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"An exciting and well-witten horror story. ... Abrilliant and furious
tale ... as skillful as the whisper of the surgeon's bl ade."

-Whitley Strieber, author of Catnagic

The water lying on the sagging brick wal k was clear and unrippl ed, and
al ong one edge was a shadow that was neither the tree in the yard nor

t he eaves nor hinmself crossing over.

The shadow di dn't nove.

It suggested sonething rmuch | arger, much darker, than he had first

i magi ned, but when he exami ned the sidewal k, the yard, the stoop behind

hi m he saw not hi ng.

The shadow was still there, and when he kicked at the water to rough it,
it remai ned unnoved.

He stanped a foot into the puddl e and watched the shadow slip over his toes.

The shoe yanked back and he | ooked up quickly, then sighed his relief
aloud. A cloud. It was a black patch of cloud. Nothing nore.

He had his hand on the doorknob when he heard the noi se behind him

Soft. Hollow. Slightly uneven, stones dropping lightly onto a danp
hol I ow | og.

It was coming up the wal k.
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ONE

A cool night in |late Septenber, a Wdnesday, and clear- the noon pocked
with grey shadows, and a scattering of stars too bright to be nasked by
the lights scattered below, the chilled breath of a faint w nd that
gusted now and then, carrying echoes of nightsounds born in the trees,
pushi ng dead | eaves in the gutters, rolling acorns in the eaves,
snappi ng hands and faces with a grimprom se of w nter

A cool night in late Septenber, a Wdnesday, and dark.

and so the boy, who really wasn't a bad kid but nobody really knew
t hat because of all the things he had done, he | ooked up in the tree ..

And fromthe Hudson River to a point mdway across New Jersey, the |and
clinmbed in easy steps toward the Appal achian chain. The forests were
gone and so were nost of the pastures, replaced by communities that grew
in quick time into small towns and small cities, pieces of a jigsaw fit
too cl ose together.



One piece was Ashford, a piece not the |argest, settled on
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the first of those |ow curving plateaus, its drop facing south, |ow
hills at its back. Fromthe air it was indistinguishable fromany of its
nei ghbors-just a concentration of lights, glints on the edge of a |ong
ebony razor.

and he saw the crow sitting on the highest branch in the biggest
tree in the world. A big crow. The biggest crow he had ever seen in his
life. And the boy knew, he really and truly knew, that the crow was
going to be the only friend he had left in the world. So he talked to
the crow and he said ..

The park was in the exact center of town, five blocks deep and three

| ong bl ocks wi de, surrounded by a four-foot stone wall with a concrete
cap worn down in places by the people who sat there to watch the traffic
go by. At the north end was a snmall playing field with a portable

bandst and erected now behind home plate, illum nated by a hal f-dozen
spotlights aimed at it fromthe sides; and the folding chairs, the |awn
chairs, the tartan bl ankets and |ight autumm jackets covered the
infield, protecting the |arge audi ence fromthe dust of the basepaths
and the spi ked dying grass slowy fading to brown.

A student-pai nted banner fluttered and bill owed over the handstand's
doned peak, unreadable now that twilight had gone, but everyone knew it
proclaimed with sone flair the approach of Ashford Day in just over a
nmont h. The concert was a free preview of the events schedul ed for the
week-1ong cel ebration-a century-and-a-half and still going strong.

The hi gh school band nenbers sat on their chairs, wore their red
uniforms with the black and gold piping, and played as if they were
auditioning to |l ead the Rose Bowl parade. They slipped through "Bol ero"”
as if they knew what it meant, marched through Sousa as if they'd net
himin person, and they put firewrks and rockets, Catherine wheels and
Roman candl es expl odi ng and spinning into the
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audi ence's imagination, into the dark autumm sky, when they bell owed and
strutted through the "1812 Overture."

At the rimof the field, back in the bushes where the lights didn't
reach, there were a few giggles, a few slaps, nmore than a few cans of
beer poppi ng open

do you think it'Il be all right?

The parents, all the relatives, the school board, and the mayor
appl auded as if they'd never heard anything quite so grand in their lives.

The bandmaster beaned, and the band took a bow. There were no encores
pl anned, but the applause continued just the sane.

and the crow said, it'll be just fine as long as you know who your
friends really are.

In the mddle of the park was an oval pond twenty feet wide, with a



concrete apron that slanted down toward the water. It wasn't very deep
a two-year-old child coul d wade safely across it, but it reflected
enough of the sun, enough of the sky, nore than enough of the
surrounding foliage to make it seemas if the depths of an ocean were
captured bel ow the surface. Around it were redwod benches bolted to the
apron's outer rim Above themwere gl obes of pale white atop six bronze
pillars gone green with age and weather. Their light was soft, falling
in soft cows over the quiet cold water, over the benches, over the

el even silent children who were sitting on themnow They didn't listen
to the music, though it was audible through the trees; they ignored
appl ause that sounded like gunshots in the distance; instead, they
listened to the young man in pressed bl ack deni m who crouched at the
apron's lip, back to the pond, hands cl asped between his knees.

4

H s voice was |l ow, rasping, his eyes narrowed as he sought to draw the
children deeper into the story.

"And so the boy said, how do | know who ny real friends are? Everyone
hates me, they think I'msone kind of terrible nonster. And the crow, he
| aughed like a crazy nman and said, you'll know them when you see them
The boy was a little afraid. AmI| a nonster, he asked after a while, and
the crow didn't answer. Are you one of ny friends, the little boy asked.
O course | am said the crow In fact, |I'myour best friend in the
whol e wi de world."

The children stirred as the appl ause faded, and they could hear the
first of the grown-ups drifting down the central path. The young man
frowned briefly. He thought he had planned the story better, to end just
as the band did, but he had gotten too carried away, el aborating and
posturing to get the kids |aughing so they woul dn't be bored. Now he had
lost them He could see it in their eyes, in the shifting on the
benches, in the way their heads turned slightly, too polite to ignore

hi moutright though their gazes were drawn to the bl acktopped wal k that
cane out of the dark on its way to the south exit.

"Crows don't talk," one ski-capped boy suddenly declared with a
knowit-all smle as he slipped off his seat.

"Sure they do," a girl in a puffy jacket argued.
"Ch, yeah? You ever hear one, smarty?"

"Bet you never even saw one, Cheryl," another boy said. "I'Il bet you
don't even know what they |ook like."

The girl turned, hands outstretched. "Donald, | do so know what one
| ooks Iike."

The others were lost now, noisily lining up as if choosing sides for a
gane. The crow s supporters were outnunbered, but they nade up for it
wi th indignant gestures and shrill protests, while the nocking

opposi tion-nostly boys, mpostly the ol der ones-sneered know ngly and

| aughed and punched each other's arns.
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"Everyone knows what a crow | ooks like," Don said, in such a harshly
quiet way that they all turned to | ook. "And everyone knows what the



bi ggest crowin the world | ooks |ike, right?"
A few heads instantly nodded. The rest were unconvi nced.

Don smled as evilly as he could, and stood, and pointed to the nearest
tree, directly behind them Mst of them|ooked with hiny the others,
sensing a trick and not wanting to give himthe satisfaction, resisted.

Until the little girl put a hand to her nouth, and gasped.

"That's right." He kept pointing. "See? Right there, just out of the
light? Look real hard now. Real hard and you won't nmiss it. You can see
his feathers kind of all black and shiny. And his beak, right there by
that leaf, it's sort of gold and pointed |ike a dagger, right?"

The little girl nodded slowy. No one el se noved.

"And his eyes! Look at them they're red. If you | ook real hard-but

don't say anything or you'll scare himaway-you can see one just over
there. See it? That little bit of red up in the air? It |ooks like

bl ood, doesn't it. Like a raindrop of blood hanging up there in the air."

They st ared.
They backed away.

It was quiet in the park now, except for the |eaves.
"Aw, you're fulla crap," the ski-capped boy said, and wal ked off in a
hurry, just intime to greet his parents strolling down fromthe
concert. He | aughed and hugged themtightly, and Don w thout noving
seened to stand to one side while the children broke apart and the oval
filled with voices, with feet, with faces he knew that thanked himfor
watching the little ones who woul d have been bored stiff listening to
the nmusic, and it was certainly cheaper than hiring a sitter.

He slipped his hands into his jeans pockets and rolled his shoul der
under the bl ack denimjacket and grey sweatshirt.
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Hs light brown hair fell in strands over his forehead, curled back of
his ears, curled up at the nape. He was slender, not tall, his face

al nrost but not quite touched by a line here and there that nmade him
appear somewhat ol der than he was.

Wthin monents the parents and their children were gone.
"Hey, Boyd, playing Story Hour again?"

He | ooked across the pond and grinned sel f-consciously. Three boys

wal ked around the pond toward him grinned back, and roughed hima bit
when they joined him then pushed himin their mdst and herded him

| aughi ng toward t he bike stand just inside the south gate.

"You shoul d' ve been there, Donny," Fleet Robinson told him |eaning
close with a freckled hand on Don's arm "Chris Snowden was there." He
rolled his eyes heavenward as the ot her boys whistled. "God, how she can
see that keyboard with those gazongas is a mracle."



"Hey, you'd better not say stuff like that in front of Donny the Duck,"
said Brian Pratt solemly. Then he wi nked broadly, and not kindly. "You
know he doesn't believe in that kind of talk. It's sexist, don't you

guys know that? It's deneaning to the broads who jerk himoff on the porch

"Drop dead, Brian," Don said quietly.

Pratt ignored him Wth a sharp slap to Robinson's side he junped ahead
of the others and wal ked arrogantly backward, his cut-off T-shirt and
soccer shorts both an electric red and defiant of the night's early
autumm chill. "But if you want to tal k about gazongas, you crude
bastards, if you're really gonna get down in the gutter, then let ne
tell you about Trace tonight. Christ! | mean, you want to tal k excellent
devel opnent ? Jesus, | could snother, you know what | nean? And she was
waiting for it, just waiting for it, y'know? | mean, you could see it in
her eyes! Christ, she was fucking asking for it right there on the
stage! Oh, ny god, | wish to hell her old man wasn't there, he shoul d' ve
been on duty or
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somet hi ng. Soon as she put down that stupid flute |1'd' ve planked her so
dammed fast ... oh god, | think I'mdying!"

Robi nson's hand ti ghtened when he felt the nuscle beneath it tense.
"Don't listen to him Don. In the first place, Tracey hasn't talked to
himsince the first day of kindergarten except to tell himto get the
hell out of her way, and in the second place, he don't know nothing he
don't see in a magazine."

"Magazi ne, shit," scoffed Jeff Lichter. "The nan can't even read, for
god' s sake."

"Read?" Pratt said, wi de-eyed. "Wat the hell's that?"

"Readi ng," expl ained Tar Boston, "is what you do when you open a book."
He paused and put his hands on his hips. "You renenber books, Brian
They' re those things you got growing nmold on in your |ocker."

Pratt sneered and lifted his mddle finger. Robinson and Boston, both
heavy set and both wearing football jackets over |ight sweaters, took
off after him hollering, windmlling their arnms as though they were
pl umreti ng down a hill.

Ahead was the south gate, and beyond it the |ights of Parkside Boul evard.

Jeff stayed behind. He was the shortest of the group, and the only one
wearing gl asses, his brown hair reaching alnost to his shoul ders. "Nice

guys. "

Don shrugged. "Okay, | guess."

They wal ked fromdark to light to dark again as the | anpposts marked the
edge of the pathway. Jeffs tapped heels smacked on the pavenent; Don's

sneakers sounded solid, as if they were made of hard rubber

"How d you get stuck with that?" Lichter asked with a jerk of his thunb
over his shoul der.

"What, the story stuff?"



"Yeah. "

"I didn't get stuck with it. Ms. Kl ass asked ne if |'d watch Cheryl for
a while. Said she'd give me a couple of
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bucks to keep her out of her hair. Next thing I knew | had a gang."
"Yeah, story of your life, | think."

Don | ooked but saw nothing on his friend' s face to indicate sarcasm or
pity.

"She pay you?"
"I"ll get it tonorrow, at school."
"Like | said-story of your life."

At the bike stand they paused, staring through the high stone pillars to
the enpty street beyond. Pratt and the others were gone, and there was
little traffic left to break the park's silence.

"That creep got away wi th another one, you know, " Jeff said then
| ooki ng nervously back over his shoulder at the trees. "The How er, | nean."

"I heard." He didn't want to talk about it. He didn't want to tal k about
some nut over in New York who went around tearing up kids with his bare
hands and howing |like a wlf when he was done. Five or six by now, he

t hought; once a nonth since last spring, and nowit was five or six
dead. And the worst part was, nobody even knew what he | ooked like. He

could be an old man, or a wonman who hates kids, or ... or even a Kkid.
"Well, if he cones here,"” Lichter said, glaring nmenacingly at the
shadows, his hair w nd-fanned over his eyes, "I'Il kick his balls right

up to his teeth. O get Tracey's old nan to arrest himfor unlawf ul
nmutilation."”

Don | aughed. "What? You nean there's such a thing as lawful nutilation?"
"Sure. Ain't you never seen the dunb clothes Chris wears? Li ke she was a
nun sometines? That's mutilation, brother, and she ought to be arrested
for it."

They | aughed qui etly, shaking their heads, sharing the comon beli ef
that Chris Snowden's figure was nore explosive than dynanite, nore

power ful than a speeding bullet,
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nore likely to cause heart attacks in every senior class male than
failing to make graduation

Lichter took off his glasses and polished themon his jacket. "I'Il tell
you, she's enough to make me wish | was a virgin again."

This time Don's |augh was strained, but he nodded just the same. He
wasn't a prude; he didn't mind tal k about sex and wonen, but he wi shed



the other guys would quit their dammed bragging, or their lying. If they
kept it up, one of these days he was going to slip and get found out.

"So, you start studying for the bio test next week?" Lichter asked, his
sly tone indicating he already knew the answer.

"Yeah, a little," he admtted with an enbarrassed grin. "Should be a snap.”

"Right. A snap. And if it isn't, you and | will be standi ng outside when
graduation comes around,"” He sighed |loudly and | ooked up at the stars.
"Ch, god, only eight nore nonths and the torture is over."

The wi nd ki cked up dust and nade themturn their heads away.
"School ," Jeff said then, with a slap to his arm
"Yeah. School . "

Li chter nodded, left waving at a slowtrot, veering sharply right and
vani shing. Don knelt to work the conbination of the | ock he had pl aced
on the tire chain, then straddl ed the seat and gripped the arched

handl ebars. They were upright, cranked out of their racing position |ess
than ten mnutes after he had brought it home fromthe store. He didn't
i ke hunching over, feeling somehow out of control and forever toppling
unl ess he could straighten his back. He pushed off, then stopped as soon
as he was on the sidewal k. To the right, far down the street, were the
hazed neon lights of Ashford' s |long shopping district; directly opposite
was the narrow i sl and of trees and grass that separated the w de

boul evard into its east
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and west lanes; to the left the street poked into a | arge residenti al
area whose houses began as clean brick and tidy cl apboard and eventual ly
deteriorated into rundown brownstone and al um num si di ng that had | ong
since faded past its guarantee.

He gl anced behind himand smled suddenly.

On the path, just this side of the |last |anppost, was a feather. A
crow s feather twice as long as a grown man's hand. It shimrered al nost
bl ue, was caught by the wi nd, and tunbled toward him

He waited until it fluttered to a stop against the bike's rear tire,
t hen shook his head slowy. Boy, he thought, where were you when that
ki d opened his big nouth?

But as Jeff would say-the story of his life. Honest to god giant crows
were not in his stars.

Tanker Falw ck swore inpotently under his breath. Thorns in the

red-1 eaf ed bush had snagged his coat sleeve and held it fast, and he
couldn't nove quickly without making a hell of a racket. He slapped at
themangrily while he rose and peered over the wall. And groaned with a
punch to his | eg when he saw his |ast chance for decent prey getting
away. The boy was turning, bunping his ten-speed down off the curb and
across the street. Away fromthe park, in spite-of the nmoon.

It was too |ate. Goddamm, it was too |ate.



"Shit!" he said aloud, and yanked his armuntil the thorns canme | oose.
"Fucking shit!"

A glance up at the noon riding over the trees, and he swore again,
silently, hoping that the squirrel he'd killed earlier wouldn't be the
only meal he'd have tonight. There hadn't been nuch neat and its heart
had been too small, and twisting off its head didn't give himnear the
same satisfaction as tearing out a kid's throat.

Several autonobil es sped past, a half-enpty bus, a pickup with three
punks huddl ed and singing in the bed, a dozen
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nore cars. None of them stopped, and when he headed back into the trees,
he coul dn't hear a thing, except his paperstuffed shoes scuffling
wearily through the | eaves. He hushed hinself a couple of tinmes before
finally giving up. He wasn't listening, and there was, nost likely, no
one el se around to hear

The whol e place had just been filled with dammed kids, just filled to
the rafters with them and every opportunity he'd had to introduce
hinsel f to one had been thwarted in one way or another

A large dirt-sneared hand w ped harshly over his nouth, not feeling the
stiff greying bristles on his chin, on his sallow cheeks, on the slope
of his wattled neck. He sniffed, and coughed, and spat into the dark
Then he drew his worn tweed jacket over his broad chest, hunched

power ful shoul ders agai nst the wi nd, and noved toward the center path.
He waited in the shadows for a full five minutes, then stepped out and
took a deep breath.

He didn't like it back in there. He didn't like it at all despite his
affinity with the best parts of the dark. There were too many noi ses he
didn't understand, and too many shadows that trailed after himas he
trailed the children who were scurrying after their parents.

A lousy night, all in all-except for the nusic.

He stopped at the oval pond, checked the path, and knelt on the apron
t hen | eaned over and scooped sone of the cold water into his nouth.

The nmusic was nice. Not bad for a bunch of fucking dunmbass high schoo

ki ds, and he had even recogni zed sonme of the tunes. He had been hiding
behi nd a patch of dense laurel just to the left of the bandstand,

noddi ng, humming silently, and appl audi ng wi thout sound at the end of
each nunber. He had al so been hoping that one of the punks would have to
take a | eak during the program and woul dn't be prissy about heading into
t he bushes. Tonight he wasn't fussy
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about the sex; one of the boys would have done just as nicely as one of
t hem young whor es.

When that didn't work and he couldn't nove anyone over to himthrough
the sheer force of his will, he had noved down toward the south entrance
since that's where the fewest of the audi ence had headed when it was
over. He was hoping for a stray, but the little ones were too good, too
wel | - behaved, |ike those who were at the pond while that other kid, the



ol der one, the punk bastard in black denim told them a preposterous
story about a stupid giant crow.

And the big ones, the punks, the snot-nosed creeps who made up nost of
his fun, they stuck together like glue right to the street. Especially
t he whores.

He rocked back on his heels and dried his face with a sl eeve.

That had been a cl ose one, that one had, the nmonent with the black

deni ns. Suddenly the punk had pointed right to the tree where he had
been conceal ed, and he thought for sure he'd been caught, the cops would
be on his ass, and he'd be fried without a trial. Then the kid had

j abbered on about this dunmb creature of his, and there was an argunent,
and Tanker was able to slip away wi thout detection

That, he thought smugly, was the easy part-because he was a werewol f.

The realization of his condition had been a long time comng, starting
shortly after he had been handed his separation pay and papers. They
said he had lost his touch with the new recruits; they said he wasn't
living up to the image of the "new arny"; they said he drank too mnuch;
they said it was against the newrules to hit the little snots when they
didn't obey his conmands. They said. They, who weren't hardly born when
he had first signed his nane in that pissant office in Hartford. And
they said he ought to be able to find a pretty good job somewhere, that
hi s pension and the job would take
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care of himfor the rest of his life. After thirty years, though, the
rest of his life wasn't all that far away.

He | eft Fort Gordon, Ceorgia, as he had arrived-on foot, his bel ongings
slung over his shoul der. Refusing several offers of a ride, he wal ked
into Augusta, put his things into a | ocker at the bus station, then went
out and beat the shit out of the first kid under twenty he could find.

There had been a full noon that night, and though a number of people saw
and chased him he had escaped. He noticed the connection right away
because he had been running ahead and behi nd his shadows the whole tine,
and he decided then and there that the nmoon would be his charm It would
help himin civilian |life make a fortune and spit on those young

bast ards who thought they knew what the nilitary was all about.

It didn't, though. It had plans for himhe hadn't known at the tine.

As wi nter passed, and the jobs passed, and he was constantly in trouble
for nmouthing off to spineless, candyass bosses usually two decades his
junior, he realized that.

As the noney ran low, and his friends stopped their |oans, and the
police | ooked at himnore closely the nmore his clothes began to fade, he
realized that.

The noon had ot her pl ans.
Anot her winter, and a third luckily mld. But the fourth was spent

freezing to death in an overcrowded shelter for homeless nen in New York
City. Humliation conpounded when he was interviewed by a bl eedi ng- heart



liberal television reporter and he had tried to explain about his
service to the country, and all the reporter wanted to know was if he
could get a decent night's sleep in the sane roomwi th fifty other old nen.

ad nen.

ad nman.
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Christ, he had turned into an old man and he hadn't even known it.

That's when the nmoon cane to himagain. Last winter. To save himand
show hi m what wer ewol ves coul d do.

He had been stunbling al ong Ei ghth Avenue, popping into one porn place
after another in hopes of getting a free peek at some tits since he
hadn't the stuff to find some piece of his own, when a guy in tight
jeans and | eather jacket did something to his ass as he passed by.
Tanker had frozen, turned slowy, and saw the look in the kid' s eyes.
Bl ank, |ike they were dead.

He had al nost thrown up, but |ooked up and saw the noon, | ooked back to
the young hustler and let hinself smle. He still had good teeth, stil
tried to exercise when he had the food in him and it wasn't hard, in
that two-by-four hotel roomthat snmelled |ike piss and pot, to tear the
sonof abitch apart.

The nmoon w nked.
And Tanker how ed before he rolled the punk and |left.
It wasn't the sex, it was the age.

"Babyfucks," he muttered. That's what they all were- babyfucks taking on
the world like they knew what they were doing, |eaving good nen |ike him
behind to fill up the gutters and the bars and the steps of churches
that | ocked their doors at night.

Babyfucks who didn't know the power of Tanker Falw ck, the power of the
man who had personally seen the rise and the fall of the arnored First
Cav, who had crushed Nazis and Fascists and gooks beneath his treads,
and who couldn't understand why a tank had to have all them damed
conputer things inside when all a nan had to do was ai mthe fucking
thing and run the eneny down. It was as sinple as that, and he didn't
need a babyfuck TV screen in his lap to tell himhowto do it.

They said he was untrainable in the ways of the new arny;
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they said he was unstabl e because he fought them every step and trench
of the way; they said he had to keep going to the babyfuck shrink or
they'd muster himout and | eave himon his own.

They sai d.

But they didn't say anything about the nmoon, and how it felt on his

face, and how the blood felt when he found the kids and tore out their
throats and tore out their guts and sipped a little red and gnawed a



little meat and how ed his signature before nmoving on
They didn't say anything about that.

He rose, skirted the pond, and headed for the ball field and the |arge
t hi cket where he had watched the concert. He would sl eep there tonight
and hope for a bit of luck tomorrow, for something nore than a squirre
to keep the noon his friend. He needed sone badly. He needed sonething
to fill his stomach and something to | eave behind and sonmething to
rem nd all those babyfucks that Tanker Falwi ck was still around. He
couldn't do it anynore in New York, in the state or the city, because
they had found the alley |ean-to where he |Iived when the bl ack hooker
with the blonde hair saw himone norning dressed in fresh dripping red.
But he didn't nmind because there was a whole country out here just
waiting to |earn.

First stop, then, this burg, whatever nanme it had.

He didn't care. All he knew was that it had a | ot of kids who thought
they were going to live forever.

Despite the fact that it was a school night and his parents didn't |ike
hi m staying out so | ate when he had to get up so early, Don deci ded not
to go home right away. |nstead, he pedal ed across the boul evard, over
the center island, and headed east until he reached his street. He
turned into it and kept going, not |looking |left except to note that the
station wagon wasn't in the driveway, so his folks still weren't
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hone. And that was all right with himbecause it was getting harder to
stand their sneaking around himas if he didn't know what was goi ng on

He had no idea where he was headed, only that he didn't want to get warm
just yet. He liked the autumm nights, the way the air felt like thin ice
on a pond, crisp and clean and ready to shatter as soon as you touched
it; he liked the trees so black they were alnost invisible, and the way
the | eaves were raked into huge gold and red piles in the gutters, and
the way they nmade the air snell tart and snoky; he liked the sounds of

t hi ngs on an autumm ni ght, sharp and ringing and carrying a hundred
mles. It was sonehow conforting, this stretch of weeks before Novenber,
and he wanted to enjoy it as long as he could. Before he had to go back
bef ore he had to go hone.

He scow ed at hinself then and sl apped the handl ebar, slanming his hair
away fromhis high forehead with a punishing hand. That wasn't really
fair. He really didn't have such a bad life, not really, not when you

t hought about it. The house was | arge enough so that everyone had his
privacy, and old enough so that it didn't look like all the others on
the bl ock; his roomwas pretty big, and he never wanted for" a decent
nmeal or decent clothes, and he was fairly confident he would be going to
college next fall if he kept his grades where they were, nothing

spect acul ar but not shaneful either

But he didn't want to go hone.
Not just yet.

There were two high schools in town-Ashford North and Ashford South. He
attended South, where his father was the principal, and he had to work



like a dog to get his conpetent grades because he was the honcho's kid

and favoritismwas forbidden. Norman Boyd had been in charge there for

five years before his son becane a freshman, and Don was as positive as
he coul d be w thout proof that his father had net
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with all his prospective teachers privately before school began, perhaps
one at atime in his office, and told themthat while he didn't expect
themto curry favor by giving the boy good grades just because he was
who he was, neither did he expect themto punish Don if decisions were
made that they didn't agree wth.

Don was to be treated just |ike any other student, no better and no worse.

He was sure that's what had happened. And sure now they were ignoring
their boss since it |ooked nore and nore as if the faculty was going to
wal k out at the end of next month over a salary and hours dispute that
had erupted | ast May.

His father didn't believe him
And neither did his nmother, who taught art in Ashford North.

Besi des, she was too busy anyway. She had all her |essons and projects
to prepare for and grade, she had her private painting to do whenever
she could take the tinme and get back into Sami's old bedroom and she had
the Ashford Day Committee that was beginning to keep her out of the
house and his life nost nights of the week.

And sonmewhere in between, when she thought about it at all, there was
little Donny to | ook after

Dam, he thought as he turned the corner sharply, nearly scraping the
tires against the curb; little Donny. It wasn't his fault that Sam had
died, was it? Sam whose real nane was Law ence but called Sam because
his nmother said he | ooked like a Sam Sam who had been five years
younger than Don, and had died scream ng of a ruptured appendi x while
the famly was on vacation, canping out in Yellowstone. Four years ago.
In the mddl e of nowhere.

Sam who was a shrinp and liked listening to his stories.

It wasn't his fault, and nobody really blamed himfor not telling them
about Sam s pai ns because he wanted to go so badly, but he was the only
child left and godal m ghty they
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wer e maki ng absolutely sure he wouldn't | eave them before they were good
and ready to let himgo

He swung around anot her corner, slowed, and | ooked down the street as if
he'd never seen it before. It was an odd sensation, one that nmade him

cl ose his eyes, and open themagain slowy to bring it back into proper
f ocus.

Sl ower then, the bike on the verge of wobbling.

It was rmuch like his own street-honmes dating back to the Depression and



beyond to the turn of the century, all wood and brick and weat her-snooth
stone, with small front yards and ol d oaks at the curbside, the

si dewal ks uneven and the street itself in deep shadow, where the | eaves
still on their branches nmuffled the streetlights' glare.

And several cars parked at the curbs

Not hing at all out of the ordinary, and ordinarily he would have ridden
right on. But tonight there was sonething different, something he
couldn't see, sonething he thought he could feel. It seenmed famliar
enough- Tar Boston |ived hal fway down, in a green Cape Cod with white
shutters and no porch-and yet it wasn't the sane.

Slower still, as if someone were behind him pulling a cord and draw ng
it beneath the tires.

He cl osed one eye, opened it, and gripped the handl ebars a bit tighter
The cars.

It was the cars.

No matter what color they were, they were dark-gl eam ng dark, waiting
dark. The facets of their headl anmps glowing faintly |ike spidereyes
caught by the nmoon, and the wi ndshields pocked with the onset of frost.
Their sides reflected black; their tops reflected the shadows of dying
trees. They were giant cats fromthe jungle sonehow transforned, and al

the nore nenacing for it.

Finally he stopped in the mddle of the street and watched them Iicked
quickly at his lips and inmagi ned them waiting
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here just for him waiting for himto tell themwhat to do. A stable of
cars. No. An arny of cars. Patiently waiting for the order to kill

H s mouth worked at the start of a smle while he nodded to themall and
told them his nane.

From somewhere down the bl ock, just past the middle, an engine runbl ed
softly.

Met al creaked.

A chassis rocked slowy back and forth in place.

He bit at his lower lip; he was scaring hinself.

A headl anp w nked.

Tires crackled as if they were frozen to the bl acktop
Jesus, he thought, and w ped a pal mover his nouth.
The engi ne di ed.

Met al stopped shifting.

There was only the faint hiss of |late downtown traffic.



He pushed off again and barely made the far corner without swerving off
the road, then headed rapidly back up the boul evard toward home. A bus
grunbl ed past him exhaust clouding his face. He coughed and sl owed
again, watched as the anber lights strung along its roofline vani shed
when the street shrank into the dark that hung bel ow the Iighted sky
above the next town.

Jesus, he thought again, and made hinself shudder. He knew it was only
heat escaping fromthe engines, released fromthe netal franes, that
someone had only been warmming up a notor in a garage. That's all it
was. Yet he made hinself think of something else, like what it was |ike
tolive in a place where the cities and towns weren't slanbang agai nst
each other, like they were here, all the way to New York

Spooky, he deci ded.

Al'l that open space, or all those trees-spooky as hell, and anyway,
Ashford wasn't all that bad of a place.

He turned into his bl ock again, saw the station wagon in
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the driveway, and pulled up behind it. After wiping his hands on his
jeans, he wal ked the bi ke through the open garage door. There was no
roominside for the car-too many garden tools and cartons and a thousand
odds and ends that sonehow al ways nanaged to be carted out here when
there was no place i nmedi ate anyone could think of to put them Like an
attic with its house buried a mle bel ow the ground.

He hesitated, and w ped his hands again as a sliver of tension worked
its way across his back. Then he opened the door and stepped into the
ki t chen.

"I thought," his nother said, "you'd been kidnapped, for heaven's sake."
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The light was bright; he squinted to adjust.

She was standing at the sink with one hip cocked, rinsing out a cup
whi |l e the percol ator bubbled noisily on the counter beside her. Her hair
was dark and | ong, reaching alnobst to the middle of her back, and when
she pulled it together with a vivid satin ribbon the way it was now, she
| ooked al nost young enough to be one of her own students. Especially
when she smiled and her | arge eyes grew wi de. \Wich she did when he

wal ked up and ki ssed her cheek, shucked his jacket, and draped it over
the back of a chair.

He was going to tell her about the cars, changed his m nd when she
| ooked away, back to her cl eaning.

"I was riding."
"Good for you," she declared, glowering at a stain that would not |eave

the cup. "Fresh air is very good for you. It flushes out the dead cells
in the blood, but |I guess you already know that from bi ol ogy or sonething."



"Ri ght."
A glance into the half-filled refrigerator and he pulled out a can of soda.
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"But that gassy junk, dear, is bad for you," she said, setting the cup
down and rinsing out another. There was a stack of dirty dishes in the
si nk, soaking in hot soapy water. Maybe tonorrow she would get around to
washing themall. "It's not good to drink that stuff before you go to
bed. It lies there in your stomach not doi ng anythi ng but maki ng you
burp and gi ving you ni ght mares. "

"Am | going to bed?"

She tsked at himand pursed her lips. "Donald, it is now'-she checked

t he sunfl ower-shaped cl ock over the stove-"forty-seven mnutes past ten
o' cl ock. Exactly. You have school tonorrow. | have school tonorrow. And
I"'mtired."

The percol ator buzzed at her and she pulled out the plug.
"You didn't have to wait up for me if you're that tired, you know, Mom"

She dried the cups and poured the coffee, everything perfectly timed. "
didn't. Your father's been on the phone since we wal ked in the door. By
the way," she added as he headed for the living room "I saw that Chris
pl ayi ng the piano tonight. She's really quite pretty, you know it? Are
you going to take her to the do?"

"I don't know," he said, still walking away. "Maybe."
"What ?"

"Maybe!" he call ed back, and under his breath: "On a cold day in hell
[ ady. "

Chris Snowden was the new girl on the block, and in this case it was
literal. She and her family had noved in three doors down in the mddle
of last August. Her hair was such a pale blonde it was nearly white, her
skin | ooked so soft you could | ose your fingers in it if you tried to
touch it, and, Brian Pratt's crudeness aside, she had a figure he had
seen only in the novies. She was, at first glance, a |aughable

st ereotype-cheerl eader, brainless, and the football team captain's
personal choice for a consort. Wi ch she had been for
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a while, while everyone nodded, then-professed shock and puzzl enent when
she started dating the president of the student council. She didn't need
t he grades, so he wasn't doing her homework, and she didn't need the
ride to school, because it was only five bl ocks away and she wal ked
every norni ng-except when it rained and she drove her own car, a dark
red convertible whose top was al ways up. Then just last week it was
known she was on her own again, and those who deci ded such things

deci ded she was only sl eeping around.

Don puffed his cheeks, blew out, and sighed.



Chris's father was a doctor in some prestigious hospital in New York
and if Don's mother had her way, he would be taking her to every event
of the town's century-plus birthday- the Ashford Day picnic, party,
dance, concert, football game, whatever. A full week of cel ebration. But
even if he wanted to, he knew he didn't have a chance.

Just as he reached the front hall and was about to turn right into the
living room he heard his father's voice and changed his mnind

"I don't give a sweet Jesus what you think, Harry. | amnot going to
take a position one way or another."

Great, Don thought gloomly; just great.

The position was which side of the dispute to be on; Harry was M.
Harol d Fal cone, his biology instructor and president of the teachers' union

"Look," his father said as Don poked his head around the doorway, "l've
pushed damed hard for you and your people since the day | wal ked into
that place, and you knowit. | got nmoney for the |abs, the teans, for

t he goddammed nai nt enance, for god's sake, so don't you dare tell ne |
don't synpat hi ze. "

Nor man Boyd was sitting in his favorite chair, a nonstrous green thing
with scarred wood trimand a saggi ng cushion. H's back was to Don, and
it was rigid.

"What ? What ? Harry, goddamit to hell, if ny nother
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hadn't taught me better, 1'd hang up on you right now for that kind of
nonsense. \Wat do you nmean, | don't give a shit? | do give a shit! But

can't you see past your wallet just this once and understand that |'m
caught between a rock and a hard place here? My god, man, you're
screamng crap in one ear and the board is screamng crap in the other
and |I'm dammed for doing this and damed for doing that, and double
dammed if | don't do a thing-which is exactly what | feel |ike doing
sonetines, believe nme."

He tapped a long finger on the handset, |ooked up at the high plaster
ceiling, and used his free hand to rake through his greying brown hair.
A deep breath swelled his chest beneath a white crewneck sweater; the
tappi ng noved to the top of his thigh

"I will be at the negotiations, yes. |'ve already told you that." He
shifted. "I will not-" He glanced over his shoul der. "Yes, of course ny
contract is up for renewal at the end of this year. | know that, you

know that, the board knows it-for Jesus's sake, the whole damed world
knows about it by now" He saw his son and grinmaced a smle. "Wat? Yes!

Yes, dammit, | admt it, are you happy? | do not want to jeopardi ze ny
job and ny future just because you assholes couldn't come to terns over
the sumrer. No," he said with acid sweetness, "I do not expect your

support either if | decide to run for office."

He grinned then and returned the handset to its cradle on the floor
beside him "The creep hung up on nme. He ain't got no manners, and
that's shocking in a teacher. H, Don, saw you talking to the kids
toni ght. You change your m nd about joining us and being a teacher
carrying on the new fanmly tradition?"



"Dad," he said, suddenly cold. "Dad, there's a big test next week. M.
Fal cone is ny teacher."

"l know that."

"But you were yelling at him"
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"Hey, he won't do anything, don't worry about it."
Don squeezed the soda can. "You al ways say that."
"And it always turns out, right?"

"No," he said softly. "No, not always." And before his father could
respond, he said, "See you tonorrow. It's late. Momwants ne in bed."

He took the stairs slowly in case his father wanted to join him but
there was not hing but the sound of his nother bringing in the coffee,
and the start of |ow voices. He heard his nane once before he reached
the top landing, but there was no tenptation to eavesdrop. He knew what
t hey were probably saying.

Dad was wondering if there was anything wong, and Momwould tell himit
was all part of growing up and Donny was really in a difficult position
and perhaps Norm shouldn't | ose his tenper like that at the boy's
teachers. Dad would bluster a bit, deny any problens, finally see the
point, and reassure his wife that none of the faculty would dare do
anything out of line, not if they wanted his support in the strike.

It was getting to be an old story.

Great, he thought as he pushed into his room |'mnot a son anynore, |I'm
a weapon. An ace up the old sleeve. If I fail, it isn't nme, it's the
teachers getting even; if | get an A, it isn't ne, it's the teacher

ki ssing ass. Great. Just ... great.

He sl anmmed the door, turned on the light, and greeted his pets by
ki cki ng the bed.

"I don't understand it," said Joyce Boyd from her place on the sofa when
she heard the door slam "He's a perfectly normal boy, we know that, but
he hardly ever goes anywhere anynore. If we hadn't insisted tonight, he
woul d have stayed home, playing with those damed things he has upstairs.™

"Sure he goes out,"” Normsaid, lighting a cigarette, crossing his |egs.
"But with all your zillion civic projects and that
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Art League thing-not to nention the Ashford Day busi ness- you're just
not home | ong enough to see it."

Her eyes narrowed. "That's a crack."
"Yeah, so?"

"I thought we agreed not to do that anynore."



He studied the cigarette's tip, the round of his knees, and brushed at
an ash that settled on his chest. The coffee was on the table beside
him growing cold. "I guess we did at that."

"I guess we did at that," she mmcked sourly, and pulled her |egs under
her. A hand passed wearily over her eyes. "Damm you, Nornman," she said
wearily, "I do the best | can."

"Sure you do," he answered w thout conviction. "Wenever you' re around.”
"Well, look at him wll you?" Her lips, thin at best, vanished when her
mout h ti ghtened. "Wien was the last time you spent an evening with him
huh? | don't think that poor boy has seen you for nore than a couple of
hours in the | ast two weeks."
"I have a school year to run," he rem nded her tonelessly, "and a
possi bl e strike on nmy hands. Besides, he sees ne at the school every day.

"Not hardly the sanme thing, Norm and you knowit. You re not his father
there, not the way it should be."

He pushed hinself deeper into the chair and stretched out his |egs.
"Knock it off, Joyce, okay? I'mtired, and the boy can take care of
hi msel f.'

"Well, so aml tired," she snapped, "but | have to defend nyself and you
don't, is that it?"

"What's to defend?"

Her eyes closed briefly. "Nothing," she said in mld disgust, and
reached over a pile of manila folders for a magazine, flipped the pages
wi t hout | ooking, and tossed it aside. She picked up a fol der-schedul es
for Ashford Day. She was one of the wonen in charge of coordinating the
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entertainnment fromthe two high schools. She dropped that as well and
pl ucked at her blouse. "I worry about all that running he does too."

He was surprised, and he showed it.

"What | mean is," she said hastily, "it's not really like jogging, is
it? He's not interested in keeping fit or joining the track team or
cross-country. He just ... runs.”

"Well, what's wong with that? It's good for him"

"But he's always alone," she said, |ooking at himas if he ought to
understand. "And he doesn't have a regul ar schedule either, nothing |like
that at all. He just runs when he gets in one of his nmobods. And he
doesn't even do it here, around the bl ock or sonething-he does it at the
school track."

"Joyce, you're not meking sense. Wiy run on cracked pavenent and take a
chance on a broken leg or tw sted ankle when you can run on a real track?"

"It just ... | don't know It just doesn't feel right."



"Maybe it hel ps himthink. Some guys lift weights, some guys use a
punchi ng bag, and Donald runs. So what ?"

"I'f he has problens,"” she said prinmy, "he shouldn't ... he shouldn't
try to run away fromthem He should cone to us."

"Why?" he said coldly. "The way you' ve been |ately, why should he bot her?"
Vo

Her stare was unconfortable.

"AIl right. W." And he let his eyes close.

A few nonents later: "Norman, do you think he's forgotten that animal
hospi tal stuff?"

"I guess. He hasn't said anything since |last nonth. At |east not to ne."
"Me either.”

He opened his eyes again and | ooked at the enpty fireplace, ran a finger
absently down the crooked | ength of his
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nose. "l guess, when you think about it, we didn't handle it very well.
W could have shown a little nore enthusiasm™

"Agreed." She rubbed at her knees.

Norm al |l owed hinself a sly |ook. "Maybe," he said with a glance to his
wife, "we ought to do Iike that couple we read about in the Tines, the
one that claimed they solved their kid's mnd-shit by taking himto a
massage parlor." He chuckled quietly. "That's it. Maybe we ought to get
himlaid." He |laughed al oud, shaking his head and trying to inagine his
son-not a novie star, but not an ogre either- hunping a woman. He
couldn't do it. Donald, as far as he was concerned, was alnost totally
sexl| ess.

"Jesus," she nuttered.
"Christ, | was only kidding."

"Jesus." She reached again for the nmagazi ne, gave it up hal fway through
the notion, and stood. "lI'mgoing to bed. | have to teach tonorrow "

He waited until she was in the foyer before he rose and foll owed.
"You don't have to cone."
"I know," he said, "but | have to be principal tonorrow "

At the landing she turned and | ooked down at him "W're going to get a
divorce, aren't we?"

He gripped the banister hard and shook his head. "God, Joyce, do you
have to end every disagreenent with tal k of divorce? O her people argue
like cats and dogs and they don't go running for a | awer."



He foll owed her down the hall, past Don's room and into their own. She
switched on the dresser |anp and opened their bathroom door. Her bl ouse
was al ready unbuttoned by the tine he had sagged onto the bed and had
his shoes off. Standing in the doorway, the pale light pink behind her
fromthe tile on the walls and floor, she dropped the bl ouse and ki cked
it away. She wasn't wearing a bra, and though he could not see her face,
he knew it wasn't an invitation
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"I know why," she said, working at the snap on her sl acks.
"Why what ?"

"Why you don't |ove nme anynore."
"Ch, for god' s sake." His shirt was off, and he dug for his pajamas
fol ded under the pillow

"No, really, | know You think Harry and | are having an affair. That's
why you're so hard on him That's why you nmake an ass of yourself when
you talk to himlike you did tonight."

"You're full of it," he said unconvincingly. He put on his top, stood,
and unfastened his belt, zipper, and let his trousers fall. "I figure
you have better taste than that."

She turned away to the basin, running hot water and steam ng the
light-ringed mirror. "You don't have to pretend, Norman. | know. | know "

Except for her panties she was naked. Her breasts were still snmall and
firm her stomach reasonably flat for a woman who'd had two children and
didn't exercise, and her legs were so long they seemed to go on forever.
He watched as she | eaned forward to squeeze toothpaste onto her

t oot hbrush; he wat ched whil e she exanined herself in the mrror, turning
slightly left and right. He watched, and he was saddened, because she
didn't do a thing for him

It's a bitch, he thought; god, life is a bitch

He wriggl ed under the covers, rubbed his eyes to relieve them of an
abrupt burning itch, and | ooked at her again. "Are you?" he asked at
last. "Wth Harry, | nean."

"You bastard," she said, and sl ammed t he door

The overcoat wasn't going to be enough, but Tanker had nothing else to
use as a bl anket. The | eaves covered nost of him and the brush kept
away most of the wind, but it still wasn't enough

What he needed to rel ax was one of them whores. Like the
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one up in Yonkers. Tits breaking out of her sweater, teenage ass as
tight as her jeans. Wen he yanked her into the alley and cl ubbed her
with a fist so she wouldn't scream he had known once again he woul dn't
be dying without getting a piece. Her eyes had crossed when he dropped
her on the ground, and she'd spat blood at hi mwhen he sl apped her
agai n; but she was warm no doubt about it. She was warmright up unti



t he nonent he had opened her throat with his knife, and had finished the
job with his nails grown especially |ong.

She had been warm and now he was cold, and he deci ded that the next one
woul d have to be one of them whores.

He shivered, huddl ed deeper under the coat and the | eaves, and cl osed
his eyes, sighed, and waited for sleep

Waiting an hour later, eyes wi de and wat chi ng.
It was the park.

The nmoon was up there, still guarding him still whispering himhis
orders, but there was sonething el se, sonmething in the park that was
waiting just for him He tried scoffing at it, but the feeling wouldn't
go away; he tried banishing it with a determ ned shake of his head, but
it wouldn't go away.

It was out there, sonmewhere, and if it hadn't been for the noon, he knew
he'd be dead.

Tormorrow, he prom sed hinmsel f, crossing his heart and pointing at his
eye; tonorrow he would have a whore, and then get the hell out.

And if the mpbon didn't show, he'd kill somewhere el se.

The door was open just enough to let a bar of light fromthe hallway
drop across the brown shag rug, clinb the side of the bed, and pin him
to the mattress. Don lay on top of the covers, head on the pillow, hands
cl asped on his stomach, and checked to be sure his friends were stil
with him

Above the headboard was a poster of a panther lying in a
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jungle clearing and licking its paw while it stared at the canera; on
the wall opposite, flanking the door, were posters of el ephants charging
with trunks up through the brush, their ears fanned wi de and their tusks
sharply pointed and an unnatural white. Elsewhere around the |large room
were pictures and prints of |eopards and cheetahs running, eagles
stoopi ng, pumas stal king, a cobra fromthe back to show the eyes on its
hood. On the chest of drawers was a fake stuffed bobcat with fangs
bared; on the | ow dresser was a miniature stuffed Iion; in the blank
spaces on the three unfinished bookcases were plaster and plastic
figurines he had nade and painted hinself, claws and teeth and tal ons
and eyes. And above the desk set perpendicular to the rooms only w ndow
was a tall poster framed behind reflectionless glass-a dirt road
bordered by a dark screen of imense poplars that |ay shadows on the
ground, shadows in the air, deepened the tw light sky, and made the
stars seem brighter; and down the road, just conming over the horizon

was a gall opi ng bl ack horse, its hooves striking sparks from hidden
stones, breath steaming fromits nostrils, eyes narrowed, and ears laid
back. It had neither rider nor reins, and it was evident that should it
ever reach the foreground, it would be the |argest horse the viewer had
ever seen.

H s friends.



H s pets.

After exam ning thema second tine, he rolled over and buried his face
in the crook of his arm

H s parents refused to allow real animals in the house, at |east since
Sam had di ed and they had given the kid' s parakeet to an aunt in
Pennsyl vani a. Because of the nmenories; and it didn't seemto nmake a
difference that Don had | oved the dunb bird too.

When he pressed for a replacenment-any kind, he wasn't fussy-his nother
clained a severe allergy to cats, and his father told hi mreasonably
there wasn't anyone around the
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pl ace | ong enough anynore to take adequate care of a dog. Fish were

boring, birds and turtles carried all manner of exotic and incurable
di seases, and hansters and gerbils were too dunb to do anythi ng but

sl eep and eat.

He had | ong ago decided he didn't mind; if his parents weren't exactly
thrilled about what he wanted to do with his life, why should he fuss
over the absence of sone pets?

Because, he told hinself; just because.

And suddenly it was sunmer again, the sun was up, and he was down in the
l[iving room bursting with excitement. Both his fol ks were there,
sumoned fromtheir chores in the yard and waiting anxiously. He could
tell by the ook on his nother's face that she expected himto say he
was quitting school to get nmarried, by the ook on his father's that
he'd gotten sonme girl pregnant.

"I know what |'mgoing to study at college," he had said in a voice that
squeaked wi th apprehensi on, and he bol stered his nerves by taking his
father's chair w thout thinking.

"Good," Norman had said with a smile. "I hope you'll get so rich | can
quit and you can support nme in a manner to which | would | ove to becone
accust oned. "

He had | aughed because he couldn't think of anything else to do, and his
nmot her had hit Normis armlightly.

"What is it, dear," she'd asked.
"I"'mgoing to be a doctor."

"Well, son of a bitch," his father had said, his smle stretching to a
proud grin.

"Ch, my god, Donald," Joyce had whispered, her eyes suddenly glistening.
"Sure," he said, relieved the worst part was over and there was no scene
to endure. "I like animals, they like ne, and | like |earning about them
and taking care of them So I mght as well get paid for doing what |

like, right? So |I'm gonna be a veterinarian."

The sil ence had al nost bl udgeoned himto the carpet, and
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it wasn't until several seconds had passed that he realized they had
m sunder stood him that they had thought at that nonent he had neant he
was going to be an M D.

Joyce's snmile had gone strained, but she still professed joy that he was
finally decided; his father had taken himoutside after a while and told
him for at |least the hundred-millionth tine, that he was the first

menber of the Boyd fanmily to get a coll ege educati on, and Donal d woul d
be the second. He said he hoped with all his heart the boy knew what he
was doi ng.

"Being a teacher, and now a principal," Norman had said, "is sonething
I'mnot ashamed to be proud of, son. Being a vet, though, that's not
well, it's not really anything at all, when you think about it. | nean,
hel ping cats instead of babies isn't exactly ny idea of nedicine."

"But | like animals,"” he had argued stubbornly. "And | don't like the
way people treat them"

"Ch. Dr. Dolittle, | presune?" his father had said lightly.
"Yeah. Maybe."

"Don." And a hand rested on his shoulder. "Look, | just want to be sure
you're positive. It's a hell of a step, making up your mi nd about
something like this."

"l wouldn't have said it if | wasn't."

"Well, at least think about it, all right? As a favor to nme and your
mother. It's only August. You have a full year to graduation, and even
then you really don't have to nake up your mnd. Some kids take a | ot of
time. You just take all the time you need.”

He had wanted to shout that he had done all the thinking he had to on

t he subject; instead, he had only nodded and wal ked away, and had wal ked
and run for the rest of the day. When he finally returned hone, nothing
was sai d about the announcenent, and nothing had been said since.

He grinned now in his bed; he wasn't quite as thick as his father
t hought hi m he knew t hey were hopi ng he woul d
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cone to his senses and decide to treat rich old |ladies instead of little
ol d poodl es.

What they didn't know was that he didn't want to work with poodl es or
Persi ans or dachshunds or Siamese; what he wanted was to work with the
live equivalents of the pets in his room

They' d scream bl oody murder if they knew about that.

But he didn't nind, because nothing they could do woul d make hi m change
his decision; nowif he could only stop minding the sound of them argui ng.

The voices in their room as if at his command, stopped, and he



undressed quickly and got into bed. Stared at the ceiling. Wndered if
he was soon going to beconme part of a statistic. Jeff Lichter's folks
had di vorced when he was ten, and he lived with his father two bl ocks
over. He was an all-right guy, nothing wong there, but Brian Pratt
lived with his nother, and whether it was because of the divorce or not,
Brian was practically living on his own.

Nuts, he thought, and rolled onto his stomach, held up his head, and

| ooked with a vague snile at the panther, then over to the horse, then
the otters on the nearest bookcase. There were no nanes for any of them
but he shuddered to think of what Brian or Tar would say if they ever
found out he sometinmes talked to themall. Just a few words, not whole
conversations. A touch on one for luck before a test, a wi sh on another
that he would neet The Grl and wouldn't have to suffer the guys
teasi ng anynore, a wish on still another that he would wake up in the
nmor ni ng and di scover that he had turned into a superman.

He grinned.

Don the Superman! Leaping tall buildings at a single bound! Carrying Tar
Bost on over the park and dropping him headfirst right into the pond.
Saving Chris Snowden from a ranpaging Brian and letting her be as
grateful as she wanted.
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Using his X-ray vision to see through Tracey Quintero's baggy sweaters
just to check if anything was really there.

Don t he Superman.

"Don the jerk," he said.

It was funny, when he thought about it, howthe little kids were the
only ones he could really talk to. For some reason nmpost of them thought
his stories were pretty okay, except for that one little nonster
tonight. A laugh was nmuffled by the pillow A good thing the brat's
parents had come al ong just then, or he would have had themall really
seeing that giant crowin the tree.

And damm, wouldn't that be somet hi ng!

Don the Superman, and his giant pal, Crow

Just before he fell asleep, he wished he coul d wake up and di scover that
he was the handsonest kid in the entire city, maybe the whole state,

maybe even t he whol e worl d.

Just about anything except waking up. to see plain old Don Boyd stil
there in the bathroommirror.
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The next seven days slipped into Cctober on the back of a | ost footbal



gane in which Brian dropped three sure touchdowns and Tar and Fl eet each
fumbl ed once, an article in the weekly newspaper inplying that the
Ashford South principal was del ayi ng successful contract negotiations by
his refusal for political reasons to support the people he led, and a
series of grimreports on New York television's early evening news
programs concerning the How er-since his last victimhad di ed al nost two
weeks before, the police theorized he had either conmtted suicide or
had left the state, a notion adopted by Don and Jeff with an
acconpanyi ng shiver of macabre delight.

On Tuesday norning Chris Snowden wal ked to school only a bl ock ahead of
him and he could not decide whether to try to catch up and hope for a
conversation, maybe she'd throw herself into his arms, or hang back and
just watch. In the cafeteria he and Jeff scow ed at the offering of
scorched nmacaroni and cheese, and decided that Chris was probably into
ol der men these days-college guys, if not their fathers.

Then Don watched Tracey Quintero pick up her tray and
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carry it to the gap in the wall where a worker was waiting to scrub it
down for the next user.

"Hey, Jeff, do you think it's possible for sonmeone to be in love with
two wonen at the sane tine?"

"Sure. | think."

"It has to be possible. | nean, different wonen have different things to
offer a guy, right? And a guy can't find everything he wants in one
worman, right? So he has to find themin different wonen, right?"

Jeff | ooked at hi msideways. "Wat?"

"It makes sense, don't you think?"

"It nakes sense if you're crazy, sure.”

"Well, I"'mnot crazy, and it makes sense, and | think I'min |ove."
"Lust," Jeff corrected. "It's lust."
"What a pal ."

"Well, hell, Don, that's nuts, y'know?"

"I thought you agreed."

"I did too until | heard what you said."

He poked at the nmacaroni, stabbed at the cheese crust, and sighed as he
opened a carton of mlk. As he drank, Chris wal ked in, alone, saw him
and sml ed and wal ked out agai n.

"CGod, " he whispered.

"Maybe she |ikes you."

He didn't dare believe it; he didn't even know her



"Or," said Jeff as he rose to | eave, "she knows your old man and wants
to polish a few apples, if you know what | nean.'

Don sagged glumy, and Jeff realized his m stake, could do nothing about
it, and hurried out. Don watched himgo, then rose and followed sl owy.
Li chter had reni nded himabout a girl he had gone with as a sophonore.
He t hought he had found a one-way express ticket to heaven the way she
treated him trotted after him rmade himlaugh, and taught himthe
prelimnaries of making | ove. Then, one day at his
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| ocker, he had overheard her talking with Brian, giggling and swearing
on her nother's grave that the only reason she saw hi m was because of
hi s father.

"I am not working one minute nore than | have to to get out of here,"
she'd said. "And what tightass teacher's gonna flunk me when |' m nessing
around with the principal's kid?"

Several , apparently, after he broke it off that next Friday night. He
had confronted her, she had denied it, and he had | ost his tenper,
forgetting one of his parents' cardinal rules: never yell or threaten
because it cheapens you and puts you on the defensive, because a threat
made has to be carried out or it's worthless; if you' re going to

t hreaten, make sure you can do it

She had | aughed at him

And though she was gone before the end of the year, he felt no
satisfaction. Al her |eaving had proved was that she had been right,
and smles in his direction were seldomthe same anynore.

On Wednesday he saw Chris again, and she ignored him

It should have made himfeel better; instead, he felt |ousy, especially
after his guidance counselor told himhow expensive it was going to be
to study veterinary nedicine. H s father was going to have a fit, and
his mother mght even relent and permt himto get a job to help defray
t he expenses.

He al nost forgot Thursday's biol ogy test.

"The nmeeting's over by now, " Joyce said.

Harry Fal cone punched at the pillows behind his back and watched with a
| opsided grin as she dressed. "Tell himit ran late."

"They always run late. He doesn't believe it, you know. "
Fal cone shrugged; he didn't care.

When she was finished, she turned to |l ook at him the sheet just barely
over his groin, his dark curly hair in matted
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tangl es over his face. Patrician, she thought; put a toga on himand
he'd | ook |li ke a Roman senator about to slice up an enperor



H s smle exposed capped white teeth. "Thinking about seconds?"

She was. She hated herself for it, but she was. She wanted those hands
on her rough not gentle, she wanted the wei ght of himcrushing her into
the mattress, she wanted the forgetful ness his sex brought-and she
wanted to cut his throat for what he was making her do to her famly

"No. "
"Too bad," he said. "Once the strike starts, it'll be hard seeing you."

Gat hering her hair so she could tie on the ribbon, Joyce wal ked out of
the room and picked up her coat. A hesitation- did she | eave anything
behi nd Nornman woul d noti ce?-before she opened the apartnment door

"Hey," he called fromthe bedroom
She wai t ed.
"N ce lay, kiddo."

Bast ard, she thought, slamm ng the door behind her, w ncing as she
headed for the fire exit and took the stairs shakily.

It was stupid, and it was the stuff of dreanlike ronmance- that a nman
woul d cone al ong and sweep her off her feet, carry her into the sunset
and unheard of ecstasy. She had told herself a thousand tines that it
was partly Norman's fault, that his preoccupation with running the
school and unofficially running for mayor had somehow | eft her behind.
She was no longer his partner, but a wonan expected to remain ten paces
back in his shadow.

The catch was, she'd never been able to keep a secret from her husband.
Her eyes, too large for deception, betrayed her every night, and she was
positive he was taunting her, tormenting her so she would adnmit it to
hi s face.

And as she drove hone, meking sure she approached the house fromthe
direction of the building where the neeting
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was supposed to have been held, she put a hand to her breast and felt
the residue of Harry's touch.

It would be a hell of a |lot easier, she thought, if she could just
decide if staying with Norman was nere habit, or real love. And if it
was the latter, what would Harry do if she broke the affair off?

The tenperature slipped just before dawn, and the ground was covered
with crackling frost, the first of the season. It ghosted the

wi ndshi el ds and sugared the | awns, and as he wal ked to school he watched
his breath puff to clouds. It was a good feeling, and he took |ong
strides to force hinself awake. He hadn't been sl eeping |ong the night
bef ore, when sonethi ng inside rem nded hi mabout the exam He had
awakened instantly and sat at his desk until just before sunrise,
alternately reading his notes and talking with the gallopi ng horse who
had no pity for his error. -



When his nother came home fromthe committee neeting, he had gone rigid,
expecting a scolding for being up so late, and was surprised when she
passed the door wi thout stopping, sounding for all the world as if she
were crying.

At the end of the block he turned | eft, having studiously avoiding
staring at Chris's house. He crossed the street and noved nore briskly,
keepi ng his eyes w de, hoping a good strong wind would slap sone sense
into his foggy brain.

On his left were small houses crowded together on small |ots, snothered
by trees and azal eas and evergreen shrubs. Two bl ocks | ater they were
stopped by a high chain link fence al nost buried under swarnms of ivy
that rolled over its top. A large mani cured | awn began on the ot her

si de, sweepi ng back and down the slope toward practice fields and the
stadi um sweepi ng ahead of himtoward the bul k of the school itself-a
buil ding of red brick and greying white nmarble, two stories in front and
three in back, where the land fell away; tall w ndows, wide tiled
corridors, an auditorium
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that seated over eight hundred, built in the 1930s and never repl aced.

Ashford North, on the far side of town, had been constructed in 1959,
was brick and white marble, one story with tinted wi ndows, and it | ooked
like a factory.

From the sidewal k Don clinbed three steps to a wide concrete plaza that
led to a dozen nore | ow steps and the glass front doors. Paths were worn
brown over the grass to the side entrances, and there were faces in the
cl assroom wi ndows wat chi ng the students hurrying, dawdling, daring the
first bell to ring before they stepped inside.

He didn't wait, though a few called his nane; he pushed straight in and
swerved left to the banks of nulticolored | ockers at the end of the
hall. A funbling with the conbination | ock, and he grabbed t he books he
needed for his first three classes. A few rushing by greeted himwth
yells, but he only waved w thout turning; he was tired, and he didn't
want to talk to anyone until, if he were lucky, he finally woke up

He didn't.

He alnost fell asleep in trig, actually dozed for a couple of mnutes in
English, and in Gernan sat with his fingers pulling on either side of
his eyes to keep them from cl osing. None of the teachers noticed. None
of his classmates did either.

Just before ten-thirty he passed the glass-walled front office and saw
his father standing at the chest-high reception counter with M.

Fal cone. They were speaking softly, heatedly fromthe way his father

sl apped a newspaper against his thigh and the way he swi ped the side of
his hawk's nose as if he were a boxer; and as he noved on with a worried
frown, the biology teacher stormed out of the glass-walled room and
nearly collided with him There was no apol ogy; the man nmarched on, and
Don's throat went dry. The voice of the corridor buzzed until he had a
headache, and he stunbl ed
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back to his | ocker, took out his biology notebook and text, and fl oated
into study hall, where he tried to concentrate on the | essons.

H s mother didn't care about his father anynore.

He flipped open the book and toyed with the transparencies that
di spl ayed in garish color the inner workings of a frog.

Hs father didn't care about his mother. Once, last night while the room
was dark and they had started arguing again after Joyce had returned, he
t hought he heard M. Fal cone's nane.

The qui ck breakfast he had made for hinself suddenly curdl ed and
threatened to clinb into his throat, making himswallow four tines

bef ore he knew he wouldn't throw up. Wthout realizing it, then, he
moaned his relief, and only a muffled giggling behind himgave warni ng
that M. Hedl ey was comi ng down the aisle.

"M . Boyd?"
He | ooked up into a pair of horn-rimred gl asses. "Yes?"
"Are you having a little do-it-yourself choir practice back here, M. Boyd?"

The giggling again, and outright |aughter from Tar and Fl eet on the
ot her side of the |arge room

H s face grew warm "No, sir

"Then may | suggest you remain a bit nore silent so that the rest of us
can get on with our work?"

"Yes sir, I'"'msorry."

"Thank you, M. Boyd." Hedley turned, Don's stonmach churned again, and
he i nadvertently nmanaged to make his acidic belch sound |ike anot her
groan. Hedley reversed hinmself slowy. A small nan, nearly as w de as he
was tall, with a dark plastered fringe of red hair and a thick twtching
must ache. "M . Boyd, perhaps you didn't hear ne."

He felt perspiration gathering coldly under his arnms. They were al
wat chi ng hi mnow, waiting for himto brave it out the way Tar would, or
Brian. But he could only blink and

44

gesture hel pl essly at his abdomen, pantom ning an upset stomach because
the acid was clinmbing again and he felt his cheeks begin to burn

Hedl ey cl asped his tiny hands behind his back and rocked on his heels.
"M. Boyd, this, as you may have | earned from your study of Anerican
history, is a denocratic society. There is no privilege here. None. You
will therefore remain silent, or you will remain for detention."

He nodded glumy

The giggling stopped i medi ately as the man headed back for his desk.

Privilege, he thought bitterly; the sonofabitch. Wy couldn't he have
gone to Ashford North the way his nother wanted himto? Nobody cared if



your nother taught art.
Even i f your nmother didn't care for your father

He cl anped a hand over his nouth and tried to resume studying, but the
words blurred and the pictures swam|like nuddied fingerprints, and when
he was out in the hall again, the nobs pushed and jostled himlike a
twig in the current. He didn't care. He would do well on the test
because he enjoyed biol ogy and what it taught himabout animals, like in
zoology in the afternoon, right after phys ed. But he couldn't take the
pushi ng, and he didn't want the shoving, and he al nost pani cked when he
felt his breakfast nmoving again. Wth a lurch he stunbled into the
nearest boy's room found an enmpty stall, and sat with his head cradl ed
in his palns. Belching. Tasting sour mlk. Spitting dryly and w shing he
woul d either throw up and be done with it, or calmdown and get on with it.

The bell rang.

He junped, dropped his books, scooped them up, and ran down the hall.
M. Fal cone was just closing the door

"Ah, Donald," he said, "lI'mglad you could make it."

He managed a pained smile and headed for his seat, as in all his other
cl asses as far toward the back as his teachers
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woul d permt. Then he dropped his books on the floor and waited as

Fal cone passed out the test sheet while giving instructions. The young

i nstructor, he saw, was in a casual nood today-no jacket or tie, just

sl eek pants, with an open shirt under a light sweater. H's hair was
barely conbed, the tight curls danmp as if he'd just taken a shower. Face
and body of a Mediterranean cast that many of the girls lusted for and
some of the boys coveted.

Finally he reached Don's seat, held out the paper, and woul dn't rel ease
it when Don took hold. Instead, he continued to talk, letting the class
know t his was probably the nmpbst inportant test of the senmester, since it
was going to be worth a full third of their final grade; failing this
woul d make the examin January much too inportant.

Then he let go, and sniled.
"Do you understand, M. Boyd?"
He did, but he didn't know why he'd been singled out.

Fal cone | eaned over, pushed the test to the center of the desk, and
added quietly, "You'd better be perfect today, Boyd. You' re going to
need it."

It was a full mnute before he was able to focus on the questions.

Fal cone was in front, |eaning against the blackboard rail, arnms fol ded
at his chest, eyes half-closed. The clock over the door junped once!

Fl eet was staring intently at his wist, Tar was scribbling, Brian was
staring out the window at the football field. Don blinked and rubbed his
eyes. He couldn't believe what he had heard, and refused to believe it
was some kind of threat. He couldn't fail. He knew the work, and he knew
the teacher. He checked the first question, answered it alnmost blindly,



answered all the others just as the bell rang.
It couldn't have been a threat.

The paper went onto a pile on the desk, the books tunbled into his
| ocker, and he grabbed his brown paper |lunch bag and | eft the building
by one of the rear exits. Despite the
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nmorni ng frost the sun was warm and he crossed a broad concrete wal k
that ended at a six-foot wall in which there were regularly spaced gaps.
He pi cked one, passed through, and was on the top row of the stadiunms
seats, the field below, the much | ower wooden visitors' bleachers across
the way. The seats were nothing nore than steprows of concrete, and it
occurred to himsuddenly that half the school and its grounds seened
made of the stuff, maybe once white and cl ean, now grey and brown with
use and the pummeling of the weather.

The ham sandwi ch he had nmade for hinself tasted | ousy.
It couldn't have been a threat.
"I'f you kill yourself, they'll never get the bl ood up."

He junped and dropped the sandwi ch, recovered it gracel essly, and
squi nted up.

"It seeps in, you know? Right into the cement. They'll be scrubbing it
for days and they'll hate your guts. It's a rotten way to get synpathy,
take my word for it."

He sm | ed and npbved over.

Tracey Quintero sat beside himand shook her head. "Are you really that
depr essed?”

She was dark fromhair to skin, her oversize sweater nore dazzlingly
white as a result, and her pleated skirt sonewhat out of style. Her
features were nore angl es than curves, and he thought her nice but not
all that pretty, except when she sniled and showed all those teeth.
Spani sh; and he wondered at times what she would | ook like in those
tight colorful dresses the flamenco dancers wore.

"l guess."

"Bi ol ogy that bad?" She had Fal cone after l[unch, but she wasn't fishing
for answers.

"Yeah. No. | guess not."
"How d you do?"

"Ckay, | guess." He bit into the sandwich and tasted grit fromits fall
"Harder than usual ."
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She nodded, unconcerned, |eaning forward to rest her arns on her |egs,
and they watched two gym cl asses make an attenpt to run around the



seven-|l ane red-stained cinder track that outlined the football field.
Laughter drifted toward them a sharp whistle, and a sudden scent of
lilac that confused himfor a nonent until he turned and sniffed, and
knew it was her.

She pointed down to a | anky redhead sweeping effortlessly around the far
turn. "lIs that why they call himFl eet? Because he's so fast?"

Maki ng polite conversation, that's what they call it, he thought; boy, I
even have to be made conversation to today.

"Yeah," he said.

"He should be on track, then, not football,’
in her voice

she said with a slight lisp

"Foot bal | schol arshi ps are bi gger noney."

"Whoa, " she said, staring at himintently. "M/ goodness, but that
sounded bitter."

He shrugged. "It's the truth. Fleet needs the scholarship to go to
school, and he'll get it with football. He's the best wi de receiver in
the county."

"I thought Tar was."

A crunb of bread stuck to his lips, and he sought it with a finger,
stared at it, ate it. "Tar's a running back." He frowned. "You know that."

She | eaned back, her books huddling against her form ess chest. "I
forgot." A glance behind him up at the school. "Hey, Don?"

" Huh?"
"Do you know what your father's going to do about the strike?"

He watched Fl eet, who waved and blew Tracey a kiss. "I don't know. |'m
not his political advisor."

Tracey ignored the sarcasm "I hope he does sonething. God, | nmean,
we're seniors! If our grades are screwed up
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because of a strike ... god!" She traced circles on the back of one of
her books. "My father will shoot themall, you know He will."

Her father was a policeman. Don believed he would do it.
"I don't know what's gonna happen, honest."
"Ch. Okay." A check of her watch. "Bell's gonna ring soon."

"You know what | wi sh?" he said, suddenly not wanting her to | eave. "I
wi sh | had the nerve to cut classes just once before | graduate. Just once."

"Your father would kill you," she said quickly.

"No kidding." His grin was mschievous. "But it would be a lotta fun,



bet . "

She studied his face, his eyes, and finally gave hima broad smle. "You
haven't got the nerve. | know you better than that."

"Right," he said, mischief gone. "I'mtoo predictable."
"Reliable," she corrected. "You're reliable, that's what you are."

The gym cl asses began filing off the field, Fleet trailing with an arm
around a ponytailed girl.

"Wonderful . They can put that on ny tonmbstone. I'Il sound like
somebody' s grandfather's old watch."

Her expression soured. "Hey, you are in a nood, aren't you. Jeez."

When she stood, he rose with her, dropped his |lunch bag, and had to
lunge after it to keep the breeze fromtaking it down the steps. Then he
stunbl ed after her, catching up barely in tine to open the heavy

gl ass-and- netal door. She gave hima wi nk and a nmock curtsy and slipped
in, and they stood at the landing just as the bell rang. There were
footsteps on the iron-tipped stairs, thunder in the halls.

"You want to go to a novie or sonething tonorrow ni ght?"

She seened as surprised to hear the question as he was
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ast oni shed he had asked it. Christ, he thought, Brian's gonna kill nme.

The stairs filled and they were separated, but before she was gone she
mout hed an 1'l1 call you tonight, which was sort of an answer and no
answer at all. God, he thought as he headed down for the gym you are an
i diot, Boyd. Boy, are you an idiot.

When he reached the | ocker roomand started changi ng, Fleet was stil
there and Tar was just coming in, running a nonster conb through
incredi bly black hair. The gossip dealt primarily with the gane with
Nort h over Ashford Day weekend, the Howl er, and the strike that was
going to set themall free until long after Christnas.

"Hey, Donny," Tar yelled as he | aced up his sneakers, "you tell your old
man to stop farting around, huh? | need that vacation now "

"Aw, shit," said Fleet, racing by naked, his towel over his shoul der
"he don't care about us poor peons, Tar baby. Don't you know he's his
daddy's spy in the ranks? Secret Agent Man of the senior class.”

Though Tar was only teasing, Don's face tightened. He stood and nmade his
way al ong the crowded aisle. A handful of the guys tried to kid him
about his father and the strike, but he shook themoff angrily. He was
sick of hearing about it, sick of being |abeled a spy-fromsonme of them
seriously- sick of being called Donny Duck, sick of being treated
speci al when they pretended he wasn't.

He stepped out onto the gym s polished floor, hands on his hips.

Bri an shouted, "Hey Duck, duck!" and a basketball hit himsquare on the



nose.
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I mmges floating through a red-tinted haze: a bobcat lurking high in the
trees, fangs gleaning,, snarls like thunder, claws |ike steel bl ades
hunting for someone's throat; a | eopard stal king through the high grass
of the broiling sunmer veldt, closing in on its kill, shoul der nuscles
and haunches rippling with tension; a hawk snatching a rabbit fromthe
ground; a black horse causing the ground to trenble as it charged down
the road, fire fromits nostrils scorching the earth bl ack

I mmges that made his fists clench, his nails create craters in his
pal ms, his chest rise and fall in barely contained rage.

I mmges: the basketball in slow notion smashing into his face, his knees
buckling, tears leaping fromhis eyes, blood spotting the gymfloor; the
roar of surprise, the sudden silence, the |laughter. Laughter until the
gym teacher saw the bl ood, laughter in the hall as they half-carried him
to the first floor, a grin from Fal cone as he stood outside his door
flirting with Chris.

Only the nurse didn't |augh
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| mages: the basketball, the | eopard, the gym the hawk, the corridor
the stairs, the horse waiting in shadow.

He swal |l owed a noan, rolled his head to the other side, and lay on the
nurse's hard cot for fifteen mnutes nore before he couldn't stand it
any longer. His nostrils were plugged with cotton, and a throbbing
tender ness spread across his right cheek. Wen he sat up at |ast and

| ooked into the mirror over the basin, he saw the begi nnings of a
beautifully grotesque bl ack eye.

"Hel | ," he said.

Grabbi ng a paper towel fromthe wall dispenser, he cleaned the dried
bl ood of f his face and conbed his hair with his fingers. The nurse was
gone. He | ooked back, peered closer, and gingerly plucked the cotton
out. Asniff, and he tasted bl ood; another sniff and a daubing with a
wet towel, and he waited with held breath until he was positive he
woul dn't start bl eeding again. Then he found a permission slip on the
desk, filled it out, and signed it hinmself. A check on the clock told
himhe' d still be able to nake the | ast class, zoology, on the third
floor. The corridor was enpty and he hurried w thout running, slipped
into the stairwell and took the steps two at a time, head down,
breat hi ng heavily through his nouth.

Soneone, nore than one, canme down from above.

He ignored them averted his head so they wouldn't see the ignomn nious
damage, and only whi spered a curse when they bunped hard into his arm



spi nni ng hi maround and shovi ng something into his hand. He yelled a
protest and grabbed for the iron banister, and managed to end up sitting
on the top step. Dizziness made hi m nauseated, and he cl enched his teeth
until it passed. Another minute to regain his conposure and he haul ed

hi nsel f up; as he reached for the door, M. Hedley bulled through

"So!" the teacher said angrily,.

He frowned. "Sir?"
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Hedl ey held out a palm waited, then grabbed his armand pulled himinto
the hall, took sonething fromhis hand, and held it accusingly in his face.

"You' ve never seen this before, right, Boyd?"

It was an unstoppered vial, and as the heavyset man waved it in his face
he realized that part of his nausea came fromthe stench drifting out of
its mouth. He gagged and turned his head.

"Don't like the tables turned, do you, boy?"

"I ... what?" He | ooked over the man's shoul der and saw a dozen students
in the hall. Some were | eaning against the wall and tal king softly,

ot hers had handkerchi efs pressed over their noses. A few saw himand
grinned; the rest saw himand gl ar ed.

"It was a stupid thing to do, Boyd."

"Do what?" His nose hurt. He had a headache that reached to the back of
his neck. He pointed at the vial. "That? | didn't do that."

"Then who di d? The ghost of Sarnuel Ashford?"

H s head hurt; god, his head hurt.

"Wl I, Boyd?"

He tried to explain about his accident, about how he'd been running up
the stairs when soneone-two or three of them he didn't know for sure,
he didn't see-when soneone ran past himand put that bottle in his hand.
Hedl ey tilted his head back and cocked it to one side.

"But | didn't do anything!"

"M . Boyd, keep your voice down."

"But | didn't do it!"

Hedl ey grabbed his arm agai n, and Don shook hi m of f.

"I didn't do it, damit," he said sullenly.

Hedl ey was about to reach again when a murnuring nade himturn and see
Nor man Boyd striding through his class. The principal paused to speak to

several students and send themon their way, presumably to the nurse,
with a pat on the
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shoul der. Wen he was cl ose enough, Hedl ey expl ai ned over Don's sil ent
protest that someone had opened the lab door in the mddl e of a test and
dunped a bottle of hydrogen sulfide onto the fl oor

"Fromthis," he said, displaying the vial with a dramatic flourish,
"which | found in your son's possession, over there in the stairwell."

Boyd cleared his throat and Iifted an eyebrow

Don told him words clipped, attitude defensive, and when he was done,
he dared his father with a ook not to believe him

Boyd took the vial, sniffed, and grimaced. "My office."
"But Dad-"
"Do as you're told! Go down to ny office.”

Don | ooked to the chem stry teacher, who was smiling snugly, |ooked to
the kids still in the hall, whispering and grinning. The odor of rotten
eggs was maki ng hi msick. Boyd stoppered the vial w th his handkerchi ef
and gave the order a third tine.

"Yeah," he nmuttered, turned, and wal ked away.

"Hey, Don," someone called as he went through the door, "tell himthe
giant crowdid it!"

Nor man sl ouched in his chair, a hand on one cheek, one eye closed as if
sighting an invisible weapon. There was a stack of reports to be filed
when he found the tinme to read them the in basket was crowded with
letters to respond to, the out basket held nore files he hadn't bothered
to l ook over, and in the niddle of the blotter was Adam Hedl ey' s vi al

wi th the handkerchief still dangling fromthe top.

A finger reached out to touch it, poke at it, shift it around, before
t he hand drew back and covered his other cheek

Nor m boy, he thought, for an intelligent man, you are one very stupid
sonof abitch."'

A chill settled on the back of his neck and he shudder ed
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violently to banish it, and glanced up to see that the office was dark
A |l ook behind and out the wi ndow, and he groaned; the sun had gone down,
the streetlanps were on, and the traffic on School Street was mainly
peopl e comi ng hone from shoppi ng and wor k.

He was virtually alone, then, in the building. Just himin his office,
and the custodi al staff sweeping the hallways and auditorium washing

t he bl ackboards, and probably stealing himblind fromthe supply roomin
t he basenent.

"Stupid," he muttered, staring at the vial. "Stupid, and dumb, and you
ought to be shot."



Jesus, how could he believe Don had really tossed that bottle into
Hedl ey' s roonf? How could he believe it? O was he trying too hard to
bel i eve the boy was really normal, doing normal things |like any normal Kid.

That was the problemthinking Don was special. He wasn't. He was
perfectly, sonetinmes unnervingly fine, with quirks Iike any other kid to
set himapart. And there was Norman Boyd, forgetting who they both were
and playing King of the Mountain, Lord of the HIl, laying dow the |aw
as if he were Moses.

As if he were his own father

For the first tine in ages he wi shed Joyce were here, to rem nd himthat
he wasn't Wallace Boyd still working the mlls, that Don wasn't Nornan
struggling out of the gutter. He recalled with a silent groan the day
Joyce had told himshe was pregnant the first time. He had sworn on
everything he held dear that he would do better, that he would be

t here-a harbor for childhood storns, a rock to hang on to when the w nds
grew too strong. A father; nothing nore, nothing |ess.

He covered his face with his hands and took a deep breath.

It was the pressure, that's what it was. After Sam had di ed, the
pressure had begun; he didn't know how, and he wasn't sure why, but it
was there. Waiting for him
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Whi spering to himthat Donald had to be protected at all costs. And when
he recogni zed the futility of it, and the unreason, he hadn't realized
how far in the opposite direction he had gone with the boy's life.

It was the pressure.

What he needed was a respite. Wat he needed was for Fal cone and his
teachers to cave in and stop the strike. Then they'd be off his back

and the board woul d be off his back, and the press and the mayor and the

whol e dammed worl d woul d | eave him al one to reacquaint hinself with his son

Twi ce he had blown it-first, Don's announcerment about being a
veterinarian, and now this afternoon

Twi ce, and suddenly he was very afraid.
Hs wife was falling out of Iove with him
What woul d happen if his son did the sane?

and so the crow saw how bad the little boy was feeling, and he flew
out of the tree and into the night

The park was deserted. A breeze crept through the branches and shook
| oose a few | eaves, spiraling them down through the dark, through the
falls of white light, to the ground, to the paths, to the pond where
they spun in lazy turns, creating islands that floated just bel ow the
sur f ace.

No one wal ked.

The traffic's noi se was snot her ed.



and found the evil king alone in his bedroom and he flew in through
the wi ndow, and before the evil king could wake up and defend hinself,
the giant crow had plucked out both his eyes!

The only concentrated |light was set around the oval. A dimlight, and
there was no warnth to it, no weight, as he sat on
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a bench and stared at the water, rolling his shoulders to drive off the
col d.

H s eyes were cl osed.
Hs |lips nmoved so slightly they m ght have been trenbling.

And then the giant crow flew through the castle until he found the evil
king's brother, who was just as evil and just as mean, and the giant
crow tore out his throat with one swi pe of his giant tal ons.

The houses that faced the park were hidden by the trees and the w dth of
the Iand, and the boul evard that ran past it on the south was too far
away to matter. He was al one; no one woul d bother himunl ess he stayed
until dawn, and on a night like this not even a tranp would try to nake
a bed on the redwood benches. He was al one. Hi s hands were cl asped
tightly between his knees, and his jacket-was too light for the sudden
tenmperature drop, turning the air brittle and the | eaves to brown gl ass.

A noise in his throat; his shoulders slunped a little nore.

He had waited nearly an hour in his father's office before the man
finally wal ked in. Don had junped to his feet and was ordered down
again. A fussing with papers, instructions not to interrupt him and he
was | ectured forever on the imge both of themhad to project-to the
faculty as well as to the student body. Norman brandi shed the vial as if
he were going to throw it. Don explained for the second tine how the

ki d-he was sure now it was Pratt-shoved the bottle into his hand on the
way down the stairs. His face hurt as he tal ked, and he kept touching
the side of his face to be sure it hadn't bloated. Hi s father saw the
situation, synpathized for the injury, but refused the whol e pardon
while relenting to the degree that he supposed Brian was capabl e of such
a trick.

"I didn't say it was him" Don had retreated, suddenly
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fearful his father would call the boy in and unknowi ngly start a war. "I
just think it was."

Nor man seemred doubting, and Don didn't understand. In all his life he'd
never done anything like that; he had been told often enough that he was
neither to take advantage of his position-whatever that was-nor pretend
he was only one of the boys. He wasn't. He was, by fate, special, with
speci al problens to handle. And Norman expected nmore of himthan to have
it end up like this.

"End up like what?" He sprang to his feet and approached the desk. "Dad,
why don't you listen to me? | didn't do it!"



Nor man stared and sai d not hi ng.

"All right, I left the nurse's office when | shouldn't have, | guess,
and | wote out my own pass. Al right, that's wong. Okay. But | did
not throw that crap in M. Hedley's room™

"Donal d," his father said in perfect control, "I will not have you speak
to nme that way, especially not in here.”

"Ch, Jesus." And he turned away.
"And you will not swear at me. Ever."

Don surrendered. Suspended between belief and suspicion, bullied off the
subj ect by time-worn and weary pronouncenents, he surrendered, he didn't
care, and he didn't argue when he was given six days detention

begi nni ng the next day.

"You shoul d count yourself lucky," Norman said as he escorted hi mout
the door just as the last bell rang. "Mst other kids would have been
suspended. "

"Then suspend nme!" he said, surprised to hear hinmself on the verge of
beggi ng. "Pl ease, suspend ne."

"Don't be smart, son, or | wll."
Don pulled away fromthe hand that guided himaround the counter
i gnored the curious |ooks the five secretaries gave him "You don't get
it," he said as he wal ked out the door. "You just don't get it."
He fetched his books and went hone. Hi s nother woul dn't
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until just before dinner. That gave himtime to unload his gear and
change into his jeans, fix hinself a peanut butter sandw ch and go for a
wal k.
Shortly before dark he wal ked into the park

and then the crow ...
He stopped, and cocked his head.
He could not see far beyond the lights that ringed the oval, but he was
positive he had heard soneone approaching out there. Listening, his
hands gri ppi ng his knees, he guessed it was his nother, come to take him
hone and scold himand make himeat a bow of soup or drink a cup of
wat ery cocoa. And when the noise didn't sound again, he convinced
hinself it wasn't really a footstep he had heard.
He heard it again.
To his left, out there in the dark

A single sound, sharp on the pavenent, like iron striking iron as gently
as it could.



Wt hout | ooking away he zipped his jacket closed and stood, slowy,
sidling toward the pond for an angle to let himsee through the light.

Again. Sharp. Iron striking iron

Not his nother at all; soneone el se.

"Hey, Jeff, that you?" he called, jamm ng his hands into his pockets.
Iron striking iron. Holl ow.

"Jeff?"

The breeze husked, scattering | eaves at his feet and maki ng hi m duck
away with his eyes tightly shut. The pond rippled, and a twi g snapped,
and sonmething small and light scurried up a trunk

Swal | owi ng, and | ooki ng once toward the exit, he wal ked around the oval
and a few steps up the path. Wth the |ight now behind himhis shadow
crept ahead, reaching for the next |anppost fifteen yards away. And

bet ween there and here he
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saw not hing that could have nade the sound that he'd heard. A frown,
nmore at his own nervousness than at the puzzle, and he wal ked on
cautiously, keeping to one side and wi ncing each time his el bow brushed
agai nst a shrub.

Iron striking iron, hollow an echo.

He started to call again, changed his nind, and made a cl unsy

about -face. Whatever it was, it didn't want to be seen, and that was al
right with hinm nore than all right, it was perfect. He hurried,

shoul ders hunched, cheeks burning as the wi nd worked earnestly to push
himfaster, the tips of his ears beginning to sting. H's own shoes were
| oud, slapping back fromthe trees, and his shadow had grown faint, even
under the | anps. He | ooked back only once, but all he could see was the
pond reflecting the globes, freezing themin ice, turning the oval into
a glaring white stage.

Iron. Striking iron

He ran the | ast few yards, skidded onto the sidewal k and gaped at the
traffic on the boul evard. The air was warner, and he took a deep breath
as he chided hinself for being so foolish

Then he turned to check one | ast tine.

And heard iron striking iron, nuffled and sl ow, and not once could he
see what was back there in the dark

Tanker cowered in the bushes, covering his face with his hands and
prayi ng that the noon woul d keep hi m hi dden from what ever was wal ki ng
out there in the dark

At first it had been perfect. He had been feeling the famliar pressure
all day, building in his chest and making it swell, building in his head
and nmaking it ache. He had ignored it when it started, thinking it was



because he was hungry for peopl e-food; so he had scrounged through sone

gar bage cans, panhandl ed four bucks in front of the novie theater on the
main street and had filled hinself wth hamburgers and dollar w ne. But

the pressure wouldn't go away,
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and his hands shook with anticipation when he could no | onger deny it-it
was going to be soon, no question about it. Maybe tonight, and that kid
was going to help him

Slowy, using every skill he had left and a few he hadn't |earned from

t he babyfucks in the arny, he had made his way through the underbrush
toward the oval once he had heard the |lone voice telling itself a story.
It was too good to be true, but when he peered through the bushes, he

al nrost shouted. It was the punk fromthe other night, the one who had
been dressed in black and tal ked about a giant crow. And there he was,

| ooking like he'd just lost his best girl, and for god's sake, would you
believe it, telling hinmself a stupid story.

It was perfect.

Then the punk turned his head sharply, and Tanker had | ooked back into
t he park.

Iron striking iron.

There was absolutely no reason for it, but the sound terrified him

| oosened his bowels, poured acid into his stonmach, and he couldn't help
it-he whinpered softly and covered his face with his hands. Listening.
Trying to make hinself invisible. Hearing the punk wal k away and
swearing in a cold sweat that he couldn't foll ow and get him

The sound grew | ouder and Tanker dropped to the ground, shifted his
hands to the back of his head and waited, holding his breath, Iistening
as whatever it was noved in front of him as if follow ng the boy.

And st opped.

The breeze died; there was no traffic noise, no footsteps.

He swal |l owed and turned his head to expose one eye. Through the shrubs
he coul d see pieces of the pavenent, the dark on the other side, and
nothing el se. A puzzled frown. His hands sliding off his hair to press
on the grass and lift himup. Slowy. Bloodshot yell owed eyes darting
side to side, taking in as nmuch of the path as they could before his
head rose over the top, before his knees straightened, before
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his arms spread outward to bal ance for flight, to lunge for a fight.

But there was not hing there.

The path was enpty, the punk gone, and when he pushed through to the
oval and checked both directions, he realized he was al one.

Al one with the pressure, and nobody to kill.

Then he heard it again.



Iron striking iron, muffled, slow cadence; and when he whirled around to
nmeet it his eyes opened, his nouth gaped, and he couldn't stop the
denyi ng shake of his head.

He was al one.

He coul d hear sonething |arge noving toward him but he was conpletely
al one.

The booze, he thought; it's the goddammed booze. He rushed back into the
trees, zigzagging to | ose whatever was out there, then nade his way to
the westside wall. His lungs were aching and his hands were trenbling,
and when he tried to swallow, his throat felt coated with sharp pebbles.
He |istened, hard, and sagged with relief when he heard nothing but the
wi nd.

Then the pressure cane again, in his head, in his chest. A deep solem
t hr obbi ng as he | ooked up at the noon.

It was time, then, no stalling, and he vaulted the wall ninbly, keeping
to the shadows as he hurried to his right. The houses facing the park
were |arge and lighted, but he couldn't hear a television, a radio, or
any voi ces through open w ndows.

Al'l he could hear was that noise fromthe park, and it goaded himto the
corner, where he slunped agai nst a tel ephone pol e and checked the street
up and down, panting slightly while his fingers flexed and his forehead
creased.

Five mnutes | ater Tanker saw hi m

He was wal ki ng on the sane side of the street, fingers snapping, hips
and feet nmoving. Tanker frowned, thinking
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t he punk was drunk, until he saw the earphones, and the radio clipped to
his belt.

A great way to die, he thought, grinning, and angl ed back around the
wal l's corner. A great way to die-smling, listening to your favorite
music, a nip in the air and on your way hone.

He chuckl ed, and it sounded like a grow .

He followed the kid' s progress carefully, poked his head out, and saw
himtap the top of the wall in time to his |istening, once spinning
around and snappi ng those fingers high over his head.

When he spun around a second time, Tanker was there, smling. Taking the
kid's throat and pitching himeffortlessly into the park. Before the kid
| anded, Tanker was kneeling beside him

Bef ore the song ended, Tanker was how i ng.

"Don the Barbarian sees the slinme-covered trolls at the end of the
witch's tunnel," he whispered as he nmoved slowy out of the kitchen,

half in a crouch, his left armbraced across his chest for a shield, his
right extended to hold his anxious pal, Crow. "The sexy nmaiden is



chained to a burning rock, and only Don has the strength to break the
magi ¢ chains and save her froma fate worse than death." He | ooked to
his right. "Crow, what's a fate worse than death?" H's pal didn't
answer, and when he tripped over the fringed edge of the hall rug and
slamed into the wall, the tel ephone rang.

"CGot it!" he shouted, wincing at the pain. H s parents were in the back,
in what used to be his father's study and was now the tel evision room
There was a chanpi onship fight on sone cabl e channel, and he coul d hear
his father cursing while his nother told the underdog' s nanager what he
could do with his fighter and all his fighter's famly.

Despite the |l anguage it was a good sound, a normal sound that hadn't
been heard in the house for several weeks. They
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wer e | aughi ng, cheering together, and it sounded so right, he w shed
they woul d make up their m nds how they felt about each other

On the other hand, maybe they already had. Maybe they had nade up and it
was going to be all right.

The tel ephone rang again on the low table by the entrance to the living
room He snatched up the handset, wi nked a good-bye at Crow, who was off
to save the maiden fromwhatever her fate, and | eaned agai nst the doorfrane.

It was Tracey. He had conpletely forgotten she had said she would call

"Sorry I"'mlate," she said, her voice nmuffled as though she were cupping
her hand around the nout hpi ece.

"No problem | was out wal ki ng anyway. "

"Ch, yeah? Anybody | know?"

"Nope. Just ne." But he was pleased she had asked.
"Ch, yourself, huh? Not much conpany, Boyd."

"I wouldn't say that. If you nust know, | happen to be very
sophi sticated when the nood strikes ne."

She gi ggl ed, and he | ooked blindly toward the ceiling.
"How s the eye?"

He tested the side of his face. "Still there, | think."
"Bunmer about the detention.”

Christ, he thought, bad news travels fast.

"I don't care," he said. "My grades haven't been all that good this
year. | could use the tinme to study."

"Senior slunp," she said. "You get conplacent, y'know?"

Depressed is what you get, he thought, but he only grunted.



"Well, listen, Vet, about tonorrow night."

H's stomach filled with insects too crawmy to be butterflies; he could
hear it in her tone-she was going to say she already had a date with
Brian. "Yeah?"

"I can't make it."
He decided to slit his throat; then he deci ded he was gl ad
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because now he woul dn't have to face Brian. But first he would slit his
t hr oat .

"My father's got the weekend off and we have to go see ny grandnother on
Long Island. W're gonna | eave right after school, he says."

"Ch. Well, okay."

"But | ook, we can go next Friday, if that's okay with you. Next Friday
woul d be great. If you still want to, | nean."

He didn't say anything. H s throat healed, the ceiling abruptly cane
into focus, and he could see her up there, floating, smling, her dark
hair in a wi sp over her eyes.

"Vet, you still there?"

"Yeah, sure," he said, shaking hinself.

"Ckay." Subdued now. "I thought you were mad about tonmorrow. O about ne
calling you Vet."

"I don't mind. Really." The cord had tw sted itself around his wist and
he couldn't get it off without taking away the earpiece and | osi ng what
she nmight say. "Really, no kidding."

And he didn't. She thought it was great that he was going to be so close
to animals for the rest of his life. The day he had let it slip, she had
i medi ately fantasized his working out in the country, traveling from
village to village, farmto farm making sure all his charges were in
perfect health.

She had been seri ous.

Brian and Tar thought it was too perfect to be true-Duck, off to treat
t he ducks. For nearly a week afterward, every time they saw himthey
gquacked and fl apped their arns and told himthey had hernias and had to
swi m st andi ng up.

"So," she said, "I thought you told ne that bio test was a snap."

They tal ked then the way they usually did, the prelimnaries over and
his heart slowy finding its way back into place. H s nmother wal ked by
once with a sandwi ch and a beer, |ooked a question, and he smiled and

poi nted at her.

A girl? she asked silently.
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He nodded.

Chris Snowden?

He shook his head and nunbled a reply to sonething Tracey said.

H s nmot her shrugged-it doesn't matter, dear, as long as it's femal e and
she doesn't want to marry you before you go off to coll ege-and noved on
after checking on the status of his black eye, hip-sw nging through the
living roomand back to the TV set. It was the long way around, and they
both knew it.

"Don, damit, are you listening to nme?"

"It was my nother," he said in a near whisper, checking to be sure the
coast was clear. "Spying on ne."

"Ch. Well, ny folks don't care as long as he wears pants, conbs his
hair, and is rich. Dad figures | should be married a year after graduation.'

"I thought you were going to school ."

"I am He just doesn't believe it yet. God, the man lives in the |ast
century, | swear."

"Boy, tell me about it."

"Yeah, for sure." She yelled sonething at her ol der sister, and he could
hear her nother fussing in the background. A deep voice chined in-her
father venturing an opinion about the famly going to hell.

"So," he said, "what were you sayi ng?"
"The wal k. Where did you go?"
"Qut. The park."

"Ww " A pause, nore whispering. "Ww, Don, don't you ever listen to the
news?"

He | ooked back toward the kitchen, at his nother's radio on the counter
"Nope. Don't have tine."

"Well, you better," she told him her voice |ow. "Sonebody was killed in
there tonight. A couple of hours ago. My father just cane in and-" She
stopped. "Jesus, you were there then!"
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He put a hand to his cheek and scratched lightly. "I didn't see
anything. | didn't hear anything." The hand pressed a bit harder. "What
happened?"

"I don't know. My father isn't talking. The radio said that this kid,
from North, he was wal ki ng home fromwork, and he got it. They said ..
they guessed it was the Hower. G oss."

"Yeah. "



Iron striking iron.

"Boy, you could be a witness or sonething."

"But | didn't see anything, Tracey! Jesus, don't tell your father."
"Ckay, okay." Her nother interrupted, and she snapped at her, groaning
about how great it nust be to be an only child. "Hey, Vet? Wat's your
favorite ani mal ?"

He sniffed, conmbed his hair with one hand while he drew on his

i magi nation to put inmages in the air before him "I never thought about
it, you know that? Gee, that's funny but | never thought about it." His
bedroom cane to nind and he sorted through the posters and prints and

figurines he had. "Horses, | guess. | don't know Leopards and panthers."

She | aughed, and soneone in the background | aughingly nmocked her. "I
didn't know you rode."

"Pant hers? You don't ride panthers.”

"No, stupid, horses. | didn't know you rode horses."

"l don't."

There was a pause, and a nan's voi ce began grunbling.

"Then why horses?"

"I don't know." He saw the poster, the horse, and shrugged to the enpty
foyer. "They look ... | don't know, they |ook so big and powerful
y' know? Li ke they could run right over you and not even notice."
"A horse?"

"Sure."

"But they're stupid.”
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"l guess."

"I mean, they're-" The nman's voice was |ouder, and she covered the
nmout hpi ece. He tried to nake out the words but all he heard sounded |ike
an argunent. "Don, | have to go."

"Ckay, sure."

"See you tonorrow?"

"Sure! Sure. I'I]-"

She hung up and he stood in the mddle of the floor and stared at the
front door until his father wal ked by on his way upstairs and remn nded

himgently that he started detention the next day.

Don nodded.



Nor man, hal fway up the stairs, |ooked down and frowned, started to say
somet hi ng, and changed hi s mi nd.

Don didn't noti ce.

He was | ooking at the door, at the black horse inposed on it, with
Tracey Quintero riding on its back.

Five minutes later Joyce pinched his runp as she wal ked by and he

j unped, blushed at her |augh, and nodded when she asked himto check the
lights and | ock up. As he did, he thought about Tracey, and about the
ki d who had been killed. It could be that what he had heard was the

nmur derer hinsel f, thinking there had been a witness and coming to kil
him He felt cold, and he stayed to one side when he drew the draperies
and doubl e-checked to make sure the bolts on the front and back doors
were turned over. Then he ran upstairs and into his room considered
telling his parents, and changed his mnd. Momwould only get excited
and demand they call the police; and Dad would tell them both there was
nothing to worry about, the boy is all right, and since he didn't
actual ly see anything, there was no sense their getting invol ved.

And he would be right; there would be no sense at all.

A wash, then, and a careful scrutiny to be sure his face hadn't broken
out since that norning and that his eye wasn't getting any worse. Then
he closed his door and sat
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cross-1 egged on the bed. He was in nothing but his underwear, and he
| ooked around himat the panther, the bobcat, the el ephants, rejecting
each one silently until he cane to the poster over the desk.

There, he thought; there's what | need.

"Hey, look," he said to the barely visible horse, "I hope you don't m nd
if I don't give you a nane. | mean, | suppose | could, but all the good

ones are already taken, and half of them sound |like you're in the novies
or somet hing anyway. Besides," he added with a | ook to the panther 1ying
in the jungle over his bed, "I don't want to nake the other guys mad."

He grinned, and rolled his eyes, nmuffling a laugh in a palm

"But you don't need one anyway, right? You' re too tough for a stupid
nane. Wat you want to know is, how come you and not the black cat over

there, right? Well, because you're big, and you're strong, and ... just
because. Besides, Tracey |likes horses, and you're a horse, and she'l
like you, and if she likes you she'll like ne and then we'll all be

pals, right? Right. And boy woul d you scare the shit outta that kid with
t he dunbass hat."

He grinned again and rocked back, struck his head against the wall and
didn't feel a thing.

He didn't think his other pals would mnd, himsingling out just one,
just this once. They woul d understand. They al ways had, and they woul d
this tine.

"So listen up, old fella," he said, looking to the ceiling where Tracey
floated on a cloud, "you' re gonna have to teach me a few things, y'know,



because | figure you' ve been around, if you know what | nean. G ve ne
some hints and stuff, okay? And if you take care of ne, 1'll take care
of you. That's what pals are for, right? Right."

And he slipped off the bed, kissed the tips of his fingers, and placed
hi s hand on the horse's head.

"Pals," he said. "Pals."

70

"He's talking to those animals again,” Norm conpl ai ned whil e Joyce was
brushing her teeth. She nunbl ed sonethi ng, and he shook his head,
pointing to his ear.

"I said," she told himafter spitting out the toothpaste, "kids talk to
thensel ves all the tinme. It's |like thinking out |oud. You should hear ny
cl assroom sonetines. "

"Yeah, but you teach fl akes."

"Budding artists are flakes?"

"Look in the mrror."

She threw her hairbrush at him |aunched herself after it, and they
wrestl ed on the bed until he had her pinned under him

"Norn?" she said, putting a hand on the hand that was covering her breast.
"What ?"

The will ow at the corner of the house scratched lightly at the wi ndow,

and he could hear the cooing of the grey doves that nested in the eaves

of the garage.

"It's terrible, but did you ever wish we'd never had any kids? So when
something like this cones up, | mean, we could wal k away wi thout

wor ryi ng about tender psyches and traunma and warping the kid's mnd? Did
you ever think about that, NornP"

He tried to see her face in the dark. "Are we bei ng honest?

"Yes."

"Then ... yes. Yes, it has crossed nmy nmind now and then." But he didn't
tell her about the guilt he felt when it did.

"That doesn't mean we don't love him" she said anxiously, begging for
belief. "And god, | still mss nmy little Sam"

"1 know. "

"But it would be so nmuch easier, you know what | nean?"
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"Yeah. "

The al arm cl ock buzzed softly. The wi nd bl ew over the roof. They could



hear, faintly, two cars racing down the street.
"Don was in the park tonight."

" gP"

"Didn't you listen to the news after the fight?"

"Ch." He shifted but didn't release her. "Yeah. | guess |I'd better have
atalk with him At least until they catch that guy."

"Maybe he saw sonet hing."

"No. If he did, he would have told us." He kissed her right ear and made
her squirm

" Nor "
Wearily: "Yes?"
"Don's grades are going down. Not a lot, but it worries me. You should

talk to himabout that too. He spends too much tine fixing up those
ani mal s of his, and maki ng new ones."

"Towill,"
"That woul d be cruel."

"He wouldn't waste tinme on them" As she agreed, he nipped an earl obe.
" Nor nP"

"Jesus, now what ?"

"I want to work things out, really | do."

"Good," he said, rolling her breast beneath his palm

"No, | nean it, Norman. | really do want to work at it."
"So do I," he said, alnost believing. H s head shifted to the holl ow of
her shoulder. "So do I, love."

"Norm it's late," she whispered, her eyes half closed, "and you know
how tired you get lately after this. Besides, | have a comrmittee neeting
first thing tonorrow. W have to decide on the fireworks."
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"Good for you. Make themloud as hell."™ "Norman!"

"Joyce," he said, "if you really want to work things out, you'd better
shut up."
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Four

On Saturday afternoon Don returned with his nmother froma shoppi ng
expedi tion for new cl othes during which she cited dubi ous, sonetimes

he prom sed. "Maybe we should tell himto get rid of the beasts.”



out | andi sh statistics which contrasted the annual before- and
after-taxes incomes of veterinarians and surgeons, suggesting jokingly
t hat spendi ng the day shovi ng your hand up animals' rectuns and down
their throats was about as gl anorous and status-marking as his late
grandfather's working for the cloth mlls here in town. Don |aughed and
al nost told her what he was really planning.

When they arrived hone, he found his father in his room |ooking at his
pets.

"Aren't you a little old for these?" Norm asked, and |l eft w thout an answer.

In the mddle of the hall on Monday Don grabbed Jeff's arm and nearly
spill ed the books he was carrying.

"Jeff, you got a mnute?"

"Hey, it's the Detention Kid. What's up? The bell's gonna ring. Jesus,
that eye |l ooks like hell!"
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"Thanks a lot, pal. It feels better, sort of. Look, | want to ask you
about Tracey Quintero."

"What's to ask? You know her as well as | do."

"I want to know if she's with Brian."

"Brian? Brian the Prick Pratt? That Brian?"

"Stop kidding, Jeff, I gotta know. "

"Jesus, where the hell've you been? And she isn't. Hey, you know t hat
kid that got offed in the park |last week? It was the How er, they said.
Chewed t he poor bastard up |like he was dog nmeat or sonething. That guy's
a real pervert, you know it? Killed five kids in New York. Like us, |
nmean, not little kids."

"Jeff, | don't care about sone freak, | amtalking about Tracey."

"And | told you she's not with Brian, okay?"

"But the other night at the park, after the concert "
"You nmean all that tal k about her boobs?"

"Wl oLt

"Boyd, are you really that dense?"

"I don't know what you nean."

"Brian sees boobs on anything that even faintly | ooks like a female. And
if you listen real close, you' d think he's laid every damm one of them"

"Then she isn't."

"H s? Hell, no."



"Jeez. Ch ... jeez."

"You gonna tell me what this is all about or am | gonna have to read it
in the paper?"

"Can't, Jeff. The bell's rung. W're late."

That afternoon Detective Sergeant Thomas Verona wal ked into Norm s

of fice, Patrol Sergeant Luis Quintero at his side. After a few m nutes
of small talk, Quintero left to have a word with the secretaries in the
outer office, and Verona asked the principal if he had heard anyt hing,
runors or
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ot herwi se, about a stranger hangi ng around the school. Norminsisted he
hadn't, but if the police wanted to ask either students or teachers
during school time, it would have to be cleared with the board first. He
hinself didn't mnd, though he didn't quite understand why they were
interested if the man was al ready gone. That, he said when the policenman
| ooked at himoddly, was the usual pattern as he understood it: the

How er woul d stri ke, then nove on to another town. Verona, whose father
had worked the mlls and had known Norman since they were kids, told him
off the record that if the guy had actually approached any of the
students, or if he had gotten wind of the Ashford Day activities, there
was a fair chance he'd stick around because there were going to be a | ot
of people on the streets starting the middle of next week, and safety in
nunbers was apparently somnet hing he counted on. When Norm asked why the
man hadn't yet been caught, Verona, again off the record, told himthere
wasn't a picture, not a fingerprint, nor a scrap of cloth or drop of

bl ood to build even the skinpiest physical profile. They couldn't begin
to guess at his appearance, though they didn't have to guess at his
strength. Norman didn't ask for nore details, but he did pronise to keep
his ears open and to have a quiet word with the faculty to the effect
that it would probably not be a good idea to keep kids very long after
school for a while. Verona appreciated the cooperation and suggested
they stop being strangers after so many years and have a beer together
sometine soon. Verona's wife was on the committee with Joyce, and the
detective all owed as how he was tired of being an Ashford Day w dower.
Nor man | aughed, but he didn't think it was very funny.

After gym Don managed to get next to Fleet under the |ast nozzle, for
the first time forgetting his enbarrassnment at seei ng anot her guy naked.
It took hima nonent, too, to stop staring at the clouds of freckles
that covered Fleet's body.
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"Hey, Fleet, is Trace ... you know, is she Brian's girl?"

"Trace? G me the soap, man, | smell |ike horseshit. Trace Quintero, the
cop's kid?"

"Yeah. "

"Nah. Last | heard she wasn't w th nobody."
"No ki dding."

"Man, will you |l ook at that gorgeous eye! You put a steak or sonething



on that, or you'll go blind, sure as shit. Jesus, Brian can be ... never
m nd. Hey, you interested in Trace?"

"I don't know. Hey, Fleet, c'nmon, that's ny soap! Don't pass it around.”
"Y' know, you'd do better with somebody |ike Chrissy Snowden, nman. Don't

you dare tell Amanda | said this, she'll cut nmy ass off, but that's one
hell of a woman, if you catch ny drift."

"l guess."
"You guess? Jesus, Don, you mean you ain't once whacked
of f just thinking about that fox?"

"Donny, you are truly hopeless. You are an excell ent human bei ng, but
you are truly hopel ess.”

"l suppose.”

"A good thing you didn't neet up with that dude that stomped that kid.
You probably woul d' ve asked himhone for dinner. You' re a good nan, Don
but you need a little spunk, you know what | nean? Alittle of the old
intestinal fortitude when it comes to dealing with the real world."

"I do all right, and gi me back ny soap, damit."

"What | think you' d best do is tell everyone you got that eye in a
fight. You get a little respect and you get all the wonen you need, if
you know what | nean."

"It's alittle late for that."

"It's never too late to lie through your teeth, if you know what | nean."
"Yeah, | know. "
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"Besides, fromwhat | hear, under all them sweaters Tracey's a
carpenter's dreamflat as a board."

Don wasn't sure if it was a nightmare or a dream He wal ked t hrough the
rest of the week with a slight snmile on his face, a good word for
everyone including Brian Pratt, and he didn't even blush when Chris cane
up to himin the hall and touched a finger to his cheek, w ncing at the
purpl ed bl otch around his eye and hoping in a soft and high voice that
he wasn't hurting too badly; when he sputtered nonsense for an answer,
she didn't |augh, she only sniled and wi nked as she left. On the other
hand, he didn't hear a thing any of his teachers said, and tw ce he was
repri manded for daydream ng in class. Fal cone's announcenent that the
test papers wouldn't be ready until the follow ng week didn't faze him
Hedley's glare in the hall didn't register until an hour later; when his
detention supervisors snapped at himfor staring, he didn't know what
they were tal king about, and they told himhe was rude and would let the
front office know, and when Tar Boston janmmed his | ocker with a pen on
Thur sday, he only shrugged and wal ked away w thout his books.

It wasn't right. He was acting like a fool, knewit, and couldn't do
anyt hing about it. He was beginning to regret his rash invitation; yet



bet ween cl asses he loitered near the doors as |ong as he dared, trying
to get a glinpse of Tracey, just nod to her casually, give her a know ng
smle, and remind her with a |ook of their date this week.

He didn't see her.

By Friday noon he hadn't seen her once cl ose enough to give the signa
and he becane convi nced she was avoi ding him ashaned because she
couldn't think of a decent excuse to get out of their date. He knew,
beyond question, there would be a nessage for hi mwhen he got hone-she
had a headache, she had to do her hair, she had to go back to her
grandmot her's on Long Island and they were | eaving again
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right after school. By the end of his last class he was ready to believe
that Brian had put her up to accepting, another classic gag on the
stupi d Duck, and since he was who he was, it didn't nake any difference
if his feelings were hurt.

As he stowed his books in his |ocker, he alnost cried; as he started for
the side exit and a run around the track, he al nbst screaned Tracey's
nane. But he didn't. That was a rule too-it was all right for his nother
to shout, to cry, but it wasn't all right for him O his father. Hold
it inand work it out, his father had told him hold it in and work it
out. That's what a nan does.

Hold it in.
Wrk it out.

And it wasn't until he was hal fway down the steps to the gymthat he
renmenbered today was the |l ast day of his detention

The hell with it; he wasn't going to go. There was no way he was going
to sit one nore day in a stuffy roomstaring at the ceiling while his
whole life was slipping away between his fingers. He gripped the railing
and continued down, slower now, listening to his heels crack on the iron
tips of the steps. No; he had to run. He had to think. And to think, he
had to run

" Don?"

H s father was on the bottom !l anding with Gabby D Amato, the head
custodi an. He gl anced at his watch, then raised an eyebrow over a
faintly anmused | ook.

"You forget something?"

H s face grew hot, and he alnmpst told his father to shove it, to take
the detention and cramit because it wasn't deserved and he didn't do it

and who the hell was he to play God with his life?

Why the hell, he wanted to shout, didn't the old man get the hell off
hi s back and put the pressure on soneone el se for a change.
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He wanted to.



He al nost did.

Until he thought about what it would be Iike when he got home, what his
nmot her woul d say, how his father would treat him

Hold it in; work it out.
Shit, he thought; oh, shit.

So he gave his father a sheepish snile and headed back to his | ocker to
get something to read. Below, he heard the two nen tal king, |aughing
quietly, Norman's slap of the hunkered old man's shoulder. If the black
horse were here, he thought as he pushed into the hall, he'd smash t hem
into the wall w thout a second thought.

D nner was al nost like the good old days. H s father was in a great
nmood, his nother chatted excitedly about the comittee nmeeting at the
hi gh school that night, and he managed not to tell them about what had
happened after detention

First it had been Tar and Bri an.

They were on their way to practice and had wedged himinto a corner
sl appi ng his shoul der and punching himlightly on the arm

"Hey, fucker," Tar said, his mobod as black as his hair, "you trying to
get us in trouble?"

"What ?"

Bri an, who thought that his rugged pl aying-fiel d-bashed face and

cl ose-cropped blond hair made himl ook like a marine, took hold of his
belt and yanked himcloser. "Your daddy had a talk with us, sonny. He
said we shouldn't do things like stink up Hedley's room anynore."

Ch, Christ, Don thought; oh, Christ.

"Now, he didn't do nothing," Tar said, grinning to show Don a nouth
filled with nicotined teeth, "but he did say he'd keep an eye on us,
didn't he, Brian?"
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"Damm right."

"Now | ook, guys," Don said, and gasped when a stiff finger jabbed into
hi s stomach.

"No," Brian said. "You | ook, Duck. You | ook good, because Tar baby and
me, we don't forget. And we sure as shit don't forgive."

They grinned and stepped away, and as they noved toward the door, Brian
| ooked over his shoul der. "Watch your back, Duck. |I'm gonna bust it, and
| ain't telling you when."

After they left, Falcone cane up to him frowning. "You having trouble
wi th the boys, Donal d?"

"No, sir."



"Ch, good." And he handed himhis test paper and said with a smile, "For
you, Boyd, just for you." A look at his grade and he groaned-passing,
but just barely.

The red had cone then

The fam liar red that took himwhen he started to | ose his tenper (hold
it in), the red cloud that whirled around him and threatened to suck the
ground fromunder his feet and left only when he forced hinself to
renenmber the rule (work it out). But this tinme it was hard. Hedl ey and
Ms. Klass had been lecturing himall week during detention on his
responsibilities, on his daydreanming, on the slip of his grades. And now
this.

It lasted only a nonent, and when the red left, he was | eani ng agai nst
the wall, trenbling, and Fal cone was gone.

Now di nner was fun, and he didn't nmention that test paper for fear he'd
be grounded for the rest of his Iife. Nor did he say anything about
Brian and Tar. Norman would only tell himhe'd sinply handed them a
friendly warning; he wouldn't believe that one of these days Don was
going to pay for his father's big nmouth.

He showered after dessert, washed his hair, and nearly cried when he
couldn't locate a clean pair of jeans right away. A quick whisper to the
horse about the girl he was seeing-
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and a wish that he not nake a conplete fool of hinmself-and he touched
the animal's nose for luck. A shirt with a pullover sweater, shoes
generally worn on Sundays, and he was finally in the foyer checking his
wal | et when his father came out of the kitchen munching on an apple.

"Qut with the boys, huh?" Nornman said.

"No," his nmother called gaily fromthe kitchen. "I think he has a date."
"He does? No ki dding."

"No," his nother said. "Really."

Don felt as if he had been rendered invisible and shifted to recapture
his father's attention. "Yeah," he said, stepping back for approval.
"Going to a novie. Maybe to Beacher's for sonething after. | don't know.

She has to be back by m dnight."

"Ah, Cinderella," his nother said, |aughing, and he wondered how her
hearing had gotten suddenly so acute.

"Who is it?" Norman asked, his hand magically holding a ten-dollar bil
when Don turned back fromthe coat closet with his w ndbreaker in hand.
"An advance on your allowance," he explai ned when Don hesitated. "Hell
why not. Anyone | know?"

"Probably," he said, slipping on the coat and opening the door. "Tracey
Quintero."

"Quintero?" Norman frowned for a monment. "Ch! Ch, yes, yes. Little
Italian girl. In your class. A senior."



"Spani sh, Dad. She's Spanish. Her father's from Madrid. He's a cop."
"Ch. Well."

"Remi nd hi mabout tonight, Norm" Joyce called over the rush of water
fromthe faucet.

Don waited, smling, while his father rolled his eyes to the ceiling.
"You renenber the neeting, right?"

"Right." He grinned. "And | knowif |'m hone before
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you are, the key's in the garage if 1've lost nmine, and |'d better be
hone before you are or I'lIl be in deep ... trouble.”

Nor man grinned and sl apped his arm "Just watch it, okay? Don't give
your nother hysterics by being too late."

Joyce called out sonething else, but it was drowned in a | ouder roar
fromthe garbage di sposal, and he nodded quickly to his father, was
answered with a wink, and left as fast as he dared. He knew that | ook on
the man's face-it cane when Norman thought it was tine to have a
man-to-man tal k, usually when one or the other had only five mnutes to
get where they were going. And usually it was aborted before the first
sentence was done.

God, that was close, he thought, shook hinmself dramatically and waved to
hi s mother, who was standing in the living roomw ndow dryi ng her hands,
Norman at her side. They always did that, waiting as if he were going

off to war; and if he didn't get back first, they would be there when he
returned, slightly drunk fromthe bourbons they' d had whil e watching TV.

Waiting for their baby.

But tonight, if he were |lucky, they would have had a good
neeti ng-teachers, public officials, and the Ashford Day conmittee-and
won't be stiff froma fight.

Can it, he ordered then. This wasn't the time to be thinking about them
when he had hinself to worry about-what to say, howto say it, howto

i npress Tracey without tripping over his tongue. H s usual dates weren't
really dates at all but a gathering of forces down at Beacher's Di ner
next to the theater. It night have been a real diner once, but nowit

was nmore like a restaurant with a counter in front. Weknights it closed
at nine; weekends it catered to the novie crowd and the teens, and nore
often than not six or seven of themwould troop into the theater together

On the other hand, when he was alone with a girl he was lucky if he
could think of a dozen coherent words to say
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between the time he picked her up and the time he brought her hone.
He checked his watch under a streetlight and broke into a lazy trot.

Tracey |lived seven bl ocks down and two over, and he didn't want to be
|ate. He only hoped that her father was on night shift this time; the



man scared himto death. He was short, built like a concrete barrel, and
if he ever had a good word to say about anyone under forty, Don had yet
to hear it.

Pl ease, God, he pleaded as he turned into her block; please don't |et
Sergeant Quintero be there.

And as he wal ked up to the door, he checked to be sure his fingernails
wer e cl ean.

"I swear to god," Brian said, his voice overriding the others sitting at
the counter with him "I nean, they were out to here!" He stretched out
his arms, curved his hands back, and flexed his fingers. "To frigging
here, for god's sake."

There were a few sniggers, some groans, and Joe Beacher in his stained
apron and squashed chefs cap scow ed until Pratt shrugged an apol ogy for
t he | anguage.

The front section of the diner was a long counter with eighteen stools
and five jukebox term nals, and nine small tables arranged in front of
the wall-1ong wi ndow, there was only one waitress and Joe Beacher

hi nsel f, who knew he bel onged in front, rough-dressed, and not in back
wearing a suit. The decor was Formica and alum num wth a roundfaced
clock on the wall beside the door, above an array of posters announci ng
upcom ng charitable events, rummage sales, and the Ashford Little
Theater's |latest program A w de passage straight fromthe entrance ran
past the cash register to the larger dining roomin back, where the
wal I s were paneled in pine and had watercol or | andscapes depicting each
of the seasons. The tables were |larger, were wood, and the nmenus were
tucked into red | eather binders; three waitresses here, and Joe's
brother-in-law in a black suit that passed for
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gentility and a bit of class. Just now the roomwas nearly filled as
fam | ies and hi gh-spending seniors hurried to finish their meals in tine
for the nine-fifteen show, and despite the Jekyll-and-Hyde appearance,
the food was about the best in town.

Don stood just over the threshold, Tracey behind him and he hesitated
until she poked his back. A quick smle and he stepped aside, let her
pass, and followed her to a small round table in the center of the
diner's front wi ndow. Wen he held the chair for her, there were

whi stles fromthe counter; when he sat, Pratt cupped his hands around
his mouth and nmade a |l oud farting noise.

Don wi nced and there was | aughter, and nore when his cheeks flushed a
fai nt pink.

"Dam, " he nmuttered under his breath, and Tracey sniled at him telling
himsilently to ignore it as she handed hima plastic-coated single-page
menu from behind the napkin dispenser. He inhaled slowy and nodded, and
scanned the offerings though he knew them by heart.

"Hey, Don," said Tar Boston, spinning around on his stool, "a good flick
or what ?"

He didn't know, though he said it was all right, nothing great, lots of
bl ood, shooting, stuff like that. He didn't know because he had been too



busy sneaki ng si deways | ooks at Tracey, debating whether to try to hold
her hand, or put his arm around her shoul der, or even to steal a kiss.
He had known her for years but had never been out with her alone; he had
confided in her as a friend ever since junior high, but when she slipped
of f her jacket and he saw that she had, under all those clothes, an
honest-to-god figure, he didn't know what to do. This wasn't Tracey the
friend any longer; this was Tracey the wonman, and suddenly he didn't
know whi ch rules to foll ow.

The realization that things had changed wi thout his knowing it nmade him
m serabl e throughout the film seeing
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not hing, hearing little, though he could have told anyone who asked
exactly how many lines there were at the corner of her right eye, how
high the white collar of her shirt reached toward her ear, how the
intricate twirls and tucks of her hair related to each other as they
brushed back toward her nape.

Bri an humred t he school song nockingly, loudly, then leapt fromhis
stool and stretched as he announced it was tinme for the real nen to head
next door, to see how Dirty Harry conpared unfavorably with the Pratt.
Groans again, and only Tar strutted with himto the door, their dates
hustling out behind them Fleet and his girl, Amanda, stopped by the
tabl e and asked again about the film

"Boring,"
East wood. "

Tracey said. Then she wi nked at Anmanda, "Unless you're into

Amanda clung to Fleet's armand feigned a swoon, and was rewarded with a
slap to her runmp for her troubles.

Don | aughed and rel axed a bit, and wondered al oud what the coach woul d
think of his three top players staying out so |late the night before a gane.

"The man," Fleet said, "just doesn't realize that an athlete who is so
snoot h and graceful |ike nyself needs a bit of relaxation and

stimul ation before the inmpending onslaught in the trenches.” He grinned.
"How ' bout them words, huh? Mandy nmakes me do crossword puzzles in bed.”

Amanda sl apped his back, hard, and a brief scowl crossed his face before
he | aughed with the others and made his way to the door. As it hissed
shut behind him he stuck his head back in and w nked broadly at Don
circling thunb and forefinger and naking a fist with his free hand.

Don grinned back, and sobered as soon as Robi nson was gone. This was a
di saster, and for the first time in ages he wi shed the guys had stuck
around. Even the teasing he'd get would be better than sitting here |ike
a dunmmy, playing with the salt shaker, rearranging the silverware and
paper place
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mat, finally folding his hands on the table as if doing penance in the
third grade.

"Are you all right?" Tracey asked. "You've been awfully quiet since we
| eft the house.™



He ducked his head and shook it. "Fine. |I'm okay, no problem"
"It was a | ousy novie."

"Yeah. "

"My father scared you, didn't he?"

He | ooked up without raising his head and was pleasantly surprised to
see the distress in her eyes. He couldn't deny it, however; Luis
Quintero had scared the shit out of him standing there, in uniform in
the mddle of the living roomand reading him quietly, the

t hat' s-my-baby-and-don't-you-forget-it riot act: do not mess with her

do not corrupt her, do not get her drunk, do not bring her back a second
| ate, do not show yourself in this house again if you as much as breathe
on a single hair of her head. Then he had shaken Don's hand sol emmly and
wal ked out of the room |eaving himto wonder what the hell had happened
to make the man so unpl easant.

Tracey told himit was the Hower. It had taken her an hour to convince
hi m Don wasn't the killer, that his father was the principal, for crying
out |loud, and that she wasn't going to have to enter a convent just
because she went out with a boy.

"Does ... does he do that all the tinme?" he asked finally.

She sighed, and nodded. "If he's home when | go out, yes. Mdther just
stands there and hol ds her hands |ike she's going to cry any minute. If
they had their way, ny Aunt Theresa would be ny duenna, for heaven's sake."
He didn't know whether to say he was sorry or not, but she saw the
synmpat hy and covered his hand with hers, squeezed it, and drew it back
slow y.

"So," she said explosively, "what'll we tal k about ?"
He didn't know, but they nust have tal ked about
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somet hi ng because the waitress and the food cane and went, and the next
thi ng he knew he was standing in front of her house, hol ding her hand
and wi shing she didn't have to visit her grandnother again the next day.
Then they could keep on wal king, fromone end of town to the other

| aughi ng at the displays in the shop wi ndows, nmaking words fromthe
three letters on the license plates they could catch, and tradi ng notes
on teachers they had in conmon. He said nothing about the biol ogy grade.
She nentioned the Howl er only once, when they passed a corner bar and
saw a pair of dingy nmen sitting with their backs against its wall, brown
bags in hand. One was snoring, the other watching themintently,
sneering as they wal ked by. They saw a third derelict at the next
corner, but he ignored them being too busy scrubbing his grizzled face
dryly with his hands.

Tracey had guessed that any one of themcould be the kid killer, and he
t hought they were too weak-1ooking; this guy, this nut, had to be
massive to do what he did to his victins.

"My father," she said, "is shorter than you, and he can break the handl e
of a shovel over his knee when he's mad enough."



That's when she had taken his hand, and that's when the fun and the
conversation had stopped.

"Well," she said, looking at the small house separated fromits
nei ghbors by paved al | eyways | eadi ng to postage-stanp backyards.

"Yeah. "

She stood in front of himand | ooked up. Shadows drifted over her face
and nade it soft, snmooth, and he couldn't help but touch a finger to her
cheek.

God, her skin was soft.

"Have a good tine tonorrow,"” was the only thing he could say.
She pouted. "Yeah, great. |I'd rather go to the gane."
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She | eaned cl oser, stared at him then raised herself up and ki ssed him
"See you Monday. "

She was up the stairs and through the door before he could think to kiss
her in return, and he wal ked with his hands in his pockets and the tip
of his tongue flicking out to test each part of his lips, to taste her
to remenber, and finally to realize that she hadn't pronised to cal

him or perhaps see himon Sunday.

See you Monday was what she had said.

In spite of the kiss the translation was easy: don't call me, I'Il cal
you, and don't hold your breath.

"Shit," he said. "Shit, boy, you sure screwed that up."

He scored hinmself all the way hone, not noticing until the door had
cl osed hard behind himthat his parents were already there, sitting in
the living roomand watchi ng him

"Hi," he said with a wave, and stopped before he ran up the stairs.
There was sonething wong. Hi s nmother wasn't |ooking at him and his
father was drumm ng a tattoo on a knee. "Wat's up? Good neeting?"

"A very good neeting," Norman said. "Until it was over and | had a word
with M. Fal cone.”

H s eyes closed slowy. A noment |ater they snapped open, and he pointed
and said, "Wiait a mnute," and was up the stairs and into his room
before they could stop him He snatched up his notebook and pawed
through it until he found the test, ran down and stood in front of his
father, pressing the page to his chest to smooth out the winkles.

"Don- "

"Wait," he said, he held it out. "Just |look at it, Dad. Just take a | ook."

"Donal d," Joyce started, and stopped when he pl eaded her patience with a
gl ance.



Nor man | ooked up, |ooked at the paper and read through it, his |lips
nmovi ng slightly. Wien he was finished, he passed it to Joyce, sighed,
and sagged back in his chair.
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"Vl | 2"

"Don ..." Norman closed one eye, pulled at his lower lip; he was hunting
for the right word. "It does seema bit harsh, | have to be honest."

"Harsh?" He sputtered, trying to control his voice before it broke into
falsetto. "Harsh? It's nmore than harsh, it's wong, Dad! He took points
of f he never would have for sonmebody el se. He deliberately marked it
earlier than the rest of them and he deliberately picked on ne. He ...
he said before the test that | would need all the luck | could get. He
said that, Dad, | swear to god."

Nor man dropped the paper into his lap and set a knuckle to his cheek

ran it down to his jaw, and stared at the fireplace. "I can't believe
that, Don."

n md_ n

"Damit, you just listen to ne, boy, and stop interrupting. For all the
fighting that man and | are doing now, he is still a professional and
you' d better remenber it. | cannot believe he would deliberately single
you out. It's too obvious, don't you see that? Christ, all I'd have to

do is conmpare this with another paper fromthe sanme class and |'d see
right away if he was picking on you."

"But he is! Wait until Mnday, | can get a hundred-"

"No," Norman said forcefully, wthout raising his voice. "I won't. He's
a dammed fine teacher, Don, and I won't insult himthat way."

"You' re grounded," his nother said behind him
He whirled, unable to take it in, unable to speak

"Donal d," she said, near to tears, "if you're going to college, you
sinmply cannot afford to let your grades slip the way they have. This is
the last straw. Colleges ook at things like that, they check to see if
you |l et your grades go down just because your school is al nost over.
You' re obviously distracted fromyour work by ... a nunmber of things.
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Donal d, you're grounded until you can prove you're doing better."

Tears brinmed into his eyes, and he felt as if he had stunbled into a
dream soneone else's dream and he was |ost and didn't know how to find
his way out, back to his own bed, his own famly. There was a roaring in
his ears, and a constriction that prevented the air from passing his
throat. He swal |l owed, hoping to find his voice again, fighting not to
break the rule in front of his father; he | ooked to Norman, who was
still staring at the hearth.

He had a headache, and he knew his skull would split in half if he



didn't | eave the roomimediately.

He reached out, and Norman handed the test back
He | ooked at his nother blankly, and turned.
There was a hint of red floating in the foyer

Behi nd himthey shifted unconfortably; punishment nmeted and neither felt
right though they knew it was the right thing.

He wal ked away. Slowly. So slowy a cranp began building in his left
calf and he had to grab the banister to keep fromracing upstairs.

The roaring increased, to a winter's stormtrapped in a seashell
The red danced, and he told hinself to remenber the Rules.
Then he opened his door, and nearly screaned.

The shel ves were enpty except for his books, his desk was cl ean except
for a pencil neatly centered, and the posters and prints were gone from
the walls.

He was al one.

The door cl osed behind himand he wal ked to the bed, sat on the edge,
and stared at not hing.

They were gone, his friends gone, and he was al one.
The red darkened, then faded.

"Donal d," he whispered after five mnutes had passed. "My nane is
Donal d, goddamit. Goddamed Samis dead!"
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The defiance: it was terrifying.

And the power inplicit in it even nore so because he knew it was there
and didn't know exactly what it would do or how he should use it. Al he
knew was he couldn't stand it any longer in the prison cell of his room
couldn't stand the stench of decay and betrayal that had filled the
enpty shelves and spilled into his dreans. It had been an oasis once, a
pl ace where he could do his homework, read his books, dreamhis future
as he wanted it to be. Now it had been devastated. Corrupted. H s nother
had wal ked in w thout his perm ssion, and w thout his permn ssion had

t aken away everything that had been able to give himsonme peace.

So he had waited until they'd left the house in the mddle of Sunday
afternoon, for still another nmeeting with still another conmittee
determ ned to celebrate the birthday of a two-bit town that didn't

matter to anyone except the people who wanted their pictures in the
paper; they had left, not saying a word to hi mbecause he was still in
the ruins of his room assum ng he would be there when they returned. He
heard them at the front door, his nother |aughing at his
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father's good-natured grunbling about not being able to attend the gane
because of the nmeeting, and how inmportant it was that he at |east show
his face before the final gun sounded. There was a response, Norman

| aughed | oudly, and the door had slamred shut.

And in the abrupt silence he hadn't been able to stand it any |onger. He
grabbed his jacket and left, cursing them fighting so hard not to cry
that he gave hinmself the hiccoughs. A small and still reasonable part of
himcontinued to insist that they weren't being malicious, that they
truly believed they had done the right thing because they | oved hi mand
didn't want to see himhurt. But what the hell did they know about hurt?
What the hell did they know about what it was |like to have to nmenorize
all the rules and do your dammedest to follow them only to have someone
sneak in behind your back and change a word here and there, change a
rul e, change the way things were supposed to be.

What the goddammed hell did they know about how he felt inside?

| was young once, though you probably don't believe it, his father had
said on nore than one occasion; but if he did know, what did he think he
was doi ng, going along with Joyce, standing aside and letting her strip
himof his pets, of practically everything he owned, w thout even having
t he goddammed decency to | et himknow before he wal ked into the room and
saw it-the rape. Wat the hell had he been thinking of, telling Brian
and Tar about Don's thinking they had been the ones who' d dunped the
vial into that classroon? Jesus, didn't he have eyes? Didn't he see what
was goi ng on?

He may have been young once; he wasn't young anynore. He may think he
renenbers what goes on in a kid's head, but all he knows is what he's
read in those dammed books, what he hears in the office, what he's told
by the Board of Education, who are only a bunch of stupid men and wonen
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who think they remenber what it was |ike to be young and what it was
like to be in school and what it was |like to have your parents rape you
wi thout laying a finger on your arm

Just like Norman and Joyce, they think they know kids, but they
goddammed don't know him

And the worst part, the absolute worst and nost horrible part of it was,
because he didn't know what to do or how to teach thema | esson or show
them he wasn't their goddammed dead son or their puppet or their pet
the worst part of it was, he was frightened to death because he wanted
to kill them

He wal ked aim essly, first near the school, where he heard the crowd
cheering and the blaring discord of the band, then toward the center of
town, not realizing where he was heading until he passed Tracey's house
and paused at the front wal k, staring at the closed curtains, the enpty
curb, sighing and noving on and wondering if maybe he wasn't being too
hard on hinself, that she had after all given hima kiss, and her
reputati on was that such ki sses were not granted lightly. Neverthel ess,
she hadn't encouraged him nor had she been dragged screaming into the
house before she could tell himwhen they'd neet again.

What he needed to do was think



This wasn't the place to do it, and the track was out until the gane was
over.

So he nmoved on, shoul ders slunped, feet barely lifting off the pavenent,
until he reached Parksi de Boul evard and wal ked west toward the far end
of town, watching pedestrians pass himw thout recognition, watching the
traffic pass fromone invisible place to another. There were garish
signs in nost of the shops, announcing sales in honor of the celebration
begi nni ng on Wednesday; there were workmen on | anpposts and tel ephone
poles, clinging to | adders or safely standing in
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t he baskets of cherry pickers, hanging up | arge oval mnedallions that
featured the town's crest and the years of its incorporation; there were
doubl e- parked vans meki ng deliveries, and a fair nunmber of men putting
the finishing touches on new paint jobs and storefront repairs, filling
pot hol es on the side streets and trimmng dead matter fromthe trees at
the curbs.

In spite of his nood he was inpressed by the effort, and within the hour
hi s depressi on had changed from bl ack to grey. What happened to hi m when
he got home he would deal with later; right now he just wanted to find a
pl ace that woul d make himforget. Even for an hour it would be nice to
forget so he could figure out what had gone so suddenly w ong.

By four-thirty he was having a hanburger at Beacher's and not answering
Joe' s questions about why he wasn't at the game. Wen he heard the
triunphant horns in the street, he knew the game was over and the hone
team had won. Wthin mnutes, then, the place would be swarning and he
woul d have to listen to the stories, the laughter, see the girls and the
pl ayers and suffer the replays of the gane. It took himonly a nonment to
conclude this was not what he needed while he thought things out. He
slid off the stool without finishing his food, dropped a bill beside the
regi ster, and wal ked outside, saw Brian's car ainmng for the curb and
turned i Mmediately to his left and bought a ticket to the shoppers
special early show at the theater. It was the same filmhe' d seen with
Tracey, and he didn't see it again, sitting in the front rowwth his

| egs outstretched and his hands cl asped across his stomach and his eyes
bl ank on the center of the screen

Until the first gunshot nade himblink and he saw a dark-suited nman fal
t hrough a wi ndow with bl ood on his face and fear in his eyes.

He shifted unconfortably, thinking of that norning when he had wanted
his fol ks dead. Thinking, too, of the power

95

one had to have not just to kill another human bei ng, because anyone
could do that if anyone had a mind to, but to cause the terror that cane
just before it.

Anot her man was sl anmed against a wall froma shotgun blast, and he
marvel ed at the effects they used to nake it all seemso real and at the
same time so gigglingly funny.

He cl osed his eyes.

He pictured Joyce sprawl ed on the kitchen floor, blood seeping froma



wound in her back, her left hand gripping the table I eg as though she
were trying to pull herself up.

It frightened himeven nore to think: serves the bitch right.

When the fil mwas over, he wal ked to the park's boul evard entrance and

| eaned against the wall. Hands in his pockets. Gaze on the curb. A car
passed and honked, and he sniled quickly when Tar waved fromthe
backseat of Chris Snowden's convertible. She was driving, and they were
headi ng toward New York, and she gave hima big grin and a wave before a
bus cut between them

Foot bal | players, he thought, have all the luck. Then he felt his |egs
tighten, and he realized what he should be doing instead of feeling
sorry for hinself. The gane was |ong over. The stands were enpty. And
the sun wasn't quite ready yet to set behind the town.

He hurried, trotted, put on the brakes when he felt hinself straining to
break into a full run; and ten minutes later, w ndbreaker on the ground
and shirt open to the waist, he was alone on the track

There wasn't anyone in the world who could keep up with himwhen his
| egs were noving and his arns were punping and his lungs were taking in
that fresh cold air.

No one
H s sneakers crunched on the finely ground cinder, the
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wi nd pushed back his hair, and there was a not unpl easant ache settling
into his left side.

He was alone on the track, and it was his world, no one el se's.

Hs world, where there were no anbushes, no snipers, no battles for his
soul .

For one brief nonent he had wanted to kill his parents, and at that
nmonent he had forgotten the Rul e: never take your anger out on someone
el se, not even your enemi es.

In place of striking out in anger, giving vent to his tenper, there were
words. Sticks and stones may break ny bones, but words will never hurt nme.

Christ, how wong that was. How pious, and how w ong!

Wrds were how his folks did their fighting-hissing quietly, bitterly,
venomously. Using time-honed razors instead of clubs to bleed each ot her
to death. He hadn't seen that until recently, and yet one couldn't hit
the other. It just wasn't done.

Wl |, maybe that was one of the Rules, he thought as he began his second
quarter mle, but it was a dammed dunb one. Sonetines he knew, he sinply
knew how great it would feel to |and a punch on Brian Pratt's face.

The trouble was, you had to know what to do if you were doing to get
into a fight, and he didn't. The second Saturday he had lived in
Ashford, when he was nine, Brian had come over with a bunch of his



friends. Don was in the front yard playing soldier by hinself, and Pratt
junped him There was no introduction, no posturing, no threats. Pratt
junped him forced himonto the ground, and punched his back solidly a
dozen or so times. Then he got back onto his bike, and rode off. Don
cried because he hurt, and because he was confused, but he hadn't gone
to his father because he knew what he'd hear: you have to stand up for
yoursel f, son, you have to show themyou' re better than they are.

Sure. But don't act like you're better because the new Rul e
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was-you weren't. You were the same as everyone el se. You were the
principal's kid, but you were the same. Sure.

Goddamm rul es. They're never the sanme fromone day to the next.
How was he supposed to act when they kept changing the Rul es?

H s | egs were | oose now, and his breathing regular. The air was no

| onger cool, the track no longer too hard to run on. He stretched out,
pi cking up speed, letting his m nd wander because that was the best way
to keep the laps frombeating you in the end. Pay no attention to them
and you've got it all firmy in the pal mof your hand.

The sky turned darker, and a pal e ghost of a noon settled over the town.

He ran al one, alone in the stadium thinking about Tracey, about Hedl ey
and Fal cone, Pratt and Tar Boston, and his parents. If life was |ike
this forever, he decided he would stay in school until he was an ol d man.

Into his second nmle, panting a bit, but his |legs were hol ding up
He |iked running.

He |iked the solitude, the way he was able to work out his problens just
by sending his brain out ahead of him Sonme days he caught up, sone days
he didn't, and sonme days it just didn't nmatter at all. But there was no
one faster than he, not when he was al one and the wind was blowing in
his face and the stadiumwas filled with cheering crowds that waved red
handker chi efs as he passed. He saw the finish |line and knew that given a
little luck and one extra push, he would break the world's record. In
one nore turn of the track he woul d becone the fastest man on earth.

The crowd was on its feet.

He felt hinmself breathing through his nouth and knew it was a bad sign
but there was a reserve sonewhere down in the mddle of his chest, and
he called on it now Gunting as
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he kicked his legs out for the bell lap. The crowd scream ng, horns
blaring, television canmeras tight on the grimace frozen to his face |like
the scream of a cl own.

Hedl ey was standing in the mddle of the track, twirling his nustache
and combing his red fringe, and Don ran right over himw thout breaking
stri de.



Pratt and Boston were down in a two-point, ready to block himinto the
next town, and he | eapt, soared, came down lightly on the other side
whi |l e they stood and gaped and scratched their heads |ike nonkeys.

Tracey threw hima kiss.
Chrissy tore off her clothes and wet her |ips when he passed.

Mom and Dad shook their heads and turned to help little Sam who was
havi ng trouble tying his shoel aces.

The finish was ahead now, around that |ast turn.

The crowd was in a frenzy, pressing against the police line that tried
to keep them back, though the cops were just as excited as the people
t hey were hol di ng.

He could hear his heart, and it was doing fine; he could hear his feet
in perfect rhythmwi th the swing of his arns and the tilt of his head;
he coul d hear his nanme being called over and over again, |like the
beating of a drum like the slamof a fist hard against cenment, l|like the
march of an army across a treeless plain.

He ran harder, sobbing now because he knew he had to break the record so
t hey woul d know who they were dealing with here. So they would know he
wasn't a goddammed ki d anynore.

He ran harder and thrust out his chest, and broke through the ribbon

j ust as pandenoni um broke | oose and snothered him washed him rose in
awe of himwhile he staggered across the grass and dropped onto his
back, arns outspread, |egs w de, eyes staring straight up at the

goal post's crossbar.

The crowd left, the caneras, the police, the sighing wonen.
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But he wasn't al one.

The field stretched ahead of him |onger now from down here, and at the
far end, in the ten-foot tunnel in the thick brick wall whose heavy
wooden gates were still open at both ends, he could see sonethi ng
standing there. Deep in the shadows. Watching him Wiiting. Not noving a

nmuscl e.

There was no light behind it though the streetlanps were on; it cast no
shadow dar ker than itself.

But it was there. He could see it.
And it was watching him Witing.
Not maki ng a sound.

He blinked the sweat fromhis eyes, wiped his face with a forearm and
| ooked agai n.

It was gone.

The stadi um was enpty, and he was |ying on the grass.



He puffed his cheeks and bl ew out, blinked again rapidly, and stared at
the tunnel. "Oxygen, kid," he told hinmself as he stunbled to his feet.
"You need a little of the old @, if you know what | nean."

H s jacket was gone.

He | ooked down on the spot at the fifty-yard line where he had dropped
it, stared with a perplexed frown, and finally | ooked up to scan the
field. Then he turned and scanned the stands. It was gone. He knew he
had left it right here; he could feel it |eaving his hands and coul d
hear it striking the ground. And now it was gone. He waited a nonent for
someone to start |aughing, waited until he was sure it was not a joke.
And when he was sure, when he knew he wasn't even safe on his track
anynore, he put his hands into his pockets and started for hone.

This, Tracey thought, is the pits.

She sat alone on a crunbling stoop in front of a crunbling brownstone,
one of a whole block that could just as easily have been in any of the
city's boroughs. The curbs were |ined
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with cars, the pavenent packed with children, and there wasn't a single
face she recogni zed, not a single voice she <new.

The pits.

Thi s was supposed to be Long |Island-trees and beaches and el egant houses
and devel oprments, a place you visited to get away fromit all. But even
Ashford was better than this, for god' s sake. At least it had the
football gane she was supposed to be playing the flute for right now, it
had her books and her stuffed aninmals and the seclusion of her room
Ashford had Don Boyd.

She squirnmed, thinking of the way she had ki ssed hi m before she'd known
what she was doing. He'd | ooked as if she'd punched himin the stomach;
she felt as if she'd been punched herself, and had run straight to her
roomw t hout giving her nother the usual m nute-by-ninute account of her
time out of the house. She must have been bl ushing, though, because her
sisters began a teasing that hadn't let up, not even on the trip over,
until her father had finally laid down the | awno tal king, he was
driving, he needed to concentrate on the idiots who were on the road
with him

She cl asped her hands between her knees, watching a ganme of stick bal
grow dangerously close to a brawl, suddenly thinking of the How er and
what he could do to these kids. A shudder. A swallow. A |ook over her
shoul der to the wi ndows above, to the wi ndow where she saw her father's
face | ooki ng down. She smiled at him waved, and si ghed when he gestured
her off the steps and into the building.

Dam, she thought. If he's such a macho cop, why the hell can't he get
the old lady to nove? At |least to a place that had trees instead of
gar bage cans.

Long Island was the pits.

At the doorway she stopped and turned, and a sour snmile parted her |ips.



Good- bye, twentieth century, she said to the
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noi sy street. I'mgoing in nmy tinme machi ne now. Fasten your chastity
belts, please, it's going to be a rough, boring ride.

The house's original porch had been torn down | ong before Don and his
fam |y had noved in, the previous owner clainng the wood had been
rotted, and he didn't want anyone hurt in case a board or the steps gave
way. It had been replaced by one that barely reached to either side of
the door, and its roof was peaked, the railing up the steps tw sted

bl ack wought iron. It was the only house on the block with a porch |ike
that, and Norman had once insisted he was going to restore the old one;

t hat was before Sam had di ed. Now he said nothi ng beyond a grunbling
that what was there did little to protect himfromthe rain or the snow.

Don sat on the top step. He had been inside only | ong enough to towel
hinsel f off and fetch a sweater, had intended on going back to his room
when he saw that his parents hadn't yet returned. They woul d never know
he was gone. They woul d assunme they had been obeyed. He had actually sat
down on the bed and stared at the blank wall where the stallion had
been; then he felt the weight of the enpty shelves, and the holl ow sound
his breat hing made, and the chill that seenmed to drift fromthe
white-painted walls. He | ooked into his parents' room into Samis room

t hen opened the attic door and went up

They were there. Piled on cartons, helter-skelter on the dusty floor
dropped on a trunk that belonged to his grandfather. He had swal |l owed,
stood, and finally picked up the poster and brought hi m back down. Taped
hi mup over the desk and stared at him wondering.

He saw little save the withdrawi ng of the light.

He heard only the | eaves, and the shadows, and the silence of the house
rising behind him

An autonobil e or two had sped past, but he paid them no heed; a flock of
ki ds shrieked through the twlight, but he
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didn't smle at their greetings; a red convertible craw ed down the
street, radio on full, and it wasn't until he realized it had pulled
into a driveway a few houses down that he turned his head slowy, as if
it were too heavy to nove.

The driver's door sl anmed.

Chris. He blinked. It was Chris Snowden, and she wasn't with Tar. She
was still in her dark cheerl eader's sweater, still had on her saddle
shoes, but her pleated skirt had been replaced by a pair of
faded-to-white jeans.

And she wasn't going into her house; she was wal ki ng across the
i ntervening yards directly toward him

He cleared his throat and wondered what she had planned for hima bit of
teasing, a little tenptation, a breathless request for his zool ogy homework.



He could wait; and he did, until she stopped at the foot of the stairs,
| eaned on the railing and crossed one foot over the other, toe down.

nH!n

Her pale hair was parted down the center and gathered in two braids that
fl opped over her chest. Her face was flushed, her eyes w de and of a
bl ue so dark they seened nearly bl ack

Warily he smiled a greeting. He recalled her brief show of solicitude
when she'd seen the danage done to his eye, saw it again as she exam ned
his face closely, a half smile at her I|ips.

"Looks better," she said.

"I barely feel it," he admitted, unconsciously poking around the

di scol oration. She turned to | ook at the enpty street; he couldn't take
his eyes fromher profile. "I, uh, saw you and Tar before. | figured you
guys were going to the city."

A shrug, and a sideways | ook of disgust. "He got sick. Brian had sone
beer in his car, and after the game they had a
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he- man chuggi ng contest. Tar |ost.'
my car."

She pointed down the street. "So did

"G oss."

"The creep wouldn't even help me clean it out. Last time | saw him he
was falling into the park." A grin-full of hunmor, touched with malice.
"If there's a god, he'll end up in the pond."

He chuckl ed and shook his head at the foolishness of kids, and did his
best not to stare when she turned back to himand | eaned forward on the
railing, folding her arms on it and putting her chin on a wist. This
wasn't happeni ng, he knew, this was sonething his mnd had dreamed up to
puni sh him for thinking he could somehow rule the world and nmeke it fair
agai n.

"Were you at the game?"

"No. | had ... other things to do."

An eyebrow lifted. "W won."

"W al ways win."

"Real | y?"

"Every year," he said, naking it clear there was a book sonewhere filled
wi th things he thought nore inmportant, or |less boring. "Especially since
Brian and Tar got on the team"

"Ch?" Her eyes drifted closed. "You gonna be down at Beacher's |ater?"

"I don't know. Maybe. It depends on ny folks."

She pushed abruptly upright and he al nost gasped, thinking he had said



somet hing to make her mad. The expression on her face was a dark one,
the Iines stabbing fromthe corners of her eyes deeper and | onger

giving her age, turned her soft white-blonde hair into a hag's wi g, her
softly pointed chin into a boney dagger. The transformation startled
him and he | eaned away fromit slightly, could not nmeet her gaze.
Instead, he turned to the right where he saw in dismay the station wagon
appr oachi ng.
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Aw shit, he thought; not now

"You're in trouble, huh?" she said synpathetically.
He couldn't hel p hinsel f-he nodded.

"Shit. So aml."

"Huh? You?"

"Ch sure," she said with venonmpbus di sgust, each word the swi ng and crack
of a bull whip. "It happens all the time, I'"'mgetting used to it. They
say get to know the kids, go to the parties, join the clubs. You're
gonna need it, Christine, on your college applications. You' re gonna
need all that stuff." She snorted and managed a patently false snile as
the station wagon pulled slowy into the drive. "Y know, Don, no offense
but there's a lot of scuz in your school."

"No of fense. There is."

The smile, when she turned it on him was genuine just |ong enough for
himto notice; then it faded as Norman and Joyce opened their doors and
got out, Norman pointing stiffarmed to Don, then to the grocery bags in
back.

"Agirl," she said quietly, "can't even get a decent |ay around here."

He wanted to laugh, to grab her, to find soneplace dark and deep where
he could hide and start this conversation over. He wanted to tell her he
knew exactly how she felt. Wat he did was stand nmeekly and nmurrmur a
good- bye when his father gestured again for help with the bags. Chris
touched his armin farewell, smled again and introduced herself to the
Boyds as she headed for home. Norman watched her; Don grabbed the two
heavi est bags and grunted back to the house where his mother had the
door open and waiting.

In the kitchen he |lowered themonto the counter and backed into a corner
while he waited for the storm

Nor man dropped his load solidly on the table, Joyce did the sane, and
t hey proceeded to nove awkwardly about the room putting things in their
pl aces and not | ooking at himsave for a flat glance or two.
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"I thought you were to stay in the house," his father said.

"Chris seens like a very nice girl,"'

"She is,"” Don told her. Guess what, Ma, she wants to get laid and |I'm

his nother said with an anxi ous smle



still a goddamm virgin.

"You' re grounded,"” Norman rem nded hi m

"Well, nmaybe you should get to know her a little better, what do you think?"

Back and forth. Figurines on a clock.
"I guess, Mom | don't know. "

"Her father is a surgeon, you know. He works in New York. A fairly
i nportant man fromall | hear."

"How cone he lives here then?" he said, flinching when Nornan opened a
cupboard next to his head and gave hima | ook that demanded a response.

"I don't know," Joyce said, frowning over a box of cake mix, weighing it
in her hand before putting it aside. "Fromwhat |I'mtold, he isn't
lacking for the old green. And it certainly isn't because this is the
perfect suburb. There is, | gather, sonmething about the nother that-'

Nor man sl ammed a can of soup on the table and faced his son. "I want to
know what you were doi ng outside, Donald, when you were specifically
told not to | eave the house."

He | owered his gaze to his shoetops and swal |l owed the burrs that clinbed
into his throat. His left hand began thunping lightly against the wall.
There was heat in his chest, and heat on his neck, and he could feel the
seconds skip by like rocks dropped into a puddle. Wthout seeing her he
could sense his nmother shifting toward the doorway, fussing
nmeani ngl essly with sonethi ng, staying because she had to, wanting to

| eave because she knew what was comni ng

That was the Rule: the famly never ran out on a discussion

"I"'mgrounded,"” he said. "That doesn't nean | can't sit on the dunb
porch, does it?"

"You know dammed well what it neans,"” Norman sai d.
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"No," Donald said, "I don't know dammed wel | what it neans because you
never told me before because | was never dammed wel |l grounded before."

Joyce put a hand to her mouth; Norman took hold of the table's edge and
for a noment Don thought he was going to tip it over and come for his

t hr oat .

Don | ooked past himto his nother. "Mom why are ny things in the attic?"
"Thi ngs?"

"From ny shelves. The animals. You took them away, renmenber? 1'd like to
know why they're in the attic. AmI| ever going to get them back?"

"Go to your room" Norman said before she could answer. "Go to your room
and don't cone down until you have a civil tongue in your head."

"Sam " Joyce said.



There was no tine then; no sound; no air.
Don raised a fist, and Norman | ooked at his wife in shock and di sgust.
"Ch," she whispered, and ran out of the room

There was red, briefly, before Don becanme aware of what he was t hinking.
He lowered the fist, forced the fingers to open, and headed for the
staircase, his father behind him At the |anding he | ooked down.

"What if I'mnot sorry?" he said flatly.
Nor man swal | owed and came up a step

He knew it then-he knew as surely as he could see the red gathering in
the corners that if his father lifted his foot one nore tinme, one nore
step, there was going to be a fight. He was going to hit his father, or
his father was going to throw the first punch. He had seen it in the
nmovi es and thought it stupid, that it never happened in real life. But
he hadn't been able to feel it until now, until he saw this stranger

| ooking up at him not even the courtesy of hatred in
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his eyes, this stranger fighting with hinself because all the rules said
you can't hit your son when he's al nost eighteen

"Do as | tell you," Norman said tightly.

"I"ll go," he answered, not conceding a thing.
He sat cross-1legged on the bed, his back against the wall, his hands in
his | ap.

He deliberately avoided | ooking at the shelves, the neat desktop, the
wi ndow, the fl oor.

He | ooked at the stallion, forever charging through the forest, and he
t hought .

First he thought about what it would be like to be an orphan and how he
m ght acconplish the fact wi thout |eaving school to take a job;

He t hought about Tracey and why she hadn't said anything to hi mabout
goi ng out again, or seeing himat school, or even seeing himaround,

He t hought about Brian and Tar and the not-always-rotten Fleet, and why
he had to be known as Donny Duck when he wasn't the only Don in the
school , when there were others who had worse and funni er names, when
there were others who were clearly nmeant to be the butt of stupid jokes;

He t hought about Chris, thought about what she was |ike under that
sweat er, and wondered how many there were who knew exactly what was
there and why did she have to talk to himand ruin everything about her;

He thought about the Rules.

He t hought about how he could get all these people off his back before
it broke in half and he was left lying in bed, crippled and dying.



Final |y he thought about not hing.

At m dni ght he stirred.
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There was nothing left in his mnd he could cling to for nore than a few
seconds, but he sniled when he felt a curious settling inside. He | ooked
down at his chest and was amazed to see how wet his clothes were; he
touched his hair and it was matted to his scal p; he touched the bed and
it was unpl easantly danp. But he didn't nove because he still felt
hinsel f settling. It was the only way he could describe it to hinself-a
mass of sonething light piled high on a plain that had nothi ng but

hori zon, something that shifted and settled and eventual | y becane a
smal | somet hing el se, a nugget, conpact and incredibly hard.

He reached wi thout noving his arnms, and he touched it, and it was hot,
and it was red, and it was perfectly fitted to the pal mof his hand when
he picked it up and stared, and knew what it was.

There was a nonent as he watched it-all the rage, all the
frustration-when fear hovered over him a stormcloud runbling before
the first clap of thunder. Yet despite the heat, the red, the hardness
it had, it was nore than anythi ng something conforting, something famliar
It was his, and it was him

A smle, just barely.

He shifted to the edge of the bed, let his feet touch the floor, let his
hands grip the mattress.

He switched on the |ight over the headboard and turned away fromthe
bul b until his eyes adjusted. Eagerly he | eaned forward, ready to
explain to his friend what he thought had just happened.

But he couldn't.

He could only open his nmouth in a screamthat was never nore than silent.
The poster was still there, taped over his desk

The forest, the road, the darkening sky.

The poster was there.
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But soneone had tried to destroy the black horse. It was streaked,
barely visible, as if a knife or a pen had attenpted to scrape the
picture off and | eave only the background.
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FI VE



Sunday's dawn never showed the sun; there was rain instead, a driving
downpour that filled the gutters swiftly and washed driveways into bl ack
rivers. Leaves dropped sodden into the streets and onto the pavenent,
the Ashford Day nedal |ions on the boul evard | anpposts were twi sted on
their wires in the wind that foll owed. The park was deserted. A handful
of pedestrians ran from shop doorway to shop doorway, heading for the
bakeries and their hot cross buns, their dinner cakes and breakf ast
rolls. Cars hissed. Buses sprayed the shoul ders. Headl anps were weak in
t he not-quite-daylight.

And when the downpour was over, the drizzle remained. Col der sonmehow,
nore touched with gloom It prevented the puddles from hol ding cl ear

refl ections, prevented the windows from seeing clearly outside; the w nd
was gone, but collars were kept up and unbrellas stayed unfurled, and
when a church bell tolled on the far side of town, it sounded like a
buoy heral ding the fog.

In Don"s roomthe light was grey but he didn't notice it at all. He sat
against the wall, on his bed, and stared at the
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poster, eyes puffed and bl oodshot, hands pal sied at his sides. He wore
only his shorts, and his chest barely noved.

H s nmot her had checked on himshortly after breakfast, and he had stared
at her until she had backed out and cl osed the door

His father hadn't conme to see himat all
He didn't m nd.

He was wor ki ng on a new set of Rules.
The tel ephone rang.

Tracey bolted fromthe couch and raced for the kitchen, but by the tine
she got there her nother had al ready answered. An aunt, by the sound of
it, and she waited until she knew it would be one of those |ong, Sunday
conversations that mxed with the aromas of Sunday di nner and the quiet
of Sunday afternoons, when the house was ordered peaceful, a fiat from
her father.

Later, she thought; 1'lIl call Don Iater

Brian was worried about the size of his neck. Several times before he
left the house he checked hinself in the hall mirror to see if it was
getting too bulky, too thick. He didn't want to end up |like Tar or

Fleet, with necks sticking out to the ends of their shoul ders, | ooking
i ke goofballs and sounding like they had cotton shoved hal fway down
their throats. He wanted to | ook as normal as possible. A thick neck
meant you were dimwitted and stupid to those assholes out there, and he
wasn't ki dding hinmsel f-once his professional career on the field was
over he would have to make it in a real job, and you don't get real jobs
if you l ook stupid, or bloated, or like your face had been stonped on by
a herd of el ephants.

Now he adjusted the rearview mirror and pulled at the top of the
sweater, just to be sure nothing had changed in the past five mnutes.
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"Jesus Christ!" Tar yelled, cringing back in his seat. "WII you for
Christ's sake | ook where you're goi ng?"

A bus horn blared. Brian yanked the wheel hard to the right, back to the
left, and grinned as the car held on the rain-slick blacktop. "No sweat."
"No sweat, fuck you, pal," Tar said. He wiggled |lower until he could
prop his knees up on the dashboard, his head barely rising above the
edge of the door.

"Chi cken?" Brian asked with a grin.
"Careful."

He | aughed, shook his head, and swerved off the boul evard onto a street
that took a sudden plunge down hal fway al ong the bl ock. They were headed
for the flat below the school, and after checking his neck once again,
Brian glanced into the backseat to make sure they had everyt hing.

"I still think," Tar muttered, "we should' ve nade Fl eet cone, y'know?
Hell, it was practically his stupid idea in the first place."

Brian shrugged. He didn't give a damm. Fleet Robi nson had sort of
dropped out anyway, ever since he picked up Aranda Adler and got into
her pants. Not, he thought with a pal mrubbing over his chest, that he
wouldn't mind it either. She wasn't all that bad, considering she didn't
have nmuch in the tits-and-ass departnment. He guessed Fleet was into
something different, like that ass-long pony tail of hers. Maybe she
whips himwith it or something. He grinned. Maybe she does.

Tar was right though. The creep oughta be here, with them driving into
a place that | ooked |like God forgot to clean up. The houses were ancient
and falling apart; there was silt over everything now that it had
rained, fromthe factories whose snokestacks rose glumy above the
trees. You could hardly tell it was the sanme town, and he wondered why
all the girls who cane fromdown here had the best bodies.
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"Jesus, what a dunp,"” Tar said, his chin hard on his chest. Hi s hair was
short, dark, cropped high over his ears; his face was pale in the late
afternoon's dimlight. He sniffed, and funbled in his shirt pocket for a
cigarette, lit it, and rolled the wi ndow down to |let out the snoke.

Bri an hated snoke.

Anot her right, and Brian slowed to not nmuch faster than a brisk wal k.
Since they'd left the boul evard they hadn't seen a single car or a
single person. Early dinner for the rubes, he thought. He snapped his
fingers, and Tar groaned as he unfol ded hinself, reached into the
backseat and pulled the two plastic garbage bags to the front. He
stuffed themcarefully into the well between his legs, and rolled the
wi ndow down a bit nore. Despite the ties that held the bags cl osed, he
could still smell the crap, and he w ped his hands on his jeans.

"Beautiful," Brian said.

"Fl eet oughta be here."



"Jesus, will you give it a rest, Boston? He ain't, and that's that, and
besi des, he'll regret it when he sees the | ook on the Tube's face
t omor r ow nor ni ng. "

Tar considered it and decided Brian was right. As usual. Even when he
was w ong.

Aleft, aright, and Brian pulled to the curb on a deserted street, the
hones here in considerably better shape than the ones they had passed.
They were still old, and still |ooked as if their owners nade | ess than
a buck an hour, but the tiny |awns were well kept, the houses cl ean and
pai nted, and no rusted hulks cluttered the road.

Water dripped fromthe | eaves onto the roof, |oudly.

Bri an rubbed his hands together and | eaned over the steering wheel to
peer through the windshield. "There," he said, pointing. "The green one,
two in fromthe corner."

Tar followed the finger's direction and nodded. Then he checked the
nei ghbor hood again. "Wat the hell is he doing living down here, man?
The way he tal ks you think he Ilived
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i n fucki ng Scarsdal e or sonething.'
"Maybe we got the wong address.”

He peered at the nearest house.

"No," Brian said, though he'd been thinking the sane thing. "He probably
lives in the sane house he was born in. Too fucking lazy to nove out."
"Maybe he's got a secret lab in the cellar, where he experiments on wonen."

"The Tube? You gotta be kidding. If you were a girl, would you want that
thing on top of you?"

Tar shuddered, and | aughed, and took a deep breath. "Y know, our ass is
dooned if we get caught.”

"Shut up, Boston, okay? We're not getting caught, and besides, we voted
the fucker deserved it, right?"

Tar didn't need to think about that one. "Right. But | still don't get

why we don't just bash the Duck's face in. That black eye of his would

be the best thing left on his body."

"Because," Brian said, wondering why Tar had to think so rmuch all the tine.
"Because why?"

"Jesus, are you stupid or what?"

"I ain't stupid. | just think-"

"Look," Brian said, his hands kneadi ng the wheel, "we bash up the Duck

and everyone knows who did it, right? His old man cones down on us l|ike

we were killers or sonething, and we won't see graduation fromthe ass

end of a warden. But we do this, Tar baby, and the Duck gets creaned.
H's old man creans him Hedl ey creans him and maybe even if we get



lucky the frigging cops creamhimtoo. So what the hell's the bitch?"

Tar didn't know. He supposed it made sense. "All right," he said. "But
if we sit here nmuch | onger, someone's gonna call the cops on us, not the
Duck. "

Brian grunted his agreenment and checked the green house again. "COkay.
W'l go around the corner. I'll keep the

116

engi ne running, and for Christ's sake, don't forget the other thing, al
ri ght?"

As Brian pulled away fromthe curb, Tar scrubbed a fist over a nose
that' d been broken three tines since he was a freshman. "I coul d use
some hel p. That's why Fl eet was supposed to be here, in case you didn't
know. "

"I know, | know, okay?"
"So help."
"So you run faster than ne, okay?"

"Not that nmuch faster," Tar nuttered as they rounded the corner and
parked on the left, facing traffic.

There was no time for further argument. As soon as the car stopped, he
was out with the bags and running hunched over back to the green house.
He sprinted up the walk, turned once in a circle, and heaved them both
agai nst the front door. He was already back on the pavenent when they
hit, when they burst open, when they spilled dogshit and rotten eggs and
vi negar onto the porch. There was a | ow hedge in front of the property,
and just as he veered onto the sidewal k he dropped Don Boyd's

wi ndbreaker onto it, dragging a sleeve until he was sure it had caught.
Then he was back in the car, Brian pulling away before the door shut. He
didn't drive so fast as to | eave rubber, but fast enough to have them
out of sight by the time Adam Hedl ey responded to the thunps upstairs
and left his basenent, his plaid robe tied tightly around him his nose
already winkling in disgust before he took hold of the knob and pulled
the door to him

Brian didn't |augh as he headed back up the hill. He just |ooked at Tar
with a grin that never reached his eyes.

"M ssion," he said, "accomplished."
Sonet hi ng noved in the rain.

It passed across streets w thout making a sound; it passed under
streetl anps wi thout |eaving a shadow, it wal ked t hrough
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a puddl e and the water remained still; it brushed by a hedge and the
branches didn't nove.

A dog on the porch next to Adam Hedl ey' s hone began yapping, pulling at
the I eash that held it to the door, how ing once, snarling, then



cowering with a whinper against the welcone mat when it noved up the
wal k and fixed the terrier with a stare, turned around, and noved away;
and the dog began trenbling, snapping at its legs, groming at its tail
urinating on the mat and foamng slightly at the nouth.

Sonet hing noved in the rain, w thout naking a sound.

The roomwas | arge and perfect. The furniture was new enough to keep its
shine and already ol d enough to be confortabl e when used: the bed was
canopi ed just the way Chris liked it, the desk and chair were straight
from Regent Street in London, the soft rainbow rug fromlndia, the

| oveseat under the window froma little shop in SoHo she had di scovered
two years ago. The walls were papered in white and fl ocked gold, the
ceiling freshly plastered, the al abaster lanps with just the right touch
of frills but not so femnine that it |ooked |ike a roombelonging to a
girl who wanted only a husband and two kids to conplete her life. In the
far corner was an upright piano, sheet nusic piled on the bench and
ready to fall.

Next to the desk was an open door |leading into her private bathroom It
had been one of the requirenents for her agreeing to | eave
Manhatt an-t hat she have as nuch a private environnment as possible to
keep the rest of the house out of her affairs, if not out of her life;
had she thought it possible she would have | obbied for a private
entrance as well, but that woul d have been pushing it. Her father

i ndul gent to the point of easy manipul ati on, woul d have bal ked, no
guestion about it, and m ght possibly have sent her to that damed fancy
school in Vernont where all she'd have to | ook at were other girls, sone
trees, and herds of stupid cows.
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Her nmother didn't care one way or the other; she spent nmpost of her tine
witing ten-page letters to her two older children in Yale and Vassar
and flying down to Florida to visit her own nother.

It was, then, as perfect as she could have it, and whatever conplaints
she had she kept to herself.

She brushed her hair at the bathroommnirror, turning side to side,

scowl ing at the thought of having to wash it again. She hated it-the
washi ng, the drying, the constant brushing to keep it gl eam ng. She

wi shed she could cut it off and dye her scalp blue like the Picts did
for the Romans. But if she cut it off, she would |look |like a freak, and
| ooking Iike a freak was not part of the plan

The bath towel began slipping off her chest and she grabbed for it with
an oath, held it while she flicked off the lights and wal ked into the
dark bedroom A reach for the wall switch was pulled back. Not yet, she
t hought. She wanted to stay in the dark a while longer, listening to the
rain run down her wi ndow, listening to the blessed silence that neant
she was al one. A sigh, contented, and she padded across the warmrug to
t he cushi oned wi ndow seat, sat, and pulled her |egs up so she could hug
them and | ook out. There wasn't all that nmuch to see, not while it was
raining, not after sunset, but the lights in the houses beyond the yard
were still visible, and growi ng brighter as the | eaves were pounded from
their branches.

The towel slipped a bit nore; she didn't touch it.



She put a pal m agai nst a pane and shivered at the cold, pressed her head
beside it, and tried to see the Boyds' backyard. It was too far away and
bl ocked by too many trees, but she sawit, and she saw Don, and she saw
hi s father.

She wondered if either of them would understand what she was doing, if
Don would be very hurt if he knew he was included. Nornman, she thought,
woul dn't be any trouble. Certainly not fromthe way he | ooked at her
yest erday when
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she was wal ki ng away from his son, or the way he sniled at her whenever
she could think of an excuse to talk to himin his office.

He wasn't stupid. She dammed well knew he knew the plan. He understood
why she was going to stay in this dammed dirty town until she graduated
fromits nediocre high school with the highest grades she could get, no
matter how she got them he sure as hell understood that a flower in a
drab garden was brighter than a fl ower anong her sisters, especially
when the flower had the pick of the men who tended that garden-in a

pl ace like this, she was a goddammed chanpi on orchid.

Her not her had chosen to be a shadow, and she had paid; her friends were
too busy turning every job and | ove offer into political statenents.

Chris, on the other hand, knew she was in a war, and only asshol es and
bitches didn't use their best weapons.

Nor man under st ood, she could see it in his eyes; Don would, eventually,
but not before. Not before she was ready.

A shadow down in the yard

She peered, wi ped the pane, and peered again.
And si ghed.

It wasn't Don, and Norman wasn't that stupid.

It was a cat, and she grinned at it while she stretched and purred and
t hought about how the next phase shoul d open

Sonet hing noved in the rain, and Sergeant Quintero in his patrol car
heard it in an alley. He was waiting for Verona to get out of the John
in the bar, declining to go in hinmself and wait because he knew he woul d
see wonen there. On Sunday. Even on Sunday there would be a woman on a
stool, having a drink, talking with the barkeep, waiting for her date to
show up and take her honme. It made himsick, and he refused to go in
when Tom had deci ded he'd had enough of
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the car's usel ess shocks. Jarred his kidneys, he said as he slid out and
wal ked away; Quintero only grunted, and rolled down the w ndow to
breathe the fresh air.

And heard it in the alley.

He stared for a nonment, figuring it was a rummy | ooking for a place to



sl eep, | ooked at the rain, and decided to | eave the bum al one.
Then he heard it again, noving away, slowy.
It sounded |ike sonmeone thunping soft dirt with a shovel.

He gl anced at the bar's cl osed door, then shrugged and pulled his jacket
collar up over his neck. He clinbed out and touched a hand to his |eft
side to be sure the gun was there, then scow ed at the drizzle and noved
to the nmouth of the alley.

It was dark.

At the back, he knew fromrousting Saturday night drunks, was a
br oken- down wooden fence that led to a backyard. A kid could squeeze
t hrough; a grown nan woul d have to swear and clinb over

Wod splintered then, echoing |ike gunshots, and reflex had hi mrunning,
revol ver in hand, eyes squinting through the nmist. But despite the faint
light fromthe street behind and the homes ahead, he coul d see not hing,
not even when he reached the fence and saw t he gapi ng hol e.

A tank, he thought; soneone's driven a tank through it.

He searched for a culprit, in the alley and the adjoi ning backyard, and
decided it was a drunk in a stunbling hurry to get hone.

Anot her five mnutes before he hol stered his weapon and headed back
toward the car.

And behind him softly, something noved in the rain.

"It's like going to the sane funeral twice a nonth," Tracey said to Jeff
as they wal ked down the stadium steps to have lunch. "She lives in this
really creepy apartnent, a
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fourth-floor wal kup in the mddle of a block that | ooks like it's been
bonbed. My father's been trying to get her to nmove out since G andfather
died two years ago, but she says all her friends are still there and she
just won't budge."

Jeff pushed a forefinger against his glasses to shove them back al ong
his nose, and grinned as they sat, opening their lunch bags and taking
out the food. They had bought cartons of mlk in the cafeteria, and
oranges for dessert, and when they didn't see Don there, they thought he
m ght be outside. Sunday's rain was gone though the clouds had stayed
behi nd, and the tenperature had risen as if the sun were shining.

He sighed as he scanned the seats, still dark with noisture. "Don't see
him"

"Well, he was in math."
"Did he say anythi ng?"
She shook her head, and a wide fall of hair slipped from behind her ear

to cover her eye. "He | ooked like hell though. He | ooked |ike he hadn't
slept all weekend."



They ate in silence, not close enough to touch, but close enough to
sense they were al one out here.

"Trace?"

She | ooked at him absently, and wondered why he didn't have a
girlfriend. He wasn't bad-looking in spite of the thick glasses, he kept
his outdated long hair gleanming like a girl's, and when he wanted to be,
he was pretty funny in a sarcastic sort of way. She supposed it was
because he was third string on the football team which didn't rmake him
anywhere near a hero, and sonething |l ess than the fans who crowded the
stands at honme ganes. A bad spot, she imagined, and a little silly too.

"Hey," he said, rapping knuckles on her forehead. "Hey, are you in there?"
She | aughed. "Yeah."

"Thi nki ng about Don?"

She shrugged; not a lie, not the truth.
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"You going to the concert Wdnesday if it doesn't rain?"

"I think so."

"He ask you yet?"

That's what her nother had asked her that norning, and yesterday night,
and yesterday afternoon. But she wouldn't let Tracey call him It was
not the way, she was told sternly; the proper way is for the boy to cal
first. Only, Maria Quintero didn't know Donal d Boyd. Tracey knew he had
enjoyed their date as nmuch as she had, and she knew, too, she should
have said something to himwhen he had wal ked her home. But then there
had been the kiss, and the runni ng away.

And as soon as she had realized her mstake, up there in her room she'd
started out again, to stop himfromleaving, and her father had wal ked
in fromthe kitchen. He had been dressed in street clothes, explaining
qui ckly he was working double shifts fromnow on with Detective Verona,
hopi ng to keep the Howl er fromstriking again in this town.

He hadn't permitted her to | eave.

She'd protested tearfully and was pronptly ordered straight to her room
it was late, the boy was already gone, and there was the visit to abuel a
Quintero the foll owi ng day.

What coul d she do? The last tine she had defied himopenly he had taken
the strap to her and confined her upstairs for an entire weekend. Her
not her, bl ess her, had snuck food up, and confort, but could do nothing
to gain her release. Luis Quintero had nade up his mind

"He hasn't said boo to ne all day," she told Jeff sadly. "I don't know
if he's mad or what."

Jeff grinned. "I think he's scared.™



"Scared? O what ?"
He pointed at her.
"You're crazy."

Jeff debated only a minute before telling her about Don's asking
practically the whol e school about her relationship
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with Brian Pratt. \When she protested that there was none, never had
been, and as long as there was a breath in her body never would be, Jeff
assured her that that's what everyone had told him

"He was a total |oon, you should have seen him" He chuckl ed, and
drained the rest of his milk in a gulp. "Put that on top of the
detention he had and he was a Space Cadet the whole day." H s head shook

in amazenent. "1 never saw himli ke that before. Never."

"Real | y?" She didn't bother to feign indifference. Jeff knew her too
well. "Then | don't get it."

"What's to get? | told you-he's scared shitless.”
"Ch great."

"Hey, don't sweat it, Trace. By the end of the day, if you wink at him

or something, he'll carry your books hone in one armand you in the other.'

She | aughed, and felt a blush working on her cheeks. A swallow to get
rid of it, a touch to her hair to hide it, and she junped when the late
bel | sounded over the seats. Two minutes |later she was in the hallway,
on her way to Hedley's |ab, when she saw Don sl umped agai nst the wall
outside his history class. She slowed, hoping he'd turn and see her

sl owed even nore, and finally wal ked right up to himand jabbed himin
the arm Startled, he pushed away and backed of f a pace, his eyes w de,
al nost pani cked, until he recognized her face.

"Hi!'" she said brightly.

"Hi," he replied, not neeting her gaze.

"You're, uh, late for class."

"Yeah. You too."

"You going hone right after school ?"

He lifted a hand. "I ... | think I"'mgoing to run a little."

A man's voice called her nane, and Don turned away, heading for the
staircase
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"I"ll see you," she called softly, and kicked herself when she saw the
faces of the class as she rushed to her seat. They knew. She nust have
it witten all over her, fromher forehead to her knees. They whi spered,
someone giggled, and she felt the blush rise again; she cursed then for



a full three mnutes before the pressure left her chest and her cheeks
felt cool again.

The class was endl ess. And her last class made her feel as if it were
Friday and not Monday, and she was alnost to the exit with her books
cradl ed agai nst her sweater when she stopped, turned, and collided with
Chri s Snowden.

Chris snmled and laid a hand on her shoul der. "Take it easy," she said
quietly, her head inclined for privacy. "I saw himheadi ng down for the

gym”*

Tracey could only mutter her thanks and rush off, tears of enbarrassnent
filling her eyes. My god, it was that obvious. And if Chris, who didn't
know i f she were alive or dead, if Chris could see it, then the whole
school knew it. And if the whole school knew it, then her freshman
sister would too. Oh, god. Dinner tonight was going to be hell

At the ground floor she was tenpted to forget it and go honme. This was
ridi cul ous. She had never in her life chased a boy before; it was
hum |i ating, and she had seen the blank ook in his eyes when she caught
hi m out si de cl ass-there was neither delight nor fear nor even a polite
snmle. There was nothing. She m ght as well have been a tree, or one of
the wall tiles.

She stepped out of the stairwell and into the corridor. It was deserted,
the lights already dimand made di mer by the | ack of wi ndows, the drab
pai nt, and the absence of doors. The gym and the stadiumexits were on
the other side. He said he was going to run, Chris's conment confirmed
it, so she walked slowly toward the doors that seemed a hundred mles
away. Somewhere, a group of boys |aughed raucously, probably the
football teamgetting ready for practice. A
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hi gher voice trilled, choked, blew into | aughter; the girl's basket bal
team heading for the small gym opposite the nmain one.

And her footsteps on the hard floor, as if there were taps on her heels.

She hurried, feeling nervous, her shoulders lifting a little, her chin
bri ngi ng her face down.

And behi nd her, when she slowed again to be sure this was really what
she want ed, sonething foll owed.

Uneven steps, sounding hollow, sounding |oud.

She gl anced over her shoul der and saw not hi ng, | ooked back and noved on
A boy, maybe one of the coaches, Gabby D Amato draggi ng one of his broons.

The idea that the grizzly custodian night be follow ng her gave her the
shivers and she noved faster. She didn't like the old man; none of the
girls did. They suspected he spent nore tine in their |ocker roomthan
that of the boys, and they knew dammed wel |l he spent hours every day
standing in the girls' gym doorway, watching themin their shorts and
T-shirts, intently.

Behi nd her. The foot st eps.



She was thirty feet fromthe exit, and there was no other sound on the
floor but her shoes, and her breathing, and the slow trailing footsteps
that were hollow, and |oud, and noving closer all the tine.

Don't | ook, she told herself; just get to the door and get outside, and
get hold of Don and shake an invitation out of himeven if you have to
chop himin the throat.

Steadily, noving closer-the deep holl ow sound of slapping agai nst wood.

Don't | ook, idiot; and she turned around at the corner

The corridor was enpty.

But she could still hear the footsteps.
And she could see a huge shadow spilling across the far wall.
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It wasn't a man; she was sure it wasn't a nan, because if it was, he was
stunbling, drunkenly careening off the tiles, off the |lockers. But there
was no sound of anything |ike a shoul der striking nmetal, no sound of
panting, no sound at all but the steady wooden thunp of something nmovi ng
down there.

Sonet hi ng nuch | arger than a boy, or a man.

She blinked once, the books crushing her breasts, her nouth and throat
dry, her lips quivering for a scream

Then it started around the corner and she did scream and spun through

t he door and raced up the steps, shoul dering open the upper exit and
running for the seats. She was halfway down to the field when she

realized the stadiumwas enpty. Don wasn't there. No one was. She was al one.

The school | ooned above her, and she hurried down to the track
What was it?

She didn't know. And she wasn't going to be dunmb enough to stick around
just to satisfy her curiosity. It mght have been a trick of the light,
and it mght have been her nerves gearing up to face Don, but whatever
had started around that corner wasn't human; it couldn't be, unless, she
t hought so suddenly she stopped, it was the How er |ooking for sonmeone
to kill.

She ran, then, and didn't stop until she reached hone.

The office door was closed, the secretaries dismssed early, and Nornan
stood at his w ndow, frowning when he saw the Quintero girl race across
the street as if a rapist were after her. He |l eaned forward to see if
there was, in fact, anyone follow ng, saw no one and grunted, and sat
back at his desk

"It's a bitch," he said, pulling his tie |oose and unbuttoning his collar

Harry Fal cone was in the | eather chair opposite, his |legs crossed, his
sport jacket open. "You can say that again."



"Ckay. It's a bitch."
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They grinned, but not for I|ong.

Nor man picked up a pencil, turned it, tapped it on the blotter. "You
can't do it, you know. You'll have every paper on your ass, and the
board will just tighten theirs, and the parents of the seniors will be
out for your heads."

Fal cone nade a noi se that m ght have been a grunt, or a groan, and

| eaned back until he was staring at the ceiling. "What choice do we
have, Norman?"

"Accept the offer that's on the table, for one."

Fal cone | aughed sharply.

"Then what about binding arbitration?"

Anot her | augh; this one bitter.

"Well, then, what, for god' s sake?"

"Wal k," Fal cone said without |ooking at him "W're going to walk. If
the vote's right tonight, we'll walk on Wednesday after the |ast bel
unl ess sonmeone hands us a contract we can live with and live on."

"I nsane. "

"That," said Falcone, finally sitting up, "is your opinion."

Nor man swi vel ed around qui ckly, |ooked out at the |lawn, and ordered
hinmsel f to rel ax.

"Do you have a statenent you want ne to read to the faculty toni ght?"

"Read the last one," he said sourly. "lI've got nothing else to say."

"Christ, Norm you're an ass, you know that? You're a real jackass. You
could be setting yourself up for life, you could be a hero and every
teacher in this school would kill for you, but instead you're insisting
on cutting your own throat."

You son of a bitch, he thought; you snug little son of a bitch

He swung the chair back around, dropped the pencil, and | eaned his
forearns on the desk. Fal cone was smling.

He pi cked up Don's test paper
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The teacher's smle didn't waver

"I know what you're doing," Normsaid evenly. "And it isn't going to
wor k. God knows, you're not going to get to nme through Joyce, and you're

not going to get to nme through Donald either. It isn't going to work, so
lay off, Falcone. Lay the fuck off ny son."



"Ch, nmy," the man said, rising, snmoothing his |apels as he headed for
the door. "Is that a threat, M. Principal?"

Nor man considered a mild retraction, a half-hearted apol ogy. He knew
what the man would do if he didn't-a statenment to the faculty about the
principal's accusation, perhaps a judicious leak to the press. Norman
becones the instant villain, the board' s henchman in the streets. Norman
is losing his cool because he's lost control of his school, and woul d
you want a nman like that running this city?

"Harry," he said, slamming the paper to the blotter, his fist planted

atop it, "let me put it to you this way-1'I1 kick your balls into your
fucking mouth if you pull this stunt again. Trust me, Harry. |I'Il ream
your fucking ass."

Fal cone hesitated before he crossed the threshold, turned only slightly
and stared back, not frowning. "I concede you the kid," he said, just
barely | oud enough to hear. "But 1'll be dammed, M. Boyd, if | know why
you' re draggi ng your lovely wife into this."

The door cl osed.

Norm was on his feet, ready to charge, when a restraining hand gripped
hi s shoul der and pulled hi mback. There was no one there, but he felt it
just the same, and began trenbling when he realized how cl ose he had
cone to throttling the man. He bit down on his lower lip, to feel the
pain, to shock hinself back, and when he did he nuttered, "It isn't
fair. It just is not fair.'

Then he cleared his throat |oudly, and deci ded he wasn't going to bring
any work home, the hell with the reports. He smiled, stood, and pl ucked
his coat fromthe small closet on
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the far side of the room Habit took himout the private door directly
into the corridor, where he turned right and headed for the main

entrance. And when he pushed out onto the concrete plaza and saw Gabby
taking the flag dowmn fromthe pole, he paused for a nonent as if part of
a cerenony, gave the custodian a two-fingered salute, and started wal ki ng.

Adam Hedl ey' s car sped past.

Nor man wat ched it, praying the chem stry teacher woul dn't spot him
stop, and demand to know if anything had been done about the w ndbreaker
found caught on his hedge yesterday. The jacket Don had cl ained he'd

| ost two days ago.

"I have not called the police," Hedley had told himpiously that

nmorni ng. "The school certainly has enough trouble these days with that
mani ac on the |l oose. Not to mention the horrid scandal it would cause at
the cel ebrations this week."

"I appreciate that, Adam" he'd replied, too stunned by the evidence in
hand to say anything nore.

"I"msure you do." Hedl ey had shaken his hand then, and had held it just
a second too long. "I only want your assurance that you will take care
of this, Norman. It wouldn't do to have it get out. It would be rather



di sastrous, wouldn't you think?"

Nor man had agreed nmutely. He knew exactly what the nman meant, what
Fal cone could do with sonething like this-that the principal couldn't
even manage his own son, and the teachers were expected to manage an
entire school of kids Iike him

He knew. And he still refused to believe, despite the jacket, that Don
had done such a stupid thing.

But there was the vial in his top drawer, and the coat, and there was
Don's recent, increasingly odd behavi or

Maybe, he thought, I'lIl have a word with himtonight.
And maybe not. Maybe t onorrow.
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He t hought: rope-give himenough rope and he'll hang hinmself and | won't
have to be the accuser

"Jesus," he nuttered, "you're a bastard, Boyd."

But he didn't change his m nd.

When he reached his corner, he paused and gl anced over his shoulder. The
street was enpty, the sun dropping rapidly and filling the spaces under
the trees with twilight. Alook to his house, then, hidden back there
under the trees and shadows, and it struck himwith a twinge of guilt
that he didn't want to go hone. If Joyce wasn't there, waiting to talk,
Don woul d be, hiding in his room

He had seen the boy only tw ce during the day; once in the corridors
before lunch, |1 ooking |like hell and wal king |like a zonbie, and then
again just before the final bell, heading for his | ocker. Nornman had

al nost called himinto the office, but changed his m nd when he saw

Fl eet Robi nson stop, whisper something into his ear, and slap his back
heartily. Don had turned and grinned, nodded once, and noved on. But he
still looked like hell, and it wasn't just that dammabl e bl ack eye; it
was the way he | ooked at people-blankly, as if he were little nore than
a shell, his body making the rounds through habit. It was the way he had
been nost of yesterday, according to Joyce. He still smarted fromthe
boy's backtal k and wasn't about to yield just yet. The kid had to learn
t hat breaking the rules nmeant taking the consequences.

And if he had anything to do with that nonsense at Hedl ey's, he was
going to pay nmuch nore than he thought.

A breeze kicked at the leaves piling up in the gutter, and he hurried,
hands deep in his coat pockets, head down, skin feeling danp. As he
passed the Snowden hone, Chris backed out of the driveway in her car
the top down in spite of the weather; she smled and waved when he

| ooked up at the sound of the racing engine. He nouthed a hello, she
wi nked and drove away, and he stood there a nmonent, watching her hair
fight with the wi nd.
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She wants to go to bed with you, old fella.



He swal | oned, | ooked quickly side to side before realizing the |eering
voi ce he had heard was his own, and silent.

But it was true, no question about it. He had been in the business |ong
enough to know the difference between a harmess flirtation and one
designed to produce better grades. Chris was definitely the willing
type, and as calculating as any he had ever net. He hastened, then, to
pat hinmself on the back for not once having fallen into the ultinmate
trap. Returning a flirtation was nothing; it was painless, and no one
much cared. And it was a kick to do it knowing full well he wasn't about
to grant an A just because the girl had a fine figure or a lovely smle
or a pair of eyes that nade himrestless at night.

This, on the other hand, could be serious. He suspected that if she
didn't get him conprom sed on the mattress, she woul d sonmehow find a way
to conpronmise himby inplication. Either way, he was going to have to be
careful with that one.

A laugh, bright and genuine, put a bounce in his step as he headed for
the front door. Calculated or not, it was still nice to know he wasn't
consi dered too disgustingly old for her to make the effort. In a
backhanded way it was rather flattering.

A second | augh, that was strangl ed when he stepped over a puddl e on the
wal k and turned around sharply.

The water lying on the sagging brick was clear and unrippled, and al ong
one edge was a shadow that was neither the tree in the yard nor the
eaves nor himsel f crossing over.

He stared at it, drawing out a hand to hold the coat's collar closed
around hi s neck.

The shadow didn't nove

It suggested sonething rmuch | arger, much darker, than he had first

i magi ned, but when he examined the street, the sidewal k, the yard, the
st oop behind him he saw not hi ng.

The shadow was still there, and when he kicked at the
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water to rough it and scatter it onto the grass, it renmai ned unnoved.
"Jesus, " he said.

It grew | arger.

Dar ker .

He stanped a foot into the puddl e and watched the shadow slip over his toes.
The shoe yanked back and he | ooked up quickly, then sighed his relief
aloud. A cloud. It was a black patch of cloud in the overcast made
unnervingly substantial by the failing light bel ow. Nothing nore,

Nor man, not hi ng nore.

He had his hand on the doorknob then when he heard the noi se behind him



Soft. Hollow. Slightly uneven, stones dropping lightly onto a danp
hol I ow | og.

It was conming up the walk.

He did not turn around. Deliberately he turned the knob, pushed open the
door and stepped inside. He closed it behind himw thout | ooking over
his shoul der and stood in the enpty foyer for several |ong seconds

bef ore taking off his coat.

He was listening while a silent whisper irrationally insisted the cloud
hadn't made that shadow

A shuffling, and Don appeared at the top of the stairs.

A muffled holl ow sound, and sonething thudded heavily agai nst the door
at his back, just before the door slamred open
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Fi ve

Joyce scowl ed as she pushed inside, grocery sacks unwieldy in her arns
and her purse starting to slip naddeningly off her shoul der. But instead
of the stinging, remark that cane to mind, she blinked when she saw t he
| ook on her husband's face. He was pale, and noving away fromher as if
she were a corpse newly risen fromthe grave

"CGod," she said, "I hope to hell | don't |ook that bad."

Nor m managed a wan snile after wiping his face with a palm and quickly
relieved her of one of the bags. Trailing after her into the kitchen, he
asked about her day, hel ped her place cans and boxes in the cupboards,

and finally wondered al oud what was eating their son

"So ask him" she said, snatching a saucepan from under the sink. "You
speak the | anguage of the young, the last |I heard."

"Hey, touchy today, aren't you," he said, but w thout his usual bitterness.

She watched himdrop into a chair, light a cigarette, and stare at the
snoke until it had vani shed. "My day was shitty, but yours nust have
been hell."
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"To put it mldly," he said.

And as she prepared them a quick neal, sonething they could eat in five
m nut es and have no conpl aints about not feeling full, she |istened
while he told her about Hedl ey's bitching about a prank sonmeone had
pul l ed at his place over the weekend, about the coaches whi ni ng about
the teachers who were in a conspiracy to hold back their best players
and ruin the Big Gane coming up Friday ni ght agai nst Ashford North, and
about the teachers thenselves and that sonofabitch Fal cone and his
threat to take the faculty out for a walk in only two days.

She said nothing because a single wong word woul d set off his tenper.
The signs were there. And she knew he had deliberately held back the



news about Harry until he'd reached the end of his weary tirade. Maybe
he'd thought to catch her off guard; naybe he thought she would fly to
the man's defense and reveal herself as his not-so-secret |over.

And maybe he didn't think anything of the sort and was only ranbling,
hoping to get this day off his chest before he could relax and start
t hi nki ng about tonorrow

Three cigarettes |ater he was done, and the silence nade her nervous.
She turned fromthe stove, and he was staring at her.

"Sorry about dinner,"
"There's a-"

she said, waving toward the soup and sandwi ches.

"Comm ttee neeting tonight," he finished for her. "I know "

"Well, there is," she insisted without wanting to. "My god, things start
on Wednesday, you know. "

"1 know. "

"And as long as you're here, | mght as well tell you that that
so-cal | ed bandnmaster of yours is being a real prick, Norm He acts like
he's in charge of the New York Phil harmonic, for Christ's sake. It's not
like we're asking for his
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bl ood, for crying out |oud. And he's even tal ki ng about extra pay!"
"I know. "

She sl apped at the counter. "WII| you please stop saying that? If you

know so dammed nuch, why the hell don't you talk to himlike I've asked
you a hundred tinmes already?"

"Three hundred, but who's counting," he said.

"Jesus. "

She put her back to himand stirred the soup, her free hand pulling her
ponytail over her shoulder to stroke it, to calmher, to figure out a
way to get himto talk to Donald-right, Joyce, his name is Donal d. She
couldn't do it herself. Wen she'd | ooked in on himon Sunday and he had
| ooked at her that way, she knew she couldn't have a decent conversation
with himw thout running fromthe room

It was horrible.

It was unnatural

But after seeing himlike that, not sick but something el se, she was
ashamed to admit that she was afraid of him

"Did you talk to Don?" she asked at |ast, her voice sounding too snall,
maki ng her clear her throat and ask the question again.

"No. | just walked in the door when you cane."

"Then will you?"



"When |' mready."

The spoon cl anged agai nst the side of the pot.

"I'f you want to know the truth," he said, sounding | ess angry but no
less tired, "I think the kid needs a spanking, but he's too big for it.

[f 1

tried it, he'd probably bash in ny teeth.”

Last year, last nonth, |ast week, she would have turned on himfuriously

for

even suggesting such a thing; tonight, however, she only nodded

wi thout letting himsee her expression.

"Actually, | think he's in love."
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She lifted the spoon fromthe soup, tested for warnth, and returned to

her stirring. "You think so?"

"Yep. | think he has the hots for the Quintero girl. The cop's kid."

"Norman, | wi sh you wouldn't talk like that."

"Li ke what?" Perfectly innocent, and uncaring.

"Li ke saying Don has the hots for soneone. If he's in love, he's in
love, and it doesn't necessarily have anything to do wi th having sex
with the child."

But he isn't in |love, she thought, half-hoping he would read her nind
He isn"t. | know. I'mhis nother, and | know.

"Well, maybe," he conceded. "And another thing."

"What ?"

"I'f you don't let up on that spoon, we're going to have butter for supper

It wasn't all that funny, but she | aughed anyway as she went to the
foyer and called up to her son, telling himsupper was ready and he'd
best get down here before it got cold. There was no response. She called

agai

n and wi shed he had turned out nore |i ke Sam who had never had to

be called twi ce, never got into trouble.

"Donal d!'"
She heard the door open, heard his footsteps in the hall, and smiled as
wel | as she coul d when he appeared on the | anding.

"I"'mnot really hungry, Mdther," he said.

"Wl

I, you'd better cone down and eat what you can. It can't hurt, and

don't want you sick for all the fun this week."

"Yeah," he said, |ooked back up toward his room and started down.
Slowy. H's hand dusting the banister until he was | ess than a foot from

her.

The smile held, but she could see his eyes now, could see the | ook

in them the dark | ook that nade her feel as if she were an ant to be
st epped on, or
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not, at the whimof a perfectly ordinary and inexplicably terrifying
young nan.

"Come on," she said brusquely and wal ked away. He foll owed and she
wal ked faster, and barely suppressed a relieved sigh when she saw Norm
still at the table. Even a fight, now, would be better than nothing.

But Norm only nodded, and Don only nodded back, and during the neal they
exchanged words so polite, so noncommittal, so infuriatingly inane that
she wished for the first time that Harry were here. He woul d know what
to do. He was, despite his dress and his manner with his students, an

ol d-fashi oned type when it came to dealing with children, and he woul d
know how to handl e this stranger who was her son

And when the neal was over and she was piling the dishes in the sink,
Don said, "Are you two getting a divorce?"

She spun around, a bow clattering to the floor unbroken. "My god,
Donal d, what a thing to say!"

"Go to your room" Norman ordered in a strained voice.

"Just asking," Don said with a shrug. Then he rose, folded his paper
napki n, and wal ked out.

"Jesus," Normsaid, pulling a beer fromthe refrigerator
"Norm what are we going to do?"

He | ooked at her, drank, and forced hinself to belch. "Seenms to nme," he
said as he headed for the TV room "that's your problem You're the one

who doesn't think | |ove you, remenber?"

" But - "

And she was al one, hands tangled in a dishtowel, Iips noving
soundl essly, her dream of running away with Harry for sonme renote
par adi se suddenly nore the dream of an old wonman still a spinster

Then she saw the cl ock and knew she was going to be late. Onh, shit, she
t hought, threw the towel on the floor, stonped
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to the doorway, and said, "I'mgoing. I'll be back around el even."

"Il be here."”

"Talk to Don, okay?"

He lifted a hand- maybe, maybe not.

Dam you, she thought, and nanaged to get behind the wheel before she
started to cry. Not long, and not |oud. Just enough to prove she could
still doit, and still cared enough to want to in spite of the daydreans

and in spite of Falcone. It wasn't easy; she had admtted weeks ago he
meant nothing to her, not even as a port in her private storm He neant,



if she were going to be honest, even |less than that |awer she'd taken
up with shortly after Sam had di ed. That epi sode had been a search for
meani ng, or so she clainmed, and so Norman said he believed in his
forgiving; this was a search for something el se, something she coul dn't
define and was growing weary of trying. What it probably was, she

t hought bitterly, was a woman on the verge of nenopause, |ooking for her
teenaged self in a mrror that lied.

She snorted a |laugh at the i mage and backed out into the street, driving
off with the resolve to get home as soon as possible. Maybe then they
could talk, the three of them about what was goi ng on, and what they
could do, and how nuch they really | oved each other. They had to. Don's
guestion tonight proved it.

Sonet hi ng noved in the shadows.

"You know ny father's gonna kill me," Tracey said, wal king as fast as
she coul d, her shoulders lifted against the cold that had cone wth
Monday' s dark

"God, you're not that late," Amanda told her. Her |ong black hair was
tied back with a black ribbon, her school jacket open to the night's

chill. "CGod, you'd think, he was your keeper or sonething."
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"Sonetines he thinks he is," she said, though with a smle that nade
Amanda frown and shake her head. "It's just a pain how ol d-fashi oned he
is sonetinmes, you know? But ... well, he's just afraid for ne, that's
all. Because of the How er."

"Well, for god's sake, that sline's probably a mllion mles away by

now. He can't be stupid enough to hang around, right? Christ, he's
probably all the way to Chio or soneplace." She giggled. "Damed fuzz
can't find the lint on their shoul ders.”

"Hey," Tracey said softly.

"Ch. Sorry." Wthout regret, only a shrug and a | engt hening of her stride.
"Sure."

"No, | mean it."

Tracey waved of f the weak apol ogy and readjusted the notebooks she
carried in her hand.

Amanda began humm ng, and cut herself short. "I wonder if old Tube's
gonna be up all night again."

" Agai n?"

"Yeah, sure. Didn't you hear Brian today? He said the old fart was up
all night yesterday scrubbing his porch. He had one light, a flashlight,
and when Brian drove by, he turned it off. | guess he didn't want anyone
to see what he was doing. |I'll bet he used some of that crap fromhis

| ab, y'know? Honmermade bl each." She giggled and mnmed a scientist pouring
a solution fromone beaker to another. "Maybe he drank some of it. Maybe
he thinks it'll give himnore hair."



"Al'l night, huh? No ki ddi ng?"

"Il tell you," Amanda said, noving closer and | owering her voice. "I'm
glad Fleet wasn't there. Wth his luck they woul d have been caught,
suspended, and thrown in jail." She sniffed and | ooked behind her. "The
old fart had it comi ng though. He's been busting our asses since schoo
started. | don't think he wants us to graduate." A |augh, and
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a slap at Tracey's arm "He really hates it that Fleet's getting
straight A's, y'know? He thinks Fleet oughta be dunmb just because he

pl ays football. Maybe he has the hots for him y'know?" She | aughed
agai n, harder, when Tracey | ooked away, enbarrassed

The boul evard was enpty of everything but its streetlanps and shadows,
and it wasn't hard for Amanda to hear footsteps behind her. She | ooked,
and saw not hi ng.

Tracey saw the nove. "Me too," she said, and they noved closer to the
curb, ready to dash across to the other side should they need to run

"Dunb. "
"What ?"

"This," Amanda said, nodding to the way they were al nost tightroping the
curb. "He's a million nmles fromhere."

"Sure," Tracey agreed.
"Besides, 1'd kick his balls in if he tried anything with ne."

Tracey nodded, patting the purse she held close to her side. "lI've got a
pi ece of pipe in here. |1'd bash his brains in."

"Pi pe?" Amanda was inpressed. "No shit?"
"Dad makes me carry it."

"Well, hell, sure he does. He's a cop."
"I don't know if | could use it though."

"What ?" Amanda stopped, staring her disbelief. "You' re nuts, Trace.

You're ... nuts! OF course you can use it! You think you' re gonna die,
you'll bite the bastard back if you have to."

Tracey considered, then nodded. "I guess."

Anot her bl ock, and the chill deepened, sharpening the sound of their

feet on the sidewal k, giving the light fromthe streetlanps a sharp
shi mering edge.

They wal ked armto arm
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The boul evard was still enpty.



"You know what ?" Amanda whi sper ed.
"What ?"

She | ooked around and |lifted her head. "The fucker is dunb, that's
what!" she said | oudly.

"Dunber!" Tracey yell ed.
"Dunber than shit!" Amanda screaned.

"Dunbshit!" Tracey shouted, and broke into a fit of giggling that soon
had her choki ng.

And Tanker |aughed with themsilently, watching as they rushed al ong the
paverent, al nost running as they headed toward the park and the shops
lights beyond and keepi ng thensel ves brave by daring the dark. He knew
that nmethod well, had used it hinmself a number of tines when he was
tranpi ng through eneny territory and didn't want to die.

The difference here was sinple-
He hadn't died.
And they were going to.

He kept to the treed islands in the mddle of the w de avenue, staying
al nrost directly opposite them herding themw th his presence though he
didn't show hinmself, didn't nake a sound, only curling a lip when they
al nost broke into a headl ong dash once the shorter girl stopped choking.

It was tenpting, taking two whores on at once, and the shakes were on
hi m bad enough to nake his legs cranp and his hair feel as if it were
being torn fromhis scalp. It hadn't been this bad in a long tinme, and
he was glad the clouds had thinned a little, to et out the noon; he was
gl ad, too, of the rain over the weekend. It had kept his friend hidden
while he was in that pissant jail, himand a handful of other nen, Burns
pi cked up on Saturday night by two cops in plain clothes, one of whom a
dark little creep who |l ooked like a snotty spic, actually |ooked nore
frightened than stern. Tanker hadn't tried to run away though, because
they didn't know
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what he | ooked |ike, didn't know who he was, didn't know what he had
done. He had gone along, acting |ike he was weak and smaller than he
was, saying "sir" every time he spoke, giving them a phony nane,

sl eeping on their dammed cots and eating their dammed food, which wasn't
all that bad, all things considered.

But this morning he had been rel eased, and cauti oned not very gently not
to hang around anynore, not at the food joints, or the novie house, or
the park, or even the goddamed churches. Babyfuck reasons to run him
out of town. Two of the other guys headed directly for the city linits,
one for the nearest bar, and Tanker had snoot hed and conbed and neatened
hi nsel f up as best he could and stood at the bus stop right in front of
the station. He knew they were watching him and he gave thema little
wave when he stepped into the bus and let it take himas far as the park

Shitheads didn't even check to see where he had gone.



It was close. God, how he'd wanted to how when he wal ked out the
station door, to see themshit in their pants at what they had m ssed.

But he had been strong because the shakes were coning on, and he needed
to do it, and he figured they figured he was halfway to California by

now, just |ike those assholes in Yonkers, and New York, and Bi nghant on
had figured he was sonepl ace el se when he was right there all the tine.

Idiots. True and real idiots, and he had hel ped them get that way.

One of the whores | aughed again, nervously, and finally he couldn't take
it anynmore. They were exactly where he wanted themto be, and so he drew
hi nsel f up and ran out into the niddle of the deserted street.

The shorter bitch saw himfirst, screaned, and started to run, her
not ebooks falling onto the sidewal k; one popped open, pages tunbling
toward the gutter. The other one turned
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and gaped at him heard her friend' s frantic call and began to run a few
seconds | ater.

But she was too far behind, and Tanker angled to position hinmself in
front of her, pushing her closer to the park wall, closer, grinning as
he | oped until she shrieked a nane and darted through the open gates.

The first whore stopped when she saw Tanker race for the opening, but a
feint and snarl had her off again, her voice shrill and laced with
tears. He didn't care. By the time she got help the shakes woul d be gone.

He ran. Easily. Up on his toes. Silently. Ducking into the brush as soon
as he was through the gates, follow ng the babyfuck whore by the sound
of her shoes and the sound of her breathing and the sound of her

tremul ous prayers for someone to hear her

At the oval pond he broke out and grabbed her

She screaned so |loudly he wi nced, and before he could stop her she had
raked the side of his face with her nails. Shrieking. Kicking, aimng
for his groin. Screeching when he slapped her, and clawi ng at himagain
until he grabbed her wists and pulled her forward, spun around once and
dunped her into the water

She gasped as she struggl ed back to the surface and stood, water

dri pping fromher eyebrows, fromher jaw, backi ng away as he stepped
calmy in to join her.

"No, " she said.

He only grinned and noved in.

Amanda | eapt for the apron and fell when her wet soles slipped out from
under her. Tanker was on her back before she could regain her bal ance,
and with a sad shake of his head he slammed her face into the concrete.

"Whore," he said, baring his teeth.

Amanda groaned and coughed bl ood.



He drove her facedown again, his hands snarled in her wet hair, one knee
jamred in the small of her back
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"Wore. "
She groaned again, and fell silent.

"Whore," he said a third time, and dragged her by the hair into the
bushes. Then he tore off her jacket and tossed it aside, rolled her onto
her back and stood over her. He was right, as usual-a whore. He could
tell by the way the sweater clung to her breasts, the way the tiny gold
cross on the fine gold chain around her neck nocked the religion she
supposedl y believed in; he could tell by the way she bled fromthe
gouges in her forehead and chin.

She was a whore, and Tanker was hungry, and with a grateful |look to the
unseen noon he dropped beside her, put a hand to her cheek, and |icked
his lips twice before tearing out her throat.
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The stadi um hel d over fourteen hundred people in the concrete stands
al one; the wooden bl eachers on the opposite side added three hundred
nore. Don imagi ned every seat filled now with people in black, weeping
for the | oss of the butchered Amanda Adl er

Weepi ng. Wailing. Denmanding retribution.

But as he ran, the cool wind stinging his eyes into infrequent tears,
there was only the sound of his soles on the cinder track, and in the
stands there were only about two hundred students and |l ess than a
handful of teachers. He had counted them or tried to, but each tine he
made a new circuit soneone had noved, or new faces appeared and ol d ones
vani shed. Some of the kids just sat there, staring at nothing; others
mlled about, talking softly, tugging at arms, shrugging at | eaving.

It had happened just after third period-an announcenent by his father
over the P. A system Anmanda Adl er was dead, murdered in the park, and
t he school would close nowin her menory and woul d remain cl osed
tomorrow so that her friends mght pay their respects in their own
private ways.
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After a respectful pause he added that the Ashford Day park concert
tomorrow ni ght woul d not be cancel ed as runored, but woul d be consi dered
a nmenorial for the two students who had recently lost their lives so
sensel essly and violently. Then he asked the teachers to end cl asses and
di smss their charges as soon as possible.

Brian Pratt had said, "All right! Freedom" and Tar Boston had punched
himin the stonach

Adam Hedl ey sat with Harry Fal cone in the faculty |ounge and groused
about the closing, obviously one done not in sincerity but with a clear



political eye out for preventing a teacher's strike fromgetting much
play in the papers. It was, he clainmed, a cynical and effective nove for
whi ch Boyd ought to be given credit; and one that m ght be countered.
When Harry asked for an explanation, Hedley told himabout the jacket;

Jeff Lichter cleaned his glasses fifteen times in ten mnutes, trying to
get rid of the elusive blur on the |enses;

Fl eet Robi nson was absent;

After shutting down the P. A system Norman sat behind his desk, and
stared out the wi ndow, thinking that Harry was going to be pissed, Joyce
was goi ng to be understandably upset at the sol etmmi zati on of her opening
cel ebration, and the newspapers would probably cut his statenment in half
and nmake himl ook Iike just another politician-all in all, a hell of a day;

Don i medi ately put his books into his |ocker and headed for the track
On the way he nmet Chris, who flung her arms around hi mand munbl ed
somet hi ng about just talking to Ananda the ot her day. He was stunned and
stroked her back absently while trying not to seem enbarrassed as
students passed around them trying not to feel the soft tickle of her
hai r against his chin. No one seened to notice. Then she stepped away,
sm |l ed, kissed his cheek, and thanked him It was several minutes before
he was able to nove on, not
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bot hering to change, needing the fresh air and the quiet, and sonething
el se to think about, except that even with the feel of Chris's thin

bl ouse on his palnms he couldn't think about a thing except Amanda, with
the I ong bl ack hair, hanging on Fleet's hip and taking his crude macho
teasing with remarkabl e good grace.

He had al ready known about the killing.

Last night, Sergeant Verona had called just after Joyce had returned
from her neeting. Don overheard the Boyd end of the conversation, and
was prepared when his father told himwhat had happened. Then the phone
rang again, and continued to ring for hours while reporters and god knew
who el se asked the principal for his official, his private, his

of f-the-cuff reactions. Norman handled it well, Don thought, and Joyce
was right there, drafting a quick statenment at the kitchen table for him
to read or expand fromafter the first twenty mnutes.

During a pause Norman had turned to himand asked if he'd known her, if
she was a good friend. He had only nodded and had gone unhindered to his
room

He was angry because he wanted to do nore than just nod his head. He
wanted to say that it didn't make any difference whether she was a
friend or not. She was seventeen and he was seventeen-and-a-half, and
now she was dead and in sone goddamm norgue |lying under a dirty sheet.
She was dead, and nobody el se was. This wasn't some poor unknown sucker
from anot her school; this was Amanda, Mandy, Fleet's beautifu

dar k- haired | ady, and he knew her and she was dead and she was only
seventeen and strangers may di e even younger, but not Amanda because Don
knew her and people he knew just didn't die. And they sure didn't die
because sone naniac was out there, getting away wi th nurder while kids
wer e damed dyi ng on the dammed streets and who the hell cared if he
knew her or not; she was dead, and she was only seventeen
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That rnorning he had prom sed not to say a word until the official
announcement had been made. It didn't matter, since nost of them knew it
anyway through the nmacabre reach of the grapevine, and those who didn't
were soon filled in after school closed and a quiet had sifted over the
grounds.

But he had kept the prom se, and when cl asses were dism ssed, he took
off for the track

Seeing the same faces nove about, seeing different ones take different
pl aces, seeing sonme of the kids smiling because of the tinme off, and
some of themgrimand staring blindly at the grass that rippled as the
wi nd cane up

There was no one in the bl eachers.

On his third lap he saw a flickering under the wooden seats, and he
sl owed, peered into the shadows, and sped up again. It was nothing. A
trick of the light. Atrick of the sky and the sun that didn't give a
damm that a seventeen-year-old girl had been mangl ed because the cops
couldn't catch one |l ousy killer

And that, he decided, would be part of the new order he had devised: no
one, not even adults, would die at the hands of a crazy bastard who
obvi ously thought he was sonme kind of animal.

He wal ked the next |ap, head down, arms linp at his sides. H's shirt was
stained with perspiration, his trousers danp and clinging. Tracey wasn't
in school. He didn't blane her. Fromthe garbled story he'd heard | ast

ni ght, she had practically been killed herself, and the first thing he
was going to do when he got hone was forgive her for not getting in
touch, and call her.

Soneone cal l ed his nane.

He ignored it and started around the front turn, heading for the

bl eachers again. Once there, he would take one nore |lap, then go hone
and shower. After that he would call. And after that he would try to
figure out what had happened to his best friend.
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On Sunday, when he was finally able to exanine the poster nore closely,
he realized that in one respect he had been wong, that no one had
attenpted to nmutilate the picture-a finger touched the paper and he saw
that the flaw was in the picture itself. There were no raised edges, no
i ndentations. Just a static screen of white |lines that made no sense at
all. Flaws like that didn't come with tine.

Soneone cal l ed his nane.

He scowl ed and | ooked around, saw Jeff at the railing at the bottom of
the stands. A glance to the bl eachers, a brief wondering what he had
seen there, and he deci ded he had had enough. Wth one hand nassagi ng
t he back of his neck he wal ked over to the nearest steps and haul ed

hi nsel f up, dropped onto a seat and waited for Jeff.



"Hey," Lichter said without nmuch enthusi asm
"Yeah," he said, passing a sleeve over his nouth.
"What a bitch."

Don rested his forearms on his knees and | eaned over, still trying to
get his wi nd back. Thinking about Amanda. A drop of sweat |anded on his
shoe.

"I mean, they don't even know what this dude | ooks like, for god' s sake!
What the hell kind of thing is that? This makes what, seven? And they
don't even know what he | ooks like!" He took off his glasses and pulled
out a shirttail to clean them "Tracey's practically ready to nove in
with her grandnother, and | tell you, Don, |I don't blane her."

He covered his face with his hands, drew them down an inch at a tine,
and | ooked up at the sky. "Wat do you nean?"

"I mean, she and Mandy were wal ki ng back fromthe library, mnding their
own business, and all of a sudden this crazy guy runs out at them and
the next thing Tracey knows, Mandy and this guy are gone into the park
She-Trace, | nean-she screanmed so nuch she's hoarse, and she ran all the
way to Beacher's to use the phone. Her old man was
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there, but she says she could hardly tal k she was so scared. Some doct or
was supposed to go over to their place and give her sonething so she
could sleep.” He replaced the gl asses, pushed back his hair. "I bet she

didn't though. | bet she didn't sleep a wink."

Don pushed back on the seat until he could | ean his el bows on the one
behi nd. Then he squinted at Jeff. "She called you?"

"Yeah. "

He nodded, and felt a wall begin to crack somewhere inside him a
fissure splitting the wall in half.

"She cried a lot, believe it."

The wall fell to dry, colorless dust. "She called you."

"Yeah, | said she did." Jeff started to smle, then found sonething to
| ook at intently on the gridiron. "She said she had to talk to someone,
and your line was busy. She said she tried for nearly an hour, but she
had to talk to sonmeone, and when she couldn't get you, she tried ne."

"You were hone."

Jeff's laugh sounded al nbst genuine. "Sure! You think nmy father would
let me out that late on a school night?"

"Well, it just goes to show you," Don said, rising and dusting at his
trousers.

"Hey, Don, | told you she tried to call."

"1 know, | know. "



"But your |ine was busy."
"My father," he said. "Reporters and all, and the police."

"Ch. Well, look, you oughta call her when you get home, you know? I
mean, it was you she wanted to talk to, not ne."

"Sure." He started for the stairs; he had to run again in spite of the
stitch that lingered in his side

"Hey, Don, damit," Jeff called

He didn't | ook around.

"Hey, it ain't ny fault."
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He started to run

"Well, fuck you too, pal."

And when he cane around again, Jeff was gone

The burning in his left eye he blamed on the wind, and he | owered his
head so his vision would clear, and so he could watch the out-and-back
rhythm of his feet gliding over the track.

Qut. Back. The cinder so snoboth he imgi ned he wasn't moving at all

He felt it then-the slipping away, letting anger stiffen his nuscles and
| abor his breath, color his mnd until he couldn't think, could barely
see, made him stop, panting, hands hard on his hips while he gul ped at
the sky for air to calmhim

He was back at the bl eachers, blinking the tears away and trying not to
scream Jeff's name at the sky. Trying not to chase after his friend

sl am hi m agai nst a wall and demand to know what he thought he was doing,
talking to Don's girl when it was Don Tracey wanted, Don she had tried
to call and could not reach because his goddamed parents were too busy
trying to |l essen the bl ow of Mandy's death. Not soften. They were
hunting for ways to let Iife go on with a m ni mum of disruption: the
school and the cel ebration. Ashford. One hundred and fifty years. And
Mandy was only seventeen and he was only seventeen-and-a-half and he
woul d be dammed if he was going to let it happen to him

He bent over and let his arns hang | oose. H s hands shook w ldly but the
tension woul dn't drain; his knees felt Iike buckling, and he was ready
to give in, to collapse and try to make sense of this new thing when
fromhis right, he heard a noi se.

A shuffling, a sniffing, sonething noving under the seats.
He turned his head and peered into the shadows. A dog, probably. That's
what he had seen before-a glow fromits eyes, or sonething in its nouth.

A claw, or the color of its fur.
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He |istened, and heard not hi ng.

He stared back at the track, shaking hinmself all over to | oosen up and
drive the red fromhis eyes. Wen he was finished, he took several deep
breat hs he rel eased expl osively, then wal ked over and | eaned down,
supporting hinself on his palnms while he | ooked between the seats.

He overcame an initial rush of surprise and said, "Hey, who are you?"

But the man cowering against the brick wall only lifted a filthy hand to
wave himaway. A man of indeterm nate age, in fatigue pants and tweed
jacket, with grime on his face and dark stains on his fingers and
unshaven chin. A man who pushed hinsel f back against the wall and waved
himaway a second tinme, a third, wthout saying a word.

"Are you all right, mster?"

Agai n the dism ssal

"Hey, if you need help or something ..

The man gl owered and Don backed off, |ooked to the stands for sonmeone to
call, |ooked back and blinked. Once. Slowy.

The red vani shed, and he could see again with a clarity that hurt his
eyes. But he felt nothing. He only returned to the bl eachers and sniled
at the nman hiding under the seats.

"Fuck off, kid," the man sai d.

Don continued to smle, but there was no nmirth, no hunmor, just a grim
silent message that he knew who the nan was; he knew, and he didn't approve.

"Damit, fuck off you punk creep," the man snarl ed.
He nodded and wal ked away, across the grass and up the steps and around
the side of the school toward hone.

Fantastic, he thought; this is fantastic.

If he wanted to, he could be a hero. He could go right into the kitchen
and call the police and tell themthat he knew where the How er was. And
if the killer had fled by the tine they arrived, he would be able to
gi ve them nore than just
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one | ousy clue, he could give thema conplete description. The first
one. The only one. And the Howl er wouldn't be so safe anynore.

But when he canme into the foyer, he saw his jacket draped over the newel
post. He poked at it, then hooked a finger under the collar and flung it
over his shoul der.

Boy, he thought, this is a great day. My jacket's back and I could be a
hero if | wanted.

He went-to the kitchen to get a can of soda and stopped in the doorway.
H s father was at the table, scribbling on a yellow | egal pad, | ooking
harried and tired, and not at all pleased.



"Found your mssing jacket, | see,"” Nornman said after a glance up

"Yeah. Who brought it back?" He opened the refrigerator, got his drink
and hook-shot the pull tab into the garbage.

"M. Hedley."

"Who?"

Nor man dropped his pen onto the pad and | eaned back. "M . Hedley. You
renmenber him the teacher? He brought the jacket to ny office yesterday
nor ni ng. "

He didn't understand, and stared at the man until, at last, he began to see.
"You think I didit, huh?"

Nor man shook his head. "No, not really."

Red again, this tinme |like a wave.

"What do you mean, not really? | didn't do it, if you want to know. " He
slamed the can on the counter, ignoring the soda foam ng over the
sides. "Jeez!"

Nor man puffed his cheeks and blew out. "Donald, |I don't have tinme to
argue. You say you didn't dunp that crap on his porch, but he did find
the coat on his hedge. And he does think you enptied that bottle in his
classroom He puts two and two together and decides to be a nice guy and
cone to me first, not to the police."
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"Ckay," he said. "Ckay."

"And you say you didn't do it. Even after all the grief, and the
detentions, you still didn't do it."

"My god!" he exploded. "Wiat do you want fromme, a witten confession?
You want nme to take a lie detector test?"

"Donal d, that's enough."

Don al nbst told himthat they were father and son, and there ought to be
alittle trust in a guy's word now and then

But he didn't.

He said, "You're right, Dad. It's enough.”

He wal ked stiffly to the foot of the stairs, hesitated until he was sure
he woul dn't be chased, then hurried up to the bathroom He filled the
basin with cold water and splashed it over his face, soaked a washcloth
and ran it around his neck

But the red wouldn't go away.

It spread across the mirror and faded to a pink pale enough for himto
see his reflection; it thunped through his chest until he thought he



woul d expl ode; it poured into his ears with a roaring |ike the ocean
just after a storm it swirled around him drew himin, spun himout and
vani shed so suddenly he had to grab the edge of the sink before he fel
to his knees.

He was sweating, and he was cold, and he draped a towel around his neck
and went into his room closed the door, and stood in front of the poster

The trees were still there, and the ground fog, and the road.
And the stallion was still partially hidden behind a screen of white lines.

"What's goi ng on?" he whi spered nervously, reaching out a cold hand to
touch the space where the stallion was fading. "What's going on?"

Then he sat on the bed and clanped his hands to his face. Qite suddenly
he was afraid. Not of what was happening to the horse, but of the
madness that nust be taking hold of him
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to make himthink it was slowy disappearing. That had to be it. He had
to be going crazy. There wasn't a poster in the world that had a picture
t hat di sappeared by stages, and there wasn't another kid in the world
who tal ked to a stupid photograph and called it his friend and told it
his secrets and asked for its advice. There wasn't anyone |ike him at

al | because he was going crazy, and he couldn't even tell Tracey because
she had cal l ed Jeff and not him

* kK

Jeff was scared

There was sone mani ac running around town killing off the people he
knew, there was a feeling deep inside himin a place he couldn't find
that he'd lost his chance to have Tracey, and there was a madman, an
unknown person or thing or sonething el se that was taking over the body
of who used to be his best friend.

As soon as Don had wal ked away from himat the stadium he'd stonped up
the steps and back into the school. For a while he stood helplessly in
the team | ocker room knowi ng there'd be no practice, but not know ng
where el se to go. Home was out of the question because his dad was at
wor k; Beacher's was out because he didn't have any noney.

What he wanted to do was go to Tracey's. \What he wanted was someone to
talk to. What he wanted was soneone to tell himas she would, he just
knewit-that it was all right to cry when a friend of yours dies.

And he did.

And when Tar Boston cane in, whistling, he wiped his face w thout taking
of f his gl asses.

"Christ Alnmghty," Boston said, "she wasn't your damed sister, you know. "
Jeff turned away.

"Fuck," Boston said, and kicked at the wall. "It ain't right, you know?
It ain't right."



Jeff waited, heard nothing nore, and snapped his | ock shut
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and headed for the door. As he reached for the knob, he thought he heard
a sniffling behind him A nuffled sobbing.

Jesus, he thought, and turned around.

Tar was | eani ng against the wall, grinning while he nmade the sounds of
weepi ng. "Four-eyes," he said, "you ain't half bad, but you sure ain't a
man. "

Jeff wal ked over to him and Boston | aughed, lifting his hands to ward

of f the expected blow He laughed so hard he didn't see Jeff shift his
weight to his left foot, and he didn't have tine to duck when Jeff
ki cked himin the balls.

The yell was strangled, and strangled with it were threats that nmade him
snmle as he left, striding across the gymto a martial tune in his head.
He was going to pay for that. Boy, was he ever going to pay for it. But
the I ook on the bastard's face was worth every broken bone he was going
to get.

Wrth it, in spades.

So why the hell, he thought then, couldn't he get the same courage up to
ask Tracey out?

The smile widened. Well ... naybe he could. Maybe he really could. And
t hen maybe he could wal k over to Don's and find out what the hell was
wrong with the guy's head.

Don heard his nother drive up, heard the front door close, heard nuffled
voices in the kitchen. The tel ephone rang. Someone answered. He shifted
to lie on his back, hands behind his head. He sniffed, nade hinself
shudder, and heard footsteps outside his door. A soft knocking. The door
opened.

"Darling," Joyce said, "are you all right?"
She was beautiful, her hair unbound and flow ng over her shoul ders, a
brightly col ored bl ouse unbuttoned at the throat, a skirt not quite

mat chi ng and not quite snug around her hips.

He nodded, but only once.

She gave hima tentative snile and sat at the foot of the bed. "It's
been rough. | guess, huh?"
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He nodded.

She laid a synmpathetic hand on his leg and rubbed it absently, |ooking
around the roomat the enpty shel ves, the neat desk. She said nothing
about the poster. "It isn't easy, | know You know soneone, and they
have to ... to die like that. It isn't easy, believe ne."



He knew she meant Sam and while Samwas his brother, he was only a kid.
Mandy wasn't really his friend, but she was seventeen and he knew her
better than he'd ever known his little brother

Joyce cleared her throat, and her smile was sad, then brave, then gone
al t oget her.

He watched her, and felt sand in his throat. "Mom" he said before he
could think and stop hinself, "there's sonething | have to tell you.
Over at the school this afternoon | saw

"In a minute, dear, please," she interrupted in the way she had that
told himshe wasn't listening at all. "That was Tracey Quintero on the
phone before." She patted his knee, rose, and went to the door

"What ?" He sat up, hands splayed to the sides to give himbal ance.
"Tracey? Why didn't you tell ne?"

"Well, dear, this is kind of hard for you to understand, but she needs
someone to talk to, and | think it best she talk to her parents first,
don't you?"

"What ?" he said, so softly she didn't hear him

"Grown-ups, they have experience, and they know, nost of the tine, how

someone your age is feeling, like about ... well, Iike sonething like
this." The snile returned, briefly. "I think, right now, M. Qintero
will help her nore than her friends."

He dropped back again. "What did you tell her?"

"I told her you were sleeping. That you were disturbed by what had
happened, and you were sl eeping."

"Thanks, " he said tonel essly.
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Joyce winked at himand left, closing the door behind her

The roomfilled with a silence that breathed, in and out, over the
beating of his heart, the nuffled creak of the bedsprings, the voices

that slipped uninvited under the door

What, he thought to the afterimage of his nmother, do you know about what
| need, huh? What the hell do you know about Tracey? Jesus, you didn't
even know she was Spani sh, for god' s sake.

"Ch, hell," he noaned, "oh hell, oh hell."

And the hell with them then. He had given them a chance to hel p himbe
a hero, and maybe save sonme kid's life, but they didn't care. They
didn't care at all. One thought he was an asshol e who dunped shit on
peopl e's porches, and the other thought he didn't know how to help his
own friends feel better

They | ooked at him and they saw baby Sam

The hell with themthen



He cl osed his eyes and felt the nugget still buried in his chest. Warm
red, and every inch of it his.

If they didn't want to help him if they didn't trust him then he would
do it on his own. He was the one who knew what the How er | ooked |ike;
he was the one who could put the killer behind bars for the rest of his
life; he was the one who knew it all, and they could all go to hell for
all he cared.

How, sonething asked himthen, do you know he's the How er?

For the space of a heartbeat he blinked in confusion, and for the space
of a long breath he didn't know t he answer.

Then his eyes narrowed, and his breathing cane easy, and it didn't
bother himat all when he thought: birds of a feather.

Because in a way it was true. That creep under the bl eachers worked
under his own rules, and Don had witten some new rules of his own. He
couldn't speak them al oud, but he knew them just the sane-they were
witten on that nugget, in red, just waiting.
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He rolled onto his side, head propped on one hand.

He | ooked at the poster, and a sigh changed to a whinper. He was on his
feet, across the room gripping the edge of the desk and staring through
a fall of perspiration fromhis brow

The bl ack horse was gone.

The static scratches had vani shed, but the stallion was gone.

He touched the paper, traced the boles of the trees, the swirl of the
fog, ran his palmover it, pressed his forehead to it, lifted a corner
to check behind it.

The road was enpty.

It was gone.

A pani cked step took himhal fway to the door, but he heard novenent
outside and ran to the wi ndow. The yard was dark and fringed by
nmoonl i ght, and in the mddl e of the grass was a shadow. At first he
thought it was Chris, coming the back way to see himfor some unknown
reason; then he squinted and pressed his palnms to the pane and felt the
glass. It wasn't-it was the same visitor he had seen | ast week when he'd
run, the one who had watched himfromthe tunnel in the stadiumwall.
Unf orned. Bl ack. And watching himas surely as if it had a perfect set
of eyes.

A drop of ice touched his nape;

H s head whi pped around and he | ooked at the poster

The horse was still gone.

When he | ooked back, the shadow was gone too.



Suddenl y, inexplicably weeping, he backed away fromthe w ndow, fromthe
poster, and fell onto the bed. He tried to swallow, and couldn't; he
tried to call for help, and couldn't; he tried to tell hinself that he
wasn't crazy, not really crazy, but posters didn't change and bl ack
ghosts didn't wal k across his backyard at night.

"Hel p," he whispered. "Sonebody. Help."
160

160

161

Si x

Birds of a feather.

He waited until well past eleven, until he was positive the boards in
the hallway woul dn't betray him Then he dressed in his black denins and
crept downstairs, took a flashlight fromthe hall closet and left the
house by the back door

The night had turned winter cold, and his breath gusted greyly fromhis
lips, wafted back into his eyes. He stood with his hand on the netal
knob until his vision adjusted, then noved in a | ow crouch toward the

m ddl e of the yard, the rod of white |light bleaching the grass. He
searched for depressions, disturbances, something dropped by whoever had
been there before, whoever had been wat ching himthrough his w ndow. He
criss-crossed the yard twi ce and found nothing, did it tw ce again and
decided to try the front, where the noonlight and the streetlanps woul d
gi ve himsone aid.

Goi ng back inside was out of the question.

He want ed desperately to convince hinself that he hadn't gone crazy. He
wanted to find tangi ble evidence of a prow er- maybe Brian and Tar up to
anot her prank they were going to blanme on hi mwhich he could then show
to his parents, to
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prove he hadn't lost his mnd when he told them about the poster
Because he was going to have to. If he didn't, and didn't do it soon,
one of themwas going to notice and think he'd done something to it and
make it too late to protest.

The street was quiet, enpty, and even as he watched, many of the lights
upstairs and down were switched off to yank the houses back into darkness.

Birds of a feather.

He zi pped his jacket closed to his neck and sat on the front stoop, the
flashlight on the step beside him Danpness seeped through his jeans to
his buttocks, and he shifted, stood, and wal ked down to the sidewal k.

This is crazy, he thought, and grinned at the word. OF course it is,
because you are, jackass. The poster, the shadow, and thinking you' re
the sane as sone nurdering bum Three strikes. Third out. Sanity retired
and the ball gane's over



Unl ess it was true.

Unl ess he and the Howl er were closer than he could ever possibly imagi ne
and sonehow his subconscious had tuned in to that fact. And if so, he
had to find the man, find out where he hid during the dark hours and
bring the cops to him Be the hero, just |ike he planned, and then dare
his father to ground hi magain, doubt him and |look at himw th those
pitying eyes. Dare himto yell because he'd left the house wi thout

per ni ssi on.

Crazy.

He hurried toward the park

Crazy.

He slipped his hands into his pants pockets, thunbs hangi ng out, and
tried not to come down too hard on his heels. He had to | ook casual

just out for a late night stroll, in case a patrol car came around and
wanted to know what he was doing on the streets when there was a nadnan
on the |l oose. He couldn't tell themthen. He couldn't say that he knew
t he Howl er, because they wouldn't believe him He had to find
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him and his den, and only then would he be able to bring in the troops.
Hal fway to the corner a car pulled over to the curb and the passenger
door opened. He slowed and gl anced in, and caught his breath when he saw
Tar.

"Hey, Duck, does your nommy know you're out?"

"Lay off," he said glumy

"Aw, poor Ducky. Hey, Brian, the Duck says to lay off."

Pratt | eaned over fromthe steering wheel and grinned. "Okay, M. Duck
What ever you say."

Don gl ared and noved on, and the car followed himslowy.

"Hey, Boyd," Tar said in a | oud whisper, "glad to see you found your
j acket. Looks good. How d you get the shit off?"

Don stopped, turned, but Brian drove on, his and Tar's | aughter filling
t he ni ght.

He wanted to raise a fist, but it would have done no good and he woul d
have only gotten into a fight. But it was them and he groaned because
his father woul d never believe it.

At the corner he stopped again, waited in shadow for a bus to pass, and
in waiting considered headi ng down to Tracey's. She'd be in bed but a
pebbl e agai nst her wi ndow m ght bring her out before her father woke up
He would talk to her. He would tell her. He would ..

"Shit," he nmuttered, and dashed across the boul evard, reached the park
wal | at full speed, and vaulted over wi thout pausing.



A mnute passed, and five before he got up fromhis knees and nade his
way to the central path. The park was so nmuch his, he knew right away
there was no one nearby, no one to overhear and question him and take
hi m back to the house.

He was al one.

And as he approached the oval and its curtain of white |ight he knew he
was w ong.

There was sonething out there, out there in the dark
Sonething famliar.
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He sl owed; he stopped; he sidestepped just before the trees fell away,
and he squinted into the light.

There, he thought, craning his neck. It was over there, on the other
side, not moving, only watching, and when his |eft hand reached around
behind himhe realized with a silent curse he had forgotten to bring the
fl ashli ght-he had not hi ng now he could use as a weapon.

Brian and Tar; it had to be them back to nake sure he understood their
position. Beating the shit out of him and when the police cane, they
woul d be sl eeping soundly in bed and he woul d have to explain what he
was doing in the park.

He backed away.
A hand rubbed at his nouth.

Crazy; if he wasn't crazy before, he was sure crazy now for thinking of
this stunt. The poster obviously had an expl anation, the shadows were
hi s nerves because of Pratt and his hatred, but this was conpl ete nadness.

A swift search of the nearest brush rewarded himw th a four-foot |ength
of dead branch. He hefted it, tapped it against his palm and prayed
frantically that he woul dn't have to use it, though agai nst what or who
he didn't know.

Then a voi ce behind himsaid, "Babyfuck," and a hand grabbed his throat.

Don screamed without making a sound as his hand spasned and t he branch
fell fromhis hand, and before he could attenpt to break free, an arm
banded hard across his chest, pinning his own to his sides. Brian! he
yelled silently; Tar, for god' s sake, get the hell off me! But his head
was forced back, and when he | owered his gaze fromthe spin of the
treetops, he saw the tweed sl eeve, the dried bl ood, and he knew.

Panic flared and made hi m holl ow. But he was not going to die. Amanda
was dead, and Sam was dead, and he was not going to di e because he was
not anyone el se, not just a nane
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on the news; he was Don Boyd, and Don Boyd didn't die. Not yet. God, not
yet.



The Howl er was too strong to fight, and he had no choice but to |et

hi nsel f be dragged around the rimof the pond, his neck close to
breaki ng, his breathing harsh and shall ow, the back of his head hot from
the breath that cane fromthe nonster's nouth.

"Babyfuck," said Tanker Falw ck. "You sure are one stupid baby fuck, boy."

Don swung one | eg around and braced a heel against the concrete. The man
grunted, and Don whi npered at the pain that bl ossoned al ong his spine,
but progress toward the dark was nmonentarily halted.

Fal wi ck whi spered, "You wanna bath? Like the whore? You wanna bath, punk?"

A vicious kick to a calf, and Don went down, the fingers whipping away
fromhis throat to grab a' patch of hair. H's eyes watered, and his |eft
armwas taken by the wist and bent up al ong his back

"Look, you punk!" the man gasped in his ear. "Stop fucking around and

| ook! See that dark shit there? That's blood, pal. Blood. Fromthe
whore. Beautiful, ain't it? Must be a gallon of blood there, at least a
goddammed gal | on. And you know sonet hi ng, punk? They can try for a
hundred years, they ain't never gonna get that whore's blood outta
there." A cackling |augh, and Don's face was pressed closer to the
ground. "Hungry, boy? You wanna lick it, punk? You wanna-'

"Pl ease," Don managed

"Ch, ny, listen to that."

He swal | oned phl egm and acid, blinked away the tears, and wondered why
he coul dn't have been built like Fleet or Tar so he could | eap out of
the man's grasp, turn, and beat himto a bl oody ness where Ananda had di ed.
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Tanker forced his face even closer to the ground, and when his nose
touched the cold cenment, he shut his eyes tightly.

"Pl ease," he said, |ess pleading now than comuandi ng.
"Aw, babyfuck, you getting mad at the old sarge? You getting nmad at ne,
punk?"

He was. He didn't understand it, but he was. He was terrified of what
was coning, and enraged at his hel pl essness, and he didn't want to die
and there wasn't a dammed thing he could do about it, not a thing, just
i ke al ways.

"I-1 won't say anything, honest | won't."

"Aw, the punk's begging. Ain't that nice. They all do, y'know, punk
They all beg at the end. They think they're hot shit, but they all beg
at the end.”

Not the end, he thought, suddenly contorting his body in hopes of
breaking the hold. But his head shrieked at the pull of hair, and his
thigh burst into flane when a heel jammed into it, and his jacket and
shirt where the man had gri pped them from behi nd cl osed around his chest
and restricted his |ungs.



"They all beg, the little whores, and it don't do any good. Say
good- bye, punk. You little white trash shit."

Don gagged as his head was pul |l ed back; his eyes opened and stared, and
then he |l ashed his right hand around and caught Falw ck on the biceps
with an el bow. The nman grunted his surprise, dropped the hold on his
hair, and Don jabbed again swiftly, scissoring his legs until he was
over on his back, his left armstill behind himbut pinning Falw ck's
armthere as well.

And he saw the nan's face.

The sane hard-lined face, the same grubby man he had seen under the
bl eachers.

Falwi ck spit at him clubbed the side of his head with a fist, and rose,
draggi ng hi mup, releasing the bent arm and spinning hi maround.
Laughi ng. Coughi ng. Four times around
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until he let go with a squeal and Don pi nwheel ed into the pond, |anded
sitting up and shaking water from his eyes.

A m stake! he thought jubilantly; and I can outrun him
But first he had to out maneuver himor distract him and the man in the
tweed jacket and fatigue pants was standing right there on the edge,

wat ching himsnugly, licking his lips and lightly rubbing his arm

"You gonna run?" Falw ck asked with a sneer. "You gonna try for it, boy?
If you are, you better get up, or |'mgonna cut you where you sit."

It was unreal

It was sonethi ng happening to sonmeone else in a dream

It was like ... and Don saw hinself on the novie theater screen, rising
vengefully fromthe cold water and lunging to the apron, whirling to
plant a foot solidly in the man's chest. A bone snapped. Bl ood gouted
fromthe nman's scabbed |ips. Another foot to the stomach, a lethal fist
to the chin, and the Howl er fell backward, rigid and unconscious, into
t he pond.

On the screen

"Goddam punk," the How er said in disgust. "You're all the sanme, you
fucking little punks. Al the goddamed sanme. You ain't got no guts.
You' re baby fucks, you don't deserve to live."

Don eased hinmself along until he felt the apron press against his back

"Good," Falw ck said, nodding. "Very good. You're trying for a head start."

A car horn sounded shrilly on the boul evard. The screech of panicked
brakes, the prol onged, sickening crunch of netal slammng into mnetal

"Well, shit," Falw ck said.



Don | ooked over his shoul der, not daring to believe it. An accident. The
police. He stunbled to his feet, cupped his hands around his nouth, and
shouted. Scranbled to the apron and started to run
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Falwi ck was in front of him arms spread, fingers waggling at himto try it.
Don made a feint to the left, to the right, but the Howl er only stood

there, his hands up and out now, showing himthe nails that had grown

into claws.

A cry and a wild turn, and he was racing up the path toward the bal

field, head high and arms punping, trying to ignore the agony in his

neck and thigh, trying not to listen to the man chasing hi mand cl osing

ground, wheezing a laugh and snarling like a dog let [oose fromits |eash.

Qut of the trees and across the grass, heading for the north exit. There

were houses there. He could yell. He could break a wi ndow. He woul d get
somebody to cone to the door, see what was happening and call the
police. He could still be a hero; he could still get home and still be

alive, and jesus please don't let ne die | don't wanna die not |ike Ananda.

The Howl er appeared at his side, pacing himeasily and grinning. "Hey,
punk, this the best you can do?"

He faltered, and the man bell owed and snapped a clubbed fist into his
chest. He fell forward, still running, feeling the fire around his heart
whi | e he scrabbl ed on hands and knees before his el bows gave out and he
slamed to the ground. Panting. Crying. Furious at hinmself for being
such an idiot, furious at the Hower for not letting himlive, furious
at the whole fucking world for all their goddamed rul es!

He tensed, waiting for the bl ow

He | ooked up, grass and dirt stuck to his cheeks, and saw the How er
standi ng over him hands on his hips.

"You done, punk?"

He sagged, curled, and felt his nmouth open slowy.

"Little bastard."

The Howl er | ooked up at the sky, at the nmoon, and cocked his head as
though listening to instructions fromthe night. Then he reached down to
grab the jacket, and Don wiggled away, twi sting until he was
crab-wal ki ng on his buttocks.
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"Christ," the How er muttered, reached again, and froze.

The kid's eyes were open in terror, but he wasn't |ooking at him
Fal wi ck snorted, reached again, and froze again when he heard it behind him

Iron striking iron. Hollow Sl ow

"What the fuck?"



Don felt his lips begin to quiver, felt the cold fromthe ground travel
up through his clothes to cling to his skin, but he could neither nove
away fromthe man who was turning aside nor could he | ook somewhere

el se, to see sonething, anything, that proved he wasn't crazy at all.
Iron. Striking iron

Stones on a hol |l ow | og.

Wod agai nst wood.

The hooves of a black horse clopping softly on the earth.

Fal wi ck shook his head, rubbed his eyes, shook his head again and lifted
his hands. "Wat the hell is this?"

The stallion was on the far side of the dianond, nore shadow t han
substance, its sides gl eam ng black, its nane untouched by the w nd that
rose fromthe light of the noon. It noved without nmoving its head,
gliding across the basepath, across the pitcher's nound, across the
grass, and stopping.

Falwick tried to | ook behind it, to see where the owner was and if he
woul d have to kill nore than once tonight; Don pushed hinmsel f backward,
not daring to believe it.

"Fuck off," Falwi ck said then, and turned back to his prey with a this
isit, pal grin.

The horse snorted and pawed the ground.

Fal wi ck | ooked over his shoulder, and Don saw the blood drain fromhis
grimy face.

The horse, noving again, deliberately, nore slowy, was half again as
big as any Don had ever seen. Its nuscles rolled and flexed |ike black
waves over black water; its tail was arched and twitching, its forel ock
bl own back between ears
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that lay flat along the sides of its massive head; and the eyes were
| arge and sl anted, and a dark gl owi ng green

"You?" the boy whispered.

It paused, and | ooked at him and he saw fromhis vision's corner the
Howl er backi ng away.

"You?"

The horse waited.

Don | ooked to Tanker Falwi ck, closed his eyes, and saw Amanda.
I could be a hero, he thought, and who woul d believe ne?

H s eyes shut nore tightly and saw his enpty room heard his nother cal
hi m Sam heard his father as nuch as call hima liar. Teachers pushing



him Tracey not calling. Brian and Tar and Fleet and all the others. The
rai nbow | ights behind his eyelids stung Iike dull needles; his fading

bl ack eye felt as if it were bleeding at the edges; and then he saw

hi nsel f on the park grass, his eyes open and blind, his throat torn and
bl eedi ng.

The horse wait ed.

H s eyes opened again, the stinging gone, the inmages gone, and the
ani mal was still there.

' mcrazy, he thought; and suddenly the nugget in his chest expanded,
exploded ... and he felt nothing at all

"Yes," he said flatly. "Yes. Do it."

The animal waited a nonent |onger, then headed straight for the How er
its gaze fixed on the man's chest, its legs lifting higher, com ng down
harder, and striking green sparks fromthe earth beneath its hooves.
When it was ten yards away, Falw ck groaned in terror and whirled to his
left, bolting for the trees, and the stallion rose agai nst the noon,
forel egs snapping out, mane billow ng now as steam flowed |ike dark
snmoke fromits nostrils.

Then it ran.

And the ground was silent except for the slap of the
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Howl er's shoes, silent except for the sparks snapping into the dark
green and trailing and dyi ng before |anding.

Don rolled to his knees, his right hand cl osi ng unconsci ously over the
branch he'd dropped earlier, and he watched as the How er veered to the
left, swerved to the right, and spun around just as the horse reached
hi m and reared.

Don shout ed.

Fal wi ck screaned.

And the stallion cane down on him sparks streaking to green fire.

172

172

173

Seven

Don sat up suddenly, eyes w de, nmouth open in a screamthat never passed
his lips. Hs arns were rigid at his sides, and his head jerked in

cl ockwork degrees side to side until he felt pressure on his right

shoul der. H s head snapped around. Hi s nmouth remai ned open. There was a
worman' s hand, long fingers pale as it tried to ease himback. H s gaze

traced it warily, found the wist, found the arm found his nother's
face puffed and wan.



"Don, it's all right."

He saw the |lips nove (the stallion rearing), heard the words (the How er
shrieking), and after several seconds he let hinself be |evered back
while a dark figure at the foot of the bed cranked up the mattress unti
he was al nost sitting again.

"Don, it's all right, honey."

The echol ess screamdied at |ast, the tunnel collapsed in upon itself,
and once his vision cleared, he didn't have to ask to know he was in a
hospi tal room

A nurse at his left side took his pul se; a doctor whose face was
fam liar entered and picked up the chart, read it, nodded,
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edged the nurse aside and pulled up a stool. H's face was | ean and
creased with too many sumrers under the sun, his hair a thicket of
unruly grey.

"How are you feeling, son?" Large hands noved-his brow, his chest,
pressed through his hair and lightly squeezed his scal p. "No aches, no
pai ns? Your back is probably sore though, right?"

"How d you know?" Don asked hoarsely, still trying to bring hinself back
out of the park

The doctor gave hima snmle. "In bed this Iong w thout noving, it's
bound to be."

"Can he go hone now, Jerry?"

"Later this afternoon, | think," Dr. Naugle said. He | ooked to Don

"Just to be sure, son, okay? | doubt we've mi ssed anything, but just to
be sure." He | ooked across the bed to Joyce. "Suppertime." Ajerk of his
head toward the 1V stand and the fluid dripping into Don's arm "After
what we' ve been feeding himsince mdnight, he'll be starving." A
satisfied sigh, and he rose to his feet. "I guess that'll be okay wth
you, son, right?"

Bef ore Don coul d answer, he was gone, his nother hastening after him
t he nurse behind. The dark figure finally nmoved out of the shadows.

" Dad?"

Norman tried to speak, then licked his lips and grinned as he took
Joyce's chair. He patted Don's shoulder, his leg, stared blankly at the
IV tubing and the tape on the boy's arm H's hair was unconbed and
appeared greyer in the dawn light that slotted through the w ndow s
Venetian blinds; his eyes were bl oodshot, the nose faintly red, the one
vi si bl e hand j unpi ng every few seconds.

Don was shocked-his father had been crying.

"Boy," he said too eagerly, "I could drink a whole lake I'"'mso thirsty."
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Nor man grabbed gratefully for the water pitcher on the bed table, poured
a glass, and finally a second.

"How do you feel ?"

"Terrible. No; just lousy." He shifted, and felt the bruise on his thigh
and the circle of hurt where the How er's knees had jamed into his spine.

Nor man stood and wal ked toward the door and wal ked back to the chair.
"Sergeant Verona will be here in a few mnutes, | guess. He's been
waiting for you to ... for you to wake up."

"The police?"
Green sparks green fire

"They want to know what happened out there." He clearly wanted to ask,
and was just as clearly afraid to. "The reporters too."

Don rolled his head to stare at the ceiling. "Reporters.”
"Well, you're a hero, son. It's already on the radio."
He felt panic, and it was cold. "Dad, listen, |'ve got to-"

The door swung open and Verona wal ked in. His suit jacket was runpled,
his tie gone, a blade of wet grass clung to one el bow. Joyce was ri ght
behi nd him and she protested when he suggested that the Boyds |eave him
and the boy alone. Normtook her arm she glared at him then blew Don a
kiss on the way out. The door closed wi thout a sound. The w ndow I i ght
bri ght ened.

He felt the panic again, but it subsided when Verona shook his hand
warmy while taking the chair.

"That," he said, nodding to their clasped hands, "is for now Later
["lIl probably be cursing you fromhere to Sunday for what you did. Not
that | don't like you," he added with a crooked smle, "but the papers
are going to wonder how a teenage kid could di spose of the How er when
the police in two states couldn't even find a clue."

Don shrugged, and his stonach grow ed
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there was bl ood, lots of blood, and the sound of tranpling hooves

"So. Do you want to tell me what happened?”

Tell him Don thought; and told himthat he had been unable to sleep

that he had gone for a walk to do sone thinking and had ended up at the
park. That's where the man grabbed him and that's where he'd gotten away.
Verona didn't take notes or have a tape recorder with him He nodded. He
listened. He asked nore questions, and in the asking told Don what he

needed to know.

It was the Howl er. That grizzled old man was the nan who killed Anmanda.
Ti ssue sanples fromthe body matched those found under the girl's



fingernails, and his name was Falw ck, an ex-armnmy sergeant who evidently
couldn't fit into the system They had been able to retrace nost of
Don's struggles, but they still wondered about a few things. It couldn't
be a pl easant menory, Verona acknow edged as he nopped his face with a
handker chi ef, monentarily hiding his eyes, but they did need to know.
Just a few things. Then he'd | eave Don al one for some well-deserved
rest. He woul d even keep the reporters off his back for a while.
Just-why did Don beat the man so severely? So savagel y?

Don didn't know "I was afraid. He was going to kill ne.

Verona made a clucking sound. Jerry Naugle, Don's doctor, had suggested
it was an hysteria-induced defense and certainly not uncomon. | nstead
of running away, Don had found the branch and used it to protect

hi nsel f. He had known Amanda. Fear and anger, and perhaps a | ucky bl ow,
had knocked Fal wi ck down. That's when hysteria took over. Adrenaline
fueled it. Luis Quintero had been at the scene of the accident on the
boul evard and had heard soneone shouting in the park. He found Don
kneeling a few feet fromthe body, the branch still in hand, blood on it
and the boy's
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clothes. He was in deep shock and didn't even answer to his nane.
"I guess," Don said. "Yeah. | guess."

And it could have been, he thought. It must have been. If there had been
a horse, they would have said so; if the horse had been real, someone
woul d have seen him It could have been him because he renenbered the rage.

Verona shook his hand again, and Don's eyes blurred with tears when his
parents returned.

Must have been. Hysteria, and shock, and maybe he wasn't crazy after
all. His friend had been summoned because of the fear, but Don had done
it all on his own. He had bl acked out and done it hinself. No magic. No
giant stallion. He had killed a man. All on his own.

He wept for nearly half an hour-1loudly, then noiselessly, soaking his
not her's bl ouse while she stroked his hair and kissed his cheek and his
father held his hand so tightly the knuckles cracked. He wept until Dr.
Naugl e returned and hustled the room cl ear, saying Don needed his rest
if he wanted to go hone to get sonething decent to eat. Norman was
reluctant, but he went; Joyce enbraced hi monce nore and whi spered, "I
know you' re not Sam dear. You're ny Donny, and | |ove you."

Wthout a pill he slept soundly until well after noon

When he woke the IV was gone and the nurse was there with a tray of food
he ate without tasting. Wen he begged for nore, she | aughed and told
himthere' d be plenty when he got hone; when he wondered about his
parents, they were there and told himthere was a nob of kids down in
the waiting roomeager to see him A group of reporters too. It was, his
father said in quiet excitement, as if the President were in town. Don
was pl eased and tried not to show it, enmbarrassed because the imge of
the stallion still darted through his vision, and anxi ous because
suddenly all he
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wanted to do was go hone and take a close | ook at the poster on his wall.
Maybe he wasn't crazy, but he still had to know.

"And do you know what el se?" his nother said. "Are you ready for this?
The mayor wants to give you a nedal at the concert tonight. A nedal! Can
you believe it?"

"Me? Me, a nedal ?"

A look to his father brought a proud nod; a | ook to his nother brought
hi m anot her ki ss.

"I can't," he said, fingers digging into the stiff sheet. "I can't, Mom"

"We'|l talk about it later, when you get hone, dear," she said quickly
and softly. "We'll send up the kids now, while |I get you some cl ean
cl othes.”

greensparks greenfire

Don didn't understand why Tracey was wearing jeans and an ol d jacket
until he remenbered that school was cl osed today, because of Amanda. Nor
did he understand why Lichter had to cone with her

Tracey, after exchanging glances with Jeff, took the chair while he sat
on the bed and grabbed for Don's hand.

"The Detention Kid strikes again,"”
or sonet hi ng?"

he said heartily. "Man, are you nuts

"Shut up, Jeff," Tracey ordered gently, and | eaned over to kiss Don's
cheek. Her hand found his and held it. "Are you all right?"

"I think so," he said. "I didn't get hurt or anything. Your father-hey,
easy on the nerchandi se," he protested to Jeff, pulling free his hand
and wincing in false pain. "I'ma black belt, renenber?"

"I remenber you're crazy, that's what | renenber."

"It takes one to know one."
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"Very funny."

"Don," Tracey said, "Brian says-"

"' Shit on Brian,'' Jeff nunbl ed.

"-nmy father was the one who did it, not you. He's saying all kinds of
crazy things, like he chased you honme |ast night before you even got to

the park." Concern was then replaced by a smle. "But nobody's listening."

"Did they ever?" he asked wi thout nuch hunor, then swall owed the sour
monent with an effort that nade hi mgrunt.

"You okay?" Jeff said quickly.



"Gas," he said, patting his stomach. "It's the food. Al nost as bad as
Beacher's."

Jeff laughed, slapped the mattress and | ooked to Tracey. She giggl ed,
shook her head, and he told her to go ahead.

"What ?" Don said, not liking the intimacy. "What?"

"Beacher," Tracey started, then burst out |aughing, shook her head and
her hand and inhal ed deeply to choke off the fit. "He's named a sandw ch
after you."

"He di d what?"

Jeff nodded. "He naned a sandw ch after you and he's serving it to al
the reporters! God, can you believe it?"

"What is it, raw hanburger?"

"No. It's ..." Jeff stood and | eaned against the wall to keep from
falling dowmn. "It's grilled cheese and bacon, with |l ettuce and onions."
"What ?" Don yelled. "I don't even like grilled cheese. What the hel

does that have to do with anything?"

"Who the hell knows? But if you go in and ask for a Don Boyd Speci al
that's what you get."

It was prairie fire laughter that spread fromone to the other, dying
down, then roaring again, until his sides ached and his cheeks felt
ready to split and his lungs refused to give himenough air. Jeff
crunpled to the floor with his hands | ocked over his stomach. Tracey
rolled in her chair until it
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sl ammed back against the wall and nearly skidded out from under her. The
nurse | ooked in once, and saw them and grinned and wi nked at themto
qui et down; Dr. Naugle came by and suggested | oudly they cal m down
before they were all put in straitjackets.

Don sobered first, blinking away the tears and npani ng while the ache
faded fromhis ribs.

The nurse reappeared, arms fol ded over her chest, one eyebrowlifted to
signal the end of the visit.

"Shit," Jeff whispered, and shook his hand again, averting his eyes when
Don saw the question there-did you really kill himw th your own two hands?
"See you later," Tracey told himbefore the question could be asked.
"Take care of yourself, hero, okay? W'll see you later, maybe tonight."

She kissed himon the lips, once and quickly, so quickly he couldn't
taste it. Wien they were through the door, he watched as Tracey went
left, as Jeff grabbed her hand and pulled her to the right. She giggl ed;
he hushed her with his head cl ose to hers.

A sandwi ch, he thought; Jesus Christ, a sandw ch!



greensparks and greenfire

and the stallion's sil houette against the white of the noon
"I wouldn't let himcome up," Chris said, perching on the mattress by
his hip. "He's acting |like an asshole. Wuld you believe, even Tar

thi nks he's acting like a jerk?"

Gatefully, and sonewhat enbarrassed, he turned his cheek toward her
oncom ng lips, and was nonpl ussed when she cupped his face in her hands,
turned it back, and gave hima kiss he knew t he doctor woul dn't approve
of . She didn't seemto notice his bew |ldernent, only | eaned away and
slunped so that her man's white shirt bagged over her breasts under the
fall of her hair.
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"I think he's jeal ous."
"Brian?" That he could not believe. "You're kidding."

"Well," she said, one hand | eaning on his waist, "he's been drinking
already. Snells like a brewery, and he can't figure out why the
reporters won't talk to himanynore." A finger toyed with the sheet. "He
said ..." Alook without |ooking up. "He said something about Donny Duck
to them y'know?"

"Wonderful," he said.
"Ch, don't worry about it. Nobody cares. My god, you're a genui ne hero,
you know that? | mean, you're the kind of man that craphead only dreans

about .

"Jesus, Chris." He |ooked to the wi ndow and wi shed she'd go away. No, he
thought in a panic. No; just lay off the bullshit.

"No, really."

"Cod, knock it off, huh?"

"Man can't take a conplinment," she said to the wall.

"Wl oLt

She | aughed silently and pushed her hair back behind her ears, the
nmoverent hal f-turning her toward himso he could see, if he wanted, the
flat of her chest where the shirt was creased back

"I guess you're all right though."

The finger waltzed aimessly, over the sheet, and he couldn't help

| ooking at it without seeming to, watching it, mesnerized by it, and
finally squeezing his | egs together because of where it was headi ng.
When he cleared his throat and pushed hinself into a higher sitting
position, the finger only paused before dancing on

"Yes, thanks."

"I hear they're going to make a big deal at the concert."



"Yeah, so | heard too."

She smiled at himand wi nked. "Brian and Tar aren't going. He says
you'l'l make hi m puke.™"
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"If that's true, I'll be there early."

Her |l ower lip vanished briefly between her teeth before she | eaned over
again and kissed him hard, surprising himso much he let her tongue in
bef ore he knew she was doing it, astounded himso much he opened his
eyes and saw her staring at him She | aughed w thout pulling away, and
the I augh was deep in his mouth, and he prayed neither of his parents
woul d wal k in, not now

She broke the kiss, but didn't nove away. "Listen, after the concert?"
He wait ed.

"If your folks let you-l nmean, you being in the hospital and all, they
may not even think it's a good thing for you to go-but if they do |let
you, maybe we can go to Beacher's after."

He | aughed. "And try the Don Boyd Special ?"

"You know?" And she | aughed, rocking slowy as her finger noved to his
groin, traced the bulge there, and retreated. "All right! The Don Boyd

Special it is!"

Al'l he could do was nod, and swallow, and watch the play of her buttocks
beneath the skin of her jeans.

Jesus, he thought; oh Jesus.
someone was screaning and there was bl ood on his hands

He cl osed his eyes and saw Jeff take Tracey's hand, and saw t he prom se
in Chris's eyes, and felt someone in the room watching himand not noving.

Pl ease, no, he thought, and opened his eyes with a soundl ess gasp.

Fl eet stood at the foot of the bed. H s face was lined, his eyes

red-ri med, and his hands gripped the nmetal footboard while he exam ned
Don' s face.

"God, you scared ne," Don said, smling.

Fl eet nodded.
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"Hey, you okay?"

"I'"m supposed to ask you that, m man," Robi nson answered, his smle only
a pulling back of his lips. "Shit, you done it good, didn't you?"

He shrugged. "I guess."

"You guess?"



"I don't ... | don't renenber everything, exactly."
"No shit?"
"No shit."

Fl eet pushed away fromthe bed, and the light fromthe w ndow put half
his face in shadow.

"Thanks," he said then, in a voice barely heard. "Thanks. For Mandy."

Don didn't know what to say, nor did he know what to do when Fl eet cane
suddenly around the bed and | eaned cl ose enough to touch. "I wanted that
dude, Donny boy," he said, the words scraped out of his throat. "I
want ed that fucker nyself, can you understand that?"

Don nodded, afraid that Robinson was going to hit him

Fl eet nodded back as if a point had been nmade, straightened, and wal ked
out without saying another word.

Dr. Naugle cane in, Joyce and Norman behi nd, and before Don coul d ask
anything, there were reporters in the room They were quiet but eager
and they had apparently agreed before hand on the rotation of questions.
He did the best he could with sone help fromhis father who sat on his
one side while his nother sat on the other, and he tried not to squint
inthe glare of the lights or | ose his tenmper when one of them suggested
of fhandedly that Brian's story was sonmewhat closer to the actual fact
than the police report; he made a few self-deprecating jokes they

| aughed at politely, and just as politely he refused when a phot ographer
wanted himto hold a bat |ike a club; a woman reporter asked about
girlfriends and his running; a man in a tweed suit made his throat freeze
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up; and when soneone asked how he felt about the medal, he said in a
qui et voi ce he was pleased and didn't deserve it.

They left without a fuss when Dr. Naugle called tine.
H s parents left himalone to dress in the clothes they had brought.
And when he was tucking in his shirt, the nurse returned with a wheel chair.

"Do | have to use that?" he said, pointing with one hand while the other
hurried to zip his fly and buckle his belt. "I can wal k."

"I'f you don't, I'lIl have to carry you."
He grinned and took the seat.

And there were nore pictures at the hospital entrance, and while he was
getting into the station wagon, and while the wagon pulled away slowy
fromthe curb. He wanted his father to hurry, and didn't want to think
that the smle on the man's face was neant for nore than him

When they arrived hone, there was a police car at the curb and Sergeant
Quintero on the sidewal k. He opened the door for Joyce and took Don's
hand when he clinbed out weakly. The nonment was awkward because he knew



the man wanted to say sonething about the Howl er, about Tracey, and he
was rescued by Joyce, who hustled himinside after a quick invitation to
the patrolman to cone in when he could and have a cup of coffee.

In the foyer he glanced up the stairwell and let hinself be led into the
living room where he was put in on the sofa. A fussing over him he
enjoyed and didn't care for, and with apologetic smles his parents |eft
hi m al one.

He | ooked around, thinking things should be different, realizing with a
start he hadn't been gone for even a full day. It unsettled him Tine
shoul dn't have stretched so far, shouldn't have had so nuch crammed in,

yet his father's chair hadn't noved, and there was an enpty cup on the
floor beside it, folders on the couch, magazines on the end table. Nothing
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had changed, and suddenly he was convi nced that somehow, this tine it
shoul d have.

They returned with steam ng coffee, and a can of soda for him He
grinned as his father sagged loudly into the chair and kicked off his
shoes, squirnmed when his nother dunped the folders on the floor and
knelt on the cushion beside him She kept |ooking at her watch
"Well!" Norman said explosively, and took a sip of his drink

Joyce hugged hi m qui ckly and gave himan inpish grin.

"Are you all right, son?" Norman asked solemmly. "I mean, really all right?"

"I think so," he answered truthfully. "Alittle shaky, but | think I'm
okay. "

"Good," his nother said, retreating to her corner. Then there were
tears. "CGod, | was so frightened!"

"We both were," his father said when Don reached out a hand to touch
Joyce's leg. "Fromthe nmonent we found you gone, we were scared to death
somet hi ng had happened to you."

The tone in the man's voice made himturn. "Ch," he said then. "Ch, shit."
"Right," Norman said, sternly but not unkindly. "I got up to get a gl ass

of water and | saw your door open. You were gone, Donald. It was al nost
m dni ght and you were gone. You can't imagi ne what we thought."

"You ran away," his nother said. "I nean, that's what we thought-t hat
you'd run away or something." Her smle was one-sided and her |augh was
abrupt. "I was going to call the police, can you believe it?"

"I couldn't imagine," Norman said tightly, "where you had gone. W took
the car and started to | ook for you. We drove around the whol e

nei ghborhood trying to figure out what the hell you were doing to us,
why you' d do something stupid like this."
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Don swal |l owed. "I couldn't sleep,"” he explained. "I went for a walk."



"Wthout telling us?"

"You were asleep. | didn't want to wake you."

"You drove your nother crazy, you know that, don't you?"
I'"'ma hero, he thought then; I'ma hero, don't you renmenber?

Nor man sl unped back in his chair and covered his face with his hands,
rubbed, pulled, then shook his head. "You could have been killed."

Joyce started to cry.
"But Dad-"

"You coul d have been goddammed killed!" Norman said, his hands flat on
the arnrests. "W could have gotten a phone call in the mddle of the

ni ght, and we would have had to tell the police we didn't even know you
were gone. In our own house, our own son, and we didn't even know you
were gone! Jesus Christ, Don, if you ever do that again, I'll break your
neck!"

Don struggl ed to understand-they were nad because they were afraid for
him afraid because he was their son; yet he couldn't help the rise of
his own tenper when he saw the expression on his father's face, a hard
and nurderous | ook untenpered by conpassion or relief. A glance to his
not her- she was drying her face with the backs of her hands, bravely
smling to show himhe was right, and this was only their after-the-fact
reaction.

Then her eye caught the hands of the clock on the mantel and she
uncurled with a loving pat to his knee. "I've got to get dinner," she
announced. "There's only a couple of hours before the concert and ..
oh, Lord, I'll never be ready in time. Never. Norm would you m nd
peeling the potatoes. |1've got to start-" She took a step toward her
husband, | ooked at the clock again and rushed out of the room "Lord!"
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she called. "Please, just three or four nore hands, what do you say?"

Nor man | aughed i ndul gently and wi nked at his son. "It's a big night for
her, you know," he said. "For all of us."

"Ch, god," Don whispered. "Ch, god, do | have to go?"

"Do you feel up to it?"

"l don't know "

"Well, if you don't, we'll understand." H's fingers tented under his
chin. "It would be nice, though. There are a I ot of people grateful to
you for what you did last night." The fingers folded into a double fist.
"You know, " he said thoughtfully, "I would have thought, to be honest,
you didn't have it in you." He glared then to keep Don from respondi ng.
"You scared the shit out of ne, son. Don't you ever do that again."

"Dad, |I'msorry."

He stood, shook off an instant of dizziness, and watched as Nor nan



pushed hinmsel f out of the chair. They faced each other for severa
seconds, and Don waited for the hug.

"The potatoes,” Norman said with an uneasy |augh. "Your mother'll have
ny hide. C non, give me a hand."

Don followed himinto the foyer, but veered off to the stairs instead of

the kitchen. Wen his father turned, he said, "I need to clean up, Dad."
He wrinkled his nose. "I snell like disinfectant, you know? |1'l|l be down
intinme for supper, don't worry | just "

He gestured vaguely toward the second fl oor and Norman nodded, gave him
a big smle, and went off, whistling.

They were afraid for you, he told hinself as he took the stairs slowy;
they really are proud of you, really they are.

In the hallway he hesitated, then turned into his room and stopped.
Gasped. Held on to the janb and felt his jaw working.

"I went up to the attic after we saw you this norning," Joyce said
behi nd him her voice small.
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He didn't junmp. He only nodded. And he wal ked slowy in with a grin on
his face, giving silent greetings to his pets back on their shelves, to
the panther on the wall over his headboard, and the el ephants that once
again flanked his door. There was a bit of dust on the bobcat, and a
cobweb on hawk, but he didn't care as long as they were back where they
bel onged.

"Don, I'msorry."

She hadn't come into the room waiting in the hall as if for an
invitation. He turned and snmiled at her, ducked his head and shrugged.
She was expectant, her hands tw sting around her hairbrush, waiting for
his reaction, waiting for absolution

Then he | ooked to the desk and the enpty space above it.

"Where is it?" he asked, nore sharply than he'd intended. "I had a
poster up there too. Were is it, MnP"

"\What ?" Joyce came in, |ooked, and nodded. "Ch. Well, | wasn't sure
about that one, so | took it down and put it in the hall closet. |'ll
get it if you want."

"But why?" he said plaintively as she started up the hall

She stopped, returned and swept an armthrough the air. "Wll, with all
these aninmals and things around, | ... well, | didn't think you really
wanted a picture of just some trees.”
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Ei ght

D nner was a hasty affair. Joyce spent nore tine wavi ng her hands about
and babbling than eating, Norman | ost his tenper nore than once in an



effort to be patient, and Don ate everything on his plate, had seconds,
and seriously considered third hel pings to satisfy his sudden, ravenous
appetite. Yet his stomach bubbled acid, and a tic refused to | eave the
corner of his left eye. It was nerves, he decided, aggravated by his

nmot her's self-propelled ascent into near hysteria over her participation
in the opening cerenpnies at the park tonight, and goaded by the return
of his father's waspish tongue. The closer the tinme for |eaving cane,
the nore surly Norman grew, until Don finally excused hinmself and rushed
upstairs to dress.

Wth the door closed behind himhe switched on the |light and forced
hinself to | ook at the poster retrieved fromthe closet and returned to
its place.

The runni ng horse was gone.

He checked it only once, could not look at it again w thout seeing the
stallion charging across the ball field, green eyes, green sparks,
headi ng for Falw ck because Don had conmanded.
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When he | ooked out the wi ndow, he saw only the night.

"Don," his nother called as she sped past the door. "Hurry up, dear, or
we're going to be late."

Hs fingers refused to work his buttons, tie his laces, do anything with
his hair; his lips quivered as he warded of f a sensation of w ntercold

that stiffened his arnms and nade bending over a chore; and his eyes were
pocked with grains of harsh dust that sent stabs of white fire into his
skull, fire that swirled and coal esced and fornmed a flane-figure of a horse.

A dash into the bathroomenptied his neal into the toilet.

Kneel ing on the carpeted floor, hands gripping the porcelain sides, he
heard Joyce bleating in the hall about sonething spilled on her dress,
heard Norman conpl ai ni ng that the photographers woul d make himl ook |ike
a corpse if he wore, as she insisted, his good black suit.

Anot her surge of bile, and the acid tears that cane with it before he
gul ped for air, flushed the toilet, and grabbed for a towel. Fromhis
position on the floor he dunped the terry cloth into the sink and turned
on the cold water, waited, pulled the towel out and slapped it over his
face. H s shirt was soaked, but the shock was a confort; his throat was
raw, but when he staggered to his feet and scooped a pal nful of water
into his nmouth, the expected reaction didn't happen. The water went

down, stayed down, and he smiled sardonically at his reflection, his
face and hair dripping, and his eyes turning bl oodshot.

"Big hero," he nunbled. "You look |ike Tar after a three-day drunk."

He dried hinself quickly, brushed his teeth, and conbed his hair; back
in his roomhe changed his shirt and sl acks, found a sports jacket he
could wear, and hurried downstairs to wait, standing in the living room
and | ooki ng out the w ndow.

The street was dark, and a light wind taunted the | ast | eaves on the
trees. A couple passing by huddl ed cl ose
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t oget her though they weren't wearing heavy coats. M. Delfield from
across the road argued with his dachshund, who didn't want the | eash,
and when the dog slipped its collar, the old man shanbled after it, one
hand rai sed in a doom| aden fist while the other whipped the |eash
angrily against the sidewal k. The red convertible sped past, the top up
and nusic blaring. The wi nd gusted, and there was novenent in the
gutters, an acorn rolled along the wal k and dropped into shadow.

Where are you? he thought, feeling the cold through the pane.

- There was no answer, and he had no tine to ask the question again.
Joyce was in the foyer, rattling the car keys and calling up to Norman,
telling Don to | eave on one light so they wouldn't break a | eg when they
got home, and wondering al oud what she had forgotten, what woul d go
wrong, what people would think if the cel ebrations began with a thud,

not a bang.

He foll owed them out, and took a deep breath, saw M. Delfield rushing
back to his house with his dog wiggling under his arm and took the
backseat wi thout any pronpting.

He watched the street as they drove over and parked on the north side
because there were no ready openings on the boul evard, Joyce conpl ai ni ng
because they should have started earlier to get a decent spot.

At the gates-simlar pillars of stone that marked the other entrance-he
hesitated and listened, and could hear nothing but the rmurrmuring of a
patiently waiting crowd, the slamof a car door, the heels of his

nmot her' s shoes cracking on the path.

Fol di ng chairs had been placed in orderly half-nmon rows facing the
bandst and. The lights were bright and focused on the orchestra that took
its place to a smattering of applause that grew, swelled, had people on
their feet with snmles and whistles and proud | ooks for their children
A television news crew was off to one side amd a clutch of newsnen who
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scanned the front rows, discounting the mayor and the comunity | eaders
who couldn't keep from glancing surreptitiously at the caneras.

Don sat between his parents, not liking the way he was | ooked at,

poi nted at, highlighted by smles that clainmed himas their own. The
Qui nteros sat behind him and he spent as nuch time as he could

whi spering to Tracey about how silly this all was as he returned a nod
or a wave when it cane in his direction

The bandnmaster clinbed to his stand, and the audi ence settled down; he
turned to the m crophone set up to his left and cleared his throat,
causing a squeal to rip through the clearing. He | aughed nervously; the
audi ence | aughed with him He thanked them for com ng, and introduced
Mayor Garzi ana, who spent fifteen mnutes orating Ashford's history in
such a way that the back rows began squirmng and the front rows froze
their smles.

A moment, then, in dramatic pause before he introduced each of the
Ashford Day Conmittee nenbers, the principals of the two high school s,
and a dozen others who had worked to bring the town together for its



bi rt hday.

Nor man and Joyce stood together, and Don wi nced when his father turned
to the crowd and waved.

Then the mayor paused again, spoke again in a voice so soft no one dared
sneeze for mssing a word. He alluded to the Howl er, and introduced Don

Don didn't nove though the appl ause was | oud.
"Go on," Joyce urged himwi th a hugging grip on his arm

He couldn't. The caneras were watching, and the mayor was beamni ng, and
the police chief in his dress uniformhad clinbed to the bandstand with
a package in his hand.

"CGo, Donald," Norman hissed, poking his ribs harshly.
He couldn't.

Where are you?
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Tracey | eaned forward and pulled a strand of his hair. "Go for it, Vet,"
she said into his ear.

He grinned, shook his hair |oose and stood. Hand snoothed his jacket,
his throat went dry, and the wal k across the infield through the flare
of the spotlights was long and slow and filled with the sound of his
sol es striking the ground.

Hol | ow. Booming. Iron striking iron

The appl ause started agai n when he positioned hinmsel f between the police
chief and the mayor, and he smled shyly, unable to see anything beyond
the wall of white Iight.

The mayor said sonethi ng-Don heard Ananda's name and heard the silence
that foll owed-and said sonething el se before shaking his hand

vi gorously; and suddenly there were people right in front of him
kneel i ng, crouching, canmeras working, flashbul bs exploding, nouths

wor ki ng as they ordered this pose and that, bunping into one another
crowdi ng together, a hydra with white fire-eyes that nmade his own water.

The police chief said something, and handed hi mthe package. Hi s nedal
and a certificate, and the grateful thanks of a town he had saved from
further grief.

The appl ause punched his ears, the mayor slapped his back, and the chief
punped his hand wi thout once seeing his face.

Then he was standing in front of the mke, and it was quiet. Only the
whirr of a canera forwarding its film only the scuffle of feet on the
grass and the creak of a few chairs.

It was quiet, and it took hima nonment to realize they wanted himto
speak. Say a word. Tell themall how a kid had beaten a nurderer to death.

A voi ce broke through the white wall from sonmewhere in the dark: "Hey,



Duck, tell themthe giant crowdid it!"

He | ooked up sharply, searching for the voice and the derisive | aughter
that foll owed.
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He wasn't close enough to the mi ke, and only the mayor heard himstart;
but the laughter was still there, and spreadi ng through the crowd,

feedi ng on his nervousness, synpathetic at his plight and trying to tel
himthere was only good cheer out there and the gratitude hadn't died.

But they | aughed, a few of them and Don held the vel vet-covered box
close to his chest.

The mayor patted the back of his head and pushed himcloser; the
bandmaster cleared his throat. The laughter settled, and died, and there
was qui et again.

Except for the wind that waited in the trees.

He | ooked down and saw his parents-Joyce was brushing a tear from her
eye, and Norman was scowl i ng; behind them he could see Tracey hol di ng
tightly to her father's armas if holding himin his seat.

"Thank you," he said at last and clearly, and stepped off the platform
bef ore anyone could stop him

The appl ause was swi ft and short, and by the tine he reached his seat,
t he bandmaster was al ready rapping his baton

The police station was deserted except for the desk sergeant and

di spatcher and, in a second floor office that faced the main street,
Thomas Verona. His shift was over at twelve, but he felt as if he'd

al ready strung three of themtogether- his eyes were bleary, his hands
unst eady, and whenever he tried to concentrate on anything for nore than
a few nmoments at a tinme, the world began a sl ow spinning that forced him
to shut his eyes tightly before he |l ost his bal ance.

Three fingers nassaged one cheek as he stared out the wi ndow. There were
few pedestrians, and the cars that stopped at the Iight on the corner
were nore than likely from adjoi ni ng towns, passing through, going hone.
He shifted his ministrations to the other cheek and i magi ned he could
hear the concert in the park. Susan was there, sitting with the
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Qui nteros, and he w shed he could have joined them But he couldn't. It
was Luis's night, not his-Luis had found the boy and had taken care of
himuntil the anbul ance had arrived, Luis, who al so managed to clear up
t he acci dent between a bus and car that had junped a boul evard i sl and.

Luis Quintero deserved what attention he could get; he, on the other
hand, was needed to fill in when one of his colleagues was taken ill.

Still, it would have been nice, sitting beside Susan and hol di ng her
hand. A hell of a lot better than sitting in here.



"Shit," he nmuttered, and turned away fromthe w ndow, laid his palns on
the cluttered desk, and stared at the file fol der spread open before

him Test results on Falwick's injuries. Test results on Amanda Adl er
and the How er's other victins. Test results on the blood found on
Boyd' s cl othes and hands. A prelimninary autopsy report made just around
noon, precedence over others because of the case's notoriety. He poked
at themwith a finger and frowned. By necessity, nost of what he | ooked
at was initial findings only, though certainly conclusive enough for him
to shut the folder, file it away, and nove on to the next thing.

But he coul dn't.

He kept seeing the slender figure of that boy lying in the hospital bed,
seeing the fear in his eyes, in the way he spoke without really
answering questions. It wasn't right. He would have surm sed through

vi sual evidence that Boyd was hiding sonething, covering up for a gang
that had alnost torn the retired sergeant to shreds-and he had, unti

the first results cane in and he saw he was wrong, another theory shot
to hell like hundreds before it and the ancestor of hundreds nore.

One kid. One victim

Footsteps in the hall and he looked up in tinme to see a white-jacketed
man stride past his open doorway.

"Hey, lce!"
The footsteps hesitated and returned. A short man with
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wi spy hair atop a constantly wistful face | eaned agai nst the doorfrane
and grinned. "Such devotion, | can't stand it," he said.

Verona lifted his mddle finger, smled over it, then used it to stab at
a sheet of green paper. "This thing here."

I ce Ronson stretched without |eaving his place. "Right, Tom It's a
pi ece of paper."

"The Boyd thing."

"Ckay. It's a piece of paper about the Boyd thing." He snatched a stick
of gum from his breast pocket and folded it into his nmouth. Blew a
bubbl e he sucked back before it broke. "So?"

"So who did nost of the work? | don't recognize the signhature here." He
turned the sheet around and waited until Ronson crossed the roomto

stare. "Christ, you guys can't even wite your own names except on checks."
"Hey, man, it's tough down there in the trenches,"” Ronson said, taking a
pair of wire-rimed gl asses fromthe same pocket as his gum "W deal in
vol atil e chemicals, delicate nmeasurements, knowing all the time a man's
life may hang in the-shit, this is inpossiblel Wiy the hell don't you
get a decent | anp, huh? A man could go blind." He held the paper up
toward the fluorescent light in the ceiling. "Ch, yeah, it's Adam He
did this stuff."”

" Adan?"



Ronson si ghed for the ignorance of the people he had to work with. "Adam
Hedl ey, don't you know hin®? Incredibly brilliant chenist wasting his

time teaching high school. He likes police work, does this part-tine

when he ain't babysitting the brats. Y know, he could get three, four

ti mes what he's maki ng now and he doesn't? Stupid, if you ask me. The
guy's a genius."

Verona nodded. "Nice for him But even Einstein was wong once in a while."
"Nane three."
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"lce, look, this isn't right, okay?"

Ronson spread his hands. "Tom | said Adamdid it."

"Then he did it wong."

Ronson perched on the edge of the desk and shook his head. "I may do it
wrong, boss, but not Adam He's a maniac. Every test gets done a zillion
times, and he still wants us to send sanples to the FBlI, just in case

he's goofed."
Verona | eaned back. "Well, he's goofed this tine."
Ronson shook his head; Verona was decl aring the inpossible.

The detective sighed, took out a handkerchi ef and nmopped his face. "lce,
read it."

Ronson shook his head; Verona was declaring the inpossible, when he was
done, he closed the folder. "Interesting."

"Interesting, shit!"

The | ab man shook his head and took off his glasses, added another stick
of gumto the first, and bl ew anot her bubble as he noved out into the
hal | way. Then he | ocked an arm around the frane and | eaned back to peer
in. "l think," he said, "if Adam s right, and he probably is, you' ve got
a problem Dick Tracy."
"The sane to you, fella," Verona said without smling, and swi veled his
chair back to the window, three fingers to his cheek, trying to imagi ne
Susan listening to the nusic, hoping she was m ssing himas nuch as he
m ssed her.

Then he glowered at the dimreflection in the pane and stood, took his
coat down fromthe rack and wal ked out. He woul d take a car, ride around
with the wi ndow down to clear his head, and maybe he would conme up with
a reason why there were no particles of wood found on Fal wi ck's cor pse.
And why there were no chips or gouges or strips mssing fromthe club

t he Boyd kid had used.

Just before he reached the entrance he stopped, considered, and took the
stairs down into the basenent, to the roomat the back, where the

evi dence was kept.
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He unl ocked the heavy iron door, locked it behind him and noved through
the stacks like library shel ves. Wen he found the Boyd case he took
down the cardboard carton and sat on the floor with the box between his
| egs. There wasn't much-shards of clothing in plastic bags, bits of
grass and dirt, the branch with bags tied at both ends. The light was
dim only a single bulb overhead, but he held the branch close to his
eyes and stared, shaking his head at the streaks of dark on the grey
bark, at the heft of it, swinging it once and knowing that two or three
collisions with a man's skull or shoul der would have shattered it.

But the How er was dead, case closed, decreed by a relieved and gl eeful
chief who reported to a mayor whose first reaction was to wonder if he
coul d declare a national holiday.

He stood, swung the club Iike a bat once nore, and replaced it, replaced
t he box, and unl ocked the door before switching off the light.

The kid didn't do it.

Goddamit, that kid didn't do it.

Then he heard it-footsteps in the hall that curved away fromhimto the
right. To his left it curved again, a circular corridor in whose center
core was the boiler room He waited, listening to the steam heat
gurgling and hissing through the pipes bracketed to the I ow ceiling.

"l ce?"

The footsteps noved cl oser, slow, steady, and Verona felt his hand
nmovi ng toward the gun hol stered under his arm He chided hinself for the
reflex, but didn't stop it when he saw t he shadow growi ng on the wall.

It was indistinct and dark, and spread to the ceiling, bled onto the floor
"Ronson, goddammit, stop playing ganes!"

The footsteps halted, the shadow remai ned.

Verona felt behind himwith his free hand and turned the
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heavy knob on the evidence roomdoor. Forty-three is too old to be
havi ng hal lucinations in the stati onhouse, but he knew damed wel | that
what he saw wasn't a man.

The footsteps began again, hollow and soft.

The shadow darkened, spread farther, form hidden in the dust that
floated in the cold air.

The gun was out, the door was open, and any thought he had of running
for the stairwell was erased when the shadow made a sound |i ke an ani mal
snorting, the footsteps grew |l ouder, and the lights went out.

Verona whirled into the room slanmred the door and |ocked it; the gun
was still in his hand when he pressed an ear to the iron, know ng he
woul dn't hear anything, hoping he would be able to feel the vibrations
should the intruder attenpt to break in.



He backed away when he sensed sonethi ng stopped on the other side,
j unpi ng when his shoul der struck a shelf, swearing when sonet hing
pounded softly on the door.

There was no other exit, no wi ndows, no air or heating ducts; no place
el se to go but stand against the back wall and listen to the pounding,
listen to his heart, and feel the gun in his hand becone slippery and warm

Norman was talking with a reporter, Joyce was conferring with the mayor,
and Don sat rigid in his seat, wishing they would all go away.

It seened that no one could wait until the last note of the |ast piece
had drifted into the sky before they were on him wanting to shake his
hand, kid him or just stand by himso they could be in one of the

pi ctures. He had squirmed around the first chance he got, but the

Qui nteros were already gone, and when he asked his father about
Beacher's, he was told that it would be a better idea to get a good
night's sleep. Don't try too nuch, Joyce had cautioned, not so soon after

Don had agreed w thout nore than token argunent; a
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cl oud had envel oped him soporific, making it difficult for himto keep
his eyes open, to keep his lips in a smle. At one point, just when he

t hought he was going to bolt through the crowd and head for home on his
own, he caught Chris's eye as she wal ked by with a portly florid-faced
man he assumed was her father. She smiled in anticipation, but he nugged
a sorrowful expression, signaling with a jerk of his head and a shrug
that he was trapped into goi ng hone. She grinned, and m med hol ding up a
noose around her neck, her eyes popping, her tongue hanging out, and

wal ked on, with a single glance over her shoul der before the crowd

cl osed in again and she was |ost.

Finally, when a buzzing began deep in one ear, he shoved hinself to his
feet and took hold of his father's arm Norman tried to brush himoff

wi t hout | ooking, then turned and saw the boy's face. A wavering that Don
wanted to slap fromhis face before he said one last word into the m ke
held toward his lips. A smile, a shake of hands, and Don felt hinself
being led toward his nother. The mayor was | ong gone, a handful of nen
and worren in his place; one of themwas Harry Fal cone.

"Joyce," Norman said with a brusque nod to the teacher, "we have to be
getting hore."

She bal ked and the others groaned at his unsoci abl e behavior until he

took her armand pointed at Don. "Ch, god, I'msorry," she said, was
flustering in her farewells and did not object when Fal cone
congratul ated Don with a handshake, Norman with one as well, and kissed

Joyce's cheek with both hands on her shoul ders.

In the station wagon Joyce kicked off her shoes and whooped. "Keeri st,
did you see then?" she yelled as they pulled away fromthe curb. "Jesus,
| had them eating out of ny dammed hand!"

"What about the other conmittee nmenmbers?" Nornman
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asked, taking a corner too quickly and squealing the tires, braking too



abruptly and al nost sliding her into the well.

"Hell, they had their glory, too, don't worry," she grunbled. "God, a
woman can't even have a nonent in the sun around here."

"You did a great job, Mom" Don said hastily fromthe backseat, his
medal beside him the box still unopened.

"Thank you, darling."

"He's right,"” Norman agreed with an expansive show of good hunor. "G eat
job, Ms. Boyd. If you run for mayor, | want to be dogcatcher."

"You got it," she said.
"It was still a great job."

She grunted, "Damm right," and |less than five mnutes later they were in
the driveway, and the wi nd picked up before they reached the door; it
bel | owed down the street ahead of a cloud of dust and | eaves and
clattered branches together, caught one house's shutters and banged it
hard against the wall. A garbage can tipped over and rolled into the
gutter, a dog how ed, and sonewhere near the corner someone's w ndow was
smashed.

They tunbl ed I aughing into the foyer, brushing back hair and staggering
toward the kitchen, Joyce declaring a noratoriumon coffee in favor of
t heir best brandy.

"What timng," she yelled fromthe den while Norman fetched three

gl asses. She peered through the back door curtains, twirled on her toes
and presented the bottle to her husband, who poured. "Fantastic! One
nore encore and we woul d have been drenched. "

Don was about to tell her it wasn't raining yet when he heard it begin
inalull of the wind, slapping the windows, hissing in the grass. A
downpour that wouldn't last nore than ten ninutes, but she was right-the
timng was so perfect, she must have a divine guardi an somewhere. Then
he blinked when his father pressed a warm glass into his hand.
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"I't's okay," Norman said laughingly to his surprise. "lIt's a speci al
occasion. I'mnot trying to corrupt you." He cleared his throat and took
hold of a narrow lapel. "I think ... to us."

"Dam right," Joyce said, grinning, and enptied her glass at a swall ow

Don was cautious, sniffing the liquid first and winkling his nose,
swal | owi ng hard agai nst the burning when he took his first sip. He
didn't see what all the fuss was about, but he wasn't going to spoi
anything by refusing the drink; by the time his glass was enpty, the
fire in his stomach had been reduced to gentle enbers, a furnace in
wi nter that would warm hi muntil dawn.

He yawned.

The tel ephone rang, and Joyce answered, indicated with a thunb it was
for her and di sappeared into the living room the cord trailing behind.



He yawned again as the brief stormended and Norman poured hi nsel f
anot her gl ass.

"You' d better go to bed," his father suggested while he toed off his
shoes and sat at the table. "School tonorrow "

"Jeez, don't | even get a day off for good behavi or?" He made hinself
laugh to prove it was a joke. "Besides, Dr. Naugle said | should rest,
remenber ?"

To his astonishment, his father considered the idea seriously and
conprom sed by telling himthey'd discuss it in the norning. He didn't
push it; he headed straight for the stairs, blew a loud kiss to his
not her, who bl ew one back absently, and ran up two steps at a tine,

ki cked into his room and dropped onto the bed.

The vel vet box was still in his hand. He switched on the |ight over the
headboard, w nked at the panther still licking its paw, and pulled up
t he hinged Iid.

"Cod," he said. "Hot damm."
It was as big around as his palm heavy and gol d,
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el aborately enmbossed with the words For Public Service, Donald Boyd. He
read them aloud for his friends to hear, then placed the box on his
desk. Deliberately not |ooking at the wall, he turned around and
unbuttoned his shirt, kicked off his shoes and trousers, and yanked back
the coverlet. He could feel the poster behind him could feel the
enptiness, the fog, the weight of the trees.

When he switched off the light, he could feel the dark at the w ndow.

He yawned so hard his jaw hurt; he stretched so hard his | eg nuscles
ached; he closed his eyes, rolled onto his side and punched at the
pillow, sighed as a signal for sleep to get a nove on, rolled onto his
stomach and felt the pillowase cool against the flush on his cheek. H's
feet tangled in the sheets.

The bl anket was too warnm the sheet al one not warm enough

He went into the bathroom and brushed the brandy's taste from his nouth.
He stood at the head of the stairs and listened to his parents talking
in the kitchen; he listened for alnobst half an hour and not once heard

hi s nane.

"Wy to go," he said quietly as he returned to his room "Good job, son
we're really proud of you, you know "

The lanp was still out, and he stood at the wi ndow, watching the w nd
toss the nei ghborhood under glinpses of the nobon that found cracks in
t he cl ouds.

I"'mfeeling sorry for nyself, aren't 1? he asked the night sky. Mm
wor ked hard for all this; she doesn't want ne to take it away.

But it was only a gesture, this attenpt at understandi ng, and he knew



it, and knew he should feel worse for it. He didn't. He felt as if
somet hi ng had been taken away before he could make it his own, as if
somet hi ng uni quely his had been
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| ost fromthe nmonment he had heard Brian's voice sneering in the park

He stretched out his right hand, and his fingers caressed the head of
t he bobcat; up a shelf, to followthe lines of a |eopard. His breath

condensed on the pane. The clouds reclosed, and there was only a gl ow
froma house a bl ock over, and the dark agai nst dark of the grass and
the trees.

If you're real, he thought then, where are you? \Were are you?

And he didn't nove at all when he saw the slanted green eyes that opened
slowy, and | ooked up

205
N ne

He slept until well past noon, scarcely noving, not dream ng, waking
only once-when Dr. Naugle cane by on his way hone fromthe hospital to
check on what he called his celebrity patient. A soft nervous |augh-his
nmot her standing in the doorway, a |light coat over her arns as if she
were ready to go out, to get back to the business of celebrating the
town. Don's nmind was fuzzy, disconnected, and he barely heard the nman
recommend that another day in bed wouldn't hurt to regain the strength
he had | ost, nore enotional than physical

Joyce agreed, and Donald didn't argue-he didn't l|ike the weakness that
had infiltrated his nuscles, and he didn't |ike thinking what woul d
happen i f he should show up at school and have a fainting spell or
require soneone's help to wal k before the day was out.

And he didn't Iike thinking what woul d happen should he inadvertently
nmention the horse.

He slept, then, and this tine came the dreans.

O the bedroom whose walls expanded slowy outward, |eaving his bed in
the center of a cavern with caves in the
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dark walls, and in one of the caves he could see a shadow, draw ng him
i n, beckoning, calling his nane soundl essly and telling himover and
over and over again that everything at last was going to be all right;

O the bedroom through whose wi ndow he could see the world froma
hawk' s | azy perspective, refocus, plunge, and see Ashford, refocus again
and see the horse waiting patiently under the maple tree in the
backyard, watching his wi ndow, waiting for the signal, telling him by
his stance that he never need fear again, not anyone, not anything-al

he had to do was call and his friend would be there;

And of the bedroomat the last, and on his desk the remants of the
nugget that had exploded in his chest. He wal ked over to it and felt



not hi ng on his soles, blew on the ebony dust and watched it leap into a
dervish, a tornado, a tower of black that snapped around hi m before he
could duck away, insinuated itself behind his eyes and showed himthe
faces of the people at the concert, their eyes bright with |aughter
their nouths open like clowns, fingers pointing, heads waggi ng, el bows
nudgi ng nei ghbors, and feet stanping the ground; it showed himthe
flushed face of Brian Pratt at the back, hands cupped around his

mout h-tell themthe giant crow did it!-and grinning nmal evolently at Tar
Boston who lifted both his m ddle fingers-hey donald the duck- and
turned to Fl eet Robinson, who stared sullenly at the one who had stol en
his revenge; and it showed himthe story of a giant crow, told by a

cl own who wore bl ack deni m

He woke at ten minutes to three, sweat covering his face, and he watched
the ceiling trap shadows shrinking away fromthe sun

Norman sat in his office, doing little nore than going through the
notions, waiting, expecting that every time the door opened, Harry woul d
slink in to tell himthat the teachers' strike that should have been
call ed the day before had
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been called for that afternoon. But Fal cone had apparently been nade
aware of the principal's mod and stayed away, for which snmall favor
Norman nmentally sacrificed his wife's heart to the heavens.

Fal cone had ki ssed her. In front of hundreds of people the sonofabitch
had [aid his hands on her and had kissed her

"Jesus," he said. "Jesus."

The tel ephone calls were being screened by the secretaries, but enough
filtered through to finally lighten his nood by the time the |ast class
had begun. A few reporters fromout of town, several board nenbers,
enough wel | -wi shers to finally have himsmling.

Shortly afterward, the mayor called to suggest they not waste any nore
time but neet as soon as was politically feasible to discuss the nman's
successor. Anthony Garziana was preparing to retire; he had run Ashford
for a dozen years and was tired, |ooking hungrily toward the day when he
could pack up his young wife and famly and flee to his carefully built
estate on the Gulf of Mexico, outside Tampa. He was uninpressed with the
deputy mayor; he liked Boyd's style and the way he had gl ossed Donal d's
day with a sheen of his own. That took guts, Garziana had said; Don
Norman told him had a medal and coul d be generous.

Spl endi d, he thought as he rose to stretch his legs. Jesus, wait unti
Joyce hears this. She'll be hysterical; she'll have the mayor's house
redecorated before the end of the year

He grinned and decided to take a wal k around his school, left by the
private door, and al nost imediately collided with Tracey Quintero. She
babbl ed an apol ogy, he took her shoul der and cal ned her down, and told
her sotto voce how proud he was of her

Tracey was flustered. "Me? | didn't do anything."

"You called the police the night ... that night."



Her face darkened. "I was too |late."
"But you pani cked the man, Tracey, you pani cked him
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You forced himinto a mistake, and he paid for it. For that, a lot of us
parents are very very grateful."

Her expression doubted the sentinent, but not by much. She bl ushed
prettily and hurried on, her hands with nothing better to do snoot hing
her shirt over her stomach, her hips, until she reached the girls' room
and pushed in.

She was al one, and she stood in front of the wall-long mrror and
checked her hair, her hem then turned on the cold water and let it run
over her wists. She should have been in zool ogy, but a sl ow building
di zzi ness made her ask for a hall pass, granted on the condition she
return before the bell. It was silly, but she accepted, and after her
odd neeting with Don's father, she was nore confused than ever.

Last night she had wanted to remain in the park after the concert, but
her father insisted she return home with him He was enbarrassed by al
the attention he was getting, and insisted that Thomas Verona shoul d be
conplimented as well. No one listened. Luis had been at the scene while
Verona had been on patrol; Luis had di scovered what Donal d had done.

On the night of the Hower's death, she had asked himdirectly what it
was he had seen. There were only runors, and there was no way to break
t hrough the constant busy signals at the Boyds' home tel ephone. She
wanted to know. He wouldn't tell her. She rem nded himcruelly that
Amanda coul d have been her if she had tripped, or had turned to use the
| ength of pipe she carried; she could have been the one the school had
closed for. He grew angry, but he relented.

And she didn't believe him

Even now, while she straightened her clothes that were fine the way they
were, she could not imagi ne Don clubbing a man to death, not the way her
father had described it. A bash over the head, yes; a good smack or two
to the tenple, sure; but not so hard that the man | ooked tranpled. And
when she heard the tel evision newscasters tal k about
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adrenal i ne rushes and hysterical rage, she still didn't believe it. To
do otherwi se would turn Don into sonmeone she didn't know.

Jeff had said Don was changi ng; and naybe she was too. How could she
not, when every night she had the dreamthe race down the boul evard, the
Howl er in pursuit, Amanda spinning as if trapped in an invisible web
that held her until the killer dragged her into the park ... while
Tracey wat ched, and screaned, and woke up feeling as if sonmeone had

ki cked her in the groin.

Toni ght, she resolved. Tonight she would call him and if she couldn't
get through, then she would go over there. No matter what her father
ordered, she would go over there and talk to him She didn't know why,
only knew she nmust, and that nore than anything was the root of her
conf usi on.



"A mess, Quintero," she told her reflection. "Es verdad, you're a ness."

Wth a pinch to her cheeks to bring back some col or she hurried back
into the hall, |ooked both ways and entered the stairwell. On the first
| andi ng she paused, debating whether it was worth returning to class or
not, shrugged and hurried up, stepped into the upstairs hall and turned
right just as Brian Pratt |eapt out at her fromthe bank of |ockers in
t he corner.

"Hey!" he said, taking her armas she nmade to pass by him
"Brian, |1've got to get to class, okay?"
"CGod," he said, "you could at |east say hello."

"Hell o." She shook the hand off and hurried away, glancing back once at
him frowning and thinking that if South won the night game tonorrow and
he had anything to do with it, he would be even nore insufferable than
he al ready was. Then she renmenbered Jeff telling her about Don, how he
had asked everyone he'd known if she was going with Brian. The thought
war med her, and she rubbed the back of her neck sel f-consciously,
grinned to herself, and turned abruptly at the classroom door
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Brian was still there, shaking his head.
She couldn't resist-she blew hima kiss before going inside.

Brian grinned stupidly and started toward her, stopped when she ducked
into the classroom and shrugged. It didn't matter. She was smitten
anot her conquest for the Pratt; and this one all the sweeter because
word was she was the Duck's girl.

The Duck

Christ, he was going to puke the next time he heard someone mention that
gueer's nane. Al goddamm day it had been Don did this and Don did that
and Don made the world in seven fucking days and the next thing he was
going to do was wal k on fucking water.

One lucky hit on a crazy old nman and the Duck was God.

A shane, man, he thought, because they could' ve been friends. If the

little faggot had only stood up to himthat first day, taken one sw ng

at him they could have been friends. But no, the creep had cried, run
crying into the house just |like a baby. And Brian had no use for babies.

Al this bullshit he was readi ng about sensitive nen was just that-bullshit.

Crying never got anyone into the National Football League.

Yeah, he decided; it was time he made a nove on Tracey, and soon. He
didn't give a shit that she didn't have any tits; she was after the
Duck, and that's all the reason he needed.

H s eyes narrowed and he nmade an about-face, deciding that his good nood
was ruined and there was no sense going to chem stry now. Besides, the
Tube was busy piling on the honework, and if he wasn't there, he
couldn't get the assignnent, and if he couldn't get the assignment he



couldn't be held responsible for it. Right now there were nore inportant
things to work on-1like figuring out howto ace Fleet and Tar out of the
glory tomorrow. Ashford North was known in the conference for its

def ense agai nst the run, which nmeant in an
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ordi nary ganme that Boston and Robi nson were going to have a field day
whil e Brian was used solely to decoy the opposition

But not this tine.

Tornorrow ni ght he was going to show t hem what he was really nade of, and
the scouts he knew were in town fromthe Big Ten were going to get an
exhi bition of ball handling and running they' d never seen in their

lives. Wth any kind of luck at all he would be beating themand their
contracts off with a baseball bat before the first half was over.

A fist thunped his chest as he took the stairs down two at a tinme, three
at atine, until he was on the ground floor and headi ng for the weight
roomon the other side of the gym Coach m ght be there, but he woul dn't
mnd. Brian would tell him Hedl ey had agreed to his mssing class this
once, and Coach woul d believe hi mwhether he believed himor not. Brian
was his star. Brian does his job. Get Brian sulking, |ose a gane or two,
and Coach woul d be teachi ng kindergarten somepl ace i n Kansas.

The sharp echo of his mrthless |augh rebounded fromthe walls, and he
swung around the corner, whistling and marching, and stopping dead in
his tracks when he saw M. Hedl ey | oungi ng agai nst the gym entrance.

"Were you by any chance lost, M. Pratt?" the short man asked w t hout
novi ng away.

"Hadda ask Coach sonething," Brian said easily, trying to contain his
i mpati ence.

"You can ask himafter class."”
"He won't be here."

Hedl ey' s upper lip pulled back. "He won't be here? You mean, he's

ski ppi ng practice today? The day before the big ganme, M. Pratt?" The
man shook his head. "I cannot credit that, M. Pratt. And | suggest, if
you want credit for the course and a diploma in June, you head back
upstairs.”

Brian worked hard to keep his hands fromcurling into fists. One punch.
One punch and the little shit would fal

212

apart. And one punch, caution rem nded him would | ose himhis
graduation, entrance into the Big Ten, and his professional career

Hedl ey, by his expression, knew that as well, and it rmade himangrier to
know he coul d do not hing about it.

"Two mnutes, M. Pratt, or I'Il turnin a cut slip."

"Aw, jeez, M. Hedley," he said, spreading his hands in appeal, "have a
heart, huh?"



Hedl ey stared at himso intently Brian thought for a nmoment the prick

had finally figured out who had dunped the shit on his porch, and was

al ready preparing an alibi. For hinself. Tar, the little coward, would
have to take care of hinself.

"Two m nutes,"” Hedley repeated and wal ked off, arms swinging like a
sergeant nmjor |eading a parade.

"Little prick," Brian nmuttered. "Fucking little prick."

Hedl ey heard but didn't turn, didn't lose a step. He continued to the
stairwell and headed up for his class. A nistake |eaving them al one and
he knew it; there were too many | egal and ethical ramfications. But
Pratt had been getting away with too nmuch for too | ong, and seeing him
in the hallway talking with that little Quintero girl had nmade him
furious. A swift order for questions to be conpleted in the workbook
and he was gone, racing down the center stairs, barely able to contro
hi s heavy breathing before the bastard came around the corner

Bastard, he thought, and nodded. A fair choice of words. The nother
lived al one, nost of the tinme, and there was no telling who could claim
fatherhood for that nonster. A mental note to see if he could get Candy
to reveal the truth, and a wince at the idea that anyone, nost of al
her, could be naned after a confection

He grinned, then, and stroked his nustache. Wat, he wondered, would
Brian think if he knew that his flabby little prick of a chem stry
teacher was regul arly manhandling his nother; what, he wondered further
woul d the thick-necked
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grunt do if he knew that anpbng Hedley's collection of glossies in his
cellar was a choice set of color photos unni stakably starring her.

Probably try to wing ny neck, he decided, or cut off ny balls.
"M. Hedl ey?"

He cleared his nmind of the image of Brian Pratt frothing at the mouth
and replaced it with the nore realistic and far nore pl easant one of
Chris Snowden, standing in front of his door with a pile of books in her
ar ns.

"M. Hedl ey, you wanted these fromthe library?"

He was about to deny it, suddenly remenbered the bit of research he'd
wanted to do for tonmorrow s truncated classes, and nodded, snatched the
vol umes fromher with a curt nod of thanks, and swng open his door as
if daring the class to be m sbehavi ng.

Chris stared at his back, and told himsilently to go to hell before she
wheel ed about and headed back for the library on the other side of the
bui | di ng. Though it was excruciatingly boring shifting books from one
shel f to another, catering to creeps who needed this author and that
reference work, it at |east kept her away fromteachers for forty-five
m nutes, kept the males fromtrying to unclothe her without lifting a
finger, kept the females from consigning her to that airhead category
all attractive blondes seenmed doonmed to inhabit frombirth.



It al so gave her furtive opportunities to do her honework before she
left for home, thus enabling her to work full-tine on her plan once
school was out.

Today she was testing excuses to see which would work the best when she
dropped in on the Boyds. She'd thought to | earn what assignments Don had
m ssed by staying home, then play the Samaritan by dropping them off-but
wi th classes shortened tonorrow because of the end-of-the-day pep rally
that would lead up to the gane, nost of the faculty wasn't bothering.
Then she had wondered if there wasn't
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somet hi ng she could manage fromthe front office, sonething she hadn't
yet been able to figure out.

In a way the idea of seeing Don was beginning to turn her on. She had
heard several graphic versions of what he'd done to the How er, and even
taking it all with a pound of salt, it must have been one awesone
battle; and to look at him you wouldn't think he could step on Brian's
shadow wi t hout breaking a I eg.

Appear ances, she thought; it's all in appearances, the one subject she
knew better than anyone el se.

Probably the sinplest thing would be just to go, to say truthfully she
was concerned and wondering how Don was feeling, could she see himfor a
m nute, and bring himsone fal se greetings fromhis friends.

Sonetimes, Chris, she thought, you try too hard, you know it? You just
try too dammed hard

She pushed, then, on the sw nging door, heard a thud and a grunt, and
| ooked up through the narrow wi re-enbedded gl ass pane.

Oh, Christ! And her eyes closed briefly when M. Boyd pulled on the
handl e and | et hinself out.

"Cee, |I'msorry," she said, putting an unthinking hand on his arm "I'm
really sorry, M. Boyd, honestly. |I wasn't looking. | didn't nean it."
He smiled and rubbed his shoul der ruefully. "I think I'Il live, Chris.

Don't worry about it."
"Honest to god, | didn't nmean it, really."

"Al'l right, take it easy," he told her, l|aughing easily at her distress
that bordered on the comc. "I'mnot nortally wounded. 1'lIl survive.
Just keep your head up from now on, okay? I'd like to last through the
year if you don't mind."

H s touch on her shoul der was nore a brief caress than a pat, and he was
gone, |eaving her swearing at herself for botching the first chance

she'd had to nmake sone points with the old man. She coul d have pretended
a tenporary injury, or
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fallen agai nst hiny and now, when the opportunity alnost literally



knocked her off her feet, she had blown it.
"Shit!"
"M ss Snowden!" the librarian scol ded from behi nd her desk.

Fuck off, you old bitch, she said silently; at |east |'ve been screwed
nore than once in the last twenty years.

She stal ked to the back of the room grabbed a cart of books, and set
about trying to put themall back before the I ast bell rang. She woul d
have to stop honme first to change her clothes, make themeasier to

di scard should the occasion arise, or at |east nake them seemas if they
were ready for stripping. And the nore she thought about it, the warner
she felt, the nore electric grewthe feeling that circled her breasts
and centered bel ow her stomach. It was crazy, but she was going to do
somet hing stupid if she didn't get out of here, and do it right now

A book slamed into position. A second one, four nore. Up and down the
rows, not caring about the glares she received because she was maki ng
too much noi se. Not caring about the bindings or the bent pages or the
squeaks the wheels on the dammed cart was naki ng.

She couldn't get out. She had to stay and be a good girl, and confound
her classmates until she had everyone who counted right where she wanted.

"Hey, watch what you're doing!"

She | ooked up and saw Fl eet Robinson's freckled hand in the space where
she'd alnost tried to jama history book

"Sorry."

"No problem okay?" Fleet wi nked at her through the gap in the books.
"You going to the concert tonight?"

She | ooked sideways at the librarian. "Hell, no."
"Neither am|. You wanna see a flick?"
"Hell, no."

He shrugged, but she backed away in a hurry. The
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invitation had been given pleasantly enough, but she could see Mandy's
ghost still lingering in his eyes. That's all he'd tal k about, she knew
it, and she wasn't about to waste an eveni ng playi ng earth nother
confessor to a jockstrap in nmourning.

She backed up another step, saw Fleet's eyes widen in warning, but it
was too |late. A look around and down as she moved, and she stepped on
Nor man Boyd's toes.

"Ch god," she groaned.

Nor man creased his brow "It's an assassination attenpt, is that right,
M ss Snowden?"



"M. Boyd ..." She lifted her hands, shook her head, and he touched her
shoul der agai n before taking the book he wanted fromthe shelf and
wal ki ng out, this time glancing back to see her watching him ready to
cry. Agrin, and he strolled on to his office, not bothering with the
fiction of scolding hinself this tinme-he had done it deliberately so he
could see her reactions, so he could feel the silk against his fingers.
Al perfectly legitimte, unless she was smarter than the credit he gave
her .

Trouble, Norm he cautioned as he entered through the private door
there's trouble in themthar hills if you ain't careful

The tel ephone rang, and in a noment he was on the Iline with Tom Verona,
expl aining that his son was home on doctor's orders but seened, al

t hi ngs consi dered, al nost back to norrmal. No, the boy hadn't said
anyt hi ng about the Howl er, nor had he mentioned any ni ght mares-though

he added, Tom didn't sound very good hinmself. Verona told himhe'd had a
restless night. Boyd asked about the beer they had prom sed thensel ves,
and Verona agreed readily, suggesting tonmorrow night after the ganme, and
vowi ng he'd find the principal somewhere in the stadi umwhen Norm said
it sounded good to him Wen they hung up without good-byes, Norm
frowned at the phone. The man sounded godawful, and he
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instantly regretted the invitation-it may well be he was in for a night
of listening to another man's series of marital problens.

Wonderful , he thought; just what | need when | can't handl e ny own.

Then the bell rang, and the school enptied, and once all was done and
the last letter signed and dropped on his secretary's desk, he headed
for hone.

The sun was nearly below the treetops, skeletal shadows cracking the
pavermrent before him and he supposed there was no way he could get out
of going to North after dinner to listen to the program of the school s’
vocal programs. He'd nmuch rather put his feet up in the den and watch a
football gane, or a novie on cable, or go across the street to see John
Del field and tease that stupid dachshund and play a hand or four of

cri bbage.

O call up Chris and tell her to come on over and get fucked.

He stopped at the foot of the walk, rubbed the back of a hand over his
nose, and saw the first of the night's stars pale above the house.

Troubl e, he warned again, and didn't quite not run when he heard the
noi se behind him sonething |arge and sl ow com ng down the tarmac. It
sounded li ke a horse, but he wasn't going to | ook; for one reason, it
was i npossible; and for another, it renm nded himof the shadow in the
puddl e he had seen the other day.

Nei t her one of them bel onged; and neither one was friendly.

Adam Hedl ey stared at the photocopies of the |lab reports he had typed
hi nsel f yesterday norning, and realized with a groan that filled the
house that he had nmade an error. An inexcusable error. A careless error
In his entire life he had never made such a stupid misstep in procedure.



He held the page up, letting the flickering beamfromthe projector fal
on the police form ignoring for the nonment the

218

writhings and noans fromthe screen he'd erected in his cellar and
concentrated on the precise | anguage he had chosen for describing the
condition of the club Donald Boyd had used to end a madnan's mad life.

After he had read it a fourth tine, he slapped off the projector and
hurried up the stairs. There was no way around it; he would have to go
to the station and see if he could find Ronson or Verona, see if either
woul d permit himto run the tests again.

Buttoni ng a salt-and-pepper overcoat to his neck, he stood on his porch
and winkled his nose before heading for his car. The stench was gone,
but he still smelled it, still felt it, and thought perhaps it was tine
to find anot her hone.

He woul d have to call the coroner's office too. If he'd made a m st ake,
they had as well.

Then he slid in behind the wheel, turned on the ignition, and | ooked
down the street for signs of oncomng traffic.

What he saw was sonet hing standing in the nmiddle of the road, down at
the far corner, just beyond the reach of the only streetlanmp the |oca
hool i gans hadn't shattered.

It stood there, and it waited, and for no good reason he could think of,
Hedl ey made a U-turn in the mddle of the block and sped off the other way.

After practice Brian |lifted weights with Tar, Fleet, and a hal f-dozen
others fromthe teamuntil long after the di nner hour, took a shower
knowi ng Gabby D Amat o was wat chi ng, and sprinted hone because sonething
was behind him pacing himsilently and staying hidden in the dark.

Fl eet rode hone in Tar's battered sedan, |ooking through the rear w ndow
so often, Boston al nost threw himout.

Jeff made excuses for the weight session that afternoon. He knew Tar
nmust have said something to Brian about the
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ot her day, and he didn't want an Indian club smacked between his |egs.

He did his homework, cleaned his room and each tinme he passed a w ndow
he coul dn't hel p | ooking out, |ooking for something he knew was out

there, wondering if he should call Tracey and afraid to pick up the phone.

Hs father called and told himhe'd be working |late at the office, so he
made his own supper, with his back to the kitchen w ndow.

And when the dishes were done, he | ooked at the tel ephone and wi ped his
hands on his jeans, took off his glasses and wi ped themon his shirt.

It was dunb.

But he knew that if he lifted the receiver now, nothing would be there,
not even a dial tone.



Not even stati c.

Only a dead spot, like the dead black he saw in the street, somnething
nore than shadow, somnething |ess than the night.

After supper Tracey tried to call Don. The line was busy, and at a stern
rem nder of the promise to herself, she set her nouth and shoul ders and
went downstairs to fetch her coat fromthe closet. Her nother asked
where she was going, and Tracey told her; her father never stirred from
his nap on the couch

"Please,"” her nother said with a fearful |look to the sleeping man, "wait
until he wakes up."

"I have to go, Mother. It's something about school. Don has sonet hing
need." She took her nmother's wist and sniled. "I need it for tonorrow
Don't worry, I'Il be all right."

"I don't know. Maybe you shoul d-"

"Mbther, the man is dead. Donald killed him He's dead. |'I|l be all
right, honest."

She |l eft before the pleading escalated to a command, and
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took the first three blocks at a run in case her nother changed her
m nd. Then she stopped and | eaned against a tree, breathed deeply a
hal f -dozen tines, and shook her head to clear it of the vertigo she felt.

There wasn't rnuch traffic though it was only just seven, yet it felt
like past m dnight. The air had a feel toit, as if it were weary and
hopi ng the sun would soon give it warnth; the sidewalk felt crisp, with
a veneer of ice that cracked and shifted as she wal ked; and the
streetlights were sparkling on their way to the ground, white flecks of
whirling mca that nade her blink her eyes and | ook away.

It was cold; and it was silent.
Except for the movenent behind her.

He's dead, she told herself as she quickened her pace; he's dead and Don
killed himand there's nobody back there.

She | ooked suddenly; there wasn't.

Four bl ocks to go and she would pretend to have a headache and M. Boyd
or Don would give her a ride hone.

Dumb, she thought as she stepped into the street; dunmb, dunmb, dumb. Wy
don't you just go hone and try to call himagain? What are you gonna
say, you were just passing by? Seven bl ocks out of your way, and you
were just passing by? Gee, Don, | was wondering who you were going to
the gane with tonorrow. Jeffs already asked ne to wait for himafter

but he understands if you ask and I go with you. Just passing by, that's
all.

She angled to her left, toward the center of the block, intending to



turn right at the next corner and save herself a wal k past the high school
And when she reached the center line, she heard the novenment behind her
agai n. And the breathing-heavy, slow, something |arger than a man noving
slowy up on her shadow.

It was the school again, the same thing she had seen down in the | ower
hall. She felt it wi thout |ooking, and w thout |ooking began to run

nmout h open to take the air, arns
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punpi ng to propel her Wile she | eapt over the curb and raced down the
sidewal k, listening to it follow her though it stayed in the street.

Rhyt hm ¢, poundi ng, sounding so much |like a horse that she had to chance
it and take a peek, and saw nothing but a huge shadow movi ng toward her
along the road. A gasp-it's a car without headlights, Trace, don't be an
i di ot-and she whinpered, ran faster and heard the animal-it's a car

-mat ch her speed.

A second | ook and she stunbl ed.

Above the black, in the black, there were two specks of green

And below it, and noving with it, a flare of green sparks.

Her bal ance was regained by windm lling her arns and lifting her knees,
and the corner was too far away by fifty yards. She was going to be
caught. Woever was chasing her was going to catch her, and she was
going to die now because she didn't die the other night.

She was going to be nurdered by a shadow with green eyes.

A sob, please don't panic, and sonething sent her streaking across a
awn toward an illumi nated white door. Up three brick steps, and her
finger found the bell, slipped off, and found it again, pressed hard and

long until the door swung open and she bulled Jeff aside.

"Shut it!" she demanded, and when he didn't nove fast enough, she
grabbed it and slammed it and | eaned against it, and cl osed her eyes.

"Trace?"

There were narrow wi ndows on either side of the frame. Jeff pulled aside
a white curtain, |ooked out, and frowned.

"Trace, what's w ong? Was sonebody chasi ng you?"
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Ten

Don set his desk chair so that he could | ook out the wi ndow, angled it

so he coul d appear to be studying in case soneone cane in. Not that
anyone woul d. Norman and Joyce were at the concert, and their return



woul d be | oud enough to forewarn himshould he need it. Now all he had
to do was sit and wait, and he got up only once, when the room s |anp
turned the pane black and all he could see was his ghost staring back

He hurried downstairs and switched on the |ight over the back door
hurried back up and dropped a towel over the | anpshade. The backyard was
white now, the grass seenming flat, the trees |ike ragged gaps torn out
of the night; there was a wind bl owing, a stormcom ng, and the houses
on the next bl ock were infrequently silhouetted by distant flashes of

['i ght ni ng.

He waited, and pondered the dreans, latching on to an image, turning it,
poking at it, casting it away for another until, shortly before nine, he
concl uded there was nothing he could do about it-the horse was real. And
not real. A creation out of something he didn't understand, though he
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knew t hat because of what it had done to the Hower it was there to
protect him

Real . And not real

He | ooked at his other friends, nowtinted in orange fromthe towel over
the bul b, and back to the w ndow.

The horse was not going to |let anyone hurt him

The how and the why of it would come later; right now he had to | earn
nore. Real or not, the horse was an animal, and he had to know nore
about what that aninmal was, and what control, if any, he had over it,
how it would fit into the new Rul es he was naki ng

Hs |lips moved in sonething |less than a snile, and the doorbell rang. He
junped, a hand flat on his chest. A swallow, an enbarrassed gl ance
around, and he rushed downstairs, waited for the bell to ring again
before pulling open the door

It was Sergeant Verona, hat in hand and an odd smile, asking to come in.

"Sure," Don said, stepping back and pointing to the living room "Have a
seat."

There were questions, and Don told himhe was fine, still alittle shaky
but pl anni ng on going back to school tonmorrow. The press hadn't bot hered
himall night, though he admtted that while it was kind of unsettling
seeing hinself on television, it was also kind of nice.

"I don't look like a freak," he said, taking his father's chair.

"You think that? That you | ook |ike a freak?" Verona was on the couch
the hat turning over slowy.

"No, not really. Maybe | look like a novie star."

"Just don't get used to it, son," the man said kindly. "Tonorrow
there' |l be another nurder someplace, or a factory fire, and they'l

forget all about you."

"Good," he said. And: good, he thought, that's real good.



"My nother and father are over at-"
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"I know. It's you | wanted to see anyway, if you don't mnd. You' re not
studyi ng or anyt hi ng?"

"Alittle. It can wait."

"The branch," Verona said.

Don was puzzled. "The branch?"
' The one you hit Falwick with."

Verona stopped playing with the hat, |ooked down at one foot tapping on
the rug, |ooked up at Don. Hi s hand slipped a handkerchief fromhis

j acket pocket and wiped it over his face, but Don saw the eyes-they
never left him never blinked.

"This is hard," the man confessed. "I don't know how to say this right,
so I"mjust going to say it, okay?"

"Sure." Don didn't care; he didn't know what the cop was talking about.
"I keep thinking maybe you didn't do it," the man said rapidly, each
word a snap followed by a stare to neasure his reaction. "I've had a
chance to take a l ook at the reports, and there's sonething wong there,
Don. Something wong | have to get right in my own mind or it's gonna
drive me up the wall. You' ve had that, I'll bet. Something bugs you, and
you don't understand it, so you work at it and worry at it until it
makes sone kind of sense. Do you know what |'mtalking about?"

Don did, and didn't; he knew the sensation, was enmeshed in it now, but
didn't know the reference.

"Falwi ck," Verona said. "I'mthinking you didn't hit himwith that stick."
Don frowned. "But | did," he said.
Verona nodded as if expecting the answer. "What |'mthinking, you see,

is that you were there, all right. | nean, everything points to it,
there's no question about it. But | don't think you were al one.”

Don gripped the arnrests tightly. "I was," he insisted politely. "There
was no one else, just ne."
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"No friends?"

"No friends."

"I wonder, see, if a few of you got together after your friend was
killed and decided to take matters into your own hands. It wouldn't be
the first tinme." Verona smiled guilelessly. "lIt's possible you were sent
out there as bait, and when Falwi ck junped you, the others canme out of
the trees.”

"No," Don whi spered.



"It's possible that after it was done, after you had beaten that old nman
to death and saw what it |ooked like, they left you to take the rap, or
the credit.”

Verona mopped his face again and put the handkerchi ef away, picked up
his hat, and flipped it several times as if flipping a coin.

"It's good to protect your friends, Don. But," he said | ouder, when Don
| eaned forward to protest, "it's not good to do what you did. It's

nmur der, Don. Pl anning and executing a schene like that is nmurder in the
first degree no matter how old you are. That's the law. You' re a good
kid, a great kid, and there's not a dammed thing | can do about it now
but tell you that I'mthinking you' re a nurderer, you and your friends."

"Il tell nmy father," was all he could think of to say.
"Do that," Verona said, standing and waving Don back in his seat. "Maybe
it'll reopen the case and we'll find out the truth."

He left quickly, quietly, leaving Don in the chair staring at the
fireplace, tapping a foot on the floor. He thought maybe he was in

trouble, but he didn't know what kind. There was no evidence to

i nplicate anyone el se, certainly not the stallion, and he would be

| aughed into the loony bin if he tried to explain what really had happened.

H s eyes fluttered and cl osed.
There was a sour taste in his nouth.
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Then his hands raised in fists high over his head and he slammed t hem
down on his legs, on the arnrests, against his forehead and staggered to
the hearth where he kicked at the bricks.

They were doing it again.

Jesus Christ, now even the police were trying to take away sonet hi ng
that belonged to him He whirled, his hands grasping for something to
throw, found nothing, and janmed into his pockets instead. Stiff-Iegged,
he stal ked across the room heading for the stairs as he tried to decide
if it was worth crying over or not. He certainly felt like it, and

st abbed the back of his hand against his eyes while he cautioned that he
was feeling sorry for hinself again. Nobody was going to take anything
away from anybody. Verona sure wasn't, because he had nothing but a
stupi d suspicion that sonething snelled wong about the death of a
killer. And Don wasn't stupid-he hadn't been so blinded by the attention
that he hadn't noticed how relieved everyone was that Falw ck was dead.
They woul dn't want to resurrect him not even his nmenory, just because a
detective didn't |ike being upstaged.

The tel ephone rang as he hit the first step
He stared at it, wondering if it was a reporter, or soneone for his

parents. It didn't occur to himuntil it rang a fourth time that it
m ght be for him



It was.
It was Tracey.
"Are you okay?" was the first thing she said after he'd said hello.

"Sure." He sat crosslegged on the floor, facing the kitchen door. "Wy?"

"You sound terrible."

' Thanks, | needed that." A voice in the background made himfrown. "Is
that Jeff?" he asked flatly. "Is Jeff at your house?"

"No," she said. "I'mhere. At his place, | nean.”
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"Ooh "

"Ch," she echoed in quite a different tone. "Wiy ... why, Donald Boyd,

are you jeal ous?"

The frown became a squint. "Wo, nme?"

She | aughed. "My god, | don't believe it."

He didn't speak. He supposed she was right, and the way she | aughed

hi nted that perhaps he had nothing to be jeal ous about; but that stil
didn't explain why she was over there and not over here. \When he asked

her, there was a pause and he squinted again, at the door

Then he blinked slowy. Through the dark in the kitchen he thought he
saw faint pinpricks of green |ight.

Tracey said sonething. He blinked again and asked her to repeat it.

"Soneone was after me," she said at |ast.

"What ?" He sat up, nearly pulling the cord straight.

"I'f you want to know the truth, Vet, | was on ny way over to your house,
when soneone started to chase ne. | don't know who it was, but he scared
the hell out of nme, and Jeff's was the first place | cane to."

Through the panes in the door-a faint glow of white.

"Who was it?" he demanded, hopi ng he sounded as concerned as he felt as
he slowy noved to his knees and stared down the hall

White light, shifting like fog.

"I told you, | don't know Jeff went out to | ook around, but he didn't
see anyone." She paused. "I don't know. Maybe it was my inmgination.'

"Probably." Ch, ny god, he thought. "Wo else is out there but Pratt,
y' know?"

Her laugh this time was a bit forced. "I suppose. He's really pissed at
you, you know. "



"So | heard."

A muffled thunp on the door
"Real | y?"
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"Sure." H's voice sounded as if he were speaking fromthe noon; he was
amazed she hadn't noticed. "Chris told ne when she cane to the hospital."

n O,]?n

Now it was his turn, and he wondered what he had done that rewarded him
with two girls at the sanme tine.

Then her voice softened, and he had to strain to hear her say, "I'm
proud of you, Don. | wanted to tell you, but I couldn't get the chance
at the park."

"Yeah, well "

Anot her thunp, and in the white gl ow two green sl anted eyes.
"I'd still like to conme over, if I can."”

"What ?" He was on his feet, teeth worrying his lower lip. "lI'msorry,
Trace, what did you say."

"Don, | want to cone over. | ... | need you."
VWhite |ight green eyes

"I"'d like that too," he stammered. "But it'll have to wait, okay? The
dragons just cane hone. |'m supposed to be resting."

"What? Are you all right?"
"I told you I was. I'mjust ..." He thought about it then, the chance to
talk to someone about what he had seen, what he was believing, what he

was hoping wasn't the slipping of his mnd

The door trenbl ed, and he closed his eyes and silently begged Tracey to
forgive him

"Look," he said, "can | see you in school tonorrow?"

"Sure. Lunch?"

"Ckay. "

"Jeff wants to know if you're going to the gane."

O f, he thought then; get the hell off the phone!

"I don't know. | guess so. It depends on ny nother, | think. | have to-"
He saw the |ight fading, the green disappear. "Shit, here they cone. |

gotta go."
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"Lunch," she said, and he slamred down the receiver before she could say
good- bye, and raced into the kitchen

He wanted to throw open the door, to step out boldly, but he hesitated,
hands rubbing his legs, his teeth still at his lip. To go out there,
now, would mean he really was crazy; to look into an enpty yard woul d
nean ...

H s eyes shut. H s hands clenched. H's breath cane in shall ow gul ps.
And he opened the door.

"Ch Jesus," he whispered. "Ch ... Jesus."

It stood back under the maple tree, nottled by shadow, outlined now and
again by the distant flare of lightning. But he couldn't see the whole
of it, couldn't see it in detail-it was blacker than the night around

it, and only portions of its skin gleamed and rippled when it noved.

He pressed a hand to his head as if checking for a fever, then stepped
down off the stoop.

The horse bobbed its head, green eyes watching.

He could barely breathe; the air was too still, and his legs felt ready
to coll apse as he noved across the grass.

Green eyes. Wt ching.

He wanted to snile then, or to scream but he only held out his hand,
pal m up, as he wal ked, hoping the stallion wouldn't snell his fear
woul d know instead his wonder at the size of it, the breadth of it, the
way it turned its head and

| ooked at himwith a single flaring eye.
It backed away, snorting, and sending plunes of grey about its head.

"I't's me," he said softly. "It's ne, fella, it's nme."

The horse shifted, and there was greenfire curling around the maple's
trunk, greenfire that crackled and scorched a black ribbon in the bark

Don stopped, swall owed, reached his hand out again and
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took a single step forward. He was less than five feet fromits nose,
and he wanted desperately to feel the velvet, feel the flesh and the
bone. But when he noved another foot, it tossed its head and in its
throat started a | ow sustained runbling.

"Al'l right," he said calmy. "Al right, take it easy."

Pl ease, God, he thought; please, God, am| crazy?

The horse wat ched himcarefully, greysnoke and greenfire for alnobst a

full mnute, then lowered its great head and pushed at Don's arm pushed
hi m back and followed until Don could reach up and stroke the silk of



its mane, the black satin of its neck. Real flesh warmand cold at the
same time; nuscles junping, a foreleg shifting, and he wasn't ashaned
when he felt the tears building, felt themspilling, heard them

spl ashi ng though he knew it couldn't be.

He hadn't killed the Hower; this creature had, this beast that was his
friend.

"Why?" he whi spered then. "Wy are they |ike that?"
The horse retreated again, and left himstandi ng al one.

He sniffed, and wiped his eyes with a sleeve that felt |ike coarse
burlap on his skin.

"They won't stop, y'know? They keep coming at me, they won't |eave ne
alone. I"'mnot Sam |I'mnot special. I'"'mjust nme, and they won't ..." He
st opped, bowed his head, wi ped his eyes again. "I just wish | knew what
' mdoi ng wong, you know? If they'd only tell me what |'m doi ng wong,
maybe the Rul es woul dn't change so nuch, maybe |I'd know then what was
goi ng on."

He felt it then, out there in the cold-the stallion was |istening-every
word he said, every tear he shed was marked by the enerald eyes and the
pricking of its ears.

He wanted to ask why they wouldn't even let himbe a hero, just this
once; he wanted to ask why he couldn't cry, why he couldn't get mad, why
the Rules said he had to be Iike stone or wood; and he wanted to ask why
they coul dn't
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make up their minds to let himbe a kid, or a man. But he didn't,
because he knew that the horse al ready understood, and that he was
right-it was there, really there, and it was going to protect him

He grinned through his tears.

The stallion snorted and buried themin grey snmoke, snorted again, and
bl ew t he snoke away.

"It's true," he said in the mdst of a loud sigh. "It's true, you're ny
friend." He Il aughed once, softly. "Ch god, it's really true!"

He stretched out a hand to stroke its nuzzle, to seal the bargain, and
froze when the animal began its throated runbling. It backed away. He
started to follow, and nearly bolted for the house when it reared under
the tree, snapping branches, casting dead | eaves, greenfire and
greeneyes and sl ashi ng hooves at the air.

Headl i ghts flared around the corner of the house.

Ch shit, he thought; damit, they're hone.

The horse lowered its head, eyes dark now, its tail slapping its |egs.

"Al'l right," he said nervously. "Al'l right, | gotta go now. "

The horse didn't npbve



He backed toward the kitchen door, wanting to | augh, wanting to shout,
wanting to race around to the driveway and drag his father back, to show
him to show hi mwhat his son could do.

Wth one hand on the doorknob he | ooked over his shoulder, couldn't find
his friend until he found the green eyes. "Please," he said. "Please."
And ran inside, skidding to a halt in the foyer just as he heard a key
rattle in the |l ock and could hear his parents on the porch, talking
loudly, not quite arguing. He turned toward the stairs to make it seem
as if he were just going up, when his nother stormed in, slanmng the
door back against the wall as she charged past himtoward
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the kitchen. H's father was right behind her, slower, his jacket over
one shoul der and his face pale.

"\What are you doi ng up?" he snapped, and didn't wait for an answer. He
j abbed a commandi ng finger toward the stairwell and followed his w fe.

I"'mfine, Don thought as he started up the stairs; thanks for asking,
I''mfine.

"I will not have it!" Joyce said |loudly, and he stopped on the | andi ng.
"Keep your voice down! The boy'll hear."

A laugh, short and bitter. "Hear what? |I'mnot an aninmal and |'m not
stuffed. What nmakes you think he'll hear ne?"

"Jesus, you're crazy, you know that?"

She | aughed again, and Don squatted, one hand on the banister in case he
had to nove fast.

Cupboard doors slammed, cups cracked into saucers, the faucet ran so
| ong she could have filled the bathtub. Wen the water was shut off, his
father was | aughing.

"Honest to Christ, you're sonething else, you know that? You really are
somet hing el se.”

"Well, really,"” Joyce said. "All they did was ask you to stand up and
take a bow, and you were waving your arns |ike a goddamed politician
Christ, | thought you were going to kiss babies next."

"Woul dn't have been a bad idea."”

A chair scraped; another was slamed down on the fl oor.

"Al'l right," Norman said wearily. "All right, I'msorry."

"Sorry is too late. You and the boy have been upstagi ng and hassling ne
since this thing began, and 1've had it! |I worked ny ass off so you'd

| ook good, and this is the thanks | get."

"Me?" A muffl ed sound-Norman either |aughing into a hand or trying not

to choke. "God, the next thing is you'll be accusing me of sending Don
out there nyself to kill that crazy bastard."
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"I wouldn't put it past you."

The silence was cold, and Don wapped his free armover his chest.
"That was a shitty thing to say, Joyce."

The sil ence again.

"I know," she said at last, but w thout apol ogy in her voice.
She began to cry and Norman cursed, and the water began runni ng again.

Don didn't wait to hear any nmore. He clinbed slowy up the rest of the
stairs, shuffled down the hall, and pushed open his bedroom door. He
yanked the towel off the | anpshade and dropped it on his desk. H s shoes
wer e ki cked under the bed, his shirt dropped onto the floor. For a
nmonent he stood at the wi ndow, |ooking down at the tree. There was

not hing there, the horse was gone, but he no | onger questioned the state
of his mnd

When he finally dropped onto the mattress, he deliberately fell back so
his head would hit the wall. Maybe they' Il hear it, he thought; naybe
they'Il think I've had a rel apse or sonething, and they'll come running
up and see what's wong.

O, he thought, they'll call the papers first, and then cone up to see
if I'mdead.

And maybe, he thought with a cold, mrthless grin, I'll take them both
out si de and show them nmy new pet.

He lay there for nearly an hour before he blinked and saw his father
standing in the doorway.

"You okay, son?"
"Sure. Just thinking."

"You'd better turn out the light. School isn't going to be exactly
normal for you tonorrow "

He nodded and swung his feet over the side. "Dad?"
Norman stiffened, and raised his eyebrows.

"Do you think-"

A sudden, faint shattering of glass stopped him had him
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on his feet and beside his father in the hallway. Joyce cane out of
their bedroom a robe w apped | oosely around her

"What ?" she sai d nervously.

Anot her shattering, and the sound of heavy bl ows on sonethi ng netal



"Dam, the car!" Nornman said, and ran for the stairs, Don just behind

t hough his nother called to himto stay where he was. The front door was
| ocked, and Norman funbled with the bolt before flinging it open and

swi tching on the porch light. Don crowded out past him not feeling the

snap of cold air on his bare chest. The bulb was directly over his head,

and he shaded his eyes, scanning the | awn before | ooking to the driveway.

"Ch, god," he whispered.

Nor man shoved hi m asi de and | eapt over the stairs, hit the walk at a
run, and didn't stop until he cane up against the station wagon's front
fender. The w ndshield was smashed, there was a dent in the hood, and
lying on the bl acktop just under the bunmper was Don's bike-the

handl ebars twi sted out of place, the front wheel broken, half of its
spokes wavering |like antennae where they'd been snapped fromtheir

pl aces along the rim

Nor man whirled and raced around the side of the house, but Don only
stunbled to the driveway and knelt beside the bike, one hand reaching
out to touch it, withdraw, touch it again and follow the lines of its
destruction. Wien he shifted and | eaned over to stare at the back whee
the glint of nmetal made hi m pause, made himreach out and pull a red

| eat her key case wedged beneath the battered frane.

"Don?" his nother called fromthe doorway. "Are you all right?"
"Fine," he said dully, slipped the case into his pocket, and heard her
gasp when she saw t he danage

"Ch Jesus, ny god, |look at that," she said just as Norman appeared
around the far side of the house, panting heavily,
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one pal m massagi ng hard at his side. She held out a trenbling hand, and
he took it, pulled her to himand glared at the enpty street. "Wo?" she
asked.

"How the hell should I know?" he said. "Damm, that's going to cost a
fortune to fix."

Joyce took a step to one side, the glass crunched under her slipper
"I"ll get a broom" she said. "W can't have that stuff |ying around.
It's dangerous. Someone'll get hurt.”

"Sure."

"Look, you'd better call the police. Don? Get the broomfromthe garage,
will you? Help ne here."

Don | ooked over his shoul der. Neither of themwere |ooking at hi m Norman
was staring at the depression in the hood and absently rubbing his

wi fe's back; Joyce was trying to snooth the hair from her eyes. And when
she finally saw him Il ooking, she pointed to the garage, then turned

Nor man around and pushed himgently toward the house.

Don rose, dusted off his jeans, and reached down to grab the handl ebars,
to drag the bi ke away.

"Leave it," Joyce said. "There m ght be fingerprints or sonething."



He straightened and fetched the broom handed it to her and returned

i nside, where he listened to his father explaining to the police what
had happened. Wen he rang off, he told Don to put on a shirt before the
cops arrived. You never know, he said. There nmight still be sone
reporters hangi ng around, and when they got wind of this, it would be
circus time again.

"Dam, " he said as he headed out the door. "Wth nmy luck, it'll probably
rain tonorrow. "

The police came and went in | ess than an hour. They nade a decent show
of searching the yard, but they found nothing, not a clue, and expl ai ned
to the Boyds that in cases like this there was nothing nuch they'd be
able to do if no one saw
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anything or offered informati on. No one cane out to watch because the
patrol car had arrived without its lights spinning; no one overheard the
conversati ons because Joyce kept them speaking |ow, or whispering. And

t hey asked Don nothing at all when Norman told themthe boy was with
him inside, when the incident occurred.

After they left, Don dragged the bicycle into a corner of the garage and
stared out at the street, at his father using a small brush to get the
glass fromthe front seat. Joyce was inside, naking coffee.

A press of a button and the garage door |owered. Norman | ooked up and
gave his son a rueful smle. "You win some, you | ose sone, right?" he
said. "Sorry about the bike."

"Yeah. "

Don shivered at a gust of wind and turned to go inside, and stopped when
he saw sonmething white fluttering in the shrubs that fronted the house
and ended at the drive. He | eaned cl ose, closer, and picked a feather
froma branch.

" Dad?"

Nor man grunt ed.

He found another one at the bush's side, two nore on the ground. "Hey, Dad?"
"In a mnute, okay? I don't want to slice ny thunmb off on this stuff."

He parted the branches, and his nouth opened in a silent gasp.

There, on the ground under the bush was the body of a bird, its neck
twi sted around, its eyes closed, its feathers covered with bl ood.

"Dad, |ook!"

Nor man pushed him aside with a hip and knelt down, gagged when he saw
the mutilation, and poked at it with his toe.

"Jesus," he said. "It's a goddamed duck. "
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El even

beautiful, thought Tar as he watched M. Boyd shovel the remains of the
dead bird and dunmp themwith his face averted into a plastic garbage

bag. Don was in the driveway, hands in his pockets and staring out at
the street. For a nmonent Tar thought the Duck had seen him but no al arm
was given. He heard the rattle of a garbage can lid being slamed into

pl ace, then the principal came out of the garage and put his arm around
the Duck's shoul ders. They went into the house like that, the door

sl amed, and the porch Iight went out.

"Excel l ent," Tar whi spered, crouched | ow and bouncing on the balls of
his feet. "Beautiful."

He had run behind the enpty tool shed in old man Del field s backyard
when the cops finally cane around, wedgi ng hinmsel f between a stack of
enpty orange crates and the rear wall. They weren't |ooking very hard,
m ssed him and after he was sure they weren't com ng back, he snuck
around the side of the house and dropped into the corner of the front
yard, protected by the hedges and a twi sted oak at the curb. Fromthere
he had been able to watch everything, sorry only that he couldn't hear
what the two bastards were saying.
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He waited another five mnutes, licking his Iips and grinning, before
bul i ng through the hedge into the adjoining driveway. He wal ked sl owy
i n case soneone was wat ching, the baseball bat held tight against his
leg, his football jacket turned inside out. As soon as he reached the
corner, he slipped the bat into the stormdrain and reversed the coat,
then broke into a high-stepping run, nmouth open in a silent |augh. He
couldn't wait to get hone and call Brian, couldn't wait to let the
asshol e know that Tar Boston was not just a stupid jock.

School Street was enpty, and the pavenent sounded |ike thin ice beneath
his sneakers. By the tinme he reached the next corner he could feel the
cut of the night air against his cheeks and in his lungs, and he sniffed
to keep his nose fromrunning. Now he wi shed he had the car, the
ten-year-old junkpile his old man had bought for himon his |ast
birthday. It barely ran, when it bothered to run at all, but the heater
still worked and he could use it now.

O the relative luxury of Pratt's autonobile.

He sl owed and scowl ed. Stupid jock-that's what Pratt had called him at
practice today-stupid jock, get the fuck outta nmy way before I run you
down. There was a bug up his ass, that's for sure, because he hardly
said two words to himand Fleet the whole tine, even when they were
doi ng wei ghts after the coach had left. Like he was nmad or sonething,
and Tar hadn't been able to get himto tell himwhat was the matter

Fl eet was al nost as bad, but different. That jerk acted like he was
running fromthe cops or sonething, the way he kept | ooking around on
the way home. Tar had gotten so dammed nervous he al nbst sidesw ped a bus.



But Fl eet wouldn't say anything either

And it wasn't until Tar was hone and eating supper that he had the idea
that woul d even the score between hinself and the Duck for accusing him
and Pratt of dunping that shit on
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Hedl ey's porch. Atruly fantastic idea. A blow at the fucking principa
and at the Duck at the sanme time. Stunning. And it would shut Pratt up
about how Tar must've blown it when the Duck didn't get the blane the
way it was planned. The idea for the dead bird cane as he passed a

but cher shop on the way hone and saw a goose in the wi ndow. Fromthere
it was a sinmple matter of stopping at a friend' s house, a friend who had
two little brothers who kept four ducks in a pen in the backyard. He
didn't even have to ook at the bird; he'd clobbered it with a stick
while it struggled in the burlap bag he'd dropped over its head; then
he'd wung its neck. Not a speck of blood on him Even when he dropped
it into the bushes he didn't look. Didn't have to. Didn't even care if
the Boyds found it that night or the next norning.

He picked up the pace, racing for the goal line with Pratt the jerk
bl ocking in front of him

The hard part was getting the car. He knew he would have tinme for only a
few good bl ows before sonmebody heard him and after he'd taken care of

t he bi ke, he took them standing on the hood. He pretended the wi ndshield
was Boyd's face, that the hood was the Duck's chest, and it had been
beautiful! And a shame that Brian couldn't be there. But he was acting
like an asshole, like the mnute after the gane the pros were going to
carry himaway to the Super Bow on their goddammed shoul ders, for
Christ's sake.

He rounded anot her corner and headed for hone, taking in air in deep
satisfying gulps. It was going to be like this tonorrow night. He was
going to take North apart, and those fuckers woul dn't know what hit
them It was going to be excellent, and Brian was going to have to show
hi m respect. Absolutely.

Sonet hi ng noved behind him

He turned and wal ked backward a few steps, seeing nothing but the enpty
sidewal k, the porch lights hazed in the crisp air, the cars at the curb
silent and bl ack. He turned
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agai n and groaned when he saw a battered pickup in the driveway,

bl ocki ng his own car-his old nan was honme early fromthe factory

toni ght. That neant he was going to have to put up with the
back- sl appi ng and the jabbing and the reninders of how the old fart had
been a star in his day, the best quarterback in the state and don't you
forget it, boy, when | give you the best goddamed advi ce you ever had
in your life. The trouble was, it's been twenty years since they played
the way his old man did, and the jerk didn't know it. He didn't know why
his mother put up with it, and him all these years. He sure as hel
wasn't going to. As soon as he had that diploma in hand, he was gone.
Qut of that house and out of this town and out of this whol e goddammed
state if he coul d.



Sonet hi ng noved.

Shit, he thought, angry at the way his good nood could be shattered by
the sinple thought of his father. Shit!

He | ooked over his shoul der, his expression daring anyone to say

somet hing, to do sonething, even to breathe wong tonight. And he wal ked
past his house with his head down and averted, spitting at the pickup

zi pping up his jacket and janm ng his hands into his pockets. Fuck it,
he woul d wal k over to Brian's instead of calling. The story would be
better anyway, with himdoing the telling in person

Sonet hing ..

He stopped at the boul evard, |ooked up and down the avenue, and then
whirled around, fists at the ready.

There was nothing there.
But sonet hi ng was novi ng.
"Yo!" he said loudly.

A porch light blinked out, and he could see his breath feathering out of
hi s nout h.

Wth his head tilted slightly to one side, he stepped off the curb and
| ooked curiously down the bl ock, under the trees that reached over the
bl ackt op and created a tunnel al nost
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solidly black. He tried to bring to mind a picture of Don's stricken
face when he found the dead bird, when he di scovered the bike, because
suddenly and inexplicably anything would be better than seeing into that
dark. But all he could see was the broken and faded white |ine
stretching into the night, and sonething in the mddle noving toward him
wi t hout a sound.

"Yo, stupid!" he called.

Only one streetlanp worked, and his gaze kept noving toward its |ight
where it caught the front end of a car and the Iip of a driveway.

"Asshole,” he nmuttered, and turned away, but didn't nove. He was
suddenl y indeci sive. Beacher's was already closed, and the idea of going
to Brian's didn't seemas much fun as he'd thought. But he couldn't go
hone. Not yet. Not until his old man had had his beers and was asl eep on
the couch and his nother had already finished the dishes. Then he'd be
able to kiss her goodnight and go to bed, get some sleep. Tonorrow, as

t he coach kept reminding them was the Big Day, as if they didn't know
it, and he supposed he mght as well get all the rest he could.

Tomorrow, he was going to be a hero, and the hell with Brian Pratt.
Then he heard somnet hing nove and he whirl ed again, and took a deep
breath, holding it until John Delfield s fat dachshund waddled into the
light.

Don stood in the shower, oblivious to the hot water turning his skin



pink. Slowy he pulled the plastic curtain aside and stared again at the
jeans lying beside the wicker |aundry basket. A bit of red | eather poked
out from one pocket. H's hand rel eased the curtain and it rattled

cl osed, and the steamrose to cover his face while he tried to
under st and what was goi ng on. He knew who the keys bel onged to. He knew
what he shoul d have done the second he had found them Yet he'd
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put themin his pocket and had said nothing, hadn't heard a word his
father had said about whoever had conmitted that atrocity, hadn't felt a
thing except a slow roll of nausea he only just managed to keep down.

Nor man had suggested they not nention it to his nother; she was upset
enough about the car, and they needn't bother her with this. He hinted
about Brian, about Tar, even about Fleet, and there was sonething in his
voi ce that nmade Don stare at himfor a second-a realization that Nornman
didn't like kids.

It wasn't just the troubl emakers, the snobs, the ones with influential
parents who made being a principal a vicious sort of hell-it was kids,
peri od. And he renenbered his father saying once that he w shed al
children could be born adults, wi thout the parents having to do anything
but show themthe front door. Don had thought it a joke then; now he
knew, perhaps nore than Norman did, that it wasn't a joke at all

That, nore than anything, had stopped himfromfixing the blame. H s
father, in the mood he was in now, would have gone over to the Bostons
and had Tar arrested-after he had slammed hima few times into a wall.

Because of the car; you win sone, you | ose some was the only epitaph for
the bike.

He backed out of the spray and wi ped the water fromhis face, sat on the
cool edge of the tub with his hands dangling between his knees. Tracey
was right; but it wasn't just Brian who was jealous, it was Tar as well.
He doubted that Pratt had put his friend up to it tonight, because it
wasn't Brian's style. But he guessed that Brian had said sonething today
to give Tar the idea that sonething had to be done to put Don in his

pl ace, retaliation for being called into his father's office.

He noved the curtain again and | ooked at the key case, and he snil ed.
There was power of sone kind in that bit of cheap dine store |leather. He
knew it, and now all he had to do was figure out how to use it.
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The sinplest thing would be to threaten to show it to his father. And if
that didn't work, he could bring it to the police. Tar would protest, of
course, and claimthat he'd lost it or something, but there'd be enough
hassl e, enough probl ens, that-

"He'll beat the shit out of you."

The words were soft in the rooms steany fog, but harsh enough to nake
hi m si gh.

Soneone rapped on the door, and he turned off the shower, grabbed a
towel and wapped it around his waist. H s nother called, and he yelled
back, telling her he'd be only a few m nutes nore. And when he was dry,



he held the jeans to his waist and slipped into the hall. A light was
still on in his parents' room The downstairs was dark. Shivering at the
shock of cool air on his skin, he hurried into his own room and cl osed

t he door behind him dropped the jeans where he stood and dropped onto

t he bed.

A few mnutes later he stirred, stood, and padded to the w ndow.
The backyard was enpty.

Al right, he thought to his friend in the dark, now that | know you're
there, what do we do next?

"Stupid mutt," Tar said. He approached the dog with one hand out and
wavi ng. The fat old thing had gotten out again, probably through the
flap Delfield had put in the back door of his house. Sonetines the old
man forgot to latch it at night, and the dog would spend hours roam ng
t he nei ghbor hood, getting at garbage cans, digging up flower beds, unti
someone spotted it and brought it back. Tar had al ways ignored it
before. The last tinme, however, he'd been pissed on beer and grabbed it
up and took it back hinmself before he knew what he was doing. Delfield
had given himten bucks for the trouble. Crazy. Just like the dog.
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But hell, he thought as he bent into a crouch, ten bucks is ten bucks.
"C non, stupid,"” he said in a pleasant voice. "Cnon to Tar or I'Il cut

your head off."

The dachshund recogni zed his voice and stopped in the mddle of the
streetlamp's fall, its rat's tail wagging furiously, its tongue lolling
fromthe side of its nouth.

"C nmon, baby, cone to Tar."

The dog sat on its haunches.

"Ah, Jesus."

He straightened and took a step forward, and stopped when he saw a
shadow on the other side of the light.

The dog yi pped once and junped to its feet, its head down now, its tai
snhaking contritely between its |egs.

Tar squinted and noved to his right toward the nmiddl e of the road,
snapping his fingers in an effort to bring the dog to himwhile he tried
to make out who was standing there in the road.

The w nd rose.
A trailer truck coughed and thundered down the boul evard behi nd him

Then a hand swooped into the |light and snatched up the dog, and John
Delfield foll owed, shaking the animal lightly before hugging it to his side.
"Fool i sh beast," he said with a slight German accent, and sniled at Tar
"You try to catch himfor ne?"



Tar nodded, wondering what in hell was wong with his heart that it
woul dn't stop pounding. Hell, it was only old nan Delfield and who the
hell was scared of hinf

The dachshund squirnmed in the man's grasp, but Delfield managed to reach
into a hip pocket and pull out his wallet, finger out a bill. "Take it,"
he insisted when Tar protested with a wave. "You try. That's good as doing."

Tar accepted the noney with a nod and a snmile, and watched hi mwaddl e
of f around the corner. Crazy, he thought;
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the two of them are goddamm crazy. Then he raked a hand through his hair
and decided to drive over to Pratt's anyway. \Wal ki ng now was out of the
guestion. He reached for his keys, and couldn't find them

"What the ... ?"

He sl apped at his pockets, turned themall out, then rolled his eyes
skyward and sl amred the heel of his hand against a temple. "Fuck. Jesus
fuck!"

They rmust have fallen out at Boyd's while he was doing the station
wagon. Christ, all he needed now was for soneone to pick themup and his
ass was grass. Damm, he had to go back and find those stupid keys. He
started for the curb, and stopped again.

Down at the end of the block, barely lit by the streetlanps on Schoo
Street, sonething was standi ng. And wat chi ng.

Del field, he thought; the stupid dog nmust've gotten away agai n and the
old man was out prow ing.

It noved, then, out of the light, into the dark, and Tar heard the

di stinct sound of sonething breathing. Sonething |arge, and breathing
heavi l y.

He hal f-turned toward the boul evard, and sw vel ed his head back slowy.
He was mistaken; it wasn't Delfield and it wasn't his imagination

It was there, and it was darker than the shadows, noving slowy toward
hi m strai ght down the white line. He could hear it breathing, snorting
once, and coul d hear the sound of sonmething hard striking the bl acktop
rhythm cally, steadily, and unless he was as crazy as Delfield, it
sounded just |ike a horse.

He blinked and took a side-step toward the avenue.

He shuddered, unable to shake the feeling that whatever it was, it was
coming for him not toward him That was stupid. It was all stupid.
There were no horses in Ashford,
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and it was only Delfield for god's sake | ooking for his stupid fat dog.

Closer to the light, and he saw a glint of dark green hovering in the
air; two of themnow, and a | ong second passed before he realized they



were eyes. Green eyes. Large, and slanted, and staring right at him

The streetlight didn't reach to the niddl e of the blacktop, but when it
passed the white on the ground, Tar could see a nassive black flank, and
the side of a nassive head. One green eye flaring. A flash of long white
teet h.

And steam naybe snoke, drifting fromits nostrils.

"Shit," he said, and started to trot away. He didn't know what it was,
but he wasn't going to hang around | ong enough to find out. He'd go
somewhere el se. Maybe Brian woul d know.

The sound pi cked up speed, and when he reached the middle of the enpty
boul evard, he | ooked over his shoul der and saw it.

Runni ng, forel egs high, hooves casting greenfire and greeneyes dark with
hat e.

The hope it night have been sone sort of joke, Don getting back at him
for the dead bird and the bi ke, faded to an enber. And sonething inside
tol d himhe was dying.

Runni ng, gall oping, and seem ngly noving in slow notion.

He broke into a panicked sprint, slanting across the avenue toward the
inlands in the center, |eaping the curb and ducking around the trees,
the bushes, toward the center of town. Sooner or |later he'd see a car
t he cops, and everything would be all right.

Don't | ook; and he did.

It was pacing himten yards behind, fully visible now and terrifyingly
huge. Green eyes staring, greenfire snapping, the steamfromits
nostrils raising a cloud that it noved through, an ebony ghost flying
t hrough the boiling fog.

Tar whinmpered and ran harder, |eaping over a fallen branch
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pl owi ng t hrough a bush he couldn't swerve around in time. He stunbl ed
and grabbed a tree trunk, spun around, and ran again.

Hooves on the blacktop, iron striking iron

A U-turn break in the island surprised him and he fell shouting to the
street, the skin on his palms scraping onto the tarmac, one cheek

sl amm ng down and bringing tears to his eyes. He lay for several seconds
gul ping air, wondering where all the traffic was, the people, why
couldn't anyone see what was going on? He swall owed and tasted bl ood; he
pushed hinself to his knees and staggered to his feet.

A snorting; he spun around, and it was standing right behind him

Tar screaned for his father

And the stallion reared in a cloud of greenfire and white.

The tel ephone rang, and Tracey hurried into the kitchen to grab it



before it woke her nmother or one of her nosey sisters. She hadn't been
able to sleep, had cone downstairs to do some studying, which she knew
woul d make her tired sooner or later. A knee banged agai nst a chair and
she swore as she yanked the handset off the cradle, taking a nonent

bef ore sayi ng hell o.

"Trace?"
"Don?" She funbled for the chair and sat down in the dark

"You awake?"
"Yeah, sure." She tried to see the wall clock in the dark, but there was
only enough light fromthe front roomto tell her it was close to

m dni ght; how cl ose she couldn't tell.

"No, you weren't. | woke you. I'msorry."

"I wasn't asleep, Vet," she said alnost angrily. "I was studying." She
i nhal ed slowy and rubbed a knuckl e across her eyes. "Wat's the matter
somet hi ng wr ong?"

"Why shoul d anyt hi ng be wrong?"
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"Well, it's nearly twelve on a school night for one thing. And you're
whi speri ng for another."

"So are you."
"I don't want to get killed."
"Neither do I."

She pushed the chair closer to the doorway so she could see the front
door. Her father was due back fromhis shift any mnute now, and she
didn't want himcatching her on the phone. After wiggling back on the
seat, she brought up her legs to sit Indian fashion, holding on to one
ankle with her free hand. "Don, what's up? You want nme to el ope or
somet hi ng?'

He | aughed, and she was glad to hear it; she hadn't heard much of that
lately and it made her feel good. "C nobn, hero, what's the occasion?"

She listened wi thout conment then as he told her about the car, and the
dead bird mangled in his front yard. And when he told her about finding
Boston's car keys under the bi ke's wheel, she groaned. "What a jerk,"
she said. "What a stupid jerk." When Don agreed, she asked what he was
going to do.

"I don't know. | thought I was going to let himknow | knew and maybe
he'd get off ny case. But |I figure he'd deny it, then rearrange ny face
for the parade."

"CGod, what a ness."”

He said nothing, and her eyes narrowed. This wasn't it, she thought;
this isn't why he's calling.



"Tracey?"

"Still here, hero."”

A pause. "I like 'Vet' better."

She frowned now. "Sure. Ckay."

"Trace, this may sound dumb, but have you ever nmade a w sh?"
Have | ever, she thought, and what's wong with you, Don?
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"Sure | have," she said. "Every year on mny birthday | blow my |ungs out
for a zillion bucks and a mansion in Beverly Hlls. Doesn't everybody?"

"You ever wi sh on a star?"

"What is this? Hey, are you trying to get ne to do a term paper for you
or something? |Is that what this is? Are you taking a survey?"

"Tracey, please."

She heard it then, and she didn't believe it. Because they were both

whi spering, it had been difficult to tell, but the noment she recognized
it, she knewit was true-Don was afraid of sonething, and it wasn't Tar

Bost on.

"Ckay," she said slowy. "Yeah, | do now and then." She | aughed. "Silly,
isn't it?"

"Do they ever come true? Your w shes, | nean."

"Don ... no. | nean, | don't think they do. Not |ike they were nagic,
anyway. You wi sh for sonething hard enough and it cones true? No. You

work at it and rmake the wi shes come true yourself, if you know what | nean."
"Cod. "

"Hey, Vet, would you please tell me what this is all about?"

"Tracey-"

A key rattled in the front door, and Tracey quickly told Don her father

was hone, she'd see himtonmorrow in school. She hung up and had the

chair back in place just as her father wal ked in the door. Wen he

demanded to know why she was up so late, she pointed to her books in the
living room and expl ai ned that she hadn't been able to sleep and, she

added when she saw the expression on his face, what was wong, was he hurt?

"No," he said wearily. "A hit-and-run just before | left."

"Ch, god, no." A closer |ook, then, and she bit down on her |lower I|ip.
"I't was sonebody | know, wasn't it?"

He shrugged. "I don't know. "
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"Fat her."

He nade his way toward the kitchen, but she stopped himwi th a hand on
his arm

" Fat her ?"
"Pl ease, child, go to bed."
"What ?" she i nsi sted.

"It was as if someone had run himdown, then kept backing over him
Agai n and again. He's so mangl ed we don't know who he is yet."
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Twel ve

the day wasn't as bad as he feared it would be. Wth all classes cut by
twenty mnutes, the | essons were either uselessly short or not given at
all. He spent then as much time as he could | ooking for Tracey, but the
only tine he saw her, martial and unconfortable in her red-and-black
band uni form she was with a group of her girlfriends. Wen she spotted
him she nouthed an inconprehensi bl e nessage to which he shrugged his

i gnorance and nmoved on before the late bell rang.

Bri an stayed away, once deliberately ducking into the wong classroom
just to avoid him Don saw it and grinned, thinking some good night cone
of this nmedal stuff after all.

But study hall was strange. He sat in his usual place and flipped

t hrough his zool ogy textbook, trying to discover what the stallion had

in common with the real world. After five mnutes, however, he felt
someone watching him By then he had al nrbost grown used to it-the

students in the hall inspecting himslyly, some outright staring, sone

of themhesitant as if they wanted to reach out and squeeze his nuscl es or
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take off his shirt, anything to discover the secret of the strength that
had pumrel ed the Howl er into the ground.

But this was different. Fromthe others he could feel envy and disbeli ef
and a fair dose of new respect; fromthis there was sonething he
couldn't name at all.

He | ooked up and around. The rest were either reading or talking softly
anong t hensel ves. None of the football teamwere there; they were down
in the gymgetting ready for the rally. Then his gaze took in the front
of the room

It was M. Hedley. He was sitting behind the desk with his fingers
fol ded under his chin, and he was staring at him Boldly. Wthout apol ogy.

Don | ooked down quickly and turned a page, another, and gl anced up
wi t hout raising his head.

Hedl ey was still watching, and suddenly Don felt as if he were squeezed
into one of the teacher's test tubes, forever floating in a solution
forever exposed for inspection before being dunped down the drain.



He swal | owed, flipped back a few pages, flipped themforward, and forced
hinsel f to read paragraphs at random none of the words filtering

t hrough, none of the illustrations registering. And when he | ooked up a
third time and saw the man still watching, the skin across the back of
hi s shoul ders began to tighten and he found it increasingly difficult to
br eat he.

He knows, Don thought, and blinked at the idea.
No. Nobody knows. He can't know.

He squirned and turned to | ook out the high wi ndows at the clouds
massi ng on the horizon, seening bl acker and hi gher because of the

intense clarity of the near sky still untouched by the comng storm It
made the roofs of the houses bel ow the stadi um nore sharp-edged and | ess
di ngy, nade the gridiron nmore brilliant, and added vi brancy to the

colors of everything he saw. It was odd, that light, as if it were
artificial; he focused on the stadium s rear wall and the
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first houses behind it, thinking they could have been razorcut from
stone and polished with dianmonds. In a way it was beautiful; and in a
way it was so unreal, it was al nost frightening

Hedl ey' s voice was quiet: "M. Boyd, you have nothing to do?"

No one | aughed.

Don half-lifted his book and | ooked down at the page.

"One should never waste tine, M. Boyd, even the few m nutes we have
here. In some countries, in the old days, that was a crimnal offense.

Just as wasting sonmeone else's tine is just as crinminal."

Don didn't understand, but he was positive the man was trying to send
hi m a nmessage.

He knows.
he can't know
And the bell rang.

He filed out behind the others, feeling Hedl ey watching himall the way
to the door. He wanted to turn and demand to know the reason, and
refused to find the courage. Watever the man's problemwas, it coul dn't
have anything to do with what happened. Maybe he was pi ssed because he
still thought Don had vandalized his house.

He hurried for the stairwell and headed down for gym was reaching for
t he door when soneone grabbed his arm and yanked hi mout of the crowd
into the landing's corner.

"Hey, what ..."
It was Chris. She was in her cheerleader's outfit, the short

I ndi an-style skirt exposing her long legs, the white sweater with the
school nane exposing even nore because it was so snug. Her hair was in



two braids that dangled over her breasts, and she wore a beaded headband
she kept pushing up with a thunb.

"Hey," she said quietly, her eyes on the students who passed through the
door.
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"Hey," he said, and waited.

She smled so beautifully he had to smle back, and had to resist the
urge to put a hand to her cheek

"You seen Tar?"

He shook his head.

"The jackass didn't come in yet, can you believe it?" She pulled at the
headband, adjusting it with a grimace. "He wants to make sone kind of

grand entrance, | bet."

"I don't know," he said. "That's not him y'know?"

She shrugged; she didn't give a shit whether it was himor not. "It's
still dumb. If he does do it, Brian's gonna take off his head."” A quick
| augh he could barely hear, and she |eaned closer. "Are you okay? |
mean, | was gonna call or come over, but | figured ... you know "

"I'" m okay, yeah. Thanks for asking."

"Well, listen, | gotta get up to the library before the Dragon chews ne
up for being | ate stacking her precious books, but listen ..." She

| ooked at himthen, took his arm and nmaneuvered hi m unprotesting unti
his back was flat against the wall and hers was to the staircase. "So
listen, are you going to the gane?"

"Sure, | guess so."

He could see a few faces turn toward him | ook away- none of them was
Brian's.

"What about after?"

Tracey, he thought. "I don't know. Beacher's, | guess. | hadn't thought
about it. | suppose it depends on whether we win or not."

Bef ore he could stop her, she took his hand and pressed it briefly to
her breast, leaned into it and away, and released himwith a snile

"After," she whispered. "Wn or lose." And she was gone.
Hi s face burned, his hand burned, but he didn't dare touch one to the
other for fear of losing the sensation that |ingered
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on his palm He wondered if anyone had seen; it had happened so fast he
wasn't sure now it had happened at all. He pushed through the door with
his eyes down, and when no one said anything, he broke into a slow trot
and veered into the gym



The cl asses were sitting by the walls fromwhich westling and gymastic
pads were hangi ng. The teachers were in the middle of the basket bal
court, leaning over their roll books, checking the roomand every so

of ten barking out a name to which a "yo!" or a "here" was shouted back
Don stood by the double doors, not knowi ng where to go, until someone
spotted himand called out his nane. He waved blindly and | owered
hinself into a crouch, trying not to hear the silence that washed over
the gym not to feel the eyes that exam ned himfrankly. He studied the
pol i shed fl oor between his shoes. He sat on his books and studied the
floor again, until a pair of cleated black shoes stepped in.

He | ooked up; it was Brian Pratt in his football pants and shoul der

pads. Pratt hunkered down, stared at him and shook his head. "I don't
get it."
Don's lips noved into a snile he didn't feel. "Get what?"

"How you did it?"
"Just leave it, all right?"

Pratt shook his head again. "My old man was right, you know, " he said.
"It's always the assholes of the world who step in it and cone out
snelling like roses.”

Don's forearnms were resting on his knees, his hands between t hem cl asped
now and white-knuckl ed. "Leave it, huh?"

"Ch, my. Hey, you gonna get tough with ne now, Duck?" He | ooked up
expressionless. "Just get off it, all right?" Pratt jabbed a stiff
finger into his shin. "Just don't get tough with ne, Duck, you hear?
Don't you believe for a mnute |'mlike that farting old nan." He stood
wi t hout
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effort. "And stay away from Chrissy or I'll fuck you over so bad your
own not her won't recognize you."

He wal ked away, arrogant, cleats smacking on the hardwood floor unti
one of the teachers ordered himoff to the side. Pratt nodded and did as
he was told, and left by the far door w thout once | ooking back

The eyes were on himagain; he could feel them and he prayed for the
bell to ring so he could go back to his | ocker, get his jacket and
books, and head for the stadium and the day-ending pep rally. He prayed
for Brian's head to fall off as soon as he wal ked onto the field. He
prayed for a tornado to rip through the school and carry himaway, to a
pl ace he never heard of and whose people never heard of him

When the bell did ring, he was the first out the door, the first to the
stairs, and had just started working his conbi nati on when the word
spread about Tar Boston

The band nmarched raggedly onto the field, a fanfare of hard-edged druns
| eadi ng the way-the Ashford Braves on the warpath. It formed an A across
the fifty-yard Iine and played the school song, the "Star- Spangl ed
Banner," and two marches. The students cheered, whistled, and cl apped as
t he band marched off again and took its place in the first four rows in



the concrete seats' center. Ashford Day banners had been strung between

t he goal posts and hung fromthe top wi ndows; a handful of workers

adj usted the banks of lights that would illuminate the field that

evening for the gane; a portable platformwas carried out to the field,

m crophones and chairs set up, and Don's father, the head cheerl eaders,
and the coach hurried into place. All very efficient and over in no tine.

Don sat in the top row and did nothing but watch Tracey playi ng her
flute and hol ding her nusic in one hand. Snippets of their conversation
| ast night kept drifting back to him and he was sure he had not

m st aken the concern in her voice, or
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the caring. By the tinme his father began to speak, he had made up his
mnd to neet her after school and tell her everything.

I ncluding the fact that he had probably rurdered Tar

It had to be. Even discounting exaggeration as runors and fact danced
around each other and nmerged, it was clear that the condition of Tar's
body was the sanme as the Hower's. It was also clear that no hit-and-run
driver would be stupid enough to return to the scene and race back and
forth over a body he had just created, just for fun, or because he was
crazy.

It was the stallion.

And he was frightened in a way he'd never been before. Not because of

what had been done, but because he didn't feel the same as he had when

Amanda had died at the Howl er's hands. Then he was angered; now he was
gl ad.

And it made hi m sick.

A person was dead. A human bei ng. Someone he knew. And he was gl ad Tar
was dead because the stupid asshole couldn't torment himanynore,
couldn't hang on Brian's every command, couldn't murder birds and smash
bi kes and pretend he was a king in a |l and without royalty. Dead. Smashed
beyond recognition until the dental work had been run through whatever
tests they do

Now that | know you're here, what do we do next?

He needed to talk, and he needed to be al one, and he appl auded absently

as the coach was introduced, as the players were introduced and ran onto
the field between two |ines of cheerl eaders waving their ponpons and

| eaping into the air, as the band pl ayed marches and anot her speech was

made, and remi nders were given about the parade.

He appl auded and heard not hing, saw nothing until he realized the others
were filing out. Chattering excitedly, making plans for the night, for
t he next day. lgnoring him
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because he was a hero on Wednesday and tinme marches on, |ike the band

marching swiftly to the end of the field to sloppy drumwork, out of
step, finally falling apart and heading for the exits.



Qui ckly he made his way against the crowd to the bottom of the stands,
vaulted the iron railing down to the track, and ran toward Tracey. He
called out. She didn't hear him He called again and dodged around a
handf ul of team nenbers who | aughed when Brian in their m dst nade a

| oud quacki ng noi se.

Don't ness with ne, Brian, he said silently as he gl owered back; don't
mess with ne, man, or 1'll have you dead.

He stopped then and swal | owed.
Oh Jesus. Oh Cod.
"Y' know, |'mbeginning to think I'ma jinx."

He stepped back quickly, just able to avoid colliding with Tracey who
was trying to juggle her nusic, disassenble her flute, and open its case
at the sane tinme. Wen he | ooked bl ankly at her, she gave him a sour
grin and forced the sheets of narrow paper into his hands, put the

i nstrument away and took the nusic back. Her cap was off and her hair
was taken by the afternoon's breeze across her forehead, over her eyes.
The uniform s tunic was unbuttoned at the top and he could see the
hol | ow of her throat, the top of her chest.

"Sorry," he munbl ed.

Her head tilted. "You |ooking for me, Vet?"

"Yes. | ... do you need ..." He bit down on his lower Iip.

"You want to wal k ne honme?"

"Pl ease," he said, and she took his armand |l ed themto the open tunne
inthe wall. QG hers hurried past, and the growling of engines in the
street conpeted with shouts, with laughter, with a few of the band
menbers blaring their trunpets and tubas, the whole sounding |less |ike
school just over than a game just ended. No one spoke to them and for
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that he was glad. He was too busy playing the blind man to Tracey's
gui de dog, trying desperately to force what he'd thought at Brian out of
his mnd

Once through the tunnel they turned up toward School Street, closer now
agai nst the press of students, so close that she finally slipped her
hand into his.

"So what ?" she said, |ooking at himsideways. "Tar?"
He nodded.

"God, it was horrible, huh? You shoul d' ve seen ny father when he cane
hone last night. If he'd known | knew him he would have made nme stay
hone. My nerves. He thinks |I'm pale and weak and suffer fromthe vapors
every time | cut ny finger, and you're not listening to a word I'm

sayi ng, Donal d Boyd."

" Huh?"



" See?"

He squeezed her hand and shoved them through the di spersing crowd onto
the school's front |lawn. As they wal ked toward the plaza, he nmade
several attenpts to explain what was going on inside his head, and each
time he had to stop because he didn't want her to think he was crazy and
didn't want her to say that he should talk to his parents.

Finally he just gave up and accepted her silence as patience for his
funbl i ng.

The flagpol e was surrounded by a raised brick wall into which had been
dunped earth for a planter. The bl ossonms were gone, but the frost over
the past two weeks hadn't yet killed the stens and broad | eaves. Don sat
on the edge and Tracey sat beside him dunping her instrument case and
books fromher arnms, then twisting so she could see him

They were al one.

The sun was al ready behind the building and the plaza was coated in
chilly shadow. There was no novement in the wi ndows, and the flag above
t hem snapped at the air |ike cynical hands cl appi ng.

262

"He wasn't your friend, you know," she said, one finger skating over the
top of the bricks, following the riverbed of nortar that held them
together. "It's not like it was with Mandy, | nean."

"Yeah, | know. "

"I mean, he couldn't stand you, Don, and you probably hated his guts.

Especially after last night. So | don't get it. | don't get it."
He | ooked toward the school, the steps, the lawn, the street. "I killed
him"

She sl apped his arm hard. "That isn't funny."
"I know." At the plaza, his thighs, the sky, the trees.

"I ... you didn't, you know. | know you didn't. Even after what he did,
I know you didn't take a bat and lure himout into the street and bash
out his brains. You-"

A hand butterflied to her lips to silence herself, and he knew she was
renmenbering the How er and how he died.

Then he heard cleats on the concrete and he stiffened, drew his lips
tight, and closed his eyes when a hand took his right arm

"How do | | ook?"

"Li ke a sports store dumry, dummy," Tracey said lightly.

Don | ooked at the hand, the face, and grinned at Jeff, who was still in
uni form and hol di ng his hel net under his arm

"Coach says we have to wear this crap the rest of the day." Jeff drew
hi nsel f up and gave them his profile, slightly marred because of the



droop of his glasses. "For inspiration to ourselves and others. So that
the Ashford North Rebels will trenble when they see us and never forget
the denolition they will suffer." He stuck out his tongue. "That is a
gquote, | swear to god. You goi ng?"

"Sure," Don said. "You playing?"

Jeff's expression turned sour. "Are you ki ddi ng? Coach wants to win this
one. Why should he play nme when he has Brian, Fleet, and ... and the
rest of the guys." He | ooked at
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Tracey, saw her sad snmile, and slunped against the wall, bouncing the
hel met lightly on his |ap

"You know, huh?" Tracey said.

"Yeah. Coach gave us the G pper speech. It sounds | ousy when you say
"Wn one for the Tar.' "

Don sai d nothing; Tracey |aughed nervously.

More cleats, and Fleet passed them Wen it was obvi ous he wasn't going
to stop, Jeff called to him called a second tine and shrugged. Wen

Fl eet reached the sidewal k, however, he paused and | ooked over his
shoulder. It was clear he was | ooking at Don, and just as clear he was
wonder i ng.

God, Don thought, and only nodded when Jeff stood with a show of puffing
his chest and stanping his feet, announcing he had to get honme before
the men in the white suits dropped their net over his head. A wave, a

| ook to Tracey, and he trotted away.

Soundi ng, Don thought, just like a running horse.
Tracey | ooked at her watch

The school ' s shadow deepened.

"Don, | have to go. You-"

"No," he said. "Look, Trace, |I'msorry | said anything, okay? | think
| think I just want to be alone for a while."

Her eyes were hurt though her nouth worked at a small smile. "Sure. And
ook, 1'Il give-why don't you call me later, okay? |I have to be back
here at six, but call me before, all right?"

"Yes," he said, and snapped his head around to | ook at her. "Yes, |
will. It's just that ..." and he waved his hand in the direction Jeff
and Fl eet had gone.

"It's okay, Vet, don't worry about it. Just don't give ne any of that

crap about ... you know, all right?" Then, her eyes wide with surprise
at herself, she | eaned over and kissed him harder than she thought,
clearly not as long as she wanted. "Call, or 1'll break your legs."
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He grinned as she hurried away, juggling sheet music, books, and case in
her arms. But the nonent she was on the other side of the street and
around the corner, the grin faded by degrees until he felt the pull of
skin as his lips turned down.

What in hell was he thinking of, telling her right out Iike that that he
killed Tar? If she didn't think he was crazy, she was as crazy as he
was; and if she believed him she sure as hell wouldn't believe the part
about the horse.

He brought a fist down on his |eg.

Dam Jeff, anyway! And Fleet! It was his own fault for stopping here. He
shoul d have taken her somewhere el se, maybe the park, where he could
work it all out so it wouldn't sound so stupid, so she wouldn't be
afraid to be with himbecause she was afraid he'd kill her because he
was ... oh shit. Shit. Because this and because that and when the hel
didit all turn so dammed conpli cated?

He struck his | eg again and gathered up his books. There was a nonent,
as he faced the school, when he was tenpted to go inside and talk to his
father. Then Fal cone canme out and took the steps two at a tine. He
nodded as he passed, jacket tails flapping and a briefcase in one hand,
and hal fwal ked hal f-ran over the plaza. Don turned toward hone, taking a
shortcut across the grass, kicking the ground once in a while and only
hal f turning his head when a car raced past.

A book fell. He knelt to retrieve it, but he didn't take his eyes from
the car. It was Fal cone's, and his nother was driving.

She was wearing dark glasses and there was a dark kerchi ef around her
hair, but he knew it was her

A pani cked | ook toward his father's office; there was no one in the w ndow
A stunned | ook back to the street; the car was gone.

Wt hout thinking he hurried around the corner of the building and down
the steep slope to the wall gates. They were
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still open, and he ran through, dropping his books at the edge of the
grass and falling into a rhythm as he began to take a |l ap. Eyes blinking
rapi dly. Muth open. Feet flat. Arns nearly notionless at his side. By
the tine he was into the first turn, he had recovered enough to bring
his knees and arnms up, to correct his breathing, to pace hinself for a
session he knew would last a long tine.

The stands were enpty.

A white ghost of sheet mnusic flapped across the field like a
br oken-w nged bi rd.

A glance at the school, and he saw a face in a window on the third fl oor

"Fuck you, Hedley," he said between clenched teeth. "Fuck you too, and
| eave me al one!"

Adam Hedl ey worked a forefinger across his nustache and turned away from



the wi ndow with a puzzled grunt. He had intended on staying at school
wor ki ng on a few papers so he woul d have nothing to take hone over the
weekend. There was no sense in |leaving since he had to be back by
five-thirty in order to take tickets, and he'd already conned sandw ches
fromthe cafeteria to pass for supper until he could get sonething
better after the gane.

Boyd changed that, however.

Wat ching the kid noving like a drunken zonbie around the track rem nded
himof the tests he had run a second tine at the station's limted
facilities. And the results, which were the sane as he'd gotten the
first time around. The nonment he'd finished, he had hurried to Verona's
of fice, but the man was gone, and Ronson had |l eft town on an extended
weekend. He thought of calling the coroner, but discarded the notion

al nrost i medi ately; he and that prissy little sonofabitch never did get
al ong, and he would be dammed if he was going to hand the man his own
head, especially on a platter he had nade hinself. Instead, he had
decided to wait until he could
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speak alone with the detective, to give himhis findings and, frankly,
pass the buck

Now he wasn't so sure the buck ought to be passed

Now he wondered if there wasn't something in there he could use agai nst
Nor man, especially after the talk about Tarkington Boston's
death-remarkably like Falwick's if half the stories were true

It took himhalf an hour to clean up the lab to his liking, cursing al
the while the students who couldn't read | abels and didn't give a dam
when they could. He | ocked the storeroom the cupboards, and his desk;
he switched off the lights and was startled to realize how dark it had
becone. A check of the wi ndows showed himthe clouds that had noved
nearer since the rally, obscuring the sun and bringing a false dusk to
the roofs of the town.

A gust of wind slapped at the panes, found a crack somewhere and rustled
t he shades.

He | ocked the door and dropped his keys into his jacket pocket, ran his
pal ms back along his fringe of red hair, over his bald scal p, and
started for the staircase, squinting because there seened to be

somet hing wong with the fluorescent lights in the ceiling. Dinmrer; one
of them down there flickering a little. He would have to speak to that
cretin, D Amato, about it. If he wasn't careful, he would trip and break
a |l eg.

A snile flared and vani shed.

That woul dn't be so bad. Then he could sue Boyd and retire on his w nnings.
The second floor was dark

When he energed on the first, he took two steps toward the main office
when a door banged open somewhere ahead of him He paused, listening for

the footsteps of a colleague leaving late, or Nornman Boyd's voice
calling himto join him



Echoes of the door neeting wall, hollow against the tiles, booning
around the deserted corridor
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A look to his left. The back hall was dark, and the one ceiling light
burni ng made the side hall seemas if it were swirling with fog.

A shrug with his eyebrows, and he headed for the main entrance, passed
the office, and wondered at the lack of lights in there. Usually, at

| east the secretaries' area was illumnated all night for the police to
check on when they cruised by. Shoddy, he thought as he took the corner
into the foyer. Shoddy procedure, and not the way |I'd take care of things.

A noi se behind himnade himstop-a shifting of weight nore felt than heard.
He | ooked and didn't |ike what he saw

Opposite the foyer were three sets of double doors |eading into the
auditorium One of the center doors was sw ngi ng shut.

"D Amat 0?" he said |oudly.
No answer.
The door cl osed, hissing.

It certainly wasn't any of his affair, but indecision kept himfrom

|l eaving. Only last year, after a particularly unruly homeconing rally,
he had on a hunch used the upstairs doors and stepped into the bal cony,
and had di scovered two students screwi ng their brainless heads off in
the front row No alarmwas raised; he just sidled into the shadows and
wat ched, excited not by the scene but by the spontaneity of what he
saw nost of his films at home he could replay in his sleep wthout

m ssing a frane.

It was possible, then, that after today's enotional charging, someone
had gotten a simlar idea.

He checked the front-there was no one in the plaza, no car waiting at
the curb.

Then, on his toes and breathing shallowy through his nouth, he hurried
to the door, took the handle, and pulled it slowly to him just enough
to permit himto slip inside.
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Soneone was there.

He coul d barely see across the rows of dark uphol stered seats, and the
stage lit by a single bulb inits center was perfectly bare save for an
ol d battered couch against the rear curtain-draped wall.

But years of keeping his eyes on classes with his back turned had gi ven
him he knew, a certain honing of a sixth sense, and he knew beyond

doubt he wasn't alone in the dark-wall ed cavern

Carefully he slipped on tiptoe down the center aisle, stopping at every



row to check its length on both sides, ears alnpbst pricked to catch the
slightest hint of panting, of clothes rustling, of noans snothered by
ki sses.

By the time he was ten rows down, he was out from under the bal cony's
over hang, and he | ooked to see if perhaps the culprits were up there.

Looked back and saw it standing at the door
"Jesus," he said, and his voice echoed in the enpty auditorium and cane
back to him whispering, alnost |ike a prayer

Gr eeneyes, staring.

There was no curiosity about what it was, where it canme from what it
was doi ng here. He turned and ran down the rest of the aisle, swearing
at the weight he carried when he swerved to the right and slanmed into a
chair, stunbled forward, and had to grab the back of the next one to
keep fromfalling. As he did, he was turned around, and the stallion was
coming toward him One step at a tine.

Greenfire, flaring.

I"mgoing to die, he thought, and he didn't know why.

The fear that sent a warm wetness down his legs didn't keep himfrom
runni ng agai n, not stopping until he came up agai nst the stage apron
with a jarring, wind-stealing collision. He swallowed bile, shook
perspiration fromhis eyes, and lifted a leg to hoist hinself up. He
fail ed once and
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whi npered, tried a second time and made it, rolling onto his back
spread-eagled for a nonent while the stallion kept wal ki ng, out of the dark

"Jesus, Mary, and Joseph."

He | ooked wildly to the wings as he scranbled to his feet, hoping that

D Amato hadn't | ocked the doors |leading to the halls beyond. Squinted at
the bal cony in case the custodian was there, then | ooked at the creature

that had stopped in the aisle's center

Its ears were back, its eyes narrow and watching, and there was no
chance at all it was a joke and he knew it.

It ran.

One noment it was there, a foreleg pawing the aisle's carpet into green
flame, the next its nuscles rippled and launched it into a full gallop

Adam gaped, nonentarily frozen
The stallion filled the air with snoke and fl ane.

For a reason he never knew, Adam | ooked up at the bulb that formed his
own spotlight, and when he | ooked down he was partially blinded.

But not blinded enough not to see the stallion in the air, |eaping
easily fromthe floor to the stage, gliding, glowing, its nouth opened



and teeth bared as its head |lunged for his throat.

Adam scr eaned.

The bul b shattered.

And greenfire in the dark that here and there shone on red.
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Thirteen

Norman was sitting on the porch steps when Don cane hone. The cl ouds
were still ponderously gathering and the yard was al ready nearly dark,
the streetlanps already on and laying dull silver over the grass and
bl ackt op. The porchlight was glowing a faint yell ow as he turned onto
the wal k hesitantly, unsure why his father should be out here like
this-without a coat, his tie off, an enpty glass in his hand.

"Hi," Norman said, and patted the step beside him

"Hi." Don sat, holding his books snugly in his lap. He hoped this wasn't
going to be an attenpt at a father-and-son night. If it was, he m ght
blurt out what he knew, and then he would | earn what his father really
t hought about him

"What did you think of the pep rally?"

"It was okay, | guess."

"Roused the troops' blood, | think."

"l suppose.”

"Gonna smash North's face in tonight, | bet. Brian | ooked |ike he was
ready to kill anything that noved."

Don hadn't noti ced.
"A shame about Tar. Kid could ve been a real star
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sonmeday. Pratt hasn't got a chance; his head's too big. Boston knew his
[imtations. You gotta know that to make it big in the world."

"Tar's dead," Don said flatly.

"Yeah. What a bitch." He shifted, belched, ran his hands over his hair.
"Cheerl eaders have nice | egs, you ever notice that? | mean, when you're
not talking to the animals, you ever notice that cheerl eaders have
interesting |egs, son?"

Don didn't know what to say, and so said not hing.

Nor man t ook out a handkerchi ef and bl ew his nose. "You're probably



wondering what |'m doing out here, right? I'll probably catch pneunoni a
and m ss the gane which, considering the relative inmportance of this
week, is not the proper thing to do."

The snell of bourbon was not quite a stench, his father's hair not quite
untidily rmussed over his forehead.

"Well, I'lIl tell you, son. I'mwaiting for your nother."

Don wi nced, but Nornman didn't see it; he was staring at the | awn and
turning the glass around and around between his fingers. Finally he
lifted his chest as if taking in a sigh

"You renenber that goddammed rude question you asked us a few days ago?
You renmenber that, Donal d?"

He did. Wth a clarity that made himtake the inside of his cheek with
his teeth and bite down, hard.

"Well, | suppose you deserve an answer. After all, you are nmy sole
surviving heir. You are soon to |launch yourself upon the unsuspecting
worl d and start your own goddammed life." He lay a hand on Don's knee
and gripped it, massaged it, pulled the hand away. "You know, your
grandfather used to tell me, when he was busting his hunp down there in
the mlls and getting nothing for it but a kick in the ass, even when he
becarme foreman, he used to say that you ought never to plan for your own
future because that road you're walking is made of shit. Some of it hard
enough to go over, sonme of it soft enough to drop you in up to your ass.
But it's
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still shit. He said you should make a future for your kids, |ike he was
doing for nme. He said it's the only way people are going to renmenber you.

"He was right, you know, so don't |ook so shocked. It's all shit,

Donald, and I'mtelling you that like ny father told me. O course, sone
of it, you learn to live with it, if you know what | nean. And sone of
it can actually do you some good, you know?

"Li ke Fal cone. He's shit. He wants to take his dunbass teachers out on
stri ke and he would have done it first thing Monday norning, but you
know what that stupid ginzo did? Aside frompulling that stunt with your
grades, do you have any idea what that jackass did?"

Don | ooked away, hoping that by swall owi ng hard enough he woul dn't have
to cry. He was begi nning to understand why he thought the bourbon
snel | ed sour.

"Ch," Norman said. "Ch, you saw them"
He nodded.

"Dunbest thing | ever saw. " Nornman | aughed sharply. "He actually ran out

of the school and into his car. H's car, mnd. And there she was, al

dressed up like Greta Garbo, |ike nobody woul d know who the hell she

was. The mystery wonan in Harry Falcone's life, you see what | nean?

Vel |, that was dumb, Donal d. Dunb. Because now he can whistle Dixie

naked on the boul evard and he ain't gonna get one teacher to follow his ass.



"CGood shit for me, bad shit for him'
"Dad, please."

Nor man set the glass on the edge of the step between them Don grabbed
it before it could fall and put it on the porch

"Yes," Norman sai d.

Don

ooked at him

"The answer to your question is yes. | probably knew that the day Sam
di ed and your nother blamed ne because we went canping instead of
farting around at the shore like she
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wanted. At the shore they had hospitals. Canping has trees, and if your
nmot her thinks | don't miss him she's dunber than | think."

Don stood, but Norman froze himw th a sideways | ook

"You don't like to hear me tal k about your nother that way, and to tel

you the truth, | don't like to hear me say it. She's a hell of a woman,
Don, a hell of a wonan. So when she gets back from wherever the hell she
went with that slick, greasy idiot, 1'mgoing to put it to her-nmake a
choi ce, Joyce. You either got to stick with your famly, or stick with
him" He shook his head slowy and sucked at his teeth. "I think it was
my news that nade her do it though. | got to give her that. Up until now
she was keeping it all quiet and careful. My fault, | guess.”

"What news?" Don whi sper ed.

"I"'mgoing to quit at the end of the year."

"What ?"

"Don't shout, boy. |I'myour father."

"Quit? You nmean ... quit school ? Your job?"

You' re drunk, he thought; you're drunk, you're drunk

"Dam right. Told her this afternoon. Fal cone, the board, they can take
the school and every kid inside and shove it where the sun don't shine,
you' d better believe I'mquitting."

"But why?"

"My father told me that the only way you can nmake it in this world,
wal ki ng on shit the whole time, is by naking nmoney. And he was right.
You can't live |ike a human being unl ess you have noney. Lots of noney.
| sure as hell ain't gonna nake it as a principal, nowaml? No way in

hel | ."

Don tried to find a way to breathe and | eaned hard against the railing.
"What are you going to do then?"

"Ah, you haven't been listening to your nother, son. You haven't been
wat chi ng the way Garziana's been treating ne lately."



"Garzi ana? Mayor Garziana?" Punch drunk; somehow he
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was punch drunk; he had to be, or else he wouldn't feel like |aughing.
Nor man nodded, | ooking at his hands as if expecting the glass to stil

be there. "I'mgoing to run next fall, Don. Your nother thought | was

ki dding when | told her the first time. But |'ve been thinking about it,
t hi nking hard, and |'ve been taking a | ook around to see what Garzi ana
has for hinself. He has it good, son. He has it damed good for a little
shittown like this."

Don took hold of the railing and pulled hinself to the porch

"She thinks I'mcrazy. She made a good point though- that the real noney

won't start coming until 1've been in office a few years. Means a little
sacrifice here and there; the job itself doesn't pay shit, but it'll be
worth it in the long run, no question about it. | got it straight from

the horse's nouth.”

"School ," Don said hoarsely. "Wat about ..."
"You got any prospects for schol arshi ps?"
"Ch, no, please, Dad. No, please.™

"Y' know, | think ... | wouldn't be surprised if she thought | cl obbered
that poor kid last night for what he did to ny car."

Don | ooked wildly to the front door, |ooked back and saw his father
wat ching him "You were in ny room " he accused, not caring how drunk
Nor man was.

"Dam right | was. | got nosey. It's ny goddammed house and | wanted a
closer look at all your little buddies in there, try to figure out where
the hell your head is at. | got to admit | still don't know, but | do
know you're not very smart, Don. You shouldn't have left those keys on
your desk." He turned slightly and | eaned an el bow on the top step. "I'm
not stupid, Donald. Don't you ever think I'mstupid. | don't know what
you were thinking of when you didn't tell me about Tar, but | know you

t hought | was going to kill that
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little sonofabitch. Wiy did you do it? Wre you going to do it yoursel f?"

Don turned away fromthe | aughter that began as a chuckl e and ended in
choki ng. He opened the door, dizzy and wanting to run for the bathroom

"Were you?" Norman persisted. "Jesus, | hope you aren't starting to
believe all that crap about being a hero. You know as well as | do you
didn't do it."

He gasped, but didn't |ook back

"Nope," Norman said. "That wasn't you. That was a crazy kid, not ny kid.
Fi ve seconds of crazy doesn't nake you a hero."



Don wanted to faint, to get away into the dark

"You go on in," Norman said kindly, thinking the pause was a wait for

him "lI'mgoing to sit here and sober up a bit. Can't go to the big gane
like this, right? It'd make a bad inpression. Folks don't like their
mayors drunk in public. Besides, maybe your nother will come horme. Maybe

not. Personally |I hope she-"

"Shut up!" Don yelled. He whirled around, his books scattering in the
foyer, ripples of faint red at the corners of his vision. "You shut up!"

"No, you grow up!" Norman yelled back. "It's about tinme you grew up
boy, and stopped thinking that your daydreans are going to nake things
better around here." A finger pointed spearlike at his chest. "I'Il tell

you sonething, son-if you don't break out into the real world real soon
you're going to be in serious trouble. Al that crap about taking care
of those poor helpless animals, all that wailing like a two-year-old

j ust because your nother cleaned sonme baby toys out of your roomyou
better grow up, Donald. You better open your eyes and |learn a few things
about what it's really like, out here in the real world."

Don sl ammed the door. He kicked aside a book that nearly tripped himand
pl unged up the steps, slipping twice, falling
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onto the | anding and yanked hinself up into the hall. He | eaned agai nst
the wall and stared down it at his parents' room at his room | ooked
over his shoulder at Sami s room and he sobbed.

"Don?" Norman called fromthe bottom of the steps.
"Leave ne alone!" he shouted. "Just |eave ne al one!"

"I just wanted you to know there's sandwi ches on the counter in case you
want to eat before you |l eave for the gane."

"Jesus Christ," he screanmed, "will you | eave ne al one!™
He fell into his bedroom and picked up the desk chair, held it over his
shoul der while the tears drenched his cheeks, threw it against the wall

while his knees grew rigid.
"Leave ne alone!" he said |oudly.
An arm swept books and pencils off the desk

"Leave ne al one," he whi spered.

He grabbed a stuffed hawk froma shelf and tried to wing off its head,
then hurled it at the wi ndow and wi nced when the pane cracked and the
bird bounced back to rock slowy in the mddle of the floor

"Leave ne alone. Just ... leave ne alone."

Footsteps in the hall that neither faltered nor paused. The shower
drummed. The toilet flushed. Sonething nade of glass shattered on the

bat hroom f | oor.

Ten mnutes later the front door slammed, and Don junped up fromthe bed



and ran into his parents' room pulled aside the drapes, and | ooked down
at the street. Norman, in slacks, sweater, and sport jacket, was turning
onto the sidewal k. He didn't | ook back, didn't |ook up, and stopped with
hands out when Chris backed the red convertible out of her garage. They
exchanged words. Nornman shook his head politely. Another exchange with
Chris flashing her best smile. When he shrugged, she waved briskly at
hi m and grabbed her ponmpons fromthe front seat, dropped themin back
and | eaned

278

over to open the passenger door. Another wave, and Norman shrugged,
wal ked around the back of the car, and slid into the passenger seat.
When they drove off toward the stadium Chris had both hands on the
wheel and his father was staring off to his right.

Don backed away fromthe sill and returned to his own room picked up
the hawk and laid himgently on the bed.

"I"'msorry," he said.

Downstairs it was dark. After switching on the living roomlanps and the
smal |l chandelier in the foyer, he saw the note tacked to the inside of
the front door.

Don, don't forget to eat sonething before you | eave. And | drank too
much. Stupid and drunk. Sorry if | hurt you. Don't forget your key.

He reached out to touch the piece of paper, pulled his hand back, then
grabbed the note and tore it in half, in half again and tossed the
pi eces on the floor.

"Sorry doesn't cut it, Father," he said as he wal ked into the living
room and stared at Norman's chair.

A string of cars drove past the house, horns sounding, music |oud and
tunel ess.

He | ooked to the ceiling. "Wiy?" he asked, his throat raw and burni ng.
"What did | do wong?"

In the kitchen he poured hinself a |arge glass of mlk and took the
sandwi ches one of them had made. After standing at the table making sure
he hadn't forgotten anything, he sat, and he ate, and he stared at his
transparent reflection in the back door, half expecting to see his

not her wal k t hrough and shake out her hair, give hima snmle and her
cheek to kiss, then walk to the sink and fill it with hot water, dunmp in
t he di shes, and stand back to inspect it as if what she'd done was a
work of fine art.

When he was finished, he rinsed out his glass, cleaned his plate, and
turned off the light. At the table in the downstairs
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hal | he stopped and watched his fingers curl around the handset. He
di al ed Tracey's nunber and held his breath.

She answered, and he sagged to the floor, unable to speak until she |et
| oose with a harsh string of Spanish that startled himinto saying "Wat?"



"Don, is that you? Hey, | thought it was an obscene phone call."

"Yeah, it's nme. God, what did all that nean?"

She giggled. "You don't want to know, but it sounded good, didn't it?"
"Scared the hell out of ne."

"It was supposed to. One of ny father's bright ideas." Her nother yelled
shrilly at her sister, and her father yelled at themall. "Wat's up?
Oh, lord, something el se happened?”

He nodded, then said, "Yes."

"I ought to be a priest, you know. "

" Huh?"

"A priest. The | ast few days everybody's been finding a place on ny
shoulder. I'mgetting pretty good at it. | should get paid, what do you
t hi nk?"

He stared at the nout hpiece.

"Don," she said solemly, "that was a joke."

"Ch. I"'msorry."

"Don't worry. Hey, look, I"mgoing to be late. And if I'mlate, 1"l
have to turn in ny flute and they'll strip ny epaulets off." She paused.
"That was a joke too."

"Yeah. | know. "

Her father shouted sonething in Spanish, and her sister shouted back; a
second | ater he heard the unni stakabl e sounds of a slap and sonmeone cryi ng.

" Don- "
"l heard."

She whi spered, "lI'msorry. It really was a joke. See you later?"
Bef ore he coul d answer she hung up, and he twi sted the
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cord around both palns and pulled it taut. Now, he thought; | need you
now, Tracey, goddammit.

He sat on the couch and tried to guess the tinme, every few m nutes going
into the kitchen to check his accuracy with the cl ock. He was w ong.
Every tine. And every tine he left the room he knew his nother woul dn't
be back before he left. If he left. He wasn't sure he would go. Al

t hose people, all those faces, all that noise keeping himfromthinking.

He went upstairs and into Samis room

H s nmother's sewi ng machi ne was on the floor next to Sam s single bed



with the Wnnie-the-Pooh sheets; in the far corner she had put a small
tabl e where her art supplies were piled when she wasn't using theny the
wal | paper was dusty, colums of cowboys and | ndians and cactus and

st agecoaches. The shade was down. There was no pillow on the mattress.

He | ooked around and tried to renenber what his brother |ooked |ike,
what his brother had said and done to make his npther renmenber him so
clearly.

"Sam " he said, "you're a bastard, you know that? You' re a goddammed
bastard. "

Tracey hurried down the hill toward the stadium s street entrance,
feeling like a jerk in her uniformwhen all the kids she passed were
dressed for a good tinme, a warmtine, and woul dn't have to go home to
change once the gane was over. Besides, she didn't care about the gane,
or the nusic, or how she | ooked on the field-she was worri ed about
Donal d, about what was happening to him and why, when she spoke with
himearlier, the sound of his voice hadn't caused her to trenble the way
it used to.

Then someone called her name, and she turned just in tine to see Jeff
rushing after her. She sniled, and waited, and |aughed when his cleats
ski dded on the paverment and he tunbled onto the grass.
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"Ni ce," she said, walking over to help himup. "That's the secret play,
huh?"

He stared at her norosely, sighed loudly, and reached down to retrieve
his helmet. "I tried to call,"” he said as they wal ked toward the
entrance, "but the line was busy."

"I was talking to Don."

He sai d not hing.

She | ooked at him and | ooked away, and felt a constriction in her chest
that had nothing to do with the rapidly cooling air.

Inside the short tunnel his cleats were |oud, and echoi ng.

"Trace?"

They stopped on the track. There were already people in the stands, and
the band was off to the left, listening to last minute instructions from
their |l eader. On the far side she could see nenbers of the teamslowy
filtering into the | ow concrete cl ubhouse.

"There's sonmething the matter with him" she said quietly.

He took her hand and squeezed it, and didn't let go.

"I don't know." A trunpet blared, and the bandmaster shouted an order
She | ooked over, then |ooked quickly at Jeff. "He scares ne," she
admitted, to himand to herself. "I don't know what's the matter with

him and he scares ne."

And the | ook then on his face al nbst nmade her kiss him concern, and



anger, and frustration nerged and dark

"Look," he said at last, "why don't we neet |ater, okay? After the gane?
["lI'l walk you home or sonething, and we can-"

"I can't," she said. "I'mgoing to see Don." "Ch."

"He needs to talk, and | guess I'm" "But you're afraid of him Trace.
You just said you were afraid of him"

"I know. But he's a friend, too, you know?"
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Then she squeezed his hand and rel eased it, waved hi mon and wat ched hi m
break into a trot around the track toward the cl ubhouse. Poor Jeff, she
t hought, and frowned at the way the words suddenly confused her. It was
Don she was supposed to feel sorry for, not Jeff; it was Don she had

ki ssed the other day. But it was Jeff she wanted to kiss now, or hold
onto, or just stand beside and listen to his nmocking deflation of the
gane his father had forced himinto.

Jeff. Don.

And she wondered if maybe she shouldn't see Don after all. At |east not
al one.

She hadn't been |ying-he scared her
The tel ephone rang.

He took his tinme getting down the stairs, thinking that if he hurried,
it might be his nother and he woul dn't know what to say to her except
cone hone, please come hone.

It was Sergeant Verona

Don hung up w thout answering a single question and took his jacket from
the cl oset.

He couldn't stay now If he did, the cops would be around, asking him
about Tar, asking himabout the Howl er, not letting go when they knew it
was all over. Staring at himlike Hedl ey, seeing into his soul and
knowi ng what he was |ike, and what he had becone since the nugget

expl oded. They wouldn't give a damm that his parents were splitting up
and he was going to be al one.

He stood on the porch and | ocked the door; he left the light on in case
hi s nother needed it.

At the end of the drive he | ooked toward the park, thinking maybe he
should go there first and cal m hinsel f down before he showed up at the
school. His hands were jittery, and he couldn't breathe w thout panting,
and no matter how many tinmes he wiped his face, it was still masked in
perspiration.

Maybe his friend woul d cone and |l et himtouch him again.
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A car stopped, and a worman he didn't know | eaned out her wi ndow. "Are
you Donal d Boyd?" She giggled and turned to soneone sitting beside her
"I sound like a jerk, don't I? God, |I sound like a real jerk." Back to
Don. "So. Are you that boy |I saw on television, the one that killed the
killer?"

He nodded dunbly.

"Thought so," she said with a sharp nod. "Told you it was him" she said
to her conpanion. "The mnute | saw himl| knew it was him"

She drove away with an I-tol d-you-so, nearly sides w ping another car
that was trying to get around her. Horns blared angrily, curses were
passed, and someone fromthe second car yelled at Don to hurry or he'd
nm ssed the openi ng kickoff, or was he too big to care? Leave ne al one,
he told themwith a glare he knew they couldn't see, |eave ne the hel
al one.

He stopped in front of Chris's house and traced with his eyes the way
she had picked up his father, followed with his mnd the way they had
driven off, sitting so far apart they m ght have been strangers. Hi s
pal mitched where it had been pressed agai nst her breast, and he rubbed
it hard against his jacket until it started to burn

Delfield s dog started barking.
Shut up, he thought.

In his chest there was a tension that constricted his lungs; in his
spine there was a rod that refused to let himbend; in his arnms there
were cranps that kept his fists closed.

A police siren wailed; |eave me alone; a gang of teenagers raced by on
School Street, jeering at passing cars and shrieking at pedestrians on
the other side of the road; soneone exploded a string of firecrackers;
| eave me alone; tires squeal ed; |eave nme; Tar's body spraw ed in the
m ddl e of the street, nore blood than flesh, the blood running to the
gutter.

Hi s head ached.
A trio of school buses sped past, turning himin their wake
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as North supporters taunted himfrom open wi ndows, blow ng air horns and
bugl es, a beer can rolled into the gutter

Jesus, |eave

Fromthe | ast bus someone tossed a beer can that |anded on his shoes,
spilling half its contents over the bottons of his slacks. "Christ!" he
bel | owed. "Christ, |eave me al one!"

Five steps later he heard all the screans pouring over the stadiumwalls
and he started to run, saying "I didn't nmean it, | didn't nean it" unti

he reached the entrance gate and the screans grew even | ouder
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Fourt een

Don al nost | eapt over the turnstile in his panic to get in and see what
he had done, what the stallion was doing to the spectators and the team
But there was a cop, and he was staring glumfaced at the |ateconers,
and Don funbled for the ticket in his shirt, handed it to a red-faced
worman in the cubbyhol e that passed for a ticket booth at the ganmes, and
pushed the nmetal armuntil it clicked.

And he was in-watching the stands filled with faces, with open nouths,
with hands in the air waving and voi ces shrieking on both sides of the
field, the lights glaring and turning the grass a rich green, giving a
luster to the uniforms that chased each other down the gridiron after
t he openi ng ki ckoff.

That's what it was, he thought in relief, and sagged agai nst the brick
wall; that's all it was, | didn't do a thing.

He slunped to the ground and sat there for ten mnutes, seeing little
nore than | egs hustling by, hearing nothing but the continuous screamn ng
that nmerged into a roar that didn't stop, didn't end, nmade hi mgroan and
cover his ears and wonder why so many were getting so excited by a | ousy
hi gh school football game. Didn't they know Tar was dead? Didn't
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t hey know that the guy running patterns with Brian was a | ousy
substitute, not the real thing?

He breathed deeply and fast until his head cleared and his hands stopped
shaki ng.

Sure they knew. But this wasn't murder. This was a tragic accident and
no cl asses woul d be cancel ed and no concert woul d be dedicated to Tar
Boston's nenory.

When the ground becane too danmp to sit on, he groaned to his feet and
made his way toward the stands. Amazingly they were filled, and as he
followed the iron railing, he couldn't see a single space |arge enough
for himto squeeze into, save for the open section where the band was
filing in now after playing the national anthem He tried to catch
Tracey's eye when he saw her, but she was chatting with her nei ghbors
and trying to keep the wind fromtaking off her beret.

A strong wind that snapped at the pennants flying fromthe goal posts,
that took nore than a few hats and sailed themover the far wall to the
houses behind. There were no stars when he | ooked up, only a solid
shifting black, and he realized that nost of the people there had
brought unbrellas and ponchos and bl ankets for cover when the rains
finally came and turned the game into a mud show.

He circled the field slowy, avoiding | oud roving gangs of youngsters
who were showing off for their girls, seeing Jeff on the bench and
giving hima victory fist, not seeing his father but seeing Chris on the
field, cheering and dancing through a dozen routines.

When he reached the main gate again, it was well into the second
quarter. There was no score, and the fans on both sides were getting a
l[ittle restless.



Jostled, sworn at, he stood in the mddle of the track and watched the
gane from behind the snow fence that foll owed the edge of the field from
one end of the goal line to the other. There were cops there, and a few
phot ographers, and a bunch of little kids trying to see through the red
sl ats.
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North's quarterback funbled. His owmn team s center funbled it right back

The el ectronic Scoreboard at the far end counted the tine in anber
lights and kept the scores at zero.

He noved to the fragile fence and crossed his arnms over the top. One
mnute to go before the first half was over. The scream ng was subdued,
the cheering hal f-hearted. Nobody |iked a good defensive battle when
they had to sit in the cold and wait for the rain.

Suddenly he was watching Brian racing toward him | ooki ng back
following the spiraled flight of an inpossibly high pass as it arced
over the tops of the secondary and seenmed to hesitate before settling
perfectly into his arnmns.

The screans began again, but Don only watched Brian, watched the way he
dodged a potential tackle and stiff-armed another and trotted across the
goal line five yards ahead of the nearest Rebel pursuit.

The stands erupted, the band bl ared discordantly, and Brian was grinning
when he canme up agai nst the fence and saw hi m

"Hey, quacker, you wanna see it again?" he said, and was inmediately
swar med under by the rest of the team practically carried away to the
bench, where the coach shook his hand.

Don was pushed asi de by the photographers, by the little kids, and was
warned by a cop to find a seat and sit down before he was told to | eave.
He al nost argued as he felt the tension rise again, felt a sheen of
warnth begin to spread over his cheeks. But he swallowed it down and
turned away, a part of himthinking, they don't know who | am anynore, a
part of himrealizing that | eave me alone was not a plea now, it was a
threat.

That for all his aching, that might be the only Rule there was.
He found a place, a narrow place, at the end of the first
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row at the near end of the stands. He couldn't see nuch, not during half
ti me when the honme team band went out to strut its stuff, and not when
the Braves' defense scored the second touchdown with a run fromthe
second hal f kickoff. He didn't much care. If he went home, he m ght see
his mother; but if he stayed, he'd be able to talk to Tracey after the
gane. Maybe she'd be able to tell himwhat to do next.

By the mddle of the third quarter he was unable to contain his

restl essness. He junped down to the track and started wal ki ng agai n,
passed by the band and this time saw Tracey. She grinned and waved; he
pointed to the Scoreboard clock, to his watchless wist, and then to his
chest. She frowned puzzlement, then brightened and nodded quickly. H's



smle was only a small part of his relief, and it clung there when his
gaze drifted to the spectators behind and caught his father sitting with
the mayor and the mayor's w fe. Joyce was beside Ms. Garziana, the
kerchief still around her hair, the dark gl asses gone.

Don | ooked to Norman, back to his nother, who saw hi m and waved-a weak
and apol ogetic wave in front of a smile so forced he thought her face
woul d shatter with the effort. A polite snmle. A public snile, not for
hi m but for those around her

He waved back and noved on, for the first time realizing that sooner or

| ater he was going to have to make a choice- stay with his father, stay
with his mother, either way | osing out on a dreamto help heal his friends.
The crowd roared to its feet.

Ignoring the field, he | ooked up to the Scoreboard and saw anot her

t ouchdown recorded and Brian's nunber flash. Before he reached the far

end zone it happened again; and as he passed in front of the Rebels'

wooden bl eachers he felt the antagoni sm and defeat, the grow ng

rowdi ness that comes with losing frustration
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He wal ked around a second tinme and the Rebels nade their first score.

The third time, he stopped in front of the band, bracing hinsel f against

t he peopl e who were crowdi ng around the Braves' bench, spilling onto the
track, paying no attention to the police and security guards who were
trying to keep a senblance of order and still watch the gane.

He stared at Tracey, and felt his father staring back, in periphera

vi sion saw his nother |aughing at something the mayor's wife said. H's
eyes narrowed, but she seened not to understand that this wasn't a tine
for laughing, for football; it was a time for her son who wasn't named Sam

He stayed there until, dinmy, he heard the final gun and had to press
against the low wall as the fans spilled over the railing and onto the
field. H's shoul der was punched, his back was sl apped, and he did his
best to keep fromgoing down, to smle as if he were delirious at the
victory they'd won, until he saw Tracey and she was pointing to the
near est steps.

"CGod," she said breathlessly when he finally reached her and she fell
against him "You'd think it was the stupid Super Bowl, for crying out
 oud. "

Her uniformwas rough to the touch, but his armslipped naturally around
her waist, the rest of himturning to forma shield while she put her

i nstrument away and shoved her music into whatever pockets she could reach
"You see your fol ks?"

He nodded stiffly.

"You have to wait or anything?"

"Do you?"

"Nope. "



Wth a "let's go, then" he held her close to his hip and noved toward
the gates. It would take a while; there were kids running inpronptu
races, football players trying to get away so they could change and
return to join the cel ebration
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and a handful of band menmbers playing nusic their teacher never let them
try in practice.

"Don," Tracey said then, "what's wong?"

Joyce appl auded and cheered when the final gun sounded, and didn't hear
a word Jean Garziana said to her as they headed up the steps toward the
exit. Donald was gone, lost in the swirling bodies that spilled over the
field, and she hated herself for feeling relieved. Norm was behind her
and when she | ooked back, he gave the lifeless stare he reserved for
peopl e he did not know. Jean touched her arm and she smiled
automatically, gestured toward her ears and then at the mlling crowd.
The wonman nodded, and they concentrated on | eaving the stadi um and
headi ng up for School Street. At the corner it wasn't quiet, but it was
consi derably | ess nobbed.

"We're going for a drink," the woman said then. "Wuld you like to join
us?" When Joyce bal ked, she opened her raincoat to expose a nurse's
uniform "It won't be for long, | promse. | have to go on shift at

m dni ght . "

"But 1'm not dressed," Joyce protested, |ooking down at her thin blouse,
her winkled slacks, the ballet slippers. "lI'd feel enbarrassed.” A
nervous | augh-you know how it is.

Ant hony Garzi ana cane up then with Norman in tow. Wen Jean expl ai ned

t he ensenbl e situation, he |aughed heartily and sl apped Norman's arm
"No problem I|adies, no problem" he said. "Joyce, you go on and change.
| want you to have a good time tonight. Norm you go with her, bring her
back, and we'll have a few drinks, we'll talk, what do you say?"

He left no time for an answer. Taking his wife's arm he turned to the
curb just as a linmousine pulled up. "The Starlite, okay?" The door
opened, and he was gone.

Joyce yanked the kerchief fromher head as the |inousine pulled away.
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"I"'mglad you showed," Norman sai d.

"I"'mnot that stupid," she told himwearily.

"Funny, | said alnmost the same thing to Don earlier."

"What ?" She grabbed his arm renenbered the people still pressing hone,
and forced her lips into a nmeaningless smle. "Wat the hell do you nmean?"

"Don and | had a talk," he said flatly, refusing to | ook anywhere near her

"What did you say?"



"That you and | had to have a talk before the night is over." He did
| ook, then, and she would not | ook away. "W do, Joyce. You know we do,
after that stunt you pulled today."

Wy
"Don saw you."

Sonet hi ng hard and cold settled in her chest. "Ch, shit."
"Yeah. "

Blindly she stared at the faces noving rapidly past her, at the cars
driving away. "Do we have to go?"

"Yes, we have to."
"Then |' m goi ng hone to change."

H s fingers curled around her wai st, the pads pressing deeply until she
tried to pull away. "You'll be there, right?"

"Aren't you wal ki ng me honme?"

"No," he said. "No. If I do, we'll never catch the mayor."
"I see.”

"Do you?"

"Clearly, Norman. More clearly than you give ne credit for."

She twisted her wist free and wal ked away, feeling the coarse pavenent
beneat h the slippers, gasping once when a group of boys raced by and one
stepped on her toes. Tears rose and vani shed as she willed the pain
away, willed away the linp after only three strides.
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Don knows. He knows, and what was she going to do now?

It's stupid, she thought as she waited on the curb and sought a break in
the traffic; I'mstupid. Ch, god, what the hell am|l going to do now?

She ran across the street and huddled in the shadows, berating herself
for reacting to Norman's announcenent the way she had. She shoul d have
waited until he'd come home and then talked with himcalmy; and if not
calmy, at least with a certain logic that would show hi m how foolish he
was being. But he kept quoting his goddamm father at her, digging in his
heel s the nonment he sensed her resistance to his running for office-and
in her panic at |osing what security they had, she'd called Harold. And
Harol d had responded the way she'd known he woul d-not with sage advice
or calmng talk, but by kissing her cheek the mnute she'd left the
school behind, holding her free hand and kissing the fingers until she'd
pulled into his driveway on the other side of town. And once in the
apartment, when she tried to explain, he had taken her in his arnms and
pul | ed her bl ouse from her jeans.

The nmonent his hand spread across her naked back she was lost, it was
all lost ... and Jesus, Don had seen



When she unl ocked the front door, her teeth were chattering as nmuch from
the cold as fromtension, and fromthe fear that she wouldn't be able to
explain to Norman that her foolishness- no, she corrected harshly as she
sl amed the door behind her. Not foolishness. Idiocy. Wakness. But not

f ool i shness.

She rushed upstairs and stripped off her clothes, was reaching into the
cl oset for something nore appropriate for having drinks with the mayor
and his wi fe, when she heard soneone knocking on the front door. Don
forgot his key was the first thing that canme to m nd, and she snatched
up her bathrobe and struggled into it on the way back down. And she
woul d have to tell himsonmething. He was so frail that anything near
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the truth would have to be tenpered. Your father and | are having
probl ems-vague, unsatisfying, and sonething the boy already knew.

She opened the door and i mediately clutched the robe's lapels to her
throat. "Harry, for god's sake! What the hell do you want?"

Nor man wat ched his wife rush off toward honme, then turned, stopped, and
found hinmsel f al one. He al nost | aughed-all that posturing, all the snide
joy of letting her know about Don, and it was wasted. His dramatic exit
spoi | ed because he had no way to get to the Starlite unless he wal ked
the ten or twelve bl ocks.

"Ni ce going, jerk," he nuttered, shoved his hands into his pockets, and
started to follow her, grinning at the horns that blared out the
victory, waving once in a while when soneone called his name, staring at
the few faces he passed and wondering what in hell there was about a

| ousy high school football gane that nade people think all was right
with the world.

He paused to light a cigarette, bending away fromthe danmp w nd that
prom sed rain later on. The snoke was warm and he enjoyed it for a

m nute, then scow ed and tossed the butt into the gutter. He licked his
lips; he swall owed. He was working hinself into a bad, self-pitying
nmood, and that was hardly the way he had to be when he faced Garzi ana.

He straightened his back, let his arms swing, and whistled a silent
march as he nmoved on, thinking to call a cab when he got hone and have
both of themarrive at the lounge in a flourish. A good entrance, first
i mpressions, the mayor woul d be pl eased.

Thi nk about the game, he ordered; think about all that good feeling, al
that cheering, the rush when Pratt caught that first pass, the lucky
sonof abi t ch.

H s stride | engthened, the whistle becane audi bl e, and when
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he had to stop at the Snowden driveway to let Chris pull in, he even
sal uted her and gave her a grin.

And wai t ed.

To watch as she slid out, long legs white in the streetlight, braids



slipping and sliding over her chest as she turned toward hi mand
gri nned, grabbed her ponpons fromthe backseat and rounded the back of
the car.

"Hi!'" she said, cheeks flushed, eyes bright.

"H vyourself."

"Conna cel ebrate?"

"Damm right."

"Me too. See ya."

She ran up the wal k, up the steps, and he didn't stop watching, knew
what he was doing and didn't give a damm. Ri ght now Joyce was fussing
wi th her hair, her nakeup, and beating herself to death over what Don
had seen. It wouldn't hurt to wait a few minutes, to |let her cal mdown.
"M . Boyd?"

He | ooked. She was standing at the open doorway.

"M, Boyd, ny father-" And she gestured inside.

What the hell, he decided; a celebratory drink with a rich surgeon
woul dn't hurt. Maybe a check for the campaign kitty if he played his
cards right.

He nade a show of deliberation before nodding and follow ng her into the
house.

Where the door closed silently, where the lights were all out.

"Hey, Chris," he said, suddenly nervous.

"I was going to say," she said softly, "that he was out of town, but
wouldn't mind if | offered you sonething to celebrate the great gane.
Mot her woul dn't either. She's in Florida for a vacation."”

They were shadows and hal f-1ight, and he reached for the doorknob

| ooked stupidly at her fingers when they caught his wist and held it.
For a second. For two. One by one
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lifting to release him the rustle of the ponpons as they dropped to the
fl oor.

"Chris," he warned, but didn't reach again.

Dumb, Boyd. Dunb, you stupid asshol e.

"I have to change," she said, and wal ked slowy up the stairs he hadn't
noticed on his left. She didn't | ook back, her hips and | egs pulling him
as if they were beckoning.

He considered only for a nmonent what he was doi ng, what he was getting

hi nsel f into, then decided with a sharp nod that being a saint hadn't
kept himhis wife, hadn't kept himhis son, and wasn't it about time he



t ook what he wanted, had what he deserved.

So he followed, on his toes, and wal ked into a dark bedroom where he saw
her on the mattress. In dinmight, naked, her hands slipping across her
breasts, across her stomach, spreading to either side and kneadi ng the
sheet .

He stood at the foot of the bed. He unbuttoned his shirt.
He al nost stopped when he saw her smile and thought it was a sneer
"Cel ebrate,"” she said.

He nodded, undressed, and craw ed over her |egs, held hinmself above her
and | ooked into her eyes. In the dark they were dark, show ng nothing at
all; and the smile was still there, the upper lip curled.

"I know what you're doing," he said in a whisper

She nodded and shifted to bring his gaze to her breasts.
"It won't work."
"Sure," she said, and grabbed for his shoul ders.

He resisted just | ong enough to show her he nmeant it, to show her who
was boss, then | owered hinself while she guided him and heard hinself
gasp. Felt himself thrust. Looked up at her face and saw her staring at
the ceiling.

Fal cone pushed in and cl osed the door, took Joyce by the shoul ders and
practically dragged her into the dark |iving
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room "He found out, didn't he? The sonofabitch knows what's goi ng on
doesn't he?"

O course he does

"Jesus Christ!" he said, dropping his hands and turning to the bay
wi ndow. "Joyce, what the hell were you thinking of ?"

"Me? Al | wanted was soneone to talk to. You were the one who coul dn't
keep his hands to hinself."

"I didn't notice you scream ng rape," he said quietly.
Streetlight reached weakly into the room building shadows out of
furniture, adding pits and slopes to his profile.

"But you know what you do to ne," she answered. "You know, and you
shoul dn't have."

"Ah, Christ, don't give me that, okay? That's soap opera stuff. You're a
grown woman and-"

She saw his eyelids drop into a squint and she | eaned around Norman's
chair to l ook out onto the lawn. No one could see in without a | anp on
but he m ght have seen Donald coming up the wal k; or worse, it could be



Nor man.
"What ?" she whi spered

He pointed. "You got me crazy, Joyce. | could have sworn | saw sone kind
of animal out there."

She | aughed. It was going to be all right. Harry was naking jokes now
it was going to be all right.

"Look, Harry, this isn't going to work. 1've got to get back to Norman,
so why don't you-"

"Damm, there it is again."

Wth a sm|e she shook her head and noved to his side, |ooked out the
wi ndow and saw it in the yard.

Under the trees the slope of its back nearly reaching the | ower
branches. Around it a drifting fog, snaking through the grass and
dropping fromthe | eaves, blurring its outline but not the green gl ow of
its eyes.

"It's a gag," Harry said. "Plaster or sonething. A
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costume. Is this one of your kid' s things?" His voice hardened. "Is that

kid out there playing ganes with us, Joyce?"

"His nane is Donald," she said quietly, and gasped when its head rose
and it | ooked straight at her

"Jesus," Harry whi spered, his head shaking slightly.

A foreleg pawed the grass, and enerald flame curled into the air,
strands of green webbing that poked through the fog and reached for the
house.

"I haven't been drinking," Falcone said aloud to hinself. "I swear to
god | haven't been drinking. Wat the hell is it, Joyce?"

But she was staring up at the ceiling, toward the back where she knew
Don's roomto be, remenbering the poster and the horse that had been there.

"It's a gag,"” Harry insisted, "and | don't think it's funny."

She | ooked out the window, and could see the stallion'"s nuscles bunch at
t he shoul ders, shift at its haunches, and she barely had time to scream
before it |l eapt fromthe grass and cane through the bay w ndow.

She dove to one side, her |eg cracking against the arnrest of Norman's
chair, a snowstorm of glass wi nking over her to the back where it
bounced fromthe wall and fell to the carpet, tinkling like bells in the
dead cold of winter. She tw sted around as she fell and saw the stallion
fill the room saw Fal cone backpedal to the hearth, where he snatched up
t he poker and brandi shed it over his head.

The horse | ooked around and saw her pushing herself into the foyer. It
snorted, and the roomfilled with fog; it |ashed out with a rear hoof



and Norman's chair was dashed into the corner, collapsing upon itself as
it withed in greenfire; it turned back to Fal cone and he swung the
poker at its head, mssed, and was drawn of fbal ance a step off the hearth.

A wedge of glass dropped fromthe ceiling where it had been stuck like a
kni fe bl ade.

Joyce drew herself to her feet and sagged agai nst the newel
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post as the stallion lifted its head, |lowered it, and grabbed Harry's
jacket with its bright long teeth. He screanmed and tried to hit the
beast again, but the horse shook himragdoll side to side; the snoke-fog
t hi ckened, greenfire flared, and as Joyce shrieked and took the stairs,
she heard the distinct sound of bones snappi ng, a spine breaking,
Harry's body rel eased and sl ammed agai nst the wall

"Don," she whispered as she ran to the | anding. "Don, save mne, please
save ne."

When she turned to run into the hall, the stallion was in the foyer,
green eyes watching, the fog drifting up ahead of it and sweepi ng around
her ankles, filling her with a chill that nmade her bones ache, that made

her eyes w den, that slowed her when she ran to hide in her room
On the stairs then-hooves agai nst wood, echoing, hollow

The pool in the oval was cal mdespite the wind, though every few m nutes
a gust woul d escape fromthe branches and send ripples across it,
bobbi ng the dead | eaves and sending sonme to the bottom Fromthe

boul evard they could hear the continuing victory parade, but they felt
no need to join it. Instead, they huddl ed together on a danp redwood
bench and watched the bl ack water.

"Divorce," Tracey said with a sympathetic shake of her head. She had
changed into a shirt and jeans and was wearing a |light sweater under her
school jacket. "God, | don't know what to say."

Don sniffed several tines to keep back the tears, determned not to |et
Tracey see himcry. "They hate ne, you know "

"Don't be silly. They do not."

"Well, they don't care, then. Al they care about is thenselves. Jesus,
do you know ... | can't believe it, but do you know that |ast week Mom
cal l ed ne Sanf"
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Tracey pried one of his hands | oose from between his knees and held it,
rubbed it to drive away the cold. "And |I'mcrazy, Tracey."

"Dunb. "

i "No," he said earnestly, turning to her, |eaning closer
I "No, | mean it. I'mcrazy." He kept her silent with a | ook and took a
sl ow breath. Now was the time to do it, but the words he sought were

i npossible to order, and he shoved hinself to his feet and began pacing



the oval. Tracey watched himpatiently, biting at her lips, lifting her
shoul ders when the breeze cane again.

He stopped on the other side of the pond and faced her, |ooking up at

the trees and the dark above the | eaves. "I don't get it," he said with
a tremulous smle. "I mean, your folks fight, don't they? I nean, | know
what your father is like and all, but they have fights, right? So why
don't they get divorced? Wy ... what's the matter with me that Brian

can't |leave ne alone for one | ousy minute?" H's neck tightened, pulling
his mouth down; he | owered his gaze and saw Tracey watching him her
hands deep in her coat pockets and forced together over her stomach. "I
did something, Trace," he said softly. "I did something."

She stood and wal ked toward him but he held out his hands to keep the
wat er between them "What, Don? That nonsense about killing Tar?" He nodded.

"That's stupid. You didn't do it."

He nodded again, and put a hand to his forehead, nassaged it, and drove
it back through his hair. "You don't understand."” "I understand you're
upset about Tar, and Mandy, and

now this stuff with your nomand dad. | can see that, Don, but you-" "No."
The word was quiet, and as effective as a slap. She took a
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step back and turned her head away fromthe wi nd that engulfed them for
a noment in a shower of dead |eaves.

And at that nmonent Don started around the pond toward her, hoping the
raw edges of the |leaves would cut himto shreds, would bury and snot her
him and when they bl ew away, there would be nothing left but a pile of
sl ow shifting dust.

She net himand enbraced him and he al nbst decided not to say anything
nor e.

" Don?"
"Tracey, |ook, let's go-"

She pushed hi maway and gl ared at him black hair fanning over her eyes
and fanning away. "Jesus," she said, "do you think you' re the only kid
wi th probl ens? What the hell makes you so special that you' re the only one?"

"Tracey!"

"You' ve never been called a spic, have you? You' ve never had soneone try
to feel you up just because you smiled at them"

"Hey, Tracey, please, | didn't-"

"You know why ny fol ks don't get divorced? Because ny father is a worse
Catholic than the Pope, that's why. Because if it cane to it, mnmy nother
and father would live together for the rest of their lives hating each
other's guts, but god forbid they even think about divorce." She put a
fist to her cheek and pressed it in hard. "I have to wear long skirts so
you can't see ny legs, and | have to wear baggy bl ouses because ny



father doesn't want you to know | have any tits."
"Jesus, Tracey, |-"

"It"'s like living in a convent, Don! | love him don't get me wong, but
there are tinmes when | want to bust open his head. So ..." She pointed
at him her hand trenbling violently. "So don't you dare tell nme you're
the only one
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around here with problens, all right? Don't you dare, Donald Boyd!"

"Tracey," he said, taking a step toward her, "I didn't nean that. | nmeant-"
"I know," she said, suddenly smling though there was a tear on her

cheek. "1 know. But you don't seemto understand there's nothing you can
do about it. You can't run away, and you're too good to end up like

Brian." She closed the gap and took his hands. "You have to live with

it, Don. Like me, | guess. You have to live with it."

She hugged him She lifted her face and she kissed him and he tasted
the sweet of her, the soft of her, and for a second in that kiss he

t hought she was right.

But it ended.

And still holding her, he shook his head.

"Tracey, you're wong."

"About what, Vet?"

"I did something about it."

Joyce dragged the bench from her vanity and shoved it agai nst the door
Then she shoved it away and dragged the vanity over, toppling bottles of
perfune and | otion, stands that held her necklaces, a |l anp and a pair of
china figurines, and she didn't make a sound when an ivory-handl ed

hai rbrush slipped and bounced off her bare foot.

She was sobbi ng noi sel essly, cursing the long hair that kept falling
into her eyes, cursing Norman for not being here when she needed him

In the hall-hoofbeats sharp, slow, and steady.

An arnchair was next. She couldn't nove the dresser, couldn't nove the
bed and fell to the floor with her hands over her head, not wanting to
listen to the thing nmoving toward the room not wanting to see the slips
and fingers of fog drifting under the door and over the carpet.

Then she heard sonething el se and her head jerked around,
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her hands dropped to her robed | ap, her eyes wi dened while her mouth
opened in a strangled, gurgling scream

A whi ckering, soft and | ow and deep-the thing in the hall telling her it
was comng in.



They were still by the pond, and Tracey was grow ng angry.

"Now | isten,” Don insisted. "Just one mnute, okay?"

"Don, I'mtrying to help. I'mnot an expert, Jesus knows, but you-"
"I asked you about w shing, remenber?"

Her eyes shifted side to side before returning to watch his face. "Yes."
"Do you know ..." A hesitation while he waited for sonething he said to
make enough sense to keep that flicker of fear fromreturning to her
eyes. "Awish, |I think, isn't just one thing. It's whatever you want it
to be. It can be like wishing for a million dollars to fall out of the
sky on you, or maybe getting all A s w thout doing any honework. O it
can be really wanting sonmething with everything you' ve got- |ike you and
your flute, y'know? You want to nmake records and do concerts and nake
the nost beautiful music in the world, right?"

She gave hima nod that was touched with confusion

"And | want to be a vet. | mean, what the hell's wong with wanting to
be a vet? | want it so bad |I dreamabout it, |I wear it, for god s sake,
and the ... the only people who understand are ny friends on the wall."

He stopped and tried to turn away, but she wouldn't release him only
hugged hi m once and tightly to force himto go on

"I talk to them" he continued in an enbarrassed whisper. "I tell them

t hi ngs. Everything. My stories, you know? And about Sam and the fol ks,

and about goddamm Brian and Tar, and even a little bit ... a lot about you."
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A hard |l ook now, to see if she was | aughing. She wasn't; she was crying.

"I needed a friend, Trace. Things felt like they were falling apart and
| needed a friend, so | picked one out. A poster. A horse. I ..." He
| ooked over her head to the darkness beyond. "I nade himcone to nme."

He could see it then in her eyes, and the way her |ips quivered though
she tried to keep themstill with the press of a finger. Then her eyes
cl eared, and he saw sonet hi ng el se-she believed hi m now. She believed he
had killed Tar.

When he pushed her away, she didn't argue; when he snapped up a hand to
stop her, she did; when he sniled at her to prove he was under contro
and she didn't have to be afraid, the smile he received in return was
rigid and pale.

"Al'l right," he said.

The wi nd strengthened, and above them around them branches clattered,
| eaves scraped, the surface of the pond distorted their reflections.
West of town there was thunder.

He | ooked across the water and up the path, into the dark |lane that |ed
to the ball field. He wasn't sure if he wanted to do this, but it was
too late to stop it. Tracey had to know or she would run away like the



others, run back to Jeff and | eave hi m al one.

"Come here," he said gently, as if talking to a friend too shy to | eave
the night for the light that began to sparkle in the cold air.

Tracey gl anced toward the exit, her weight shifting to run in case he
took a step nearer.

"Come on," he said gently. "It's me, renmenber?"

Whi te gl obes danced in the pool to the wind, and there was a nonent when
the water turned in a circle, stretching his face and chest, merging his
body wi th hers, vanishing in an expl osi on of pale blue when |ightning
forked above the trees.

He wait ed.
Tracey reached out a hand.
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"Come on, boy," he whispered, as if talking to a pet.

Tracey blinked back a tear
It began in the thunder and he wasn't sure he heard it, not until he
felt her suddenly at his side, gripping his armtightly and | ooking

wonderingly at his face.

Sl ow and steady hoofbeats at the far end of the tunnel |ane, part of the
t hunder and continuing after, unhurried and hollow, iron striking iron

Tracey pressed her mouth against his armwhen she saw it pass through
the farthest pool of white. Darker than shadow. Sl eek head bobbing, |egs
lifting as if prancing, fog and greenfire swarnmng up its flanks.

"Don," she said.

But he was too intent on watching the stallion, seeing it nove through
its own billowi ng cloud, seeing the curls and streans of greenfire from
its hooves, seeing the greeneyes seeing himand know ng.

The hooves echoed.

The fog thickened.

And when it reached the opposite end of the pool, it stopped and snorted
and stanped a foot that |anced flane toward the Iightning.

"It's not atrick, is it,"” Tracey said, shifting until she was partly
behi nd hi m

The t hunder was | ouder, nearer, rustling the | eaves.
Don shook hi s head.
It was there, and it was waiting, and it wouldn't take its eyes from

him didn't nove a nuscle, its mane untouched t hough the wind blew his
hair |like needles into his eyes.



"Ch, my god ... Tar,
god, Don, you weren't lying.'

Tracey whispered, a cry caught in the nane. "Onh,

"And |I'mnot crazy either."
The fog.

Geenfire.
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"I wished himdead," Don told her w thout |ooking away fromthe horse.
"l wished Tar dead."

Tracey's eyes closed. "Don, tell it to go away."

"It helps ne," he said. "It hears ne and it helps ne."

" Don?"

He smil ed, open-nouthed and suddenly. "Damm, Tracey, do you have any
i dea what this nmeans?"

The horse backed off, into the fog that streamed fromits nostrils as it
breat hed and noved, until its outline was a shadowed blur and its eyes
were slanted green.

Then it vani shed when an expl osi on of sirens erupted behind them They
whirl ed, whirled back and the fog was snaking off into the trees, the
pool raising wavelets that slapped against the apron, and they spun
about a second tinme when they heard footsteps racing toward them

It was Luis Quintero, revolver drawn and foll owed by three other nen.
When he saw the two standing next to the water, he slowed and hol stered

hi s weapon, but didn't stop until he reached them and grabbed Tracey's arns.

"Are you all right?" he demanded. Then he | ooked hard at Don. "You. Are
you all right?"

" Dad! "

"You told nme you would come here. When ..." He | ooked at Don and
gestured to one of the nen. "Take ny daughter honme at once."

"Dad, what's goi ng on?"

"Don, please cone with ne." The voice was rough and solicitous, and Don
| ooked over his shoulder at the enpty dark path. "Please, Donald, we
have to hurry."

"What ?" he asked.

More sirens, and the thunder, and the first spatter of rain.

"No nore until we get you hone."

306

He bal ked, suddenly pani cked. "Honme? Mon? Is it Mon? My father?"



"Until we get you there," Quintero repeated. "Be patient. | will help you."
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Fifteen

A patrol car was parked askew at the boul evard exit, and Don started for
it at Quintero's gentle urging. Tracey was already gone, | ooking through
the rear wi ndow of a departing cruiser, one pal mpressed agai nst the

gl ass, her face obscured in glaring fragnents by the streetlights
sweeping over it. Then, as a patrol man opened the door and gestured him
in, he | ooked up the avenue and saw two other police cars angl ed across
the mouth of his street, lights spinning while three officers put up a
sawhor se barri cade

"M. Qintero, what's going on?"

"Don, please," Quintero said.

Don gaped, then | ooked in the opposite direction and saw the cars, the
lights, a handful of people walking hurriedly toward his block. Wth a
cry no one heard he yanked his armfree and started to run, heedl ess of
the traffic as he bolted across to the islands, crashed through the
shrubs and out the other side. A bus swerved barely in tine to avoid
him Quintero shouted several yards behind.

At the nouth of the street he vaulted the barricade and ran a dozen feet
bef ore sl owi ng and taking to the righthand
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paverent, wal king stiff-legged, his arnms flapping at his sides.

In the yards his neighbors were standing alone and in small groups,
porch lights brightly white behind them and rmasking their faces; in the
street was a fire engine angled in toward his driveway, and at the curb
were two cruisers whose radios filled the air with abrupt bursts of
static, whose |lights bounced off the dead branches, flared off the

wi ndows, while an anbul ance van backed onto the | awn.

He wal ked on, hal f-stunbled, until a policeman grabbed his armand tried
to turn himaround. He protested and was rel eased when Quintero barked
an order; he breathed through his nouth as he stepped off the curb and
stared at his house-at the ragged hole of the bay w ndow, at the |anps
on in every roomw th shadows on the walls, in the garage, at the roof

bl eached by spotlights on the sides of the cruisers.

"\What ?" he gasped to Quintero when the nman reached his side and laid a
hand on his shoul der. "What?"

A siren. Firenen standing around the engi ne, snoking while they waited
for the word to go honme. Flashlights. Voices in raised-whisper instructions.

"What, M. Quintero?" he said, turning to Tracey's father wi th anguish
in his eyes.

"It is all still very confused,"” the man said, trying to watch Don and
the house at the sane time. "Sonmeone-M. Delfield, you know him |

t hi nk- saw snoke comi ng out of the house a little while ago. He called
us, he called the fire departnent."



Whi te-j acket ed men backed out the front door, stretcher in hand, on the
stretcher a green plastic bag tied shut at the top

"Ch, my god!" Don sobbed, and took a step to run
"No!" Quintero snapped. "Not your nother, Don."

It was the voice, not the hand, that stopped himagain; it was the
voi ce, not the hand that told himwho it was.

In his house. That bastard had been with his nother, in his house.
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"H how?"

Quintero scratched his thick nustache nervously. "I don't know Sergeant
Verona is inside. | was for a while, and | saw no fire, nothing charred.
Just " He gestured toward the body being | oaded into the van. As it

pul | ed away and anot her took its place, he said, "Do you know about Tar?"
Don nodded as his hope to believe this wasn't real failed.
"Li ke that."

The wi ndow was smashed i nward, and as he watched, a section of frane
wobbl ed and broke free and tunbled to the ground.

A man in a tuxedo started up the front wal k, and paused when he saw Don

by the curb. He waved and hurried over, and Don felt his stomach begin

to lurch. It was Dr. Naugle, and he was tal king before he even reached t hem
" called ne and | cane right over. Donald, are you all right? Wre
you-" He | ooked to Quintero, who shook his head. Then he put a hand to
Don's face and felt the cold, the sweat, felt the chest begin to heave.
"Bring himover here," he told the policeman, and for the nonment Don
didn't argue-he let themwalk himto the curb, where he was forced to
sit down, forced to | ook over his shoul der at the weckage of the house,
at the station wagon still in the drive. "I'll be right back, Don. Stay
right here. Can you hear nme, Don? You stay right here.™

Don thought he nodded; he wasn't sure.

" NbIR"

"She is not hurt,” Quintero assured him "I prom se you, she is not hurt."
"Then where ..."

"I'n her bedroom The door He | ooked around, searching for someone
to tell himto stop, to tell himthis boy had no right to know how his
not her was found behind a barricaded door that had been al nbst bashed in.
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"Dad, " Don said suddenly, straightening and | ooking around.

"He's not here."



He stood and tried to pick out his father's face in the crowd growi ng on
the | awns opposite the house. The voices were clearer now, subdued and
excited, a post-gane show to keep their spirits high. "Were' s ny
father?" he demanded. "Wy isn't he here?"

"Don," Quintero said, seeing the |look on his face. "Don, do you know
what happened here? Do you know who did this?"

"No!" he said, angry he should be asked, afraid he would be bl aned. "No,
I was with Tracey since the gane ended."

A voice stopped him He spun to his right and saw Norman skirting the
fire engine, nearly tripping over a length of thick hose bei ng wound
into place. He ran, and they collided, and his father hugged him
tightly, asking over his shoul der what was goi ng on?

"Where were you?" Don asked into the man's neck. "God, Dad, where were you?"

Nor man t hunped hi s back a couple of tines and turned himaway, keeping

one hand around his shoulder. "I was at the Starlite with the goddam
mayor. Your nother was supposed to-Sergeant Quintero, what's going on?
W1l somebody please tell me what the hell is going on?"

The anbul ance attendants reappeared at the door, Dr. Naugle beside them
Joyce was on the stretcher, only her face visible above the sheet;
Nor man brushed the police aside as he ran for his wfe.

Don started after him then turned to Quintero. "You said she was al
right," he accused through a spray of spittle.

"She is not hurt," the man repeated.

"Then why ... ?"

The stretcher was wheel ed to the anbul ance's back doors,
311

and Nornman wat ched hel plessly as they lifted her in. Then he said a word
to Naugle and returned to his son

"She was sitting on the floor," Qintero said, and said it a second tine
when Nornman drew near. "Her eyes were open, but she was in shock. That
is all I know, M. Boyd," he said |oudly when Norman started to
gquestion. "But there is still the matter of the other man. 1I-"

"Way didn't you go with her?" Don asked his father. "Dad, why didn't you
go with her?"

Norman's eyes were red-rinmmed and puffed, the neck of his sweater
saggi ng where he'd pulled on it. He | ooked back at Naugl e standing by
the van, then stiffened and Don saw Sergeant Verona nmaki ng his way down
the wal k fromthe porch. The detective took his hat off when he saw the
Boyds waiting, and turned it slowy in his hands.

"Who did it?" Norman denanded, one step short of grabbing the cop's
| apel s. "Who the fuck did this to ny house, to ny wife? Was it Fal cone?
Dd he-"

"I don't know, Norm | cane as soon as | got word. Your w fe obviously



isn'"t up to talking just yet, and the coroner there can only tell ne
Fal cone was-'' He stopped and | ooked at Don. "The place is a mess. It's
like a football team had practice in there with clubs and bats, for
god's sake." He notioned to Quintero and they noved off, heads together

" Dad?"

"She's in shock, like he said," Norman answered absently as he watched
the two men conferring. "She'll be all right. She's just in shock. Jesus
Christ, will you look at that house? They'd better the hell |eave
someone around to watch it or we'll get stolen blind."

Don nmoved off the verge into the awn and stared in the wi ndow The
mant el was clear, one |lanp's shade was cockeyed, and he thought he could
make out snears and stains on the back wall. A look to the policenen,
the firemen clinbing back onto their engine, their breath steam ng

their coats
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rippling as the wind dropped under the trees to push down the road. His
fat her came beside himand touched his arm

"Jesus," Norman said, staring at the house. "Jesus, it |ooks I|ike
somebody dropped a bonb on it."

Don couldn't think because there was too nmuch to think, and he didn't
protest when he was pulled across to the van, helped into the van.
Naugl e was perched beside his nother; Norman came in behind and drew the
doors shut.

He didn't hear the siren wind up to a wailing; he didn't see the
barricades parting to |l et the anbul ance through. He could only watch
Joyce strapped under the sheet, all her hair pulled over one shoul der
an |V snaking fromits stand to her hidden arm Her eyes were closed,
her conpl exi on sallow, and every so often Dr. Naugle would pat a
handkerchi ef to her forehead and touch a finger to her neck to check on
her pul se.

"Jesus," Norman whi spered. "Jesus, what a ness."

The waiting roomwas snmall and filled with scul pted plastic chairs, a
single plastic couch, a low table stacked with nagazi nes worn and sone
tattered as if they'd been read. Don stood at the w ndow overl ooking the
mai n entrance, one foot tapping arhythmically on the checkered tiled
floor. Every few seconds he wi ped a hand under his nose or buried it in
his hair; every few seconds he would turn to the sw ngi ng doors and
stare down the hallway toward his nother's room

The buil ding was quiet. The passage of a nurse or doctor was soundl ess,
and even when one stopped to speak to another, he could see their |ips
nmovi ng and coul dn't hear a whi sper

He wanted to | eave.

He didn't want to know what Joyce woul d say when she regai ned

consci ousness and saw where she was; he didn't want her tal king about a
horse or Fal cone, didn't want her judged crazy when she insisted on the
truth.



313

And she would be. He knew it, and all of it would be his fault just
because he had tried to get things running his way.

And the nost terrible part wasn't the dying. That's what frightened
himit wasn't the dying. Sonething had gone wong, and he had sonehow
lost control. If, he thought with the heels of his hands to his eyes, he
had even had control in the first place.

Hs arns |owered slowy.

He stared blindly out the w ndow.

"Who did it?" Norman asked quietly behind him

Don junped and spun around, |eaning back defensively against the sill

H s father was jacketless now, nmore grey in the hair falling over his

brow. "Wat ?"

Nor man gl anced at the wi ndow, at the floor, and | eaned a bit closer
"Il bet it was some of your friends, wasn't it?"

"Friends? Dad, what are you tal king about? Wat friends?"

Norman's fist bunched at his sides. "What the hell did you do to Pratt
this time, huh? What did you say to hi m now?"

"Not hing! | don't understand. | don't know what you mean."

Norman grunted with the effort to open his hands, and dropped onto the

couch. "Neither do I, son," he said wearily. "Jesus, neither do I. This
is ..." Aforearmw ped hard over his face, a hand plucked at his
shirtfront. "Your nother is going to be all right. She's ... like Naugle

said, she's in shock."

Don peered through the door panes. "Did she say anythi ng?"

Nor man shook his head. "About who did it? No. Verona's in there now,
hopi ng she'll conme around soon. But she isn't going to. Naugle says it's
going to take a while."

"Verona? The police?"

Nor man | eaned forward and picked up a nagazine, flipped the pages and

dropped it. "Yep. Wiy not?" He | aughed bitterly. "I have drinks with the
mayor and we're talking ... well, we're tal king, and the next thing
know your
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mother is in here and Verona is calling ne fromthe school because Hedl ey-'
Don funbled to a chair. "M. Hedley?"

"When it rains, it pours, and don't you ever forget it," he said in

di sgust. "D Amato found himin the auditoriumafter the gane. Hi s body
was on the stage, hidden in the wings." Then he slamed his palns to the
tabl e, | ooked up and glared. "This is crazy! Wat other town gets rid of
one madman and i medi ately replaces himw th another?" He | ooked around



the room hel plessly. "It's nuts. It doesn't nake any sense. Jesus
Christ, you try to protect your family, your future, and what hel p do
you get, huh? You don't get any, that's what. You get shit is what you get."

Don pushed out of the chair.

Nor man | ooked up at him eyes dark with rage. "If | find out Pratt had
anything to do with this, I'lIl kill him you hear ne?"

"Brian doesn't kill people," Don said, alnost shouting. "How can you-"
"It could have been an accident."
n \N]at ?II

"Sure. The prick could have ... well, it could have been sonet hing that
went w ong, you know. "

n md' n

Nor man wasn't |istening. "Damed Fal cone. Can you believe it, right in
my own house? It's crazy." He nodded, agreeing with hinmself. "It's
goddamm crazy!"

Don moved to the door and pushed it open
"\Where are you going!"
"Air," he said. "I need some air."

"Your nmother's in there. Don't you care that your nother's in there? W
have to be here when she wakes up."

"All 1 need is alittle air,” he said, and |l et the door sw ng shut
behind him let his feet take himacross the corridor to the el evator
He pressed the button. He watched the doors

315

slide open in bal ky stages. He stepped in just as Sergeant Verona |eft
his mother's room The detective raised a finger for himto wait a
m nute, but Don let the doors close and sagged agai nst the rear wall.

He gave the doors a slightly skewed grin.

In a way it was kind of funny. Hi s father was right in blamng himfor
what happened, but for all the wong reasons. But that he was bl aning
himin the first place wasn't funny at all

The cage thunped to a halt, the doors opened, and he blinked at the
lower floor's glare as he followed a short hall into the main |obby. A
man ran a polisher over the floors, the machine humri ng softly; a young
worman at the reception desk was readi ng a book and snoking. Neither of
them | ooked at himas he crossed the gleaning floor, and he could see no
police or security guards on duty either at the reception desk or at the
revol ving doors as he pushed through to the outside.

Cold; it was cold, and he | eaned his head back to drink the night air.

"There you are!™



He started and half-turned to retreat inside when, suddenly, Tracey was
there and her arms were around him

"I told Mother to go to hell," she said, half-Iaughing, half-crying.
"She said | had to stay hone and | told her to go to hell. God, am!|
gonna get killed when | get back."

Hesitantly his arnms went around her; gratefully he lowered his face to
rest against her hair. He didn't care if anyone was watchi ng, but he
woul d have killed the first person who tried to break them up

Anot her hug and she said, "Cnon, | want to talk to you." She took his
arm and gui ded himalong the arc of the circular drive | eading on and
of f the hospital grounds. To the right was the visitors' parking |ot,
enpty and barely lighted by three-foot pillars at the corners, and they
crossed it
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wi t hout speaking, Don only once |ooking up at the building to see if he
could pick out his nmother's room

At the far, darkest side they found a concrete bench under a hal f-dozen
skel etal cherry trees and sat down, staring across the enpty blacktop to
the brick posts that marked the hospital's entrance. Across the street
there were houses as black as the near-leafless trees that marked the
edge of the sidewal k. No cars passed. No horns sounded. It was a
hospital zone, and no cel ebrati ons were want ed.

"How s your nother?" she asked then, covering his hand with one of hers.

Hal ti ngly, pausing frequently to clear his throat and stretch his neck
to shake | oose the obstructions he found there, he explai ned what the
police had told himand what his father had said about M. Hedley. Then
he told her what he knew had really happened, what they wouldn't believe
even if his nother had seen it and coul d talk.

"But | didn't do it!" he added heatedly, his insistence al nbst beggi ng.

"Trace, you know ne, | wouldn't wish my own nother ..." He renmenbered
Suddenly, like a sharp el bow in the stomach, he renenbered.
" Don?"

"My father wanted to knowif it was one of ny friends."
"What? | don't believe it."

"I"'mnot lying, Trace. He wanted to know if I'd said or done sonething
to good old Brian to make this happen.”

"He couldn't have been serious. | nmean, he's worried and all, Don. He's
not thinking straight."

He wasn't sure, and was no | onger sure he cared. "He was with the mayor,
can you believe it? He was having drinks with the mayor while ny nother
al nost died!"

"M. Falcone did," she remi nded himsoftly.



"I know." He turned to her urgently. "And you know why she didn't die?"
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Tracey shook her head, changed her mind, and nodded. "The park."

He | eaned back and | ooked up at the sky, wondering what had happened to
the rain, what had happened to the thunder. It had been all figured out,
and now it was all changed. Even in his own world the Rules didn't stay

t he sane.

"But they do," she said, and he blinked before realizing he had spoken
aloud. "That ... that thing, Don. It's yours."

"But | didn't tell it to kill-"
"I know, | know," she said. "I know, but it's nore than you think."

H s eyes closed slowy; he was tired. Ashanmed because suddenly he was so
tired all he wanted to do was curl up in her lap and fall asleep

"I shouldn't believe any of this anyway," she said quietly, as if

talking to herself. "It's not possible. | know what | saw, and | know
what you said, but it's still not possible."
"It is,"” he said, watching stinging colors swirl across his eyelids.

"Jesus, it is."

"I thought about it all the way hone, and all the way over here. |

t hought about you making ne see things that weren't really there. Like
one of your stories. And | thought about how | wanted to help you so
much that I'd even see King Kong if you told nme to."

Her breath came in harsh pants; he didn't open his eyes.

"I thought about it, but Don, | sawit. So ... so | thought about it
like it was real, and what you said about it-it isn't right, Don. It
isn't right."

H s head swiveled slowy. "It wants to help nme, don't you understand
that? It cane because | needed help, and it helps nme. But | swear to god
| didn't say anything about-"

"No, Don," she said, turning her head as well. "No, it's protecting you,
and that's not the sane."
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Norman didn't think he could take another nasty surprise. He slunped
back on the couch and stared at the acoustical tiles on the ceiling,
only a flutter of a hand or a slight jerk of his head letting the
detective know he was still listening. Though why he should, he didn't
know. Verona, for all that he was an obvi ous hard worker, wasn't
anywhere near finding the answer to this mess.

"Al'l right," he said finally, rolling to sit upright. "All right, Tom
I've heard enough. It's crazy and you know it." And: crazy, he thought,
is getting to be the word around here.

"You're not telling ne anything | don't already know. " Verona rubbed at



a dark pouch under one eye. "But what am | supposed to think? | know
it's hard, especially now, but what in god's name am | supposed to

t hi nk?" He held up one hand and pointed with the other to a finger. "The
lab tests show that Don didn't hit that man with the tree branch |ike he
said he did. There was nothing to indicate that Boston had been struck
by a car. Adam Hedl ey | ooked just like them and 1'll be dammed if I'11I
believe that a car drove into your school, down the aisle, junped the
stage, and ran himover. Then there's Fal cone-"

"Ch, Christ, Tom wll you listen to yourself?" Norman picked up a
magazine as if he were going to throwit. "One-you can't find the tests.
Two- by your own admi ssion there was nothing to show Boston hadn't been
hit by a car either. And | refuse to believe that ny son, through sone
nmyst eri ous means, nmanaged to subdue two nen and a kid and bash themto
death, one of themright in the mddle of Park Boul evard." He |eaned
back heavily. "Besides, he was home when Hedl ey was killed, and he was
with Tracey Quintero when Fal cone ..." He choked. He refused to say it
one nore tinmne.

Verona threw up his hands, nmore in frustration than in defeat, and
Norman al nost felt sorry for him In fact, he
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knew he did. The man was grabbing for any straws he could find, and only
Don's encounter with the How er and those elusive |ab tests gave hi many
sort of connection.

"Joyce," Verona said, "spoke his name several tines."
"Well, Jesus, man, he's her son!"

Joyce had slipped into a deep sleep at last, and Naugl e had sumoned
them both into the room when she began nuttering in a dream

"She also said 'a horse,' if yourecall." Hs smle was brief and
mrthless. "Tell you what-I1'Il go for the car in the school if you'll go
for the horse in ny house."

"She coul d have been tal ki ng about drugs."
"For god's sake, get serious!"

He was tired. He wanted to go honme. The only decent news he had had al
eveni ng was that John Delfield had gotten sone of the neighbors to help
himerect a tenmporary shield of plywdod across the smashed bay w ndow.
He rem nded hinself to drop the man a note, perhaps encl ose a check to
reimburse himfor the materials.

A door squeaked open and Naugle canme in, bringing Norman to his feet.

"I gave her an injection," the doctor said. "Qtherwi se, there's no change."
"A shot? What for?"

"She wasn't asl eep deeply enough,” Naugle said. "She's having sone
pretty hairy nightmares, and | don't want her any weaker than she is."

"Great," Norman said, dropping back to his seat. "That's just great."



"You might as well go hone."

Nor man al nost agreed before shaking his head. He wanted to stay. If he

left, he mght check to see if Chris was still home, still in her bed,
still ... He shook his head and shuddered, and Naugl e patted his shoul der
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A car pulled into the parking lot, blinding themw th its headl anps. Don
threw up a hand and cursed softly, but Tracey only patted his shoul der
and stood.

"I think it's Jeff," she said, squinting as the beans swung away from
them and the car stopped.

"Jef f?"

She started off the grass. "Yeah. | called for a ride honme. | sure
wasn't going to ask ny father."

"Well, | would have taken you, you know," he protested, follow ng her to
t he door. "God, Tracey-"

She turned and put a hand to his chest. "Not now, Don, okay?"
"But what are we going to do? About-"

She sucked in her cheeks, bit down on the inside. "I don't know | nean
| don't know. "

The door opened and Jeff, his glasses catching the light and turning his
eyes white, snmiled ruefully when Don | eaned down to peer in.

"Hey, man, |'msorry."
"Yeah. It's ... yeah, thanks."

Tracey slid in and took hold of his hands, pulled himclose and ki ssed
him "There," she whispered with a small satisfied smle. "So there."
"But | need you," he pleaded, ignoring Jeffs puzzled | ook. "What am |
going to do now? | need you, Tracey!"

"I know. And I'll see you tonorrow, okay? If | don't go now, | won't get
out of ny house until my funeral." She kissed himagain, quickly.

"Pl ease, Don, just stay here, okay? It'll be all right if you just stay
here. 1'll be back tonorrow, first thing."

"Prom se," he said tightly.

"Prom se. "

He didn't like it, but he could do nothing about it. She was right, and
he knew it, but he didn't have to like it. As he didn't have to like
giving a quick report on his nother to
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Jeff, who kept |eaning over Tracey and aski ng himquestions until, at
| ast, she poked himon the shoul der back behind the wheel



Then they were gone.

The car swung around and they were gone, and Don tasted the nenory of
her kiss, the touch of her hand, and felt the frustration begin to rise
in his chest.

She shoul d have stayed!

If she loved him...

He | ooked away, | ooked back to the drive.

Love hin?

But how the hell could she love himand still hurt himthis way, |eaving
hi m when he needed her to keep from going crazy, |eaving himwhen he

needed her to hel p hi mescape?

H s hands slamed into his jacket pockets and he watched his breath turn
to fog.

She had to be right, he thought then. She had to be.

The wind tangled in the cherry trees, the thin branches snapping as if
torn fromtheir trunks.

But she shoul d be here, he argued; she shouldn't |eave me al one when |
need her the nost. She shouldn't! He raised a fist and only with an
effort did he bring it to his mouth instead of shaking it at the inage
of Jeff's car on the drive.

Dam you, Jeff! God damm you, you're supposed to be ny goddammed friend

The wi nd keened over the hospital. A flare of water rose beneath a
light, another on the drive, and he felt a raindrop on his hand.

And heard a hoof beat behind him soft on the grass.

He | ooked down at the tarmac and saw the ghost of a fog slip between his
feet.

Turning slowy, he watched the cherry trees dance, narrowi ng his eyes
agai nst the dust the wi nd raised.

Then he saw the spots of green floating in the air, saw the
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sparks rising, saw the shadow of the stallion as it stood there unnmovi ng.
H s | egs nearly gave way, but the stallion tossed its head, and he
staggered toward it, ignoring the pressure growing in his chest,

i gnoring the needled stinging building in his eyes. He stepped onto the

grass, and he reached out a hand.

And the neck was warm and it was snooth, and the nose when it nuzzl ed
into his pal mwas the confort of velvet.

"CGod, " he whispered, neither a prayer nor a nane.



It whickered softly, and when he turned his head sideways, he | ooked
into the enerald fire that gl owed out of the fog

"He took her away," he said. "He took her away, and she's supposed to
love ne." He slipped his hands into the nmane untouched by the m st and
stroked the neck again. A bubble in his chest around a nugget of fire.
"You know what ?" he said softly. "Dad thinks | did it-the house, M.

Fal cone."” He laid his cheek agai nst the warm bl ack nane. "The creep."
The bubble grew, and there was heat in his lungs. "The bastard. And you
know what el se? Do you know what el se? That cop is back, and he keeps

| ooking at me like I'msonme kind of freak." It was hard to breathe, and
there in the dark were swirling spots of red. "It was ny nedal, ny tine,
and Brian ruined it. Donny the fucking Duck!" He backed away, and the
bubbl e burst. "I can't even get a stupid nmedal without somebody taking

it away! What the hell do I have to do, huh? Wat the hell do | have to do?"

He turned to wal k away, turned back and pointed at the street, his arm
so rigid it began to trenble.

"And she goes away with him just when |I need her! Wat the hell kind of
love is that, huh? Wat the goddammed hell kind of love is that when you

The fog. And the red. And the black shadow in the trees.

"What am | going to do?" he asked. "What am | going to do?"
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A hoof pawed at the ground (greenfire), the eyes narrowed, the head raised.

He stepped away, and blinked, and suddenly knew what he had said when
the red vani shed and the fire died away.

"No, wait a mnute,"
didn't nmean-"

he said, and stretched out a hand. "God, no, |

It was gone.
Don's nout h opened, and no sound came out.

It was gone, the fog swirling around black laced with fire, and there
was no question, now, about what Tracey meant.

It wasn't helping himat all. It was protecting himagainst hurt, and it
didn't nake any difference whether he willed it or not. Wen he hurt, he
was rid of whatever had caused it. Inagined or not.

Tracey? Ch Jesus, please not Tracey!

Angui sh twisted his features, fear jerked himaround, and whatever he
cried was lost in the wind, and the sheeting cold rain that bore down on
hi s head.
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Si xt een
She saw it in the outside mrror

The sudden downpour had startled Jeff into slow ng, the store- and
streetlights broken into kal ei doscopic shards that sneared on the

bl ackt op and ran down the wi ndshield. The wi pers worked as fast as they
could, but it was nearly inpossible to see where they were going, and
she was about to ask himif he'd pull over and wait when she rubbed the
back of her neck and gl anced to her right.

And saw it.

And suddenly it was too late to talk, too late to turn around, and too
late to explain why the air in her |ungs was suddenly barbed and the
rain had suddenly grown intolerably I|oud.

Twi sting around, a hand braced on the dashboard, she saw the enpty
street behind her, reflections and distortions and bl ossons of water
short-lived on the tarmac. And the pocket of dense fog that noved
steadily toward them ragged edges ripped away by the wind, its bottom
spilling under parked cars to the gutters to mingle with the rain. It
reached no higher than the tel ephone poles, did not spread to the
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sidewal k-it foll owed them as though bei ng towed, and when they slipped
t hrough a stretch of unlighted shops, she sawin its center the
greeneyes, the greenfire, the suggestion of shadow darker than itself.
"Jeff," she said fearfully.

"Boy, he looked terrible," Jeff said, fighting with the wheel to keep
the car fromsliding on the oil-slick avenue. "God. | don't know how he
keeps it together, y' know? If | were him |'d probably |Iook for the
nearest cliff, you know what | nean?"

"Jeff, please.”

"Trace, I'mdoing the best | can, but | can't pull over here. There
isn't any room You want a bus to conme up and bash us into New York?

Take it easy, we're alnost there."

Thunder was the rain that slamed on the roof; lightning was the flare
of swinging traffic signals straining against their wires.

"Jeff, go faster."

He | ooked at her, anmazed. "What? In this? But you just told me to sl ow
down, Tracey!"

"Jesus, Jeff, don't argue!"
He saw her | ooking out the back and checked the rearview nirror
frowning at the white that filled the back wi ndow. "Wat the hell is

that? It can't be spray, |I'mnot going that fast."

Geenfire that licked and curled toward the car.



Tracey cl osed her eyes and prayed. Even in talking with Don she didn't
believe it, was nore inclined to think she had been infected by his own
fantasy, his understandabl e and unnecessary need to get away for a
whil e. She'd known those nmonents herself, but never so intensely, never
so inportantly that she'd thought themreal

A white ribbon drifted over her wi ndow and she rubbed at it frantically,
hoping it was only condensation from her
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shal l ow breathing. It didn't |eave, she couldn't banish it, and she
turned to Jeff and urged himto hurry.

"Tracey, |ook-"

The fog dropped a strand over the wi ndshield and she muffled a scream
jamred her foot down on his, and pressed the accelerator to the floor

Jeff yelled in alarmand shoved her away, and the car began to slide
fromone side of the street to the other, narrowly mssing a parked car
a tipped garbage can, the point of a curb. He sawed at the steering
wheel , touched and rel eased the brake, his nouth open and swearing while
he stared at the road ahead.

Al ongsi de, then. It was comng up on her side and she whi npered Don's nane.

"Tracey," he said nervously, "what's going on?"

She had to | ook away. She had to | ook at hi m because of the abrupt fear
that pitched his voice high and pulled his lips away fromhis teeth. H's
gl asses were slipping down his nose, and he kept tossing his head back
because he didn't dare rel ease his hands. He was pale, and in the stuffy
car his face was running perspiration

The wi nd buffeted them shoved them and the w per on her side stuck
m dway to the top.

"I gotta stop,"
crack-"

he said. "W&'re going too fast, | gotta stop or we'll

"No!" she screaned, and |lunged for the accel erator again.

He swung out a frantic arm and caught her across the throat. She gagged
and fell back, gulping for a breath, shaking the tears from her eyes,
turned her head slowy and inhaled a scream when she saw the stallion's
| eft shoul der even wi th her door

It lowered its head, and she saw t he green unw nki ng eye.

Jeff yelled then and the car swung into a skid, helped by the wind and
pumrel ed by the rain. Tracey sl apped one hand
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to the dashboard to brace herself, put her right hand over the door
handl e in case she had to | eap out.

The car slewed, spun, and they were thrown to the roof when it thunped
over a curb, were thrown back, then snapped forward when it crashed into



atree that |ooned out of the fog. Tracey's armtook the shock to her
shoul der, and she noaned but kept her head fromstriking the w ndshield.
Jeff, however, had been knocked into the wheel and he was sl unped over
it when she was able to clear her vision, a sliver of blood at the
corner of his nmouth, his arnms linp at his sides.

"Jeff! Ch, Jeff, please!"

She tugged at him pushed him but he only sagged back and slid over,

| andi ng partially on her |lap. The fog seeped through a crack in his w ndow
"Jeff, I"'msorry, I"'msorry." She eased hi mupright, kicked open her
door, and fell to her knees into the street. The car was half up one of
t he boul evard islands, a nmaple cracked over its top and scraping the
roof with its branches. Shadi ng her eyes against the rain, she tried to
see how cl ose she was to hone, how close the stallion was. But there was
only the m st being shredded by the rain and the dark bul k of the car
rocking slowy in the w nd.

On your feet, she ordered, and did it; find yourself, she demanded, and
she did it, gasping when she realized they were far past her street, had
junped the island across fromthe park's entrance.

The boul evard was enpty.

She staggered around the back of the car and held her hair away from her
eyes as she reached for the driver's door. The wi nd ki cked her agai nst
it, and hot needles of pain spun around her shoul der and spiral ed her
back. She gasped. Her mouth opened and filled with rain. She spat and
reached again, and uttered a short cry.

The boul evard was enpty, except for the stallion galloping
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down t he east-bound | ane-neck stretched and greenfire, ears back and
greeneyes, billows of snoke-fog filling the air around it, the sound of
its hooves replacing the rain's thunder

Whi ch way? Oh Jesus, which way?

There was no escapi ng, but there could be stalling, |ong enough, she
hoped, for Don to understand and conme after her. And the only place she
knew t hat he would think of right away ...

Wth a shriek of hatred at the charging animal, and despair for |eaving
Jeff, she let the wi nd push-shove her across the | ane and past the wall.
Into the park where half the lights had been knocked out. Running toward
t he pond where the water slapped over the sides.

He ran.

Sl apping the rain fromhis face, ignoring the puddl es that grew into

| akes, Don ran toward the center of town. It occurred to himJeff m ght
have taken her home, but he couldn't be sure. By now Tracey knew it was
after her, and she wouldn't want any of her family hurt. And there was
no place else to go where she was sure he would foll owshe had to be at
the park, waiting if she were still alive.

He scowl ed and punched his chest. He couldn't think like that or it was



over; he had to know she was alive and sonehow avoi ding the stallion
Maybe in the trees where it mght not be able to nmaneuver so well; maybe
along the wall to keep it between them But she was alive. She had to be
alive. What the hell would be the sense if that dammed thing got her?

At hone, though, was her father, and her father's gun. He didn't know
what could stop it, if anything could, but Tracey woul d have to be

t hi nki ng of a weapon to defend her, and the best one woul d be where her
father's guns were kept.

Ch, Christ, he thought; nmake up your m nd
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Stop, he yelled then, without nmoving his lips; stop, don't do it, it's
Tracey and | didn't mean it!

If it heard his hurt, it nmust hear his pleading; if he was in control
it couldn't not obey. Unless, under the new rules, it protected w thout
guesti on.

Ch, Christ, he thought; make up your damed mni nd

He wasn't going fast enough. He would never be able to outrun Jeff's
car, or outrun the horse. He had to stretch out, he had to reach, he had
to beat the wind to wherever he was goi ng.

He was going too fast and he was going to slip and break a leg if he
wasn't nore careful; he was going to run out of steamand be too late if
he didn't pace hinmself |ike always.

A race, he told hinself; a race, and there they are, |ooking out their
wi ndows wat ching, cheering silently, waving flags and tooting horns as
he swept under awnings, went with the wind instead of trying to fight
it, his sneakers splashing a wake behind him his arnms cutting through
the cold rain to give himroomto nove

They were cheering because he was Don Boyd, and he was going to nmake it.
He fell

The curb was under several inches of water backed up froma stormdrain,
and he m sjudged the edge. H s hands raked al ong the bl acktop, the knees
of his jeans tore open and spilled blood into the street. He whinpered,
and cursed, and kept pushing hinself forward until he was on his feet again.
Runni ng

In silence.

The wi ndows were enpty, there were no crowds watching, there were no
bands or hurrahs or photographers waiting along the route that had him
swerve into the street, using the parked cars now to push himwth a
slap of his hand,

wondering where the traffic was, dodging around an Ashford
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Day banner stripped fromits mooring and flapping in the street feebly



where tonorrow there'd be a parade
Runni ng
In silence.

Tenpted to swing into the Quinteros' neighborhood, just in case he was
wrong, sobbing when he realized he had no tinme for a choice; the park
or Tracey's house, and if he nmade a m stake, sonebody woul d die.

She sprinted into the oval, knowi ng enough not to | ook behind her in
case she lost ground. A globe flickered and went out. The rain was
stained silver. She tried to veer around the pond, but the |eaf-coated
apron shifted under her feet and she went down on her shoul der
Scream ng. Withing. Al nost wel com ng the dark cloud that crested and
settled over her. At least it would dull the pain; at least it would
keep her from seeing herself die.

But the cloud lifted and the rain woke her, and she | eaned on one hand
and | ooked down the path.

It was there.

Standing in the entrance, oblivious to the storm head and fl anks
shining as if coated in thin ice.

Panting against the wind that stole the breath fromher nouth, she
staggered to her feet and let the wi nd push her backward. On either side
the trees waited, yet she couldn't stop herself from |l ooking as the
stallion began to nmove, legs slowy lifting, head slowy bobbing, the
greenfire fromits hooves lighting its way.

The park.
It had to be the park, and he didn't know why, and he was close to
weepi ng as he ran past Beacher's, past the theater, and saw Lichter's

car canted on the isl and.

He sl owed as he swung up to the weck and saw Jeff lying on the front
seat and Tracey nowhere in sight. He apol ogi zed
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to his friend by touching the window as if he were touching his hand,
then veered sharply across the I ane and ran through the gates.

The oval was ahead, and he tried to call out, but there was nothing |eft

in his lungs but the air that nmoved his |l egs, punped his arms, dried his
throat as he opened his mouth to find one nore breath to keep himfrom

st oppi ng.
And once there, it was enpty.

He staggered and sl owed when the sodden | eaves threatened to spill him
his arms out for balance until he reached the path again.

Then he st opped.

He | ooked back



He called Tracey's nane, hands cupped around his nmouth, eyes blinking at
the rain that tore through the branches and ran down his back, his
chest, filled his sneakers, and made himstill with the cold.

Hal f si deways, he began to run toward the field, always checki ng behind
in case he had m ssed her. Calling. Demandi ng. Spinning around at a
flare of lightning and seeing her sprawled on the ground ... seeing the
stallion beside her, teeth bared and hooves paw ng.

"No!" he screaned, and Tracey turned and saw him

"No!" he screaned, and the stallion swng its head around.

He stunbled and flail ed across the nuddied field, shaking his head and
stretching his hand out toward her without taking his eyes fromthe
horse that backed away.

greenfire and greeneyes and fog lifting to the stormat his approach

Tracey got to her feet and fell against himwhen he reached her, but he
shoved her behind himwhen the stallion lifted its head high

"No," he said, a palmout to stop it.

Its head, higher; its rear legs slightly bent.

"No!" he shouted, both hands out now as it lifted itself
333

off the ground, its forelegs outstretched and the greenfire that sparked
fromthem crackl ed through the rain.

"No!" he screamed. "No! Go away!"

Greeneyes so narrowed they nearly vanished in the fog.

"I don't need you!" Don screanmed as the stallion rose higher. "I don't
need you, goddamit! Just ... just |eave nme alone!"
H gher still, and bl acker.

"CGoddammi t! Goddammit! Leave ne al one!"

H gher until Don dropped to his knees, hands out, eyes raging, feeling
the blood rush to his face feverish and stinging.

Tracey buried her face in his back

He screaned again, and again, swinging his arnms back and forth to
counter the thick mst that poured fromthe stallion and obscured the
greenfire, buried the greeneyes, suddenly scattered |ike a w ndow
shattered by the w nd.

Don cowered away fromit with a gasp at the touch of its dead cold,
shifted, and threw his arns protectively around Tracey. She hugged him
tightly, desperately, and they watched as best they could while the
stormtook over, the rain penetrated the fog and finally pumeled it to
t he ground.



And when it was gone, they were alone; the stallion was gone.

"Ch, Don," Tracey gasped as he hel ped her to her feet. "Ch, god, | was
so frightened."

"Yes," he said, and headed for the path, pulling her behind himunti
she had to run to catch up

"Don! Don, what

He didn't answer. A single urgent |ook, and he began to run again, not
fast enough to outstrip her, but fast enough to get himpast Jeff's car
bef ore anyone noticed it was there. He swng left, toward home, and
Tracey followed with one hand gripping her torn shoulder. There were no
guestions, and he was gl ad because he wasn't sure he really knew what he
was doi ng.
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The police were gone. The yards and houses were dark. He puzzled at the
pl ywood nail ed over the bay w ndow, but he didn't stop to | ook. He
rushed up the steps and grabbed for the doorknob

"Ch, shit!" he yelled, thunping the door with a fist. "Dam, it's

| ocked.” He turned and started down, hesitated on the wal k before
pulling Tracey with himinto the garage. The door here was open, and he
stunbled into the kitchen, staggered down the hall. He didn't | ook at
the I'iving roomweckage, didn't feel the cold saturating the walls, but
haul ed hinself up the stairs and into his room

Tracey cane up behind him her eyes glazed with pain.

Don switched on the light and | ooked at the poster over his desk. "Oh,
god," he said.

The trees, the lane, and there at the back, the stallion frozen in running.
|"msorry, he thought; |I'msorry.

And he ripped it fromthe wall, crunpled it into a ball, and ran
downstairs again and into the kitchen. After two hapless attenpts he
managed to turn on the stove and held the poster over the flane until it
caught in several places.

"Don? Don, help ne."

When he felt the fire begin to scorch his wist, he dropped the burning
paper into the sink and watched it char, watched it flare, watched it
spark and crackl e and sink into paper enbers.

"Don, please help nme."

"Yeah," he said. "Don the Supernman to the rescue.
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A cool night in late October, a Sunday, and clear-a bold harvest noon
pocked with grey shadows, and a scattering of stars too bright to be
masked by the lights scattered below, the chilled breath of a faint w nd
t hat gusted now and then, carrying echoes of nightsounds born in the



trees, pushing dead | eaves in the gutters, rolling acorns in the eaves,
snappi hg hands and faces with a grimprom se of w nter

A cool night in late Cctober, a Sunday, and dark.

and so the boy, who really wasn't a bad kid but nobody really knew
t hat because of all the things he had done, he | ooked up in the tree ..

"Don, for god's sake, give nme a break, okay? |I'm not one of those dunb
little kids of yours, you know. | don't believe in fairy tales."

He | aughed silently at the tel ephone and snuggl ed closer to the wall,
stretching his legs out until his bare feet were braced agai nst the

staircase. The chill of the wood felt good
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against his soles. "I thought you liked my stories. | thought you needed

something to take your nmind off things."

Tracey groaned loudly. "lI'min pain, Vet, renenber? | ama patient of
the only hospital in the world that serves food the Geneva Convention
banned from Wrld War Two. And | am not supposed to be tortured.”

"Torture?" he said, his voice high-pitched and insulted. "I don't recal
you ever thinking | was torture before.™

"I didn't say you," she answered softly. "I wasn't talking about you."
"I know," he said just as softly. "That was a joke."
"Ch." A pause. She forced a laugh. "I see. A joke."

Water ran in the kitchen. He | ooked in and saw his father at the sink, a
towel over his shoulder, an unlighted cigarette dangling fromhis
nmout h-the sanme thing he had been watching for the past three days.

"Well, listen," Don said.

and he saw the crow sitting on the highest branch in the biggest
tree in the world. A big crow. The biggest crow he had ever seen in his
life. And the boy knew, he really and truly knew, that the crow was
going to be the only friend he had left in the world. So he talked to
the crow and he said ..

"Enough," Tracey pleaded with a | augh. Then, abruptly sol enm, "Pl ease,
Don. No nore. You prom sed ne no nore." He sighed and nodded. "Al
right." "Are you okay?"

"I'"m supposed to ask you that, remenber?" "You know how | am | want to
know how you are." He was fine, he thought, all things considered. After
he had taken Tracey to the hospital in the station wagon, fighting the
rain that washed in through the broken wi ndshield, he had waited unti

t hey had brought Jeff in as well. A concussion and some deep

| acerations, he was told, nothing nore,
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and his statement to the police had been accepted w thout question-he
had gone for a walk after |leaving his father, and saw the results of the



accident, ran home to call since it was only a bl ock away, and found
Tracey wandering around in a daze. He supposed, when he was asked, they
had ski dded during the storm

H s mot her was still unconscious, and Dr. Naugle had put himin charge
of his father. To get some sl eep, sone food, so he would be ready when
she woke up.

"Don, | have to go. The wardens have cone with the pills."
"Al'l right," he said. "I'lIl conme around tonorrow. "

They rang of f, and he wandered into the kitchen, watched his father
silently, then went up to his room He was exhausted, and he dropped
onto the bed and fell asleep alnost instantly, not waking until after
m dni ght to undress and sl eep agai n.

At school on Monday he spoke to no one, avoiding their puzzled eyes,
cutting biol ogy when he saw the substitute at the head of the room He
ran for an hour afterward, feeling oddly distanced fromthe sound of his
feet on the red cinder track, as if he were floating through a tunnel

| ooki ng for someone he knew he wouldn't find. Then he went hone to fix
his father's supper. Nornan ate little, smoking as he did, finally
pushed his plate away and |l eft the roomw thout a word.

Don didn't follow He rinsed off the dishes, dried themand put themin
t he cupboard, then went upstairs to change his clothes for the evening
visit to his nother, Jeff, and Tracey. Wen he cane down agai n, Norman
was at the door, inpatiently jingling the keys to the car he had rented
whil e the station wagon was bei ng repaired.

"You know," he said as he drove through the wet streets, "you seem
awful Iy cal mthese days."
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"And it seens to ne you're spending an awful lot of time with that girl."
"She's a friend. So's Jeff."

"And your nother is your nmother. | think it would help if you stick
around her rooma bit nore."

"Ckay. "

He could feel his father ook at him not quite glaring, but he didn't
much care one way or the other. He had been trying to sort out
everything he felt, and it bothered himthat he couldn't make up his

m nd whet her or not he should feel guilty. He was afraid sonethi ng had
happened to himthat night in the park, and just as afraid that he m ght
blurt out the truth and be considered a case for the men in the white
coats. Hs father, on the other hand, had spent a lot of time on the
phone-with the mayor, with several board nmenbers, and with Dr. Naugle
Don was ashamed to think Norman was nore worried about the mayor.

On Tuesday Jeff was rel eased and showed up after school to watch him
run. There were questions, but he didn't ask them and Don soon stopped
wor ryi ng about what the boy had seen. Even if it had been just a
glinpse, it could easily be explained as an aftereffect of the accident.



On Wednesday he decided not to use the track but to wal k honme right
after last class. There was homework to do, and his father would have to
go to see his nother al one.

"Hey, stranger!"

He stopped and turned around, and shifted his feet when Chris cane
runni ng up, her hair unbound, her shirt out of her jeans.

"H," he said.

"CGod, you've been a ghost, you know that?" she said. "Were've you been
hi di ng?"

He gestured toward the house, toward the nmen on | adders fixing the
wi ndow. "C eaning up, seeing nmy mom... you know "
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"Yeah. Hey, |I'msorry about what happened."”

She noved cl oser, and he could snell the perfume she used.
"Is it true," she said, "that your father is |eaving?"

"Yeah. A | eave of absence. What with all the trouble and nmy nmom and all
he needs the tinme, you know?"

"Boy, do I," she said. "Is he really going to run for mayor?"
He shrugged. "I don't know. He's thinking about it, but I have a feeling

t hi ngs have changed." Then he | ooked at her eyes and saw sonet hi ng
m ssing. Her expression was friendly enough, her tone as gentle, but

there was still something mssing and he couldn't figure it out.

"Hey, uh, look," he said at last. "It's Hall oween this weekend, and ..
wel I, we kind of got screwed up | ast week, because of what happened. And
| was wondering ... that is, I-"

He junped then when a car horn blared behind him and Chris | aughed,
tapped his arm and wal ked over to Brian's car

"Hey, Duck, what's up with your nmon®?" Brian asked as Chris opened the
door and got in.

"She's okay," he said flatly.

"Good. Tell her | said hi." He cocked a finger-gun at himand gunned his
engi ne, and as he drove away with one arm around Chris's shoul der, Don
heard hi msay "Quack," and heard Chris say, "Quacker quack," and |augh

"What ?" he said. "Wat are you tal king about?" "Now | ook," Norman sai d.
"I haven't got tine to argue with you. |I've done all the figures, and
what with the nedi cal expenses and the house, there just isn't enough
money. |'msorry, but | can't pull it out of the air, and | can't spend
it when it isn't there. You'll have to start |ooking closer to
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hone, at the state colleges, where it's cheaper. Besides, the way your



grades are going, you'll be lucky to graduate."

Tracey was sitting on the living roomcouch, her nother in polite
attendance. Wen he told her about his father's dicturn, she

conmi serated and suggested he start |ooking at schol arshi ps, student

| oans, and sone of the |ocal organizations who sponsor kids in college.

He hadn't thought of it; he thanked her; he wanted to kiss her, but her
not her woul dn't | eave.

In the cafeteria Jeff groaned and made to dunp his tray over Don's head.
"What's the big deal with Chris anyway, huh? | thought you and Tracey
were ... you know "

"We are, | guess,"” he said. "I don't know "

"But you don't want to be tied down, huh?"

He | ooked up at the bitterness he heard in Jeff's voice. "No, | didn't
say that."

"I know you didn't," Jeff said. And pointed a fork at his chest. "Well,
listen, pal-Tracey Quintero is one great |ady, and you'd better not hurt
her. You listening, pal? You' d better not do anything to hurt her or
you'll have to answer to ne."

He forced a grin. "Hey, is that a threat?"
Jeff didn't smle back. "Whatever."

And he al nost gasped al oud when he realized that Jeff was in love with
her too.

On Friday he stood at his nother's bedside with his father and watched
her easy breathing, watched the 1V feed her, watched the screens of the
i nstruments recording her life.

At five mnutes to ten she woke up, saw her son, and screaned.
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The room was darKk.

Sitting on the desk chair with his back to the wall, he could see them
on the shelves and on the posters-the el ephants, the hawks, the bobcats,
the panther in the jungle licking its paw

The ni ght was col d.

Downstairs, he could hear his father answering the door, handi ng out

ti ssue-w apped packets of candy to the trick-or-treating kids who were
roam ng the nei ghborhood i n packs herded by parents.

Yest erday his not her woke up

Today he had stayed hone, sitting at his desk trying to make up his

m nd, and during a wandering through the house when his back grew too
sore, he had | ooked out a side wi ndow just after sunset and had seen his

father talking to Chris. It |ooked as if they were arguing, and he
wanted to run out and tell her not to get his father mad, not now, for



god' s sake, or she'll regret it cone June.

Then she had pulled a handful of her hair over her |eft shoul der and
started wal ki ng toward her backyard. Norman, after a brief hesitation,
had foll owed when she | ooked back and pouted, and thrust out her chest.
Norman didn't come hone for nore than an hour

Harry Fal cone and Chris Snowden, and goddamm Sam was dead.

Not hi ng had changed.

Red.

Peopl e were dead, kids were dead, and not hi ng had changed.

A hazed red, like looking through a distant crimnmson curtain.

He spoke to Tracey on the phone and had found the nerve to tell her he
| oved her, and was puzzl ed enough not to ask why when she told him she
liked him but she wasn't sure yet about |oving. |Instead, he changed the
subj ect, to school, to Jeff when she asked how he was doing, to the
weat her and
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the com ng holidays. And when they hung up, he |ooked at the stairs
wi t hout seeing a thing.

And a few minutes |later he sighed and rubbed his eyes.

She was wrong when she said he was all right now, she was w ong when she
said she didn't know about |oving. O course she did. He had heard it in
Jeff's voice, and he had just heard it in hers-she was afraid of him
now, and she wasn't afraid of Jeff.

So how could he be all right when nothing had changed in spite of what
he' d done?

He stood in the kitchen and drank a can of soda, stood in the hallway
and stared at the tel ephone for nearly five mnutes before dialing
Tracey's nunber. She was surprised to hear his voice again, and sorry
that she couldn't go out with himnext weekend because she had al ready
prom sed Jeff a sanple of her father's intensive interrogation. She

| aughed. He | aughed. She suggested that Don call himand give himsone
hints. He | aughed again and told her he just mght do that.

And hung up

And went to his roomwhere he dammed them both silently, and wondered
what he'd done wong, wondered where his m stake was?

Change. He would have to change if he wanted to take her back from Jeff;
he woul d have to change if he wanted to get the world straight again.

"No," he said then.
No, he thought, eyes narrowed in a frown.

What was needed, he decided as he heard his father tranp up the stairs,



was not a change in him and not the sinple recognition that his
probl ems were no worse than anyone el se's. He knew that. He wasn't
stupid, and he knew t hat.

But what he knew that no one else did was that he had the neans to do
somet hi ng about it.
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Nor man knocked on the door and opened it, grunted and sl apped the wall
switch that turned on the desk | anp.

"Jesus, are you a nole or something?"

"I was thinking."

"Ch, good. It's about time. I"'moff to see your nmother. You watch the
door and hand out the candy. If you think of it, put sone poison in the

appl es. "

Don smled dutifully, and his father gave hima salute, then | ooked
around the room and shook his head.

"Someday maybe |'ll understand all this," he said as he took anot her
step in and scanned the shel ves and the posters. "Maybe |'ve been w ong,
son. Maybe ... well, maybe |I've been wong." He lifted his shoul ders and
scratched his head. "Wen your nother's feeling better, maybe you and
should have a little talk. | suppose better |ate than never, huh, son?

What do you say?"

Don nodded and accepted the of fered hand, didn't protest when Nornman put
a hand on the back of his head and pulled himclose to his chest in a
rough approxi mati on of a hug.

And when he was gone, Donald stared at the desk until the noon filled
his wi ndow, stared at the desk until the swirling red was gone.

Then he smled and stood up.
No, Dad, he thought; better late is not better. It isn't better at all.
And he reached over the bed to pull down the picture of the deserted

jungle fromhis wall.

And when he | ooked out the wi ndow, he whi spered where are you? to the
prow i ng shapes out there, darker than shadow and waiting for his call



