on, now, or you're 
gonna be dealin with a wet spot on your best gabar­dine slacks.' 
    Laugh­ing (blush­ing a lit­tle, too), Ralph heads for the men's room.  
    Willie goes on down to the el­eva­tors, car­ry­ing his case in hand and check­ing to make sure 
his glass­es are still in his jack­et pock­et with the oth­er. They are. The en­ve­lope is in there, too, 
thick and crack­ling with twen­ty-​dol­lar bills. Fif­teen of them. It's time for a lit­tle vis­it from 
Of­fi­cer Whee­lock; Willie ex­pect­ed him yes­ter­day. Maybe he won't show un­til to­mor­row, but 
Willie is bet­ting on to­day . . . not that he likes it. He knows it's the way of the world, you 
have to grease the wheels if you want your wag­on to roll, but he still has a re­sent­ment. There 
are lots of days when he thinks about how pleas­ant it would be to put a bul­let in Jasper 
Whee­lock's head. It was the way things hap­pened in the green, some­times. The way things 
had to hap­pen. That thing with Malen­fant, for in­stance. That crazy moth­er­fuck­er, him with 
his pim­ples and his deck of cards. 
    Oh yes, in the bush things were dif­fer­ent. In the bush you some­times had to do some­thing 
wrong to pre­vent an even greater wrong. Be­hav­ior like that shows that you're in the wrong 
place to start with, no doubt, but once you're in the soup, you just have to swim. He and his 
men from Bra­vo Com­pa­ny were on­ly with the Delta Com­pa­ny boys a few days, so Willie 
didn't have much ex­pe­ri­ence with Malen­fant, but his shrill, grat­ing voice is hard to for­get, and 
he re­mem­bers some­thing Malen­fant would yell dur­ing his end­less Hearts games if some­one 
tried to take back a card af­ter it was laid down: No  way, fuck­wad! Once it's laid, it's played! 
    Malen­fant might have been an ass­hole, but he had been right about that. In life as well as in 
cards, once it's laid, it's played. 
 
  
The el­eva­tor doesn't stop on Five, but the thought of that hap­pen­ing no longer makes him 
ner­vous. He has rid­den down to the lob­by many times with peo­ple who work on the same 
floor as Bill Shear­man — in­clud­ing the scrawny drink of wa­ter from Con­sol­idat­ed In­sur­ance 
— and they don't rec­og­nize him. They should, he knows they should, but they don't. He used 
to think it was the change of clothes and the make­up, then he de­cid­ed it was the hair, but in 
his heart he knows that none of those things can ac­count for it. Not even their numb-​heart­ed 
in­sen­si­tiv­ity to the world they live in can ac­count for it. What he's do­ing just isn't that rad­ical 
— fa­tigue pants, bil­ly­hop boots, and a lit­tle brown make­up don't make a dis­guise. No way do 
they make a dis­guise. He doesn't know ex­act­ly how to ex­plain it, and so most­ly leaves it

      alone. He learned this tech­nique, as he learned so many oth­ers, in Viet­nam.  
    The young black man is still stand­ing out­side the lob­by door (he's flipped up the hood of 
his grungy old sweat­shirt now), and he shakes his crum­pled sty­ro­foam cup at Willie. He sees 
that the dude car­ry­ing the Mr Re­pair­man case in one hand is smil­ing, and so his own smile 
widens. 
    'Spare a lil?' he asks Mr Re­pair­man. 'What do you say, my man?' 
    'Get the fuck out of my way, you lazy dick­head, that's what I say,' Willie tells him, still 
smil­ing. The young man falls back a step, look­ing at Willie with wide shocked eyes. Be­fore 
he can think of any­thing to say, Mr Re­pair­man is halfway down the block and al­most lost in 
the throngs of shop­pers, his big blocky case swing­ing from one gloved hand. 
 
 
10:00 A.M. 
 
He goes in­to the Whit­more Ho­tel, cross­es the lob­by, and takes the es­ca­la­tor up to the 
mez­za­nine, where the pub­lic re­strooms are. This is the on­ly part of the day he ev­er feels 
ner­vous about, and he can't say why; cer­tain­ly noth­ing has ev­er hap­pened be­fore, dur­ing, or 
af­ter one of his ho­tel bath­room stops (he ro­tates among rough­ly two dozen of them in the 
mid­town area). Still, he is some­how cer­tain that if things do turn dinky-​dau on him, it will 
hap­pen in a ho­tel shit­house. Be­cause what hap­pens next is not like trans­form­ing from Bill 
Shear­man to Willie Shear­man; Bill and Willie are broth­ers, per­haps even fra­ter­nal twins, and 
the switch from one to the oth­er feels clean and per­fect­ly nor­mal. The work­day's fi­nal 
trans­for­ma­tion, how­ev­er — from Willie Shear­man to Blind Willie Garfield — has nev­er felt 
that way. The last change al­ways feels murky, furtive, al­most were­wol­fy. Un­til it's done and 
he's on the street again, tap­ping his white cane in front of him, he feels as a snake must af­ter 
it's shed its old skin and be­fore the new one works in and grows tough.  
    He looks around and sees the men's bath­room is emp­ty ex­cept for a pair of feet un­der the 
door of the sec­ond stall in a long row of them — there must be a dozen in all. A throat clears 
soft­ly. A news­pa­per rat­tles. There is the ffft sound of a po­lite lit­tle mid­town fart. 
    Willie goes all the way to the last stall in line. He puts down his case, latch­es the door shut, 
and takes off his red jack­et. He turns it in­side-​out as he does so, re­vers­ing it. The oth­er side is 
olive green. It has be­come an old sol­dier's field jack­et with a sin­gle pull of the arms. Sharon, 
who re­al­ly does have a touch of ge­nius, bought this side of his coat in an army sur­plus store 
and tore out the lin­ing so she could sew it eas­ily in­to the red jack­et. Be­fore sewing, how­ev­er, 
she put a first lieu­tenant's badge on it, plus black strips of cloth where the name-​and-​unit 
slugs would have gone. She then washed the gar­ment thir­ty times or so. The badge and the 
unit mark­ings are gone, now, of course, but the places where they were stand out clear­ly — 
the cloth is green­er on the sleeves and the left breast, fresh­er in pat­terns any vet­er­an of the 
armed ser­vices must rec­og­nize at once. 
    Willie hangs the coat on the hook, drops trou, sits, then picks up his case and set­tles it on 
his thighs. He opens it, takes out the dis­as­sem­bled cane, and quick­ly screws the two pieces 
to­geth­er. Hold­ing it far down the shaft, he reach­es up from his sit­ting po­si­tion and hooks the 
han­dle over the top of his jack­et. Then he re­latch­es the case, pulls a lit­tle pa­per off the roll in 
or­der to cre­ate the prop­er busi­ness-​is-​fin­ished sound ef­fect (prob­ably un­nec­es­sary, but al­ways 
safe, nev­er sor­ry), and flush­es the John. 
    Be­fore step­ping out of the stall he takes the glass­es from the jack­et pock­et which al­so holds 
the pay­off en­ve­lope. They're big wraparounds; retro shades he as­so­ciates with la­va lamps and 
out­law-​bik­er movies star­ring Pe­ter Fon­da. They're good for busi­ness, though, part­ly be­cause 
they some­how say vet­er­an to peo­ple, and part­ly be­cause no one can peek in at his eyes, even

      from the sides. 
    Willie Shear­man stays be­hind in the mez­za­nine re­stroom of the Whit­more just as Bill 
Shear­man stays be­hind in the fifth-​floor of­fice of West­ern States Land An­alysts. The man 
who comes out — a man wear­ing an old fa­tigue jack­et, shades, and tap­ping a white cane 
light­ly be­fore him — is Blind Willie, a Fifth Av­enue fix­ture since the days of Ger­ald Ford.  
    As he cross­es the small mez­za­nine lob­by to­ward the stairs (un­ac­com­pa­nied blind men 
nev­er use es­ca­la­tors), he sees a wom­an in a red blaz­er com­ing to­ward him. With the heav­ily 
tint­ed lens­es be­tween them, she looks like some sort of ex­ot­ic fish swim­ming in mud­dy 
wa­ter. And of course it is not just the glass­es; by two this af­ter­noon he re­al­ly will be blind, 
just as he kept scream­ing he was when he and John Sul­li­van and God knows how many 
oth­ers were mede­vacked out of Dong Ha Province back in '70. I'm blind, he was yelling it 
even as he picked Sul­li­van up off the path, but he hadn't been, ex­act­ly; through the throb­bing 
post-​flash white­ness he had seen Sul­li­van rolling around and try­ing to hold his bulging guts 
in. He had picked Sul­li­van up and ran with him clasped clum­si­ly over one shoul­der. Sul­li­van 
was big­ger than Willie, a lot big­ger, and Willie had no idea how he could pos­si­bly have 
car­ried such a weight but some­how he had, all the way to the clear­ing where Hueys like 
God's mer­cy had tak­en them off — gob­less you Hueys, gob­less, oh gob­less you ev­ery one. 
He had run to the clear­ing and the copters with bul­lets whick­ing all around him and body-
parts made in Amer­ica ly­ing on the trail where the mine or the boo­by-​trap or what­ev­er the 
fuck it was had gone off. 
    I'm blind, he had screamed, car­ry­ing Sul­li­van, feel­ing Sul­li­van's blood drench­ing his 
uni­form, and Sul­li­van had been scream­ing, too. If Sul­li­van had stopped scream­ing, would 
Willie have sim­ply rolled the man off his shoul­der and gone on alone, try­ing to out­run the 
am­bush? Prob­ably not. Be­cause by then he knew who Sul­li­van was, ex­act­ly who he was, he 
was Sul­ly from the old home town, Sul­ly who had gone out with Car­ol Ger­ber from the old 
home town. 
    I'm blind, I'm blind, I'm blind! That's what Willie Shear­man was scream­ing as he tot­ed 
Sul­li­van, and it's true that much of the world was blast-​white, but he still re­mem­bers see­ing 
bul­lets twitch through leaves and thud in­to the trunks of trees; re­mem­bers see­ing one of the 
men who had been in the Ville ear­li­er that day clap his hand to his throat. He re­mem­bers 
see­ing the blood come burst­ing through that man's fin­gers in a flood, drench­ing his uni­form. 
One of the oth­er men from Delta Com­pa­ny two-​two — Pagano, his name had been — 
grabbed this fel­low around the mid­dle and hus­tled him past the stag­ger­ing Willie Shear­man, 
who re­al­ly couldn't see very much. Scream­ing I'm blind I'm blind I'm blind and smelling 
Sul­li­van's blood, the stink of it. And in the copter that white­ness had start­ed to come on 
strong. His face was burned, his hair was burned, his scalp was burned, the world was white. 
He was scorched and smok­ing, just one more es­capee from hell's half acre. He had be­lieved 
he would nev­er see again, and that had ac­tu­al­ly been a re­lief. But of course he had. 
    In time, he had. 
    The wom­an in the red blaz­er has reached him. 'Can I help you, sir?' she asks. 
    'No, ma'am,' Blind Willie says. The cease­less­ly mov­ing cane stops tap­ping floor and quests 
over empti­ness. It pen­du­lums back and forth, map­ping the sides of the stair­case. Blind Willie 
nods, then moves care­ful­ly but con­fi­dent­ly for­ward un­til he can touch the rail­ing with the 
hand which holds the bulky case. He switch­es the case to his cane-​hand so he can grasp the 
rail­ing, then turns to­ward the wom­an. He's care­ful not to smile di­rect­ly at her but a lit­tle to 
her left. 'No, thank you — I'm fine. Mer­ry Christ­mas.' 
    He starts down­stairs tap­ping ahead of him as he goes, big case held eas­ily in spite of the 
cane — it's light, al­most emp­ty. Lat­er, of course, it will be a dif­fer­ent sto­ry.

      10:15 A.M. 
 
Fifth Av­enue is decked out for the hol­iday sea­son — glit­ter and fin­ery he can bare­ly see. 
Street­lamps wear gar­lands of hol­ly. The big stores have be­come gar­ish Christ­mas pack­ages, 
com­plete with gi­gan­tic red bows. A wreath which must be forty feet across graces the staid 
gray fa­cade of Bergdorf s. Lights twin­kle ev­ery­where. In Sak's show-​win­dow, a high-​fash­ion 
man­nequin (haughty fuck-​you-​Jack ex­pres­sion, al­most no tits or hips) sits astride a Harley-
David­son mo­tor­cy­cle. She is wear­ing a San­ta hat, a fur -trimmed mo­tor­cy­cle jack­et, thigh-
high boots, and noth­ing else. Sil­ver bells hang from the cy­cle's han­dle­bars. Some­where 
near­by, car­ol­ers are singing 'Silent Night,' not ex­act­ly Blind Willie's fa­vorite tune, but a good 
deal bet­ter than 'Do You Hear What I Hear.' 
    He stops where he al­ways stops, in front of St Patrick's, across the street from Saks, 
al­low­ing the pack­age-​laden shop­pers to flood past in front of him. His move­ments now are 
sim­ple and dig­ni­fied. His dis­com­fort in the men's room — that feel­ing of gawky naked­ness 
about to be ex­posed — has passed. He nev­er feels more Catholic than when he ar­rives on this 
spot. He was a St Gabe's boy, af­ter all; wore the cross, wore the sur­plice and took his turn as 
al­tar-​boy, knelt in the booth, ate the hat­ed had­dock on Fri­days. He is in many ways still a St 
Gabe's boy, all three ver­sions of him have that in com­mon, that part crossed the years and got 
over, as they used to say. On­ly these days he does penance in­stead of con­fes­sion, and his 
cer­tain­ty of heav­en is gone. These days all he can do is hope. 
    He squats, un­latch­es the case, and turns it so those ap­proach­ing from up­town will be able 
to read the stick­er on the top. Next he takes out the third glove, the base­ball glove he has had 
since the sum­mer of 1960. He puts the glove be­side the case. Noth­ing breaks more hearts 
than a blind man with a base­ball glove, he has found; gob­less Amer­ica. 
    Last but not least, he takes out the sign with its brave skirt­ing of tin­sel, and ducks un­der the 
string. The sign comes to rest against the front of his field jack­et. 
 
FOR­MER WILLIAM J. GARFIELD, U.S. ARMY 
SERVED QUANG TR1, THUA THIEN, TAM BOI, A SHAU 
LOST MY SIGHT DONG HA PROVINCE, 1970 
ROBBED OF BEN­EFITS BY A GRATE­FUL GOV­ERN­MENT, 1973 
LOST HOME, 1975 
ASHAMED TO BEG BUT HAVE A SON IN SCHOOL 
THINK WELL OF ME IF YOU CAN 
 
    He rais­es his head so that the white light of this cold, al­most-​ready-​to-​snow day slides 
across the blind bulbs of his dark glass­es. Now the work be­gins, and it is hard­er work than 
any­one will ev­er know. There is a way to stand, not quite the mil­itary pos­ture which is called 
pa­rade rest, but close to it. The head must stay up, look­ing both at and through the peo­ple 
who pass back and forth in their thou­sands and tens of thou­sands. The hands must hang 
straight down in their black gloves, nev­er fid­dling with the sign or with the fab­ric of his pants 
or with each oth­er. He must con­tin­ue to project that sense of hurt, hum­bled pride. There must 
be no sense of shame or sham­ing, and most of all no taint of in­san­ity. He nev­er speaks un­less 
spo­ken to, and on­ly then when he is spo­ken to in kind­ness. He does not re­spond to peo­ple 
who ask him an­gri­ly why he doesn't get a re­al job, or what he means about be­ing robbed of 
his ben­efits. He does not ar­gue with those who ac­cuse him of fak­ery or speak scorn­ful­ly of a 
son who would al­low his fa­ther to put him through school by beg­ging on a street­corner. He 
re­mem­bers break­ing this iron­clad rule on­ly once, on a swel­ter­ing sum­mer af­ter­noon in 1981. 
What school does your son go to? a wom­an asked him an­gri­ly. He doesn't know what she

      looked like, by then it was four o'clock and he had been as blind as a bat for at least two 
hours, but he had felt anger ex­plod­ing out of her in all di­rec­tions, like bed­bugs ex­it­ing an old 
mat­tress. In a way she had re­mind­ed him of Malen­fant with his shrill you-​can't-​not-​hear-​it 
voice. Tell me which one, I want to mail him a dog turd. Don't both­er, he replied, turn­ing 
to­ward the sound of her voice. If you've got a dog turd you want to mail some­where, send it 
to LBJ. Fed­er­al Ex­press must de­liv­er to hell, they de­liv­er ev­ery­place else. 
    'God bless you, man,' a guy in a cash­mere over­coat says, and his voice trem­bles with 
sur­pris­ing emo­tion. Ex­cept Blind Willie Garfield isn't sur­prised. He's heard it all, he reck­ons, 
and a bit more. A sur­pris­ing num­ber of his cus­tomers put their mon­ey care­ful­ly and 
rev­er­ent­ly in the pock­et of the base­ball glove. The guy in the cash­mere coat drops his 
con­tri­bu­tion in­to the open case, how­ev­er, where it prop­er­ly be­longs. A five. The work­day has 
be­gun. 
 
 
10:45 A.M. 
 
So far, so good. He lays his cane down care­ful­ly, drops to one knee, and dumps the con­tents 
of the base­ball glove in­to the box. Then he sweeps a hand back and forth through the bills, 
al­though he can still see them pret­ty well. He picks them up — there's four or five hun­dred 
dol­lars in all, which puts him on the way to a three-​thou­sand-​dol­lar day, not great for this 
time of year, but not bad, ei­ther — then rolls them up and slips a rub­ber band around them. 
He then push­es a but­ton on the in­side of the case, and the false floor drops down on springs, 
dump­ing the load of change all the way to the bot­tom. He adds the roll of bills, mak­ing no 
at­tempt to hide what he's do­ing, but feel­ing no qualms about it, ei­ther; in all the years he has 
been do­ing this, no one has ev­er tak­en him off. God help the ass­hole who ev­er tries. 
    He lets go of the but­ton, al­low­ing the false floor to snap back in­to place, and stands up. A 
hand im­me­di­ate­ly press­es in­to the small of his back.  
    'Mer­ry Christ­mas, Willie,' the own­er of the hand says. Blind Willie rec­og­nizes him by the 
smell of his cologne. 
    'Mer­ry Christ­mas, Of­fi­cer Whee­lock,' Willie re­sponds. His head re­mains tilt­ed up­ward in a 
faint­ly ques­tion­ing pos­ture; his hands hang at his sides; his feet in their bright­ly pol­ished 
boots re­main apart in a stance not quite wide enough to be pa­rade rest but nowhere near tight 
enough to pass as at­ten­tion. 'How are you to­day, sir?' 
    'In the pink, moth­er­fuck­er,' Whee­lock says. 'You know me, al­ways in the pink.' 
    Here comes a man in a top­coat hang­ing open over a bright red ski sweater. His hair is 
short, black on top, gray on the sides. His face has a stern, carved look Blind Willie 
rec­og­nizes at once. He's got a cou­ple of han­dle-​top bags — one from Saks, one from Bal­ly — 
in his hands. He stops and reads the sign. 
    'Dong Ha?' he asks sud­den­ly, speak­ing not as a man does when nam­ing a place but as one 
does when rec­og­niz­ing an old ac­quain­tance on a busy street. 
    'Yes, sir,' Blind Willie says. 
    'Who was your CO?' 
    'Cap­tain Bob Bris­sum — with a u, not an o — and above him, Colonel An­drew Shelf, sir.' 
    'I heard of Shelf,' says the man in the open coat. His face sud­den­ly looks dif­fer­ent. As he 
walked to­ward the man on the cor­ner, it looked as if it be­longed on Fifth Av­enue. Now it 
doesn't. 'Nev­er met him, though.' 
    'To­ward the end of my run, we didn't see any­one with much rank, sir.' 
    'If you came out of the A Shau Val­ley, I'm not sur­prised. Are we on the same page here, 
sol­dier?'

      'Yes, sir. There wasn't much com­mand struc­ture left by the time we hit Dong Ha. I pret­ty 
much rolled things along with an­oth­er lieu­tenant. His name was Di­ef­fen­bak­er.' 
    The man in the red ski sweater is nod­ding slow­ly. 'You boys were there when those 
he­li­copters came down, if I've got this placed right.' 
    'That's af­fir­ma­tive, sir.' 
    'Then you must have been there lat­er, when . . . ' 
    Blind Willie does not help him fin­ish. He can smell Whee­lock's cologne, though, stronger 
than ev­er, and the man is prac­ti­cal­ly pant­ing in his ear, sound­ing like a horny kid at the end of 
a hot date. Whee­lock has nev­er bought his act, and al­though Blind Willie pays for the 
priv­ilege of be­ing left alone on this cor­ner, and quite hand­some­ly by go­ing rates, he knows 
that part of Whee­lock is still cop enough to hope he'll fuck up. Part of Whee­lock is ac­tive­ly 
root­ing for that. But the Whee­locks of the world nev­er un­der­stand that what looks fake isn't 
al­ways fake. Some­times the is­sues are a lit­tle more com­pli­cat­ed than they ap­pear at first 
glance. That was some­thing else Viet­nam had to teach him, back in the years be­fore it 
be­came a po­lit­ical joke and a crutch for hack filmwrit­ers. 
    ' 'Six­ty-​nine and sev­en­ty were the hard years,' the gray­ing man says. He speaks in a slow, 
heavy voice. 'I was at Ham­burg­er Hill with the 3/187, so I know the A Shau and Tam Boi. Do 
you re­mem­ber Route 922?' 
    'Ah, yes, sir, Glo­ry Road,' Blind Willie says. 'I lost two friends there.' 
    'Glo­ry Road,' the man in the open coat says, and all at once he looks a thou­sand years old, 
the bright red ski sweater an ob­scen­ity, like some­thing hung on a mu­se­um mum­my by cut-​up 
kids who be­lieve they are ex­hibit­ing a sense of hu­mor. His eyes are off over a hun­dred 
hori­zons. Then they come back here, to this street where a near­by car­il­lon is play­ing the one 
that goes I hear those sleigh­bells jin­gling, ring-​ting-​tin­gling too. He sets his bags down 
be­tween his ex­pen­sive shoes and takes a pigskin wal­let out from an in­ner pock­et. He opens it, 
rif­fles through a neat thick­ness of bills. 
    'Son all right, Garfield?' he asks. 'Mak­ing good grades?' 
    'Yes, sir.' 
    'How old?' 
    'Fif­teen, sir.' 
    'Pub­lic school?' 
    'Parochial, sir.' 
    'Ex­cel­lent. And God will­ing, he'll nev­er see Glo­ry Fuckin Road.' The man in the open 
top­coat takes a bill out of his wal­let. Blind Willie feels  as well as hears Whee­lock's lit­tle gasp 
and hard­ly has to look at the bill to know it is a hun­dred. 
    'Yes, sir, that's af­fir­ma­tive, God will­ing.' 
    The man in the top­coat touch­es Willie's hand with the bill, looks sur­prised when the gloved 
hand pulls back, as if it were bare and had been touched by some­thing hot. 
    'Put it in my case, or my ball-​glove, sir, if you would,' Blind Willie says. 
    The man in the top­coat looks at him for a mo­ment, eye­brows raised, frown­ing slight­ly, 
then seems to un­der­stand. He stoops, puts the bill in the an­cient oiled pock­et of the glove 
with GARFIELD print­ed in blue ink on the side, then reach­es in­to his front pock­et and brings 
out a small hand­ful of change. This he scat­ters across the face of old Ben Franklin, in or­der to 
hold the bill down. Then he stands up. His eyes are wet and blood­shot. 
    'Do you any good to give you my card?' he asks Blind Willie. 'I can put you in touch with 
sev­er­al vet­er­ans' or­ga­ni­za­tions.' 
    'Thank you, sir, I'm sure you could, but I must re­spect­ful­ly de­cline.' 
    'Tried most of them?' 
    'Tried some, yes, sir.' 
    'Where'd you VA?'
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      'San Fran­cis­co, sir.' He hes­itates, then adds, 'The Pussy Palace, sir.' 
    The man in the top­coat laughs hearti­ly at this, and when his face crin­kles, the tears which 
have been stand­ing in his eyes run down his weath­ered cheeks. 'Pussy Palace!' he cries. 'I 
haven't heard that in ten years! Christ! A bed­pan un­der ev­ery bed and a naked nurse be­tween 
ev­ery set of sheets, right? Naked ex­cept for the love­beads, which they left on.' 
    'Yes, sir, that about cov­ers it, sir.' 
    'Or un­cov­ers it. Mer­ry Christ­mas, sol­dier.' The man in the top­coat ticks off a lit­tle one-
fin­ger salute. 
    'Mer­ry Christ­mas to you, sir.' 
    The man in the top­coat picks up his bags again and walks off. He doesn't look back. Blind 
Willie would not have seen him do so if he had; his vi­sion is now down to ghosts and 
shad­ows. 
    'That was beau­ti­ful,' Whee­lock mur­murs. The feel­ing of Whee­lock's fresh­ly used air 
puff­ing in­to the cup of his ear is hate­ful to Blind Willie — grue­some, in fact — but he will 
not give the man the plea­sure of mov­ing his head so much as an inch. 'The old fuck was 
ac­tu­al­ly cry­ing. As I'm sure you saw. But you can talk the talk, Willie, I'll give you that 
much.' 
    Willie says noth­ing. 
    'Some VA hos­pi­tal called the Pussy Palace, huh?' Whee­lock asks. 'Sounds like my kind of 
place. Where'd you read about it, Sol­dier of For­tune?' 
    The shad­ow of a wom­an, a dark shape in a dark­en­ing day, bends over the open case and 
drops some­thing in. A gloved hand touch­es Willie's gloved hand and squeezes briefly. 'God 
bless you, my friend,' she says. 
    'Thank you, ma'am.' 
    The shad­ow moves off. The lit­tle puffs of breath in Blind Willie's ear do not. 
    'You got some­thing for me, pal?' Whee­lock asks. 
    Blind Willie reach­es in­to his jack­et pock­et. He pro­duces the en­ve­lope and holds it out, 
jab­bing the chilly air with it. It is snatched from his fin­gers as soon as Whee­lock can track it 
down and get hold of it. 
    'You ass­hole!' There's fear as well as anger in the cop's voice. 'How many times have I told 
you, palm it, palm it!' 
    Blind Willie says noth­ing. He is think­ing of the base­ball glove, how he erased BOB­BY 
GARFIELD — as well as you could erase ink from leather, any­way — and then print­ed Willie 
Shear­man's name in its place. Lat­er, af­ter Viet­nam and just as he was start­ing his new ca­reer, 
he erased a sec­ond time and print­ed a sin­gle name, GARFIELD, in big block let­ters. The place 
on the side of the old Alvin Dark glove where all these changes have been made looks flayed 
and raw. If he thinks of the glove, if he con­cen­trates on that scuffed place and its lay­er of 
names, he can prob­ably keep from do­ing some­thing stupid. That's what Whee­lock wants, of 
course, what he wants a lot more than his shit­ty lit­tle pay­off: for Willie to do some­thing 
stupid, to give him­self away. 
    'How much?' Whee­lock asks af­ter a mo­ment. 
    'Three hun­dred,' Blind Willie says. 'Three hun­dred dol­lars, Of­fi­cer Whee­lock.' 
    This is greet­ed by a lit­tle think­ing si­lence, but Whee­lock takes a step back from Blind 
Willie, and the puffs of breath in his ear dif­fuse a lit­tle. Blind Willie is grate­ful for small 
fa­vors. 
    'That's okay,' Whee­lock says at last. 'This time. But a new year's com­ing, pal, and your 
friend Jasper the Po­lice-​Smurf has a piece of land in up­state New York that he wants to build 
a lit­tle ca­bana on. You capeesh? The price of pok­er is go­ing up.' 
    Blind Willie says noth­ing, but he is lis­ten­ing very, very care­ful­ly now. If this were all, all 
would be well. But Whee­lock's voice sug­gests it isn't all.

      'Ac­tu­al­ly, the ca­bana isn't the im­por­tant part,' Whee­lock goes on. 'The im­por­tant thing is I 
need a lit­tle bet­ter com­pen­sa­tion if I have to deal with a lowlife fuck like you.' Gen­uine anger 
is creep­ing in­to his voice. 'How you can do this ev­ery day — even at Christ­mas — man, I 
don't know. Peo­ple who beg, that's one thing, but a guy like you . . . you're no more blind 
than I am.' 
    Oh, you're lots blin­der than me, Blind Willie thinks, but still he holds his peace. 
    'And you're do­ing okay, aren't you? Prob­ably not as good as those PTL fucks on the tube, 
but you must clear . . . what? A grand a day, this time a year? Two grand?' 
    He is way low, but the mis­cal­cu­la­tion is mu­sic to Blind Willie Garfield's ears. It means that 
his silent part­ner is not watch­ing him too close­ly or too fre­quent­ly . . . not yet, any­way. But 
he doesn't like the anger in Whee­lock's voice. Anger is like a wild card in a pok­er game. 
    'You're no more blind than I am,' Whee­lock re­peats. Ap­par­ent­ly this is the part that re­al­ly 
gets him. 'Hey, pal, you know what? I ought to fol­low you some night when you get off work, 
you know? See what you do.' He paus­es. 'Who you turn in­to.' 
    For a mo­ment Blind Willie ac­tu­al­ly stops breath­ing . . . then he starts again. 
    'You wouldn't want to do that, Of­fi­cer Whee­lock,' he says. 
    'I wouldn't, huh? Why not, Willie? Why not? You lookin out for my wel­fare, is that it? 
Afraid I might kill the shi­tass who lays the gold­en eggs? Hey, what I get from you in the 
course of a year ain't all that much when you weigh it against a com­men­da­tion, maybe a 
pro­mo­tion.' He paus­es. When he speaks again, his voice has a dreamy qual­ity which Willie 
finds es­pe­cial­ly alarm­ing. 'I could be in the Post. HERO COP BUSTS HEART­LESS SCAM ARTIST 
ON FIFTH AV­ENUE.' 
    Je­sus, Willie thinks. Good Je­sus, he sounds se­ri­ous. 
    'Says Garfield on your glove there, but I'd bet Garfield ain't your name. I'd bet dol­lars to 
dough­nuts.' 
    'That's a bet you'd los e.' 
    'Says you . . . but the side of that glove looks like it's seen more than one name writ­ten 
there. 
    'It was stolen when I was a kid.' Is he talk­ing too much? It's hard to say. Whee­lock has 
man­aged to catch him by sur­prise, the bas­tard. First the phone rings while he's in his of­fice — 
good old Ed from Nynex — and now this. 'The boy who stole it from me wrote his name in it 
while he had it. When I got it back, I erased his and put mine on again.' 
    'And it went to Viet­nam with you?' 
    'Yes.' It's the truth. If Sul­li­van had seen that bat­tered Alvin Dark field­er's mitt, would he 
have rec­og­nized it as his old friend Bob­by's? Un­like­ly, but who could know? Sul­li­van nev­er 
had seen it, not in the green, at least, which made the whole ques­tion moot. Of­fi­cer Jasper 
Whee­lock, on the oth­er hand, was pos­ing all sorts of ques­tions, and none of them were moot. 
    'Went to this Achoo Val­ley with you, did it?' 
    Blind Willie doesn't re­ply. Whee­lock is try­ing to lead him on now, and there's no­place 
Whee­lock can lead that Willie Garfield wants to go. 
    'Went to this Tomboy place with you?' 
    Willie says noth­ing. 
    'Man, I thought a tomboy was a chick that liked to climb trees.' 
    Willie con­tin­ues to say noth­ing. 
    'The Post,' Whee­lock says, and Willie dim­ly sees the ass­hole raise his hands slight­ly apart, 
as if fram­ing a pic­ture. 'HERO COP.' He might just be teas­ing . . . but Willie can't tell. 
    'You'd be in the Post, all right, but there wouldn't be any com­men­da­tion,' Blind Willie 
says. 'No pro­mo­tion, ei­ther. In fact, you'd be out on the street, Of­fi­cer Whee­lock, look­ing for 
a job. You could skip ap­ply­ing for one with se­cu­ri­ty com­pa­nies, though — a man who'll take 
a pay­off can't be bond­ed.'

      It is Whee­lock's turn to stop breath­ing. When he starts again, the puffs of breath in Blind 
Willie's ear have be­come a hur­ri­cane; the cop's mov­ing mouth is al­most on his skin. 'What do 
you mean?' he whis­pers. A hand set­tles on the arm of Blind Willie's field jack­et. 'You just tell 
me what the fuck you mean.' 
    But Blind Willie con­tin­ues silent, hands at his sides, head slight­ly raised, look­ing 
at­ten­tive­ly in­to the dark­ness that will not clear un­til day­light is al­most gone, and on his face is 
that lack of ex­pres­sion which so many passers­by read as ru­ined pride, courage brought low 
but some­how still in­tact. 
    Bet­ter be care­ful, Of­fi­cer Whee­lock, he thinks. The ice un­der you is get­ting thin. I may be 
blind, but you must be deaf if you can't hear the sound of it crack­ing un­der your feet. 
    The hand on his arm shakes him slight­ly. Whee­lock's fin­gers are dig­ging in. 'You got a 
friend? Is that it, you son of a bitch? Is that why you hold the en­ve­lope out that way half the 
damned time? You got a friend tak­ing my pic­ture? Is that it?' 
    Blind Willie goes on say­ing noth­ing; to Jasper the Po­lice-​Smurf he is now giv­ing a ser­mon 
of si­lence. Peo­ple like Of­fi­cer Whee­lock will al­ways think the worst if you let them. You 
on­ly have to give them time to do it. 
    'You don't want to fuck with me, pal,' Whee­lock says vi­cious­ly, but there is a sub­tle 
un­der­tone of wor­ry in his voice, and the hand on Blind Willie's jack­et loosens. 'We're go­ing 
up to four hun­dred a month start­ing in Jan­uary, and if you try play­ing any games with me, I'm 
go­ing to show you where the re­al play­ground is. You un­der­stand me?' 
    Blind Willie says noth­ing. The puffs of air stop hit­ting his ear, and he knows Whee­lock is 
get­ting ready to go. But not yet, alas; the nasty lit­tle puffs come back. 
    'You'll burn in hell for what you're do­ing,' Whee­lock tells him. He speaks with great, 
al­most fer­vent, sin­cer­ity. 'What I'm do­ing when I take your dirty mon­ey is a ve­nial sin — I 
asked the priest, so I'm sure — but yours is mor­tal. You're go­ing to hell, see how many 
hand­outs you get down there.' 
    Blind Willie thinks of a jack­et Willie and Bill Shear­man some­times see on the street. There 
is a map of Viet­nam on the back, usu­al­ly the years the wear­er of the jack­et spent there, and 
this mes­sage: WHEN I DIE I'M GO­ING STRAIGHT TO HEAV­EN, BE­CAUSE I SPENT MY TIME IN HELL. 
He could men­tion this sen­ti­ment to Of­fi­cer Whee­lock, but it would do no good. Si­lence is 
bet­ter. 
    Whee­lock walks away, and Willie's thought — that he's glad to see him go — caus­es a rare 
smile to touch his face. It comes and goes like an er­rant ray of  sun­shine on a cloudy day. 
 
 
1:40 P.M. 
 
Three times he has band­ed the bills in­to rolls and dumped the change in­to the bot­tom of the 
case (this is re­al­ly a stor­age func­tion, and not an ef­fort at con­ceal­ment), now work­ing 
com­plete­ly by touch. He can no longer see the mon­ey, doesn't know a one from a hun­dred, 
but he sens­es he is hav­ing a very good day in­deed. There is no plea­sure in the knowl­edge, 
how­ev­er. There's nev­er much, plea­sure is not what Blind Willie is about, but even the sense 
of ac­com­plish­ment he might have felt on an­oth­er day has been mut­ed by his con­ver­sa­tion 
with Of­fi­cer Whee­lock. 
    At quar­ter to twelve, a young wom­an with a pret­ty voice (to Blind Willie she sounds like 
Di­ana Ross) comes out of Saks and gives him a cup of hot cof­fee, as she does most days at 
this time. At quar­ter past, an­oth­er wom­an — this one not so young, and prob­ably white — 
brings him a cup of steam­ing chick­en noo­dle soup. He thanks them both. The white la­dy 
kiss­es his cheek with soft lips and wish­es him the mer­ri­est of mer­ry Christ­mases.

      There is a coun­ter­bal­anc­ing side to the day, though; there al­most al­ways is. Around one 
o'clock a teenage boy with his un­seen gang of bud­dies laugh­ing and jok­ing and sky­lark­ing all 
around him speaks out of the dark­ness to Blind Willie's left, says he is one ug­ly moth­er­fuck, 
then asks if he wears those gloves be­cause he burned his fin­gers off try­ing to read the waf­fle 
iron. He and his friends charge off, howl­ing with laugh­ter at this an­cient jape. Fif­teen min­utes 
or so lat­er some­one kicks him, al­though that might have been an ac­ci­dent. Ev­ery time he 
bends over to the case, how­ev­er, the case is right there. It is a city of hus­tlers, mug­gers, and 
thieves, but the case is right there, just as it has al­ways been right there. 
    And through it all, he thinks about Whee­lock.  
    The cop be­fore Whee­lock was easy; the one who comes when Whee­lock ei­ther quits the 
force or gets moved out of Mid­town may al­so be easy. Whee­lock will shake, bake, or flake 
even­tu­al­ly, that's some­thing else he learned in the bush, and in the mean­time, he, Blind 
Willie, must bend like a reed in a wind­storm. Ex­cept even the lim­ber­est reed breaks if the 
wind blows hard enough. 
    Whee­lock wants more mon­ey, but that isn't what both­ers the man in the dark glass­es and 
the army coat; soon­er or lat­er they all want more mon­ey. When he start­ed on this cor­ner, he 
paid Of­fi­cer Han­rat­ty a hun­dred and a quar­ter. Han­rat­ty was a live-​and-​let-​live type of guy 
who smelled of Old Spice and whiskey just like George Raymer, the neigh­bor­hood beat-​cop 
of Willie Shear­man's child­hood, but easy­go­ing Er­ic Han­rat­ty'd still had Blind Willie up to 
two hun­dred a month by the time he re­tired in 1978. And the thing is — dig it, my broth­ers 
— Whee­lock was an­gry this morn­ing, an­gry, and Whee­lock talked about hav­ing con­sult­ed a 
priest. These things wor­ry him, but what wor­ries him most of all is what Whee­lock said about 
fol­low­ing him. See what you do. Who you turn in­to. Garfield ain't your name. I'd bet dol­lars 
to dough­nuts. 
    It's a mis­take to fuck with the tru­ly pen­iten­tial, Of­fi­cer Whee­lock, Blind Willie thinks. 
You'd be safer fuck­ing with my wife than with my name, be­lieve me. Safer by far. 
    Whee­lock could do it, though — what could be sim­pler than shad­ow­ing a blind man, or 
even one who can see lit­tle more than shad­ows? Sim­pler than watch­ing him turn in­to some 
ho­tel and en­ter the pub­lic men's room? Watch­ing him go in­to a stall as Blind Willie Garfield 
and come out as Willie Shear­man? Sup­pose Whee­lock was even able to back­trail him from 
Willie to Bill? 
    Think­ing this brings back his morn­ing jit­ters, his feel­ing of be­ing a snake be­tween skins. 
The fear that he has been pho­tographed tak­ing a bribe will hold Whee­lock for awhile, but if 
he is an­gry enough, there is no pre­dict­ing what he may do. And that is scary.  
    'God love you, sol­dier,' says a voice out of the dark­ness. 'I wish I could do more.' 
    'Not nec­es­sary, sir,' Blind Willie says, but his mind is still on Jasper Whee­lock, who smells 
of cheap cologne and talked to a priest about the blind man wit h the sign, the blind man who 
is not, in Whee­lock's opin­ion, blind at all. What had he said? You're go­ing to hell, see how 
many hand­outs you get down there. 'Have a very mer­ry Christ­mas, sir, thank you for help­ing 
me.' 
    And the day goes on.  
 
 
4:25 P.M. 
 
His sight has start­ed to re-​sur­face — dim, dis­tant, but there. It is his cue to pack up and go. 
    He kneels, back ram­rod-​stiff, and lays his cane be­hind the case again. He bands the last of 
the bills, dumps them and the last coins in­to the bot­tom of the  case, then puts the base­ball 
glove and the tin­sel-​dec­orat­ed sign in­side. He latch­es the case and stands up, hold­ing his cane

      in the oth­er hand. Now the case is heavy, drag­ging at his arm with the dead weight of all that 
well-​meant met­al. There is a heavy rat­tling crunch as the coins avalanche in­to a new po­si­tion, 
and then they are as still as ore plugged deep in the ground. 
    He sets off down Fifth, dan­gling the case at the end of his left arm like an an­chor (af­ter all 
these years he's used to the weight of it, could car­ry it much far­ther than he'll need to this 
af­ter­noon, if cir­cum­stances de­mand­ed), hold­ing the cane in his right hand and tap­ping it 
del­icate­ly on the paving in front of him. The cane is mag­ic, open­ing a pock­et of emp­ty space 
be­fore him on the crowd­ed, jostling side­walk in a teardrop-​shaped wave. By the time he gets 
to Fifth and Forty-​third, he can ac­tu­al­ly see this space. He can al­so see the DON'T WALK sign 
at Forty-​sec­ond stop flash­ing and hold sol­id, but he keeps walk­ing any­way, let­ting a well-
dressed man with long hair and gold chains reach out and grasp his shoul­der to stop him. 
    'Watch it, my man,' the long­hair says. 'Traf­fic's on the way.' 
    'Thank you, sir,' Blind Willie says. 
    'Don't men­tion it — mer­ry Christ­mas.' 
    Blind Willie cross­es, pass­es the li­ons stand­ing sen­try at the Pub­lic Li­brary, and goes down 
two more blocks, where he turns to­ward Sixth Av­enue. No one ac­costs him; no one has 
loi­tered, watch­ing him col­lect all day long, and then fol­lowed, wait­ing for the op­por­tu­ni­ty to 
bag the case and run (not that many thieves could run with it, not this case). Once, back in the 
sum­mer of '79, two or three young guys, maybe black (he couldn't say for sure; they sound­ed 
black, but his vi­sion had been slow re­turn­ing that day, it was al­ways slow­er in warm weath­er, 
when the days stayed bright longer), had ac­cost­ed him and be­gun talk­ing to him in a way he 
didn't quite like. It wasn't like the kids this af­ter­noon, with their jokes about read­ing the 
waf­fle iron and what does a Play­boy cen­ter­fold look like in Braille. It was soft­er than that, 
and in some weird fash­ion al­most kind — ques­tions about how much he took in by St Pat's 
back there, and would he per­chance be gen­er­ous enough to make a con­tri­bu­tion to some­thing 
called the Po­lo Recre­ation­al League, and did he want a lit­tle pro­tec­tion get­ting to his bus stop 
or train sta­tion or what­ev­er. One, per­haps a bud­ding sex­ol­ogist, had asked if he liked a lit­tle 
young pussy once in a while. 'It pep you up,' the voice on his left said soft­ly, al­most 
long­ing­ly. 'Yessir, you must be­lieve that shit.' 
    He had felt the way he imag­ined a mouse must feel when the cat is still just paw­ing at it, 
claws not out yet, cu­ri­ous about what the mouse will do, and how fast it can run, and what 
sorts of nois­es it will make as its ter­ror grows. Blind Willie had not been ter­ri­fied, how­ev­er. 
Scared, yes in­deed, you could fair­ly say he had been scared, but he has not been out-​and-​out 
ter­ri­fied since his last week in the green, the week that had be­gun in the A Shau Val­ley and 
end­ed in Dong Ha, the week the Vi­et Cong had har­ried them steadi­ly west at what was not 
quite a full re­treat, at the same time pinch­ing them on both sides, driv­ing them like cat­tle 
down a chute, al­ways yelling from the trees, some­times laugh­ing from the jun­gle, some­times 
shoot­ing, some­times scream­ing in the night. The lit­tle men who ain't there, Sul­li­van called 
them. There is noth­ing like them here, and his blin­dest day in Man­hat­tan is not as dark as 
those nights af­ter they lost the Cap­tain. Know­ing this had been his ad­van­tage and those 
young fel­lows' mis­take. He had sim­ply raised his voice, speak­ing as a man might speak to a 
large room filled with old friends. 'Say!' he had ex­claimed to the shad­owy phan­toms drift­ing 
slow­ly around him on the side­walk. 'Say, does any­one see a po­lice­man? I be­lieve these young 
fel­lows here mean to take me oil.' And that did it, easy as pulling a seg­ment from a peeled 
or­ange; the young fel­lows brack­et­ing him were sud­den­ly gone like a cool breeze. 
    He on­ly wish­es he could solve the prob­lem of Of­fi­cer Whee­lock that eas­ily. 
 
 
4:40 P.M.

      The Sher­aton Gotham, at For­ti­eth and Broad­way, is one of the largest first-​class ho­tels in the 
world, and in the cave of its lob­by thou­sands of peo­ple school back and forth be­neath the 
gi­gan­tic chan­de­lier. They chase their plea­sures here and dig their trea­sures there, obliv­ious to 
the Christ­mas mu­sic flow­ing from the speak­ers, to the chat­ter from three dif­fer­ent restau­rants 
and five bars, to the scenic el­eva­tors slid­ing up and down in their notched shafts like pis­tons 
pow­er­ing some ex­ot­ic glass en­gine . . . and to the blind man who taps among them, work­ing 
his way to­ward a sar­copha­gal pub­lic men's room al­most the size of a sub­way sta­tion. He 
walks with the stick­er on the case turned in­ward now, and he is as anony­mous as a blind man 
can be. In this city, that's very anony­mous. 
    Still, he thinks as he en­ters one of the stalls and takes off his jack­et, turn­ing it in­side-​out as 
he does so, how is it that in all these years no one has ev­er fol­lowed me? No one has ev­er 
no­ticed that the blind man who goes in and the sight­ed man who comes out are the same size, 
and car­ry­ing the same case? 
    Well, in New York, hard­ly any­one no­tices any­thing that isn't his or her own busi­ness — in 
their own way, they are all as blind as Blind Willie. Out of their of­fices, flood­ing down the 
side­walks, throng­ing in the sub­way sta­tions and cheap restau­rants, there is some­thing both 
re­pul­sive and sad about them; they are like nests of moles turned up by a farmer's har­row. He 
has seen this blind­ness over and over again, and he knows that it is one rea­son for his suc­cess 
. . . but sure­ly not the on­ly rea­son. They are not all moles, and he has been rolling the dice for 
a long time now. He takes pre­cau­tions, of course he does, many of them, but there are still 
those mo­ments (like now, sit­ting here with his pants down, un­screw­ing the white cane and 
stow­ing it back in his case) when he would be easy to catch, easy to rob, easy to ex­pose. 
Whee­lock is right about the Post, they would love him. They would hang him high­er than 
Haman. They would nev­er un­der­stand, nev­er even want to un­der­stand, or hear his side of it. 
What side? And why has none of this ev­er hap­pened? 
    Be­cause of God, he be­lieves. Be­cause God is good. God is hard but God is good. He 
can­not bring him­self to con­fess, but God seems to un­der­stand. Atone­ment and penance take 
time, but he has been giv­en time. God has gone with him ev­ery step of the way. 
    In the stall, still be­tween iden­ti­ties, he clos­es his eyes and prays — first giv­ing his thanks, 
then mak­ing a re­quest for guid­ance, then giv­ing more thanks. He fin­ish­es as he al­ways does, 
in a whis­per on­ly he and God can hear: 'If I die in a com­bat zone, bag me up and ship me 
home. If I die in a state of sin, close Your eyes and take me in. Yeah. Amen.' 
    He leaves the stall, leaves the bath­room, leaves the echo­ing con­fu­sion of the Sher­aton 
Gotham, and no one walks up to him and says, 'Ex­cuse me, sir, but weren't you just blind?' 
No one looks at him twice as he walks out in­to the street, car­ry­ing the bulky case as if it 
weighed twen­ty pounds in­stead of a hun­dred. God takes care of him. 
    It has start­ed to snow. He walks slow­ly through it, Willie Shear­man again now, switch­ing 
the case fre­quent­ly from hand to hand, just one more tired guy at the end of the day. He 
con­tin­ues to think about his in­ex­pli­ca­ble suc­cess as he goes. There's a verse from the Book of 
Matthew which he has com­mit­ted to mem­ory. They be blind lead­ers of the blind, it goes. And 
if the blind lead the blind, both shall fall in­to the ditch. Then there's the old saw that says that 
in the king­dom of the blind, the one-​eyed man is king. Is he the one-​eyed man? God aside, 
has that been the prac­ti­cal se­cret of his suc­cess all these years? 
    Per­haps so, per­haps not. In any case, he has been pro­tect­ed . . . and in no case does he 
be­lieve he can put God aside. God is in the pic­ture. God marked him in 1960, when he first 
helped Har­ry Doolin tease Car­ol and then helped Har­ry beat her. That oc­ca­sion of sin has 
nev­er left his mind. What hap­pened in the grove of trees near Field B stands for ev­ery­thing 
else. He even has Bob­by Garfield's glove to help him re­mem­ber. Willie doesn't know where 
Bob­by is these days and doesn't care. He kept track of Car­ol as long as he could, but Bob­by

      doesn't mat­ter. Bob­by ceased to mat­ter when he helped her. Willie saw him help her. He 
didn't dare come out and help her him­self — he was afraid of what Har­ry might do to him, 
afraid of all the kids Har­ry might tell, afraid of be­ing marked — but Bob­by dared. Bob­by 
helped her then, Bob­by pun­ished Har­ry Doolin lat­er that sum­mer, and by do­ing these things 
(prob­ably just for do­ing the first of them), Bob­by got well, Bob­by got over. He did what 
Willie didn't dare to do, he rolled with it and got over, got well, and now Willie has to do all 
the rest. And that's a lot to do. Sor­ry is a full-​time job and more. Why, even with three of him 
work­ing at it, he can bare­ly keep up. 
    Still, he can't say he lives in re­gret. Some­times he thinks of the good thief, the one who 
joined Christ in Par­adise that very night. Fri­day af­ter­noon you're bleed­ing on Gol­go­tha's 
stony hill; Fri­day night you're hav­ing tea and crum­pets with the King. Some­times some­one 
kicks him, some­times some­one push­es him, some­times he wor­ries about be­ing tak­en off. So 
what? Doesn't he stand for all those who can on­ly stand in the shad­ows, watch­ing while the 
dam­age is done? Doesn't he beg for them? Didn't he take Bob­by's Alvin Dark-​mod­el base­ball 
glove for them in 1960? He did. He did. Gob­less him, he did. And now they put their mon­ey 
in it as he stands eye­less out­side the cathe­dral. He begs for them.  
    Sharon knows . . . ex­act­ly what does Sharon know? Some of it, yes. Just how much he 
can't say. Cer­tain­ly enough to pro­vide the tin­sel; enough to tell him he looks nice in his Paul 
Stu­art suit and blue Sul­ka tie; enough to wish him a good day and re­mind him to get the 
eggnog. It is enough. All is well in Willie's world ex­cept for Jasper Whee­lock. What is he 
go­ing to do about Jasper Whee­lock? 
    Maybe I ought to fol­low you some night, Whee­lock whis­pers in his ear as Willie shifts the 
in­creas­ing­ly heavy case from one hand to the oth­er. Both arms ache now; he will be glad to 
reach his build­ing. See what you do. See who you turn in­to. 
    What, ex­act­ly, is he go­ing to do about Jasper the Po­lice-​Smurf? What can he do? 
    He doesn't know. 
 
 
5:15 P.M. 
 
The young pan­han­dler in the dirty red sweat­shirt is long gone, his place tak­en by yet an­oth­er 
street­corner San­ta. Willie has no trou­ble rec­og­niz­ing the tub­by young fel­low cur­rent­ly 
drop­ping a dol­lar in­to San­ta's pot. 
    'Hey, Ral­phie!' he cries. 
    Ralph Williamson turns, his face lights up when he rec­og­nizes Willie, and he rais­es one 
gloved hand. It's snow­ing hard­er now; with the bright lights around him and San­ta Claus 
be­side him, Ralph looks like the cen­tral fig­ure in a hol­iday greet­ing card. Or maybe a 
mod­ern-​day Bob Cratchit. 
    'Hey, Willie! How's it goin?' 
    'Like a house afire,' Willie says, ap­proach­ing Ralph with an easy grin on his face. He sets 
his case down with a grunt, feels in his pants pock­et, finds a buck for San­ta's pot. Prob­ably 
just an­oth­er crook, and his hat's a moth­eat­en piece of shit, but what the hell. 
    'What you got in there?' Ralph asks, look­ing down at Willie's case as he fid­dles with his 
scarf. 'Sounds like you bust­ed open some lit­tle kid's pig­gy bank.' 
    'Nah, just heatin coils,' Willie says. "Bout a damn thou­sand of em.' 
    'You work­ing right up un­til Christ­mas?' 
    'Yeah,' he says, and sud­den­ly has a glim­mer of an idea about Whee­lock. Just a twin­kle, 
here and gone, but hey, it's a start. 'Yeah, right up un­til Christ­mas. No rest for the wicked, 
you know.'

      Ralph's wide and pleas­ant face creas­es in a smile. 'I doubt if you're very wicked.' 
    Willie smiles back. 'You don't know what evil lurks in the heart of the heatin-​n-​coolin man, 
Ral­phie. I'll prob­ably take a few days off af­ter Christ­mas, though. I'm thinkin that might be a 
re­al­ly good idea.' 
    'Go south? Flori­da, maybe?' 
    'South?' Willie looks star­tled, then laughs. 'Oh, no,' he says. 'Not this kid. I've got plen­ty to 
do around the house. A per­son's got to keep their house in or­der. Else it might come right 
down around their ears some­day when the wind blows.' 
    'I sup­pose.' Ralph bun­dles the scarf high­er around his ears. 'See you to­mor­row?' 
    'You bet,' Willie says and holds out his gloved hand. 'Gimme five.' 
    Ral­phie gives him five, then turns his hand over. His smile is shy but ea­ger. 'Give me ten, 
Willie.' 
    Willie gives him ten. 'How good is that, Ral­phie-​ba­by?' 
    The man's shy smile be­comes a glee­ful boy's grin. 'So god­dam good I got­ta do it again!' he 
cries, and slaps Willie's hand with re­al au­thor­ity. 
    Willie laughs. 'You the man, Ralph. You get over.' 
    'You the man, too, Willie,' Ralph replies, speak­ing with a pris­sy earnest­ness that's sort of 
fun­ny. 'Mer­ry Christ­mas.' 
    'Right back atcha.' 
    He stands where he is for a mo­ment, watch­ing Ralph trudge off in­to the snow. Be­side him, 
the street­corner San­ta rings his bell monotonous­ly. Willie picks up his case and starts for the 
door of his build­ing. Then some­thing catch­es his eye, and he paus­es. 
    'Your beard's on crooked,' he says to the San­ta. 'If you want peo­ple to be­lieve in you, fix 
your fuckin beard.' He goes in­side. 
 
 
5:25 P.M. 
 
There's a big car­ton in the stor­age an­nex of Mid­town Heat­ing and Cool­ing. It's full of cloth 
bags, the sort banks use to hold loose coins. Such bags usu­al­ly have var­ious banks' names 
print­ed on them, but these don't — Willie or­ders them di­rect from the com­pa­ny in 
Moundsville, West Vir­ginia, that makes them. 
    He opens his case, quick­ly sets aside the rolls of bills (these he will car­ry home in his Mark 
Gross brief­case), then fills four bags with coins. In a far cor­ner of the stor­age room is a 
bat­tered old met­al cab­inet sim­ply marked PARTS. Willie swings it open — there is no lock to 
con­tend with — and re­veals an­oth­er two or three hun­dred or so coin-​stuffed bags. A dozen 
times a year he and Sharon tour the mid­town church­es, push­ing these bags through the 
con­tri­bu­tion slots or hinged pack­age-​de­liv­ery doors when they will fit, sim­ply leav­ing them 
by the door when they won't. The li­on's share al­ways goes to St Pat's, where he spends his 
days wear­ing dark glass­es and a sign.  
    But not ev­ery day, he thinks, now un­dress­ing. I don't have to be there ev­ery day, and he 
thinks again that maybe Bill, Willie, and Blind Willie Garfield will take the week af­ter 
Christ­mas off. In that week there might be a way to han­dle Of­fi­cer Whee­lock. To make him 
go away. Ex­cept . . . 
    'I can't kill him,' he says in a low, nag­ging voice. I'll be fucked if I kill him.' On­ly fucked 
isn't what he's wor­ried about. Damned is what he's wor­ried about. Killing was dif­fer­ent in 
Viet­nam, or seemed dif­fer­ent, but this isn't Viet­nam, isn't the green. Has he built these years 
of penance just to tear them down again? God is test­ing him, test­ing him, test­ing him. There 
is an an­swer here. He knows there is, there must be. He is just — ha -ha, par­don the pun —

      too blind to see it. 
    Can he even find the self-​righ­teous sono­fabitch? Shit yeah, that's not the prob­lem. He can 
find Jasper the Po­lice-​Smurf, all right. Just about any old time he wants. Trail him right to 
wher­ev­er it is that he takes off his gun and his shoes and puts his feet up on the has­sock. But 
then what? 
    He wor­ries at this as he us­es cold cream to re­move his make­up, and then he puts his 
wor­ries away. He takes the Nov-​Dec ledger out of its draw­er, sits at his desk, and for twen­ty 
min­utes he writes / am hearti­ly sor­ry for hurt­ing Car­ol. He fills an en­tire page, top to bot­tom 
and mar­gin to mar­gin. He puts it back, then dress­es in Bill Shear­man's clothes. As he is 
putting away Blind Willie's boots, his eye falls on the scrap­book with its red leather cov­er. He 
takes it out, puts it on top of the file-​cab­inet, and flips back the cov­er with its sin­gle word — 
MEM­ORIES — stamped in gold.  
    On the first page is the cer­tifi­cate of a live birth — William Robert Shear­man, born 
Jan­uary 4th, 1946 — and his tiny foot­prints. On the fol­low­ing pages are pic­tures of him with 
his moth­er, pic­tures of him with his fa­ther (Pat Shear­man smil­ing as if he had nev­er pushed 
his son over in his high chair or hit his wife with a beer bot­tle), pic­tures of him with his 
friends. Har­ry Doolin is par­tic­ular­ly well rep­re­sent­ed. In one snap­shot eight-​year-​old Har­ry is 
try­ing to eat a piece of Willie's birth­day cake with a blind­fold on (a for­feit in some game, no 
doubt). Har­ry's got choco­late smeared all over his cheeks, he's laugh­ing and looks as if he 
doesn't have a mean thought in his head. Willie shiv­ers at the sight of that laugh­ing, smeary, 
blind­fold­ed face. It al­most al­ways makes him shiv­er. 
    He flips away from it, to­ward the back of the book, where he's put the pic­tures and 
clip­pings of Car­ol Ger­ber he has col­lect­ed over the years: Car­ol with her moth­er, Car­ol 
hold­ing her brand-​new ba­by broth­er and smil­ing ner­vous­ly, Car­ol and her fa­ther (him in 
Navy dress blue and smok­ing a cigarette, her look­ing up at him with big won­der­struck eyes), 
Car­ol on the j.v. cheer­ing squad at Har­wich High her fresh­man year, caught in mi­dleap with 
one hand wav­ing a pom-​pom and the oth­er hold­ing down her pleat­ed skirt, Car­ol and John 
Sul­li­van on tin­foil thrones at Har­wich High in 1965, the year they were elect­ed Snow Queen 
and Snow King at the Ju­nior-​Se­nior prom. They look like a cou­ple on a wed­ding cake; Willie 
thinks this ev­ery time he looks at the old yel­low newsprint. Her gown is strap­less, her 
shoul­ders flaw­less. There is no sign that for a lit­tle while, once up­on a time, the left one was 
stick­ing up in a witch­like dou­ble hump. She had cried be­fore that last hit, cried plen­ty, but 
mere cry­ing hadn't been enough for Har­ry Doolin. That last time he had swung from the 
heels, and the smack of the bat hit­ting her had been like the sound of a mal­let hit­ting a half-
thawed roast, and then she had screamed, screamed so loud that Har­ry had fled with­out even 
look­ing back to see if Willie and Richie O'Meara were fol­low­ing him. Took to his heels, had 
old Har­ry Doolin, ran like a jackrab­bit. But if he hadn't? Sup­pose that, in­stead of run­ning, 
Har­ry had said Hold her, guys, I ain't lis­ten­ing to that, Fm go­ing to shut her up, mean­ing to 
swing from the heels again, this time at her head? Would they have held her? Would they 
have held her for him even then? 
    You know you would have, he thinks dul­ly. You do penance as much for what you were 
spared as for what you ac­tu­al­ly did. Don't you? 
    Here's Car­ol Ger­ber in her grad­ua­tion gown; Spring 1966, it's marked. On the next page is 
a news clip­ping from the Har­wich Jour­nal marked Fall 1966. The ac­com­pa­ny­ing pic­ture is 
her again, but this ver­sion of Car­ol seems a mil­lion years re­moved from the young la­dy in the 
grad­ua­tion gown, the young la­dy with the diplo­ma in her hand, the white pumps on her feet, 
and her eyes de­mure­ly down­cast. This girl is fiery and smil­ing, these eyes look straight in­to 
the cam­era. She seems un­aware of the blood cours­ing down her left cheek. She is flash­ing the 
peace sign. This girl is on her way to Dan­bury al­ready, this girl has got her Dan­bury danc­ing 
shoes on. Peo­ple died in Dan­bury, the guts flew, ba­by, and Willie does not doubt that he is

      part­ly re­spon­si­ble. He touch­es the fiery smil­ing bleed­ing girl with her sign that says STOP THE 
MUR­DER (on­ly in­stead of stop­ping it she be­came a part of it) and knows that in the end her 
face is the on­ly one that mat­ters, her face is the spir­it of the age. 1960 is smoke; here is fire. 
Here is Death with blood on her cheek and a smile on her lips and a sign in her hand. Here is 
that good old Dan­bury de­men­tia.  
    The next clip­ping is the en­tire front page of the Dan­bury pa­per. He has fold­ed it three times 
so it will fit in the book. The biggest of four pho­tos shows a scream­ing wom­an stand­ing in 
the mid­dle of a street and hold­ing up her bloody hands. Be­hind her is a brick build­ing which 
has been cracked open like an egg. Sum­mer 1970, he has writ­ten be­side it. 
 
6 DEAD, 14 IN­JURED IN DAN­BURY BOMB AT­TACK 
Rad­ical Group Claims Re­spon­si­bil­ity 
'No One Meant to Be Hurt,' Fe­male Caller Tells Po­lice 
 
    The group — Mil­itant Stu­dents for Peace, they called them­selves — plant­ed the bomb in a 
lec­ture hall on the Dan­bury UConn cam­pus. On the day of the ex­plo­sion, Cole­man Chem­icals 
was hold­ing job in­ter­views there be­tween ten A.M. and four P.M. The bomb was ap­par­ent­ly 
sup­posed to go off at six in the morn­ing, when the build­ing was emp­ty. It failed to do so. At 
eight o'clock, then again at nine, some­one (pre­sum­ably some­one from the MSP) called 
Cam­pus Se­cu­ri­ty and re­port­ed the pres­ence of a bomb in the first-​floor lec­ture hall. There 
were cur­so­ry search­es and no evac­ua­tion. 'This was our eighty-​third bomb-​threat of the year,' 
an uniden­ti­fied Cam­pus Se­cu­ri­ty of­fi­cer was quot­ed as say­ing. No bomb was found, al­though 
the MSP lat­er claimed ve­he­ment­ly that the ex­act lo­ca­tion — the air-​con­di­tion­ing duct on the 
left side of the hall — had been giv­en. There was ev­idence (per­sua­sive ev­idence to Willie 
Shear­man if to no one else) that at quar­ter past noon, while the job in­ter­views were in re­cess 
for lunch, a young wom­an made an ef­fort — at con­sid­er­able risk to her own life and limb — 
to re­trieve the UXB her­self. She spent per­haps ten min­utes in the then-​va­cant lec­ture hall 
be­fore be­ing led away, protest­ing, by a young man with long black hair. The jan­itor who saw 
them lat­er iden­ti­fied the man as Ray­mond Fiegler, head of the MSP. He iden­ti­fied the young 
wom­an as Car­ol Ger­ber. 
    At ten min­utes to two that af­ter­noon, the bomb fi­nal­ly went off. Gob­less the liv­ing; gob­less 
the dead. 
    Willie turns the page. Here is a head­line from the Ok­la­homa City Ok­la­homan. April of 
1971.  
 
3 RAD­ICALS KILLED IN ROAD­BLOCK SHOOTOUT 
'Big Fish' May Have Es­caped by Min­utes, 
Says FBI SAC Thur­man 
 
    The big fish were John and Sal­ly McBride, Char­lie 'Duck' Gold­en, the elu­sive Ray­mond 
Fiegler . . . and Car­ol. The re­main­ing mem­bers of the MSP, in oth­er words. The McBrides 
and Gold­en died in Los An­ge­les six months lat­er, some­one in the house still shoot­ing and 
toss­ing grenades even as the place burned down. Nei­ther Fiegler nor Car­ol was in the burned-
out shell, but the po­lice techs found large quan­ti­ties of spilled blood which had been typed 
AB Pos­itive. A rare blood-​type. Car­ol Ger­ber's blood-​type. 
    Dead or alive? Alive or dead? Not a day goes by that Willie doesn't ask him­self this 
ques­tion. 
    He turns to the next page of the scrap­book, know­ing he should stop, he should get home, 
Sharon will wor­ry if he doesn't at least call (he will call, from down­stairs he will call, she's 
right, he's very de­pend­able), but he doesn't stop just yet.

      The head­line over the pho­to show­ing the charred skull of the house on Ben­efit Street is 
from the Los An­ge­les Times'. 
 
3 OF 'DAN­BURY 12' DIE IN EAST L.A. 
Po­lice Spec­ulate Mur­der-​Sui­cide Pact 
On­ly Fiegler, Cer­ber Un­ac­count­ed For 
 
    Ex­cept the cops be­lieved Car­ol, at least, was dead. The piece made di­at clear. At the time, 
Willie had al­so been con­vinced it was so. All that blood. Now, how­ev­er . . . 
    Dead or alive? Alive or dead? Some­times his heart whis­pers to him that the blood doesn't 
mat­ter, that she got away from that small frame house long be­fore the fi­nal acts of in­san­ity 
were com­mit­ted there. At oth­er times he be­lieves what the po­lice be­lieve — that she and 
Fiegler slipped away from the oth­ers on­ly af­ter the first shootout, be­fore the house was 
sur­round­ed; that she ei­ther died of wounds suf­fered in that shootout or was mur­dered by 
Fiegler be­cause she was slow­ing him down. Ac­cord­ing to this sce­nario the fiery girl with the 
blood on her face and the sign in her hand is prob­ably now just a bag of bones cook­ing in the 
desert some­place east of the sun and west of Tonopah.  
    Willie touch­es the pho­to of the burned-​out house on Ben­efit Street . . . and sud­den­ly a 
name comes to him, the name of the man who maybe stopped Dong Ha from be­com­ing 
an­oth­er My Lai or My Khe. Slocum. That was his name, all right. It's as if the black­ened 
beams and bro­ken win­dows have whis­pered it to him. 
    Willie clos­es the scrap­book and puts it away, feel­ing odd­ly at peace. He fin­ish­es squar­ing 
up what needs to be squared up in the of­fices of Mid­town Heat­ing and Cool­ing, then steps 
care­ful­ly through the trap­door and finds his foot­ing on top of the steplad­der be­low. He takes 
the han­dle of his brief­case and pulls it through. He de­scends to the third step, then low­ers the 
trap­door in­to place and slides the ceil­ing pan­el back where it be­longs. 
    He can­not do any­thing . . . any­thing per­ma­nent ... to Of­fi­cer Jasper Whee­lock . . . but 
Slocum could. Yes in­deed, Slocum could. Of course Slocum was black, but what of that? In 
the dark, all cats are gray . . . and to the blind, they're no col­or at all. Is it re­al­ly much of a 
reach from Blind Willie Garfield to Blind Willie Slocum? Of course not. Easy as breath­ing, 
re­al­ly. 
    'Do you hear what I hear,' he sings soft­ly as he folds the steplad­der and puts it back, 'do 
you smell what I smell, do you taste what I taste?' 
    Five min­utes lat­er he clos­es the door of West­ern States Land An­alysts firm­ly be­hind him 
and triple-​locks it. Then he goes down the hall­way. When the el­eva­tor comes and he steps in, 
he thinks, Eggnog. Don't for­get. The Aliens and the Dubrqys. 
    'Al­so cin­na­mon,' he says out loud. The three peo­ple in the el­eva­tor car with him look 
around, and Bill grins self-​con­scious­ly. 
    Out­side, he turns to­ward Grand Cen­tral, reg­is­ter­ing on­ly one thought as the snow beats full 
in­to his face and he flips up his coat col­lar: the San­ta out­side the build­ing has fixed his beard. 
 
 
MID­NIGHT. 
 
'Share?' 
    'Hm­mmm?' 
    Her voice is sleepy, dis­tant. They have made long, slow love af­ter the Dubrays fi­nal­ly left 
at eleven o'clock, and now she is drift­ing away. That's all right; he is drift­ing too. He has a 
feel­ing that all of his prob­lems are solv­ing them­selves ... or that God is solv­ing them.

      'I may take a week or so off af­ter Christ­mas. Do some in­ven­to­ry. Poke around some new 
sites. I'm think­ing about chang­ing lo­ca­tions.' There is no need for her to know about what 
Willie Slocum may be do­ing in the week be­fore New Year's; she couldn't do any­thing but 
wor­ry and — per­haps, per­haps not, he sees no rea­son to find out for sure — feel guilty.  
    'Good,' she says. 'See a few movies while you're at it, why don't you?' Her hand gropes out 
of the dark and touch­es his arm briefly. 'You work so hard.' Pause. 'Al­so, you re­mem­bered 
the eggnog. I re­al­ly didn't think you would. I'm very pleased with you, sweet­heart.' 
    He grins in the dark at that, help­less not to. It is so per­fect­ly Sharon.  
    'The Aliens are all right, but the Dubrays are bor­ing, aren't they?' she asks. 
    'A lit­tle,' he al­lows. 
    'If that dress of hers had been cut any low­er, she could have got­ten a job in a top­less bar.' 
    He says noth­ing to that, but grins again. 
    'It was good tonight, wasn't it?' she asks him. It's not their lit­tle par­ty that she's talk­ing 
about. 
    'Yes, ex­cel­lent.' 
    'Did you have a good day? I didn't have a chance to ask.' 
    Tine day, Share.' 
    'I love you, Bill.' 
    'Love you, too.' 
    'Good­night.' 
    'Good­night.' 
    As he drifts to­wards sleep he thinks about the man in the bright red ski sweater. He cross­es 
over with­out know­ing it, thought melt­ing ef­fort­less­ly in­to dream. "Six­ty-​nine and sev­en­ty 
were the hard years,' the man in the red sweater says. 'I was at Ham­burg­er Hill with the 
3/187. We lost a lot of good men.' Then he bright­ens. 'But I got this.' From the left­hand 
pock­et of his top­coat he takes a white beard hang­ing on a string. 'And this.' From the 
right­hand pock­et he takes a crum­pled sty­ro­foam cup, which he shakes. A few loose coins 
rat­tle in the bot­tom like teeth. 'So you see,' he says, fad­ing now, 'there are com­pen­sa­tions for 
even the blin­dest life.' 
    Then the dream it­self fades and Bill Shear­man sleeps deeply un­til six-​fif­teen the next 
morn­ing, when the clock-​ra­dio wakes him to the sound of 'The Lit­tle Drum­mer Boy.'

      1999: When some­one dies, 
you think about the past. 
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      When some­one dies, you think about the past. Sul­ly had prob­ably known this for years, but it 
was on­ly on the day of Pags's fu­ner­al that it formed in his mind as a con­scious pos­tu­late. 
    It was twen­ty-​six years since the he­li­copters took their last loads of refugees (some 
dan­gling pho­to­geni­cal­ly from the land­ing skids) off the roof of the US em­bassy in Saigon and 
al­most thir­ty since a Huey evacked John Sul­li­van, Willie Shear­man and maybe a dozen 
oth­ers out of Dong Ha Province. Sul­ly-​John and his mag­ical­ly re­found child­hood 
ac­quain­tance had been heroes that morn­ing when the chop­pers fell out of the sky; they'd been 
some­thing else come af­ter­noon. Sul­ly could re­mem­ber ly­ing there on the Huey's throb­bing 
floor and scream­ing for some­one to kill him. He could re­mem­ber Willie scream­ing as well. 
I'm blind was what Willie had been scream­ing. Ah Je­sus-​fuck, I'm blind! 
    Even­tu­al­ly it had be­come clear to him — even with some of his guts hang­ing out of his 
bel­ly in gray ropes and most of his balls blown off — that no one was go­ing to do what he 
asked and he wasn't go­ing to be able to do the job on his own. Not soon enough to suit him, 
any­way. So he asked some­one to get rid of the ma­masan, they could do that much, couldn't 
they? Land her or just dump her the fuck out, why not? Wasn't she dead al­ready? Thing was, 
she wouldn't stop look­ing at him, and enough was enough. 
    By the time they swapped him and Shear­man and half a dozen oth­ers — the worst ones — 
to a Mede­vac at the ral­ly-​point ev­ery­one called Peepee City (the chop­per-​jock­eys were 
prob­ably damned glad to see them go, all that scream­ing), Sul­ly had start­ed to re­al­ize none of 
the oth­ers could see old ma­masan squat­ting there in the cock­pit, old white-​haired ma­masan in 
the green pants and or­ange top and those weird bright Chi­nese sneak­ers, the ones that looked 
like Chuck Tay­lor high­tops, bright red, wow. Old ma­masan had been Malen­fant's date, old 
Mr Card-​Shark's big date. Ear­li­er that day Malen­fant had run in­to the clear­ing along with 
Sul­ly and Di­ef­fen­bak­er and Sly Slocum and the oth­ers, nev­er mind the gooks fir­ing at them 
out of the bush, nev­er mind the ter­ri­ble week of mor­tars and snipers and am­bush­es, 
Malen­fant had been hero-​bound and Sul­ly had been hero-​bound too, and now oh hey look at 
this, Ron­nie Malen­fant was a mur­der­er, the kid Sul­ly had been so afraid of back in the old 
days had saved his life and been blind­ed, and Sul­ly him­self was ly­ing on the floor of a 
he­li­copter with his guts wav­ing in the breeze. As Art Lin­klet­ter al­ways said, it just proved 
that peo­ple are fun­ny.  
    Some­body kill me, he had screamed on that bright and ter­ri­ble af­ter­noon. Some­body shoot 
me, for the love of God just let me die. 
    But he hadn't died, the doc­tors had man­aged to save one of his man­gled tes­ti­cles, and now 
there were even days when he felt more or less glad to be alive. Sun­sets made him feel that 
way. He liked to go out to the back of the lot, where the cars they'd tak­en in trade but hadn't 
yet fixed up were stored, and stand there watch­ing the sun go down. Corny shit, grant­ed, but 
it was still the good part. 
    In San Fran­cis­co Willie was on the same ward and vis­it­ed him a lot un­til the Army in its 
wis­dom sent First Lieu­tenant Shear­man some­where else; they had talked for hours about the 
old days in Har­wich and peo­ple they knew in com­mon. Once they'd even got­ten their pic­ture 
tak­en by an AP news pho­tog­ra­pher — Willie sit­ting on Sul­ly's bed, both of them laugh­ing. 
Willie's eyes had been bet­ter by then but still not right; Willie had con­fid­ed to Sul­ly that he 
was afraid they nev­er would be right. The sto­ry that went with the pic­ture had been pret­ty 
dopey, but had it brought them let­ters? Holy Christ! More than ei­ther of them could read! 
Sul­ly had even got­ten the crazy idea that he might hear from Car­ol, but of course he nev­er 
did. It was the spring of 1970 and Car­ol Ger­ber was un­doubt­ed­ly busy smok­ing pot and 
giv­ing blowjobs to end-​the -war hip­pies while her old high-​school boyfriend was get­ting his 
balls blown off on the oth­er side of the world. That's right, Art, peo­ple are fun­ny. Al­so, kids 
say the darn­dest things. 
    When Willie shipped out, old ma­masan stayed. Old ma­masan hung right in there. Dur­ing

      the sev­en months Sul­ly spent in San Fran­cis­co's Vet­er­ans Hos­pi­tal she had come ev­ery day 
and ev­ery night, his most con­stant vis­itor in that end­less time when the whole world seemed 
to smell of piss and his heart hurt like a headache. Some­times she showed up in a muumuu 
like the host­ess at some nut­ty lu­au, some­times she came wear­ing one of those gris­ly green 
golf-​skirts and a sleeve­less top that showed off her scrawny arms . . . but most­ly she wore 
what she had been wear­ing on the day Malen­fant killed her — the green pants, the or­ange 
smock, the red sneak­ers with the Chi­nese sym­bols on them.  
    One day that sum­mer he un­fold­ed the San Fran­cis­co Chron­icle and saw his old girl­friend 
had made the front page. His old girl­friend and her hip­pie pals had killed a bunch of kids and 
job-​re­cruiters back in Dan­bury. His old girl­friend was now 'Red Car­ol.' His old girl­friend was 
a celebri­ty. 'You cunt,' he had said as the pa­per first dou­bled, then tre­bled, then broke up in­to 
prisms. 'You stupid fucked-​up cunt.' He had balled the pa­per up, mean­ing to throw it across 
the room, and there was his new girl­friend, there was old ma­masan sit­ting on the next bed, 
look­ing at Sul­ly with her black eyes, and Sul­ly had bro­ken down com­plete­ly at the sight of 
her. When the nurse came Sul­ly ei­ther couldn't or wouldn't tell her what he was cry­ing about. 
All he knew was that the world had gone in­sane and he want­ed a shot and even­tu­al­ly the 
nurse found a doc­tor to give him one and the last thing he saw be­fore he passed out was 
ma­masan, old fuckin ma­masan sit­ting there on the next bed with her yel­low hands in her 
green polyester lap, sit­ting there and watch­ing him. 
    She made the trip across the coun­try with him, too, had come all the way back to 
Con­necti­cut with him, dead­head­ing across the aisle in the tourist cab­in of a Unit­ed Air­lines 
747. She sat next to a busi­ness­man who saw her no more than the crew of the Huey had, or 
Willie Shear­man, or the staff at the Pussy Palace. She had been Malen­fant's date in Dong Ha, 
but she was John Sul­li­van's date now and nev­er took her black eyes off him. Her yel­low, 
wrin­kled fin­gers al­ways stayed fold­ed in her lap and her eyes al­ways stayed on him.  
    Thir­ty years. Man, that was a long time. 
    But as those years went by, Sul­ly had seen her less and less. When he re­turned to Har­wich 
in the fall of '70, he still saw old ma­masan just about ev­ery day — eat­ing a hot­dog in 
Com­mon­wealth Park by Field B, or stand­ing at the foot of the iron steps lead­ing up to the 
rail­way sta­tion where the com­muters ebbed and flowed, or just walk­ing down Main Street. 
Al­ways look­ing at him. 
    Once, not long af­ter he'd got­ten his first post-​Viet­nam job, (sell­ing cars, of course; it was 
the on­ly thing he re­al­ly knew how to do) he had seen old ma­masan sit­ting in the pas­sen­ger 
seat of a 1968 Ford LTD with PRICED TO SELL! soaped on the wind­shield. 
    You'll start to un­der­stand her in time, the head­shrinker in San Fran­cis­co had told him, and 
re­fused to say much more no mat­ter how hard Sul­ly pressed him. The shrink want­ed to hear 
about the he­li­copters that had col­lid­ed and fell out of the sky; the head­shrinker want­ed to 
know why Sul­ly so of­ten re­ferred to Malen­fant as 'that card­play­ing bas­tard' (Sul­ly wouldn't 
tell him); the head­shrinker want­ed to know if Sul­ly still had sex­ual fan­tasies, and if so, had 
they be­come no­tice­ably vi­olent. Sul­ly had sort of liked the guy — Con­roy, his name was — 
but that didn't change the fact that he was an ass­hole. Once, near the end of his time in San 
Fran­cis­co, he had come close to telling Dr Con­roy about Car­ol. On the whole he was glad he 
hadn't. He didn't know how to think about his old girl­friend, let alone talk about her 
(con­flict­ed was Con­roy's word for this state). He had called her a stupid fucked-​up cunt, but 
the whole damned world was sort of fucked-​up these days, wasn't it? And if any­one knew 
how eas­ily vi­olent be­hav­ior could break its leash and just run away, John Sul­li­van did. All he 
was sure of was that he hoped the po­lice wouldn't kill her when they fi­nal­ly caught up to her 
and her friends. 
    Ass­hole or not, Dr Con­roy hadn't been en­tire­ly wrong about Sul­ly com­ing to un­der­stand 
old ma­masan as time went by. The most im­por­tant thing was un­der­stand­ing — on a gut lev­el
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      — that old ma­masan wasn't there. Head-​knowl­edge of that ba­sic fact was easy, but his gut 
was slow­er to learn, pos­si­bly be­cause his gut had been torn open in Dong Ha and a thing like 
that just had to slow down the un­der­stand­ing pro­cess. 
    He had bor­rowed some of Dr Con­roy's books, and the hos­pi­tal li­brar­ian had got­ten him a 
cou­ple of oth­ers on in­ter-​li­brary loan. Ac­cord­ing to the books, old ma­masan in her green 
pants and or­ange top was 'an ex­ter­nal­ized fan­ta­sy' which served as a 'cop­ing mech­anism' to 
help him deal with his 'sur­vivor guilt' and 'post-​trau­mat­ic stress syn­drome.' She was a 
day­dream, in oth­er words. 
    What­ev­er the rea­sons, his at­ti­tude about her changed as her ap­pear­ances be­came less 
fre­quent. In­stead of feel­ing re­vul­sion or a kind of su­per­sti­tious dread when she turned up, he 
be­gan to feel al­most hap­py when he saw her. The way you felt when you saw an old friend 
who had left town but some­times came back for a lit­tle vis­it. 
 
  
He lived in Mil­ford now, a town about twen­ty miles north of Har­wich on I-95 and light-​years 
away in most oth­er sens­es. Har­wich had been a pleas­ant, tree-​filled sub­urb when Sul­ly lived 
there as a kid, chum­ming with Bob­by Garfield and Car­ol Ger­ber. Now his old home town 
was one of those places you didn't go at night, just a grimy ad­junct to Bridge­port. He still 
spent most of his days there, on the lot or in his of­fice (Sul­li­van Chevro­let had been a Gold 
Star deal­er­ship four years run­ning now), but he was gone by six o'clock most evenings, sev­en 
for sure, tool­ing north to Mil­ford in his Caprice demon­stra­tor. He usu­al­ly went with an 
un­ac­knowl­edged but very re­al sense of grat­itude. 
    On this par­tic­ular sum­mer day he had gone south from Mil­ford on I-95 as usu­al, but at a 
lat­er hour and with­out get­ting off at Ex­it 9, ASH­ER AV­ENUE HAR­WICH. To­day he had kept the 
new de­mo point­ed south (it was blue with black­wall tires, and watch­ing peo­ple's brake­lights 
go on when they saw him in their rearview mir­rors nev­er failed to amuse him — they thought 
he was a cop) and drove all the way in­to New York City. 
    He left the car at Arnie Moss­berg's deal­er­ship on the West Side (when you were a Chevy 
deal­er there was nev­er a park­ing prob­lem; that was one of the nice things about it), did some 
win­dow-​shop­ping on his way across town, had a steak at Palm Too, then went to Pagano's 
fu­ner­al.  
    Pags had been one of the guys at the chop­per crash-​site that morn­ing, one of the guys in 
the Ville that af­ter­noon. Al­so one of the guys caught in the fi­nal am­bush on the trail, the 
am­bush which had be­gun when Sul­ly him­self ei­ther stepped on a mine or broke a wire and 
popped a satchel-​charge strapped to a tree. The lit­tle men in the black pa­ja­mas had been in 
the high toolies and man, they had opened up. On the trail, Pags had grabbed Wol­len­sky 
when Wol­len­sky got shot in the throat. He got Wol­len­sky in­to the clear­ing, but by then 
Wol­len­sky was dead. Pags would have been cov­ered with Wol­len­sky's blood (Sul­li­van didn't 
ac­tu­al­ly re­mem­ber see­ing that; he had been in his own hell by then), but that was prob­ably 
some­thing of a re­lief to the man be­cause it cov­ered up the oth­er blood, still not en­tire­ly dry. 
Pagano had been stand­ing close enough to get splat­tered when Slocum shot Malen­fant's 
bud­dy. Splat­tered with Clem­son's blood, splat­tered with Clem­son's brains. 
    Sul­ly had nev­er said a word about what hap­pened to Clem­son in the Ville, not to Dr 
Con­roy or any­one else. He had dum­mied up. All of them had dum­mied up. 
    Pags had died of can­cer. When­ev­er one of Sul­ly's old Nam bud­dies died (well okay, they 
weren't bud­dies, ex­act­ly, most of them dumb as stone boats and not what Sul­ly would re­al­ly 
call bud­dies, but it was the word they used be­cause there was no word in­vent­ed for what they 
had re­al­ly been to each oth­er), it al­ways seemed to be can­cer or drugs or sui­cide. Usu­al­ly the 
can­cer start­ed in the lung or the brain and then just ran ev­ery­where, as if these men had left

      their im­mune sys­tems back in the green. With Dick Pagano it had been pan­cre­at­ic can­cer — 
him and Michael Lan­don. It was the dis­ease of the stars. The cof­fin was open and old Pags 
didn't look too shab­by. His wife had had the un­der­tak­er dress him in an or­di­nary busi­ness 
suit, not a uni­form. She prob­ably hadn't even con­sid­ered the uni­form op­tion, de­spite the 
dec­ora­tions Pagano had won. Pags had worn a uni­form for on­ly two or three years, those 
years like an aber­ra­tion, like time spent in some coun­ty joint be­cause you did some­thing 
en­tire­ly out of char­ac­ter on one bad-​luck oc­ca­sion, prob­ably while you were drunk. Killed a 
guy in a bar­room fight, say, or took it in­to your head to burn down the church where your ex-
wife taught Sun­day school. Sul­ly couldn't think of a sin­gle man he'd served with, in­clud­ing 
him­self, who would want to be buried in an Army uni­form. 
    Di­ef­fen­bak­er — Sul­ly still thought of him as the new lieu­tenant — came to the fu­ner­al. 
Sul­ly hadn't seen Di­ef­fen­bak­er in a long time, and they had had them­selves quite a talk . . . 
al­though Di­ef­fen­bak­er ac­tu­al­ly did most of the talk­ing. Sul­ly wasn't sure talk­ing ev­er made a 
dif­fer­ence, but he kept think­ing about the stuff Di­ef­fen­bak­er said. How mad Di­ef­fen­bak­er 
had sound­ed, most­ly. All the way back to Con­necti­cut he kept think­ing about it. 
    He was on the Tri­bor­ough Bridge head­ing north again by two o'clock, in plen­ty of time to 
beat the rush-​hour traf­fic. 'Smooth move­ment across the Tri­bor­ough and at key points along 
the LIE,' was how the traf­fic-​re­porter in the WINS copter put it. That's what copters were for 
these days; gaug­ing the flow of traf­fic in and out of Amer­ica's cities. 
    When the traf­fic start­ed to slow just north of Bridge­port, Sul­ly didn't no­tice. He had 
switched from news to oldies and had fall­en to think­ing about Pags and his har­mon­icas. It 
was a war-​movie cliche, the griz­zled GI with the mouth-​harp, but Pagano, dear God, Pagano 
could drive you out of your ev­er-​fuckin mind. Night and day he had played em, un­til one of 
the guys — it might have been Hex­ley or even Gar­rett Slocum — told him that if he didn' t 
quit it, he was apt to wake up one morn­ing with the world's first whistling rec­tal im­plant. 
    The more he con­sid­ered it, the more Sul­ly thought Sly Slocum had been the one to threat­en 
the rec­tal im­plant. Big black man from Tul­sa, thought Sly and the Fam­ily Stone was the best 
group on earth, hence the nick­name, and re­fused to be­lieve that an­oth­er group he ad­mired, 
Rare Earth, was white. Sul­ly re­mem­bered Deef (this was be­fore Di­ef­fen­bak­er be­came the 
new lieu­tenant and gave Slocum that nod, prob­ably the most im­por­tant ges­ture Di­ef­fen­bak­er 
had ev­er made or ev­er would make in his life) telling Slocum that those guys were just as 
white as fuckin Bob Dy­lan ('the folksin­gin honky' was what Slocum called Dy­lan). Slocum 
thought this over, then replied with what was for him rare grav­ity. The fuck you say. Rare 
Earth, man, those guys black. They record on fuckin Mo­town, and all Mo­town groups are 
black, ev­ery­one know that. Supremes, fuckin Temps, Smokey Robin­son and the Mir­acles. I 
re­spect you, Deef, you bad and you na­tion­wide, with­out a doubt, man, but if you per­sist in 
your bull­shit, I go­ing to knock you down. 
    Slocum hat­ed har­mon­ica mu­sic. Har­mon­ica mu­sic made him think of the folksin­gin honky. 
If you tried to tell him that Dy­lan cared about the war, Slocum asked then how come the 
mule­bray mutha­fuc­ka didn't come on over here with Bob Hope one time. I tell you why, 
Slocum said. He scared, that's why. Fuckin can­dyass har­mon­ica-​blowin mule­bray 
mutha­fuc­ka! 
    Mus­ing on Di­ef­fen­bak­er rap­ping about the six­ties. Think­ing of those old names and old 
faces and old days. Not notic­ing as the Caprice's speedome­ter dropped from six­ty to fifty to 
forty, the traf­fic start­ing to stack up in all four north­bound lanes. He re­mem­bered how Pags 
had been over there in the green — skin­ny, black-​haired, his cheeks still dot­ted with the last 
of his post-​ado­les­cent ac­ne, a ri­fle in his hands and two Hohn­er har­mon­icas (one key of C, 
one key of G) stuffed in­to the waist­band of his camo trousers. Thir­ty years ago, that had been. 
Roll back ten more and Sul­ly was a kid grow­ing up in Har­wich, palling with Bob­by Garfield 
and wish­ing that Car­ol Ger­ber would look at him, John Sul­li­van, just once the way she

      al­ways looked at Bob­by.  
    In time she had looked at him of course, but nev­er in quite the same way. Was it be­cause 
she was no longer eleven or be­cause he wasn't Bob­by? Sul­ly didn't know. The look it­self had 
been a mys­tery. It seemed to say that Bob­by was killing her and she was glad, she would die 
that way un­til the stars fell from the sky and the rivers ran up­hill and all the words to 'Louie 
Louie' were known. 
    What had hap­pened to Bob­by Garfield? Had he gone to Viet­nam? Joined the flow­er 
chil­dren? Mar­ried, fa­thered chil­dren, died of pan­cre­at­ic can­cer? Sul­ly didn't know. All he 
knew for sure was that Bob­by had changed some­how in the sum­mer of 1960 — the sum­mer 
Sul­ly had won a free week at the YM­CA camp on Lake George — and had left town with his 
moth­er. Car­ol had stayed through high school, and even if she had nev­er looked at him quite 
the way she had looked at Bob­by, he had been her first, and she his. One night out in the 
coun­try be­hind some New­burg dairy-​farmer's barn­ful of low­ing cat­tle. Sul­ly re­mem­bered 
smelling sweet per­fume on her throat as he came. 
    Why that odd cross-​con­nec­tion be­tween Pagano in his cof­fin and the friends of his 
child­hood? Per­haps be­cause Pags had looked a lit­tle bit like Bob­by had looked in those 
by­gone days. Bob­by's hair had been dark red in­stead of black, but he'd had that same skin­ny 
build and an­gu­lar face . . . and the same freck­les. Yeah! Both Pags and Bob­by with that Opie 
Tay­lor spray of freck­les across the cheeks and the bridge of the nose! Or maybe it was just 
be­cause when some­one dies, you think about the past, the past, the fuckin past. 
    Now the Caprice was down to twen­ty miles an hour and the traf­fic stopped dead far­ther up, 
just shy of Ex­it 9, but Sul­ly still didn't no­tice. On WKND, the oldies sta­tion, ? and The 
Mys­te­ri­ans were singing '96 Tears' and he was think­ing about walk­ing down the cen­ter aisle 
of the chapel with Di­ef­fen­bak­er in front of him, walk­ing up to the cof­fin for his first look at 
Pagano while the canned hymns played. 'Abide With Me' was the cur­rent dit­ty waft­ing 
through the air above Pagano's corpse — Pags, who had been per­fect­ly hap­py to sit for hours 
with the .50-cal­iber propped up be­side him and his pack on his lap and a deck of Win­stons 
parked in the strap of his hel­met, play­ing 'Goin Up the Coun­try' over and over again. 
    Any re­sem­blance to Bob­by Garfield was long gone, Sul­ly saw as he looked in­to the cof­fin. 
The mor­ti­cian had done a job good enough to jus­ti­fy the open cof­fin, but Pags still had the 
loose-​skinned, sharp-​chinned look of a fat man who has spent his fi­nal months on the Can­cer 
Di­et, the one they nev­er write up in the Na­tion­al En­quir­er, the one that con­sists of ra­di­ation, 
in­ject­ed chem­ical poi­sons, and all the pota­to chips you want. 
    'Re­mem­ber the har­mon­icas?' Di­ef­fen­bak­er asked. 
    'I re­mem­ber,' Sul­ly said. 'I re­mem­ber ev­ery­thing.' It came out sound­ing weird, and 
Di­ef­fen­bak­er glanced at him.  
    Sul­ly had a clear, fierce flash of how Deef had looked on that day in the Ville when 
Malen­fant, Clem­son, and those oth­er nim­rods had all of a sud­den start­ed pay­ing off the 
morn­ing's ter­ror . . . the whole last week's ter­ror. They want­ed to put it some­where, the howls 
in the night and the sud­den mor­tar-​shots and fi­nal­ly the burn­ing copters that had fall­en with 
their ro­tors still turn­ing, dis­pers­ing the smoke of their own deaths as they dropped. Down 
they came, whacko! And the lit­tle men in the black pa­ja­mas were shoot­ing at Delta two-​two 
and Bra­vo two-​one from the bush just as soon as the Amer­icans ran out in­to the clear­ing. 
Sul­ly had run with Willie Shear­man be­side him on the right and Lieu­tenant Pack­er in front of 
him; then Lieu­tenant Pack­er took a round in the face and no one was in front of him. Ron­nie 
Malen­fant was on his left and Malen­fant had been yelling in his high-​pitched voice, on and 
on and on, he was like some mad high-​pres­sure tele­phone sales­man gourd­ed out on 
am­phetamines: Come on, you fuckin ring­meats! Come on, you slopey Joes! Shoot me, ya 
fucks! You fuckin fucks! Can't shoot fa shit! Pagano was be­hind them, and Slocum was be­side 
Pags. Some Bra­vo guys but most­ly Delta boys, that was his mem­ory. Willie Shear­man yelled

      for his own guys, but a lot of them hung back. Delta two-​two didn't hang back. Clem­son was 
there, and Wol­len­sky, and Hack­er­mey­er, and it was amaz­ing how he could re­mem­ber their 
names; their names and the smell of that day. The smell of the green and the smell of the 
kerosene. The sight of the sky, blue on green, and oh man how they would shoot, how those 
lit­tle fuck­ers would shoot, you nev­er for­got how they would shoot or the feel of a round 
pass­ing close be­side you, and Malen­fant was scream­ing Shoot me,ya deadass ring­meats! 
Can't! Fuckin blind! Come on, I'm right here! Fuckin blind­eye ho­mo slope­head ass­holes, I'm 
right here! And the men in the downed he­li­copters were scream­ing, so they pulled them out, 
got the foam on the fire and pulled them out, on­ly they weren't men any­more, not what you'd 
call men, they were scream­ing TV din­ners for the most part, TV din­ners with eyes and belt-
buck­les and these clit­tery reach­ing fin­gers with smoke ris­ing from the melt­ed nails, yeah, like 
that, not stuff you could tell peo­ple like Dr Con­roy, how when you pulled them parts of them 
came off, kind of slid off the way the baked skin of a fresh­ly cooked turkey will slide along 
the hot liq­ue­fied fat just be­neath, like that, and all the time you're smelling the green and the 
keros ene, it's all hap­pen­ing, it's a ril­ly ril­ly big shew, as Ed Sul­li­van used to say, and it's all 
hap­pen­ing on our stage, and all you can do is roll with it, try to get over. 
    That was the morn­ing, that was the he­li­copters, and some­thing like that had to go 
some­where. When they got to the shit­ty lit­tle Ville that af­ter­noon they still had the stink of 
charred he­li­copter crewmem­bers in their noses, the old lieu­tenant was dead, and some of the 
men — Ron­nie Malen­fant and his friends, if you want­ed to get right down to par­tic­ulars — 
had gone a lit­tle bug­house. Di­ef­fen­bak­er was the new lieu­tenant, and all at once he had found 
him­self in charge of crazy men who want­ed to kill ev­ery­one they saw — chil­dren, old men, 
old ma­masans in red Chi­nese sneak­ers. 
    The copte rs crashed at ten. At ap­prox­imate­ly two-​oh-​five, Ron­nie Malen­fant first stuck his 
bay­onet in­to the old wom­an's stom­ach and then an­nounced his in­ten­tion of cut­ting off the 
fuckin pig's head. At ap­prox­imate­ly four-​fif­teen, less than four klicks away, the world blew 
up in John Sul­li­van's face. That had been his big day in Dong Ha Province, his ril­ly big shew. 
    Stand­ing there be­tween two shacks at the head of the Ville's sin­gle street, Di­ef­fen­bak­er had 
looked like a scared six­teen-​year-​old kid. But he hadn't been six­teen, he'd been twen­ty-​five, 
years old­er than Sul­ly and most of the oth­ers. The on­ly oth­er man there of Deef s age and 
rank was Willie Shear­man, and Willie seemed re­luc­tant to step in. Per­haps the res­cue 
op­er­ation that morn­ing had ex­haust­ed him. Or per­haps he had no­ticed that once again it was 
the Delta two-​two boys who were lead­ing the charge. Malen­fant was scream­ing that when the 
fuckin slope­head Gong saw a few dozen heads up on sticks, they'd think twice about fuck­ing 
with Delta Light­ning. On and on in that shrill, drilling phone-​sales­man's voice of his. The 
card­play­er. Mr Card-​Shark. Pags had his har­mon­icas; Malen­fant had his deck of fuckin 
Bikes. Hearts, that was Malen­fant's game. A dime a point if he could get it, nick­el a point if 
he couldn't. Come on, boys! he'd yell in that shrill voice of his, a voice Sul­ly swore could 
cause nose­bleeds and kill lo­custs on the wing. Come on, pony up, we huntin The Bitch! 
    Sul­ly re­mem­bered stand­ing in the street and look­ing at the new lieu­tenant's pale, 
ex­haust­ed, con­fused face. He re­mem­bered think­ing, He can't do it. What­ev­er needs to be 
done to stop this be­fore it re­al­ly gets go­ing, he can't do it. But then Di­ef­fen­bak­er got it 
to­geth­er and gave Sly Slocum the nod. Slocum didn't hes­itate a mo­ment. Slocum, stand­ing 
there in the street be­side an over­turned kitchen chair with chrome legs and a red seat, had 
shoul­dered his ri­fle, sight­ed in, and had blown Ralph Glem­son's head clean off. Pagano, 
stand­ing near­by and gap­ing at Malen­fant, hard­ly seemed aware that he had been splat­tered 
pret­ty much from head to toe. Glem­son fell dead in the street and that stopped the par­ty. 
Game over, ba­by.

      These days Di­ef­fen­bak­er had a sub­stan­tial golf-​gut and wore bi­fo­cals. Al­so, he'd lost most of 
his hair. Sul­ly was amazed at this, be­cause Deef had had a pret­ty full head of it five years 
ago, at the unit's re­union on the Jer­sey shore. That was the last time, Sul­ly had vowed to 
him­self, that he would par­ty with those guys. They didn't get bet­ter. They didn't fuckin 
mel­low. Each re­union was more like the cast of Se­in­feld on a re­al­ly mean batch of crank.  
    'Want to come out­side and have a smoke?' the new lieu­tenant asked. 'Or did you give that 
up when ev­ery­one else did?' 
    'Gave it up like ev­ery­one else, that's af­fir­ma­tive.' They had been stand­ing a lit­tle to the left 
of the cof­fin by then so the rest of the mourn­ers could get a look and then get past them. 
Talk­ing in low tones, the taped mu­sic rolling eas­ily over their voic­es, the drag­gy sal­va­tion 
sound­track. The cur­rent tune was 'The Old Rugged Cross,' Sul­ly be­lieved. 
    He said, 'I think Pags would've pre­ferred—' 
    “'Goin' Up the Coun­try” or “Let's Work To­geth­er,”' Di­ef­fen­bak­er fin­ished, grin­ning. 
    Sul­ly grinned back. It was one of those un­ex­pect­ed mo­ments, like a brief sun­ny break in a 
day-​long spell of rain, when it was okay to re­mem­ber some­thing — one of those mo­ments 
when you were, amaz­ing­ly, al­most glad you had been there. 'Or maybe “Boom Boom,” that 
one by The An­imals,' he said.  
    'Re­mem­ber Sly Slocum telling Pags he'd stuff that har­mon­ica up his ass if Pags didn't give 
it a rest?' 
    Sul­ly had nod­ded, still grin­ning. 'Said if he shoved it up there far enough, Pags could play 
“Red Riv­er Val­ley” when he fart­ed.' He had glanced fond­ly back at the cof­fin, as if ex­pect­ing 
Pagano would al­so be grin­ning at the mem­ory. Pagano wasn't. Pagano was just ly­ing there 
with make­up on his face. Pagano had got­ten over. 'Tell you what — I'll come out­side and 
watch you smoke.'  
    'Done deal.' Di­ef­fen­bak­er, who had once giv­en the okay for one of his sol­diers to kill 
an­oth­er of his sol­diers, had start­ed up the chapel's side aisle, his bald head light­ing up with 
mixed col­ors as he passed be­neath each stained-​glass win­dow. Limp­ing af­ter him — he had 
been limp­ing over half his life now and nev­er no­ticed any­more — came John Sul­li­van, Gold 
Star Chevro­let deal­er. 
    The traf­fic on I-95 slowed to a crawl and then came to a com­plete stop, ex­cept for the 
oc­ca­sion­al for­ward twitch in one of the lanes. On the ra­dio ? and The Mys­te­ri­ans had giv­en 
way to Sly and the Fam­ily Stone — 'Dance to the Mu­sic.' Fuckin Slocum would have been 
seat-​bop­ping for sure, seat-​bop­ping to the max. Sul­ly put the Caprice demon­stra­tor in Park 
and tapped in time on the steer­ing wheel. 
    As the song be­gan to wind down he looked to his right and there was old ma­masan in the 
shot­gun seat, not seat-​bop­ping but just sit­ting there with her yel­low hands fold­ed in her lap 
and her crazy-​bright sneak­ers, those Chuck Tay­lor knock­offs, plant­ed on the dis­pos­able 
plas­tic floor­mat with SUL­LI­VAN CHEVRO­LET AP­PRE­CI­ATES YOUR BUSI­NESS print­ed on it. 
    'Hel­lo, you old bitch,' Sul­ly said, pleased rather than dis­turbed. When was the last time 
she'd shown her face? The Tack­lins' New Year's Eve par­ty, per­haps, the last time Sul­ly had 
got­ten re­al­ly drunk. 'Why weren't you at Pags's fu­ner­al? The new lieu­tenant asked af­ter you.' 
    She made no re­ply, but hey, when did she ev­er? She on­ly sat there with her hands fold­ed 
and her black eyes on him, a Hal­loween vi­sion in green and or­ange and red. Old ma­masan 
was like no ghost in a Hol­ly­wood movie, though; you couldn't see through her, she nev­er 
changed her shape, nev­er fad­ed away. She wore a wo­ven piece of twine on one scrawny 
yel­low wrist like a ju­nior-​high-​school kid's friend­ship bracelet. And al­though you could see 
ev­ery twist of the twine and ev­ery wrin­kle on her an­cient face, you couldn't smell her and the 
one time Sul­ly tried to touch her she had dis­ap­peared on him. She was a ghost and his head 
was the haunt­ed house she lived in. On­ly ev­ery now and then (usu­al­ly with­out pain and

      al­ways with­out warn­ing), his head would vom­it her out where he had to look at her. 
    She didn't change. She nev­er went bald or got gall­stones or need­ed bi­fo­cals. She didn't die 
as Clem­son and Pags and Pack­er and the guys in the crashed he­li­copters had died (even the 
two they had tak­en from the clear­ing cov­ered in foam like snow­men had died, they were too 
bad­ly burned to live and it had all been for noth­ing). She didn't dis­ap­pear as Car­ol had done, 
ei­ther. No, old ma­masan con­tin­ued to pop in for the oc­ca­sion­al vis­it, and she hadn't changed 
a bit since the days when 'In­stant Kar­ma' was a top-​ten hit. She had to die once, that was true, 
had to lie there in the mud while Malen­fant first drove his bay­onet in­to her bel­ly and then 
an­nounced his in­ten­tion of re­mov­ing her head, but since then she had been ab­so­lute­ly cruisin.  
    'Where you been, dar­lin?' If any­one in an­oth­er car hap­pened to look over (his Caprice was 
sur­round­ed on all four sides now, boxed in) and saw his lips mov­ing, they'd just as­sume he 
was singing along with the ra­dio. Even if they thought any­thing else, who gave a fuck? Who 
gave a fuck what any of them thought? He had seen things, ter­ri­ble things, not the least of 
them a roll of his own in­testines ly­ing in the bloody mat of his pu­bic hair, and if he 
some­times saw this old ghost (and talked to her), so fuckin what? Whose busi­ness was it but 
his own? 
    Sul­ly looked up the road, try­ing to spy what had plugged the traf­fic (he couldn't, you nev­er 
could, you just had to wait and creep for­ward a lit­tle when the guy in front of you crept 
for­ward), and then looked back. Some­times when he did that she was gone. Not this time; 
this time she had just changed her clothes. The red sneaks were the same but now she was 
wear­ing a nurse's uni­form: white ny­lon pants, white blouse (with a small gold watch pinned 
to it, what a nice touch), white cap with a lit­tle black stripe. Her hands were still fold­ed in her 
lap, though, and she was still look­ing at him.  
    'Where you been, Ma­ma? I missed you. I know that's weird but it's true. Ma­ma, you been 
on my mind. You should have seen the new lieu­tenant. Re­al­ly, it's amaz­ing. He's en­tered the 
so­lar sex-​pan­el phase. To­tal­ly bald on top, I mean shiny.' 
    Old ma­masan said noth­ing. Sul­ly wasn' t sur­prised.  
 
  
There was an al­ley be­side the fu­ner­al par­lor with a green-​paint­ed bench placed against one 
side. At ei­ther end of the bench was a butt-​stud­ded buck­et of sand. Di­ef­fen­bak­er sat be­side 
one of the buck­ets, stuck a cigarette in his mouth (it was a Dun­hill, Sul­ly ob­served, pret­ty 
im­pres­sive), then of­fered the pack to Sul­ly. 
    'No, I re­al­ly quit.' 
    'Ex­cel­lent.' Di­ef­fen­bak­er lit up with a Zip­po, and Sul­ly re­al­ized an odd thing: he had nev­er 
seen any­one who'd been in Viet­nam light his cigarette with match­es or those dis­pos­able 
bu­tane lighters; Nam vets all seemed to car­ry Zip­pos. Of course that couldn't re­al­ly be true. 
Could it? 
    'You've still got quite a limp on you,' Di­ef­fen­bak­er said. 
    'Yeah.' 
    'On the whole, I'd call it an im­prove­ment. The last time I saw you it was al­most a lurch. 
Es­pe­cial­ly af­ter you got a cou­ple of drinks down the hatch.' 
    'You still go to the re­unions? Do they still have them, the pic­nics and shit?' 
    'I think they still have them, but I haven't been in thr ee years. Got too de­press­ing.' 
    'Yeah. The ones who don't have can­cer are rav­ing al­co­holics. The ones who have man­aged 
to kick the booze are on Prozac.' 
    'You no­ticed.' 
    Tuck­ing yeah I no­ticed.' 
    'I guess I'm not sur­prised. You were nev­er the smartest guy in the world, Sul­ly-​John, but

      you were a per­cep­tive son of a bitch. Even back then. Any­way, you nailed it — booze, 
can­cer, and de­pres­sion, those're the main prob­lems, it seems like. Oh, and teeth. I nev­er met a 
Viet­nam vet who wasn't hav­ing the ver­iest shit­pull with his teeth ... if he had any left, that is. 
What about you, Sul­ly? How's the old toofers?' 
    Sul­ly, who'd had six out since Viet­nam (plus root canals al­most be­yond num­ber­ing), 
wig­gled his hand from side to side in a comme ci, comme ca, ges­ture. 
    'And the oth­er prob­lem?' Di­ef­fen­bak­er asked. 'How's that?' 
    'De­pends,' Sul­ly said. 
    'On what?' 
    'On what I de­scribed as my prob­lem. We were at three of those fuckin re­union pic­nics 
to­geth­er—' 
    'Four. There was al­so at least one  I went to that you didn't. The year af­ter the one on the 
Jer­sey shore? That was the one where Andy Hack­er­mey­er said he was go­ing to kill him­self 
by jump­ing from the top of the Stat­ue of Lib­er­ty.' 
    'Did he ev­er do it?' 
    Di­ef­fen­bak­er dragged deeply on his cigarette and gave Sul­ly what was still a Lieu­tenant 
Look. Even af­ter all these years he could muster that up. Sort of amaz­ing. 'If he'd done it, you 
would have read about it in the Post. Don't you read the Post?' 
    'Re­li­gious­ly.' 
    Di­ef­fen­bak­er nod­ded. 'Viet­nam vets all have trou­ble with their teeth and they all read the 
Post. If they're in the Post's fall­out area, that is. What do you sup­pose they do if they're not?' 
    'Lis­ten to Paul Har­vey,' Sul­ly said prompt­ly, and Di­ef­fen­bak­er laughed.  
    Sul­ly was re­mem­ber­ing Hack, who'd al­so been there the day of the he­li­copters and the 
'ville and the am­bush. Blond kid with an in­fec­tious laugh. Had a pic­ture of his girl­friend 
lam­inat­ed so it wouldn't rot in the damp and then wore it around his neck on a lit­tle sil­ver 
chain. Hack­er­mey­er had been right next to Sul­ly when they came in­to the Ville and the 
shoot­ing start­ed. Both of them watch­ing as the old ma­masan came run­ning out of her hooch 
with her hands raised, jab­ber­ing six licks to the dozen, jab­ber­ing at Malen­fant and Clem­son 
and Peasley and Mims and the oth­er ones who were shoot­ing the place up. Mi­nis had put a 
round through a lit­tle boy's calf, maybe by ac­ci­dent. The boy was ly­ing in the dirt out­side one 
of the shit­ty lit­tle shacks, scream­ing. Old ma­masan de­cid­ed Malen­fant was the one in charge 
— why not? Malen­fant was the one do­ing all the yelling — and ran up to him, still wav­ing 
her hands in the air. Sul­ly could have told her that was a bad mis­take, old Mr Card-​Shark had 
had him­self a morn­ing and a half, they all had, but Sul­ly nev­er opened his mouth. He and 
Hack stood there watch­ing as Malen­fant raised the butt of his ri­fle and drove it down in­to her 
face, knock­ing her flat and stop­ping her jab­ber. Willie Shear­man had been stand­ing twen­ty 
yards or so away. Willie Shear­man from the old home town, one of the Catholic boys he and 
Bob­by had been sort of scared of, and there was noth­ing read­able on Willie's face. Willie 
Base­ball, some of his men called him, and al­ways af­fec­tion­ate­ly. Sul­ly had no idea why. 
    'So what about your prob­lem, Sul­ly-​John?' 
    Sul­ly came back from the Ville in Dong Ha to the al­ley be­side the fu­ner­al par­lor in New 
York . . . but slow­ly. Some mem­ories were like the Tar-​Ba­by in that old sto­ry about Br­er Fox 
and Br­er Rab­bit; you got stuck on them. 'I guess it all de­pends. What prob­lem did I say I 
had?' 
    'You said you got your balls blown off when they hit us out­side the 'ville. You said it was 
God pun­ish­ing you for not stop­ping Malen­fant be­fore he went all dinky-​dau and killed the 
old la­dy.' 
    Dinky-​dau didn't be­gin to cov­er it, Malen­fant stand­ing with his legs plant­ed on ei­ther side 
of the old la­dy, bring­ing the bay­onet down and still run­ning his mouth the whole time. When 
the blood start­ed to come out it made her or­ange top look like tie -dye.

      'I ex­ag­ger­at­ed a tri­fle,' Sul­ly said, 'as drunks tend to do. Part of the old scro­tal sack is still 
present and ac­count­ed for and some­times the pump still turns on. Es­pe­cial­ly since Vi­agra. 
God bless that shit.' 
    'Have you quit the booze as well as the cigarettes?' 
    'I take the oc­ca­sion­al beer,' Sul­ly said.  
    'Prozac?' 
    'Not yet.' 
    'Di­vorced?' 
    Sul­ly nod­ded. 'You?' 
    'Twice. Think­ing about tak­ing the plunge again, though. Mary There­sa Charl­ton, how 
sweet she is. Third time lucky, that's my mot­to.' 
    'You know some­thing, Loot?' Sul­ly asked. 'We've un­cov­ered some clear lega­cies of the 
Viet­nam ex­pe­ri­ence here.' He popped up a fin­ger. 'Viet­nam vets get can­cer, usu­al­ly of the 
lung or the brain, but oth­er places, too.' 
    'Like Pags. Pags was the pan­creas, wasn't it?'  
    'Right.' 
    'All that can­cer's be­cause of the Or­ange,' Di­ef­fen­bak­er said. 'No­body can prove it but we 
all know it. Agent Or­ange, the gift that keeps on giv­ing.' 
    Sul­ly popped up a sec­ond fin­ger — yer fuck­fin­ger, Ron­nie Malen­fant would un­doubt­ed­ly 
have called it. 'Viet­nam vets get de­pressed, get drunk at par­ties, threat­en to jump off na­tion­al 
land­marks.' Out with the third fin­ger. 'Viet­nam vets have bad teeth.' Pinky fin­ger. 'Viet­nam 
vets get di­vorced.' 
    Sul­ly had paused at that point, vague­ly hear­ing canned or­gan mu­sic com­ing through a 
par­tial­ly opened win­dow, look­ing at his four popped fin­gers and then at the thumb still tucked 
against his palm. Vets were drug ad­dicts. Vets were bad loan risks, by and large; any bank 
of­fi­cer would tell you so (in the years when Sul­ly had been get­ting the deal­er­ship up and 
run­ning a num­ber of bankers had told him so). Vets maxed out their cred­it cards, got thrown 
out of gam­bling casi­nos, wept over songs by George Strait and Pat­ty Love­less, knifed each 
oth­er over shuf­fle­board bowl­ing games in bars, bought mus­cle cars on cred­it and then 
wrecked them, beat their wives, beat their kids, beat their fuckin dogs, and prob­ably cut 
them­selves shav­ing more of­ten than peo­ple who had nev­er been clos­er to the green than 
Apoc­alypse Now or that fuck­ing piece of shit The Deer Hunter. 
    'What's the thumb?' Di­ef­fen­bak­er asked. 'Come on, Sul­ly, you're killing me here.' 
    Sul­ly looked at his fold­ed thumb. Looked at Di­ef­fen­bak­er, who now wore bi­fo­cals and 
car­ried a pot­bel­ly (what Viet­nam vets usu­al­ly called 'the house that Bud built') but who still 
might have that skin­ny young man with the wax-​can­dle com­plex­ion some­where in­side of 
him. Then he looked back at his thumb and popped it out like a guy try­ing to hitch a ride. 
    'Viet­nam vets car­ry Zip­pos,' he said. 'At least un­til they stop smok­ing.' 
    'Or un­til they get can­cer,' Di­ef­fen­bak­er said. 'At which point their wives no doubt pry em 
out of their weak­en­ing palsied hands.' 
    'Ex­cept for all the ones who're di­vorced,' Sul­ly said, and they both laughed. It had been 
good out­side the fu­ner­al par­lor. Well, maybe not good, ex­act­ly, but bet­ter than in­side. The 
or­gan mu­sic in there was bad, the sticky smell of the flow­ers was worse. The smell of the 
flow­ers made Sul­ly think of the Mekong Delta. 'In coun­try,' peo­ple said now, but he didn't 
re­mem­ber ev­er hav­ing heard that par­tic­ular phrase back then. 
    'So you didn't en­tire­ly lose your balls af­ter all,' Di­ef­fen­bak­er said. 
    'Nope, nev­er quite made it in­to Jake Barnes coun­try.' 
    'Who?' 
    'Doesn't mat­ter.' Sul­ly wasn't much of a book-​read­er, nev­er had been (his friend Bob­by had 
been the book-​read­er), but the re­hab li­brar­ian had giv­en him The Sun Al­so Ris­es and Sul­ly

      had read it avid­ly, not once but three times. Back then it had seemed very im­por­tant — as 
im­por­tant as that book Lord of the Flies had been to Bob­by when they were kids. Now Jake 
Barnes seemed re­mote, a tin man with fake prob­lems. Just one more made-​up thing.  
    'No?' 
    'No. I can have a wom­an if I re­al­ly want to have one — not kids, but I can have a wom­an. 
There's a fair amount of prepa­ra­tion in­volved, though, and most­ly it seems like too much 
trou­ble.' 
    Di­ef­fen­bak­er said noth­ing for sev­er­al mo­ments. He sat look­ing at his hands. When he 
looked up, Sul­ly thought he'd say some­thing about how he had to get mov­ing, a quick 
good­bye to the wid­ow and then back to the wars (Sul­ly thought that in the new lieu­tenant's 
case the wars these days in­volved sell­ing com­put­ers with some­thing mag­ical called Pen­tium 
in­side them), but Di­ef­fen­bak­er didn't say that. He asked, 'And what about the old la­dy? Do 
you still see her, or is she gone?' 
    Sul­ly had felt dread — un­formed but vast — stir at the back of his mind. 'What old la­dy?' 
He couldn't re­mem­ber telling Di­ef­fen­bak­er, couldn't re­mem­ber telling any­body, but of course 
he must have. Shit, he could have told Di­ef­fen­bak­er any­thing at those re­union pic­nics; they 
were noth­ing but liquor-​smelling black holes in his mem­ory, ev­ery one of them.  
    'Old ma­masan,' Di­ef­fen­bak­er said, and brought out his cigarettes again. 'The one Malen­fant 
killed. You said you used to see her. “Some­times she wears dif­fer­ent clothes, but it's al­ways 
her,” you said. Do you still see her?' 
    'Can I have one of those?' Sul­ly asked. 'I nev­er had a Dun­hill.' 
 
  
On WKND Don­na Sum­mer was singing about a bad girl, bad girl, you're such a naughty bad 
girl, beep-​beep. Sul­ly turned to old ma­masan, who was in her or­ange top and her green pants 
again, and said: 'Malen­fant was nev­er ob­vi­ous­ly crazy. No cra­zier than any­one else, any­way . 
. . ex­cept maybe about Hearts. He was al­ways look­ing for three guys to play Hearts with him, 
and that isn't re­al­ly crazy, would you say? No cra­zier than Pags with his har­mon­icas and a lot 
less than the guys who spent their nights snort­ing hero­in. Al­so, Ron­nie helped yank those 
guys out of the chop­pers. There must've been a dozen gooks in the bush, maybe two dozen, 
all of them shoot­ing away like mad, they wast­ed Lieu­tenant Pack­er and Malen­fant must have 
seen it hap­pen, he was right there, but he nev­er hes­itat­ed.' Nor had Fowler or Hack or Slocum 
or Peasley or Sul­ly him­self. Even af­ter Pack­er went down they had kept go­ing. They were 
brave kids. And if their brav­ery had been wast­ed in a war made by pig­head­ed old men, did 
that mean the brav­ery was of no ac­count? For that mat­ter, was Car­ol Ger­ber's cause wrong 
be­cause a bomb had gone off at the wrong time? Shit, lots of bombs had gone off at the 
wrong time in Viet­nam. What was Ron­nie Malen­fant, when you got right down to it, but a 
bomb that had gone off at the wrong time? 
    Old ma­masan went on look­ing at him, his an­cient white-​haired date sit­ting there in the 
pas­sen­ger seat with her hands in her lap — yel­low hands fold­ed where the or­ange smock met 
the green polyester pants. 
    'They'd been shoot­ing at us for al­most two weeks,' Sul­ly said. 'Ev­er since we left the A 
Shau Val­ley. We won at Tam Boi and when you win you're sup­posed to roll, at least that's 
what I al­ways thought, but what we were do­ing was a re­treat, not a roll. Shit, one step from a 
rout is what it was, and we sure didn't feel like win­ners for long. There was no sup­port, we 
were just hung out to dry. Fuckin Viet­namiza­tion! What a joke that was!' 
    He fell silent for a mo­ment or two, look­ing at her while she looked calm­ly back. Be­yond 
them, the halt­ed traf­fic glit­tered like a fever. Some im­pa­tient truck­er hit his airhorn and Sul­ly 
jumped like a man sud­den­ly awak­ened from a doze.

      'That's when I met Willie Shear­man, you know — falling back from the A Shau Val­ley. I 
knew he looked fa­mil­iar and I was sure I'd met him some­place, but I couldn't think where. 
Peo­ple change a hell of a lot be­tween four­teen and twen­ty-​four, you know. Then one 
af­ter­noon he and a bunch of the oth­er Bra­vo Com­pa­ny guys were sit­ting around and 
bull­shit­ting, talk­ing about girls, and Willie said that the first time he ev­er got French-​kissed, it 
was at a St There­sa of Avi­la So­dal­ity dance. And I think, “Holy shit, those were the St Gabe's 
girls.” I walked up to him and said, “You Stead­fast guys might have been the kings of Ash­er 
Av­enue, but we whipped your pan­sy ass­es ev­ery time you came down to Har­wich High to 
play foot­ball.” Hey, you talk about a gotcha! Fuckin Willie jumped up so fast I thought he 
was gonna run away like the Gin­ger­bread Man. It was like he'd seen a ghost, or some­thing. 
Then he laughed and stuck out his hand and I saw he was still wear­ing his St Gabe's high-
school ring! And you know what it all goes to prove?' 
    Old ma­masan didn't say any­thing, she nev­er did,  but Sul­ly could see in her eyes that she 
did know what it all went to prove: peo­ple were fun­ny, kids say the darn­dest things, win­ners 
nev­er quit and quit­ters nev­er win. Al­so God bless Amer­ica. 
    'Any­way, that whole week they chased us, and it start­ed to get ob­vi­ous that they were 
bear­ing down . . . squeez­ing the sides . . . our ca­su­al­ties kept go­ing up and you couldn't get 
any sleep be­cause of the flares and the chop­pers and the howl­ing they'd do at night, back here 
in the toolies. And then they'd come at you, see . . . twen­ty of them, three dozen of them . . . 
poke and pull,back, poke and pull back, like that . . . and they had this thing they'd do . . . ' 
    Sul­ly licked his lips, aware that his mouth had gone dry. Now he wished he hadn't gone to 
Pags's fu­ner­al. Pags had been a good guy, but not good enough to jus­ti­fy the re­turn of such 
mem­ories. 
    'They'd set up four or five mor­tars in the bush ... on one of our flanks, you know . . . and 
be­side each mor­tar they'd line up eight or nine guys, each one with a shell. The lit­tle men in 
the black pa­ja­mas, all lined up like kids at the drink­ing foun­tain back in gram­mar school. And 
when the or­der came, each guy would drop his shell in­to the mor­tar-​tube and then run 
for­ward just as fast as he could. Run­ning that way, they'd en­gage the en­emy — us — at about 
the same time their shells came down. It al­ways made me think of some­thing the guy who 
lived up­stairs from Bob­by Garfield told us once when we were play­ing pass on Bob­by's front 
lawn. It was about some base­ball play­er the Dodgers used to have. Ted said this guy was so 
fuckin fast he could hit a fun­go pop fly at home plate, then run out to short­stop and catch it 
him­self. It was . . . sort of un­nerv­ing.' 
    Yes. The way he was sort of un­nerved right now, sort of freaked out, like a kid who makes 
the mis­take of telling him­self ghost sto­ries in the dark. 
    'The fire they poured in­to that clear­ing where the chop­pers went down was on­ly more of 
the same, be­lieve you me.' Ex­cept that wasn't ex­act­ly true. The Cong had let it all hang out 
that morn­ing; turned the vol­ume up to eleven and then pulled the knobs off, as Mims liked to 
say. The shoot­ing from the bush around the burn­ing chop­pers had been like a steady 
down­pour in­stead of a show­er. 
    There were cigarettes in the Caprice's glove com­part­ment, an old pack of Win­stons Sul­ly 
kept for emer­gen­cies, trans­fer­ring from one car to the next when­ev­er he switched rides. That 
one cigarette he'd bummed from Di­ef­fen­bak­er had awak­ened the tiger and now he reached 
past old ma­masan, opened the glove-​box, pawed past all the pa­per­work, and found the pack. 
The cigarette would taste stale and hot in his throat, but that was okay. That was what sort of 
what he want­ed. 
    'Two weeks of shoot­ing and squeez­ing,' he told her, push­ing in the lighter. 'Shake and bake 
and don't look for the fuckin ARVN, ba­by, be­cause they al­ways seemed to have bet­ter things 
to do. Bitch­es, bar­be­cues, and bowl­ing tour­na­ments, Malen­fant used to say. We kept tak­ing 
ca­su­al­ties, the air cov­er was nev­er there when it was sup­posed to be, no one was get­ting any

      sleep, and it seemed like the more oth­er guys from the A Shau linked up with us the worse it 
got. I re­mem­ber one of Willie's guys — Havers or Haber, some­thing like that — got it right 
in the head. Got it in the fuckin head and then just lay there on the path with his eyes open, 
try­ing to talk. Blood pour­ing out of this hole right here . . . ' Sul­ly tapped a fin­ger against 
his skull just over his ear. ' . . . and we couldn't be­lieve he was still alive, let alone try­ing to 
talk. Then the thing with the chop­pers . . . that was like some­thing out of a movie, all the 
smoke and shoot­ing, bup-​bup-​bup-​bup. That was the lead-​in for us — you know, in­to your 
Ville. We came up on it and boy . . . there was this one chair in the street, like a kitchen chair 
with a red seat and steel legs point­ing up at the sky. It just looked cra­pass, I'm sor­ry but it 
did, not worth liv­ing in, let alone dy­ing for. Your guys, the ARVN, they didn't want to die  
for places like that, why would we? The place stank, it smelled like shit, but they all did. 
That's how it seemed. I didn't care so much about the smell, any­way. Most­ly I think it was the 
chair that got to me. That one chair said it all.' 
    Sul­ly pulled out the lighter, start­ed to ap­ply the cher­ry-​red coil to the tip of his cigarette, 
and then re­mem­bered he was in a demon­stra­tor. He could smoke in a de­mo — hell, it was off 
his own lot — but if one of the sales­men smelled the smoke and con­clud­ed that the boss was 
do­ing what was a fir­ing of­fense for any­one else, it wouldn't be good. You had to walk the 
walk as well as talk the talk ... at least you did if you want­ed to get a lit­tle re­spect. 
    'Ex­cusez-​moi,' he told the old ma­masan. He got out of the car, which was still run­ning, lit 
his cigarette, then bent in the win­dow to slide the lighter back in­to its dash­board re­cep­ta­cle. 
The day was hot, and the four-​lane sea of idling cars made it seem even hot­ter. Sul­ly could 
sense the im­pa­tience all around him, but his was the on­ly ra­dio he could hear; ev­ery­one else 
was un­der glass, but­toned in­to their lit­tle air-​con­di­tioned co­coons, lis­ten­ing to a hun­dred 
dif­fer­ent kinds of mu­sic, from Liz Phair to William Ack­er­man. He guessed that any vets 
caught in the jam who didn't have the All­man Broth­ers on CD or Big Broth­er and the Hold­ing 
Com­pa­ny on tape were prob­ably al­so lis­ten­ing to WKND, where the past had nev­er died and 
the fu­ture nev­er came. Toot-​toot, beep-​beep.  
    Sul­ly hitch-​stepped to the hood of his car and stood on tip­toe, shad­ing his eyes against the 
glare of sun on chrome and look­ing for the prob­lem. He couldn't see it, of course. 
    Bitch­es, bar­be­cues, and bowl­ing tour­na­ments, he thought, and the thought came in 
Malen­fant's squeal­ing, drilling voice. That night­mare voice un­der the blue and out of the 
green. Come on, boys, who's got The Douche? I'm down to nine­ty and a wake­up, time's short, 
let's get this fuckin show on the fuckin road! 
    He took a deep drag on the Win­ston, then coughed out stale hot smoke. Black dots be­gan a 
sud­den dance in the af­ter­noon bright­ness, and he looked down at the cigarette be­tween his 
ringers with an ex­pres­sion of near­ly com­ic hor­ror. What was he do­ing, start­ing up with this 
shit again? Was he crazy? Well yes, of course he was crazy, any­one who saw dead old ladie s 
sit­ting be­side them in their cars had to be crazy, but that didn't mean he had to start up with 
this shit again. Cigarettes were Agent Or­ange that you paid for. Sul­ly threw the Win­ston 
away. It felt like the right de­ci­sion, but it didn't slow the ac­cel­er­at­ing beat of his heart or his 
sense — so well re­mem­bered from the pa­trols he'd been on — that the in­side of his mouth 
was dry­ing out and pulling to­geth­er, puck­er­ing and crin­kling like burned skin. Some peo­ple 
were afraid of crowds — ago­ra­pho­bia, it was called, fear of the mar­ket­place — but the on­ly 
time Sul­ly ev­er had that sense of too much and too many was at times like this. He was okay 
in el­eva­tors and crowd­ed lob­bies at in­ter­mis­sion and on rush-​hour train plat­forms, but when 
traf­fic clogged to a stop all around him, he got dinky-​dau. There was, af­ter all, nowhere to 
run, ba­by, nowhere to hide. 
    A few oth­er folks were emerg­ing from their air-​con­di­tioned life­pods. A wom­an in a se­vere 
brown busi­ness suit stand­ing by a se­vere brown BMW, a gold bracelet and sil­ver ear­rings 
sum­ma­riz­ing the sum­mer sun­light, all but tap­ping one cor­dovan high heel with im­pa­tience.

      She caught Sul­ly's eye, rolled her own heav­en­ward as if to say Isn't this typ­ical, and glanced 
at her wrist­watch (al­so gold, al­so gleam­ing). A man astride a green Yama­ha crotchrock­et 
killed his bike's rav­ing en­gine, put the bike on its kick­stand, re­moved his hel­met, and placed 
it on the oil­stained pave­ment next to one footpedal. He was wear­ing black bike-​shorts and a 
sleeve­less shirt with PROP­ER­TY OF THE NEW YORK KNICKS print­ed on the front. Sul­ly es­ti­mat­ed 
this gen­tle­man would lose ap­prox­imate­ly sev­en­ty per cent of his skin if he hap­pened to dump 
the crotchrock­et at a speed greater than five miles an hour while wear­ing such an out­fit. 
    'Bum­mer, man,' the crotchrock­et guy said. 'Must be an ac­ci­dent. Hope it's noth­ing 
ra­dioac­tive.' And laughed to show he was jok­ing.  
    Up ahead in the far left lane — what would be the fast lane when traf­fic was ac­tu­al­ly 
mov­ing on this stretch of high­way — a wom­an in ten­nis whites was stand­ing be­side a Toy­ota 
with a NO NUKES bumper stick­er on the left side of the li­cense plate and one read­ing 
HOUSE­CAT: THE OTH­ER WHITE MEAT on the right. Her skirt was very short, her thighs were 
very long and brown, and when she pushed her sun­glass­es up, prop­ping them in her blond-
streaked hair, Sul­ly got a look at her eyes. They were wide and blue and some­how alarmed. It 
was a look that made you want to stroke her cheek (or per­haps give her a one-​armed broth­er-
hug) and tell her not to wor­ry, ev­ery­thing was go­ing to be all right. It was a look Sul­ly 
re­mem­bered well. It was the one that had turned him in­side out. It was Car­ol Ger­ber up there, 
Car­ol Ger­ber in sneak­ers and a ten­nis dress. He hadn't seen her since one night in late 1966 
when he'd gone over her house and they'd sat on the so­fa (along with Car­ol's moth­er, who had 
smelled strong­ly of wine) watch­ing TV. They had end­ed up ar­gu­ing about the war and he had 
left. I'll go back and see her again when I'm sure I can stay cool, he re­mem­bered think­ing as 
he drove away in his old Chevro­let (even back then he'd been a Chevro­let man). But he nev­er 
had. By late '66 she was al­ready up to her ass in an­ti­war shit — that much she'd learned 
dur­ing her semester in Maine, if noth­ing else — and just think­ing about her was enough to 
make him fu­ri­ous. Fuck­ing lit­tle emp­ty-​head­ed id­iot was what she was, she'd swal­lowed all 
that com­mu­nist an­ti­war pro­pa­gan­da hook, line, and sinker. Then, of course, she'd joined that 
nut­ty group, that MSP, and had high-​sid­ed it com­plete­ly.  
    'Car­ol!' he called, start­ing to­ward her. He passed the snot-​green crotchrock­et, cut be­tween 
the rear bumper of a van and a sedan, tem­porar­ily lost sight of her as he hur­ried along the side 
of a rum­bling six­teen-​wheel­er, then saw her again. 'Car­ol! Hey Car­ol!' Yet when she turned 
to­ward him he won­dered what the hell was wrong with him, what had pos­sessed him. If Car­ol 
was still alive she had to be push­ing fifty now, just as he was. This wom­an looked maybe 
thir­ty-​five. 
    Sul­ly stopped, still a lane away. Cars and trucks rum­bling ev­ery­where. And an odd 
whick­er­ing sound in the air, which he at first thought was the wind, al­though the af­ter­noon air 
was hot and per­fect­ly still. 
    'Car­ol? Car­ol Ger­ber?' 
    The whick­er was loud­er, a sound like some­one flick­ing his tongue re­peat­ed­ly through his 
pursed lips, a sound like a he­li­copter five klicks away. Sul­ly looked up and saw a lamp­shade 
tum­bling out of the hazy blue sky, di­rect­ly at him. He dodged back­ward in an in­stinc­tive 
star­tle re­flex, but he had spent his en­tire school ca­reer play­ing ath­let­ic sports of one kind or 
an­oth­er, and even as he was pulling back his head he was reach­ing with his hand. He caught 
the lamp­shade quite deft­ly. On it was a pad­dle­boat churn­ing down­riv­er against a lurid red 
sun­set. WE'RE DO­ING FINE ON THE MIS­SIS­SIP­PI was writ­ten above the boat in scrol­ly, old-
fash­ioned let­ters. Be­low it, in the same scrol­ly caps: HOW'S BAY­OU? 
    Where the fuck did this come from? Sul­ly thought, and then the wom­an who looked like an 
all-​grown-​up ver­sion of Car­ol Ger­ber screamed. Her hands rose as if to ad­just the sun­glass­es 
propped in her hair and then just hung be­side her shoul­ders, shak­ing like the hands of a 
dis­traught sym­pho­ny con­duc­tor. It was how old ma­masan had looked as she came run­ning

    

  
    
      Hearts in Atlantis

    

    
      out of her shit­ty fucked-​up hooch and in­to the shit­ty fucked-​up street of that shit­ty fucked-​up 
lit­tle Ville in Dong Ha Province. Blood spilled down over the shoul­ders of the ten­nis 
wom­an's white dress, first in spat­ters, then in a flood. It ran down her tanned up­per arms and 
dripped from her el­bows. 
    'Car­ol?' Sul­ly asked stupid­ly. He was stand­ing be­tween a Dodge Ram pick­up and a Mack 
se­mi, dressed in a dark blue suit, the one he wore to fu­ner­als, hold­ing a lamp­shade sou­venir 
of the Mis­sis­sip­pi Riv­er (how's bay­ou) and look­ing at a wom­an who now had some­thing 
stick­ing out of her head. As she stag­gered a step for­ward, blue eyes still wide, hands still 
shak­ing in the air, Sul­ly re­al­ized it was a cord­less phone. He could tell by the stub of aeri­al, 
which jig­gled with each step she took. A cord­less phone had fall­en out of the sky, had fall­en 
God knew how many thou­sands of feet, and now it was in her head.  
    She took an­oth­er step, struck the hood of a dark green Buick, and be­gan to sink slow­ly 
be­hind it as her knees buck­led. It was like watch­ing a sub­ma­rine go down, Sul­ly thought, 
on­ly in­stead of a periscope all that would be stick­ing up af­ter she was out of sight would be 
the stub­by an­ten­na of that cord­less phone. 
    'Car­ol?' he whis­pered, but it couldn't be her; no one he'd known as a kid, no one he'd ev­er 
slept with, had been des­tined to die from in­juries in­flict­ed by a falling tele­phone, sure­ly. 
    Peo­ple were start­ing to scream and yell and shout. Most­ly the shouts seemed to be 
ques­tions. Horns were honk­ing. En­gines were revving, just as if there were some­place to go. 
Be­side Sul­ly, the driv­er of the Mack six­teen-​wheel­er was goos­ing his pow­er-​plant in big, 
rhyth­mic snorts. A car alarm be­gan to wib­ble-​wob­ble. Some­one howled in ei­ther pain or 
sur­prise. 
    A sin­gle trem­bling white hand clutched at the hood of the dark green Buick. There was a 
ten­nis bracelet on the wrist. Slow­ly the hand and the bracelet slid away from Sul­ly. The 
fin­gers of the wom­an who had looked like Car­ol gripped at the edge of the hood for a 
mo­ment, then dis­ap­peared. Some­thing else fell, whistling, out of the sky. 
    'Get down!' Sul­ly screamed. 'Ah fuck, get down!'  
    The whistling rose to a shrill, ear­split­ting pitch, then stopped as the falling ob­ject struck the 
hood of the Buick, bash­ing it down­ward like a fist and pop­ping it up from be­neath the 
wind­shield. The thing pok­ing out of the Buick's en­gine com­part­ment ap­peared to be a 
mi­crowave oven. 
    From all around him there now came the sound of falling ob­jects. It was like be­ing caught 
in an earth­quake that was some­how go­ing on above the ground in­stead of in it. A harm­less 
show­er of mag­azines fell past him — Sev­en­teen and GQ and Rolling Stone and Stereo 
Re­view. With their open flut­ter­ing pages they looked like shot birds. To his right an of­fice 
chair dropped out of the blue, spin­ning on its base as it came. It struck the roof of a Ford 
sta­tion wag­on. The wag­on's wind­shield blew out in milky chunks. The chair re­bound­ed in­to 
the air, tilt­ed, and came to rest on the sta­tion wag­on's hood. Be­yond that a portable TV, a 
plas­tic clothes bas­ket, what looked like a clutch of cam­eras with the straps all tan­gled 
to­geth­er, and a rub­ber home plate fell on the slow lane and in­to the break­down lane. The 
home plate was fol­lowed by what looked like a Louisville Slug­ger base­ball bat. A the­ater-
size pop­corn pop­per shat­tered in­to glit­ter­ing shards when it hit the road. 
    The guy in the Knicks shirt, the one with the snot-​green crotchrock­et, had seen enough. He 
start­ed run­ning up the nar­row cor­ri­dor be­tween the traf­fic stalled in the third lane and the 
traf­fic stalled in the fast lane, twist­ing like a slalom ski­er to avoid the jut­ting side mir­rors, 
hold­ing one hand over his head like a man cross­ing the street dur­ing a spring show­er. Sul­ly, 
still clutch­ing the lamp­shade, thought the guy would have done a lot bet­ter to have grabbed 
his hel­met and put it back on, but of course when things start­ed falling all around you you got 
for­get­ful and the first thing you were apt to for­get was where your best in­ter­ests lay.  
    Some­thing else was com­ing down now, falling close and falling big — big­ger than the

      mi­crowave oven that had bashed in the Buick's hood, cer­tain­ly. This time the sound wasn't a 
whis­tle, like a bomb or a mor­tar-​shell, but the sound of a falling plane or he­li­copter or even a 
house. In Viet­nam Sul­ly had been around when all those things fell out of the sky (the house 
had been in pieces, grant­ed), and yet this sound was dif­fer­ent in one cru­cial way: it was al­so 
mu­si­cal, like the world's biggest wind­chime . 
    It was a grand pi­ano, white with gold chas­ing, the sort of pi­ano on which you'd ex­pect a 
long cool wom­an in a black dress to tin­kle out 'Night and Day' — in the traf­fic's boom, in the 
si­lence of my lone­ly room, toot-​toot, beep-​beep. A white grand pia no falling out of the 
Con­necti­cut sky, turn­ing over and over, mak­ing a shad­ow like a jel­ly­fish on the jammed-​up 
cars, mak­ing windy mu­sic in its ca­bles as air blew through its rolling chest, its keys rip­pling 
like the keys of a play­er pi­ano, the hazy sun wink­ing on the ped­als. 
    It fell in lazy rev­olu­tions, and the fat­ten­ing sound of its drop was like the sound of 
some­thing vi­brat­ing end­less­ly in a tin tun­nel. It fell to­ward Sul­ly, its un­easy shad­ow now 
start­ing to fo­cus and shrink, his up­turned face its seem­ing tar­get. 
    'IN­COM­ING!' Sul­ly screamed, and be­gan to run. 'IN­NCOM­MING!' 
    The pi­ano plum­met­ed to­ward the turn­pike, the white bench falling right be­hind it, and 
be­hind the bench came a comet's tail of sheet mu­sic, 45-rpm records with fat holes in the 
mid­dle, small ap­pli­ances, a flap­ping yel­low coat that looked like a duster, a Goodyear Wide 
Oval tire, a bar­be­cue grill, a weath­er­vane, a file-​cab­inet, and a teacup with WORLD'S 
GREAT­EST GRAND­MA print­ed on the side. 
    'Can I have one of those?' Sul­ly had asked Di­ef­fen­bak­er out­side the fu­ner­al par­lor where 
Pags was ly­ing in his silk-​lined box. 'I nev­er had a Dun­hill.' 
    'What­ev­er floats your boat.' Di­ef­fen­bak­er sound­ed amused, as if he had nev­er been shit-
scared in his life. 
    Sul­ly could still re­mem­ber Di­ef­fen­bak­er stand­ing in the street by that over­turned kitchen 
chair: how pale he had been, how his lips had trem­bled, how his clothes still smelled of 
smoke and spilled copter fu­el. Di­ef­fen­bak­er look­ing around from Malen­fant and the old 
wom­an to the oth­ers who were start­ing to pour fire in­to the hooches to the howl­ing kid Mi­nis 
had shot; he could re­mem­ber Deef look­ing at Lieu­tenant Shear­man but there was no help 
there. No help from Sul­ly him­self, for that mat­ter. He could al­so re­mem­ber how Slocum was 
star­ing at Deef, Deef the lieu­tenant now that Pack­er was dead. And fi­nal­ly Deef had looked 
back at Slocum. Sly Slocum was no of­fi­cer — not even one of those big­mouth bush gen­er­als 
who were al­ways sec­ond-​guess­ing ev­ery­thing — and nev­er would be. Slocum was just your 
ba­sic E3 or E4 who thought that a group who sound­ed like Rare Earth had to be black. Just a 
grunt, in oth­er words, but one pre­pared to do what the rest of them weren't. Nev­er los­ing hold 
of the new lieu­tenant's dis­traught eye, Slocum had turned his head back the oth­er way just a 
lit­tle, to­ward Malen­fant and Clem­son and Peasley and Mi­nis and the rest, self-​ap­point­ed 
reg­ula­tors whose names Sul­ly no longer re­mem­bered. Then Slocum was back to to­tal eye-
con­tact with Di­ef­fen­bak­er again. There were six or eight men in all who had gone lo­co, gone 
trot­ting down the mud­dy street past the scream­ing bleed­ing kid and in­to that scur­gy lit­tle 
'ville, shout­ing as they went — foot­ball cheers, ba­sic-​train­ing ca­dences, the cho­rus to 'Hang 
On Sloopy,' shit like that — and Slocum was say­ing with his eyes Hey, what you want? You 
the boss now, what you want? 
    And Di­ef­fen­bak­er had nod­ded. 
    Sul­ly won­dered if he could have giv­en that nod him­self. He thought not. He thought if it 
had come down to him, Clem­son and Malen­fant and those oth­er fuck­heads would have killed 
un­til their am­mo ran out — wasn't that pret­ty much what the men un­der Gal­ley and Med­ina 
had done? But Di­ef­fen­bak­er was no William Gal­ley, give him that. Di­ef­fen­bak­er had giv­en 
the lit­tle nod. Slocum nod­ded back, then raised his ri­fle and blew off Ralph Clem­son's head.  
    At the time Sul­ly had thought Clem­son got the bul­let be­cause Slocum knew Malen­fant too

      well, Slocum and Malen­fant had smoked more than a few lo­co-​leaves to­geth­er and Slocum 
had al­so been known to spend at least some of his spare time hunt­ing The Bitch with the 
oth­er Hearts play­ers. But as he sat here rolling Di­ef­fen­bak­er's Dun­hill cigarette be­tween his 
fin­gers, it oc­curred to Sul­ly that Slocum didn't give a shit about Malen­fant and his lo­co-
leaves; Malen­fant's fa­vorite card-​game, ei­ther. There was no short­age of bhang or card-​games 
in Viet­nam. Slocum picked Clem­son be­cause shoot­ing Malen­fant wouldn't have worked. 
Malen­fant, scream­ing all his bull­shit about putting heads up on sticks to show the Gong what 
hap­pened to peo­ple who fucked with Delta Light­ning, was too far away to get the at­ten­tion of 
the men splash­ing and squash­ing and shoot­ing their way down that mud­dy street. Plus old 
ma­masan was al­ready dead, so what the fuck, let him carve on her. 
    Now Deef was Di­ef­fen­bak­er, a bald com­put­er sales­man who gave Sul­ly a light with his 
Zip­po, then watched as Sul­ly drew the smoke deep and coughed it back out. 
    'Been awhile, hasn't it?' Di­ef­fen­bak­er asked. 
    'Two years, give or take.' 
    'You want to know the scary thing? How fast you get back in­to prac­tice.' 
    'I told you about the old la­dy, huh?' 
    'Yeah.' 
    'When?' 
    'I think it was the last re­union you came to . . . the one on the Jer­sey shore, the one when 
Dur­gin ripped that wait­ress's top off. That was an ug­ly scene, man.' 
    'Was it? I don't re­mem­ber.' 
    'You were shit­faced by then.' 
    Of course he had been, that part was al­ways the same. Come to think of it, all parts of the 
re­unions were al­ways the same. There was a dj who usu­al­ly left ear­ly be­cause some­one 
want­ed to beat him up for play­ing the wrong records. Un­til that hap­pened the speak­ers 
blast­ed out stuff like 'Bad Moon Ris­ing' and 'Light My Fire' and 'Gimme Some Lovin" and 
'My Girl,' songs from the sound­tracks of all those Viet­nam movies that were made in the 
Philip­pines. The truth about the mu­sic was that most of the grunts Sul­ly re­mem­bered used to 
get choked up over The Car­pen­ters or 'An­gel of the Morn­ing.' That stuff was the re­al bush 
sound­track, al­ways play­ing as the men passed around fat­ties and pic­tures of their girl­friends, 
get­ting stoned and all weepy-​goopy over 'One Tin Sol­dier,' pop­ular­ly known in the green as 
'The Theme from Fuckin Bil­ly Jack.' Sul­ly couldn't re­mem­ber hear­ing The Doors once in 
Viet­nam; it was al­ways The Straw­ber­ry Alarm Clock singing 'In­cense and Pep­per­mints.' On 
some lev­el he had known the war was lost the first time he heard that fuck­ing piece of shit on 
the com­mis­sary juke­box. 
    The re­unions start­ed with mu­sic and the smell of bar­be­cues (a smell that al­ways vague­ly 
re­mind­ed Sul­ly of burn­ing he­li­copter fu­el) and with cans of beer in pails of chipped ice and 
that part was all right, that part was ac­tu­al­ly pret­ty nice, but then all at once it was the next 
morn­ing and the light burned your eyes and your head felt like a tu­mor and your stom­ach was 
full of poi­son. On one of those morn­ings-​af­ter Sul­ly had had a vague sick mem­ory of mak­ing 
the dj play 'Oh! Car­ol' by Neil Seda­ka over and over again, threat­en­ing to kill him if he 
stopped. On an­oth­er Sul­ly awoke next to Frank Peasley's ex-​wife. She was snor­ing be­cause 
her nose was bro­ken. Her pil­low was cov­ered with blood, her cheeks cov­ered with blood too, 
and Sul­ly couldn't re­mem­ber if he had bro­ken her nose or if fuckin Peasley had done it. Sul­ly 
want­ed it to be Peasley but knew it could have been him; some­times, es­pe­cial­ly in those days 
BV (Be­fore Vi­agra) when he failed at sex al­most as of­ten as he suc­ceed­ed, he got mad. 
For­tu­nate­ly, when the la­dy awoke, she couldn't re­mem­ber, ei­ther. She re­mem­bered what he'd 
looked like with his un­der­wear off, though. 'How come you on­ly have one?' she'd asked him.  
    'I'm lucky to have that,' Sul­ly had replied. His headache had been big­ger than the world. 
    'What'd I say .about the old la­dy?' he asked Di­ef­fen­bak­er as they sat smok­ing in the al­ley

      be­side the chapel. 
    Di­ef­fen­bak­er shrugged. 'Just that you used to see her. You said some­times she put on 
dif­fer­ent clothes but it was al­ways her, the old ma­masan Malen­fant wast­ed. I had to shush 
you up.' 
    'Fuck,' Sul­ly said, and put the hand not hold­ing the cigarette in his hair. 
    'You al­so said it was bet­ter once you got back to the East Coast,' Di­ef­fen­bak­er said. 'And 
look, what's so bad about see­ing an old la­dy once in awhile? Some peo­ple see fly­ing saucers.' 
    'Not peo­ple who owe two banks al­most a mil­lion dol­lars,' Sul­ly said. 'If they knew . . . ' 
    'If they knew, what? I'll tell you what. Noth­ing. As long as you keep mak­ing the pay­ments, 
Sul­ly-​John, keep bring­ing them that fa­bled month­ly cashew, no one cares what you see when 
you turn out the light . . . or what you see when you leave it on, for that mat­ter. They don't 
care if you dress in ladies' un­der­wear or if you beat your wife and hump the Labrador. 
Be­sides, don't you think there are guys in those banks who spent time in the green?' 
    Sul­ly took a drag on the Dun­hill and looked at Di­ef­fen­bak­er. The truth was that he nev­er 
had con­sid­ered such a thing. He dealt with two loan of­fi­cers who were the right age, but they 
nev­er talked about it. Of course, nei­ther did he. Next time I see them, he thought, /'// have to 
ask if they car­ry Zip­pos. You know, be sub­tle. 
    'What about you, Deef? Do you have an old la­dy? I don't mean your girl­friend, I mean an 
old la­dy. A ma­masan.' 
    'Hey man, don't call me Deef. No­body calls me that now. I nev­er liked it.' 
    'Do you have one?' 
    'Ron­nie Malen­fant's my ma­masan,' Di­ef­fen­bak­er said. 'Some­times I see him. Not the way 
you said you see yours, like she's re­al­ly there, but mem­ory's re­al too, isn't it?' 
    'Yeah.' 
    Di­ef­fen­bak­er shook his head slow­ly. 'If mem­ory was all. You know? If mem­ory was a//.' 
    Sul­ly sat silent. In the chapel the or­gan was now play­ing some­thing that didn't sound like a 
hymn but just mu­sic. The re­ces­sion­al, he thought they called it. A mu­si­cal way of telling the 
mourn­ers to get lost. Get back, Jo-​Jo. Your ma­ma's wait­in.  
    Di­ef­fen­bak­er said: 'There's mem­ory and then there's what you ac­tu­al­ly see in your mind. 
Like when you read a book by a re­al­ly good au­thor and he de­scribes a room and you see that 
room. I'll be mow­ing the lawn or sit­ting at our con­fer­ence ta­ble lis­ten­ing to a pre­sen­ta­tion or 
read­ing a sto­ry to my grand­son be­fore putting him in bed or maybe even smooching with 
Mary on the so­fa, and boom, there's Malen­fant, god­dam lit­tle ac­ne -head with that wavy hair. 
Re­mem­ber how his hair used to wave?' 
    'Yeah.' 
    'Ron­nie Malen­fant, al­ways talk­ing about the fuckin this and the fuckin that and the fuckin 
oth­er thing. Eth­nic jokes for ev­ery oc­ca­sion. And the poke. You re­mem­ber that?' 
    'Sure. Lit­tle leather poke he wore on his belt. He kept his cards in it. Two decks of Bikes. 
“Hey, we're goin Bitch-​huntin, boys! Nick­el a point! Who's up for it?” And out they'd come.' 
    'Yeah. You re­mem­ber. Re­mem­ber. But I see him, Sul­ly, right down to the white­heads on 
his chin. I hear him, I can smell the fuck­ing dope he smoked . . . but most­ly I see him, how he 
knocked her over and she was ly­ing there on the ground, still shak­ing her fists at him, still 
run­ning her mouth — ' 
    'Stop it.' 
    ' — and I couldn't be­lieve it was go­ing to hap­pen. At first I don't think Malen­fant could 
be­lieve it, ei­ther. He just jabbed the bay­onet at her a cou­ple of times to be­gin with, prick­ing 
her with the tip of it like the whole thing was a goof . . . but then he went and did it, he stuck 
it to her. Fuckin A, Sul­ly; I mean fuck-​in-​A. She screamed and start­ed jerk­ing all around and 
he had his feet, re­mem­ber, on ei­ther side of her, and the rest of them were run­ning, Ralph 
Glem­son and Mims and I don't know who else. I al­ways hat­ed that lit­tle fuck Clem­son, even

      worse than Malen­fant be­cause at least Ron­nie wasn't sneaky, with him what you saw was 
what you got. Clem­son was crazy and sneaky. I was scared to death, Sul­ly, scared to fuck­ing 
death. I knew I was sup­posed to put a stop to it, but I was afraid they'd scrag me if I tried, all 
of them, all of you, be­cause at that pre­cise mo­ment there was all you guys and then there was 
me. Shear­man . . . noth­ing against him, he went in­to that clear­ing where the copters came 
down like there was no to­mor­row, but in that 'ville . . . I looked at him and there was noth­ing 
there.' 
    'He saved my life lat­er on, when we got am­bushed,' Sul­ly said qui­et­ly. 
    'I know he did. Picked you up and car­ried you like fuck­ing Su­per­man. He had it in the 
clear­ing, he got it back on the trail but in be­tween, in the Ville . . . noth­ing. In the 'ville it was 
down to me. It was like I was the on­ly grownup, on­ly I didn't feel like a grownup.' 
    Sul­ly didn't both­er telling him to stop again. Di­ef­fen­bak­er meant to have his say. Noth­ing 
short of a punch in the mouth would stop him from hav­ing it. 
    'You re­mem­ber how she screamed when he stuck it in? That old la­dy? And Malen­fant 
stand­ing over her and run­ning his mouth, slope­head this and gook that and slant the oth­er 
thing. Thank God for Slocum. He looked at me and that made me do some­thing . . . ex­cept all 
I did was tell him to shoot.' 
    No, Sul­ly thought, you didn't even do that, Deef. You just nod­ded your head. If you're in 
court they don't let you get away with shit like that', they make you speak out loud. They make 
you state it for the record. 
    'I think Slocum saved our souls that day,' Di­ef­fen­bak­er said. 'You knew he offed him­self, 
didn't you? Yeah. In '86.' 
    'I thought it was a car ac­ci­dent.' 
    'If driv­ing in­to a bridge abut­ment at sev­en­ty miles an hour on a clear evening is an 
ac­ci­dent, it was an ac­ci­dent.' 
    'What about Malen­fant? Any idea?' 
    'Well, he nev­er came to any of the re­unions, of course, but he was alive the last I knew. 
Andy Bran­ni­gan saw him in south­ern Cal­ifor­nia.' 
    'Hedge­hog saw him?' 
    'Yeah, Hedge­hog. You know where it was?' 
    'No, 'course not.' 
    'It's go­ing to kill you, Sul­ly-​John, it's go­ing to blow your mind. Bran­ni­gan's in Al­co­holics 
Anony­mous. It's his re­li­gion. He says it saved his life, and I sup­pose it did. He used to drink 
fiercer than any of us, maybe fiercer than all of us put to­geth­er. So now he's ad­dict­ed to AA 
in­stead of tequi­la. He goes to about a dozen meet­ings a week, he's a GSR — don't ask me, it's 
some sort of po­lit­ical po­si­tion in the group — he mans a hot­line tele­phone. And ev­ery year he 
goes to the Na­tion­al Con­ven­tion. Five years or so ago the drunks got to­geth­er in San Diego. 
Fifty thou­sand alkies all stand­ing in the San Diego Con­ven­tion Cen­ter, chant­ing the Seren­ity 
Prayer. Can you pic­ture it?' 
    'Sort of,' Sul­ly said.  
    'Fuck­ing Bran­ni­gan looks to his left and who does he see but Ron­nie Malen­fant. He can 
hard­ly be­lieve it, but it's Malen­fant, all right. Af­ter the big meet­ing, he grabs Malen­fant and 
the two of them go out for a drink.' Di­ef­fen­bak­er paused. 'Al­co­holics do that too, I guess. 
Lemon­ades and Cokes and such. And Malen­fant tells Hedge­hog he's al­most two years clean 
and sober, he's found a high­er pow­er he choos­es to call God, he's had a re­birth, ev­ery­thing is 
five by fuck­ing five, he's liv­ing life on life's terms, he's let­ting go and let­ting God, all that 
stuff they talk. And Bran­ni­gan, he can't help it. He asks Malen­fant if he's tak­en the Fifth Step, 
which is con­fess­ing the stuff you've done wrong and be­com­ing en­tire­ly ready to make 
amends. Malen­fant doesn't bat an eye­lash, just says he took the Fifth a year ago and he feels a 
lot bet­ter.'

      'Hot damn,' Sul­ly said, sur­prised at the depth of his anger. 'Old ma­masan would cer­tain­ly 
be glad to know that Ron­nie's got­ten past it. I'll tell her the next time I see her.' Not know­ing 
he would see her lat­er that day, of course. 
    'You do that.' 
    They sat with­out talk­ing much for a lit­tle while. Sul­ly asked Di­ef­fen­bak­er for an­oth­er 
cigarette and Di­ef­fen­bak­er gave him one, al­so an­oth­er flick of the old Zip­po. From around 
the cor­ner came tan­gles of con­ver­sa­tion and some low laugh­ter. Pags's fu­ner­al was over. And 
some­where in Cal­ifor­nia Ron­nie Malen­fant was per­haps read­ing his AA Big Book and 
get­ting in touch with that fa­bled high­er pow­er he chose to call God. Maybe Ron­nie was al­so a 
GSR, what­ev­er the fuck that was. Sul­ly wished Ron­nie was dead. Sul­ly wished Ron­nie 
Malen­fant had died in a Vi­et Gong spi­der­hole, his nose full of sores and the smell of rat­shit, 
bleed­ing in­ter­nal­ly and puk­ing up chunks of his own stom­ach lin­ing. Malen­fant with his poke 
and his cards, Malen­fant with his bay­onet, Malen­fant with his feet plant­ed on ei­ther side of 
the old ma­masan in her green pants and or­ange top and red sneak­ers. 
    'Why were we in Viet­nam to be­gin with?' Sul­ly asked. 'Not to get all philo­soph­ical or 
any­thing, but have you ev­er fig­ured that out?' 
    'Who said “He who does not learn from the past is con­demned to re­peat it?'” 
    'Richard Daw­son, the host of Fam­ily Feud.' 
    'Fuck you, Sul­li­van.' 
    'I don't know who said it. Does it mat­ter?' 
    'Fuckin yeah,' Di­ef­fen­bak­er said. 'Be­cause we nev­er got out. We nev­er got out of the green. 
Our gen­er­ation died there.' 
    'That sounds a lit­tle — ' 
    'A lit­tle what? A lit­tle pre­ten­tious? You bet. A lit­tle sil­ly? You bet. A lit­tle self-​re­gard­ing? 
Yes sir. But that's us. That's us all over. What have we done since Nam, Sul­ly? Those of us 
who went, those of us who marched and protest­ed, those of us who just sat home watch­ing 
the Dal­las Cow­boys and drink­ing beer and fart­ing in­to the so­fa cush­ions?' 
    Col­or was seep­ing in­to the new lieu­tenant's cheeks. He had the look of a man who has 
found his hob­by-​horse and is now climb­ing on, help­less to do any­thing but ride. He held up 
his hands and be­gan pop­ping fin­gers the way Sul­ly had when talk­ing about the lega­cies of the 
Viet­nam ex­pe­ri­ence. 
    'Well, let's see. We're the gen­er­ation that in­vent­ed Su­per Mario Broth­ers, the ATV, laser 
mis­sile-​guid­ance sys­tems, and crack co­caine. We dis­cov­ered Richard Sim­mons, Scott Peck, 
and Martha Stew­art Liv­ing. Our idea of a ma­jor lifestyle change is buy­ing a dog. The girls 
who burned their bras now buy their lin­gerie from Vic­to­ria's Se­cret and the boys who fucked 
fear­less­ly for peace are now fat guys who sit in front of their com­put­er screens late at night, 
pulling their pud­dings while they look at pic­tures of naked eigh­teen-​year-​olds on the In­ter­net. 
That's us, broth­er, we like to watch. Movies, video games, live car-​chase footage, fist­fights on 
The Jer­ry Springer Show, Mark McG­wire, World Fed­er­ation Wrestling, im­peach­ment 
hear­ings, we don't care, we just like to watch. But there was a time . . . don't laugh, but there 
was a time when it was re­al­ly all in our hands. Do you know that?' 
    Sul­ly nod­ded, think­ing of Car­ol. Not the ver­sion of her sit­ting on the so­fa with him and her 
wine-​smelling moth­er, not the one flip­ping the peace sign at the cam­era while the blood ran 
down the side of her face, ei­ther — that one was al­ready too late and too crazy, you could see 
it in her smile, read it in the sign, where scream­ing words for­bade all dis­cus­sion. Rather he 
thought of Car­ol on the day her moth­er had tak­en all of them to Savin Rock. His friend 
Bob­by had won some mon­ey from a three-​card monte deal­er that day and Car­ol had worn her 
blue bathing suit on the beach and some­times she'd give Bob­by that look, the one that said he 
was killing her and death was sweet. It had been in their hands then; he was quite sure of it. 
But kids lose ev­ery­thing, kids have slip­pery fin­gers and holes in their pock­ets and they lose

      ev­ery­thing. 
    'We filled up our wal­lets on the stock mar­ket and went to the gym and booked ther­apy 
ses­sions to get in touch with our­selves. South Amer­ica is burn­ing, Malaysia's burn­ing, 
fuck­ing Viet­nam is burn­ing, but we fi­nal­ly got past that self-​hat­ing thing, fi­nal­ly got to like 
our­selves, so that's okay.' 
    Sul­ly thought of Malen­fant get­ting in touch with him­self, learn­ing to like the in­ner Ron­nie, 
and sup­pressed a shud­der. 
    All of Di­ef­fen­bak­er's fin­gers were held up in front of his face and poked out; to Sul­ly he 
looked like Al Jol­son get­ting ready to sing 'Mam­my.' Di­ef­fen­bak­er seemed to be­come aware 
of this at the same mo­ment Sul­ly did, and low­ered his hands. He looked tired and dis­tract­ed 
and un­hap­py.  
    'I like lots of peo­ple our age when they're one by one,' he said, 'but I loathe and de­spise my 
gen­er­ation, Sul­ly. We had an op­por­tu­ni­ty to change ev­ery­thing. We ac­tu­al­ly did. In­stead we 
set­tled for de­sign­er jeans, two tick­ets to Mari­ah Carey at Ra­dio City Mu­sic Hall, fre­quent 
fli­er miles, James Cameron's Ti­tan­ic, and re­tire­ment port­fo­lios. The on­ly gen­er­ation even 
close to us in pure, self­ish self-​in­dul­gence is the so-​called Lost Gen­er­ation of the twen­ties, 
and at least most of them had the de­cen­cy to stay drunk. We couldn't even do that. Man, we 
suck.' 
    The new lieu­tenant was close to tears, Sul­ly saw. 'Deef — ' 
    'You know the price of sell­ing out the fu­ture, Sul­ly-​John? You can nev­er re­al­ly leave the 
past. You can nev­er get over. My the­sis is that you're re­al­ly not in New York at all. You're in 
the Delta, lean­ing back against a tree, stoned and rub­bing bug-​dope on the back of your neck. 
Pack­er's still the man be­cause it's still 1969. Ev­ery­thing you think of as 'your lat­er life' is a 
big fuck­ing pot-​bub­ble. And it's bet­ter that way. Viet­nam is bet­ter. That's why we stay there.' 
    'You think?' 
    'Ab­so­lute­ly.' 
    A dark-​haired, brown-​eyed wom­an in a blue dress peeked around the cor­ner and said, 'So 
there you are.' 
    Di­ef­fen­bak­er stood up as she came to­ward them, walk­ing slow and pret­ty on her high 
heels. Sul­ly stood up, too. 
    'Mary, this is John Sul­li­van. He served with me and Pags. Sul­ly, this is my good friend 
Mary There­sa Charl­ton.' 
    'Pleased to meet you,' Sul­ly said, and put out his hand. 
    Her grip was firm and sure, long, cool fin­gers in his own, but she was look­ing at 
Di­ef­fen­bak­er. 'Mrs Pagano wants to see you, hon. Please?' 
    'You bet,' Di­ef­fen­bak­er said. He start­ed to­ward the Front of the build­ing, then turned back 
to Sul­ly. 'Hang in a lit­tle bit,' he said. 'We'll go for a drink. I promise not to preach.' But his 
eyes shift­ed from Sul­ly's when he said this, as if they knew it was a promise he couldn't keep. 
    'Thanks, Loot, but I re­al­ly ought to get back. I want to beat the rush-​hour traf­fic.' 
 
  
But he hadn't beat­en the traf­fic af­ter all and now a pi­ano was Falling to­ward him, gleam­ing in 
the sun and hum­ming to it­self as it came. Sul­ly Fell flat on his stom­ach and rolled un­der a 
car. The pi­ano came down less than five feet away, det­onat­ing and throw­ing up rows of keys 
like teeth. 
    Sul­ly slid back out from be­neath the car, burn­ing his back on the hot tailpipe, and strug­gled 
to his feet. He looked north along the turn­pike, eyes wide and un­be­liev­ing. A vast rum­mage 
sale was falling out of the sky: tape recorders and rugs and a rid­ing lawn­mow­er with the 
grass-​caked blade whirling in its hous­ing and a black lawn-​jock­ey and an aquar­ium with the

      fish still swim­ming in it. He saw an old man with a lot of the­atri­cal gray hair run­ning up the 
break­down lane and then a flight of steps fell on him, tear­ing off his left arm and send­ing him 
to his knees. There were clocks and desks and cof­fee ta­bles and a plum­met­ing el­eva­tor with 
its ca­ble un­coil­ing in­to the air be­hind it like a greasy sev­ered um­bili­cus. A squall of ledgers 
fell in the park­ing lot of a near­by in­dus­tri­al com­plex; their clap­ping cov­ers sound­ed like 
ap­plause. A fur coat fell on a run­ning wom­an, trap­ping her, and then a so­fa land­ed on her, 
crush­ing her. The air filled with a storm of light as large panes of green­house glass dropped 
out of the blue. A stat­ue of a Civ­il War sol­dier smashed through a pan­el truck. An iron­ing 
board hit the rail­ing of the over­pass up ahead and then fell in­to the stalled traf­fic be­low like a 
spin­ning pro­peller. A stuffed li­on dropped in­to the back of a pick­up truck. Ev­ery­where were 
run­ning, scream­ing peo­ple. Ev­ery­where were cars with dent­ed roofs and smashed win­dows; 
Sul­ly saw a Mer­cedes with the un­nat­ural­ly pink legs of a de­part­ment-​store man­nequin 
stick­ing up from the sun­roof. The air shook with whines and whis­tles. 
    An­oth­er shad­ow fell on him and even as he ducked and raised his hand he knew it was too 
late, if it was an iron or a toast­er or some­thing like that it would frac­ture his skull. If it was 
some­thing big­ger he'd be noth­ing but a grease-​spot on the high­way. 
    The falling ob­ject struck his hand with­out hurt­ing it in the slight­est, bounced, and land­ed at 
his feet. He looked down at it first with sur­prise, then with dawn­ing won­der. 'Holy shit,' he 
said. 
    Sul­ly bent over and picked up the base­ball glove which had fall­en from the sky, 
rec­og­niz­ing it at once even af­ter all these years: the deep scratch down the last fin­ger and the 
com­ical­ly tan­gled knots in the rawhide laces of the web­bing were as good as fin­ger­prints. He 
looked on the side, where Bob­by had print­ed his name. It was still there, but the let­ters looked 
fresh­er than they should have, and the leather here looked frayed and fad­ed and whip­sawed, 
as if oth­er names had been inked in the same spot and then erased. 
    Clos­er to his face, the smell of the glove was both in­tox­icat­ing and ir­re­sistible. Sul­ly 
slipped it on­to his hand, and when he did some­thing crack­led be­neath his lit­tle fin­ger — a 
piece of pa­per shoved in there. He paid no at­ten­tion. In­stead he put the glove over his face, 
closed his eyes, and in­haled. Leather and neat's-​foot oil and sweat and grass. All the sum­mers 
that were. The sum­mer of 1960, for in­stance, when he had come back from his week at camp 
to find ev­ery­thing changed — Bob­by sullen, Car­ol dis­tant and pale­ly thought­ful (at least for 
awhile), and the cool old guy who'd lived on the third floor of Bob­by's build­ing — Ted — 
gone. Ev­ery­thing had changed . . . but it was still sum­mer, he had still been eleven, and 
ev­ery­thing had still seemed . . . 
    'Eter­nal,' he mur­mured in­to the glove, and in­haled deeply of its aro­ma again as, near­by, a 
glass case filled with but­ter­flies shat­tered on the roof of a bread-​van and a stop-​sign stuck, 
quiv­er­ing, in­to the break­down lane like a thrown spear. Sul­ly re­mem­bered his Bo-​lo Bounc­er 
and his black Keds and the taste of Fez straight out of the gun, how the pieces of can­dy would 
hit the roof of your mouth and then ric­ochet on­to your tongue; he re­mem­bered the way his 
catch­er's mask felt when it sat on his face just right and the hisha-​hisha-​hisha of the lawn-
sprin­klers on Broad Street and how mad Mrs Con­lan got if you walked too close to her 
pre­cious flow­ers and Mrs God­low at the Ash­er Em­pire want­ing to see your birth cer­tifi­cate if 
she thought you were too big to be still un­der twelve and the poster of Brigitte Bar­dot 
    (if she's trash I'd love to be the trash­man) 
    in her tow­el and play­ing guns and play­ing pass and play­ing Ca­reers and mak­ing arm-​farts 
in the back of Mrs Sweetser's fourth-​grade class­room and— 
    'Hey, Amer­ican.' On­ly she said it Amel­li­can and Sul­ly knew who he was go­ing to see even 
be­fore he raised his head from Bob­by's Ah/in Dark-​mod­el glove. It was old ma­masan, 
stand­ing there be­tween the crotchrock­et, which had been crushed by a freez­er (wrapped meat 
was spilling out of its shat­tered door in frosty blocks), and a Sub­aru with a lawn-​flamin­go

      punched through its roof. Old ma­masan in her green pants and or­ange smock and red 
sneak­ers, old ma­masan lit up like a bar-​sign in hell. 
    'Hey Amer­ican, you come me, I keep safe.' And she held out her arms. 
    Sul­ly walked to­ward her through the noisy hail of falling tele­vi­sions and back­yard pools 
and car­tons of cigarettes and high-​heeled shoes and a great big pole hairdry­er and a pay 
tele­phone that hit and vom­it­ed a jack­pot of quar­ters. He walked to­ward her with a feel­ing of 
re­lief, that feel­ing you get on­ly when you are com­ing home. 
    'I keep safe.' Hold­ing out her arms now. 'Poor boy, I keep safe.' Sul­ly stepped in­to the dead 
cir­cle of her em­brace as peo­ple screamed and ran and all things Amer­ican fell out of the sky, 
blitz­ing I-95 north of Bridge­port with their falling glit­ter. She put her arms around him.  
    'I keep safe,' she said, and Sul­ly was in his car. Traf­fic was stopped all around him, four 
lanes of it. The ra­dio was on, tuned to WKND. The Plat­ters were singing 'Twi­light Time' and 
Sul­ly couldn't breathe. Noth­ing ap­peared to have fall­en out of the sky, ex­cept for the traf­fic 
tie-​up ev­ery­thing seemed to be in good or­der, but how could that be? How could it be when 
he still had Bob­by Gar­neld's old base­ball glove on his hand? . 
    'I keep safe,' old ma­masan was say­ing. 'Poor boy, poor Amer­ican boy, I keep safe.' 
    Sul­ly want­ed to smile at her. He want­ed to tell her he was sor­ry, that some of them had at 
least meant well, but he had no air and he was very tired. He closed his eyes and tried to raise 
Bob­by's glove one fi­nal time, get one fi­nal shal­low whiff of that oily, sum­mery smell, but it 
was too heavy. 
 
 
 
Di­ef­fen­bak­er was stand­ing at the kitchen counter the next morn­ing, wear­ing a pair of jeans 
and noth­ing else, pour­ing him­self a cup of cof­fee, when Mary came in from the liv­ing room. 
She was wear­ing her PROP­ER­TY OF THE DEN­VER BRON­COS sweat­shirt and had the New York 
Post in her hand. 
    'I think I have some bad news for you,' she said, then seemed to re­con­sid­er. 'Mod­er­ate­ly 
bad news.' 
    He turned to her war­ily. Bad news should al­ways come af­ter lunch, he thought. At least a 
per­son was halfway pre­pared for bad news af­ter lunch. First thing in the morn­ing ev­ery­thing 
left a bruise. 'What is it?' 
    'The man you in­tro­duced me to yes­ter­day at your bud­dy's fu­ner­al — you said he was a car 
deal­er in Con­necti­cut, right?' 
    'Right.' 
    'I want­ed to be sure be­cause John Sul­li­van isn't, you know, the world's most un­com­mon — 
' 
    'What are you talk­ing about, Mary?' 
    She hand­ed him the pa­per, which was fold­ed open to a page about halfway in­to the tabloid. 
'They say it hap­pened while he was on his way home. I'm sor­ry, hon.' 
    She had to be wrong, that was his first thought; peo­ple couldn't die just af­ter you'd seen 
them and talked to them, it seemed like a ba­sic rule, some­how. 
    But it was him, all right, and in trip­li­cate: Sul­ly in a high-​school base­ball uni­form with a 
catch­er's mask pushed back to the top of his head, Sul­ly in an Army uni­form with sergeant's 
stripes on the sleeve, and Sul­ly in a busi­ness suit that had to hail from the late sev­en­ties. 
Be­neath the row of pic­tures was the sort of head­line you found on­ly in the Post: 
 
JAM­BO! 
SIL­VER STAR VI­ET VET DIES IN CONN. TRAF­FIC JAM

      Di­ef­fen­bak­er scanned the sto­ry quick­ly, feel­ing the sense of un­ease and be­tray­al he al­ways 
felt these days when he read the death-​no­tice of some­one his own age, some­one he knew. We 
are still too young for nat­ural deaths, he al­ways thought, know­ing that it was a fool­ish idea. 
    Sul­ly had died of an ap­par­ent heart at­tack while stuck in a traf­fic tieup caused by a 
jack­knifed trac­tor-​trail­er truck. He might well have died with­in sight of his own deal­er­ship's 
Chevro­let sign, the ar­ti­cle lament­ed. Like the JAM­BO head­line, such epipha­nies could be 
found on­ly in the Post. The Times was a good pa­per if you were smart; the Post was the 
news­pa­per of drunks and po­ets. 
    Sul­ly had left an ex-​wife and no chil­dren. Fu­ner­al ar­range­ments were be­ing made by 
Nor­man Oliv­er, of First Con­necti­cut Bank and Trust. 
    Buried by his bank! Di­ef­fen­bak­er thought, his hands be­gin­ning to shake. He had no idea 
why this thought filled him with such hor­ror, but it did. By his fuck­ing bank! Oh man! 
    'Hon­ey?' Mary was look­ing at him a lit­tle ner­vous­ly. 'Are you all right?' 
    'Yes,' he said. 'He died in a traf­fic jam. Maybe they couldn't even get an am­bu­lance to him. 
Maybe they nev­er even found him un­til the traf­fic start­ed mov­ing again. Christ.' 
    'Don't,' she said, and took the pa­per away from him again. Sul­ly had won the Sil­ver Star for 
the res­cue, of course — the he­li­copter res­cue. The gooks had been shoot­ing but Pack­er and 
Shear­man had led a bunch of Amer­ican sol­diers, most­ly Delta two-​twos, in just the same. Ten 
or twelve of the Bra­vo Com­pa­ny sol­diers had laid down a con­fused and prob­ably not very 
ef­fec­tive cov­er­ing fire as the res­cue op­er­ation took place . . . and for a won­der two of the men 
from the tan­gled copters had ac­tu­al­ly been alive, at least when they came out of the clear­ing. 
John Sul­li­van had car­ried one of them to cov­er all by him­self, the chop­per guy shriek­ing in 
his arms and cov­ered with fire-​re­tar­dant foam. 
    Malen­fant had gone run­ning in­to the clear­ing, too — Malen­fant clutch­ing one of the 
ex­tin­guish­er can­nis­ters like a big red ba­by and scream­ing at the Gong in the bush to shoot 
him if they could, ex­cept they couldn't, he knew they couldn't, they were just a bunch of blind 
slope­head syphilitic fucks and they couldn't hit him, couldn't hit the broad side of a fuckin 
barn. Malen­fant had al­so — been put up for the Sil­ver Star, and al­though Di­ef­fen­bak­er 
couldn't say for sure, he sup­posed the pim­ply lit­tle mur­der­ing ass­hole had won one. Had 
Sul­ly known or guessed? Wouldn't he have men­tioned it while they were sit­ting to­geth­er 
out­side the fu­ner­al par­lor? Maybe; maybe not. Medals had a way of seem­ing less im­por­tant 
as time passed, more and more like the award you got in ju­nior high for mem­oriz­ing a po­em 
or the let­ter you got in high school for run­ning track and block­ing home plate when the throw 
came home. Just some­thing you kept on a shelf. They were the things old men used to jazz 
the kids. The things they held out to make you jump high­er, run faster, fling your­self for­ward. 
Di­ef­fen­bak­er thought the world would prob­ably be a bet­ter place with­out old men (this 
rev­ela­tion com­ing just as he was get­ting ready to be one him­self). Let the old wom­en live, old 
wom­en nev­er hurt any­one as a rule, but old men were more dan­ger­ous than ra­bid dogs. Shoot 
all of them, then douse their bod­ies with gaso­line, then light them on fire. Let the chil­dren 
join hands and dance around the blaze, singing corny old Cros­by Stills and Nash songs. 
    'Are you re­al­ly okay?' Mary asked.  
    'About Sul­ly? Sure. I hadn't seen him in years.' 
    He sipped his cof­fee and thought about the old la­dy in the red sneak­ers, the one Malen­fant 
had killed, the one who came to vis­it Sul­ly. She wouldn't be vis­it­ing Sul­ly any­more; there 
was that much, at least. Old ma­masan's vis­it­ing days were done. It was how wars re­al­ly 
end­ed, Di­ef­fen­bak­er sup­posed — not at truce ta­bles but in can­cer wards and of­fice cafe­te­rias 
and traf­fic jams. Wars died one tiny piece at a time, each piece some­thing that fell like a 
mem­ory, each lost like an echo that fades in wind­ing hills. In the end even war ran up the 
white flag. Or so he hoped. He hoped that in the end even war sur­ren­dered.

      1999: Come on, you 
bas­tard, come on home. 
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      On an af­ter­noon in the last sum­mer be­fore the year 2000, Bob­by Garfield came back to 
Har­wich, Con­necti­cut. He went to West Side Ceme­tery first, where the ac­tu­al memo­ri­al 
ser­vice took place at the Sul­li­van fam­ily plot. Old Sul­ly -John got a good crowd; the Post 
sto­ry had brought them out in droves. Sev­er­al small chil­dren were star­tled in­to tears when the 
Amer­ican Le­gion hon­or-​guard fired their guns. Af­ter the grave­side ser­vice there was a 
re­cep­tion at the lo­cal Amvets Hall. Bob­by made a to­ken ap­pear­ance — long enough to have a 
slice of cake and a cup of cof­fee and say hel­lo to Mr Oliv­er — but he saw no one he knew, 
and there were places he want­ed to go while there was still plen­ty of good day­light. He hadn't 
been back to Har­wich in al­most forty years. 
    The Nut­meg Mall stood where St Gabriel the Stead­fast Up­per and Sec­ondary Schools had 
been. The old post of­fice was now a va­cant lot. The rail­way sta­tion con­tin­ued to over­look the 
Square, but the stone over­pass sup­port-​posts were cov­ered with graf­fi­ti and Mr Bur­ton's 
news­stand kiosk was board­ed up. There were still grassy swards be­tween Riv­er Av­enue and 
the Housaton­ic, but the ducks were gone. Bob­by re­mem­bered throw­ing one of those ducks at 
a man in a tan suit — im­prob­able but true. I'll give you two bucks to let me blow you, the man 
had said, and Bob­by had hucked a duck at him. He could grin about it now, but that nim­rod 
had scared the hell out of him, and for all sorts of rea­sons. 
    There was a great beige UPS ware­house where the Ash­er Em­pire had stood. Far­ther along 
to­ward Bridge­port, where Ash­er Av­enue emp­tied in­to Pu­ri­tan Square, the William Penn 
Grille was al­so gone, re­placed by a Piz­za Uno. Bob­by thought about go­ing in there, but not 
very se­ri­ous­ly. His stom­ach was fifty, just like the rest of him, and it didn't do so well with 
piz­za any­more. 
    Ex­cept that wasn't re­al­ly the rea­son. It would be too easy to imag­ine things, that was the 
re­al rea­son — too easy to en­vi­sion big vul­gar cars out front, the paintjobs so bright they 
seemed to howl. 
    So he had driv­en back to Har­wich prop­er, and damned if the Colony Din­er wasn't still 
where it had al­ways been, and damned if there weren't still grilled hot­dogs on the menu. 
Hot­dogs were as bad as fuckin piz­za, maybe worse, but what the hell was Pry­losec for, if not 
the oc­ca­sion­al gas­tro­nom­ic ram­ble down mem­ory lane? He had swal­lowed one, and chased it 
with two hot­dogs. They still came in those lit­tle grease-​spot­ted card­board sleeves, and they 
still tast­ed like heav­en. 
    He tamped the hot­dogs down with pie a la mode, then went out and stood by his car for a 
mo­ment. He de­cid­ed to leave it where it was — there were on­ly two more stops he want­ed to 
make, and both were with­in walk­ing dis­tance. He took the gym bag off the pas­sen­ger seat and 
walked slow­ly past Spicer's, which had evolved in­to a 7-Eleven store with gas-​pumps out 
front. Voic­es came to him as he passed, 1960 ghost-​voic­es, voic­es of the Sigs­by twins. 
    Mum­ma-​Dad­dy havin a fight. 
    Mum­ma said stay out. 
    Why'd you do that, stupid old Bob­by Garfield? 
    Stupid old Bob­by Garfield, yes, that had been him. He might have got­ten a lit­tle smarter 
over the years, but prob­ably not that much. 
    Halfway up Broad Street Hill he spied a fad­ed hop­scotch grid on the side­walk. He dropped 
to one knee and looked at it close­ly in the laten­ing light, brush­ing at the squares with the tips 
of his fin­gers. 
    'Mis­ter? You all right?' It was a young wom­an with a 7-Eleven bag in her arms. She was 
look­ing at Bob­by with equal parts con­cern and mis­trust. 
    'I'm fine,' he said, get­ting to his feet and dust­ing off his hands. He was, too. Not a sin­gle 
moon or star be­side the grid, let alone a comet. Nor had he seen any lost-​pet posters in his 
ram­bles around town. 'I'm fine.' 
    'Well, good for you,' the young wom­an said, and hur­ried on her way. She did not smile.

      Bob­by watched her go and then start­ed walk­ing again him­self, won­der­ing what had hap­pened 
to the Sigs­by twins, where they were now. He re­mem­bered Ted Brauti­gan talk­ing about time 
once, call­ing it the old bald cheater. 
    Un­til he ac­tu­al­ly saw 149 Broad Street, Bob­by hadn't re­al­ized how sure he'd been that it 
would have be­come a video-​rental store or a sand­wich shop or maybe a con­do­mini­um. 
In­stead it was ex­act­ly the same ex­cept for the trim, now cream in­stead of green. There was a 
bike on the porch, and he thought of how des­per­ate­ly he had want­ed a bike that last sum­mer 
in Har­wich. He'd even had a jar to save mon­ey in, with a la­bel on it that said Bike Ac­count, 
or some­thing.  
    More ghost-​voic­es as he stood there with his shad­ow length­en­ing in­to the street. 
    If we were the Gotrocks, you wouldn't have to bor­row from your bike-​jar if you want­ed to 
take your lit­tle girl­friend on the Loop-​the-​Loop. 
    She's not my girl­friend! She's not my lit­tle girl­friend! 
    In his mem­ory he had said that out loud to his moth­er, screamed it at her, in fact . . . but he 
doubt­ed the ac­cu­ra­cy of that mem­ory. He hadn't had the kind of moth­er you could scream at. 
Not if you want­ed to keep your scalp.  
    And be­sides. Car­ol had been his lit­tle girl­friend, hadn't she? She had been.  
    He had one more stop to make be­fore re­turn­ing to his car, and af­ter a fi­nal long look at the 
house where he had lived with his moth­er un­til Au­gust of 1960, Bob­by start­ed back down 
Broad Street Hill, swing­ing the gym bag in one hand. 
    There had been mag­ic that sum­mer, even at the age of fifty he did not ques­tion that, but he 
no longer knew of what sort it had been. Per­haps he had on­ly ex­pe­ri­enced the Ray Brad­bury 
kind of child­hood so many small­town kids had, or at least re­mem­bered hav­ing; the kind 
where the re­al world and that of dreams some­times over­lapped, cre­at­ing a kind of mag­ic. 
    Yes, but . . . well . . . 
    There were the rose petals, of course, the ones which had come by way of Car­ol. . . but had 
they meant any­thing? Once it had seemed so — to the lone­ly, al­most lost boy he had been, it 
had seemed so — but the rose petals were long gone. He had lost them right around the time 
he'd seen the pho­to­graph of that burned-​out house in Los An­ge­les and re­al­ized that Car­ol 
Ger­ber was dead. 
    Her death can­celled not on­ly the idea of mag­ic but, it seemed to Bob­by, the very pur­pose 
of child­hood. What good was it if it brought you to such things? Bad eyes and bad blood-
pres­sure were one thing; bad ideas, bad dreams, and bad ends were an­oth­er. Af­ter awhile you 
want­ed to say to God, Ah, come on, Big Boy, quit it. You lost your in­no­cence when you grew 
up, all right, ev­ery­one knew that, but did you have to lose your hope, as well? What good was 
it to kiss a girl on the Fer­ris wheel when you were eleven if you were to open the pa­per 
eleven years lat­er and learn that she had burned to death in a slum­my lit­tle house on a 
shim­my lit­tle dead-​end street? What good was it to re­mem­ber her beau­ti­ful alarmed eyes or 
the way the sun had shone in her hair? 
    He would have said all of this and more a week ago, but then a ten­dril of that old mag­ic 
had reached out and touched him. Come on, it had whis­pered. Come on, Bob­by, come on, you 
bas­tard, come home. So here he was, back in Har­wich. He had hon­ored his old friend. He had 
had him­self a lit­tle sight­see­ing tour of the old town (and with­out mist­ing up a sin­gle time), 
and now it was al­most time to go. He had, how­ev­er, one more stop to make be­fore he did.  
    It was the sup­per hour and Com­mon­wealth Park was near­ly emp­ty. Bob­by walked to the 
wire back­stop be­hind the Field B home plate as three dawdling play­ers went past him in the 
oth­er di­rec­tion. Two were car­ry­ing equip­ment in big red duf­fel bags; the third had a boom­box 
from which The Off­spring blast­ed at top vol­ume. All three boys gave him mis­trust­ful looks, 
which Bob­by found un­sur­pris­ing. He was an adult in the land of chil­dren, liv­ing in a time 
when all such as he were sus­pect. He avoid­ed mak­ing things wor se by giv­ing them a nod or a

      wave or say­ing some­thing stupid like How was the game, fel­las? They passed on their way. 
    He stood with his fin­gers hooked in­to the wire di­amonds of the back­stop, watch­ing the late 
red light slant across the out­field grass, re­flect­ing from the score­board and the signs read­ing 
STAY IN SCHOOL and WHY DO YOU THINK THEY CALL IT DOPE. And again he felt that breath­less 
sense of mag­ic, that sense of the world as a thin ve­neer stretched over some­thing else, 
some­thing both brighter and dark­er. The voic­es were ev­ery­where now, spin­ning like the lines 
on a top. 
    Don't you call me stupid, Bob­by-0. 
    You shouldn't hit Bob­by, he's not like those men. 
    A re­al sweet­ie, kid, he'd play that song by Jo Stafford. 
    It's ka . . . and ka is des­tiny. 
    I love you, Ted . . . 
    'I love you, Ted.' Bob­by spoke the words, not de­claim­ing them but not whis­per­ing them, 
ei­ther. Try­ing them on for size. He couldn't even re­mem­ber what Ted Brauti­gan had looked 
like, not with any re­al clar­ity (on­ly the Chester­fields, and the end­less bot­tles of root­beer), but 
say­ing it still made him feel warm. 
    There was an­oth­er voice here, too. When it spoke, Bob­by felt tears sting the cor­ners of his 
eyes for the first time since com­ing back. 
    I wouldn't mind be­ing a ma­gi­cian when I grew up, Bob­by, you know it? Trav­el around with 
a car­ni­val or a cir­cus, wear a black suit and a top hat . . . 
    'And pull rab­bits and shit out of the hat,' Bob­by said, turn­ing away from Field B. He 
laughed, wiped his eyes, then ran one hand over the top of his head. No hair up there; he'd 
lost the last of it right on sched­ule, about fif­teen years ago. He crossed one of the paths 
(grav­el in 1960, now as­phalt and marked with lit­tle signs read­ing BIKES ON­LY NO 
ROLLERBLADES!) and sat down on one of the bench­es, pos­si­bly the same one where he'd sat 
on the day Sul­ly had asked him to come to the movies and Bob­by had turned him down, 
want­ing to fin­ish Lord of the Flies in­stead. He put his gym bag on the bench next to him. 
    Di­rect­ly ahead was a grove of trees. Bob­by was pret­ty sure it was the one where Car­ol had 
tak­en him when he start­ed to cry. She did it so no one would see him bawl­ing like a ba­by. No 
one but her. Had she tak­en him in her arms un­til it was cried out of him? He wasn't sure, but 
he thought she had. What he re­mem­bered more clear­ly was how the three St Gabe's boys had 
al­most beat­en them up lat­er. Car­ol's moth­er's friend had saved them. He couldn't re­mem­ber 
her name, but she'd come along just in the nick of time . . . the way the Navy guy came along 
just in time to save Ralph's ba­con at the end of Lord of the Flies. 
    Rion­da, that was her name. She told them she'd tell the priest, and the priest would tell 
their folks. 
    But Rion­da hadn't been around when those boys found Car­ol again. Would Car­ol have 
burned to death in Los An­ge­les if Har­ry Doolin and his friends had left her alone? You 
couldn't say for sure, of course, but Bob­by thought the an­swer was prob­ably no. And even 
now he felt his hands clench­ing as he thought: But I got you, Har­ry, didn't I? Yes in­deed. 
    Too late by then, though. By then ev­ery­thing had changed. 
    He un­zipped the gym bag, rum­maged, and brought out a bat­tery ra­dio. It was nowhere as 
big as the boom­box which had just gone past him to­ward the equip­ment sheds, but big 
enough for his pur­pos­es. All he had to do was turn it on; it was al­ready tuned to WKND, 
South­ern Con­necti­cut's Home of the Oldies. Troy Shon­dell was singing 'This Time.' That was 
fine with Bob­by. 
    'Sul­ly,' he said, look­ing in­to the grove of trees, 'you were one cool bas­tard.' 
    From be­hind him, very prim, a wom­an said: 'If you swear, I won't walk with you.' 
    Bob­by swiv­elled around so rapid­ly that the ra­dio fell out of his lap and tum­bled in­to the 
grass. He couldn't see the wom­an's face; she was noth­ing but a sil­hou­ette with red sky spread
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      out on ei­ther side of her like wings. He tried to speak and couldn't. His breath­ing had come to 
a dead stop and his tongue was stuck to the roof of his mouth. Far back in his brain a voice 
mused: So this is what see­ing a ghost is like. 
    'Bob­by, are you all right?' 
    She moved fast, com­ing around the bench, and the red set­ting sun smacked him full in the 
eyes when she did. Bob­by gasped, raised a hand, shut his eyes. He smelled per­fume . . . or 
was it sum­mer grass? He didn't know. And when he opened his eyes again, he could still see 
noth­ing but the wom­an's shape; there was a hang­ing green af­ter­im­age of the sun where her 
face be­longed. 
    'Car­ol?' he asked. His voice was hoarse and un­even. 'Dear God, is it re­al­ly you?' 
    'Car­ol?' the wom­an asked. 'I don't know any Car­ol. My name is Denise Schoonover.' 
    Yet it was her. She'd on­ly been eleven the last time he had seen her, but he knew. He 
rubbed his eyes fran­ti­cal­ly. From the ra­dio on the grass the dj said, 'This is WKND, where 
your past is al­ways present. Here's Clyde McPhat­ter. He's got “A Lover's Ques­tion.”' 
    You knew if she was alive she'd come. You knew that. 
    Of course; wasn't that why he had come him­self? Sure­ly not for Sul­ly, or not just for Sul­ly. 
And yet at the same time he had been so sure she was dead. From the in­stant he'd seen the 
pic­ture of that burned-​out house in Los An­ge­les, he had been pos­itive. And how that had hurt 
his heart, not as if he had last seen her forty years be­fore, run­ning across Com­mon­wealth 
Av­enue, but as if she had al­ways re­mained his friend, as close as a phone-​call or a trip up the 
street. 
    While he was still try­ing to blink away the float­ing sunspot af­ter­im­age hang­ing be­fore his 
eyes, the wom­an kissed him firm­ly on the mouth, and then whis­pered in his ear: 'I have to go 
home. I have to make the sal­ad. What's that?' 
    'The last thing you ev­er said to me when we were kids,' he replied, and turned to her. 'You 
came. You're alive and you came.' 
    The sun­set light fell on her face, and the af­ter­im­age had di­min­ished enough for him to see 
her. She was beau­ti­ful in spite of the scar which be­gan at the cor­ner of her right eye and ran 
down to her chin in a cru­el fish­hook . . . or per­haps be­cause of it. There were tiny sprays of 
crow's feet be­side her eyes, but no lines on her fore­head or brack­et­ing her paint­less mouth. 
    Her hair, Bob­by saw with won­der, was al­most en­tire­ly gray. 
    As if read­ing his mind, she reached out and touched his bald head. 'I'm so sor­ry,' she said . . 
. but he thought he saw her old mer­ri­ness danc­ing in her eyes. 'You had the most gor­geous 
hair. Rion­da used to say that was half of what I was in love with.' 
    'Car­ol — ' 
    She reached out and put her fin­gers over his lips. There were scars on her hand, as well, 
Bob­by saw, and her lit­tle fin­ger was mis­shapen, al­most melt­ed. These were burn scars. 
    'I told you, I don't know any­one named Car­ol. My name is Denise. Like in the old Randy 
and The Rain­bows song?' She hummed a snatch of it. Bob­by knew it well. He knew all the 
oldies. 'If you were to check my ID, you'd see Denise Schoonover all up and down the line. I 
saw you at the ser­vice.' 
    'I didn't see you.' 
    'I'm good at not be­ing seen,' she said. 'It's a trick some­one taught me a long time ago. The 
trick of be­ing dim.' She shud­dered a lit­tle. Bob­by had read of peo­ple shud­der­ing — most­ly in 
bad nov­els — but had nev­er ac­tu­al­ly seen it done. 'And when it comes to crowd scenes, I'm 
good at stand­ing all the way at the back. Poor old Sul­ly-​John. Do you re­mem­ber his Bo-​lo 
Bounc­er?' 
    Bob­by nod­ded, start­ing to smile. 'I re­mem­ber one time when he tried to get ex­tra-​cool with 
it, hit it be­tween his legs as well as be­tween his arms and be­hind his back? He bopped 
him­self a good one in the balls and we all just about killed our­selves laugh­ing. A bunch of

      girls ran over — you were one of them, I'm pret­ty sure — want­ing to know what hap­pened, 
and we wouldn't tell you. You were pret­ty mad.' 
    She smiled, a hand go­ing to her mouth, and in that old ges­ture Bob­by could see the child 
she had been with com­plete clar­ity.  
    'How did you know he died?' Bob­by asked.  
    'Read it in the New York Post. There was one of those hor­ri­ble head­lines that are their 
spe­cial­ty — JAM­BO, it said — and pic­tures of him. I live in Pough­keep­sie, where the Post is 
reg­ular­ly avail­able.' She paused. 'I teach at Vas­sar.' 
    'You teach at Vas­sar and you read the Post?' 
    She shrugged, smil­ing. 'Ev­ery­one has their vices. How about you, Bob­by? Did you read it 
in the Post?' 
    'I don't get the Post. Ted told me. Ted Brauti­gan.' 
    She on­ly sat there look­ing at him, her smile fad­ing. 
    'You re­mem­ber Ted?' 
    'I thought I'd nev­er be able to use my arm again and Ted fixed it like mag­ic. Of course I 
re­mem­ber him. But Bob­by — ' 
    'He knew you'd be here. I thought that as soon as I opened the pack­age, but I don't think I 
be­lieved it un­til I saw you.' He reached out to her and with the un­self­con­scious­ness of a child 
traced the course of the scar on her face. 'You got this in LA, didn't you? What hap­pened? 
How did you get out?' 
    She shook her head. 'I don't talk about any of that. I've nev­er talked about what went on in 
that house. I nev­er will. That was a dif­fer­ent life. That was a dif­fer­ent girl. That girl died. She 
was very young, very ide­al­is­tic, and she was tricked. Do you re­mem­ber the Monte Man at 
Savin Rock?' 
    He nod­ded, smil­ing a lit­tle. He took her hand and she gripped his own tight­ly. 'Now they 
go, now they slow, now they rest, here's the test. His name was Mc­Cann or Mc­Caus­land or 
some­thing like that.' 
    'The name doesn't mat­ter. What mat­ters is that he al­ways let you think you knew where the 
queen was. He al­ways let you think you could win. Right?' 
    'Right.' 
    'This girl got in­volved with a man like that. A man who could al­ways move the cards just a 
lit­tle faster than you thought he could. He was look­ing for some con­fused, an­gry kids, and he 
found them.' 
    'Did he have a yel­low coat?' Bob­by asked. He didn't know if he was jok­ing or not. 
    She looked at him, frown­ing a lit­tle, and he un­der­stood she didn't re­mem­ber that part. Had 
he even told her about the low men? He thought so, he thought he had told her just about 
ev­ery­thing, but she didn't re­mem­ber. Per­haps what had hap­pened to her in LA had burned a 
few holes in her mem­ory. Bob­by could see how a thing like that might hap­pen. And it 
wouldn't ex­act­ly make her unique, would it? A lot of peo­ple their age had worked very hard 
to for­get who they had been and what they had be­lieved dur­ing those years be­tween the 
mur­der of John Kennedy in Dal­las and the mur­der of John Lennon in New York City. 
    'Nev­er mind,' he said. 'Go on.' 
    She shook her head. 'I've said all I'm go­ing to about that part. All I can. Car­ol Ger­ber died 
on Ben­efit Street in Los An­ge­les. Denise Schoonover lives in Pough­keep­sie. Car­ol hat­ed 
math, couldn't even get frac­tions, but Denise teach­es math. How could they be the same 
per­son? It's a ridicu­lous idea. Case closed. I want to know what you mean about Ted. He 
can't still be alive, Bob­by. He'd be over a hun­dred. Well over.' 
    'I don't think time means much if you're a Break­er,' Bob­by said. Nor did it mean much on 
WKND, where Jim­my Gilmer was now singing about the Sug­ar Shack to the toot­ing 
ac­com­pa­ni­ment of what sound­ed like a sweet pota­to.

      'A Break­er? What's — ' 
    'I don't know and it doesn't mat­ter,' Bob­by said. 'This part might, so lis­ten close­ly. Okay?' 
    'Okay.' 
    'I live in Philadel­phia. I've got a love­ly wife who's a pro­fes­sion­al pho­tog­ra­pher, three 
love­ly grown chil­dren, a love­ly old dog with bad hips and a good dis­po­si­tion, and an old 
house which is al­ways in des­per­ate need of re­pairs. My wife says that's be­cause the 
shoe­mak­er's kids al­ways go bare­foot and the car­pen­ter's house al­ways has a leaky roof.' 
    'Is that what you are? A car­pen­ter?' 
    He nod­ded. 'I live in Red­mont Hills, and when I re­mem­ber to get a pa­per, the Philly 
In­quir­er is the one I buy.' 
    'A car­pen­ter,' she mused. 'I al­ways thought you'd wind up a writ­er, or some­thing.' 
    'I did, too. But I al­so went through a pe­ri­od when I thought I'd wind up in Con­necti­cut 
State Prison and that nev­er hap­pened, so I guess things have a way of bal­anc­ing out.' 
    'What was in the pack­age you men­tioned? And what does it have to do with Ted?' 
    'The pack­age came FedEx, from a guy named Nor­man Oliv­er. A banker. He was Sul­ly-
John's ex­ecu­tor. This was in­side.' 
    He reached in­to the gym bag again and brought out a bat­tered old base­ball glove. He laid it 
in the lap of the wom­an sit­ting next to him on the bench. She tipped it at once and looked at 
the name inked on the side. 
    'My God,' she said. Her voice was flat, shocked.  
    'I haven't seen this ba­by since the day I found you over there in those trees with your arm 
dis­lo­cat­ed. I sup­pose some kid came along, saw it ly­ing on the grass, and just gleeped it. 
Al­though it wasn't in very good shape, even then.' 
    'Willie stole it,' she said, al­most in­audi­bly. 'Willie Shear­man. I thought he was nice. You 
see what a fool I was about peo­ple? Even back then.' 
    He looked at her in silent sur­prise, but she didn't see his look; she was gaz­ing down at the 
old Alvin Dark-​mod­el glove, pluck­ing at the tan­gle of rawhide strings some­how still hold­ing 
the web­bing in place. And then she de­light­ed and touched him by do­ing what he had done as 
soon as he opened the box and saw what was there: she lift­ed the base­ball glove to her face 
and smelled the sweet oil-​and-​leather aro­ma of the pock­et. On­ly he had slipped it on his hand 
first, with­out even think­ing about it. It was a base­ball-​play­er thing to do, a kid-​thing, 
au­to­mat­ic as breath­ing. Nor­man Oliv­er must have been a kid at some point, but he'd 
ap­par­ent­ly nev­er been a ballplay­er, be­cause he hadn't found the piece of pa­per poked deep 
in­to the last fin­ger of the glove — the fin­ger with the deep scratch in the old cowhide. Bob­by 
was the one who found the pa­per. The nail of his lit­tle fin­ger poked against it and made it 
crack­le. 
    Car­ol put the glove down again. Gray hair or no gray hair, she looked young again, and 
ful­ly alive. 'Tell me.' 
    'It was on Sul­ly's hand when they found him sit­ting dead in his car.' 
    Her eyes went huge and round. In that in­stant she did not just look like the lit­tle girl who 
had rid­den the Fer­ris wheel with him at Savin Rock; she was that lit­tle girl. 
    'Look on the heel of the glove, there by Alvin Dark's sig­na­ture. Do you see?' 
    The light was fad­ing fast now, but she saw, all right. 
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      'Your ad­dress,' she mur­mured. 'Your ad­dress now.' 
    'Yes, but look at this.' He tapped the words Zone 11. 'The post of­fice quit zon­ing mail in 
the six­ties. I checked. Ted ei­ther didn't know or for­got.' 
    'Maybe he put it that way on pur­pose.' 
    Bob­by nod­ded. 'It's pos­si­ble. In any case, Oliv­er read the ad­dress and sent me the glove — 
said he saw no need to put an old field­er's mitt through pro­bate. He most­ly want­ed me to 
know that Sul­ly had died, if I didn't know al­ready, and that there was go­ing to be a memo­ri­al 
ser­vice in Har­wich. I be­lieve he want­ed me to come so he could hear the sto­ry of the glove. I 
couldn't help him much with that, though. Car­ol, are you sure Willie — ' 
    'I saw him wear­ing it. I told him to give it back so I could send it to you, but he wouldn't.' 
    'Do you sup­pose he gave it to Sul­ly-​John lat­er?' 
    'He must have.' Yet it did not ring true to her, some­how; she felt the truth must be stranger 
than that. Willie's at­ti­tude to the glove it­self had been strange, al­though she could no longer 
ex­act­ly re­mem­ber how. 
    'Any­way,' he said, tap­ping the ad­dress on the heel of the glove, 'that's Ted's print­ing. I'm 
sure it is. Then I put my hand up in­side the glove, and I found some­thing. It's re­al­ly why I 
came.' 
    He reached in­to the gym bag a third time. The red­ness was go­ing out of the light now; the 
re­mains of the day were a fad­ing pink, the col­or of wild ros­es. The ra­dio, still ly­ing in the 
grass, played 'Don'tcha Just Know It,' by Huey 'Pi­ano' Smith and The Clowns. 
    Bob­by brought out a crum­pled piece of pa­per. It looked re­mark­ably white and fresh. He 
hand­ed it to Car­ol. 
    She held it up to the light and slight­ly away from her face — her eyes, Bob­by saw, were 
not as good as they once had been. 'It's the ti­tle-​page from a book,' she said, and then laughed. 
'Lord of the Flies, Bob­by! Your fa­vorite!' 
    'Look at the bot­tom,' he said. 'Read what's there.' 
    'Faber and Faber, Lim­it­ed . . . 24 Rus­sell Square . . . Lon­don.' She looked at him 
ques­tion­ing­ly.  
    'It's from the Faber pa­per­back edi­tion pub­lished in 1960,' Bob­by said. 'That's on the back. 
But look at it, Car­ol! It looks brand-​new. I think the book this page came from might have 
been in 1960 on­ly weeks ago. Not the glove, that's a lot more beat-​up than when I found it, 
but the ti­tle -page.' 
    'Bob­by, not all old books turn yel­low if they're kept well. Even an old pa­per­back might — ' 
    'Turn it over,' he said. 'Take a look at the oth­er side.' 
    Car­ol did. Print­ed be­low the line read­ing All rights re­served was this: Tell her she was as 
brave as a li­on. 
    'That's when I knew I had to come be­cause he thought you'd be here, that you were still 
alive. I couldn't be­lieve that, it was eas­ier to be­lieve in him than it was to be­lieve — Car­ol? 
What's wrong? Is it the thing at the very bot­tom? What is that thing at the very bot­tom?' 
    She was cry­ing now, and cry­ing hard, hold­ing the torn-​out ti­tle -page in her hand and 
look­ing at what had been placed there on the back, squeezed in­to the scant white space be­low 
the con­di­tions of sale:

      'What does it mean? Do you know? You do, don't you?' Car­ol shook her head. 'It doesn't 
mat­ter. It's spe­cial to me, that's all. Spe­cial to me the way the glove is spe­cial to you. For an 
old guy, he sure knows how to push the right but­tons, doesn't he?' 
    'I guess so. Maybe that's what a Break­er does.' 
    She looked at him. She was still weep­ing but was not, Bob­by thought, tru­ly un­hap­py. 
'Bob­by, why would he do this? And how did he know we'd come? Forty years is a long time. 
Peo­ple grow up, they grow up and leave the kids they were be­hind.' 
    'Do they?' 
    She con­tin­ued to look at him in the dark­en­ing day. Be­yond them, the shad­ows of the grove 
deep­ened. In there — in the trees where he had wept on one day and found her, hurt and 
alone, the next — dark had al­most come. 
    'Some­times a lit­tle of the mag­ic sticks around,' Bob­by said. 'That's what I think. We came 
be­cause we still hear some of the right voic­es. Do you hear them? The voic­es?' 
    'Some­times,' she said, al­most re­luc­tant­ly. 'Some­times I do.' 
    Bob­by took the glove from her. 'Will you ex­cuse me for a sec­ond?' 
    'Sure.' 
    Bob­by went to the grove of trees, dropped down on one knee to get be­neath a low-​hang­ing 
branch, and placed his old base­ball glove on the grass with the pock­et up to the dark­en­ing 
sky. Then he came back to the bench and sat down be­side Car­ol again. 'That's where it 
be­longs,' he said. 
    'Some kid'll just come along to­mor­row and pick it up, you know that, don't you?' She 
laughed and wiped her eyes. 
    'Maybe,' he agreed. 'Or maybe it'll be gone. Back to wher­ev­er it came from.' 
    As the day's last pink fad­ed to ash, she put her head on his shoul­der and he put an arm 
around her. They sat that way with­out speak­ing, and from the ra­dio at their feet, The Plat­ters 
be­gan to sing.

      AU­THOR'S NOTE 
 
There is a Uni­ver­sit y of Maine in Orono, of course. I know be­cause I went there from 1966 to 
1970. The char­ac­ters in this sto­ry are com­plete­ly fic­tion­al, how­ev­er, and a good deal of the 
cam­pus ge­og­ra­phy I have de­scribed nev­er ex­ist­ed. Har­wich is sim­ilar­ly fic­tion­al, and 
al­though Bridge­port is re­al, my ver­sion of it is not. Al­though it is dif­fi­cult to be­lieve, the 
six­ties are not fic­tion­al; they ac­tu­al­ly hap­pened. 
    I've al­so tak­en chrono­log­ical lib­er­ties, the most no­table be­ing my use of 'The Pris­on­er' two 
years be­fore it ac­tu­al­ly tele­cast in the Unit­ed States, but I have tried to re­main true to the 
spir­it of the age. Is that re­al­ly pos­si­ble? I don't know, but I have tried. 
    An ear­li­er and very dif­fer­ent ver­sion of 'Blind Willie' ap­peared in the mag­azine An­taeus. It 
was pub­lished in 1994.  
    I want to thank Chuck Ver­rill, Su­san Moldow, and Nan Gra­ham for help­ing me find the 
courage to write this book. I al­so want to thank my wife. With­out her, I nev­er would have 
got­ten over. 
 
S.K. 
De­cem­ber 22, 1998
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